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George Gordon Lord Byron: A Brief History


Lord Byron was born as George Noel Byron in 1788 in the moors of Aberdeen, Scotland. He had

a club foot, a poor family, and the odds inevitably stacked against him. He sought comfort with his nurse 

during his childhood, who was said to be romantically involved with Byron even at age nine, a relationship

that would damage his perception of women and sexuality. At age ten, his Uncle perished, allowing him to 

become the Lord of his estate. Despite his high title, he grew up amidst an angry mother, a physician that did 
little to help his birth defect, and another physician that just made his condition more painful. He finally 
received a prescription brace from London before he began his schooling at Harrow. Here, he became 
bisexual and began to write poetry. His poems began to take an ominous, depressing tone as the people 
around him became increasingly hostile towards him. His aunt, who he spent an entire summer with, only 
referred to him as “that lame boy.” 

He attended Trinity college and began his professional career as a poet there, publishing Hours of 
Idleness, a work panned by critics. He responded with English Bards and Scot Reviewers, a humorous satire 
that appeared without his name on it. He gained a reputation as a financially reckless person during this time 
and also become an unabashed womanizer. 


After a sea voyage to Albania, Byron wrote Childe Herold, Athens, an autobiographical piece. He 
described many strange lands in his poetry and seemed to possess a distate for society’s current ways. After 
many affairs with woman in high standing, Byron settled down with Anne Isabella Milbanke. His marriage 
was a tempestuous affair which Byron tolerated only through intoxication. His wife gave birth to Augusta 
Ada later that year, but he was separated from his wife. Although only rumors remain, the split was 
reportedly caused by Lord Byron’s affair with another woman. 


Byron went into exile, which further increased the public’s interest in his wildly active social life. He 
arrived in Scotland and joined the great poetic party of Percy Bysshe Shelley, William Godwin, Shelley’s 
wife Mary Wollstonecraft, and Claire Clairmont, a woman who Byron had affairs with in multiple countries. 
There, he published Prisoner of Chillon, but didn’t stay in Scotland for its release. He was off to Italy to 
begin work on Beppo and Don Juan. Claire had his illegitimate, Allegra, who was born out of wedlock.

Byron became even more promiscuious and sought the hand of a married woman, Teresa Guicciolo. 

She was only nineteen, but he succeeded in wooing her and her father was impressed by his ideas, and 

indoctrinated Byron into an Italian secret society for revolution. Eventually, the society was discovered and 

Teresa’s brother and father were forced into exile, and Teresa followed. Byron instead moved in with 

Shelley in Pisa after publishing several cantos yet continued to visit Teresa daily. After Shelley drowned, 

Byron began to write alongside Leigh Hunt and created the Vision of Judgment and The Liberal. 


Soon after, Byron sacrificed his imagination for warfare. Acting on his idea that it was better to live 

life than to write about it, be fought alongside the Greeks for their independence and became deathly ill 

during the conflict. He became comatose and finally died in April, 1824.


Despite his undeniable prowess and impact on poetry, the Westminster Abbey refused to honor 

Byron after his death. They pointed to his insatiable love for women, his rebellious nature, and his 

scandalous reputation and would point to such things while ignoring his body of work until 1969. Now he 

has found his proper place in the house of poets with a plaque on the abbey’s floor.
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                                    A Spirit Passed Before Me

From Job

A spirit passed before me: I beheld
The face of immortality unveiled - 
Deep sleep came down on every eye save mine - 
And there it stood, -all formless -but divine:
Along my bones the creeping flesh did quake;
And as my damp hair stiffened, thus it spake:

"Is man more just than God? Is man more pure
Than He who deems even Seraphs insecure?
Creatures of clay -vain dwellers in the dust!
The moth survives you, and are ye more just?
Things of a day! you wither ere the night,
Heedless and blind to Wisdom's wasted light!"

Darkness
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I had a dream, which was not all a dream.
The bright sun was extinguished, and the stars
Did wander darkling in the eternal space,
Rayless, and pathless, and the icy earth
Swung blind and blackening in the moonless air;
Morn came and went -and came, and brought no day,
And men forgot their passions in the dread
Of this their desolation; and all hearts
Were chilled into a selfish prayer for light;
And they did live by watchfires -and the thrones,
The palaces of crowned kings -the huts,
The habitations of all things which dwell,
Were burnt for beacons; cities were consumed,
And men were gathered round their blazing homes
To look once more into each other's face;
Happy were those which dwelt within the eye
Of the volcanoes, and their mountain-torch;
A fearful hope was all the world contained;
Forests were set on fire -but hour by hour
They fell and faded -and the crackling trunks
Extinguished with a crash -and all was black.
The brows of men by the despairing light
Wore an unearthly aspect, as by fits
The flashes fell upon them: some lay down
And hid their eyes and wept; and some did rest
Their chins upon their clenched hands, and smiled;
And others hurried to and fro, and fed
Their funeral piles with fuel, and looked up
With mad disquietude on the dull sky,
The pall of a past world; and then again
With curses cast them down upon the dust,
And gnashed their teeth and howled; the wild birds shrieked,
And, terrified, did flutter on the ground,
And flap their useless wings; the wildest brutes
Came tame and tremulous; and vipers crawled
And twined themselves among the multitude,
Hissing, but stingless -they were slain for food;
And War, which for a moment was no more,
Did glut himself again; -a meal was bought
With blood, and each sate sullenly apart
Gorging himself in gloom: no love was left;
All earth was but one thought -and that was death,
Immediate and inglorious; and the pang
Of famine fed upon all entrails -men
Died, and their bones were tombless as their flesh;
The meagre by the meagre were devoured,
Even dogs assailed their masters, all save one,
And he was faithful to a corse, and kept
The birds and beasts and famished men at bay,
Till hunger clung them, or the drooping dead
Lured their lank jaws; himself sought out no food,
But with a piteous and perpetual moan,
And a quick desolate cry, licking the hand
Which answered not with a caress -he died.
The crowd was famished by degrees; but two
Of an enormous city did survive,
And they were enemies: they met beside
The dying embers of an altar-place
Where had been heaped a mass of holy things
For an unholy usage: they raked up,
And shivering scraped with their cold skeleton hands
The feeble ashes, and their feeble breath
Blew for a little life, and made a flame
Which was a mockery; then they lifted up
Their eyes as it grew lighter, and beheld
Each other's aspects -saw, and shrieked, and died - 
Even of their mutual hideousness they died,
Unknowing who he was upon whose brow
Famine had written Fiend. The world was void,
The populous and the powerful was a lump,
Seasonless, herbless, treeless, manless, lifeless - 
A lump of death -a chaos of hard clay.
The rivers, lakes, and ocean all stood still,
And nothing stirred within their silent depths;
Ships sailorless lay rotting on the sea,
And their masts fell down piecemeal; as they dropped
They slept on the abyss without a surge - 
The waves were dead; the tides were in their grave,
The Moon, their mistress, had expired before;
The winds were withered in the stagnant air,
And the clouds perished! Darkness had no need
Of aid from them -She was the Universe!

