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             Introduction

         

         
            I have lived in far countries, abroad, or in the agitating world at home… so that almost all I have written has been mere passion—passion, it is true, of different kinds, but always passion: for… my indifference was a kind of passion, the result of experience, and not the philosophy of nature.

            BYRON

         

         Three years after Byron’s death, the Contessa Teresa Guiccioli—the object of the poet’s last, longest and perhaps deepest attachment—wrote to Barry that his letters to her were ‘a treasure of goodness, affection and genius, which for a hundred reasons I cannot now make public’.1 Thirty years later, however, roused to indignation by reading Leigh Hunt’s malicious book, Lord Byron and his Contemporaries, she told John Murray that she did not care what the consequences to her own reputation might be, ‘so long as none of the documents and letters are lost, which can reveal the great and kind heart of Lord Byron in its true light’.2 And finally, on her deathbed in Italy in 1873, she is said to have expressed to her sister-in-law her desire that all her papers should be published. ‘The more Byron is known,’ she said, ‘the better he will be loved.’3

         Since then seventy-five years have passed. And now, owing to the courtesy of Count Carlo Gamba, Teresa’s great-nephew,—to whom she left her villa at Settimello and all its contents—Teresa’s papers and treasures have at last come to light. The treasures—Byron’s ‘relics’, as she called them—still lie in the carved mahogany box in which Teresa kept them. There is the locket containing her hair, and hung on a chain of her hair, which Byron was wearing when he died, and which Augusta Leigh sent back to her; there is another locket, containing Byron’s hair, which he gave to Teresa when he sailed for Greece. There, too, carefully wrapped up by Teresa, with an inscription in her writing, lies a curious, moving assortment of objects: a piece of the wall-hangings of the room in Palazzo Gamba where Byron used to visit Teresa, Byron’s handkerchief and a fragment of one of his shirts,—and a crumbling rose-leaf, with the branch of a tree and a small acorn, from Newstead Abbey. Finally there is a fat little volume bound in purple plush: the copy of Corinne in which he wrote his famous love-letter to Teresa in Bologna.

         The papers in this collection have proved to be as exciting and interesting a hoard as the most exacting biographer could hope for. They include, not only 149 of Byron’s love-letters, mostly in Italian, to Teresa, and some of her answers, but Teresa’s ‘Vie de Lord Byron’,—her unpublished account of his life in Italy, which she wrote in her old age and thought too intimate to be published during her lifetime. In addition there are the documents of the Guiccioli lawsuits, containing a complete account of the complicated circumstances which led to Teresa’s separation from her husband, and there are Pietro Gamba’s letters to his sister from Greece, besides many other letters to her from Shelley, Lady Blessington, Lamartine, John Murray and others. In short, we have at last—with all the gaps filled in by information at which, until now, it was only possible to guess—the full story of Byron and Teresa Guiccioli.

         It is not—this must be admitted—a wholly pleasant story, and it is one which it is difficult to tell impartially. There is a temptation to take sides: either to portray Byron as an unscrupulous cad, seducing a pretty young woman who had fallen desperately in love with him, laughing at her in his letters to his friends, and gradually cooling off, to leave her abandoned and alone; or, alternatively, to depict Teresa as a designing minx, who, tired of her elderly husband and her dreary provincial life, flung herself at Byron’s head until he was perforce obliged to turn a fugitive love-affair into a ‘romance in the Anglo fashion’. Or else the whole affair could be presented in the manner of the Goldonian Comedy—with the audience’s sympathy focused on the two lovers, and with Count Guiccioli (the avaricious, calculating husband) as the villain, Fanny Silvestrini as the obliging confidante, Count Ruggero as the noble father, and Pietro as the young gallant. Even the minor parts could be allotted—the venal priest, the maid, the Moorish page-boy,—and, in the pine-forest of Ravenna, the chorus of conspirators.

         But now, with these new papers before us, none of these simplified versions will do. The actors too often speak out of part—and the story that emerges is too full of discrepancies and inconsistencies. Besides, there are a few minor points which, to my mind, even now remain obscure. I am still not quite certain about the motives of Count Guiccioli; I do not know what Byron meant by his letter on page 190; I am not always sure when Teresa is, or is not, speaking the truth. The reader, too, must guess and draw his own conclusions. I have merely attempted to fill in the background—to complete the story with passages from Byron’s other letters at the time or from the accounts of his contemporaries, and to give such information as seemed necessary about the people, the setting and the local history. But I have carefully refrained from adding any imaginary details or touches of ‘local colour’: any information that the book contains can be confirmed by some record.

         For it is the papers themselves—the scribbled, passionate love-letters, the painstaking police reports, the formal ecclesiastical decrees, the gossip of observant contemporaries—that must tell the story. They provide a singularly intimate and unvarnished account of the daily life of this little group of people, 130 years ago. Their passionate protestations, their jokes, their retractions and lies, their plans and disappointments, all that constituted the most private aspect of their lives—these are now laid before us in merciless detail. Now, after more than a century, we can follow the negro page carrying Teresa’s notes to Byron up the staircase of Palazzo Guiccioli, or stand with the groom Morelli, watching by the front door to warn the lovers of the Count’s return. We can look out from Teresa’s balcony in Palazzo Lanfranchi in the moonlight—and Mary Shelley’s carriage is clattering up the Lungarno, and she is calling out, ‘Sapete alcuna cosa di Shelley?’ We are in Teresa’s sitting-room in Casa Saluzzo, and Byron comes in, very cross, and gives her an unpleasant letter for Mary—and when he has gone out again, she turns it over and over and peers at the seal, and does not dare to look inside. We are with Byron—bored and flat and sad—on the Hercules in Leghorn harbour, and Pietro Gamba is standing over him with a pen, to make him write to Teresa his last meagre note of farewell.

         Here is the story of two passionate, unstable human beings—one of them a great poet, and a very odd man—the other a young woman of quite exceptional vitality and strength of will. They loved each other; they quarrelled; they trampled ruthlessly on whatever stood in their way. Of the two of them it was, curiously enough, Byron who occasionally played the moralist. Teresa, for all her convent-school training, appears to have been unaware throughout that any moral problem was involved. They committed themselves, and they drew back again. One of them was often disloyal, the other sometimes insincere. Each of them in turn—Byron in Ravenna, Teresa in the English circle in Pisa—had to conform, for the other’s sake, to the ways of a bewildering and alien society. As time wore on, one of them became plaintive, the other exasperated. But at all times they were quite extraordinarily alive. They galvanized everyone who came near them. In these letters, they are living still.

         Moreover, these papers light up a facet of Byron’s character which, until now, has been unfamiliar: they show him living in an Italian setting. And the extent to which these new surroundings affected and changed him appears in a manner which is not only interesting, but sometimes disconcerting.

         Byron himself, indeed, tried to tell his friends about it: ‘Now I have lived among the Italians,—not Florenced and Romed and Galleried and Conversationed it for a few months, and then home again—but been of their families, and friendships and feuds, and loves and councils, and correspondence, in a part of Italy least known to foreigners; and have been amongst them of all classes, from the Conte to the Contadino.’4 But neither his friends at the time, nor his biographers, paid much attention to all this. His life in Ravenna has been treated merely as a part of the whole paraphernalia of conspiracy and romance in which the histrionic side of his nature delighted: one more scene in the great Italian performance, like the quarrels with the Fornarina, or the swim across the Venetian Lagoon. But now it has become apparent that this was not the whole truth. If in Venice he was still the ‘Englishman in Italy’, a foreigner playing a part, in Ravenna he had been ‘inoculated into a family. This’, he added, ‘is to see men and things as they are.’5

         It is. But it can only be achieved at a price. In this case, it implied nothing less than a partial change of personality—a change which no reader who compares Byron’s Italian letters with his English ones, can feel to be for the better. It is not that they are written in bad Italian. Although they are the letters of a foreigner, they are also unmistakably those of a man of letters, and they contain certain amusing indications as to where and how he learned his Italian: a Dantesque expression or a quotation from Tasso stand beside a Venetian phrase, straight from the mouth of the Fornarina, or a piece of Romagnolo dialect. What is disconcerting about these early letters is that their elaboration of phrase and conventionality of idiom are matched by an almost equal, a wholly un-Byronic, conventionality of sentiment. At first, indeed, this is so marked that one is inclined to wonder whether this is not merely Byron overplaying his part; perhaps, in his desire to be the perfect Cavalier Servente in the Italian manner, he has copied some phrases outright from a polite letter-writer’s manual of Venice—or has allowed not only single words (as he frankly admits), but whole sentences, to be suggested by Lega Zambelli, the priest turned secretary. ‘Sentiment, the most beautiful and fragile thing in all our existence.’ ‘How much happier than I is this letter, which in a few days will be in your hands—and perhaps even will be brought close to your lips.’ ‘When I weep, my tears are from the heart, and are of blood.’ These are not sentences which, if we encountered them without a signature, we should ever guess to be Byron’s. As the correspondence goes on, it is true, such sentences become less frequent. Not only does he gain a greater ease in the use of the Italian language, but he allows himself a lighter touch, more recognizably his own. ‘It would suit me better to be with you in a desert, than without you in Mahomet’s paradise, which is considerably more agreeable than ours.’—‘I kiss you more often than I have ever kissed you—and this (if Memory does not deceive me) should be a fine number of times, counting from the beginning.’—But still, I think the reader will agree that the writer of these letters is an unfamiliar Byron.

         For one thing, he is more deeply involved. If the adventure started like many others, with a mixture of physical attraction and contempt—if, indeed, he was faintly irritated, as well as flattered, by this new silly young woman who threw herself at his head—the relationship very soon changed, and held him. Its progress is revealed in these letters. But here, too, it is curious to note that the feeling, although quite unmistakably genuine, is all within the Italian convention of the period. Passion, jealousy, storms, reconciliations, protestations of eternal fidelity (‘your friend and lover forever’, is the most frequent signature)—it is all, to English ears, curiously formal. What is odd in these earlier letters, too, is a total absence of his usual flippancy and irony—with which, however, he made sufficiently free in his letters about the affair, to his friends at home. Teresa did not either like or understand irony; and though occasionally, in the later letters, Byron does laugh at her, it is as one smiles at a child, who will not share the joke.

         What is the explanation of all this? I think it is to be found in Teresa’s own character. Teresa was in some ways—like Caroline Lamb and Augusta—a silly woman; but she was not a stupid one; and she had all the strength of a one-track mind. From the moment that her passion for Byron held her, she knew what she wanted, and it was a foregone conclusion that she would get it. She persuaded her father, a simple and upright country gentleman, that nothing was wrong in her relations with Byron, long after the evidence of his senses must have told him the contrary. She defeated the complicated manoeuvres, and stood up to the brutality and violence, of her husband. She imposed an acceptance of the situation (however much people might gossip behind her back) on the whole tight little society of Ravenna, and even on her own correct, affectionate, family circle. And finally, she imposed her will upon Byron himself. He struggled, he grumbled, he tried to laugh at her; but in the end, he did what she wanted. ‘I have come, I have gone—I have come back, I have remained—it is more than a year that I have done nothing but obey you in every respect.’ Moreover she succeeded in shaping this relationship according to her standards, her view of life. For in such cases it is always the narrower, but more positive, purpose that wins.

         There is an interesting account, in the diary of one of the most assiduous of Byron’s Venetian friends, the Cavaliere Mengaldo, of how he once visited Byron’s ‘Casino’ at Santa Maria Zobenigo. What shocked him, although he was himself no Puritan, was the casualness of Byron’s affairs. ‘Je fus effrayé de son horrible système!’ The Latin convention in the pursuit of pleasure, as in domesticity, is a strict one—and it was Byron’s refusal to conform to it that so profoundly scandalized his Venetian observers. But in the end he too was caught. A girl of nineteen, by her very limitations, her unawareness of any other world than that familiar to her, translated their passion into the only language that she knew—and her lover (first, we suspect, as a joke, a tour de force, then in all seriousness—and finally, as a habit) made it his language, too. He became—this was what shocked and disconcerted Mrs. Hunt and Mary Shelley so much—Italianized.

         What was the quality in Teresa which—in spite of her inexperience, her lack of sensitiveness and her silliness—enabled her to achieve all this? It hardly seems worth while to examine in detail the controversy about her looks. From her contemporaries we have, on the one hand, such distressing adjectives as ‘chumpy’ and ‘fubsy’—while, on the other hand, Shelley thought her ‘very pretty’, Lady Blessington, ‘decidedly handsome… Her complexion delicately fair, her hair of rich golden tint, her bust and arms exquisitely beautiful’; and Lord Malmesbury, ‘handsome, with a brilliant complexion’ and ‘a profusion of auburn hair’. Undoubtedly, at the time she met Byron, we must grant her brilliancy of colour and complexion—what the Victorians called ‘bloom’—fine eyes and teeth, and beautiful arms and bust. But her legs were too short. The real point, however, is not what her looks were, but what Byron thought of them. He thought her ‘fair as sunrise—warm as noon’6—as pretty as Caroline Lamb and much gentler—and endearingly funny, too, in her sky-blue riding-habit and her hat like Punch’s.

         But in any case, the strength of physical attraction is not dependent only—or even chiefly—upon looks. Teresa and Byron suited each other—as to that there can be no question. Every line of the correspondence confirms this; even in the later phase, when weariness and exasperation had crept in, there remain the little jokes of physical intimacy, half-unintelligible to any reader but one—and the pervading sense that, whatever else went wrong, that remained all right.

