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Byron didn’t like birthdays: each birthday reminded him that he was a year older, and … 

 
… it was one of the deadliest and heaviest feelings of my life to feel that I was no longer a boy. From 

that moment I began to grow old in my own esteem; and in my esteem age is not estimable.2 

 

 We should therefore not be surprised when we understand that on his twenty-first birthday, when there 

was a huge party for him at Newstead Abbey, he dined alone in London, nor that he missed his twenty-fourth 

birthday party, also at Newstead, of which we have a fine description written for him by his beloved Susan 

Vaughan. 

 But Byron was stranger still. He seems to have had a problem with all ceremonies and celebrations. He 

wanted to be buried with his dog. He didn’t attend his own mother’s funeral, saying that he was too upset – thus 

showing either that he missed the whole point of funerals, or that he wanted the grief and guilt he experienced at 

the thought of her death to stay alive within him. He ruined his fateful wedding service, by, as we should say, 

“corpsing” (he grinned at Hobhouse, his best man) at the line “… and with all my worldly goods I thee endow”: 

not surprisingly, since he didn’t have any worldly goods with which to endow his bride. The only event which 

he celebrated formally was the death of his mother-in-law in 1822, when he ordered his Pisan household into 

mourning, and that because of an event which he’d been waiting years for, and by which he was, in fact, 

delighted. There really is a sense in which not all of him attended his own funeral, since his lungs were left 

behind in Missolonghi (where they were lost). 

 It wasn’t a good idea to have Byron as a participant in any ceremony. The only marriage where he stood 

himself as Best Man – that between the Earl of Portsmouth and John Hanson’s daughter – was a macabre 

disaster. At least three of the four children to whom he was godfather met unhappy ends. Byron Hobhouse, John 

Cam’s nephew, to whom both Byron and Hobhouse were godfathers at Rome in 1817, was killed on the retreat 

from Kabul in the winter of 1841-2. Byron stood godfather to Tom Moore’s daughter, Olivia Byron. Born 

August 18th 1814, she died on March 24th of the following year. And when the son of James and Frances 

Wedderburn Webster, to whom he was also godfather, died young, the father reports that Byron “almost 

chuckled with Joy—or Irony—& said ‘Well—I cautioned you—& told you that my name would almost damn 

any thing or creature’!!” 

 In this indifference, or satirical hostility, to ceremony, whether domestic or sacramental, Byron resembles 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet. Hamlet attends his mother’s wedding – wearing black; he puts on a play, but then spoils 

it by his running commentary; at Ophelia’s funeral, he jumps into her grave and tries to kill the chief mourner; 

and, finally, a supposedly friendly fencing-match in which he takes part turns bloody, and he, his opponent, and 

the two principle spectators, are all killed. Hamlet’s attitude to ritual, like Byron’s, is subversive. 

 Byron resembles Hamlet in another sense: whoever you are, you always get a Hamlet or a Byron which 

seems tailored for you. You define the Hamlet or the Byron who talks or writes to you. Both the fictional prince 

and the real-life poet craft their discourses to fit your idiom: 

 
 Gertrude: Hamlet, thou hast thy father much offended. 

 Hamlet: Mother, you have my father much offended. 

 Gertrude: Come, come, you answer with an idle tongue. 

 Hamlet: Go, go, you question with a wicked tongue. 

 

 Compare: 
 Hamlet: Whose grave’s this, sirrah? 

 Gravedigger: Mine, sir. Sings “O, a pit of clay for to be made / For such a guest is meet”. 

 Hamlet: I think it be thine, indeed; for thou liest in’t. 

 Gravedigger: You lie out on’t, sir, and therefore it is not yours: for my part, I do not lie in’t, and 

   yet it is mine. 

 Hamlet: Thou dost lie in’t, to be in’t and say it is thine: ’tis for the dead, not for the quick; 

   therefore thou liest. 

 Gravedigger: ’Tis a quick lie, sir; ’twill away gain, from me to you. 

 

 The Gravedigger is the only character who sees Hamlet coming, and beats him at his own game. 

                                                 
1: The gist of an after-dinner talk given at the Newstead Byron Society Annual Dinner, January 19th 2013. 

2: Detached Thought 72. 
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 Whoever you are, Hamlet answers you, spontaneously, in your idiom, so that talking to him is like 

talking to yourself in a mirror: he isn’t there. We have few if any examples of Byron conversing with people; 

but here he is, writing to Annabella Milbanke … 

 
In her [Lady Melbourne’s] zeal in my behalf―friendly and pardonable as it was―she in some degree 

exceeded my intentions, when she made the more direct proposal, which yet I do not regret, except in so 

far as it appeared presumptuous on my part. That this is the truth you will allow, when I tell you that it 

was not till lately that I mentioned to her that I thought she had unwittingly committed me a little too far 

in the expectation that so abrupt an overture would be received. But I stated this casually in conversation, 

and without the least feeling of irritation towards her or pique against yourself. Such was the result of my 

first and nearest approach to that altar, to which, in the state of your feelings, I should only have led 

another victim.3 

 

