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Oh/ ifyou wish that happiness
Your coming days and years may bless,
And virtues crown your brow ;
Be still as you were wont to be,
Spotless as you've been known to me?--
Be till as you are now.
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PREFACE

" BYRON, THe POET" is a volume of collected
addresses and essays relating to Lord Byron and
his poetry.

The Addresses have been delivered on various
dates in the county with which he was so inti-
mately associated, and where his name stands
pre-eminent in the world of literature.

The selected essays deal with numerous phases
of Byron's career; and there are additional chap-
ters on the life and writings of the poet.

The Editor begs to acknowledge the kind
assistance rendered by Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch
(whose early encouragement and co-operation
made the volume possible), Viscount Haldane,
Sir Squire Bancroft, Miss Marie Corelli; Pro-
fessors Macneile Dixon, Granger, Grierson, and
Saintsbury; Messs. William Archer, Shirley
C. Atchley (of the British Legation, Athens),
S. Clements, F. W. Davies, J. A. Hammerton,
Edmund Huntsman, Cecil Roberts, Herbert
C. Roe and Family, and Wilfred Whitten
(John O' London).

A specid word of thanks is due to the
Rev. the Lord Byron, M.A., for kind assistance
rendered in the matter of portraits and inform-
ation relating thereto; and to the following



X PREFACE

publishers for courteous permission to reproduce
some of the matter contained herein : the Syndics
of the Cambridge University Press, Messrs. Mac-
millan & Co., Messrs. Bradbury Agnew & Co,,
(the proprietors of Punch], and the proprietors
of the Sphere and Taller.

In addition to the aforenamed, thanks are
tendered to Sir James Barrie, O.M., (who was ,
engaged in journalistic work in the old Journal
office in Nottingham, only a few doors below
where the boy Byron wrote his first " poem"),
who sends his "best wishes for the success of the
enterprise.”

It is hoped that the proceeds from the sales of
this volume will be sufficient to enable a contri-
bution to be made towards a Byron Memorial in
connection with the Nottingham Public Libraries.

The raison detre of the publication, however,
is a literary one: the collation of hitherto scattered
matter, much of which is a valuable contribution
to Byroniana.

" Byron, the Poet," is a volume designed to
appeal not only to the litterateur, and to every
student of Byron, but to the general reader; for
Byron had admirers (as well as decriers) in every

class of Society.
W. A. B.

Thyfanesy thy temples, to the surface bow.
Commingling slowly with heroic earth,
Broke by the share of every rustic plough .
So pensh monuments of mortal Birth,
Toperish all inturn,save well-recorded Worth.
-- BYRON.
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" Fame is the thirst of youth."
—BYRON.






BY SIR ARTHUR QUILLER-COUCH, M.A., LITT.D,

King Edward VII Professor of English Literature in the University of Cambridge

b1

T were dangerous, perhaps, for a visitor to let him-
self overflow and expansively praise the people of
Nottingham, for endowing, in their University College,
an annual lecture under the great name of Byron. It
may bethat some pride of county association, of property
in him; some sense that he who was in many ways a
man of the world—who, more than Odysseus of old,
" saw many cities of men and was acquainted with their
spirit"—does yet peculiarly belong to you by race and
birth and those early influences of which no man ever
rids himself—has at least as much to do with it as your
discernment that the greatness of Byron needs
proclaiming and specially needs it just now. But,
however it came about, | congratulateyou : and however
much | wish you had chosen someone to do it better, |
am proud to make an essay here upon an act of justice
that, in England at any rate, badly needs the doing.
More than thirty-five years ago Matthew Arnold
made bold to prophesy thus:

These two, Wordsworth and Byron, stand, it seems to me,
first and pre-eminent ... a glorious pair, among the English

3
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poets of this [nineteenth] century. Keats had probably,
indeed, a more consummate poetic gift than either of them;
but he died having produced too little and being as yet too
immature to rival them. |, for my part, can never even think
of equalling with them any other of their contemporaries;,—
either Coleridge, poet and philosopher wrecked in a mist of
opium; or Shelley, beautiful and ineffectual angel, beating in
thevoid his luminous wingsin vain. Wordsworth and Byron
stand out by themselves. When the year 1900 is turned, and
our nation comes to recount her poetic gloriesin the century
which has then just ended, the first names with her will be
these.

The passage is notorious for a clever wayward
injustice it does to Shelley. (The only void in which
Shelley ever beat his luminous wings in vain was a void
in Mr. Arnold's understanding.) But will it last in equal
disrepute for its prophecy concerning Byron ? The year
1900 has been turned, and eighteen years have been
added, and to-day (let us be frank about it) that prophecy
has come nowhere near fulfilment. Indeed, promise of
defeat followed close on its utterance, when Swinburne
—who of al men then alive to be listened to—
Swinburne, professed hater of despotism, who of all men
might have been counted on to lift a louder trumpet and
resound the rally—Swinburne, who had written in
praise of Byron, words so noble that they might well
seem to melt into a pledge to escort a fellow-spirit
through darkness and detraction up to glory—

Tarry, dear cousin Suffolk !
My soul shall thine keep company to heaven ;
Tarry, sweet soul, for mine, then fly abreast!
—when Swinburne so promptly wheeled back on past
praise and joined with the revilers to revile—so
persuasively too!  But that the absurdity was possible
may teach us two things: the first, that in these days a
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claim for Byron realy needs pressng among his
countrymen ; the second that one who presses it must
first lay his account with their present neglect, and—
what is more—recognise it for an obstinate neglect, born
not of idleness or indifference but of positive reluctance
to allow the claim. Indeed, the other day a teacher in
an ancient University advertised a course of lectures on
the " Romantic Revolt" in English Poetry and left
Byron out!

This reluctance begins and ends at home.  On the
continent of Europe, through which his poetry first ran
as aflame, it has endured and burnt constantly. When
he died, on the 19th of April, 1824, at Missolonghi, the
Greek Provisional Government in the midst of the
Easter festival, closed all shops and public offices, and
proclaimed, with salute of guns, a general mourning for
twenty-one days. To-day | take down from the shelf a
volume (dated 1905) by Dr. George Brandes—it is
Volume 4 of a series treating of Main Currents in
Nineteenth Century Literature and treats particularly of
Naturalism in England, and this is what | find. Dr.
Brandes, viewing the movement by his sense of
proportion, assigns 33 of his pages to Wordsworth, 17
to Coleridge, 12 to Southey, 25 to Scott, 19 to Keats,
17 to Landor, 43 to Shelley, and no less than 116 to
Byron! It is obvious that between this foreign critic
and our domestic lecturer we must strike a balance
somewhere, somehow. And Byron belongs to us!

There may be cities who refuse,

To their own child the honours due,
And look urgently on the Muse ;

But ever shall those cities rue
The dry, unyielding, niggard breast,
Offering no nourishment, no rest,

To that young head which soon shall rise
Disdainfully, in might and glory, to the skies.
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Easy talk about reaction will not carry us very far.
The first two cantos of Childe Harold appeared on
March loth, 1812, and, as everyone knows, Byron
flashed into sudden, dazzling fame. Edition crowded
on edition. Before its appearance Tom Moore
gratified his lordship by expressing a fear that it was
too good for its age.  To this the late Professor Nichol
somewhat tartly (but in my opinion very justly) retorted
that this is precisely what it was not.

Its success was due to the reverse being the truth. It was
just on the level of its age.  Its flowing verse, defaced by
rhymical faults perceptible only to finer ears, its prevailing
sentiment, occasional boldness relieved by pleasing platitudes,
its half-affected rakishness, here and there elevated by a rush
as of morning air, and its frequent richness—not yet, as
afterwards, splendour—of description, were all appreciated by
the fashionable London of the Regency; while the
comparatively mild satire, not keen enough to scarify, only
gave a more piquant flavour to the whole.

