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Foreword

			Adrian Poole
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			This collection of essays reprints some writings about Lord Byron, the most celebrated writer to have passed through Trinity College, Cambridge, for the bi-centennial commemoration of his death on 19 April 1824. It also contains a full bibliography of primary and secondary sources cited. Links to openly available primary resources, wherever available, have been added to the references for ease of access.

			Three of the essays are by Fellows of the College: Anne Barton (1933–2013), who wrote a commemorative piece for The Trinity Review on the bicentenary of Byron’s birth in 1988;1 William St Clair (1937–2021), whose chapter on ‘Poets and Travellers’ in his book on Lord Elgin and the Marbles (3rd revised edition, 1998) is centred on Byron; and Adrian Poole (1948– ), whose essay on Byron and John Lloyd Stephens, the American traveller credited with the ‘discovery’ of the Mayan ruins in Central America, reflects on the legacy of the poet’s preoccupation with ruins. The fourth is by Robert Beevers (1919–2010), who describes the process by which the great statue of Byron by the Danish sculptor, Bertel Thorvaldsen, ended up in the Wren Library. Associated with this is the sonnet ‘On the Statue of Lord Byron’, written by Charles Tennyson Turner (1808–1879), elder brother of the more famous Lord Alfred.

			The volume’s sub-title makes a certain claim for its coherence in the relations between ‘memorials’, ‘marbles’ and ‘ruins’, in so far as these subjects entail a continuity essential to Byron’s own thinking and feeling. Important scholarly and critical work has been done on these aspects of his life and writing, including his life-in-writing, much of it post-dating the essays reprinted here.2 Nevertheless the present collection represents a modest means of honouring a figure of enduring, complex significance, of whose association with Trinity the College is proud. Given the large margin by which Byron failed to be a model student, he would have been astonished. 

			Not for the first time: Anne Barton recalls the ovation with which the author of Childe Harold was greeted by Cambridge students at the Senate House in 1814. But to borrow a famous saying from Shakespeare, while ‘the whirligig of time brings in his revenges’,3 it also prompts reflection on all the other challenges and opportunities with which it is freighted. It makes us consider how many words we need that begin with the prefix ‘re-’, including remembrance, reconciliation, reparation, restoration, renovation. And how complex it may be to make them real. Which is one reason, among many, why we still need to read Byron. 
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			Fig 0.1 Anne Barton’s memorial brass in the Trinity College Ante-chapel. Photograph by Adrian Poole.

			

			
				
					1	Anne herself has a commemorative plaque in the Ante-Chapel (see Fig. 0.1), that notes her eminence as a critic not only of Shakespeare and Jonson, especially their comedies, but also the poetry of ‘our own Byron’: OPERA SHAKESPEARIANA ET JONSONIANA PRAESERTIM COMICA NECNON BYRONIS NOSTRI CARMINA

				

				
					2	On the visual commemoration of Byron, for example, see Geoffrey Bond and Christine Kenyon Jones, Dangerous to Show: Byron and His Portraits (London: Unicorn, 2020), pp. 76–84, which includes some valuable commentary on the Thorvaldsen statue, and some details not included in Beevers’s article.

				

				
					3	Feste’s words in Twelfth Night, Act 5, scene 1.

				

			

		

		

			
1. Lord Byron and Trinity

			
A Bicentenary Portrait1


			Anne Barton

			
				©2024 Anne Barton, CC BY-NC 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0399.01

			

			When this year’s Clark Lecturer,2 Jerome McCann, slyly called Lord Byron ‘Trinity’s most adorable pet’, a frisson of uncertainty rippled through the audience at Mill Lane. Suddenly, two possible meanings of the adjective ‘adorable’ were in collision: ‘worthy of reverence and honour’, the original sense, forced up against the more modern signification ‘charming, personally lovable and attractive’. For a moment, everyone in the room appeared to be trying to decide in which sense Byron might be adorable––or was it neither, or both? With no other Trinity poet, whether Marvell, Cowley, Dryden, Tennyson, or any of the rest, could such a dilemma arise. Assessments of Byron, on the other hand, in this bicentenary year of his birth, remain both contradictory and oddly personal and intense, as though this man had died only recently, rather than one hundred and sixty-four years ago. Nor has it proved possible to divorce the life and personality from the work.

