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          It was such pleasure to behold him, such




          Enlargement of existence to partake Nature with him




          (Byron, Don Juan, 1819–24)
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  INTRODUCTION:




  GOING TO SCHOOL WITH BYRON
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    Where did you learn all these secrets? I should like to go to school there.




    (Shelley, letter to Byron, 26 May 1820)


  




  Shelley wrote this letter having just finished the first part of Byron’s comic masterpiece, Don Juan. Byron obtained many of the secrets from what some might

  term ‘the school of life’. This book is about what the poet learned there – and about what might be learned from him.




  It should be conceded at the start that Byron is not convinced that you can get life lessons from books. ‘Who was ever altered by a poem?’ he said. ‘Reading

  or non-reading a book will never keep down a single petticoat.’ More generally, he tends to distrust those who are keen to give advice, or those who claim to have the moral high ground

  (creatures he refers to as ‘bigots of virtue’). After offering his own pearl of wisdom to a correspondent, the poet admitted that ‘this is, like most good advice,

  impracticable’. Elsewhere he dwells on the example of Prometheus, the Titan who was punished for stealing fire from the gods:




  

    

      He teaches us the lesson taught so long,




      So oft, so vainly – learn to do no wrong!




      (The Age of Bronze, 1823)


    


  




  ‘Even I’, Byron admits, ‘am just skilled to know the right and choose the wrong.’ So a lesson, it would seem, is something that people can’t

  – or won’t – learn. But the poet doesn’t always lament this state of affairs, and one of his finest qualities is his commitment to being incorrigible:




  

    

      

        

          Oh Pleasure! you’re indeed a pleasant thing,




          

            

              Although one must be damned for you, no doubt;


            


          




          I make a resolution every spring




          

            

              Of reformation, ere the year run out,


            


          




          But, somehow, this my vestal vow takes wing,




          

            

              Yet still, I trust, it may be kept throughout:


            


          




          I’m very sorry, very much ashamed,




          And mean, next winter, to be quite reclaimed.


        


      




      (Don Juan, 1819–24)


    


  




  Not that ashamed, we suspect. Besides, next winter is a long way off. What Byron really reclaims is a relishing of present experience. As he puts it elsewhere, he wants to

  ‘learn experience’, which is not necessarily the same thing as learning from it.




  Having said all this, Byron does assert in Don Juan that his poem is a ‘great moral lesson’, and he noted to a friend that ‘it is my respect for morals that makes me

  so indignant against its vile substitute: cant’. He’s often insistent that poetry should try ‘to make man better and wiser’, and he praised his literary hero, Alexander

  Pope, for writing ‘Ethical poetry, in my mind the highest of all poetry’. Pope’s verse, he said, was ‘the Book of Life’, and Byron was an ardent defender of the idea

  that books should take their bearings from everyday experience: ‘Almost all of Don Juan is real life – either my own – or from people I knew.’ Despite his

  scepticism about what writing could achieve, he explained that he wrote ‘as a means to obtain influence over men’s minds – which is a power in itself and in its

  consequences’. In the chapters that follow, I’ll be exploring some of the ways in which that power might be conceived and put to use.




  To go to school with Byron is not to go to Sunday school. In Don Juan, the prim and proper Donna Inez ‘sets up a Sunday school’




  

    

      For naughty children, who would rather play




      (Like truant rogues) the devil, or the fool.




      (Don Juan, 1819–24)


    


  




  The poet, though, is enamoured of truant rogues – and of the special ways in which they learn things. Later in the poem, Juan and Haidee fall for each other as she tries

  to teach him her language. This is how life lessons are learned in Byron’s universe:




  

    

      

        

          And now, by dint of fingers and of eyes,




          

            

              And words repeated after her, he took


            


          




          A lesson in her tongue; but by surmise,




          

            

              No doubt, less of her language than her look:


            


          




          As he who studies fervently the skies




          

            

              Turns oftener to the stars than to his book,


            


          




          Thus Juan learned his alpha beta better




          From Haidee’s glance than any graven letter.




          ’Tis pleasing to be schooled in a strange tongue




          

            

              By female lips and eyes – that is, I mean,


            


          




          When both the teacher and the taught are young,




          

            

              As was the case, at least, where I have been;


            


          




          They smile so when one’s right, and when one’s wrong




          

            

              They smile still more, and then there intervene


            


          




          Pressure of hands, perhaps even a chaste kiss; –




          I learned the little that I know by this.