         But even the most delightful physical relation is not, by itself, enough; the evenings, as Byron wrote at La Mira, always seem longer than the nights. What else was it in Teresa that attracted him so strongly? I think it was her sheer vitality, her youthful high spirits. To self-conscious, complex human beings, there is something extremely restful in the company of people less highly organized than themselves—and Teresa possessed to the full not only the freshness and zest of youth, but a certain childlike ruthlessness, a quality which Byron always found attractive. Life with her was uncomplicated, gay and exciting. If she sometimes talked affected nonsense, it was the kind of nonsense that he found diverting—perhaps even, at first, a little touching;—and then it was leavened by so unlimited an admiration, so unrestrained a devotion! ‘Mio Byron!’

         In some ways Byron’s love for Teresa more closely resembled his feeling for Augusta, than what he felt for any other woman—and perhaps it was just for this reason that their relationship lasted for so long. To both Augusta and Teresa he showed the same half-humorous, half-mocking tenderness; with both of them he found the release from self-consciousness that brought him gaiety and peace. For Byron did not want women to understand him: Annabella had understood him, and what had that led to? He wanted them to amuse him. ‘I ask nothing of a woman but to make me laugh,’ he had brutally told his wife in the first days of their marriage. ‘I can make Augusta laugh about anything. No one makes me happy except Augusta.’7 And to Augusta herself, he wrote about Teresa: ‘She has a good deal of us, too. I mean that turn for ridicule like Aunt Sophy and you and I and all the B.s.’8 Teresa’s absurdities, too, were just the kind that Augusta would enjoy: ‘She is an equestrian, too, but… she can’t guide her horse—and he runs after mine—and tries to bite him—and then she begins screaming in a high hat and sky-blue riding-habit—making a most absurd figure.’9 She was as silly as Augusta—and amoral, too, in very much the same way. Like her, she could not really believe that anything was wrong that did not cause anyone any pain—and she continued to be kind, even to the people she was deceiving. Byron used, in writing to her, the same symbol, the +, that he had used with Augusta. ‘Ah,’ he had said on one occasion, showing Augusta this mark in Annabella’s presence, ‘if she knew what that means.’10 And to Teresa, after making use of this symbol for the first time, he wrote, ‘There can be few crosses more holy for us than these.’

         But Teresa, for all this, was only partly like Augusta. She had, as I think these papers show, far greater staying power: she had more guts, and—for all her sentimentality—more sense. It is now necessary, I think, to reconsider the previous estimate of her. ‘The nice, pretty girl without pretensions, good hearted and amiable’, of Mary Shelley’s description, is evidently not enough; and still less Leigh Hunt’s ‘buxom parlour-boarder, composing herself artificially into dignity and elegance’.11 (For Teresa had snubbed Mrs. Hunt.) ‘Stupid,’ says Miss Mayne, ‘at once insensitive and sentimental… so obtuse that he could not shake her off.’12 ‘Insincere,’ says her husband’s grandson, Alessandro Guiccioli, ‘with more calculation than sentiment, cold, selfish and comfort-loving.’13 In all these opinions there is, perhaps, a grain of truth. But I think that Drinkwater was nearer to it when he spoke of Teresa as ‘a woman of more quality and character than history has commonly realized’,—and above all when he said, of Byron’s love for her, ‘He talked at times as if this was not so, but then he talked at times as if everything was not so that was… He had, on the whole, a more genuine and lasting respect for her than he had for any other woman in his life.’14

         These new papers confirm this assertion. Byron’s early letters have a quite unmistakable note of genuine passion; and as, in the later letters, passion fades, it is replaced by a semi-conjugal bond of half-humorous, resigned acceptance. Teresa’s answers show, in the midst of much flowery rhetoric and exasperating romanticism, an equal passion, and unexpected flashes of both insight and shrewdness. They show, above all, an unquestioning, disinterested devotion, which, in the long years in which she survived him, continued to manifest itself in a fierce and irrepressible loyalty. Leigh Hunt, in his spiteful record of his own grievances, professed to believe that, during the last year at Pisa and Genoa, Byron found this devotion so cloying that Teresa at last became aware that he was tired of her. ‘In the course of a few months, she seemed to have lived as many years.’15 Mr. Harold Nicolson clearly implies that by then she had become nothing but an obstacle and a burden. I think that the truth was rather more complicated than this. To Lady Blessington, before leaving for Greece, he admitted that he was ‘worn out in feelings’—but at the same time he added, perhaps not without a wry smile, that if he and Teresa could be married, they would be ‘cited as an example of conjugal happiness’. This passage, in Teresa’s own copy of Lady Blessington’s book, is heavily underscored—and in the margin she has written ‘God bless him!’

         
            * * *

         

         The letters of Byron and Teresa, as well as the greater part of the ‘Vie de Lord Byron,’ are almost wholly concerned with the two lovers’ personal affairs, and throw but little light on the other side of Byron’s life in Ravenna:—his part in the Italian revolutionary movement. But in the other sources I have consulted—the minute and detailed police reports of the day, the archives of the Vatican and of Venice, Bologna, Ravenna, Florence, Forlì and Pisa, the contemporary Memoirs of the Carbonari, and the works of Italian scholars,—a good deal of information about Byron’s political activity has come to light. This new information suggests that his part in the Romagna rising was greater than has generally been realized—and was actuated by very much the same motives as his expedition to Greece. Had he remained in Italy a few years longer and met a Sanfedista bullet in the insurrection of 1831, he might have been the hero of the Italian war of independence, instead of that of Greece. As it is, his activities in Italy have always been slightly slurred over, or dismissed, while his Greek venture has been thrown into the limelight.

         One reason for this comparative neglect is that the whole emphasis of his biographers, in writing of his life in Ravenna, has always been upon his liaison with Teresa—or upon his literary work during this period. Another reason is that the documents about the Carbonari are in Italian and are not easy to find. Moreover the most interesting, for British readers, has disappeared. This was Byron’s own account of the Carboneria, and of his share in the Romagna insurrection—the notes, presumably, which he had in mind when he wrote in 1821: ‘Some day or other, if dust holds together, I have been enough in the Secret (at least in this part of the country) to cast perhaps some little light upon the atrocious treachery which has replunged Italy into Barbarism.’16 These notes, together with some others on more personal matters, he handed over in July 1823, as he was sailing from Leghorn, to his Venetian friend Mengaldo—presumably not liking to put such dangerous papers into the hands of the Gambas, who were about to return to the Romagna. Mengaldo, however, burned the whole envelope, unopened, ‘on the shores of the Adriatic’—and with it, all that Byron could have told us about the secrets of the Carbonari.17

         But, even without these notes, it is now possible to form a fairly accurate picture both of the activities of the Carbonari in the Romagna and of the degree to which Byron shared in them. Various Italian writers have taken some pains to prove—on quite insufficient evidence—that Byron’s participation in the Italian struggle for liberty was a mere consequence of his having been, as they affirm, a Freemason. They attempt to link up his activity in the Romagna with his previous meetings with the Liberal intellectuals in Milan (Pellegrino Rossi, Lodovico di Breme, Silvio Pellico) and, on the other hand, with his subsequent venture in Greece. This was also the line taken in the reports of the Austrian and Papal police, which described the English Mylord as a sinister emissary of England, seeking to extend English Liberal influence (like Lord Bentinck in Sicily) in order to sap the power of the Holy Alliance all over the Continent.

         All this, however, presupposes a complete misconception of Byron’s attitude to public matters. He was in politics a dilettante, an aristocrat at odds with society, an intellectual with a strong partiality for liberty. But this partiality was not attached to any definite political structure: it was merely a personal taste. As Bertrand Russell pertinently remarks, ‘the freedom he praised was that of a German Prince or a Cherokee Chief, not the inferior sort that might conceivably be enjoyed by ordinary mortals’.18 When he found himself, as he did in the Romagna, in a country ruled by a despotic and oppressive government, his sympathies went out, in typically English and amateurish fashion, to that section of society which was oppressed, while at the same time, in Italy as in Greece, his historical imagination was fired by the idea of a renascence of the two great nations of the past. ‘Only think, a free Italy! Why, ’tis the very poetry of politics.’19 But it was in him—although leavened by the practical common sense which he showed again in Greece*—a poet’s vision, not a statesman’s.

         In actual prosaic fact, the risings in the Romagna were not a very important episode. The anxious police spies who opened Byron’s letters and dogged his footsteps were correct in considering him one of the moving spirits of the conspiracy; but the plan was wholly dependent on concerted action in the South, and it fizzled out the moment the Neapolitan army was dispersed. Nevertheless Byron was right in saying that ‘the more selfish calculation ought never to be made on such occasions…’

         

         
            It is not one man nor a million, but the spirit of liberty that must be preserved. The waves which dash upon the shore are, one by one, broken, but the ocean conquers nevertheless. It overwhelms the Armada, it wears the rock. In like manner, whatever the struggle of individuals, the great cause will gather strength.20

         

         Mr. Harold Nicolson has gone so far as to affirm that, if Byron had deserted the Hellenic cause, there would have been no Navarino. It would perhaps be rash to make a similar claim for the poet’s influence on the Risorgimento—largely because he did not have the good fortune to die in Italy. But certainly in Italy, as in Greece, the results of Byron’s intervention were entirely disproportionate to the immediate achievement: he came to be ‘more important as a myth, than as he really was’.21 The rising in which he took part was only a minor affair, but it was one of the first faint rumblings which, all over Europe, heralded the great revolutionary storm of 1848; and Byron’s name is still remembered by Italians, as that of a friend of Italy and of her freedom.

         Finally, the part that Byron played in Italy was important to himself. One of the ingredients was, of course, a certain pleasure in the whole mise en scène: he enjoyed the encounters in the Pineta with the bands of conspirators who cheered him as he rode by; he enjoyed the ‘camaraderie’ of their banquets—slightly spurious, for what would he have said if his friendship with them had entailed his giving up a single one of his privileges as ‘Pari d’Inghilterra’? He remained with them, too, the ‘Cherokee Chief’. He liked to write home about the danger of receiving a stiletto in his back, about secret plots and documents, and weapons concealed in his cellar.

         And beneath all this, there was something more. The motive which underlay the Italian venture and the Greek one was the same: a desire for rehabilitation in the eyes of his fellow-countrymen. The ‘tremulous web of sensitiveness’ which Moore had already noted—the constant preoccupation with English opinion which Lady Blessington was to observe†—is already evident in the pages of the Ravenna Journal. The smallest scrap of news from England, indeed, the slightest breath of approval or criticism, had for Byron a reality which nothing in his life abroad ever acquired. In vain did he declare that he had shaken off the dust of the country which had misunderstood and insulted him; in vain did he achieve fame and success all over the Continent. Never could he rid himself of the nagging conviction that the only true criterion of fame and success, the only true achievement, lay in the opinion of Englishmen, at home. Always he remained what he called himself in signing the visitor’s book in the Armenian monastery at Venice: ‘Lord Byron, inglese.’

         This constant preoccupation with English opinion is, perhaps, the key to all his public behaviour abroad. ‘If I live,’ he told Lady Blessington (and Teresa has marked the passage in the margin), ‘and return from Greece with something better and higher than the reputation or glory of a poet, opinions may change, as the successful are always judged favourably of in our country; my laurels may cover my faults better than the bays have done.’22 For Byron had to the full the intellectual’s admiration for the man of action. ‘A man’, he told Teresa, ‘ought to do more for society than write verses.’ And elsewhere he had written: ‘If I live ten years longer, you will see, however, that it is not over with me—I don’t mean in literature, for that is nothing; and it may seem odd enough to say, I do not think it my vocation.’23 When in the Ravenna Journal, on his thirty-third birthday, he deplores the passing of the years, not ‘so much for what I have done, as for what I might have done,’24 it was not of literary achievement that he was thinking. It was—at Ravenna as at Missolonghi—a ‘nobler aim’. The Italian venture—undertaken with a similar mixture of motives, a similar irresolution and conflict, fraught with a similar exasperation with the people whose cause he was defending—was the prelude to the Greek tragedy.
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            I cannot exist without some object of attachment.

            BYRON TO LADY MELBOURNE, 1813

            
                

            

            I can hope no more to inspire attachment,

and I trust never again to feel it.

            BYRON TO HOPPNER, 1819

         

      

   


   
      
         

             Prologue

         

         
            On ne saurait s’y prendre de trop de façons, et par trop de bouts, pour connaître un homme.

            SAINTE-BEUVE

         

         
            On the happy occasion of the Espousals arranged and concluded between the Cavaliere Commendatore Alessandro Guiccioli and the Contessa Teresa Gamba Ghiselli daughter of Conte Ruggero, both of this city, it has been thought desirable to put on record the dowry assigned by Conte Ruggero to his aforesaid Daughter, as well as to establish the rules that will govern their future union…

            In view of this Marriage Conte Ruggero Gamba Ghiselli, having come before this Notary Public and in the presence of Witnesses… has assigned and made over to his Daughter Contessa Teresa the dowry of scudi 4500…

            The Cavaliere promises and guarantees to his Spouse the Contessa in case of her Widowhood—which God avert—a decent and comfortable provision from the Guiccioli Fortune, so long as she lives a Widow’s life, and the interest on her dowry remains with the Guiccioli family…1

         

         This marriage contract, drawn up in the little provincial town of Ravenna in the Romagna, on January 20th, 1818, is the beginning of the story.