			For the young Byron’s long-suffering tutors at Trinity, the case was rather different. What they had on their hands for three scattered University terms, beginning in Michaelmas 1805, must have seemed in no sense ‘adorable’: a moody, extravagant, high-handed young man bitterly disappointed to be at Cambridge rather than Oxford with most of his Harrow friends. He was temporarily consoled by finding himself the possessor of ‘superexcellent rooms’3 (probably, as Robert Robson has suggested, I1 Nevile’s Court),4 where freed from the surveillance of a devoted but exasperating mother, he could begin to run himself seriously into debt. He also fell in love (‘a violent, though pure love and passion’)5 with one of the choirboys in the chapel. The Christmas vacation took Byron to London and there, despite remonstrances from Trinity, not to mention the threat of disciplinary action from the Court of the Chancery, of which he was a ward, he lingered for months, returning to Cambridge only in the summer term. He brought back with him an enlarged acquaintance with London bawds, and also with professional boxers, jockeys and fencing masters, low tastes for which his tutor Thomas Jones unavailingly reproached him. He would be engaged, before long, in an altercation with the Mayor of Cambridge, who took a dim view of Byron’s proposal to establish his fencing-master permanently in the town.

			At the end of term, Byron vanished again, this time for a year. His fine rooms, re-allocated to Charles Skinner Matthews, another undergraduate, were still overflowing with Byron’s belongings and the Senior Tutor felt obliged to issue a nervous caution to the new occupant, ‘for Lord Byron, Sir, is a young man of tumultuous passions’.6 When the ogre re-appeared, however, late in June 1807, to remove them, having announced his intention of abandoning Trinity for good, he made no complaint but after renewing acquaintance with old friends, and making several new ones––including Matthews himself––decided abruptly to give Cambridge another try. Byron was now nineteen. During his year of truancy, the fat, idle, relatively unsophisticated youth the college remembered had been transformed. He had been in and out of a great many beds, had just published a collection of poems and, although there was nothing he could do about his congenital lameness, the purposeful shedding of several stone in weight had released from captivity a slim young man of arresting physical beauty. Just in case he might fail, nonetheless, to attract attention, Byron came back into residence for the Michaelmas term 1807 accompanied by a tame bear. Trinity’s statutes had long prohibited undergraduates from bringing their dogs into college, but the imagination of the authorities had not encompassed the need to fend off bears.

			Byron’s reply to urgent tutorial enquiries about what he meant to do with the beast was that ‘he should sit for a Fellowship’.7 (He was later to pretend, in the postscript to the second edition of English Bards and Scotch Reviewers, that only ‘the jealousy of his Trinity contemporaries prevented him from success’.)8 It was a joke with a cutting edge. Although Byron’s tutor Jones had successfully pressed, some years before, for fellowship elections to be conducted openly rather than in private, they were still susceptible to charges of favouritism and abuse. As a nobleman, moreover, Byron regularly dined in Hall with the fellows of Trinity. His impression of them as a group he had communicated earlier in letters written from Cambridge: ‘Study is the last pursuit of the society; the Master eats, drinks, and sleeps, the fellows drink, dispute, and pun’. Their pursuits, he claimed, were ‘limited to the Church,––not of Christ, but of the nearest benefice’.9 In ‘Thoughts Suggested by a College Examination’, a satirical poem published in his collection of 1807, Hours of Idleness, he made his contempt more public:

			The sons of science, these, who thus repaid,

			Linger in ease, in Granta’s sluggish shade;

			Where on Cam’s sedgy banks supine they lie,

			Unknown, unhonour’d live,––unwept for, die;

			Dull as the pictures, which adorn their halls, 

			They think all learning fix’d within their walls;

			In manners rude, in foolish forms precise,

			All modern arts, affecting to despise; 

			Yet prizing Bentley’s, Brunck’s, or Porson’s note,  

			More than the verses, on which the critic wrote;

			Vain as their honours, heavy as their Ale,

			Sad as their wit, and tedious as their tale,

			To friendship dead, though not untaught to feel,

			When Self and Church demand a Bigot zeal. […] 

			Such are the men, who learning’s treasures guard,

			Such is their practice, such is their reward;

			This much, at least, we may presume to say;

			The premium can’t exceed the price they pay.10

			If, as Hobhouse later asserted,11 Byron was indeed the undergraduate that the great classical scholar Porson, Regius Professor of Greek at Trinity, once tried to assault with a poker, the attack was not entirely unprovoked.

