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“Assyrian Tales”: Byron’s Romantic Poems: the Gay Subtext 
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In Romantic Cruxes, Thomas McFarland identifies the following as “essential determinants of the romantic 

sensibility”: “external nature, imagination, egotism, love of the particular, flight into the medieval, flight into the 

Orient, flight into drugs, a preoccupation with dreams, with melancholy, solitude, suicide, an ubiquitous 

awareness of process and current, a longing for the infinite and unattainable, an omnipresent involvement with 

the organic, a profound commitment to symbol, incompleteness, fragmentation, ruin”, “madness” and 

“wanderlust”.
1
 All of these themes, except “flight into drugs” and “an omnipresent involvement with the 

organic”, are to be found in Childe Harold and Byron’s six misnamed “Turkish Tales” (and an awful lot of them 

are to be found in King Lear: but then, who’s more “romantic” than Shakespeare?). But McFarland doesn’t 

mention one vital “romantic” theme – incest (which we know to be important from our reading of Mario Praz): 

and leaves out another which isn’t normally mentioned in connection with “romanticism” at all – 

homosexuality, or bisexuality. 

 Byron subsequently found these, his “romantic” poems, embarrassing, for reasons I shall analyse; and 

contrived a number of stratagems to distance himself from them. 

 When The Giaour is published, Byron is in Maidenhead. On the day The Corsair is published, February 

1st 1814, he again makes sure he’s out of town, at Newstead, with Augusta. On the day Lara is published, 

August 6th 1814, he’s again out of town, at Hastings, with Augusta. On April 29th 1814 he demands that John 

Murray destroy all unsold copies of The Giaour and The Bride of Abydos. Murray is naturally unwilling to do 

so, and on May 1st Byron, saying “If … it really would be inconvenient”, cancels the request. He’d given the 

copyright of Childe Harold I and II to R.C.Dallas, who’d prepared the poem for the printer, and then gave the 

copyright of The Corsair to Dallas, too – much to Murray’s horror, since it gave Dallas the liberty to sell The 

Corsair to someone else: Byron had more or less to instruct Dallas that although he owned the poem, it was on 

condition that only Murray could publish it. 

 Dallas is responsible for punctuating the printer’s copies of Childe Harold and The Corsair; Francis 

Hodgson for those of The Giaour and The Bride; so that the versions which finally come before the public are 

not really the work of Byron, who claimed he didn’t know where to put a comma. The printer’s copy of 

Parisina is prepared by Annabella. 

 Byron stalled for so long over the question of accepting payment for The Giaour and The Bride that 

Murray – embarrassed, as a professional, at the idea of receiving the works as gifts – paid him a thousand 

guineas whether he wanted the money or not. 

 These strange conflicts – between the poet and the publisher, and between the poet’s urge to write and his 

unwillingness to see his poems as commodities in the market-place – his partial pretence that he hadn’t, in fact, 

written them – continue until he leaves England, when his attitude changes completely, and, with or without 

Douglas Kinnaird as intermediary, he demands and receives larger and larger payments from Murray, climaxing 

in the 2,500 guineas he demands and gets for Childe Harold IV (he throws in Beppo for nothing). 

 It’s standard to argue that an aristocratic disdain for selling one’s wares, and making money from mere 

scribbling, is at the root of Byron’s horror at the idea of taking John Murray’s money for his “romantic” poems. 

I want to argue that there’s more to it, and that the poems are confessional, and made Byron afraid of his own 

temerity in them at giving common currency to his bisexuality – was amazed when no-one read them in that 

light – and as a result conceived a contempt for public, critical and especially female opinion, which finds its 

expression in Beppo and Don Juan. He thought his confessions were clear enough: that no-one saw what he’d 

done only proved that his “fans” (“Constantia”, “Echo”, “La Suissesse”, and so on), simply hadn’t been able to 

read them. 

