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Philistinism takes many deceptive shapes. An important one is the implication that poetry is a trivial 

thing, the enjoyment of which must be atoned for by writing a parallel prose commentary on it, in 

which, shot-blasting away all the embarrassingly enjoyable and amusing “poetry”, and with only the 

skeleton left as evidence, we paraphrase in prose what we deem the poetry to have “meant”, and write 

books about that instead. After all, poets must, beneath their flashy, plausible, market-driven “poetic” 

veneer, be philosophers too, surely, or deep political thinkers – otherwise, what’s the point of 

“studying” them, as opposed to just reading and enjoying them? When, therefore, Byron wrote that his 

intention in writing Don Juan was just “to giggle and make giggle”,
1
 we smile at his disingenuousness. 

No no – Don Juan is his greatest work – we know there must be more to it than that. 

 In fact, Don Juan seems determined not to be taken seriously: 

 
 “To be or not to be?” – Ere I decide, 

  I should be glad to know that which is being? 

 ’Tis true – we speculate both far and wide, 

  And deem, because we see, we are all seeing; 

 For my part, I’ll enlist on neither side 

  Until I see both sides for once agreeing; 

 For me, I sometimes think that Life is Death, 

 Rather than Life a mere affair of breath. 

 

 “Que sçais-je?” was the Motto of Montaigne, 

  As also of the first Academicians – 

 That all is dubious which Man may attain 

  Was one of their most favourite positions; 

 There’s no such thing as Certainty – that’s plain 

  As any of Mortality’s Conditions – 

 So little do we know what we’re about in 

 This world, I doubt if doubt itself be doubting. 

 

 It is a pleasant voyage perhaps to float, 

  Like Pyrrho, in a Sea of Speculation – 

 But what if carrying sail capsize the boat? 

  Your wise men don’t know much of Navigation – 

 And swimming long in the Abyss of Thought 

  Is apt to tire; a calm and shallow station 

 Well nigh the shore, where one stoops down and gathers 

 Some pretty shell, is best for moderate bathers. 

 

 “But Heaven”, as Cassio says, “is above all – 

  “No more of this – then let us pray!” We have 

 Souls to save, since Eve’s slip and Adam’s fall, 

  Which tumbled all Mankind into the Grave, 

 Besides fish, beasts, and birds – “the Sparrow’s fall 

  “Is special providence” though how it gave 

 Offence we know not; probably it perched 

 Upon the tree which Eve so fondly searched. (DJ IX sts.16-19) 

 

 Many “wise men” cram on far too much sail, and sure enough, their boats capsize – or rather, 

speed away to the horizon, klaxons blaring, leaving their intended port (Don Juan, in this case) a long 

way abeam. More often than not, they hit an iceberg, and sink, congratulating themselves on their 

skilful navigation. Whereas a “moderate bather” may notice that Byron is joking – for him, 

philosophising is a game in which various positions are not enunciated, but parodied. He lurches from a 

relativist stance in the first two stanzas above, via a rejection of relativism in the third stanza, and via a 

                                                           
1: Byron to Murray, August 12th 1819: B.L.Ashley 4743; BLJ VI 206-10. 
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fundamentalist Christian stance in the first half of the fourth stanza, to a facetious joke about that same 

fundamentalist Christianity in the second half of the fourth stanza. The thought that such a 

phenomenological, philosophical, literary, and theological quagmire may be intended by Byron as 

comic, seems undignified, and not to be entertained. But it is so intended. Byron is having a joke on us, 

on Montaigne, on Pyrrho, on Shakespeare, on Matthew 10:29, and on Genesis, all at the same time. As 

surely as Trinculo and Stephano, we lose our bottles in the pool he creates for us. But unlike Trinculo 

and Stephano, we laugh, and find the experience a relief, and a release. Stress is removed from 

philosophical dilemmas by laughter. 

 Emily Bernhard Jackson would have us believe that “in the course of his major works Byron 

shapes a well thought-out and fully articulated philosophy of knowledge, one with significant practical 

implications” (p.2). That Byron should “articulate” anything “fully” – especially in Don Juan – may 

come as a surprise. Byron’s aim in all his poetry, especially in the ottava rima work, is to keep his real 

self and opinions hidden from view. He doesn’t “articulate” ideas – he tries them out to see how they 

feel. Sometimes he may write what he thinks, sometimes not – you can’t tell when, because he couldn’t 

either. Slipperiness is of the poem’s entertaining essence. 

