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NOTES ON BYRON’S LETTERS AND JOURNALS, AND 

CORRESPONDENCE 

Peter Cochran 
 

These seventeen PDF files represent the beginning of a much bigger project. 

 

————— 

 

I am very grateful to John and Virginia Murray for permission to 

quote texts from Byron’s Letters and Journals, ed. Leslie A. Marchand 

(John Murray 1973-1994). 

 
————— 

 

In a world where, as Tony Blair proclaimed in one of his first speeches as Prime Minister, 

no consumer item can be allowed a shelf-life of more than two years or the world economy 

will grind to a halt, Byron has to be re-invented at regular intervals. Now the world 

economy has ground to a halt anyway, the mental process dictating his re-invention 

staggers on, even though the economic motive might be said itself to be in need of re-

invention. 

 In the olden days, the cinema gave us the Dennis Price Byron, the Richard 

Chamberlain Byron, the Gabriel Byrne Byron, the Philip Anglim Byron, and the Hugh 

Grant Byron. Television has given us the Jonny Lee Miller Byron, and as I write (May 

2009) threatens us with the Rupert Everett Byron. Radio has given us a Michael Sheen 

Byron, a Byron Who Should Have Employed Max Clifford, and a Byron who was a 

Fashion Icon. 

 Ours is – the media imply – a value-free culture, in which, for example, the death of 

Jade Goody deserves ten times more coverage than the death of Natasha Richardson 

because there’s more money to be made out of the death of the media-generated, value-free 

celebrity than out of the death of the real, valuable person. Byron Studies showed how 

whole-heartedly it partook in such a culture the other year, when the death of Elma 

Dangerfield received ten times more attention than the death of Megan Boyes. 

 Ours is also a post-modern, “post-Christian, post-historical, post-literate”
1
 culture, in 

which, to keep things going, most events more than forty-eight hours old have – just like 

two-year-old consumer items – to be shoved down the Memory Hole. The most important 

events of the century so far – the explosions which destroyed the World Trade Centre on 

September 11th 2001 – were shoved down the Memory Hole on the day they happened.
2
 In 

Orwell’s 1984 they re-wrote history: now, we just forget it – or rather, pay no attention to it 

even as it happens. This is reflected in Byron Biographical Studies, in which Phyllis 

Grosskurth and Benita Eisler are replaced at the mouth of the Memory Hole by Fiona 

MacCarthy, who is in turn shoved down it by … Edna O’Brien. 

 Academe – in olden times a bulwark against such Barbarian Invasions – has shown 

itself strangely vulnerable to the same pressures. To restrict ourselves to Byron Studies: it 

has given us the Cultural Materialist Byron, the Feminist Byron (we await the Post-

                                                 
1: J.M.Coetzee, Disgrace (Vintage 2000), p.32. 

2: I was on a computer course on 9/12, and no-one mentioned 9/11. I took advantage of the computer 

I was at to e-mail my friends in New York, and was criticised for wasting time. 
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Feminist Byron with eagerness), the post-Colonialist Byron, the Neo-Colonialist Byron, the 

Eco-Aware Byron, the Lacanian Byron, the Philhellenic Byron, the Byron who Admired 

Turks, the Historicist Byron, the New Historicist Byron, the Queer Byron, the Performative 

Byron, the Topographical Byron, the Gothic Byron, the faux-Islamic Byron, the European 

Byron, the Scots Byron, the proto-Catholic Byron, and (most relevant) Byron the Self-

Promoting, Self-Reinventing Consumer Item. In olden times such a cornucopia would have 

been admired as demonstrating the multi-facetted nature of its subject: now it looks like a 

response to market pressures. 

 In such a colourful, miasmic world, a project such as the present one, which aims at 

placing on the Internet What Byron Actually Wrote, and What People Wrote To Him, 

seems dull, sad, and self-defeating: what’s marketable about that? 

 

————— 

 
The news that Robert Southey’s letters were going to be put on the Web – all of them – in 

correct texts, for the first time – caused some Byron scholars to feel themselves challenged. 

At first they just thought of asking permission to digitise Leslie A. Marchand’s edition, but 

then it was pointed out that, invaluable as Marchand’s scholarship would be, it might be 

possible to produce a text for the letters closer to the originals than his. 

 The famous and universally used John Murray edition, which Marchand edited, was 

conceived as a commercial proposition, not an academic one, despite Marchand’s 

considerable academic standing and expertise. In order to get as much text on to the page as 

possible, Byron’s dashing and paragraphing is often cut down, so that his style looks more 

homogenous and correct than it in fact is. 

 Here is part of a letter from Byron to Scrope Davies, written on January 26th 1819, 

from Marchand’s edition (BLJ XI 171-2): 

 
 I have finished another canto in 206 stanzas – with less love in it – and a good 

deal of Shipwreck – for which I have studied the Sea, many narratives – and some 

experience, at least of Gales of Wind. – If we are to yield to this sort of cant – Johnson 

is an immoral writer – for in his first imitation – London he has “cures a Clap” – and 

again 

 [“] – – swear 

 He gropes his breeches with a Monarch’s air”. 

 

Surely far grosser – & coarser than anything in Juan. – Consult “London”. – I will try 

what I can do against this disgusting affectation – and whether I succeed or not – the 

experiment will be made. – – It is my intention to write a preface stating that the poem 

is printed against the opinion of all my friends and of the publisher also, – & that the 

whole responsibility is mine – & mine only. – – H[obhouse] talks to me about the 

woman – & of the thing being forgotten – is it so? – I have not forgotten – nor 

forgiven. – – And Ellice talks of my standing “well & high” – who cares how I stand – 

if my standing is to be shaken by the breath of a bitch – or her infamous Setters on? – 

– If she was Scylla with all her dogs – I care not – I have swum through Charybdis 

already. – I write in haste and in very bad humour – but in all hurry and in every Mood 

always 

yrs. truly & affectly 

 B 

 

P.S. – I have written in such haste, as to omit the most essential of All – “the Monies” 

– I should like to know what is to make me amends for the “ducats” I should have 
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received – fairly & hardly earned – am I neither to have them nor “my pound of flesh 

nearest the heart?” – I will have both. – – 

 

 And here is the same passage, re-edited from BL Loan 70 / 1 ff.33-4: 

 
I have finished another canto in 206 stanzas – with less love in it – and a good deal of 

Shipwreck – for which I have studied the Sea, <&> many narratives – and some 

experience, at least of Gales of Wind. – If we are to yield to this sort of cant – Johnson 

is an immoral writer – for in his first imitation – London he has “cures a Clap” – and 

again 

 – – – – swear 

 “He gropes his breeches with a Monarch’s air”. – 

 

Surely far grosser – & coarser than anything in Juan. – Consult “London”. – I will try 

what I can do against this disgusting affectation – and whether I succeed or not – the 

experiment will be made. – – – 

It is my intention to write a preface stating that the poem is printed against the opinion 

of all my friends and of the publisher also, – & that the whole responsibility is mine – 

& mine only. – – – – 

H. talks to me about the woman – & of the thing being forgotten – is it so? – I have 

not forgotten – nor forgiven. – – 

And Ellice talks of my standing “well & high” – who cares how I stand – if my 

standing is to be shaken by the breath of a bitch – or her infamous Setters on? – – – 

If she was Scylla with all her dogs – I care not – I have swum through Charybdis 

already. – I write in haste and in very bad humour – but in all hurry and in every 

<m/>Mood always yrs. truly & affectly 

 [scrawl] 

P.S. 

