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Introduction

& Introduction

at the height of his

¢! I \he great object of life is Sensation’, Lord Byron declared to his future wife in ~ Byron aged 26, 1814,
September 1813: popularity, in a

painting by Thomas
Phillips.
to feel that we exist, even though in pain. It is the ‘craving void’ which drives

Newstead Abbey

us to Gaming, to Battle, to Travel — to intemperate but keenly felt pursuits of
every description whose principal attraction is the agitation inseparable from

their accomplishment.

This craving for sensation could be explained in rather simple psychological
terms: Byron needed to assert his identity having lost his (in any case unreliable)
father in infancy or, he was lame and needed to
prove himself just as active and able as others.
It can also be explained more broadly as
characteristic of its time. The writings of
eighteenth-century philosophers, including Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, had promoted the importance
of individual feelings and sensibilities, and, at least
at the beginning, the French Revolution and
Napoleon Bonaparte had seemed to promise the
fulfilment of such individual liberty. Disappointed
at the more complicated reality of events, a
number of English writers, including William
Wordsworth, had turned their back on their own
youthful 1790s faith in revolution and unfettered
personal responses. Byron’s generation, too young
actually to have seen the revolution turn sour and
not yet entirely convinced that Napoleon was

more pragmatist than idealist, were readier to

proclaim the power of ‘sensation’.
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Whichever explanation one prefers, Byron at times derived similar stimulus
or ‘agitation’ from his many sexual relationships and, usually more lastingly, from
writing poetry. This last was an activity which he insisted was inferior to military or
political action. But he also insisted that it was inescapable: that it was ‘the lava of the
imagination whose eruption prevents an earthquake’, preventing the poet simply
going mad. He often expressed scepticism about the idea of poetry as a sacred calling
— as it was, for instance, for Wordsworth — yet he experienced a similar compulsion
to write it. Byron has joined the list of poets we usually call ‘the Romantics’ but he
could be downright derisory about other Romantics and had boundless respect for
the more classical ‘Augustan’ poets against whom they — and in practice he — were in
many ways reacting.

Byron’s life exhibited similar paradoxes. He participated in idealistic love
and casual sex, was bisexual, by turns an ascetic and a libertine, idle and furiously
productive, a religious sceptic who admired Roman Catholicism, an aristocrat and a
republican. This extravagantly contradictory figure has always been the delight of
biographers; more people have heard that he was ‘mad, bad and dangerous to know’
(as Lady Caroline Lamb put it) than have read the poems. But the work and the life
need not be separate: the work often explores versions of Byron’s own life and
opinions, contradictions and all. Byron’s best poems refuse to avoid paradox. And in
thus refusing easy answers he is arguably as much a modern poet as a Romantic or

an Augustan.
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Early Years

< Early Years

T he Byrons were well known for their recurrent financial problems, sexual
promiscuity, and drinking. The S5th Lord, the poet’s great-

uncle, killed a fellow landowner in a drunken argument in

1765 and, judged guilty only of manslaughter by the
House of Lords, withdrew to Newstead Abbey, his
ancestral home in Nottinghamshire, where he
presided over its steady dereliction and
impoverishment. Once keen on bombarding
model boats on the lake at Newstead with a
small cannon, as he became poorer he was
reduced to such amusements as keeping
crickets and staging cockroach races. He
disinherited his son for rejecting marriage

with an heiress — the sort of woman the
poet was to call ‘a golden dolly’ — in favour

of a love-match with his equally poor cousin
Juliana. The family fortunes ought to have
revived when Juliana’s brother Captain John
Byron (1756-1791) married two fairly ‘golden’ brides
in succession — Amelia, Marchioness of Carmarthen,
who died soon after the birth of their daughter, Augusta, in
1784, and in 1785 Catherine Gordon, an innocent young
Scotswoman whom he met at Bath, centre of fashion and marriage-making.

Catherine Gordon, daughter of the 12th laird of Gight in Aberdeenshire, Catherine Gordon
Byron, the poet’s

was very proud (‘as haughty as Lucifer’, said her son) of her descent from King James ¢y, by Thomas