For three full heady years Byron—a spoilt child from
the cradle—knew the idolatry of this society and in-
haled its incense. His name (I can conceive no more
illustrious triumph, in England, for art over the popular
imagination) figured in the shop-windows over new
styles in collars and neck-ties. The young shopman
behind the counter read his poems, and on Sundays
walked Hampstead Heath as a full-blooded Giaour
arming an Odalisque—and after all, when we consider,
this was a deal better than playing the "Abstract Buck"
on the mode of the Prince Regent Byron in fine and
in the language of the day wasthe"rage": and hefed it
lavishly: all too carelessly as an artist, and with seeming
carelessness as a dandy who chose to be a genius; yet
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all the while with an irritable care which vanity taught
vanity to conceal. These three marvellously successful
years were his worst, whether we take him as artist or
as man; years in which he poured out The Giaour, The
Bride of Abydos, The Corsair, Lara. There was no re-
sisting them. "Lara" says he,"| wrote while undressing
after coming home from balls and masquerades, in the
year of revelry, 1814" Now in 1814 a class in England
—Byron's class—was celebrating the apparent end of
the Napoleonic struggle. It had profiteered pretty suc-
cessfully through that struggle; it was emerging in a
triumphant political position; and its exultation shaped
itself in the form of the improved Brighton Pavilion
and the sort of behaviour that went on inside it. (The
Brighton Pavilion, you may remember, was adapted to
resemble the Kremlin at Moscow.) Our rulers, long
denied Continental travel, were hungry for foreign parts,
where Byron had been; for foreign titillations, which
Childe Harold had enjoyed and reported. " Sentiment-
alists," says George Meredith "are a perfectly natural
growth of a fat soil/' and sentiment is an even readier
coinage than hypocrisy for the tribute that vice pays
to virtue. What sentimentalist of the Regency could
command his duct of tears over such a passage as

He who hath bent him o'er the dead,

Ere the first day of Death is fled,

The first dark day of Nothingness,

The last of Danger and Distress,

(Before Decay's effacing fingers

Have swept the lines where Beauty lingers,) . . .

or refuse a thrill to the question

Know ye the land where the cypress and myrtle
Are emblems of deeds that are done in their clime?
Where the rage of the vulture, the love of the turtle,
Now melt into sorrow, how madden to crime ?
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When writing like that enjoys a rage—a patently
excessive rage—we ought not to grieve that reaction
comes, nor to grievethat it comes swiftly: but we may
deplore (1 think) when it descends upon the poet at the
hands of those who taught him to be overweening, and
afterwards found sanctuary for their sins of taste in
the violence they contributed to his punishment. As
Macaulay noted, the age set about smashing itsidol in
characteristic British fashion, assailing not the poetry he
had written up to 1816, and not at all (of course) them-
sdves for its having entranced them ; but assailing the
man for having been wicked in a wicked age; and this
although his wickedness was half a parade of perverse
vanity, and although, as a fact, he was so innocent of
the charge upon which they seized as to be helpless
before it, in a bewilderment at what it all meant.

We know no spectacle [says Macaulay] so ridiculous as the
British public in one of its periodical fits of morality. In
general, elopements, divorces, and family quarrels, pass with
little notice . . . But once in six or seven years our virtue be-
comes outrageous. We cannot suffer the laws of religion and
decency to be violated. We must make a stand against vice.
We must teach libertines that the English people appreciate
the importance of domestic ties. Accordingly some unfortu-
nate man, in no respect more depraved than hundreds whose
offences have been treated with leniency, is singled out as an
expiotary sacrifice. If he has children, they are taken from
him. If he has a profession, he isruined. He is cut by the
higher orders and hissed by the lower. Heis, in truth, a sort
of whipping-boy, by whose vicarious agonies al the other
transgressors of the same class are, it is supposed, sufficiently
chastised ... At length our anger is satiated.  Our victim is
ruined and heart-broken. And our virtue goes quietly to
deep for seven years more.
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So it happened with Byron. But a hundred years is
along while: and | cannot agree with Mr. Coleridge,
Byron's latest and best editor, when he wistfully opines
that " perhaps, even yet, the time has not come for a
definite and positive appreciation of his genius. The
tide of feeling and opinion must ebb and flow many
times before his rank and station among the poets of
all timewill befinally determined.” Surely,in 1918, we
can hold our minds aloof from the passions of 1818
(amid which the fourth and last canto of Childe Harold
appeared) and judge Byron's claim dispassionately, even
as we can judge the claim of Burns, another poet whose
private life, if you will, came short of edifying. Is
Byron's poetry great poetry ? Is it genuine poetry ?
Doesitringtrue? Isitsincere? Yes, there we have—
for all poetry, greater or less—the critical word—
sincerity. Though poetry speak with the tongues of men
and of angels, and have not sincerity, it is become as
sounding brass or atinkling cymbal.

We shall apply that crucial test later. For the
moment we must deal with someawkward preliminaries,
since—to speak bluntly—a great deal of Byron's writing
before 1816 forces on us the question, Whether it be
poetry at all ?  Well, if we would do our critical duty,
and be clear about Byron, let us have it out even with
that question, though it involve our making some
damaging, aimost desperate admissions. ¢

To begin with, no ear trained upon the exquisite lyric
of Shelley, with its jet and fall, its modulated runs,
pauses, linked lapses—all natural as movement of
water is natural—can miss to detect Byron's lyrical gift
as cheap, aimost null.  Take a chorus from Heaven and
Earth and set it beside a chorus from Prometheus
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Unbound, and it reads like a schoolboy's exercise—

Oh son of Noah ! mercy on thy kind !
What! wilt thou leave us all— all—all behind ?

But let us take a lyrical stanza or two—

The Assyrian came down like a 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—

which, with the rest of Hebrew Melodies reatfs to me,
| confess, like turgid school-exercise work : or

Oh ! what is more brave than the dark Suliote,

In his snowy camese and his shaggy capote ?

To the wolf and the vulture he leaves his wild flock,
And descends to the plain like a stream from the rock,

Then the Pirates of Parga that live by the waves,
And teach the pale Franks what it is to be slaves—.

| protest that my tongue stammers against continuing.
Now remember that readers of the Regency admired
that by the thousand, and then set it beside these long
neglected stanzas by Shelley—

Pause not! Thetimeis past' Every voice cries, Away '
Tempt not with one last tear thy friend's ungentle mood :
Thy lover's eye, so glazed and cold, dares not entreat thy stay

Duty and dereliction guide thee back to solitude,

Away, away ! to thy sad and silent home ;
Pour bitter tears on its desolated hearth ;

Watch the dim shades as like ghosts they go and come,
And complicate strange webs of melancholy mirth

Thou in the grave shalt rest—yet till the phantoms flee
Which that house and heath and garden made dear to thee
erewhile,
Thy remembrance, and repentance, and deep musings are not free
From the music of two voices and the light of one sweet smile.

Surely, after that, the thumped-out rhythm of even
the best lyric of Byron's is hard to pass: and we have
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had Tennyson, too, and Swinburne to educate us:
Swinburne, for example:

And Pan by noon and Bacchus by night,
Fleeter of foot than the fleet-foot kid,
Follows with dancing and fills with delight

The Maenad and the Bassand ;
And soft as lips that laugh and hide
The laughing leaves of the trees divide,
And screen from seeing and leave in sight,
The god pursuing, the maiden hid.

| am hardy—and hardier, being one who deplores the
almost complete tyranny of the lyric in these days—to
claim that it has at any rate trained the Englishman's
lyrical ear : and so must own that the foreigners—
especialy the German, who makes no account of this
defect in Byron, himself lacking the instruction, even
the vocal apparatus, to detect it—can bring little or
nothing to help Byron against his countryman's
damaging criticism.

For a second point: Byron, who wrote much in blank
verse, had, to the end, small sense of it. Of the slide
of caesura by which Milton's organic line almost draws
tears by its very perfection, he had no sense at all; as
none for the handling by which Shakespeare at the last
tamed it, not only to " perform at point " anything from
a shearer's feast to the broken outcry of royal Lear, but
&t it humming to the soul in all undersounds and over-
sounds. By a perversity Byron chose to admire the line
of Pope, which, admirable in itself, of al lines least
suited our poet's genius: while his own careless fluidity
precluded that neatness which the Popian line mogt
demands. In plain words, Byron did not take enough
trouble—a source of failure in many walks of life.
When the good Sir Walter Scott, reviewing Cain, wrote
that in this" very grand and tremendous drama," Lord
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Byron " has certainly matched Milton on his own
ground,” the mountain brought forth a little mouse pre-
destined for Matthew Arnold to play with, in Matthew
Arnold's pretty feline way. But the mischief goes
down beyond carelessness ; the carelessness being but
symptomatic. Too often Byron's blank verse has no
nerve of life. There resides the malady of such lines
as:
Souls who dare look the Omnipotent tyrant m

Hiseverlasting face and tell him that
Hisevil is not good

(at which Arnold scoffed) or :
Unless you keep company

With him (and you seem scarce used to such high

Society) you can't tell how he approaches.
These defects—and not a few others, from clumsiness
of dramatic touch down to sheer bad grammar, vulgarly
bad grammar—stare at us out of Byron's page. But
poetry can have all these faults and remain poetry—
remain even high poetry—so it be fervent, imaginative,
and (above all) sincere.