         Forty years lay between the bride and bridegroom,2 and they had met for the first time three months before, when the bride had just come home from school. The second of Count Gamba’s five pretty daughters, she was, by all accounts, the most attractive, and moreover the prize pupil of S. Chiara, the new-fangled convent school at Faenza—which had been opened during the recent French domination. Here—although she was something of a little hoyden, quick-tempered and vain and, her schoolfellows whispered, extremely ambitious3—Teresa had received an education exceptional for a girl of her time. The Abbess, Madre Rampi,—a woman of great character—had decided to create a model establishment, in which girls (almost as if they were boys) would be given une éducation forte, comprising not only an appreciation of the classic authors of their own language, but a thorough training in the arts of eloquence and rhetoric. The school, indeed, was closed a few years later by the Church, on the grounds that so much learning was dangerous for women; but meanwhile its pupils had learned how to hold a conversation about Dante or Petrarch, and how to write letters in a style from which every trace of simplicity and naturalness was eliminated. Moreover at home Teresa had also enjoyed the teaching of her brother’s professor, Paolo Costa, who had imparted to her, as well as a love of literature, the rudiments of philosophy. She was, in short, a very well-educated young lady indeed, and aware of it; and perhaps this helped her to face with equanimity the prospect of marriage with a man who, whatever his faults (and it is not likely that much of the gossip had reached her ears), was known to be the wittiest and most cultivated man in Ravenna, who had been a friend of Alfieri’s, and was a patron of the theatre. Teresa, her sisters whispered enviously, would have her own box at the Opera—had not the Ravenna theatre been restored largely at the Count’s expense?—she would have a fine house, with many servants in livery, including two ‘mori’ in rich Oriental costumes, with pistols and daggers at their belts; she would drive in the Carnival cavalcade in a coach-and-six preceded by outriders with blue and white feathers in their caps. Besides, says the Count’s grandson, ‘my grandfather was a handsome man, vigorous, rich, intelligent, agreeable in conversation, skilled in seduction, of fine manners and illustrious family’.4 What more could a girl desire? And so, on a late autumn evening of the year 1817, a curious little scene took place in the drawing-room of Palazzo Gamba. 

         A gentle, blushing girl of eighteen—with a poor figure, but a brilliant complexion and a mass of lovely auburn hair, stood in the middle of the room, curtsying, as her father introduced her to a rigid elderly man with red hair and whiskers, whom she had never seen before. The room was ill-lit, and the future bridegroom was short-sighted.

         Without a word, he took a candle in his hand, and with a faint smile on his thin lips he slowly walked round the girl, examining her points ‘as if about to buy a piece of furniture’.5 The next day the bargain was concluded.

         
            * * *

         

         The bridegroom, according to all accounts, was an expert in bargains, and—since this was his third marriage—presumably knew what he required. To form a picture of his character it will perhaps be fairest to turn first to the evidence of a completely impartial observer—one who had nothing to do with the Byron affair—the Vice Legate of Ravenna, who in 1827 sent a report about the Count to the Head of the Austrian police.

         ‘The Cavaliere Guiccioli’, the report begins,

         
            belongs to one of the patrician families of this city. Possessed of uncommon talents and a subtle intelligence, he was given an education suitable to his rank. While still young he lost his Father, who left him only a moderate fortune, and that in poor condition. He then married the Contessa Placidia Zinanni, who made up for the disparity of her age—much greater than that of the Cavaliere—and for her physical imperfections, by a very large dowry.6

         

         This dowry her husband immediately put to good use, ‘in such a manner as to attain the level of the other good families of the city’; while for his wife’s instruction—and subsequently, for that of her successors—he prepared a series of ‘maxims’, enlightening her as to the behaviour he expected of her: 

         
            Let her determine always to be a solace to me, and never a trouble; she should therefore always be cheerful with me, annoy no one in the house, ask politely for anything she wishes, but accept in silence any refusal.

            Let her be satisfied with modest amusements and suitable provision.

            Let her be true and frank, so that she will have no mysteries from me, and that I may always see into her heart, but let her be prudent in handing on my confidences to others.

            Let her be docile and ready to execute all my directions.

            Let her be faithful and beware of any appearances to the contrary.

         

         Of his own side of the contract nothing is said—and we shall see later on how he interpreted it.

         In 1797 the Napoleonic Army and its revolutionary ideas invaded the Romagna; and Count Guiccioli began to play a part in the public life of the Province. Many of the Ravenna patricians—among them Count Ruggero Gamba, Teresa’s father—at once ardently and sincerely adhered to the Jacobin cause. They set up in the Piazza a Tree of Liberty—a thirty-foot pole painted with the national colours, and crowned with a Republican bonnet and a laurel wreath—and burned at the foot of it the ‘Golden Book’ containing their own titles of nobility, while making speeches ‘full of high-sounding phrases’.7 Others—like Monaldo Leopardi of Recanati, the poet’s father, who wrote of Napoleon that it was ‘too great an honour for such a blackguard that a gentleman should rise to see him pass’—shut themselves up in their palaces or in their country-houses until the storm had passed.8 But the most prudent—and Count Guiccioli was their leader—trimmed their sails to the wind. ‘The only alternative now left to a gentleman’, he wrote in his notebook, ‘is either to have his head cut off by the canaille, or to put himself at their head; I prefer the second.’9

         His decision bore immediate fruit. When the Romagna was united to the Provinces of the Cisalpine Republic, Guiccioli was made President of the Central Administration of the Province; he became a deputy of the Cisalpine Council; he attended Napoleon’s coronation in Milan cathedral. Then, in 1814, after the fall of Napoleon, the French left the Romagna; and a rumour was spread that the English intended to create in Italy an independent State.* The extreme Republicans rejoiced, but more prudent citizens, like Guiccioli, bided their time—and indeed, within a few weeks, the Pope himself was in Ravenna on his way back to Rome. The same crowd which had danced round the Tree of Liberty now unharnessed the Papal coach and drew it in triumph down the Corso, while hundreds thronged, in tears, to ask for the Pope’s blessing and kiss his foot; and a Papal Edict published at Cesena promised ‘happiness to His faithful subjects’. Before the year was out, the Papal Government—entrusted to two Cardinal Legates, one with his See at Ravenna, the other at Forlì—was firmly re-established in the Romagna.

         And in this return to the old order, too, Count Guiccioli found himself at home. Always a correct and conventional churchman and an upholder of ‘law and order’, besides possessing an elegant tongue and a sharp wit, he was soon upon excellent terms with the prelates of the Cardinal’s court. He had, however, his troubles. In his attempts to restore the family fortunes, he had bought a great deal of land, with insufficient cash to pay for it; he had recourse to borrowing; and soon he found himself involved in a very unpleasant lawsuit (the first of many) with a certain Domenico Manzoni, a rich landowner of Forlì. Manzoni won the case, and Guiccioli was shut up for several months in the prisons of Castel Sant’Angelo in Rome.

         When he came out again, he continued ‘through the practice of a careful economy’, to add successfully to his fortune—but the sudden and mysterious assassination of Manzoni caused some unpleasant rumours to be circulated, which were still current gossip in Venice five years later.

         ‘They are liberal with the knife in Ra’, wrote Byron with some gusto to Hobhouse,

         
            and the Cavaliere Conte G.—is shrewdly suspected of two assassinations already, one of a certain Mazzoni [sic], who had been the cause of Count G.’s being put in the castle of St. Angelo for some dispute or other, the which Mazzoni [sic], soon after G.’s release, was stabbed going to the theatre and killed upon the spot, nobody knows by whom—and the other, of a commissary who had interfered with him. These are but dicerie and may be true or not.10

         

         The chief interest of this story—true or false—lies in the light it throws upon the Count’s popularity and reputation. And, indeed, as the story goes on, it does not become prettier.

         ‘During his marriage’, says the Vice Legate’s report, ‘with the aforesaid Contessa Placidia, he used to keep in his house a series of maids, whom he seduced and then changed and sent away, according to circumstances and to the greater or lesser resentment of his wife.’ One of these, Angelica Galliani, ‘a young woman of some attractions’—(her grandson tells us that she had a beautiful figure, very white skin, dark hair and large ‘resigned’ eyes)—presented him, in due course, with no less than six illegitimate children—until at last even the Contessa Placidia was moved to protest. He then established his wife in a remote and lonely country-house from which she did not return until very shortly before her death, in time to make a will in his favour. And once again (although again without evidence) the unpleasant words of ‘murder’ and ‘poison’ were murmured by the Count’s numerous enemies, while a letter written by the Archbishop of Ravenna, Antonio Codronchi, reveals the writer’s opinion of the recent widower.

         
            The Cavaliere Guiccioli, who has come here to prevent the confiscation of all the property he has bought, but not wholly paid for, came to call on me, and spoke, with honey on his lips, of the loss of his wife, which he considers an act of Providence, to enable him to regularize his position. I answered him as he deserved, and told him of the infamy with which he has covered himself in the eyes of all citizens of Ravenna present and future. With one of his usual little laughs he accepted it all, patiently.11

         

         He then married Angelica,—and succeeded in legitimizing some of his children—not without the help (according to a contemporary) of Cardinal Malvasia himself, who used openly to boast of the fine ring presented to him by Guiccioli as a reward for his intervention.† But in 1817 Angelica died, too—apparently not much regretted by her spouse, since, on the very night of her death, he attended the theatre at Forlì12—leaving him with seven children, of whom the eldest, Ferdinando, was only twelve.

         And so it was that the Cavaliere again required a bride.

         
            * * *

         

         For the first few months, in spite of the forty years that lay between the bride and the bridegroom, the marriage went smoothly enough. We have the letters that Teresa wrote to her husband when, just before and after their marriage, he had to be away for a few days; and even discounting the formal ‘eloquence’ of a pupil of S. Chiara, they are something more than duty letters.13 ‘My adorable husband and friend,’ the first one begins, ‘it is not two hours since you left, and already I feel the weight of our separation… I shall not see you for ten days… With these words I went to sleep last night with these I wake up this morning.’ And again: ‘You are all my soul, you are the greatest good I have on earth and I feel that I could not live without you. My family’s love has become nothing for me, since you have become my husband.’ She sends him a kiss ‘as different from the one I sent my brother as fire is from light’. She implores him to look after himself well, to ‘beware of the Rimini scirocco, of the heat, of the return journey at night’,—she reminds him that: ‘on your welfare depends that of your Spouse and all her happiness’. She shows the greatest anxiety about a letter of hers that has been delayed, ‘for fear that you might accuse me of negligence’; she tells him that her time has been spent only ‘in keeping company with my old grandmother, and in playing on my instrument’, and in the evening, ‘a short walk, and conversation with old men and priests’. Finally she is at pains to show him that his bride, although young, can be economical: ‘I have still kept the five scudi untouched, and hope that when you return, you will be satisfied with my economy. I am telling you this, so that you may know how much I care to please you, even in little things.’ What could be more edifying and reassuring? 

         But soon a different note appears. Count Guiccioli’s careful ‘economy’, of which his biographer speaks with so much praise, extended itself, it would seem, to the minutest details of housekeeping; and now, in going over the accounts, he handed over to the servants some matters which Teresa considered to be in her own province. He made her look a fool, she complained with childish petulance, in front of the servants. ‘From now onwards, I shall not take the risk of interfering in any domestic matter without a sign from you… feeling sure that it is all the same to you whether I am there or not.’ The intimate tu of the first letters gave place to the formal voi; without a doubt the rigidity and monotony of the daily routine, and the duty and self-effacement required of her, had begun to weigh upon her spirits. Moreover, her relations with her large family of step-children (even though they were mostly at school) were not going too well. ‘I do not believe much in Ferdinando’s welcome,’ she wrote of the eldest boy, who was very little younger than herself, ‘but will defend myself as best I can.’ Finally, in a sentence whose meaning is not quite clear, there is a curious foreshadowing of the future. She was writing to her husband about a letter she had received from the Direttrice of her old school. ‘On one point’, she wrote, ‘she seems to be of your opinion—that is, as regards Cavalier Serventi.’14 Was the young wife already demanding one?

         Beneath the surface of this marriage—a typical marriage of convenience, it would seem, between April and December—there is an occasional glimpse of something darker, more sinister—an aspect which becomes evident as the story unfolds itself. The bird and the snake—that is the obvious image. Here is a man ‘skilled in seduction’, as his own grandson described him, a man whose acquisitiveness in later years reached ‘the point of mania’, so that one of his peasants said that there was a part of his land which he would never visit, because ‘he could not bear to see his boundaries’, a man whose rapacity, moreover, sprang ‘not so much from love of money as lust of power’. That is his own family’s opinion. ‘A gloomy, intriguing, proud, generous man’, says one report of the Austrian police; ‘a sordid, miserly spirit’, says another report—not so completely in contradiction with the first as might appear, since the generosity only showed itself in cases where, as in the restoration of the theatre, the benefactor could add thereby to his own prestige and power. A ‘man of property’—whose need to dominate and love of intrigue extended itself into his family life.

