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Introduction

The Byronic hero is one of the most famous literary figures and one of the most studied, in terms of the original eponymous heroes, as well as of their ancestors and descendants. Less attention has been given to the uneasy relation that Byron’s works entertain with their protagonists. Even in Byron’s earlier Eastern Tales, where the celebration of the hero is dominant, it is possible to detect reservations, doubts, contradictions lurking in the folds of the text. In fact, these perturbations often reflect on the hero himself. In her excellent study of Byron’s Heroines, published in 1992, Caroline Franklin writes that, unlike the heroines, “ . . . The various manifestations of the famous ‘Byronic hero’ remain fairly consistent in outline” (1). I think this is the case only insofar as we tautologically concentrate exclusively on those protagonists of Byron’s works who fit the definition. Especially in works published after 1816, Byron’s protagonists either present an altogether different character, as in the case of Juan or Torquil, or retain only some of the traits of the earlier heroes who gave rise to the stereotype. It is possible, therefore, to distinguish between the Byronic hero, as Weberian ideal-type, and Byron’s heroes, the empirical manifestations who actualize the type, if they do, in diverse ways.

Thus, the focus of the present study is on the Byronic hero and on Byron’s heroes and on mapping out the juxtapositions and divergences of these two categories in Byron’s works. The attention, moreover, is not solely on the protagonists of Byron’s works, but also on the contexts in which they are situated. The goal is to cast an analytic light on the more remote areas of the literary stage where the hero’s performances take place, those areas which are often obscured by the spotlighting of the main character, but which serve to problematize the main character himself. This means relating the hero to other aspects of the works, to other perspectives: heroines, antagonists, minor characters, the narrator(s), the plot, the imagery, and the story at large. This type of contextualization is particularly useful to establish a link between the psychology of the hero (and, more specifically, issues such as the hero’s introversion, androgyny and the mind / body relation) and questions of gender and politics that these texts explicitly and implicitly raise. This study therefore is also an exploration of the problematic connection in Byron’s works between private and public sphere, between personal attitudes and socio-political stances.

For the critical context for the present study, an important work is certainly Peter Thorslev’s the Byronic Hero (1962) which relates this figure to eighteenth‑century and Romantic hero types and analyzes Byron’s heroes in relation to this typology. Thorslev’s focus is on the hero himself and on his origins rather than on dialogic context—the way the hero’s figure is problematized by its relation to other characters, to the plot, and to the formal structure of the poems—but his work remains an essential premise of the present study.

William Marshall’s the Structure of Byron’s Major Poems offers useful if somewhat uneven analyses of the formal structures of some of the texts I deal with, though Marshall does not focus on the relation between these structures and the thematic aspects I discuss. Gleckner is not altogether wrong in claiming that in Marshall’s study “structure often becomes story, criticism and analyses more often explication by summary...” (xiv). However, Marshall’s analyses can also be intriguing, for example in the sections on Lara and Abydos and have been often echoed in later criticism. 

Jerome McGann’s Fiery Dust (1968) comes closest to combining an attention for structure with an examination of psychological and social concerns, providing excellent textual analyses along with a commanding knowledge of biographical and historical background, particularly in his discussion of Childe Harold, and I will have occasion to return to it in the course of this study. With the exception of the Giaour, however, not much attention is paid to Byron’s Tales. Furthermore, Fiery Dust is occasionally limited, in my view, by a tendency to underestimate the heterogeneous and contradictory aspects of these texts and insist on the presence of a unitary and consistent perspective (see chapter 4). 

This tendency is more pronounced in Robert Gleckner’s Byron and the Ruins of Paradise (1967) where it is extended to Byron’s corpus as a whole and indeed presented as the characteristic par excellence that gives artistic dignity to a number of Byron’s minor works: “ . . . we have rather uncritically denied the remarkable coherence of the vision that provided these figures their landscape and their continued vitality” (xii). This search for deep structures is accompanied by an insistence on the pessimistic character of Byron’s vision. Throughout his book, Gleckner relentlessly calls our attention to the presence in all of Byron’s works of “ . . . a frighteningly dark and coherent vision of man and life” (xv). Gleckner’s views have merit but can become problematic when indiscriminately applied to all of Byron’s works and his satirical poems in particular.
 Furthermore, while coherence is doubtless an aspect of all of Byron’s works and, according to some critical schools at least, of any successful literary text, the main point of the present study is that many of Byron’s texts are noticeably heterogeneous. 

After the wave of book‑length studies that came out during the sixties, the production of Byron criticism slowed down somewhat, if only because, as Walter Peacock once said in reference to Homer, entering a virgin territory is always a significant advantage. Byron’s political views and his involvement in politics has been the subject of considerable discussion. The trend has been to reconsider the traditional view of Byron as the champion of freedom and to stress his ambivalent position in relation to the issue of democracy and republicanism. Carl Woodring for example in Politics in English Romanticism, published in 1970, noted that “upon specific issues and events the younger poets took the side of the radicals more often than one of them, Lord Byron, could comfortably admit” (21). Similar opinions can be found in the collection of essays edited by Erwin Sturzl in 1981 entitled Byron and Politics and in other later collections published by the Institut für Anglistik und Amerikanistik of the University of Salzburg.

A more recent study is Malcolm Kelsall’s Byron’s Politics (1987), which also insists on Byron’s ambivalence toward democracy but extends it beyond the confines of his personal experience by showing it to be a characteristic and long‑standing feature of the Whig tradition, which became increasingly problematic with the emergence of the English radical movement and the gradual erasure of what Kelsall sees as the moderate middle‑ground between the Radicals and the Tories, which Whigs had traditionally occupied. While agreeing with many of Kelsall’s claims, and in particular with his notion that Byron never fully articulated a consistently democratic political stance, I will seek to show that Byron’s political attitude is less static than Kelsall is willing to concede, especially if one takes into account the political implications of a number of features of his later works which at first glance would seem to pertain exclusively to the private sphere. 

Daniel Watkins’s Social Relationships in Byron’s Oriental Tales (1984) is another study which centers on Byron’s political concerns (in the Tales), but while Kelsall is more selective in his discussion of textual elements and concentrates on their relation to the literary and political tradition, Watkins spends more time on textual explication and on discussing the formal features of the works and relating them to the contemporary historical context. It is Watkins’s contention that Byron’s Tales present oppressive cultural and ideological systems “in a comprehensive, if crude, conceptual framework that helps demystify them…” (Social Relations 16). This is germane to my approach insofar as it couples a concern with political issues with an attention to the poetic structure of the texts. On the other hand, Watkins seems occasionally trapped in an abstract structure vs. superstructure model, which leads him to be too selective in terms of textual evidence, without sufficient consideration for the many varying and contradictory ways in which general economic and political trends are articulated in social and cultural discourses and discursive frameworks, the specific way in which individuals are positioned and position themselves at any given moment, and the way the literary text represents, resists, and mediates between different discourses. To give an example, surely one can relate the Byronic hero's rebellion to the nostalgia for an old aristocratic order, a golden age which, in fact, according to Hobsbawm, is often part of the underlying ideology of robber barons and other “primitive” rebels. Yet, Watkins’s claim that “ . . . the crisis that Byron’s Conrad faces emerges directly from the triumph of merchant culture over aristocracy” (70) seems too extreme, especially since Watkins does not really produce textual evidence of such specificity. One has the impression that the connection has been assumed rather than demonstrated, as if the literary page were the mechanical output of an ideological seismograph hooked into the deep structures of society. On the other hand, Watkins often offers excellent discussions of the Tales, for example of the figure of Gulnare in the Corsair, and while I have disagreements as well as agreements with some of his arguments, his work remains extremely relevant to the present project. 

A second line of studies which developed mostly during the eighties and nineties and evident in studies published by Susan Wolfson, Jennifer Calder, James McKusick, among others, focuses on the issue of gender. Caroline Franklin, as I have already noted, has recently published Byron’s Heroines (1992), an excellent study which in many ways parallels the present one, though as I have said I do think that the manifestations of the Byronic hero are not as uniform as she suggests. However, this point, which is central to my study, is secondary to Franklin’s, focusing as it does on female figures. The study of Byron’s heroines is interesting in its own right, since, as Franklin shows, Byron’s female characters present a wide range of cultural models, which often differ significantly from the ones found in contemporary verse narratives written by Southey, Scott and others. Byron’s heroines are also very significant in terms of their function, their bearing on the characterization of the hero and on the work as a whole. In the Tales, for example, female figures play a crucial role in structuring the binary opposition between protagonist and antagonist in favor of the former. To the extent that this operation is successful Thorslev is right in saying that the Byronic hero “is usually loving and caring” (Byronic Hero, 8) and in rejecting Mario Praz’s genealogy, who related the protagonist of the Tales to Sade’s perverse heroes. Yet, relationship between hero and heroine can serve equally well as a test of the extent to which the character that the text strives to construct is indeed “credible.” This process of demystification can often be carried out through the work itself by highlighting alternative subtexts, an operation that may very well lead us perilously close to Praz’s insinuations. 

Androgyny is another aspect where the issue of gender is relevant. As we shall see, it is possible to establish a schematic opposition between two groups of heroes. The heroes of the first group (Conrad, Lara, Carl XII, Christian) are introverted, misanthropic, aggressively dominant and ambitiously focused on the future. The second group (Mazeppa, Sardanapalus, Juan, Torquil) tend to be extroverted, sociable, more focused on the present, and more tolerant of the whims of fate and society. It is here that the issue of gender comes in; for this psychological shift is also a shift from a conventionally male identity to an androgynous identity, or at least one more open to traits conventionally viewed as feminine. This theme is prominent in Sardanapalus but is also relevant Mazeppa, another later work I will take up. 

Another trend in recent scholarship has been to relate Byron’s ironic stance to Schlegel’s concept of Romantic irony and to the skepticism and relativism of poststructuralist criticism. Two works that can be taken as representative of this tendency are Anne Mellor’s Romantic Irony (1982) and Terence Hoagwood’s Byron’s Dialectics (1993), while Peter Thorslev, in Romantic Contraries (1984) provides a critique of the same, questioning the possibility of usefully interpreting Byron’s work in terms of Schlegelian irony, let alone poststructuralist relativism.

Mellor’s first chapter is basically an illustration and an interpretation of Schlegel’s concept of Romantic irony, which Mellor sees as the nucleus of a distinctive Romantic tradition, alternative to the more traditional one identified by Meyer Abrams. For Mellor, Romantic irony provides an alternative both to what she terms the logocentric tradition and to the nihilism that, in her view, is the ultimate product of the rejection of that tradition. Mellor argues that “ . . . modern deconstructionists choose to perform only one half of the romantic-ironic operation, that of skeptical analysis and determination of the limits of human language and consciousness” (5).

I would note in passing that Mellor’s characterization of deconstruction in terms of negativity is only partially correct; deconstruction does involve a more positive form of thought and a “construction” of sorts. Both because the deconstructed position is sometimes acknowledged in oblique ways as partially valid or inevitable, and, more important, because actual deconstructive practice, perhaps inevitably, does create its own system of categories, hierarchies and values. As Edward Said notes: “ . . . whether he admits it or not, Derrida does introduce oppositions, themes, definition, and hierarchies between different sorts of writing” (192). Yet, Mellor is right in stressing the distance between the enthusiasm for the affirmative side of the dichotomy, which characterizes Romantic irony, and deconstruction, where all the enthusiasm seems to be on the side of the “undermining of all beliefs,” of the Hegelian “labour of the negative,” which Terry Eagleton sees as characteristic of most contemporary literary theory (see 13).

Mellor’s view seems to be that the epistemological validity of representations or beliefs is of limited interest to the Schlegelian Romantic ironist, who is satisfied with their unending creation and dissolution. Whether such an activity can indeed be pleasurable or significant in any way is of course a moot point, but this has no direct bearing on Mellor’s claim that some Romantic poets and especially Byron subscribed to this type of skeptical position. This, I find to be somewhat doubtful. As Thorslev argues, there is no “ . . . clear evidence that any of the major Romantics despaired of factual history (Byron, for instance, prided himself on his mimetic fidelity to historical fact . . . ) nor of the referential capacities of language” (Romantic Contraries, 180). Personally, I find that the adoption of Schlegel’s dialectic approach—which, as Thorslev suggests, would perhaps be better described as “Polaritätsgedanken” (Romantic Contraries, 159), in other words, a form of binary thinking—risks producing precisely that sort of “gross dichotomy” that Mellor maintains to be characteristic of much modern critical theory and to which Romantic irony provides an alternative (see Mellor 188). In general, even as a loose connotational characterization of the ironic approach found in Byron’s satirical works, I find Schlegel’s notion of Romantic irony of limited usefulness. Byron’s satirical poetry does not confront us with an ongoing alternation between two distinct phases, an enthusiastic, naive creation of romantic representations and an absolute all-denying skeptical dissolution of the same. Rather, irony seems a device through which these two aspects coexist and qualify one another. The author’s enthusiasms are never naive, insofar as they are always tempered by common sense and irony (usually already within the confines of the ottava) but, in my view, so is his skepticism, which precisely for this reason is never absolute. Don Juan is not centered on a continuing creation and dissolution of forms, of meaning and values, where the only constant is the aesthetic or intellectual pleasure one takes in the process. Irony does not open the way to an endless deferral of meaning or the constant mutation of forms, but rather establishes the range of their variability, which may very well be both wide and blurry but is nevertheless limited. The attack on hypocrisy, the dislike of violence, the demystification of militarist rhetoric, the advocating of tolerance and pacifism, the endorsing of a love that is both innocent and sensual, all these are not aesthetic creations which put on a fleeting appearance on stage and then are heard no more, but values embodied in the text at large (see also the conclusion of the present study). 

Mellor, for example, writes that “military glory is yet another illusion that the poem destroys only to build again” (68).  This is a product of her view that no value, pacifism in this case, achieves stability in Don Juan since, like all others, it is dissolved in the ongoing process of romantic irony.  Mellor argues more specifically that: “The narrator’s summary comment on military action—“War’s a brain-spattering, windpipe-slitting art, / Unless her cause by right be sanctified” (9. 4. 3-4)—sets up a brighter, fresher image of military action that transcends the merely brutal savagery of the siege of Ismail” (68-9). Though Mellor has a point insofar as the poem does reinstate a more positive view of war, the issue cannot be addressed in terms of romantic irony and the superseding of the law of contradiction. First of all, in purely logical terms, Byron’s position is not an irresolvable paradox but simply the expression of his belief that wars are wrong but that an exception can be made for wars the purpose of which is to liberate mankind from oppression.  Secondly, insofar as there is a contradiction at play here it is not part of the usual ironic exploration of complexity, but on the contrary it is the product of an extremely and uncharacteristically weak qualifying statement: “unless her cause by right be sanctified.”   What is logically obvious, and what normally we would have expected such an outspoken narrator to point out, is that war is always a “brain-spattering, windpipe-slitting art,” whether or not the cause is right, that it can never be “fresh” and “bright” as Mellor suggests, but will always be dark and rotten, no matter how inevitable or justified it is. Incidentally, one should note how symptomatic of Byron’s uncharacteristic uneasiness is the use of word “sanctified,” surely out of place in a work renown for its attack on metaphysical justifications of violence and oppression, and one which inevitably conjures up of the vision of ignorant armies clashing by night, each with God on their side.

Having said this, I should add that while I disagree with some of Mellor’s more theoretical premises, I am sympathetic to her effort to go beyond a nihilistic view of Romantic irony and I find her specific criticism to be both a significant contribution to Byron criticism and a useful stimulus for the present study. Specifically, it seems to me that in her actual critical practice, her view of the dichotomy in Byron between ironic skepticism and romantic affirmation becomes much less absolute, more empirically grounded and close to one I am happy to go along with. 

Terence Hoagwood’s Byron’s Dialectics (1993) develops Mellor’s argument, focusing however on the skeptical side of Mellor’s dichotomy. Hoagwood’s basic claim, in a nutshell, is that Byron was an absolute skeptic and that absolute skepticism does not entail pessimism (thus, Hoagwood’s skepticism does not require Schlegel’s [and Mellor’s] polar opposite, the enthusiastic creation of representations). Indeed, according to Hoagwood, absolute skepticism may very well be conducive to “revolutionary activity” (19). As in the case of Mellor, Hoagwood both attributes these views to Byron and seems to be personally sympathetic to them. Thus skepticism is not only Hoagwood’s object of inquiry, but, to some extent, the premise on which his study is based. His book is not solely a study of Byron’s skepticism but also as a skeptical questioning of our cultural paradigms, a skeptical discussion of Byron’s skepticism and of skepticism at large, something which differentiates it from traditional criticism on romanticism:

I wish positively to leave standing the whole structure of received criticism, including books by Reiman, Swingle, Wolfson, Hoagwood, and others. The present book, which is about something else, is not a negative to their propositions, but situates itself in a different conversation. (31) 

Hoagwood’s argument for absolute skepticism is potentially open to the same objections that the skeptical pole of Schlegel’s Romantic irony is, the risk of depriving of meaning all intellectual pursuit. Mellor relies on the creative pole of Romantic irony to address these problems. Hoagwood also seeks to distinguish himself from what he describes as deconstructionist positions:

the sort of deconstruction that does (or did) render interpretations that collapsed inside themselves, claiming that the text is inevitably about its own textual status, does not interest me here;” (18)

He also offers the following defense against the charge of nihilism:

Nihilism (the position that life is without meaning, or the firm disbelief in moral judgement) has sometimes been injuriously confused with skepticism; but nihilism is a dogmatic position . . . . Any belief, positive or negative, is incompatible with skepticism…. (37) 

My view, however, is that in practical terms (or even theoretical ones, for that matter), Hoagwood’s distinction is ultimately irrelevant. The fact that compared to all-doubting nihilism, skepticism adds a general self-reflexive doubt to the package does not make the outcome less intellectually paralyzing, let alone conducive to “revolutionary activities” as Hoagwood elsewhere suggests. Even if we were to interpret the above self-reflexive doubt as the blander (and in fact epistemologically completely distinct) notion that maybe, in some unspecified future, it might be possible to reasonably have some limited moral or practical beliefs, the result is of little help in finding a way to reasonably and specifically discriminate between the countless beliefs and values and practical decisions that confront us every day in our lives as well as in our critical practice. In general, it is obvious that if we have to take at face value Hoagwood’s claim that all beliefs must be equally rejected insofar as they are “incompatible with skepticism,” such discrimination is impossible. Taken to its logical consequences the outcome of absolute skepticism is silence and despair (or perhaps, in a more attractive scenario, a dedication to the mindless pursuit of pleasure). 

More specifically, as I already noted in relation to Mellor’s Romantic Irony, I do not find this kind of absolute skepticism a good characterization of either Byron’s views or the attitudes that are implicit in his works. Hoagwood quotes skeptical remarks found in Byron’s letters, confidently stating that in his letters Byron speaks “in his own voice—not in the fictionality of a poetic projection” (41). Yet, Byron’s “voice”, as found in the letters, is in fact a conglomerate and an interplay (partly unconscious and partly very self-conscious) of many different voices and positions, much in the manner of the “voice” found in his literary works. In any case, it would seem obvious to me that all claims about the meaning of Byron’s works should be based ultimately on the works themselves rather than on biographical material. Hoagwood’s argument is that the above “discursive prose” (the letters) is evidence of a skeptical “dialectical structure” which, and this is the key step in his argument, “Byron’s poems internalize” (44). Yet, this point is insufficiently substantiated by an analysis of the texts themselves, so that it remains more of an assumption based on the presumed status of what Byron’s “own voice” is, than an interpretation of Byron’s poems. In general, I find that the totalizing of Byron’s skepticism deprives us of the responsibility, and indeed the pleasure, of specifically asserting its extent and nature, and risks collapsing into an abstract relativistic cauldron the various perspectives found in his works, whereas a more moderate approach can provide us with a more truthful as well as complex and rewarding view of the same. 

As far as Byron’s earlier work is concerned, another tendency that I would like to challenge is that of overestimating their demystifying and subversive tendencies. It is a characteristic of Byron that his works are particularly dialogic, incorporating cultural tensions that are often smoothed away in the works of his contemporaries. In focusing on these tensions, some critics, while rightly stressing the existence of subtexts that undermine the dominant rhetoric, sometimes tend to overestimate, in my view, their overall impact, or even turn the subtext into the dominant text, the hidden meaning of the work. I already have indicated my reservations on Watkins’ view of the demystifying tendencies in the Tales. A similar point could be made about McGann’s reading of the Giaour, to cite another example. McGann’s notion that the poem underlines the specularity of the Giaour and Hassan, of protagonist and antagonist, is certainly astute but should not obscure the fact that by and large the text goes out its way to stress the differences between the two.

Summarizing, on the one hand my approach is to resist the tendency to necessarily subsume in an organic whole all the contradictory discursive tensions found in the poems, and, on the other hand, to resist the temptation to make the less obvious aspects of the text necessarily the most essential. The effort is to specifically identify the various discursive configurations that each texts creates, with an eye for the boundaries as well as the privileged routes that regulate the flow of individual subtexts in specific narratives. What I am outlining is not a new approach or methodology, but rather a strategy of nuances and mediations based on current critical approaches. I might add that I have found many examples of such an approach in Byron studies, in the works of critics like James McKusick, Peter Landsdown, and Caroline Franklin, where an attention to polyphony is combined with an informed assessment of the voices that join in the chorus.

Returning to my study, I would like to briefly illustrate the way the dissertation is organized. I have focused on six works by Byron, four of his Tales written between 1813 and 1814 (The Giaour, the Bride of Abydos, the Corsair, Lara) and two later works Mazeppa, begun in 1817) and Sardanapalus (written in 1821), discussing them in chronological order. A brief discussion of Childe Harold I-II serves as an introduction to my first chapter, since the Giaour can be seen in many ways as a response to the problems raised by the earlier work. In this chapter, I have focused on the way the adoption of a markedly dialogic structure affects our view of the main hero as well as on the relation between the final version of the work and the first manuscript version, which critics nowadays usually neglect.

While the Giaour is a fascinating work to discuss in terms of its polyphonic structure and its bearing on the characterization of the hero, the other Tales provide more scope for a discussion of the political implications of the hero’s stance, which is what I do in chapter two. My starting point is the fundamental ambivalence that characterizes the hero’s political role. On a private level, the hero is the bearer of an oppositional and anti-authoritarian stance, whereas in his political interactions he ends up reinstating the oppressive and authoritarian structures he has rebelled against. This pattern is closely paralleled by his relation with the heroine, where the transgressive impact of his erotically charged and anti-institutional relation with the heroine is countered by the re-establishment of patriarchal hierarchies, once the heroine’s “liberation” has been achieved. Rather than illustrating this contradiction through an analysis of the text, I seek to illustrate the various ways in which the rhetoric of the text strives to obscure this contradiction and stress the hero’s positive role. 

In chapter three, however, I sort of reverse gears and emphasize the existence of subtexts which, notwithstanding the dominant tendency of the Tales, serve to problematize the hero’s personality, his political role, and his relation to the heroine. In the last section on Lara, I stress how the work shows marked signs of Byron’s increasing dissatisfaction with his hero and an effort to detach implicit author and hero through the adoption of a number of dialogic devices.

These three chapters prepare the ground for chapter four and five, which focus on two later works: Mazeppa and Sardanapalus. In both these works, the contradictions that had begun to emerge in the Tales are brought to the fore. With these heroes we have an exploration of alternative psychological models, coupled with an evident effort to translate the private into the public, the endorsement of a libertarian life-style in an effectively oppositional and tendentially democratic political stance. This exploration is accompanied by an effort to deal with the tensions and contradictions found in the previous works by experimenting with polyphonic structures, such as the development of various perspectives associated with different characters, the creation of multi-layered narrative structures, the use of irony by characters and narrator, and the adoption of a more problematic stance by the narrator himself. I also discuss the extent to which Byron’s operation is successful and the formal and thematic tensions that these experiments create.

I have chosen Mazeppa and Sardanapalus since, in my view, they are the works that best exemplify the ambivalence of Byron’s position and his effort to deal with the discursive tensions I have mentioned as well as his effort to articulate these tensions through dialogic structures. The choice of not engaging in an extensive discussion of Don Juan is on the one hand simply due to the sheer mass of extant criticism, which makes it more difficult to produce an original contribution, but also to the fact that to some extent Don Juan is not representative of the issues I focus on. The reasons for this are outlined in my conclusion where I relate the results of this study to other of Byron’s later works. Certainly, the maturity of works like Beppo, Don Juan, or even the Island, compared to Mazeppa and Sardanapalus, lies in a more skilful management of the polyphonic structures that Byron had experimented with in earlier works, which enabled him to articulate discursive tensions in more controlled and artistically successful ways. Yet, in my view, it is also due precisely to the avoidance of a number of issues, especially the ones associated with the public sphere (political leadership, active political commitment, the role of violence in political struggle), which had proven too problematic to handle. By concentrating on heroes who are denied the possibility of an active role in the public sphere, Byron avoids the need to translate the private values of his new heroes in a significant set of public values, which, as we shall see, was precisely the rock on which Mazeppa and Sardanapalus had foundered.

1 The Giaour

1.1 Introduction

The Giaour, begun in 1812 and published in 1813, is Byron’s first "Eastern tale,” as he called them (BLJ, 3: 157), and the first work to present a full-blown Byronic Hero. In many ways of course the figure is anticipated by the character of Childe Harold. On the other hand, Byron’s construction of the Byronic hero in the Giaour and in later works, as we shall see, can be also read as an effort to address some of the problems associated with Harold. 

One of the things critics usually note is the extent to which Harold is abstracted from all context—personal, social, political. As for other aspects, one needs to distinguish in this regard the bulk of the poem from the beginning. In the beginning, the narrator refers to Harold’s relations with “Paphian girls” and in general to a number of partying activities which, I would argue, no matter how frivolous, stand as a sign of Harold’s involvement in a network of social relations that provides a sphere for action and a source of meaning for his existence. Yet, Harold, of course, decides to abandon the dissolute life of the Abbey and embark on his solitary pilgrimage. 

On a more superficial level, I would argue that this change, as well as the abandonment of the bantering tone associated with the ironic narrator, may express Byron’s sensitivity toward the moral codes of his audience, something already evident in the way he censored Hours of Idleness on the basis of early responses by his readers and evident also in his short preface to the Corsair, where he dissociates himself from his “evil” heroes. The problem, however, could not be solved by simply making Harold a paragon of virtue, for his sexual experience was an essential part of his allure. Byron's solution, I would argue, was to push it back into the past, endow it with more profound if somewhat demonic connotations (following the stereotype of the Gothic Villain whose influence Peter Thorslev has so well illustrated), and stress Harold’s current disgust for any sort of sensual activity and indeed any sort of intimate personal relation (significantly valet, yeoman, and friend are all rapidly banished from the scene). Thus, as usual, Byron has it both ways. His privileging of mind over body places Harold above both those who engage in sensual activities and stands as a readily available coded sign of the fundamental “nobleness” of his nature; his worldly experience, on the other hand, places him above those who choose to abide by conventional codes, justifying his position as a poet and retaining the original aura of eroticism and transgression. 