I have written in such haste as to <for> omit the most essential of All – “the Monies,” 

– I should like to know what is to make me amends for the “ducats” I should have 

received – fairly & hardly earned – <if I> am {I} neither to have them nor “my pound 

of flesh nearest the heart?” –. I will have both. – – – – – – – – 

 

Sometimes Byron places a dash or two in the middle of a line, but sometimes he fills up the 

whole line with dashes after a concluding word or two of the previous section – either 

signalling a paragraph, or expressing anger. What Marchand here makes into one paragraph 

(from the Johnson quotation to the signature) Byron in fact writes in four paragraphs, 

divided by double and triple dashes, with one furious thought to each paragraph. Where 

Marchand ends with two dashes, Byron in fact ends with eight. Marchand’s paragraphing is 

determined on a paper-saving principle throughout, and his principle about dashes is never 

to give more than two. He converts underlinings to italics, omits many erasures, and 

smoothes out all interlineations, making Byron look more stylish and spontaneous than he 

is. Marchand never gives the letter’s address, and never uses superscript, which everyone 

did then (and which R.E.Prothero, in his earlier edition for Murray, does all the time). 

 

—————— 

 

All other transcriptions are put to shame by those in Shelley and His Circle, edited by 

Donald Reiman and Doucet Devin Fischer, which reproduces in such fine detail that the 

mind boggles. Not only do they give paper size and type, but they put interlineations in 

their correct places, in appropriately sized fonts, vary the length of their dashes according to 

Byron’s usage, and even analyse the different international postage stampings on the 
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address-side. However, they do not indicate where each side of paper begins and ends, and 

their ampersands are far more elegant than Byron’s. 

 Sometimes it’s only on reading the version of a Byron text in their edition that you 

realise what exactly it is. For example, what seems at BLJ IV 293 to be letter from 

Annabella and Byron to William Hoar is in fact an inscription on the fly-leaf of a 

presentation copy of Hebrew Melodies. Marchand has no room here for the necessary 

annotation. 

 

—————— 

 

Often what might appear in Marchand’s edition to be all Byron’s work is in fact a letter in 

two hands (one – at BLJ IV 291 – is written entirely by Augusta Leigh). At BLJ I 100 is a 

letter to Elizabeth Pigot by Byron and John Pigot; at BLJ XI 133-4 is a joint letter to 

Charles Hancock by Byron and William Parry; and at BLJ XI 89-90 is a joint letter to 

Hancock by Byron and Dr Bruno. Most of Byron’s letters to Teresa Guiccioli from Greece 

are postscripts to letters from Pietro Gamba. Marchand gives only Byron’s contribution in 

such cases (except in the case of William Parry), without acknowledgement. There are 

other examples. The Internet edition would provide complete texts of them all. 

 Two places where Marchand doesn’t give adequate contextualization are BLJ V 15 and 

BLJ VIII 97. His academic disinterest is put to the test in both cases. The first appears to be 

the letter from Byron, dated January 16th 1816, in which he seems politely to ask 

Annabella when she’s leaving the house: but is in fact Annabella’s transcription of what she 

claims is such a letter, written for her mother’s benefit. This is not to doubt her accuracy, 

but the once-removed origin of the letter should have been made clear, especially for such a 

climacteric communication. The second is a letter to Hoppner, and goes thus (in a new 

transcription): 

 
Dr. Hoppner. – The moral part of this letter upon the Italians &c. comes with an 

excellent grace from the writer now living with a man & his wife – and having planted 

a child in the {N} Foundling &c. – with regard to the rest of the letter – you know as 

well as any one how far it is or is not correct – 

 

 Marchand annotates: 

 
This written on a letter of Claire Clairmont to Byron, dated March 24th 1821, 

protesting the placing of Allegra in a convent. It seems to indicate that at this point 

Byron was inclined to believe Elise’s story, relayed to him by Hoppner, that Claire 

had a child by Shelley, which they placed in a foundling hospital at Naples. 

 

 Claire’s anguished letter is at Stocking, The Claire Clairmont Correspondence, I 163-5 

– with Byron’s note. In its context, his sneering appendage is cruel, and, as with the letter 

“asking” Annabella “when she intends to leave him”, “he might be in danger of forfeiting 

our sympathy” if we saw the material surrounding either document in its original place. 

 In the full-scale Web edition, scans of some of the actual manuscripts will be made, 

with accompanying transcriptions. This does not always justify itself – some authors’ 

manuscripts are so dull, faded, and unexciting to look at, that the transcription itself has ten 

times more life than the original. But Byron’s more uninhibited letters – especially his 

angry ones from Venice – have a dynamic, tactile life of their own, which no transcription 

can reproduce. His paper is often of excellent quality, and has survived two centuries well. 
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This applies to the manuscripts of his letters more than to those of his poems, which are 

often soiled by printers’ handling. 

 A scan, whose magnifying ability is greater than that of the human eye, is often better 

than the original. 

 Mentioning R.E.Prothero reminds us of another disadvantage under which Marchand 

worked: that, with 1198 letters as opposed to Marchand’s “about 3000”, Prothero had more 

room for annotation, and for numerous, dense appendices, which give most modern 

scholars more than they can possibly handle. Prothero also has room for letters to Byron, of 

which Marchand gives none. 

 It is hoped that the Internet edition will combine the best of both Prothero and 

Marchand, with other pluses, and that, with infinite space to play with, there will be more 

than enough room for annotation and, using links, for the letters to which Byron is 

responding – or failing to respond. Much of the site will be taken up with letters to or about 

Byron. Thus we could at last contrast his hatred of Sir Samuel Romilly with the following, 

from Monk Lewis, November 3rd 1817: 

 
… there is one point, in which I must set you right – <Brougham> {Romilly’s} Clerk 

received your fee (as he has done many others) unknown to his Principal – 

<Brougham was> {Romilly} then {became} Lady B’s legal Adviser; But as soon as 

he discovered the circumstance of your fee, he refused to act any further for Lady B – 

although he declined acting for You: and this I think was just what He ought to have 

done, and I trust, that this explanation will acquit him of a charge, which I remember 

to have heard you bring against him – (National Library of Scotland Acc.12604 / 4247 

G) 

 

 Despite this unambiguous correction, Byron’s hatred for Romilly continued unabated. 

 Another advantage will be that all the letters which Marchand discovered while his 

edition was in progress, but too late to be included chronologically (including the Barclay’s 

Bank find of 1976), will be there in their right place, and with the letters to which they 

respond. Such dialogues as this will at last be visible: 

 

Davies to Byron, November 1818: 

 
Behold! I show you a mystery! Hobhouse is nominated by the Independent Electors of 

Westminster as a man <xxx> well qualified to fill in the vacancy occasioned by 

Romilly’s death – the court party support Sir Murray Maxwell – the Election will not 

take place before the beginning of January, a period so distant as to enable you to be 

an eye and ear witness of the proceedings – and I add that your presence and exertions 

might and certainly would contribute to H’s success. H. will appear each day on the 

Hustings and deliver fifteen lectures on Reform – Hear him – in mercy hear him – 

Leave your heavy baggage and all the other baggages at Venice, and you may reach 

England within fourteen days after the receipt of this letter – I will provide 

comfortable lodgings for you, and a front place in one of the booths close to the 

Hustings, that not a word of our friend’s eloquence may escape you – He already has a 

fair chance of success – your presence would ensure victory. H. is in a great fuss and 

fidgets and spits about like a catherine wheel – In vain will you ever again look for 

such an opportunity to show your regard for one who is devoted to you and yours – 

above all you will be amused. 