 Byron was so insecure about Childe Harold I and II that it was only with unwillingness that he confessed 

to having written it at all. A later reviewer quotes Dallas as writing, 

 
 “… the publication of Childe Harold was “the crisis of Lord Byron’s fate as a man and a poet.” The 

present volume sets this truth in the strongest light; but it adds a fact so extraordinary, that if it were not 

related so circumstantially, we own we should hesitate to give it credence—this fact is, that Lord Byron 

himself was insensible to the value of Childe Harold, and could with difficulty be brought to consent to its 

publication! He had written a very indifferent paraphrase of Horace’s Art of Poetry, and was anxious to have 

it published. This poem he shewd to Mr. Dallas, who after giving a specimen of it sufficient to shew its 

mediocrity, continues his narrative thus:  

                                                           
1: Thomas McFarland, Romantic Cruxes (Clarendon 1987), pp.13-23. 
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 “In not disparaging this poem, however, next day, I could not refrain from expressing some surprise 

that he had written nothing else; upon which he told me that he had occasionally written short poems, besides 

a great many stanzas in Spenser’s measure relative to the countries he had visited. ‘They are not worth 

troubling you with; but you shall have them all with you, if you like it.’ So came I by Childe Harold’s 

Pilgrimage. He took it from a small trunk with a number of verses. He said they had been read but by one 

person, who had but very little to commend and very much to condemn; that he himself was of that opinion, 

and he was sure I would be so too.”  

 Mr. Dallas, to his great surprise, found the poem replete with traces of the brightest genius, mingled it 

is true with some absurdities and some improprieties; but his delight very far indeed preponderated, and he 

instantly communicated his sentiments to Lord Byron, who could with difficulty be brought to believe that 

this poem was better, or so good, as the very inferior things which he had translated or imitated from Horace. 

“Attentive as he had hitherto my opinions and suggestions, and natural as it was that he should be swayed by 

such decided praise, I was surprised to find that I could not at first obtain credit with Lord Byron for my 

judgment on Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage—‘It was any thing but poetry—it had been condemned by a good 

critic— had I not myself seen the sentences on the margins of the manuscript?’”  

 

 The “improprieties” are of a homoerotic nature, and support Tom Mole’s theory that Childe Harold was 

intended at first as a private poem, written for a coterie of Cambridge gays headed by C.S.Matthews, but that, 

Matthews being dead, “once the audience Byron hoped to titillate with these references could no longer read 

them, they no longer served their purpose”,
2
 and the poem had to be edited for a larger market, one with more 

chaste sensibilities. Thus the stanza on William Beckford had to go: 

 
  Wrath’s vials on thy lofty head have burst, 

  In wit – in genius – as in wealth the first, 

  How wondrous bright thy blooming Morn arose; 

  But thou wert smitten with unhallowed thirst 

  Of nameless crime, and thy sad day must close 

 In scorn, and Solitude unsought – the worst of woes.3 

 

 Thus the original text of the Suliote song had to be amended: 

 
  I ask not the pleasures that riches supply, 

  My Sabre shall win what the feeble must buy; 

  Shall win the young minions with long-flowing hair, 

  And many a maid from her mother shall tear. – 

 

  I love the fair face of the maid, and the youth, 

  Their caresses shall lull us, their voices shall soothe; 

  Let them bring from their chambers their many-toned lyres, 

  And sing us a song on the fall of their Sires.4 

 

 And thus the “indecent” word-play in the description of Ali Pasha had to be rewritten, so that the original 

idea, whereby Harold’s visit to Tepellene becomes a trip to a homosexual Hades, is lost: 
 

  Here woman’s voice is never heard – apart, 

  And scarce permitted guarded, veiled to rove, 

  She yields to one her person & her heart, 

  Tamed to her cage, nor feels a wish to move; 

  For boyish minions of unhallowed love 

  The shameless torch of wild desire is lit, 

  Caressed, preferred even woman’s self above, 

  Whose forms for Nature’s gentler errors fit 

 All frailties mote excuse save that which they commit.5 

 

 If these seem satirical at the expense of oriental sodomites, we have to remember that the penalties in 

England for “antiphysical concubinage” (the phrase is from Don Leon),
6
 necessitated all references to it be 

                                                           
2: Tom Mole, Byron’s Romantic Celebrity: Industrial Culture and the Hermeneutic of Intimacy (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 

2007), p.51. 

3: Text edited from Erdman, David with the assistance of Worrall, David (eds). Lord Byron, vol VI. Childe Harold’s 

pilgrimage a critical, composite edition, in Manuscripts of the Younger Romantics, (1991), p.37. B. pencils, “I would not 

have this about Beckford.” 

