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Introduction





I want to begin with a dictionary definition of the term Byronic: adj. possessing the characteristics of Lord Byron, or of his poetry, over-strained in sentiment or passion, cynical and libertine.’ That the name of a poet who is now comparatively little-read should have entered the language on account of his life rather than his work is an irony that he himself would have savoured, however bitterly. Byron once wrote to his friend, the Irish ‘melodist’ Tom Moore, who had recently been the subject of a biography: ‘The biographer has made a botch of your life. … If that damned fellow was to write my life, I would certainly take his.’ As it turned out, Moore would himself write a Life of Byron, and in a review of that book Macaulay would give a thumbnail sketch of the so-called Byronic hero, ‘a man proud, moody, cynical, with defiance on his brow and misery in his heart, a scorner of his kind, implacable in revenge, yet capable of deep and strong affection.’ It is the confusion in the popular imagination between the Byronic hero and Byron himself that has dogged generations of his readers.


That confusion does not seem to be entirely unfounded when one considers the facts of his life. His great modern biographer, Leslie Marchand, begins: ‘George Gordon, the sixth Lord Byron, was born with a lame right foot on January 22nd, 1788.’ This handicap, which modern surgery could almost certainly have minimized, may account for Byron’s inclination to compensate with feats of physical stamina and derring-do, such as his famous swimming of the Hellespont. His mother’s mood fluctuated from cosseting to contemptuous – she once referred to him as ‘a lame brat’ – while his father, a dissolute Scots Peer, was uniformly dislikable; he finally ran out on the family when George was two years old. At the age of ten the boy succeeded to the title on the death of an uncle, and the new Lord Byron left London for the family seat at Newstead Abbey, near Nottingham.


In due course, Byron went to school at Harrow and then to the university of Cambridge, where he began to write the poems that were eventually published under the title Hours of Idleness (1807), a dismissive notice of which appeared in The Edinburgh Review. This prompted Byron’s first major work, English Bards and Scotch Reviewers (1809), an exuberant, excoriating attack on the fashionable critics and poets of the day, including Wordsworth, Coleridge and, above all, Robert Southey, his favorite bête noire. The extracts I’ve included here give some clue not only to Byron’s enemies but also his heroes, preeminent among whom is Alexander Pope; already Byron had taken Pope’s couplet and made it his own, investing it with the languorous cutting edge that would typify his later long poems.


In 1809 Byron also made his first trip to the Mediterranean and began Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, which was published in 1812 to great popular acclaim; as Byron put it, ‘I awoke one morning and found myself famous.’ He was particularly flattered by his reception in the New World: ‘These are the first tidings that ever sounded like Fame to my ears – to be redde [sic] on the banks of the Ohio!’ Childe Harold was followed by a series of poems, The Giaour, The Bride of Abydos, The Corsair and Lara, that gratified the public demand for romantic adventure stories. Byron’s own romantic adventures were also the subject of public scrutiny: there was the affair with a married woman, Lady Caroline Lamb, who characterized him as ‘mad, bad and dangerous to know’; there was the incestuous affair with his half-sister, Augusta Leigh; there was the short-lived marriage to Annabella Millbanke. In the midst of rumour and speculation, Byron left England in 1816, never to return. On his last night in Dover, he visited the grave of the eighteenth-century satiric poet Charles Churchill, for whom he had some fellow feeling; like Churchill, Byron had been the flavour of the month, ‘the comet of a season’.


For the next seven years, Byron lived mostly in Italy, where he gave himself over to ‘sleep, eating and swilling, buttoning and unbuttoning’ and the writing of poems – the further peregrinations of Childe Harold, The Prisoner of Chillon, Manfred, Mazeppa, and my own favourite, Beppo, which I’ve included in its entirety. In Beppo (1818) we see Byron at his brilliant best – witty, wise, at one moment stepping on the gas and cruising along the narrative equivalent of a six-lane highway, at the next content to pull over and make a leisurely digression down some back road or blind alley.


