
THE SATANIC AND BYRONIC HERO

john milton: [Satan]

* * * He, above the rest
In shape and gesture proudly eminent,
Stood like a tower. His form had yet not lost
All her original brightness, nor appeared
Less then Archangel ruined, and the excess
Of glory obscured: as when the sun new-risen
Looks through the horizontal misty air
Shorn of his beams, or from behind the moon,
In dim eclipse, disastrous twilight sheds
On half the nations, and with fear of change
Perplexes monarchs. Darkened so, yet shone
Above them all the archangel; but his face
Deep scars of thunder had intrenched, and care
Sat on his faded cheek, but under brows
Of dauntless courage, and considerate pride
Waiting revenge. Cruel his eye, but cast
Signs of remorse and passion, to behold
The fellows of his crime, the followers rather
(Far other once beheld in bliss), condemned
Forever now to have their lot in pain * * *

[Paradise Lost I. 589–608]

Romantic Comments on Milton’s Satan

william blake

Those who restrain desire do so because theirs is weak enough to be restrained;
and the restrainer or reason usurps its place and governs the unwilling.

And being restrained, it by degrees becomes passive, till it is only the shadow
of desire.

The history of this is written in Paradise Lost, and the Governor or Reason is
called Messiah.

And the original Archangel, or possessor of the command of the heavenly
host, is called the Devil or Satan, and his children are called Sin & Death. * * *

But in Milton, the Father is Destiny, the Son a Ratio of the five senses, and
the Holy-ghost Vacuum!

Note: The reason Milton wrote in fetters when he wrote of Angels and God,
and at liberty when of Devils and Hell, is because he was a true Poet and of the
Devil’s party without knowing it.

[From The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, ca. 1790–93]
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percy bysshe shelley

1

* * * Milton’s poem contains within itself a philosophical refutation of that
system, of which, by a strange and natural antithesis, it has been a chief pop-
ular support. Nothing can exceed the energy and magnificence of the charac-
ter of Satan as expressed in Paradise Lost. It is a mistake to suppose that he
could ever have been intended for the popular personification of evil. Implaca-
ble hate, patient cunning, and a sleepless refinement of device to inflict the
extremest anguish on an enemy, these things are evil; and, although venial in
a slave, are not to be forgiven in a tyrant; although redeemed by much that
ennobles his defeat in one subdued, are marked by all that dishonors his con-
quest in the victor. Milton’s Devil as a moral being is as far superior to his God,
as one who perseveres in some purpose which he has conceived to be excellent
in spite of adversity and torture is to one who in the cold security of undoubted
triumph inflicts the most horrible revenge upon his enemy, not from any mis-
taken notion of inducing him to repent of a perseverance in enmity, but with
the alleged design of exasperating him to deserve new torments. Milton has so
far violated the popular creed (if this shall be judge to be a violation) as to have
alleged no superiority of moral virtue to his God over his Devil.

[From A Defense of Poetry, 1821]

2

* * * The only imaginary being resembling in any degree Prometheus is
Satan; and Prometheus is, in my judgement, a more poetical character than
Satan, because, in addition to courage, and majesty, and firm and patient oppo-
sition to omnipotent force, he is susceptible of being described as exempt from
the taints of ambition, envy, revenge, and a desire for personal aggrandizement,
which, in the hero of Paradise Lost, interfere with the interest. The character
of Satan engenders in the mind a pernicious casuistry which leads us to weigh
his faults with his wrongs, and to excuse the former because the latter exceed
all measure. In the minds of those who consider that magnificent fiction with
a religious feeling it engenders something worse. But Prometheus is, as it were,
the type of the highest perfection of moral and intellectual nature, impelled by
the purest and the truest motives to the best and noblest ends.

