2

The Language of Freedom and the Politics of Language in Byron’s Mazeppa
Gabriele Poole

Introduction

Byron’s 1817 narrative poem Mazeppa has a central position in the author’s career and a specific bearing on the question of “freedom”, the focus of this 26th International Byron Conference. In this paper I would like to contribute to our discussion by showing how in Mazeppa different versions of freedom are allowed to interact, ally themselves or clash with one another, thanks to the dialogism which permeates the poem’s narrative structure, character presentation and imagery. 

The Byronic hero, conceived as a Weberian type variously embodied in some of Byron’s works, is traditionally perceived as an isolated individual, the loner, the exile. While this characteristic is constitutive of his psychological stance, it is highly significant that in practice, with the exception of a few interesting border-line cases (Childe Harold, Manfred), the Byronic hero is always a military leader and therefore performs a high-profile social role.
 More specifically, he usually becomes the leader of an alternative anti-institutional or revolutionary camp (the pirates, the rebels). Within this camp, however, he invariably has absolute control over his men, often coupled with an attitude of emotional detachment and sometimes downright contempt, though his dominion is generally presented as more benign that that of his antagonist. This tension has been often noted: Bertrand Russell sarcastically observed that the liberty Byron praised “was that of a German prince or a Cherokee chief, not the inferior type that is presumably allowed to common mortals” (718) and Renée Winegarten correctly noted that: “While in his poems the outlaws of every creed and race discuss visionary schemes and are distinguished for their fraternity and solidarity among themselves and their enmity to outsiders the Chief ‘mingles not but to command.’ He alone has the art of rule that dazzles and chills the vulgar” (89). Thus, from the perspective of the present conference, the social role of the hero as leader is important insofar as it brings to the fore the tension between the individual freedom of the hero from the constraints of society and convention, and the lack of civil or political freedom that characterizes the communities he governs. 

Another issue which is directly related to the hero’s political role is what we could term his emotional or psychological freedom. Within the tales, the hero’s politically domineering attitude is coupled with emotional aloofness. This is presented not simply a consequence of his individualism, but as a political tool as well: “For well had Conrad learn’d to curb the crowd, / By arts that veil, and oft preserve the proud;” (Corsair 1: 533-45). Byron’s notion of distance as an important element of leadership has its base in reality, as sociologists have noted.
 Yet, in Byron’s representation, it is not solely a question of the hero not showing his emotions, particularly positive “social” emotions such as friendship, love, affection. Even having these emotions can be a threat to the hero’s leadership, as evidenced by the following passage:

Yet once almost he stopp’d, and nearly gave
His fate to chance, his projects to the wave;
But no—it must not be—a worthy chief
May melt, but not betray to woman’s grief. (Corsair 1: 16)

In short, the “distant mien” adopted by Byronic leaders such as Conrad in the Corsair is a mask that can be deliberately used to keep others in a state of psychological subjection, but needs to be internalized in order to allow the hero the possibility of using efficiently and without scruples the power that their subjection gives him. Thus, in order to pursue his plans, the hero must repress any emotion that is not functional to them. This curbing of emotions also affects his sensuality. Disdain for sensual pleasure is one of the noticeable features of the Byronic hero, as exemplified by the following lines:

But while he shuns the grosser joys of sense,
His mind seems nourish’d by that abstinence.
‘Steer to that shore!’--they sail. ‘Do this!’--‘tis done!
‘Now form and follow me!’ the spoil is won. (Corsair, 1: 75-6)

The passage clearly outlines a link between the repression the “body” (“joys of sense”), its sublimation (“his mind seems nourish’d) and military success (“the spoil is won”). 

It is important to note that, while this model would suggest that emotions and sensuality are controlled by rationality and sublimated towards the goals dictated by rationality, in fact it is only “social,” altruistic emotions that are denied, rationality being in turn at the service of psychological drives such as ambition, desire for vengeance, hate. Thus, to return to the main point, while the Byronic hero as individual can be described as “free” in terms of external constraints, in terms of his psychology, he appears to internalize the hierarchical structures of his political world, constraining and repressing certain aspects of his personality in favor of others. 
Mazeppa

Elsewhere (Poole, 1998), I have sought to show how, beginning with Lara, Byron tried to articulate his reservations towards the hero’s psychological and political stance by detaching the perspective of the hero from that of the work itself through the adoption of a number of dialogic devices, such as giving more scope to secondary characters, distancing the perspectives of narrator and hero, ironically deflating the heroic rhetoric, making the hero’s antagonist a more positive figure and changing the nature of the hero himself. In regards to this development, works such as Mazeppa and Sardanapalus are particularly revealing, since they adopt a structure that allows for an dialogic representation of the rhetoric of the Byronic hero, oscillating in complex and sometimes contradictory ways between a critique of the figure and an endorsement of the same. 