A%

What, then, of Byron's sincerity ? You will know
M. Scherer's dictum: " This beautiful and blighted
being is at bottom a coxcomb. He posed all his life
long." | shall presently try to show that four words in
that judgment convert the whole to a falsehood.  But
again let the devil's advocate have his way for a while
with Byron the man. | shall in this audience presume
a knowledge at least of the main facts of hislife. You
know that he was well born if it be well born to come
of a line of strong men, arrogant under title of nobility,
eminently unlike their poorer neighbours, and able—
though too often in sinister ways—to assert this un-
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likeness for superiority, warranting a claim to be alaw
to themselves. You know the story of the fifth—the
" wicked "—Lord Byron ; how he killed his kinsman and
neighbour Chaworth by some sinister sword-play in a
darkened room in Piccadilly, and thereafter (having
escaped by verdict of his peers) lived out a mad and
morose life—by report a haunted one—at Newstead,
shooting at bottles for distraction, and absolutely
ignoring the brat at Aberdeen who, in default of direct
issue, was to succeed him.

You know that the father of this brat was Captain
John Byron, a spendthrift and heartless rake; that the
mother was a vulgar, doting, illiterate Scotch heiress,
who, having been wickedly abandoned to bring the
child up, did, to spoil him, al that pretentiousness in
penury, all that fondness combined with ungovernable
temper, could possibly achieve. You know, moreover,
that the child was born with a club foot, and was of a
vanity so sensitive that the deformity (a slight one)
tortured his life—and this though, as all contemporaries
testify, he grew to a young man of winning, of sur-
passing, personal beauty, with a face as it were a vase
nobly cut in ivory or alabaster and lit from within:
" the only man | ever contemplated,” testified Charles
Mathews, " to whom | felt disposed to apply the word
beautiful."  Byron left among his papers a note of the
feeling of horror and humiliation that came over him
as a child when his mother, in one of her gusts of
passion, taunted him with being "a lame brat!" and if
you turn to the opening lines of The Deformed Trans-
formed, his last, unfinished drama, you will read that
taunt still seared on his memory, as, pursuing, you will
find the whole~poem vibrant to its torture.  Yes, Byron
was abnormally, even insanely, sensitive ; and, as sens-
tiveness promotes vanity, Byron was inordinately vain ;
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and, as vanity leads to posturing, and posturing to
pretence, and pretence to downright lying, we may, if
we will, damn Byron on al these counts. There is
unhappily, evidence that even of the last he was not
guiltless.

Thus far, then, the devil's advocate has his way. Yet,
in Portials words:

“{ Tarry alittle : thereis something else.

v

Suppose a man, noble of nature, at bottom fiercely
proud and courageous, but spoilt in childhood and so
sensitive to the world's opinion that, the world flattering
him for an idol, he returns the compliment by making
the world his god. Suppose that world to be the May-
fair of the Prince Regent's day—a tawdry society of
war-profiteers swollen upon the miseries of a bowed and
ruined populace—a society to my mind even more
hateful, because falser, in its smug godliness than in its
vices. It has flattered this man to the skies, and he
repays it with Thou art my God: in Thee do Iput my
trust.

Now suppose this man, so sensitive, of a sudden ex-
posed to a false charge of which he cannot even learn
the particulars.  Suppose him to look around in dismay
—for the calumny, whatever it is, has leapt up within
his own doors, from the very breast of his wife, and
ecaped into the street.  Still he is confident. The
world, in which he has trusted, will rally to him, will
not fal him.

But lo! it has as suddenly crumbled, fallen away. He
is alone, deserted, naked as Lear. The pavement of
popularity has broken up and become a hissing.  It's
gones are burning marl to his feet. He, like Lear,
must go out a wanderer.
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Now such a reversal of fortune—to use the Aristo-
telian phrase—if it befall a weak man, a fribble, a cox-
comb, such as Byron seems to M. Scherer, merely ends
him. He awakes from illusion, he has lost the breath
of his being; nothing remains but to turn his face to
the wall Such astroke descended on Byron. It cut
sheer down through tissue and nerve of one of the most
sensitive men ever born.  And he screamed—as how
should he not, being such a man? But | say to you
that the surgery cut down to a man, to a great man, to
a great poet—and saved his soul. It cut down through
affected or practised falsities, to the truth which lay in
the kernel of the man. And | say to you that, in this
matter of truth, while it iswell for us that we demand
exactitude of statement, strict correspondence of report
with fact, as one test of an English gentleman, it were
better if we demanded a higher allegiance—allegiance
to the truth within him.  You may never in your life
have said a word false to fact, and yet all your life by
timidity and paltering with essential truth have been
playing false before men. In our hearts we all know it;
that orthodoxy is, with many, a lie of the soul.  Of that
lie, having proved it a lie and by bitter experience,
Byron became (because among men of his age he saw it,
for what it was) most definitely the deadliest denouncer.

VI

| shal return to this. For the moment | ask you to
take April 25th, 1816, the day on which Byron sailed
from England for ever, and to set that for a mark
dividing al that he wrote before from all that he wrote
afterwards: and | promise you that with this simple
book-marker between what to discard and what to

retain, you will never again doubt that he was a great
poet.
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Still using April 1816 for bookmarker, divide the
first two cantos of Childe Harold from the remainder,
begun in early May of that year. Who can fail to
perceive the sudden deepening of the voice to sincerity,
the as sudden lift to music and imagination? Who
can fail to feel that out of mere Vanity Fair we have
passed at one stride into a region of moral earnestness,
into acquaintance with a grand manner, into a presence ?
The very exordium gives the convincing shock—the
exordium in which he proclaimed—as Shelley aso
proclaimed—that he, the poet, has power actually to
embody his thoughts, give them life and yield them
over " nurselings of immortality."

He, who grown aged in this world of woe,

In deeds, not years, piercing the depths of life,

So that no wonder waits him—nor below

Can Love or Sorrow, Fame, Ambition, Strife,

Cut to his heart again with the keen knife

Of silent, sharp endurance—he can tell

Why Thought seeks refuge in lone caves, yet rife
With airy images and shapes which dwell

Still unimpaired, though old, in the Soul's haunted cell.
'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 | do now—

What am | ? Nothing: but not so art thou,

Soul of my thought! with whom | traverse earth,
Invisible but gazing, as | glow

Mixed with thy spirit, blended with thy birth,

And feeling still with thee in my crushed feelings' dearth.

We pass a few stanzas, and come to the account of
Brussels and the night-alarm before Waterloo. Who
can read it and find not (in Sydney's phrase) his heart
moved more than with a trumpet? Still we pass, to
dwell at its close, dwell upon the exquisite stanza to
young Howard—Byron's kinsman—who fell in the
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swoop of Vivian's cavalry upon the dying fina attack
of the French guard:

There have been tears and breaking hearts for thee,

And mine were nothing, had | such to give;

But when | stood beneath the fresh green tree,

Which living waves where thou didst cease to live,

And saw around me the widefield revive

With fruits and fertile promise, and the Spring

Come forth her work of gladness to contrive,

With al her reckless birds upon the wing,

| turned from al she brought to those she could not bring.

If any man deny that for poetry—deny to that last line,
with its dragging monosyllables, the informing touch
of high poesy—let us not argue with him. Let us
content ourselves with telling him.

VII

| repeat that if we take April 25th, 1816, the date
on which he sailed from England, and place it in our
Byron for a book-marker, we shall find ourselves, by
that simple act, made ready to face his disparagers.
" The one great thing," says Lacordaire, " is to have a
life of ones own"; and from that date Byron, who had
hitherto lived in the opinion of others and fed on it and
written much shoddy to please it, found himself—and
found a great poet. Let there be no nonsense about his
rising upon any"stepping-stone of his dead self to higher
things!" Byron's sef underwent no kind of dissolution :
it came through its ordeal very much alive; defiantly
the same soul as ever, with head bloody but unbowed
and with heart more arrogant than ever. Through
torment and bitterness he had attained to " know the
heavenly powers"; to know them—if | may conjecture
ﬁ\uw hisown addition—adevilish sight toowell. Hence-
forwagluhe stands opposed to them: but he stands up.
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You may smile at any man—small bi-forked creature
that he is—standing up, questioning, arraigning, de-
nouncing the higher powers; but you must acknow-
ledge the right of the challenge. If God created man
in his image, man has a right (shall we not even say,
aduty ?) to erect himself to the fullest inch of that image,
and ask questions. Does it not, at any rate, argue a
certain nobility of mind (if exorbitant) in one betrayed
by his fellow-creatures, that he walks straight up and
has it out with the Creator himself?

That is what —in Manfred, in Cain> in Heaven and
Earth, in The Vision of Judgment, in The Deformed
Transformed—substantially in every line he wrote after
that Spring of 1816, informs his purpose. He hates
Castlereagh, and all jackals; Brougham, and all sham
opponents of tyranny. He disdains its stupidity in
George 111, its fungoid growth in George 1V., the hard
and brilliant expertise of Wellington in saving the world
for the benefit of a class. He sees War for what it is, or
at any rate for what he believes it to be—a piratical
hazard of the powerful, cruelly employing the unreason-
ing but agonising mass of mankind as dupes and victims.
And, proud rebel that he is, he carries the question
(Shelley, too, carried it) up past your George the Third,
Wellington. Castlereagh, to hand it, with Lucifer's own
politeness, to the Almighty in session. " Your pardon,
Sire—but, with such agents, is the judge of the Earth,
just now, doing right?"