 Bernhard Jackson does not quote all the above Don Juan passage, but just incorporates five or 

so lines of it into a prose paragraph of her own (p.179). The book contains, according to its index, no 

references to Pyrrho, and only one to Montaigne. In fact Pyrrho does get a look in on page 5 (in a 

quotation from Donald Reiman), as well as in the fragment quoted from the passage above. As 

Pyrrhonism mediated through Montaigne (for Pyrrho left no writings) is a very important influence on 

the habitually antithetical Byron, this is an odd omission. The following passage from Montaigne 

would have impressed Byron (I quote from a modern translation: he used the one by Charles Cotton):
2
 

 
Now the Pyrrhonians make their faculty of judgement so unbending and upright that it registers 

everything but bestows its assent on nothing. This leads to their well-known ataraxia: that is a 

calm, stable rule of life, free from all the disturbances (caused by the impress of opinion, or of 

such knowledge of reality as we think we have) which give birth to fear, acquisitiveness, envy, 

immoderate desires, ambition, pride, superstition, of novelty, rebellion, disobedience, obstinacy 

and the greater part of bodily ills. In this way, they even free themselves from passionate 

sectarianism, for their disputes are mild affairs and they are never afraid of the other side having 

its say. When they assert that heavy things tend to fall downwards, they would be most upset if 

you believed them. They want you to contradict them in order to achieve their end: doubt and 

suspense of judgement. They only put forward propositions of their own in order to oppose the 

ones they think we believe in. Accept theirs, and they will gladly maintain the opposite. It is all 

the same to them: they take no sides. If you maintain that snow is black, they will argue that it is, 

on the contrary, white. If you say that it is neither, their task is to say that it is both. If you 

conclude that you definitely know nothing, they will maintain you do know something. Yes, and 

if you present your doubt as axiomatic, they will challenge you on that too, arguing that you are 

not in doubt, or that you cannot decide for certain and prove that you are in doubt. This is doubt 

taken to its limits; it shakes its own foundations; such extremes of doubt separate them completely 

from many other theories including those which in many ways do indeed teach doubt and ignor-

ance.3 

 

 The end of Pyrrhonsim’s non-stop, self-deconstructing scepticism is thus “a calm, stable rule of 

life, free from all … disturbances”. Byron yearned for such a rule of life very much, because … 

 
 Temperate I am, yet never had a temper; 

  Modest I am, yet with some slight assurance; 

 Changeable too, yet somehow “Idem semper;” 

  Patient, but not enamoured of endurance; 

 Cheerful, but sometimes rather apt to whimper; 

  Mild, but at times a sort of “Hercules furens;” 

 So that I almost think the same skin, 

 For one without, has two or three within. (DJ XVII st.11) 

 

 Any philosophy of knowledge Byron “articulated” should ideally have, as its “practical 

implication”, the harmonisation of these seeming irreconcilables. One like Pyrrho’s would fit the bill. 

                                                           
2: See J.C.Hobhouse, Passages Marked in Montaigne’s Essays by Lord Byron (New Monthly Magazine XIX, 

1827, pp 26-31). 

3: Michel de Montaigne, The Complete Essays, tr. M.A. Screech (Penguin 1993), p.560-1. 
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Note its casual peripheralisation of the problem of knowledge: “such knowledge of reality as we think 

we have”. 

 Emily Bernhard Jackson’s introductory chapter, on those eighteenth-century philosophers who 

she argues influenced Byron, is admirable on Locke, Hume, Berkeley and so on. Her sections on the 

pro-Hume Thomas Brown (who “may well have influenced” Byron: p.20) and the anti-Hume Thomas 

Reid (“Reid’s ideas were familiar to [Byron]”: p.19) would be more confident had she looked at the 

second, pseudonymous part of the 1827 Sale Catalogue, which features “Brown on Cause and Effect”, 

“Reid on the Powers of the Mind”, and other titles by both. Locke disappears from the Sale Catalogues 

after 1816, and the only Berkeley is in the second part of the 1827 Catalogue. Hume’s Essays, as 

opposed to his History of England, appear in 1816 only, and his Correspondence in the first half of 

1827 only. In his 1807 Reading List Byron mentions Locke, Hume, Berkeley and Drummond – not 

Reid or Brown (Brown published later). 