But the embarking on the pilgrimage can also be read as a sign of Byron’s aspirations—fueled by his sense of his potential as a poet, his aristocratic background, and his future position as a member of the House of Lords—towards a more significant engagement in the social and political sphere. These aspirations clashed with his sense of exclusion, which was at once a product of his peculiar situation, his youth and temporary lack of status (social, political, and financial, in relation, of course, to what he felt his possibilities or his rights were), and of the more general problematic nature of his position both as a Whig aristocrat and amateur poet, in a society where the mercantile class and professional writers were on the rise and where, as Malcolm Kelsall notes, to be “born for the opposition” simply meant that the Whigs had no say in the country’s policy and were ideologically trapped between the conservative rhetoric of the Tories and the not easily evaded arguments for democracy of the Radical movement (193). 

While Harold’s change of life-style represents this effort to achieve a more meaningful life, the effect is opposite: “Childe Harold . . . rather than proceeding to a postliminal reintegration with natural and social processes, turns back to a preliminal, constrictive, and separated selfhood” (Mellor 32). The solution to the sense of isolation and ineffectiveness is presented in terms which suggest the work’s compensatory function as well as the connection between the private and the public sphere. Harold’s social isolation is presented as a willful choice, and he voices his contempt for those who do engage in the public sphere. It is a move that mirrors his disdain for those who engage in sensual activities, yet while in the latter case conventional morals provide a ready made justification for Harold’s passivity and misanthropy, the perspective from which his political and social critique is voiced is less clear. Some help is provided by the fact that in the current historical situation (the Napoleonic wars) the most common political activity was the sending of unheard of numbers of soldiers to their death. I would argue, however, that while a generic brand of pacifism, common in the Whig tradition, is present in the work, the perspective from which this irony is expressed is unclear. I would argue, for example, that pacifist positions in the work clash with the narrator and Harold’s commitment to a form of political struggle conceived in terms of heroic military leadership and with the fact that Harold is often himself presented as a hero of sorts, though it is quite evident that he has nobody to lead and nowhere to lead them. The stanzas on Spain are indicative of this ambivalence: they first exalt the heroism of the Spanish people and of their rebellion against Napoleon and then they endorse the idea of Spain’s history as a “bloody tale of carnage and grief” presumably produced by that very same warrior-like spirit (McGann, Fiery 15).
 Napoleon is another test case of this ambivalence, for while Napoleon is attacked as a oppressor, the poem seems to imply a belief that only such a heroic leader has the potential to liberate Europe from the old oppressive monarchic systems.
 Thus, we are constantly confronted with a sarcastic stance which is meant to suggest that Harold and the narrator know better, but what they know remains unclear. The presence of a more detached narrator or of a more dialogic structure would have perhaps allowed Byron’s ambiguities to be articulated in a more controlled fashion but it would also have required puncturing much inflated rhetoric and at this stage, as Philip Martin notes, Byron could not afford it (see Martin 22). 

The problems raised by Childe Harold can be used as a background against which to situate the reading of many of his following works. From the perspective of formal structure the work seems to stand in antithesis to Don Juan. As Mellor notes:

The projection of the Childe as an alter-ego does allow Byron to explore two closely related but finally antithetical modes of being, but the structure of the poem—a series of vignettes loosely cohering around a voyage and meditations upon the scenes—does not provide for a complex interplay of antithetical modes of vision or paradoxical situations. The few instances of gentle mockery that the narrator permits himself… hardly challenge the pervasively serious, even on occasion lugubrious, tone with which the poet recounts his experience. (35)

Mellor’s comment highlights the central role that formal structure plays in articulating Byron’s thematic concerns and also points out the stifling outcome of too close an identification between narrator and hero. While Byron was obviously pleased with the success of Childe Harold and the public attention it brought to him, there are signs that he was not entirely comfortable with the persona he had created (see Martin 15), the more so because the public openly identified him with his hero. The cause of this uneasiness can ultimately be traced to both Harold’s passiveness (Byron at this stage saw his future as that of a man of action rather than of words, something to be achieved presumably through his parliamentary and political activity) and in general the melodramatic posturing that the work all too often indulges in. 

It is from this perspective that the Giaour can be read as a reaction to Childe Harold. As in all the Tales, here the problem of passiveness and contextlessness is solved by moving away from the explicitly auto-biographical character of the earlier work into a fictional realm, which provides the hero with both scope and reason for action. Furthermore, as we shall see, in the Giaour the problem of the hero’s melodramatic posturing is also addressed, though only in the early stages of the work, by adopting an innovative narrative structure that prevented the hero’s perspective from being articulated.
1.2 Based on a True Story

In his biography of Byron, Leslie A. Marchand recounts an interesting story. On a summer’s day of 1811, Lord Byron decided to go swimming at the Piraeus and on his way back to his residence in Athens, he chanced to meet a group of people carrying a heavy sack destined to be cast at sea. Upon inquiry he found out that inside the sack was a young woman whom he knew, who, having been discovered during an amorous rendezvous, had been sentenced to death by drowning, according to the Muslim law of the time. With threats and bribes, Byron managed to liberate the girl and send her off to a safe place in Thebes.
This is the version of the story provided by Lord Sligo, according to Leslie A Marchand (see Portrait 89). Though Lord Sligo had arrived in Athens only after Byron’s departure and his story was based on the rumors he had heard, a couple of years later, Byron himself asked him to put down on paper his version of the event, which he personally circulated after having erased ten lines containing “merely some Turkish names, and circumstantial evidence of the girl’s detection, not very important or decorous” (Marchand, Letters 2: 311). The imprimatur of a direct witness should serve to reinforce the reliability of Lord Sligo’s version. Yet, one wonders about Byron’s preoccupation for decor and like Marchand will easily suspect the letter was used by Byron to allay rumors that were “too near to fact” (90 n.). Thus, those who seek to interpret this anecdote must consider different points of view, fill textual gaps with hypothesis, and ask themselves a number of questions: “what did Byron erase from Lord Sligo’s story?”, “was Byron really there by chance?,” and, finally, “who was the woman’s lover?”

In September 1812, Byron began writing the Giaour, the first of his Eastern Tales, a story loosely inspired by his adventure in Athens. What I would suggest is that the anecdote does not simply anticipate the theme of the story, but also its peculiar narrative structure. The Giaour is made up of numerous “disjointed fragments” told by different narrators, and characterized, like the anecdote, by textual gaps, prolepses, multiple points of view; questions without answers (“...but who and what art thou / Of foreign garb and fearful brow?” [230-231]) and contradictory interpretations (“Strange rumours in our city say...” [447] “But others say, that on that night...” [468]). In any case, this narrative solution had an immediate literary antecedent: the Voyage of Columbus by Samuel Rogers, to whom Byron dedicated the Giaour. Published in 1810, the Voyage of Columbus is also characterized by a fragmentary structure. The motivation provided by Rogers for this was: “si qua latent, meliora putat”
 (Jump 48). The idea of the fragment as narrative technique finds also more sophisticated motivations in the romantic period—the obvious example being Novalis—and to some extent anticipates modernist experiments, as recently argued by David Seed.
 In this regards, Seed notes that the Giaour is more innovative than the Voyage of Columbus, whose narrative fragments are chronologically ordered and voiced in a single perspective. In fact, the difference lies almost exclusively in the manipulation of point-of-view, insofar as the only true anachrony is the proleptic fragment beginning “The steed is vanished from the hall,” which in the fabula comes after the next few fragments.

1.3 Critical response

The relatively unusual structure of the Giaour met with mixed reactions among contemporary intellectuals, although the response of the public was overwhelmingly positive, confirming Byron as the most successful poet of the moment.
 Henry Crabb Robinson describes the work as “a few broken parts of a tale, wanting on that account the gross material interest of a story” (Rutherford, Heritage, 68), while Walter Scott in a letter to Byron, after having rejected the accusation of obscurity, praised the work in the following terms:
I hold that every real lover of the art is obliged to you for condensing the narrative, by giving us only those striking scenes which you have shown to be so susceptible of poetic ornament, and leaving to imagination the says I’s and says he’s.... (Rutherford, Heritage, 68-9).

Modern criticism seems equally divided. Marchand speaks of “gnarled narrative technique” (63), whereas John Jump, on the contrary, argues that this structure serves “to excite curiosity, raise suspense, and suggest mystery” (71). However, as is to be expected in the age of the Waste Land, critics tend to find fault mostly with what they see as the melodramatic aspects of the text rather than its experimental structure: an outspoken example is Karl Kroeber, who calls the work “a silly story” (in Seed 14). After the end of the sixties, however, in line with the recovery of Byron’s non-satirical work, the attitude towards the Giaour, including its previously criticized aspects, is largely positive, with the partial exceptions of Peter Wilson and Peter Manning.
Further on, greater attention will be given to the critical reception of the Giaour. Here I wish to note the paradigmatic value of the work for the present study. The Giaour can be read as an early effort to establish a polyphonic narrative structure that would preserve the text from the monological focus on the hero that characterized Childe Harold. To what extent this effort was successful will be one of the issues discussed in the present chapter.
1.4 The composition of the Giaour
It is impossible to discuss the Giaour without taking into account the history of its composition. The fragmentary structure of the work made it easy to add new material to the original work, a possibility that Byron used and abused extensively, from one version to the other, both expanding original fragments and adding new ones, while deleting almost nothing. This occurred not only in the transition from the first manuscript version to the second to the draft for the printer, but also later on after the text was printed for the first time. The result was that the 344 lines of the first manuscript version turned into 1332, in the seventh printed edition, the last one where major changes were made (in the 12th edition two lines were modified).
According to William Marshall, the first critic to discuss at length the genealogy of the poem, the accretions “badly weakened the poem” (Structure 502). For Rutherford, too, “[Byron’s] revisions were often as casual as his original composition” (Byron 35-6). Towards the end of the sixties the tide seemed to change. For Michael Sundell: “Although still imperfect, the final text of the tale is far denser in meaning and richer in artistry than the original” (587). None of these critics, however, ever discussed in detail the original version as a text in its own right. In general, after Sundell’s 1969 article, attention has focused on the final version.
In the present chapter I wish to highlight a number of points. First of all, in contrast with the dominant critical line, I share Wilson and Manning’s reservations on some aspects of the final version. Secondly, I think the original version should be treated as a text in its own right rather than a condensed version of the final text: the additions do not simply expand the text or alter its narrative pace, they also substantially modify its structure. These changes, in my view, are largely negative: certain aspects of particular interest in the original version, which, incidentally, have not been noted by the critics who have dealt with it, disappeared in the final one. And, symmetrically, the characteristics of the work that Manning and Wilson criticize are a product of the additions and are therefore absent in the manuscript version.
From this perspective, the philological history of the Giaour can be read as the story of a failure, the loss of a complex interaction of perspectives in favor of a self-aggrandizing monological closure officiated by the hero but supported by the text as a whole, similar to what is found in Childe Harold. Thus, the philological history of the Giaour can be seen as an inverted image of Byron's career. The latter can be read as a progressive questioning, partial and contradictory to the end, of a romantically solipsistic vision focused exclusively on the superior individual, a process enacted through the adoption of dialogic structures, which become the characteristic trait of works written after 1816.
For these reasons, unlike current interpretations, which focus practically without exception on the final version of the text, my analysis will be based on the first manuscript version. Only at a later stage will I discuss the structural and thematic modifications caused by later additions.
1.5 The manuscript version: the plot

Nowadays, the Giaour is available only in the final version, though other versions can be reconstructed using the notes to McGann’s critical edition. It is, therefore, essential to begin by outlining the structure of the first manuscript version. For a detailed account of the philological history of the work I refer the reader to McGann’s edition (see especially the table in 3: 411). 

The first manuscript version can be divided into 17 fragments, identified on the basis of narrative ellipses or a switch to a different narrator (in McGann’s version they are typographically indicated). Following is a numbered list of the fragments (in parenthesis I give the corresponding line numbers in McGann). In summarizing the various fragments I will also specify the narrators to whom they can be attributed, a subject on which, as we shall see, critics do not always concur.

1. (1-6) Reference to Temistocles’s tomb on the Greek coast by a general anonymous narrator. 

2. (168-79). An anonymous narrator describes a fisherman in a boat rowing along the coast. 

3. (180-99) The fisherman describes a man riding along the coast, a dark expression on his face, whom he identifies as a Giaour, i.e. a non-Muslim on the basis of his looks. 

4. (277-87) An anonymous narrator (or possibly the fisherman) voices the following question: “The hour is past, the Giaour is gone, / And did he fly or fall alone?” Then he adds a proleptic reference to a deadly curse launched against Hassan, here mentioned for the first time.

5. (352-73) The narrator, here safely identifiable as the fisherman, describes a group of people carrying a heavy sack, who ask him to take them with his boat to a point “where sleep / the channl’d waters dark and deep” (368-9).

6. (374-86) The fisherman describes the sack being cast into the water. He perceives a movement but ascribes it first to the current and than to an optical illusion created by the reflection of the sun. Doubts re-emerge however in the final lines: “And all its hidden secrets sleep, / Known but to Genii of the deep” (384-5).

7. (422-4 and 426-38). Digression by an anonymous narrator on the effect of remorse on the mind. Like the scorpion, which poisons itself when trapped by flames, the mind tormented by pain and remorse kills its sensibility leaving room only to hate and destructive impulses (the reference is presumably to the Giaour, tormented by guilt feelings for having indirectly caused the death of his beloved). 

8. (439-72) In this fragment, many obscure points are clarified. The narrator is a citizen of Hassan’s town and describes the retired life Hassan leads after the disappearance of his beloved concubine Leila, who fell in love with a Giaour. The narrator reports two contradictory rumors. According to some Leila escaped with the Giaour, but “others” say that on the night of Leila’s attempted escape the Giaour was seen riding alone. The readers know the latter observation to be true and therefore that the latter is the correct version of the events. They also may infer that the scene described in fragment 3 (180-99) is the failed rendezvous of Leila and the Giaour. 

9. (519-36). A Muslim narrator sympathetic to Hassan describes an expedition guided by Hassan and tells us that: “’Tis said he goes to woo a bride / More true than her who left his side” (533-4). 

10. (537-48) Description of a valley and a rivulet by an anonymous narrator. The narrator seems philo-Hellene and his tone resembles that of the general narrator. 

11. (549-67). Description of the expedition entering a valley. One has some difficulty in understanding the relationship between the locality described in this fragment and the one described in the previous one. It would make sense to assume it is the same valley, but, in the previous fragment, we have a rather pleasant resting point with a spring “Whose welcome waters cool and clear, / Draw blessings from the mountaineer” (539-40). In the second fragment, instead, we have a dried-out river, which has left “a channel bleak and bare, / Save shrubs that spring to perish there” (559-60). 

12. (568-602 and 604-19). The expedition is ambushed. Hassan reacts bravely, organizing the defense. Among the assailants Hassan recognizes the “pale front” and “evil eye” of the Giaour. The narrator seems sympathetic to Hassan. 

13. (655-74). In a cinematographic-like sequence the narrator describes in succession a broken and bloody scimitar, a severed hand that holds it, a turban split in two, and finally a dead body that turns out to be Hassan. Bent over him is the Giaour. 

14. (675-88) In this brief fragment, the speaker is the Giaour himself. The initial lines definitively clarify the events of fragment six, confirming the reader’s possible suspicions: “’Yea, Leila sleeps beneath the wave, / But his shall be a redder grave” (675-8). The Giaour concludes with the couplet: “My wrath is wreak’d, the deed is done, / And now I go—but go alone” (687-9). 

15. (723-32 and 735-8) Description of the humble grave of Hassan “...as true an Osmanlie / As e’er at Mecca bent the knee,” who lies dead and unavenged. The narrator seems Muslim and sympathetic to Hassan.

16. (787-831) The events described in this fragment are much later. An anonymous narrator reports the dialogue between the fisherman and a Christian monk. The fisherman asks about a mysterious guest of the convent whom he has recognized as the man he saw riding alone the shore “many years” before. The monk describes the Giaour as a suspect individual who neither prays, nor takes part in the mass. He also describes moments of visionary folly in which the Giaour relives his past. 

17. (1319-34) This brief conclusive fragment begins with the final part of the Giaour’s confession, in quotes. The Giaour thanks the confessor for his pity and asks for an anonymous tomb. There are a few more lines by an anonymous narrator ending with the final couplet: “This broken tale was all we knew / Of her he lov’d, or him he slew” (1333-4).

1.6 The narrators

As I noted above, there has been some disagreement on the narrators to which the various fragments should be ascribed, an issue which has a marked influence on the way we interpret the poem. Kroeber describes the anonymous narrator that opens the poem as a story-teller referring to Byron’s note: “I first heard it by accident recited by one of the coffee-house story-tellers who abound in the Levant” (McGann, Byron 423). He divides the poem (the final version) into four parts corresponding to four different narrators: 1-179 (the story-teller), 180-797 (the Turkish fisherman), 798-970 (dialogue between the monk and the fisherman), 971-1334 (the Giaour’s confession). McGann accepts this division, specifying that: 
[The poem] really has only one narrator, the ballad singer, who assumes different roles at different moments in his performance, but is himself the source of the work’s final consistency because he lets us know that he is assuming roles, that the poem is a virtuoso production (144). 

He also points out that the narrator is not a Muslim, insofar as he is philo-hellene as the observations on Temistocles’s tomb in the first fragment suggest. Like Kroeber, Sundell too follows Marshall’s identification of the narrators, and more recently, Marilyn Butler seems to share the idea that the fisherman is the narrator of the entire central section, or at least of some of its parts, as suggested by the following comment: “...the Moslem fisherman who witnesses the violent main action...” (87).
As far as McGann’s position is concerned, I somewhat disagree with his notion that there is a single narratorial presence discernible behind the words of the various character-narrators. Obviously, I am not arguing against the existence a general narrator whose narration frames the other narratives, since this presence is evident in the opening and the closing of the poem. The question is whether this presence is discernible in the various discourses voiced by the character-narrators. If, in other words, these discourses contain implausible or even parodic elements that would suggest to the reader that the anonymous narrator is not simply reporting other speeches but rather that “he lets us know that he is assuming roles, that the poem is a virtuoso production” as McGann argues. In my opinion, while the elements cited by McGann point in this direction they are scarce and not very pronounced. In general, my impression is that the interest of the poem lies in the autonomy that characterizes the various perspectives, rather in the presence of an ultimately unitary point of view.
Another central issue is the narratorial status of the fisherman. To begin with we should note that it is impossible to attribute the entire central section to him, as Marshall and Butler do. This is certainly the case for fragment 8 (439-72), where the various rumors on Leila’s disappearance are reported. The lines “The Giaour upon his jet black steed / Was seen—but seen alone to speed” (469-70) are clearly a reference to what the fisherman saw in fragment 3 (180-99). The fisherman cannot be the speaker for the simple reason that in this case he would have presented the event as a fact rather than a rumor among many, and would have reasonably said “I saw” rather than attributing the rumor to someone else with “was seen.” In short, I would agree with Seed who, in passing, ascribes this fragment to a “citizen” of the town. 
Since fragment 8 cannot be attributed to the fisherman, I do not find any reason to attribute to him fragments 9-15, like Marshall, Kroeber and McGann do. Furthermore, the fisherman is a fisherman and it is unclear why or how he could have ever witnessed the narrated events, in particular the fight between Hassan and the Giaour. Also, these fragments sometimes differ in tone and attitude from the ones by the fisherman. For example, this is the case of line 546 (fragment 10 of the manuscript version), which laments the condition of an hypothetical Greek merchant “in crowds a slave, in desarts free.” The line implies a concern for Greek liberty that would suggest a philo-Hellene narrator, similar to the anonymous narrator of the first fragment, rather than the Muslim fisherman. 

In conclusion, these fragments should be ascribed to anonymous characters/narrators subordinated to the general anonymous narrator. The scarcity of references to the identity of the speakers and to the situation of the enunciation, in other words, the fact that these characters/narrators have not been “introduced” to the readers by the general narrator before they are allowed to speak, is consistent with the fiction of the Giaour as a collection of fragments. The “introductions” are supposed “lost” and the reader is required to intuitively reconstruct the identity of the various narrators. In passing, I would like to observe that one of the effects of these elisions is to eliminate any pre-established hierarchy in the “reliability” of the various narrators, which their introduction by the general narrator might have established. Thus all the perspectives contained in the various fragments remain formally on the same level, and it is only by their intrinsic content that their reliability can be assessed. 
According to my division, the fisherman reappears only in the dialogue with the monk (fragment 16 [787-831]). Finally, the general narrator reappears in the final fragment (17 [1319-34]) as is to be expected, reporting in quotes the Giaour’s last words and pronouncing his final epitaph.

1.7 Social isolation and formal isolation: Leila

Marilyn Butler calls the Giaour: ...a love story, one of those classic late-Enlightenment triangles of the Werther type that oppose the free and intuitive behavior of illicit lovers to the religious propriety of the legal husband...” (89). Following her suggestion, it is possible to see the central theme of the work as the opposition between individual and society. From this perspective, although the poem centers on the Giaour, I would suggest that the episode of Leila’s attempted escape and subsequent punishment exemplifies the theme equally well and functions, in fact, as a mise-en-abyme of the entire story.

Leila’s love for the Giaour is at complete odds with her prescribed social role and by escaping from the harem she chooses her individuality over social conventions. These conventions are also related to the religious sphere, as suggested by lines: “The faithless slave that broke her bower, / And, worse than faithless, for a Giaour!” (535-6), Giaour meaning infidel. But Leila’s worst fault remains the violation of sexual conventions. In the society Leila lives in, the role model prescribed for her is centered on the harem. According to this model, women are required to wait in a delimited space for their master and accept his sexual choice, whereas men: 

1. have the right to the external world;

2. have the right to move and penetrate at will the female space (the entrance in the harem serving easily as a metaphor of sexual act);

3. have the right to decide the moment of the encounter while the concubines must wait for his visit;

4. have the right to choose (among the concubines). 

As indicated by the above lines, Leila’s betrayal (“faithless”) coincides materially and symbolically with her transgression of prescribed boundaries (“who broke her bower”) This transgression is part of a general inversion of the conventional role model enacted by Leila. By escaping from the harem, Leila: 

1. asserts her right to open spaces, which are the exclusive domain of men;

2. asserts her right to movement and inverts its direction: from the harem to the outside world, from the female to the masculine space;

3. transfers the waiting function from woman to man (the Giaour waiting on the shore for their rendezvous);

4. and, most important, asserts her right to choose, favoring the Giaour over Hassan.
From this perspective the sanction imposed on her is shocking but significant: her escape from the claustrophobic confines of the harem is punished with her imprisonment in an even more restricted space. Shut inside the sack, presumably gagged, Leila is definitely sealed off from the external world, denied the right to communicate and erased as an autonomous subject, the bearer of an independent perspective. The citizens of the town ignore her fate, and even the fisherman, who witnesses her death, does not realize what is going on. She is condemned to die in silence; even her last frantic agitation—a final, involuntary, and desperate message—is not recognized as such by the fisherman, who ascribes it to natural causes.
An essential characteristic of the manuscript version is the way the narrative construction formally duplicates the social isolation imposed on Leila. Leila never speaks, nor do we find a narrator who defends her or voices her perspective. Furthermore, the only people who know of her death are her executioners. But what is striking is that her fate is not only unknown to the fisherman, the only onlooker who could possibly pity her, it is also unknown to the readers, since it is through the eyes of the fisherman that we experience the event. When the sack is cast into the waves we do not know its content. As evidenced by my summary of the plot, the truth can only be reconstructed with some difficulty and retrospectively on the basis of fragments posterior to the one describing her death. At the moment of her death, therefore, Leila is completely alone. She is denied the possible sympathy of the fisherman as well as the sympathy of the readers. Alone in the abyss, her voice silent, her fate unknown.
1.8 Social isolation and formal isolation: the Giaour

The formal and thematic model I have derived from Leila’s subplot can be applied to the character of the Giaour and to the text as a whole. From a thematic perspective, I am referring to the tension between social conventions and the needs of the individual, and to the Giaour’s social isolation. From a formal perspective, I am referring to the corresponding opposition between the explicit articulation of the perspective of society and the absence of the Giaour’s perspective. In fact the most notable characteristic of the first manuscript version, especially in contrast with Childe Harold, is the silence of the main character. The protagonist’s perspective can only be reconstructed indirectly and retrospectively, since he is given only a handful of lines (675-88 and 1319-34). Futhermore, as in Leila’s case, there are no narrators to function as his spokesmen (with the partial exception of the fisherman, as we shall see). Both Muslim narrators and the monk are critical of the Giaour, who is denied both Muslim and, less predictably, Christian piety (see Seed 22).
Leila and the Giaour both seek a space where they can move freely, a space which is not rigidly codified by society, unlike the harem, the city, or the monastery. Symbolically, it is the shore where we see the Giaour galloping in fragment 3 (180-199), the place where the two lovers had fixed their rendezvous. Society’s sanctions strike effectively: Leila is killed materially, while the Giaour is killed psychologically, as the bearer of an utopian vision of individual fulfillment and an alternative model of sexual relationship. With Leila’s death, the Giaour loses all hope of forging a personal destiny independent of the social scenarios he is caught in. All that is left to him is to incorporate the violence and the death principle that governs his world. He conforms to the horizon of possibility offered by his society, he exploits the rebels for his own private ends and becomes the mirror image of the “tyrant” Hassan. It is only at this point in the poem and from this perspective that Watkins’s interpretation is justified:
The disagreement between Hassan and the Giaour, intense and destructive as it is, does not represent a challenge to or a questioning of existing controls; it simply illustrates the common means that the ruling class uses to achieve its objectives. (Social Relations 46)

The Giaour’s hate of Hassan and his desire for vengeance are a desperate substitute of his love, a way of silencing the pain and the guilt for Leila’s death, and the point is made clear by one of the narrators:

The Mind, that broods o’er guilty woes,
Is like the Scorpion girt by fire,
In circle narrowing as it glows
The flames around their captive close,
Till inly search’d by thousand throes,
And maddening in her ire,
One sad and sole relief she knows,
The sting she nourish’d for her foes,
Whose venom never yet was vain,
Gives but one pang, and cures all pain,
And darts into her desperate brain.— 
So do the dark in soul expire (422-31)

Once Leila is avenged even this surrogate vanishes leaving a cold and empty husk, void of all emotions, except flickering echoes of past experiences lacking any connection to the present. The Giaour suffers an implosive process analogous to the one imposed on Leila. The effort to expand his individuality in the external world, to create a space for its articulation, is followed by a regressive phase. He buries himself alive in a monastery and in the narrow confines of his deranged mind, unable to escape the stranglehold of the past, sentenced to relive forever the script that society imposed on him:

Much in his visions mutters he 
Of maiden ‘whelmed beneath the sea; 
Of sabres clashing—foemen flying, 
Wrongs aveng’d—and Moslem dying. 
On cliff he has been known to stand,
And rave as to some bloody hand 
Fresh sever’d from its parent limb, 
Invisible to all but him, 
Which beckons onward to his grave, 
And lures to leap into the wave. (822‑31)

As in the case of Leila, it is the reader rather than the unsympathetic narrator who can understand what lies behind the Giaour’s ravings, who can reconstruct the story and vindicate the voice which has been silenced. In this process, however, as we shall see in the following section, he is helped by a character, who functions as a material and spiritual guide in the effort to piece together these broken fragments of a tale.