         I think it is not too much to maintain that Teresa was tied to her husband by a bond in which there was fascination as well as fear. I think that this rigid, eccentric, ironic old man, with suave formal manners, made use of his experience to gain, by a mixture of sensuality and violence, an evil and strange hold over his young bride. In the ‘Vie’, in her letters, as in her statement to the members of the ‘Sacra Rota’ (the Vatican tribunal), we find the same expressions constantly recurring: ‘his strange habits’—‘his eccentricity’. After her return to him in 1826, no longer an inexperienced child, but a woman who had been for four years Byron’s mistress, Teresa spoke of the impossibility of being ‘as vilely complaisant’ as he required; she told of nights when she had to lock herself up into her room and he attempted to batter down the door;15 she said that the reasons which led her to ask for a second separation were ‘of so vile a nature’16 that she could not speak of them except to her lawyer, or in confession. I cannot see in this only a calculating woman’s effort to get back her freedom, with as large an allowance as possible; nor do I believe, had that been the case, that she would have had the support of her step-children,—who themselves were so unhappy in their father’s house that, after Teresa’s departure, her stepson Ignazio helped his sisters to run away!17 

         And yet when, several years later, Teresa looked back, her remarks about her husband have, in spite of everything, a curiously exculpatory accent. ‘A man who cannot be judged like another’, she called him, ‘an eccentric’, ‘a man of great intelligence’18—and finally, after his death, she wrote: ‘I have always attributed his behaviour towards me to natural and invincible eccentricity, rather than to perfidiousness.’19 Only two months after her first separation from him, and at the height of her affair with Byron, Teresa was sending her husband a letter of condolence on the death of his eldest son, writing: ‘Indirectly, may I not still do you some good?’ And when, after their second separation, his eyesight gave him trouble, she consulted famous oculists for him in Paris and London. Perhaps the best comment is the one that Teresa herself wrote to Byron, on the subject of his relations with his wife: ‘The human heart is very complicated—and I fear I shall never be able to understand it.’

         
            * * *

         

         The year 1818, which introduced Teresa to matrimony, was Byron’s second year in Venice. Too much has been said elsewhere of his Venetian period to go over the ground again here. His own letters, and the accounts of his friends, have described the state of bitterness and despair in which he arrived there, and the immediate spell which the city—‘the greenest island of my imagination’—cast over him. They have described the great, bare rooms of the Palazzo Mocenigo, and the long procession of beautiful mistresses, queer animals and curious British visitors that passed through them; they have portrayed Marianna Segati and ‘Mme la Boulangère’, and all the lesser figures of his Venetian masquerade. Every episode, too, has been told and retold: the midnight swims in the Grand Canal, the rides on the Lido, the studious hours in the library of the Armenian monastery. It has all been noted with the pomposity of Hobhouse—the censoriousness of the Hoppners—the hero-worship of Shelley—the geniality of Moore. But it has all been seen only through English eyes. It may be amusing, for a change,—since every life has as many facets as it has observers—to watch Mylord for a moment through another peep-hole, that of his Italian acquaintances.

         Byron was no longer a novelty in Venetian society by the end of 1818; but, in the journalistic sense, he was always ‘news’. Wherever he went there was a rustle of chatter. Always there was a fresh story to tell about l’Anglico Mylord—so rich, so beautiful, so dissipated, so generous, so irascible. To a lady who dared to criticize one of his verses, he said he wished he could drown her in the sea—and as to his horsemanship, that was an even more tender subject. One day at Florian’s Café a young man permitted himself to show some amusement in describing Byron’s style of riding, and at once Byron slapped his face.20 Another sure way of arousing one of his sudden fits of rage was to attempt any translation of his work; a poor young Venetian began to translate ‘Manfred’,—and promptly Byron offered him whatever price he could obtain for what he had done, provided he would throw it into the fire. Some bargaining ensued, brought to an end by Byron’s threat that, if the translator would not accept the sum he offered, he would exchange it for a horsewhip.‡ ‘Lord Byron’, Teresa wrote in the ‘Vie’, ‘always dissuaded people from translating his poems. He said that it was quite enough to see his elucubrations dressed up in English garb but that to see them also in fancy-dress, was extremely disagreeable to him.’21

         But Byron could be as generous as he was high-handed. A young girl with a bundle of manuscripts which had been refused by every Venetian publisher, somehow managed to get into the Palazzo Mocenigo and began to tell him her story. While she was talking, Byron was scribbling something; then he changed the subject, and she thought her appeal had failed; but as she rose to say goodbye, he put a piece of paper in her hand: it was a cheque for several pounds. The house and press of a Venetian printer having been destroyed by fire, Byron headed the poor man’s subscription list with £150. A singer, the Cortesi, had a benefit night; the most generous gift she received was Byron’s purse, containing 50 golden napoleons. No wonder the Venetians chattered! ‘It is said that he has an income of 120,000 pounds sterling. And moreover his poems are paid by his editor at a pound a verse, a sum which he uses to help a noble friend who has lost his fortune.’22 

         It is said, it is said… what was not said? The eyes and ears of the Venetians were not less sharp, and their curiosity hardly less keen, than that of his fellow-countrymen at Geneva who had kept watch upon his garden with a telescope. In Venice, as elsewhere, he was a menagerie animal, a rhinoceros at the ball. After nights spent in unbelievable debaucheries, they whispered, he would leap from his bed, seize the sword which he always kept by his side, and, clad only in his night-shirt, would fence with the window-curtains! He breakfasted on a dish of rice, with a glass of water and vinegar; he supped on a snipe, with a glass of tea, two raw eggs and a biscuit. He was growing whiskers because someone had told him that without them he looked like a musician. When he went for his daily ride, a small crowd was always waiting on the quay, beside the Jewish Cemetery, watching for his return. He could not bear to see a woman eating (this was true). He had never seen the Piazza San Marco (so as not to be watched limping across it) except from the windows of Casa Cicognara or Casa Michiel. So the chatter went on. A great deal of it is to be found in the Cronaca of Count Francesco Rangone, a literary nobleman and an industrious gossip of Ferrara,—whose acquaintance Byron was to make a little later on in Bologna, but who, even before they had met, amused himself with collecting as many stories about him as he could, and setting them down under the title: ‘Peep at a very cultivated and rich, but strange Mylord.’

         
            He was able to attract the interest of an illustrious young lady, both cultivated and rich, who, having refused every proposal, desired to be united to a man of superior distinction. This she recognized in Lord Byron. Little time was needed to arrange the marriage, but the strange Lord, having achieved the first night, abandoned next day the unhappy Milady, who, being enceinte, gave birth to a little girl, who she constantly fears may be sent for by her singular husband. Mylord Byron then—disgusted with his own government for political reasons—left for Italy, printing his farewell to his wife beforehand and taking with him a Little Girl, issue of genial relations with a distinguished Damsel, whom he abandoned with the same indifference as his wife. The respectable Lord then established himself in Venice, bringing with him 24 servants, some dogs, parrots, monkeys and horses.

         

         As to the respectable Lord’s character:

         
            He seems indisposed towards his own government and the Austrian. He speaks freely, however, about everyone, and dedicates his life only to study and to the pleasures of Love. Also, even as he gives free rein to his thoughts, so also does he show no restraint in satisfying his desires, and even less in telling everyone about his amorous adventures… Dear to the Learned, he is not less so to the Fair—alike for his riches, for an appearance not to be despised, for his charming manners and the singularity of his character.23

         

         But Rangone’s information, as yet, was only second-hand, probably gathered chiefly from his brother, who was Contessa Benzoni’s Cavalier Servente, and had met Byron in her salon. A more entertaining account is that left us by assuredly the most assiduous—if not, as he would have liked to think, the most intimate—of Byron’s Venetian friends, Cavaliere Angelo Mengaldo. This Venetian Boswell was a stout solemn little man who had distinguished himself in the Napoleonic wars, taking part with great valour in the Russian campaign and saving the life of a fellow officer who was drowning in the Beresina—a Liberal, a Romantic, a snob, a writer of occasional verses—and, it is obvious from his diary, a quite insufferable bore. His first meeting with Byron took place in March 1818, at the house of the British Consul, Richard Hoppner, ‘un Anglais pas incommode’—by which Mengaldo meant, he explains, an Englishman who, although he showed a polite contempt for all that was not English, was yet ‘fairly civil’ to him.24

         But the meeting with Byron was a disappointment. ‘I could have wished him a little more courteous—that is to say, that he had spoken a little more Italian.’ Byron, by then, knew Italian well—but he would not take the trouble to speak it in another Englishman’s house. The acquaintance, however, continued; the next entry in Mengaldo’s diary describes Byron as an ‘être étonnant’, and soon the Cavaliere decided that nobody was so suited as he, by both circumstances and temperament, to become Byron’s closest friend in Venice. Were they not both Liberals, both Romantics, both regarded with suspicion by the Austrian police? Had they not both been unhappy in their family life? Had they not both meditated—or at least talked of—suicide? So Mengaldo industriously continued to frequent every conversazione where he might hope to see the English poet—and soon met him again at Contessa Benzoni’s. The conversation turned to swimming: Byron does not fail to describe his swims across the Hellespont and the Tigris; nor does Mengaldo keep silence about his swimming, under fire, across the Danube and the Beresina. For the first time, Byron showed some interest in his companion—but now there was a contretemps. Among the guests at Contessa Benzoni’s there were three other English people: a Colonel Montgomery (‘of serious and rather ferocious appearance, affable but reserved’) and his wife and sister. After supper, when Mengaldo was sitting beside Miss Montgomery, whom he afterwards discovered to have been a friend of Lady Byron’s, he saw the poet crossing the room, and said to his neighbour, ‘He is coming to speak to you.’ ‘He will not dare to,’ replied the young woman—and as Byron stopped to speak to her, she got up and cut him dead.§ Mengaldo spread the story all over Venice—it even reached Stendhal’s ears, and he wrote to a friend to say that Colonel Montgomery had challenged Byron to a duel. ‘La phrase de Byron avait été insignifiante, courte et archidécente; mais le souffle de ce monstre souille une beauté pâle et froide.’25 

         Then there was Byron’s and Mengaldo’s famous swimming-match. The versions given by the two chief protagonists (Alexander Scott, who was also with them, seems to have held his tongue) vary as much as one would expect. According to Mengaldo, they all started from the Lido, with two gondolas following them, and all three of them, having reached the Grand Canal together, started swimming down it; Mengaldo got out of the water at the Rialto, Scott at S. Felice and Byron only at S. Andrea (nearly at the end of the Grand Canal).

         But Byron in a subsequent letter to Murray says that: ‘At the entrance of the Grand Canal, Scott and I were a good way ahead, and we saw no more of our foreign friend, which, however, was of no consequence, as there was a Gondola to hold his cloathes and pick him up.’26

         He must have told the same tale in Venice at the time, for Mengaldo notes in his diary that everyone is talking of the match—‘mais’ he adds sadly, ‘pas tant en ma faveur. Lord Byron n’est plus si courtois qu’il était autre-fois.’ Nevertheless, as a souvenir of the swimming-match, Byron presented Mengaldo with a copy of his ‘Giaour’. ‘Ma fantaisie’, notes the recipient, ‘est fort agitée par cette lecture. Je crains que l’anglomanie ne me soit entrée dans le corps.’ And then comes a pathetic postscript: ‘Tout homme de génie m’enflamme et me transporte. Pourquoi ne le suis-je pas?’

         By the following January he is hopefully writing: ‘Il me témoigne plus de familiarité que je n’aurais pu m’attendre.’ The next week Byron entertains him with ‘le récit très intéressant de son mariage et de son amour… Sa vie est aussi romanesque que le genre de ses poésies.’ In February: ‘Chez Lord Byron; confidences mutuelles.’ During the Carnival balls they met almost every night—and now Mengaldo, convinced that he had a right to the position of Byron’s closest friend, began to be jealous of Alexander Scott. ‘A la redoute avec Lord Byron, mais sa première confidence me fut ravie par Scott. II en a le droit par son ancienneté [sic] par sa qualité d’Anglais, et j’ose même dire par son immoralité.’

         For Mengaldo, like so many of Byron’s friends, was at heart a Puritan. He, too, was passing from one light love-affair to another; but he was doing so like a good Catholic, with a proper sense of sin, and like a good citizen, with order and method. Byron treated his love affairs with the same casualness as everything else; this was truly shocking. On one occasion, on their way back from riding on the Lido, Mengaldo accompanied him to his Casino.27 This was the pleasure-house where Byron entertained his ‘Chorus of the Nine Muses’—the Venetian women whom the Fornarina’s jealousy would not allow to enter the Palazzo Mocenigo—and it was here that only a few months later he must have taken Teresa. We do not know what Mengaldo saw there, but we do know that he was deeply shocked: ‘Je fus effrayé de son horrible système.’ A few weeks later Byron allowed himself ‘mille plaisanteries’ with la Pallerini, a première danseuse with whom Mengaldo himself was in love. (‘Elle vous arrache les larmes, les cris de joie, de désespoir, d’étonnement, de frayeur.’) And then Madame Hoppner, that snake in the grass, had a conversation with him: ‘Découvertes sur le caractère de Lord Byron, très défavorables à lui.’ It was Byron’s peculiar lot to cause practically all his friends to turn into preachers or governesses. Madame de Stael lectured him about his private life at Coppet; Mr. Hobhouse in Albania; Mr. Hoppner on the Lido; Lady Blessington in Genoa. And now even the Cavaliere Mengaldo took it upon himself to improve him. Walking up and down the Riva degli Schiavoni, he told the noble Lord that he would be able to do much more for Italy if he first reformed his own morals. But it was not a success: ‘L’amitié de Lord Byron pour moi s’allentit: mes sermons n’étaient pas de son goût.’