4: B.L. Egerton 2027 f.51v. 

5: B.L. Egerton 2027 f.49r. 

6: See Cochran (ed.), Byron and Women [and men] (CSP 2010), p.49. 
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couched in terms of apparently grave disapprobation. A passage from Matthews to Byron early in 1811 shows 

how wretched the life of a closet gay was in England: 

 
I took root at this place [Cambridge], & have continued here ever since the election (with the exception of 

a fortnight or so in London) not unpleasantly. Feasting, in which I am sorry to say I have frequently 

exceeded, Card playing in which I am generally successful, Reading for which I have lately taken a turn, 

and hunting of which I am passionately fond, being my chief occupations. But no quoits,7 the lack of wch. 

I feel acutely. however, ye sports I have mentioned, the tranquillity of academic bowers, & the 

congeniality of old scenes eke me out a tolerable existence. Quant à ma methode, my botanical studies 

have been sadly at a stand. I have however added a specimen or two to my anthology, but I have 

contemplated them only at a distance. So you see I am still as ignorant8 as when you left me.9 

 

 Tom Mole argues that the different openings Byron wrote for Childe Harold show his move from 

creating a private, coded poem, with in-jokes for a male audience led by Matthews, to redesigning it as a public, 

“romantic” poem, largely for women, for whom the in-jokes would have fallen flat. 

 Meeting recently with an editor of twentieth-century poetry, I found her lamenting the fact that none of 

her author’s manuscripts had survived, and amazed her by saying that, even though most of Byron’s 

manuscripts have survived, not only were his habitual accidentals ignored by all editors (except me), but that in 

the case of Childe Harold I and II, even his original substantive readings were either confined to footnotes (in 

the case of Jerome McGann) or ignored completely (in the case of Alice Levine). 

 Byronists are as nervous as the Church of England in the way they avert their gazes from Byron’s 

bisexuality. His ability to love men – to identify even with men whom he thinks of as his enemies – is shown in 

the Turkish Tales. Why did he hate Robert Southey, if not because, in Southey, he saw a cheap, opportunist, 

turncoat caricature of himself, close enough to the real thing to give him the creeps? 

 Male relationships were of the utmost importance to Byron, and, whether you use the terms 

“homosexuality”, “queer desire”, “male bonding”, or “homosociality”, they are all over the Turkish Tales. The 

poems are full of heroes who, in destroying or in being destroyed by other men, empathise with them as much as 

if not more than they do with the heroines. This theme slowly disappears as we near the end of the sequence. 

Byron suffered from “an excessive susceptibility of immediate impressions, at the same time without losing the 

past”,
10

 and this applied more to his male companions and colleagues than to most of the women in his life. He 

seems to have introjected their viewpoints into his own picture of things, with radically differing results: thus 

Childe Harold III, written in Shelley’s idealistic company, is quite different from Childe Harold I, II, and IV, 

written with the misanthropic Hobhouse about. Thus he was horrified to find that his Augustan idol William 

Gifford was, as Murray’s reader, going to look at Childe Harold I and II;
11

 for seeing it vicariously through the 

eyes of an eighteenth-century satirist such as Gifford activated the eighteenth-century satirist in Byron, and from 

such a perspective it wouldn’t look good (though in fact Gifford loved it). 

 Byron has a way of becoming other people (often quite different people, with confusing results), and not 

just in his art. See his unease at being unable to decide which, of Hobhouse or Gifford, he is to sympathise with 

over Hobhouse’s Letters from Paris. He sees both perspectives, but can’t reconcile them. There’s even a letter in 

which he articulates Teresa’s (unsympathetic) view of his marriage break-up: though he expresses it to Augusta, 

not to Annabella.
12

 

 

――――― 

 

At the start of 1812, Byron was devastated to discover that his male favourite, Robert Rushton, had been to bed 

with his female favourite, Susan Vaughan. “Two loves” [had he], “of comfort and despair”.  It caused him to 

reassess himself, and the result was misery. The extent of his sense of being an alien may be gauged by what he 

wrote to Hodgson: “I can’t blame the girl, but my own vanity in believing that ‘such a thing as I am’ could be 

loved”. For Susan he wore a mask of forbearance: 

 
I will not deny that I have been attached to you, & I am now heartily ashamed of my weakness. – You 

may also enjoy the satisfaction of having deceived me most completely, & rendered me for the present 

sufficiently wretched. – From the first I told you that the continuance of our connection depended on your 

own conduct. – – All is over. – I have little to condemn on my own part, but credulity; you threw yourself 

                                                           
7: “coits” or coitus. 