While Byron’s ambivalent attitude towards the Byronic hero and associate value have been discussed in a few articles in reference to works such as the Island (see McKusick) and especially Sardanapalus (see Poole, ch. 5), Mazeppa has not received the same critical attention. The reading most useful to the present study remains the excellent chapter in McGann’s 1968 Fiery Dust, in which the author discusses the political and psychological implications of heroism and leadership within the text. 

For McGann, Charles XII “is set off against Mazeppa and his early mentor John Casimir” (178), an opposition used to criticize Charles XII’s ambitious militarism and puritanical stance. While I find McGann’s overall reading both convincing and insightful, it is my contention that it must be inserted in a larger interpretative framework that would do justice to the complex and contradictory nature of the poem. More specifically, it is my opinion that the contrast between Mazeppa-Casimir on the one hand and Charles XII on the other cannot be seen in univocal and linear terms, since Mazeppa and Casimir differ in significant ways. Also, it is my contention that the nature of the characters must be considered within a broader network of discursive tensions, extending beyond characterization to affect the narrative structure, narrative style and imagery. The result is a text where it is impossible in the last analysis to identify a consistent dominant perspective and to establish a clear hierarchy among the different attitudes towards the figure of the Byronic hero, and the values that cluster around the figure. Finally, it is my contention that these tensions permeate the character of Mazeppa himself, who therefore cannot be taken to be, as McGann suggests, the bearer of a stable perspective to which the text as a whole can be anchored.

The narrative structure
In Mazeppa, Byron adopted the narrative device of the “story within the story”: the main narrative, recounted by Mazeppa and revolving on Mazeppa’s youthful affair with a countess and his subsequent punishment, is set within a larger narrative told by an anonymous narrator, in which Mazeppa appears as one of the characters, part of the group of officers who have followed Charles XII in his escape, after the battle of Poltava. 

The poem opens with the traditional formula of popular ballads: “’Twas after dread Pultowa’s day ” (1), which locates the story in time and space. After the defeat suffered at Poltava, Charles XII, king of Sweden, is on the run, together with a handful of survivors, all of them noblemen and officers, among whom is his Ukrainian ally Mazeppa. They takes refuge in a wood where Mazeppa, at the king’s request, takes on the role of narrator, describing an adventure he had in his youth, when he was a page at the court of King Casimir in Warsaw. This second story is introduced with another “’Twas... /  When...” (l. 127). Here begins what I term a “transitional section,” in which Mazeppa mediates between the framed narrative and the central one by interrupting his story with references to the situation of the enunciation, using Genette’s terminology (“I watch’d her like a sentinel / (May ours this dark night watch as well!, 262‑3), as well as direct addresses to his public, and comments on the story itself. This transitional section coincides, in terms of content, with the description of the love affair between young Mazeppa and the countess and their discovery by the count. At line 424 (“Away, away, my steed and I”) the transitional section ends and the central narrative proper begins, describing Mazeppa’s wild ride and his final rescue. Compared to the transitional section, this part of the story is characterized by a much more discrete narrator, bordering on the purely diegetic, with the notable exception of one long digression (723-62).
 At line 841 (“What need of more?”) we have again a very brief transitional section where the main story is again interlaced with references to the situation of the enunciation. Finally, at line 860 (“‘Comrades, good night!’ the Hetman threw”), we return to the framing narrative and anonymous narrator, with the poem ending shortly thereafter at line 869.

The framing narrative 

Let us begin by examining the way the two main characters, Charles XII and Mazeppa, are presented in the framing narrative at the beginning of the poem (lines 1-126).