 I miss the famous refutation of Berkeley by Dr Johnson, of Byron’s admiration for whom we 

have no doubt. 

 The mention of Berkeley brings another Don Juan passage to mind, which Emily Bernhard 

Jackson does mention, and quotes in part (pp.175-6): 

 

 When Bishop Berkeley said “there was no matter”, 

  And proved it, ’twas no matter what he said; 

 They say his System ’tis in vain to batter – 

  Too subtle for the airiest human head – 

 And yet who can believe it? I would shatter 

  Gladly all matters, down to Stone, or Lead, 

 Or Adamant, to find the World a Spirit – – 

 And wear my head, denying that I wear it; 

 

 What a sublime discovery ’twas to make the 

  Universe universal Egotism, 

 That all’s ideal – all ourselves: I’ll stake the 

  World (be it what you will) that that’s no Schism; 

 Oh, Doubt! – if thou be’st Doubt, for which some take thee, 

  But which I doubt extremely – thou sole prism 

 Of the Truth’s rays, spoil not my draught of Spirit! 

 Heaven’s brandy, – though our brain can hardly bear it. 

 

 For ever and anon comes Indigestion 

  (Not the most “dainty Ariel”) and perplexes 

 Our soarings with another sort of question – 

  And that which after all my Spirit vexes 

 Is, that I find no spot where Man can rest eye on, 

  Without confusion of the sorts and sexes – 

 Of Being – Stars – and this unriddled Wonder 

 The World – which at the worst’s a Glorious blunder, 

 

 If it be Chance; or if it be according 

  To the Old Text, still better, lest it should 

 Turn out so, we’ll say nothing ’gainst the wording, 

  As several people think such hazards rude; 

 They’re right – our days are too brief for affording 

  Space to dispute what no one ever could 

 Decide, and every body one day will 

 Know very clearly, or, at least, lie still. – 

 

 And therefore will I leave off Metaphysical 

  Discussion, which is neither here nor there – 

 If I agree that what is is, then this I call 

  Being quite perspicuous and extremely fair; 

 The truth is, I’ve grown lately rather Phthisical – 

  I don’t know what the reason is – the air, 
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 Perhaps – but as I suffer from the shocks 

 Of Illness, I grow much more orthodox … (DJ XI sts. 1-5) 

 

 Philosophers we may strive to be, but we’re philosophers encased in flesh, and flesh is subject 

to such problems as indigestion and phthisick, which militate against philosophical rationality. Whether 

we adhere to Hume, Berkeley, Brown, Reid, or Drummond, “the world” seems still “a glorious 

blunder”, and the only thing a “moderate bather” can do is bear it, towards which goal of bearing it, 

grinning (or “giggling”) is an admirable help. Byron writes, not as a philosopher, but as a gentleman 

who has (naturally) studied philosophy (as well as Shakespeare), and who finds the contradictions 

between its schools so impossible as to be funny. 

 I don’t think Hume, Berkeley, Brown, Reid, or Drummond, ever found philosophy funny. 

 In his freewheeling way, Byron doesn’t even baulk at attributing to Berkeley a position (“there 

was no matter”) which Berkeley didn’t actually hold. Given that this is the only reference to Berkeley 

in all his poetry (he never mentions him in letters) such misrepresentation appears mean, if Berkeley is 

as important to Byron as the book claims. 

 Byron’s epistolary references to Hume are minimal, too – he refers once to his essay on 

miracles, and elsewhere in lists of writers reviled by the orthodox. He refers just twice to Locke in 

letters – on both occasions when he wants to appear solemn to Annabella Milbanke – and Locke’s 

name occurs three times in his verse, once in Hints from Horace (where he uses an Italian translation), 

and twice in Don Juan – the second time, in Canto XVII, Locke too is mentioned as a sage “Who in his 

lifetime … was deemed a bore”. 