I must myself digress to explain something of my thinking in making this present selection. If you’re already familiar with Byron’s work you will, I hope, understand my dilemma; stated bluntly, it is that while this volume is necessarily short, the best of Byron’s poems are often very long. I wanted to avoid as much as possible the chopping up of poems into kindling, but could not (as with Don Juan) manage it entirely. On the other hand, my choice of a complete, longer poem like Beppo over, say, The Siege of Corinth may strike some readers as being merely whimsical. That, I’m afraid, is a risk I have to take. Another longer piece I chose to reprint in full is The Vision of Judgement (1822), which was prompted by a poem of the same title by Southey, who had become Poet Laureate and exchanged his erstwhile radical republicanism for unabashed royalism. Here the slow burn of Byron’s invective makes his occasional pieces on another political enemy, Robert Stewart, Viscount Castlereagh and second Marquis of Londonderry, look like damp squibs by comparison. For the ultimate fireworks display one turns, of course, to Don Juan, all five hundred seemingly effortless pages of it. Byron’s mature style is wonderfully discursive, ranging from Aristotle through hitting the sack to hitting the bottle of sack, while relishing the rhyme on ‘Aristotle’ and ‘bottle’ along the way; he reminds us again and again that poetry can be serious without being solemn, that it might even be fun.


When the last two cantos of Don Juan were published, in March 1824, Byron was in Missolonghi, Greece, where he had gone to help in the Greek war of independence. On the ninth of April he caught a chill; ten days later he was dead. He had never cared to have his ‘bones mingled with that motley throng’ in Poets’ Corner – in any case, the Dean of Westminster refused to allow his burial there – and he was laid to rest in his family vault at Hucknall Torckard, Nottinghamshire. In death as in life, Byron set the great example of poet as maverick, joining no club that would have him as a member, at odds with his publisher and public alike – ‘They hate me, and I detest them, I mean your present public, but they shall not interrupt the march of my mind, nor prevent me from telling the tyrants who are attempting to trample upon all thought that their thrones will yet be rocked to their foundation’ – at odds, finally, with himself; as recently as 1938 his tomb was opened for examination and, in the words of one eyewitness, ‘his right foot had been cut off and lay at the bottom of the coffin.’
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from English Bards and Scotch Reviewers









Still must I hear? – shall hoarse FITZGERALD BAWL


His creaking couplets in a tavern hall,


And I not sing, lest, haply, Scotch Reviews


Should dub me scribbler, and denounce my Muse?


Prepare for rhyme – I’ll publish, right or wrong:


Fools are my theme, let Satire be my song.







    When Vice triumphant holds her sov’reign sway,


Obey’d by all, who nought beside obey;


When Folly, frequent harbinger of crime,


Bedecks her cap with bells of every Clime,


When Knaves and Fools combined o’er all prevail,


And weigh their Justice in a Golden Scale,


E’en then the boldest start from public sneers,


Afraid of Shame, unknown to other fears,


More darkly sin, by Satire kept in awe,


And shrink from Ridicule, though not from Law. 







    Such is the force of Wit! but not belong


To me the arrows of satiric song;


The royal vices of our age demand


A keener weapon, and a mightier hand.


Still there are follies, e’en for me to chase,


And yield at least amusement in the race:


Laugh when I laugh, I seek no other fame,


The cry is up, and scribblers are my game:


Speed Pegasus! – ye strains of great and small,


Ode! Epic! Elegy! – have at you all!


I, too, can scrawl, and once upon a time


I poured along the town a flood of rhyme,


A school-boy freak, unworthy praise or blame;


I printed – older children do the same.


’Tis pleasant, sure, to see one’s name in print;


A Book’s a Book, altho’ there’s nothing in’t.


Not that a Title’s sounding charm can save


Or scrawl or scribbler from an equal grave:


This LAMB must own, since his Patrician name


Failed to preserve the spurious Farce from shame.