Early on, the anonymous narrator distances himself from Charles’s militarist policy by referring to his “ambition” (21) and with comments like the following: “Are these the laurels and repose / For which the nations strain their strength?” (31‑2). On the other hand, we find nothing like the virulent attack on militarism and military leaders that characterize Canto VII and VIII of Don Juan. Charles’s heroic stature seems to go largely unquestioned, especially on a connotational level. Notwithstanding the havoc and carnage that his ambition has brought about, he remains, like Napoleon, a mighty leader. Terms such as royal and king may be viewed as neutral, but this is certainly not the case of kinglike in “Kinglike the monarch bore his fall” (40). While the narrator notes that “thousands fell that flight to aid” (19), he also stresses the ennobling aspects of the event: “this wreck was true and chivalrous” (47‑8). Thus, while Charles’s ambition is criticized, it appears to be criticized as tragic hubris, the by-product of the hero’s greatness.

It is interesting to note that, to some extent, the framing narrative dramatizes the transformation of Charles from a traditional authority figure into one more similar to the Byronic hero (in this resembling the plot of Lara), a narrative device that serves to lessen or obscure the hierarchical nature of his relation to his followers. After the defeat, Charles is no longer a king, as much as the leader of a small band of outcasts threatened “A band of chiefs!—alas! how few, / Since but the fleeting of the day / Had thinn’d it; but this wreck was true” (45‑7). The precariousness of the situation, the fight against overwhelming odds, the natural setting, all these are typical aspects of the Tales. As in the Tales, the problem of the distribution of power, and, therefore of Charles’s responsibility in the disaster, is obscured by the impending presence of an external threat, which creates a strong cause of immediate common concern (“The watch-fires in the distance sparkling— / The beacons of surrounding foes— [27-8]), and is also made less problematic by the fact that the difference in status between leader and follower is less marked, insofar as the group does not include common soldiers but “a band of chiefs.” This gradual erasure of hierarchical distinctions created by the immediate situation is also suggested through the representation of horses, through the metonymic chain horse-men-king:

Each sate him down, all sad and mute, 
Beside his monarch and his steed, 
For danger levels man and brute, 
And all are fellows in their need. (49‑52)

Another resemblance with the traditional Byronic hero is due to the fact that, now that the institutional apparatus that supported his dominion has collapsed, Charles’s authority is now based purely on hegemony (his charisma, the admiration and love of his men) and is indeed freely acknowledged by his subjects: 

For thousands fell that flight to aid: 
And not a voice was heard t’upbraid 
Ambition in his humbled hour, 
When truth had nought to dread from power. (19‑22)

Finally, in terms of his emotional / sensual attitude, Charles attitude is marked by the same self-control (or denial, if you will) that characterizes Conrad, and here too, as in the Corsair, control over the body is associated with political authority:

Kinglike the monarch bore his fall, 
And made, in this extreme of ill, 
His pangs the vassals of his will; 
All silent and subdued were they, 
As once the nations round him lay. (40‑44)

On the other hand, one notable difference between Charles and other Byronic heroes, lies in the courtesy and bonhomie that marks Charles attitude towards his followers, perhaps also due to the fact that they are not common soldiers but “a band of chiefs.” Although suffering from his wounds, the king “smilingly” partakes in his meager share of food, extols Mazeppa’s virtues, and playfully commands Mazeppa to regale him and the others with the story of Mazeppa’s adventures. The agreeableness with which he performs his host role is in marked contrast with the disdainful gruffness of the heroes of the Tales. 

Notwithstanding this generally positive representation of Charles within the initial section of the poem, I would suggest that some additional criticism is leveled against the king’s leadership through an indirect comparison with Mazeppa, conveyed once again through a metaphorical representation of horses and riders. 