At any rate, to take hold upon Genesis and shake it,
as Byron and Shelley did in an age (with difficulty con-
ceivable by us) when even to venture a doubt that the
Universe came into being in six days of twenty-four
hours by the clock was to evoke every curse of the
orthodox, is an act of intellectual courage, and remains
that in despite of Goethe and his dictum that "the
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moment Byron begins to reflect, he is a child." It may
be simple : but it is, or was, a thought; and to utter and
maintain it, against the England of Byron's day, re-
quired a mind very high above childishness: nay, a
mind that had some measure of the Titanic: for, be
the thought itself simple, the challenge is the grand
challenge of Prometheus.

Many have noted that in all good portraits of Byron
his head has a poise, his face a lurid look, as of one
who dwelt in aregion above his fellows, in a high atmo-
sphere where tempests are more frequent, more terrific
—but more frequent also and closer, clearer, more rare-
fied, are the vistas of Heaven. It is the face of Lucifer,
star of the morning—of Lucifer, the accuser with the
beautiful curled (lip—equally the accuser whether at
Heaven's gate claiming George 111. for hell, or prompting
Cain to demand of God himself, concerning Adam's
transgression :

What had | done in this?—I was unborn :
| sought not to be born ; nor love the state
To which that birth has brought me. Why did he
Yield to the Serpent and the woman? or
Yielding—why suffer?

What was there in this?
The tree was planted, and why not for him ?
If not, why place him near it, where it grew
The fairest in the centre? They have but
One answer to all questions. " Twas hiswill,
Andheisgood." How know 1 that? Because
He is all-powerful, must all-good, too, follow ?

But (to leave theology aone and dea only with
Byron's attitude towards earthly despots) | will ask you
to consider this one point upon which some thought
will be usefully expended, whether you apply it to the
Europe of to-day, again staggering—blinded, almost
broken—out of a stupendous war upon human liberty,
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or prefer to narrow it backwards down and upon an
academic theme, "The Romantic Revival in English
Poetry." If, and while, you so narrow it, | yet beg you
to reflect that, of its pioneers, Coleridge tottered through
opium to Highgate; Wordsworth, after a few glorious
years, settled to live comfortably beside the cataracts of
the Lake Country that had haunted him like a passion—
and ended with Ecclesiastical Sonnets and Sonnets in
Defence of Capital Punishment; Southey, the Pantiso-
crat, turned renegade and kept in long domesticity his
home fires burning with duplicate proofs of articles
betraying his old faith. But, of the ensuing rank of
rebels, the great ones—Shelley, Keats, Landor, Byron
—for various reasons found England no place for them,
departed into exile, and in exile died. Let us weigh
their names to-day against those of Frere, Castlereagh,
Gifford, Lockhart, ask which were—after all and on the
whole—in the right, and beware how we persecute for
opinion.

We have only to read a list of the poems poured forth
in those first months of passionate exile and we stand
amazed before an energy which seems almost maniacal.
We examine them, and are amazed yet more by their
poetical strength.  Chillon, the Sanzas to Augusta, The
Dream, the awful poem on Darkness with its most awlul
conclusion—but suffer me while | read it:

And War, which for amoment was no more,

Did glut himself again :— ameal was bought

With blood, and each sate sullenly apart

Gorging himself in gloom ; no Love was| eft;

All jbarth was but one thought—and that was Death,
Immediate and inglorious ; and the pang

Of faminefed upon al entrails—men

Died_ and their bones were tombless as their flesh;
The meagre by the meagre were devoured,

Even dogs assailed their masters, al save one,
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And he was faithful to a corse, and kept

The birds and beasts and famished men at bay,

Till hunger clung them, or the dropping dead

Lured their lank jaws ; himself sought out no food,
But with a piteous and perpetual moan,

And a quick desolate cry, licking the hand

Which answered not with a caress—he died.

The crowd was famished by degrees ; but two

Of an enormous city did survive,

And they were enemies ¢ they met beside

The dying embers of an altar-place

Where had been heaped a mass of holy things

For an unholy usage ; they naked up,

And shivering scraped with their cold skeleton hands
The feeble ashes, and their feeble breath

Blew for alittle life, and made a flame

Which was a mockery ; then they lifted up

Their eyes as it grew lighter, and beheld

Each other's aspects—saw, and shrieked, and died—
Even of their mutual hideousness they died,
Unknowing who he was upon whose brow

Famine had written Fiend. The World was void,
The populous and the powerful was alump,
Seasonless, herbless, treeless, manless, lifeless—

A lump of death—a chaos of hard clay.

The rivers, lakes, and ocean al stood still,

And nothing stirred within their silent depths ;
Ships sailorless lay rotting on the seg,

And their masts fell down piecemeal: as they dropped
They dlept on the abyss without a surge—

The waves were dead ; the tides were in their grave,
The Moon, their mistress, had expired before ;

The winds were withered in the stagnant air,

And the clouds perished ; Darkness had no need
Of aid from them—She was the Universe.

Such things as that—with Manfred, Mazeppa, Beppo,
The Lament of Tasso, The Prophecy of Dante—come not
of determination of words to the pen, but are creations,
heaved out from the volcanic breast of this man.
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VIl

It happened—as such things do happen—that this
soul, turned inward upon itself and, having found itself,
preoccupied with expressing itself—that Byron, alone,
or having only the Alps and Shelley, most ethereal of
men, for his spiritual companions—blundered, in Man-
fred and Cain, over the edge of that actual and fatal
ground on which all the serpents of scandal were hissing
lies about him—and about Shelley, with The Revolt
of Isam and some utterly false deductions for all their
excuse. " The time Byron and Shelley spent together "
—I quote here from Dr. George Brandes—

profitable and enjoyable as it was, would have been happier but
for the behaviour of some of their fellow countrymen whose
curiosity led them to dog the footsteps and spy the actions of
the two poets. English tourists had the incredible impertin-
ence to force their way into Byron's house. When a stop was
put to this, they stood with telescopes on the shore or on the
road; they looked over the gardenwall; and hotel-waiters
were bribed, as the Venetian gondoliers afterwards were, to
communicate all that went on.

Hired spies never fail with a story: it is the goods they
are paid to deliver. Rumours, all false, spiced and
garnished up to meet the market of scandal, were duly
indited in the letters of these tourists and posted to
England—"gossip" by degrees making the poets out to
be incarnate devils.

It consequently hardly surprises us to read that, one day at
Madame de Stad's, when Byron was announced, a pious old
English lady, Mrs. Hervey, the novel-writer, fainted when she
heard his name.

But Byron, aware of the hubbub, kept unaware of the
particular lie and now too scornful to enquire, writes
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on and on. His task is to arraign the wickedness before
which men fawn—spiritual wickedness in high places.

And so—as it might seem by felicitous chance, out of
an experiment in Beppo—»but truly by destiny—all his
fortunes with his insurgent wrath against them, his
knowledge of men and cities, his fatal sensual half-
knowledge of women, with that noble damning core of
true intuition ever torturing our Lucifer wide-eyed for
the best thing missed, for salvation lost—all his facility
of wit, his perfectness in the note of conversation among
well-bred men and women; his own very considerable
grasp of politics; his sense of Europe ; his sense of the
hypocrisy underlying all received government, al re-
ceived religion ; his sense of seas and mountains and vast
natural forces amid which man may be viewed at will as
a controlling engineer or a derisory ape ;—all these (I
say) in the end miraculously met together, found the
measure and stanza exactly suitable to them and to
Byron's genius, and combined in Don Juan.

| believe Don Juan will some day be recognised for
one of the world's few greatest epics. | am sure that it
is, after Paradise Lost, our second English Epic. Don
Juan has this, at any rate, in common with the Iliad
itself: it belongs with heart and soul to its age—a
remarkable age, too, in human history—and it paints
that age with such lively intensity, with such a sweep
of power, that no generation to come will ever be able
to dispute the picture. Still less will anyone dispute the
play of life in the story, with its multitudinous variety
of movement. It undulates like an ocean sweeping the
reader along upon its waves, carrying him from shores
familiar to shores romantic, from mart to mart of traffic,
passion, intrigue, to shipwreck him but—as Odysseus
was shipwrecked long ago—to leave him stretched, with
the brine on his nakedness, on sands in the bland sun-
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light, caressed by soft winds/ gazing up faint and half
awake into the eyes of young love, innocent and
dartled. But | pass over the famous passage of Juan's
first meeting with Haidde, to read you another—yet
more characteristic perhaps—describing her father's—
the pirate Lambro's—unexpected return and intrusion
ontheir festal love-making.