No matter, GEORGE continues still to write,


Tho’ now the name is veiled from public sight.


Moved by the great example, I pursue


The self-same road, but make my own review:


Not seek great JEFFREY’S yet like him will be


Self-constituted Judge of Poesy.







    Time was, ere yet in these degenerate days


Ignoble themes obtained mistaken praise,


When Sense and Wit with Poesy allied,


No fabled Graces, flourished side by side,


From the same fount their inspiration drew,


And, reared by Taste, bloomed fairer as they grew.


Then, in this happy Isle, a POPE’S pure strain


Sought the rapt soul to charm, nor sought in vain;


A polished nation’s praise aspired to claim,


And rais’d the people’s, as the poet’s fame.


Like him great DRYDEN poured the tide of song,


In stream less smooth indeed, yet doubly strong.


Then CONGREVE’S scenes could cheer, or OTWAY’S melt;


For Nature then an English audience felt–


But why these names, or greater still, retrace,


When all to feebler Bards resign their place?


Yet to such times our lingering looks are cast,


When taste and reason with those times are past.


Now look around, and turn each trifling page,


Survey the precious works that please the age;


This truth at least let Satire’s self allow,


No dearth of Bards can be complained of now:


The loaded Press beneath her labour groans,


And Printer’s devils shake their weary bones,


While SOUTHEY’S Epics cram the creaking shelves,


And LITTLE’S Lyrics shine in hot-pressed twelves.     




    .    .    .    .    .    .


    These are the themes, that claim our plaudits now;


These are the Bards to whom the Muse must bow;


While MILTON, DRYDEN, POPE, alike forgot,


Resign their hallow’d Bays to WALTER SCOTT. 







    The time has been, when yet the Muse was young,


When HOMER swept the lyre, and MARO sung,


An Epic scarce ten centuries could claim,


While awe-struck nations hailed the magic name:


The work of each immortal Bard appears


The single wonder of a thousand years.


Empires have mouldered from the face of earth,


Tongues have expired with those who gave them birth,


Without the glory such a strain can give,


As even in ruin bids the language live.


Not so with us, though minor Bards content,


On one great work a life of labour spent:


With eagle pinion soaring to the skies,


Behold the Ballad-monger SOUTHEY rise!







    .    .    .    .    .    .


Oh! SOUTHEY, SOUTHEY! cease thy varied song!


A Bard may chaunt too often, and too long:


As thou art strong in verse, in mercy spare!


A fourth, alas! were more than we could bear.


But if, in spite of all the world can say,


Thou still wilt verseward plod thy weary way;


If still in Berkeley-Ballads most uncivil,


Thou wilt devote old women to the devil,


The babe unborn thy dread intent may rue:


‘God help thee,’ SOUTHEY, and thy readers too.







    Next comes the dull disciple of thy school,


That mild apostate from poetic rule,


The simple WORDSWORTH, framer of a lay


As soft as evening in his favourite May;


Who warns his friend ‘to shake off toil and trouble,


And quit his books, for fear of growing double’;


Who, both by precept and example, shows


That prose is verse, and verse is merely prose,


Convincing all by demonstration plain,


Poetic souls delight in prose insane;


And Christmas stories tortured into rhyme,


Contain the essence of the true sublime:


Thus when he tells the tale of Betty Foy,


The idiot mother of ‘an idiot Boy’;


A moon-struck silly lad who lost his way,


And, like his Bard, confounded night with day,


So close on each pathetic part he dwells,


And each adventure so sublimely tells,


That all who view the ‘idiot in his glory,’


Conceive the Bard the hero of the story. 







    Shall gentle COLERIDGE pass unnoticed here,


To turgid ode, and tumid stanza dear?


Though themes of innocence amuse him best,


Yet still obscurity’s a welcome guest.


If inspiration should her aid refuse,


To him who takes a Pixy for a Muse,


Yet none in lofty numbers can surpass


The Bard who soars to elegize an ass:


So well the subject suits his noble mind,


He brays the Laureat of the long-ear’d kind! 