8: It’s possible that Matthews died a virgin. 

9: Charles Skinner Matthews to Byron, January 13th 1811: (text from NLS 12604 / 4247G). 

10: Authorial note to DJ XVI 97. 

11: BLJ II 78-9. 

12: Byron to Augusta Leigh, from Ravenna, October 5th 1821: (BLJ VIII 233-5). 
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in my way, I received you, loved you, till you have become worthless, & now I part from you with some 

regret, & without resentment. – I wish you well, do not forget that your own misconduct has bereaved you 

of a friend, of whom nothing else could have deprived you. – Do not attempt explanation, it is useless 

…13 

 

 To Rushton he was paternal: 

 
 If any thing has passed between you before or since my last visit to Newstead, do not be afraid to 

mention it. I am sure you would not deceive me, though she would. Whatever it is, you shall be forgiven. 

I have not been without some suspicions on the subject, and am certain that, at your time of life, the 

blame could not attach to you.14 

 

 In fact they’d both deceived him, but it suited his mindset to fix the blame upon Susan only.  So she was 

dismissed, and Rushton kept on. 

 This jealousy is, in The Giaour, transmuted into the protagonist’s self-loathing, isolation and despair at 

having lost Leila, the woman he loved, and having as a result to have killed Hassan, the man he loved: 

 
  Much in his visions mutters he 

  Of maiden ’whelmed beneath the sea; 

  Of sabres clashing – foemen flying, 

  Wrongs avenged – and Moslem dying. 

  On cliff he hath been known to stand, 

  And rave as to some bloody hand 

  Fresh severed from its parent limb, 

  Invisible to all but him, 

  Which beckons onward to his grave, 

  And lures to leap into the wave.” (ll.822-31) 

 

 His grief and guilt at having terminated his own life in killing Hassan for having killed Leila, is the only 

satisfactory answer to the question, “Why does he have to go into a monastery, he who hates its music and 

loathes its religion?” It answers T.S.Eliot’s point, “Why a Greek of that period should have been so oppressed 

with remorse (although wholly impenitent) for killing a Moslem in what he would have considered a fair fight,” 

[is a question] “that we cannot answer”.
15

 Byron cunningly dissipates the tale’s emotional focus by putting grief 

at Hassan’s death into two passages done from a Moslem viewpoint, the one about Hassan’s deserted palace 

(“The steed is vanished from the stall”, and so on), and the scene in which his mother is told of his death (“The 

browsing camels’ bells are tinkling …”): however, the Giaour feels, not just responsibility, but guilt, for both 

deaths. Whether or not under the influence of the curse put on him (“But thou, false infidel, shalt writhe / 

Beneath avenging Monkir’s scythe …”), he’s identifying with the man he killed – his own severed hand – and is 

experiencing Hassan’s alienation, bitterness and betrayal, in himself. He, the cuckold-maker, empathises with 

the cuckold whom he killed (we shall see something like this again in Parisina): 

 
 She died – I dare not tell thee how; 

 But look – ’tis written on my brow! 

 There read of Cain the curse and crime, 

 In characters unworn by Time – 

 Still, ere thou dost condemn me – pause –  

 Not mine the act, though I the cause. 

 Yet did he but what I had done 

 Had she been false to more than one. 

 Faithless to him – he gave the blow; 

 But true to me – I laid him low;  

 Howe’er deserved her doom might be, 

 Her treachery was truth to me; 

 To me she gave her heart, that all 

 Which Tyranny can ne’er enthrall; 

 And I, alas! too late to save, 

 Yet all I then could give – I gave – 

  ’Twas some relief – our foe a grave. (ll.1056-72) 

 

 This section, preceding the death of Hassan, makes a strong enough statement about male bonding: 

                                                           
13: Byron to Susan Vaughan, from 8 St James’s Street London, January 28th 1812 (BLJ II 159). 

