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This collection of essays represents twenty-five years of work by one
of the most important critics of Romanticism and Byron studies,
Jerome McGann. The collection demonstrates McGann’s evolu-
tion as a scholar, editor, critic, theorist, and historian. His “General
analytic and historical introduction” to the collection presents a
meditation on the history of his own research on Byron, in particu-
lar how scholarly editing interacted with the theoretical innovations
in literary criticism over the last quarter of the twentieth century.
McGann’s receptiveness to dialogic forms of criticism is also illus-
trated in this collection, which contains an interview and concludes
with a dialogue between McGann and the editor. Many of these
essays have previously been available only in specialized scholarly
journals. Now McGann’s influential work on Byron can be appre-
ciated by new generations of students and scholars.
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General analytical and historical introduction

This is a book of “double reflection,” as we used to say twenty-five years
ago (early 1970s), when the earliest of the writings gathered here was first
published. In a moment I’ll try to explain why it is, and also why I'm
putting this book together now.

Double reflection, perhaps one has to recall, is a Hegelian/Marxist
phrase that named the kinds of theoretical passions driving so much of
everyone’s work in the late 1960s and early 1970s. It seems slightly quaint
now — a sort of kangaroo among the beauties of current scholarship.

“Return with me now to those thrilling days of yesteryear!” That
was how the narrator introduced 7%e Lone Ranger radio program, a pas-
sion of mine twenty-five years before I wrote anything in this book:
“The Lone Ranger,” that is to say another (mid twentieth-century) avatar
of The Giaour, The Corsair, Mazeppa. Beyond Baudelaire, Berlioz,
Kierkegaard, Melville, Nietzsche, etc., the Byronic generations do go on.

But in 1964, when I began my research on Byron and Romanticism,
those generations had been dispersed almost entirely into popular cul-
tural venues. A first reflexive move for me was therefore my graduate
research: a doctoral thesis on Byron and the theoretical problems of
“biographical criticism.” I wanted to study why Byron, who for nearly a
hundred years fairly defined, in the broadest international context, the
“meaning” of Romanticism, had all but disappeared from the most se-
rious forms of academic and professional attention. It seemed odd that
such a glaring historical anomaly, not to say contradiction, should not be
at the very center of scholarly attention. For the problem raised crucial
theoretical issues.

I am writing this very sentence in January 2000, in the same room —
the Rare Books Room of the British Library (erstwhile, “T’he North
Library”) — where I wrote my doctoral thesis in 1965. Non sum qualis
eram — but more importantly, neither are Romantic studies. Byron does
not loom across the European scene as he did in the nineteenth century

1



2 Byron and Romanticism

but there has clearly been a return of the repressed. (Would that the same
could be said for another figure of immensity, Walter Scott! But even as
I write this “the dawn is red,” so to say.)

Why this book, then? If the essential reflexive point was to rethink
Byron and, through him, the history and forms of Romanticism, surely
the past thirty-five years testify to an achievement of that project. And
I'm uninterested in simply gathering a certain record of my written
work, especially since my sense of time has grown, alas, somewhat more
acute. The digital revolution has set in motion, especially in the past ten
years, movements and changes that are upheaving humanities studies
at every level. Making sure that scholars and educators, not technocrats
and administrators, have a hand in guiding and — in Shelley’s sense —
“imagining” these changes has become a daily educational concern.
Under those circumstances, what is the point of a book like this?

So, double reflection. The academic history that these essays entered
and sought to influence has developed along various dynamic lines, many
of them conflicting lines, during the past twenty-five years. Reading the
essays in the context of the distinguished series of books they are now
joining, I am most struck by the differences between nearly all of these
books and nearly all of the essays.

Of course all exhibit a “turn to history,” a turn taken in the essays and
exhibited in the series’ books. But the latter engage a much more vari-
ous socio-cultural order of materials than the essays do. An objective re-
porter —myself, for instance — might say that Michel Foucault, Raymond
Williams, and Pierre Bourdieu are the books’ presiding deities whereas
Mark Pattison, Millman Parry, and Galvano della Volpe haunt the pages
of the essays. “Byron and Romanticism” orbits in a universe of textual
theory, literary-critical method, and a certain history of scholarship and
education.

It is this difference that interests me and makes me believe these essays
have something new to say.

— But they’re the same essays. Or have you made some kind of radical changes
to them?

— Some changes to the texts, yes, but nothing that alters the semantic content
in an appreciable way.

— What’s new then?

— What’s new is the way we live now. Take any literary work, preserve its
semantic — even its documentary — identity as best you can, and then
track its changes of meaning as it passes through the attention of differ-
ent places, times, circumstances. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, taking his cue
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directly from Dante, commonly handled his works in this way. He shuffles
“the same” poem into different contexts again and again, as if he knew
it was not a self-identical “thing,” as if he were determined to expose its
many-mindedness — how it is many-minded — in concrete and determi-
nate ways. Rossetti’s works are interesting partly because, more clearly
than many artists and poets, he makes a drama of artistic meaning as
performative and eventual. We still often seem to think that art’s multiple
meanings are a function of something they possess on their own, inherently
or essentially as it were. But the truth is that meanings multiply like lives,
through intercourse.

The exchanges I seek are with the scholarship and educational scene
around me, and that is represented in a distinguished way by the books
in this series. In this respect I have two general subjects I want to raise
here as a preface to the essays. One has to do with the relatively narrow
methodology that characterizes these essays (as opposed to what we find
in the series’ books). The second concerns the stances we may take as
scholars or teachers — as educators — toward our work.

THEORY AND METHOD

There 1s a history here that must be briefly replicated. In 1970, by a
sequence of odd chances, I began the project to edit Byron’s complete
poetical works. To that point I had no interest in or knowledge about
editing. My work had been dominated by “theoretical” and philosophical
pursuits. I wrote a long MA thesis on the theoretical conflict between
the Chicago Neo-Aristotelians and the New Criticism, and a doctoral
thesis on the theoretical problem of biographical method (in the general
context of the formalist and structural models of criticism that were
dominant at the time).

Editing Byron brought a nearly complete deconstruction of my think-
ing about literature, art, and culture generally. The subjectis too large for
this place. It’s sufficient to say, I think, that the editorial work threw me
down to where all our literary ladders start: in the concrete circumstances
of those material and ideological histories that engage the production
and transmission of “texts” (in the pre-Barthesian sense of that term):
texts as documents made and remade in a theoretically endless series of
stochastically generated feedback loops, all very particular.

Like so much cultural criticism of recent years, the books in this series
illustrate just how intricate that stochasis is — at how many levels it oper-
ates, in what remarkable ways these levels connect and interact. Placed



4 Byron and Romanticism

alongside it, as these essays now are, my work seems — s — limited and
restricted in focus. The objective reader, myself; easily sees in the essays
the permanent influence of New Ciritical “close reading” methods.

We shall have to reconsider the current relevance of such methods
for a scholarship and pedagogy that has recommitted itself to historicist
models of criticism — models specifically cast off by the New Critics
who promoted the practices of “close reading.” Let me set that matter
aside for a moment, however, in order to comment on textuality and
editing. These subjects and their practices are profoundly important at
this specific historical moment.

For some years now “Theory” has lapsed as a driving force in literary
and cultural scholarship. The main lines of the work have been felt as
complete (for the time being) and we observe a widespread process of
implementation and refinement.

“Theory” remains volatile and exploratory in one area, however: in
textual and editorial studies. This remarkable situation is the effect of
an historical phenomenon affecting every level of society, not least of all
education and the humanities: the breakthrough of Internet and digital
technology into our normal practices of work and living. Digital media
are ultimately forms of textuality. It is therefore unsurprising that the first
practico/theoretical explorations of these technologies in the humani-
ties should be made, as they are, at the foundational levels of literary
scholarship and education: in the libraries and archives and in the work
of editors, linguists, and textual scholars of all kinds. One has to return
to the fifteenth century to find a situation comparable to the one we now
witness and participate in.

None of'the scholarly works in this series has been significantly marked
by these notable events. None makes use of the technology and none en-
gages the theories and methods being experimented with and developed
out of this technology. Yet digitization and intermedia are already altering
the way we perceive and understand cultural phenomena. The recent
explosion of “History of the Book” studies is a direct function of the
nexus of historical studies and humanities computing, for the new tech-
nology has driven our view of books and texts to a higher level of abstract
perception.! The moment when one can make a virtual book, when you
can reconstruct it according to the design protocols of computer tech-
nology, you realize that you “understand” the book in a new way and
at another level of consciousness. Similarly, recent years have shown re-
markable explorations into the structure and relation of image and text.
The most dynamic (not to say the most volatile) developments in these
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areas are being driven by digital technologies. Indeed, we are beginning
to realize how and why we can deal with (analyze, read, interpret) text
as image and vice versa. The realizations emerge, however, not from the
reflections of “Theory” in the traditional sense, but from people actually
building and implementing computerized tools and instruments.

Why do I raise these matters here? Because these studies of Byron and
Romanticism were all shaped in a trajectory of textual and editorial work
that reached its fruition only in the hypermedia theory and electronic
scholarship that has dominated my work since I went to Caltech in 1981.
At that point several things began to become clear. First, that textual the-
ory and editorial practice were and had to be the foundation of all literary
studies; second, that all synthetic and interpretive operations — what used
to be called “The Higher Criticism” — were implicitly shaped “in the last
instance,” as the Marxists would say, by these forms of so-called “Lower
Criticism” (the processes of language and document transmission; or,
the materials, the means, and the modes of production); and finally, that
at certain critical historical moments the only theory that could serve as
such would have to be some kind of particular, goal-driven practice.?

When I began my work as a scholar, Byron and editing were both
marginal literary concerns. To work on Byron in 1965 was perforce to
work on a subject of “purely/merely/largely historical interest.” By 1980
the adverb in that phrase would be replaced by others. But to edit Byron
between 1970 and 1992 was to drive the historical issues in special direc-
tions. For one thing —I will come back to this — it focused my attention on
the field of the closely read text. For another, it made me aware as I had
never been that the literary works descending to us have been made
and remade by specific people and in particular institutional settings.
Finally, I saw quite clearly that all these makings were historically rela-
tive and relevant, and that the edition I was making was of the same
kind. “Romanticism” itself was objective and determinate only because
(and as)ithad been made, revised, and refashioned under different condi-
tions by different people with different agendas and purposes. (A relativist
perspective had of course been fairly widespread in the academy since
the early 1960s at least, and it would grow more acute during the 1970s
and 1980s. The perspective did not develop robust historicist forms and
methods until the 1980s and 1990s.)

Those last two effects of my editorial work changed everything since
they led me to execute the edition under a regular attention to its
circumstantial character. Editing Lord Byron. The Complete Poetical Works
(1981—-1992) thus became a continual reflection on the limits of its own
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design, and on the material and historical determinants of those limits.
Eventually I found myself needing, secking after, critical and scholarly
instruments that could incarnate, so to speak, those kinds of reflexive
and experimental demands. History would become the lover of neces-
sity. Editing Byron in codex form passed over to editing Rossetti in online
hypermedia: from editing as a closed system to “Editing as a Theoretical
Pursuit.”

THINKING AND WRITING

These essays tell that history, I think, more clearly than the edition of
Byron —which was constructed during the period when these essays were
written and which created the conditions, if not all the conditions, that
made the essays possible and even necessary. The clarity of the essays is
in certain ways greater than the edition because of a difference in form
and genre. Nothing appears more monumental, more finished, than a
large scholarly edition. The volatile history I summarized in the previous
section of this Introduction is latent but largely invisible in Lord Byron. The
Complete Poetical Works. The forms of such things wear robes of authority,
order, and a massive ntegritas. They lend themselves not to openness
and self-reflection, least of all to change. Narrativity, even in a discursive
mode, has greater flexibilities.

Under the horizon of a literary practice that has idealized the standard
critical edition, however, critical commentary itself reflects that aspiration
to — that apparition of — finishedness. Walter Pater, M. H. Abrams,
Harold Bloom: all are pilgrims of the absolute, more or less modest,
more or less imperial. Even writing in the essay form we have wanted to
get things right, to say something definitive (the supreme quality, we used
to imagine, of the critical edition). And while we can achieve this under
certain limitations and conditions, we can never know that we have done
it. (Alas, we often imagine that we do know such things.)

In certain disciplines — engineering for example, perhaps the hard
sciences — aspiring to correctness is a needful thing. But in humanities
I think the aspiration is misguided and finally misleading. The aspira-
tion should rather be toward thoroughness, clarity, candor. Being clear,
open, and as meticulous as possible are goals exactly as problematic as
being correct and complete. They are goals, however, resting in an initial
reflection on the self and its uncertainties.

As I read these essays now (objectively) I recall some of the stories they
tell, some of the histories — Lilliputian, intramural — they reflect. One
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of these I've already told. Another interests me as well and seems worth
retelling here. It’s the history of the (failed) pursuit of a satisfying form of
critical commentary, a form to mirror or index the editorial instruments
I also grew to need. As I said earlier, when I began trying to make a
critical edition of Byron I knew virtually nothing about editing. Making
the edition was a passage from the utter dark. I have put “Byron and
Milton” at the beginning of this book because as an essay it appears
to me the least successful in the collection. It’s in fact the earliest of the
essays, but that’s not why it comes where it does. I initially thought not
to include it at all, it seemed so unsatisfactory. But in #ruth it did not seem
unsatisfactory to me when I wrote it in 1972, it only seems so now. So
now it also seems an effective, even a satisfactory way to begin a story of
failure. It’s also satisfying to admit that my first impulse was to exclude
it. That’s an important element in the story too.

Note that I still think I’'m correct about many things I wrote in the
essay. Certain matters of fact are beyond dispute, like the clear literary
allusions. But the essay isn’t satisfying because of those matters of fact.
However, it seemed satisfactory in 1972 — it was written, I now think I
remember, to make a show of myself at the English Institute —in January
2000 it’s satisfying to put it at the head of this book and to wrap it in this
commentary.

I would grow dissatisfied with that kind of essay and would try to
escape it. For a while I was much taken with the style of the polemical
pamphlet, and after that with the dialogue. I tried the latter early on,
in 1970, and wrote a book in dialogue. It won a prize from a society of
poets (!) but seems to have had no other success at all, nor any impact
on scholarship.3 When I returned to the form in the late 1980s I tried to
crossbreed it with Poe’s hoaxes and then stage the writing as a Wildean
truth of masks. These are the critical works I get greatest pleasure from
having done.* As Wilde wisely said, “Give a man a mask and he will tell
you the truth.”

— But Jerome, we’re always wearing masks.

— This is true, I now see. But once upon a time I thought otherwise. Byron, that
masked man and lone ranger, helped to free me from the illusion.

— Because?

— Because I'm a Romanticist and hence completely involved with a “poetry of
sincerity.” With ideals of the Self, and of self-discovery through a dynamics
of spontaneous overflow and reflexive turns. Nor do these operations cease
to interest me. But Byron, a great practitioner of such manoeuvres, was
also — not always but often, and often enough — their clear-eyed student.



8 Byron and Romanticism

Reading Byron’s romantic spontaneities and overflows one came to see that
they were masked forms, rhetorical strategies. All gods reside in the human
breast, Blake said. So do all poems. They are dictated from the eternity of
embodied mind.

- So?

— “Sincerity: 1if you can fake that you've made it.” So goes one of the most
notorious proverbs of post-Modernism. It’s an X Generation’s version
of Baudelaire’s wonderful address to /s readers: “Hypocrite lecteur,
mon semblable, mon frére.” The source, for Baudelaire at any rate, is
Byron.

— It’s grotesque, cynical — hopeless and helpless.

— Ifyou say so, perhaps. But not necessarily. The problem lies in the ways that
culture — that is to say tdeology, that is to say false consciousness — enlists works
of imagination to its causes. Culture is always seeking to turn poetic tales
into forms of worship, “the Wastes of Moral Law” as Blake called these
things.

— So the ironist Byron is good, the “sincere” Wordsworth is bad.

— Please. 1 confess I am tired of answering that kind of remark. It’s just a way
to maintain some kind of moral ground as the measure of art. Blake was
perfectly right, art has no truck with morality, it’s a field of revelations
and imitations. Wordsworth is splendid, Byron is splendid. Byron is in
fact Wordsworth’s salvation, his way away from being possessed by the
demons of culture. They are to each other what Blake called Corporeal
Enemies — that is to say, they are Spiritual Friends.

— Each others’ masks.

— Just so. Each is the other’s limit state and “bounding line.” But in our day —
in this Blakean “State” we are passing through, Byron has been the salvific
Voice of the Devil — because our Heaven and our Law have been — in the
terms I've been using here — “Wordsworthian.”

— At least they have been for you.

— Yes, that’s right. What I'm saying is only objectively — it’s not generally — true.

— (You keep insisting on this matter of your odjectivity! What’s all that about?)

— (Think about it. Anyhow, you’re digressing)

— OK. Akey problem here surely lies in the way critical and theoretical writing —
commentaries and reflections on primary acts of imagination — commit
themselves to perceiving, defining, and even acquiring “general” truth.
“To generalize is to be an Idiot” Blake declares. Of course it isn’t at all
idiotic to generalize — unless you’re an artist! But from the artistic point of
view, works of culture will always be regarded with suspicion. For works of
culture do and must aspire to general authority, and the greatest of these
works achieve some degree of that authority.

But artists and works of art occupy an equivocal position in the world
of culture, as Plato saw very clearly. His view was that the poets and
artists should be expelled, that they were at best charmingly unreliable.
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He went on to say — it’s important to recall this — that they might come
back if they “or their friends” could make a case for their work in other-
than-artistic terms.> It never occurred to Plato that artistic work as such —
not art as mediated by philosophers or critics — possessed intellectual or
cognitive authority — or that this authority rested exactly in the peculiar
intellectual character of artistic work: that it embodied a reflexive form
of unmediated knowing. For Plato — and the view remains widespread,
if much less lucidly held — art is a craft, not a method of knowing the
world and reflecting on the self. Building on the empiricism of Enlighten-
ment, Romanticism installed “The Aesthetic” as a form of knowing. The
institutions of culture have always resisted this claim of art, and in our own
epoch, when the claim has been so powerfully advanced, the resistance
took an accommodating form. So “the function of criticism at the present
time” has been to translate works of art into other cultural terms — as
if they could not speak on their own behalf and authority. (That “present
time” isn’t just Arnold’s specific Victorian time, it is the period of the
past 200 years i general.)

The clearest way to see how an Aesthetic form works is by comparing
it to the operational procedures of a different form of knowing, Logic,
for example. Peter Ochs has recently exposed with remarkable clarity
the development of Peirce’s work by tracing the history of its errors and
its attempts to correct those errors. Most important, Ochs tracks the
work in the context of Ochs’s own self-reflexive thought. The Peirce we
encounter in Ochs is a special creature developed from a kind of double
helix, one strand “Peircean,” the other “Ochsian,” with each strand
fused to the other in order to generate this new intelligent creature, this
study of Peirce by Ochs. Here is Ochs’s general description of what he
is doing:

My thesis is that pragmatic definition is not a discrete act of judgment or
classification, but a performance of correcting other, inadequate definitions of imprecise
things. Pragmatic reasoning is thus a different sort of reasoning than the kind
employed in defining things precisely. It is a corrective activity . ..My thesis
is therefore not a thesis in the usual sense. Since my claim is that to define
pragmatically is to correct and that to correct is to read, my “thesis” is bet-
ter named my “corrective reading” But that is not quite right, either, since
my claim is that reading cannot be done “in general,” or “for everyone,” but
only for someone: for some community of readers. .. And this is not to cor-
rect Peirce per se but to correct problems in the way Peirce would be read by a given
community. The point is not that Peirce is wrong and I can see better! Not
at all. Only that his pragmatism can show itself to another thinker only in
the way that thinker acquires the practice of corrective reading . .. To exhibit
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the meaning of pragmatism will therefore be to perform some way of correcting
the meanming of pragmatism. For this study, I read Peirce’s writings on pragma-
tism as his corrective performance of pragmatism, and I offer the follow-
ing chapters as one way of pragmatically and thus correctively studying his
performance.’

I regret having to set aside so much of this interesting work in order
to attend upon one matter: the issue of intellectual generality. Ochs
says his reading is not “in general,” and while this is the case in the
sense he means, that is no sense that would make sense to an artist.
Ochs proposes to engage Peirce’s work at a secondary level of general-
ity — not “in general” (universal) but “under the horizon of generality”
(for a certain “community”). To do that is to make something other
than an aesthetic commitment to the work being done, it is to make
a moral or social commitment. (Let it be said that artists themselves
make such commitments all the time, as they should, but that in doing
so they are putting their art to some social use — for better and/or for
worse.)

Of course it might be objected that I am merely pointing out how
we distinguish an abstract or ideal “form” in all forms of thought, and
hence that Aesthetic Form is merely a way of referring to that entity
(what Aristotle called the “formal cause” of anything). In this sense Logic,
Theology — whatever: all forms of thought may have their formal causes
distinguished.

(Who is making this argument, who is writing these sentences?)

But Aesthetic Form cannot be subsumed by formal cause. It is for-
mal cause perceived and functioning as material cause — to stay with
Aristotle’s categories. And its final cause is indeterminable from any per-
spective available to us. In this sense Aesthetic Form is like that fabulous
medieval “circle whose center is everywhere but whose circumference
is nowhere” — but only like, because this will always be a circle with a
determinate material form, what Blake called (playing with his words)
a “Bounding Line.” Blake and all artists can thus play with their words,
or whatever they work with, exactly because their primary care is to op-
erate with their ideas through their materials (for an artist — Shelley and
Byron illustrate this unmistakably — to think is to make something, to
make something concrete). Material forms, articulations like “Bounding
Line” (or the artist’s physical marking of some such line), are physi-
cally determinate but cognitively flooded. Underdetermined cognitively,
overdetermined materially.
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BYRONIC TEXTUALITY

Ochs set about to correct Peirce’s errors via a pragmaticist reading
of Peirce’s work. It reminds one of Blake’s efforts to “correct Milton’s
errors,” which is as we know one of the main themes and “leading
tendencies” of Blake’s work. It is a leading tendency because, in Blake’s
view, giving a form to Milton’s errors is a way to expose his own. Unlike
Blake’s, Ochs’s writing does not turn his critique simultaneously into a
self-critique. This is not to denigrate his study but only to point out a
generic limitation of the critical powers of discursive form.

I have brought Peirce (and Ochs) into this discussion because their
work helps clarify the contemporary critical relevance of Byron’s poetic
discourse. Ochs recovers for us a Peirce who gradually moved from prag-
matism to pragmaticism, from a philosophic program of error-correction
to a program reflecting on its own processes of error-correction. In this
movement Peirce discovers the form of the existential graph, a form of
philosophic commentary and reflection that clearly seeks to break free
of the material limitations of discursive form.” Peirce’s existential graphs
are the equivalent of Kierkegaard’s masks and, later, of the dialogical
drama Wittgenstein stages in the Philosophical Investigations. In each case
we observe a theoretical mind seeking for critical forms that will escape
the limits of discursive form.

Poets do not employ language discursively and the example of Blake,
just glanced at, illustrates one important result of their choice. In this
respect poetry will always be the demon — that is to say, the redemptive
dream — of philosophy. In our day Byron has emerged, has returned, as
a demon of great consequence. We have had fifty years to look back with
clarity and horror and an inevitably cynical wonderment at the spectacle
of Western Civilization. We have an Imperial view of this scene, we are —
as Byron knew himself to be, as Wordsworth (for example) deliberately
chose not to be — “citizens of the world.” Byron’s eyes have been here
before, have seen all this. Most important of all, Byron saw himself as
part of the scene: a player, a participant, “doomed to inflict or bear.”
What a difference it makes to survey the Great Wars’ bestial floors from
the vantage of Vietnam, Palestine, Northern Ireland — Bosnia, Kosovo,
Cambodia, Chile, Uganda. ..

How does one /five in such a world and with such a disillusioned view
of it, being in it? Byron’s verse poses that question over and over again —
it 1s one of his “leading tendencies,” to pose the question and to keep
posing it. Here is one famous posing (from Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage IV ):
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But let us ponder boldly; ’tis a base
Abandonment of reason to resign
Our right of thought, our last and only place
Of refuge; this, at least, shall still be mine:
Though from our birth the faculty divine
Is chained and tortured, cabin’d, cribb’d, confined
And bred in darkness, lest the truth should shine
Too brightly for the unpreparéd mind,
The beam pours in, for time and skill will couch the blind.

(st. 127)

The truth of this text comes as the contradiction between its “what”
and “how.” “[R]eason” and a “right of thought” are declared “our last
and only place of refuge,” and the argument is that a persistence of
disciplined inquiry will bring enlightenment. But even assuming this
actual result, what then? To see thus clearly, we now grow to see, is to
be astonished by a visible darkness stretching back across the forty-nine
stanzas before this one and forward to forty-four that directly follow it, all
linked to “the electric chain of that despair” (st. 172) which is the Byronic
byword. You shall know the truth and it will not set you free: that is an
essential part of the message here.

It is not the whole of the message — or rather, the text is imagining itself
beyond its discursive form. The chain of despair is electric, forbidding
rest or any but momentary comforts. To be Byronic is precisely not to
be laid asleep in body to become a living soul. So beyond the dream of
reason and its right of thought is the driving verse, the famous passion
emblemized by those astonishing enjambments that fractured for ever
the purity of the Spenserian inheritance:

I know not why—but standing thus by thee
It seems as if I had thine inmate known,
Thou Tomb! And other days come back to me
With recollected music, though the tone
Is changed and solemn, like the cloudy groan
Of dying thunder on the distant wind;
Yet could I seat me by this vied stone
Till I had bodied forth the heated mind,
Forms from the floating wreck which Ruin leaves behind,;

And from the planks, far shatter’d o’er the rocks,
Build me a little bark of hope, once more

To battle with the ocean and the shocks

Of the loud breakers, and the ceaseless roar
Which rushes on the solitary shore
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Where all lies founder’d that was ever dear:
But could I gather from the wave-worn store
Enough for my rude boat, where should I steer?
There woos no home, no hope, nor life, save what is here. ..

There is the moral of all human tales;
"Tis but the same rehearsal of the past;
First Freedom, and then Glory—when that fails,
Wealth, vice, corruption—barbarism at last,
And History, with all her volumes vast,
Hath but one page, — ’tis better written here
Where gorgeous Tyranny hath thus amass’d
All treasures, all delights, that eye or ear,
Heart, soul, could seek, tongue ask—Away with words! draw near.