 This paucity of references would presumably be deemed by Emily Bernhard Jackson as an 

example of Byron playing with his cards close to his chest – “bamming and humming” us.
4
 The more a 

writer has influenced him, the argument might go, the less he mentions him. 

 Bernhard Jackson now has a chapter on Childe Harold I and II, in which she singles out verbs of 

sight as indicators of the way Byron tries to induct readers into a knowledge of his Iberian and 

Levantine settings. Why she doesn’t mention verbs of hearing, too, isn’t clear: “Say, is her voice more 

feeble than of yore, / When her war-song was heard on Andalusia’s shore?” – “Hark! – heard you not 

those hoofs of dreadful note? / Sounds not the clang of conflict on the heath?” and so on. Whatever the 

case there, writes Bernhard Jackson, “The complexities may result not in deeper understanding, but in 

the impression that there can be no understanding at all” (p.38) – the “contradictions are never 

resolved” (p.39). She traces the legitimacy of such ambivalence back to Locke – but I wonder if he’s 

necessary. She further adduces a desire on Byron’s part to subvert jingoistic responses – but I wonder if 

that’s necessary either. Firstly, Byron always found it hard to work out what he thought on any subject, 

the most striking example being his reaction in 1821 to the news that Greece was in a state of 

insurrection, when “What thinkst thou of Greece?
5
 is all he can muster. In Childe Harold, the tension 

between his excitement at the Albanian war songs of Ali Pacha’s men, and his grief that Greece, “sad 

relic”, etc., had come to this, was in truth insoluble. He saw with too many eyes, and heard with too 

many ears. Secondly, there was much in his first Mediterranean tour about which he could not be frank 

anyway: several stanzas of Childe Harold I and II exist, in most editions (not mine on this website), as 

footnotes only. If the poem’s complexity “is meant not to explain, but to unsettle” (p.43), its 

unsettledness reflects that of its writer, which is not philosophical, but political and sexual. He needed 

no Hume, Berkeley, Brown, Reid, or Drummond, to arrive here: and indeed Bernhard Jackson does 

not, in her Childe Harold chapter, make it clear whether she thinks all is coincidence, or whether Byron 

really is writing Childe Harold to a philosophical template. 

 She comes clean in her chapter on The Giaour: 

 
Byron … seems to owe to the philosophy on which he draws not merely his intellectual 

underpinnings but also his method of procedure: from doubt to conviction via investigation. One 

can also say that The Giaour is the first text in which Byron advances this investigation firmly 

forward, drawing upon empirical thinkers to enrich his work in unexpected ways, even as he 

draws out their conclusions to unexpected ends (p.58) 

 

… the Giaour, seemingly fully revealed, really offers only confusion (p.59) 

 

                                                           
4: Hobhouse’s diary, May 27th 1824: “Mrs Leigh and I, talking over Lord Byron, agreed that his principal failing 

was a wish to mystify those persons with whom he lived, especially if they were in an inferior condition and of 

inferior intellect to himself …” 

5: Byron to Murray, September 4th 1821 (b): NLS Ms.43492; BLJ VIII 198. 
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 There follows an acute analysis of the ways in which the poem’s varying narrative viewpoints 

seem at first to concur about the protagonist, but end in uncertainty – “complicity in false knowing” 

(p.60): and the way in which Byron’s genius with words brings about “a textual moment that invites 

belief not in the truth but what should be the truth” (p.61). However, “… in these expressive passages, 

The Giaour draws upon both Berkeley and Locke” (ibid). 

 Byron wrote The Giaour under the pressure of the knowledge that Caroline Lamb was spreading 

rumours about his homosexual adventures in Greece. It was in part a smokescreen of attempted self-

vindication, and would, he hoped, be supported by his request to the Marquis of Sligo that he (Sligo) 

would report what Byron had told him about the famous incident of the Girl in the Sack. Not what Sligo 

had witnessed, but what Byron had told Sligo had occurred. Not Sligo’s knowledge, but Sligo’s report 

of the knowledge Byron had put into his head. Sligo obliged; but before he forwarded the letter to Lady 

Melbourne Byron deleted a long paragraph so heavily that even modern forensic technology cannot so 

far read it – perhaps Sligo had gone beyond the Byronic remit, and added some knowledge of his own. 