He saw his white walls shining in the sun,

His garden trees dl shadowy and green ;
He heard his rivulet's light bubbling run,

The distant dog-bark; and percelved between
The umbrage of the wood, so coal and dun,

The moving figures, and the sparkling sheen
Of arms (in the East all arm)—and various dyes
Of coloured garbs, as bright as butterflies.

* * * *

And still more nearly to the place advancing,
Descending rather quickly the declivity,

Through the waved branches, d'er the greensward glancing,
'Midst other indications of festivity,

Seeing a troop of his domestics dancing
Like Dervises, who turn as on a pivot, he

Percelved it was the Pyrrhic dance so martial,

To which the Levantines are very partia.

And further on a group of Grecian girls,
The first and tallest her white kerchief waving,
Were strung together like a row of pearls,
Linked hand in hand, and dancing ; each too having
Down her white neck long floating auburn curls—
(The leest of which would s&t ten poets raving);
Their leader sang—and bounded to her song
With chora step and voice the virgin throng.

And here, assambled crossleggd round their trays,
Small socid parties just begun to dine;

Pilaus and meats of al sorts met the gaze,
And flasks of Samian and of Chian wine,

And sherbet cooling in the porous vase;
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Above them their dessart grew on its vine ;—
The orange and pomegranate nodding O'er,
Dropped in their lgps, scarce plucked, their mellow sore.

A band of children, round a snow-white ram,
There wreathe his venerable horns with flowers ;
While peaceful asif still an unweaned lamb,
The patriarch of theflock al gently cowers
His sober head, majestically tame,
Or eats from out the palm, or playful lowers
His brow, asif in act to butt, and then,
Yielding *to their s;nall hanqcs draws*back again.

Here was no lack of innocent diversion
For the imagination or the senses,
Song, dance, wine, music, stories from the Persian,
All pretty pastimesin which no offenceis;
But Lambro saw al these things with aversion,
Perceiving in his absence such expenses,
Dreading that climax of all humanills
Theinflammation of his weekly hills.

* * * *

Perhaps you think, in stumbling on thisfeast,
Heflew into a passion, and in fact

There was no mighty reason to be pleased ;
Perhaps you prophesy some sudden act,

The whip, the rack, or dungeon at the least,
To teach his people to be more exact,

And that, proceeding at a very high rate,

He showed the royal penchants of a pirate.

Y ou're wrong.—He was the mildest mannered man
That ever scuttled ship or cut a throat;

With such true breeding of a gentleman,
You never could divine his rea thought;

No courtier could, and scarcely woman can
Gird more deceit within a petticoat;

Pity he loved adventurous life's variety,

He was so great aloss to good society !

For a second specimen of the poem's quality | choose
Juan's encounter with the highwaymen in Canto XI:
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Don Juan had got out on Shooter's Hill;

Sunset the time, the place the same declivity
Which looks along that vale of Good and 111

Where London streets ferment in full activity,
While everything around was calm and still.

Except the creak of wheels, which on their pivot he
Heard,—and that bee-like, bubbling, busy hum
Of cities, that boil over with their scum :—

| say, Don Juan, wrapt in contemplation,
Walked on behind his carriage, o'er the summit,
And lost m wonder of so great a nation,
Gave way to it, since he could not overcome it.
" And here" he cried, " is Freedom's chosen station ;
Here peals the People's voice nor can entomb it
Racks—prisons—inquisitions; Resurrection
Awaits it, each new meeting or election.

" Here are chaste wives, pure lives ; here people pay
But what they please; and if that things be dear,
Tis only that they love to throw away
Their cash, to show how much they have a-year.
Here laws are al inviolate—none lay
Traps for the traveller—every highway's clean—
Here"—he was interrupted by aknife,
With—" Damn your eyes! your money or your life ! "—

These free-born sounds proceeded from four pads
In ambush laid, who had perceived him loiter
Behind his carriage ; and, like handy lads,
Had seized the lucky hour to reconnoitre,
In which the heedless gentleman who gads
Upon the road, unless he prove a fighter
May find himself within that isle of riches
Exposed to lose his life as well as breeches.

Juan, who did not understand a word

Of English, save their shibboleth, "God damn 1"
And even that he had so rarely heard,

He sometimes thought ‘twas only their " Salam,"
Or " God be with you 1"—and 'tis not absurd
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To think so,—-for half English as | am
(To my misfortune), never can | say
| heard them wish " God with you," save that way ;—

Juan yet quickly understood their gesture,
And being somewhat choleric and sudden,
Drew forth a pocket pistol from his vesture,
And fired it into one assailant's pudding—
Who fell, as rolls an ox o'er in his pasture,
And roared out, as he writhed his native mud in,
Unto his nearest follower or henchman,
" Oh Jack ! I'm floored by that 'ere bloody Frenchman !"

Those who approach Don Juan with preconceived
notions of what an Epic should be, may deny it the
title if they will. /call it an Epic: but, Epic or not (as
we consent or refuse to be daves to definition), it is a
tremendous poem. If | hesitated at all to commend it
to the young, | should hesitate not in prudery—for
youth, the natural time of temptation, is the time to
meet it and be trained to overcome it. | should hesitate
rather because the poem appeals less to the young than
to intelligent and mature men and women who (as
Nichol putsit) " have grown weary of mere sentiment,
and yet retain enough of sympathetic feeling to desire
at times to recall it."  The poem, in short, addresses
middle age, as Montaigne's Essays address middle age.
If we are wise we shall come to them both at lagt.

Anyhow (to quote Nichol again) " in writing Don
Juan, Byron attempted something that had never been
done before, and his genius so chimed with his
enterprise that it need never be done again" Like
many another epical undertaking—the Faerie Queene
for example—it survives as a broken pillar on the
author's grave. Byron himself, even in the act of
writing it, scarcely suspected that this was his grand
charge against the forts of hypocrisy and despotism.
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He dreamed of action: and the circumstances of his
death have clouded in the biographies the glory of the
greater performance. He had written :

And | will war, at least in words (and—should
My chance so happen—deeds), with all who war

With Thought;—and of Thought's foes by far most rude
Tyrants and sycophants have been and are,

I know not who may conquer ; if I could
Have such a prescience, it should be no bar

Tothis my plain, sworn downright detestation

Of every despotism in every nation.

The war against the forts of folly, the enemies of
Thought, is—alas! must be—unending. But, for
Byron's temporal victory, seek in Don Juan. Don Juan
was his Heights of Abraham : and falling, he passes
into asplendour of memory.

You know the end: how he died as a man should,
although not actually on the field of battle as he had
anticipated in the lines entitled On this Day | Complete
my Thirty-Sxth Year :

The Sword, the Banner, and the Field,
Glory and Greece around me see !

The Spartan, borne upon his shield,
Was not more free.

Awake! (not Greece—she is awake !)
Awake, my spirit!  Think through whom
Thy life-blood tracks its parent lake,
And then strike home !

Tread those reviving passions down,
Unworthy manhood !—unto thee
Indifferent should the smile or frown

Of Beauty be.

If thou regret'st thy youth, why live ?
The land of honourable death

Is here :—up to the Field, and give
Away thy breath!
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Seek out-—Iess often sought than found—
A soldier's grave, for theethe best;

Then look around, and choose thy ground,
And take thy Rest

He died at Missolonghi, on the 19th of April, 1824,
of a fever caught from the marshes there in the heat of
organising the grand struggle by which Greece won
her liberty. " Byron is dead.” Tennyson has told us
how, when the news reached England, he, a young man,
went about all day speechless, or only saying to himself
" Byron is dead,” " Byron is dead !" Let Swinburne,
in token of our pardon for later offences, be alowed to
recover an earlier word and speak it for the last:

Hiswork was done at Missolonghi; al of hiswork for which
the fates could spare him time. A little space was allowed him
to show at least a heroic purpose, and attest a high design:
then with al things unfinished before him and behind, he fell
adeep after many troubles and triumphs.  Few can ever have
gone wearier tothe grave; none with less fear. He had done
enough to earn hisrest.  Forgetful now and set free for ever
from dl faults and foes he passed through the doorway of no
ignoble death, out of reach of time, out of sight of love, out of
hearing of hatred, beyond the blame of England and the praise
of Greece. In the full strength of his spirit and body his
destiny overtook him and made an end of dl his labours.
He had seen and borne and achieved more than most men on
record. He was a great man, good at many things, and now
he had attained his rest.

[This "Study" was originally read before an audience at University
College, Nottingham, inaugurating a " Byton Lectureship”

It was first printed in a volume of "Sudies in Literature" (Second
Scries) publishedin 1922, by the Cambridge University Press.