1.9 The character of the fisherman as hermeneutic model

Allow me to begin by quoting in its entirety fragment 6 (374-87) of the original version, where the fisherman watches the sack sink into the sea, unaware of Leila's having been sewed inside it:
Sullen it plunged, and slowly sank
The calm wave rippled to the bank;
I watch’d it as it sank, methought
Some motion from the current caught
Bestirr’d it more,—‘twas but the beam
That chequer’d o’er the living stream—
I gaz’d, till vanishing from view, 
Like lessening pebble it withdrew; 
Still less and less, a speck of white 
That gemm’d the tide, then mock’d the sight; 
And all its hidden secrets sleep, 
Known but to Genii of the deep, 
Which, trembling in their coral caves, 
They dare not whisper to the waves. (373-86)

Critics have justly concentrated on the Giaour, as the main focus of the poem. Yet, from a metatextual perspective it is the character of the fisherman we should focus on. Specifically, it is my impression that in this passage the fisherman is offered by Byron as the hermeneutic model one must follow in order to fully appreciate the poem. To support my claim I would like to propose another quotation, taken from Shklovsky’s A Theory of Prose, where the Russian formalist discusses the experience of “ostranenie” (variously translated as estrangement, “enstrangement,” or defamiliarization):
The purpose of art is to communicate an impression of the object as “vision” and not as “recognition”; the procedure of art is the procedure of “defamiliarization” of objects and the procedure of the dark form which increases the difficulty and the duration of perception, insofar as the perceptive process, in art, is an end in itself and must be extended...” (12). 

The scene created by Byron in the above fragment has all the traits of the aesthetic experience as seen by Viktor Shklovsky. The increasing distance and opacity of the sinking sack, the reflection of the sun-beams, the trembling of the sack caused by refraction, all serve to create the “dark form” and to increase the “difficulty and the duration of perception.” Yet, in the poem, as well as in Shklovsky, the participation of the subject is essential for the aesthetic experience to occur. The subject must be willing to “see,” to “cognize” rather than to “re-cognize,” by prolonging his perception, as the fisherman does (“I gaz’d till vanishing from view”). 

The contrast between “recognition” and “vision” stressed by Shklovsky is evident in lines 354-6 (I watch’d it as it sank, methought / Some motion from the current caught / Bestirr’d it more,—‘Twas but the beam...). The various solutions advanced tend towards “re-cognition,” the “knowing again,” the reduction of what is strange to what is already known. The movement of the sack is ascribed at first to the current and then denied altogether, an optical illusion. We are thus at two removes from truth. First the cause is incorrectly identified and then the very existence of the effect (the sack’s movement) is denied, since it does not fit in with pre-existing paradigms. Yet, in the fisherman’s words we perceive an enduring tension between the explanations that he offers himself and the reader and his gaze, obstinately fixed to the end on Leila, intuitively aware that the event exceeds conventional understanding, an intuition that the proleptic reference to the “hidden secrets,” at the end of the above passage, allows us to share.
As I have noted, at this stage of the narration, the readers are unaware of the content of the sack, but through the fisherman’s perception they may grasp the centrality of the scene. For, of course, to understand the content of the sack is to understand the content of the Giaour. If, as Seed astutely observes, when the sack is cast into the waves “...the sea becomes a matrix of concealment, a metaphor of the narrative itself at this point” (21), then, I would argue, the fisherman’s gaze is the gaze the readers must appropriate if they wish to discover the hidden secrets preserved by the Genii of the deep, to unravel the story concealed behind this fragmentary narrative.
In the quotation from Shklovsky, the words “insofar as the perceptive process, in art, is an end in itself and must be extended...” suggest a formalist perspective that denies art any ethical or heuristic value. Actually, things are somewhat different. A couple of pages later, Shklovsky cites a passage by Tolstoj where defamiliarization is used to give immediacy to the punishment of flogging in all its barbarity. The same holds for the Giaour. The fisherman’s ability to resist the temptation of “re-cognizing,” of reducing what is unusual to what is already known, applies to both the aesthetic and the ethic field and is what differentiates fisherman from other narrator-characters. In fragment 3 (180-99), upon first seeing the Giaour, the fisherman is initially led to “re-cognize” a category rather than to appreciate an event in its uniqueness: “I know thee not, I loathe thy race” (190). Here Shklovsky’s “recognition” clearly coincides with racial prejudice. Yet, immediately, this drive is contrasted by an opposite tendency, signaled by the adversative conjunction “but”: “But in thy lineaments I trace / What time shall strengthen, not efface” (191-2). Once again the drive to recognition is countered by the fisherman’s attentive gaze, his sensitivity to “traces,” to hidden signs.
In the third printed edition, if I am allowed exceptionally to extend my focus beyond the first manuscript version, this theme was developed, giving even more prominence to the peculiarity of the fisherman’s vision, this time centered on the Giaour riding on the shore:
On—on he hastened—and he drew
My gaze of wonder as he flew: (200-1)

After the disappearance of the observed object, the “gaze of wonder” is interiorized:
Though like a demon of the night 
He passed and vanished from my sight; 
His aspect and his air impressed 
A troubled memory on my breast; (202-5)

The gaze of wonder is transformed into memory, but this memory is not static, it is “troubled,” unsatisfied with the interpretative topoi at its disposal (“though like a demon of the night”).

On the contrary, for other narrator-characters the Giaour is truly demonic and his actions inspired by pure wickedness: “I know him by the evil eye / That aids his envious treachery;” (612-3), exclaims Hassan when he sees him. And the monk shares his revulsion: 

And here it soothes him to abide
For some dark deed he will not name. (800-1)

But were I Prior, not a day
Should brook such stranger’s further stay, (818-9)

This negative attitude towards those who transgress conventional codes is also found in the fisherman, but his “visionary” capacity ends up prevailing over prejudices intrinsic to the perspective which, as Muslim, he shares. In the epilogue of the poem, the fisherman is again proposed as a hermeneutic model. The “troubled memory” has turned into understanding, in parallel with the development that the reader has undergone. The fisherman intuits what is hidden behind the Giaour’s expression, the pain which has turned him into an instrument of death:

But once I saw that face—yet then 
It was so mark’d with inward pain 
I could not pass it by again; 
It breathes the same dark spirit now, 
As death were stamped upon his brow. (793‑7).

Finally, even from a material point of view, it is the testimony and the narrative mediation of the fisherman that allows the readers to reconstruct the main aspects of the story, to confirm the Giaour’s accusations against Hassan, and to motivate his behavior. Through the fisherman the voices to whom the right to speak has been denied can again be heard. Through him a hermeneutic model is proposed that stresses the importance of reconstructing, fragment by fragment, other perspectives, other stories, other truths, hidden in the depths of the sea or in the ravings of a madman.
1.10 The final version

In view of the above themes, I would now like to discuss the effect of the additions made by Byron. As is known, through these additions the Giaour passed from the 406 lines of the first manuscript version to the 1334 lines of the seventh printed version. In agreement with Marshall and in disagreement with critics such as Gleckner, Sundell, and more recently Seed, it is my impression that these additions are mostly damaging. There are exceptions, of course: Byron’s added notes to the text are an extraordinary ironic counterpoint, as many critics have rightly noted. Also, lines 200-250, cited above, construct an image of the Giaour charged with a vivid visual impact, whose significance has been well analyzed by Seed (see 18). However, in the majority of the additions, Byron develops the poem in directions which seem of little intrinsic interest and, in any case, are not well integrated with the rest of the poem.

Let us consider a few examples. Most of the additions are digressions. The initial ones (lines 7-103 and 104-67) develop a theme that is only briefly addressed in the first version (lines 1-6). They are rather conventional and repetitive laments on the condition of Greece, contrasted with its glorious past, resembling the ones bountifully offered in Childe Harold and satirized in Don Juan (see 3: 689-784). Other passages where Gothic sensationalism takes the place of the exaltation of classic virtues are perhaps more intriguing:

It is as if the dead must feel
The icy worm around them steal,
And shudder, as the reptiles creep
To revel o’er their rotting sleep
Without the power to scare away
The cold consumers of the clay! (946-50)

One is certainly entitled to find this passage striking, in a gruesome, pre-splatter sort of way—in this sense, the lines anticipate certain stylistic choices found in the later poem the Siege of Corinth. Also, passages such as fragment 747-86, where a Muslim narrator presents the Giaour as a vampire, may arguably serve to reinforce the demonic interpretation of the protagonist, balancing other more positive interpretations, and thus complicating the figure. Yet, as Marshall and others note, independently of their intrinsic interest, all these digression tend to distract the readers from the main story and dilute the narrative pace, the suspense and the mystery that make the original version so fascinating. Furthermore, in the additions, Byron often seems to lose sight of the text as an organic whole, presumably abetted in this by the fragmentary structure of the work and the speed with which he wrote. This is the case for example of the vampire curse:

But first, on earth as vampire sent, 
Thy corse shall from its tomb be rent; 
Then ghastly haunt thy native place, 
And suck the blood of all thy race, (755-8)

Having outlined the Giaour’s future cannibalistic career, the narrator goes into the details, specifying that victims will include “daughter, sister, wife” and delving particularly on the daughter’s murder. Such specificity, however, has no correspondence in the poem, which presents no sign of wives, sisters, or daughters, let alone vampires. Thus, the curse remains a touch of ethnic picturesque completely extraneous to the story, whose effect is to further undermine the already precarious prestige of the Muslim narrators. Irrelevant details and pathetically ineffective cursing may be common in everyday life but in the economy of artistic fiction they appear as an unwarranted distractions. 

The last example is one of the most damaging. Already in the second manuscript version Byron inserted the following advertisement, probably fearing that readers would have too hard a time following the plot:

The story...contained the adventures of a female slave, who was thrown, in the Mussulman manner, into the sea for infidelity, and avenged by a young Venetian, her lover (p. 39). 

It is as if Agatha Christie had decided to improve her novels by adding a series of prefaces with the indication of the culprit. In the case of the Giaour, this ante-litteram “whodunit,” the effect is disastrous. Seed, too, who usually adopts a positive view of the additions, rightly notes: “Byron’s advertisement to the poem does it a serious disservice in reducing its narrative to a bald explicit outline, thereby acting against the poem’s exploitation of mystery and suggestion” (21).

1.11 Dialogic character of the original version

In this and the following section I would like to focus on a more specific effect of Byron’s additions, namely their negative impact on the dialogism that characterizes the original version of the Giaour. In the first manuscript version, as we have seen, the dialogic character is created by the tension between social and individual perspective, between the criticism of Leila and the Giaour explicitly articulated by the majority of narrators, representative of both Muslim and Christian society, and the gradual discovery of the violence they have been subjected to. One obvious consideration is that readers, romantic or modern, will tend to side with the star-crossed lovers rather than with society’s censors. The fact that the lovers’ point of view is not explicitly articulated is not enough to balance the two perspectives. In order for an effective dialectic to be present, the perspective of society must be convincingly presented.

Recently, this issue has been discussed by Marilyn Butler: “The complex narrational method balances the Western and Eastern points of view and impedes the Western reader from reading Hassan with Western sympathies...” (86-7). In fact, while this balancing of perspectives is undoubtedly one of the most interesting aspects of the poem, even in the first manuscript version (Butler is referring to the final one) it is achieved only in a limited degree. For example, comments such as “The faithless slave that broke her bower, / and, worse than faithless, for a Giaour!” (535-6), seems designed to disqualify the critic rather than the criticized, since it is offered to a public that disapproves of slavery and concubinage, is Christian and not Muslim, and is inclined to favor the rights of love over the rights of society, especially within the boundaries of artistic fiction. More effective in creating a more equitable division of sympathies is the characterization of Hassan. In his favor there is the sympathetic description of his childhood, the intensity of his love for Leila, and the shock her betrayal brings to him, described at length in fragment 8 of the original version (439-472). Also effective is the courage he displays in the final showdown, especially considering the somewhat unchivalrous nature of the Giaour’s attack (he ambushes him), which to some extent seems to support the latter’s characterization as “treacherous.” 

Notwithstanding this, with the gradual discovery of the barbarous punishment inflicted on Leila, the reader’s attitude towards Hassan cannot help but be negative. It is probably in the effort to maintain a more stimulating division of wrongs and rights as well as the specular relation between protagonist and antagonist that in the first edition Byron added the following lines:

Yet did he but what I had done
Had she been false to more than one; (1062-3) 

Critics have understandably made much of these lines. In a way, however, they remain words, words, words. While the Giaour’s statement is subject to the benefit of doubt, the image of Leila’s last desperate struggle in the abyss of the sea weighs heavily on Hassan’s record.

1.12 Byron’s additions and the loss of dialogism

If from an ethical standpoint the individual perspective is clearly privileged, then it is essential for the dialogism of the text that the social perspective be favored from a formal standpoint. This is the case, as we have noted, of the first manuscript version, where the social perspective is expressed by various narrators, whereas the individual one can only be reconstructed indirectly, insofar as the two characters do not speak and the are no narrators to speak for them (with the partial exception of the fisherman). 

With the following additions the already precarious balance of perspectives is decidedly tilted in favor of the two lovers. We noted, for example, that with the exception of the few lines given to the Giaour himself, the attitude of the narrators towards Leila in the first manuscript version is unanimously negative. Already in the second manuscript version we find a new fragment entirely dedicated to Leila’s celebration, which begins: 

Oh! who young Leila’s glance could read
And keep that portion of his creed
Which saith, that woman is but dust,
A soulless toy for tyrant’s lust? (487-90)

The narrator’s doubts on his Muslim faith, the implicit attack on the harem system (“soulless toy”) and on Hassan (“tyrant”) serve to decidedly undermine the Muslim perspective, the more so in the light of the sympathies of Byron’s public.

The same thing happens with the character of the Giaour. In this regards, the most marked change and the most destructive, from the perspective of dialogism, is the additions to the Giaour’s monologue, which turn it from a terse farewell of 10 lines (1319-1328) into a plump prolusion of 353 (971-1329). For Sundell, this is a positive development:

The manuscript version is held together mainly by its plot—by the arrangements of events in time. The completed poem, far richer and more complex, is the projection of a type of personality; in which the plot is simply one of several means by which Byron impresses on us that personality’s nature and importance (590).

Technically speaking, Sundell’s description is accurate: like Childe Harold, the final version of the Giaour is centered on the personality of the main character. I am not so sure about the final version being “far richer and more complex,” unless the statement is to be read in purely quantitative terms. As a value judgment, it seems based on an implicit opposition between story and character, the second term being privileged. Therefore the loss of those elements (pace, mystery, suspense) that made the manuscript version “a good adventure story” (Sundell, 590) is considered secondary to the development of character analysis. Even if we should share this view, what I think remains evident is that, with the addition of the monologue, not only do we lose those aspects which made the manuscript version a more gripping narrative, we also lose many of the most interesting aspects of the manuscript version. The analogy between content (social isolation of Leila and the Giaour) and form (non-articulation of their perspective) disappears. In general, with the presence of pro-Leila narrators and with the addition of the Giaour’s monologue, the original balance between social and individual perspective is destroyed. Finally, with the final monologue we are again thrown back onto the melodramatic posturing and self-aggrandizing rhetoric that plagued Childe Harold and that the initial version had effectively managed to avoid.

Of course, I am not suggesting that the text loses its “dialogic” character simply because it turns into a monologue. A first-person homodiegetic narration can obviously achieve a “dialogic” character, through various devices such as, for example, the narrator’s self-questioning, as in Sartre’s The Nausea, or through a distance between speaker and implicit author, the “dramatic irony” that characterizes Browning’s monologues. In the case of the Giaour, the loss of dialogism is not due solely to the articulation of the perspective of the two lovers, but also to the intrinsically unilateral nature of the Giaour’s monologue. The personality that emerges from the Giaour’s monologue is not fascinating, nor is it a “universal figure” (Sundell, 593), unless we equate universal and stereotypical, in reference to the Giaour’s enrollment in the final version in the ranks of conventional Byronic heroes. On the contrary, the speaker of the monologue is pompous, egotistical and self-pitying. The Giaour’s main topic is his own greatness: his bravery, his heroic life, his contempt for society’s judgment, the depth of his feelings for Leila, superior to those of common mortals, his indifference towards praise or consolation, his fearless awareness of his impending demise. The consequence is that indicated by Peter Manning: “...the collapse of the structure into the Giaour’s blindly self-justifying monologue diminishes the perspectives available to the reader” (35). Indeed, even Sundell’s reading, despite its positive view of the change, basically confirms this interpretation, stressing that the entire text is put to the service of the hero’s self-expression.

On the other hand, Marilyn Butler’s reaction to this is quite opposite. She praises the “fiercely heterodox dying ‘confession’” and argues that:
...nowhere perhaps is there a study of the Byronic humanist so concentrated, intense, and personally felt, so skillfully central and unimpeded, as in the last five hundred lines of the Giaour, where the intellectually superior hero confronts the dense priestly bigot trying to prepare him for a Christian afterlife. (89)

Butler is attracted by the Giaour’s defiant attitude towards Christian and Muslim religion, his heterodox rejection of religious and moral conventions. Yet, I would argue that the Giaour’s anticonventionality is completely situated within the limits of the figure of the Byronic hero, which Byron had already experimented with in Childe Harold. For example, Manning’s reading of the monologue as a self-justifying construction might seem to be contradicted by the Giaour’s insistent reference to his “sins.” In fact, these references are part of a characteristic strategy whose overall effect is that of reinforcing the hero’s status. As Wilson notes:

In this we may see a typical instance of Byron’s weakness for having it both ways, eliciting the maximum sympathy for his hero’s suffering and the maximum admiration for his imperviousness to it. (123)

The hero’s “guilt-feelings” become a sign of his sensitivity, rather than evidence of actual misdemeanors. More in general, the Giaour’s self-criticism follows what I see as a typical pattern for the Byronic hero: on the one hand, the insistence on the hero’s “sins” serves to suggest his rebellious, individualistic, violent and erotically transgressive character. On the other hand, the “sins” either go unspecified or are non-existent. The two sins mentioned by the Giaour, for example, are the death of Leila and his killing of Hassan. Of the first, the Giaour is obviously guiltless, whereas his revenge is justified by Hassan’s brutal murder of Leila. In short, what we have is a domesticated version of the Gothic villain, while maintaining his sinful and perverse allure but doing away with both sins and perversions (see also section 2.3). 
If the Giaour’s monologue is monolithically bent on self-aggrandizement, there remains to be examined the extent to which this lack of dialogism is a characteristic of the text as a whole. McGann for example stresses the specularity of the two male characters: 

So it is that Hassan can pass his curse to the Giaour because he and his enemy are alike. Traitors both to what Leila represents, both become traitors to themselves. When they fight they struggle with their own negative elements... (160). 

Gleckner, too, argues that the glorification of the main hero is lacking in the work as a whole: 

The total picture cheers no heroes, advances no cause (private or public), asserts no values. It is a completely depressing, pessimistic, and even nihilistic view of man and the world. (106) 

These are astute observations, but my impression is that they are accurate only as analyses of specific subtexts rather than interpretations of the text as a whole. One example. In a sense, McGann is completely right in claiming that the Giaour betrays the ideal that Leila represents. If we read the Giaour as a narcissistic character, more interested in cultivating his persona and his thirst for vengeance rather than his relations with other human beings, it follows that his interest in Leila is purely exploitative, a tool which, in a first phase, is used to motivate his competition with Hassan, and, later, to nobilitate his misanthropy, presenting it as the product of the terrible loss he has suffered.

Yet, nowhere in the text do any of the narrators question the Giaour’s account of the depth of his feelings or call attention to the insincerity of his behavior or the self-aggrandizing function of his depiction of his suffering. Whatever their judgment, all narrators seem struck, on the contrary, by the intensity that transpires behind the Giaour’s attitude. In fact, the plot itself is designed to support the Giaour’s self-representation. Like Zuleika and Medora, Leila’s death is not the Giaour’s responsibility; she is a victim of circumstance and of Hassan’s wickedness. It is only by accusing the implicit author, the plot, or the text as a whole, of being accomplices to murder and by focusing on limited subtextual undercurrents, that we can support McGann’s reading. Only on this level, can we argue that Leila dies in order for the Giaour to go on playing the Byronic hero. Even the additions to the monk’s speech (831-915) while formally maintaining the derogatory attitude of the original version, actually turn it into panegyric, which serves to further endow the Giaour with the typical traits of the Byronic hero. It will suffice to mention the noble origins that his manners supposedly suggest, which the monk goes out of his way to stress, mentioning them four times (840, 864, 869, 872).

Finally, it is hard to sever the Giaour’s interpretation from that of the text as a whole. As in Childe Harold, the two become progressively indistinguishable. By leaving the stage entirely to the Giaour in the climactic last section of the poem, the author insures that the Giaour’s perspective will prevail over all others. Thus I agree with both Wilson and Manning, who ascribe this monological closure to the text as a whole, rather than simply to the hero’s perspective. Manning, as we have seen, speaks of the curtailing of perspectives caused by the final monologue. Wilson writes that: 

Whatever tragic potential exists in the tale has been evaded by Byron’s insistence on aggrandizing his hero and placing the full weight of his approval behind the sterility of that hero’s narrow absolutism: “I knew but to obtain or die” (line 1113). (124)

In the light of my analysis, then, I would support their reading. The polyphonic effect of the Giaour’s complex narrative structure is destroyed by the space given to the celebration of the main hero. Yet, as we have seen, this monologic closure is largely absent in the original manuscript version, which, for this and the other reasons outlined in the present chapter, appears to me a more interesting work, deserving greater attention from students and readers of Byron.

2 The Byronic Hero

2.1 Introduction

After the Giaour, Byron published in rapid succession three other Eastern Tales, the Bride of Abydos (November 1813), the Corsair (February, 1814) and Lara (August, 1814). From a narrative perspective, they are a far cry from the experimental structure of the Giaour, all of them being rather straightforwardly told by an anonymous narrator, and lacking the commentary, anachronies, ellipses and perspectival shifts that make Byron’s first tale such an original work.
 Yet, they are interesting, from the viewpoint of the present study, because in them Byron developed certain aspects that had remained in the background in the Giaour.

In the previous chapter, we have seen how the Giaour is centered around the opposition between individual needs and the conventions of society. In fragment 12 (568-602 and 604-19), however, where the Giaour assaults and kills Hassan, the Giaour appears not as a solitary individual but as the leader of a band of outlaws. Once his revenge is accomplished, the Giaour immediately abdicates to his political responsibilities, informing his audience that “I go—but go alone” (688). In Byron’s later Tales, however, the heroes seem more interested in maintaining their position, and this leads to an increased emphasis on the political implications of the Byronic hero’s private values. While the Giaour is fundamentally a representation of the revolt of individuals against violent and oppressive social systems and moral values, the later Tales show this revolt being translated in the construction of a counter-society, represented by the community of outlaws. Therefore, having used the Giaour to discuss questions of narrative form and psychological characterization of the hero, I would like to use the later Tales to discuss another related theme of the present study, i.e., the relation between private and public sphere, between the characterization of the hero and the socio-political models embodied in the work

2.2 The hero as political leader

In Reading Romantics, Peter Manning mentions a working-class tumult, fomented incidentally by government agent provocateurs, which took place in Pentbrigde in June 1817. Three of the leaders of the revolt, Jeremiah Brandeth, William Turner and Isaac Ludlam, were indicted and tried in rapid succession. On June 18, Brandeth, the main leader of the revolt, was sentenced to death for having killed a man during the disorders. Three days later, Turner, too, was sentenced to death. It was now the turn of Isaac Ludlam. In a effort to save his life, the defense, lawyer Thomas Denman, argued that Ludlam could not be held responsible for his actions, having acted under the influence of Brandeth’s overpowering charismatic personality. Unfortunately, the jury did not buy the argument and Ludlam joined the fate of his comrades. All three defendants were hanged on November 7, 1817. 

In describing Brandeth to the court, Denman declared:

I may spare the Court the trouble of hearing a second time, my own observations upon him because I have since found him so wonderfully depicted by a noble poet of our time, and one of the greatest geniusses [sic] of any age... (Manning, 221)

He then proceeded to quote from the Corsair the following lines: 

What is that spell that thus his lawless train
Confess and envy, yet oppose in vain;
What should it be that thus their faith can bind,
The power, the nerve, the magic of the mind. (Manning, 221)

As Manning notes, this episode illustrates the importance of the public appropriation of work: “The poem acquire a meaning not referable solely to Byron. Brandeth became a radical martyr, and his name carried far beyond radical circles” (222). It is worth noting, however, that, though Byron as well as his aristocratic heroes, would probably have objected to this use of his work, it is equally obvious that this type of appropriation is made possible also by the intrinsic features of the stereotype, and specifically the rebellious attitude toward authority that characterizes the Byronic hero. Though this rebellion is connected to a markedly aristocratic stance, the transgressive purport of the Tales should not be underestimated. In the narrative poems of the period, written by the likes of Scott, Southey, and others, the positioning of characters is markedly different. The hero is often fighting for rather than against traditional established power, usually embodied in the father of the woman he loves. If they do not, as in Marmion, their behavior is heavily censored, and the story becomes that of a noble character led astray. The anti-institutional stance of Byron’s heroes represents a dramatic and significant generic change, coming at a time of political turmoil. The merging of the figure of Conrad and Brandeth into an icon of oppositional struggle for liberty and democracy mentioned by Manning, is proof of the subversive potential of this literary model.

From another perspective, however, the issue remains highly problematic. Through the medium of the Corsair, the lawyer, Thomas Denman, his public, the radicals, and indeed, the critic, Peter Manning, all appoint their attention on Jeremiah Brandeth. In doing this, comply with a characteristic feature of the narrative model offered by the Tales, namely the tendency to focus on the main hero at the expense of other “minor” figures. Especially in the real life episode we are dealing with, one might very well question the validity of such a stance. After all, it was Isaac Ludlam, the “minor” character, and not Jeremiah Brandeth, the leader, who was being tried in this particular instance. Therefore, rather than focusing exclusively on Jeremiah Brandeth, it makes sense to ask what is the consequence of the appropriation of the political model of the Tales for the “minor” character Isaac Ludlam, and, more in general, for other secondary figures of the radical movement, of whom he may be taken as representative. 