These strange shifts, in Byron’s life as opposed to his work, do indeed create “a textual moment that 

invites belief not in the truth but what should be the truth”: whether the moment “draws upon both 

Berkeley and Locke” is another matter. Bernhard Jackson refers to the poem’s strange notes, 

“interweaving annotations and texts into destabilisation” (p.66), she quotes the note to line 89, which 

includes the weird idea that 

 
It is to be remarked in cases of violent death by gun-shot wounds, the expression is always that of 

languor, whatever the natural energy of the sufferer’s character; but in death from a stab the 

countenance preserves its traits of feeling or ferocity, and the mind its bias, to the last. 

 

 … and analyses its role in making distant and barely-traceable narrative connections. That Byron 

had, in 1812-13, never seen anyone who’d been either stabbed or shot, is not an issue which she raises. 

Dead of an apoplexy, yes: decapitated, yes: hanged, yes: quartered and distributed round the city, yes: 

stabbed or shot, no. 

 Read not as a free-standing poem but as autobiographical / confessional, The Giaour might look 

therefore like a systematic programme of disinformation. However, writes Bernhard Jackson, “It is 

tempting to conclude that The Giaour here plays with Locke’s theory on the connection of ideas” 

(p.68). Later she writes of the obscure deaths of Hassan and Leila, “These withholdings stand as 

indicators of those places where cognition simply cannot reach, where understanding fails in its efforts 

to parse and to grasp” (p.71). That the circumstances surrounding the deaths of two of a narrative’s 

three protagonists should be left baffling, not in an historical account but in a work of fiction, seems to 

me a problem not for philosophers, but for students of story-telling technique: not of cognitive theory, 

but of art. 

 The next chapter is on Lara, the action of which Byron described as set on “the moon”.
6
 At one 

point he asked Murray to destroy it;
7
 R.C.Dallas punctuated it; and Byron made sure he was out of town 

when it was published. Whereas the narrative lacunae in The Giaour can seem cunningly designed-in, 

those in Lara thrust themselves under our noses, and seem the result of compositional haste and 

indifference – hence perhaps its author’s apprehensions. What has Lara done in whichever country or 

countries he’s been to? Why does Kaled have to stay in disguise? In what language do they converse? 

Who is Ezzelin, and why does Otho, and not he, turn up at the planned duel? Who is it whose body is 

dumped over the bridge? These are not mysteries to tantalise, but gaps to annoy. Byron’s unease about 

it may reflect its autobiographical subtext: the cross-dressed Kaled’s slavish devotion is a clear image of 

the devotion offered him by the cross-dressing Caroline Lamb. But according to Bernhard Jackson, the 

poem “… is an important step in the development of Byron’s metaphysics” (p.81); and indeed she has 

Byron’s own word, in a letter to Leigh Hunt, that it is “too metaphysical”. This raises a vital issue – if a 

work of art is so obviously flawed, how good a source is it for non-literary (in this case philosophical) 

ideas? Bernhard Jackson concedes (it is one of several concessions) the poem’s “curiously stifled 

complexity” (p.82), but still arrives at what is by now a predictable verdict: “In order to see what Lara 

is doing here, we must turn back to those observations of Hume’s on cause and effect that The Giaour 

also appears to use” (p.83). She refers to Hume’s idea that the cause/effect relationship cannot be 

deduced from constant conjunction, and argues that the unsympathetic notices Lara has received 

parallel the hostility received by Hume. 

                                                           
6: Byron to Murray, July 24th 1814: NLS Ms.43488; BLJ IV 145-6. 

7: I suppose “Lara” is gone to the Devil – which is no great matter – only let me know that I may be saved the 

trouble of copying the rest – and put the first into the fire – I really have no anxiety about it – & shall not be sorry 

to be saved the copying – Byron to Murray, June 21st 1814: NLS Ms.43488; BLJ IV 129. 
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 By this time, over halfway through the book, it is clear that there is nothing that it cannot rack, 

top and tail, to fit its Procrustean thesis. Hume’s fastidious scepticism about cause-and-effect is one 

thing, we protest, but Byron’s indifferent storytelling, something quite other. 