14: Byron to Robert Rushton, from 8 St James’s Street, January 25th 1812: (BLJ II 158). 

15: T.S.Eliot, Byron. 
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 Ah! fondly youthful hearts can press, 

 To seize and share the dear caress; 

 But Love itself could never pant 

 For all that Beauty sighs to grant 

 With half the fervour Hate bestows 

 Upon the last embrace of foes, 

 When grappling in the fight they fold 

 Those arms that ne’er shall lose their hold – 

 Friends meet to part; Love laughs at faith – 

 True foes, once met, are joined till death! (ll.645-54) 

 

 It’s just like Coriolanus and Tullus Aufidius. 

 In The Bride of Abydos Byron may be advertising, not so much his homosexuality, as his love for 

Augusta. The  poem is dominated by a single speech – that of Selim to Zuleika, which goes from line 633 

to line 972, that is, takes up 339 lines in a poem 1204 lines long – over a quarter of the work’s length. 

It occurs as Selim reveals to her whom we suppose his beloved that they are not brother and sister, 

and that their union would be (in different circumstances), socially acceptable. But his follow-up is 

strange. Rather than do the obvious thing and give her a hug, the hero does what, in Tristram Shandy, 

Uncle Toby asserts that Corporal Trim did with the lady who was rubbing his leg, and just as Byron 

did with Frances Wedderburn Webster – he “made a speech”. Faced with a loving and available 

woman, all he can do is talk, like Sir Epicure Mammon faced with Doll Common in The Alchemist. 

Talk is for him a displacement activity, a fetishistic alternative to sex. Within a hundred or so lines of 

its termination, the apparently ungenitured Selim (who may, as Gabriele Poole has argued,
16

 be lying 

throughout it anyway), is dead. We fear that Giaffir’s aspersions on his masculinity may be accurate: 

 
  Thou, when thine arm should bend the bow,  

   And hurl the dart, and curb the steed, 

   Thou, Greek in soul, if not in creed, 

  Must pore where babbling waters flow, 

  And watch unfolding roses blow. (ll.85-9) 

 

 In The Corsair, Conrad’s coolness towards Medora, and his strange indifference to Gulnare in the 

dungeon, can best be explained by his preference for the company of the young sailor Gonsalvo: 

 
 His eyes of pride to young Gonsalvo turn; 

 Why doth he start, and inly seem to mourn? 

 Alas! those eyes beheld his rocky tower, 

 And live a moment o’er the parting hour; 

 She – his Medora – did she mark the prow? 

 Ah! never loved he half so much as now! (ll.77-82) 

 

 His love is most intense when he’s sailing away from Medora, with young Gonsalvo for company. 

 Part of the complete unbelievability of the scene between Conrad and Gulnare in the dungeon lies in the 

way that Conrad – like the Giaour, but with far less credibility – identifies with the viewpoint of his enemy, 

Seyd, who’s about to have him impaled! 

 
 “Lady! I look to none; my lips proclaim 

 What last proclaimed they – Conrad still the same; 

 Why shouldst thou seek an outlaw’s life to spare, 

 And change the sentence I deserve to bear? 

 Well have I earned – nor here alone – the meed 

 Of Seyd’s revenge, by many a lawless deed.” (ll.1449-54) 

 

 We’ve heard about gentleman-pirates, but this is ridiculous. 

 His continued refusal to be rescued reads like denial; and, as I’ve argued,
17

 Byron is suppressing the vital 

element in his source (Sothebys translation of Wieland’s Oberon) in which the Gulnare-equivalent, Alamansaris 

(a villainess), makes making love to her the price the hero, Huon, must pay for his liberation. Byron gives 

Conrad the reaction, but deprives him of the motive, making him look a very unconvincing pirate indeed: an 

                                                           
16: Poole, Gabriel. The Byronic Hero, Theatricality and Leadership, BJ Vol.38 No 1 2010, p.7. 

17: Byron and Orientalism, pp.59-60. 
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even bigger wimp than Selim. His horrified reaction upon realising that Gulnare has killed Seyd is farcical, and 

shows such horror at his enemy’s death, that it’s almost as intense as the Giaour’s regret over killing Hassan: 

 
 He had seen battle – he had brooded lone  

 O’er promised pangs to sentenced guilt foreshown – 

 He had been tempted – chastened – and the chain 

 Yet on his arms might ever there remain – 

 But ne’er from strife, captivity, remorse – 

 From all his feelings in their inmost force – 

 So thrilled, so shuddered every creeping vein 

 As now they froze before that purple stain. 