    .   .    .    .    .    .


    Thus far I’ve held my undisturbed career,


Prepared for rancour, steeled ’gainst selfish fear:


This thing of rhyme I ne’er disdained to own,


Though not obtrusive, yet not quite unknown:


My voice was heard again, though not so loud;


My page, though nameless, never disavowed;


And now at once I tear the veil away; –


Cheer on the pack! the Quarry stands at bay,


Unscared by all the din of MELBOURNE house,


By LAMBE’S resentment, or by HOLLAND’S spouse,


By JEFFREY’S harmless pistol, HALLAM’S rage,


EDINA’S brawny sons and brimstone page.


Our men in buckram shall have blows enough,


And feel, they too are ‘penetrable stuff’:


And though I hope not hence unscathed to go,


Who conquers me, shall find a stubborn foe.


The time hath been, when no harsh sound would fall


From lips that now may seem inbued with gall;


Nor fools nor follies tempt me to despise


The meanest thing that crawled beneath my eyes;


But now, so callous grown, so changed since youth,


I’ve learned to think, and sternly speak the truth;


Learned to deride the critic’s starch decree,


And break him on the wheel he meant for me;


To spurn the rod a scribbler bids me kiss,


Nor care if courts and crowds applaud or hiss:


Nay more, though all my rival rhymesters frown,


I too can hunt a Poetaster down;


And, armed in proof, the gauntlet cast at once


To Scotch marauder, and to Southern dunce.


Thus much I’ve dared; if my incondite lay


Hath wronged these righteous times let others say;


This, let the world, which knows not how to spare,


Yet rarely blames unjustly, now declare.






























The Destruction of Sennacherib









The Assyrian came down like the wolf on the fold,


And his cohorts were gleaming in purple and gold;


And the sheen of their spears was like stars on the sea,


When the blue wave rolls nightly on deep Galilee.







Like the leaves of the forest when Summer is green,


That host with their banners at sunset were seen:


Like the leaves of the forest when Autumn hath blown,


That host on the morrow lay wither’d and strown.







For the Angel of Death spread his wings on the blast,


And breathed in the face of the foe as he pass’d;


And the eyes of the sleepers wax’d deadly and chill,


And their hearts but once heaved, and for ever grew still!







And there lay the steed with his nostril all wide,


But through it there roll’d not the breath of his pride;


And the foam of his gasping lay white on the turf,


And cold as the spray of the rock-beating surf.







And there lay the rider distorted and pale,


With the dew on his brow, and the rust on his mail:


And the tents were all silent, the banners alone,


The lances unlifted, the trumpet unblown.







And the widows of Ashur are loud in their wail,


And the idols are broke in the temple of Baal;


And the might of the Gentile, unsmote by the sword,


Hath melted like snow in the glance of the Lord!






























‘She walks in beauty’









She walks in beauty, like the night


    Of cloudless climes and starry skies;


And all that’s best of dark and bright


    Meet in her aspect and her eyes:


Thus mellowed to that tender light


    Which heaven to gaudy day denies.







One shade the more, one ray the less,


    Had half impaired the nameless grace


Which waves in every raven tress,


    Or softly lightens o’er her face;


Where thoughts serenely sweet express,


    How pure, how dear their dwelling-place.







And on that cheek, and o’er that brow,


    So soft, so calm, yet eloquent,


The smiles that win, the tints that glow,


    But tell of days in goodness spent,


A mind at peace with all below,


    A heart whose love is innocent!






























Stanzas for Music









There be none of Beauty’s daughters


    With a magic like thee;


And like music on the waters


    Is thy sweet voice to me:


When, as if its sound were causing


The charmed ocean’s pausing,


The waves lie still and gleaming,


And the lulled winds seem dreaming.







And the midnight moon is weaving


    Her bright chain o’er the deep;


Whose breast is gently heaving,


    As an infant’s asleep.