Using the example of the Corsair, Thomas Denman argued that Isaac Ludlam, like other participants in the revolt, was completely under the spell of the dominant personality of the leader, and therefore should not be held responsible for his actions. While the lawyer was obviously doing his best to save his client’s life, from a theoretical and political perspective, it is quite obvious that the effect of the appropriation of the narrative and political model offered by the Corsair is potentially damaging, whatever its actual results. While it serves to exalt the personality of Brandeth and make him into a martyr, as Manning notes, it also suggests that the radicals are a duped mob, unfit to exercise precisely those political rights that are their most fundamental political demand. After all, the radicals were not fighting to replace one leader with another, a Canning with a Brandeth. Their central demand was the establishment of political democracy, the extension of civil rights to all, the acknowledgment that people who lacked money did not necessarily lack wits, and could and should be treated as responsible citizens. Indeed, it is significant that the interpretation of the events offered by the defense on the basis of the Byronic model coincides with one of the topoi of reactionary propaganda:

A considerable amount of counterrevolutionary propaganda was spent in either defaming the “mob” or reducing it to a duped instrument of ambitious schemers. (Cox, 594)

It is interesting, I think, to transfer this insight from the historical anecdote back to the literary works. What becomes evident is that the anti-authoritarian aspect of the Byronic hero can be taken at face value only insofar as our attention is concentrated on the hero himself. When he is assumes a prominent role withing a social context, as is the case of the Tales published after the Giaour, he reveals his contradictory nature: he is rebellious, oppositional, anti-authoritarian, but, as a political figure, he is the bearer of an aristocratic and authoritarian ideology. This tension has of course been noted by various critics. Renée Winegarten for example writes 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)

This contradiction, in fact, was already evident to Byron’s contemporaries and to nineteenth-century critics. Shelley, for example, noted that: “Lord Byron […] has many generous and exalted qualities, but the canker of aristocracy want to be cut out” (letter to Leigh Hunt, 26 July 1921). And Bertrand Russell observed that the liberty “he praised was that of a German prince of a Cherokee chief, not the inferior type that is presumably allowed to common mortals” (718). 

What I would like to do in the present chapter is to examine in a more detailed fashion the way this tension is articulated in the three Tales I am considering. From a political perspective, Byron’s Tales have been studied at length by Daniel P. Watkins in Social Relations in Byron’s Oriental Tales. For Watkins:

[T]he Tales describe the pervasive cultural attitudes, practices, and beliefs which, under certain circumstances, not only limit human independence, but in fact support reactionary and morally destitute social systems. Further, they locate these political and ideological concerns within a comprehensive, if crude, conceptual framework that helps to demystify their seemingly absolute control over social life. (16)

I would agree with Watkins that the conceptual and narrative context of the Tales serves to highlight the implications of behaviors that are often presented in romantic literature as existing in a void, as the apriori of exceptional individuals. My impression, however, is that Watkins’s analysis, while often insightful and convincing, tends to overstate the demystifying function of the texts themselves or, at best, does not address the issue directly. By and large, Byron’s Tales—notwithstanding their anti-institutional rhetoric—tend to justify, rather than “help to demystify,” the values that underlie “reactionary and morally destitute social systems” by aggrandizing the Byronic hero and the political model he embodies. The demystification that Watkins refers to, in fact, can only be produce by a especially active stance of the reader or critic, rather than naturally flowing from the work itself. 

Let us consider, for example, the relationship between the Byronic hero and his followers. This is an extremely hierarchical relationship, a fact noted by Peter Thorslev, who, in reference to Seli, the protagonist of Abydos, notes that he is characterized by “an innate sense of authority, immediate and unquestioned...the common heritage of every outlaw chief or robber baron since Götz von Berlichingen...” (Byronic Hero 155). Selim, in fact, spells it out for us:

Obedience to their chief’s command; 
A soul for every enterprise. 
That never sees with terror’s eyes; 
Friendship for each, and faith to all, 
Have made them fitting instruments 
For more than ev’n my own intents. (2,20).

Similarly, of Conrad, the protagonist of the Corsair, the narrator tells us that:

...all obey and few inquire his will;
To such, brief answer and contemptuous eye
Convey reproof, nor further deign reply. (1, 2)

Lara, too, is a feudatory and obviously exerts the same authority over his men. 

Thus, from a political perspective, the heroes of the Tales are largely homologues of their antagonists. Watkins insists on this aspect in relation to Conrad:

[He] is shown to occupy a station that has been socially defined, to condemn Seyd while at the same time clinging tenaciously to a political structure that distributes power in an identical fashion. No less than his enemy, he is an exploiter of people, relying on common assumptions about social reality to maintain his authoritarian control. (Social Relations 82)

On this point, I would subscribe to Watkins’s analysis, but, to return to the main point, I have reservations on his use of the word “shown.” Shown by whom or by what? Watkins suggests that the Tales are constructed in such a way as to evidence the analogy between hero and antagonist, unmasking their common authoritarian and anti-democratic ideology. Again, a distinction needs to be made between text and subtext. While it is possible to identify subtexts—as created by patterns of images, the plot, the perspective associated with other characters, the narrator’s commentary—that may occasionally endorse this demystifying process, I would argue that, in terms of the dominant rhetoric, the text performs precisely the opposite process: it produces a mystification, a construction that obscures the hero’s limitations and responsibilities. 

One central aspect is the way the absolute power that the Byronic hero exerts over his men, differently from that of his antagonist, is justified in various ways. The most obvious strategy adopted is that of making the hero a hero, of endowing him with a number of personal characteristics (intelligence, courage, equanimity, responsibility, lack of interest in personal material gains) that place him well above his men and make him particularly suited for command. Furthermore, the Tales often suggest that such command is necessary, indeed that only an iron hand can hope to govern the hero’s unruly subjects. Particularly explicit, from this perspective, is the plot of Lara, where the refusal to follow Lara’s leadership creates chaos among his followers and determines their final defeat, with the survivors repenting their folly:

Desperate, though few, the last and best remain’d 
To mourn the discipline they late disdain’d. (2: 312-13).

The choice of adjectives used to characterize the hero’s subjects is also significant, connoting them as unreliable, violent, unsophisticated and potentially destructive. Of his men, Selim says: “...They are a lawless brood” (2: 363); for Conrad, they are a “lawless train”; and “vulgar” is a recurrent adjective in the early Byron (see, for example, Abydos 2: 376; Corsair, 1: 538; Lara, 1: 414).

Besides justifying the authority of the Byronic hero, the Tales also emphasize in various ways the superior condition of his men compared to that of his rivals’ subjects, indirectly suggesting that the hero’s authority is more benign than that of his antagonist. The followers of Selim, Conrad, or Lara, are never represented as oppressed or suffering. Occasionally, their freedom is explicitly referred to. In Abydos Selim tells Zuleika:

And some to higher thoughts aspire,
The last of Lambro’s patriots there
Anticipated freedom share; (2: 379-381)

On should note, in passing, that Selim is anxious to reassure fictitious and non-fictitious narratee that this freedom is not to be confused with democracy:

So let them ease their hearts with prate
Of equal rights, which man ne’er knew, (2: 385-6)

It is evident that if “equal rights” are claimed to be a myth, the exact nature of the “anticipated freedom” attributed by Selim to his subjects is unclear. Yet, this vagueness is not so much a question of Selim or Byron’s confusion as much as a characteristic element of a discursive tradition, as Malcolm Kelsall has shown. In the years when Byron wrote the Tales, his active political commitment alongside the Whig group was at its highest, though he never formally adhered to the opposition. In Whig political discourse, there had always been an ideological tension between the celebration of freedom and the problem of the extension of political rights, a tension traditionally kept at bay through various evasive rhetorical strategies and political arguments. Selim’s skeptic stance (“which man ne’er knew”) is in line with the Whigs’ rejection of democracy as a wild or unpractical scheme, rather than an ethically objectionable claim in and of itself. Since the late eighteenth century, the contradictions inherent in the Whigs’ position were becoming increasingly evident on account of the emergence of the radical movement and the gradual erosion of the middle-ground between Radicals and Tories. The contradictory articulation that these issues find in Byron’s Tales is therefore indicative of a more general problem, as Kelsall notes: “[t]he ‘Byronic’ is in part created by the ideology of the Whigs under stress” (2). Of course, the problem is compounded by the generic influence to which the Tales are subject. The attraction of the figure of the Noble outlaw lay precisely in his superiority over common men, the charismatic power of his personality, his unquestioned authority. 

The point, however, is that the Tales are discursively organized in order to obscure rather than unmask these tensions. While logically obvious, the contradiction between the hero’s absolute authority and the purported freedom of his subjects is not as evident as one would expect. As in all romantic narratives centered around the figure of the “Noble Outlaw,” the hero’s men belong to a small outlaw community, where the presence of a constant external threat creates a pressing common interest as well as the need for military efficiency and discipline. This situation inevitably distracts attention from potential conflicts of interest and the distribution of political power, and makes it easier to represent as free communities what at a more attentive glance would appear as authoritarian organizations, completely analogous in this respect to the “tyrannical” society they rebel against. 

Moreover, in the Tales, the liberty or happiness of the hero’s followers is not usually the subject of much discussion, the superiority of their condition being suggested in more indirect ways. One common strategy is to emphasize the despotic character of the antagonists, explicitly or implicitly contrasting their oppressive stance with the relative benevolence of the hero, his “milder sway” as the narrator of Lara calls it (2: 172). In Abydos, for example, Selim says of his uncle:

His ill-got treasure, soon replaced.
Wouldst question whence? Survey the waste,
And ask the squalid peasant how
His gains repay his broiling brow! (2: 15) 

There is thus an enduring tension between the hero’s supposedly more benign rule and his misanthropic attitude. This ambivalence is particularly evident in Lara, in many ways the most “honest” of the Tales discussed here, the one where the political implications of the hero’s stance are more explicitly drawn out (see section 3.5). On the one hand, the text is careful to stress Lara’s aristocratic contempt for the people and his manipulative stance:

What cared he for the freedom of the crowd? 
He raised the humble but to bend the proud. (2: 9)

Even the sincerity of his comparative benevolence is questioned by the narrator: 

He play’d the courteous lord and bounteous host;
Perchance his strife with Otho made him dread 
Some snare prepared for his obnoxious head; (2: 8)

This comment on Lara’s motives, resembles in some way the Giaour’s admission that he too would have behaved like Hassan. As in the Giaour’s case, however, whatever his motives may be, the fact remains that his relatively benevolent behavior, his “milder sway” (2: 172), is de facto in contrast with that of the other feudatories. As the narrator himself notes this gains him the following of “the million” who “judged but of him as they found” (2: 8), on the basis of his actions rather than his more recondite motivations. Yet, deeds count more than words even in that which of sole words is woven, and I would suggest that we, too, as readers, will tend to join the “million” in some degree. Also, the above characterization knows some exceptions:

For thence the wretched ne’er unsoothed withdrew;
For them, at least, his soul compassion knew.
Cold to the great, contemptuous to the high,
The humble pass’d not his unheeding eye; (2: 182-5) 

Another textual strategy used to justify the dominion of the Byronic hero, evident especially in the Corsair, is to stress the enthusiasm of his men for his command, suggesting that his authority is “freely” accepted by them on account of his charisma and personal qualities. In Gramscian terms, his authority seems based exclusively on hegemony, we never see him forced to enact repressive strategies in order to ensure it.

Finally, in terms of the contemporary public, it is doubtful that the Tales could have the demystifying character that Watkins attributes to them. During the first period of Byron’s career, his works were highly priced and directly accessible only to the aristocracy and the upper middle-classes. The political attitude towards the “lower orders” of Byron’s public could vary presumably from a contempt for the swinish multitude to the anxiety ridden political paternalism of the Whigs, but it is unlikely that any would have paid much attention to the scarcity of ballot-boxes or assemblies among the followers of Selim or Conrad. Indeed, the Byronic hero’s aristocratic disdain for the masses might very well be politically reassuring. If political objections were raised, these were likely to come from the right, under the guise of attacks on the anti-institutional attitude of the hero.

In conclusion, Watkins may be right in arguing that Tales represent the Byronic hero as socially conditioned, overcoming the traditional representation of the romantic hero as isolated individual, above and beyond any defining social context. Yet, it is one thing to highlight how in many ways the hero and his antagonist participate in the same oppressive value system and another to argue that the Tales, as a whole, provide a framework that helps demystify the ideological beliefs that underlie “reactionary and morally destitute social systems.” I would suggest on the contrary that the Tales tend to favor one version of the system over the other, a paternalistic over a brutal form of dominion and that this narrowing of the range of political configurations to this binary opposition between hero and antagonist, coupled with the emphasis on the intensity of their struggle, serves to obscure rather than unmask the ideological similarity between their two political visions. In Bakhtinian terms, we could say that the surface dialogism masks the underlying monologism, limiting and neutralizing any alternative positions that could potentially develop in the text or in the act of reading. It is only by detaching ourselves from the text, by rejecting its dominant rhetoric, questioning its self-representation, concentrating on alternative subtextual elements, in short by performing what can be termed an “oppositional reading,” that an interpretation like the one offered by Watkins can be produced.

So far we have concentrated directly on the relation between the hero and his followers. In the next section, I would like to examine the parallels and differences between this relation and the one the hero entertains with the heroine. 

2.3 “The hero as lover”: gentleman or Gothic Villain?

Many critics have paid attention to the the heroines of the Tales, and especially Caroline Franklin, who has dedicated a book-length study to the subject. Franklin has stressed the way in which the texts complicate the attitude toward conventional representations of femininity, by presenting alternative models and by letting reservations towards the traditional model emerge from within the text itself. As for the hero’s relationship to the heroine, here too we find an complex situation, due partly to the hero being positioned at the intersection of different generic traditions. One way to examine this tension is to consider Thorslev’s criticism of Mario Praz’s characterization of the Byronic hero. 

In the Byronic Hero, Thorslev attacked Praz for having associated the Byronic hero to the protagonists of De Sade’s works, specifying that the Byronic hero “...is as tender and as loving as any hero in Romantic fiction” (8). I would argue that this divergence in critical opinion is, in fact, a product of a latent contradiction between the Byronic hero’s behavior and his (self-) representation, having its roots in the origin of the figure. The Byronic hero owes of course much to the figure of the Gothic Villain, one of whose favorite past-times is undeniably the abduction of young maidens whom he harasses in various fashions. In this, the kinship to De Sade’s philosophical psychopaths is quite evident. Yet, Thorslev is right it stressing the extent to which the Byronic hero is a re-elaboration of this figure. A first step in this process was the transformation of the figure in Gothic theater: 

This transformation had come about by the shifting emphasis from unmitigated wickedness on the part of the villain of the novel to a deep and agonized remorse for past sins on the part of the villain of the dramas. In the throes of this remorse the villain becomes as egocentrically analytical of his emotions as the Man of Feeling, although of course with far greater intensity, and by his very agony he can gain something of the sympathies of the audience. (57)

In my view, to understand the specific appropriation of this figure performed by Byron, one needs to distinguish between discursive and diegetic level, i.e., between the hero’s (self-) representation and his actual behavior. On a discursive level, it is evident that Byron does appropriate to some extent the figure of the Gothic-villain, insisting on the mixture of virtues with “guilt” and “crimes”. The Giaour is described by the monk in the following terms: 

But brighter traits with evil mixed—
And there are hues not always faded,
Which speaks a mind not all degraded,
Even by the crimes through which it waded—

The hero himself refers to “the...crimes that mar my youth” (1188), and “all my sins” (1201). The Corsair, too, ends with the couplet: “He left a Corsair’s name to other times, / Linked with one virtue, and a thousand crimes” (3: 695-6). In the case of Lara, “And this same impulse would, in tempting time, / Mislead his spirit equally to crime” (1: 343-4). The reason Byron chose to insist on these aspects is obvious: as in all dark heroes, these “crimes” repel yet, at the same time, attract the public, and the balance between the two reactions depends widely on the nature of the crimes and the way they are presented. In general, the insistence on crimes and deviant behavior, especially in terms of rebellion to institutional authority or sexual morals, serves to highlight the strength of the hero’s personality, his anti-conformism, his capacity for transgression, and gives him a particular allure, with distinct erotic connotations. 

All this is well-known. In the case of the Byronic hero, however, I would suggest that what is peculiar is the extent to which these accusations or self-accusations turn out to be false, exaggerated, or remain extremely vague. The Giaour feels responsible for Leila’s death, but he obviously is not. He blames himself for having killed Hassan, yet he is abundantly justified by the horrible punishment Hassan inflicted on Leila. The Giaour’s other “crimes” remain unspecified. The same goes for the other three Tales under consideration. Selim’s only known “crime” is that of being an outlaw, but the law he is out of is the one associated with his traitorous, murderous and despotic uncle. He also is in love with his sister, but it turns out it is only his cousin. Conrad is described in terms that would make him undistinguishable from the worst Gothic villain. He is said to have abandoned his virtues of old and to have turned into a demonic figure:

There was a laughing Devil in his sneer,
That raised emotions both of rage and fear,
And where his frown of hatred darkly fell,
Hope withering fled—and Mercy sigh’d farewell! (1: 223-6).

Actually, this portrait is more appropriate to Seyd, his rival, who indeed behaves like a quintessential Gothic villain, oppressing his subjects, torturing his prisoners, abusing his concubines, and murdering them when they become tiresome or, worse, unfaithful. Conrad, on the other hand, is respected by his men, he is never shown performing acts of unnecessary violence, goes out of his way to save the concubines from the burning harem, and finally refuses to kill Seid in what he considers to be a dishonorable way. Finally, there is Lara whom Thorslev defines as “darker, more Gothic... and altogether less sympathetic than Conrad” (Byronic Hero 160). I would note, however, that the validity of this judgment rests largely on the assumption that Lara, as Thorslev argues “[is] probably the mysterious stranger seen throwing a heavy bundle into the river” and therefore the murderer of Ezzelin (Byronic Hero 159). My view, however, is that the text works much better if we adopt the more subtle interpretation advanced by William Marshall, who makes a convincing case in favor of Lara, arguing that it is Kaled, Lara’s servant, who kills Ezzelin to prevent him from disclosing Lara’s past (see Structure 130).
 In we adopt this interpretation, then, Lara’s behavior too is rendered diegetically spot-less, no matter how darkly it is connoted. 

In short, Byron’s clever, if somewhat hypocritical, strategy is to create a watered down version of the Gothic Villain, maintaining the perverse and criminal allure of the figure but discarding the actual perversions and crimes; in other words, Byron splits the discursive and diegetic level, maintaining the attractive connotations without the deplorable denotations. The result is, or was, typically, to induce attraction for the hero’s transgressive and individualist stance, pity for his unjust ostracizing, and desire for his redemption and reintegration in society. It is this split that produces Praz and Thorslev’s opposite readings. Praz’s analysis has merit as far as some of the connotations are concerned, but it does not apply to the denotation, to the hero’s actual behavior, for which Thorslev’s correction remains valid. 

In general,, the Byronic hero behavior is rather traditional. After all, as McGann notes “Byron was mired in sentimental poetry… in the years 1808-1816” (“My Brain is Feminine” 17). The heroes may be maudits, but their conduct is the outmost propriety as far as chivalry and faithfulness are concerned. In fact, the only exception to this rigorous monogamy is the kiss Conrad concedes to Gulnare, which the narrator is characteristically anxious to justify, stressing its exceptionality:

Yet even Medora might forgive the kiss
That asked from form so fair no more than this,
The first, the last that Frailty stole from Faith— 
(The Corsair, 3: 559-551)

From this perspective, the hero’s relation to the heroine is markedly different from the one he has with his subjects, towards whom he exhibits, as we have seen, a marked detachment. Yet, some significant analogies remain. Foremost among these is the way the relation to the woman is used to qualify the opposition between hero and antagonist in favor of the former. The Giaour is typically ambivalent in this regard. On the one hand, Byron goes as far as expliciting the analogy between hero and antihero in terms of their relation to the heroine:

Yet did he but what I had done
Had she been false to more than one;
Faithless to him—he gave the blow,
But true to me—I laid him low; (1062-5)

Again, we are back to the split between the diegetic and the discursive level. No matter what the Giaour may say, Hassan has murdered Leila and he has not. 

Another crucial difference between the Giaour and Hassan centers on the issue of constancy. One of the fundamental tenets of “sentimental poetry,” as McGann notes is absolute constancy to one’s lover. Like all Byronic heroes, Giaour is faithful to an extreme, choosing a monastic reclusion after the death of his beloved. Hassan is not, having institutionalized his inconstancy in the harem. While Hassan seems deeply affected by Leila’s betrayal and the act he has committed, his final reaction is, in contrast with the Giaour’s vow of celibacy, that of deciding to get married and be done with it. In a later addition, even his affection for Leila is qualified. In line 490, the narrator, in praising Leila, denies that she could have been viewed as a “a soulless toy for tyrant’s lust” and the reference is clearly to Hassan (see section 1.12). In this way, the relationship between Hassan and Leila becomes closer to the one found in later Tales between antagonist and heroine. In Abydos, the uncle loves Zuleika as a daughter, but he imposes a distasteful marriage on her to further his political ambitions, whereas Selim rebels against this decision. In the Corsair, there is a marked contrast between Conrad’s gentlemanly behavior towards Gulnare, and that of Seyd, who has reduced her to “worse than slavery’s lot” (3: 289), namely the condition of concubine, earning himself her ever-lasting hate, not to mention a nightly rendezvous with a knife-blade. The only significant exception, which shall be discussed later on, is Lara, where the opposition between hero and antagonist does not center on a woman.

If we consider the works more closely, paying attention to the existence of competing discourses, it is evident that Thorslev’s interpretation of the Byronic hero as gentle and loving is only valid in terms of the hero’s (self)-representation and of the dominant discourse. If we refuse to judge the works in terms of its own values, it is possible to produce a quite different picture, which highlights the parallel between the hero’s relation to his subject and his relation to the heroine. What makes life meaningful to the Giaour, what fills him with passion, what spurs him to action, what keeps him going, is not so the love for Leila but the competition with Hassan. As McGann notes, they are both traitors to what Leila represents, and Leila is a pawn in their struggle for supremacy (160), resembling in this the men the Giaour uses to ambush Hassan, abandoning them immediately after his goal is accomplished. 
In general, while the hero is presented as the liberator of the heroine from patriarchal oppression, the condition of the heroines seems to improve little after their liberation. The Giaour’s narcissistic and possessive stance, as evident in the final monologue, would not have boded well for Leila’s career as liberated heroine, even if she had managed to escape the murderous attentions of Hassan. In Abydos, while the text establishes an initial opposition between the equalitarian relationship between the “feminine” Selim and his cousin, and the oppressive and exploitative stance of the father towards her daughter, it is clear that Selim has no intention of letting their relationship remains in this “unnatural” condition (see Franklin 60). In fact, from this perspective, one can transfer the oppressive and authoritarian attributes of the hero’s relation to his men to his relation to the heroine. As Franklin notes:

When he reveals his concealed masculinity and martial identity, Selim assumes authority by right of gender in his relationship with Zuleika. Likewise, he assumes leadership of the patriots through his newly-discovered aristocratic birth—they are the ‘vulgar rank’, while he is ‘like the ocean-Patriarch’ (1: 376; 388). In fact, the new Selim speaks with the same contempt of the capacity of Zuleika’s ‘softness’ to endear him to tyranny and simultaneously to ‘unman him’ (2: 333-4) as he does of his band’s ‘visionary schemes’ (2: 383). (60)

I would argue, however, that we should keep in mind that this analysis is not an account of the dominant rhetorical strategies enacted in the Tales, as much as the product of a more detached and selective stance, which is suspicious of those strategies, refusing to take its claims at face-value and highlighting subtextual undercurrents that go counter to those dominant textual strategies. On a general level, it is clear that the heroine is used to qualify the binary opposition between hero and antagonist in favor of the former and that the dominant role the hero displays is construed as natural and positive. 

Yet, the representation of the heroine and of her relation to the hero is a highly complex issue: dialogic tendencies are more marked than in the case of the hero’s subjects, where the dominant discourse outlined in the previous section goes fairly unchallenged. This aspect, as well as the discussion of other alternative subtexts of the Tales, shall be the subject of the following section.

3 The critique of the Byronic hero

3.1 Introduction

In chapter 2, we have examined the ways in which the Tales, rather than demystifying the authoritarian and narcissistic traits of the Byronic hero, as Watkins claims, or articulating them in a dialogic fashion, tend to justify them through various discursive strategies. I have pointed out, however, how the “demystifying” readings produced by Watkins, McGann, and others are not “wrong” as much as partial, valid only for subtexts rather than too the works as a whole. Indeed, precisely because they focus on the less obvious aspects of the text which go counter to its dominant discourse these readings often require a particularly perceptive critical stance. On the other hand, the elusiveness of a subtext does not necessarily imply a greater weight in the textual interplay of discursive forces and, if we wish to do justice to the tale it is necessary to adopt a less exclusive focus.

In this view, I have sought in the previous chapter to correct what I see as an overestimation of the subversive character of the Tales highlighting the various textual strategies through which the authoritarian ideology that characterizes the hero, as well as his narcissistic, self-aggrandizing stance are justified. On the other hand, is important to note that the presence of alternative subtexts is a typical trait of many of Byron’s texts. As Jennifer Calder notes: 

One of the reasons why Byron is so intriguing—and attractive—a figure is precisely because he writes large, exposes both deliberately and inadvertently so much of what a sponge‑like society absorbs and neutralizes. (112) 

In the present chapter, then, I would like to reverse gears and pursue an opposite goal, that of highlighting aspects of the Tales that are in contrast with the dominant values they express, laying beneath the textual surface and sometimes emerging in marked and remarkable ways. This reading will provide the basis for the later chapters, where I shall examine a few texts written after 1816, texts where these potentially alternative elements become increasingly prominent, often to the point of subverting the discursive strategies that are ascendant in earlier works.

3.2 Byron’s heroines

In the Tales, while the hero and narrator pay formal homage to womanhood, women are relegated to the margins of the main action. As Jennifer Calder writes: 

Love may be an active passion in these poems, enhanced by blood and daring, but the women are on the whole passive. They are there to be admired by men, to be, in fact, pivots of action rather than to act. (120)

In parallel, their personality is often constrained in the narrow boundaries of the traditional stereotype, making them abstract and asexualized: “...purity, grace, meekness. Music, harmony, Soul—language like this defuses the sensuality of female beauty” (Calder, 11). To some extent, then, Byron complied with the stereotype common in the works of his contemporaries. Yet, the Tales also represent a remarkable moment of rupture with traditional political and moral stereotypes, which can be fully appreciated only if we take into account the generic and historical context in which they were produced. This has been excellently done by Caroline Franklin in Byron’s Heroines, and I will began by recapitulating her argument. Franklin notes how in the Tales of Southey and Scott: 

The relationship between the heroine and her father is of central importance. Thematically it outweighs the sub-plot of thwarted romantic love, which tends to exist only to emphasize the greater priority of duty and to provide an ending of social reconciliation” (Byron’s Heroines 17). 

This constriction of romantic love in the boundaries of institutionalized relationships is accompanied by a repressive view of sexuality and particularly of female sexuality, which according to Franklin is dominant in the works of both male and female authors (Byron’s Heroines 2). Especially in his later Tales, Byron strove to counter this view, creating heroines who combined positive virtues with sensuality and refused to acquiesce to the impositions of pre-defined roles. This new image implied a refusal to favor social conformism over personal needs: “Her repudiation of her arranged marriage means that the Byronic heroine—far from symbolizing the continued fertility of the ruling dynasty—articulates a cry for individual freedom...” (33). Sexuality is no longer associated with violence and oppression, but with liberation: “The heroine is still a damsel in distress, but now at the hands of established authority—her own father or husband—while the Napoleonic anti-hero... becomes the potential liberator of the heroine.” (32).

