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Lord Byron

(1788-1824)

 


Byron's bisexuality had an
influence on virtually everything he wrote. The alienation from
English society produced by his feelings for fellow males might
even account for the development of the Byronic hero. When, for
example, in Manfred, Byron asks for forgetfulness "Of that which is within me"
(1.137), one suspects that what he would most like to forget is his
love for boys--something he would never achieve.

 


Louis Crompton points out
the "unprecedented number of executions of homosexuals in England
in the statistical reports of [Byron's] day" (1) and asks the
question: “Does Byron's bisexuality explain the psychology of the
so-called Byronic hero? When we consider the extreme animus felt
toward homosexuals in Byron's England, with its hangings,
pilloryings, ostracism, and exiles, this is a tempting theory”
(8).

 


Byron's early poems show
he loved his school friends at Harrow dearly. Witness his
descriptions of friends in such poems as "To a Youthful Friend,"
"Epitaph on a Friend," "Childish Recollections," and "Stanzas to
Jessy." Indeed, "To a Youthful Friend" contains the almost
prophetic lines:

 


And when we bid adieu to
youth,

Slaves to the specious
world's control,

We sigh a long farewell to
truth;

That world corrupts the
noblest soul.

 


Having made his
friendships a cult, Byron was ill-prepared to face the years of
separation from them that inevitably came after leaving Cambridge.
It is no wonder he was early jaded and forlorn.

 


Although Byron's
friendships were a favorite subject for his early poems, because of
the hostility towards same-sex affairs in England, he felt the need
for discretion and therefore rarely mentioned the name of the
friend in his poems unless the poem was an innocuous tribute. His
romantic school friend Lord Clare, for instance, became “Lycus” in
“Childhood Reflections.” In "Detached Thoughts," Byron wrote, "My
School friendships were with me passions (for I was always violent)
. . . that with Lord Clare began one of the earliest and lasted
longest . . . I never hear the word "Clare" without a beating of
the heart--even now”(Byron's Letters and
Journals [hereafter cited
BLJ] 9.44). A few pages
later, Byron mentions having recently met Clare on the road between
Imola and Bologna: “It was a new and inexplicable feeling like
rising from the grave to me. -- Clare too was much agitated --
more--in appearance -- than even myself--for I could feel his heart
beat to the fingers' ends-- unless indeed -- it was the pulse of my
own which made me think so”(9.49).

 


Another friend, George,
Earl Delawarr, was called "Euryalus" (i.e., one of the pair of
lovers from Virgil's The
Aeneid) in “Childish Recollections” (Byron
also published a paraphrase of the Euryalus and Nisus story
in Hours of Idleness, but he seems to have written that for his friend John
Edleston, not Delawarr). Of Delawarr, Byron wrote: "That name is
yet embalm'd, within my heart; / Yet, at the mention, does my heart
rebound, / And palpitate, responsive to the sound." However,
following a quarrel with Delawarr, Byron asked his publisher to
delete the entire Euryalus section from the poem
(BLJ 1.143). The
poem "To D--" was also written about Delawarr: "On thy dear breast
I'll lay my head, / Without thee! where would be my Heaven?" It is
clear from this short poem and from a letter to his sister Augusta
Leigh dated November 2, 1804, that Delawarr was important to Byron:
“You tell me you don't know my friend Ld. Delawarr he is
considerably younger than me, but the most good tempered, amiable,
clever fellow in the universe. To all which he adds the quality. .
.of being remarkably handsome, almost too much so for a boy. . . .
if you too desert me, I have nobody I can love but Delawarr. If it
was not for his sake, Harrow would be a desart”
(BLJ 1.54).

 


The subject of male lovers
fascinated the young Byron. Besides the Euryalus and Nisus story,
he translated one of Catullus's love poems to the boy Juventius --
"Mellitos oculos tuos,
Juventi" -- which Byron called "To Ellen"
(written for John Edleston). He also wrote what he called a
"translation" of Thomas Moore's twenty-third ode from his
Odes of Anacreon,
describing a man falling in love with a boy. Byron called it "Ode
3.” Byron was also familiar with the love story of Hadrian and
Antinous, the evidence appearing in a note to Childe Harold: "the
death of Antinous was as heroic as his life was
infamous."

 


As much as Byron loved
Delawarr and Clare, no male meant as much to him as John Edleston,
a Cambridge chorister two years younger than he. Byron's earliest
extant letter (or note) believed to have been written to Edleston,
reads: "D-R-T--Why not? With this kiss make me yours again forever"
(BLJ 11.173).
("D-R-T" is understood to mean "dearest.") One of the more
important episodes between Byron and Edleston involved a gift. Upon
presenting Byron with a cornelian, a pretty but inexpensive stone,
Edleston burst into tears fearing Byron wouldn't like it. Byron
did, and cried as well. He wrote two poems--"The Cornelian" and
"Pignus Amoris"--to celebrate the gift. The following passage from "The
Cornelian" shows how much the gift meant to Byron:

 


Some who can sneer at
friendship's ties,

Have for my weakness oft
reprov'd me,

Yet still the simple gift
I prize,

For I am sure, the giver
lov'd me.

 


Obviously, Edleston's
tears were evidence that he loved Byron as well.

 


Byron printed "The
Cornelian" privately in Fugitive
Pieces and Poems
on Various Occasions. "Pignus Amoris" was not published
until 1898. Byron told his friend Edward Long the story of the
cornelian but begged him to keep it secret. Although Long was
Byron's best friend at the time, the difference in Byron's
relationships with Long and with Edleston was made clear in his
Ravenna journal of 1821, in which Byron wrote of Long: "His
friendship, and a violent, though pure love and passion--which held
me at the same period--were the then romance of the most romantic
period of my life" (BLJ
8.24). As Crompton noted in his book on Byron,
“Clearly, Byron is here making an important distinction. His
friendship with Long was a romantic `friendship' of the sort
characteristic of the period. But he recognizes that the `violent,
though pure,' love and passion he felt for Edleston was not
friendship, but love” (100).

 


Byron also trusted his
friend Elizabeth Pigot enough to tell her his feelings for
Edleston. A letter to her contains the most honest account of the
boys' relationship that has survived:

 


I write with . . . tears
in my eyes, for I have just parted from "my Cornelian" [sic] who
spent the evening with me . . . he has been my almost constant
associate since October 1805, when I first entered Trinity College;
his voice first attracted my notice, his countenance fixed it,
& his manners attached me to him forever . . . we shall
probably not meet, till the expiration of my minority, when I shall
leave to his decision, either entering as a Partner through my
Interest, or residing with me altogether. Of course he would in his
present frame of mind prefer the latter . . . I certainly love him
more than any human being . . . In short, We shall put Lady E.
Butler, & Miss Ponsonby to the Blush, Pylades & Orestes out
of countenance, & want nothing but a Catastrophe like Nisus
& Euryalus, to give Jonathan & David the `go by'.--He
certainly is perhaps more attached to me, than even I am in return"
(BLJ 1.124-25).

 


The Irish women Butler and
Ponsonby lived together for fifty years, dressing as men. Orestes
and Pylades were heroic lovers.

 


While it is impossible now
to say if there was a sexual element to Byron’s relationship with
Edleston--following Edleston's death, Byron again described their
relationship as having been "pure" and "innocent--it was definitely
romantic and some amount of physical contact was involved. In
"Stanzas to Jessy," also written for Edleston, Byron
wrote:

 


There is a Lip which mine
has prest,

But none had ever prest
before;

It vowed to make me
sweetly blest,
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