			When Byron included ‘Thoughts Suggested’ in the first edition of Hours of Idleness, he believed he had finished with Cambridge forever. He was a little nervous about the poem, all the same, especially after his own unexpected return to ‘Granta’s sluggish shade’. On the 20 November 1807, he wrote from Trinity instructing his publisher Ridge to omit it from the second edition. But, by 14 December, as term drew to a close, he had changed his mind, not only countermanding the November deletion, but adding four new lines, those beginning ‘Vain are their honours...’ to the original. It was one of the first examples of what was to become Byron’s characteristic reluctance to let go of a poem even after it had been published, the urgent need to carry forward with his own life what he had written months, or even years, before. In this instance, the accretion signalled another decision, this time irrevocable, to abandon Cambridge. Between Christmas 1807 and the spring of 1816, when he was (or felt himself) driven from England by the scandal surrounding the break-up of his marriage, Byron would return several times to visit or offer support to friends. His official connection with the University came to an end, however, in July 1808, when he finally took that MA which Cambridge, in his case, was most reluctant to award. ‘The university still chew the Cud of my degree’, he informed his friend Hobhouse (who was still at Trinity) in March of that year: ‘please God they shall swallow it, though Inflammation be the Consequence.’12 

			Ironically Byron owed his MA to precisely that academic venality and corruption about which he was so scathing both in letters of the period and in his satirical Cambridge poems. It was his bare three terms of residence which made the degree problematic, not the fact that he had never taken an examination nor, so far as is known, bothered to attend lectures. In 1787, Byron’s tutor Thomas Jones had made the radical proposal that noblemen and wealthy fellow-commoners should be obliged to take examinations just like financially dependent undergraduates, the pensioners and sizars. The Grace was defeated in the Senate House. Like other peers, Byron received his degree in exchange for going through a few minutes of whispered ‘disputation’ with his tutor in the Senate House, and handing the latter, (no longer, at least, Jones) a fat fee.

			That Jones, before his death in July 1807, had occasionally remonstrated with his noble pupil on academic grounds, not simply because of his absences and animals, is clear from the defensive letter Byron addressed to him early in 1807. ‘I have adopted a distinct line of Reading’, Byron asserted, in the course of explaining why he had declined to avail himself of the formal instruction offered in mathematics, theology and philosophy: ‘this you will probably smile at, & imagine (as you very naturally may) that because I have not pursued my College Studies, I have pursued none.––I have certainly no right to be offended at such a Conjecture, nor indeed am I, that it is erroneous, Time will perhaps discover’.13 Time has not, in fact, revealed any coherent programme of study equivalent to the one Wordsworth (another defector from the Cambridge syllabus) had devised for himself in Modern Languages during his time at St John’s. It seems clear, however, that the Byron who had complained in his first term of residence that ‘nobody here seems to look into an author ancient or modern if they can avoid it’,14 did in fact continue to read avidly, if without system, at Cambridge, as indeed throughout his life. The grounds of his classical education had been laid before he came up to Trinity. Most of the translations from Greek and Latin published in his first volume of poems were products of the Harrow years. History he had always loved. It seems, however, to have been at Cambridge that English literature and, in particular, contemporary poetry, began to engage him seriously. They played, of course, no part in his official studies. Indeed, one of Byron’s chief complaints in ‘Thoughts Suggested’ was the ignorance of English history, law and literature fostered by the University syllabus:

			Happy the youth! in Euclid’s axioms tried,

			Though little vers’d in any art beside;

			Who, scarcely skill’d an English line to pen, 

			Scans Attic metres with a critic’s ken.

			What ! though he knows not how his fathers bled,

			When civil discord pil’d the fields with dead; 

			When Edward bade his conquering bands advance,  

			Or Henry trampled on the crests of France;

			Though, marv’lling at the name of Magna Carta,

			Yet, well he recollects the laws of Sparta;

			Can tell what edicts sage Lycurgus made,

			Whilst Blackstone’s on the shelf, neglected, laid; 

			Of Grecian dramas vaunts the deathless fame,

			Of Avon’s bard, rememb’ring scarce the name.15

			During his last term at Trinity, Byron completed ‘above four hundred lines’ of verse anatomizing ‘the poetry of the present Day’.16 ‘British Bards: A Satire’, its initial title, was a youthful polemic which, in lengthening versions, was to go through five editions. Byron came to wish he had never published it at all. Although his faith in Milton, Dryden and Pope as standards of excellence remained fixed, he was later embarrassed by many of the judgements passed on his contemporaries. This poem written in part at Trinity is important, however, because without amounting to the kind of self-dedication Wordsworth had vowed in the summer vacation of his first year at Cambridge, it nonetheless signalled a commitment to poetry, his own and that of other people, about which Byron would often become impatient in the future, even somewhat ashamed, but which was to remain with him for the rest of his life. The Cambridge he knew may have seemed ‘a villainous Chaos of Dice and Drunkenness, nothing but Hazard and Burgundy, Hunting, Mathematics and Newmarket, Riot and Racing’ as he described it in a letter written during that final term.17
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