 The chapter on Childe Harold III brings Voltaire and Rousseau briefly into view, but “the text 

deals with these thinkers as symbolic figures, rather than engaging with them philosophically” (p.103). 

That the poem is almost the only one before Don Juan to name a philosopher (though Locke turns up in 

Hints, as I’ve said), does not provoke Bernhard Jackson to wonder why, given the supposed importance 

to him of the eighteenth-century British philosophers, he has never named them in verse? Furtiveness, 

perhaps? It would be characteristic: but Bernhard Jackson does not suggest furtiveness. And if we add 

Gibbon to the list of the writers referred to in Childe Harold III, we get a new perspective on Bernhard 

Jackson’s thesis. For, although not a philosopher, Gibbon, together with Voltaire and Pierre Bayle, had 

a greater overt influence on Byron than the philosophers – he couldn’t bear to travel without complete 

sets of Voltaire and Bayle. Their influence on his Philosophy of Knowledge must surely be as great as 

that of Hume etc.? But Bayle is bustled into obscurity in the same sentence as Montaigne, and Voltaire 

is never the book’s focus. 

 “By the end of the Waterloo section”, writes Bernhard Jackson, “Byron does seem to reach a 

definitive conclusion about the creation of so-called ‘knowledge’. That conclusion privileges human 

construction of meaning over the natural world’s deconstruction” (p.113). It’s an odd thing to say, for 

which philosophers do not “privilege human construction of meaning” – what alternative constructions 

of meaning are there? One moral is, apparently, that Napoleon tried to “impress his knowledge-claims 

on the outside world” – a polite way of saying that he overthrew regimes and caused the deaths of 

millions of people (despite which, he gets no index entry). Bernhard Jackson makes the point that 

Byron, too, is, in Childe Harold III, trying to “impress his knowledge-claims on the outside world”: 

“one finds the poet actively demonstrating the power of his own creating mind to refigure the world, 

indeed, to refigure it in his own image” (p.121). But at what cost? The “incantatory repetitions of the 

final passage address to Ada actually undermine what they seek to assert” (p.129). That is, the entire 

poetic exercise is a failure: we don’t believe him. This, we’re told, “suggests an instability in the 

experience that Berkeley does not, for it suggests that the world the self makes may be malleable” 

(p.130). The formulation prefigures cloudily what Don Juan III makes explicit: 

 
 …. Feeling, in a Poet, is the Source 

  Of Others’ feeling – but they are such liars, 

  And take all colours – like the hands of Dyers. (DJ III 87, 6-8). 

 

 … a passage to which Bernhard Jackson refers on p.149, where she seems to say that this 

definition of a poet is confined to Canto III of Don Juan. 

 In Manfred, argues Bernhard Jackson in her next chapter, Byron “suggests that what is usually 

thought of as knowledge is always fundamentally unsound – knowledge-claims rather than knowledge – 

and that actual knowledge is unattainable” (p.131). As usual, she finds echoes of Hume (p.135), of 

Berkeley and Hume (p.141). You could add Thomas Taylor, Pausanias, Eznik of Kolb, Harit’wn 

Avgerian, Shakespeare, Edmund Kean and William Gifford to the list of echoes, but the author has her 

case to make. And as for “actual knowledge” being “unattainable”, when Manfred recounts his 

discoveries, they are presented not with irony, but with confidence: 

 
    And then I dived 

 In my lone wanderings to the caves of death, 

 Searching its cause in its effect, and drew 

 From withered bones, and skulls, and heaped-up dust, 

 Conclusions most forbidden. Then I passed 

 The nights of years in sciences untaught, 

 Save in the old-time; and with time and toil, 

 And weary vigils, and unbroken fasts, 

 And terrible Ordeal, and such penance 

 As in itself has power upon the Air, 

 And Spirits that do compass Air and Earth, 

 Space and the peopled Infinite, I made 

 Mine eyes familiar with Eternity – 

 Such as before me did the Magi, and 

 He who from out their fountain-dwellings raised 

 Eros and Anteros at Gadara, 

 As I do thee – and with my knowledge grew 

 The thirst of knowledge – and the power and joy 
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 Of this most bright Intelligence – until … (Manfred, II ii 70-97) 