‘“Admire, exult, despise, laugh, weep, — for here / There is such matter
for all feeling: = (104-106). And so on, relentlessly. It has been said
that Byron’s verse can’t be appreciated in brief quotation. These stanzas
illustrate why (and how) that’s true. This is verse observing its own passion
of thought, the passion of its insistence, its determination to think and
think again and again. The imagined “refuge” — the dreams of home,
hope, and life — are precisely “here,” in these moving lines that signal a
decision never to cease this side of an absolute extinction. Nor is there
any thought that the thinking will come out “right,” for this is thinking
that lives in its expenditures. Unlike Wordsworth (once again), Byron’s
writing begins and thrives in disillusion. At its finest moments it is either
ludic or it is failing. Like Beckett, however, the texts rise to unbuild
themselves repeatedly. In the process they cast not dark shadows but a
kind of invigorated negative textual space. So here “meaning” slips free
of every conclusion, including the idea of conclusiveness, and fuses with
its eventuality.

Lyric self-expression marks a Romantic ethos, and this verse fairly
epitomizes its style. So for a hundred years “Byronism” in poetry was
another name for “Romanticism.” At that point, with the emergence
of Modernism’s neo-classical demands, a different style of Romanti-
cism was summoned from the deep Romantic chasm. This was called
“The Greater Romantic Lyric.”® It is not a form that Byron culti-
vated, and on the one occasion when he undertook it, in Canto 11 of
Childe Harold, he did so only to heat it to meltdown. His practice fore-
cast what would emerge in late twentieth-century Romantic scholar-
ship, starting with the immensely influential work of Geoffrey Hartman
and Paul DeMan. Romantic lyricism, we came to see, was a field of
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“aporias” and brave self-conflictions. But this was not to deconstruct the
art of Romanticism, it was to break off from a neo-classical reading of
that art. ('To point this out here, let me hasten to add, is not to say that
the neo-classical reading is “wrong,” it is merely to signal its case and its
kind.)

Byron’s cultural re-emergence in the late twentieth century is thus an
historical fate. Who else could redeem Romantic self-expression from
the conceptual heavens that threatened it? Byron’s lyric style became
Romanticism’s dark angel when his work was officially cast off and
set apart. That critical move, which can be given a precise historical
locus as we know, would insulate Byron from the aesthetic challenge
raised by deconstruction. His work was invisible through deconstruc-
tive lenses exactly because it is a discourse of failure, plainly imperfect —
a “spoiler’s art” whose first aim is to spoil itself.9

In the end, however, Byron’s poems, like all imaginative work, will
be left living after every post-Modernist conceptual form has turned to
dry-as-dust. Byron’s certain relevance at this particular time lies in the
vitality of his dark eminence. “There is a very life in our despair,” he
famously declared, and the truth of that remark comes not from its idea
but from the language which it thrives (so to say). The prose of philosophy
and criticism is itself a ludic self-contradicted discourse, even a discourse
of failure — deconstructive prose pre-eminently so. Rarely does either
discipline admit or seek forms to display those features. A key social
function of imaginative form is to offer models of such thinking. And just
now Byron may be the paradigmatic model —a “poet’s poet,” as we used
to say.

ONE WORD MORE

Finally, I must say something about the essays’ critical style and proce-
dures, which seem to me a function of their general subject — Byron and
Romanticism. I've already noted how unlike these essays are compared to
the typical work published in this series. The focused interests of editors,
bibliographers, and textual scholars (in the most traditional sense of the
term) play over these writings of mine, as do the “close reading” proce-
dures of my earliest critical models. This book gives two cheers for their
old democracies. Given the privilege they assign to imaginative writing
as a touchstone of critical thought, the essays attend upon their subjects’
minute particulars, their embodied thinking. At those elementary levels
of perception one gains, I believe, a peculiarly clear view of (a) the play of
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contradictions that constitute all imaginative work, and (b) the performa-
tive involvement of the writing itself in its own contradictory elements.
“If this be but a vain belief” — or rather, how i is and must be a vain
belief — may at least begin to be seen in the critical context these essays
have been permitted to enter, and whose differential they have sought.

NOTES
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CHAPTER I

Malton and Byron

I am too happy in being coupled in any way with Milton, and shall
be glad if they find any points of comparison between him and me.
Byron to Thomas Medwin

WHEN we think of Milton’s influence upon English Romanticism the
poets who first come to mind are Blake, Wordsworth, Keats, and perhaps
Shelley. As for Byron, Milton rightly seems an altogether less dominating
forebear since we remember only too well his distaste for blank verse,
even Milton’s blank verse:

Blank verse, . .. [except] in the drama, no one except Milton ever wrote who
could rhyme. ..I am aware that Johnson has said, after some hesitation, that
he could not “prevail upon himself to wish that Milton had been a rhymer”. . .;
but, with all humility, I am not persuaded that the Paradise Lost would not have
been more nobly conveyed to posterity . . . in the Stanza of Spenser or of Tasso,
or in the terza rima of Dante, which the powers of Milton could easily have
grafted on our language.'

Byron had a number of other criticisms of Milton’s poetic crafts-
manship, so one is not surprised that Milton did not haunt his work.
Nevertheless, Milton’s importance for Byron, both in his art and his life,
was by no means insignificant.

To speak of Milton’s influence upon Byron is, I believe, immediately
to close the discussion under two principal headings. The first of these is
well known and has to do with Byron’s Satanism and the poetic tradition
of the criminal hero. Though fairly and frequently treated, the matter has
still to be properly elucidated, and the first part of this essay will deal with
certain areas of the subject which have not been explained.? The second
way in which Milton was an important influence upon Byron involves
Byron’s interpretation and imaginative use of Milton’s life. This aspect
of Milton’s influence did not appear until Byron exiled himself from
England in 1816. At this time he began to elaborate an autobiographical
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myth which was shaped in no small way by his interpretation of Milton’s
personal and political history. To my knowledge, no scholar has yet seen
fit to go into this curious matter. Since the subject is rather complex
and little known, I will leave it until after we have looked into the more
familiar problem of Byron’s Satanism.

I

Though Milton’s influence upon Byron’s gloomy and problematic heroes
begins at least as early as 1812, the subject has always (and properly) been
studied from the vantage of 1821 -1822, when Cain was published and the
famous discussion of the play was begun. Byron defended Cain against
the charge of blasphemy by calling Milton to his defense:

If “Cain” be blasphemous, “Paradise Lost” is blasphemous; and the words. ..
“Evil, be thou my good!” are from that very poem, from the mouth of Satan, —
and is there anything more in that of Lucifer, in the Mystery? “Cain” is nothing
more than a drama, not a piece of argument.

I could not make Lucifer expound the Thirty-nine Articles, nor talk as the
Divines do: that would never have suited his purpose, — nor, one would think,
theirs. They ought to be grateful to him for giving them a subject to write about.
What would they do without evil in the Prince of Evil? Othello’s occupation
would be gone. I have made Lucifer say no more in his defence than was
absolutely necessary, — not half so much as Milton makes his Satan do. I was
forced to keep up his dramatic character. 4u reste, I have adhered closely to the
Old Testament, and I defy any one to question my moral. Johnson, who would
have been glad of an opportunity of throwing another stone at Milton, redeems
him from any censure for putting impiety and even blasphemy into the mouths
of his infernal spirits. By what rule, then, am I to have all the blame?3

When Leigh Hunt commented upon Byron’s arguments later in Lord
Byron and some of his Contemporaries, he cut through Byron’s deliberately
“mystifying” remarks. Byron’s defence, Hunt says:

is not sincere. “Cain” was undoubtedly meant as an attack upon the crude
notions of the Jews respecting evil and its origin. Lord Byron might not have
thought much about the matter, when he undertook to write it; but such was his
feeling. He was conscious of it; and if he had not been, Mr. Shelley would not
have suffered him to be otherwise. But the case is clear from internal evidence.
Milton, in his “Paradise Lost,” intended nothing against the religious opinions
of his time; Lord Byron did. The reader of the two poems feels certain of this;
and he 1s right. It is true, the argumentative part of the theology of Milton
was so bad, that a suspicion has crossed the minds of some in these latter
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times, whether he was not purposely arguing against himself; but a moment’s
recollection of his genuine character and history does it away. Milton was as
decidedly a Calvinist at the time he wrote “Paradise Lost,” and subject to all the
gloomy and degrading sophistries of his sect, as he certainly altered his opinions
afterwards, and subsided in a more Christian Christianity.*

Hunt’s criticisms make it plain that Byron’s remarks were not so much
lies as obfuscations. Byron’s careful prose leaves unsaid everything that
is truly germane to the issue, for the fact is that Milton’s poem is fun-
damentally fideistic whereas Can is just as radically skeptical. This does
not mean that Byron saw Lucifer as his play’s moral exemplar; on the
contrary, Byron clearly (and sincerely) represented Lucifer in a critical
light. But if he gave his diabolic prince certain negative qualities, he also
created for him a number of sympathetic contexts, as well as several pow-
erful speeches. Lucifer’s parting words to Cain are a stirring rhetorical
plea for one of Byron’s deepest convictions: intellectual freedom.

The mixed character of Byron’s Lucifer makes him a fitting inheritor
of that line of post-Miltonic criticism which liked to sympathize with the
demon’s grandeur or power or suffering. Most of Byron’s ideas about
Milton, and Paradise Lost in particular, have little to do with that odd
fragment of literary history, for Byron’s Miltonic preoccupations were
often of a technical nature. But when Byron did comment upon the
character of Milton’s Satan, he clearly echoed those eighteenth-century
critics who had done so much to establish the ground for the Romantic
idea that Satan was the hero of Paradise Lost.

I must remark from Aristotle and Rymer, that the /ero of tragedy and (I add meo
periculo) a tragic poem must be guilly, to excite “terror and pity,” the end of tragic
poetry. But hear not me, but my betters. “The pity which the poet is to labour for
is_for the criminal. The terror is likewise in the punishment of the said criminal,
who, if he be represented too great an offender, will not be pitied; if altogether
nnocent his punishment will be unjust” . . . Who is the hero of Paradise Lost? Why
Satan — and Macbeth, and Richard, and Othello, and Pierre, and Lothario,
and Zanga?>

Byron does not idealize Satan any more than he idealizes his own Lucifer.
Rather, Byron’s argument depends upon a humanized interpretation of
the fallen angel. In this respect, Byron’s view is the direct inheritor of that
eighteenth-century critical tradition which, by attempting to defend the
probability of Milton’s rebel angel, developed an elaborate exegesis of
his human qualities and reactions.

Unlike his remarks on Cain and Milton, Byron’s commentary on Satan
as the hero of Paradise Lost is completely sincere. Byron believed that the
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devil was equivocally represented in Milton’s epic, and if Leigh Hunt was
able to discern the assured fideistic character of Paradise Lost, Byron was
equally certain that the poem was basically non-dogmatic. “Cain,” Byron
said, “is not a piece of argument”. It represented neither the devil’s party
nor God’s, for Byron had no intention (nor any inclination) to choose
forms of worship with his poetic tales. In this matter Byron felt himself to
be following Milton’s lead precisely, for he could not see an unequivocal
theology in Paradise Lost. Milton’s epics, for Byron, mirrored the open
mind of their creator. According to Byron, they “prove nothing”.

His great epics.. . . prove nothing . . . He certainly excites compassion for Satan,
and endeavours to make him out an injured personage — he gives him hu-
man passions too, makes him pity Adam and Eve, and justify himself much as
Prometheus does. . . I should be very curious to know what his real belief was.
The “Paradise Lost” and “Regained” do not satisfy me on this point.°®

This text is the crucial one for understanding Milton’s influence upon
Byron’s Satanism. It not only contains the germ of his attitude toward
Milton the thinker, it explains why Milton’s influence upon the Byronic
hero took the peculiar form it did.

Byron’s gloomy heroes have long been recognized as the descendants
of Milton’s Satan through the intermediacy of such famous hero-villaing
as Karl Moor, Ambrosio, and Schedoni. Indeed, when Byron made his
notorious remark that Satan was the hero of Paradise Lost he was not
commenting directly on Paradise Lost at all. His letter was a reply to his
friend Francis Hodgson, who had made some severe criticisms of Gothic
hero-villains, that “long series of depraved. .. profligates adorned with
courage, and rendered interesting by all the warmth and tenderness of
love . .. [They] cannot but have had the worst effect upon the minds of
the young.”?

Byron’s answer to Hodgson justifies (to a certain extent) his repeated
assertions that his tragic heroes were never meant to be taken as models
for behavior. The histories of the Giaour, Conrad, Manfred, Lucifer,
Cain, Christian, ef al. are records of guilt and suffering, and for this reason
Byron was right to object when critics accused him of immorality.

Byron defended Cain, his own many dark heroes, as well as the fascinat-
ing villains of Gothic literature, on the same principle which guided his
reading of Paradise Lost. Milton’s poem was intellectually problematic for
Byron because all of Milton’s characters seemed humanized. Following
Pope and others, Byron criticized Milton’s portrayal of God because He
seemed altogether too mundane, and hence sounded ridiculous while
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delivering His long theological disquisitions. According to Byron, He
never should have appeared in the epic at all. Similarly, Satan’s charac-
ter had been wrought with the greatest art, but the psychological result
was the portrait of a criminal-hero. Guilty he most certainly was, but a
pure principle of evil he was not.

This humanistic reading of Paradise Lost helped Byron to create his
own famous portraits of the criminal-hero. If Byron wondered what
Milton’s true beliefs might have been, his own lifelong uncertainty and
skepticism about ultimate philosophical and theological questions were
continually represented in his Gothic and oriental tales and his meta-
physical dramas. These poems were Byron’s means not for asserting his
philosophical convictions, but for exploring the intellectual questions
which never ceased to bother him. Moreover, the crucial vehicles for his
intellectual questionings were his notorious and deeply problematical
heroes, all of whom, as we know, trace their heritage back to Milton’s
Satan.

Byron told his wife that he believed himself the avatar of a fallen angel.
This bizarre conviction explains, among other things, his fascination with
the Satan of Paradise Lost. Byron’s early heroes are frequently associated
in more or less explicit ways with Milton’s fallen angel.

He stood a stranger in this breathing world,
An erring spirit from another hurl’d;
(Lara, 1, 315-316)

Enough—no foreign foe could quell
Thy soul, till from itself it fell.
(The Giaour, 138-130)

His soul was changed, before his deeds had driven
Him forth to war with man and forfeit heaven.
(The Corsair, 1, 251-252)

All such figures are, for Byron, guilty but fascinating beings. They are
Satanic, and the measure of his judgment upon them is taken in his
lyric “Prometheus.” Like Shelley, Byron distinguished between the di-
vine rebellions of Satan on the one hand and Prometheus on the other.
His Satanic heroes, all “errant on dark ways diverse,” are properly self-
destroyed. But Prometheus is the innocent victim of an arbitrary exter-
nal power. Far from making war on man, as Byron’s Satanic heroes do,
Prometheus is marvellously humanitarian. In Byron’s terms he is not a
tragic figure at all.



24 Byron and Romanticism

But while this distinction between the Promethean and the Satanic
in Byron is necessary, the poems quite clearly represent even the most
reprobate of Byron’s heroes in a sympathetic way. The following remarks
of Byron to Lady Blessington explain the reason for his sympathetic
portraits of bad men.

It is my respect_for morals that makes me so indignant against its vile substitute cant, with
which I wage war, and this the good-natured world chooses to consider as a sign
of my wickedness. We are all the creatures of circumstance, the greater part of our
errors are caused, if not excused, by events and situations over which we have
had little control; the world see the faults, but they see not what led to them:
therefore I am always lenient to crimes that have brought their own punishment,
while I am a little disposed to pity those who think they atone for their own sins
by exposing those of others, and add cant and hypocrisy to the catalogue of their vices.®

Thus speaks Byron the genteel reformer. His famous tales of guilty ad-
venturers are all exercises in which sympathy is evoked for the hero by
forcing the reader to consider all the circumstances of the case. The
reader 1s asked not to excuse but to seek understanding.

There was in him a vital scorn of all;

As if the worst had fall’'n which could befall,

He stood a stranger in this breathing world,

An erring spirit from another hurl’d;

A thing of dark imaginings, that shaped

By choice the perils he by chance escaped;

But ’scaped in vain, for in their memory yet

His mind would half exult and half regret.

With more capacity for love than earth

Bestows on most of mortal mould and birth,

His early dreams of good outstripp’d the truth,

And troubled manhood follow’d baffled youth;

with thought of years in phantom chase misspent,

And wasted powers for better purpose lent;

And fiery passions that had pour’d their wrath

In hurried desolation o’er his path,

And left the better feelings all at strife

In wild reflection o’er his stormy life;

But haughty still and loth himself to blame,

He call’d on Nature’s self to share the shame,

And charged all faults upon the fleshly form

She gave to clog the soul, and feast the worm;

Till he at last confounded good and ill,

And half mistook for fate the acts of will.
(Lara1, 315—-936)°
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Such men are vital because they are so problematic. The verse runs us
through a series of paradoxes and contradictory circumstances. Indeed,
the rushing movement of these portraits is essential to their effect, for the
reader is meant to be struck with a sense that, though one may understand
the nature and causes of the detailed situation, one must always remain
behindhand with solutions. Too many factors are inevitably involved in
human affairs, something crucial is always beyond one’s control. Just as
the Byronic hero’s life is confounded equally in his will and in his fate,
so the reader’s schemes for moral order — whatever they may be — are
confounded by Byron’s presentation. Our sympathy for such a man is
the melancholy sign of human ineffectuality. Indeed, the Byronic hero
illustrates in his life what the reader, meeting him, discovers in himself.
They “prove nothing”; rather, they raise questions.*®

To instil in the reader a dislocated and melancholy intelligence is
the primary function of the Byronic hero, who is, therefore, another of
Byron’s devices for making war on “cant.” All Byronic heroes are almost
hypnotically fascinating. The monks in 7#%e Giaour fear to look upon the
hero of that tale because his very appearance troubles their consciences.
The effect he produces is typical of the whole species.

With all that chilling mystery of mien,
And seeming gladness to remain unseen,
He sad (if *twere not nature’s boon) an art
Of fixing memory on another’s heart:
It was not love perchance, nor hate, nor aught
That words can image to express the thought;
But they who saw him did not see in vain,
And once beheld, would ask of him again:
And those to whom he spake remember’d well,
And on the words, however light, would dwell:
None knew, nor how, nor why, but he entwined
Himself perforce around the hearer’s mind;
There he was stamp’d, in liking, or in hate,
If greeted once; however brief the date
That friendship, pity, or aversion knew,
Still there within the inmost thought he grew.
You could not penetrate his soul, but found,
Despite your wonder, to your own he wound;
His presence haunted still; and from the breast
He forced an all unwilling interest:
Vain was the struggle in that mental net,
His spirit seem’d to dare you to forget!

(Lara, 1, 361-382)
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One dares not forget the sight of such a man because he is a living
challenge to the comforts of undemanding and conventional ethics. To
have known the Byronic hero is to have discovered a new and terrifying
problematics of morality.

For infinite as boundless space
The thought that Conscience must embrace,
Which in itself can comprehend
Woe without name, or hope, or end.
(The Giaour, 273—276)

Sorrows and disasters hunt the Byronic hero because he remains, in some
radical way, unprotected. Ordinary men are ordinary not merely because
they do not suffer in the nets of circumstance which have trapped these
heroes, but even more because they do not see the true complexities of
good and evil. Ordinary men are protected by their ordinary mortalities,
by cant.

He knew himself a villain, but he deem’d
The rest no better than the thing he seem’d;
And scorn’d the best as hypocrites who hid
Those deeds the bolder spirit plainly did.
(The Corsair, 1, 265—-268)

As Marino Faliero observes: “I am not innocent —but are these guiltless?”
(v, 111, 40). His question illustrates the reflexive purpose of the Byronic
hero’s life. Meditating on the obscure complexities of this figure, the
reader is thrown back on himself. The Corsair is a fearful object of
scrutiny not because of what he reveals about himself but because he
threatens to expose to the observer his own hidden heart.

Though smooth his voice, and calm his general mien,
Still seems there something he would not have seen:
His features’ deepening lines and varying hue

At times attracted, yet perplex’d the view,

As if within that murkiness of mind

Word’d feelings fearful and yet undefin’d;

Such might it be—that none could truly tell—

Too close inquiry his stern glance would quell.
There breathe but few whose aspect might defy
The full encounter of his searching eye:

He had the skill, when Cunning’s gaze would seek
To probe his heart and watch his changing cheek,
At once the observer’s purpose to espy,
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And on himself roll back his scrutiny,

Lest he to Conrad rather should betray

Some secret thought, than drag that chief’s to day.
(The Corsair, 1, 207—222)

The inscrutable appearance of Conrad is a mirror in which the observer
sees his own life in a clarified extreme. To the reader the Byronic hero
whispers, threatens a self-revelation.

This special quality of the Byronic hero sets him apart from most
Gothic villains, who served, however, as Byron’s immediate inspiration.
Tor the typical Gothic villain does not set out to promote a radical cri-
tique of established moral issues. Circumstances have indeed warped
Ambrosio’s character, as they have warped Karl Moor, but in both cases
we never doubt the rightness of an essential, and discoverable, code of
values. A sense of prevenient order is always present in the pre-Byronic
treatment of the hero-villain. But Byron’s tales and plays achieved their
enormous influence, and sometimes bad reputation, because their heroes
forced the reader to a more searching inquiry into norms for order and
value. We say that they are skeptical, and problematic, for they do not
allow things to come out right in the end. We are always left wondering
about the events and puzzling over their significance.

This quality in, for example, The Giaour, or Lara, or Cain, is the neces-
sary consequence of Byron’s “existential” reading of Aristotle on tragic
effect. The “end” of tragedy, Byron remarked, is pity and fear, but he
says nothing about the purgation of these emotions and the restoration
of a final sense of order. Byron’s reading of Aristotle stays in medias res just
as his tales and plays characteristically refuse to set the problems they
raise within a context of comfort, understanding, and government.

Pre-Byronic hero-villains are sentimental figures because they finally
set aside the intellectual issues which they themselves have raised for
us. But the Byronic hero carries out his skeptical programs. This is why
Byron’s tales and plays are actively intellectual works, whereas 7he Monk
and The ltahan and Die Riuber at some point rein in their questionings
and set the reader’s consciousness at rest.

Byron seems to have sensed this moderating quality in most Gothic
treatments of the hero-villain. Milton, however, the unwitting father of
these figures, he specifically excepted. Milton’s mind, Byron says, is as
searching and unsettled as his own. Indeed, Milton’s mind is not only not
made up, it positively avoids “argument” on a system or “proof” for a set
of fixed ideas. He too provokes one to wonder about the issues involved
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in his epics by his non-dogmatic handling of certain very dogmatically
conditioned materials. Most modern scholars would agree with Leigh
Hunt, and disagree with Byron, about the belief structure of Milton’s
epics. That is another scholarly issue altogether. What is certain is that
Milton was a signal influence not only upon the details which make
up a portrait of the Byronic hero, but upon Byron’s peculiarly skeptical
treatment of that hero and his milieu. The intellectual freedom which
Milton championed assumed a new and wilder form when it rose again,
under Milton’s own influence, in Byron. One is probably safe in assuming
that Milton would not have approved —would probably have disavowed —
his wayward offspring. But then fathers from at least the time of Jahweh
have always fallen out with those children most fashioned in their own
image and likeness.

In April 1814 — less than a year before his marriage and just two years
before he was to leave England for good — Byron composed a poem
on one of his greatest heroes. The Ode to Napoleon Buonaparte, at once a
lament and a denunciation, was soon to acquire a weirdly self-reflexive
dimension. Of the fallen Emperor Byron writes:

Since he, miscall’d the Morning Star,
Nor man nor fiend hath fallen so far.
(Stanza 1)

Byron’s own fall from society, via his falling out with his wife, was a
descent of similar notoriety, and — so it came to seem for Byron — of
equal significance and magnitude. Of the Giaour Byron had written, in
remembrance of Milton, that nothing “could quell / Thy soul, till from
itself it fell.” Napoleon too, the Ode tells us, is another hero fallen from
himself. Byron was quick to see in his own life this pattern of eminence
and degradation when the appropriate time came. In exile in Switzerland
he writes to his sister:

The fault was mine—nor do I seek to screen

My errors with defensive paradox—

I have been cunning in mine overthrow

The careful pilot of my proper woe.
(“[Epistle to Augusta],” 21—24)

The last two lines draw Byron into the Miltonic company of the self-
fallen and self-condemned. But the first two lines of the passage, though

not themselves Miltonic, distinctly echo an important Miltonic passage
in Manfred.
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There is a power upon me which withholds,
And makes it my fatality to live;

If it be life to wear within myself

This barrenness of spirit, and to be

My own soul’s sepulchre, for I have ceased
To justify my deeds unto myself—

The last infirmity of evil. (1, ii, 23—29)

11

The allusion to “Lycidas”"" (“Fame is the spur ... That last infirmity of
noble minds”) occurs in a passage full of significance for Byron. Manfred
is a nakedly autobiographical piece in which Byron tries to represent
what sort of life can remain for a man once he knows not only that his
soul is a sepulchre, but that he himself has made it so. In the “[Epistle to
Augusta],” where he says that “The world is all before me,”** the way
he finally takes is at least as solitary and problematic as Adam and Eve’s.
But in Manfred, if the circumstances are equivocal and lonely throughout,
the hero comes not only to accept his own barrenness of spirit, but even
to find in such desolation an unexpected gift (see the pun on “desert” in
Manfred, 11, v, 136, quoted below). Echoing Milton once again, Byron
establishes Satan as Manfred’s ancestor: “on his brow / The thunder-
scars are graven” (IIl, v, 76—77)."> But Byron’s Satanic hero takes the
famous dictum of Milton’s fallen angel

The mind is its own place, and in itself
Can make a Heaven of Hell, a Hell of Heaven.
(PL., 1, 254-255)

and alters its significance as radically as he had altered the significance
of the “Lycidas” passage. Twice Byron echoes Satan’s famous remark
(1, 1, 70ff., and 11, 1v; 129ff.) and in each case we are given a glimpse of
the state of mind of a man who has freed himself of the last infirmity of
his own confessed evil. Gone is the possibility of any “defensive paradox”
or self-justification; if Manfred is to be born again, it will have to be from
the knowledge of his own desert. And so it is.