        


      




      (Don Juan, 1819–24)


    


  




  It’s not so much what such charismatic, seductive teachers communicate, but how they do it (a ‘glance’, a ‘look’, a

  ‘smile’). This is Byron’s kind of teaching (he was always averse to ‘the drilled dull lesson, forced down word by word’). We learn his lessons not by rote, but rather

  take them ‘by surmise’. And in Byronic schooling, the teacher and the taught are partners in crime, part of a double act in which it’s not entirely clear who has the upper hand.

  Perhaps this book might be better called Life Lessons in Byron, rather than from Byron. For this poet, a lesson isn’t something that is handed down. It’s more like a

  language you can learn, a mode of being and speaking in the world: ‘he took / A lesson in her tongue’. To speak Byron is to put yourself to school in unpredictable ways. A new language,

  he suggests, can provide a new repertoire for living.




  *




  

    

      Singular . . . most curious . . . nauseating, perhaps, but how quite inexpressibly significant.




      (Henry James, on reading Byron’s private papers)


    


  




  Everyone thinks they know Byron. And they know that to know him is a kind of risk. Lady Caroline Lamb’s description – ‘he’s mad, bad, and dangerous to

  know’ – has stuck. He’s the Romantic wild-child who can’t be tamed. ‘I was born for opposition,’ he proclaimed. But on other occasions he was less strident:

  ‘If you hear ill of me’, he wrote to one correspondent, ‘it is probably not untrue though perhaps exaggerated.’ There is a lot that is not untrue about Byron. He was famous

  for being infamous, and tales of sodomy and scandal, incest and intrigue, were never very far away. Here was a poet who was intent on being more than a poet. ‘I do not draw well with Literary

  men,’ he confessed. ‘I never know what to say to them after I have praised their last publication.’ In Beppo he added: ‘One hates an author that’s all

  author.’ And so this author had many other lives to live: the parliamentary speaker, the Regency rake, the European voyager, the defender of Greek liberty, and so on. Wherever people

  looked, the man was up to something. T. S. Eliot was right: ‘Byron has the cardinal virtue of never being dull.’




  He was born in 1788, a year before the French Revolution broke out. ‘My whole life was a contest,’ he said, and early on it looked as though political contests would claim his

  attention. He took his seat in the House of Lords in 1809, making speeches in favour of Catholic Emancipation and other liberal causes. After a Grand Tour of the Iberian peninsula and the Turkish

  dominions in the Levant, he published the first part of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage in 1812. It was an overnight success: ‘I awoke one morning and found myself famous.’

  Later, he boasted:




  

    

      I was reckoned a considerable time




      The grand Napoleon of the realms of rhyme.




      (Don Juan, 1819–24)


    


  




  Certainly, the influence of the man – or the myth of the man – across Europe was staggering; Don Juan was the bestselling work of the Romantic period, and

  was read by more people in the first twenty years after publication than any previous work of English literature. Annabella Milbanke, whom the poet married in 1815 and separated from less than a

  year later, was one of many caught up in what she termed ‘Byromania’.




  The poet left England in 1816 and never returned. He stayed with the Shelley circle at Lake Geneva, before moving on to settle (although ‘settle’ is never quite the right word for

  Byron) in Italy. After a string of dangerous liaisons and flings, he fell in love with Teresa Guiccioli in 1819. Signing off one letter to her, he wrote: ‘I kiss you more than I have ever

  kissed you – and this (if Memory does not deceive me) should be a fine number, counting from the beginning.’ Byron set sail for Greece in 1823, and he died there a few months later

  whilst supporting the Greeks in their fight for independence.




  That’s the briefest of sketches of Byron’s life. I’ll occasionally draw on biographical details in the chapters that follow, although it seems to me that myth and mania have

  often obscured what’s really interesting about Byron as a writer and thinker. This book shares a little of Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s impatience with the poet’s biographers –

  as Rossetti put it: ‘If Byron fucked his sister he fucked her and there an end.’ The poet’s life may inform his writing, but his writing also allowed him to reinvent his life, and

  we need to go beyond the scandal and the headlines in order to learn something from him. I want to focus on Byron’s genius for talking and thinking on paper.




