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This book is a massive act of special pleading. To support its argument about the way female novelists 

embellish, improve on, complement and / or refute “Byronism”, the verifiable Byron has to be ignored, and an 

alternative, sketched-out caricature Byron has to be invented: one that fits in with the book’s anti-Byron stance 

and reinforces the previous caricature-Byron with which most of the novelists played. Above all, as in 

Franklin’s earlier Byron’s Heroines, any suspicion that Byron’s best poetry is satirical and therefore amusing, 

must be banished. Comedy and jokes are collusive and unacceptable – laugh, and you’ve fallen into Byron’s 

patriarchal / chauvinist trap. 

 Many statements seem calculated to stir up opposition – but there are so many of them that, after a time, 

you begin to have doubts as to how calculated they are: 

 
Speaking, reading, living and loving in the language and even its dialects, he entered into the metre and 

spirit of the ottava rima of Luigi Pulci and Francesco Berni to celebrate Italian theatricality and sexual 

permissiveness, its transgression of strict gender rules. Beppo recreates the spirit of carnival; Don Juan’s 

pretty-boy protagonist gets dressed as a girl in the episode that prompted John Murray to break with the 

poet (p.25). 

 

 Byron learnt just one Italian “dialect” – Venetian. There is no sex or gender-bending in Pulci’s Morgante. 

The poems of Giambattsta Casti (much more relevant here than Berni) may find a traditional comedy in adultery 

and intrigue, but hardly “celebrate” “sexual permissiveness”. The implication that Don Juan is, to use Oscar 

Wilde’s code, a “Cecily”, ignores the fact that he’s unwilling to be dragged up, and that his being dragged-up has 

no effect on his virility. And this is the only reference Beppo gets in the entire book – Beppo, which, you could 

argue, is a hymn to feminist triumphalism – though, of course, it’s comic, and so doesn’t fit Franklin’s 

procrustean template. 
 

… the misogynist humour of Byron’s Don Juan where Donna Inez is a Spanish equivalent of [Hannah] 

More and her friend Julia is a Staëlian sentimentalist (p.26). 

 

 Julia has – as Hobhouse noted in the proofs – just one stanza of Staëlian thought (“Man’s love is of his 

life a thing apart, / ’Tis Woman’s whole Existence”), but earlier in the tale has twelve stanzas of farcical, and 

quite un-Staëlian, mendacity. But comedy, for Franklin, is out. 
 

The association between Byron and Napoleon also can be traced back to the poet himself. His poems 

constantly dramatised the fantasy of a disaffected aristocrat leading lower-class rebels, whether Arnauts 

against the Sultan, the Venetian Doge against the Ten, or Luddites against Nottingham factory owners. 

Therefore, Mary Shelley, like many others, linked Byronism with the cult and career of Napoleon (p.45). 

 

 The illogic of the last sentence seems studied. None of Byron’s eastern heroes leads Arnauts against the 

Sultan (the Giaour wears “Arnaut garb”): Alp, indeed, fights for the Sultan. Faliero, indeed, tries (with some 

distaste) to lead lower-class rebel against the Ten, but no Byronic heroes lead Luddites against Nottingham 

factory owners – who were not, in any case, the Luddites’ enemies. Which poem is Franklin talking about? And 

Napoleon himself rebelled against no-one. 
 

… since 1818 Byron had been amusing himself by baiting Claire Claremont that he intended to commit 

incest with his two-year-old daughter Allegra when she was old enough. Claire had retaliated in a letter of 

mid-May 1819: ‘I am sorely afraid to say that in the elder Cenci you may behold [yourse]lf some twenty 

years hence but if I live Allegra shall never be a Beatrice.’1 (p.52) 

 

 But Franklin’s note (n.56, p.200) makes it clear that Byron was playing with the idea that Allegra was 

Shelley’s child.
2
 The sentence is in fact deleted irrecoverably in Claire’s manuscript, and the reconstruction is 

conjectural. “… since 1818 Byron had been …” makes it sound as if this was a constant theme in his letters to 

Claire. But none of his letters to Claire – if indeed he wrote any – have survived. 

 

                                                           
1: This deletion is, in the Ms., impossible to decipher by eye alone; the reading is from Stocking. 