Characteristically, however, this transgressive figure is ultimately re-integrated in the boundaries of a patriarchal relationship. In the first manuscript version of the Giaour, the personality of the Giaour, of Leila, and their relationship is a blank space the reader can fill out at her or his pleasure with something undoubtedly more acceptable to our taste than anything Byron was capable of producing at the time. As Samuel Rogers noted in 1812, in the preface to his Voyage of Columbus, “if some things are missing, they are reputed to be better” (Jump 48). In the Corsair, however, this possibility is not left to us. While in the Giaour and Abydos the heroine perishes before being able to realize her utopian dream of a love relationship alternative to the oppressive model of the Turkish harem, in the Corsair we are allowed a glimpse of the happy ever-after. The picture, as is often the case, is sobering. Marina Vitale has stressed how the character of Medora evidences the pathological limits of her condition:

In the Corsair Medora is entrapped as a domesticated heroine with absolutely no say in the events of Conrad’s life, isolated from both the new and the old society. But the description of her condition and behavior often suggests a depressive neurosis. (18)

It is interesting, however, that the “domesticated” traits of Medora’s condition are explicitly denounced from within the text itself:

I rush through peril which she would not dare.
If that thy heart to hers were truly dear:
Were I thine own—thou wert not lonely here:
An outlaw’s spouse—and leave her lord to roam!
What hath such gentle dame to do with home? (3: 299-303)

Gulnare here offers a “calvinistic” interpretation of Medora’s condition, stressing the responsibilities of the individual, who passively adapts to the conventional role that is imposed on her, rather than those of the environment. Even in the context of the fictional world of the Corsair, this accusation seems somewhat unjust. In any case, Gulnare attack’s might have been directed, in a pre-postmodernist metatextual aside, against the implicit author and the system of values that underlie Medora’s figure. In any case, Medora exemplifies conventional femininity so extremely that she borders on parody, leaving her extremely vulnerable to Gulnare’s attack. What is interesting, however, is that the same pen that created Medora, also created Gulnare. Gulnare assumes the initiative both in the private and public sphere, by courting Conrad, killing Seyd, and escaping with Conrad to join the surviving pirates, thus enacting a complete inversion of traditional sexual roles, which has been well discussed by Watkins and, successively, by Franklin. Conrad is horrified by the murder and saddened for having indirectly caused the change in Gulnare. 

But ne’er from strife, captivity, remorse—
From all his feelings in their inmost force—
So thrill’d, so shudder’d every creeping vein,
As now they froze before that purple stain.
That spot of blood, that light but guilty streak,
Had banish’d all the beauty from her cheek!
Blood he had view’d, could view unmoved—but then
It flow’d in combat, or was shed by men!

From a commonsensical perspective, Conrad’s reaction—endorsed by the narrator—is rather absurd. It assumes that somehow Gulnare’s killing of Seyd to to avenge herself and to ensure their escape is morally more deplorable than Conrad’s effort to kill him in battle for the purpose of gaining power or wealth. But the text’s moralistic reaction is really a defensive move meant to lighten the shock created by this unconventional representation of femininity, a smoke-screen behind which Gulnare is allowed to emerge as an attractive counterpart to the vacuous Medora. While the narrator suggests that behavior deprives her of her beauty, on a subtextual level her ferocity is clearly associated with the development of her sensuality, the transition from the frigid relation with Seyd to the passion for Conrad. 

On the other hand, Conrad’s shocked reaction to Gulnare’s behavior is related to his own position. Conrad’s imprisonment resembles what Northrop Frye calls “themes of descent,” the descent into a nightmare world, the loss of external reference points and the consequent undermining of the protagonist’s identity. The protagonist of these stories is a usually a woman, which is also significant, since the nightmare Conrad experiences is precisely the loss of masculinity and that of being forced into a feminine position. Even the death by impalement which Seyd has designed for him seems to perversely conspire to the undermining of his masculinity.

When Gulnare falls in love with him, declares herself, kills his tormenter and finally liberates him, she performs precisely the traditional feat ascribed by romantic conventions to the male hero, she does what Conrad failed to do, because impeded by his ties to Medora and his lack of resolution. Gulnare assumes the masculine role he has failed at and offers him his liberty. Conrad can hardly reject her offer, both materially and morally, since it is their only chance of survival and because he had a debt of gratitude to her, but the shock causes him to introject the passivity of his condition:

And Conrad following, at her beck, obey’d,
Nor cared he now if rescued or betray’d. (298).

Both Watkins and Franklin stress the novelty represented by the character of Gulnare, which establishes the relation between hero and heroine on a more equal plane. Watkins suggests that by embracing Gulnare Conrad “acknowledges her and commits himself to her” (Social Relations 85). However, this portrait is compromised in the end, as Franklin rightly notes (see 85). Coming immediately after her resumption of a quintessentially conventional feminine stance, Conrad’s embrace also signifies Gulnare’s re-insertion into the patriarchal order (see Corsair 3: 523-55). 

For Franklin, Gulnare and Kaled represent two examples of progressively more liberated and independent heroines. Yet, I have some reservations on the notion of Gulnare as a positive development of the conventional view of women, as embodied in other heroines. The transformation of the heroine from passive to active subject is associated in Gulnare with the appropriation of an extremist version of the violence that characterizes the male universe. Gulnare seems to relish killing in a way that Conrad does not, and from this perspective their opposition anticipates that between Sardanapalus and Myrrha (on this aspect see section 5.7). Through Gulnare, Byron reasserts a vision of feminity as antithetic to rationality. In the absence of the restraint of reason, passions must be restrained by meekness, passivity and shame, otherwise the result is sanguinary violence and disruptive sexuality. 

The same holds for Lara. Here, Gulnare’s mimicry of the male role is carried to the extreme, to the point that she actually functions as a male character for most of the story. This I think is instrumental to avoiding, rather than developing, the problematic issues raised by the character of Gulnare in the Corsair. In any case, to the extent that Kaled appears as a woman, she is not the independent heroine found in the Corsair as well as in some later works, but the fawning succubus of Lara. She has assumed a man’s role, but characteristically her position is that of servant, the role reserved to men of the lower classes, another category that the Tales present as deficient in rationality and necessitating the restraining hand of a dominant man. Furthermore, the plot of Lara clearly indicates that this restraint is necessary. In the one instance where Kaled acts on her own, killing Ezzelin, what she achieves is to precipitate the hero’s conflict with Otho and his ultimate downfall, much in the way that the temporary rebellion of the hero’s men to his command determines the final defeat.

It is only with Haidée in Don Juan and, even more, with Neuha in the Island, that Byron was able to create a heroine for whom the assumption of an active role does not entail the fall into the violence and brutality associated with male identity and military discourse.
 

3.3 The hero as actor 

A characteristic trait of the Byronic hero is the mystery that shrouds his past and his personality, a mystery which he actively preserves through an aloof attitude. As evidenced by our discussion of the Giaour, this attitude often produces a split between the hero’s behavior and his interiority, which may only be perceived by other characters indirectly, through involuntary signs (see section 1.9) As such he exemplifies two semantic levels identified by Erwin Goffman:

The expressivity of the individual (and therefore his ability to communicate with others) seems based on two radically different types of semantic activity: the expression intentionally assumed and that which he “lets transpire.” (12)

I would like to pursue this analysis in an indirect way, by focusing first on Byron’s persona rather than his heroes and then transferring some of the insights to the works themselves. This procedure is justified by the extent to which Byron himself on public occasions often presented behaviors similar to the ones that characterize his literary creations. It is not a simple case of the characters being modeled on the author’s personality, as most contemporary reviewers wrote, but rather of Byron’s public persona being constructed on the basis of the same discursive patterns of his heroes, and necessarily entering, on account of Byron’s fame and the association between himself and his heroes, established early on with Childe Harold I-II, into a symbiotic relationship with them, the view of the heroes being mediated by the public’s knowledge of Byron’s persona and his persona being read through the lens of his literary creations.

After having seen Byron at a party, Annabella Millbanke wrote in her diary:

His mouth continually betrays the acrimony of his spirit. I should judge him sincere and independent.... It appeared to me that the tried to control his natural sarcasm and vehemence as much as he could, in order not to offend; but at times his lips thickened with disdain, and his eyes rolled impatiently. (Marchand 120).

Contempt, however, is only one of the aspects that transpires beneath Byron’s courtesy. The other typical signal that Millbanke perceives is his loneliness, his sense of isolation. As Millbanke wrote at a later date:

I was not bound to him by any strong feeling of sympathy till he uttered these words, not to me, but in my hearing—‘I have not a friend in the world!’ (122)

At this point, however, it is necessary to complicate the analysis, for, as Goffman clarifies, the distinction between voluntary and involuntary expressivity is only a starting point:

As we shall see this distinction has only an initial validity. The individual can obviously deliberately communicate misleading information through these two types of communication: in the first case we have a deception, in the second a pretense. (120) 
From this perspective, the behavior described by Millbanke is clearly suspect, suspect of being a “pretense,” an act, a form of posturing, as critics have traditionally noted. To begin with, one wonders why somebody so contemptuous of people and uninterested in their opinions or praise would attend social gatherings, rather than stay home and watch the fireplace. Yet, Byron, as is known, was an ubiquitous presence at the parties of Regency England. Secondly, this public or semi-public image can be compared to the more extrovert, care-free, and affectionate one he often presented in more intimate moments. So one tends to agree with Marchand, for whom Byron’s hauteur was mostly a mask “to hide his lack of ease in an aristocratic society to which he had been a stranger most of his life” (119).

Yet, even the isolation and loneliness, “transpiring” under the disdain, which in turn “transpired” under his courtesy, cannot easily be taken at face-value, as the manifestation of Byron’s true feelings, for they too seem to a large extent affected, as least in regards to Millbanke’s characterization. At the time, Byron had already a circle of devoted friends around him, many of whom remain loyal to him throughout his existence. This does not exclude loneliness or melancholia, of course. But the way the comment “I have not a friend in the world,” is uttered, loud enough to be overheard as well as its exaggerated quality, gives it a markedly affected air, the appearance of a ploy to gain sympathy and pity. If this is the case then it was certainly effective, at least as far as Millbanke was concerned, who upon hearing Byron’s lament “…vowed in secret to be a devoted friend to this lone being” (122). Along with an awareness of his solitude and melancholia, came Millbanke’s belief in his basic decency and need for a sympathetic ear. In a letter to her mother, Millbanke wrote:

[I am] convinced that he is sincerely repentant for the evil he has done, though he has not resolution (without aid) to adopt a new course of conduct and feelings. (122)

Again, while Millbanke’s interpretation is the consistent result of the rhetorical strategy enacted by Byron one wonders how accurate an assessment of his actual feelings it is. It is highly doubtful, for example, that Byron viewed his sexual promiscuity or political radicalness as “evil,” and that he was all that repenting. 

I am not suggesting, however, that Byron was simply a detached manipulator of semantic codes. His decision to actually engage in an extensive and disastrous effort to follow the “new course” that Millbanke envisioned for him on the basis of the naive moral cartography of the “princess of parallelograms” is evidence of the above. And while Byron certainly did not see himself as “evil,” from his letters there often transpires an evident sense of purposelessness to which marriage seemed to provide some sort of answer, aside the more practical advantages that were also quite present to his mind. The question of Byron’s “gloominess” is complex: if it was an act, it was an act in which the actor was fully involved and could not be suspended at an easy cost. The more so because it was not limited to the sphere of feelings but had bearing on his position as successful poet. As Martin notes Byron was caught in a quandary: “the paradox of Byron’s success; his discovery of public (and social) acceptance by his presentation of himself as an isolate....” (3).

Let us return to Byron’s Tales. The first thing to note is the way Byron’s behavior closely parallels that of his heroes. One of their typical traits is hubris, their pride and indifference to the opinion of others, which parallels the contempt and impatience . Lara, for example, is attributed: “Coldness of mien, and carelessness of praise” (70), and the Giaour’s self-portrait abounds with comments such as the following: “I’ve braved [death]—not for honour’s boast; / I smile at laurels won or lost.” (1012‑3). The other side of this pride is contempt for his fellow men, evident for example in the “dark and unearthly...scowl” of the Giaour (832). 

Also the thin veneer of aristocratic courtesy cast over Byron’s “natural sarcasm and vehemence” has parallels in the ironic courtesy with whom the Giaour treats the monk in the monologue found in the later versions of the work. But the closest resemblance is certainly found in the famous depiction of Lara:

A hater of his kind? yet some would say,
With them he could seem gay amidst the gay;
But own’d, that smile if oft observed and near,
Waned in its mirth and withered to a sneer; (1: 297-300).

Finally, even the sense of isolation and melancholy and the nobler feelings only partially distorted by “evil” that Millbanke attributes to him, have their equivalent in the author’s heroes. In Childe Harold it obviously prominent and explicitly dealt with, but even later and more reserved heroes typically reveal traces of nobler feelings and of a more genial nature warped by society, suffering and hardened by “crimes.” In the Giaour for example: 

Time hath not yet the features fix’d,
But brighter traits with evil mix’d;
And there are hues not always faded,
Which speak a mind not all degraded
Even by the crimes through which it waded. (Giaour, 860-864) . 

The case of Conrad is similar:

Yet was not Conrad thus by Nature sent
To lead the guilty—guilt’s worst instrument—
His soul was changed, before his deeds had driven
Him forth to war with man and forfeit heaven.
Warp’d by the world in Disappointment’s school, (249-253)

This then is the semantic stratification usually found in the Byronic hero. An appearance of courtesy or stony aloofness, according to the situation and the social standing of his public, underneath which “transpires” using Goffman’s terminology, his “disdain” for other people. The Byronic hero’s purported indifference to the opinion of others, his flaunted misanthropy, as well as allusions to his “crimes,” all serve to signal his refusal to comply with social codes. This corresponds to Lilian Furst’s interpretation, for whom the romantic hero is typically an individual outside and above the cultural boundaries of society, who does not allow the external world to impinge on his identify, but rather strives to achieve the opposite goal: “His overwhelming presence is the expression of that total self-absorption that makes his universe—and that of the work in which he appears—pivot entirely on his idiosyncratic ego” (56). Beneath this misanthropic attitude, however, it is possible to detect a third level of identity, the signs of loneliness and of a potentially more genial nature. In section 2.3 we noted how the insistence on the heroes “crimes” is balanced by the vagueness or absence of the same. These “crimes” in fact can be seen as semantically belonging to the superficial levels of the hero’s personality, the misanthropic level. The identification of a third level, where the hero appears “in truth” as a basically gentle and virtuous person, coincides with the realization that the extent of his crimes is fairly limited. To some extent the existence of this third level undermines the credibility of the second level, the hero’s misanthropy, as the site of his true identity, suggesting that, like the first level, the second level, too, is somewhat of a constructed attitude, a pretense in Goffman’s terms. This, in fact, is the suggestion followed by Walter Perrie for whom “the Byronic hero is, essentially, a victim” adding “melancholy and lonely, the Byronic hero hides his true feelings behind a mask of aristocratic pride and hauteur” (144-5). 

Finally, we have noted above how, in regards to Byron, Millbanke positions herself as his true interpreter and vindicator, she who is able to penetrate the multiple layers of his personality to arrive at the core of his being, (coinciding with this third level outlined above). The existence of the role interpreted by Millbanke, of course, implies its opposite, the superficial interlocutor, who is unable to go beyond the glittering surface of Byron’s sociability. As Marchand comments. “She felt that she had seen much deeper into Childe Harold than had any of the women who were throwing themselves at him…” (122). In fact, far from being a product of Millbanke’s intuition, her understanding of Byron and the redeeming role she prefigured for herself are pre-established functions of the discourse of Byron’s persona, and not at all her exclusive prerogative. This is evident, for example, from the preface to the Corsair, where Byron in reference to the public’s association of author and his heroes, wrote “I have no particular desire that any but my acquaintance should think the author better than the beings of his imagining.” 

While in the above comment Byron seeks to distinguish himself from the heroes of the Tales, in fact, these are presented in the same terms that Byron presents himself. The dramatization of the hero’s multi-layered personality is accompanied by the insistence on the need for an attentive interpretative stance in order to do him justice. In the late version of the Giaour, for example, the monk, who in the manuscript version functions as on of the Giaour’s harshest critics, produces what is actually a defense of the character:

The common crowd but see the gloom
Of wayward deeds, and fitting doom;
The close observer can espy
A noble soul, and lineage high: (866-9).

As we can see, the opposition between Millbanke and “the other women” is closely paralleled here by the opposition between “close observer” and “common crowd.” In the Corsair, it is the narrator who outlines the opposition:

Yet, in the whole, who paused to look again,
Saw more than marks the crowd of vulgar men; (119-200)

In both cases, the function serves as a model for the reader and is part of the strategy for aggrandizing the central figure, for stressing his “noble soul” and the injustice society has done to him. Similar points can be made about Lara. In fact, I would note in passing that an awareness of the centrality of the pattern to the Tales is relevant to the issue of Lara’s role in the murder of Ezzelin, on which critics disagree. Toward the end of the tale, the text provides an account of the disposal of Ezzelin’s body, which as Marshall notes (see Structure 50-62), is rhetorically justified only if it is meant to discharge Lara of the charge, otherwise being superfluous and anticlimactic. To this we might add that the comment “And charity upon the hope would dwell / It was not Lara’s hand by which he fell” (596-7) outlines once again the opposition between the general condemnation to which the hero is subject and the occasional more sympathetic observer, who is willing to give him the benefit of doubt, reinforcing Marshall’s hypothesis.

While this is the general pattern outlined in the Tales, the result is often complicated by other subtextual tendencies. In this section, I would discuss two of these in particular. The first is the foregrounding of the hero’s theatricality, the second is the presentation of the hero’s misanthropic detachment as an instrument functional to his political power, rather than as a defense of his wounded feelings. 

The melodramatic stance is part of the allure of the Byronic hero. Yet, it is also a two-edged sword. Taken too far it runs the risk of turning his passion into a pose, and undermine the hero’s credibility as a man whose “total self-absorption” makes the world pivot on his “idiosyncratic personality” as Furst says, turning him into its opposite: an actor who adapts himself to stereotyped conventions, performing for an unsuspecting public. Of course, to a large extent, this result depends on the codes of the audience: the public of 1815 had presumably a quite different opinion from the contemporary one on what seems spontaneous and what seems melodramatic. In any case, Byron seems at times to deliberately take the melodramatic to the extreme, almost to be writing tongue in cheek, deliberately stressing the theatrical aspects of his self-presentation. One extended example is the appearance of Selim in the second canto of Abydos, which is dealt with in section 3.4, to which I refer the reader. A even more explicitly metatextual instance is the following passage of the Giaour:

But when the anthem shakes the choir, 
And kneel the monks—his steps retire— 
By yonder lone and wavering torch 
His aspect glares within the porch; 
And hear the prayer—but utter none. 
See—by the half‑illumin’d wall 
His hood fly back—his dark hair fall—
That pale brow wildly wreathing round, (887-95)

The passage emphasizes both the Giaour’s refusal to fully participate to the mass and at the time his reluctance to totally abstain from it, thus suggesting both his superiority to the common people and other, unspecified, “nobler” feelings, possibly repentance or a desire to overcome his isolation. Yet, in many ways his behavior does not seem as an involuntary revealing of hidden and powerful feelings as much as a deliberate construction, a careful mise-en-scene, for the benefit of the spellbound monks: the Giaour, like an experienced actor, waits for the moment when his movement will be most noticeable (“when...kneel the monks”), positions himself within the proscenium arch (“within the porch”), arranges his costume (“his hood fly back”), and his bearing (“his aspect glares”) and is careful to exploit the lighting at its best (“lone and wavering torch”).

A different and significant treatment of the theatrical elements of the hero’s self-representation occurs in the Corsair. The hero’s introversion and hostility to the world, as we have noted, is usually presented as a reaction to the injustice of society. Sometimes, the complete pattern is found, as in Kleist’s Michael Kolhaus. In other narratives, such as the Corsair, we get only the hero at the mature stage of his development, and the fabula must be gleaned from indirect evidence or assumed on account of the popularity of the stereotype. In the Corsair, however, another interpretation of the hero’s introversion is offered by the narrator. As the sociologist Cooley notes:

...authority, especially when it hides an intrinsic personal weakness, has always the tendency to surround itself with formalities and artificial secrecy for the purpose of preventing intimate contacts and thus allowing fantasy the possibility of idealizing. (Cooley, in Goffman, 79).

A similar interpretation, minus the derogatory connotations, is offered by Byron through the narrator of 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) 

Here, the idealization of the leader is a consequence of his lack of intimacy with his followers, of his reserved, strict, “majestic” stance. The point is made even more explicitly in the Corsair: 

He bounds—he flies—until his footsteps reach
The verge where ends the cliff, begins the beach,
There checks his speed; but pauses less to breathe
The breezy freshness of the deep beneath,
Than there his wonted statelier step renew;
Nor rush, disturb’d by haste, to vulgar view:
For well had Conrad learn’d to curb the crowd,
By arts that veil, and oft preserve the proud;
His was the lofty port, the distant mien,
That seems to shun the sight—and awes if seen;
The solemn aspect, and high-born eye,
That checks low mirth but lacks not courtesy;
All these he wielded to command assent; (1: 533-45) 

In these examples, the introversion of the hero corresponds neither to Furst’s “total self-absorption,” nor is a cover for his loneliness and melancholia, as suggested Perrie, but a mask deliberately adopted because functional to the preservation of power. The emotional distance between hero and followers makes possible the process of “idealization” mentioned by Cooley and the development of “awe” and “fear” in his followers. This ensures their obedience and their willingness to sacrifice themselves in the names of abstract values such as “Conquest” and “Fame” and the material interests hidden behind them. 

This lack of intimacy does not serve exclusively to create awe, fear, and blind trust but works also the other way, protecting the hero from establishing overly intense emotional ties with his men, which could hinder their effective exploitation as tools rather than human beings, as “fitting instruments” of his will, using Selim’s expression (Abydos, 2: 20). In Conrad, for example, “one softer feeling would not yet depart,” i.e. his love of Medora (90). This feeling almost prevents Conrad from embarking on his expedition against his Seyd: 

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. (1: 16)

In short, the “distant mien” is a mask that can be deliberately adopted by the hero to keep his men in a state of psychological subjection, but it needs be interiorized in order to allow the hero to use efficiently and without scruples the power that their subjection gives him.

3.4 Fantasy and narrative form in The Bride of Abydos
On February 27, 1812, Byron delivered his maiden speech at the House of Lords attacking the bill prepared by the Tory Cabinet establishing the death penalty for frame-breakers. Not only did the speech attack the government, but its radical content and the aggressive style in which it was couched represented a departure from the positions of the Whigs and potentially aligned Byron with the Radicals. Lord Holland formally congratulated him on it but entrusted his reservations to his Memoirs, while according to Byron’s account, Francis Burdett, leader of the Radicals, was the only one who expressed a genuine enthusiasm for the speech (see Marchand 114).

Two days before the speech, Byron had written to Lord Holland to explain his position and had added the following postscript: “I am a little apprehensive that your Lordship will think me too lenient towards these men, and half a frame-breaker myself” (Marchand 113). I would suggest that taken together, speech, letter and postscript seem to articulate an Oedipal dynamic of rebellion and guilt, with Byron on the hand feeling the impulse to take a transgressive stance, which in fact was not really justified by in terms of political opportunity or even his own actual political beliefs (see Marchand 114), and on the other betraying his reluctance to antagonize father figures like Lord Holland. A similar dichotomy can be found in the Tales where the creation of a anti-institutional hero seems hedged in by various defensive gestures, such as the more conventional stance attributed to the narrator or, more important, the ending of the plot which usually sees the failure of the hero’s rebellion. This Oedipal dynamic is most clearly articulated in the Bride of Abydos in the conflict between “Old Giaffir” and Selim. This aspect has been well discussed by critics such as Marshall, Manning, and Franklin, and there is no need to recount it in detail, so I will limit myself to summarizing the main points and adding a few more specific considerations.

Selim differs somewhat from the other heroes of the Tales. As Thorslev notes: “Selim, of the Bride, is almost pure Hero of Sensibility and Noble Outlaw: his soft, almost feminine character makes him the exception in the group” (Byronic Hero, 149). These characteristics leave him open to the taunts of “Old Giaffir,” his supposed father, who openly derides him:

Vain were a father’s hope to see
Aught that beseems a man in thee. (83-4)
...
Go—let thy less than woman’s hand
Assume the distaff—not the brand. (99-100)

Giaffir’s attacks are not only directed towards his lack of military virtues but suggest a general effeminacy. As Marshall notes, Selim is the only person, along with the eunuch Haroun, who is given free access to the harem:

From this view Giaffir derives certitude regarding Zuleika’s security with Selim, for Giaffir measures Love‑making power by Death‑making power, therefore giving Selim the same freedom of the harem that he allows Haroun. (43).

The Oedipal dimension is compounded by the interest both men have in Zuleika, Giaffir’s daughter and Selim’s supposed sister. The sexual nature of Selim’s attraction is obvious, but even Giaffir’s parental affection is somewhat ambiguously connoted by his description of Zuleika as “more than even her mother dear” (1: 149). 

In canto 2, we learn that Selim has known for some time that Hassan is really his uncle and the murderer of his father. Besides downplaying the incestuous dimension of Selim’s love, I would suggest that this Hamletian twist of the plot reinforces the (pre)-Oedipal aspects by actualizing the division between “good object” and “bad object,” which characterizes the infantile stage.
 Selim’s father, after his death, survives only as a nucleus of positive values with which the son can identify, while his authoritarian and castrating attributes are transferred to the guilty uncle, providing a legitimate outlet for the son’s aggressive feelings.

In canto 2, we are also presented with Selim’s transformation from weak and effeminate adolescent figure, into virile and charismatic military leader, capable of wresting from his rival both political power and the control of Zuleika. I would note, however, that the narrative structure and the discursive presentation of the second canto tend to connote this episode as a compensatory fantasy, to suggest that Selim is obsessed by the need to convince Zuleika of the truth of his earlier claim: “I am not, love! what I appear” (1: 482). Selim’s story of how he became a leader of pirates, for example, is not recounted diegetically by the narrator but summarized retrospectively by Selim himself in a long monologue, something which casts doubts on its reliability or at least introduces the possibility of subjective distortion. The effect is compounded by the sheer implausibility of the story. In the first act, Selim has been described as a prince living at court closely supervised by his suspicious uncle, and it remains is unclear where he would have found the time to go roaming the seven seas. 