         The friendship—if such a one-sided relationship can be so called—was over. But there was a curious sequel. When at the beginning of June Byron was leaving Venice, to follow Teresa to Ravenna, Mengaldo came to call upon him in the early morning, to say goodbye. ‘These hours were solemn ones for the friendship of the great poet of freedom and the soldier of Bonaparte.’ Mengaldo gave Byron a letter of introduction to friends in Ferrara, about which Byron—having made full use of it—subsequently wrote disagreeably to Hoppner: ‘Mengaldo gave me a letter for which I am grateful, which is a troublesome sensation.’28 But at the time, he did something very odd—and most characteristic. He drew out of his pocketbook a French cross of the Legion d’Honneur, and pinned it on to his friend’s chest, saying: ‘It could not be in a better place.’ Then he left Venice—having made at least one man happy.29

         And then there was an equally characteristic, if regrettable, epilogue. Mengaldo, left behind in Venice, continued to deplore Lord Byron’s dissolute habits; he gossiped with Contessa Benzoni; he repeated her remarks to Mrs. Hoppner. And Hoppner took up his pen and wrote a long letter to Byron attacking Contessa Guiccioli—and Byron supposed, rightly or wrongly, that Mengaldo had had a finger in the pie.

         ‘In future I shall be less kind to them,’ [Hoppner and Mengaldo] he wrote angrily to Scott—‘and you may tell Mengaldo so—a little tittle-tattling boasting parvenu—who never could forgive one’s beating him in his little narrow field—as we did hollow.’30

         
            * * *

         

         If I have dwelt so long upon these very minor episodes of Byron’s life in Venice, it is because they seem to me to throw some light upon the next phase of his life. They reveal to us how completely he had remained, in Venice, a foreigner. In the midst of all those inquisitive eyes, those outstretched hands, those uncompanionable companions, he was still alone. Towards the end of his time there, he was himself acutely aware of this, and showed it in an almost complete withdrawal from ‘good’ Venetian society. In the first year, he had assiduously frequented, for instance, the salon of Contessa Isabella Teotochi Albrizzi, who fancied herself as the Madame de Stael of Venice, and he had tried to make friends with the Italian men of letters whom he met at her house. But it was no good. Contessa Albrizzi herself was intelligent, but pretentious—the one fault Byron would never put up with—and her celebrities, in his eyes, were even worse: ‘Your literary everyday man and I never went well in company—especially your foreigner, whom I never could abide. Except Giordani—and—and—and—(I really can’t name any other) I do not remember a man amongst them whom I ever wished to see twice.’31 Giordani was the one exception, and we know that he warmly responded to Byron’s immediate liking for him. Byron had at first refused to be introduced to him, he told a friend in a letter, and then had only given way on condition that their conversation should not be ‘about his works, about poetry, or worst of all about the Romantics, whom he abominates! I kept the pact and our conversations were then so long and so intimate that the numerous assembly was surprised and amused.’ They spoke about Byron’s travels, about Italy, about politics.

         
            He hates and despises the French, who in 25 years have changed their government and opinions 19 times; he hates the English government, which tyrannizes over its own nation and the world;, but he does not despair of the human species… I found nothing in him of the arrogance of a man who had become so famous so young; nothing of English pride; nothing of the contempt which he shows all the time to some people.

         

         He showed Giordani the Segati’s portrait; he spoke of his wife. ‘He exhorted me to settle in Venice, so that we could see each other often.’32

         It sounds a most successful and agreeable evening. But Giordani did not stay in Venice; they never corresponded, and that acquaintance, too, faded away. And the Conversazioni at the Albrizzi’s became more and more wearisome, more and more self-consciously pedantic. Byron could not stand for ever looking at Canova’s bust of Helen, even though he thought it the most beautiful in the world.33 One evening he gave his arm to a young bride, who had just arrived and wished to see the famous bust. But she must have held her head so low, in shyness or fatigue, after three days of marriage and two of travelling, that he did not even notice her face, and Teresa also—for it was Teresa, on her wedding journey—declared the next day that she had not seen her companion.34 No foreshadowing of the future, no breath of a wing, touched them that night.

         And very soon after this evening, Byron quarrelled finally with the Albrizzi—who insisted on including him in her absurd gallery of literary portraits. He had seen enough, he decided, of Venetian society—and he knew only too well what his Venetian popularity was worth. ‘As to the “adoration” of the Venetians,’ he wrote later on to Scott, ‘you are, of course, laughing. I have never counted [on] their liking—but have done them no harm—at least not intentionally.’35 Of Venice he was not yet tired—‘all its disadvantages are more than compensated by the sight of a single gondola’36—but, after his early efforts to live like the Italians, he had gone back to his solitude. He rode with Hoppner and Scott at the Lido; he talked with his Armenian monks; he made love when he must. But of any equal companionship he was as deprived as if he had been living in the Sahara. He was ready, more than ready, for some deeper tie, some permanent human attachment.

         The only Conversazioni to which he occasionally still went were those of Contessa Marina Querini Benzoni—but they were a very different matter from Contessa Albrizzi’s.

         When Byron met Marina she was approaching sixty, but her gaiety, vitality and ardour endowed her favours—which it was said she did not deny to Mylord—with a perennial freshness. At the time of the French domination, she had danced with Ugo Foscolo in the Piazza San Marco round the Tree of Liberty, dressed only in an Athenian tunic, which revealed her fine legs and thighs. But, according to Teresa, ‘she was so kind, so charming and so tolerant, that no one asked her to account for what the morals of Venice had permitted to her in her youth’. After a liaison which had lasted for thirty years her Cavalier Servente, Count Giuseppe Rangone, ‘still considered her as a divinity’, and when, one morning, Byron inquired of him how the Contessa was today, he replied with the single word ‘Rugiadosa’.¶ Her embonpoint, however, was considerable—no doubt partly in consequence of her immoderate taste for polenta, which caused her, even when she went out in the ‘gloomy gaiety’ of her gondola, to conceal a smoking hot slice of that delicacy, which she nibbled at intervals, in her abundant bosom—a habit which earned for her the nickname of ‘el fumeto’. ‘Xe quà el fumeto!’ the gondoliers would cry, as they saw her pass.|| At the age of sixty she suddenly decided to marry Rangone, who was then seventy—and they enjoyed eleven more years of happiness together. Outspoken and vivacious, making no secret of her love of pleasure, gay and kind, her memory echoes to this day on the Venetian canals, in the love-song which she inspired, ‘La biondina in gondoleta’. And it was at a Conversazione at her house, under her sharp and observant eye, that Byron—for one really cannot count those five minutes at the Albrizzi’s—met, and fell in love with, Teresa Guiccioli Gamba. 
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            CHAPTER ONE

            Venice

         

         
            A stranger loves the Lady of the land

         

         Teresa Guiccioli was very reluctant, on that April evening, to go to Casa Benzoni. She had only arrived in Venice two days before, she was tired by the journey—and she was, moreover, in deep mourning for both her mother and her sister. Her husband, as usual, had insisted on going to the theatre—‘it was for him a necessity’—but to go on to Contessa Benzoni’s Conversazione seemed to her superfluous. She argued with her husband in the gondola, and finally, she tells us, gave way ‘merely out of obedience’, with tears in her eyes, ‘making him promise that they would not stay more than a few minutes. Hardly, however, had she entered, than she saw—sitting on the sofa opposite the door, beside another young man,—a figure that seemed to her ‘a celestial apparition’. ‘This meeting sealed the destiny of their hearts.’*

         The effect on Byron, however, seems to have been somewhat less immediate. When Contessa Benzoni wished to introduce him, he refused saying: ‘You know that I do not wish to meet any more ladies; if they are ugly because they are ugly and if they are pretty because they are pretty.’ It was only after a good deal of persuasion from his hostess and from Mr. Scott†—who said that surely he might make one exception, in a salon where beauty was far from common—that he gave way and allowed himself to be taken across the room and be introduced as ‘Pair d’Angleterre et son plus grand poète’. ‘This introduction,’ says Teresa, ‘placed on Byron’s lips one of those charming smiles which Coleridge so much admired and called the Gate of Heaven.’ He sat down beside her and they began to talk—about Venice and Ravenna, and also, says Teresa proudly, ‘with enthusiasm and assurance’ about Dante and Petrarch. ‘But already the subject of their conversation had become an accessory,’ and when Guiccioli at last came across the room to tell Teresa that the ‘few minutes’ of their visit had long since elapsed, ‘she rose to leave as if in a dream—and on crossing the threshold of the palace she realized that she no longer felt as tranquil as she had on entering. These mysterious attractions are too shaking to the soul and make one afraid!’1 

         At this point Teresa’s official narrative becomes somewhat vague. She speaks of meetings every evening at the theatre and afterwards at supper, of conversations always more intimate and more inexhaustible—of long gondola rides across the Lagoon—of sunsets at the Lido. ‘This existence,’ says Teresa, ‘seemed to them entirely natural and was already becoming necessary!’ But all the details are shrouded in a golden haze of romantic sentiment. Fortunately, however, we possess another document which is considerably more informative. It is Teresa’s ‘Confession’ to her husband.‡

         ‘I then felt attracted to him’, she says, after describing their first meeting,

         
            by an irresistible force. He became aware of it, and asked to see me alone the next day. I was so imprudent as to agree, on condition that he would respect my honour: he promised and we settled on the hour after dinner, in which you [Count Guiccioli] took your rest. At that time an old boatman appeared with a note, in an unknown gondola, and took me to Mylord’s gondola, where he was waiting, and together we went to a casino of his. I was strong enough to resist at that first encounter, but was so imprudent as to repeat it the next day, when my strength gave way—for B. was not a man to confine himself to sentiment. And, the first step taken, there was no further obstacle in the following days.2

         

         The long absences in her gondola, Teresa explained, were rendered possible by the presence of ‘a companion with whom she always went out, who had been a governess in the house and with whom she practised the French language’. This is the first appearance of another important character in the story: Fanny Silvestrini, the confidante. Though she may well have been a governess in Casa Guiccioli in her youth, this does not appear to have been her only profession, and at this time, most conveniently, she was the mistress of Lega Zambelli, who was Count Guiccioli’s steward and who subsequently passed into Byron’s service.

         It is her pen which relates some of the next stages of the story—and it was she who not only, with a gusto worthy of Juliet’s nurse, concealed and protected those first secret meetings, but subsequently transmitted Teresa’s letters to Byron. Her fluent, persuasive, interminable letters exhale an aroma of Goldonian comedy, a heavy breath of patchouli; almost we can hear the insinuating tones of her voice, in the soft Venetian dialect so suited to the language of love; we can see the abundant curves of her figure, reclining in Teresa’s gondola, as she patiently waits for the two lovers who have disappeared into the little house at S. Maria Zobenigo—and the hours pass, and the sun goes down, and a little cold wind springs up over the lagoon.

         During this time, according to Teresa, Byron showed occasional moods of ‘melancholy and preoccupation’, which she liked to attribute to his sense of duty and ‘his knowledge of the human heart’. But she frankly admits that she herself was quite simply and wholeheartedly happy. ‘She had known too little of life to reflect—and she gave up her soul entirely where her heart led. This Venice, without flowers, without trees, without scents, without birds, which had pleased her so little before, with its lugubrious gondolas instead of her team of horses, now seemed to her the abode of the very light of life, an earthly paradise.’3

         It would appear, however, that even Byron—accustomed as he was to easy conquests—was slightly taken aback by the extreme facility and publicity of this one.

         ‘She is pretty,’ he wrote to Hobhouse on April 6th, ‘but has no tact; answers aloud when she should whisper; talks of age to old ladies who want to pass for young; and this blessed night horrified a correct company at the Benzona’s by calling out to me “mio Byron”, in an audible key, during a dead silence of pause in the other prattlers, who stared and whispered their respective serventi!’4

         All the fans fluttered, and Teresa was delighted. She was far too pleased with the conquest of the most celebrated figure in Venice, to wish to keep it to herself.

         Rangone, naturally, does not fail to mention such a delightful new titbit.

         
            The arrival of the noble Young Lady gave a new direction to Mylord’s gallantries. The fair nymph was flattered by his attentions and, renouncing any attempt at decorum, made herself an object of general conversation by her unreserved behaviour. Mylord himself warned her, but Mylord himself also told everyone of her gracious favours.5

         

         Byron’s private meetings, however, with Teresa, were very few in number. ‘We had but ten days’, he wrote to Kinnaird, ‘to manage all our little matters in’,6 and added in a later letter that ‘the essential part of the business’ had only lasted ‘four continuous days’.7 ‘Earthly Paradises’, wrote Teresa sadly, ‘cannot be expected to endure.’ She was suddenly informed by her husband that they would be leaving two days later for their country estate on the Po, and was so much dismayed that she at once hurried off, in the company of an old family friend, to the theatre, in the hope of meeting Byron and telling him the sad news herself. She did indeed at once meet him in the lobby and ‘almost involuntarily followed him into his box and told him of her troubles’. ‘This box’, she adds, ‘was generally used by men only, and was always the target of Venetian curiosity; one can imagine that this was increased a hundredfold by the young lady’s presence!’ The opera was Rossini’s Othello, and ‘in the midst of this atmosphere of melody and harmonious passion… they realized what they were going to lose’.8 When, however, the Count rejoined his wife at the theatre, he showed no traces of jealousy but invited Lord Byron to visit them in Ravenna—and when, on the following evening, the moment for departure arrived, it was on Byron’s arm that Teresa descended into her gondola—while once again he promised to rejoin her as soon as possible.