I have much to say to you which I dare not commit to paper – so let it rest till I see you 

which I hope to do in the course of six weeks – I have implored your attendance here 

without debating the propriety of my prayers – so great is my desire to see you, and so 

much is it to the interest of H. that you should be seen. 
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Lord Holland is now sitting at the table where I am writing this letter and desires me to 

make his apology for not having written to you lately – the hope of being able to tell 

you something better than what he at present knows makes him defer writing from day 

to day to the last syllable &c &c 

you will not be able to give your proxy, unless you yourself shall appear and take the 

oaths after the meeting of the new Parliament – Is not this a strong reason for your 

visiting England tho’ but for a fortnight – <Do>, in Gods name do your duty to your 

friend your principles and yourself – and come to England. Lord H. says the best and 

indeed only good argument for annual returns to parliament is that they would move 

your annual return to England – (National Library of Scotland Acc.12604 / 4178A) 

 

 Byron’s answer: 
Venice. Decr. 7th. 1818 –  

My dear Scrope, 

 You forget that as a Peer I cannot directly nor indirectly interfere 

in an Election (unless <as> {I were} proprietor of a Borough) so as to be of service to 

our friend Hobhouse. – You forget that my arrival would probably have the very 

reverse effect by reviving every species of Calumny against me for the 

<e/>Electioneering purpose of injuring him by the reflection, and that so far from his 

connection with me being of use to him on such an occasion – it may possibly even 

now be a principal cause of his failing in the attainment of his object. — I wish him 

every success, but the more I limit myself to wishes only – the better I shall serve him 

or any one else in that Country. – – – – – 

You can hardly have forgotten the circumstances 

 

1:2 

 

under which I quitted England, nor the rumours of which I was the Subject – if {they 

were} true I was unfit for England, if false England is unfit for me. – – You recollect 

that with the exception of a few friends <&> (yourself among the foremost {of those 

who staid by me}) I was deserted & blackened by all – that <all> {even} my relations 

(except my Sister) with that wretched Coxcomb Wilmot and the able=bodied Seaman 

George, at their head, despaired of or abandoned me – that even Hobhouse thought the 

tide so strong against me – that he imagined I should be “assassinated”; – I am not & 

never was apprehensive on that point – but I am not at all sure that <if> I should not 

be tempted to assassinate some of the wretched woman’s instruments, at least in an 

 

1:3 

 

honourable way – (Hobhouse’s {parliamentary} predecessor,3 one of them, having 

already proved the existence of Nemesis by cutting his own throat) and this might not 

much forward his Election. — – That sooner or later I must return to England – if I 

live – seems inevitable – as I have children – – connections – property – and interests 

political as well as personal to require my presence – but I shall not do so willingly – 

& nothing short of an imperious duty will recall me, – it is true the service of a friend 

is the most imperious of duties, but my return would not serve our friend Hobhouse in 

this instance – and this conviction is so strong that I should look upon my presence as 

an actual injury. — (BL Loan 70 / 1 ff.29-30) 

 

————— 

 

                                                 
3: Sir Samuel Romilly. 
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 There is drama in Byron’s use of paper. He was expert at filling up a bifolium 

precisely, even in his poetry, so that when at the end of Beppo he writes “My pen is at the 

bottom of a page”, this is literally so in the rough draft: in the fair copy, he can see in 

advance that it won’t be so, and enlarges his handwriting to ensure that it will be. By 

indicating the divisions between sheets, and also giving the number of blank sides in the 

bifolium, we can analyse Byron’s mood. If he’s relaxed, friendly and loquacious, he writes 

right down to the end of the fourth side: if cross (as he often is, especially in Venice), he 

snarls through just one side of paper and leaves the remaining three blank, by way of insult. 

Scans of the manuscripts would show this sort of comedy. 

 

—————— 

 

Over thirty letters have been discovered since Marchand’s last volume came out in 1994. 

 At least one gross obscenity has been discovered in a letter which previously we 

thought we knew. It was deemed even in 1977 to be too much for public display, and was 

covered by Marchand with a substitution. More may emerge. We hope so. 

 The John Murray Archive’s move to the National Library of Scotland, making it 

possible to work on Byron’s correspondence five-and-a-half days per week, from 9.30am to 

8.15pm (if you have the concentration) will be an obvious advantage. 

 

—————— 

 

These PDF files are only a beginning. We hope the final edition will incorporate numerous 

scans, and search engines which will facilitate an unprecedented examination of Byron’s 

journals and correspondence – which, as most agree, is as interesting as his poetry, but 

which is very seldom written about. 

 

—————— 

 

The aim of the edition is to take one stage further what Prothero often provided, but which 

Marchand had no space for: a good selection of letters to Byron, particularly where he is 

engaged in close dialogue with someone, so that without the other half of the 

correspondence one can’t really tell what he’s saying. Thus letters from Moore, Murray, 

Kinnaird, Hobhouse, Mary Shelley, Percy Shelley, R.B.Hoppner and others are here 

included, fleshing the tale out and making it more entertaining and comprehensible. When 

Byron is in London, and corresponding with Moore or Leigh Hunt, we can often see (such 

was the speed of postal communication) conversations happening on a day-to-day basis. 

 

There is also a substantial number of letters about Byron; several letters between Murray 

and Hobhouse; and, in green, selections from relevant letters by Byron’s Most Hated 

Person, Robert Southey. 

 

Important events are also entered in green, and the dates of the writing and publication of 

Byron’s most important works are in red. 

 

—————— 

 

Researching the project within British borders has been an interesting experience. 
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 To start with, the different environments: archives range from the open, relaxed and 

airy (the B.L. manuscript room, for example – as long as you don’t take any pens from your 

pocket, when an attendant is always at your side within seconds to confiscate it) to the 

mildly claustrophobic – and then to the ultra-claustrophobic. One archive has no windows, 

no ventilation, and is a veritable concrete bunker, out of the corner of which one would not 

be surprised to see Mr Bruno Ganz emerge, hands twitching, in his famous impersonation 

of Hitler. It also has no loo, so that this writer’s association of Byron research with a 

bursting bladder and acute constipation, derived from hours and hurried hours crouched 

over manuscripts in Italian archives, has been well-reinforced. 

 Then there is the controversy over how manuscripts should be kept. There is, it 

appears, an Archivists’ Theory battle in progress, over the question, “To mount and bind, or 

not to mount and bind?” At one end is a famous archive where all Byron’s letters are in 

loose bundles in W.H.Smith-type cardboard folders: in the middle are archives where the 

letters are kept singly in plastic envelopes, and then placed in cardboard folders: and at the 

far extreme are the collections where the letters are beautifully mounted and bound. 

Byron’s letters to Leigh Hunt in the V&A are so bound – but the zenith of such treatment is 

to be seen in the amazing Ashley collection in the British Library, where some of Byron’s 

most famous, rudest, and most energetic letters are exquisitely mounted, and then bound in 

massive folders which multiply their thickness and mass by a factor of ten, accompanying 

the precious letter at the folder’s centre with detailed notes and transcriptions: “preserved in 

a sunk mount and bound in dark blue levant Morocco by Rivière, together with a typed 

transcript and an artistic title”. The Ashley collection was the work of the famous / 

notorious bibliographer / forger T.J.Wise: say what you like about his ethics, he certainly 

valued his property, and treated it as the work of a great comic genius. Some lesser letters 

in smaller archives, there in Marchand’s time, seem to have disappeared: it would require a 

massive conspiracy for this to happen to a B.L.Ashley item. 

 Beyond even the Ashley extreme lie two archives where the manuscripts are thought so 

precious that you’re not allowed to see them at all – only photocopies. 

 Speaking of disappearance – about fifty of Byron’s letters seem to have disappeared 

since the time of R.E.Prothero, and are only known from his texts of 1898-1904 (though at 

least two have reappeared in Edinburgh, as if by magic). The texts of eighty-seven other 

letters (when last counted) come from books. Many letters to Dallas and Hodgson only 

exist in books about those two men, and the greatest mystery and potential disaster relates 

to the whereabouts of Byron’s letters to Moore, all of which disappeared sometime early in 

the 1840s, and are only known via Moore’s transcriptions: this applies also to Byron’s 

London and Ravenna Journals. To rediscover them would an event surpassing even the 

Barclay’s Bank find of 1976. One letter from Moore has been discovered. 