  In an interview in 2009, Bob Dylan was asked: ‘What kind of artist are you?’ ‘I’m not sure, Byronesque maybe,’ he replied. It’s a good answer, partly because

  to be a Byronesque person or artist (maybe) is itself to be unsure of who you are. Byron is Byronesque, or Byronish – which is not the same thing as being a proponent of Byronism, or

  hedonism, or optimism, or pessimism, or – in the poet’s words – ‘some other hard name ending in “ism”’. He teaches, but he teaches by stealth and

  indirection, by not always saying the thing we might expect him to say. ‘There is pleasure in the pathless woods,’ he writes delectably in one poem, and he certainly likes those woods,

  yet it’s interesting to find the notoriously pleasure-seeking poet also claiming that ‘the more intellectual our pleasure, the better for the pleasure – and for us too’.

  This book is about the ways in which we might have better pleasure.
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  HOW TO BECOME YOURSELF
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      May I add a few words on a subject on which all men are supposed to be fluent, and none agreeable, – Self?




      (Byron, ‘Dedicatory Epistle to Thomas Moore’, The Corsair, 1814)


    


  




  Wherever Byron went, he found that his reputation preceded him. The poet said of ‘Ambition’, ‘Love’, and ‘Fame’:




  

    

      

        

          they came unsought, and with me grew,


        


      




      And made me all which they can make – a name.




      (‘Epistle to Augusta’, 1816)


    


  




  To get away from being a name was one of the reasons Byron left England. From Italy, he wrote:




  

    

      I am a nameless sort of person,




      (A broken Dandy lately on my travels)




      (Beppo, 1818)


    


  




  What might one gain by becoming a nameless sort of person? The Dandy’s predicament is of course a special case (nobody’s quite as famous as Byron), but many of us

  have felt beholden to a version of ourselves that we’ve grown uncomfortable with, or at least felt that our personality is a bit of a drag:




  

    

      My very chains and I grew friends,




      So much a long communion tends




      To make us what we are




      (The Prisoner of Chillon, 1816)


    


  




  We are often chained to work (so many first encounters seem to open with the question: ‘What do you do?’) and we are even chained to play (the next question is

  often: ‘What do you do, then, when you’re not working?’) Like a long commute, a ‘long communion’ with the habitual can whittle down a life to a mere

  lifestyle.




  Byron tempts us to remake what we are. The philosopher Stanley Cavell has suggested that ‘ignorance of myself is something I must work at’, and Byron encourages this kind of

  unpredictable work – he confessed to Lady Blessington that ‘if I know myself, I should say that I have no character at all’. ‘And yet – and yet – always

  yet and but,’ he writes in his journal. Being himself always led to a yet and a but:




  

    

      

        

          Temperate I am – yet never had a temper;




          

            

              Modest I am – yet with some slight assurance;


            


          




          Changeable too – yet somehow ‘Idem semper:’




          

            

              Patient – but not enamoured of endurance;


            


          




          Cheerful – but, sometimes, rather apt to whimper:




          

            

              Mild – but at times a sort of ‘Hercules furens:’


            


          




          So that I almost think that the same skin




          For one without – has two or three within.


        


      




      (Don Juan, 1819–24)


    


  




  It’s tricky to pin the ‘I’ to a consistent position; it seems he can’t even ‘think’ what he says, he can only ‘almost think’ it.

  Byron’s confession asks us to consider whether any of us are ever quite equal to ourselves – and whether we really want to be. Can we find ways to avoid feeling exasperated – or

  even just plain bored – by what we are? To become ourselves, how might we commit to the adventure of becoming new to ourselves?




  It’s worth noting at the outset just how much of everyday life is given over to thinking about unlived lives. The poet would have agreed with Oscar Wilde: ‘One’s real life is

  so often the life that one does not lead.’ This is why Byron was a writer: ‘To withdraw myself from myself (oh that cursed selfishness!) has ever been my sole, my

  entire, my sincere motive in scribbling at all.’ Why write? Or daydream? Or fantasize? Byron replies:




  

    

      

        

          ’Tis to create, and in creating live




          A being more intense, that we endow




          With form our fancy, gaining as we give




          The life we image, even as I do now.




          What am I? Nothing; but not so art thou,




          Soul of my thought! with whom I traverse earth,




          Invisible but gazing, as I glow




          Mixed with thy spirit, blended with thy birth,




          And feeling still with thee in my crushed feeling’s dearth.


        


      




      (Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, 1812–18)
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