         ‘This promise’, says Teresa, ‘seemed doubly solemn in the silence of the night and the starlight, and gave to both their hearts the courage that was so badly needed.’9 Her gondola—(for apparently they were making the journey by night)—stole across the lagoon in the starlight, with no sound but the faint lapping of the gondolier’s oars; ‘her heart stayed behind in Venice’.

         The estate to which Count Guiccioli was taking his wife, on their way back to Ravenna, Cà Zen, had recently been bought by him from the Zeno family and lay at the mouth of the Po, in a desolate marsh. The great plain—frequently flooded when the rivers broke their banks—was unshaded by a single bush or tree; only a vast expanse of rough, tangled grass and wild marshland stretched from the river to the lagoon. The only sound was that of the wind and the wailing of sea-birds; the only sight, an occasional fisherman’s boat, moored beside its nets in the river. In this melancholy setting—‘with no one to speak to, without music, almost without books, waiting for the Count to come back from his business expeditions’—Teresa now spent her days, remembering the delights of Venice and writing long, unhappy letters to her lover. These, she tells us, she took to the post at the neighbouring village of Loreo—sending them, as we shall see, under cover to the obliging Fanny Silvestrini.

         We do not possess these letters. The first was forwarded to Byron on April 13th by Fanny Silvestrini, with a note in which she said that she would bring any subsequent letter to him in person; the second was sent under cover of the following letter from Fanny.

         
            FANNY SILVESTRINI TO BYRON10


            [APRIL 19TH, 1819]

            
                

            

            My Lord: The most afflicted Teresina, on leaving here, begged only one thing of me—that I should try to see Mylord, and speak to him of her, always of her—in order to bring her back more vividly to his memory. This, Mylord, is why I sought the honour of seeing you, and am seeking it again today, if I may do so without being impertinent.

            Permit me also to remind you that the aforesaid Teresina is counting on a letter from you on Thursday, when she will arrive in Ravenna, and that the post leaves tomorrow at midday. I hope you will not render her expectations vain.

            I enclose a second note. Awaiting your commands, pray honour me with your kindness and accept my humble duty.

            FANNY

         

         To Teresa, Fanny described at some length how faithfully she was carrying out her role as go-between. 

         
            FANNY SILVESTRINI TO CONTESSA GUICCIOLI

            VENICE

            APRIL 19TH, [1819]

            
                

            

            My dear Friend: Without any preamble let me tell you that on the morning of the 13th, M[ylord] had your note on awakening, that every day I went to the post office to fetch any others, and that only yesterday evening your other letter reached me, which now, while I am writing, should be reaching its destination. If by a man’s words one may judge his heart, if it adds to your happiness to be certain of the love, the tenderness of M[ylord], I will tell you that he loves you with the greatest enthusiasm and ardour, of which the most susceptible heart is capable. He has sworn and declared to me, in the short time that we have seen each other, that this is not a mere flash nor a whim, but a true sentiment—and that you have made on him an impression that can never be erased. He vows he is completely estranged from anything that could distract him, and he is impatiently awaiting your letter, which no doubt will cheer him at his awakening. I exhort you, I advise you, I beg you, dear Friend, to be circumspect and prudent, lest the intensity of your love betray you, and to remember that sometimes a first strong inclination may be decisive for a whole life-time. I will not write about the chatter of the idle gossips (for the affair of the Box gave them full scope). Today they have ceased talking about it—and the unconventional—male and female—are all on your side.

            Today I will go out about your errands, but I fear I shall not succeed in doing anything at such prices, the gilt bronze beads especially—for they are asking not five but eight Lira a string, as you should well remember, since you were present. As to the feathers, it shall be done, and when I have fresh instructions and M[ylord] goes to Ravenna I shall be able to send you everything. I embrace you with all my heart and am, believe me, always at your service.

            FANNY  

         

         And now, at last, we have Byron’s first letter to Teresa. The original is enclosed, together with his next three letters, in a folder, inscribed in Teresa’s hand: ‘4 letters from Lord Byron. First series. From our first acquaintance to his arrival in Ravenna.’ On another small sheet of paper is written: ‘The address I gave him to write to me in Ravenna:

         Al Signor Don Gaspare Perelli

         Ravenna.’               

         This obliging priest was living in Ravenna, and continued to be of considerable assistance to the two lovers, after Byron’s arrival. ‘By the aid of a Priest,’ Byron was writing to Hoppner in June, ‘a Chambermaid, a young Negro-boy, and a female friend, we are enabled to carry on our unlawful loves.’11 Later on in the year, when Byron had gone to Bologna, we find Don Gaspare writing to him—in a half-educated style and hand—to tell him how much he would have liked to go to the great annual fair at Lugo. ‘But the lack of money is keeping me in town. If you had been in Ravenna, who knows but that I might not have had some help to go to the Fair!’12

         
            BYRON TO CONTESSA GUICCIOLI

            VENICE

            APRIL 22ND, 1819

            
                

            

            My dearest Love: Your dearest letter came today and gave me my first moment of happiness since your departure. My feelings correspond only too closely to the sentiments expressed in your letter, but it will be very difficult for me to reply in your beautiful language to your sweet expressions, which deserve an answer in deeds, rather than words. I flatter myself, however, that your heart will be able to suggest to you what and how much mine would like to say to you. Perhaps if I loved you less it would not cost me so much to express my thoughts, but now I have to overcome the double difficulty of expressing an unbearable suffering in a language foreign to me. Forgive my mistakes, the more barbarous my style, the more will it resemble my Fate away from you. You, who are my only and last love, who are my only joy, the delight of my life—you who are my only hope—you who were—at least for a moment—all mine—you have gone away—and I remain here alone and desolate. There, in a few words, is our story! It is a common experience, which we must bear like so many others, for love is never happy, but we two must suffer more, because your circumstances and mine are equally extraordinary. But I don’t want to think of all this, let us love

            
                

            

            … let us love now

            When love to love can give an answering vow.13

            
                

            

            When Love is not Sovereign in a heart, when everything does not give way to him, when all is not sacrificed to him, then it is Friendship—esteem—what you will—but no longer Love.

            You vowed to be true to me and I will make no vows to you; let us see which of us will be the more faithful. Remember that, when the time comes that you no longer feel anything for me, you will not have to put up with my reproaches; I shall suffer, it is true, but in silence. I know only too well what a man’s heart is like, and also, a little, perhaps, a woman’s; I know that Sentiment is not in our control, but is what is most beautiful and fragile in our existence. So, when you feel for another what you have felt for me, tell me so sincerely—I shall cease to annoy you—I shall not see you again—I shall envy the happiness of my rival, but shall trouble you no more. This however I promise you: You sometimes tell me that I have been your first real love—and I assure you that you shall be my last Passion. I may well hope not to fall in love again, now that everything has become indifferent to me. Before I knew you—I felt an interest in many women, but never in one only. Now I love you, there is no other woman in the world for me.

            You talk of tears and of our unhappiness; my sorrow is within; I do not weep. You have fastened on your arm a likeness that does not deserve so highly; but yours is in my heart, it has become part of my life, of my soul; and were there another life after this one, there too you would be mine—without you where would Paradise be? Rather than Heaven without you, I should prefer the Inferno of that Great Man buried in your city, so long as you were with me, as Francesca was with her lover.

            My sweetest treasure—I am trembling as I write to you, as I trembled when I saw you—but no longer—with such sweet heartbeats. I have a thousand things to say to you, and know not how to say them, a thousand kisses to send you—and, alas, how many Sighs! Love me—not as I love you—for that would make you too unhappy, love me not as I deserve, for that would be too little—but as your Heart commands. Do not doubt me—I am and always shall be your most tender lover.

            BYRON

            
                

            

            VENICE

            APRIL 22ND, 1819

            
                

            

            P.S. How much happier than I is this letter: which in a few days will be in your hands—and perhaps may even be brought to your lips. With such a hope I am kissing it before it goes. Goodbye—my soul.

            
                

            

            APRIL 23RD, 4 O’CLOCK

            
                

            

            At this moment two other letters of yours have come! The irregularity of the post has been a great trouble to us both—but pray—my Love, do not lose faith in me. When you do not get news from me—believe that I am dead, rather than unfaithful or ungrateful. I will answer your dearest letters soon. Now the post is going—I kiss you ten thousand times.14

         

         On the superscription is added, in Byron’s hand:

         
            Written April 22nd, 1819.

            April 28th, 1820. I have re-read it in Ravenna, after a year of most singular events.

            
                

            

            VENICE

            APRIL 25TH, 1819

            
                

            

            My Love: I hope you have received my letter of the 22nd, addressed to the person in Ravenna of whom you told me, before leaving Venice.—You scold me for not having written to you in the country—but—how could I? My sweetest treasure, you gave me no other address but that of Ravenna. If you knew how great is the love I feel for you, you would not believe me capable of forgetting you for a single instant. You must become better acquainted with me—perhaps one day you will know that although I do not deserve you—I do indeed love you.

            You want to know whom I most enjoy seeing, since you have gone away, who makes me tremble and feel—not what you alone can arouse in my soul—but something like it? Well, I will tell you—it is the old porter whom Fanny used to send with your notes when you were in Venice—and who now brings your letters—still dear, but not so dear as those which brought the hope of seeing you that same day at the usual time. My Teresa, where are you? Everything here reminds me of you—everything is the same, but you are not here, and I still am. In separation the one who goes away suffers less than the one who stays behind. The distraction of the journey, the change of scene, the landscape, the movement, perhaps even the separation, distracts the mind and lightens the heart. But the one who stays behind is surrounded by the same things; tomorrow is like yesterday—while only She is lacking who made him forget that a tomorrow would ever come. When I go to the Conversazione, I give myself up to Tedium, too happy to suffer ennui rather than grief. I see the same faces—hear the same voices—but no longer dare to look towards the sofa where I shall not see you any more—but instead some old crone who might be Calumny personified. I hear, without the slightest emotion, the opening of that door which I used to watch with so much anxiety when I was there before you, hoping to see you come in. I will not speak of much dearer places still, for there I shall not go—until you return. I have no other pleasure than thinking of you, but I do not see how I could see again the places where we have been together—especially those most consecrated to our love—without dying of grief.

            Fanny is now in Treviso—and God knows when I shall have any more letters from you—but meanwhile I have received three; you must by now have arrived in Ravenna—I long to hear of your arrival; my fate depends upon your decision. Fanny will be back in a few days—but tomorrow I shall send her a note by a friend’s hand to ask her not to forget to send me your news, if she receives any letters before returning to Venice.

            My Treasure—my life has become most monotonous and sad; neither books, nor music, nor Horses (rare things in Venice—but you know that mine are at the Lido)—nor dogs—give me any pleasure; the society of women does not attract me; I won’t speak of the society of men, for that I have always despised. For some years I have been trying systematically to avoid strong passions, having suffered too much from the tyranny of Love. Never to feel admiration15—and to enjoy myself without giving too much importance to the enjoyment in itself—to feel indifference towards human affairs—contempt for many, but hatred for none,—this was the basis of my philosophy. I did not mean to love any more, nor did I hope to receive Love. You have put to flight all my resolutions—now I am all yours—I will become what you wish—perhaps happy in your love, but never at peace again. You should not have reawakened my heart—for (at least in my own country) my love has been fatal to those I love—and to myself. But these reflections come too late. You have been mine—and, whatever the outcome—I am, and eternally shall be, entirely yours. I kiss you a thousand and a thousand times—but

            
                

            

            What does it profit you, my heart, to be beloved?

            What good to me to have so dear a lover? 

            Why should a cruel fate

            Separate those whom love has once united?§

            
                

            

            Love me—as always your tender and faithful    B.

         

         Teresa meanwhile—after a short stay in another of her husband’s new estates near Pomposa—had arrived in Ravenna. But she says that the violent emotions of the last few weeks, her depression since her separation from Byron, and the discomfort of the journey, had so much affected her health that she fainted several times on the way, and on getting home immediately took to her bed. She then—to the alarm of her friends and relations—gave herself up to a mysterious illness, whose symptoms she poetically described as consisting chiefly of a consumptive cough (this was a hereditary ailment in her family) and of frequent swoons, ‘in which her spirit skimmed over the Venetian lagoons’. On returning to consciousness, she would speak of ‘melodious sounds, perfumes of unfamiliar sweetness, and smiles of a celestial countenance’, and reproved her anxious relatives, who were gathered round her bed, for awakening her from ‘such a delicious dream’.16

         The more prosaic truth, however, is that she was having a miscarriage which had begun at Pomposa,17 a fact she took considerable pains to conceal, by attempting to erase, both in a letter of Fanny’s and in one of Byron’s, the word miscarriage (which is, however, still legible in both cases) and substituting for it the word ‘illness’. It is difficult to understand why she took so much trouble, since at this early date the baby could not possibly have been Byron’s—unless she thought it more romantic to be suffering from consumption. Byron himself felt no such delicacy, and on May 15th he was writing to Kinnaird:

         

         
            It was my intention to have left Venice tomorrow on my journey to R[avenna]—but the lady has miscarried and her recovery seems more remote than was expected.18

         

         And in a later letter he added:

         
            I can’t tell whether I was the involuntary Cause of the miscarriage, but certes I was not the father of the foetus, for she was three months advanced before our first passade, and whether the Count was the parent or not I can’t imagine; perhaps he might.19

         

         The following letter of Fanny’s enclosed two letters of Byron’s written on May 3rd, one to Teresa and one to Fanny.

