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George Gordon, Lord Byron (1788, London-1824, Missolunghi)

                  21 November 2007

Northrop Frye: The main appeal of Byron(s poetry is the fact that it is Byron(s...He proves what many critics declare to be impossible, that a poem may make its primary impact as a historical and biographical document. The critical problem here is crucial to our understanding of not only Byron but literature as a whole. ((Lord Byron( in Fables of Identity, New York, 1963, p. 174.)

Keats(s letter to George and Georgiana Keats, February 1819:

A Man(s life of any worth is a continual allegory--and very few eyes can see the mystery of his life - a life like the Scriptures, figurative...Lord Byron cuts a figure--but he is not figurative--Shakespeare led a life of Allegory: his works are the comments on it...

Consistently questioning dogmas, conventional beliefs:

Heaven and Earth
       If he hath made earth, let it be his shame

       To make the world for torture...

Political radicalism (the first liberal in Britain(s political history): (Give me a Republic. The king-times are fast finishing; there will be blood shed like water and tears like mist, but the people will conquer in the end. I shall not live to see it, but I foresee it.(

(But onward! it is now the time to act, and what signifies self, if a single spark of that which would be worthy of the past can be bequeathed unquenchably to the future! It is not one man, nor a million, but the spirit of liberty which must be spread. The waves which dash upon the shore are, one by one, broken, but yet the ocean conquers nevertheless. (R. E. Prothero:The Works of Lord Byron. Letters and Journals, V. 163.)

Critical response divided: 

Walter Scott: (As various in composition as Shakespeare himself, Lord Byron has embraced every topic of human life, and sounded every string on the divine harp, from its slightest to its most powerful and heart-astounding tones.(
Swinburne: Careless versifier, offends metrical decorum, but (the splendid and imperishable excellence which covers all his offences and outweighs all his defects: the excellence of sincerity and strength(.
T.S. Eliot (+New Criticism)

Of Byron one can say, as of no other English poet of his eminence, that he added nothing to the language, that he discovered nothing in the sounds. And developed nothing in the meaning of individual words. I cannot think of any poet of his distinction that he might so easily have been an accomplished foreigner writing in English. (“Byron,” –1937- On Poetry and Poets, 1943; rpt. New York: Noonday, 1964. 232-33)

CAREER
I.  1807-1812

   Hours of Idleness (self-dramatization: private history combined with national history, Titanic landscape combined with Titanic passions, dichotomy of illusion and reality): I Wish I Were a Careless Child

A Fragment

When, to their airy hall, my fathers’ voice,

Shall call my spirit, joyful in their choice;

When, pois’d upon the gale, my form shall ride,

Or, dark in mist, descend the mountain’s side;

Oh! may my shade behold no sculptured urns,

To mark the spot, where earth to earth returns:

No lengthen’d scroll, no praise encumber’d stone;

My epitaph shall be, my name alone:

If that with honour fail to crown my clay,

Oh! may no other fame my deeds repay,

That, only that, shall single out the spot,

By that remember’d. or with that forgot.


In response to harsh criticism:   

English Bards and Scotch Reviewers. A Satire

...

The simple Wordsworth, framer of a lay

As soft as evening in his favourite May;

...

Who, both by precept and example, shows

That prose is verse, and verse is merely prose,

Convincing all by demonstration plain,

Poetic souls delight in prose insane...

...

Shall gentle Coleridge pass unnoticed here,

To trugid ode, and tumid stanza dear?

Though themes of innocence amuse him best,

Yet still obscurity’s a welcome guest...


(Grand tour(: Portugal, Spain, Greece, the Middle East

II.  1812-1816

   First two Cantos of Childe Harold(s Pilgrimage (“The wandering outlaw of his own dark mind,”  III. 3)

Canto I: Harold’s farewell to his country:

Adieu, adieu! My native shore

     Fades o’er the waters blue;

The Night-winds sigh, the breakers  roar,

     And shrieks the wild seamew.

Yon sun that sets upon the sea

     We follow in his flight;

Farewell awhile to him and thee,

     My native Land – Good Night.

 ….

And now I’m in the world alone,

     Upon the wide, wide sea:

But why should I for others groan,

     When none will sigh for me?

Perchance my dog will whine in vain,

     Till fed by stranger hands;

But long ere I come back again,

     He’d tear me where he stands

With thee, my bark, I’ll swiftly go

     Athwart the foaming brine;

Nor care what land thou bear’st me to,

     So not again to mine.

Welcome, welcome, ye dark-blue waves!