[From Preface to Prometheus Unbound, 1820]

samuel taylor coleridge

But in its utmost abstraction and consequent state of reprobation, the will
becomes Satanic pride and rebellious self-idolatry in the relations of the spirit
to itself, and remorseless despotism relatively to others; the more hopeless as
the more obdurate by its subjugation of sensual impulses, by its superiority to
toil and pain and pleasure; in short, by the fearful resolve to find in itself alone
the one absolute motive of action, under which all other motives from within
and from without must be either subordinated or crushed.
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This is the character which Milton has so philosophically as well as sub-
limely embodied in the Satan of his Paradise Lost. Alas! too often has it been
embodied in real life. Too often has it given a dark and savage grandeur to the
historic page. And wherever it has appeared, under whatever circumstances of
time and country, the same ingredients have gone to its composition; and it has
been identified by the same attributes. Hope in which there is no cheerfulness;
steadfastness within and immovable resolve, with outward restlessness and
whirling activity; violence with guile; temerity with cunning; and, as the result
of all, interminableness of object with perfect indifference of means; these are
the qualities that have constituted the commanding genius; these are the
marks that have characterized the masters of mischief, the liberticides, and
mighty hunters of mankind, from Nimrod1 to Bonaparte. And from inattention
to the possibility of such a character as well as from ignorance of its elements,
even men of honest intentions too frequently become fascinated. Nay, whole
nations have been so far duped by this want of insight and reflection as to
regard with palliative admiration, instead of wonder and abhorrence, the
Molochs2 of human nature, who are indebted for the larger portion of their
meteoric success to their total want of principle, and who surpass the gener-
ality of their fellow creatures in one act of courage only, that of daring to say
with their whole heart, “Evil, be thou my good!”

[From The Stateman’s Manual, 1816]

The Evolution of the Byronic Hero

ann radcliffe: [The Italian Villain]

There lived in the Dominican convent of the Santo Spirito, at Naples, a man
called Father Schedoni; and Italian, as his name imported, but whose family
was unknown, and from some circumstances, it appeared that he wished to
throw an impenetrable veil over his origin. * * * Some few persons in the con-
vent, who had been interested by his appearance, believed that the peculiari-
ties of his manners, his severe reserve and unconquerable silence, his solitary
habits and frequent penances, were the effect of misfortune preying upon a
haughty and disordered spirit; while others conjectured them the consequence
of some hideous crime gnawing upon an awakened conscience. * * *

Among his associates no one loved him, many disliked him, and more feared
him. His figure was striking, but not so from grace; it was tall, and, though
extremely thin, his limbs were large and uncouth, and as he stalked along,
wrapped in the black garments of his order, there was something terrible in its
air; something almost superhuman. His cowl, too, as it threw a shade over the
livid paleness of his face, increased its severe character, and gave an effect to

Ann Radcliffe: [The Italian Villain] / 3

1. In Genesis x.9 Nimrod is described as “a mighty
hunter before the Lord.” The passage was tradi-
tionally interpreted to mean that Nimrod hunted
down men, and so was the prototype for all tyrants
and bloody conquerors.

2. I.e., monsters of evil (Moloch is an evil idol of
the Old Testament to whom first-born children
were sacrificed; he is also one of the fallen angels
in Paradise Lost).



his large melancholy eye, which approached to horror. His was not the melan-
choly of a sensible and wounded heart, but apparently that of a gloomy and
ferocious disposition. There was something in his physiognomy extremely sin-
gular, and that cannot easily be defined. It bore the traces of many passions,
which seemed to have fixed the features they no longer animated. An habitual
gloom and severity prevailed over the deep lines of his countenance; and his
eyes were so piercing that they seemed to penetrate, at a single glance, into the
hearts of men, and to read their most secret thoughts; few persons could sup-
port their scrutiny, or even endure to meet them twice.

[From The Italian, or The Confessional of the 
Black Penitents, 1797]

lord byron: From Lara1

17

In him inexplicably mixed appeared
290 Much to be loved and hated, sought and feared;

Opinion varying o’er his hidden lot,
In praise or railing ne’er his name forgot:
His silence formed a theme for others’ prate—
They guessed—they gazed—they fain would know his fate.