… and here he is, writing to Douglas Kinnaird: 

 
As to “Don Juan” – confess – confess – you dog – and <f> <xxx> be candid – that it is the sublime of that 

there sort of writing – it may be bawdy – but is it not good English? – It may be profligate but is it not 

life, is it not the thing? – Could any man have written it – who has not lived in the world? – and tooled in 

a post=chaise? – in – a hackney coach? – in a Gondola? against a wall? in a court carriage? – in a vis a 

vis? – on a table? – and under it? – I have written about a hundred stanzas of a third Canto – but it is a 

damned modest – the outcry has frightened me. – I have such projects for the Don – but the Cant is so 

much stronger than <the> Cunt – <that> now a days: – that the benefit of experience in a man <who> 

who had well weighed the worth of both <those> monosyllables – must be lost to despairing posterity.4 

  

 Each correspondent gets the “Byron” which Byron finds appropriate for them. As with Hamlet, it 

doesn’t seem contrived, but natural – this is the way in which they deal with the world. “They” are somewhere 

else all the time. Neither man wants to be known. 

 

――――― 

 

Shakespeare rarely if ever dramatises a ritual without having it disrupted. The wedding in Much Ado, like the 

funeral in Hamlet, is seriously disrupted; the wedding in The Shrew is reported only, as having been a farce; 

and there are disrupted troth-plight ceremonies in As You Like It, The Winter’s Tale, and The Tempest. Think of 

Macbeth’s coronation banquet! As for marriage – the closest and most intimate and perfectly-knit married 

couple he writes about are indeed the Macbeths. Then there’s Leontes and Hermione … Cymbeline and his 

wife … Antony and Octavia … Brutus and Portia … only Coriolanus and Virgilia seem relatively happy, if 

only because she hardly says anything. 

 We must not expect Byron, with his particular attitude to marriage, to write poetry about weddings, and 

his married couples – Hassan and Leila, Azo and Parisina, Beppo and Laura, Alfonso and Julia, Gulbeyaz and 

the Sultan, Henry and Adeline – are not good advertisements for the wedded state. 

 He does, however, write in detail about one funeral, and not just any old funeral either, but the state 

funeral of King George III: 

 
 In the first year of Freedom’s second dawn 

  Died George the third, although no tyrant, one 

 Who shielded tyrants, till each Sense withdrawn 

  Left him nor mental nor external Sun; 

 A better farmer ne’er brushed dew from lawn, 

  A weaker king ne’er left a realm undone; 

 He died – but left his subjects still behind, 

 One half as mad, and t’other no less blind. 

 

 He died – his death made no great stir on earth; 

  His burial made some pomp; there was profusion 

 Of Velvet, gilding, brass, and no great dearth 

  Of aught but tears – save those shed by collusion – 

 For these things may be bought at their true worth; 

  Of Elegy there was the due infusion, 

 Bought also; and the torches, cloaks and banners, 

                                                 
3: Byron to Annabella Milbanke, August 25th 1813: BLJ III 98-9. 

4: Byron to Douglas Kinnaird, October 26th 1819: (B.L.Add.Mss. 42093 ff.118-19; BLJ VI 231-3). 
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 Heralds, and relics of old Gothic manners, 

 

 Formed a sepulchral melodrame; of all 

  The fools who flocked to swell or see the show, 

 Who cared about the corpse? The funeral 

  Made the attraction, and the black the woe; 

 There throbbed not there a thought which pierced the pall, 

  And when the gorgeous Coffin was laid low 

 It seemed the mockery of hell to fold 

 The rottenness of eighty years in gold. – 

 

 So mix his body with the dust! It might 

  Return to what it must far sooner, were 

 The natural compound left alone to fight 

  Its way back into earth, and fire, and air; 

 But the unnatural balsams merely blight 

  What Nature made him at his birth – as bare 

 As the mere Millions’ base unmummied Clay – 

 Yet all his Spices but prolong decay. – 

 

 He’s dead – and upper Earth with him has done; 

  He’s buried – save the Undertaker’s bill,  

 Or Lapidary Scrawl, the world is gone 

  For him – unless he left a German will – 

 But where’s the proctor who will ask his Son? 

  In whom his qualities are reigning still, 

 Except that household virtue most uncommon, 

 Of Constancy to an unhandsome woman. – – 

 

 “God save the King!” It is a large economy 

  In God to save the like, but if he will 

 Be saving, all the better, for not one am I 

  Of those, who think damnation better still – 

 I hardly know too if not quite alone am I 

  In this small hope of bettering future ill 

 By circumscribing with some slight restriction 

 The eternity of Hell’s hot jurisdiction. (The Vision of Judgement sts.8-13) 

 

 Perhaps we can deduce from this why Byron didn’t enjoy ceremonies, even his own birthday parties: for 

him, they only signified hypocrisy, and ostentation concealing rottenness. We may disagree, remembering some 

nice birthday-parties and dignified funerals we’ve attended ourselves; but we have to concede the power and 

boldness of his writing here (so bold, indeed, as to get his publisher prosecuted). 