For historical as well as intrinsic reasons, the rider / horse relation is an easy analogue of the relation between ruler and subject. In explicit form we find the metaphor in Don Juan: “... Juan, like a true‑born Andalusian / Could back a horse, as despots ride a Russian” (13: 23). From this perspective, since Charles XII’s rule has proven ultimately nefarious to his men it is significant that his horses fare no better:

His horse was slain, and Gieta gave 
His own—and died the Russian’s slave.
This too sinks after many a league
Of well sustain’d, but vain fatigue; (23-6)

The death of the horses has clearly a specific equivalent in the sacrifice of Gieta and more in general of all the soldiers who died to protect the king’s escape. This destructive model of rider / horse relation is in marked contrast with the one exemplified by old Mazeppa and his steed. Mazeppa’s equestrian prowess is stressed by Charles himself: “So fit a pair had never birth, / Since Alexander’s days till now, / As thy Bucephalus and thou” (101-4). More important, however, is the care Mazeppa takes of his horse, which lies in contrast with the king’s inability to protect his men or mounts:

But first, outspent with this long course, 
The Cossack prince rubb’d down his horse,
And made for him a leafy bed,
And smooth’d his fetlocks and his mane,
And slack’d his girth, and stripp’d his rein,
And joy’d to see how well he fed;
For until now he had the dread
His wearied courser might refuse
To browse beneath the midnight dews: (57-65)

The two different images of riding might seem to imply a contrast between an unfeeling (or simply inept) authority and a more benign one, based on respect and care. This seems to be McGann’s view, who associates Mazeppa with Casimir, the peaceful and constitutional monarch described in the transitional section of the poem. But the significance of the metaphor is in fact ambiguous. For one thing, old Mazeppa is not a cultivated party-going peace-loving Casimir but the best warrior of Charles’s band (see 97-101), a characterization confirmed later in the poem, as we shall see. Also, the detailed description of the attentions Mazeppa bestows on his horse is immediately followed by an equally detailed description of the attentions he bestows on his weapons: “Felt if his arms in order good / The long day’s march had well withstood—” (78‑9 and passim). Taken as a whole the passage clearly suggests that at least one of the reasons Mazeppa takes good care of his horse is that it is a instrument of war whose efficiency needs to be preserved. 

Mazeppa’s gentleness, too, can also be construed as a manipulative strategy: his caring attitude brings him love and submission: “But spirited and docile too; / Whate’er was to be done, would do” (68‑9). This submission is what makes the horse and adequate military tool, and again the rider / horse relationship can be read as a metaphor of the leader / soldier relationship. Compare for example, the anonymous narrator’s description of the relation of Mazeppa and his horse, “That steed from sunset until dawn / His chief would follow like a fawn” (76‑7), and Mazeppa’s own description of his relation to his soldiers “I am—or rather was—a prince, / A chief of thousands, and could lead / Them on where each would foremost bleed;” (290‑2). The text seems to suggest a positive view of this blind faith in leaders, a view that can be contrasted with can be interestingly contrasted wth the sarcastic attack found in canto VII of Don Juan as an indication of Byron’s ambiguous stance on such matters:

But to the tale: -- great joy unto the camp! 
To Russian, Tartar, English, French, Cossacque, 
O'er whom Suwarrow shone like a gas lamp, 
Presaging a most luminous attack; 
Or like a wisp along the marsh so damp, 
Which leads beholders on a boggy walk, 
He flitted to and fro a dancing light, 
Which all who saw it follow'd, wrong or right. (47)

Thus, while Mazeppa represents a model of leadership alternative to the one embodied by Charles, I would argue that, in this section of the poem, the opposition is not structured along the militarism / pacifism axis. Rather it suggests a contrast between Charles as a young, over ambitious, and perhaps inept leader, and Mazeppa as an older, wiser, and more successful one.

In any case, the tone of the poem, the attitude towards militarism and indeed the character of Mazeppa himself change abruptly in the following section of the poem, as we shall see in the following paragraph.

The transitional section 

As already noted, when old Mazeppa starts telling the story of his youthful adventure he mediates the transition from framing to central narrative with comments on the “situation of the enunciation,” using Genette’s terminology, as well as direct addresses to his public and other narratorial intrusions. Also thanks to this structural feature, this section of the poem has a markedly comic character, and bears strong similarities to the first canto of Don Juan, written shortly after Mazeppa. Aside from the counterpoint of diegesis and narratorial intrusion, similarities can be found also in the content: the description of the affair between young and naive Mazeppa and Therese anticipates the one between Juan and Julia and the effictio of Therese, too, closely parallels that of Julia (see Poole, ch. 4). 