295 What had he been? what was he, thus unknown,
Who walked their world, his lineage only known?
A hater of his kind? yet some would say,
With them he could seem gay amidst the gay;
But owned that smile, if oft observed and near,

300 Waned in its mirth, and withered to a sneer;
That smile might reach his lip but passed not by,
None e’er could trace its laughter to his eye:
Yet there was softness too in his regard,
At times, a heart as not by nature hard,

305 But once perceived, his spirit seemed to chide
Such weakness as unworthy of its pride,
And steeled itself, as scorning to redeem
One doubt from others’ half-withheld esteem;
In self-inflicted penance of a breast

310 Which tenderness might once have wrung from rest;
In vigilance of grief that would compel
The soul to hate for having loved too well.

18

There was in him a vital scorn of all:
As if the worst had fallen which could befall,

315 He stood a stranger in this breathing world,
An erring spirit from another hurled;
A thing of dark imaginings, that shaped
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1. “Lara” is the assumed name of The Corsair’s
Conrad, who has given up piracy and retired to his
ancestral home. Lady Byron related that Byron

once said, with respect to Lara: “There’s more [of
me] in that than any of them.” Saying this he shud-
dered, and avoided her eye.



By choice the perils he by chance escaped;
But ’scaped in vain, for in their memory yet

320 His mind would half exult and half regret.
With more capacity for love than earth
Bestows on most of mortal mold and birth,
His early dreams of good outstripped the truth,
And troubled manhood followed baffled youth;

325 With thought of years in phantom chase misspent,
And wasted powers for better purpose lent;
And fiery passions that had poured their wrath
In hurried desolation o’er his path,
And left the better feelings all at strife

330 In wild reflection o’er his stormy life;
But haughty still and loath himself to blame,
He called 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;

335 Till he at last confounded good and ill,
And half mistook for fate the acts of will.
Too high for common selfishness, he could
At times resign his own for others’ good,
But not in pity, not because he ought,

340 But in some strange perversity of thought,
That swayed him onward with a secret pride
To do what few or none would do beside;
And this same impulse would, in tempting time,
Mislead his spirit equally to crime;

345 So much he soared beyond, or sunk beneath,
The men with whom he felt condemned to breathe,

And longed by good or ill to separate
Himself from all who shared his mortal state.
His mind abhorring this had fixed her throne

350 Far from the world, in regions of her own:
Thus coldly passing all that passed below,
His blood in temperate seeming now would flow:
Ah! happier if it ne’er with guilt had glowed,
But ever in that icy smoothness flowed!

355 ’Tis true, with other men their path he walked,
And like the rest in seeming did and talked,
Nor outraged Reason’s rules by flaw nor start,
His madness was not of the head, but heart;
And rarely wandered in his speech, or drew

360 His thoughts so forth as to offend the view.

19

With all that chilling mystery of mien,
And seeming gladness to remain unseen,
He had (if ’twere not nature’s boon) an art
Of fixing memory on another’s heart:

365 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,

Lord Byron: Lara / 5
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1. Byron wrote Manfred in 1816–17. The Faus-
tian protagonist has exhausted the scope of expe-
rience, including (it is hinted) an incestuous
relationship with his sister Astarte who, appar-
ently, has in her remorse taken her own life.
Manfred, in total despair of life’s possibilities,
invokes the dark supernatural being Arimanes,

who grants him a vision of the dead Astarte; she
tells him that “tomorrow ends thy earthly ills.” In
the following excerpt, the conclusion of the last
scene of the play (III.iv), a Spirit appears to claim
Manfred; the Abbot, after having unsuccessfully
tried to convert Manfred, stands by him in
extremis.

And once beheld, would ask of him again:
And those to whom he spake remembered well,

370 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 stamped, in liking, or in hate,
If greeted once; however brief the date

375 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
380 He forced an all unwilling interest:

Vain was the struggle in that mental net,
His spirit seemed to dare you to forget!