On Chillon
Eternal Spirit of the chainless Mind!
Brightest in dungeons, Liberty, thou art;
For there thy habitation is the heart - 
The heart which love of thee alone can bind;
And when thy sons to fetters are consigned,
- To fetters, and the damp vault's dayless gloom - 
Their country conquers with their martyrdom,
And Freedom's fame finds wings on every wind.
Chillon! thy prison is a holy place,
And thy sad floor and altar, for 'twas trod,
Until his very steps have left a trace,
Worn, as if thy cold pavement were a sod,
By Bonnivard. -May none those marks efface!
For they appeal from tyranny to God.

The Destruction of Sennacherib
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The Assyrian came down like the wolf on the fold,
And his cohorts were gleaming in purple and gold;
And the sheen of their spears was like stars on the sea,
When the blue wave rolls nightly on deep Galilee.

Like the leaves of the forest when summer is green,
That host with their banners at sunset were seen:
Like the leaves of the forest when autumn hath blown,
That host on the morrow lay withered and strown.

For the Angel of Death spread his wings on the blast,
And breathed in the face of the foe as he passed:
And the eyes of the sleepers waxed deadly and chill,
And their hearts but once heaved, and for ever grew still!

And there lay the steed with his nostrils all wide,
But through it there rolled not the breath of his pride:
And the foam of his gasping lay white on the turf,
And cold as the spray of the rock-beating surf.

And there lay the rider distorted and pale,
With the dew on his brow and the rust on his mail;
And the tents were all silent, the banners alone,
The lances unlifted, the trumpet unblown.

And the widows of Ashur are loud in their wail,
And the idols are broke in the temple of Baal;
And the might of the Gentile, unsmote by the sword,
Hath melted like snow in the glance of the Lord!

                               Lines Scribed Upon a Cup Formed From a Skull
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                                      Start not -nor deem my spirit fled:
In me behold the only skull
From which, unlike a living head,
Whatever flows is never dull.

I lived, I loved, I quaffed like thee;
I died: let earth my bones resign:
Fill up -thou canst not injure me;
The worm hath fouler lips than thine.

Better to hold the sparkling grape
Than nurse the earthworm's slimy brood,
And circle in the goblet's shape
The drink of gods than reptile's food.

Where once my wit, perchance, hath shone,
In aid of others' let me shine;
And when, alas! our brains are gone,
What nobler substitute than wine?

Quaff while thou canst; another race,
When thou and thine like me are sped,
May rescue thee from earth's embrace,
And rhyme and revel with the dead.

Why not -since through life's little day
Our heads such sad effects produce?
Redeemed from worms and wasting clay,
This chance is theirs to be of use.

Interpretations

A Spirit Passed Before Me: This poem is about the embodiment of god or a similarly powerful deity visiting a sleepless figure, who is assailed with the knowledge of how frail humanity and imperfect humanity is.

(Analyzed) Darkness: Darkness is an apocalyptic piece that is melancholic and destructive simultaneously. The poem addresses the cruelty of the universe, the inevitability of death, and the pain and finality that comes when such a cataclysm occurs. There are almost biblical images interspersed in the poems’ lines, perhaps representing a Christian Rapture or a similar deity’s wrath upon the world.

Mood: Apocolyptic

Tone: Grave

On Chillon: On Chillon’s central message is that under incarceration, your mind is always free. Liberty is always with you, even when you are bound to a single place for the rest of your existence, because no jail warden can alter your thoughts or change your beliefs.

  The Destruction of Sennacherib: This poem tells the tale of a group of nights who descend upon a village in Galilee in the Spring of their lives in a full-on assault. However, both the knights and all the villagers are killed, not by the sword, but by the passage of time. The poem seems to be about how you can be snatched away from the mortal world even before you can accomplish what you seek to accomplish. 

Lines Scribed Upon a Cup Formed From a Skull: Byron is describing a goblet that has an elegy inscribed upon it composed of dark, very subtle humor. The skull’s “owner” is telling the drinker that once he is dead, he is of little use, and with his brain removed, what better replacement for the mind is there than wine? 
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