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The first part of this book is of considerable value. Moyra Haslett has researched the London 

theatre scene of 1816 – 1818 as few others have, and describes so many theatrical versions of 

the Don Juan myth during that time that one approaches Byron’s lines, in the first stanza of 

his greatest work, with a renewed respect: 

 
  I’ll therefore take our ancient friend Don Juan; 

 We all have seen him in the Pantomime, 

 Sent to the Devil, somewhat ere his time. 

    

    There had since the seventeenth century been numerous stage versions of the story, for 

straight actors, for harlequin troupes, and even for puppets. And, Haslett reports, by early 

1818 no fewer than six versions had been running recently in London: they included, in 1817, 

Don Giovanni at the King’s, The Libertine at Covent Garden, Don Giovanni, or a Spectre on 

Horseback! at the Surrey, and Don Juan; or The Libertine Destroyed at the Lyceum. In the 

next year these were joined by Giovanni in London at the Olympic and Harlequin’s Vision at 

Drury Lane. Byron’s lines, implying every theatre-goer’s familiarity with the subject, gain 

new weight from Haslett’s research. He really was cashing in on a huge popular interest. The 

question, where, living as he did in Venice, did he get the London theatrical information 

from? remains unexplored. 

 But in her book’s subsequent chapters, Haslett goes astray. Her feminist-historicist 

approach leads her to misreading after misreading. She is anxious to prove that, whatever our 

understanding may be of Byron’s reshaping of the myth – Juan as a male innocent ruined by 

predatory women – this was not the way his contemporaries would have read the work as it 

came out. They would have read it, she claims, as a variant on the Tirso de Molina / Mozart 

traditon of the insatiable and demonic seducer. 

 Her analyses get more and more strained. Juan’s sea-sickness at the start of Canto II 

shows “amnesia concerning his past lovers”. His “love for Haidee is tinged with mercenary 

motives”. The “Italian soprano” to whom Haslett has Juan tied at the end of Canto IV “was 

almost one of the ‘catalogue’”. In vain do we protest that his seasickness is a way of showing 

love’s fragility in the face of the need to vomit, and that Juan has in any case only had one 

lover; that there are no mercenary motives; that she is not a soprano, that there is no 

catalogue, and that these things would have been obvious on first reading. But Haslett is 

unstoppable. In Russia, “(Juan’s) youthfulness continues to attract and divide marriages”. 

Which ones? Byron deflects blame from Juan by “the suggestion that his involvement” (with 

Miss Protasoff, éprouveuse to Catherine the Great) “is involuntary”. It is involuntary – he 

cannot refuse – and in any case we don’t know exactly what it involves – how does Haslett 

know the Protasoff doesn’t just inspect his sexual equipment for size and cleanliness? 

 The most damaging self-inflicted wound Haslett makes is where she quotes a paragraph 

from Flora Thompson’s Lark Rise to Candleford (or Candleford Rise, as her index would 

have us rename it). Laura, the servant girl, has been forbidden to read Don Juan, for it is “a 

terrible book … and most unfit for her reading”. Naturally, she reads it: 

 
 How fascinating the book was! She felt she simply had to know what came next, and the blue 

skies and seas of those foreign shores and the seaside loves and golden sands and the wit of the 

author and the felicity of his language and the dexterity of his rhymes enchanted her. She was 

shocked by some of the hero’s adventures, but more often thrilled. Laura learned quite a lot by 

reading Don Juan. 

 



 It’s clear that Haslett has learned nothing from her reading of Don Juan, and would be 

surprised if anyone suggested that there was anything to be “learned” from it. She is neither 

thrilled nor shocked – merely disdainful. Byron’s felicitous language and the dexterity of his 

rhymes mean nothing to her. So far is she from wanting to know what comes next that she 

seems unable to read what happens next, substituting her own feminist alternative to it. But 

Laura’s response is, apparently, “allusively corrupt”, and her “‘education’ is an adoption of 

‘knowingness’”. It seems Haslett would be happier if Laura had not read it. We may worry 

that Laura does not find the poem funny, amongst all the other positive features she does find 

in it, but that objection would never worry Haslett, for whom all humour seems to be 

“allusively corrupt”. 

 In 1883, J. A. Froude described J. C. Jeaffreson’s book The Real Lord Byron as 

resembling “a description of Vesuvius by some one who did not know that Vesuvius was a 

volcano”. Byron’s Don Juan and the Don Juan Legend resembles a description of Fawlty 

Towers by someone who has not been told that Fawlty Towers is a comedy. 