As in Don Juan, the distance between narrator and story provides a structural outlet for Byron’s satirical vein, which finds an immediate target in Charles’s militaristic policy. The criticism is entrusted to old Mazeppa who begins his story by contrasting Charles with an alternative model of leader embodied by Casimir:

A learned monarch, faith! was he,
and most unlike your majesty
He made no wars, and did not gain
New realms to lose them back again
And (save debates in Warsaw’s diet) 
He reign’d in most unseemly quiet; (131-6)

Charles XII’s expansionistic policy is here downgraded to a frivolous enterprise, a poker game, with entire nations in the unsavory role of stake. Casimir’s policy is defined as “unseemly,” but the irony is obviously on Charles, suggesting the absurdity of engaging in wars only to conform with what is “seemly,” of what befits a king, of glory. As for political freedom, while there is obviously no celebration of republicanism or democracy, the allusion to debates in the Diet does have the function of contrasting Charles’s absolutism with a form of constitutional monarchy, in which the crown’s power is balanced by that of the parliament.

Mazeppa’s satirical jibes against Charles clearly show his allegiance to Casimir, and it is here I think that McGann’s interpretation is most valid. Yet, to fully grasp the complexity and ambivalence of the poem it is important to note how this allegiance is in many ways in contrast with Mazeppa’s own character as represented not only in the framing narrative, as we have already seen, but also later on in the poem. Mazeppa’s “schizophrenic” attitude towards leadership seems in many ways related to his narrative function. When promoted to narrator, Mazeppa’s very personality seems to change. The hero of the previous section is the reserved general (see 98), who is reluctant to participate in the conviviality of the troop (see 111-2), much in the manner of other Byronic heroes. Mazeppa the narrator, instead, is an amiable entertainer, who artfully lengthens and peppers his tale with digressions, comments and witticisms. The Mazeppa of the previous section is one of thousands who did not raise their voice to “upbraid” the king for his disastrous policy. Here, instead, Mazeppa appears to have made upbraiding his majesty’s ambition one of his top priorities. 

Mazeppa’s comparison between Casimir and Charles continues in the following lines, gradually extending beyond the question of political and civil rights to what I have termed emotional freedom:

Not that he had no cares to vex, 
He loved the muses and the sex; 
And sometimes these so froward are, 
They made him wish himself at war; 
But soon his wrath being o’er, he took 
Another mistress, or new book: 
And then he gave prodigious fêtes— (137-43)

Thus the absence of military ambition is coupled in Casimir with a different psychological attitude, his interest in love and the arts, his preference for Eros over Thanatos. Casimir’s relation to time itself seems different. Byronic heroes tend to cherish their resentment, and their mind appears thus absorbed in past wrongs and future revenges. Casimir prefers to set aside his wrath and focus on the present (a new mistress, a new book). In social terms, Casimir does not exert an absolute authority, imposing discipline and sacrifices, but adopts a more tolerant, albeit somewhat frivolous, policy, offering his subjects the possibility of partaking to some extent in his hedonistic life-style by giving “prodigious fêtes.” 

In his attitude towards “passion,” Mazeppa explicitly aligns himself with Casimir. When speaking of his lost love he admits his inability to repress this aspect of his personality: “[I] could not o’er myself evince / the like control” (293-4). In contrasting, his attitude with Charles’s, Mazeppa’s language once again underlines the link between control over the body and certain forms of political power: “But all men are not born to reign, / Or o’er their passions, or as you / Thus o’er themselves and nations too” (287-9).

In the rest of the transitional section, we find other elements that reinforce the criticism of Charles, and of the political and private values that characterize the Byronic hero in general. In terms of character presentation, for example, it is significant that the protagonist of the central narrative, young Mazeppa, is a page, while it is the noble count who imprisons him who is the villain. This is an inversion of the traditional perspective of the Tales and of the first part of Mazeppa itself: the focus shifts from the great leader to one of his subjects, and the sympathy of the readers shift correspondingly. Another interesting change, compared to earlier works, is found in the representation of aristocracy. In the Tales, the prerequisite of a noble mind seems always to be noble blood. Here, instead, this questionable equation is brilliantly satirized through the figure of the cuckold Count, who took deep interest in his ancestors, “Until by some confusion led, / Which almost look’d like want of head, / He thought their merits were his own (163-6).  