 Which archive contains most Byron letters? The answer is obvious: the National 

Library of Scotland, which has so many that counting is not possible: the B.L. too has too 

many to be counted; Carl H. Pforzheimer Collection in New York third with (I think) 114; 

the Harry Ransom Center in Texas is fourth with (I think) 106; the Pierpont Morgan 

Library has 65, including most of Byron’s letters to his mother; the Huntington, the 

Beinecke, Princeton / Taylor and Newstead Abbey each have about 30; and the Berg 

Collection, over the corridor from the Pforzheimer, has 24. 

 Several archives, including the Royal Library Copenhagen, Wisbech Museum, and 

Newcastle Public Record Office, have one Byron letter each. Four letters are in Russia, 

although inquiries have not so far elicited precisely where. But not to worry too much: they 

were all reproduced in photofacsimile in Stalin’s time. See Литературноє Настлєдство 

(1952), pp.953, 987, 991, and 992. 
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 No Byron manuscripts have been found so far in Asia, Africa, or Latin America. 

 There are several letters, including one to Shelley of August 5th 1821, which contain 

just a single line (“D
r
 S. – I wrote to you last week”). Which is Byron’s longest letter? 

Some would say it was also his best: on five sheets and with approximately 3,100 words, 

B.L.Ashley 4742 (Byron to Murray, from Ravenna, August 1st 1819), which describes his 

relationship with Margarita Cogni, is longer than any other. 

 

————— 

 

Few writers about Byron have had the confidence to argue, as W.H.Auden did, that his 

letters are better than most of his poetry, and that the former may usefully be used as a 

criterion by which to measure the latter. But in 1966 Auden did just that: 

 
If I had to introduce Byron to a student who knew nothing of his work, I would tell him: 

“Before you attempt to read any of the poetry, read all of the prose, his letters and 

journals. Once you have read these, you will be able, when you come to the poems, to 

recognize immediately which are authentic and which are bogus. You will find, I think, 

that only three are of major importance: Beppo, The Vision of Judgment, and Don Juan, 

all of them written, incidentally, in the same meter.” 

 It does not matter where one opens the prose; from the earliest years till the end, the 

tone of voice rings true and utterly unlike anybody else’s. 

 

This place [Cambridge] is wretched enough – a villainous chaos of din and 

drunkenness, nothing but hazard and burgundy, hunting, mathematics, and 

Newmarket, riot and racing. Yet it is a paradise compared with the eternal 

dulness of Southwell. Oh! the misery of doing nothing but make love, enemies, 

and verses. (1807) 

 

Dined [in Ravenna] versus six o’ the clock. Forgot that there was a plum-

pudding (I have added, lately, eating to my “family of vices” and had dined 

before I knew it. Drank half a bottle of some sort of spirits – probably spirits of 

wine; for what they call brandy, rum, etc, etc, here is nothing but spirits of 

wine, colored accordingly. Did not eat two apples, which were placed by way 

of dessert. Fed the two cats, the hawk, and the tame (but not tamed) crow. 

Read Mitford’s History of Greece – Xenophon’s Retreat of the Ten Thousand. 

Up to this present moment writing, 6 minutes before 8 o’the clock – French 

hours, not Italian. 

 Hear the carriage – order pistols and great coat – necessary articles. 

Weather cold – carriage open, and inhabitants rather savage – rather 

treacherous and highly inflamed by politics. Fine fellows though – good 

materials for a nation. Out of chaos God made a world, and out of high 

passions come a people. 

 Clock strikes – going out to make love. Somewhat perilous but not 

disagreeable. Memorandum – a new screen put up today. It is rather antique 

but will do with a little repair. (1821) 

 

In the poems and plays, on the other hand – even the later ones – at any moment the 

voice may go off-key. It is instructive, and sad, to compare the journal of 1816, which he 

kept for Augusta while traveling through the Alps, with the alpine scenes in Manfred, 

written the following year – in which he also wrote his first major poem, Beppo. The 
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scenes are based upon the Journal – sometimes whole phrases are repeated word for 

word – but while the Journal is vital and exciting, the play is dead and a big bore.4 

 

 Auden’s point is one about which all readers of Byron have to make up their minds. I 

assume that he wouldn’t be so enthusiastic about Byron’s critical prose, which, being 

designed for public consumption, is formal and stilted: and there are poems in a more 

conventional idiom, such as The Prisoner of Chillon, which are hard to describe as “dead 

and a big bore”: but as a reliable assertion of the larger kind, what Auden says is an 

excellent guideline.  

 Byron used his poetry as a way of portraying and expressing himself, but often 

portrayed and expressed himself in the most artificial and alienating ways, so that we can 

tell at once that he is not to be trusted: 

 
  Whilome in Albion’s isle there dwelt a youth 

  Who ne in virtue’s ways did take delight; 

  But spent his days in riot most uncouth, 

  And vexed with mirth the drowsy ear of Night. 

  Ah, me! in sooth he was a shameless wight, 

  Sore given to revel and ungodly glee; 

  Few earthly things found favour in his sight 

  Save concubines and carnal companie, 

 And flaunting wassailers of high and low degree. 

       (Childe Harold I st.2) 

 

 His self-dramatisations are sometimes so gross (so “off-key”, to use Auden’s phrase) as 

to be remarkable: 

 
  Could I embody and unbosom now 

  That which is most within me, – could I wreak 

  My thoughts upon Expression – and thus throw 

  Soul – heart – mind – passions – feelings – strong or weak, 

  All that I would have sought, and all I seek, 

  Bear – know – feel – and yet breath – into one word, 

  And that one Word were Lightning, I would speak; 

  But as it is, I live and die unheard, 

 With a most voiceless thought, sheathing it as a sword. 

     (Childe Harold III st.97: written summer 1816) 

 

However, not long after writing such stuff, he could also write, in a letter: 

 
 I rejoice to hear of your forthcoming in February—though I tremble for the 

‘magnificence’ which you attribute to the new Childe Harold. I am glad you like it; it is a 

fine indistinct piece of poetical desolation, and my favourite. I was half mad during the 

time of its composition, between metaphysics, mountains, lakes, love unextinguishable, 

thoughts unutterable, and the night-mare of my own delinquencies. I should, many a good 

day, have blown my brains out, but for the recollection that it would have given pleasure 

to my mother-in-law; and, even then, if I could have been certain to haunt her—but I 

won’t dwell upon these trifling family matters. (Letter to Thomas Moore, from Venice, 

January 28th 1817) 

 

                                                 
4: W.H.Auden, The Selected Poetry and Prose of Byron, Introduction (Signet 1966), pp.vii-ix. 
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 The obvious pose of the verse and the energetic and humorous honesty of the prose 

are hard to reconcile. But in his ottava rima poetry, he writes of himself like this: 

 
 But I am but a nameless sort of person 

  (A broken Dandy lately on my travels) 

 And take for Rhyme, to hook my rambling verse on, 

  The first that Walker’s Lexicon unravels, 

 And when I can’t find that, I put a worse on, 

  Not caring as I ought for Critics’ cavils; 

 I’ve half a mind to tumble down to prose, 

 But Verse is more in fashion – so here goes! (Beppo, st.52) 

 

Or, in The Vision of Judgement, he can write: 

 
 God help us all! God help me too! I am 

  God knows as helpless as the Devil can wish – 

 And not a whit more difficult to damn 

  Than is to bring to land a late-hooked fish, 

 Or to the butcher to purvey the lamb – 

  Not that I’m fit for such a noble dish – 

 As one day will be that immortal Fry 

 Of almost every body born to die. – (TVOJ st.15) 

 

 The self-deflation may involve an element of posture still (Byron was never one of 

the dandies), but because it involves a degree of humility, we’re much more prepared to 

give it credence. In The Vision, too, there is a polemical point – he is anxious to appear as 

unlike the pharisaical Robert Southey as possible: but that does not lessen the effectiveness 

of the stanza. In his letters, he can write about himself and women in a way which his more 

conventional verse-manner would never allow: 