The "Sudy" is reprinted in this volume by kind permission of the
author and the Syndics ofthe Cambridge University Press)
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THE FAME OF BYRON

BY THE HON. WHITELAW REID, M.A., LL.D,

American Ambassador to England, 1905-1912

THERE was a time when no English poet was so

" popular and so universally read either in
England or on the Continent as Byron. To borrow his
own graphic phrase, he awoke one morning and found
himself famous. Then there came a time when no
English poet was so odious.  The disapproval aroused
by his acts, his utterances, and what the world thought
it knew of his character, extended to his work. Men
still read it, but often to dwell only on the baleful
brilliancy of the light that had gone astray. The
pendulum of public opinion swung to and fro. ~ When
it finally settled—not very far from a just medium—the
century had passed its meridian, new tastes had
developed, new men arisen, and Byron was already
relegated to the shelf of authors who had been
favourites—to the shelf where we now range Scott and
Wordsworth and Coleridge, with their elders, Pope,
Goldsmith, Addison and yet greater names—men to be
still read on occasion, but no longer an intimate,
essential part of the literary life of the time.  We need
not shut our eyes to the fact that these changes were
partly due to a frequent instinct of the public to weigh
the worth of Lord Byron's verse by the worthlessness of

his life.
K
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When you consider the nature of England, and
indeed when you consider the history of the nineteenth
century, the reason why Lord Byron's work and fame
seem less vital than they were becomes plain enough.
He was perpetualy in revolt. His work is the
literature of revolt, and for the most part of unwise and
unsuccessful revolt. It was revolt against Society,
revolt against those features of morality on which
Society sets up the most exacting standards; revolt
against his order; revolt against Theology if not
Religion; and finally, revolt against many established
opinions, most established institutions, and against
some established governments.  Yet his revolutions
were all failures. Even in his worst moments of utter
perversity, when eager to maintain his affected pose as
the most startlingly, sensationally, picturesquely wicked
Englishman, he passed in an instant to strains of
surpassing sweetness when he thought of his daughter
or his sister—to pictures of feminine charm and purity
and grace which neither English literature nor the
classics of the world can afford to lose from their
immortal treasures.

The depths to which he fell, in some of his poems of
the Venetian period, reveal with plain frankness the
amazing side of his literary character. The worst of
his works were never really popular with the people,
whose approval he would have seriously valued, but
they were enormously read at the time.  They have
long since ceased to enjoy that lowest tribute which
misdirected genius shares with the output of the gutters.
But even at the worst, he would suddenly pass from
wearisome pages of mere degradation of his powers to a
lyric that will set the pulses of al men throbbing while
brave deeds are honoured or liberty is loved.

Byron's fame would be better founded if it did not
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rest on so many works.  Here, too, he approved the
better course, but held to the worse.  In a letter to his
publisher he deliberately laid down the proposition that
a good long poem was impossible—he, the author of one
poem in sixteen cantos, of three poems of high
importance in one year, of two in another, and of six
in the last year of his really valuable literary activity.
Murray had written that half of the third and fourth
cantos of a certain work was very good. " You are
wrong,” was Lord Byron's answer, "for if it were it
would be the finest poem in existence. Where is the
poetry of which one half isgood? Isit in the Aeneid ?
Isit Milton's ? Isit Dryden's? Isit anyone's except
Pope's or Goldsmith's, of which all is good? If one
half be good, what would you have more? No—no:
No poetry is generally good—only by fits and starts—
and you are lucky to get a sparkle here and there.
You might as well want a midnight all stars as a rhyme
al perfect." It must be admitted, that in spite of his
genius, his practice often conformed to his theory.
Byron's rea inspiration was apt to be personal or
political rather than poetic ; and aso apt to be in favour
of some revolt against existing order. It is pitiful to
note how much of his finest verse is occupied with his
family troubles and personal griefs. With hisfirm de-
termination to bear them in silence, and the melodious
volubility in which he continues just the same to pour
them forth—meanwhile revelling in the ridicule of the
conventions which he defies. In poalitics his very first
appearance in the House of Lords was in a generous
and humane appeal for men here in his own county,
engaged in a lawless strike which no one would now
justify, against the use of machinery in Nottingham
industries. The earliest effect of his travels was dis-
content with his country's cause in Portugal. Then
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came hostility to the established order in Italy, dis
satisfaction with the Government in Spain, hostility to
Turkey and to Austria, and a resolute effort to arouse
the Greeks to resistance. In short, to use the language
in which he thought to describe his own principles.

plain, sworn, downright detestation,
Of every despotism in every nation,

flamed out at every opportunity throughout his work.
His sympathies with Ireland led him into wild out-
bursts against Castlereagh. With Greece they carried
him sometimes into bitter attacks on Lord Elgin, for the
crime of bringing the Elgin marbles to the British
Museum ; oftener into stinging reproaches to the
Greeks themselves.  Many of his finest passages throb
with enthusiasm for her history and her art, with love
and hope for the land itself. He sustained the cause of
Modern Greece with his fortune as well as his genius
and his fame, and at last laid down his life in a wild
but nobly disinterested and generous effort in her
service.

| have ventured to speak of Childe Harold as a high-
water mark of his genius. We should lose much if no
other work of Byron's were preserved, but his fame might
rest securely on that alone. In its splendid close Italy
was largely its field, and a hundred Italian gems will
occur in it to every student of the poet—the wonderful
picture of Venice with which it opens; the astrophe to
" Rome, my country, city of the soul" ; the exquisite
descriptions of natural scenery, as of Clitumnus, or of
art, as of St. Peter's or of the Venice de Medici, " drunk
with beauty " ; the reflections on the Mount Imperial.

But when all his sparkling froth and dull noise some
sediment has been rejected, you will still be able to hold
up for the admiration and instruction abody of noble

C
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English verse, hardly surpassed, perhaps hardly equalled
in the whole century whose dawn he illuminated. Itis
verse, too, wherein the dictum utterly disappears that it
must be without relation to truth or duty, for it breathes
the wider, more humane truths to which the world began
growing up through the Nineteenth Century; it is a
bugle call to duty, and its strong lasting note is Liberty.

[Theforegoing was a " Speech Day" Address, given at the Albert Hall,

Nottingham, under the auspices of University College, Nottingham;
January,> 1911]
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BYRON AND GOETHE

BY VISCOUNT HALDANE, O.M.

" The wonderful glory to which Byron has in the present,
and through al future ages, elevated his country, will be as
boundless in its splendour as it is incalculable in its conse-
guences, nor can there be any doubt that the nation which
boasts so many great names will class Byron among the first
of those through whom :d__ﬁ:e_z has acquired such glory."—Goethe.

* * *

GOETHE  admired Scott much, but he did not place
him in the same category with Byron as a
creative force.

" Byron alone | put in the same category with my-
saf," he said to Chancellor von Muller, " Walter Scott
is nothing compared with Byron."

Echermann described Goethe's feelings towards his
young contemporary as that of a father to a son. At
the same time he was under no illusions asto the defects
in Byron.

" Only," hesaid, " when Byron expresses the result of
iis direct observation is his judgment sound and clear.
Reflection is not his strong point."

Not the less on this account did Goethe discern in

3b
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Byron a direct force which made him a unique figure
among poets.

" Byron's like," he said, in writing about him, "is
not to be found in past centuries; the elements neces-
sary for appraising such a career are wholly wanting."

There is no doubt that Byron's poetry influenced
Goethe's mind very deeply.

HALDANE.
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BYRON, THE POET

BY ALDERMAN EDMUND HUNTSMAN

Chairman ofthe Council of University College, Nottingham.

IT would be a shame if the greatest genius which this
L district has ever produced in thefield of literature
were not to be the subject of deserved eulogy from time
to time.

Now the subject is so large—although the title is
modestly put " Byron the Poet," it suggests the ex-
clusion from our consideration of quite a large number
of matters of profound interest—the subject is so large
that one has to exercise a very discriminating choice as
to the topics with which one should dea. It is an
ancient maxim that the poet is born and not made, by
which | assume was meant that at birth there is a
mysterious spark of genius which the poet has given
him as his heritage and that by no other means can the
poet ever be produced. Cicero, | believe, in his works
adopts this maxim, and curiously enough presents
exact proof of what the maxim states. He says:
" Whereas the poet is born and not made, the orator
is made and not born/* For many years of his life he
strove to become a poet, but in vain; and every school-
boy has read of that industrious apprentice Demosthenes
who by sheer industry, it is said, succeeded in putting

37
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himself at the very summit of oratorical persons in the
history of the world.

If it be true that the poet owes so much to his birth
it is perhaps well that we should see what that implies
in the case of Byron. When | was young heredity and
environment were words which were somewhat idealised,
but they appear to have lost a little, at al events, of
their vogue. " Will no one rid me of this pestilent
past 7' is said to have been the lauguage used by
Henry 11. when he was thinking of the trouble that
Thomas a Becket had caused him in one way or
another ; and you know that as a result of royal re-
morse, according to history, the sacred stones of
Canterbury were stained with blood, shed by the
relentless hand of murder. Even kings can be penitent,
and as the result of the remorse which is supposed to
have visited Henry Il. Newstead was granted to a
religious order, and there arose the stately fane that for
centuries has been the admiration of those who inhabit
this district. It was the scene of devotion to charity
and to the virtues which clustered round the religious
institutions, but if another Henry—Henry V.—is to be
believed there were other things than virtues in that
building ; forin his reign there is a grant of pardon to
the religious persons who occupied the premises in
respect of all crimes whatsoever that they had com-
mitted prior to a certain date except only murders, if
such there had been.