         
            FANNY SILVESTRINI TO CONTESSA GUICCIOLI

            VENICE

            MAY 4TH, [1819]

            
                

            

            My dear Friend: I was in Treviso when I received your letter with the errand about Elmetto¶ and also the one bringing the news of your illness. I did not answer either the one or the other, wishing to see B[yron] first, and after five days’ stay here, having returned to Venice, my first care was to see him, and I found him, I assure you, most unhappy about that unpleasant accident, and immoderately in love with you, I vow, my Teresina. Then, when he only saw your letter to me of the 26th and observed that you had not mentioned two letters of his written on the 19th or 20th of last month, he became very ill-humoured, supposing that you had never received them, or you would have acknowledged them.

            I reassured him as best I could, telling him that you would have complained openly to me; and this calmed him, and after much talk, all about you, about the journey he is planning to make, and about his love, I left him, assuring him that by the first courier he would receive your letters, with the acknowledgment of his. Yesterday evening, indeed, I sent one to him, so that he should have time to write to you before the post (for you know the Young Gentleman sleeps until two) and, behold, this morning he sent me this answer to forward to you, with a few lines which I enclose, so that you may see and feel in what a fever he is about these letters, which doubtless have been lost, although sent to the same address as the one I wrote to you on the evening of the 16th, if I am not mistaken, and which you have already acknowledged. For Heaven’s Sake, my dear, ask P[erelli] about it and show all necessary prudence, so that no unpleasant accident may occur. 

            I have written to you by post a letter that can be shown, so that the Cavaliere,|| who knows our correspondence, may not be surprised at seeing it suspended, and begin to draw conclusions. Pray write to me, if he is in a good humour with you, this interests me very much for the sake of your peace. No friend loves you as much as I do, and none will ever give you such good advice as I, because I know by experience how important is a first passion, which often shapes our whole Destiny.

            As for the rest, I can again assure you that you are truly loved, that I see in him a violent passion—not affected, but real. He told me that he had already sent his horses ahead, in order to get ready for the journey, which will crown his happiness by seeing you. Do not give yourself away then, for pity’s sake; be reserved in public, remember that He is the most rigid of Censors.

            I will tell you, too, for your comfort, that B[yron] is truly faithful to you, because I have not failed to observe him from a distance, and nothing did I see which could make me think him guilty. He swears, indeed, that he could not be, because you are too much attached to him for him to renounce, even for a single instant, the sentiment that you have inspired in him. So be happy, my dear Teresina, and may the ghosts of jealousy and suspicion always keep away from you. Tell P[erelli] to be careful, for God’s sake.

            Today at four I shall go to B[yron] to comfort him, see how he begs me to. Be assured of my friendship and command me.

            I embrace you with all my heart and am for life your affectionate friend.

            BYRON TO FANNY SILVESTRINI

            VENICE

            MAY 3RD, 1819

            
                

            

            Just now, at home.

            
                

            

            Teresa’s letter says nothing about having received my two letters, and I am in the greatest distress. What can have happened to these letters? Pray write to her and assure her that I have not failed to keep my promise, nor in my duty—and that I love her more, much more, than my life. Perhaps your letters will be more fortunate—meanwhile here is my third—which you can send to the same address. Do me the very great favour of coming to me at four o’clock for a minute. I don’t know what to say—or think—T[eresa]’s letter is of the 26th.

            Forgive me this and all the other trouble I have occasioned. Ever yours

            BYRON TO CONTESSA GUICCIOLI

            [VENICE]

            [MAY 3RD, 1819]

            
                

            

            My Soul: This time friendship has prevailed over love, and Fanny has been more fortunate than I in seeing your writing. Your very dear letter from Ravenna, however, caused me great grief by telling me that you have been ill** although I still trust that this will not bring about other consequences; and it is in this hope that I am writing to ask you to send me more precise news about the state of your health. I attributed your illness to riding,—but you write as if there were some other cause and do not tell me the real reason—pray clear up the mystery, which you have not wanted to tell the doctors. 

            Fanny has already come back from Treviso. I am waiting for your answer to know when to undertake my journey and how to behave on my arrival. Remember that I have no other object in taking this journey but that of seeing you—and loving you. I neither seek nor want diversions—introductions—Society—all very tedious things. It would suit me better to be with you in a desert, rather than without you in Mahomet’s paradise, which is considerably more agreeable than ours.

            I shall seek you, you alone; if only I can see you for a few moments every day, I shall be able to spend the rest of the time with your image; if there were to be a minute in which I did not think of you, I would consider myself unfaithful. Our love and my thoughts will be my sole companions, books and horses my only distractions, except for a little trip to Rimini, in order not to break a promise made to a friend in England three years ago20 that, if ever I should see that city, I would send him any tradition about the story of Francesca (if any such remain there) beside what is to be found in Dante. This story of a fatal love, which has always interested me, now interests me doubly, since Ravenna holds my heart.

            I long to embrace you and leave the rest to fate, which cannot be cruel, so long as it leaves me your love. I kiss you with all my soul—a thousand and a thousand times—and am eternally your lover.

            
                

            

            P.S. This is my third letter—to the address given—I trust in God that none has gone wrong.

         

         From the last letter it would appear that Byron was only awaiting his mistress’s instructions, to set off for Ravenna. But when at last they came, her plans for their meeting were so childishly imprudent and impracticable—as is shown in Fanny’s next letter—that he decided to put off his departure. ‘I was still required to set out;’ he told Kinnaird, ‘but my instructions were a little confused, and though I am really much in love, yet I see no great use in not adopting a little caution.’21 The experienced Fanny did not fail to observe Mylord’s reluctance with dismay, and hastened to send her young friend some prudent advice. She fully realized what Teresa was still too inexperienced to know, that Byron—like most libertines—was a stickler for public behaviour: ‘Remember that He is your severest Censor.’

         As for Byron—it is clear that he was both irritated and puzzled—‘She is the queerest woman I ever met with,’ he told Kinnaird, ‘for in general they cost one something one way or other, whereas by an odd combination of circumstances, I have proved an expense to Her which is not my custom…’

         But these romantic, uncontrolled love-letters were beginning to alarm him—had he got another Caroline Lamb on his hands? Teresa, he reflected, was ‘much prettier and not so savage. But she has the same red-hot head, the same noble disdain of public opinion, with the superstructure of all that Italy can add to such natural dispositions’.22 His friends, too, were urging him to be cautious. The Venetian ladies, says Teresa, were overcome by jealousy, and in their fear of losing him told tales about her to Hoppner, depicting besides, in the darkest colours, her husband’s character for jealousy and violence.23 And Hoppner was only too delighted to repeat every word of it to his friends.

         Hobhouse, too, had something to say on the subject:

         
            If you are making love to a Romagnuola, and she only nineteen, you will have some jobs upon your hands, which will leave you few spare moments. Don’t you go after that terra firma lady; they are very vixens, in those parts especially, and I recollect when I was at Ferrara seeing or hearing of two women in the hospital who had stabbed one another… and all per gelosia! Take a fool’s advice for once, and be content with your Naiads, your amphibious fry; you make a very pretty splashing with them in the lagune, and I recommend constancy to the neighbourhood. Go to Romagna indeed! Go to old Nick, you’ll never be heard of afterwards, except your ghost should be seen racing with Guido Cavalcanti in the wood.24

         

         So, with so many influences against her, Teresa’s despairing appeals remained unanswered, and Byron stayed on in Venice.

         
            FANNY SILVESTRINI TO CONTESSA GUICCIOLI

            VENICE

            MAY 11TH, 1819

            
                

            

            My Dear and Amiable Friend: Your letter, dated the 7th of this month has saddened my heart greatly by your illness. I was expecting better news, although your postscript of the 8th consoled me a little, telling me of your improvement after the blood-letting. It is certain that mild remedies do nothing but protract the evil and weakness follows in any case, even without being caused by blood-letting, and the Cavaliere has done very well to allow what is perhaps the only remedy for inflammation. I am impatiently expecting your news and I beg you not to disappoint us.

            Two hours after receiving your letter, I went to B[yron] with your enclosure, certain of giving him pleasure, and indeed he showed it in his most cordial manner towards me. I was about to read him my letter first, but he said impatiently, ‘and are there no letters for me?’ ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘but wait.’—‘Well, but it is too long to wait.’

            I began, but he made the excuse that he could not see by the light of a single lamp, and went to fetch another, and meanwhile, would you believe it, stole from the sofa, on which it was lying, your letter which I had set aside, and, turning away, opened it and read half of it. Then he could not but come back with the light, and I went on reading my letter, and he his.

            I vow to you, my dear, that he seemed to me much affected by your illness. We spoke a great deal about both the letters, he commented a great deal on them and pulled them to pieces, but there is one passage which he simply cannot interpret—that in which you speak of the Zinnani coming to Venice for the same purpose as the other (the inn-keeper) and for another reason which I will tell you by word of mouth and which I deplored so much that it caused me to write rather coldly by last post. He does not know how to interpret all this and begs me to ask you for an explanation. If he does not write by this post, it is because he has already prepared a letter which, now that he has received yours, will not do at all, but he will certainly write by the next post.

            Meanwhile, my dear Teresina, be very certain that he loves you with the most intense, most vivid and most fervent love†† but not with a love that blinds him to reality, and this, I assure you, will help a great deal to shield you from the storm by which I see you excessively shaken. Listen, but remember and be certain that he loves you, and let that be enough to reassure you. He had prepared everything necessary for his departure, and not before the 20th he would already have started, but reflection and the instructions you gave him, not well suited to your circumstances, have caused him to put it off for the present, unless you can give him some more precise instructions, tempered by prudence.

            For instance, the inn will not do for him, nor for you either, for that woman would always be dangerous for you, not for him, and just because of this she might make scenes and compromise you, beware with whom! And secondly, to meet in the theatre would certainly be an unwise step: Love knows no precautions, especially when it burns in a young heart. You will give yourself away in the eyes of the public, and soon in those of your husband—what would happen then? The Town is small, the resources for two lovers are few, perhaps none at all,—but do not be afraid, Teresina,—if you absolutely wish it, he will come, he will come at any cost, he will come, I vow it on his behalf, for he told me that if it were a question of seeing you but once, even in your convalescence, he would certainly do it, and would thus fulfil the wishes of his own heart by following both his love and his duty. 

            You see, therefore, from these remarks and reflections of his, that he is aiming at your happiness and at preserving that Love which, if known, would bring about tragic consequences, and to him the most cruel of all, that of having to break off your relationship. During our talk, be sure, my dear and tender friend, I wished you to have this satisfaction, but in my heart I applauded him, for I realize that you are caught up in a great storm of passion, while he, familiar with strong emotions, desires you intensely, but more wisely, and does not wish for your destruction. But you will say that he moralizes too much, is too subtle, and I will at once silence you by saying that in spite of all this, one sign from you, and he will fly to your arms. I know for certain and must say it in honour of truth and in your honour, that he has been so full of you that he has not allowed himself any diversion, for all Byron’s diversions are proclaimed by the whole of Venice; but now no one hears any more talk about him, than if he were dead in that respect, and however much I have examined his conduct, I have not been able to find him wanting in the least way. This too should console you. You, meanwhile, try to recover, so that your B[yron] may find your beauty, your freshness, and your amiability, unimpaired.

            Rest in my friendship and be certain that I shall always speak to you the language of the purest sincerity. Farewell, Farewell. Your Friend.

         

         In spite of Fanny’s assurances, it was hardly true that Byron was ‘not allowing himself any diversions’. He was, indeed, in the thick of an entanglement with a noble Venetian girl of eighteen, called Angelica, who had been locked up on a diet of ‘prayers and bread and water’ by ‘her flinty-hearted father’. This was a setting to Byron’s taste, and on May 18th—according to a letter to John Murray—he was falling into the Grand Canal on a nocturnal visit to her. 

         
            In going, about an hour and a half ago, to a rendezvous with a Venetian girl… I tumbled into the Grand Canal… my foot slipped in getting into my gondola to set out (owing to the cursed slippery steps of their palaces) and in I flounced like a Carp, and went dripping like a Triton to my Sea nymph.25

         

         This was the letter which Murray considered ‘really too gross’,—but what is stranger—or perhaps, since it was Byron, not strange at all—is that on the very night before this absurd incident, he was writing a tender letter to Augusta.

         
            I have never ceased, nor can cease to feel for a moment that perfect and boundless attachment which bound and binds me to you—which renders me utterly incapable of real love for any other human being—for what could they be to me after you… I can never be other than I have been—and whenever I love anything it is because it reminds me in some way or other of yourself…26

         

         What are we to make of all this? Augusta—and this it is indeed difficult to understand—forwarded the whole letter to Annabella, saying:

         
            He is surely to be considered a Maniac—I do not believe any feelings expressed are by any means permanent—only occasioned by the passing and present reflection and occupation of writing to the unfortunate Being to whom they are addressed…27

         

         This is no place to enter into the Augusta controversy—vital as it is—but perhaps the key to this particular letter, and to Byron’s state of mind at this time, lies in the sentence, ‘Whenever I love anything, it is because it reminds me in some way or other of yourself’.

         Was it not Teresa who sent his thoughts back to Augusta—and the memory of Augusta, that in future would send him back to Teresa? ‘I am damnably in love… and nothing but hope keeps me alive seriously’.28

         But still he stayed on in Venice—and still Teresa waited. 