So the spirit bows before thee,


To listen and adore thee,


With a full but soft emotion,


Like the swell of Summer’s ocean.






























Remember Thee! Remember Thee!









Remember thee! remember thee!


    Till Lethe quench life’s burning stream


Remorse and shame shall cling to thee,


    And haunt thee like a feverish dream!







Remember thee! Ay, doubt it not.


    Thy husband too shall think of thee!


By neither shalt thou be forgot,


    Thou false to him, thou fiend to me!






























Written after Swimming from Sestos to Abydos









If, in the month of dark December,


    Leander, who was nightly wont


(What maid will not the tale remember?)


    To cross thy stream, broad Hellespont!







If, when the wintry tempest roar’d,


    He sped to Hero, nothing loth,


And thus of old thy current pour’d,


    Fair Venus! how I pity both!







For me, degenerate modern wretch,


    Though in the genial month of May,


My dripping limbs I faintly stretch,


    And think I’ve done a feat to-day.







But since he cross’d the rapid tide,


    According to the doubtful story,


To woo, – and – Lord knows what beside,


    And swam for Love, as I for Glory;







’Twere hard to say who fared the best:


    Sad mortals! thus the gods still plague you!


He lost his labour, I my jest;


    For he was drown’d, and I’ve the ague.






























‘The spell is broke, the charm is flown!’


Written at Athens, January 16, 1810









The spell is broke, the charm is flown!


    Thus is it with life’s fitful fever:


We madly smile when we should groan:


    Delirium is our best deceiver.







Each lucid interval of thought


    Recalls the woes of Nature’s charter;


And he that acts as wise men ought,


    But lives, as saints have died, a martyr.






























To Thomas Moore









My boat is on the shore,


    And my bark is on the sea;


But, before I go, Tom Moore,


    Here’s a double health to thee!







Here’s a sigh to those who love me,


    And a smile to those who hate;


And, whatever sky’s above me,


    Here’s a heart for every fate.







Though the ocean roar around me,


    Yet it still shall bear me on;


Though a desert should surround me,


    It hath springs that may be won.







Were’t the last drop in the well,


    As I gasp’d upon the brink,


Ere my fainting spirit fell,


    ’Tis to thee that I would drink.







With that water, as this wine,


    The libation I would pour


Should be – peace with thine and mine,


    And a health to thee, Tom Moore.






























Epigrams







ON CASTLEREAGH 




1


       The world is a bundle of hay,


    Mankind are the asses who pull;


Each tugs it a different way,


    And the greatest of all is John Bull.  







2


So Castlereagh has cut his throat! – The worst


Of this is, – that his own was not the first.







3


Oh, Castlereagh! thou art a patriot now;


Cato died for his country, so didst thou:


He perished rather than see Rome enslaved,


Thou cutt’st thy throat that Britain may be saved!







4


Posterity will ne’er survey


    A nobler grave than this:


Here lie the bones of Castlereagh:


    Stop, traveller and ––     





ON MY WEDDING-DAY TO PENELOPE




This day, of all our days, has done


    The worst for me and you: –


’Tis just six years since we were one,


    And five since we were two.





ON MY THIRTY-THIRD BIRTHDAY JANUARY 22, 1821




Through life’s dull road, so dim and dirty,


I have dragg’d to three-and-thirty.


What have these years left to me?


Nothing – except thirty-three.  






























Churchill’s Grave


A Fact Literally Rendered 










I stood beside the grave of him who blazed


    The comet of a season, and I saw


The humblest of all sepulchres, and gazed


    With not the less of sorrow and of awe


On that neglected turf and quiet stone,


With name no clearer than the names unknown,


Which lay unread around it; and I asked


    The Gardener of that ground, why it might be


That for this plant strangers his memory tasked,











OEBPS/faber.jpg
fi

faber and faber





OEBPS/9780571263769_cover_epub.jpg
ard

BYRON

Poems selected by Paul Muldoon