The central narrative

The main part of the central narrative is dedicated to Mazeppa’s wild ride and dwells in interesting ways on his altered perceptions as he grows increasingly faint. This part differs markedly from the previous transitional section: there are few narratorial intrusions and direct reference to political or social issues are largely set aside. However, the contrast between Charles and Mazeppa as leaders can be seen as emerging indirectly, once again through two symbolic representation of horses, riders and riding. While, as we have seen, Charles forces his horses to obey him at the cost of their lives, Mazeppa has no such power over the wild stallion, who is the one who decides the course. Along with underlying the difference in social status between Charles and young Mazeppa, the image also functions as an analogue of the mind / body relation, suggesting the rebellion of the body against the mind. For McGann through this searing experience, Mazeppa learns to accept his emotional side, that which Charles is unable to do: “Mazeppa struggles to free himself but discovers that every effort only increases the uncontrolled fury of the animal as well as his own agony” (180). 

I will return to McGann’s comment in my conclusion. Before proceeding, however, given the intricacy of the narrative and ideological ramifications of the work, I would like to briefly summarize what I have said up to now. In Mazeppa one finds two distinct attitudes towards the Byronic hero and the heroic military leader in general: in the framing narrative, an opposition is established between Charles and Mazeppa, as, respectively, successful and unsuccessful military leaders - Byronic heroes; in the rest of the poem, and especially in the transitional section, an alternative opposition is established between Charles as warlike Byronic hero and more peaceful and less puritanical figures such as Casimir and, again, Mazeppa (both as narrator and as young protagonist). Thus we have an ambivalent representation of old Mazeppa himself, who serves as example of a successful Byronic hero in the framing narrative and as scathing critic of this figure in the transitional section, following his promotion from character to narrator.

Conclusion: the ambivalence of Mazeppa

Up to now, then, the contradictions within Mazeppa appear to juxtapose with the distinction between framing narrative and transitional section. While this is largely true, the picture needs to be complicated somewhat. My main point is that, notwithstanding his satirical debunking of the figure, even within the transitional section old Mazeppa retains some of the features of the Byronic hero, which are in contrast with the Casimir model he extols as narrator. This contrast becomes evident when Mazeppa starts dealing with his own position in relation to situations of political or personal conflict. Let us consider a passage which we have already quoted as two separate instances, which re-united become highly significant:

I am—or rather was—a prince, 
A chief of thousands, and could lead 
Them on where each would foremost bleed; 
But could not o’er myself evince 
The like control... (290‑203)

This comment is found in the first part of the transitional section. The first part of the passage clearly associates Mazeppa with the kind of absolute militaristic leadership typical of the Byronic hero, in contrast with Mazeppa’s initial association with the constitutional and peaceful model of leadership, suggested by his earlier praise of Casimir and critique of Charles. Furthermore, while in his representation of king Casimir, Mazeppa appeared to equate the acceptance of love and sensuality with a pacifist and tolerant political stance, in the above passage, he suggests the possibility of disjoining the two aspects (“the like control”). Through this rhetorical move, the previous attack on Charles becomes largely confined to the private sphere, to his puritanical attitude towards the body, while, on the public level, to the extent that it is indeed present, it is limited to his insufficient prudence or skill, rather than to his militarism as a whole.

The distance between Mazeppa and the model of pacifist and tolerant leader embodied by Casimir becomes even more evident towards the close of the transitional section, in the passage where Mazeppa describes the vengeance he reaped against the count, with the complete destruction of his castle (and of its inhabitants one may presume), when he returned many years later, as chief of the Cossacks “[w]ith twice five thousand horse, to thank / The Count for his uncorteous ride” (411-2). Here we are far away from Casimir’s short-lived wraths and straight back to the Byronic hero, with his destructive tendency to treasure wrongs and thirst for vengeance.

This different attitude towards military leadership can detected also in the symbolic use of the representation of horses, towards the end of the story. While Mazeppa lies on the ground tied to the dying stallion, a band of horses appears to give their mate the last farewell. Once again the representation of horses is charged with political overtones. The horses have no rider and are accordingly described in a language that that stresses their freedom, their existing in a state of nature which knows no oppression: “A thousand horse, the wild, the free,  / Like waves that follow o’er the sea,” (677‑85).Yet, significantly, this rhetoric clashes with the military metaphors through which the horses are described: “a trampling troop” (673), “one vast squadron” (674), again “troop” (695), and most notably with the emergence of a leader: “Headed by one black mighty steed, / Who seem’d the patriarch of his breed,” (702‑3). 