         
            FANNY SILVESTRINI TO CONTESSA GUICCIOLI

            VENICE

            MAY 14TH [1819]

            
                

            

            My Sweet Friend: Here is a fresh letter for you. I do not yet know whether I shall receive any from you today; my many domestic duties have prevented me till now from going to the post, but now I will go. You will have received my letter dated the 11th. This evening B[yron] expects me, probably to talk to me about his journey, as to which I shall encourage him…

            He does indeed love you. Do not doubt it, my friend. I embrace you and assure you once again that I am your most faithful

            FANNY

            BYRON TO CONTESSA GUICCIOLI

            VENICE

            MAY 20TH, 1819

            
                

            

            My Love: I had written you a letter to go by the last post, which I did not send because yours, which arrived on the same day, was in fact an answer to my questions about the journey we had planned. I hope that Fanny wrote to you, as I begged her to do. Your illness is causing me great anxiety and it seems to me that you have not made up your mind whether my arrival at such a moment would be quite fitting. Meanwhile I am still awaiting your news, to know whether I shall start or not. I remember you told me that in June you would be going to Bologna,—and perhaps, in view of all circumstances, our meeting there would be more convenient, not only for appearances, but also for our own happiness. Certainly there you would be less exposed to gossip than in your own town. I am writing in a great hurry and in very great agitation—but pray believe that I am always the same towards you. I love you—I cannot find words to express to what degree,—but time will prove and you yourself will see, that you have become the only object for which I live and for which I would die.

            Your instructions, my Treasure, are a little confused; our first meeting is not to take place ‘at the theatre’, and ‘the landlady of the Inn’—of whom you say so many nice things!! Listen, my Soul, if she is as you say, it would be necessary for me to make love to her;—Yes or no? If I do, she will have a certain right to play the Spy on us—and if not, she will do it out of spite, for a woman of that sort never forgives being despised.

            I do not at all understand your allusions to Signora Z[inanni] whom I have not the honour of knowing, except perhaps by sight during the Carnival. How then can that woman come into our affairs? I do not know her—she does not know me—how can or could it be in her power to distress you? Yet you say you are distressed about her, without explaining the reason.

            My love, I kiss you with all my soul—think of me as eternally your most tender and faithful

            FANNY SILVESTRINI TO CONTESSA GUICCIOLI

            VENICE

            MAY 24TH, 1819

            
                

            

            My Friend: And why do you not write, my dear Friend? I will tell you, what I have already said, that your silence is the reason that B[yron] is not already in your arms. He had already twice settled the date of his departure, and twice put it off, always waiting for your letters. The other day, however, after posting my letter dated the 20th, I thought of sending again to the post to see if there were any letters from you, and in fact I did find one, with another inside it, which I at once took to him myself. I cannot express to you his pleasure in receiving it, he assured me that he had slept badly the night before for lack of it, and he finally settled to wait for any letters that might come today, and then to leave tomorrow, Tuesday. So there you are, my Friend, deprived for the second time of a visit you so much desire. But he will certainly come, and if we have your answer he will leave on Saturday of this week. It is therefore for you to press him in your letters; I, too, beg you to do so, so that I may see two people gay and happy.

            What you will like to know is that I am writing at his writing-desk, opposite him, while he is looking through your letters, putting some aside, taking up others, in short I can only confirm to you that he loves you very much, my dear Teresina, and that you are happy to possess the heart and affections of the most amiable and most gracious person, while he on his part is happy to be loved by you, whose virtues are always recalled by him to me, with all the enthusiasm of love.

            Farewell, my dearest Friend. I think that the postscript will please you more than the letter. Your

            FANNY

            
                

            

            
                

            

            P.S. [in Byron’s hand]

            
                

            

            I should have started on Wednesday, if I had had your letters. Being without them, I am still in a very ill humour and desire nothing but to receive some so as to be able to decide to start. Pray write to me, but in any case I shall leave on Saturday.—I kiss you a thousand times with my whole Heart and am eternally your most tender and faithful Lover.

            FANNY SILVESTRINI TO CONTESSA GUICCIOLI

            VENICE

            MAY 28TH, 1819

            
                

            

            My dear Friend: God be praised, I have finally received three letters of yours at once, one for me, one from Perelli dated the 22nd, which should have come by the previous post, and another written indeed by Perelli, but dictated by you. 

            So, my poor Teresina, you are ill, and your very illness keeps your medicine away. Your lover, to fulfil his duty and to satisfy his love, and the desires of his heart, should already be in your arms. Three times he has got everything ready for the journey, and three times he was delayed by the uncertainties, the postponements and the vague instructions in your letters. But now he will not wait any longer. He is leaving tomorrow, as you will see from his postscript. He will stay in Bologna, awaiting there the letter you have promised, which I will send on as soon as I get it. So we agreed yesterday evening, when I took him your letter.

            I cannot find words to describe to you his anxiety about your silence by the last post. When he saw me yesterday evening, he looked at me without saying a word, and I, knowing how much he needed consolation, at once gave the packet to him: he took it, with an expression of pleasure, then, shutting and opening his fine eyes, he put his hand upon his heart, as if to feel what it was saying to him, then raised his head and began slowly to open one of your letters, trying to make out the words as he came to them, one by one; finally he read them both, but his own with great emotion. Afterwards, he commented on them to me, as he always does, and I feel more than ever that he is not one of those ordinary lovers who love thoughtlessly, if I may say so, who love themselves, rather than the object, not caring a rap for the consequences. No, my Teresa, he unites with his love a great deal of good sense, which you must not confuse with good manners, or conventionality, still less with coldness. You will see him and will know for yourself whether I am wrong.

            Hasten to get well, but even in that be prudent; forcing the pace might be bad for you. I shall not cease, my tender Friend, to give you the most salutary advice, dictated by affection and experience.

            Control yourself, for Mercy’s sake, before your husband and the whole of Ravenna. Do not let Love betray you, for he would be betraying himself. Do not compromise yourself, if you value your peace; do not compromise him, if he is dear to you. I implore you, my dear, to treat him in public without any partiality, as you would have treated him a year ago. Even in arranging your rendezvous, for mercy’s sake measure the time, the place, the circumstances; do not lose your head—all this to avoid making yourself unhappy for ever.

            Forgive me, my friend, if I annoy you with this advice; I know only too well that when one is in love and blinded, to the degree that you are, one despises any salutary counsels, and leaps forward towards one’s goal.—But, no, no, for mercy’s sake, you have a lot of sense and you trust me too much to refuse to listen to me. And now I have said everything; the question is whether you will keep Byron or lose him, and with him your peace and your happiness.

            Since the first day I knew you, you have been a person very dear to me; but your present situation has rendered you so interesting that I do not know what I would not do for you. So accept my counsels as a token of my tenderness. Farewell.

            
                

            

            [The letter continues in Byron’s hand]

            
                

            

            My Love: I hear with the greatest distress of your illness, and all the more because I had hoped to hear by today’s post that you were completely recovered. However, in spite of what you write I shall leave here on Saturday the 29th. I shall go to Bologna and there wait for the letter which you say you are sending me, which Fanny will not fail to forward. My desire is equal to yours, to see you, to embrace you—and to say a thousand times that I love you. I kiss you with all my soul, and am always yours.

            
                

            

            [The letter continues in Fanny’s hand]

            
                

            

            Two more lines from Fanny. As, on the eve of a journey, whatever it may be, there is a great deal to do, Mylord is very busy, and so could not write to you this morning; besides, you know his habit of getting up at 2 p.m. and the post has then gone. So he contented himself with writing these few lines under my eyes yesterday evening, leaving space for me to write. Probably he will write to you from Bologna, if indeed he does not arrive before his letter. I beg you, if any freedom of mind remains to you, which I hardly believe, to go on writing to me during his visit, so that I may know about it and rejoice if his coming, as I do not doubt, has brought health to your body and Joy and Paradise to your soul.

            I must also tell you, for I am certain you will like to hear it, that Mylord has shown me‡‡ such signs of his generosity and his good heart that I have been astounded and shall always be grateful. I do not know whether it is on account of the bond of friendship which binds you and me, and since the motive springs from his love for you, I leave it to your good sense whether or not to mention it; do what you think best. Meanwhile I embrace you, my friend, and I leave your case in your own hands, be very careful. Farewell, farewell.

         

         At last, on June 1st, Byron did get off. ‘The die is cast,’ he wrote to Hobhouse, ‘and I must (not figuratively but literally) pass the Rubicon… Everything is to be risked, for a woman one likes.’29 Before he had reached Padua, however, he was already regretting his decision, and was writing to Hoppner in a thoroughly bad temper. The letter, he said, which he had received from Teresa just before starting, had been more than a little disquieting.

         
            La G.’s instructions are rather calculated to produce an éclat, and perhaps a scene, than any decent iniquity… to go to Cuckold a Papal Count, who, like Candide, has already been ‘the death of two men, one of whom was a priest’, in his own house, is rather too much for my modesty when there are several other places at least as good for the purpose. She says they must go to Bologna in the middle of June, and why the devil then drag me to Ravenna?… The Charmer forgets that a man may be whistled anywhere before, but that after—a Journey in an Italian June is a Conscription, and therefore she should have been less liberal in Venice, or less exigent at Ravenna.30 

         

         A marked contrast to this letter is afforded by the highly romantic poem which he was writing, in these very same days, for Teresa—the Stanzas to the Po.§§

         
            
               
                  River, that rollest by the ancient walls

                  Where dwells the Lady of my love…

               

               
                  A stranger loves the Lady of the land,

                  Born far beyond the mountains, but his blood

                  Is all meridian, as if never fanned

                  By the black wind that chills the polar flood.

               

               
                  My blood is all meridian; were it not,

                  I had not left my clime, nor should I be,

                  In spite of tortures, ne’er to be forgot,

                  A slave again of love,—at least of thee.

               

            

         

         A year later he said of these verses that they were written ‘in red-hot earnest’¶¶—and most probably, in spite of all he wrote to Hoppner—it was true.

         By June 6th he was in Bologna—‘where I am settled like a sausage and shall be broiled like one if this weather continues’—and was making use of some letters of introduction which had been given to him in Venice—one to Count Marescalchi and one to Count Francesco Rangone, the literary gentleman who was collecting anecdotes about him and who wrote at once to a friend: ‘Lord Byron has arrived and I am engaged in paying him my court.’ But literary men—or foreign provincial noblemen, for that matter—were not companions whom Byron found enlivening, and Rangone was obliged to add to his notes about the great English poet that he was often silent in conversation, and did not appear to enjoy listening to long stories. 

         Byron escaped from him and went sightseeing—first to look at Domenichino’s pictures and then to the cemetery, where the custodian showed him the skull of a capuchin monk (‘One of my best friends—I begged his head of his brethren—I put it in lime and boiled it:’) and the monument of a beautiful Princess Barberini, whose hair, after two hundred years in her grave, was still found to be intact and ‘as yellow as gold’.31

         But then it was time to drive back to the city—and still there was no news from Teresa. Why could the tiresome woman not write? Should he go on or return to Venice? The nights were oppressive and the rooms at the Albergo del Pellegrino intolerably stuffy and hot. He told Hoppner to prepare for his return. But in the morning he woke up in a different mood; he was already halfway, he would go on, after all, and see what Teresa was about. On the outside cover of his letter to Hoppner he scribbled the words: ‘I am just setting off for Ravenna, June 8th, 1819. I changed my mind this morning, and decided to go on.’32
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            * The account of this meeting is taken from Teresa’s ‘Vie de Lord Byron’, pp. 41–51, which gives many more details than she supplied to Moore. The whole of the ‘Vie’ is written in the third person, and Teresa generally refers to herself as ‘Madame la Comtesse’ or even as ‘la jeune dame’. She does not state the exact day of the meeting; it appears to have been on April 2nd or 3rd, 1819.

            † Alexander Scott.

            ‡ This very curious document, which exists only in the Elliot Papers, purports to be a letter from Teresa to her husband, telling the whole story of her relationship with Byron. Its peculiar mixture of truth and lies and its remarkable skill in skating over thin ice, are characteristic, but it is difficult to account for its having been written at all, except on the supposition that Guiccioli extracted it from her, to disprove what was being said of him by the Gamba family. It is unfinished, and was apparently never made use of. It is not quoted in I Guiccioli, nor in any documents in the Vatican Archives.

            § Guarini, Il Pastor Fido:

                Che giova a te, cor mio, l’esser amato?

                Che giova a me l’aver si caro amante?

                Perchè, crudo destino,

                Ne disunisci tu, s’Amor ne stringe?

            ACT III, SCENE IV.

            ¶ Teresa’s dog, Elmò.

            || Guiccioli.

            ** The word ‘ammalata’ = ill, has been substituted by Teresa for another word which she has partially erased, and which must have been avvortito (for abortito = miscarried).

            †† This passage has been underlined by Teresa with ink of another colour.

            ‡‡ The letter L (for Lepri), has been written by Teresa over a word which is obviously ‘me’ or ‘with me’ (me or meco). For obvious reasons, Teresa did not want to leave on record that Fanny had been paid by Byron for her good services.

            §§ These verses were indubitably addressed to Teresa, and—although Byron told Kinnaird that they were written on June 1st (‘I wrote them this very day last year, June 1st’, he wrote in 1820)—they were probably conceived when Teresa was still at Cà Zen, which is on the Po.

            ¶¶ June 8th, 1820. Unpublished letter to Hobhouse. ‘You say the Po verses are fine; I thought so little of them that they lay by me a year uncopied, but they were written in red-hot earnest, and that made them good.’ On sending the poem to England, he had written; ‘they must not be published’ because they were ‘written upon private feelings and passions’.
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