 That spot of blood, that light but guilty streak, 

 Had banished all the beauty from her cheek! 

 Blood he had viewed – could view unmoved – but then 

 It flowed in combat, or was shed by men! (ll.1585-96) 

 

 What frightens him (supposedly guilty of “a thousand crimes”) is that the heroine may really be a hero. 

The fact that he’s been rescued from impalement by a woman, at the price of his worst enemy’s death, unmans 

him: 
 And Conrad following, at her beck, obeyed, 

 Nor cared he now if rescued or betrayed; 

 Resistance were as useless as if Seyd 

 Yet lived to view the doom his ire decreed. (ll.1615-18) 

 

 He would, if he could, will Seyd back into existence, presumably so that he can have a pointed wooden 

stake rammed up his bottom after all! The scenario is so weird and stupid that we may suspect that Byron, 

finding his readers asinine enough to rave over his two previous tales, is now seeing how far he can go. His 

foolish notes, relating to Archbishop Blackbourne, Jean Lafitte, and so on, reinforce the suspicion that his 

intention is satirical – he’s flourishing his charlatanism in the readers’ faces and defying them to name it for 

what it is, just like Chaucer’s Pardoner. As Ghislaine McDayter argues , Bron’s “romantic” heroes, so far from 

being seductive, as in the cliché, operate in reality as patriarchal oppressors and deferrers of all desire, including 

their own. In The Corsair, she writes, 

 
Medora … is the embodiment of sensuality. She resides in a tower protected by the pirates and filled with the 

spoils of their battles. It is a pleasure palace of wine, lilting song, sherbets, and soft flesh, and it exists for 

Conrad almost as a constant scourge. He does not surrender to its pleasures, but rather takes pleasure in the 

repeated denial of his desire. If the Freudian hysteric is a subject who desires endlessly to desire, deferring 

satisfaction at all costs, then Conrad certainly fits the psychoanalytic bill.18 

 

 In the case of Lara, the theme of bisexuality is even more clearly stated, in the figure of the hero’s page, 

Kaled, who is, of course, a woman dressed up, and may indeed even be Gulnare dressed up, thus living up to 

Conrad’s re-sexualisation of her, just seen: 

 
 If aught he loved, ’twas Lara; but was shown 

 His faith in reverence and in deeds alone; 

 In mute attention; and his care, which guessed 

 Each wish, fulfilled it ere the tongue expressed. 

 Still there was haughtiness in all he did, 

 A spirit deep that brooked not to be chid; 

 His zeal, though more than that of servile hands, 

 In act alone obeys, his air commands; 

 As if ’twas Lara’s less than his desire 

 That thus he served, but surely not for hire. 

――――― 

 Of higher birth he seemed, and better days, 

 Nor mark of vulgar toil that hand betrays,  

 So femininely white it might bespeak 

 Another sex, when matched with that smooth cheek, 

 But for his garb, and something in his gaze, 

 More wild and high than woman’s eye betrays; 

 A latent fierceness that far more became 

 His fiery climate than his tender frame; 

                                                           
18: Ghislaine McDayter, Byromania and the Birth of Celebrity Culture (SUNY Press, 2009), pp.93-4. 
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 True, in his words it broke not from his breast, 

 But from his aspect might be more than guessed. (ll.584-83) 

 

 The intriguing beauty of the epicene is vividly done here: it’s what Orsino sees in Cesario, and what 

Jacques sees in Ganymede, and Kaled’s relationship with Lara is an obvious reflection of the relationship the 

cross-dressing Caroline Lamb would like to have had with Byron: 

 
Oh God, can you give me up if I am so dear? Take me with you, – Take me, my master, my friend. 

Who will fight for you, serve you, in sickness and health, live but for your wishes and die when that 

can please you – who so faithfully as the one you have made yours, bound to your heart of hearts? 