The mind which is immortal makes itself

Requital for its good or evil thoughts,

Is its own origin of ill and end,

And its own place and time; its innate sense,

When stripp’d of this mortality, derives

No colour from the fleeting things without,

But is absorb’d in sufferance or in joy,

Born from the knowledge of its own desert.
(1, iv, 127-186)
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In Manfred and several other poems of 1816—-1817, Milton helped Byron
to explore the nature and extent of his downfall. But as Byron let his mind
turn more and more on Milton (the process began in 1816 about the time
he took up residence in the Villa Diodati — of Miltonic memory), he
began to see a broad but clear parallel between the trials, betrayals, and
goals of Milton’s life and the similar circumstances of his own. The result
of this was a noticeable shift in Byron’s Miltonic echoes and borrowings
whenever he wrote within the context of his own life’s drama. Manfred
(like Byron’s Dante) learns to avoid the last infirmity of his own evil nature
not only by recalling “Lycidas” but even more by invoking the history
of Milton Agonistes. When Byron tells us that he had been the cause
of his own “proper woe,” and when Manfred wonders, just before the
“Lycidas” allusion, “If it be life to wear within myself / This barrenness
of spirit, and to be / My own soul’s sepulchre,” we are, in both cases,
being asked to recall passages in Samson Agonistes:

Nothing of all these evils hath befallen me
But justly; I myself have brought them on,
Sole author I, sole cause. (374-376)

To live a life half dead, a living death,

And buried; but O yet more miserable!

Myself, my sepulchre, a moving grave.
(100-102)

Immediately and for some time after the separation, Byron seems to
have been obsessed with the parallels between his own situation and that
of Samson/Milton. Canto 11 of Childe Harold concludes with a general
parallel between Samson and Byron (stanza 103). Even more particularly,
the famous line near the end of “Stanzas to Augusta” — “In the desert a
fountain is springing” — echoes the divine act which, in Samson’s need,
“caused a fountain at thy prayer / From the dry ground to spring”
(581—582).

In the fourth canto of Childe Harold Byron drastically extended the
range of his willed identifications with “fallen . . . and buried greatness.”
Prowling through the museums and libraries of history, Byron found
that he was not only the avatar of numerous Western heroes, real and
mythological, but that a remarkable number of dead poetic spirits found
their second selves in George Gordon. This inclination to seek his own
image throughout history produced those bizarre autobiographical ex-
ercises The Lament of Tasso and The Prophecy of Dante. But while many
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Italian spirits march across the stanzas of Childe Harold IV, it is an
English poet, Milton, who stands as Byron’s unnamed but clearly invoked
precursor.

Childe Harold IV has two subjects, one personal (involving the disastrous
history of Lord Byron) and one political (involving the present state of
Italian degradation). As the poem develops, it becomes clear that the
two subjects depend upon each other. Briefly, Byron hopes to reacquire
a vital personal control upon life through his poetry, which he gives over
to the service of Italian risorgimento. But in setting about this task, Byron
invokes England’s other traduced republican genius. Milton too spoke
out for freedom in another time of trouble, and Byron returns to him for
a present guidance and a present strength.

Yet, Italy! through every other land

Thy wrongs should ring, and shall, from side to side;

Mother of Arts, as once of arms; thy hand

Was then our guardian, and is still our guide;

Parent of our Religion, whom the wide

Nations have knelt to for the keys of heaven!

Europe, repentant of her parricide,

Shall yet redeem thee, and, all backward driven,
Roll the barbarian tide, and sue to be forgiven.

(Stanza 47)

A pivotal stanza in Childe Harold IV, it looks forward to the so-called
“Forgiveness-curse” stanzas (stanzas, 130-137) and backward to Milton’s
proud sonnet “Cyriak, this three years day” (Sonnet 22). The allusion
to Milton is brilliantly apt, for with it Byron reminds us that his political
career i3 as related to his more intimate history as Milton’s political
involvements were to /s personal life:

What supports me dost thou ask?

The conscience, friend, to have lost [my sight] overplied
In Liberty’s defence, my noble task,

Of which all Europe talks from side to side. (11, 9-12)

Later in the canto Byron extends the Milton parallels. The
“immedicable wound” (167) suffered by England at the death of
the politically liberal (it was believed) Princess Charlotte recalls the
“immedicable soul” (126) of all those whose lives seem to be “not in /
The harmony of things.” Both phrases reach back to recover a pertinent
series of verses in Samson Agonustes.
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My griefs not only pain me

As a lingering disease,

But finding no redress, ferment and rage,
Nor less than wounds immedicable
Rankle, and fester. (618-622)

As it ensues, Byron takes at least the formal pattern for his behavior
in Canto 1v from Samson’s. Though confessing his responsibility for
the disasters of his life, Byron denounces the treachery of his unnamed
familial connection. Samson does the same. Both Samson and Byron
leave the execution of revenge to other lords (84, 506-508; CHP IV,
130-133), both offer a fury of forgiveness, both speak to their consorts
‘At distance” (54, 954), both represent their wives in recurrent ophidian
metaphors. Furthermore, the image of an independent and powerful
hero imprisoned in darkness and chains flits through Byron’s poem, as
it does through a number of other works of Byron’s exilic period, most
obviously The Prisoner of Chillon and The Lament of Tasso (both of which
contain Milton echoes). In Childe Harold IV, this Samson-like image i3
given its most powerfully Miltonic turn immediately after Byron’s allusive
reference to man’s “immedicable soul.”

Yet let us ponder boldly; *tis a base
Abandonment of reason to resign
Our right of thought, our last and only place
Of refugee. . .
Though from our birth the faculty divine
Is chain’d and tortured. . .
And bred in darkness, lest the truth should shine
Too brightly for the unpreparéd mind,
The beam pours in, for time and skill will couch the blind.

(127)

But not until Don Juan does Byron explicitly draw out the parallels he
felt between his own life and Milton’s.

The only two that in my recollection

Have sung of heaven and hell, or marriage, are
Dante and Milton, and of both the affection

Was hapless in their nuptials, for some bar
Of fault or temper ruin’d the connection

(Such things, in fact, it don’t ask much to mar):
But Dante’s Beatrice and Milton’s Eve
Were not drawn from their spouses, you conceive.

(111, 10)'
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In the very act of writing such a stanza Byron establishes his equality
with these two poets. Like Childe Harold IV, the verses enact Byron’s
achievement of his place among the community of the world’s poetic
geniuses, only in this case Byron stands with them not because of his
tragic history, but because of his urbanity and great wit. He does not
meet them because of likenesses in personal history, but because of the
verse skills he displays in the handling of those likenesses.

Earlier in his masterpiece — in fact, at the outset — Byron reached for
an identification with Milton in a mood more severe, if no less witty.

X

If, fallen in evil days on evil tongues,

Milton appealed to the Avenger, Time,
If Time, the Avenger, execrates his wrongs,

And makes the word “Miltonic” mean “sublime,”
He deign’d not to belie his soul in songs,

Nor turn his very talent to a crime;
He did not loathe the Sire to laud the Son,
But closed the tyrant-hater he begun.

X1

Think’st thou, could he—the blind Old Man—arise,

Like Samuel from the grave, to freeze once more
The blood of monarchs with his prophecies,

Or be alive again—again all hoar
With time and trials, and those helpless eyes,

And heartless daughters—worn—and pale—and poor;
Would /e adore a sultan? /e obey
The intellectual eunuch Castlereagh?

(“Dedication” to Don fuan)

Be recalling stanzas 130-183 of Childe Harold IV Byron underlines the
Miltonic character of that poem’s most intimately autobiographical pas-
sages, and reminds us that we were not wrong to hear in them the
undersong of Samson Agonistes. Further, Byron also makes explicit the po-
litical and poetic inheritance to which, in his mind, he was the true
heir. As the whole of the “Dedication” shows, Byron set out in Don Juan
to dispute with those Miltonists, Southey and Wordsworth, the right
to take Milton as their forebear. Wordsworth and Southey may affect
the Miltonic style, may wear the trappings of his Muse, but it is Byron
in whom Milton’s living spirit survives. “Though fall’'n on evil dayes,”
like Milton, Byron wittily recalls the invocation to Urania in Book vir of
Paradise Lostin order to justify the ways of his “pedestrian Muses” to men.
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Southey and Wordsworth may be off and flying on their time-serving and
pompous steeds just as they are free to seek their fortunes in the world
of Lord Castlereagh, Poet-Laureateships, and places “in the Excise.” To
let them have their way is to let them condemn themselves.

For me, who, wandering with pedestrian Muses,
Contend not with you on the winged steed,

I wish your fate may yield ye, when she chooses,
The fame you envy, and the skill you need,;

And recollect a poet nothing loses
In giving to his brethren their full meed

Of merit, and complaint of present days

Is not the certain path to future praise.

(“Dedication” to Don juan stanza ViiI)

Meantime, while these bastard children of Milton soar in their illusory
poetic heavens, Byron will gather himself back to his father and begin
Don Fuan under the aegis of the human books of Paradise Lost.

Return me to my Native Element:
Least from this flying Steed enrein’d (as once
Bellerophon, though from a lower Clime)
Dismounted, on th’ Aleian Field I fall
Erroneus there to wander and forlorne.
Half yet remaines unsung, but narrower bound
Within the visible Diurnal Spheare;
Standing on Earth, not rapt above the Pole
More safe I Sing with mortal voice, unchang’d
To hoarce or mute, though fall’'n on evil dayes,
On evil dayes though fall’'n and evil tongues;
In darkness, and with dangers compast round,
And solitude; yet not alone, while thou
Visit’st my slumbers Nightly, or when Morn
Purples the East: still govern thou my Song,
Urania, and fit audience find, though few.

(PL., vu, 16—31)

NOTES

1 The Works of Lord Byron. Letters and Journals, ed. Rowland E. Prothero (London,
1898-1903), IV, 490—491 (hereinafter referred to as LF). All poetry is quoted
from E. H. Coleridge’s standard edition in seven volumes (London, 1898—
1903).

2 My remarks on this aspect of the relation between Byron and Milton are made
against the background of the following critical studies: [Anon.], “The Two
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Devils; or the Satan of Milton and Lucifer of Byron Compared,” Knickerbocker
Magazine, 50 (1847), 150-155; Arthur Barker, “...And on His Crest Sat
Horror’. Eighteenth-century Interpretations of Milton’s Sublimity and his
Satan,” UTQ, 11 (1941-1942), 421—436; Calvin Huckabay, “The Satanist
Controversy in the Nineteenth-century,” Studies in English Renaissance Literature,
ed. Waldo I McNeir (Baton Rouge, 1962), 197—210; Mario Praz, The Romantic
Agony (London, 1933); Eino Railo, The Haunted Castle (London, 1927); C. N.
Stavrou, “Milton, Byron, and the Devil,” URKCR, 31 (1955), 153-159; Peter
Thorslev, The Byronic Hero (Minneapolis, 1962); Joseph A. Wittreich, ed.,
The Romantics on Milton (Cleveland/London, 1970). Though numerous other
studies treat the subject in brief or peripheral ways, these are the ones I found
most useful.

LY, v1, 15-16; Medwin’s Conversations of Lord Byron, ed. Ernest J. Lovell,
Jr. (Princeton, 1966), 129-130.

(London, 1828), 126-127.

LY, v, 284.

Medwin’s Conversations, 77—78.

LY, v, 284n.

Lady Blessington’s Conversations of Lord Byron, ed. Ernest J. Lovell, Jr. (Princeton,
1969), 172-173.

9 Compare also The Corsair, 1, 249—260.
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Byron’s rhetorical management of these tales is a Romantic equivalent for
the rhetorical techniques used by Milton which were most recently described
by Stanley E. Fish, Surprised by Sin (London / New York, 1967). Both poets
set intellectual traps for their readers, but Milton’s technique is employed
to strengthen the reader’s faith, whereas Byron’s supports a new philosophy
that calls all in doubt.

This passage, “Lycidas,” 70—71, is also echoed in The Prophecy of Dante, 1, 110.
This was one of Byron’s favourite lines from Milton: it is also echoed in T#e
Lament of Tasso, The Island, Childe Harold, and Don Fuan.

See Paradise Lost, 1, 600.

Byron accepted the legend that Dante was unhappily married, just as he
also liked to apply Dante’s history (in this version) to himself. He even sug-
gested to his wife, directly, that he was like Dante in having been cursed
with a malicious spouse: see L7, v, 1—2, and compare 7he Prophecy of Dante,

I, I72-174n.



CHAPTER 2

Byron, mobility, and the poetics
of lustorical ventriloquism

I

Byron’s popularity — the fact that he was a bestseller and “famous in
[his] time” — has always focused certain literary problems, not least of
all, at the outset, for Byron himself. “Lord Byron cuts a figure — but he is
not figurative” (67), Keats waspishly observed in a letter to the George
Keatses. This 1s an envious and illuminating remark which reveals as
much about Keats and his ambitions for a successful career as it does
about the character of Byron’s verse, the phenomenon of Byronism,
and the changing structure of the institution of letters at the beginning
of the nineteenth century. Later writers have sometimes condescended
to Byron, particularly to the Byron of the pre-exilic period, as a facti-
tious writer who had merely seized the main chance during the Years
of Fame. Of course it is true that he was himself largely responsible for
creating the enormous popularity of the Oriental and Byronic Tales.
Nevertheless — so the story goes — he cranked out verse between 1812
and 1815 to various formulas and audience expectations. In this activity
he was not so much a poet as he was a pander and whore to public
tastes. It passes without saying that those tastes were corrupt. (The non-
malicious version of this general view is that Byron invented the myth
of himself as The Romantic Poet, thereby creating a new structure of
authorship which answered to the changing conditions that were rapidly
transforming the English literary institution.)

Byron himself was well aware of these events and social formations.
Hisletters and his poetry alike reflect on these matters often. In May 1813,
for example, at the peak of his London years, Byron writes to Thomas
Moore about projects in poetry:

Stick to the East; — the oracle, Staél, told me it was the only poetical
policy . .. The little I have done in that way is merely a “voice in the wilderness”
for you; and, if it has had any success, that also will prove that the public are

36
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orientalizing, and pave the path for you. (Byron’s Letters and journals. Ed. Leslie
Marchand (hereafter BLY), 11, 101)

Later, of course, he came to speak more critically, even disparagingly,
of this kind of careerist calculation. In January 1822 he tells Douglas
Kinnaird that “my object is not immediate popularity in my present pro-
ductions which are written on a different system from the rage of the
day”’; and in another letter three days later: “Now once and for all about
publication — I /njever courted the public — and I will never yield to it. — As
long as I can find a single reader I will publish my Mind. .. and write
while I feel the impetus” (BL7Y, X, 92, 94).

Byron arrived at this changed position largely because of the Separa-
tion Controversy and its aftermath, which exposed to critical analysis a
whole train of Byron’s most cherished ideas and illusions. The idea which
dominates his “[Epistle to Augusta]” — that “I have been cunning in mine
overthrow, / The careful pilot of my proper woe” (lines 23—24) — has its
deepest filiations with Byron’s public life and poetical career between
1807 and 1816, as a later passage of the same poem testifies:

With false Ambition what had I to do?

Little with Love, and least of all with Fame;

And yet they came unsought; and with me grew;
And made me all which they can make—a Name.
Yet this was not the end I did pursue;

Surely I once beheld a nobler aim. (97-102)

This critical examination of himself, his public life, and his poetical/
moral goals will dominate most of his later years and will affect all aspects
of his work in the most profound ways.

I have sketched this brief history in order to recollect two salient
aspects of Byron’s work, especially his later work. The first has to do
with the historical/biographical dimensions of his poetry. To speak
only of Don Juan, we are always aware when reading the poem that
its most persistent subtext is the myth (or plot) of Byron’s public life,
which Don Juan reflects upon as an exemplary history — a tale which
sums up, in an English perspective, the meaning of the entire European
epoch stretching from the late 1780s to 1818 and the six following years
(the period of Don fuan’s composition and publication). More particularly,
Byron’s work will, as a matter of course, generate itself by echoing and
reflecting his own earlier poetical works. The most dramatic example of
this outside of Don Juan is, I suppose, stanzas 5152 of Beppo.



38 Byron and Romanticism

Oh! that I had the art of easy writing,
What should be easy reading! could I scale
Parnassus, where the Muses sit inditing
Those pretty poems never known to fail,
How quickly would I print (the World delighting)
A Grecian, Syrian, or Assyrian tale;
And sell you, mixed with western Sentimentalism,
Some samples of the finest Orientalism.

But I am but a nameless sort of person,
(A broken Dandy lately on my travels).

Part of the genius of this passage is that it manages to be at once critical
and sympathetic toward Byron’s career, his own earlier work, and the
audience which found (and which continues to find) an interest and profit
in such things. This poetry institutes a benevolent critique of itself and
its world, on the one hand, and, on the other, of the verse which fashion
will cultivate at various times — as well as the very concept and event of
fashionableness itself.

Often, however — as we have already noticed in the passages from
Byron quoted above — Byron’s reflective thoughts about these matters
conclude on a much more problematic, even a more severe, note. This
fact reveals the second important aspect of Byron’s poetry: its preoccupa-
tion with the social structure of its rhetoric. This preoccupation appears
frequently as a problem in Byron’s verse which can be phrased, in simple
terms, in the following way: a writer must have an audience and hence
must operate with certain specific sets of audience expectation, need,
and desire (which will be more or less explicit or inchoate); at the same
time, the writer cannot merely attend upon and serve audience. Rather,
the audience’s social character must be reflected back to itself so that it
can “reflect upon” that reflection in a critical and illuminating way:

Byron’s famous discussion of “Mobility” in Canto xvi on Don Juan
constitutes a structural analysis of this set of relations, but one that is
carried out in non-literary social terms. The passage specifically calls
attention to the relation of mobility to the structure of the artist’s

life:

This makes your actors, artists, and romancers,
Heroes sometimes, though seldom—sages never;

But speakers, bards, diplomatists, and dancers,
Little that’s great, but much of what is clever;

Most orators, but very few financiers... (98: 1—5)
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—are people, in other words, whose work or life demands that they treat
with others in a broadly public or spectacular field.

In a note to this passage Byron defines mobility as follows: “an excessive
susceptibility of immediate impressions — at the same time without losing
the past; and is, though sometimes apparently useful to the possessor, a
most painful and unhappy attribute.” Lady Adeline Amundeville shows
that she possesses this equivocal virtue when she is observed dealing with
her guests at Norman Abbey.

But Adeline was occupied by fame
This day; and watching, witching, condescending
To the consumers of fish, fowl and game,
And dignity with courtesy so blending,
As all must blend whose part it is to aim
(Especially as the sixth year is ending)
At their lord’s, son’s, or similar connection’s
Safe conduct through the rocks of re-elections.

Though this was most expedient on the whole,
And usual—]Juan, when he cast a glance
On Adeline while playing her grand role,
Which she went through as though it were a dance,
(Betraying only now and then her soul
By a look scarce perceptibly askance
Of weariness or scorn) began to feel
Some doubt how much of Adeline was real;

So well she acted, all and every part
By turns—with that vivacious versatility,

Which many people take for want of heart.

They err—tis merely what is called mobility,
A thing of temperament and not of art,

Though seeming so, from its supposed facility;
And false—though true; for surely they’re sincerest,
Who are strongly acted on by what is nearest.

(XVI. 95-97)

These lines deserve some attention. If mobility is “an excessive suscepti-
bility to immediate impressions,” the passage also suggests that it is not
sumply a psychological attribute. Lady Adeline is at home in this social
world; indeed, her entire life in the poem shows that she is governed by
a soctal “susceptibility” to this kind of structure. She has at once a taste
and a gift for managing social affairs of these kinds with brilliance. In
the end, however, the passage shows that the psychological attribute and
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the social formation call out to each other, that they are, indeed, symbi-
otic and inter-dependent.

We will understand what Byron means when he says that such mo-
bility is “a most painful and unhappy attribute” if we meditate on Lady
Adeline’s barely perceptible “look.../ Of weariness or scorn.” Juan
glimpses an important aspect of her character and its social determi-
nants when he observes her “now and then” — in the very midst of
her social brilliance — “Betraying . . . her soul” in those looks of scorn
and weariness. “Playing her grand role” involves, within a Romantic
Ideology, a reciprocal danger: lack of authenticity. Thus Lady Adeline
“betrays” her soul in at least two senses when she inadvertently reveals
her mobility to Juan and to us.

What is crucial to see in all this is that mobility involves a structure
of social relations and not simply a psychological characteristic. Byron
interprets mobility in psychological terms, but his verse exposes this in-
terpretation as a special (ultimately, a Romantic) view of what is clearly
a much more complex state of affairs. Scarcely less important is an in-
teresting paradox which Byron calls attention to: mobility appears as a
set of social graces, a capacity to charm and to be all things to all men,
but it arises, apparently, from a ground of “sincerity” in those kinds of
people “Who are strongly acted on by what is nearest.” Yet it appears
the very height of insincerity and calculation. Which is it: “a thing of”
one’s spontaneous “temperament,” or of one’s role-playing and “art™?
Is it “false” or is it “true™?

This set of paradoxes and contradictions gets registered for us in Lady
Adeline’s looks of weariness and scorn, and in Byron’s remark that mo-
bility is painful and a source of unhappiness. Lady Adeline’s “soul” is
rent by these paradoxes which her situation reflects but which her con-
sciousness does not appear to understand (or even try to understand).
When Byron reflects upon her situation he gains a clearer knowledge of
the contradictions, but he too remains incapable of producing anything
more than a demonstrative and aesthetic explanation (which is itself
supplemented by the psychological explanation of his note). Reading
Byron’s verse, we see it all much more clearly than Lady Adeline does, for
we are provided with a much more comprehensive vantage of the field
of relations being played out.

The connection of social mobility to the Romantic artist’s ideal
of spontaneity and sincerity has often been noted by scholars, most
trenchantly, perhaps, by George Ridenour. Thus we now commonly
equate the “conversational facility” of Don juan (Xv, 20, 3), or what H. J. C.
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Grierson terms the “strain of passionate improvisation” in Byron’s High
Romantic mode (“Lord Byron: Arnold and Swinburne,” 11), with the
mobility of Lady Adeline and the “actors, artists, and romancers” who
are her equivalents. What is less often noted is the negative dimension
which Byron sees in the artist of mobility. It is mildly shocking, but
quite necessary, to understand that the dark shadow cast by the mobility
of the spontaneous Romantic poet is called (in Don juan Robert Southey,
and sometimes William Wordsworth. Byron calls Southey an “Epic
Renegade” at the very outset of the poem, in the “Dedication” (1, 5),
and he links the recent Laureate with Wordsworth as instances of poets
who apostasized their early republican principles in their later years.
Southey’s “conversion” (6, g) “has lately been a common case” (1, 4),
Byron says, but if such “Apostasy’s . . . fashionable” now (17, 6), it was not
always so. Milton rises up in Byron’s “Dedication” as one who “deigned
not to belie his soul in songs” (10, 5) which swerved from his initial ground
and principles. Byron, of course, justifies himself with such an ideal of
poetic and ideological behavior: “And, if in flattering strains I do not
predicate, / *Tis that I still retain my ‘buff and blue’” (17, 4).

In Byron’s “Vision of Judgment” Southey’s political apostasy is elab-
orated into a general “literary character,” a Grub Street avatar formed
in the image of his own time.

He said—(I only give the heads)—he said,

He meant no harm in scribbling; *twas his way
Upon all topics; "twas, besides, his bread,

Of which he buttered both sides; *twould delay
Too long the assembly (he was pleased to dread),

And take up rather more time than a day,
To name his works—he would but cite a few—
“Wat Tyler”—“Rhymes on Blenheim”—*“Waterloo.”

He had written praises of a Regicide;
He had written praises of all kings whatever;
He had written for republics far and wide,
And then against them bitterer than ever;
For pantisocracy he once had cried
Aloud, a scheme less moral than ’twas clever;
Then grew a hearty anti-jacobin—
Had turned his coat—and would have turned his skin.

He had sung against all battles, and again
In their high praise and glory; he had called
Reviewing “the ungentle craft,” and then
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Became as base a critic as ¢’er crawled—
Fed, paid, and pampered by the very men
By whom his muse and morals had been mauled:
He had written much blank verse, and blanker prose,
And more of both than any body knows.

He had written Wesley’s life:—here turning round
To Satan, “Sir, I'm ready to write yours,
In two octavo volumes, nicely bound,
With notes and preface, all that most allures
The pious purchaser; and there’s no ground
For fear, for I can choose my own reviewers:
So let me have the proper documents,
That I may add you to my other saints.”
(Stanzas 96—99)

Like Lady Adeline when she is “occupied by fame” (D} xvi, 95, 1),
Southey too is ever “watching, witching, condescending” with those who
might advance his literary career and projects. He will write on any
topic, from any point of view, in any style or medium. He 1is, besides,
keenly aware of all that is most current, and anxious to be borne along
by that current. Finally, he understands how the institutions of literary
production operate in his day. In his own summing up, Southey’s is “a pen
of all work” (“Vision™ 100, 5) and he is a poet of skill and industry, without
malice (or conscience), good-natured (and culpably unscrupulous). He
has all of Lady Adeline’s (and by extension Byron’s) gifts, and would
be an exact literary reflection but for one thing: his looks never betray
the telltale glance “Of weariness or scorn.” His mobility is complete but,
in the end, un-Byronic, for Byron’s Southey does not feel it as a “most
painful and unhappy attribute.””

11

Byron’s most profound presentation of his idea of Romantic mobility
comes, as we might expect, when he draws himself and his own practice
into the analysis. “Changeable too —yet somehow ‘idem semper’” (D xv1i,
11, 3): thus Byron sought to describe both himself and his poem in his
last, fragmentary canto. The characterization intersects with the entire
constellation of ideas related to the concept of mobility, and thereby
also gestures toward the similarities and differences which link Byron
to his dark double, Robert Southey. In Canto 11 these similarities and
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differences are fully elaborated in the figure of the poet who comes to
sing at Juan and Haidée’s lavish banquet and festival.

Byron’s introductory stanzas (78-86) describe the character of this
poetas “asad trimmer” (82, 1). This passage distinctly recalls what Byron
had said earlier about Southey in the (abandoned) “Preface” to Don Juan
and the (reluctantly cancelled) “Dedication.” There the tone is much
more savage, however, resembling in this respect the satiric passage cited
earlier from “Vision of Judgment.” All the (by now) familiar charges are
brought forward — for example, in stanzas 8o and 85:

He was a man who had seen many changes,
And always changed as true as any needle,
His polar star being one which rather ranges,
And not the fix’"d—he knew the way to wheedle:
So vile he ’scaped the doom which oft avenges;
And being fluent (save indeed when fee’d ill),
He lied with such a fervour of intention—
There was no doubt he earn’d his laureate pension.

Thus, usually, when he was ask’d to sing,
He gave the different nations something national;
"Twas all the same to him—“God save the king,”
Or “Ca ira,” according to the fashion all;
His muse made increment of any thing,
From the high lyric down to the low rational:
If Pindar sang horse-races, what should hinder
Himself from being as pliable as Pindar?