It is also interesting to relate this scene to the previous and following cantos: in some ways this scene is a reversal of the one occurring in the first act, where the uncle taunted Selim with his effeminacy. Selim suffered the taunts in silence and leaves when he is ordered to. The patent weakness of this behavior is countered solely by the narrator’s assurance that Selim gazed on his uncle till he “quail’d and shrunk askance” (1: 130). In any case, when Selim needs to reassert his manhood and disprove the accusations it is not to his overbearing uncle he directs his speech, but to his more malleable young cousin Zuleika, who stands “silent and mute” (2: 491) like Selim did, allowing him to assume the dominant position. When, in the third canto, Selim meets his uncle again— when the time comes when he must walk the walk—he seems to fail rather pathetically, as Manning notes. His men are incapable of protecting him, he tries to run off and his uncle gets rid of him with a single shot (see Manning 42).

The compensatory function of the monologue is also suggested by the theatrical framework with which Selim feels the need to adorn his tale. The narration occurs at night, in a faintly lit cave. Zuleika is brought there and left alone, and Selim suddenly appears dressed as a pirate to tell her the story of how he became the pirates’ leader. In other words, Selim seems to compensate the effeminate role his uncle imposes on him by staging a theatrical performance where he can play a role of his own choosing. As in any premiere, the public arrives well before the performance, in a confined space with the lighting carefully adjusted to provide maximum effect. Having donned his costume, Selim the pirate suddenly breaks on scene and delivers a 306 line monologue (2: 184-490), recounting his rise from weak teenager into virile military leader.

This interpretation obviously exists only as subtext, the third act confirming Selim’s tale and providing him with an adequate heroic death, despite his ultimate inadequacy as would-be revolutionary leader. Nevertheless, it is interesting to extend the Oedipal aspects of Selim’s rebellion to his uncle’s castrating dominion to the political sphere, which has been discussed by Franklin and Watkins. As Franklin observes the two aspects are closely related:

When he reveals his concealed masculinity and martial identity, Selim assumes authority by right of gender in his relationship with Zuleika. Likewise, he assumes leadership of the patriots through his newly-discovered aristocratic birth—they are the ‘vulgar rank’, while he is ‘like the ocean-Patriarch’ (1: 376; 388). In fact, the new Selim speaks with the same contempt of the capacity of Zuleika’s ‘softness’ to endear him to tyranny and simultaneously to ‘unman him’ (2: 333-4) as he does of his band’s ‘visionary schemes’ (2: 383).” (Byron’s Heroines 60)

From this perspective, the adolescent connotations of Selim’s revolt tend to highlight its private character, discrediting him as the bearer of an alternative political perspective. This point is well illustrated by Watkins, whose position I will briefly recapitulate. For Watkins:

His decision to revolt, however moralistic it appears and however much it reveals the unsatisfactoriness of existing conditions, is reducible finally to his desire to substitute his own perspective and power for Giaffir’s and does not constitute a viable alternative to existing conditions. (Social Relations 60) 

Here then, Selim resembles his antagonist. Yet, a significant difference remains:

[Giaffir] rules not because he has overcome existing standards nor because he has shown his personal superiority to every other individual citizen but because he embodies and is able to maintain accepted public norms more fully than anyone else. (Social Relations 58)

This statement can be extended to the Tales as a whole. The behavior of the antagonists of the Byronic hero, of Hassan, Giaffir, Seyd or Otho, may very well be read not as the product of pure evilness, but to the fact that, unlike their adversaries, they are inserted in a network of expectations and social responsibilities, to which they conform. On a private level they may be more ambitious or cruel than the Byronic hero, but on a political level they guarantee a degree of social stability. On the contrary, the heroes of the Tales are typically incapable of establishing significant social ties. The fact that all the rebellions they lead end in failure and disaster may very well suggest misgivings concerning the legitimacy of their political stance, rooted as it is in private needs for personal affirmation rather than in any alternative political project. As we shall see in the next section, it is in the late tale Lara (1814) that Byron explores this issue more fully and deliberately. 

3.5 Lara

As we have seen, in the Tales the narrative justifies the hero’s political and personal strategy as a reaction to the evilness of his antagonist. The latter is the embodiment of oppression both in the political sphere in regards to his subjects and in the private sphere in regard to the heroine, and the hero’s functions as a liberator in both areas. Yet, we have also seen how the hero ultimately fails to establish any convincing alternative in terms of sexual and political relationships. The political organizations he uses to pursue his end are rigid authoritarian structures centered on his absolute power. Analogously, in his relationship with the heroine he gradually assumes a patriarchal stance, which resembles to some extent that of his antagonist. Finally, in chapter 2, we have seen how the misgivings concerning the validity of the hero’s perspective is not limited to an external perspective provided by the critic, but subtextually articulated in various ways within the texts themselves.

In Lara, too, we find the usual aggrandizement of the hero. Byron, however, experimented with an alternative representation of the contrast between hero and antagonist. He refused to couch their struggle in terms of a binary position between good and evil, and tried to avoid producing a particularly sentimental representation of his hero. The antagonist is no longer an especially evil figure but simply a traditional feudatory and the hero is no longer the bearer of any alternative perspective, but another ordinary feudatory, plus a few personal quirks. Their fight is not the struggle between two different political or private perspectives, but an event imposed on them by an interaction of social forces and random events. In short, in this work Byron avoided suggesting any form of alternative stance on politics or sexual morals, finding himself unable to articulate it in any satisfactory and convincing way, producing what I feel is ultimately a more honest, if more pessimistic, story.

This disillusioned stance is a trait of the hero himself, which differentiates him from the Giaour, Selim or Conrad. In fact the start of the poem resembles the ending of the Giaour, the moment where the disillusioned hero has ceased to be an active force in the political and sentimental arena:

Ambition, glory, love, the common aim,
That can conquer, and that all would claim,
Within his breast appear’d no more to strive (Lara, 318-9).

Like the Giaour, Lara no longer believes in pursuing political or sentimental goals, he is no longer a rebel, but a man resigned to occupying the station assigned to him by society. Lara is more benevolent than other feudatories, among whom are “many a wringing despot” (159), but he is no reformer. A feudatory like others, he attracts a more sympathetic following largely because “long absence from his native clime, / Had left him stainless of oppression’s crime” (339-340). 

In the first part of the story he strives to entertain peaceful relations with his neighbors but gradually the role of rebel and antagonist is imposed on him and his adversary by a combination of random events and social obligations on which they have no control. When Ezzelin appears threatening to revealed Lara’s secret past, and offending him publicly, the code of chivalry forces Lara to accept his challenge. During the night, Kaled, in an effort to protect her master from disgrace (and perhaps also to prevent her identity from being disclosed) murders Ezzelin and disposes of the body. Since Ezzelin is Otho’s guest, Otho is required, again by the code of honor, to take up his challenge in his name. After wounding Otho in a duel, the clash between the two becomes inevitable and Lara is forced to exploit civil strife and attract malcontents to his court in order to protect himself against Otho’s impending attack:

He play’d the courteous lord and bounteous host:
Perchance his strife with Otho made him dread
Some snare prepared for his obnoxious head; (340-341)

The war itself, when it breaks out, is no longer the product of the clash between two iron wills bent on shaping their destiny, but a chaotic succession of uncontrollable events. Even the “innate sense of authority, immediate and unquestioned” (Thorslev, Byronic Hero 155) that is the characteristic trait of the Byronic hero, turns out to be a myth. Lara’s men rebel to his control, bringing about their leader’s and their own destruction. The story provides also a more realistic and grim view of war. The episode of the mutiny for example marks a difference from the sentimental touches found the Corsair and Abydos, where the heroes’ doom is brought about by the one moment of sentimental weakness, respectively the time lost to save the concubines from the burning harem or Selim’s fatal hesitation upon hearing Zuleika’s cry. Also, the story seems more concerned with war as a destructive social phenomenon rather than simply the struggle of two personalities. 

It was too late to check the wasting brand,
And Desolation reap’d the famish’d land;
The torch was lighted, and the flame was spread,
And Carnage smiled upon her daily dead. (278-81)

While still focused on the main hero and on his heroic struggle against overwhelming forces, the narrator also occasionally adopts a more panoramic perspective insisting more than in the previous Tales on the consequences of the battle for ordinary soldiers (see especially stanza 16). Such a perspective is completely missing in the battle scenes found in the previous Tales: of the Giaour’s men we know nothing, before, during, or after the fight; the fate of Selim’s men after his death remains unknown; and the narrator of the Corsair concentrates exclusively on Conrad, ending the description of the battle when he is captured, though his pirates are left to fight their way out.

The third significant change to which we have briefly referred is the representation of the hero’s antagonists, Otho and Ezzelin. In chapter 2, we have seen how the apparent analogy between hero and antagonist is undermined in favor of the former through a series of strategies, among which the different representation of the hero’s relationship to his subject and even more to the heroine. In Lara, however, the superiority of the hero is much less marked. Not only because, as we noted, Lara is no liberator but a feudatory like Otho and Ezzelin,
 but, even more important, because his adversaries are honorable men, at least in terms of the extant code of honor. Differently from the preceding three Tales, we get no mention of episodes suggesting a particular tendency towards despotism or cruelty. Also, Kaled’s sex is unknown almost to the very end, and there are no other important female figures. Thus the relationship to the heroine is not used, as in the previous Tales, to qualify the opposition of hero and antagonist in favor of the former. Furthermore, Otho is not a Turkish chief and cannot be automatically attributed a particular preference for promiscuous sexual relationships or the tendency to inflict ingenious torments on his enemies and unfaithful concubines, in line with the stereotype exploited in the previous Tales. Finally, his hostility towards Lara is not due to political or personal envy but to the need to avenge the unchivalrous murder of his guest.

An even more significant representation is that of Ezzelin, Lara’s second antagonist. At the feast he accuses Lara in the following terms:

‘Thou shun’st no question! Ponder—is there none
Thy heart must answer, though thine ear would shun?
And deem’st thou me unknown too? Gaze again!
At least thy memory was not given in vain.
Oh! never canst thou cancel half her debt,
Eternity forbids thee to forget.’ (I: 437-42)

Ezzelin is killed before he can fully explain the purport of his speech, but it is evident that he accuses Lara of having harmed a woman they both knew and that he intends to avenge her. This represent a clear inversion of the plot of the preceding Tales, especially of the Giaour. It is the Byronic hero who is accused, for right or for wrong, of having violated the code of chivalry and his antagonist who seeks to avenge this offense. This inversion of roles is compounded by the description of Ezzelin himself:

Nor mark’d a glance so sternly fix’d on his— (1: 403)
Prying and dark, a stranger’s by his mien, (1: 407)
Along the stranger’s aspect fix’d and stern
Flash’d more than thence the vulgar eye could learn. (1: 413-4)

Ezzelin penetrating gaze, dark and scrutinizing, the evident strength of his personality, his mysterious demeanor, his secret past (like Lara he has left the land many years hence and has returned only recently, his whereabouts unknown), all these are characteristic attributes of the Byronic hero, which here are assigned to his antagonist.

As we can see, already in the late tale Lara, Byron adopts various narrative strategies to express his detachment towards the figure of the Byronic hero or to modify this figure in order to make him less problematic. In Mazeppa, both these tendencies are brought to the fore for the first time in Byron’s career.

4 Mazeppa

4.1 Introduction

In Mazeppa, perhaps more than in any other work, the discursive tensions outlined in the previous chapters find a complex articulation both on the thematic and formal level. Yet, while the dialogic character of texts such as Sardanapalus or the Island has been discussed in a fair number of articles during the 80s and 90s, Mazeppa has not received the same critical attention. Perhaps also for this reason, the reading most useful to the present study remains the excellent analysis offered by McGann in Fiery Dust in 1968. McGann focuses on the main theme of the poem, namely the notion of heroism, viewed through the contrast between Mazeppa and Charles XII, and offers also interesting suggestions on the hero’s relation to love and sensuality. For McGann, Charles XII “is set off against Mazeppa and his early mentor John Casimir” (178). Through this contrast the text presents two different attitudes, which are both psychological and political, using one to criticize the other. In my view, however, the contrast between Mazeppa-Casimir and Charles XII cannot be seen in univocal and linear terms, and must be considered in a broader network of discursive tensions, which extends beyond the characterization the narrative structure, permeating the style and the imagery. The result is a text where it is impossible in the last analysis to identify a consistent dominant perspective. More specifically it is impossible to establish a clear hierarchy among the different attitudes towards the discourse of heroic militarism. Finally, differently from what McGann suggests, I see these tensions as permeating Mazeppa himself, who therefore cannot be seen as the bearer of a stable perspective on which the poem can be centered.

4.2 The narrative structure

The story begins with the description of the escape of the Swedish king Charles XII after the defeat of Pultowa, which marked the end of a ten-year expansionistic campaign and the loss of all of Sweden’s territorial gains. Together with a handful of survivors, all of them noblemen and officers, among who is his Ukrainian ally Mazeppa, Charles XII takes refuge in a wood. He cannot fall asleep and Mazeppa narrates an adventure he had in his youth, when he was a page at the court of King Casimir in Warsaw. 

Thus begins a second story, with old Mazeppa as narrator and young Mazeppa as protagonist. Mazeppa tells how he fell in love with a young countess, and, the affair having being discovered by the count, he was tied to a wild horse and set off to die in the steppe. After many days and many hours of suffering, described in detail by the narrator, Mazeppa is found in the wilderness tied to the dying horse by a young Cossack maid and rescued. At this point we move from scene to summary, with Mazeppa briefly telling how he became a chief among the Cossacks, and returned years later to destroy the castle of the count. Here the central narrative terminates, and the poem briefly reverts to the framing narrative and the anonymous narrator, ending shortly thereafter with the following lines:
And if ye marvel Charles forgot
To thank his tale, he wonder’d not, —
The king had been an hour asleep. (867-9) 

I would start my analysis of the narrative structure by taking into account a structural characteristic that Andrew Rutherford briefly refers to: 

...the main story of Mazeppa’s youthful passion, his sufferings, adventure, and revenge, is set within another narrative, so that he tells his tale in a particular situation of which we are kept aware, and which modifies our reactions to the central plot. (Byron, 126)

For our purposes, however, a more detailed analysis of the narrative structure is necessary. To begin with, it is important to note the existence of what can be termed a “transitional section” at the start of the central narrative. In this transitional section the narrator Mazeppa does not completely immerge himself in his story, as he does later on, but mediates between the two stories, by interrupting his tale with occasional references to his present situation—the situation of the “enunciation” using Genette’s terminology—and occasionally addressing his public directly, as in the lines: “I watch’d her like a sentinel / (May ours this dark night watch as well!) (262‑3). More important, this narrative style offers him the possibility not simply of mediating between the two stories, but also of commenting extensively on the central narrative as it unfolds, something which he does, up to a point. A structurally similar but much shorter transitional section occurs again at the end of the central narrative. 

In summary then the narrative scheme I propose is the following: the poem begins with the framing narrative told by an anonymous narrator, using a traditional opening formula of popular ballads: “’Twas after dread Pultowa’s day / When fortune left the royal Swede” (1‑2), which situates the story in time and space. With another “’Twas.../ When...” told by Mazeppa in line 127 the central narrative begin, with old Mazeppa as narrator. This first part of the central narrative, corresponding to the transitional section, is marked by frequent narratorial intrusions and basically describes the love affair between young Mazeppa and the countess and their being found out by the count. The transitional section ends at line 424 (“Away, away, my steed and I”). Here begins the second part of the central narrative characterized by a much more discrete narrator, bordering on the purely diegetic, and containing exclusively the story of Mazeppa’s wild ride.
 At line 841 (“What need of more?”) we briefly return to a transitional section where the central narrative is again interlaced with a few references to the situation of the enunciation. Finally, at line 860 (“’Comrades, good night!’ the Hetman threw”) we return to the framing narrative and the anonymous narrator, with the poem ending shortly thereafter at line 869.

4.3 Analogy with Don Juan
We may begin by noting the similarity between the transitional section of Mazeppa and Don Juan. In the first place, obviously the type of narrative structure we find in the transitional section resembles the one found in Byron’s satirical masterpiece (and that of Beppo as well, of course), characterized as it is by the constant counterpoint between diegesis and narratorial intrusion, though this structure is not supported by the ottava rima typical of his satirical works, since Byron retains the heroic couplet of the Tales, regularly varying it with an alternate rhyme scheme. But the analogy between the two works is not limited to this, since the themes are also very close: the description of the affair between young and naive Mazeppa and Therese anticipates the one between Juan and Julia. Both women are married to an older husband; of Therese the narrator notes:

His junior she by thirty years—
Grew daily tired of his dominion

A suggestion developed as following in the I canto of Don Juan:

Wedded she was some years, and to a man
Of fifty and such husbands are in plenty;
And yet, I think, instead of such a ONE
‘Twere better to have TWO of five and twenty, (1: 489-92)

The effictio of Therese is also very close to Julia’s as we can see in the following table:

Therese (Mazeppa)

She had the Asiatic eye,
Such as our Turkish neighbourhood
Hath mingled with our Polish blood,
Dark as above us is the sky;
But through it stole a tender light,



Like the first moonrise at midnight;
Large, dark, and swimming in the stream,
Which seem’d to melt to its own beam;
All love, half languor, and half fire,


Like saints that at the stake expire,
And lift their raptured looks on high,
As though it were a joy to die.
A brow like a midsummer lake,
Transparent with the sun therein,
When waves no murmur dare to make,
And heaven beholds her face within.
A cheek and lip—but why proceed?
I loved her then—I love her still; (208-25)
Julia (Don Juan)


The darkness of her Oriental eye
Accorded with her Moorish origin
(Her blood was not all Spanish, by the by) (1: 441-3)
...through it’s soft disguise
Flash’d an expression more of pride than ire,
And love than either... (1: 474 -6 )



Her eye... / was large and dark (1: 473-4)

 ...more of pride than ire,
And love than either ... (1:476-7 )
Her eye... / suppressing half it’s fire (1: 474-5)




...a brow / Bright... (1: 481-2)
...the beam of youth
Mounting at times to a transparent glow (1: 485)

Finally, we should notice the chronological connection: the composition of Mazeppa juxtaposes with that of the first canto of Don Juan.

As in Don Juan, then, we have a narrative structure that tends to create a critical distance from the diegesis as well as themes that here and elsewhere stimulate Byron’s satirical vein. It is not surprising, therefore, that it is in the transitional section and not elsewhere that Byron adopts an ironic stance, thus producing the “blending of humor and romance” noted by Rutherford.

4.4 Demystification of the Byronic hero in the transitional section.

I would like to skip for now the framing narrative, and discuss directly the way Charles XII, the heroic leader, is presented in the transitional section Given the similarity between this section and Don Juan, it is not surprising that we do not find the aggrandizing attitude of the Tales but a rather scathing satirical treatment. From the start, in the section Charles XII is contrasted with an alternative model of leader, King 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)

In these lines, Charles XII’s expansionistic policy is connoted as a tragic and at the same time frivolous enterprise, a foolish poker game with Charles’ subjects in the unsavory role of chips. Casimir’s policy is defined as “unseemly,” but the irony is obviously directed against Charles, suggesting the absurdity of engaging in wars only on account of a what is “seemly,” of what befits a king, of abstract values such as military glory. The allusions to debates in the Diet has the function of contrasting the absolute dominion exerted by Charles XII, resembling that of the traditional Byronic hero, with a model of constitutional monarchy, where the king benignly allows his power to be balanced by that of the parliament.

The criticism of Charles XII, continues in less explicit form in the following lines, gradually extending beyond the question of his militaristic policy. This is how the description of King Casimir continues:

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 stance. In private psychological terms, Casimir is interested in love and the arts. He also does not cherish his anger, like the Byronic hero is wont to do, choosing to focus on the present (a new mistress, a new book) rather than on past wrongs and future revenges. We could say that, in contrast with the Byronic hero, he favors the pleasure principle over the death principle. In social terms, too, he does not exert an absolute authority, imposing discipline and sacrifices, but offers his subjects the possibility of partaking in his Hedonistic life style.

This is in direct opposition to the stance of Charles XII. Like all other Byronic heroes, Charles XII is characterized by a puritanical denial of the body, of the sensual and emotional side of human nature. In the Corsair this denial of the body is shown to be directly link to his emotional distance from his men: 

Ne’er seasons he with mirth their jovial mess,
But they forgive his silence for success.
Ne’er for his lip the purpling cup they fill,
That goblet passes him untasted still-- (1: 65-8)

This repressive attitude is presented as part of a process of sublimation, which endows him with the qualities necessary to a military leader:

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.
Thus prompt his accents and his actions still,
And all obey and few inquire his will; (1: 75-80)

The negation of the body is here clearly presented as functional both to Conrad’s control both over his self (“His mind seems nourish’d . . .” ) and over his men. There is a direct link between the repression of the body and Conrad’s ability to efficiently exploit both himself and his followers for his purposes.

A similar attitude characterizes Charles and sharply distinguishes him from Casimir’s more tolerant and hedonistic stance. As a narrator, old Mazeppa insists on Charles’s lack of interest in love, and contrasts this attitude with his own passion for Therese in his youth:

‘I loved, and was beloved again
They tell me, sire, you never knew
Those gentle frailties; if ‘tis true,
I shorten all my joy or pain;
To you ‘twould seem absurd as vain;
But all men are not born to reign,
Or o’er their passions, or as you
Thus o’er themselves and nations too.

Here, old Mazeppa explicitly outlines the parallel between the heroic leader’s repression of the body and the control he exercises over his subjects, suggested more indirectly in the Corsair. In Charles this repressive attitude is functional to the sublimation of desire towards other goals, dictated by his rational side. To achieve these goals Charles XII is willing to ignore his suffering, just as he has ignored the countless suffering of his men and of the countries he waged war against, reducing both to “vassals” without right of speech:

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)

Yet, as McGann notes, this apparent self-control is “a pathetic illusion” (179). Charles’s rationality chooses its goals on the basis of values that are so remote from all that counts on a human level, that it becomes absurd, a caricature of reason, and the repressed body re-emerges as uncontrollable ambition. Charles has been unable to preserve his territorial gains and his absurd desire for military glory has finally brought about the disaster of Pultowa.

The character of young Mazeppa, as I have noted, is also used to criticize the figure of the Byronic hero and the discourse of heroic militarism. Like Casimir, Mazeppa does not repress his emotional and sensual side: “[I] could not o’er myself evince / the like control” (293‑4). Also significant is the fact that young Mazeppa, the protagonist, is a page, whereas the count who imprisons him plays the part of the villain. This is an inversion of the traditional perspective of the Tales: the focus is no longer on the great leader but on one of his hapless subjects, and the sympathy of the readers shift correspondingly. Another traditional trait of the Byronic hero criticized in this section is his aristocratic background. In the Tales, the prerequisite of a noble mind is always noble blood. Through the character of the count, instead, this questionable equation as well as the one between virtue and wealth is brilliantly satirized.

There was a certain Palatine, 
A count of far and high descent, 
Rich as a salt or silver mine; 
And he was proud, ye may divine, 
As if from heaven he had been sent: 
He has such wealth in blood and ore 
As few could match beneath the throne;
And he would gaze upon his store, 
And o’er his pedigree would pore, 
Until by some confusion led, 
Which almost look’d like want of head,
He though their merits were his own. 
His wife was not of his opinion— (155-67)

In fact, the count’s concern for his high descent is ironically rewarded with further titles, the emblems of cuckoldry, “titles given, / ‘Tis said, as passports into heaven;” (177-8). Significantly, the rage of the count is due particularly to the fear that “An accident should chance to touch / Upon his future pedigree” (346‑7), rather than simple jealousy:

‘S death! with a page—perchance a king
Had reconciled him to the thing;
But with a stripling of a page—
I felt—but cannot paint his rage. (354-7)

4.5 The rider / horse image 

Another interesting medium through which the critique of the stereotype of the Byronic hero and, specifically, of the figure of Charles XII, is developed is the metaphor of riding. As I will show, this metaphor is used systematically throughout the poem but has received only passing attention from previous commentators. For intrinsic and historical reasons the image lends itself to being use as a metaphor of the relationship of ruler and subject. In an explicit form we find the metaphor in Don Juan:

...Juan, like a true‑born Andalusian
Could back a horse, as despots ride a Russian (XIII: 23)

In more subtle ways, the same point is made in Mazeppa. Since Charles XII’s rule has proved nefarious for his men it is significant that it has the same effect on his horses:

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 horse’s sacrifice has a specific analogue in the sacrifice of Gieta and of all the soldiers who have protected the king’s escape “for thousands fell that flight to aid” (19).
 This destructive model of rider/horse relation is contrasted with another one, exemplified by old Mazeppa. Mazeppa’s equestrian prowess is noted by Charles himself:

...On the earth
So fit a pair had never birth,
Since Alexander’s days till now,
As thy Bucephalus and thou

More important, is the concern Mazeppa shows for his horse which goes directly opposite to the king’s inability to protect his men or his 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)

On the other hand, while this contrast is clearly meant to criticize Charles’s leadership it cannot be conceived in terms of an opposition between a relation based on authority and exploitation and one based on mutual affection and care. This is a central issue which I will discuss in the next section. Before however I would like to point out yet another way the rider/horse metaphor is used to criticize Charles, this time by suggesting the limits of Charles’s puritanical and repressive psychological stance. We have mentioned, how Charles and young Mazeppa occupy opposite positions on the ruler/subject axis. In the central narrative, where Mazeppa is tied to a wild stallion, the rider/horse relationship serves to illustrate this inversion of roles. While Charles forces his horses to obey him at the cost of their lives, in the case of Mazeppa, it is the horse who decides where to go and Mazeppa is subject to his whim. The image functions also an analogue of the dialectic between mind and body, which highlights the way the repressed body can rebel against the impositions of rationality leading it to destruction. This aspect has been noted by McGann who stresses how, 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)

The horse continues to be used as a highly significant image in the rest of the poem. Yet, like the rest of the poem, this image too is permeated by discursive tensions. In order to appreciate these shifts, we need first to return to the figure of the Byronic hero as presented in the framing narrative.

4.6 Celebration of the hero in the framing narrative

Up to this point our analysis has done nothing but present further evidence in support of McGann’s interpretation, according to which the poem plays on the opposition between Mazeppa-Casimir and Charles, “the Byronic man of will,” in order to produce a critique of the ambition, egotism, and ultimate lack of self-control that characterize this figure. 

The problem is that while this interpretation holds true for certain sections of Mazeppa, it does not work for others. The poem appears as a intersection of different discourses, which are brought to the fore or moved to the background according to the moment. This process is closely connected, though not exclusively, with variations in narrative structure. These variations influence especially the attitude towards the figure of the heroic leader, and the Byronic hero in general. We have already examined the critique of this figure developed in the transitional section. Let us now take a step back, and consider the different way in which this figure is presented in the framing story (lines 1-126).

Charles XII has waged for ten years a series of expansionistic wars that have caused great suffering to Europe and to his men, and has ended in the defeat of Pultowa. The anonymous narrator adopts a complex stance: on the one hand, he distances himself from Charles by referring to his “ambition” (21) or with comments like the following: “Are these the laurels and repose / For which the nations strain their strength?” (31‑2). On the other hand, he stresses Charles’s heroic stature, especially on the connotational level. He compares him to Napoleon, using the adjective mighty to describe the two leaders. On some occasions, the terms as royal and king can be viewed as purely denotational, but this is certainly not the case of kinglike in “Kinglike the monarch bore his fall” (40), which stresses the king’s dignity in adversity. While the narrator notes the suffering of the king’s soldier’s he also stresses the heroic aspects of the event: “this wreck was true and chivalrous” (47‑8). Thus, while Charles’s ambition is criticized, it is criticized as tragic hubris, connoting heroism and greatness, rather than simply as irrational and selfish behavior. In short, we have the same hero-worshipping attitude that, with all the reservations outlined in the previous chapters, remains the dominant feature of the Tales. 