Yet when you read this you will be gone.19 

 

 Byron’s obsessive way of keeping all important mysteries in the poem mysterious up to the end and 

beyond is a metaphor for his method throughout the tales – it’s the opposite of Mrs Radcliffe’s method in her 

Gothic novels. Goaded by his obvious attempts to tantalise us, we start to offer solutions of our own. The puzzle 

he refuses to solve near the end relates to Kaled (by now revealed as feminine): 

 
 They were not common links that formed the chain 

 That bound to Lara Kaled’s heart and brain; 

 But that wild tale she brooked not to unfold, 

 And sealed is now each lip that could have told. (ll.1181-4) 

 

 Obviously, she “brooked not to unfold it” out of embarrassment at having to reveal that the man she 

loved could only tolerate her presence in drag. 

 As if bored and bewildered at the public’s seeming blindness to the secrets he’s dangling before them, 

Byron drops the theme of bisexuality from the last two Tales: Hugo in Parisina is hetero, and Alp in The Siege 

of Corinth indifferent to emotional tugs and ties altogether, being motivated solely by resentment, aggression 

and malice. Still, in Hugo’s speech before his father in Parisina, Byron depicts another strong male-male 

identification – though this time it’s oedipal: 

 
 From thee – this tamelessness of heart – 

 From thee – nay, wherefore dost thou start? 

 From thee in all their vigour came 

 My arm of strength, my soul of flame –  

 Thou didst not give me life alone, 

 But all that made me more thine own. 

 See what thy guilty love hath done! 

 Repaid thee with too like a son! (ll.288-95) 

 

 And Azo’s suffering is not unlike the Giaour’s. He, too, has amputated a vital part of himself: 

 
 Azo’s age was wretched still. 

 The tainted branches of the tree, 

 If lopped with care, a strength may give, 

 By which the rest shall bloom and live 

 All greenly fresh and wildly free; 

 But if the lightning, in its wrath, 

 The waving boughs with fury scathe, 

 The massy trunk the ruin feels, 

 And never more a leaf reveals. (ll.578-86) 

 

 At last, in The Siege of Corinth, all traces of bonding between man and man disappear. Alp and Minotti 

(who might have been his father-in-law) stand simple antagonists, poles apart, with, now, nothing to bind them. 

 Murray sent Byron, on November 15th 1815, three cheques for £500 each, as payment for Parisina and 

The Siege of Corinth. Byron tore them up. 

 Thus Byron’s work develops from one confessional poem which only his Cambridge friends were 

intended to see, and which only they could read properly, to a series of five confessional poems intended for 

the public, which nobody can read properly. He consistently refuses to be paid for them. 

 In Beppo, he pulls the plug on the game he’s been playing. The poem is, as M.K. Joseph writes, “like 

one of the Turkish Tales turned inside-out; Beppo’s life as slave, renegade and pirate, which would have made 

                                                           
19: Paul Douglass (ed.) The Whole Disgraceful Truth, (Palgrave 2004), p.107. 
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the experience of an early Byronic hero, is relegated to the distant background ...”,
20

 and Byron’s jovial tone is 

at one with his self-satirical intention: 

 
 But to my tale of Laura; for I find 

  Digression is a sin that by degrees 

 Becomes exceeding tedious to my Mind, 

  And therefore may the reader too displease – 

 The gentle reader – who may wax unkind, 

  And caring little for the Author’s ease, 

 Insist on knowing what he means, a hard 

 And hapless situation for a Bard. 

 

 Oh! that I had the art of easy writing 

  What should be easy reading! could I scale 

 Parnassus, where the Muses sit inditing 

  Those pretty poems never known to fail! 

 How quickly would I print (the world delighting) 

  A Grecian, Syrian, or Assyrian tale, 

 And sell you, mixed with Western Sentimentalism, 

 Some samples of the finest Orientalism. § 

 

§: The “finest Orientalism”: a new phrase for a very common sort of poetry. For its meaning, consult 

Mercutio, Romeo and Juliet, Act 2 Scene 4: 

 “The What?” 