These stanzas epitomize Byron’s usual critique of the poet as renegade
and unscrupulous time-server, and they sum up the general tone of
Byron’s presentation in the passage as a whole. But two other stanzas in
the sequence disturb the proprieties which customarily govern Byron’s
satire in these situations. In stanza 84 Byron tells us that this poet

had travell’d 'mongst the Arabs, Turks, and Franks,

And knew the self-loves of the different nations;
And having lived with people of all ranks,

Had something ready upon most occasions—
Which got him a few presents and some thanks.

He varied with some skill his adulations;

To “do at Rome as Romans do,” a piece
Of conduct was which he observed in Greece.
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These lines recall nothing so much as Byron himself: first, as the
Levantine cruiser of 1809-1811, and second, as the poet and social lion
of 1812-1814. Byron had fun at Southey’s Laureate expense, and while
he sometimes protested that he never courted his immense popularity or
flattered his adulators, he knew that he had in fact “filed [his] mind”
(Childe Harold 11, 113, 9) during his Years of Fame. For Byron him-
self, those years were far from innocent of the “adulations” for which
he denounced Southey. Of himself he could say, with far more cer-
tainty than he could of Southey, that he had written verse to foster his
image and advance his career. Like Lady Adeline, however, such work
was produced side by side with those self-revelatory looks (or poems)
“Of weariness or scorn” which reflected critically on the “adulations.”
Indeed, the “adulations” themselves frequently displayed their own in-
ternal self-contradictions.

In the “sad trimmer” poet, then, we glimpse the face of Robert
Southey, and this is no great surprise; but in the allusion to Southey the
outlines of another, unexpected face are also glimpsed. This palimpsest
produces an unstable and apparently self-contradicted text whose true
biographical subject — Byron himself — emerges from beneath the layers
of his own normal satiric displacements:

But now being lifted into high society,

And having picked up several odds and ends
Of free thoughts in his travels, for variety,

He deem’d, being in a lone isle, among friends,
That without any danger of a riot, he

Might for long lying make himself amends;
And singing as he sung in his warm youth,
Agree to a short armistice with truth. (D7, 83)

This could be, and is in part, an oblique thrust at Southey’s renegado turn
from his youthful republicanism to his later apostasy. It is also, however,
an even more oblique glimpse of Byron’s political and poetical career
up to 1816, which was marked by its own definite, if much less apparent,
forms of ideological backsliding and dishonesty. Byron was much more
“cunning in [his] own overthrow” than Southey was, but that he had
pursued “False Ambition” and betrayed his soul’s “nobler aim” he could
not, and would not, deny (see “[Epistle to Augusta],” g7, 102). And so
“for long lying” he aimed, in this passage, to “make himself amends”
in the form of an imitation revolutionary Greek ballad, the famous
“Isles of Greece.”?
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The poem is at once an admonishment, or call, and a fulfillment of his
highest poetical ideals. And the fulfillment lies precisely in this: that when
he now sings “as he sung in his warm youth” he reveals, self-consciously
and deliberately, both his utopian goals (to which he rededicates himself)
and his understanding that he has been the worst betrayer of those goals.
He is the worst because he appeared, to himself and to others, as one of
the staunchest supporters of such goals.

The ballad’s subtle mastery emerges when this network of allusions,
intertexts, and subtexts is fully comprehended. In general, Byron’s fiction
is that the ballad is sung by a Romaic poet in the late 1780s to an audi-
ence of his fellows who live quiescently under Turkish rule. It calls them
from their lives of pleasure and political degeneracy to take up a more
strenuous and principled course of action. At thislevel, it is a poem deter-
mined to raise the Greek national consciousness. Consequently, though
its fictive date is the late 1780s, and though it recalls the Greek patriotic
songs of the late eighteenth century (like Rhiga’s “War Song™), its 1820
context is equally operative. In fact, the Greek war for independence
was to commence in 1821, and Byron’s early attachment to that cause
would draw him in 1825 from Italy to western Greece and his famous
death in 1824.

Don Juan’s fictive level — that is, the plot of Juan’s career in the poem’s
imagined time scheme stretching from about 1787 to its (unreached) con-
clusion in 1793 — is always calling attention to its narrative (or “real”)
level: that is, to the poem as a continuing historical event which unfolds
before its European audience between 1818 and 1824, and which makes
that context part of its subject. This interplay between a fictive and a
narrative time scheme throws into relief a dominant fact about Don Fuan:
that it is fundamentally an autobiographical poem which comments
upon and interprets the course of European history between 1787 and
1824. In the case of “The Isles of Greece,” Byron’s fictional Greek poet
masks, only to reveal more clearly, the poem’s true author. As always in
Don Juan, Byron reveals and thereby manipulates his poetical machinery
in a self-conscious drama of his own mind. We therefore observe this
ballad as a vehicle for satirizing Southey and all other republican turn-
coats, for satirizing generally those who have betrayed the cause of the
European political ideal of liberty which had its origin in ancient Greece
and which appeared once again in various revolutionary movements dur-
ing the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries (paradigmatically
in America and France). So, when we read “The Isles in Greece” we are
also to see Lord Byron satirizing Robert Southey in 1820.
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At the poem’s most complex level, we also see through Byron’s satire

of Southey into the innermost drama of his own mind. Consider the
ballad’s fifth stanza.

And where are they? and where art thou,
My country? On thy voiceless shore
The heroic lay is tuneless now—
The heroic bosom beats no more!
And must thy lyre, so long divine,
Degenerate into hands like mine?

An act of poetic ventriloquism multiplies the pronominal references in
these lines. The Romaic poet sings here of himself and of Greece, but the
English poet sings of England and Lord Byron. The ideal of Greece calls
out to Byron’s, and England’s, identification with that ideal, just as the
degeneracy of present-day Greece (whether conceived in the context of
1787 or of 1820) reflects upon England’s, and Byron’s, betrayals of their
most cherished, and Greek-derived, ideals.

"Two fictive voices sing “The Isles of Greece”: the imaginary Romaic
poet of 1787 and the imagined Robert Southey of 1820 and they sing
of the ideals and betrayals of themselves and their respective countries.
In the end, however, the two voices are incorporated as the poetically
“actual” voice of Lord Byron, who sings of his own immediate psychic
and political situation and the context in which it had developed.

"T'is something, in the dearth of fame,
Though link’d among a fetter’d race,
To feel at least a patriot’s shame,
Even as I sing, suffuse my face;
For what is left the poet here?
For Greeks a blush, for Greece a tear.

A passage like this dramatically reveals the complex voicing techniques
of the ballad, along with the related and equally complex network of
references and levels of statement. In these lines the “Fame” is Greece’s,
England’s, and Byron’s; the “fetter’d race” is Greek, but also Italian
(Byron is writing his poem in the Italian dominions of the Austrian
Empire), and — even more generally — European (“There is no freedom —
even for Masters — in the midst of slaves” [BLY, X, 41]). Thus, when Byron
gestures to “the poet here,” his words resonate in the widest European
context of 1787-1824.
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The ballad plays itself out as a contest between the rival claims of ““The
Scian and the Teian muse, / The hero’s harp, the lover’s lute” (2, 1—2).
Representing a poetical career and its goals as a dialectic between the
shifting claims of heroic and amatory verse (here, specifically, between
Homer and Anacreon) is a pre-eminently Byronic structure of thought.3
His entire life’s work as a poet develops as a self-lacerating experience
of their rival claims. Whenever Byron moves too definitively toward one
of these poetical and political ideals he will call upon the other to limit,
criticize, and judge its illusions and appeals. Byron’s great lyric “On
This Day I Complete My Thirty-Sixth Year” culminates this conflict by
representing it as (by itself') a hopeless one. “On This Day” calls for its
cessation by invoking the option of suicide.

Such is also the option toward which “The Isles of Greece” makes its
final gesture.

Place me on Sunium’s marbled steep,
Where nothing, save the waves and I,
May hear our mutual murmurs sweep;
There, swan-like, let me sing and die:
A land of slaves shall ne’er be mine—
Dash down you cup of Samian wine.
(16)

As in the later lyric, when the poet here chooses death to break the
impasse of his life, his choice involves a decision for the claims of heroism.
What is important to see is that this is an historical choice, one demanded
by time, place, and circumstance. The voice of the Scian muse plays
through “The Isles of Greece” to remind us of the essential virtues of
a truly civilized life, which would not include war and violence. But no
such life is possible when the social structure is degenerate at its ground.

Fill high the bowl with Samian wine!
Our virgins dance beneath the shade—
I see their glorious black eyes shine;
But gazing on each glowing maid,
My own the burning tear-drop laves,
To think such breasts must suckle slaves.

(15)

In such times the image of love itself becomes an occasion for swerving
toward heroic values. Nevertheless, we have to see that the move toward
the heroic 1s now regarded as deeply equivocal, a fate or doom embraced
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by those who are willing to sacrifice themselves by choosing an heroic
life in order to secure, at some future date, the restoration of a civilized
order.

Thus the ideological structures of “On This Day” and “The Isles
of Greece” are all but exact equivalents. However, “On This Day” is a
much more interiorized poem, and that difference is crucial. The fact that
Byron’s voice in “The Isles of Greece” is explicitly mixed with the voices
of Southey and the modern Greek patriot, and implicitly with the entire
Anacreontic and Homeric traditions, socializes the lyric in a number of
important and specific ways. The history imbedded in “On This Day”
is Byron’s personal history and the drama is fundamentally psychic. In
“The Isles of Greece,” on the other hand, the complex voicing extends
the world of which and for which the poem is speaking, “On This Day”
is set in 1824, in Greece, and in Byron’s mind — finally, in the relations
which the poem establishes between these three locz and all that each
implicitly involves. The layered voices in “The Isles of Greece” dra-
matically enlarge the poem’s network of references, forcing the reader
to consider the complex relations of those references. In the end — like
Don Fuan itself — the lyric implies that European history between 1787
and 1820 is all of a piece, and that the condition of Greece during the
period is the very symbol of the condition of Europe. At the end of
the eighteenth century Greece looked for freedom from Turkish rule as
Europe looked for a revolutionary emancipation from inherited and
archaic political order; in 1820, despite the intervening years of turmoil
and promise, the status quo has been (at least formally and materially)
preserved. Even more telling, however, is the poem’s revelation of all of
Europe’s — including England’s — complicity in this state of affairs. In
1809—1811 Byron began to fear the truth of such complicity and he ex-
pressed his fears in Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage I-11.* In 1820 his fears have
been fully realized. ““The Isles of Greece” exposes, analyzes, and judges
this complicity. The English Lord speaks as and for the failed Greek
patriot and the turncoat Jacobin Southey. In Don Juan’s “Dedication”
and elsewhere Byron will separate himself from Southey, Castlereagh,
Matternich, and the forgers of Europe’s spiritual slavery. Here, by con-
trast, he speaks with their voices and says, of himself and for all those
who have judged themselves innocent: “Hypocrite lecteur, mon semblable,
mon_frére.”

In “The Isles of Greece” Byron’s voice does, however, gain a cer-
tain frail integrity through its aspiration toward the whole truth, toward
complete freedom from cant. The ballad reveals and denounces the
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canting life of its age by constructing a poem which gives lip service to
the traditional Western ideas of love and honor. Its honesty appears as
a double understanding: first, that these ideals, in their inherited forms
at any rate, are conflicted and self-contradictory; and second, that lip
service, in Byron’s age, is the most which history could expect. Byron
everywhere speaks of the degeneracy of his period, a condition he
deplored in the political, poetical, and moral cant which was being de-
livered by contemporary ideologues like Southey. These are the voices
who speak with authority of what is right and wrong, good and evil,
angelic and satanic. Byron’s voice, by contrast, undercuts and renders
ironic every voice which pretends to assume this kind of authority. The
shock and even the genius of this procedure lies in the poetry’s final
level of irony, where Byron deliberately assumes the rfetoric of a total and
dependable authority. Byron’s high style — which appears once again in
this famous ballad — projects the ideal of the poet and hero manqué, the
figure who alone (in both senses) can speak in an unbetrayed voice of his
age’s persistent betrayals:

Thus sung, or would, and could, or should have sung,
The modern Greek, in tolerable verse;

If not like Orpheus quite, when Greece was young,
Yet in these times he might have done much worse:

His strain display’d some feeling—right or wrong;
And feeling, in a poet, 1s the source

Of others’ feeling, but they are such liars,

And take all colours—Ilike the hands of dyers. (m, 87)

Thus Byron sums up the significance of the ballad he has just presented.
The statement displays the ironic equivocalness engineered in “these
times,” but it equally and forthrightly says that a poet “might have done
much worse” than this. The remark recalls Southey’s Laureate perfor-
mances as well as Byron’s own earlier work in which the truth he is
fundamentally committed to had been subtly, cunningly betrayed. Like
the several stanzas which follow, this one concludes in that typical Byronic
gesture of resolute irresolution: an equivocal affirmation of the power of
poetry, on the one hand, and an equally equivocal pronouncement upon
its unreliability.

The Shakespeare echo at the end of the stanza recalls Byron’s views on
poetic mobility. The cynical tone in which the echo is made, however —
so unlike the original passage — reminds us, in this case, that Byron’s
ventriloquism, or mobility, is everywhere marked by the “weariness



50 Byron and Romanticism

or scorn” which Juan glimpsed in Adeline’s accommodating looks.
Paradoxically, Byron’s cynicism is a liberating rather than a defeatist
move because Byron is aware that the past — its deeds, its voices, its
ideas — cannot be appropriated to the present through simple gestures of
mobility or chameleonic acts. Byron turns a mordant eye on the inheri-
tance of greatness (especially poetic greatness) because he knows that its
ideal apparitions conceal human, equivocal truths. Indeed, when those
equivocal human forms do not appear, the ideals enter the world as
monsters.

In the ballad, the temptation to accept an idealized view of the voices
and deeds of the past appears most clearly in the call to heroic action — for
example, in stanza 8:

What, silent still? and silent all?
Ah! no;—the voices of the dead
Sound like a distant torrent’s fall,
And answer, “Let one living head,
But one arise,—we come, we come!”
"Tis but the living who are dumb.

But the fact is that these martial voices from the dead may (and have)
issued calls to freedom and to tyranny. The “Turkish hordes” of stanza g
have answered that call as surely as did the 300 who fell at Thermopylae.
If “the living . . . are dumb” now to that call, their silence may be the
honesty of Keats’s aesthetic escapism, or the critical judgment of the
sybarite Sardanapalus. Besides, Byron has seen the call answered too
often and too well by the poets and ideologues of European imperialism:
by a Southey in his Waterloo hymns, and by a Wordsworth who could
proclaim that the carnage of battle is the daughter of God.

So in the ballad the voice of the Scian muse repeatedly undercuts the
voice of the Teian — but not definitively. Anacreon’s role, in this respect,
is to introduce the note of “weariness or scorn” into the poem’s act of
heroic ventriloquism. In this way Byron tries to insure that he will raise
up from the past a human rather than a demonic figure; and in this way
he also manages to compose, in 1820, a song on behalf of human freedom
which escapes incorporation by the Age of Cant. The crowning wit of
the poem is that the song is offered to the reader as a familiar Byronic
tour de force in which the poet’s identity is submerged in a network of
competing voices. Byron appears, in the end, as the self-conscious creator
and observer of his own verse: the man who finds his mixed identity and
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equivocal freedom when he acknowledges the constellation of his own
social determinants, the man who discovers his voice in a conscious and
dialectical act of poetic ventriloquism.

NOTES

1 I suppose it does not need to be remarked that this representation of the
Laureate is a travesty of his actual character. In fact, the worst that might
be said of him would be the opposite, that he was narrow and self-righteous
(Byron accused him of these vices as well, of course — elsewhere). For a good
assessment of his character see Geoflrey Carnall, Robert Southey.

2 For an excellent discussion of the poem’s Greek context, both classical and
modern, see Kiriakoula Solomou’s recent studies, “Byron and Greek Poetry,”
and “Influence.”

3 We should recall here Byron’s early translations of Anacreontic verse.

4 The whole of this book comprises a commentary on Greece and on Europe’s
relation to Greece’s political condition under Turkish rule. Byron was deeply
critical of the hypocrisy of English, French, and Russian philhellenism, as
we see most clearly in the notes and appendices which he included in Childe
Harold’s Pilgrimage: A Romaunt (1812). Most telling of all — and almost never
noticed — is Byron’s reference to, and partial translation of, the Romaic satire
of Greece, England, Russia, and France: the so-called “Rossanglogallos.” See
Solomou’s discussion, “Influence,” and “Byron and Greek Poetry,” 186-190,
218—221, 210—318; see also Byron, Poetical Works, 11, 213215,
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CHAPTER 3

“My brain 1s_feminine™: Byron
and the poetry of deception

I

I begin with a mouldy anecdote, a late supplement to that once-
flourishing industry — now part of the imagination’s rust belt — called
“Curiosities of Literature.”

In 1894 a short article appeared in Nofes and Queries under the heading
“Byroniana.” Its subject was a poem entitled “The Mountain Violet”
which the author of the article, Henry Wake, attributed to Byron." The
case for authenticity was argued on two counts, one archival and one
stylistic. The archival argument observed that the poem was printed in an
anthology of verse collected by one Charles Snart under the title A Selection
of Poems, published in Newark in two volumes in 1807-1808. Wake said
that he was in possession of a set of Snart’s edition with “Mrs. Byron”
written in pencil in her hand on the front flyleaf, and with the following
notation on the end flyleaf of Volume 11: “66 from Nottingham Journal.”
The latter was a reference to “T’he Mountain Violet,” which was printed
on page 66 of Vol. . The poem, it turns out, was in fact first printed
in the Nottingham Journal on g April 1803. Neither printing atttributes
authorship, but according to Wake the pencil notation at the end of
Snart’s book is in Byron’s hand.?

Wake went on to argue that the poem’s style showed remarkable con-
gruities with the style of Byron’s early verse. Such matters are difficult
to decide, of course, especially when one is dealing with juvenilia. At
that stage of a career, an author’s style will be derivative, and one ex-
pects to observe features which will be common to any number of other
contemporary writers. Nonetheless, the stylistic similarities are striking;
and this fact, coupled with the archival evidence, led Wake to his at-
tribution. Wake’s judgment was seconded by the distinguished Byronist
Richard Edgecumbe, who wrote a brief supporting article which ap-
peared shortly afterwards in Notes and Queries. (I pass without comment

33



54 Byron and Romanticism

the importance of Nottingham and Newark since, as all Byronists know,
these are places strongly connected with Byron’s early verse — the writing
of it, the printing, the publishing:)3

I initially became interested in this minor literary incident when
Ibegan editing Byron’s poetry — that was in 19770. “T’he Mountain Violet”
had never been included in a collected edition of Byron’s works, and I had
to decide what to do in my edition. For sixteen years that poem remained
in my files under the heading “Dubia” — in other words, in an editorial
limbo, neither in nor out of the authoritative corpus. In 1986, however,
I discovered the truth about “The Mountain Violet.” Byron did not write
it. The poem is the work of Charlotte Dacre, and it was published in her
two-volume poetry collection in 1805, Hours of Solitude.

I'made my discovery while I was reading Dacre’s books, reading them
for the first time, I am ashamed to say. It was a discovery I was very
happy to have made. But the reading led to another, related discovery
about Byron’s poetry, and that second discovery is what I want to talk
about today.

The title Hours of Solitude, for one who knows Byron, can suggest only
one thing: Hours of Idleness, Byron’s first published book of verse issued two
years after Dacre’s book. This verbal echo is in fact only one part of the
massive act of allusion to Dacre which constitutes the title page of Byron’s
book: the format of the latter imitates Dacre’s title page in the most
remarkable way. As might be expected, the title page signals a series of
textual echoes and allusions which are scattered through the “Original”
parts of the book Byron subtitled “Poems Original and Translated.”
Indeed, Byron’s misguided plea, in his book’s Preface, for the reader’s
“indulgence” because the poems are “the productions. . . of the lighter
hours of a young man, who has lately completed his nineteenth year” was
a move he took over directly from Dacre. In her prefatory note “To the
Reader” and then throughout the text, she called attention to “the age at
which [her poems] were written” (that s, all before she was twenty-three,
and many when she was sixteen or younger).

What most impressed Byron in Hours of Solitude were the poems of
sentiment. The poems he addressed to various female persons in his
first three books (the volumes culminating in Hours of Idleness), as well
as lyrics like ““The First Kiss of Love,” call back to a number of similar
poems in Dacre’s work — for example, “The Kiss,” “The Sovereignty of
Love,” “To Him Who Says He Loves,” and so forth. In the last section
of Hours of Idleness, which comprises a kind of critical reflection on all of
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his poetry to that point, Byron includes a new poem, “To Romance,”
where he reluctantly (and sentimentally) acknowledges a failure of the
muse of sentiment.

This instance of a neglected influence on Byron’s juvenile poetry might
appear just another item in the shop of literature’s curiosities. But the
event has an aftermath of real consequence in the history of Byron’s
work. The event has perhaps an even greater consequence for an under-
standing of the history and significance of so-called sentimental poetry,
especially as it was written by women — but that is a large subject which
I shall not, unfortunately, be able to take up here. Today I shall concen-
trate on the smaller and more local matter, on Byron.

We start to glimpse the complications involved by recalling Byron’s
attack upon Della Cruscan poetry in English Bards and Scotch Reviewers.
The celebrity of that group of writers had waned since Gifford at-
tacked them in his nineties satires The Bawviad (1791) and The Maeviad
(1795).* Nonetheless, their influence on contemporary writing remained
considerable and can be traced even in writers who are still given promi-
nent positions in our somewhat skewed literary histories: in, for example,
Moore and Shelley, as well as Keats and Byron. Dacre published under
the Della-Cruscan-style pseudonym “Rosa Matilda,” and in English
Bards Byron attacks her under that name, and through her the late flowers
of the Della Cruscan gardens:

Far be’t from me unkindly to upbraid

The lovely ROsA’s prose in masquerade,

Whose strains, the faithful echoes of her mind,
Leave wondering comprehension far behind.
Though Crusca’s bards no more our journals fill,
Some stragglers skirmish round the columns still,
Last of the howling host which once was Bell’s,
Matilda snivels yet, and Hafiz yells. (755-762)°

In an attached prose note Byron characterizes Dacre as a “follower of the
Della Cruscan School,” the author of “two very respectable absurdities
in rhyme” as well as “sundry novels in the style of the first edition of
the Monk” (CPW, 1, 413). These remarks are laced with witty innuendo.
“The first edition of the Monk™ (1796) created such a scandal that Lewis
was driven to delete and revise the sexual passages which were so offen-
sive to many readers. Byron links Dacre’s novel The Confessions of a Nun of
St. Omer (1805), which was dedicated to Lewis, with the latter’s notorious



56 Byron and Romanticism

novel, and when he characterizes Dacre’s poetry as “very respectable”
he wants his irony to be taken. “Sentimental” poetry like that by Dacre,
Mrs. Hannah Cowley (“Anna Matilda”), and Mary (‘“Perdita”) Robinson
(or by Moore and Byron and Shelley) did not go in for the sexual flesh-
liness that one finds in certain Gothic novels and plays; nonetheless, the
sexuality of such writing was explicit even if the diction and imagery
were kept, as Byron delicately puts it, “very respectable.”

In this context let us recall the crucial bibliographical facts: that Hours
of Idleness was published in June 1807, and that English Bards was initially
composed between October 1807 and November 1808. It took Byron
less than a year to break off his literary liaison with Rosa Matilda, and
to publicize their separation. In fact, the breakup took somewhat longer
than that, as one can see by glancing at Byron’s first two books of verse,
both privately printed. Fugitive Pieces (1806), Byron’s first book, is distinctly
marked by that sort of “very respectable” poetry which English Bards
ridiculed in the “sentimental” verse of various writers, and particularly
in the work of Dacre and in the work of his later close friend Tom
Moore.” Byron’s second book, Poems Original and Translated (1807), he
himself characterized as “miraculously chaste”® because it represented a
deliberate effort to tone down the “sentimentalities” which had so heated
up, in their presumably different ways, the readers of Fugitive Pieces. By the
time he gets to writing English Bards Byron has abandoned the sexually
charged poetry — the “sentimental” poetry — which had initially seduced
him. Byron becomes “very respectable.”

In doing so, however, we have to recognize how Byron has changed
the character of his own changes. His turn (between 1808 and 1816)
from what he would later call “amorous writing” (Don fuan, [hereafter in
references D7 ] v, st. 2) to a concentration on satire, travelogue, and heroic
poetry was a turn from “feminine” to “masculine” modes, a turn from
Anacreon to Horace and Homer. When English Bards announced this
shift in Byron’s work by an appeal to Gifford, the poem was specifically
invoking a memory of Gifford’s own satiric attack on the Della Cruscans
in his two popular satires of the 1790s. In Byron’s case, however, the
turn involved a key self-referential feature which was entirely absent in
Gifford’s work. Gifford had never felt anything but abhorrence for Della
Cruscan and sentimental poetry, while Byron cut his poetical teeth on
it. In this respect, English Bards represents a typically Romantic act of
displacement. Charlotte Dacre, among other amorous sentimentalists,
is ridiculed in Byron’s satire, but in truth he simply attacks her for a kind
of writing which he himself had been driven from because the writing



“My brain is feminine” 57

had offended certain provincial readers.® The attack on Dacre in the
satire is distinctly an act of bad poetic faith.

But Byron was not happy with himself for having bowed to the prudery
of Southwell society in suppressing Fugitive Pieces, and Hours of Idleness was
an effort to keep some faith with Charlotte Dacre even as he acceded
to certain of the wishes of Southwell’s “knot of ungenerous critics.”** In
English Bards, however, Byron made a complete —but as we shall see, not a
final nor a clean — break with Rosa Matilda, and he did so because Hours
of Idleness was still judged too mawkish and sentimental — this time not by
a provincial audience, but by the mighty and male Edinburgh Review. Of
course, Byron struck back at his accusers with his first famous satire, but
in doing so he adopted the style and the language of his attackers. Byron
became what he beheld, and in the process Rosa Matilda fell, in Byron’s
eyes, from grace. The process is one in which Byron tries to redeem
himself and his work by making a scapegoat of writers and writing which
had given literal birth to his own imagination.

And so “The Mountain Violet” drops away from the Byron canon.
It is in fact a spurious text, quite inauthentic; nonetheless, it stands as
a sign of a deeper kind of authenticity which Byron would struggle his
entire life to regain.