In fact, 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 (see note 15). After the defeat, Charles is no longer a king, as much as the leader of a small band of outlaws:

The watch‑fires in the distance sparkling— 
The beacons of surrounding foes— (27‑8)
...
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 elements of the Tales. Here, too, 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 common concern. From this perspective, the situation is even less problematic than the one found in the Tales, insofar as these are no common soldiers but “a band of chiefs.” In this context, too, the rider/horse metaphor is significant, since it is used to suggest metonymically this gradual erasure of hierarchical distinctions:

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)

Finally, with the collapse of the institutional apparatus that normally supports monarchy, the authority of Charles is no longer due to the threat of violence, to repression, but rather to hegemony, to his charisma, and is 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)

4.7 Tension between framing narrative and transitional section

The first rather obvious thing to note, then, is how the ambivalent attitude towards heroic leader found in the framing narrative is in marked contrast with the open critique produced in the transitional section. But things get even more complicated. One crucial point is that this discursive tension permeates the figure of old Mazeppa, himself, i.e., the author of the satirical attack on heroic leadership found in the transitional section. The problem is that the attitude of the character old Mazeppa found in the framing narrative differs from that of the old Mazeppa who narrates the central narrative, and the transitional section in particular, to the point that the the two seem almost too entirely different characters. Let us examine this difference. 

As we have seen, McGann describes Mazeppa and Casimir as two basically analogous figures. Yet, while Casimir is a peaceful ruler who loves the muses and the sex, Mazeppa is the most warrior-like among the followers of Charles, as the king himself proclaims:

...’Of all our band, 
Though firm of heart and strong of hand, 
In skirmish, march, or forage, none 
Can less have said or more have done
Than thee Mazeppa!... (97‑101)

We noted in the previous section, that, unlike Charles, Mazeppa is capable of taking good care of his horse. One should note, however, that the detailed description of the attentions bestowed on the animal, discussed in the previous section, is followed by an equally detailed one of the attentions Mazeppa bestows on his weapons:

This done, Mazeppa spread his cloak, 
And laid his lance beneath his oak, 
Felt if his arms in order good 
The long day’s march had well withstood— 
If still the powder fill’d the pan, 
And flits unloosen’d kept their lock— 
His sabre’s hilt and scabbard felt, 
And whether they had chafed his belt— (78‑85)

Thus Mazeppa takes good care of his horse, but the reason seems to be that the horse in a instrument of war. His attentions are meant to ensure its efficiency as well as to ensure its love and submission, repeatedly stressed by the anonymous narrator:

But spirited and docile too; 
Whate’er was to be done, would do (68‑9)
...
That steed from sunset until dawn 
His chief would follow like a fawn (76‑7)

Mazeppa does offer a model of rider/horse relationship alternative to the one that characterizes Charles. But the opposition between Charles and old Mazeppa suggested in the framing narrative is not the one between Byronic hero and the pacifist-constitutional and libertarian monarch found in the transitional section. The opposition is between a failed Byronic hero and a successful one, between young and rash Charles and mature, cunning, but equally warrior-like, Mazeppa.

4.8 Conclusion: Ambivalence of Mazeppa
Thus, in Mazeppa we find two distinct attitudes towards the Byronic hero and the heroic military leader in general: in the first, present in the framing narrative, an opposition is established between successful and unsuccessful Byronic hero; in the second, found in the central narrative, and particularly in the transitional section, an opposition is established between the Byronic hero and more peaceful and less puritanical figures such as Casimir and young Mazeppa. I have also noted how this tension affects the 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.

But the poem is even more ambivalent than this initial division suggests. For the contradictions that characterize old Mazeppa do not correspond neatly with the division between framing and transitional section, and therefore with the distinction between old Mazeppa as character and old Mazeppa as narrator. Even within the transitional section, Mazeppa who should be the bearer of the perspective that give the work its coherence, turns out to be an ambiguous figure. For example, Mazeppa shows a concern with personal power and an indifference to the suffering of his men that makes him indistinguishable from Charles and the Byronic hero tout court:

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)

These lines are also significant for another reason. We have seen how through the figure of king Casimir, the narrator Mazeppa associates the acceptance of the sensual side with a pacifist and tolerant political stance. But in the above passage (“the like control”) Mazeppa clearly disjoins the two aspects. Through this step, the attack on Charles becomes limited to the private sphere, or at the most, to the failure of his military enterprise rather than to his militarist and authoritarian stance, in and of itself.

The distance between Mazeppa and the model of pacifist and tolerant leader embodied by Casimir is even more evident in the passage where Mazeppa describes the vengeance he reaped against the count:

I saw its turrets in a blaze,
Their crackling battlements all cleft,
And the hot lead pour down like rain
From off the scorched and blackening roof,
Whose thickness was not vengeance-proof.
They little thought that day of pain,
When launch’d, as on the lightining’s flash,
They bade me to destruction dash,
That one day I should come again,
With twice five thousand horse, to thank
The Count for his uncorteous ride. (402-12)

Here we are indeed far away from peaceful Casimir and straight back to the old Byronic hero, with his thirst for vengeance, blood and destruction, and his willingness to sacrifice followers and enemies to slake it.

This ambivalence continues in the rest of the poem and is prominent in yet another image of horses occurring towards the end of the central narrative. While Mazeppa lies on the ground tied to the dying horse, a band of horses appears to give their mate the last farewell. Once again the rider/horse image is charged with political overtones. The horses have no rider and are described in terms that that stress their freedom, their existing in a state of nature which knows no oppression.

But where are they the reins to guide? 
A thousand horse—and none to ride! 
With flowing tail, and flying mane, 
Wide nostrils—never stretch’d by pain, 
Mouths bloodless to the bit or rein, 
And feet that iron never shod, 
And flanks unscarr’d by spur or rod. 
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), “troop” (695), as well as the unexpected emergence of a leader:

Headed by one black might steed, 
Who seem’d the patriarch of his breed, (702‑3)

There is a clear analogy with the rhetoric that surround the Byronic hero in the Tales. On the one hand, we get an opposition between the oppressed condition of subjects living in traditional society and the freedom of the “outlaws” who live closer to the state of nature. On the other hand, the latter community appears organized along military and hierarchical lines and subject to the unquestioned dominion of a charismatic leader, the “patriarch” of the group.

McGann final consideration on the poem is that through his adventure Mazeppa learns the “wise passivity of the sons pleasure” (118). In fact, however, the moral that old Mazeppa enounces is the following:

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)

Mazeppa seems less interested in the survivors possibility of saving themselves than in that of getting even with their enemies. Do not despair, death goes on is surprisingly the moral of the story. In the light of this moral, even the significance of Mazeppa’s ride becomes ambivalent. Does Mazeppa really learn to accept his emotional and sensual side or does he simply learn to manipulate it like he manipulates his men, to sublimate his desires, channeling them towards more glorious enterprises? 

McGann notices the problems raised by Mazeppa’s vengeful stance:

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)

In fact, the calmness and certainty noted by McGann are part of the traditional “distant mien” of the Byronic hero and the contradiction cannot be explained away. Thus, McGann’s interpretation is valid only for individual aspects. Indeed, it is necessary to renounce the ambition to provide a unitary interpretation: Mazeppa is a contradictory work, where structural variations intertwine with thematic and ideological tensions, creating a narrative wood where one can easily lose one’s way, distracted by multiple images of the hero riding in opposite directions.

5 Sardanapalus

5.1 The mirror scene

I would like to begin with a scene taken from act III of Sardanapalus, a drama written in the first months of 1821. The scene takes place when the royal banquet is interrupted by the announcement that the palace has been attacked by rebels. Up to this point Sardanapalus has systematically refused to acquiesce to his general Salemenes who wanted him to launch himself into military enterprises following the path traced by his ancestors, has refused to punish to men of his entourage suspected of high treason, again ignoring Salemenes’s advice, and in general to behave as king and military leader. Faced with the need to give courage to the soldiers defending the palace, Sardanapalus accepts donning his armor and does so on the spot in front of the dinner guests. At the moment of leaving the hall, however, something comes to his mind:

SAR. ...Now—my spear! I’m arm’d.
 [In going stops short, and turns to SFERO]
Sfero—I had forgotten—bring the mirror.
SFE. The mirror, sire?
SAR. Yes sir, of polish’d brass,
Brought forth from the spoils of India—but be speedy.
...
Re-enter SFERO with the mirror
SAR. [looking at himself]. This cuirass fits me well, the baldric better,
And the helm not at all. Methinks, I seem
[Flings away the helmet after trying it again]
Passing well in these toys; and now to prove them. (III, i, 144-8; 162-5)

A simple scene, yet, it addresses in nuce, three fundamental themes of Byron’s work:

a) The theme of gender and of androgyny.

b) The theme of the relationship between private and public sphere, the relationship between the psychology of the hero and his personal relations, and his socio-political stance and role.

c) The theme of dialogism, that is of the use of dialogic structures to articulate more explicitly the tensions and contradictions that characterize Byron’s work.

5.2 The Byronic hero and the mirror

To transform this hypothesis into a thesis it is necessary to follow a brief circular excursus among the heroes that precede Sardanapalus, returning in the end to the discussion of the above scene. The starting point of this excursus is the exceptionality of the above scene in Byron’s opus: Byron’s heroes do not usually mirror themselves.

If one ask oneself the reason for this behavior, the most obvious answer is that mirrors are a woman thing. Whereas Byronic heroes are quintessential men: manly, strong, domineering, reserved. Yet, the acknowledgment of the stereotype begs the question; and the question becomes then, why these “manly” qualities are in antithesis to mirroring. For a answer we can turn to the short story “El jardìn de las teses que se bifurcan” by an Argentine-Italian writer called Herberto Quaîno:

Catching his reflection in the mirror over the counter, he began to study it surreptitiously. He closed the top button of his shirt then undid it again and tilted his hat sideways. Better. He distended the corners of his mouth in a thin Clark Gable smile, checked the final result, and then began to turn very slowly, as if fearful that too sudden a movement would destroy his careful preparation. At the end of a ninety degree rotation, he found the faces of three young women, observing him with distinctly sarcastic expressions. Feeling the hot surge of blood color his cheeks, he slowly rotated back, gradually dropped his smile, bit his lips and thoughtfully consulted his watch, as if the purpose of his pantomime could be found in some obscure but vital operation where timing was of the outmost importance. (81, translation mine)

In other words, normally the external appearance—expressions, gestures, even the way one dresses—is  rhetorically presented as the spontaneous manifestation of one’s interiority. Our appearance, face, gestures, should be an oblique mirror, an inverted periscope, allowing others to see what is inside, to perceive our identity. But, so it happens that we often have doubts on what our identity is, on what we would like it to be, and on what others expect it to be. Mirrors are an invitation to deceit: they give people the possibility of moulding their external appearance by allowing them to examine themselves from the outside. “From the outside” obviously  means “from the perspective of others.” We mirror ourselves for others. To prepare a face to meet the faces that we meet. 

If one wishes the preparation to be effective, however, he must take into account social codes. If one wishes to look serious then he must put on what others believe to be a serious expression. Attentive, passionate, witty, sympathetic, smart, whatever. In this case, however, external appearance is no longer the direct and faithful reflection of one’s interiority but becomes the meeting ground between one’s desires and social conventions. The face remains a mirror, but the mirror is no longer directed towards the inside but towards the outside. It reflects social conventions, social expectations, social values, rather than individuality. From a ordinary person one is turned into an actor.

Herein, the occasional embarrassment at being caught in the act of mirroring oneself, the unfortunate accident suffered by the protagonist of Quaîno’s short story. It means revealing one’s weakness, one’s attraction for the histrionic possibilities offered by the mirror. And, incidentally, it means ruining one’s performance, insofar as it is revealed as such. Even when, upon reflection, one virtuously rejects the temptation of the mirror, the act of mirroring, in and of itself, may be sufficient to cast doubts on the truthfulness of one’s public image.

5.3 Back to the romantic hero

The romantic period, as is known, marks the passage from the esthetics of mimesis to the esthetics of expression. Art is no longer a mirror or, if it is, the mirror is turned towards the artist rather than towards the external world. I am talking obviously of romantic ideology rather than poetical praxis. In terms of the latter, as histories of literature tell us, we do get an increased attention for interiority, feelings, perception, and often a celebration of the exceptional individual, the one who does not conform to ordinary patters.

Thus the romantic hero is an individual who places himself outside and above society, who does not allow the world to impose on his identity, but rather imposes his identity on the world. As Lilian Furst writes: 

His overwhelming presence is the expression of that total self-absorption that makes his universe—and that of the work in which he appears—pivot entirely on his idiosyncratic ego. (56)

In line with the above description, one of his characteristics is indifference to the opinion of others. This is true particularly of the Byronic hero. As we have seen in section 3.3, the Byronic hero despises his fellow men, and his only concession to social conventions is hiding his contempt under a mask of aristocratic courtesy or stony impenetrability according to the occasion and the social standing of those he confronts. It is to be expected then that the Byronic hero stay away from mirrors: to study his image in the mirror would entail denying all this: admitting his sensitivity to the opinion of others, his insecurity, the need for public acknowledgment, his willingness to conform to social codes in order to gain it.

Yet, this representation which is usually the dominant one and the one advanced by the narrator and the hero himself is sometimes subtextually undermined by the text. In section 3.3, we have seen how the Byronic hero seems in many ways a figure carefully constructed for the benefit of the public and how this “theatrical” element often emerges subtextually. To the extent that this is true, the identity of the Byronic hero is indeed socially constructed, i.e. taking into account social codes and expectations. From this perspective, the Byronic heroes, too, are “women,” according to the above stereotype. They are individuals who want to be admired, approved of, who are willing to dress up and make up in order to achieve this purpose.

If this is the case, then the following passage taken from La carne, la morte e il diavolo  becomes relevant: 

Considering his dandy-like spirit, is it not highly likely that Byron deliberately conformed himself to the figure of the fallen angel? Even his terrible way of darkly scrutinizing with which he terrorized people, especially his lovers, who can guarantee that he did not rehearse it front of a mirror?

Like many other commentators, then, the author underlines the theatrical character of Byron’s persona, its constructed character. Now insofar as Byron often functioned as alter-ego of his heroes it is legitimate to extend the question posed by Praz to the heroes themselves. Let us ask ourselves, then, whether the image presented by the Byronic hero, the Giaour’s “dark and unearthly...scowl” was not rehearsed in front of a mirror. We have already noted its constructed character, its evident theatrical quality. In the light of the above analysis then the answer to Praz’s question can only be, yes, it probably was. We are thus thrown back on our initial question. Why is it that we never the see the Byronic heroes mirroring themselves? Given the constructed character of their image, we can no longer reply that such an act is incompatible with the imperviousness of romantic identity to social demands. We are left with another hypothesis: we do not see them mirror themselves, because they do it in private. Away from the eyes of the fictional public found in Byron’s Tales, because such a spectacle would compromise their role, but, more important, away from our eyes, the eyes of the actual readers of the Tales, because the latter are written by an author who shares the goals of his heroes and has no interest in unmasking their performance.

The change that occurs in Sardanapalus is therefore crucial. Sardanapalus’s mirroring, his preparation to his heroic performance is not hidden to the public. And I am not referring to the fact that we, the readers, are allowed to see him in the act, something which could still be interpreted as a treacherous blow of the implicit author aimed at discrediting his character’s performance. What is important is that Sardanapalus deliberately mirrors himself in front of a public, the public of his courtiers, and does it a especially dramatic moment, where circumstances would suggest the outmost haste. Why?

5.4 Androgynous identity

Sardanapalus's androgynous identity is a central aspect of drama and has been the focus of several studies.
 Lynn Bird in her 1990 article, rejects the notion of bisexuality, arguing that Sardanapalus's effeminacy corresponds to sensuality and feminine sensitivity rather than sexual inclinations (see 170-1) 

 Perhaps, Bird relies on too compartimentalized a view of personality and sexuality. However, she is certainly right in arguing that there is no evidence of Sardanapalus’s active homosexuality. He has children, is in love with Myrrha, revels surrounded by “fair nymphs, who deign to share the soft hours of Sardanapalus,” and though his retinue includes those that Salemenes, the voice of conventional morality, dubbs “beings less than women,” this is to be understood as a reference to eunuchs. In any case, for Byron to make a homosexual or a bisexual the hero of a play would undoubtedly have been an  unprecedented and dangerous provocation. Thus, his ambivalent depiction of Sardanapalus might be read as an analogue of his decision to switch from actual to apparent incest in Abydos, or to base himself exclusively on Captain Bligh’s account of the Bounty mutiny in the Island, a partial concession to conventional views. On the other hand, by staying clear of this controversial issue, Byron has a better chance of retaining the contemporary public’s sympathy for the hero and thus to use the character more effectively to question conventional notions of masculinity.

In any case, whether homosexual or not, Sardanapalus is provocatively effeminate, a trait which is stressed by Salemenes already in the opening monologue. The self-conscious nature of this operation is fore-grounded by the attention Sardanapalus has for the use of codified social signals such as his dress: From the start he appears “effeminately dressed, his Head crowned with Flowers, and his Robe negligently flowing...” (I.ii.1). Androgyny, has been deliberately pursued by Sardanapalus throughout the play in order to destabilize a genderized binary opposition which demanded from him the rejection of pleasure, love, the arts, “the muses and the sex,” associated with his “effeminacy” and the adoption of a ethic of duty, restraint, authority. On a social level this would require the change from the egalitarian and open relationships Sardanapalus would like to entertain with those around him (“I seek to be loved not worshipped” III, i, 36) to formal and hierarchical relations, functional to the use of his power for militaristic purposes. Sardanapalus’s campy flaunting of his effeminacy is at its highest when circumstances force him to assume masculine roles. When he must intervene to stop the duel between Salemenes and Arbaces, this heroic act is first counterpointed by a bit of farcical buffoonery. He cries: “My sword! O fool, I wear no sword” (II, i, 178). He borrows one from a soldier and having achieved his goal, offers the following display of conventional feminine weakness: “A heavy one; the hilt, too hurts my hand. [To a Guard:] Here, fellow, take they weapon back” (2.1.194-5).

In the mirror scene this pattern is replicated. When forced by circumstances to transform himself into the active military leader he has tried in all ways not to be, Sardanapalus insists ironically on his effeminacy, affecting an interest in his external appearance, which is foregrounded by its inappropriateness to the urgency of the moment, and, precisely for this reason, should not be read in terms of indifference or vanity but as a deliberate staging of his right to a “effeminate” identity even when acting a role rigidly codified as masculine.

5.5 Private sphere and public sphere

A second aspect, closely related to the above, is the opposition between private and public sphere, between identity and social roles. By stressing the constructed character of his military role, Sardanapalus evidences what the Byronic hero strives to dissemble (see section 3.3), i.e., that identity is not simply a private matter, but must be necessarily articulated in terms of the interaction between private and public sphere. Yet, social codes are no longer rejected or complied with for manipulative purposes, but on the contrary taken into account in a playful, ironic, and critical mode. Sardanapalus shows us another way of mirroring oneself, another form of mediating with the requirements of society. This possibility has been extensively used and abused by him throughout the play: in contrast with the aloofness that characterizes the Byronic hero, Sardanapalus, while resisting the roles that he saw as destructive, adopts other roles characterized by strong social connotations (host, patron of artists), striving to be one who seeks to please and be pleased, a lover of the arts and of pleasure, the untiring organizer of carnival moments of Bakhtinian informality. What emerges in the mirror scene is a corollary of Sardanapalus’s acceptance of the social sphere: his awareness that roles are not absolute, that the individual has a space where he can negotiate between different discourses: if roles are constructed they can also be deconstructed.

Specifically, Sardanapalus mirroring is part of a more general strategy whose purpose is to defend his individuality from the role of monarch and military leader that has been socially imposed on him. As Richard Lansdown notes, Sardanapalus’s identity is subject to continues projections and pressures by the other characters (Lansdown 63). This is evident from the very first scene where Salemenes declares:

Yet, not all lost, even yet he may redeem
His sloth and shame, by only being that
Which he should not be, as easily as the thing
He should not be and is... (I, i, 18-21)

Social pressure is compounded by the weight of his ancestry, which Salemenes constantly brings to his mind. In putting on his armor, Sardanapalus is also putting on the role of monarch and of military leader that he has tried in all ways to avoid from the beginning of the play. His prolonged parading in front of the mirror serves to stress what the Byronic hero hides, namely that his heroic identity is a mask, that it exists for the benefit of a public. Through his flippant attitude, Sardanapalus stresses that the mask remains alien to him, that it does not belong to him, that he is speaking in a foreign language, based on signs forged by others and mechanically imposed on his person.

5.6 Dialogism

A third aspect suggested by the mirror scene is the split between thinking and acting subject, between the Sardanapalus who wears the armor and joins in the fight and the one who provides a running ironic commentary on his performance. From this perspective, the mirror scene represents a mise-en-abîme of the entire play, which dialogically articulates the two perspectives associated with femininity-pacifism vs. masculinity-militarism. This opposition is initially distributed among various characters, exploiting the intrinsic polyphony of the dramatic text, and, starting with this scene, critically assumed by the main character himself as an internal dialectic.

From this perspective, Sardanapalus belongs fully to the group of works produced by Byron after 1816, where the figure of the Byronic hero is problematized through the adoption of formal structures that are more dialogic compared to the verse narratives of the first period, with the noticeable exception of the Giaour. In Mazeppa (1817), as we have seen, this dialogism is enacted basically through a transformation of the role of narrator who has limited commentary in the Tales and, in any case, functions basically as an accomplice in the aggrandizement of the Byronic hero, but in Mazeppa takes on the function of ironic counterpoint to the hero’s perspective. This transformation is fully achieved only in Byron’s satirical works. But another strategy pursued by Byron is that of exploiting the intrinsic polyphonic tendency of drama: Manfred, Marino Faliero, The Two Foscari, Sardanapalus, Cain, Werner, all of Byron’s drama are posterior to 1816. In Sardanapalus, in particular, a structural feature of the Giaour, and to a lesser degree of Lara, is reintroduced, namely the opposition between individual and social perspective, which is entrusted to various characters (Salemenes especially, but also Myrrha and Arbaces). From the start, as we noted, Sardanapalus is accused of immorality, frivolity, and lack of concern for social welfare, accusation which he successfully rejects demonstrating the obtuse and critical compliance with authoritarian and violent values hidden beneath the apparent morality and civic rhetoric of his accusers.

This dialogic structure is not limited to the perspectives of which individual characters are the bearers but extends to the formal aspects of the play. In his introduction, Byron affects a preoccupation with neoclassical regularity, writing that he “the Author has in one instance attempted to preserve and in the other to approach, the ‘unities;’” and sarcastically protesting that “he is aware of the unpopularity of this notion in present English literature; but it is not a system of his own, being merely an opinion, which, not very long ago, was the law of literature throughout the world, and is still so in the more civilised parts of it.” In fact, one interesting characteristic of the play is that the neoclassical mode associated with the speeches of characters such as Salemenes and Myrrah and the traditional focus on the main characters is occasionally disrupted by Sardanapalus’s buffonery and the appearance of his train of courtiers, concubines, slaves and eunuchs (see especially I, ii and the banquet scene in act III), which in a staging of the play could be exploited to good effect. Sardanapalus’s ironic comments function as a counterpoint to the dominant linguistic mode, the epic rhetoric of Salemenes and other characters, and the appearances of Sardanapalus’s court function as moments of Bakhtinian carnivalesque, which undermines the hierarchical and puritanical values that Salemenes insists on.

5.7 The failure of dialogism

If this is the meaning of the scene, then it is necessary to point out how the play is ultimately the dramatization of q failure on all three thematic levels (androgyny, defense of identity, dialogism).

The first failure has to do with Sardanapalus’s inability to preserve an androgynous identity despite his assumption of a role codified as male. As the play goes on Sardanapalus assumption of a conventionally masculine identity is not experienced by him as a mediation with circumstances, but increasingly as a final awakening of his true spirit, the fierce and naturally domineering nature he had repressed in order not to abuse his power. The problem is compounded by the fact that the heroines fail to provide an alternative model in the public sphere. This is particularly evident in the two prominent female figures, Myrrha and Semiramis (or rather the Semiramis envisioned by Sardanapalus in his dream). In the public sphere, Myrrha fully conforms to the militarist model, undermining the association between femininity and pacifism that was established early in the play. This is how Sardanapalus describes her behavior in battle:

 ...like the dam
Of the young lion, femininely raging,
(And femininely meneath furiously,
Because all passions in excess are female,)
Against the hunter flying with her cub,
She urged on with her voice and gesture, and
Her floating hair and flashing eyes, the soldiers
In the pursuit. (III, i, 380)

It is significant that Myrrha is Greek and, as such, she is associated in the Byronic imagination to a positive view of military heroism, both on account of its classic connotations (Greek military virtues as a defense of the liberty of its polis) and of its modern connotations (the necessity of military virtues to liberate Greece from Turkish domination). Sardanapalus's attitude toward Myrrha is significantly ambivalent. As Gordon Spence notes: “[Sardanapalus’s] description of Myrrha’s performance in the battle show that he is an admiring lover who recognizes her ferocity” (66). On the other hand, McGann is right to point out how the association between Myrrha e Semiramis, Sardanapalus’s blood-thirsty ancestor, is reinforced by the dream of act IV (Fiery Dust 231). The dream is evidence of how shocking it is for Sardanapalus to discover that femininity proves no safeguard against the nightmare of violence and imperialism and the fear that his own feminine side is unable to save him from pursuing the same pattern followed by his ancestors .

Perhaps even more significant than Myrrha’s violence are her political beliefs. For Myrrha, political power is inevitably associated with oppression and manipulation, a conception that goes directly counter to the hedonistic and libertarian vision of whom Sardanapalus would like to be the bearer:

MYR. I speak of civic popular love, self-love,
Which means that men are kept in awe and love,
Yet not—oppress’d—at least they must not think so.
Or if they think so, deem it necessary,
To ward off worse oppression, their own passions.
A king of feasts, and flowers, and wine, and revel,
And love, and mirth, was never king of glory. [I, ii, 537-43]

Here we have a contradictory combination of civic rhetoric with aristocratic contempt, not far from Burke’s combination of nationalistic celebration of the British people with contempt for swinish multitudes and resembling the contradictory rhetoric that characterizes the Byronic hero's political stance (see section 2.2). 