I of Scotland. More important, as far as her husband was concerned, was the £23,000 Stewardson.
she brought him. He ran through much of it during their short marriage. Sometimes  7obn Murray
known as ‘Mad Jack’, he was an ex-army officer addicted to gambling, women, and

high living. Mainly to avoid creditors, the couple moved several times between
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England, France, and Scotland. (The ancestral estate at Gight soon had to be sold.)
John Byron remained in France while Catherine gave birth to their son, the future
lord and poet George Gordon Byron, at lodgings in Holles Street, London, on
22 January 1788. After this the captain appeared, intermittently, only in order to
charm yet more money out of his wife. She protested violently at his foolishness but
gave in; fortunately, knowing her own weakness, she had her remaining £4,222 of
capital securely placed in the hands of trustees in March 1788. She grieved when the
feckless husband died at Valenciennes, by dissipation or suicide, in 1791. But later, in
her explosive moods, she would, says Byron, ‘rake up the ashes of my father’, abuse
him and say, with strong Scottish emphasis, that her son would be ‘a true Byrrone,
which is the worst epithet she can invent. George, who was two years old when he
last encountered his father, later claimed ‘1 perfeétly remember him; and had very
early a horror of matrimony, from the sight of domestic broils’ [quarrels].

Catherine Byron’s black periods — mother and son too had their ‘domestic
broils’ — were perhaps congenital but were exacerbated by her rather neglected
childhood and troubled marriage and by her son’s own wilfulness and love of mischief.
People who knew Byron in Aberdeen, where he and his mother lived from 1789,
remembered him pricking her fleshy arm with a pin as they sat in their pew at Old St
Paul’s Episcopal Chapel and interfering with a mill-wheel by ‘pittin’ bits o’ sticks and
orra things’ in it. Bored during a visit to Lady Abercromby of Birkenbog, he put his
coat and hat on a pillow and launched it from an upper room ‘with a shriek ... in the
hope of persuading his mother that he had accidentally fallen’. One reason for his
need to let off steam in this way was his sensitivity about his lameness and the pain
caused by attempts to treat it. There has been some debate about the exact nature of
the condition, but we know that his right foot turned inward. Corrective footgear did
little to help and perhaps even made matters worse. For much of his life he remained
sensitive about the way he walked. As a child he allegedly shouted ‘Dinna speak of it!”
ata woman who had the temerity to allude to it; he had learnt more stoicism and more
wit by the time he wrote, in 1811, that ‘in another existence I expect to have two if not
Jour legs by way of compensation’. Some have attributed Byron’s melancholy, his
sexual over-activity, or his poetic ability to his foot; more certainly there was a

compensatory element in his passion for riding, boxing, and long-distance swimming.



After some limited early schooling, Byron was sent to Aberdeen Grammar
School in 1794. The curriculum at this time consisted almost entirely of Latin; the
rest of his education happened mostly at home. He read widely, liking especially
history and the Old Testament, the whole of which he had apparently read by the age
of eight. Richard Knolles’ General History of the Turks (1603) was one of the works

, ‘uum el
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which predisposed him towards his later interest in things eastern. Another legacy of
these Scottish years was a love of mountains and waters. He retained in particular a
strong impression of Lachin y Gair (or Lochnagar), with its ‘eternal snows’, towering
‘so majestically above the rest of our Northern Alps’. The poem ‘Lachin y Gair’
included in Byron’s Hours of Idleness (1807) dwells nostalgically on such scenes.

If Byron felt nostalgia for the land he left at the age of ten, he remembered
with much more intense feeling his precocious love, possibly at the age of seven, for
his cousin Mary Duff. ‘I recollect all we said to each other, all our caresses, her

features, my restlessness, sleeplessness....How the deuce did all this occur so early?’

Early Years

Castle Street, Aberdeen,
in 1812. In some moods
the adult Byron dwelt
fondly on the fact that b
was ‘half a Scot by birth
and bred/A whole one’
(Don Juan, X.17).

The British Library
2370.b.4
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West view of Newstead
Abbey, c.1815. The
‘grand arch ... once
screen’d many an aisle’
of the medieval abbey.
(Don Juan, XII1.59).

Newstead Abbey

he wondered in his journal in 1813. ‘I certainly had no sexual ideas for years
afterwards; and yet my misery, my love for that girl were so violent, that I sometimes
doubt if I have ever really been attached since’. Hearing later of her marriage ‘was
like a thunder-stroke — it nearly choked me’. Byron had sought, as often afterwards,
an ideal love unlike his all-too-human relationship with his mother. Another early
relationship proved more traumatic: starting when he was about nine, he explained
to his friend Hobhouse, ‘a free Scotch girl’ - his nurse May Gray — ‘used to come to
bed to him and play tricks with his person’. This activity — now classifiable as child
abuse — continued for perhaps two years until she was dismissed when the boy at last
complained about her conduct (including ‘perpetually beating him’ when drunk) to
John Hanson, the solicitor who looked after the Byrons’ financial and 6ther affairs.
Byron’s life and his mother’s changed suddenly when, in May 1798, he

succeeded as 6th Lord Byron on the death of his great-uncle. The ten-year-old was,