11

“Sentimental” poetry — the term will be taken here in its technical and
historical sense —was associated with women writers in particular, though
a great many male poets wrote sentimental verse. As a pejorative term
it came to stand in general for writing which made a mawkish parade of
spurious feelings. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries,
however, such work was as frequently deplored for immodesty and even
indecency; and the attacks were all the more virulent because so many
women, both as writers and as readers, found important resources in this
kind of work. To many, and especially to those (men and women both)
who felt called upon to guard public morals, the whole thing seemed
improper or worse; nor were the attacks without foundation."

Crucial to sentimental poetry is the centrality of love to human expe-
rience and — more significantly — the idea that true love had to involve a
total intensity of the total person — mind, heart, and (here was the stick-
ing point) body. Love could be betrayed at any of those centres, and a
betrayal of the body (through either lust or a prudish fastidiousness) was
as disastrous as a betrayal of the mind or heart. Indeed, a betrayal at any
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point was the equivalent of a sin, for the “sentimental” soul was equally
diffused through the entire sensorium. The stylistic index of sentimental
poetry, therefore, 1s a peculiar kind of self-conscious fleshliness. Dacre’s
poem “The Kiss” provides a good example of the style — for instance,
the first stanza.

The greatest bliss
Is in a kiss—
A kiss by love refin’d,
When springs the soul
Without controul,
And blends the bliss with mind.

Sentimental poetry strives to be both emotionally intense and completely
candid. Its purpose is to “bring the whole soul of man [and woman] into
activity,” an event which, in the context of such writing, means that it is to
bring along the whole person —mind and body as well. So the paradoxes
of this poem swirl about the demand for an experience that is at once
completely impassioned (“without controul”), completely physical, and
yet perfectly “refin’d” as well. The poem solicits a wild erotics of the
imagination where blissful consummations occur in and through, or
“with,” the “mind.”

Byron and all the Romantics wrote a great deal of sentimental
poetry — this is precisely why they were attacked by modernist ideologues
like Hulme, Babbitt, and Eliot. Keats and Shelley are probably our
greatest sentimental poets, but even Wordsworth’s verse is marked
by sentimentality. Wordsworth, however, made a life’s work out of
“subliming,” as it were, the project of sentimentalism — attempting
to show that the “sensations sweet / Felt in the blood and felt along
the heart” were actually the impulses of “something far more deeply
interfused,” something he called “the purer mind” (“purer,” that is, be-
cause it had to be distinguished from the sort of mind that Dacre was
describing).”

But as Wordsworth was moved by a spiritual transcendence of sen-
suality and sexuality, Byron plunged completely into the contradictions
which sentimentalism had come to involve for him. While these contra-
dictions no doubt have deep psychological roots, I am incompetent to
explore such matters. What is clear, at the social and personal level, is
that Byron reconstructed those contradictions in his work.

We begin to see this in the myth of the relations between men and
women which he deploys in his poetry between 1808 and 1816. This
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involves a misogynist inversion of a central myth of the sentimentalist
program. According to the sentimentalist idea, when an individual only
pretends to the intensities and sensitivities of sentimental love, he (or she)
betrays not merely the persons who are love-engaged, they betray love
itself in its fullest expression. Byron accepts the sentimentalist terms of
the entire transaction: that love-relations will be cast along the norm
of heterosexuality; that the partner (in Byron’s case, the figure of the
woman) is his epipsyche; and that a total love-experience — physical,
mental, and spiritual — is the goal.

The “reality-principle” in this myth (and the term must be put in
quotation because it stands only for a myth of reality) is that Byron’s sen-
timental beloveds (who turn out plural, if not legion) continually betray
the contract of love.”3 At times Byron will implicate himself in these
betrayals of love — for example in the early Childe Harold when, in the lyric
“To Florence,” he writes of the “wayward, loveless heart” of the wan-
dering — in several senses — Childe. But even in his Childe Harold mode
Byron typically represents himself as a man devoted to love yet contin-
ually driven from it, or deprived of it, by circumstance. Byron wants to
imagine himself true to love, but cruelly kept from it by interventions
beyond his control: the time will be right but the place will be wrong;
both time and place will be right, but the social or political structure of
the events will make an impediment; or all circumstances will be prov-
ident, except the ages of the parties; and so forth. In any case, love is
lost — mysteriously, fatally lost, but not by the will of Childe Byron, who
is at all times and in all places love-devoted.

That Byronic constancy maintains itself despite the fact that its ideal-
object, the feminine beloved, appears as a figure of repeated deceits and
betrayals. Sometimes the beloved is lost circumstantially (for example
through an untimely death) but she also moves away by her “wandering,”
by attaching herself to someone else. Mary Chaworth, Susan Vaughan,
Lady Frances Wedderburn Webster, even Lady Caroline Lamb: accord-
ing to this legend, all prove to be, if not positively “false,” then at least
“fickle.”'*

This Byronic myth is set down between 1808 and 1816 in a series of
lyrics composed with these and perhaps several other women in mind."
The three most important, and even astonishing, poems in this series
are “[Again Deceived! Again Betrayed]”, written to the servant-girl
Susan Vaughan; the lyric addressed to Lady Caroline Lamb that begins
“Go — triumph securely — that treacherous vow”; and lastly “When We
Two Parted,” a poem written in memory of Lady Frances Wedderburn



60 Byron and Romanticism

Webster. The 1816-1817 poems written to and about his wife and his
sister, including Manfred, involve a culminant and critical turn upon the
entire pattern, and establish the ground on which the last six years of
Byron’s poetry will be written.

Though a general myth of social and psychic dysfunction, the Byronic
malaise is most acutely expressed as a failure of love. A central represen-
tation of the myth is forthrightly stated in the opening lines of the first of
the works just mentioned, the lyric addressed to Susan Vaughan.

Again deceived! again betrayed!
In manhood as in youth,

The dupe of every smiling maid
That ever “lied like truth”. —

The poem’s idea is that Byron, for all his experience in love, simply never
learns — that he is too fond, too sentimental. Not that he fails to recognize
his own fickleness; as he points out in the third stanza,

In turn deceiving or deceived
The wayward Passion roves,
Beguiled by her we most believed,

Or leaving her who loves.

But the typography and syntax here deflect the self-accusation even as
it presses its charges against the “smiling maid.” What “roves” here
is not “Byron” or even the speaker of the lines, it is “The wayward
Passion,” the latter word capitalized in order to depersonalize further
Byron’s involvement. Besides, Byron’s persona in these transactions never
smiles, like the deceitful “maid”; he is too heartbroken for that, too
sentimental.

The poem, in other words, is a peculiar exercise in “lying like truth,”
a work which once again deceives and betrays sentimental love by its
pretences to faithfulness and candor. The occasion of the poem, we know;,
was Byron’s discovery that he was not the only lover of the Newstead
servant-girl Susan Vaughan. In the illusion that he was, Byron was equally
deceiving himself and deceived by her. But the greater deception of the
poem, and the source of its strength, lies in its assent to its own self-
deceptions. This is the deception which makes the poem turn its sting
back on itself, like the famous scorpion in 7 /e Giaour. The epigraph Byron
placed at the head of the poem appears finally not to be a comment on
Susan Vaughan or women generally, but a gloss on the poem itself.
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I pull in resolution and begin
To doubt the equivocation of the fiend
That lies like truth. (Macbeth)

Finally this poem shows itself to be most concerned with how the mind
and its constructions wound and betray one’s life. Manfred will be the
culminant text in this important line of Byronic work. It is not the his-
torical Susan Vaughan who is the deceiver in this poem, it is the figura
of the woman which the work conjures up and sets in motion. It is, in
short, Byron’s own mind and imagination — the “author” of this figure
of Susan Vaughan who uses his writing to “lie like truth” both about her
and about the persona of himself offered in the poem. By the time this
author writes Manfied he will be able to see the entire pattern of this kind
of writing more clearly. “I loved her, and destroy’d her!” Manfred says
of his epipsyche Astarte (2, 2, 117), thereby expressing what amounts, in
this Byronic myth, to a double tautology (for both pronouns and verbs
in this sentence are equivalent).

The poem Byron wrote about Lady Caroline Lamb is perhaps an even
more breathtaking display of “lying like truth.”

Go—triumph securely—the treacherous vow

Thou hast broken I keep but too faithfully now,

But never again shall thou be to my heart

What thou wert—what I feel for a moment thou art.

To see thee, to love thee! what breast could do more?
To love thee to lose thee *twere vain to deplore;
Ashamed of my weakness however beguiled,

I shall bear like a Man what I feel like a Child.

At first these lines seem hard to understand — at least as we read them
in their topical context, that is, in 1812, and at the height of Byron’s
torrid affair with Lady Caroline.'® The poem distinctly recalls the lines to
Susan Vaughan, which Byron had written only shortly before and which,
in one of the two manuscript versions, he had begun “Again beguiled!
again betrayed!” not ‘Again deceived.” Once again we meet the figura
of the repeated deceiver whose name only changes. The problem is,
however, that i fact Lady Caroline remained perfectly faithful to Byron
in 1812. What does the poem have in mind, then, when it speaks of her
“treacherous vow”?

The answer is: her marriage vow to her husband! The agony of the
lover here, of Byron, lies in his awareness that he is love-devoted to a
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woman whose return of love for him involves a betrayal elsewhere. The
poem therefore sets out to imagine the futurity of such a love-relationship,
to imagine the certainty of Byron’s loss of her and the corresponding
certainty of her “career” of deceit.

Tor the first step of error none e’er could recall,
And the woman once fallen forever must fall;
Pursue to the last the career she begun,

And be false unto many as faithless to one.

Such words! —from a lover to his beloved, from Byron to a woman whom
he knew had broken her marriage vow only for him! Priggish? Ungrate-
ful? The lines defy adequate characterization because they represent
such a fundamental betrayal of love and of truthfulness. Sentimental
poets like Charlotte Dacre — and like Byron earlier (and later) in his
career — declare that love may be betrayed not only by unfaithfulness,
by “wandering,” but equally by moral priggishness and prudery. This
truly amazing poem shows how the two kinds of betrayal are, as the
sentimentalist program insisted, reciprocals of each other, a dialectic of
what Blake described as the love-torments of spectre and emanation.

“When we Two Parted” in a way completes Byron’s portrait of this
circle of deceptions — completes it, first, because the poem explicitly links
itself to “Go — triumph securely”; and second, because Byron for the first
time deliberately casts the poem as a work of deception.'” Inlater years he
told his cousin Lady Hardy, in what was only apparitionally a “private”
communication, that the poem was written about his affair with Lady
Frances Wedderburn Webster, and that when he published it in 1816 he
printed it with a purposely “false date,” 1808. The poem was actually
written in 1815, he said, about events in 1814-1815."® The poem was
published in Byron’s slim volume of Poems (1816), the book which also
contained the notorious “Fare Thee Well!” and which, as a whole, was
fashioned as a kind of summing-up of Byron’s life since he left school and
entered the fast and false world. The “false date” suggested, among other
things, that the events in Byron’s life between 1808 (the “date” of “When
We Two Parted”) and 1816 (the year when Byron’s wife left him — /fi
him, as Byron so theatrically lamented in “Fare Thee Well!”) represent a
history of Byron’s sufferings at the hands of lying and unfaithful women.
And the crown of thorns in that series of sufferings was, mirabile dictu,
Annabella Milbanke.

Byron states his poetical case against her in his “Lines on Hearing that
Lady Byron was Ill,” which he wrote late in 1816, while he was working at
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Manfred. The poem turns her “illness” into a symbolic event, an outward
and physical sign of an inward and spiritual condition. Lady Byron, the
poem charges, was in fact the unfaithful one in their relationship, the
wife who, whatever his faults, would not remain “faithful” to him when
he was begirt with foes. Indeed, as Byron’s “moral Clytemnestra” (37)
she is made to epitomize Byron’s wonderful idea of “moral” adultery:

And thus once enter’d into crooked ways,
The early Truth, which was thy proper praise,
Did not still walk beside thee—but at times
And with a breast unknowing its own crimes,
Deceit, averments incompatible,
Equivocations, and the thoughts which dwell
In Janus-spirits—the significant eye

Which learns to lie with silence—the pretext
Of Prudence, with advantages annex’d—
The acquiescence in all things which tend,
No matter how, to the desired end—

All found a place in thy philosophy.  (47—58)

The terms are familiar: like Susan Vaughan and so many others,
Annabella is a fiend of equivocations, a woman — the woman — who
knows how to lie like truth, in this case, to “lie with silence.” As applied
to the historical Lady Byron, the charges are not unwarranted; neverthe-
less, the woman addressed in this poem is just as imaginery as the Susan
Vaughan, the Caroline Lamb, and the Frances Wedderburn Webster we
saw in the other poems. However applicable to Annabella, therefore, this
passage has to be read primarily as the key element in a poetical structure
of reflections, has to be read — in short — as a self-portrait, down to the
very details of its own unconsciousness (“And with a breast unknowing
its own crimes”).

Byron’s texts about unfaithful women were the schools in which he
learned to lie with silence. His writing, he told his wife, was an art of
equivocation, and its greatness, in a lyric mode, is that it comes in the
end to fall under its own judgments:'9

For thou art pillow’d on a curse too deep;
Thou hast sown in my sorrow, and must reap
The bitter harvest in a woe as real!  (22—24)

Like the other lyrics we have examined, Byron appears to address this
poem to another person; nevertheless, it finally speaks to, and of, himself
alone — that is to say, himself as an individual, and himself as a Romantic
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solitary. The poem is a deception at every level, and most patently at the
level of its rhetoric, where its massive self-absorption comes masked as
the spoken word. This work was spawned in “hours of solitude.” The
pronouns shift their referents because the curse Byron refers to is a kind
of secular Original Sin: moral or imaginative righteousness, the sense
that one knows what is true (one’s self) and what is false (the Other), and
that the truth one “knows” will set one free. The actual truth, however,
as Blake equally saw, is nothing but a “body of falsehood” fashioned in a
state of Urizenic solitude. Consequently, the function of poetry — of this
poetry of Byron’s — is to reveal that body of falsehood, to expose the lies
which the mind through its imagination conjures up.

The unfaithfulness of Byron’s many women, therefore, is in the end
a Byronic figura of the betrayed and betraying imagination, which is a
specifically male imagination. Manfred is a crucial work in Byron’s career,
then, because it fully objectifies the self-destructiveness of this imagi-
nation. Astarte dies not at a blow from Manfred’s hand but by a look
into his heart. Her “heart,” Manfred’s epipsyche, “gazed on mine and
withered” (2, 2, 119). That catastrophic event involves the deconstruc-
tion of the self-deceived and self-destructive Romantic imagination. The
death of Astarte is a poetical representation not of the death of a woman,
Manfred’s sister/beloved, but the death of an idea, an idol, even an ideol-
ogy. Astarte 1s Manfred’s homunculus, his imagination, and the triumph
figured in this play is the triumph of Manfred’s “life” over the long dis-
ease of his imagination. Manfred’s death, in this sense, is the sign that
he has finally found it possible to live (or at least to imagine living), has
finally escaped those fatal and Romantic illusions of living and loving
which Manfred names, significantly, Astarte.

Nothing more dramatically reveals the play’s awareness of lying and
equivocation, and of its own investment in such things, than the so-called
“Incantation” uttered over the unconscious body of the play’s hero.
As I have argued in some detail elsewhere, this poem, first published
separately by Byron as a curse and denunciation of his wife, is so incor-
porated into Manfred as to become a judgment on his play’s hero, and
thereby a judgment on himself.*° The Manfred text of the curse “reads”
the earlier, separately published text and exposes the reciprocal truth of
its lying representations. “A Voice” speaks the truth over the unconscious
Manfred — that his “unfathomed gulfs of guile,” “the perfection of [his]
art,” “call upon” him through this voice, and “compel” him not merely
to see that he is a hell unto himself: they compel him “to e thy proper
Hell!” (1, 1, 242—251, my italics). Manfred’s Romantic imagination, which
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represented itself to itself as a resort and an escape from an imperfect
world, 1s actually an Original Sin committed against that world, a way
of seeing that, just because it is merely a way of seeing and not a way of
reciprocating, becomes a way of life which is properly called “Hell,” the
final solitude. The “Voice” that speaks over Manfred is, as it were, the
silenced voice of Astarte, Manfred’s epipsyche now not to be represented
as a visible figure (which is her emanative form as Manfred’s superego)
but rather as an audible voice (which is her spectrous form as libido). The
character Manfred is not permitted in his play to see or understand this
action literally, but Byron’s play — both as an intrinsic dramatic event and
an extrinsic communicative exchange — is a declarative embodiment of
that action. Thus, when Manfred at last falls in with Lady Byron and
all of Byron’s other figures of lying and betrayal, the entire structure of
Byronic betrayal, initiated through Charlotte Dacre and /er betrayal, is
exposed and confessed.

In tracing this literary history I have taken for granted that we un-
derstand how literary texts — poems, novels, plays — are always deployed
in the practical mode of “communicative exchanges”: simply, that they
are produced in some material way or another. (In terms of those ex-
changes, the choice to write and not to publish, or to circulate privately, is
just as important as the choice to publish.) The bibliography of a literary
work is therefore the archive, the memorial machine, which defines and
preserves those exchanges.

In the case I have been dealing with here, several of the crucial texts
were not published by Byron: the poem to Susan Vaughan was not
circulated at all, the poem to Lady Caroline was allowed to circulate
among a small group of Regency intimates, and the poem on Lady
Byron’s illness was also shown only to a few people. None of the texts
appeared in print in Byron’s lifetime. Furthermore, the crucial lines in
“When We Two Parted” which repeat the misogynist message of “Go —
triumph securely” were also not published by Byron; he took them out
of the published poem and only revealed them later, toward the end of
his life, in a letter to Lady Hardy.

In his published work between 1808 and 1816, therefore, Byron’s myth
of the fallen women is distinctly muted; indeed, the fact that an elaborate
mechanism of concealments has been set in motion is itself concealed.
“I speak not — I trace not — I breathe not thy name”: this notorious line
from what is perhaps Byron’s most notorious unpublished poem may
stand as the epigraph of the Byronic mode. The Byronic hero suffers
under some secret sin, and the entire structure of alienations which he
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both exposes and represents is a function of that sin, which is never
identified. The poems we have been reading, however, show quite clearly
that the unrevealed sin is the offspring of a habit of imaginative deceptions
and misrepresentations. It has no name, this sin; it is the sin which dare
not, which cannot, speak its name precisely because it has imagined itself
as the Unspeakable. And that, exactly, is what Byron’s work in this period
communicates: that the inability or unwillingness to communicate is
always an essential feature of the communicative exchange.

111

From 1817 to the end of his life Byron’s work is consciously preoccupied
with Poetry and Truth. As in the first part of his career, therefore, he
is much concerned with the topic of lies and deceptions, with what he
liked to call, generically, “cant.” But the issues are treated with greater
self-consciousness, if not greater intensity and poetical force, in the later
work. This comes about largely because from 1816 Byron tried to include
himself in, even identify himself with, that company he had imaged as
the forever fallen: the company of women. When the Byron of 1808-1816
writes about those who “once fallen for ever must fall,” he struggles to
distance himself from the judgment they are subjected to. His righteous-
ness is the moral adultery he will imagine as, and call “Lady Byron,”
Annabella, Clytemnestra. That is to say, it is himself.

The Byron of 18171824, however, including his female imaginations,
is very different. The difference is registered in the dramatic shift in public
judgment. No longer the bad but adorable creature of Regency England,
the Byron of the Don Juan period is an all-but-hopeless case even in the
eyes of those reviewers who had earlier celebrated his work most loudly:.
And this general abandonment of Byron by the reviews is a true reading
of his latest work, for the poetry of 18171824 has itself abandoned some
of the key moral imaginations which drove and tormented the work of
1808-1816.

The Donna Julia of Don Juan, Canto 1, is the governing type of his
new feminine imagination. In a sense, of course, nothing has changed,
for Julia is both a liar and an adulteress. In her incomparable letter to
Juan, she even acknowledges that she is one of the forever fallen, bound
fatally to “[p]ursue to the last the career she begun,” that is, “To love
again, and be again undone” (1, st. 194). The difference lies not in her
circumstantial life, but in her consciousness of those circumstances. Julia
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knows herself — wants to know herself — in herself; and is not constructing
her Self through stories of self-justification.

Yet if I name my guilt, ’tis not to boast,

None can deem harshlier of me than I deem:
I trace this scrawl because I cannot rest—
I’ve nothing to reproach, nor to request.

(1, st. 193)

This is a new image of the Byronic epipsyche, a female figura who rep-
resents not so much sinfulness as the knowledge of sinfulness, a figure of
sympathy and understanding. Julia is the figure who, in refusing to cast
reproaches, heaps coals of fire — a curse of forgiveness — on her lover.
In the lyric works we glanced at earlier, the male speaker — the Byronic
persona — speaks to his faithless lover in very different terms. The power
of such works comes precisely from their non-consciousness, from their
ability to create what the writing does not understand — finally, to cre-
ate and then themselves represent a figure of self-deception and lack of
understanding.

Julia’s letter is in the genre of those earlier poems. It represents, how-
ever, the Byronic epipsyche’s response to her creator — as it were, the
“word[s] for mercy” which Manfred had begged in vain to hear from
Astarte (2, 4, 155).

My brain is feminine, nor can forget—

To all, except your image, madly blind;
As turns the needle trembling to the pole
It ne’er can reach, so turns to you my soul.

(1, st. 195)

Here the structure of the Byronic myth of the feminine is fully revealed.
For there are two writers of these lines: Julia, the “soul” and “image”
and epipsyche of Byron and his alter-ego Juan; and Lord Byron him-
self, who here conjures a way (something Manfred failed to do) for that
“image” to turn and speak to him in more than simply cryptic tones. The
“Julia” of these lines says that her lover Juan is her “soul,” her epipsy-
che. In making this revelation, however, she speaks as the epipsyche of
her poetical creator Lord Byron, out of that structure of creation we
have been looking at in Byron’s various sentimental lyrics. This speaking
image, Byron’s feminine brain, thus makes explicit a concealed truth of
the dynamic of sentimental love as it plays itself out in his poetry: that it is
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amechanism of truth-telling, a procedure whereby figures of imagintion
tell the truth about their creators, whether the latter are aware of those
truths or not.

In moral terms, this change in the character of the Byronic epipsy-
che appears as a new set of ideas about what it means to tell the truth
and what it means to lie.?" Don jJuan projects many kinds of lies and
liars, of course, but the poem’s quintessential figure of lying is, appropri-
ately and characteristically, female. This feminine brain, which Byron
ultimately defines as “mobility,” reigns from Julia’s bedchamber to Lady
Adeline’s drawing-room. Far from standing as a figure of reproach, how-
ever, Byron’s feminine brain becomes in Don fuan a device —both a figure
and a mechanism — of redemption.

This change is especially clear in Canto X when Byron digresses from
a thought about the duplicity “Of politicians and their double front, /
Who live by lies, yet dare not boldly lie”:

Now What I love in women is, they won’t
Or can’t do otherwise than lie, but do it
So well, the very truth seems falsehood to it.

And after all, what is a lie? *Tis but
The truth in masquerade; and I defy
Historians, heroes, lawyers, priests to put
A fact without some leaven of a lie.

(sts. 36-37)

The stanzas weigh in the balance the lies of women and the lies of men
(from politicians to priests). The difference lies in this: that the lies of
the feminine brain are imagined to be clear, conscious, even brazen,
whereas the male brain is unaware of either the substance, the structure,
or even the fact of its lying. Indeed, it is this lack of consciousness which
turns the lies of the male brain into that central Byronic nemesis called
“cant.” The hero of this late discourse on the art of lying is, of course, the
Julia of Canto 1, whose magnificent lying tirade against her cuckolded
husband — delivered to his face, in her bedroom, while her lover hides
under the bedclothes — is a vision of judgment against him. It is such
a vision because the poem means to expose the figure of Julia to us
fully — means to expose her even in her awareness of herself as a liar
and an adulteress. In this exposure she stands in sharp contrast to Don
Alphonso, whose presence in his wife’s bedroom stands as the poem’s
first great figure of “cant,” that figure of “double dealing” who conceals
his lies and deceptions under a parade of openness and truth.
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Both “lying” and “cant” are departures from the truth. Nevertheless,
Byron comes to argue that the distinction between these two “forms
of life” is neither trivial nor false. Everyone is involved in deception;
only the canting person reifies these deceptions, seeks to turn them from
images of falsehood into figures of “truth.” The latter is precisely the
extension of the meaning of the word “cant” which Byron’s work car-
ries out. Southey is therefore called not merely a liar in Don juan, he
is “that incarnate lie” (X, st. 13) — lying which has assumed a fixed and
material existence. Southey assumes such a form almost necessarily be-
cause, in Byron’s imagination, Southey’s vision of judgment is a vision
of absolute truth, of which he is the spokesman. Paradoxically, therefore,
the Byron of Don Juan, like his feminine imaginations in that work, is a
deceiver, whereas men like Southey are taken as the representatives of
accepted Truth — “truth” being understood now, however, according to
that excellent modern proverb, “Truth is lies that have hardened.”*?

Manfred is once again the key text for constructing this distinction
between lying and cant. As Manfred contemplates suicide on a cliff of
the Jungfrau he observes:

There is a power upon me which withholds
And makes it my fatality to live;

If it be life to wear within myself

This barrenness of spirit, and to be

My own soul’s sepulchre, for I have ceased
To justify my deeds unto myself—

The last infirmity of evil. (2, 2, 23—29)

Manfred does not redeem himself from “evil” here, he redeems him-
self from the “last infirmity” which evil deeds tempt one toward: the
justification of those deeds, the effort to (mis)represent them as some-
thing other than what they are. In determining to cease his processes
of self-justification Manfred speaks most directly to the Byronic texts of
1808-1816, explicating them as texts in which these deceptive dramas of
self-justification were playing themselves out.

The connection between self-justification and cant is concealed, or
revealed, in the Miltonic allusion executed through the phrase “The last
infirmity of evil.” Here the text glances at Milton’s “Lycidas” (11, 70—71),
where “The last infirmity of noble minds” is identified as the desire for
fame, for a “public approbation.” This desire is a recurrent topic in Don
Juan, where Byron both seduces and abandons the public’s approba-
tion, mocks it and pursues it. The success of the work might well be
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represented, in fact, by the resoluteness with which it negotiates those
ambivalent impulses, just as that resoluteness will be usefully traced in
Don Juan’s ambivalent reception history. Indeed, the highest praise that
might be given Byron’s masterwork is that, although recognized as a
masterwork, it never became a cultural touchstone. When the need has
arisen for oracular consultations, we have usually gone to Wordsworth
and The Prelude rather than to Byron or Don Juan. (This has been good
for Byron, but bad for — a travesty of — Wordsworth.)