The plot of the play seems to endorse the traditional nineteenth century division between a private feminine sphere and a public masculine sphere, since feminine values turn to be politically and ethically damaging when applied outside the private sphere. Far from making him a better leader, Sardanapalus’s “effeminacy” leads him to rash acts of clemency, as when he pardons the conspirators, or excesses of violence, as when he desires to have the ambassador killed. In fact, if any exchange between the two spheres occurs, it is the values of the public sphere that threaten to impinge on the private sphere, since in Myrrha’s speech the authoritarian, puritanical military ethos associated with the public sphere is used by her to criticize the private life-style of the king and his subjects. Femininity here takes the guise not of the gentle and sensual concubine, but of the castrating mother: Myrrha becomes an analogue of the Queen, whose moral stance she subscribes to.

This first failure is related to the second, Sardanapalus’s inability to defend his private values against the pressure of society, his inability to perform his public role of military leader without interiorizing the underlying ideology. As Lansdown notes “...since Sardanapalus’ arousal, there is little to tell between him and his military henchman Salemenes himself” (66). What is crucial is that the failure is not simply external, due to circumstances beyond Sardanapalus’s control, but, more important, psychological, due to Sardanapalus’s egocentric view of himself and the world he moves in. 

From a political perspective, Sardanapalus’s egocentric naivete consists in the illusion that the “private” is automatically transferred into the “public,” that the liberality of his private train corresponds to the liberality of the kingdom. Yet, this is not the case. Salemenes’s reference to the suffering of the people as well as the revolt that develops, perhaps on account of this suffering, suggest that Sardanapalus is blind to the actual condition of his people, that he has truly abdicated the responsibilities of his role. Given his power and his egocentrism, even the freedom of his court is suspect and Groys's reservations on Bakhtin's view of carnival seems appropriate: "One should not even speak of democracy here: no one is given the democratic right to shirk carnival, to not take part, to remain on the sidelines. On the contrary, precisely those who try to do so are the first to be subject to well-deserved 'cheerful vilifications and beatings'" (in Dutton).

From a personal perspective, the problem is the fact that Sardanapalus’s pacifism and tolerance are contradicted by the contempt and indifference he has for his subjects. For Sardanapalus, the well-being and freedom he claims he has given his subjects is conceived as a grand gesture, a magnanimous concession to people he despises rather than a political right:

These slaves whom I have nurtured, pampered, fed,
And swoln with peace, and gorged with plenty, till
They reign themselves—all monarchs in their mansions—
Now swarm forth in rebellion, and demand
His death, who made their lives a jubilee (IV, i, 312-16)

Sardanapalus proves himself capable of containing his contempt and resentment, sparing the ambassador. But what he lacks is an awareness that liberty and well-being are a right rather than a concession, and that his value as a sovereign is dependent on his capacity to construct a political system closer to his ideals, rather than on occasional high-minded acts of magnanimity.

The third failure is the most serious one since it has not a question of what the play represents but what the play is: it is the failure of the play as dialogic text. While it is true that the polyphonic structure that is intrinsic to any dramatic work guarantees the articulation of different perspectives in Sardanapalus, it is also true that the range of perspectives is rather limited and the dialectic between different perspectives is practically nil. For one thing, the choice of am adapted version of neoclassical drama as genre intrinsically plays down the social perspective in favor of the individual one. As Jeffrey Cox notes, certain generic choices were politically connoted:

Neoclassical tragedy through the rules of decorum excluded the mass action and violence that had marked the French Revolution as a transforming event. Shakespearean tragedy, as read by audiences and critics of the period, focused upon the great, isolated man; it was not the vehicle for portraying historical events shaped by forces or agents other than individuals. Backed by the government-sponsored theaters and revered as heart of British culture, traditional tragedy offered a prestigious model to imitate, but its very form exerted pressures on content that tended to convert any account of revolutionary events towards a conservative position (598).

In Sardanapalus, in fact, we do get some mass scenes when soldiers or Sardapalus's court appear on stage. On the other hand, the attention is totally focused on the main hero and the “people” as thinking subjects, who in Marino Faliero had succeeded in putting on a shy, Alfierian, appearance, appear only through their cynical aristocratic representatives Arbaces and Beleses, the traditional schemers of anti-jacobin theater, and are therefore basically denied representation though rhetorically instrumentalized by Sardanapalus and Salemenes alike to justify their political stance.

It is true that, in the first part of the drama as we have said, the neoclassical solemnity that characterizes Salemenes’s speeches is counterpointed by the carnivalesque moments when Sardanapalus’s train breaks onto the scene, or by Sardanapalus’s buffonery. But this dialectic has no equivalent in the extended dialogues of the main characters, which are in fact characterized by a marked lack of “dialogism.” Consider for example the following exchange that occurs after Salemenes has accused Sardanapalus of being indifferent to the suffering of his people:

SAR. Why, what makes thee the mouthpiece of the people?
SAL. Forgiveness of the queen’s, my sister’s wrongs;
a natural love unto my infant nephews;
Faith to the king, a faith he may need shortly,
In more than words; respect for Nimrod’s line; (I, ii, 82-6)

A curious dialogue. Nothing of what Salemenes mentions (loyalty to the crown, to the royal family, to Nimrod’s line) logically qualifies him as a representative of the people, indeed the opposite seems true. Salemenes identifies the well-being of the people with the military glory of its kings, and the absurdity of the proposition undermines his credibility. The same thing happens when he attacks Sardanapalus’s extravagant expenses, as Spence notes:

Salemenes stresses the king’s failure to control the satraps and also the fact that the people are paying for his revels through taxation (I, ii, 105-11, 119-20). But the justice of these points is lost on Sardanapalus, partly because in making them the other has invoked the bloody glory of Baal (I, ii, 112-8), so that in reply the king can say: “I understand thee—thou wouldst have me go / Forth as a conqueror” (I, ii, 121-2). (61)

Salemenes’s position is therefore inconsistent and superficial, he functions as Galileo’s Simplicius or Plato’s Trasimachus rather than a true interlocutor, and Sardanapalus exploits this weakness to avoid responding to the accusations and counteract on other points, discrediting his interlocutor. But ad hominem attacks are logical fallacies. If Salemenes’s military ambitions seem the product of an obtuse acceptance of a senseless sanguinary tradition, this does not mean that his criticism does not deserve a better answer. In general, we note that the text lacks precisely the polyphonic character that might have led Byron to choose the dramatic form in the first place. If in Antony and Cleopatra, we have a dialectic of “Egyptian” and “Roman” values, in Sardanapalus, notwithstanding the heavy influence of the Shakespearean text (Lansdown 71-2), the dialectic is extremely limited: the only alternative to Sardanapalus’s indifference are the more actively authoritarian positions of Salemenes and Myrrha, a superficial dialogism which ends up obscuring the more fundamental contradictions at hand.

This reading is confirmed by the second part of the drama, which comes after Sardanapalus’s assumption of his role as military reader. Insofar as Sardanapalus represents the only alternative voice in the chorus, his immersion in the discourse of heroic militarism necessarily brings about necessarily a foreclosing of perspectives. His contempt for the people is shared by all characters from Myrrha to Belial; in the second part of the play, these characters cease finding fault with Sardanapalus and the play as a whole seems increasingly bent on aggrandizing the character rather than highlighting the limits of his position. After having donned the armor, Sardanapalus proves himself capable of overcoming the more self-indulgent aspects of his earlier stance and brilliantly performing his role as heroic and charismatic leader, earning the respect and admiration of all the characters that previously criticized him, who turn into a increasingly fawning audience. The revolution does not bring about a new awareness of his problematic relation to his subjects nor a change in his attitude (Spence 67). Sardanapalus’s continuing contempt for the people (the epithet “slaves” continues to be a favorite) becomes associated with his new heroic status, aligning him with the traditional stereotype of the Byronic hero. Now that his contempt for his subjects is associated with the right political and moral behavior, Salemenes and Myrrha seems to find little to criticize in it.

The only corrective to the ascendant discourse of military heroism is limited to the farcical counterpoint enacted by Sardanapalus himself, previously discussed. This counterpoint too become increasingly feeble as the play proceeds and Sardanapalus’s speech increasingly aligns itself to the epic rhetoric appropriate to his tragic ending. For the rest, as Lanswdown notes, Sardanapalus is basically undistinguishable from his “military henchman” Salemenes. What had begun as an opposition between two political perspectives, associated with two characters, is reduced to a difference in style, to private modes of being, to Sardanapalus’s ability to carry out his role of sovereign and military leader with the aristocratic wit and detachment that Salemenes lacks. By presenting Sardanapalus as the only bearer of a semblance of anti-heroic perspective, the text ends up obscuring the complicity of Sardanapalus himself with militaristic discourse. Like Mazeppa, Sardanapalus is transformed once again into the old Byronic hero, but the fact that this behavior has been imposed by the circumstances saves him from any material responsibility, while subjective responsibilities are obscured by his ironic detachment.

Ultimately the play appears as a piece of self-justification and aggrandizement, expressing Byron’s uneasiness with his political passivity in the Ravenna period, his reservations on authoritarian and violent modes of political transformation and his fantasizing of a more active engagement in politics, which, however, he could only envision in terms of his emergence as heroic military leader.
 Thus, the play ends up expressing a desire to reconcile two opposite figures, that of the ironic and progressive intellectual and that of the heroic military leader, two most unlikely bed-fellows. Ultimately, the dialogism that problematizes the discourse of heroic militarism turns into inconsistency and contradiction and the irony that Sardanapalus directs against that discourse ends up puncturing his own construction as heroic figure. 

Conclusion

With the publication of Beppo and of the first two cantos of Don Juan, Byron had identified a cultural area, that of sexual morals, where he was capable of carrying out an effective and relatively unproblematic attack against hypocritical and oppressive values.  When the effort was made to translate this oppositional stance into the political field, Byron, as always, was faced with serious difficulties.  As Jennifer Calder notes:

. . . he could attack hypocrisy, injustice, specious government, but that wasn’t particularly difficult or challenging.  What was difficult was to find in England an embraceable cause.  the objects of his fragmented attacks were often too close to what sustained him for comfort, and this further complicated matters.  (112)

Works such as Mazeppa and Sardanapalus represent tentative efforts to translate his oppositional stance from the private into the public sphere, an effort paralleled by Byron’s move from Venice to Ravenna, from the two years of partying and love affairs to the relative stability of the relationship with Teresa Guiccioli and the involvement in the carbonari schemes of her brother and father. Yet, I don’t think Byron’s involvement in Italian political affairs, and Greek ones later on, can be read as the overcoming of the political impasse illustrated by Calder; rather it is its evasion, at least in theoretical terms. In the Tales, Byron evades the problem of liberty and democracy by exploiting the peculiar condition of the group of outlaws where the presence of constant external threat creates a pressing common interest which pushes into the background the question of the distribution of power, enabling the implicit author to connote as “free” what is actually a rigidly authoritarian social structure.  National causes function in very similar ways, since the goal of independence takes precedence over that of the future political configuration of the nation.  In Italy or Greece, Byron could be a revolutionary and an aristocrat.  In England this was no longer possible. 

An analogous impasse is reached in Mazeppa and Sardanapalus. Here we find a marked effort to translate the oppositional view that Byron had elaborated in relation to dominant sexual morals in an alternative political model, but the effort fails because in both cases, Byron, while criticizing the authoritarian conception underlying the psychological and political model exemplified by the Byronic hero, is unable to elaborate a convincing alternative and ultimately succumbs to the enduring fascination of the figure. The complexity of the ideological and esthetic issues is compounded by the fact that, in both works, the two protagonists function both as heroes and commentators, and are therefore responsible for the ironical undermining of a model they are ultimately accomplice to. Mazeppa is the sarcastic narrator of the central narrative of the work, yet he functions as heroic leader in the framing narrative. In Sardanapalus the function of raissoneur would formally pertain to Salemenes, who however uses it to present a very weak apology of heroic militarism, leaving the role to Sardanapalus himself. Both Sardanapalus and Mazeppa provide a critique of heroic militarism, but the critique looses its effectiveness because it is ultimately self-serving, meant to aggrandize them as a type of leaders alternative, though in fact similar, to Carl XII or Salemenes, thus reinstating the model that has been undermined. 

A more effective way out of this impasse was for Byron to further distance the perspective of the text and that of the hero. This could be achieved in several ways. One strategy was to cut down on the aggrandizement that characterized earlier works and to place hero and antagonist on equal footing, a tendency already visible in Lara. We have seen how the Western / Eastern opposition is used in most Tales to qualify the opposition between the hero and his antagonist. This feature is already absent in Lara, where Otho is Christian like Lara and generally a honorable feudatory. In the Siege of Corinth, published in 1816, Byron went one step further, making Alp an ally of the Turks and Minotti the defender of Christianity. He also made Alp the aggressor, highlighting the irrational, personalistic and destructive aspects of the Byronic hero's behavior, which are glossed over in works such as Abydos and Corsair. A similar strategy is pursued in Werner and in the Island, where we have again the figure of the rebel outlaw presented in a rather unfavorable light. In the Island, for example, Christian’s revolt seems largely unjustified. He also exhibits an uncharacteristically mean and dishonorable behavior, shooting one of his enemies after pretending to surrender, an act that can be usefully contrasted with Conrad’s refusal to kill Seyd in his sleep when Gulnare offers him the chance. In both works, the distance is further increased by making the Byronic hero a minor character rather than the main focus of the reader’s sympathies. A slightly different approach is used in works such as Marino Faliero. While Byron retains the sympathy of the reader for the military leader, the play does not center on heroic deeds but on the doubts that torment the character, who becomes himself expression of the dialectic between the desire for justice and the implications of political violence (see Watkins “Violence”). 

Another related technique, which Byron had only tentatively experimented with in Mazeppa, was to clearly separate the roles of commentator and hero. Don Juan is the most obvious example, but a similar process occurs in the Deformed Transformed, where Byron clearly separated the roles of the protagonist, who in one act functions as heroic leader, and that of Mephistopheles, who provides a sarcastic running commentary on the hero’s actions, thus separating the responsibilities of the narrator and the text as a whole from those of the main hero. Also, by limiting himself to the passive role of commentator, the narrator becomes the source of analysis and criticism, but does not have the responsibility of materially exemplifying alternative courses of political action. Thus Don Juan, we get a strong feeling of what is wrong, cruel, or absurd, but little or no idea of possible alternatives outside the realm of private behavior. Finally, Byron also addressed the problem by changing the nature of the main character itself. It is a fact that works such as Don Juan and the Island strike most readers as generally more mature and less contradictory than Mazeppa or Sardanapalus and their political and moral visions seem more consistent. One reason it is so is that  Byron set aside both the problem of how to achieve political change as well as the problems associated with heroic leadership by turning his heroes into anti-hero, from leaders to leaded, soldiers or officers, individuals subject to the varying demands, impositions, and whims of authority and fate.  As Marylin Butler notes of Byron and Shelley:

Symptomatic of their difficulty in believing in man’s power to change things is their positioning of their heroes in relation to an action. Both in early works incline towards activist-heroes who achieve great deeds on a scale of fantasy... later both cast most of their heroes as bystanders. (Romantic 125)

Characteristically, even when Byron speculated on Juan’s eventual engagement in political activity (the French Revolution) he ultimately foresaw him in an unquestionably passive position: kneeling at the guillotine in expectation of having the seat of reason removed. 

This is not to belittle Byron’s achievement. In his later works, and in his masterpiece in particular, by staying largely on the terrain that suited him most, that of morals and personal behavior, and by basing his exploration of political issues more on his doubts than on his aspirations, Byron was able to create and create himself as a reliable implicit author and, in Wayne Booth’s words, to “give us a sense of travelling with a trustworthy companion,” certain that our doubts would find room in the hospitable meanders of his digressions. 

Indeed, I would ultimately argue that to the extent that we take into account the possibility of appropriation, which an open text like Don Juan so much invites, it is possible to argue that the work does not fail completely as an actively engaged political work.  While Matthew Arnold and along with him the politically more moderate nineteenth century celebrated Byron as the author of Childe Harold and Manfred, there was also a different public who successfully struggled to translate the liberal and anti-authoritarian spirit of Don Juan in crucial and enduring democratic achievements:

Byron’s attacks on the political establishment in Don Juan . . . , available only in underground editions because of government prosecutions, were . . . veritable Holy Writ among the discontented workers, and their sentiments helped inflame popular radicalism between the 1820s and the 1840s.  (Altick, 41). 

From this perspective, Byron’s decision to replace Murray with John Hunt as his editor and to sell Don Juan at one thirtieth of the price of Childe Harold was politically much more radical than that of putting himself at the head of an artillery division in Greece.
 As for the elaboration of a more actively democratic vision it was out of his scope and perhaps even out of his time. Juan’s involvement in the French revolution which Byron was contemplating might had offered the chance to engage these complex issues, but, as he often did in Don Juan, Byron chose to drop the argument in mid-sentence, one April evening of 1824, near Missolonghi, where he had enthusiastically gone to play a part he did not believe in.
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 �I therefore share the reservations expressed by McGann in the preface to Fiery Dust:


While I admire much in Mr. Gleckner's book, particularly the commentary on the Oriental Tales, I cannot agree with his controlling idea that Byron's is a poetry of radical despair. His poetry is indeed built upon a vision of the world's horror and absurdity, and while he never for a moment forgets this vision, his later poetry frequently advances alternative insights and possibilities. (ix)


Interestingly, in the Romantic Ideology (1983), McGann states that he had originally been misled by his enthusiasm for Byron's difference from other Romantics. His revised reading of Byron in fact comes close to Gleckner's view: "Disheartened by his world and his own inability to alter its force or circumstance, Byron creates in his poetry a drama of disillusioned existence" (127) and whatever alternatives Don Juan may seem to provide it remains a "grand and pitiful illusion" (138). 


� In this case as well as others, McGann attributes to the work, under the guise of irony, more control than other critics are willing to concede, a critical divergence that I would like to further investigate.


� The history of Byron's ambivalent attitude towards Napoleon is well-traced by Hogg.


� For possible answers to these questions, see Joseph.


� If some things are missing, they are considered better.


� For a general discussion of the romantic fragment poem, see Levinson. 


� Here I am using Cesare Segre's terminology for whom literary texts may be analyzed in terms of the following categories:


1. Discourse. The text in its superficial linguistic aspect.�2. Plot. The result of the segmentation of the discourse in units of content.�3. Fabula. A re-ordering and selection of the units of content which reconstructs the succession of events and the consecution (cause ( effects) and eliminates data extraneous to this pattern.�4. Narrative model. The fundamental structure of the narration. It consists in a number of functions that belong to a narrative model common to a corpus of similar narrations, or, perhaps, of all possible narrations. (16).


� The Giaour sold 13.500 copies (see Clair).


� My division, in fact, corresponds generally to the one offered by Susan Wolfson and Peter Manning in their notes to Lord Byron: Selected Poems. On the other hand, their reconstruction of the fabula is occasionally doubtful. Fragment 180-287 is said to be "the murder of Hassan" (790). In fact, as shown in the above scheme, even in the original manuscript version, the lines actually correspond, in my view, to two typographically and semantically distinct fragments. More important, one fragment contains a description of the Giaour riding along the shore (189-199) and the second (277-287) a general proleptic reference mention of the "curse" sent against Hassan "to turn a palace to a tomb," but we find no description of the "murder of Hassan." Furthermore, the Giaour's appearance on the shore occurs much earlier in the story than Hassan's murder, and, therefore, the fragment could not describe it, except, as a generic proleptic reference. The fragment corresponds in fact to the moment of the failed rendezvous with Leila, followed in the fabula by Leila's murder, Hassan's shocked reaction to his deed, his expedition, and finally the ambush where he is killed by the Giaour. That the Giaour's appearance on the shore (fragment 189-199) corresponds more or less to the moment of the failed rendezvous is made clear in fragment 439-472, lines 467-472. Also questionable is Wolfson and Manning’s characterization of fragment 352-386  (which I describe as two fragments) contained in lines, as "a boatman’s encounter with Hassan and Leila’s corpse" (760). For in the following fragment, the fisherman describes the movement of the sack when it is cast in the water (see section � REF _Ref421599300 \r \h ��1.9�). Corpses do not move.


� Abydos is a partial exception insofar canto 2 is told almost entirely by an homodiegetic narrator. On this see section � REF _Ref421785668 \r \h ��3.4�.


� The original line actually reads: "The power of Thought--the magic of the Mind." (1: 182).


� Besides making more sense, Marshall’s interpretation is certainly more intriguing, since it suggests that Byron deliberately left the attentive reader the burden of vindicating Lara’s good name. In his 1968 study, Gleckner peremptorily dismisses Marshall’s thesis as absurd. Most critics ignore the issue, though Christensen and Franklin are two recent exceptions. Franklin, while not quoting Marshall explicitly, notes that in the poem "it is hinted that [Kaled] may have murdered his enemy" (37). On this topic see section � REF _Ref421601420 \r \h ��3.3�.


� For an interesting discussion of these two female figures, see McKusick and Franklin, Haidée and Neuha. 


� For Melanie Klein, infants have a divided attitude towards the parts of the mother they are conscious of, and split them in "good object," the source of gratification, and "bad object," the source of frustration. The purpose is to prevent love impulses and aggressive impulses from being directed towards the same object and preserve the infant from the resulting anxiety. 


� Interestingly, this tendency is reversed towards the end of poem, where the situation of Lara and his men comes increasingly closer to the model propounded in earlier Tales, that of the small band of outlaws connected by ties of personal fealty to their leader. After the initial success, Lara’s motley army of "brigands" begins to crumble till finally:


...thousands dwindled to a scanty band:�desperate, though few, the last and best remain,�To mourn the discipline they late disdain’d. (2: 311-313)


 Their only hope is to "bear within them to the neighbouring state / An exile’s sorrows, or an outlaw’s hate" (2: 316-317). The situation bears an ever closer resemblance to the one described at the beginning of the later work Mazeppa, where, after the defeat of Pultowa, the army of Charles XII is reduced to a fleeing "band of chiefs" (45). In both works the band’s last hope is to escape by crossing a river that marks the border with another country. Finally compare


Are those the shepherds’ fires upon the height?�Alas! they blaze too widely for the flight:�Cut off from hope, and compass’d in the toil, (Lara, 328-330)


with:


 the watch-fires in the distance sparkling--�The beacons of surrounding foes-- (Mazeppa, 28-29)


� Many years ago, when I was an undergraduate in Italy, I took the trouble of actually counting what I considered to be narratorial intrusions in Mazeppa. I quote here the results which should be taken with a grain or two of salt. In the framing narrative, the number of lines containing narratorial intrusions amount to only 9% of the total (total lines in the framing narrative). In the central narrative (excluding the transitional section at the beginning and end) they amount to 13% (4% if we exclude the long digression from 723 to 762, which, being a unit on its own, influences the tone of the narrative much less than if those comments had been interspersed throughout the whole central narrative). In the transitional section, instead, the percentage of narratorial intrusions goes up to 37%. 


Specifically, in the framing narrative there are narratorial intrusions in the following lines: 9-14, 31, 32, 44, 51, 52, 867-869; in the central narrative, the lines are: 437, 438, 485, 486, 510, 518-520, 524, 525, 563-568, 723-762; in the transitional section (at the beginning and end of the central narrative) the lines are 132, 134, 158, 165, 175-80, 182, 188-202, 217-9, 224-31, 234-43, 255, 257, 263, 279-81, 283-94, 318, 319-24, 328-30, 342, 354, 356, 392-422, 842-3, 847-870.


� According to Wolfson and Manning, Mazeppa was written betwen April 1817 and September 1818 (Lord Byron 810). Byron’s mentions Mazeppa in the following passage of a letter to Murray written on July 10, 1818: "I have completed an Ode on Venice; and have two stories--one serious & one ludicrous (a la Beppo) not yet finished--& in no hurry to be so". As Marchand: "This seems to be the first indication that Byron was at work on Don Juan, which he had begun on July 3, 1818. The 'serious' story may have been Mazeppa, which, however, was not finished by September, and was not published until the following year" (Portrait 284). This is evidenced by another letter, addressed to Hobhouse, dated September 20, 1818, where Byron writes: "I have written the first Canto (180 octave stanzas) of a poem in the Style of Beppo -- and have Mazeppa to finish besides" (Letters, VII: 71). The indication that Byron had finished working on Mazeppa is contained in a letter to Hobhouse dated November 11, 1818. After having described the first canto of Don Juan Byron adds: "Besides this "Pome" there is "Mazeppa" and an Ode on Venice -- the last not very intelligible -- and you may omit it if you like -- Don Juan -- and Mazeppa are perhaps better -- you will see" (Letters, VII: 76)


� The episode is taken directly from a passage of Voltaire’s Historie de Charles XII, cited as an epigraph to Mazeppa. In fact, already in Voltaire it is possible to detect an ironic undertone, specifically in the insistence on the pathetic contrast between Charles status as a conqueror and his inability to ride properly (Charles had not ridden during the battle on account of a foot wound, but he was forced to mount one to escape):


Le roi fuyant et poursuivi eut son cheval tué sous lui; le Colonel Gieta, blessé, et perdant tout sa sang, lui donna le sien. Ainsi on remit deux fois à cheval, dans la fuite, ce conquérant qui n'avait pu y monter pendant la bataille. (McGann, Lord Byron 343)


 ("The king escaping and pursued, had his horse killed under him; Colonel Gieta, wounded, and losing much blood, gave him his own. He was thus set back on horse two times during his escape, this conqueror who had not been able to mount one during the battle," translation mine). 


Voltaire was surely one of the many ghosts whispering in Byron's ear while he was writing Mazeppa. The influence of Voltaire should be inscribed in the general mock-heroic spirit of 18th century French and English culture, which certainly played a decisive role in the shift in Byron's attitude towards the rhetoric of heroic militarism.


� Another exception to the rule occurs in the unfinished The Deformed Transformed. As in Sardanapalus, the action is significant, being related to the hero's systematic self-questioning, which differentiates him from the traditional Byronic hero of the Tales.


� (Translation mine.) Dato il dandysmo del suo spirito che cosa di più probabile che il Byron conformasse deliberatamente se stesso alla figura dell’angelo maledetto? Perfino il terribile modo di guatar bieco col quale egli spaventava la gente, specie le sue amanti, chi può garantire che non se lo studiasse allo specchio? (56)


� In an article published in 1984, Charles Clancy notes that: “The most prevalent critical approach, which takes a number of forms, is that which examines the principle of [sexual] duality in the play” (56). He then provides a useful survey of critics, such as G. Wilson Knight, Paul Elledge, Allan Whitmore, who have followed this approach. Gordon Spence develops on Clancy, extending his survey to other critics (McGann, Cooke), relating existing critical divisions to the “moral and sexual” ambivalence of the play, and calling attention to the play’s complex framing of conventional notions of femininity and masculinity. For a more extensive treatment of this issue see Susan Wolfson's “‘A Problem Few Dare Imitate’: Sardanapalus and ‘Effeminate Character,’” published in 1992.


� For the biographical background of the play see Landsdown, for Byron’s reservations on revolutionary violence see Watkins, “Violence, Class Consciousness, and Ideology in Byron's History Plays."


 	�According to William St. Clair (see 35) Childe Harold was initially sold at 31 shillings. And after a year the price was lowered to 14. Don Juan, too, was initially sold at 31 shillings, but when John Hunt became the editor a cheap one shilling edition was made available.
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