 
After a precious piece of work she [Margarita Cogni] fixed herself in my house – 

really & truly without my consent – but owing to my indolence – and not being able to 

keep my countenance – for if I began in a rage she {always} finished by making me 

laugh with some Venetian pantaloonery or other – and the Gipsy knew this well 

enough – as well as her other powers of persuasion – and exerted them with the usual 

tact and success of all She=things – high and low – they are all alike for that. – 

Madame Benzone also took her under her protection – and then her head turned. – She 

was always in extremes either crying or laughing – and so fierce when angered that she 

was the terror of men women and children – for she had the strength of an Amazon 

with the temper of Medea. She was a fine animal – but quite untameable. – I was the 

only person that could at all keep her in any order – and when she saw me really angry 

– (which they tell me is rather a savage sight), she subsided. (Letter to John Murray, 

from Ravenna, August 1st 1819) 

 

 Sometimes the ottava rima verse and the letters parallel one another with great 

precision: 

 
Dear Murray – 

 I intended to have written to you at some length by this post, – but as the Military 

Commandant is now lying dead in my house – on Fletcher’s bed – – I have other 

things to think of. – – – 

He was shot at 8. o Clock this evening about two hundred paces from our door. – I was 

putting on my great Coat to pay a visit to the Countess G – when I heard a shot – and 
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on going into the hall – found all my servants on the balcony – exclaiming that “a Man 

was murdered”. – – As it is the custom here to let people fight it <out> {through} – 

they wanted to hinder me from going <down> {out} – but I ran down into the Street – 

Tita the bravest of them followed me – and we made our way to the Commandant who 

was lying on his back with five wounds – of which three in the body – one in the heart. 

– – There were about him – Diego his Adjutant – crying like a Child – a priest howling 

– a Surgeon who dared not touch him – two or three confused & frightened Soldiers – 

one or two of the boldest of the mob – and the Street dark as pitch – with the people 

flying in all directions. – As Diego could only cry and wring his hands – and the Priest 

could only pray – and nobody seemed able or willing to do anything except exclaim 

<& tremble> {shake & stare <& stand still shaking>;} – I made my Servant & one of 

the mob take up the body – sent off Diego {crying} to the Cardinal – – the Soldiers for 

the <Colonel> {Guard} – & had the Commandant carried up Stairs to my own 

quarters. – But he was quite gone. – I made the Surgeon examine & examined him 

myself. – He had bled inwardly, <&> & very little external blood was apparent. – One 

of the Slugs had gone quite through – all but the Skin, I felt it myself. – Two more 

shots in the body – one in a finger – and another in the arm. – His face not at all 

disfigured – he seems asleep – but is growing livid. – (Letter to John Murray, 

December 9th 1820) 

 

Compare his description of the same event in Don Juan: 

 
 The other evening (’twas on Friday last) – 

  This is a fact and no poetic fable – 

 Just as my great Coat was about me cast, 

  My hat and gloves still lying on the table, 

 I heard a Shot – ’twas eight o’clock scarce past – 

  And running out as fast as I was able, 

 I found the Military Commandant 

 Stretched in the Street, and able scarce to pant. 

 

The assassination alluded to took place on the 8th. December 1820, in the Streets of 

Ravenna, not a hundred paces from the residence of the writer. – The circumstances 

were as described. – – – – 

 

 Poor fellow! for some reason, surely bad, 

  They’d slain him with five slugs, and left him there 

 To perish on the pavement; so I had 

  Him borne into the house and up the stair, 

 And stripped, and looked to; but why should I add 

  More circumstances? vain was every care; 

 The Man was gone; in some Italian quarrel 

 Killed by five bullets from an old Gun barrell. 

 

There was found close by him an old Gun barrell sawed half off; it had just been 

discharged and was still warm. – 

 

 I gazed upon him – for I knew him well – 

  And though I have seen many corpses, never 

 Saw one, whom such an accident befell, 

  So calm; though pierced through Stomach, heart, and liver, 
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 He seemed to sleep, for you could scarcely tell 

  (As he bled inwardly no hideous river 

 Of Gore divulged the cause) that he was dead; 

 So as I gazed on him – I thought – or said – 

 

 “Can this be death? then what is life or death? 

  “Speak!” but he spoke not: “Wake!” but still he slept: – 

 But yesterday and who had mightier breath? 

  A thousand warriors by his word were kept 

 In awe; he said, as the Centurion saith, 

  “Go,” and he goeth; “Come,” and forth he stepped; 

 The trump and bugle till he spake were dumb – 

 And now naught left him but the muffled drum. – (Don Juan V sts.33-6) 

 

 Note that he feels obliged to intersperse the verse with prose comments: prose and 

verse are overlapping media, with styles that are very similar. This could not be said about 

Childe Harold – even though Byron adds many prose comments there too. 

 

————— 

 

Byron wrote so many letters – often several on the same day – that it is hard to imagine 

how he found time to do anything else, let alone write anything else. We have the word of 

Teresa Guiccioli that his hand moved across the paper at lightning speed: despite which his 

handwriting is never less than clear. Almost everyone who received his letters kept them; 

and at the present count, 2,950 letters exist. More are being discovered all the time. His 

earliest surviving letter, to Mrs Parker, from Newstead, is dated November 8th 1798, when 

he was ten: his last, to Charles Barry, his banker in Genoa, from Missolonghi, is dated April 

9th 1824, ten days before he died. 

 Some of his best early letters are to his mother, and give vivid descriptions of his 

Mediterranean tour (1809-11). Other excellent ones are to his Harrow friends Henry Drury 

and William Harness, and his Cambridge friend Francis Hodgson. His impatient letters to 

his lawyer, John Hanson, imply above all the dilatoriness of that factotum. 

 His letters to Thomas Moore (the originals of which are lost) form a very important 

series, for he respected Moore in a way which he never quite did any of his other 

correspondents, and was correspondingly franker both in his personal statements and his 

literary judgements. 

 Another important correspondent was John Cam Hobhouse, the man who considered 

himself Byron’s best friend (and was thus very jealous of Thomas Moore). With Hobhouse 

Byron is often amusing about social matters, although Hobhouse’s inhibitions about love 

and sex prevent the kind of intimacy that we might expect, given the experiences with the 

women of Venice which they appear to have shared. With Douglas Kinnaird, his friend, 

London banker and agent, he is more open. His letters to Hobhouse and Kinnaird from 

Venice are among his funniest and most violent. 

 There are several women among Byron’s correspondents, with his half-sister Augusta 

Leigh standing out as the recipient of some of his tenderest and most intimate 

communications. His letters to Annabella Milbanke, later his wife, are a study in 

themselves, for, when courting her, he uses a solemn tone quite unlike that he uses for 

anyone else, and when after their marriage has disintegrated his manner changes, to 

unusually disagreeable effect. Whether writing to his wife before or after the marriage and 
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separation, he keeps his sense of humour in abeyance. These letters are an exception to 

Ruskin’s contention (see below) for Byron’s “measured and living truth”. 

 The woman who seems to have been in receipt of most Byron letters to females was his 

mentor, confidante, and mother-figure, Lady Melbourne. Although he normally only 

discusses personal things with her, it is in these letters that we see him at his most relaxed 

and loquacious. 

