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LITERATURE

BYRON IS CONSIDERED BY MANY TO HAVE BEEN THE FIRST MODERN-STYLE CELEBRITY. FAMOUSLY DESCRIBED BY LADY
CAROLINE LAMB AS ‘MAD, BAD AND DANGEROUS TO KNOW’ LORD GEORGE GORDON BYRON LATER NOEL, 6TH BARON
BYRON, IS REGARDED AS ONE OF THE GREATEST OF EUROPEAN POETS WHOSE LEGACY OF INSPIRATION IN POETRY,

MUSIC, THE NOVEL, OPERA AND PAINTING HAS BEEN IMMENSE.
BORN WITH A CLUBFOOT, WHICH HAD A PROFOUND EFFECT ON HIS FUTURE TEMPERAMENT, BY THE AGE OF TEN, HE
HAD INHERITED THE BARONETCY AND NEWSTEAD ABBEY IN NOTTINGHAMSHIRE. HE WAS EDUCATED AT HARROW AND
TRINITY COLLEGE, CAMBRIDGE WHERE HE KEPT A BEAR AS A PET IN HIS ROOMS OUT OF ANNOYANCE AT THE COLLEGE

RULES THAT FORBADE PET DOGS. HE LATER SUGGESTED THAT THE BEAR APPLY FOR A COLLEGE FELLOWSHIP.
BYRON HAD A GREAT FONDNESS FOR ANIMALS NOTABLY FOR A NEWFOUNDLAND DOG HE CALLED BOATSWAIN WHICH

WHEN IT CONTRACTED RABIES BYRON NURSED WITHOUT FEAR OF BEING BITTEN OR INFECTED. BOATSWAIN LIES
BURIED AT NEWSTEAD ABBEY AND HAS A MAGNIFICENT MONUMENT MUCH LARGER THAN WAS LATER BUILT FOR HIS

MASTER.
BY 1807 BYRON HAD PUBLISHED HIS FIRST COLLECTION OF POEMS ‘HOURS OF IDLENESS’. IN 1809 HE TOOK HIS SEAT IN

THE HOUSE OF LORDS AND THEN SPENT TWO YEARS TOURING PORTUGAL, SPAIN, MALTA AND THE LEVANT. HE SWAM
THE HELLESPONT, WROTE HIS FAMOUS LYRIC ‘MAID OF ATHENS’ AND BECAME FIRED WITH THE POLITICAL IDEAL OF

FREEING GREECE FROM TURKISH DOMINATION.
HIS FIRST GREAT LITERARY TRIUMPH CAME WITH THE PUBLICATION OF THE FIRST TWO CANTO’S OF ‘CHILDE HAROLD’ IN
MARCH 1812. HE WAS LIONISED BY ARISTOCRATIC AND LITERARY LONDON, SURVIVED A HECTIC LOVE AFFAIR WITH LADY
CAROLINE LAMB AND BECAME THE CONSTANT COMPANION OF HIS HALF SISTER AUGUSTA, WHO LATER GAVE BIRTH TO A

DAUGHTER, ELIZABETH MEDORA LEIGH WHO IS GENERALLY REGARDED AS BYRON’S. IN 1815 HE MARRIED LADY
CAROLINE’S COUSIN ANNABELLA MILBANKE AND HAD A DAUGHTER, ADA WITH HER. BY NOW HIS DEBTS WERE



ACCUMULATING AND PUBLIC HORROR AT THE RUMOURS OF HIS INCEST AND HOMOSEXUALITY WAS RISING. ANNABELLA
LEFT BYRON AND A LEGAL SEPARATION WAS ARRANGED.