 

 This “knowledge-claim” (it is, roughly, a dualistic religious one) is not refuted by anything in 

the play: what is queried is its value to Manfred, whose life has been destroyed in attaining it. But 

Bernhard Jackson is more concerned with “the play’s subversion and tricks” [which] “call into question 

… the existence of any knowledge that could truly be called such” (p.149). She thus misses the play’s 

major irony, which is to show a confident avowal of belief – of “knowledge” – mired in a dramatic and 

textual swamp of doubtful, if not fatal, possibilities. The chapter ends with an interesting parallel 

between The Prisoner of Chillon and a passage from William Drummond’s Academical Questions. 

 A large gap occurs at this point, in which we might have expected a chapter on Childe Harold 

IV. In fact the book contains no references to it at all. We wonder if its confident enlargements of the 

concept of “knowledge” might rock Bernhard Jackson’s boat? 

 
  The Beings of the Mind are not of Clay; 

  Essentially immortal, they create 

  And multiply in us a brighter ray 

  And more beloved existence: that which Fate 

  Prohibits to dull life, in this our state 

  Of mortal bondage, by these Spirits supplied, 

  First exiles, then replaces what we hate; 

  Watering the heart whose early flowers have died, 

 And with a fresher growth replenishing the void.8 

 

 Or, more confidently still (writing of St Peter’s): 

 
  Enter: its Grandeur overwhelms thee not; 

  And why? it is not lessened – but thy Mind, 

  Expanded by the Genius of the Spot, 

  Has grown Colossal, and can only find 

  A fit Abode wherein appear enshrined 

  Thy hopes of Immortality; and thou 

  Shalt one day, if found worthy, so defined, 

  See thy God face to face, as thou dost now 

 His Holy of Holies – nor be blasted by his brow.9 

 

 Here, Byron goes beyond mere questions of cognition (insofar as he’d ever lingered there), and 

into irrational areas of imagination and faith, to which Locke, Hume and Berkeley give no clue. 

 

————— 

 

I was recently sitting in an airport lounge next to a well-known international Byronist, who was reading 

Beppo. Every thirty seconds, he chortled. I took this to be a highly appropriate critical response to 

Beppo. 

 I like to believe that Emily Bernhard Jackson sometimes chortles over Don Juan. She concedes 

it to be “glittering”, and “exhuberant”, and even admits on page 158 that it contains “jokes”: but its 

“jokes” have to be explained, in an idiom distinct from that of the poem itself: 

 
In creating this effect, such couplets operate very similarly to the biographical connection planted 

in Manfred. Enjoying each joke to the full – grasping not just its wit but the verbal skill that 

underlies and is part of its wit – requires retention of both the sounds of the words and their 

meaning. In order to appreciate the aural humor of the rhyme, however, readers must sacrifice the 

meaning of the statement, even if only momentarily, and pay attention solely to the sound of the 

end words. Conversely, in order to appreciate the verbal joke, readers must sacrifice the auditory 

humor of the rhyme, even if only momentarily, and pay attention solely to the meaning of the 

words. Yet in order to enjoy the joke to the full, they need to retain both sound and sense. As one 

reads for sense, one must remember that it does not destroy the rhyme, and as one appreciates the 

rhyme, one must remember that part of its beauty lies in the fact that it does not destroy the sense 

on which one is not currently focusing. Just as in Manfred, knowledge here depends on the 

suppression of other knowledge, and on the simultaneous awareness of the knowledge being 

suppressed. And just as Manfred does, Juan reminds its readers that significance may be divided 

                                                           
8: CHP IV st.5. 

9: CHP IV st.155. 
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and subdivided; there may be more than one way of looking at a situation; full significance may 

be both graspable and always elusive. (p.159). 