 Mercutio: “The pox of such antick, lisping, affecting fantasticoes – these new turners of accent – 

“By Jesu, a very good blade – a very tall man – a very fine whore.” (Beppo sts.50-1 and authorial note) 

 
 He is facetious. Had readers really demanded to know what he meant by The Giaour, Selim, Conrad, 

Lara and Kaled, it would indeed have been “a hard / And hapless situation” for him: but nobody did, assuming 

them to be the subjects of “easy reading”, whereas in fact they were coded depictions of his own “difficult” 

sexual ambivalence. The italicised “Assyrian” implies both the asininity of his self-blinkered readership, and, via 

an obvious pun, (compare “Arseniew of modern Greece” at Don Juan VII, 15, 3), the real subject of his London 

poems (compare also “my pen / is at the bottom of a page”).
21

 Whether Mercutio is quoted just as a lisping 

fantastico, or whether Byron anticipates Baz Luhrmann’s interpretation of him as a self-flaunting gay (“Oh 

Romeo, oh that she were / An open-arse, and thou a poperin pear”), is up to individual readers to decide. 

 If only the Giaour had been able to “borrow [Hassan’s] smallclothes for the day”, as Beppo borrows the 

Count’s … whose smallclothes would Conrad have liked to borrow? Those of Giaffir, or of Gulnare? 

 

―――― 

 

Byron’s later revulsion against the Tales was strong (starting with the Beppo stanzas just quoted), but 

insufficient weight is given to what he felt: if you take it on board, you’re plunged into the horrid world of 

literary evaluation, which is anathema in our twenty-first century academe, where, as Mrs. Moore discovered in 

the Marabar Caves, “everything exists, nothing has value”.  

 Between February 7th and 10th 1821 Byron wrote his Letter to John Murray, about William Lisle 

Bowles’ denigration of Pope. It was published on March 31st, and contains the following: 

 
The attempt of the poetical populace of the present day to obtain an ostracism against Pope is as easily 

accounted for as the Athenian’s shell against Aristides – they are tired of hearing him always called “the 

Just.” They are also fighting for life – for if he maintains his station, they will reach their own – by 

falling. They have raised a mosque by the side of a Grecian temple of the purest architecture, and more 

barbarous than the barbarians from whose practice I have borrowed the figure; they are not contented 

with their own grotesque edifice, unless they destroy the prior and purely beautiful fabric which preceded 

and which shames them and theirs forever and ever. I shall be told that amongst these I have been (or it 

may be still am), conspicuous – true; and I am ashamed of it; I have been amongst the builders of this 

Babel attended by a confusion of tongues; but never amongst the envious destroyers of the classic temple 

of our predecessor. I have loved and honoured the fame and name of that illustrious and unrivalled man 

far more than my own paltry renown, and the trashy jingle of the crowd of “schools” and upstarts who 

pretend to rival or even surpass him. Sooner than a single leaf should be torn from his laurel, it were 

better that all which these men, and that I as one of their set, have ever written, should 

 

                                                           
20: M.K.Joseph, Byron the Poet, p.135. 

21: Beppo, 99, 5. 
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   Line trunks – clothe spice – or fluttering in a row 

   Befringe the rails of Bedlam – or Soho. 

 

 To Shelley he wrote, on May 20th 1822 (shortly before Shelley’s death), speaking of an unsympathetic 

Edinburgh Review article on the tragedies:  

 
You see what it is to throw pearls to Swine – – as long as I wrote the exaggerated nonsense which has 

corrupted the public taste – they applauded to the very echo – and now that I have really composed within 

these three or four years some things which should “not willingly be let die” – the whole herd snort and 

grumble and return to wallow in their mire. – However it is fit that I should pay the penalty of spoiling 

them – as no man has contributed more than me in my earlier compositions to produce that exaggerated & 

false taste – it is a fit retribution that anything [like a?] classical production should be received as these 

plays have been treated. – – 

 

 His reaction is in the name of classicism, not of sexual propriety; he would have Shelley believe that his 

unstageable tragedies are the necessary corrective to the trash with which he had prostituted his talent during his 

Years of Fame. We may disagree, and find Beppo and Don Juan to be the better candidates. Don Juan 

especially, which is also very confessional indeed, but in a wittier and more wide-ranging idiom than either 

Childe Harold or the Turkish Tales. The male but passive Juan, with his “half-girlish face”, “As warm in heart 

as feminine in feature,” surrounded (and occasionally dressed-up, or cross-dressed), by active women, is a much 

more complex, amusing – and franker – demonstration of Byron’s interest in the epicene than anything in his 

“romantic” work. 

 

 

 

 