The Byrons are said to have figured in Doomsday
Book in connection with property in Derbyshire, to
have participated in the Crusades, to have served under
Edward Ill. at the siege of Calais, to have borne arms
apparently wherever the call of chivalry arose and
appealed to them. Henry VIII. actuated by purely
religious motives dissolved the Abbey or Monastery of
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Newstead and granted it to the Byrons of that period.
From then onwards we find the Byrons in the Civil
Wars fighting, whenever fighting occurred, with Charles,
and al the way through the centuries doing their part
as distinguished aristocrats and persons of feudal note.

Now | refer to these things because | want you to
see the great traditions and associations that clustered
around the young Byron at the time of his birth.
There was one Byron called the " Wicked Lord Byron "
who had a little quarrel in London with his neighbour
Chaworth, and that quarrel resulted in a struggle in a
tavern which caused the death of Mr. Chaworth. Byron
was found guilty of murder by a London Jury, and on
trial by his peersin the House of Lords was pronounced
guilty of manslaughter. He retired into an extremely
private method of life aa Newstead and became an
object of wonder and of calumny probably at the hands
of al those who lived in the immediate district He
was a turbulent, morose and highly disagreeable person.
He had—and | dare say most of the other Byrons had
—a passionate nature which was exceedingly difficult to
hold in check.

The young Byron comes on a scene highly conducive
to the fanning of the poetical spark of genius into that
flame which always showed itself to the admiration of
the world. Washington Irving, the most genial of
writers and of friends, | imagine, describes to us with a
felicity unrivalled the scene in which Newstead is s,
and it is easy for us to picture what would naturally
grow up in the mind of the young Byron in his tender
years in that spot. Every grove in the district had its
fairy, every dark nook its ghost; in the shades of the
forest were elves and spirits of all kinds, both bad and
good; and in the vast vistas of the forest one may
easily imagine that rebellious spirit against the restraints
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of law and order—Robin Hood—arriving at the head of
his merry men.  The point | want to make is that
Byron inherited first of al probably an intense spirit,
and that whatever of imagination nature may have
implanted in him fed upon material which was
abundant on al hands. Be that as it may, in conse-
guence of a rebuke at a very early age we find this
child bursting into poetry by way of retort.

The education of Byron was of that kind which is
called irregular. There was the unhappy home, of
which we have all heard—a serious injury inflicted by
a thoughtless parent; the studies at Harrow marked
more by horseplay and tricks probably than by study ;
a University career similarly passed. But, later, still at
an early age, we find the poet sitting down to make a
note of the reading that he had well and truly done.
It was an instance of wide and comprehensive reading
such as probably few do when they follow the beaten
track of a regular academic routine—history of many
countries, poetry of many countries and times, fiction,
jurisprudence, science (such as it was at that day) and
many other topics, including, of course, a few languages.
Byron was not, it is said, a great linguist. He could
swear in modern Greek, for he has told us so in some of
his letters which remain. He was accomplished in
[talian, for, said he,

| love the language, that soft bastard Latin,

Which melts like kisses from a female mouth,

And sounds as if it should be writ on satin,

With syllables which breathe of the sweet South,

And gentle liquids gliding all so pat in.

That not a single accent seems uncouth.

Like our harsh northern whistling, grunting gutteral,
Which we're obliged to hiss, and spit, and splutter all.

But before we look at Byron as a poet let us just pay
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him one tribute as an accomplished letter-writer. There
are many hundreds of his letters left to us for our en-
joyment, and all agree that in this particular department
of literature he stands without any superior, ancient or
modern, British or foreign. Whether it be Goldsmith
or S'vigne or Goethe or Cicero, or delightful Robert
Louis Stevenson, no writer has left in this department
of literature more perfect examples of the art. His
letters are clear, brisk and vigorous, bright and spark-
ling in the highest degree, with just that touch of
intimacy which characterises the true spirit of real letter
writing. But Byron was a humourist, and that is a
side of his literary work which is so frequently over-
looked. Indeed, he has been styled the father of
modern fun, and he isin the direct line of Sterne with
his " Tristran Shandy" and William Makepeace
Thackeray with books on "Snobbery" and other
delightful works of his. Reading Byron with an eye
to this side of his writing, you will find that Goethe was
right, as he generally was when he spoke of the magni-
ficent humour of our genius and deplored,—and rightly
—the absence of interesting humour in the literature of
his fatherland. Byron in humour touched one subject
which is still a stock subject amongst gentlemen who
wish to be funny, and that is the " Mother-in-law " for
he wrote " My mother-in-law has been dangerously ill,
but she is now dangerously well again." And poor
Tom Maore, the model of husbands and the pattern of
parents, living the most regular domestic life that you
could possibly think of, was upbraided by Byron.

Byron ascribed to Tom Moore all his own irregular-
ities because they were al caused by those swest,
sugary amatory poems written by Tom.

But | am quite sure that we are in order in speaking
of Byron the poet, for | am going to quote to you from
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time to time some of the judgments of very superior
persons called critics who declare that Byron was not a
poet at al. Then what is poetry? What a vain
guestion! What is love? What is poetry ? What is
religion ? You have only to ask the questions to see
that these beautiful conceptions cannot be sgueezed,
without being killed, into the narrow framework of any
definition. A thousand people would probably give
you a thousand different answers to the questions that
| have propounded, but | rather think an old writer
gives to us the true answer, and the only answer, of
which all the questions are capable: " There are five
and twenty ways of constructing tribal lays and every
single one of them is right." Well, if thought or feeling
be casting into some mould of words which claims
the attribute of life, warms the heart, lifts the aspira-
tions, shines in the recesses of the mind with light and
warmth, be sure, whatever defects there may be such
writing is not very far from the highest poetry. Poetry
does not depend upon adherence to any conventional
rules. Byron defied convention—not always, but fre-
guently—in poetry as he did in life. Of course, the
prig can put his finger in the works of Byron on loose,
slipshod lines; halting, lame passages, jarring rhyme,
shocking metre, even bad grammar, not to mention
gross breaches sometimes of taste.  Scott said that
Byron wrote his poetry with the ease and carelessness
with which a man of quality uses his pen. He wrote at
a transition period when the old order appeared to be
breaking up in a chaos which nothing could heal, and
in the rumbling of the earthquake he is a queer man
who stays to pore over the maxims of some Lindley
Murray to find out exactly how to write.

Critics have not been blind to the blemishes of Byron.
There has flowed, from the time when he first began to
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write, a stream of criticism. But critics are not always
right, and there are plenty of opportunities for seeing
their errors in the history of literature. Byron himself
was an instance of false and bad criticism. He said
this about the period in which he lived: " That this is
an age of decline of English poetry will be doubted by
few who have calmly considered the subject. Crabbe is
the first of English poets. As | told Moore not long
ago we are all wrong except Rogers, Crabbe and
Campbell. There will be found as comfortable meta-
phors and ten times more pure poetry in Pope's Essay
on Man than in The Excursion” Well, this sort of
view, though it comes from the pen of Byron, recalls
Voltaire's famous judgment: " Hamlet is a barbarous
piece, such a work as one might suppose to be the fruit
of the imagination of a drunken savage." That, if you
please, from one who is regarded—perhaps not impro-
perly as one of the greatest critics of al time. And |
have one bone to pick with Byron in his method of
criticism myself. | am a native of the Fens, and Byron,
writing in sympathy of Sydney Smith, says this. Smith
had just been promoted to an important living in the
Fen district and had been taken there from the heart of
London. Byron wrote:

Hisjokes were sermons and his sermons jokes ;

But both were thrown away amongst the Fens ;

For wit hath no great friend in aguish folks

No longer ready ears and shorthand pens

Imbibed the gay bon mot or happy hoax :

The poor priest was reduced to common sense,

Or to coarse efforts very loud and long
To hammer a hoarse laugh from the thick throng.