Marino Faliero offers another example of a canting self-justification
which is pertinent to this discussion. It occurs in Act 1v, just after Faliero
has overcome his class scruples and determined to carry out the coup
against the Venetian aristocracy. Faliero reflects on the fact that the
oligarchs of Venice, after having insulted him, “trusted to” his aristocratic
character, trusted

To the subduing power which I preserved
Over my mood, when its first burst was spent.
But they were not aware that there are things
Which make revenge a virtue by reflection,
And not an impulse of mere anger; though
The laws sleep, justice wakes, and injured souls
Oft do a public right with private wrong,
And justify their deeds unto themselves.

(1v, i1, 100-107)

Here the Manfredian phrase works to expose the self-deception of
Faliero. The Doge means that his “private wrong,” his revenge against his
fellow aristocrats, will work in the end a “public right,” will bring social
justice to Venice. But the Doge is massively self-deceived, for the founda-
tion of his part in the plot against the nobles has nothing to do with social
justice or public service and everything to do with a private grievance
and personal revenge. The ringing, “noble” phrases (“though / The
laws sleep, justice wakes,” etc.) are post facto special pleading, rhetorical
obfuscation. Nevertheless, as in Julia’s letter, this text comes to us through
two voices. One voice we hear is the Doge’s self-deceived voice, whose
self-justification and apparent firmness of purpose only mask a deeper
moral “infirmity.” But that voice is itself defined by a deeper textual voice,
which turns the Doge’s personal “revenge” into a “virtue by reflection”
in a sense entirely unintended by the Doge. This deeper voice, in fact,
translates the entire passage into a positive expression on behalf of per-
sonal integrity and social justice, the two values here falsely proclaimed
by the Doge, and thereby actually revealed through the text.
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18%

Byron’s interesting new theory of the truth of art is obviously a critique
of the Romantic theory of artistic truth, i.e. a critique of the idea of
Romantic sincerity. Byron’s theory is a defence of a certain kind of
poetic artifice which he calls “the truth in masquerade.” This remarkable
phrase involves an important allusion, indeed, a self-quotation. I cited
the originary passage earlier:

Far be’t from me unkindly to upbraid
The lovely ROsA’s prose in masquerade.

The allusion tells us that Byron’s theory of truth as poetic artifice is it-
self a masquerade of some larger truth, including some deceptions and
absences of truth. The allusion reminds us, for example, that Byron’s
theory has concealed origins in that primary type of the poetry of
Romantic sincerity, sentimental verse. When Byron in English Bards calls
Charlotte Dacre’s verse “prose in masquerde” he is ridiculing her work
along the same lines that he ridiculed, throughout his life, the greatest
Romantic poet of sincerity, Wordsworth.

Of course, in Don fuan Byron’s attack comes from one who repeat-
edly insists that his poetic artifice aims for a higher kind of sincer-
ity. Furthermore, if the poetry of sincerity is, as Byron says, dull and
prosy, Don Juan has made an explicit contract with “pedestrian muses”
(“Dedication,” st. 8). Indeed, if the phrase “prose in masquerade” could
ever be applied to any English poem, it could be — as all readers have
understood — applied to Don juan, the poem in which Byron “rattle[s]
on exactly as [he] talk[s]” (xv, st. 19).

We can sort through some of these complexities by recalling Byron’s
attacks on some other children of the sentimental muse. When Don Juan
was first read, the poem struck a number of readers as wickedly obscene.
Byron bristled at the charge, and argued that his work would never induce
a person to lustful acts because it was a comic poem. “Lust is a serious
passion and. .. cannot be excited by the ludicrous,” Byron says, and he
goes on to contrast his comic writing with serious and sentimental poetry
such as his friend Tom Moore’s work (CPW, v, 679n.). Elsewhere he
pursues the same line of argument, only more vigorously, in his brilliant
if malicious remarks on Keats’s similar sentimental eroticism.

Byron’s argument is that the verse of erotic sentimentality — Charlotte
Dacre’s “prose in masquerade,” John Keats’s “p/i/ss a bed poetry”
(BLJ, v1, 200) — turns sex from a matter of the body to a matter of
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the brain. Sex in poetry becomes “serious” when it is delivered over to
the imagination. At that point the pleasure of the text becomes not moral
but, literally, erotic. It is in this sense that Byron will insist, and with good
reason to support his position, that sentimental poets like Dacre and
Moore and Keats are the true immoralists. Through them eroticism ap-
pears as a behavior of conscience — as “sex in the head.” Unlike sentimental
verse, which Byron calls “the Onanism of Poetry” (BLY, V1, 217), Don fuan
takes up its erotic subjects in a deliberately unsentimental way — “it strips
off the tinsel of Sentiment” (BL}, V1, 202), he says, and thereby causes
offence among those who, while they want sex in poetry, want it in more
“refin’d” forms.

Byron’s argument, made in a context in which the Romantic ideology
was establishing itself, will now seem to us, who stand on the other side
of the ideology’s historical reign, remarkably insightful. And in truth
his imagination of the truth is here quite important. Nevertheless, this
Byronic imagination is not “the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.”
It carries its own form of special pleading, and that (what must surely
be unconscious) allusion to Charlotte Dacre and his earlier act of poetic
betrayal returns in Don juan as a critical opening in Byron’s own text,
unknown to itself.

Following the concealments and self-deception practiced in the po-
etry of 1808-1816, Byron’s exilic poetry made a virtue of candor and
truth-telling. I pass without comment the important contribution which
sentimental poetry like Charlotte Dacre’s made toward a poetic ideal of
candour and the fulness of truth. These matters we have already touched
on, and we have seen the depth of Byron’s debt to that poetry. Like Blake’s
Swedenborg, Byron in 1816 had broken some of the nets that had bound
him up, and his escape is registered in his later work. Nevertheless, part of
the truth of Don fuan still operates in the mode of deception and untruth.

We observe this by interrogating Byron’s masterwork on the issue of the
erotics of the imagination, the issue of sex in the head. This is the territory
occupied by people like Dacre and Moore and Keats, a territory Byron
says he has abandoned, as he abandoned his canting homeland. Byron’s
critique of cant, however, was partly negotiated through a recovery of
certain sentimental attitudes — a turn away from the muscular and moral
values which so dominate his work between English Bards and Childe Harold
Canto 1v. Juan’s liaisons with Julia and Haidée are both completely
sentimental affairs. Furthermore, Byron’s new poetic theory of “truth
in masquerade” is grounded in a sympathetic meditation on a certain
kind of “feminine” lying. Earlier that sort of deception had served only
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to drive a wedge between Byron and his sentimental attachments, but in
Don fuan he begins to rethink the issues.

The behavior of Julia (at the beginning of Don juan) and of Lady
Adeline, la donna mobile (at the end), epitomizes how theatricality and
masquerade — deliberate strategies of deception — can serve the cause
of deep truth. These strategies will do so, Byron’s work argues, only if
they are deployed with complete self-consciousness — that is, only if the
theatre of deception, or the masquerade, labels itself as such, and includes
itself in its own illusory displays. (To the degree that these displays are
sentimental productions, to that extent they are part of the theater of
love in the full sentimentalist sense.) In this erotic theater, the central
figure, for the man, must be the woman, “Whence is our entrance and
our exit” (IX, st. 55).

A theory of art, however, once it is deployed through a work, becomes
a two-edged sword, and the case is no different for Don Juan. Byron’s
critique of the sentimental eroticism of Moore and Keats, for example,
seems hardly less applicable to many parts of Byron’s epic, not least,
I suppose, to the scenes in the harem. Criticism might conclude, from
this kind of contradiction, that Byron was fabulously self-deceived in thus
criticizing Moore and Keats; and criticism would no doubt be correct
in this judgment. But the exposure of Byron’s personal self-deception
is far less significant than the way his poetry transforms truth and lies
through the artifice of its masquerades. Indeed, the brilliance of the
harem episode depends exactly on its having shown so clearly — despite
Byron’s quotidian pronouncements — the positive relation which operates
between sex and the imagination.

This relation is (as it were) dramatized for us in the persons — in
the dreams and imaginations — of the young harem women. But the
narrator’s specular involvement in that drama (and our involvement
through him) is equally drawn into the orbit of the poem’s theatricality.
The harem episode is, in one very obvious sense, nothing more than
a distinctly “male” sex fantasy, and hence a voyeuristic spectacle. The
narrator is unaware of his voyeurist perspective, however — or rather, he
sees nothing in his act of seeing to be critical of. 2 see this innocence of
his mind in his blithe assumption that the scene and events could only
be imagined as he has imagined them.

This assumption acquires a critical edge in Byron’s poem, however,
just because it is a contrived assumption, an artifice. Indeed, the essential
wit of the episode arises from the narrator’s conscious assumption of an
innocent eye, his pretence — as in the narrative of Dudu’s dream — that
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he 1s himself unaware of the word-plays and double meanings of his own
discourse. Unlike Julia in her letter in Canto 1, Dudu does not narrate her
own dream; the narrator tells it for her in indirect discourse. That indi-
rection underscores the theatricality of his talk, the masquerade in which
he is involved. The critical consequence, however, is that the narrator is
himself pulled on to the stage of the poem. In that event the narrator
is released from the bondage of his own imagination. We are not only
able, for example, to “see” and criticize his voyeurism, we come as well
into contact with that supreme objectivity which poetic discourse, alone
of our discursive forms, seems able to achieve. “Byron” would not have
wanted to be told that his masterwork was itself deeply invested in senti-
mentalism and sex in the head; nonetheless, this is the case, and it is his
own master-work which tells us so.

In the harem episode we see Don jJuan operating under the illusion of
its own self-consciousness. The narrator’s amusement is the sign that he
is satisfied with his understanding, that he possesses understanding. But
his wisdom is an illusion of knowledge which, however, tells a truth about
feeling. The harem episode is a theatrical display of a certain kind of “sex
in the head” — an onanism of poetry fully the equal of Keats’s. And it
is an onanism of poetry precisely because its eroticism, founded in the
sentimentalist project, here executes that project in a space of solitude.
The harem episode is an image, in short, not of fulfilled but of frustrated
desire. Its pretence to be something else — its pretence to display an
ultimately fulfilled eroticism — is an essential feature of its deepest truth.

In Charlotte Dacre’s poetry, “hours of solitude” are hours of critical
reflection, hours in which one experiences the loss and deprivation of love
and in which one recognizes the state of the loss. The harem episode in
Don fuan means to imagine a way of escaping such solitude and loss, but
in the event it succeeds in defining those illusions of escape which serve
only to deepen one’s awareness of what the experience of loss entails. In
this respect the episode is something of a retreat from the philosophical
achievement of Canto 1. But the text does not revert to the style of
the period 1808-1816. Byron’s feminine and sentimental brain, which
emerged between 1815 and 1817, made such a lapse impossible. The
eroticism of the harem episode is in certain obvious respects ludicrous
and self-deceived, but — like “The Eve of St Agnes,” which is quite a
comparable piece of work — the episode does not (at any rate) torture
sexual feeling with moral instrumentations. It catches, therefore, the true
voice of Romantic feeling — even if the feelings involved are not so rich
or complex as the feelings at the conclusion of Canto 1.
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NOTES

Notes and Queries, 8th series, 6 (25 August 1894), 144-145; and for Sir Richard
Edgecumbe’s piece, noted below, see ibid., 515.

I have never seen these books described by Wake but his identification of the
pencil notations is persuasive. Byron often wrote in pencil in books in this
way, especially in his early years.

Byron’s four early books were all printed in Newark, and of course Byron’s
life between 1803 and 1807 was closely connected to the Nottingham area.

A good brief summary of the Della Cruscan phenomenon is given in John
Mark Longaker, The Della Cruscans and William Gifford. The History of a Minor
Movement in an Age of Literary Transition (Philadelphia, 1924).

The Della Cruscans typically published under pseudonyms, and “Rosa
Matilde” is a direct allusion to Mrs. Cowley’s adopted cognomen “Laura
Matilda.” It is important to realize, however, that Dacre was not a Della
Cruscan herself, but a slightly later writer who came under their influ-
ence. Dacre’s work exhibits a much more self-conscious employment of
the Della Cruscan style: see, for example, her poems “Passion Uninspired
by Sentiment,” “To the Shade of Mary Robinson,” and “The Female
Philosopher.”

Citations from the poetry are to Lord Byron. The Complete Poetical Works, ed.
Jerome J. McGann, 7 vols. (Oxford, 1980-1992); when it is necessary to refer
to this edition, the abbreviation CPW will be used.

Throughout his life Byron commented on the erotic elements in Moore’s
verse, and especially on Moore’s Poetical Works of the Late Thomas Little, Esq.
(1801). This book, a minor classic in the sentimental style, went through nu-
merous printings, and had an important influence on Byron’s early work. For
a fuller discussion see Jerome J. McGann, Fiery Dust. Byron’s Poetic Development
(Chicago, 1968), Chapter 1.

Byron’s Letters and jJournals, ed. Leslie A. Marchand (Cambridge, MA, 1973~
1982), I, 103; hereafter cited as BLJ.

The fullest discussion of this event in Byron’s life is in Willis W. Pratt’s Byron
at Southwell (Austin, TX, 1948).

“To a Knot of Ungenerous Critics” is the title of one of Byron’s poetical
replies to his Southwell critics: see CPW, 1, 19—22 (and the related poem at
17-19).

Some of Gifford’s best lines in The Baviad and The Maeviad involve witty sexual
wordplays which call attention not only to the sensuality of Della Cruscan
poetry, but to its self-conscious (and hence, from Gifford’s point of view,
irreal) sensuality. When Byron later saw a similar poetic mode in Keats’s
work, he ridiculed it as “the Onanism of Poetry” (BLY, v, 217) — a distinctly
Giffordian line of attack.

In this respect Wordsworth’s was a more successful deployment of the Della
Cruscan program, whose sentimentality inclined toward a travesty of pla-
tonic engagement. This travesty, and Platonism, are especially clear in the
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famous poetical “love affair” which Della Crusca and Anna Matilda carried
on in the pages of the World in the years 1787-1789. The two had in fact
never even met.

13 Thus Byron’s male friendships come to represent a more stable form of love.
Even such love is not completely steady, however, as a number of poems
written to his male friends show. In the myth of love Byron deploys, only one
figure is imagined as perfectly faithful — his sister Augusta.

14 See the work of 1813 called “A Song” (“Thou art not false, but thou art
fickle”), CPW, 111, 105-106.

15 Byron’s misogyny appears in some of his early poetry as well, although his
commitment to sentimentalism at that stage distinctly undercuts his anti-
feminist views. See especially the poem “To Woman,” printed toward the
end of Howrs of Idleness (CPW, 1, 45—46).

16 For an extended discussion of this poem’s text and context see Jerome
J- McGann, “The Significance of Biographical Context: Two Poems by Lord
Byron,” in The Author in lus Work, ed. Louis A. Martz and Aubrey Williams
(New Haven, CT, 1978), 347-366.

17 For a full discussion of the linkage see ibid. The essential fact is that the stanza
of “When We Two Parted” which Byron dropped from the printed version
was originally a stanza in the poem to Lady Caroline Lamb.

18 See BLY, X, 198-199.

19 See Malcolm Elwin, Lord Byron’s Wife(New York, 1962), 394, 400. The matter
is more fully discussed in chapter 4, below.

20 See n. 19.

21 Forarelated discussion of these matters see my “Lord Byron’s Twin Opposites
of Truth,” in Towards a Literature of Knowledge (Oxford, 1989), 38—64.

22 This is the first line of Alan Davies’s excellent prose-poem “Lies,” reprinted
in Signage (New York, 1987), 11.



CHAPTER 4

What difference do the circumstances of publication
make to the interpretation of a literary work?

Framed in this way, the question is open to any number of responses: for
the “interpreter,” the critic, is entirely free to decide which material in
the literary event shall be salient for interpretation. The “circumstances
of publication,” therefore, can make a big difference, or no difference
at all, or they can make various kinds of intermediate differences that
could be specified.

I do not say this to be sophistical, but to call attention to some of
the critical assumptions which generated the question. The question
assumes that “circumstances of publication” make a difference to inter-
pretation, and that such a difference has been demonstrated in certain
critical discussions, perhaps in some of the work that I myself have done.
But the question is aware that these demonstrations create a theoretical
problem for some of the most important governing protocols of our re-
ceived critical ideas: for instance, that bibliography and interpretation
are different modes of literary enquiry and do not (as it were) naturally
correspond with each other; that the social (as opposed to the purely
authorial) dimensions of textual events have no necessary or essential
relation to literary meaning; in general, that hermeneutics must pre-
serve a theoretical (as opposed to an heuristic) distinction between the
“extrinsic” and the “intrinsic” in literary study.

I disagree with these three ideas. Indeed, my own assumptions — the
frames of my critical practice — are in each case precisely the inverse
of each one. To my mind, the circumstances of publication always bear
upon literary meaning. The initial question posed to me, therefore, seems
pertinent only as a procedural problem which I would frame in this
way: what are the most useful illustrations I could give of the way the
“circumstances of publication” make a difference to literary meaning?

Since 1977 it is a question I have been much concerned with. Indeed,
when I first tried to show what kind of a hermeneutical difference
“circumstances of publication” can make, I deliberately chose my
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examples from Keats —simply because in his work the distinction between
“Intrinsic” and “extrinsic” literary matters was thought to be clearly pre-
served. To argue the hermeneutical relevance of “extrinsic” matters in
the case of Keats was to mount a theoretical attack upon ideas about tex-
tual autonomy; and at that time, in 1977, theoretical lines of attack were
very much needed.

Now [1991], everything has changed. This symposium is itself eloquent
testimony to the change that has taken place during the past ten years
of literary studies. I do not have to adduce instances to persuade you
that “circumstances of publication” make a difference to interpretation
because I and many others have already laid down more than a sufficient
number of examples.

So let me re-frame the question slightly, and ask: what difference does
it make when “circumstances of publication” are not factored into the
interpretive operation? I offer you two cases, one from Blake and one
from Byron.

THE PROBLEM OF JERUSALEM, PLATE 3

The opening text page — plate g — of Blake’s consummate work offers an
address “To the Public.” It represents a sort of Preface to the poem,
a set of remarks, some in verse and some in prose, which were to help
“explain” what the subsequent work imagines itself to be doing. Jerusalem
is a public performance from “the mouth of a true Orator,” Blake says;
its audience is “the Human Race,” and most immediately the nation
of Great Britain; it is a work of deliberate art (“Every word and every
letter is studied”), but equally a piece of unpremeditated verse — inspired
work, “dictated” to its “printer” William Blake; and — though Blake does
not indicate this explicitly — it comes from the same “God” who years
before had dictated 7he Marriage of Heaven and Hell, a dweller in flaming
fire whose voice is not easily distinguished from Blake’s own mind and
conscience. Finally, the work is executed through what Blake calls “my
types,” an obvious paranomasia that draws an equation between the
poem’s spiritual designs and its material orders.

Works of imagination traffic in paradox — those opposite and discor-
dant qualities which we sometimes imagine poems are made to balance
and reconcile. Plate g of Jerusalem, however, offers at least one paradox
which the imagination will not comfortably seize as beauty. Physicalized
on the plate itself, this paradox is eventual, not conceptual. Blake’s text
assures his reader that what he prints — his “types” — will not be done in
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“vain,” but this opening page of ferusalem has much of its own message
gouged from the plate. The consequence is not simply a set of awkward
transitions and distracting blank spaces, but positive incoherence.

We must remember that the condition of Plate g is not “momen-
tary” or transitional in the sense that Blake simply neglected to make
the necessary further alterations which would have restored coherence
to his work. Blake had at least ten years, 1818-1828, when he might
have “repaired” Plate g (assuming that we are to think of the plate as
“damaged”). Or, if he could not restore a grammatological coherence to
this plate — if, for example, the copper had been so multilated that it
was no longer able to support a new text — still Blake had ten years in
which to re-engrave the plate. He did not choose to do this. Instead, he
preserved a scarred discourse as the opening of his text, so that Plate g
must be regarded as what textual scholars sometimes call “the author’s
final intentions.” Every surviving copy of Jerusalem exhibits a Plate 3 mu-
tilated in just this way, including the copies he sold during those last ten
years, including even the magnificent full-colored copy E which Blake
prepared so carefully toward the end." So far as we can tell, Blake wanted
the reader’s initial encounter with Jerusalem to be through this broken and
ruptured text.

This is an extraordinary situation, but the interpreters of Blake’s
Jerusalem pay little attention to it when discussing the work.? We would
have to imagine comparable examples in the history of literature and po-
etry before our period, for nothing equivalent exists in fact. What Blake
has done in Jerusalem is what Milton might have done had he excised cer-
tain phrases and lines from the opening twenty-six verses of Paradise Lost:
had he excised, that is, passages carrying real weight and significance for
the proemium, and had he then printed and broadcast the poem with
the lacunae left visible.

Blake did not begin Jerusalem as a broken text, he finished it that way.
The difference is crucial. Such a text calls attention to itself as gestural,
performative. However it is to have its “meaning” “interpreted,” the
mutilated text of Plate g is at least making the following representations:
that the words and figures on such a page are arbitrary, and that they
were put there by design (in at least two senses).

If what Blake did in producing his text seems extraordinary, how-
ever, even more astonishing is what the critics have not done in relation
to his act of production. ferusalem has elicited a great deal of commen-
tary, but very little attention has been paid to the physical condition of
Plate 3, or to the meaning of that physical condition. Such disinterest is
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all the more surprising because Blake scholars generally understand that
Blake’s meanings are intimately related to Blake’s productive methods
and physical media.

That most capacious and distinguished of Blake scholars, David
Erdman is virtually alone in the attention he has given to the problem of
Plate 3. He has expended most of his efforts, however, not in attempting
to solve the riddle of the plate as we have received it, but in trying to re-
store the material which Blake took such pains to eliminate. Of course, the
restoration of that material might tell us much about why Blake erased it
in the first place; but as it turns out the restored passages are not in them-
selves especially illuminating on that issue. As a consequence, Erdman
interprets the mutilated plate in psychological terms — as an exponent of
Blake’s unhappiness with his audience and his failure to establish con-
tact with “the Public.” Thus Erdman refers to Blake’s “self-destructive
deletions” which “withdraw . ..the affectionate terms addressed to the
once-dear Reader, [and] effac[e without] ... quite thoroughly effacing
the poet’s confessions of faith and enthusiasm” (Erdman 1964, 1965).

Given the general condition of Ferusalem, however, this is not a
very compelling argument. The work exhibits no other signs of self-
destruction, nor does the poem otherwise develop the theme of a break-
down of sympathy between author and audience. In any case, it is an
argument which Erdman himself does not work to support in his ed-
itorial treatment of the text. In his standard typographical edition of
Blake’s Complete Works, Blake’s mutilated text is editorially “corrected.”
Erdman’s excellent work in recovering the erased passages results in a
text — Erdman’s edition — which puts back the passages that Blake had
so deliberately removed.

I think that this was not the best editorial decision to make. The
recovered passages would have been, I believe, much better placed in a
critical apparatus, and the superior text left to stand as Blake had wanted
it to stand: with its drastic lacunae dramatically visible. However we read
the meaning of Plate g of Jerusalem, we will want to ground our readings
in the mutilated text which Blake produced rather than the editorially
corrected text so brilliantly restored by Erdman.3

BYRON’S “FARE THEE WELL!”

The problem with this notorious poem is much more complex than the
Blake problem I have been discussing. As we know, Byron addressed the
poem to his wife at the time of the separation controversies in the spring of
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1816.# It descends to us largely through one line of interpretation, where
it is read as a ¢r¢ de coeur from a heartbroken husband. This is the way the
poem was read by many people in 1816. Madame de Staél, for instance,
and Sir Francis Burdett, and various reviewers all read it this way and
praised it extravagantly (see Mayne 1924: 256; and Erdman 1970: 642
and n.). And Wordsworth read it this way as well, only he anticipated
the common, later judgment that the poem is hopelessly mawkish:
“disgusting in sentiment, and in execution contemptible . .. Can worse
doggerel be written . . . ?” (de Selincourt 1970: 111 Part 2, 304).5

But another, very different reading sprang up when the poem began
circulating in 1816, like tares among the wheat of that first reading
Byron’s friend Moore — who was later to endorse the sentimental theory
of the poem — was at first deeply suspicious of “the sentiment that could,
at such a moment, indulge in such verses” (Mayne 1924: 642). Moore
did not elaborate on his suspicions, but others did. The reviewer of T#e
Prisoner of Chillon and Other Poems in the Critical Review of December 1816

paused to reflect on the earlier “domestic” poem:

[M]any who disapproved most of his lordship’s . . . publication of his “Farewell”
address, as inflicting a parting and lasting pang upon his lady, thought that the
lines were most delightfully pathetic, and wondered how a man, who shewed he
had so little heart, could evince such feeling. They did not know how easy it was
for a person of his lordship’s skill to fabricate neatly-turned phraseology, and for
a person of his lordship’s ingenuity to introduce to advantage all the common-
places of affection: the very excellence of that poem in these particulars, to us
and to others, was a convincing proof that its author had much more talent
than tenderness. (Critical Review [1816], 577—578)

As it happens, Anabella herself, the person to whom “Fare Thee Well!”
was most directly addressed, read the poem in just this insidious way:
It seemed to her yet another instance of Byron’s “talent for equiv-
ocation . .. of [which] I have had many proofs in his letters.”® On
13 February, a month before Byron wrote his poem, she explained this
“talent” further and pointed out that she learned about it from Bryon
himself:

I should not have been more deceived than I was by his letters, if he had not
pointed out to me in similar ones addressed to others, the deepest design in
words that appeared to have none. On this he piques himself — and also on being
able to write such letters as will convey different, or even opposite sentiments to
the person who receives them & to a stranger. (Elwin 1962: 400)
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“Every day,” she added, “proves deeper art” in her husband. What she
most feared was “this ambiguity of Language in the Law,” that it would
give Byron an advantage over her in the separation proceedings.

Anabella went on to add two observations which are equally interest-
ing and shrewd. Byron’s skill in manipulating language reminded her of
a passage in Lara (I, 504—509) in which the deportment of that Byronic
Hero is exposed as a text of such ambiguity that, reading it, one cannot
be certain if it signals a heart filled with “the calmness of the good” or
with a “Guilt grown old in desperate hardihood.” And she added that
this skill with words was one “he i3 gffaid of” himself.

In a good recent essay Elledge has revived a variant of this insidious
reading of “Fare Thee Well!” The poem, he argues, is “a portrait of
indecision, taut with antithetical tensions”; it “charts. .. the depth and
configurations of the poet’s ambivalence . . . toward reconciliation with
his wife” (Elledge 1986: 43). Although Elledge is, I believe, certainly
correct in this reading of the poem, he does not go nearly far enough,
either substantively or methodologically. In this respect the readings of
both the Critical reviewer and Lady Byron seem to me more weighty and
profound.