 What a printed edition cannot show, but a transcription can suggest, is the different 

looks of Byron’s letters: neat and tidy to Lady Melbourne; with unusually clear handwriting 

to Augusta; crazily haphazard to Kinnaird and Hobhouse from Venice. Sometimes he 

writes to fill up all four sides of the sheet; sometimes, if angry, he writes on one side and 

leaves three sides blank, by way of insult. Sometimes, if the paper runs out, he writes up the 

side, then inverted along the top, and sometimes in minute, cramped handwriting, on the 

space on the fourth side left for the address. Often, writing from Italy, he leaves his 

compromising political comments to the end in this way, so that the Austrian censor has to 

twist and squint. Scans would, again, show this comedy, where a simple transcription can 

only suggest it. Here (with malice directed not at the Austrians, but at John Murray), is the 

P.S. to his letter to Douglas Kinnaird, from Genoa, November 6th 1822: 

 
P.S. – – You will let Mr. J. Hunt have such pieces as are mentioned in my letters to him 

 

[vertically up right-hand side:] as “Werner” & “Heaven [Ms. tear: “& Ear”]th” &c. 

 

1:2 

 

[above address:] 

 

P.S. – You will recollect that you yourself delivered into Murray’s hands the preface and 

carefully corrected copy of the “Vision &c.” which I transmitted to you – I have 

 

[below address:] 

 

your letter stating that you had done so – and another of yours stating the preface and the 

corrections. – If Murray plays these tricks purposely – he is a villain – & shall be exposed 

accordingly. 

 

 With a scan, which can be both magnified and turned around, such things will be more 

vivid. 

 All agree that Byron’s letters to Teresa Guiccioli, mostly in Italian, are in a quite 

different style from all the rest. When not writing in English Byron is unable to bring to 

bear the wit and the range of references which are normally his. This is not to deny the 

passion of his letters to her. 

 But the letters which are most famous are the ones he wrote, after he left England in 

1816, to his publisher John Murray. Murray asked him for a series of prose sketches of 

Italian life, and, although Byron was not explicitly giving him that, the effect was the same: 

it seems that he wrote the letters for publication, and, when Thomas Moore wrote his life in 

1830 / 1, they were indeed published – albeit in bowdlerised versions. The comic frankness 

of his letters to Murray is accentuated, not just by the knowledge that they were all 

intercepted by the Austrian secret police (after a time he learned that they were also read by 

the Foreign Office in London), but that the timorous Murray was in the habit of reading 

them aloud to his conservative friends and associates in the front room of his headquarters 

at 50, Albemarle Street, London. The understanding that this was his audience provoked 
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Byron to new depths of frankness: see the extracts above, about Margarita Cogni, and about 

the assassination of the Military Governor. 

 

————— 

 

On Monday May 17th 1824 – the Monday after the Friday on which news of his death had 

reached London – occurred the biggest act of vandalism in English literary history, when, in 

that front room of 50 Albemarle Street where so many of Byron’s letters had been read 

aloud, his memoirs were burnt. The actual burning was done by Colonel Doyle and Wilmot 

Horton, who were acting as agents for Lady Byron: but the burning had the approval of 

Hobhouse, who was present, and who had over the weekend cajoled Augusta Leigh into 

acquiescence as well. Murray agreed with whoever had spoken last, and only Moore 

objected. 

 The memoirs would have made the primary text among Byron’s journals: as it is, we 

still have five of these, and a fragment. Two of them – the London Journal (November 14th 

1813-April 19th 1814), and the Ravenna Journal (January 4th-February 27th 1821) exist 

only in the texts edited by Moore, but the manuscripts of the other three – the Alpine 

Journal of September 18th-29th 1816, Detached Thoughts of 15th October 1821-18th May 

1822, and the journal Byron wrote on Cephalonia and at Missolonghi (September 28th-

December 17th 1823 and February 15th 1824) are still with us, at the National Library of 

Scotland. Detached Thoughts is bound in with the fragment of My Dictionary (1821) for 

which Byron only wrote three entries. 

 The four actual journals are of great interest, detailing as they do Byron’s day-to-day 

existence during his Years of Fame (the London Journal), during his tour of the Alps with 

Hobhouse (the Alpine Journal) at the time when he was expecting Italy to rise against the 

Austrians, only to find that they wouldn’t (the Ravenna Journal), and during his last days in 

Greece, with its attendant challenges and disillusions: 

 
The worst of them [the Greeks] is that (to use a coarse but the only expression that will 

not fall short of the truth) they are such d–––d liars; – there never was such an incapacity 

for veracity shown since Eve lied in Paradise. – One of them found fault the other day 

with the English language – because it had so few shades of a Negative – whereas a 

Greek can so modify a No – to a yes – and vice versa – <that> by the slippery qualities of 

his language – that prevarication may be carried to any extent and still leave a loop=hole 

through which perjury may slip without being perceived. – – –” 

 

 The London Journal is the longest and most varied: it is hard to do its detail justice, and 

its themes cannot be summarised. The multi-dimensional quality of Byron’s thought may 

be illustrated at random: this passage is largely about indigestion, but see how he turns 

indigestion into an idea which fans out in every direction: 

 
 I have dined regularly to-day, for the first time since Sunday last—this being 

Sabbath, too: All the rest, tea and dry biscuits—six per diem. I wish to God I had not 

dined now!—It kills me with heaviness, stupor, and horrible dreams;—and yet it was 

but a pint of bucellas, and fish. Meat I never touch,—nor much vegetable diet. I wish I 

were in the country, to take exercise,—instead of being obliged to cool by abstinence, 

in lieu of it. I should not so much mind a little accession of flesh,—my bones can well 

bear it. But the worst is, the devil always came with it,—till I starved him out,—and I 

will not be the slave of any appetite. If I do err, it shall be my heart, at least, that 

heralds the way. Oh, my head—how it aches!—the horrors of digestion! I wonder how 

Buonaparte’s dinner agrees with him? 
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 The Alpine Journal (referred to by W.H.Auden above, as being superior to Manfred) is 

the shortest, the most detailed, and contains one of Byron’s most famous prose passages, its 

power not lessened by the comic material with which he prefixes it: 

 
I made a snowball & pelted H. with it – got down to our horses again – eat something – 

remounted – heard the Avalanches still – came to a morass – H. dismounted – H. got 

well over – I tried to pass my horse over – the {horse} sunk up the chin – & of course 

he & I were in the mud <to> together – bemired all over – but not hurt – laughed & 

rode on. —— Arrived at the Grindenwald – dined – mounted again & rode to the 

higher Glacier – twilight – but distinct – very fine Glacier – like a frozen hurricane – 

Starlight – beautiful – but a devil of a path – never mind – got safe in – a little 

lightning – but the whole of the day <so> {as} fine in point of weather – as the day 

<before> on which Paradise was made. – Passed <woods/>whole woods of withered 

pines – all withered – trunks stripped & barkless – branches lifeless – done by a single 

winter – <reminded> their appearance reminded me of me & my family. – 

 

 The Ravenna Journal records a disillusion with the Italians as deep as that which he 

was to experience with the Greeks – deeper, if anything, since those who he felt were 

rejecting the opportunity history was offering them were his friends Pietro and Ruggero 

Gamba: 

 
 Went out – found T[eresa]. as usual – music. The gentlemen [the Gambas], who 

make revolutions and are gone on a shooting, are not yet returned. They don’t return 

till Sunday – that is to say, they have been out for five days, buffooning, while the 

interests of a whole country are at stake, and even they themselves compromised. 

 It is a difficult part to play amongst such a set of assassins and blockheads – but, 

when the scum is skimmed off or has boiled over, good may come of it. If this country 

could but be freed, what would be too great for the accomplishment of that desire? for 

the extinction of that Sigh of Ages? Let us hope. They have hoped these thousand 

years. The very revolvement of the chances may bring it – it is upon the dice. 

 

 Detached Thoughts is a long document of exceptional interest, hiding as it does some 

of the most revealing things Byron ever almost said about himself: 

 
I always hated Harrow till the last year and half – but then I liked it. – 2dly. I wished to 

go to Oxford and not to Cambridge. – 3dly. I was so completely alone in this new world 

that it half broke my Spirits. – – My companions were not unsocial but the contrary – – 

lively – hospitable – of rank – & fortune – & gay far beyond my gaiety – I mingled 

with – and dined & supped &c., with them – but I know not how – it was one of the 

deadliest and heaviest feelings of my life to feel that I was no longer a boy.  