Byron had no great love for what he called philosophy,
by which he meant the old conventional rules of any
sort or kind.
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If that | did not know philosophy

To be of al our vanities the mothest,

The merest word that ever fool'd the ear

From out the schoolman'sjargon, | should deem
The golden secret the sought Kalon found

And seated in my soul.

| have said that Byron has been much criticised. He
has been criticised from all points of view, and |
wonder how we are to deal with this criticism. But
let Mr. Herbert Paul, one of the best critics of modern
times, come to our assistance. This is what he said,
speaking of Byron: " Some critics consider him second
only to Shakespeare; others put him where sensible
travellers put themselves—in the third class because
there is no fourth." When a number of us were young
and were thinking of what fine characters we were going
to fashion for ourselves we read Todd's Sudent's
Manual. The Rev. Todd tells us to beware of bad
books. He admits—this is a warning—that he had
read Byron ; it was his duty so to do in order to sound
the rocks and quicksands in the sea of literature which
virtuous youth must avoid. His consolation was—and
he needed the consolation—" that what is putrid must
soon pass away, and that the works of Byron will
quickly pass from notice and be exiled from the libraries
of al virtuous men." Well might John Ruskin, writing
on the same subject, say that Byron needed to be saved
from the criticisms of certain crawling things. Harriet
Martineau, the authoress of the History of the Thirty
Years of Peace, embarks also on a criticism of Byron.
She says: " The reason of his fame was of a temporary
nature, and the fame must be temporary aso. Byron's
power, which was great"—that was a very generous
acknowledgment—"employed itself in uttering from
his own consciousness the discontents of his time
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Byron could not produce, except by snatches, what
was permanently true, because the eye of his soul was
perplexed and dimmed by troubles which prevented his
seeing things as they are; he could not produce what
was lastingly beautiful because he strove after affecta-
tions. There was good enough in him by starts, and
by virtue of his genius to suggest what he might have
been if reared under good influences." So that much of
this criticism evidently comes from an entire misconcep-
tion as to the function of poetry. They seem to proceed
along lines that Dr. Tucker wrote, or that prudential
work the Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin, "done
into rhyme and measured out with the yardstick of
metre,"” Scherer, the great critic of his day, was good
enough to say that Byron had become one of the
French superstitions. " He is no poet; his work is
mere declamation, he posed,” said this critic "all his
lifelong." Well, we should set against that the dictum
of Taine, equally eminent, that " alone among the
English poets with his contemporaries Byron gets to
the very top of the poetic mountain." They seem to
set one another off very well, and, as Goethe says:
" Das nene Licht mag fur gewisse angen zu stark seyn."
It is very obvious that a new light, burning at that
time, was much too strong for some of their eyes. It
was not too strong for his, for in his conversations,
that are reported very much in detail, he welcomes
Byron as the greatest genius in English literature since
Shakespeare and the greatest influence in the literary
firmament at that time. Matthew Arnold, our super
critic, bases all he has to say practically upon the
language of Goethe. And Goethe introduced this one
gualification: " Invention"—we may call it imagination
" such as Byron'swasunrivalled. When Byron came

to reflect he became a child." That is, he did not
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introduce a sustained statement of moral truths such as
you find in Tupper's " Philosophy,” or anything of
that kind. Byron then stood supreme at that time,
according to this great authority ; and it was something
to be supreme in those days. Now Matthew Arnold
denies to Byron a number of fine qualities—sense for
form and style, the passion for just expression, the sure
and firm touch of the true artist, a lucidity and insight
into the real bearings of things as they are —a rather
long list of faults and defects. And he compares or
contrasts him with a number of poets who were writing
here and abroad at thetime. But with these allowances
he is constrained in the end to admit that Byron as a
poet was of greater value than them all; and he goes
on to say that it was owing to the surpassing worth of
something which he had and something which he was—
"the wonderful power of his personality." And Swin-
burne, speaking as a master of the poetic craft himself
carries us one step further into the very holy of holies
of this personality, and he finds Byron's success—the
essence of it—in "the splendid and imperishable ex-
cellence which covers all his offences and outweighs all
his defects—the excellence of sincerity and strength.”
If 1 may be permitted myself to carry the matter one
step further still 1 would say sincerity and strength at
white heat.

Now, passing from these general appraisings of the
poet, we must notice one or two specific accusations
which have been made against him. Of course, the
first that arises is that he was not original. Did ever
poet write anything, did ever speaker say anything,
when he was not suspected of having borrowed some of
his best thoughts, some of his best expressions, from
those who had gone before? The only way in which a
man nowadays can be thoroughly original is to shut
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himself in a vacuum and think things out without any
possibility of any idea whatever getting through to him.
Of course, Byron at times borrowed material from
others. It was said that his Manfred was stolen from
Goethe's Faust, and Goethe, like the great man he was,
said " Nothing of the kind ; some of the ideas may have
been appropriated but all has passed through the mind
of Byron and going through that process has become
new"—a generous repudiation of the one man who is
entitled to complain of any such charges against Byron.
But there was another reason why, in that particular
instance, there had been no commission of this offence.
When Cardinal Newman said that the shield of the
spirit was the surest protection against German heresy
Dr. Martineau smartly replied that Newman had a still
greater protection than that, and that was his entire
ignorance of the German language. It so happened
that Byron was not acquainted—much to his regret—
with that particular language.

The next charge is serious. It is thought that Byron
was so melancholy in his writings, or, if you like the
word, so misanthropic. It is truethat a terrible sadness
sometimes amounting to afierce hatred of many around
him does come up in the course of his works. We have
not dealt with his life history. In order that we may
understand why that note of sadness, which is to some
depressing, is there, we must remember that broken
heart, that broken home, that feeling of being alone in
the world, loosened from all moorings, driven out from
all safe retreats and resting places that are the very life
of aman. We have this note from time to time coming
up seized upon by critics. But why? Homer has his
melancholy”Virgil in certain passages which | need not
trouble you with and have not time to quote. He goes
even to the point of being surprised that men should,
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having passed away, desire to come back to the conditions
of this life. Byron's melancholy was the result, in my
reading of his life, of the sad events which set him loose
and drifting from the ordinary moorings. Walter Bag-
ehot ventures upon a criticism of Byron when he says:
" If in these days the young poet went about pestering
people with the complaint that he wished he had never
been born all that would happen to him would be a
good dressing down in the Saturday Revieiv, and people
would suggest that he ought to be in a lunatic asylum.”
Chesterton, an eccentric writer if you like, comes to our
help to some extent in this, for his critics have said that
Byron's poetry cannot live. Chesterton says: "The
misanthropic idea, as in Byron, is not a truth, but it is
one of the immortal lies. As long as humanity exists
humanity can be hated. Wherever one shall gather by
himself Byron is there in the midst of him."  Well, it is
perfectly obvious that as these critics are lacking any
kind of common standard to apply tojustify their position
we should attempt no definition as to what poetry is.
One fallacy is astonishing. Many of them write as if
any poetry is to endure or be great it needs to deal with
a great theme—something bulky, of large proportions,
weighty in aworldly sense.  Surely an error! A true
poet may give us fine deathless poetry upon subjects
the most humble and perishable. This poetry upon the
creature of a day may have such qualities that it may be
eternal. Surely the resplendence of a butterfly's wing,
the song of the soaring lark, the sunlit daisy in the
meadow, the passing—alas! too passing—of the smile
that flits across a loved one's face—all these may be
dealt with by the true poet, simple, trivial, passing as
they are, in language which may be imperishable.

Byron has been said to be the poet of unpoetical
people, so we will bid farewell to the critics, and we will
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now, without more ado, assume the role of unpoetical
people, and just considering ourselves in that light look
at one or two of his main features. If you remember
that the length of his life was but thirty-six years, and
take up the volume of his poems, ignoring the quality
for the moment altogether, the mere bulk of them, the
range of his subjects, the variety of method, will surely
appear to us little short of miraculous. As the reader
turns over the pages what glorious, felicitous lines and
phrases he finds. Everyone will choose his own. Quite
haphazard | take his own phrase. Some " words, like
sunbeams dazzling asthey pass." And takethis: " The
natural music of the mountain reed." The effects of a
sudden sorrow:
Now furrow'd o'er
With wrinkles, ploughed by moments, not by years.
The play of expression on a loved one's face: "The
seal love's dimpling finger hath impressed." Or of
yearning:
He heard it, but he heeded not: his eyes
Were with his heart, and that was far away.
Quiet development: " As grows a flower, thus quietly
she grew."
She walks in beauty like the night,
Of cloudless climes and starry skies.

Does he not attain the ideal which Horace has translated

for us: _ _
With native eloguence he soars along

Grace in his thoughts and music in his song.
But Byron was the poet of freedom in an age when
freedom was struggling with tyranny and despotism in
various parts of the earth. But it was Byron's freedom,
a kind of freedom that you would expect from one who
associated in himself the intellectual and the revolution-
ary with the heart of the aristocrat.
D
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| wish men to be free
As much from mobs as kings, from you as me.

His heart went out to every nation that was struggling
for its freedom, particularly to Italy, his Niobe of nations,
and to his beloved Greece.  And if opportunity and time
permitted, one could gather from his works some of the
most inspiring and stimulating calls to freedom that are
to be found in the whole range of literature. Mazzini,
you will find in a very remarkable essay by Lord Morley,
paid Byron the highest possible tribute in saying that
his works 