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Anne Fleming’s book is much longer and, in biographical terms, more carefully researched than Edna 

O’Brien’s. It is free from the sloppiness that ruins O’Brien’s, though there are mistakes.
1
 Fleming’s 

ambition, expressed on her first page, is to make “Byron’s words … as compelling for our time as 

Beethoven’s music, and for comparable reasons – because they exalt and challenge the human spirit”. 

This too, however, creates problems from the outset. Quite apart from the question, “Can you compare 

music with poetry?” we protest firstly, that Beethoven’s genius lay in his 150% conviction that his art 

was important, whereas Byron was never convinced that writing poetry was what a self-respecting man 

did; and we protest secondly, that Beethoven was a craftsman who laboured at great length, sketching, 

rejecting, developing and polishing, whereas Byron wrote rapidly, revised rapidly, and wrote that “I am 

like the tyger (in poesy) if I miss my first Spring – I go growling back to my Jungle. – There is no 

second. – I can’t correct – I can’t – & I won’t. –”
2
 As a result, Beethoven’s music has an unanswerable 

momentum that sweeps all before it: while the way in which Byron’s poetry “challenges the human 

spirit” lies in its combination of pose and humility, rhetoric and straight talk, facetiousness and 

solemnity, sincerity and mendacity, often all within a very short space, “challenging” the reader to 

work out which is which. Beethoven’s music, though full of variety, is, in intention, single-minded by 

contrast. The opinion, often expressed in the past (though less so nowadays, when literary value-

judgements are taboo), that much of Byron’s verse is written in a theatrical, self-dramatising idiom 

which destroys its credibility (it would be hard to say anything equivalent about Beethoven), is given 

very little space by Fleming,
3
 who makes no distinction between one Byronic style and another. 

 Anne Fleming is too diffident, too reliant on the opinions of others, and much of her book consists 

not of her own judgements, but of generous quotations telling us what other writers’ judgements have 

been. Thus in her Harrow chapter she quotes not only Byron, but C.J.Tyerman, Paul Elledge, Ian 

Gilmour and Jerome Christensen. In her Beppo chapter she quotes Drummond Bone, Michael Cooke, 

and four contemporary reviewers: she gives no opinions of her own. She never uses the phrase “ottava 

rima”, and doesn’t discuss the change in Byron’s style which ottava rima signals. We expect this to be 

amended in her chapter on Don Juan – but find that the Don Juan chapter (which is her last) consists of 

a brief history of the poem’s writing and publication, a selection from Byron’s letters about it and from 

contemporary opinions, and then eight-and-a-half pages of unadorned quotation, followed by notes, in 

which, again, many modern critics are cited. This patchwork technique, with no continuity, does not 

work, and an innocent would be hard put to deduce from it what sort of poem Don Juan is, or even 

what it’s about. 

 We begin to wonder by the end whether the author has any opinions – whether she can read 

Byron’s poetry for herself at all. 

 The book is blank on technical matters – to pursue the Beethoven analogy, it’s like writing about 

music when you know nothing about keys, sonata-form, or orchestration. One would not know from 

Byron the Maker that Childe Harold is in one measure, The Giaour in another, and The Corsair in yet 

another. These are vital ingredients in Byron’s approach to “making”, yet the book ignores its own title, 

and them. 

                                                 
1: The Greek town of Prevesa is located in Albania (p.73); “Old Goethe’s husband-killing story” (p.78) relates to 

Florence, not Turkey; Gifford’s line about “Caravaggio outdone” (p.144) refers to A Sketch from Private Life, not 

to The Siege of Corinth; There be none of Beauty’s Daughters is addressed, not to Claire Claremont (p.237), but to 

John Edlestone; the Polish and Chinese protestors (p.350) did not quote Byron, but Lord Acton and Mickiewicz; 

Southey’s poem is called A Vision of Judgement, not The Vision of Judgment (p.435); Southey does not refer to the 

League of Incest in his Preface to A Vision of Judgement (p.436). 

2: Letter to Murray, November 18th 1820: BLJ VII 228-30. 
3: See the quotations from Hazlitt and Lockhart on p.97. 



 As biography it is written with more conviction and knowledge, though the decision to cover 

Byron’s first trip to Greece by pasting in the itinerary from Prothero’s edition of the letters is an 

outrageous piece of corner-cutting. Anne Fleming is stronger on such matters as the separation crisis, 

where she does have ideas of her own: but hard as she tries to be balanced here, she misses too much 

out. On page 197, for example, a number of serious misunderstandings occur. The note Byron gave 

Annabella suggesting “that she should set a date for her departure” (it starts, “When you are disposed 

to leave London it would be convenient that a day should be fixed”) was a trick, designed to make it 

appear that when she left him it would be of her own volition – she had never expressed a “disposition 

to leave London”. The “two playful and loving letters” she sends Byron (“Such a W.C.! and such a 

sitting-room or sulking-room all to yourself!”) are written at the behest of her doctors, who have 

prescribed joviality with a view to keeping her husband stable. And whatever G.Wilson Knight says 

(p.203), the “awful secret”(s) withheld by Annabella and her lawyers during the separation were 

homosexuality and incest: Caroline Lamb communicated both ideas to Annabella on March 27th, and 

they confirmed the suspicions, particularly about incest, which she had formed already. Byron, in 

demanding over and over again to know what the charges were against him, was daring Annabella and 

her lawyers to do what he knew they would never do. 

 Byron was more devious and manipulative, and Annabella (who saw through him), more hard-

hearted as a result, than Anne Fleming allows. 

 

 