IN 1816 HE TRAVELLED TO GENEVA WHERE THE SHELLEYS AND CLAIRE CLAIRMONT HAD RENTED A VILLA. AFTER FOUR
MONTHS OF WRITING INCLUDING CANTO III OF ‘CHILDE HAROLD’ HE LEFT FOR ITALY AND HIS DAUGHTER BY CLAIRE,

ALLEGRA WAS BORN IN JANUARY 1817 IN ENGLAND. WHILE LIVING A RIOTOUS LIFE IN VENICE HE COMPLETED ‘MANFRED’
AND TRAVELLING TO ROME HE PASSED TASSO’S CELL WHICH INSPIRED HIS ‘LAMENT OF TASSO’. IN 1818 HE SOLD

NEWSTEAD ABBEY AND WAS AT LAST FREE FROM FINANCIAL WORRIES. BACK IN VENICE HE MET TERESA, COUNTESS
GUICCIOLITO TO WHOM HE BECAME DEEPLY ATTACHED FOLLOWING HER AND HER HOUSEHOLD TO RAVENNA WHERE HE
WROTE THE ‘PROPHECY OF DANTE’. IN 1820 HE BECAME INVOLVED WITH THE CAUSE OF THE ITALIAN PATRIOTS. IN 1822

HIS DAUGHTER ALLEGRA DIED LEAVING BYRON DISTRAUGHT WITH GRIEF. HE LEFT WITH THE COUNTESS AND HER
FAMILY FOR LEGHORN WHERE LEIGH HUNT JOINED THEM AND WITH WHOM BYRON CO-OPERATED ON THE PRODUCTION
OF THE ‘LIBERAL’ MAGAZINE. IN 1824 HE ARRIVED, AFTER A SERIES OF MISHAPS AND ESCAPES, IN MISSOLONGHI WHERE

HE FORMED THE ‘BYRON BRIGADE’ AND GAVE LARGE SUMS OF MONEY AND GREAT INSPIRATION TO THE INSURGENT
GREEKS, BUT BEFORE HE SAW ANY SERIOUS MILITARY ACTION HE DIED OF FEVER IN APRIL. IT HAS BEEN SAID THAT HAD
BYRON LIVED HE MIGHT HAVE BEEN DECLARED KING OF GREECE. REVERED EVEN TODAY AS A NATIONAL HERO BY THE
GREEKS THE NAME OF BYRON IS STILL A POPULAR BOY’S NAME, AND A SUBURB OF ATHENS IS CALLED VYRONAS IN HIS

HONOUR.
BYRON’S BODY WAS EMBALMED, BUT THE GREEKS WANTED SOME PART OF THEIR HERO TO STAY WITH THEM, SO HIS
HEART REMAINED AT MISSOLONGHI, PLACED IN AN URN THAT WAS LOST WHEN THE CITY WAS SACKED. HIS OTHER

REMAINS WERE SENT TO ENGLAND FOR BURIAL IN WESTMINSTER ABBEY. THE ABBEY REFUSED TO ACCEPT THEM ON
GROUNDS OF ‘QUESTIONABLE MORALITY’. HUGE CROWDS VIEWED HIS BODY AS HE LAY IN STATE FOR TWO DAYS IN

LONDON BEFORE BEING BURIED AT THE CHURCH OF ST MARY MAGDALENE IN HUCKNALL, NOTTINGHAMSHIRE. A MARBLE
SLAB GIVEN AS A MEMORIAL BY THE KING OF GREECE IS LAID DIRECTLY ABOVE BYRON’S TOMB.

BYRON’S FRIENDS RAISED ONE THOUSAND POUNDS TO COMMISSION THORVALDSEN TO SCULPT A STATUE OF THE
POET. IT WAS COMPLETED IN 1834, BUT REMAINED IN STORAGE FOR THE NEXT TEN YEARS AS MOST BRITISH

INSTITUTIONS, INCLUDING THE BRITISH MUSEUM AND THE NATIONAL GALLERY, REFUSED TO HAVE IT INSTALLED. IT WAS
FINALLY PLACED IN THE LIBRARY OF TRINITY COLLEGE, CAMBRIDGE. IT WAS NOT UNTIL 1969, 145 YEARS AFTER BYRON’S

DEATH, THAT A MEMORIAL WAS ERECTED TO HIM IN POET’S CORNER IN WESTMINSTER ABBEY.

 