What Anabella and the Critical reviewer call attention to are the social
contexts in which the poem was executed. Anabella was peculiarly alive
to such matters because they touched upon her life in the most important
ways. “Fare Thee Well!” was not simply a thing of beauty, an aesthetic
object spinning in the disinterested space of a Kantian (or Coleridgean)
theoretical world. It was an event in the language, of art, specifically
located, and she registered that event in particular ways. To her the sep-
aration controversy came to involve two primary matters. There was first
the matter of the law, and who, in the complex legal maneuverings, would
have power over the other to influence various decisions (Lady Byron
feared, for example, that Byron would seck to deprive her of custody of
their daughter Ada). And second there was the (closely related) matter
of public opinion, and who would enter into and finally emerge from the
separation proceedings with what sort of public image.

When Byron sent her a copy of “Fare Thee Well!” soon after he wrote
it, Lady Byron was quick to read it as a shrewd ploy to gain power
over her in the context of those two areas of interest which most con-
cerned her. At first she emphasized the “legal” reading, for she felt, as we
have already seen, that Byron’s various communications were designed to
construct a sympathetic self-image in order to improve his bargaining po-
sition. “He has been assuming the character of an injured & affectionate
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husband with great success to some,” she remarked in mid-February
(Elwin 1962: 409). When Byron sent her a MS copy of the poem late
in March, she wrote ironically to her mother of its apparent tenderness,
“and so he talks of me to Every one” (448). But the poem did not disturb
her greatly until she learned that Byron intended to print and distribute
it privately in London society. This act, she feared, would turn “The Tide
offeeling . . . against” her, 7 but she was dissuaded from her first impulse —
to publish a rejoinder — by the counsel of Dr. Stephen Lushington.

The significance of all this becomes more clear, I think, if we recall that
“Fare Thee Well!” was initially constituted as three very different texts,
only two of which were manipulated by Byron, while the other fell under
the co-authority of persons and powers who were hostile to him. The
first of these texts is the one which originates in the MS poem addressed
to Lady Byron, and which Byron caused to have circulated in London in
late March and early April. The second is the text privately printed and
distributed in fifty copies on 8 April, at Byron’s insistence and over the
objections of his publisher Murray. Byron’s activities here are important
to remember because they show that he was manipulating the poem,
was literally fashioning an audience for it of a very specific kind. The
original MS may have been addressed to his wife, but when copies of that
poem began to be made and circulated, a new text started to emerge.
The printed text in fifty copies represents the definitive emergence of
that text, which was addressed past and through Lady Byron to a circle
of people — friends, acquaintances, and other interested parties — whose
“reading” and “interpretation” of the poem Byron wanted to generate,
and of course influence.

In the most limited sense, Byron wanted his poem to be read as the
effusion of an “injured and affectionate husband.” Moore’s later report
in his Lyfe, that the MS text he saw was covered with Byron’s tears,
represents in effect such an interpretation of the poem. But the fact that
Byron was also managing a certain kind of circulation for the poem set
in motion other forces, and other readings, which were only latent (so
to speak) in the verbal MS text. The poem, that is to say, came to be
widely seen — and read — as another event in Byron’s troubled “domestic
circumstances.” It is this circulation of the verses which begins to change
the meaning of the poem — indeed, which begins to change the poem
itself. The words of the original MS do not significantly differ from the
privately printed text; nonetheless, that first printed text has become
another poem, and one which sets in motion an urgency toward the
production of yet another textual change.
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This new change is definitive when the privately printed text finally
makes its appearance in the Champion on 14 April and thence throughout
the periodical press. This is a new poem altogether. In the first place, it
does not appear alone but alongside “A Sketch,” Byron’s cutting satire
on Mrs. Clermont which he had also put into private circulation in fifty
copies several days before he began circulating “Fare Thee Welll.” The
editors of the Champion text so printed and positioned “A Sketch” as to
make it an exponent of the “real meaning” of “Fare Thee Well!”: that
1s to say, it is used partly for the light it sheds on “Fare Thee Well!,” as
a way of exposing Byron’s hypocritical malignancy. In the second place,
the farewell poem is accompanied, in the Champion, by a long editorial
commentary denouncing Byron’s character as well as his politics, and
explicitly “reading” the two poems as evidence of his wickedness.

The Champion’s text of “Fare Thee Well!” is, I would say, the defini-
tive version of the (so to speak) Aypocritical poem, just as the MS version
sent to Lady Byron — which, interestingly, seems not to have survived —
would be the definitive version of the sentimental poem. The “texts” which
extend between these two versions dramatize this first, crucial stage in
the poem’s processes of transformation. But they do not conclude those
processes. Even as the Champion text is completing that first stage of the
poem’s transformations, it has initiated a new stage, the one in which
the two faces of this poem are forced to confront one another. And it
is in this next stage of its textual development that “Fare Thee Well!”
becomes most rich and interesting. This is the poem whose meaning
focuses and culminates the controversies among the readers in Byron’s
day. The question is gone over again and again: is this a poem of love
(“sentimental”) or a poem of hate (“hypocritical”)? The final contempo-
rary text declares that in some important sense it is both. Byron him-
self produced the materialized version of this culminant text when he
published the poem, with the telling epigraph from “Christabel,” in his
Poems (1816).

This 1s the text which Elledge has recently revived, a work full of pain-
ful and even frightening tensions and contradictions. And while I want to
salute Elledge’s success in rescuing Byron’s poem from its impoverished
sentimental readings, I must also point out Elledge’s insistence — it stems
from his New Ciritical background — that his is not a reading of a work of
poetry so much as an exploration of a set of tense personal circumstances:
“my concern is less with the poem as poem than with the dynamics
of the relationship between poet-husband and audience-wife as Byron
represents them” (Elledge 1986: 44n). He makes this statement because
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his notion is that “the poem as poem™ is an abstract verbal construct, a
“text” that not only can be, but must be, divorced from the social and
material formations within which the work was instituted and carried out.

Such an idea commits one to a certain way of reading poetry which
seems to me intolerable. Butitis a way which is particularly destructive for
a poet like Byron, whose poetical language is characteristically executed
by invoking and utilizing its available social and institutional resources.
More, Byron’s work insists that this is the way of all poetry, though
some poets and apologists for poetry argue that it is otherwise, that
poetry operates in a space of disinterestedness and autonomy. “Fare Thee
Well!” 1s therefore, in this respect, a kind of metapoem, a work which
foregrounds Byron’s ideas about what poetry actually is and how it works.

Byron himself seems to have recognized very clearly — that is to say,
with pain and reluctance — the full significance of his poetic practice. In
writing and circulating “Fare Thee Well!”” he was the author and agent of
the completed work, the one who finally would be responsible (of course
not entirely responsible — just personally responsible) for all of the texts.
Yet while Byron authored those texts, he could not fully control them —
this, the fate of all poets, is sometimes called their “inspiration” — so that
in the end he found that he too, like everyone else who would involve
themselves with the poem, would have to trust the tale and not the teller.
His discovery of this, a bitter revelation, would soon find expression in
another of the “Poems on his Domestic Circumstances”: the “[Epistle
to Augusta]” which he wrote in the summer of 1816. Reflecting on that
“talent for equivocation” which he flaunted before his wife, Byron would
expose its equivocal character.

The fault was mine;—nor do I seek to screen
My errors with defensive paradox—

I have been cunning in mine overthrow
The careful pilot of my proper woe. (21-24)

Which is as much as to say of that most “cunning” of his poems to date,
“Fare Thee Well!,” that it tells more than one would have imagined
possible, tells more than its own author wanted told.

I shall shortly return to indicate what I believe this kind of analysis
signifies for any concrete “reading” of “Fare Thee Well!” But first I
would ask you to reflect upon certain matters of general relevance for
Byron’s poetry. When we say that Byron’s is a highly rhetorical poetry
we mean — we should mean — not that it is loud or overblown, but
that it is always, at whatever register, elaborating reciprocities with its
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audiences. These reciprocities, like all social relations, accumulate their
own histories as time passes and more interchanges occur — and we
then call these, as Donald Reiman has called them, “the cumulative
effect” of the work.® New poetry is written — and read — within the
context of those accumulations. The development of the various texts of
“Fare Thee Well!” between March and November 1816 is a miniature
example of how these reciprocities can get played out.

I want to emphasize that Byron wrote this way throughout his life.
The masterpiece Don Fuan is a work of, quite literally, consummate skill,
because the whole of Byron’s life and career is gathered into it. Without
an awareness of, an involvement in, that poem’s “cumulative effect” one
will be reduced simply to reading its words: as Eliot in this connection
might have said, not to have the experience and to miss the meaning.

Related to this rhetorical framework of the poetry is Byron’s habit
of manipulating his texts. To present a work through a “cumulative”
context is to open it to changes and modifications, in fact, to new oppor-
tunities of meaning: not so much, as Coleridge would have had it, the
“reconciliation” of “opposite and discordant qualities” as their artistic
exploitation. “Fare Thee Well!” did not bring about any reconciliations,
poetic or otherwise; it raised a tumult of new discords and conflicts. Yet
it is those very tumults, and their artistic significance, which turned the
period of Byron’s separation — from his wife, from England — to a wa-
tershed in his career, and in his understanding of what was involved, for
him, in his methods of poetic production.

To understand this better we have to retreat in time, to Byron’s years
at Harrow and especially Cambridge, when he took his first lessons in
the art of literary equivocation. Byron told his wife that he had a talent
for that sort of thing, and Louis Crompton’s recent book Byron and Greek
Love has shown that it was a mode of writing practiced by Byron’s circle
of Cambridge friends — a deliberate and quite literally a methodical set
of procedures for saying one thing and meaning something else. Briefly,
they cultivated a mode of homosexual double-talk.

One of Byron’s first epistolary exercises in this equivocal style was
in his letter to Charles Skinner Matthews of 22 June 1809; Matthews’s
answer to this letter is important because of its explicit discussion:

In transmitting my dispatches to Hobhouse, mi carissime Bupov [Byron] I can-
not refrain from addressing a few lines to yourself: chiefly to congratulate you on
the splendid success of your first efforts in the mysterious, that style in which more
is meant than meets the Eye. .. [B]ut I must recommend that. .. [Hobhouse]
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do not in future put a dash under his mysterious significances, such a practise
would go near to letting the cat out of the bag. .. And I positively decree that
every one who professes ma methode do spell the term wch designates his calling
with an e at the end of it — methodiste, not methodist, and pronounce the word in
the French fashion. Every one’s taste must revolt at confounding ourselves with
that sect of . . . fanatics. (Crompton 1985: 128-129)

Byron’s letter may in fact have been his “first effort” at writing in
Matthews’s particular dialect of “the mysterious,” but it was a language
he was already practiced in, and one which would receive its apotheo-
sis in the incredible display of puns and coded talk that constitutes
Don Juan.

Matthews’s letter is also interesting because it suggests that the use
of this kind of style is a game that can be played with, and that its
practitioners should think of themselves as a kind of élite group with
special gifts and powers. But it was also a style that ran grave risks for
the user. Byron told his wife that he was afraid of his own skill with this
method of writing. And well he might be, for it entailed the conscious
deployment of duplicitous and hypocritical postures.

All of Byron’s early tales are written in this equivocal style — which
has become, in Byron’s hands, a vehicle of immensely greater range and
complexity than Charles Skinner Matthews would have imagined possi-
ble, had he lived to see Byron’s displays. But the more Byron developed
his talent for equivocation, the more he built a store of explosive and
dangerous contradictions into his work. Those contradictions came to a
head during the separation controversy, and in “Fare Thee Well!” they
finally reached their flashpoint.

That the poem is not what the commonplace “sentimental” reading
has taken it to be is exposed unmistakably for us in the initial period of
its production and reception. Many readers were alive to its duplicities.
The opening four lines, in fact, signal the poem’s method by installing a
grammatical pun of fundamental importance:

Fare thee well! and if for ever—
Still for ever, fare thee well—

Even though unforgiving, never
’Gainst thee shall my heart rebel.

The sense here urges us to take Lady Byron’s as the “unforgiving” heart,
but the grammar tells us that heart is Byron’s own. The poem will operate
under this sign of contradiction to the end. Noteworthy too is Byron’s
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assertion that, though his heart is unforgiving, it will never “rebel” against
hers: as if he were imagining their separation and mutual antagonisms
succeeding to a second, darker marriage which would “never” be dis-
solved or put asunder.

In fact, the poem is replete with this kind of complex double-speaking;
Ponder, for example, these four lines:

Would that breast by thee glanc’d over,
Every inmost thought could show!

Then thou would’st at last discover
"Twas not well to spurn it so— (9-12)

It is a nice question what the inmost thoughts of an unforgiving and yet
unrebellious heart would look like. Blake wrote a great deal of poetry
about just such a heart, and he always imagined it as dangerous and
fearful. And if we merely “glance over” Byron’s lines here we may easily
fail to “discover” their full truth: that the passage does not merely tell
about the dark truths of unforgiving hearts; it is itself executing them.
“Twas not well to spurn it so” is a warning of possible danger, but as
coming from this speaker it carries as well a threatening message and
rhetoric.

Of course the poem delivers these kinds of messages obliquely, but
in doing so it only increases the volatile character of the text. Because
more is meant here than meets the eye directly, the censored materi-
als exert enormous pressure for their freedom of complete expression.
The parallel text in Canto 1 of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage meditates on
the situation by comparing it to the fury of a storm breaking over the
Alps:

Could I embody and unbosom now
That which is most within me,—could I wreak
My thoughts upon expression. (st. 97)

And so forth: he longs for “one word [of ]| Lightening,” one word of
comfort that would “lighten” his heart of its weight of sorrow, one word
of insight that would “enlighten” his understanding of his situation, and
one word of power that would, like a bolt of lightning, “blast” and purify
those places “where desolation lurk[s]” (st. g5).

Like Manfred — another creature of separation — who begs from
Astarte “one word for mercy” (2, 4, 155), Childe Harold’s longings re-
main incompletely satisfied. In all these cases the very effort to achieve
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some kind of completion, to reconcile the various contradictions, only
seems to install them more deeply and more firmly.

Charles Skinner Matthews wrote gaily of his “mysterious” style of
discourse, but it was a style which Byron, its supreme master, came to
fear as he developed it through his years of fame. And well he might have
feared it since it was a style which forced into the open the hypocrisies of
those who read and write poetry as if it were simply a beauty or a truth, as
if it were something that could be controlled — enlisted to the purposes of
either those who produce it or those who receive it. “Fare Thee Well!” is
Byron’s farewell to the illusion that he could be the master of the artistic
powers which were given to him. Written in hopes that it would allow
him to control the dangerous cross-currents of his circumstances in 1816,
the poem’s bad faith — which 1is its genius — worked to undermine the
actual despair latent in such petty hopes.

CONCLUSION

A number of important deficiencies tend to follow when circumstances
of production are not factored into the interpretive operation. At the
most elementary level — at what Blake called “the doors of perception” —
readers will be inclined to see, and hence to deal with, only the linguistic
text. In fact the poetic event always comprehends a larger scriptural
territory, one which is bibliographically (as well as linguistically) encoded.
The physical forms within which poetry is incarnated are abstracted from
an interpretive activity only at the price of a serious critical blindness,
and a blindness that brings with it little corresponding insight.

The problem emerges dramatically in the example from Blake, of
course, but the very clarity of that example — the fact that it can be grasped
as a local and immediate event — can be deceiving. Blake’s illuminated
texts do not lend themselves to the kind of physical variabilities which
are common in the case of typographical texts. I am speaking here of
the variabilities which develop when texts are transmitted over time to
later readers. That transmission history tends not merely to erase the
bibliographical terms in which the texts — the meanings of the texts —
were initially encoded; it tends to make us unaware of the presence
and significance of bibliographical coding in general. People tend not
to realize that a certain way of reading is privileged when “Ode on a
Grecian Urn” is read in 7he Norton Anthology of English Literature, and that
it is a way of reading which differs sharply from what is privileged in
Palgrave’s Golden Treasury or in the Oxford Book of Romantic Verse; and when
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the poem is (or was) read in other kinds of formats — for example, in its
first printing in the Annals of the Fine Arts — an entirely different field of
reading is once again deployed. Furthermore, the work that descends to
us descends through particular forms of transmission, and the work does
not pass through those incarnations without having its meaning affected
by them. We are able to discern patterns in a work’s reception history
precisely because those historical influences have inscribed themselves
in the works we receive.

The example from Byron, however, underscores yet another impor-
tant matter. Poetic works are not autonomous in either of the senses that
the academy has come, mistakenly, to believe. That is to say, poems are
neither linguistically self-contained, nor simply the expressed forms of a
single — an authorizing and integral — imagination. The actual produc-
tion of poems is one part of that social dialectic by which they live and
move and have their being, one part of the communicative interchange
which they always solicit.

The Byron example is especially instructive, I think, because it shows
how those interchanges can never be brought under the control of the
author. Poems are produced, used, and read in heterogeneous ways;
unlike other forms of discourse, in fact, they require — they thrive upon —
those diverse forms of life. Crucial parts of those interchanges are en-
coded in the bibliographical and productive histories of the poems we
read. When we neglect those histories we simply condemn our readings
to a culpable — because an unnecessary — ignorance.

APPENDIX

Several queries put to my paper by symposium respondents might be
usefully pursued. I note a few of them here and give some brief (too brief
I realize) comments.

1 “Does a literary scholar. . . ever have what one might call a ‘natural’
response of his own? Or is he for ever and only knowledgeable about
the way the poem (or whatever) has been received in various constel-
lations of historical circumstances?”

I would say that all responses are continuations of “historical cir-
cumstances.” But because we can never comprehend the limit of those
circumstances, novel and imaginative interventions are always taking
place. We recognize such interventions, after the fact, as having cer-
tain historical routes (roots), and so after the fact we seem to diminish
their singularities. But even after the fact one cannot comprehend
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the full range of “historical circumstances” within which any text is
imbedded, within which it carries itself out. (I have treated these issues
at greater length in my Social Values and Poetic Acts.)®

“Does some meaning remain in common to all historical readings of
a poem? — for instance to the three readings of the Byron poem you
mention?”

The three readings of the Byron poem illustrate, for me, not only
a set of differentials, but the field of their integrity as well. When 1
figure that field socio-historically I mean to gesture toward a common
reality which the three readings share, and I do not exclude from
this the reality of a “total meaning.” Each of the readings participate
in that “total meaning”; but because the totality of that meaning is
never complete (it is always being modified, sometimes by extensions,
sometimes by losses and subtractions), the commonality of meaning
always exists as a state of desire (as Wordsworth puts it, “something
longed for, never seen”).

“With Byron’s ‘Fare Thee Well!” you distinguish three different ways
of reading. Shouldn’t one also add a fourth: our reading of Byron’s
poem in an edition (in isolation). .. ?”

Yes, one should add such a fourth reading, and a fifth as well: the
latter being that which is represented by my own, which seeks to
define the boundaries within which every act of reading will (or could)
take place.

“Could one go on to develop a strong account of literature as social
action? — e.g. of the Byron poem as a turning point. . . in the history
of attitudes toward marriage and divorce?”

I think one can and indeed must develop precisely such an account,
and I have been trying to work in that direction with my two most

recent critical books, Social Values and Poetic Acts and Towards a Literature
of Knowledge."

NOTES

All discussions here of the copies of Blake’s books draw heavily on the mon-
umental work by Gerald E. Bentley, Jr (1977).

See Erdman (1964, 1965). The only other comments that are more than
just passing references are in the excellent review of David Erdman’s revised
edition of The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake done by the Santa Cruz
Blake Study Group (1984) and in Ferguson (1978). Unlike the Santa Cruz
Blake Study Group, Ferguson does not really grasp the problematic char-
acter of the plate; see, e.g., his discussion at 166-167: “The deletions which
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Blake made from this plate reveal a growing sense of determination, perhaps
also of isolation, similar to that experienced by Ezekiel at the beginning of
his prophetic work. .. So, Blake deletes any apologies for his poem, clearly
demonstrating a new awareness of prophetic calling, and exhibiting a much
tougher attitude toward the reader.” This “reading” has not come to grips
with the textual ground of the (hermeneutical) problem.

3 For a possible “reading” of the plate see McGann (1989: ch. 1). The present
discussion of the plate from ferusalem is part of the more extended treatment
of Blake given in that chapter.

4 The essential critical discussions of the poem are Coleridge (1898-1904:
11, 531-535); Erdman “Fare Thee Well!” — Byron’s Last Days in England,”
in Shelley and his Circle 1773—1822, Vol. 11, ed. Kenneth Neill Cameron
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1970), W. Paul Elledge,
“Talented Equivocation: Byron’s ‘Fare Thee Well!’” Reats—Shelley Journal, 35
(1986), 4261, and Lord Byron: The Complete Poetical Works, ed. McGann, 7 vols.
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980—1992), I, 493—494).

5 Ethel Colburn Mayne, Byron (London: Methuen and Co. Ltd., 1924), 256;
Wordsworth’s reading is given in a letter to John Scott, who put out the
unauthorized printing of Byron’s poem (see below).

6 Malcolm Elwin, Lord Byron’s Wife(New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1962),
394-

7 Thomas Moore, The Life, Letters and Journals of Lord Byron (London, 1892), 164.

8 Donald Reiman. The Romantics Reviewed (New York: Garland Press, 1972),
Part B, 1v, 1779.

9 Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988.

10 London and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989.



CHAPTER §

Byron and the anonymous lyric

I

Although academic criticism in the twentieth century has maintained a
studied disinterest in Byron’s lyric poetry, nineteenth-century attitudes
were (as usual) very different. The difference is manifest in Pushkin,
Heine, and Poe, but it takes its most startling and perhaps most significant
form in Baudelaire. A key figure in the history of the lyric even for those
(for instance, T. S. Eliot) who denigrated Byron’s importance, Baudelaire
took Byron’s work as a crucial point of artistic departure. In that (now
largely ignored) context the conventional academic view of Byron has to
be judged, simply and objectively, mistaken. Profoundly mistaken.

To explain the historical contradiction involved here would require a
revisionary critique of the modernist reception of Baudelaire. My object
is more simple. I want to sketch certain key points of relation between
Byron and Baudelaire in order to describe the general formal character
of Byron’s lyric procedures. Such a study will also display the peculiar
subjectivity of Byron’s narrative and dramatic poetry, and hence the re-
markable transformation that he worked upon a paradigmatic Romantic
form, the lyrical ballad.

The connection between Byron and Baudelaire is most easily traced
through the cultural history of dandyism. To study Byron in that context,
however, can easily obscure the technical issues to be understood when
we try to recover what nineteenth-century writers found so important
in Byron’s lyrical procedures. So far as poetry as such is concerned,
dandyism is important for the rhetorical postures it involves. Fleurs du Mal
engages an aesthetic of dandyism that Baudelaire studied in Byron’s lyric
work. This aesthetic is announced in Fleurs du Mal’s famous opening poem
‘Au lecteur,” where key conventions of Romantic lyricism undergo an
ironic meltdown. The sacred interiority of the Romantic 7éveur and his
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complicit partner, the overhearing reader, is torn open in order to expose
(and exploit) its spiritual emptiness.

The text needs no rehearsing. We might recall, however, the important
rhetorical move at the poem’s conclusion, where Baudelaire addresses
the reader directly: “Hypocrite lecteur, — mon semblable, mon frére.”
Baudelaire turns the monstrous delicacy of the Romantic aesthetic — the
“overheard” poem, in John Stuart Mill’s well-known English formula-
tion —into a weapon. Poet and reader are no longer permitted to imagine
themselves saved by imagination. On the contrary, imagination is figured
in the poem as hashish, source of illusion. The point of the text is not
at all to escape illusion — to acquire an aesthetic redemption through
either intense feeling or deeper understanding. Rather, it is simply to
confront the reader with his damnation, to plunge him into the hell he
has imagined he has not chosen and does not inhabit. In this text reader
and poet — like Paolo and Francesca — are imagined floating in the dry
heat of shared hypocrisies and a culpable linguistic innocence. (As we
shall see, Byron read the famous episode from Dante’s Inferno in precisely
that way — as an emblem for a writing that would bring itself as well as
its (Romantic) readers to a final, terrible judgment.)’

To write in this style, for Baudelaire, was to write under Byronic
signs, as Baudelaire told his mother immediately after the publication
of Fleurs du Mal.? This we have largely forgotten, just as we have forgot-
ten the extraordinary stylistic means Byron developed for releasing that
system of signs. Baudelaire understood what Byron was doing, however,
and he followed Byron’s example in his own poetry.3

In this connection, one of Baudelaire’s most significant comments
appears in his (unpublished) 1862 critical essay “L’esprit et le style
de M. Villemain.” Baudelaire’s essay is an extensive critical survey
of Villemain’s dull academic work. In his brief abusive dismissal of
Villemain’s 1859 study of Pindar, Essais sur le génie de Pindare et sur le
génie lyrigue, Baudelaire glances at what he considers most significant
in “le génie lyrique.” He calls it “le poésie lyrique anonyme.” An obtuse
academic to Baudelaire, Villemain simply has no grasp of this crucial
lyrical style:

Il a pensé a Longfellow, mais il a omis Byron, Barbier et Tennyson, sans doute
parce qu’un professeur lui inspire toujours plus de tendresse qu’un poete.

This “tendresse” 1s a condition of feeling appropriate to the style of
Baudelaire’s “anonymous” lyricism. It is a feeling generated from the
(paradoxically) cold style of the dandaical poet, who pursues every range
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of feeling — pain and pleasure, benevolence and cruelty. Baudelaire reads
Byron as he reads Pindar, as a poet nearly anonymous. Because Byron
is a Romantic poet, however, because he inherits the style of Romantic
self-expression, he becomes for Baudelaire a poet of masks and poses,
the manipulator of his own subjectivities. Pain or pleasure, benevolence
or cruelty, good and evil: the poem (as it were) will decide what to take
up among this range of human things and in what point of view to con-
sider the subject-poet and his overhearing reader. Theatricality replaces
Sincerity as the measure of Romantic style.

We begin to recover Baudelaire’s approach to Byron by starting from
a key Byronic text, the once so celebrated “Fare Thee Well!”> The aca-
demic disinterest in this notorious poem to his wife sounds the hollow
echo of a reading that emerged at the moment the text began to cir-
culate. This is Wordsworth’s bourgeois reading, a reading generated
through the criteria of lyrical sincerity. Wordsworth, who would become
a model Romantic lyrist for twentiety-century academics, pronounced
Byron’s poem “doggerel” and the judgment has stuck. Wordsworth saw
the poem as a failed and utterly debased effort at Romantic sincer-
ity. “Fare Thee Well!” appears to him the emblem of a maudlin and
factitious effusion — Byron posing as the sinner candidly self-exposed,
confessed, and repentant.’