* * *

1814 1814

lord byron: From Manfred: A Dramatic Poem1

* * *

manfred. Pronounce—what is thy mission?
spirit. Come!

80 abbot. What art thou, unknown being? answer!—speak!
spirit. The genius of this mortal.—Come! ’tis time.
manfred. I am prepared for all things, but deny

The power which summons me. Who sent thee here?
spirit. Thou’lt know anon—Come! Come!
manfred. I have commanded

85 Things of an essence greater far than thine,
And striven with thy masters. Get thee hence!

spirit. Mortal! thine hour is come—Away! I say.
manfred. I knew, and know my hour is come, but not

To render up my soul to such as thee:
90 Away! I’ll die as I have lived—alone.

spirit. Then I must summon up my brethren.—Rise!
[Other Spirits rise up.]

abbot. Avant! ye evil ones!—Avaunt! I say—
Ye have no power where piety hath power,
And I do charge ye in the name—



spirit. Old man!
95 We know ourselves, our mission, and thine order;

Waste not thy holy words on idle uses,
It were in vain: this man is forfeited.
Once more I summon him—Away! away!

manfred. I do defy ye—though I feel my soul
100 Is ebbing from me, yet I do defy ye;

Nor will I hence, while I have earthly breath
To breathe my scorn upon ye—earthly strength
To wrestle, though with spirits; what ye take
Shall be ta’en limb by limb.

spirit. Reluctant mortal!
105 Is this the Magian2 who would so pervade

The world invisible, and make himself
Almost our equal?—Can it be that thou
Art thus in love with life? the very life
Which made thee wretched!

manfred. Thou false fiend, thou liest!
110 My life is in its last hour—that I know,

Nor would redeem a moment of that hour.
I do not combat against death, but thee
And thy surrounding angels; my past power
Was purchased by no compact with thy crew,

115 But by superior science—penance—daring—
And length of watching—strength of mind—and skill
In knowledge of our fathers—when the earth
Saw men and spirits walking side by side
And gave ye no supremacy: I stand

120 Upon my strength—I do defy—deny—
Spurn back, and scorn ye!—

spirit. But thy many crimes
Have made thee—

manfred. What are they to such as thee?
Must crimes be punished but by other crimes,
And greater criminals?—Back to thy hell!

125 Thou hast no power upon me, that I feel;
Thou never shalt possess me, that I know:
What I have done is done; I bear within
A torture which could nothing gain from thine:
The mind which is immortal makes itself

130 Requital for its good or evil thoughts,
Is its own origin of ill and end,
And its own place and time3—its innate sense,
When stripped of this mortality, derives
No color from the fleeting things without,

135 But is absorbed in sufferance or in joy,
Born from the knowledge of its own desert.
Thou didst not tempt me, and thou couldst not tempt me;
I have not been thy dupe nor am thy prey—
But was my own destroyer, and will be

Manfred: A Dramatic Poem / 7

2. I.e., Magus—a wielder of occult power. 3. An echo of Satan’s claim in Paradise Lost I.254 ff.



140 My own hereafter.—Back, ye baffled fiends!
The hand of death is on me—but not yours!

[The Demons disappear.]
abbot. Alas! how pale thou art—thy lips are white—

And thy breast heaves—and in thy gasping throat
The accents rattle. Give thy prayers to Heaven—

145 Pray—albeit but in thought—but die not thus.
manfred. ’Tis over—my dull eyes can fix thee not;

But all things swim around me, and the earth
Heaves as it were beneath me. Fare thee well—
Give me thy hand.

abbot. Cold—cold—even to the heart—
150 But yet one prayer—Alas! how fares it with thee?

manfred. Old man! ’tis not so difficult to die.
[manfred expires.]

abbot. He’s gone—his soul hath ta’en its earthless flight—
Whither? I dread to think—but he is gone.

1816–17 1817
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