The analogy with the the Tales is evident. In both representations, we have an emphasis on the freedom of the “outlaws,” living in a state of nature. On the other hand, the alternative community is organized along military and hierarchical lines and subject to the dominion of a charismatic leader, so that the “freedom” of individuals exists only on a symbolic level, through their identification with their leader and the community as a whole.

McGann’s final consideration on the poem is that through his adventure Mazeppa learns how to ride, i.e. the “wise passivity of the sons of pleasure” (118). In contrast, Charles’s control is a “pathetic illusion” (179), resulting in destructive ambition. While this interpretation is not without its merits, it is important to stress that the final moral found in explicit form at the end of the story is quite different:

For time at last sets all things even— 
And if we do but watch the hour, 
There never yet was human power 
Which could evade, if unforgiven, 
The patient search and vigil long 
Of him who treasures up a wrong. (492‑7)

Thus, at the close of the poem, Mazeppa seems less interested in the survivors’ possibility of escaping a cycle of violence and retaliation than in their chance of getting even with their enemies. “Do not despair, death goes on” is surprisingly his motto. In the light of this moral, even the metaphorical significance of Mazeppa’s ride becomes ambivalent. Did Mazeppa really learn to accept his emotional and sensual side, as McGann argues, or did he simply learn to manipulate it like he manipulates his men, governing both with the same dexterity with which he rides his “Bucephalus” (that which Charles has not learned to do)? 

McGann notices the problems raised by Mazeppa’s vengeful stance and tries to make sense of it by arguing that: “Byron does not judge him harshly for this, however, for he seems to do it with a calmness and certainty of mind that are quite unlike the fiery converts of revenge in Byron’s other stories” (178). “Calmness and certainty of mind,” however, are in fact a traditional feature of Byronic hero’s “distant mien.” More in general, while it is true that “Byron” does not judge Mazeppa’s attitude harshly, this is because the implicit author of the poem is himself ambivalent towards this attitude, as I have sought to show in the present paper. In other terms, the contradiction cannot be thus explained away, on the contrary it must be accepted as a distinctive feature of the poem as a whole. 

In conclusion, I believe that while McGann’s interpretation remains valid for certain aspects of Mazeppa, it but must be inserted within the broader interpretative framework I have sought to provide, in order to account for the contradictory attitudes towards the values that cluster around the figure of the Byronic hero, as embodied in the character Mazeppa and in the text in general. Only thus can we fully appreciate the exemplarity with which the poem bears witness to the way Byron’s attitude towards the figure of the Byronic hero varied significantly in relation to the narrative mode or other stylistic features. Once we fully grasp this complexity, it becomes evident that we must renounce the ambition of providing a unitary interpretation of the poem. Mazeppa should be seen, instead, as a complex and contradictory work, where stylistic and structural features intertwine with psychological and political tensions, creating a narrative wood where one can easily become side-tracked, distracted by multiple images of the hero riding in opposite directions.
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� David Watkins has questioned the notion of the individualism of Byronic heroes even in terms of their personal behavior, arguing that in fact “their values and conducts are always shown to arise from specific controlling networks of social relations” (16).


� “The discipline of armies and navies… very distinctly recognizes the necessity of those forms which separate superior from inferior, and so help to establish an unscrutinized ascendancy in the former” (Charles Horton Cooley, Human Nature and Social Order, New York: Scribner’s, 1922. 352-3). Compare also the following passage from Childe Harold: 





White is the glassy deck, without a stain,�Where on the watch the staid Lieutenant walks:�Look on that part which sacred doth remain�For the lone chieftain, who majestic stalks,�Silent and fear’d by all—not oft he talks�With aught beneath him, if he would preserve�That strict restraint, which broken, ever balks�Conquest and Fame... (2: 19)


� This rhetorical strategy closely resembles the one adopted by Byron in his 1818 drama Sardanapalus, where the initial combined attack by Sardanapalus on Salemenes’s militarism as well is as his puritanical values gradually loses force as Sardanapalus gradually takes on his role of military commander. As Lansdown notes, “...since Sardanapalus’ arousal, there is little to tell between him and his military henchman Salemenes himself” (66).
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