 

 I will tell my friend the international Byronist that he must read and understand this paragraph 

before he’s next tempted to chortle over Byron. Like Moyra Haslett (nodded to on p.157), Bernhard 

Jackson, I suspect, finds humour “allusively corrupt”.
10

 

 Earlier, we have not been surprised to read: 

 

No matter how confusing this link to the infamous lothario may be [the fact that Juan is no 

hero], however, it performs a significant task that at the outset links the poem to its dominant 

influence, Hume. (p.158). 

 

 Not, we note, “its dominant influence in terms of its philosophy of knowledge”, but just “its 

dominant influence”. Those who thought its dominant influences included (by negative reaction) 

Mozart and da Ponte, Shadwell, Molière, and Tirso de Molina, and (by positive emulation), Sterne, 

Montaigne, Smollett, Fielding, Pulci, Horace, Ariosto, Scott, and Homer to name just a few, will sit 

rebuked. 

 Bernhard Jackson writes that “The poem persistently joins and separates signs into 

configurations that reveal the arbitrary nature of truth and knowledge constructions” (p.162). I think 

this is po.-mo. lit.crit. talk for “it’s funny”. It might also hint that Byron takes a malicious delight in 

disorientating us, and that being so disorientated is amusingly cathartic. Bernhard Jackson’s way of 

putting this is 

 

Juan’s tone and content, its self-generating and self-determining narrative, bespeak not the 

wan grimness of nihilism but the pulsing delight of creation. Its destruction is only that which 

precedes rebirth (p.180). 

 

 She makes it sound like Much Ado About Nothing, or As You Like It. I wonder, given Byron’s 

stated intentions of ending Juan’s career in either marriage, hell, or on the scaffold in the French 

Revolution, whether the poem’s termination would have been so life-affirming. 

 Byron was a genius, but a tricky, elusive sort of fellow too, and any Philosophy of Knowledge 

which enabled him to think that “an experience, and full comprehension of that experience, may 

require the mingling of two incompatible understandings” (p.165), would have made an appeal to him 

– to quite different aspects of his personality than those to which Pyrrhonism appealed. What appears 

from one angle to be dust, appears from another to be deity, and with no change of substance. If you 

can’t agree on what’s what, you won’t agree on what’s good and what’s bad. Unnatural vices may be 

fathered by your heroism. Virtues may be forced on us by your impudent crimes. All ethics may be 

relative – you can never tell. 

 Bernhard Jackson tries, in her final pages, to spell out Byron’s “well thought-out and fully 

articulated philosophy of knowledge”, and to tell us what its “significant practical implications” are. 

The reader may be forgiven a sense of anti-climax at this point, for (to sum up), she finds that “An 

engagement that attempted not to smooth but to resolve this aporia would have to admit that no 

solution is possible” (p.182). Rather than quote Byron, she now quotes Hume – for whom, we now see, 

Byron has been a stalking-horse all the time. Philosophising by himself, Hume began “to fancy myself 

in the most deplorable condition imaginable”, but “playing backgammon with my friends … nature 

herself suffices to the purpose, and cures me” (p.183). One would expect a conclusion to be “Harold 

and Manfred are the isolated, philosophical Hume, and Don Juan the backgammon player”: but it 

appears that all Byron’s protagonists, though “ostentatiously isolated” are found “falling in love, 

attending parties, and making merry with flaunting wassailers” (p.184). This seems most unfair to both 

Manfred – not a party person – and to Juan – only isolated occasionally, in order to highlight his next 

convivial moment, even a humble moment involving “breakfast, tea and toast” (p.184). 

 The “significant practical implications” are, writes Bernhard Jackson, that “from ... relationships 

that we understand, really, are not communions, we take pleasure and sustenance” (p.185): and, 

paraphrasing Byron’s famous answer to Francis Cohen, she writes, “we will scald our testicles, but we 

hand the cup of tea to our charmer nonetheless”. But surely the point is that scalding the testicles 

                                                           

10: See Moyra Haslett, Byron’s Don Juan and the Don Juan Legend, OUP 1997, p.230. 
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prevents the charmer from receiving the tea? The romantic aspiration is thwarted by the humiliating 

mishap. This is not an epistemological perception, but a comical one. 

 

 There’s a “Bryon” on page 3. 