     And when you fail my sight,

Welcome ye, deserts, and ye caves!

     My native Land – Good Night!  

Oriental tales: The Giaour, The Bride of Abydos, The Corsair, Lara, The Siege of                                                                     

                         Corinth, Parisina

                           The Byronic hero  (Frankenstein, Heathcliff)

T.S.Eliot: What makes the tales interesting is first a torrential fluency of verse, and a skill in varying it from time to time to avoid monotony; and second, a genius for digression. Digression, indeed, is one of the valuable arts of the story-teller. The effect of Byron’s digressions is to keep us interested in the story-teller himself, and through this interest to interest us more in the story.

Diary (November 1813): (To be the first man--not the Dictator...but...the leader in talent and truth--is next to divinity. Franklin, Penn, and, next to these, either Brutus or Cassius--even Mirabeau--or St. Just. I shall never be anything, or rather be always nothing. The most I can hope is, that some will say, (He might, perhaps, if he would.(...Who would write who had anything better to do? (Action, action, action( said Demosthenes: (Actions, actions, actions(, I say, (and not writing.(
Maiden speech in the House of Lords: (proposal: to mete out the death penalty for frame breaking) (I have been in some of the most oppressed provinces of Turkey, but never under the most despotic of infidel governments did I behold such squalid wretchedness as I have seen since my return in the very heart of a Christian country.(
Hebrew Melodies (She Walks in Beauty, The Destruction of Sennacherib, By the Rivers of Babylon We sat Down and Wept)

III. Swiss Period: 1816-1818

     Domestic Pieces (When we two parted…, Fare Thee Well)

        Darkness, Prometheus

     The Prisoner of Chillon (Bolivard)

     Manfred (infl. of Faust)

     The 2 final Cantos of Childe Harold

IV. Italian Period: 1818-1824

So, We’ll Go No More A Roving

So we’ll go no more a roving

    So late into the night

Though the heart be still as loving,

    And the moon be still as bright.

For the sword outwears its sheath,

    And the soul wears out the breast,

And the heart must pause to breathe,

    And love itself have rest

Though the night was made for loving,

    And the day returns too soon,

Yet we’ll go no more a roving

    By the light of the moon.

--Historical plays:  Marino Faliero, The Two Foscari, Sardanapalus, Werner

--Mysteries: Cain   Shelley: apocalyptic: (it is a revelation never before communicated to man.(  

           Goethe: (the burning spiritual vision penetrates beyond all conception, into the past and the present, and in their train also into the future( (quoted in Jerome K. McGann: The Fiery Dust, p. 246)

           Blake: Abel(s Ghost (to Lord Byron in the Wilderness(
           James Joyce wanted it to be turned into an opera

               Heaven and Earth

--Mock heroic: Beppo, 

--Satires: The Irish Avatar, The Vision of Judgment, The Age of Bronze

     Don Juan (pbl. 1819-1824)

                Greece – greeted as a national hero

On This Day I Complete My Thirty-Sixth Year, composed on 22 January 1824, died 19 April 1824

Don Juan   (Pope, Sterne, Fielding)

Dedication to Bob Southey

  The intellectual eunuch Castlereagh

Cold-blooded, smooth-faced, placid miscreant!

...

A bungler even in its disgusting trade,

   And blotching, patching, leaving still behind

Something of which its masters are afraid,

States to be curb’s, and thoughts to be confined,

Conspiracy or Congress to be made –

Cobbling at manacles for all mankind –

A tinkering slavemaker, who mends old chains,

With God and Man’s abhorrence for its gains.     105-112

--novel in verse in ottava rima (a b a b a b c c) Onegin, Bolond Istók, Délibábok hőse

--the satiric, the Romantic and the comic cohere: ironic realism (doubt, skepticism, recognition of the interrelatedness of several modes of truth)

--Equanimity in the face of facts

But now I’m going to be immoral; now

I mean to show things really as they are,

Not as they ought to be: for I avow,

That till we see what’s what in fact, we’re far 

From much improvement (XII, 40)

--Picaresque, 

--Dual point-of-view: multiplicity of discourses (narrator’s presentation of facts (fictive time), poet’s comments and digressions (psychological time) + allusions 

Jaques (As You Like It), Hamlet, Sterne: delicate equipoise of mockery and melancholy

Affinities with aesthetic norms of 18th c. Neoclassicism: wit, irony, satire

It is the fashion of the day to lay great stress upon what they call imagination and invention, the two commonest qualities: an Irish peasant with a little whiskey in his head will imagine and invent more than would furnish forth a modern poem.