What Wordsworth could not see in this peom — what he probably
could not imagine for it — was its deliberate hypocrisy. The sincerity
of the poem is a pose, a mask that at once covers and reveals a deeper
“sincerity.” When Keats later sneered at Byron’s theatrical self-displays —
“Lord Byron cuts a figure — but he is not figurative” — he followed
Wordsworth in turning away from Byron’s lyrical rhetoric.” In making
that turn he seems to have understood — as Wordsworth apparently did
not — the choice involved. For Byron is a writer who strikes poses in his
work; he has only a diminished fancy for Keats’s ornamental luxuriance,
and a perverse design upon Wordsworth’s internal colloquies.

Byron adopts the conventions of Romanticism he inherited — spon-
taneous overflow, internal colloquy — in order to break them apart. His
crucial move was precisely a rhetorical one because the key assumption
of Romantic lyric is that the “true voice of feeling” cannot be studied, is
not a matter of rhetorical conventions. A non-artificial paradise (or form
of expression) is assumed to exist, and “sincerity” is thereby made the
source and end and test of (Romantic) art. The drama of the Romantic
lyric therefore typically traces a sublunary pursuit by the speaking poet
for his own deepest and truest self. As a result, the poet i propria persona,
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the poet in what Coleridge and Wordsworth would call his “ideal self,”
structures the scene of Romantic lyric.

Byron did not repudiate his Romantic inheritance, he simply traced
out the logic of its internal contradictions — what Baudelaire later saw as
its hypocrisies. In simplest terms, Byron’s poetry argued that “sincerity”
Jor the poet has to be a convention, an artifice of language. To write
a Romantic lyric that will not be utterly self-deceived, the poet must
stand as it were anonymously before his own subjective presentations.
“Hypocrisy” (or contradiction) will become a poetical issue — a subject
for the poet and the poem — as soon as the illusion lying behind the po-
etical convention of sincerity is exposed. Byron’s lyric style, in effect, is a
satire upon a normative mode of Romantic writing. (As such, it is equally
a satire and critique of the moral and social orders implicitly celebrated
in that normative mode.) Byron’s “ideal self” is “born for contradiction,”
not for (the bourgeois illusion of ) balance and reconciliation. Anticipat-
ing Baudelaire (and recalling Milton), Manfred would call that illusion
of synthesis “The last infirmity of evil” (Manfred, 1, 2, 29).

Byron’s critique of Romanticism thus argued that a style of art
(Romanticism) was being transformed into an article of (bad) faith.
Coleridge’s famous definition of “poetic faith” as the “willing suspension
of disbelief” is very much to the point here.® As in Coleridge’s other
technical discussions of poetry, this passage underscores the primacy
of “disbelief” so far as poetic artifice is concerned. Coleridge imagines
highly self-conscious readers of poetry — readers who deliberately
“suspend” their awareness that the poetic scene is a play of language.
Problems will arise, however, if the “suspension of disbelief” should lose
its hold on the artifice involved — if a reader or poet should slip into a
delusion and take the poem for “truth,” take it (in its Romantic form) as
an artistic representation of the poet’s inner subjective feelings or state
of mind.

As Byron observed the cultural development of Romantic ideas, he
saw a widespread capitulation to such delusions. Other writers had
made similar observations — T. H. Matthias, for example, and William
Gifford, and the writers of the Anti- Jacobin. Though English Bards and Scotch
Reviewers follows their critical line on Romanticism, it stands apart in one
crucial respect. Byron’s satire climaxes as an exercise in self-criticism.
In making this move Byron’s text also raised the troubling (Romantic)
question: is the self-critique “true,” or is it a matter of art? In what sense
should Byron (or his readers) “believe” the self-critical representations of
a text like English Bards? (The question would soon be raised again, even
more problematically, in Byron’s next published satire, Waltz [1815].)°



Byron and the anonymous lyric 97

Byron’s importance for Romanticism lies exactly in his determina-
tion to force a confrontation with that question. To do so Byron placed
himself at the centre of his work and made a Brechtian theater of his
Romantic self-expression and sincerity. In his work these Romantic forms
are deployed as if they were real. Byron’s is not merely the poetry of a bleed-
ing heart, it is a poetry that comes complete with bleeding heart labels.
Whereas in (say) Wordsworth and Coleridge the question of the truth of
poetry remains a theoretical matter, in Byron’s work it is the central and
explicit subject of the writing;

The manifest sign of this fact about his work remains the biographical
obsession that dominates the reading and criticism of his poetry from
the outset. The obsession represents a desire to have the textual scene
validated by an extra-textual measure of truth (which in Romantic
terms would have to be a personal, subjective, or psychological mea-
sure — the emergence into view of “the real Lord Byron™). That truth,
famously, remains elusive — like most Romantic forms, “something
longed for, never seen.” The artifice of Byron’s work thereby rein-
stalls a “primary imagination” of disbelief into the scene of writing
and reading. His is an art of seduction in which the seducer is as
abandoned (in both senses of that word) as the object of his seduction.
Byron’s poetry constructs an artifice of the living poet himself, “Byron”
(as it were) i propria persona. Suspended thus between belief and dis-
belief, the poetry opens itself to the consequences that follow when a
Romantic “contract” between poet and reader is put into play. Unlike
Wordsworth, Byron is not trying to draw up such a contract — to install
the romantic artifice as a style of writing, to create the taste by which his
work is to be enjoyed. Byron’s relation to Romanticism is secondary and
critical. Accepting (provisionally and artistically) the power and author-
ity of Romanticism’s conventions, Byron institutes an anatomy of their
world.

To do this meant that Byron had to construct artifices of himself in
his work — illusory and theatrical selves that would summon up their
necessary reciprocals, an audience of responsive observers. Most famous
of these is the figure of the suffering poet, whose (audience) reciprocal
is the sympathetic reader. (Poe, Heine, and Baudelaire represent the an-
tithesis of that sympathetic reader; they are all “Byronic” readers, cynical
and perverse.) Byron inherited the figure of the suffering poet from his
Romantic forebears, and especially from Wordsworth and Coleridge. In
the benevolent lyricism of those early Romantics this relationship com-
prises a dynamic wherein “feeling comes in aid of feeling.” The dynamic
operates on the assumption that nature and society are permeated by
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a spirit of benevolence — in traditional terms, by a loving God. Lyrical
Ballads and Coleridge’s early poetry constructed the model for this kind
of poetry. Lyrical Ballads is especially important because it tells the story
of Wordsworth’s and Coleridge’s education into the truth and reality of
this spirit of benevolence.

Byron’s work comes to reimagine the import of that message. When
feeling comes in aid of feeling in the Byronic/Baudelairean world the
dynamic of sympathy breaks free of the horizon of benevolence. Their’s
is no mere debunking move, however. Byron begins with the traditional
Romantic assumption that the poet is a man like other men but en-
dowed with more lively sensibilities and so forth.”® And he adopts the
Romantic course of trusting his own vision, his own imaginative grasp of
experience:

"Tis to create, and in creating, live
A being more intense, that we endow
With form our fancy, gaining as we give
The life we image, even as I do now.
(Childe Harold I11, st. 6)

The gods summoned by this “being more intense” turn out Lucretian,
however, not Christian, and they rule according to the mighty working
of a primal duplicity. Aphrodite, Alma Venus Genetrix, Egeria: a “shape
and image...haunt[ing] the unequenched soul” in its eternal pas-
sage through an existence as radically contradicted as the paradoxes
Byron fashions to explain it, like the famous “unreach’d Paradise of our
despair”:

Who loves, raves—tis youth’s frenzy—but the cure
Is bitterer still, as charm by charm unwinds
Which robed our idols, and we see too sure
Not wealth nor beauty dwells from out the mind’s
Ideal shape of such; yet still it binds,
The fatal spell, and still it draws us on,
Reaping the whirlwind from the oft-sown winds;
The stubborn heart, its alchemy begun,
Seems ever near the prize—wealthiest when most undone.
(Childe Harold IV, st. 123)

If passages like this — they are all over Byron’s work — appear demonic,
they measure the cost of that “being more intense” summoned by Byron.
Indeed, they incarnate the presence of that being and hence draw our
“gaze of wonder,” like the Giaour.
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What they do not draw, or even cultivate, is a reader’s sympathy or
empathetic response. What avenue for sympathy lies open for readers
when the lyric voice clearly has no sympathy for himself? The verse is at
once intense and indifferent, a poetry of self-expression in which the self
has nothing to gain except further encounters, calculated and implacable,
with its own folly and pain, blindness and insight. Such writing is exactly
what Baudelaire called “anonymous” — mannered and theatrical, the
poetry of dandyism. The verse performs a kind of Faustian rite in which
Byron agrees to use himself up — to use himself, treat himself like a thing
to be coldly anatomized and observed. The reward? Simply increased
self-awareness.

We see Byron writing in this way very early, even in a juvenile poem
like “Damaectas.” The strength of this mordant analysis of a wicked
youth comes from its poetic deception. Byron publishes the poem in
Hours of Idleness under a cunning classical heading. The Theocritean
name carries a sly homosexual overtone, but that obliquity is merely the
sign of a deeper deceptiveness. More important and revelatory is the
suppressed title of the work: “My Character.”"" In this poem Byron tells
a slant truth about himself, and in slanting the truth he tells a further
and more revealing truth: he dramatizes his own hypocrisy.

A master of this style, Byron turns it loose upon all the poetic forms
of Europe’s cultural inheritance. That fact about his work — the scope of
Byron’s formal poetic undertakings — explains the immense impact that
his poetry had upon later writers. When he takes up the epigram — he
wrote many — the same effect appears:

Tis said Indifference marks the present time,

Then hear the reason—though ’tis told in rhyme—
A King who can’t—a Prince of Wales who don’t—
Patriots who shan’t, and Ministers who won’t—
What matters who are i or out of place

The Mad—the Bad—the Useless—or the Base?'?

“['T]hough ’tis told in rhyme”: that conventional gesture of poetic
modesty comes as the prolepsis of what the last line names directly. This
poem is, in its chosen political terms, a mad, bad, useless, and base piece
of ' work, the moral equivalent of the world it is attacking. It is a small but
superb poem, an affront and an offence — quite literally a terrible truth.
In a sense Auden’s later sentimentality would not have approved, this is
a poem that “makes nothing happen.” It exposes and exploits the secret
hidden within Kant’s bourgeois aesthetic of disinterestedness.
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But among Byron’s shorter poetic forms, the love lyrics illustrate his
stylistic achievements most fully. “Fare Thee Well!” is more than a cruel
and pathetic piece of hypocrisy; it is a dramatic presentation of the
illusion resting at the heart of the Romantic lyric, with its commitment
to a “willing suspension of disbelief” on the part of poet and reader
alike. We do not begin to enter the dangerous space of “Fare Thee Well!”
until we see how, in the horizon of Romanticism’s moral and aesthetic
senses alike, it is a bad poem. It is bad not simply because it is a cruel
poem, intentionally designed to hurt his wife personally and damage
her in public. It is bad because, in a sense, it is hardly “poetry” at all,
more like a psycho-political broadside in verse. It is also bad because this
anti-aesthetic design is pursued in a cunning way, by the manipulation of
a mask of Romantic sincerity. That pretense of sincerity deepens into an
oblique exposure of Byron’s own pretenses of art. The last infirmity of
the poem’s evil, then, comes in the failure of its designs. (This failure of
the poem takes place on its own anti-aesthetic terms — that is to say, in an
immediate and real way, when Byron is expelled from normal society,
when he leaves England in disgrace.)

Sincerity that masks a “spoiler’s art,” poetry that is not poetical: the
writing 1s radically self-contradicted in the context of its cultural inheri-
tance. It imaginatively transcends that historical moment when its imme-
diate failure and disgrace get culturally (re)inscribed, when the poem is
(academically) judged a simple piece of factitious Romantic trash. That
misreading of the poem comes from a culture’s determination to cherish a
doubled illusion: first, that poetry expresses the best that has been known
and thought in the world; and second, that criticism may be confident
in its visions of judgment. If the history of critical condescension toward
“Fare Thee Well!” registers the collapse of Byron’s Romantic authority,
it equally testifies to the endurance of Baudelaire’s hypocritical reader.

Byron’s significance as a lyric poet lies in the range of ironizing and
critical techniques that he brought to the new lyrical forms of Romantic
sincerity. These techniques extend from the most sentimental kinds of
“romantic irony” (already at work in his earliest poetry, for example
Hours of Idleness) to corrosive and nakedly self-imploding forms. Though
Byron’s work shuttles between these two stylistic poles, his originality —
and hence his importance for Heine and Baudelaire — must be located
strictly at the latter end, in his critical exploration of the conventions of
Romanticism and the inheritance of sentimentality.

Byron’s work has caused great difficulty for many readers, however, be-
cause his critical stance so often appears cynical, desperate, or — perhaps
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worst of all — indifferent. Subjecting Byron’s oeuvre to a programmatic
hope for some kind of social accommodation, Carlyle would later call
it “The Everlasting Nay.” Thus would he execute upon Byron his
middle-class, Victorian version of Hegel’s “negation of the negation.”
Baudelaire’s reading is structurally the same as Carlyle’s and Hegel’s,
but politically deviant. Baudelaire has greater sympathy for the devil —
he celebrates Byron’s satanism — because his politics are resolutely
opposed to bourgeois order.

If we are to read Byron well, then, the issue of his satanism — his
non-benevolent sympathy and “tendresse” — must hold the center of
our attention. Because Baudelaire did exactly that, his understanding of
Byron runs deep. Why, then, would the importance of Byron escape so
many twentieth-century readers? The answer, I think, is finally politi-
cal. While modernists like Eliot could translate Baudelaire’s myth of the
aristocrat/priest/dandy into a reactionary literalism, it was a move that
could not be made on Byron. Baudelaire was appropriated because his
satanism — unlike Byron’s — remained linguistic, and because a postmod-
ern consciousness had not yet established the spectacular and mordant
equivalence between 7es and verba that we now take for granted. In Byron,
however, that equivalence is — as we shall see — exactly the issue of the
work.

11

Thus far I have tried to define the general style and structure of Byron’s
lyrical dandyism. To understand the originality of this work, we have to
inquire further into his relation to certain conventional styles of Romantic
irony.

As Schiller’s famous essay argued, “the sentimental” in litera-
ture is a figure of literary self-consciousness. In the analytic dyad
naive/sentimental, “naive” is a term generated by the critical power
of the idea of the sentimental. “Naive” poetry exists, first, because it has
been turned upon by a critical self-consciousness; and second, because
that self-consciousness — in a paradoxical move — declares “the naive”
to be the primary and generative term so far as poetry is concerned.
In this sense, to be sentimental is already to have deployed a form of
“romantic irony.”

Macpherson’s fragments from Ossian, and more especially the sub-
sequent controversies over those works, nicely illustrate the polemic
involved in Schiller’s position. So far as English Romantic poetry is
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concerned, the project of the Lyrical Ballads corresponds to the project of
Schiller’s essay. In Wordsworth’s and Coleridge’s work, ballad is to naive
what lyrical is to sentimental. Wordsworth’s critical formulation of the
dialectic came in the Preface of the Lyrical Ballads when he distinguished
“emotion recollected in tranquillity” from the “spontaneous overflow of
powerful feelings.” Poetry springs from the latter and depends upon it as
a primary source of “feeling.” As an artistic and compositional practice,
however, poetry for Wordsworth is a recollective and secondary event.
It is an act of self-consciousness. It is, in Schiller’s sense, “sentimental.”

Romantic writing thus involves a negotiation of two kinds of feeling:
on one hand, spontaneous and naive feelings (for example, in the poetry
of Robert Burns, or in the characters in “The Idiot Boy”); on the other,
reflexive and internalized feelings (“the bliss of solitude”). More than
anyone else, Wordsworth defined this dialectic for English poetry. It is,
as we know, a story of loss and gain — loss of the naive, acquirement of
the sentimental:

We will grieve not, rather find

Strength in what remains behind,;

In the primal sympathy

Which having been must ever be . . .

In years that bring the philosophic mind.
(“Ode. Intimations of Immortality,” 180183, 188)

That “mind” is precisely not the Enlightenment mind. It is philosophical
because it stands opposed to the critical intelligence of the philosophe, a
figure specifically (and ironically) invoked in Wordsworth’s phrase “philo-
sophic mind.” Not a contentious and worldly mind, Wordsworth’s is a
“purer mind,” affective and childlike — a mind turned from murder-
ous and socially divisive dissections toward healings, consolations, and
“tranquil restoration.”

The so-called Greater Romantic Lyric dramatizes the workings of this
type of mind."3 (For the reader of such work, the poems are an educational
machinary disseminating the Wordsworthian mind through the culture
at large.) The conventions of the form are well known: a movement into
a scene of solitude, typically a solitude in Nature; a meditation on and
within that place, which serves as a figure (and map) of lost regions of
a more primal self; an encounter with the lost self and its desires, more
or less direct; finally, a separation that leaves the mental traveller more
deeply attached either through the pain of this (now self-conscious) loss,
or through a faith in a suprapersonal order of benevolence that maintains



Byron and the anonymous lyric 103

these attachments beyond one’s personal will or control. The exemplary
Romantic form of that conceptual order (which is “sentimental” and
self-conscious) was elaborated in Germany by Hegel.

Byron’s deviant relation to this Romantic program becomes clear
when we study the dynamic of his various natural meditations. For
example, as Childe Harold is travelling from Spain to Albania in Canto 1t
of his poem, his maritime solitude becomes the locus for a Romantic col-
loquy (sts. 22—27). The Childe’s meditation is specially notable because
it is a kind of second-order meditation. This is not simply a meditation
within a natural solitude, the Childe is meditating upon the idea of such
meditations. The thematic core of the passage contrasts the solitude of
nature, which appears bountiful, with the solitude of society. Although
the latter displays as much energy as the former, it appears a corrosive
and destructive energy and hence something to be fled. The idea of
taking flight culminates the meditative sequence:

More blest the life of godly Eremite,

Such as on lonely Athos may be seen,

Watching at Eve upon the giant height,

That looks o’er waves so blue, skies so serene,

That he who there at such an hour hath been

Will wistful linger on that hallow’d spot;

Then slowly tear him from the witching scene,

Sigh forth one wish that such had been his lot,
Then turn to hate a world he had almost forgot.

The conclusion deliberately works a shocking inversion of the
conventional Romantic topos of nature. Structurally the text repeats
the Wordsworthian ideas (a) that feeling is primary, and (b) that
“powerful feeling” (the naive) is dialectically connected to “tranquil”
emotions (the sentimental). Here, however, that dialectic undergoes a
reinterpretation of great importance. In simplest terms, Byron’s pas-
sage through a Romantic meditation on nature does not conclude
in a Wordsworthian “tranquil restoration” but in a characteristically
Byronic turn to passion and savagery. Most startling of all is the
presentation of hatred as the emblematic sign of Byron’s “naive” poetical
condition.™

This Byronic structure of feeling — the pursuit of primal and naive
spontaneities through an adverse study of memory and sentiment — dom-
inates all his work. Canto 11 of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, so often read as
Byron’s “Lakist Interlude,” in fact represents his definitive anatomy and
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rejection of Wordsworth’s “philosophic mind.” This happens literally in
sts. 106—107, where Byron pledges his allegiance to the philosophes Voltaire
and Gibbon, and to their programs of critical conflict with the conven-
tional world. Furthermore, he takes this position following his conscious
pursuit of the meaning of Romantic revery and Romantic nature.

The structure of the canto as a whole replicates the structure of the
brief passage we just examined from Canto 11. Byron (no longer wearing
the mask of the Childe) departs “the world” and its scenes of violence
and conflict. This violence appears in unmasked political forms early in
the canto, when Byron calls back the climactic events of the Napoleonic
War. That political scene comprises the emblem of wars that are at once
more primal, more personal, and more secret.

Like Manfred, Byron begins by secking forgetfulness and an escape
from the tumult of emotional conflict. His conscious desire is that the
strife of his passions might undergo moderated and sympathetic trans-
formations: in the earlier words of the Giaour, “’To rest, but not to feel ’tis
rest.” The famous “Wordsworthian” scenes in the canto, however, which
are charged with such transformative powers, barely detain Byron. He
engages those scenes as the Childe had engaged them in Cantos 1-11, and
as Manfred would shortly engage them again: as vehicles for restoring
a commitment to elemental passion — indeed, as vehicles for gaining an
immediate recovery of such passion.

In this connection, two passages in Canto 111 are especially significant.
The poem climaxes in the famous Jungfrau Storm sequence, where the
full force of Byronic passion is exteriorized. Following the logic of Byron’s
initial conscious desires, the storm breaks only to bring a clear sky and
images of peacefulness and love. Concealed within the storm, however,
are Byron’s deepest and most savage feelings —feelings at once completely
personal and wholly elemental:

Could I embody and unbosom now
That which is most within me,—could I wreak
My thoughts upon expression, and thus throw
Soul, heart, mind, passions, feelings, strong or weak,
All that I would have sought, and all I seek,
Bear, know, feel, and yet breathe—into one word,
And that one word were Lightning, I would speak;
But as it is, I live and die unheard,

With a most voiceless thought, sheathing it as a sword.

(st. 97)
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Because the object of Byron’s stormy passion is not actually named,
this text’s true “thought” — the wit here is typically Byronic — remains
literally “voiceless.” Byron speaks his mind by holding his tongue. The
effect is to represent the presence of a psychic force that dwarfs even the
Jungfrau’s storm. No language is adequate to the enormity of Byron’s
desire —because that desire must match the enormity of its reciprocal, the
righteously inverted betrayal of desire executed by Byron’s unnamed en-
emies. (Readers have always recognized the enemy being imagined here
in textual silence: on one hand, the collective Spirit of English moral
hypocrisy, on the other the Spirit’s immediate avatar, Byron’s “moral
Clytemnestra.”)"> Byron’s savage desire in this passage is therefore liter-
ally beyond nature, an uznatural response to the behavior and the desire
of his antagonists. Theirs is the anti-nature of moral virtue, Byron’s is the
anti-nature that demands a morality beyond the order of moral virtue.

The demand cannot be met in the normative orders of time and space
(traditional nature), history and society (Hegelian Spirit). The sheathed
sword of stanza g7 represents an insurgent but hopeless energy:

Their breath is agitation, and their life
A storm whereon they ride, to sink at last,
And yet so nurs’d and bigotted to strife,
That should their days, surviving perils past,
Melt to calm twilight, they feel overcast
With sorrow and supineness, and so die;
Even as a flame unfed, which runs to waste
With its own flickering, or as a sword laid by
Which eats into itself; and rusts ingloriously.

(st. 44)

Exactly forecasting the textual events of the Jungfrau passage, this
stanza explains the demonic, Lucretian character of the “Love” figured in
the benevolent apparition of Clarens (sts. 98-104) following the Jungfrau
storm. Byron presents the scene at Clarens as a special moment of clarity,
the immediate reciprocal of the deceased storm. Far from an emblem of
a universally benevolent Nature, the Clarens passage is exactly that —
a mere moment in the being of Byron’s ominous Lucretian silence.
The wonderful irony of the passage comes from the historical associ-
ation of Clarens with Rousseau. A Byronic figure of absolute contra-
diction, Rousseau is at once representative of natural benevolence and
the “apostle of affliction” (st. 77): the self-torturing terrorist of freedom,
devoured by love (see sts. 76-84).
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Byron’s argument throughout the canto is the same: that no “abun-
dant recompense” (existential or artistic) can accommodate one to the
departure of elemental emotional life or naive art. More than this, he
argues that the installation of a program of such recompenses — whether
psychological or poetic — installs a secret ministry that, when allowed to
run its full course, will ultimately draw one back to the elemental. For
Byron, the dialectic of loss and gain is endless, nor does it culminate in
any “higher order” or synthesis. According to this argument, death itself,
which Manfred deliberately undertakes, puts no period to the dialectic.
As Byron says in the fourth canto of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage:

But there is that within me which shall tire
Torture and Time, and breathe when I expire;
Something unearthly, which they deem not of.

(st. 137)

To achieve this peculiar kind of immortality requires a perpetuation of
resistance and strife, a refusal of what Wordsworth called “primal sym-
pathy.” It is to choose instead, with Blake, primal energy, primal conflict.

111

Byron turns all his subjects into lyrical forms. He protested when his con-
temporaries identified him with Harold, the Giaour, the Corsair, Lara,
and so forth. Because these figurae are consciously manipulated masks,
one has to read them — as Coleridge might have said — in terms of a
“sameness with difference.” The poetry lies exactly in the relation, in
the dialectical play between corresponding apparitional forms: on one
side, the spectacular poet — the man cut into a Keatsian figure, the per-
son translated into what the Byronic texts call “a name”;'® on the other,
the various fictional and historical selvings. In Byronic masquerade we
have difficulty distinguishing figure from ground because the presump-
tive ground, “the real Lord Byron,” becomes a figural form in the poetry.

The anonymous lyric depends upon this stylistic procedure and sets
up a hypo-critical contract with the Romantic reader. The texts deliver
a merciless revelation of a uniform condition — a kind of “universal
darkness,” but beyond the imagination of 7he Dunciad because Byron’s
revelatory text has itself been imagined in the darkness.

I am not of this people, or this age,
And yet my harpings will unfold a tale
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Which shall preserve these times when not a page
Of their perturbed annals could attract
An eye to gaze upon their civil rage
Did not my verse embalm full many an act
Worthless as they who wrought it: *tis the doom
Of spirits of my order to be rack’d
In life, to wear their hearts out, and consume
Their days in endless strife, and die alone;
Then future thousands crowd around their tomb,
And pilgrims come from climes where they have known
The name of him—who now is but a name.
(The Prophecy of Dante, 1, 143—155)

Is this text “about” Byron or is it about Dante, about Italy or about
England? Is Lord Byron recollecting the great Tuscan poet, or are we to
read it the other way round — with this textual Dante prophecying his
future British avatar? Furthermore, this structure of convertibility turns
everything into its opposite. Byron/Dante declares “I am not of this peo-
ple, or this age” but his verse “embalms” the “worthless” acts of the age.
As the remarkable wordplay in “harpings” suggests, a Mephisto comedy
plays about this text. The word “embalm” is especially volatile since it
connects the poet’s work with corpsed forms — as if he (Dante/Byron)
were a literal figure of the nightmare life-in-death that he perceives all
abo