 What of the second question – the one about identity, or concealed identity, or invisible identity? Again, 

we go to The Vision of Judgement, when, to testify in favour of George III’s candidature for damnation, Sathan 

calls for the anonymous pamphleteer Junius, and we get … 

 
 The Shadow came – a tall, thin, grey–haired figure, 

  That looked as it had been a Shade on earth – 

 Quick in its motions, with an air of vigour – 

  But nought to mark its breeding or its birth – 

 Now it waxed little – then again grew bigger – 

  With now an air of gloom, or savage mirth – 

 But as you gazed upon its features they 

 Changed every instant – to what, none could say. 

 

 The more intently the Ghosts gazed the less 

  Could they distinguish whose the features were – 

 The devil himself seemed puzzled even to guess – 

  They varied like a dream – now here, now there – 

 And several people swore from out the press  

  They knew him perfectly, and one could swear – 

 He was his father – upon which another 

 Was sure he was his mother’s cousin’s brother, 

 

 Another that he was a duke – or knight – 

  An orator – a lawyer – or a priest – 
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 A Nabob – a Man Midwife; but the Wight 

  Mysterious changed his countenance at least 

 As oft as they their minds, though in full sight 

  He stood, the puzzle only was increased – 

 The Man was a phantasmagoria in 

 Himself, he was so volatile and thin! 

 

 The moment that you had pronounced him one, 

  Presto! his face changed and he was another – 

 And when that change was hardly well put on, 

  It varied till I don’t think his own mother  

 (If that he had a mother) would her son 

  Have known, he shifted so from one to t’other, 

 Till guessing from a pleasure grew a task, 

 At this epistolary “Iron Mask”! 

 

 For sometimes he like Cerberus would seem  

  “Three gentlemen at once” (as sagely says 

 Good Mrs. Malaprop) then you might deem 

  That he was not even one – now many rays 

 Were flashing round him – and now a thick steam 

  Hid him from sight – like fogs on London days – 

 Now Burke, now Tooke, he grew to people’s fancies – 

 And certes often like Sir Philip Francis. 

 

 I’ve an hypothesis – ’tis quite my own – 

  I never let it out till now, for fear 

 Of doing people harm about the throne – 

  And injuring some minister or peer, 

 On whom the stigma might perhaps be blown; 

  It is – My gentle Public, Lend thine ear! 

 ’Tis that what Junius we are wont to call 

 Was – really, truly – Nobody at all.  (TVOJ sts.75-80) 

 

 Who Junius is depends not on who he is, but on what you, the individual spectator, are. God doesn’t 

make him – he doesn’t make himself – you make him according to your own conscious, semi-conscious, or 

unconscious predilection. He’s a blank slate, a tabula rasa, on which you carve your own identity. We’re 

reminded of a complaint Byron makes in Some Observations: 

 
I recollect to have read some time ago similar remarks upon Beppo (said to have been written by a 

celebrated northern preacher) in which the conclusion drawn was that “Childe Harold – Byron – and the 

Count in Beppo were one and the same person” – thereby making me turn out to be, as Mrs Malaprop 

says, “like Cerberus three Gentlemen at once.” That article was signed “Presbyter Anglicanus”, which I 

presume, being interpreted, means Scotch Presbyterian. I must here observe, and it is at once ludicrous 

and vexatious to be compelled so frequently to repeat the same thing, that my case as an author is 

peculiarly hard in being everlastingly taken or mistaken for my own protagonist. It is unjust and 

particular. I never heard that my friend Moore was set down for a fire-worshipper on account of his 

Guebre – that Scott was identified with Roderick Dhu or with Balfour of Burleigh – or that 

notwithstanding all the magicians in Thalaba, anybody has ever taken Mr Southey for a conjuror. 

Whereas I have had some difficulty in extricating me even from Manfred – who, as Mr Southey slily 

observes in one of his articles in the Quarterly, “Met the devil on the Jungfrau – and bullied him …” 

(Some Observations upon an Article in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, August 1819) 

 

 He may protest too much, although it’s true that Childe Harold has nothing in common with the Count 

in Beppo. 

 As with Junius, as with Hamlet, so with Byron. Obviously he did / does exist, but in two dimensions, 

private and public, dialogue and soliloquy – and there’s no connection between the two. In public, there are as 

many Juniuses, Hamlets, and Byrons, as there are people to observe and read about them. However, Hamlet 

often seems to be putting on an act even in soliloquy – performing for his own benefit: “Am I a coward? Who 

calls me villain … Oh, vengeance!” Who’s to say whether Byron, who often seems to be writing his diaries 

with an eye on posterity, ever “really, truly”, allows us into his own private thoughts, and lets us see his “real” 

self? His indifference to birthdays, weddings, funerals – even dinner parties (outside of Pisa, he never seems to 

have given any) may indicate that, secretly, he didn’t think that he, “really, truly”, existed at all. Like Banquo 

at Macbeth’s dinner-party, he was just a “horrible shadow” and an “unreal mockery”. 

 



5 

 

 