 

——— 

 

People have wondered at the Melancholy which runs through my writings. – Others 

have wondered at my personal gaiety – – but I recollect once <in> {after} an hour in 

which I had been sincerely and particularly gay – and rather brilliant in company – my 

wife replying to me when I said (upon her remarking my high spirits) “and yet Bell – I 

have {been} called and mis=called Melancholy – you must have seen how falsely, 

frequently. “No – B – (she answered) it is not so – at heart you are the most 

melancholy of mankind, and often when apparently gayest. – – – – 

 

74. 
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If I could explain at length the real causes which have contributed to increase this 

perhaps natural temperament of mine – this Melancholy which hath made me a 

bye=word – – nobody would wonder – – but this is impossible without doing much 

mischief. – —— ————— 

I do not know what other men’s lives have been – but I cannot conceive anything more 

strange than some of the earlier parts of mine. – – I have written my memoirs – but 

omitted all the really consequential & important parts – from deference to the dead – to 

the living – and to those who must be both. – 

 

 My Dictionary is a good idea in which Byron either lost interest or had no time to 

develop. It gets as far as two entries (“Augustus” and “Aberdeen”), then stops. He may 

have planned it along the lines of Voltaire’s Dictionnaire Philosophique: we shall never 

know. 

 

————— 

 

There is very little criticism of Byron’s letters and journals – perhaps because of an unease 

at Auden’s point, that by their standard of humour, truth and sheer factual reliability, most 

of his poetry falls down; and academics feel obliged to write about his poetry first. But 

John Ruskin was one who placed a very high value indeed on Byron’s informal, everyday 

prose: 

 
… two things I consciously recognized, that his [Byron’s] truth of observation was the most 

exact, and his chosen expression the most concentrated, that I had yet found in literature. By that 

time my father had himself put me through the two first books of Livy, and I knew, therefore, 

what close-set language was; but I saw then that Livy, as afterwards that Horace and Tacitus, 

were studiously, often laboriously, and sometimes obscurely, concentrated: while Byron wrote, 

as easily as a hawk flies and as clearly as a lake reflects, the exact truth in the precisely 

narrowest terms; nor only the exact truth, but the most central and useful one. 

 Of course I could no more measure Byron’s greater powers at that time than I could 

Turner’s; but I saw that both were right in all things that I knew right from wrong in; and that 

they must thenceforth be my masters, each in his own domain. The modern reader, not to say 

also, modern scholar, is usually so ignorant of the essential qualities of Byron, that I cannot go 

farther in the story of my own novitiate under him without illustrating, by rapid example, the 

things which I saw to be unrivalled in his work. 

 For this purpose I take his common prose, rather than his verse, since his modes of rhythm 

involve other questions than those with which I am now concerned. Read, for chance-first, the 

sentence on Sheridan, in his letter to Thomas Moore, from Venice, June 1st (or dawn of June 

2nd!), 1818: 

 

The Whigs abuse him; however, he never left them, and such blunderers deserve neither 

credit nor compassion. As for his creditors―remember Sheridan never had a shilling, and 

was thrown, with great powers and passions, into the thick of the world, and placed upon 

the pinnacle of success, with no other external means to support him in his elevation. Did 

Fox pay his debts? or did Sheridan take a subscription? Was ―’s drunkenness more 

excusable than his? Were his intrigues more notorious than those of all his contemporaries? 

and is his memory to be blasted and theirs respected? Don’t let yourself be led away by 

clamour, but compare him with the coalitioner Fox, and the pensioner Burke, as a man of 

principle; and with ten hundred thousand in personal views; and with none in talent, for he 

beat them all out and out. Without means, without connection, without character (which 

might be false at first, and drive him mad afterwards from desperation), he beat them all, in 

all he ever attempted. But, alas poor human nature! Good-night, or rather morning. It is 

four, and the dawn gleams over the Grand Canal, and unshadows the Rialto. 
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 Now, observe, that passage is noble, primarily because it contains the utmost number that 

will come together into the space, of absolutely just, wise, and kind thoughts. But it is more than 

noble, it is perfect, because the quantity it holds is not artificially or intricately concentrated, but 

with the serene swiftness of a smith’s hammer-strokes on hot iron; and with choice of terms 

which, each in its place, will convey far more than they mean in the dictionary. Thus, “however” 

is used instead of “yet,” because it stands for “howsoever,” or, in full, for “yet whatever they 

did.” “Thick” of society, because it means, not merely the crowd, but the fog of it; “ten hundred 

thousand” instead of “a million,” or “a thousand thousand,” to take the sublimity out of the 

number, and make us feel that it is a number of nobodies. Then the sentence in parenthesis, 

“which might be false,” etc., is indeed obscure, because it was impossible to clarify it without a 

regular pause, and much loss of time; and the reader’s sense is therefore left to expand it for 

himself into “it was, perhaps, falsely said of him at first, that he had no character,” etc. Finally, 

the dawn “unshadows”―lessens the shadow on―the Rialto, but does not gleam on that, as on 

the broad water. . . .’ 

 ‘But neither the force and precision, nor the rhythm, of Byron’s language, were at all the 

central reasons for my taking him for master. Knowing the Song of Moses and the Sermon on 

the Mount by heart, and half the Apocalypse besides, I was in no need of tutorship either in the 

majesty or simplicity of English words; and for their logical arrangement, I had Byron’s own 

master, Pope, since I could lisp. But the thing wholly new and precious to me in Byron was his 

measured and living truth―measured, as compared with Homer; and living, as compared with 

everybody else.5 

 

————— 

 

It has taken two hundred years for the editors of Byron’s letters to catch up with Byron: 

they may not yet have done so. 

 The letters’ first editor was Byron’s friend Thomas Moore, who, in 1830 / 1, produced, 

for John Murray, texts of 561 letters in his two-volume Life of Lord Byron, with his Letters 

and Journals – a publication Hobhouse (who refused to co-operate with it), surmised was 

aimed by Murray at the female side of the market. Moore censored many passages, as was 

only natural, since most of the people abused in them were still alive. But at least Moore 

substituted asterisks. The same cannot be said of R.E.Prothero, who between 1899 and 

1904 edited, in six volumes, 1198 letters, in The Works of Lord Byron, Letters and 

Journals. Again the publisher was John Murray – John Murray IV. Prothero, too, censored 

much material – but unlike Moore he did not substitute asterisks, so his excisions are 

invisible. But he annotated generously, and gave, in the notes, letters to Byron, which no 

other edition has had room for. The Internet edition will fill this gap 

 It was again a Hobhouse who stood in the way of completion. Lady Dorchester, John 

Cam’s daughter, was sitting on a pile of Byron letters, mostly to her father, to Douglas 

Kinnaird, and to Lady Melbourne. Either because Murray and Prothero were unaware of 

them, or because, still loyal to her father’s memory, she did not want them published, they 

do not appear in Prothero. There may have been an embargo on their appearance until fifty 

years after Hobhouse’s death, which had occurred in 1869. 348 of them appear in two 1922 

volumes (from John Murray, naturally), with the snooty title Lord Byron’s Correspondence 

Chiefly with Lady Melbourne, Mr Hobhouse, The Hon. Douglas Kinnaird, and P.B.Shelley. 

Lady Dorchester had died in 1914, and John Murray IV discovered that she had bequeathed 

the letters to him – a fact which she had never mentioned when she lived. 

 Murray’s moral attitude to the bequest was one of which J.C.Hobhouse himself would 

                                                 
5: Ruskin, Praeterita, Works ed. Cook and Wedderburn, XXXV, pp.141-3. 
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have approved: 

 
Our endeavour has always been to deal with Byron’s works from their literary side, and to avoid 

as much as possible taking any part in the squalid and unsavoury discussions of his private life 

and personal delinquencies, which arose after Mrs. Beecher Stowe’s disclosures in 1869.6 

 

 Murray refers, of course, only to Byron’s heterosexual “delinquencies”. 

 There is then silence for twenty-three years. Let Humphrey Carpenter resume the tale: 

 
 It all began straightforwardly enough, with a plan to publish an abridgement of the 1904 

edition of Byron’s letters, complete with Prothero’s notes. Harold Nicolson, an experienced 

Byronist, told Jock [John Murray VI] that he thought Prothero had been a brilliant editor. But 

then they started to discover the truth. ‘Byron evening with PQ,’ Jock wrote in his diary on 29 

October 1945. He and Peter Quennell, whose Byron in Italy had been published by Collins in 

1941, met for an early supper at Pratt’s, then settled down at number 50 with candles, a decanter 

of vintage port and a stack of Byron’s letters. 

 
Went through Prothero edition comparing the letters selected for new edition with originals. Several 

surprises. Discovered passages which Prothero had left out without marking with asterisks. This said 

PQ shook his trust in [Prothero] as an unprejudiced editor. Turned up the 3 unprintable stanzas of the 

Familiar Verses to JM ‘Your [sic] in a damned hurry’ … Examined Byron’s letters to Hanson, 

Hobhouse, Lady Melbourne. Those to Augusta touching delicate ground. Postponed them till a future 

evening. Must try & look at them quietly first. Stopped worked [sic] & finished the port at 3:30 a.m.7 

 

 
 

Jock Murray’s autograph (on the flyleaf of BLJ Volume I) 

 

                                                 
6: Lord Byron’s Correspondence Chiefly with Lady Melbourne, Mr Hobhouse, The Hon. Douglas 

Kinnaird, and P.B.Shelley (2 vols, John Murray, 1922), I p.vi. 

7: Humphrey Carpenter, The Seven Lives of John Murray: The Story of a Publishing Dynasty (John 

Murray, 2008), pp.263-4. 
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 In 1950 Jock Murray and Peter Quennell published Byron: A Self-Portrait; Letters and 

Diaries 1798 to 1824. While it was being prepared, Jock recorded a momentous arrival at 

50 Albemarle Street. Let Humphrey Carpenter speak again: 

 
Meanwhile in August 1947 Jock recorded the arrival at Albemarle Street of a scholar who had 

ambitious plans: ‘Mr Marchand at 6 o / c re his biography of Byron. An American – earnest & 

dull. PQ with us till 7 o / c.8 

 

 Leslie Alexis Marchand was indeed American, short, and quietly-spoken. But he was 

also the greatest Byron scholar in history. His unsurpassed Byron: A Biography, (3 vols, 

London: John Murray 1957; New York, Alfred A. Knopf 1957) remains the only one to 

read – with a proviso, mentioned below. 

 In 1949 appeared Byron: The Last Attachment by Iris Origo. Origo had, as had Maria 

Borghese, managed to subvert the resistance of Teresa Guiccioli’s great-nephew and heir, 

Count Carlo Gamba (whose anti-Byron prejudices were as strong as Origo’s own), and her 

book included 149 new Byron letters, all in Italian and all to Teresa. 

 Leslie Marchand had one problem at which Jock Murray and Peter Quennell had 

already looked, and with which they had not coped: Byron’s bisexuality. These were pre-

Woolfenden days, and homosexuality, while not the stocking, pelting and hanging crime 

which it had been in Byron’s day, was still a jailable offence, not to be spoken of without a 

shudder. Humphrey Carpenter records how the bisexual Harold Nicholson joined the sorties 

into the Archive at Albemarle Street: 

 
 The ‘Byron nights’, which continued at intervals, were ‘men only’ affairs. Harold Nicolson 

now joined ‘PQ’ and Jock, and one evening while they were reading a letter in which Byron 

described ‘a little Greek boy friend’, as Jock put it, Nicolson came up with an unusually candid 

remark: ‘When one is “queer” one is reluctant to claim great men as being “queer” also.’ Jock 

does not comment on this revelation, but continues: ‘I bound both of them to secrecy on these 

matters & suggested we kept an open mind till we had completed in our researches. Harold eyed 

the fireplace & said “another bonfire perhaps” with a smile.’9 

 

 Nicholson alluded to the 1824 destruction of Byron’s memoirs, in that very grate. It’s 

hard to say how serious he was: Humphrey Carpenter quotes Jock Murray’s diary: 

 
‘We of course talked again of Byron … & of the copy of Moore’s Life … annotated by 

Hobhouse. At passage where B & H part Moore becomes dramatic & poetic. Hob comments that 

he parted from B because B was engaged in practises which no Englishman would wish to 

witness’.10 

 

 In fact this is not exactly what Hobhouse writes in the margin of Moore’s Life. Moore 

writes, at Vol I p.119: 
 

So enamoured, nevertheless, had he become of these lonely musings, that even the society of his 

fellow-traveller, though with pursuits so congenial to his own, grew at last to be a chain and a 

burden on him; and it was not till he stood, companionless, on the shore of the little island in the 

Aegean, that he found his spirit breathe freely: 

 

                                                 
8: Ibid., p.265. 

9: Ibid. 

10: Ibid, p.264. 
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… but Hobhouse annotates, 

 
“On what authority does Tom say this? He has not the remotest grasp of the real reason why 

Lord [B] having no Englishman immediately [or] constantly near him”.11 

 

 The Albemarle Streeters had misremembered “Hob”’s description of Byron’s need to 

be rid of “Hob”, as “Hob”’s need to be away from Byron. The presence of the timorous 

Harold Nicolson with them might have assisted the misrecollection. In the late 1940s, a 

closet gay had a lot to lose. The heterosexual trio of Murray, Quennell and Marchand had, 

however, nothing to lose, and in 1971 Murray published Marchand’s Byron: A Portrait, 

which, times and mores having changed, Byron’s love for younger men could at last be 

discussed. 

 Two years later, in 1973, appeared the first volume of what remains today the only 

complete edition of Byron’s letters: Byron’s Letters and Journals, edited by Leslie 

Marchand, which started out with seven volumes in view, and ended up with thirteen, the 

last being published in 1994. In his first volume, Marchand anticipates that the complete 

edition will contain “about 3000 letters”:
12

 I don’t know what the total in fact is. Good luck 

and bad luck struck the project in 1976, when, in a Barclay’s Bank vault, a trunk was found 

containing sixteen more letters, twelve of them to Scrope Davies. The pity was that the 

dates of all of these except one had already been covered by Marchand’s edition, so they 

had to appear, all together and out of sequence, in his eleventh volume, which appeared in 

1981. Indeed, Marchand discovered more and more letters as he progressed through the 

volumes, and many others had to appear, in his eleventh volume, out of sequence. More 

appeared after he thought his edition was complete; and a supplementary volume had to be 

brought out in 1994. 

 

 
 

Leslie Marchand’s autograph (on the flyleaf of the BLJ Index volume) 

 

 Jock Murray died on July 22nd 1993. Leslie Marchand died in July 11th 1999, aged 

                                                 
11: From Doris Langley Moore’s copy of Moore’s Life, with Langley Moore’s copy of Hobhouse’s 

annotation. I am grateful to Jack Gumpert Wasserman for his help here. 

12: BLJ I 24. 
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ninety-nine.  

 Thirty-plus letters have appeared since 1994 … and so it goes on. 

 

————— 

 

The text of the letters to Thomas Moore shown here is downloaded from the edition of 

Thomas Moore’s Life of Lord Byron, with his Letters and Journals at Project Gutenberg 

(<http://www.gutenbrg.org/etext/17684>). 
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