2: See Curtis Bennett, letter to TLS, August 11th 1995, p.15, arguing that Shelley was Allegra’s father. 
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… both authors [Caroline Lamb and George Sand] were inspired to refute the glamorized anti-heroes of 

The Corsair and Lara who had seized the imaginations of so many women readers with their religion of 

love (pp.70-1) 

 

 I didn’t know that either of those peculiar characters, Conrad and Lara (who may be the same), ever 

professed a “religion of love” (or does Franklin mean that the women readers professed one?) Try telling 

Medora or Gulnare / Kaled, in whom all amatory urges are (as Ghislaine McDayter argues),
3
 deferred, frustrated, 

and postponed by the weird behaviour of their men, that their “anti-heroes” followed “a religion of love”. 

 Several shorter sections give the impression that, if Franklin has read any Byron, it was a long time ago 

(my italics in the following): “The last part of the story punishes the male libertine, as Byron failed to do in Don 

Juan” (p.78). “… Byron’s Leila … is drowned by Islamic priests for adultery” (p.80). “[Trenmor, in George 

Sand’s The Uscoque] achieved stoic calm in prison like Byron’s prisoner of Chillon” (p.80).  Juan isn’t 

punished, because Byron died before he could finish the poem (see Franklin’s own p.148); there are no Islamic 

priests in The Giaour; the Prisoner of Chillon never achieves stoic calm. 

 The chapter on Byron and Jane Austen at least nods towards comedy as a Byronic feature, though it 

examines none, restricting itself largely, with Byron, to The Giaour and the Juan / Haidee episode. As our 

knowledge of Byron’s reading of Austen is wholly speculative (he never mentions her), any suspicion that his 

own distaste for his own earlier poetry, and his tendency, in the ottava rima work, to mock both it and its female 

readership, was in part inspired by his reading of Austen, (“how ranked the Giaour and The Bride of Abydos; 

and moreover, how the Giaour was to be pronounced” … “I have read ‘The Corsair’ and mended my petticoat 

and have nothing else to do.”), can only be guessed. Here, the suspicion isn’t even voiced; and although 

Franklin plants the idea in our minds either (a) that Darcy, Frank Churchill, General Tilney or Mr Elliott are 

variations on the Byronic Hero, or (b) that the Byronic Hero derives from them (rather than from Ann 

Radcliffe), she can’t follow it through, the evidence from both writers is so meagre. 

 I’d argue, in the case of Pride and Prejudice, that the man modeled, from the clear-sighted Jane Austen’s 

perspective, on the Byronic Hero, was not the moral Mr Darcy, but the immoral Mr Wickham: 

 
Their other aunt also visited them frequently, and always, as she said, with the design of cheering and 

heartening them up—though, as she never came without reporting some fresh instance of Wickham’s 

extravagance or irregularity, she seldom went away without leaving them more dispirited than she 

found them. 

 All Meryton seemed striving to blacken the man who, but three months before, had been almost 

an angel of light. He was declared to be in debt to every tradesman in the place, and his intrigues, all 

honoured with the title of seduction, had been extended into every tradesman’s family. Everybody 

declared that he was the wickedest young man in the world; and everybody began to find out that they 

had always distrusted the appearance of his goodness. Elizabeth, though she did not credit above half 

of what was said, believed enough to make her former assurance of her sister’s ruin more certain; and 

even Jane, who believed still less of it, became almost hopeless, more especially as the time was now 

come when, if they had gone to Scotland, which she had never before entirely despaired of, they must 

in all probability have gained some news of them. (Pride and Prejudice, Chapter 48) 

 

 Ovid’s epistles, in the Heroides, from Oenone, Hypsipyle and Dido, are as important as Austen’s Anne 

Elliott or de Staël’s Corinne as subtext to Don Juan I st. 194 et. seq. (Franklin, p.100). 

 The book’s fifth chapter is very interesting indeed, starting as it does with a detailed analysis of the 1816 

Separation Scandal, its aftermaths, and of Lady Byron’s later career as an educationalist. This incorporates 

much original material. Its analysis of the publication of Fare Thee Well and A Sketch from Private Life is 

excellent. I’d query several details: Byron was never “a Burdettite” (p.108); there are no details about “the 

protagonist’s erotic transgressions with ‘Greek love’” in Childe Harold II as published (p.117); the instigators of 

the destruction of Byron’s memoirs may have included Hobhouse (p.118), but not Murray, who just agreed with 

the last person who spoke, or Augusta, who was left out of it: they included most assuredly Wilmot Horton and 

Colonel Doyle, who were there as agents of Annabella. 

 How the chapter’s start melts into its conclusion – an account of The Tenant of Wildfell Hall – is, 

however, unclear, except in so far as all the stories about Byron’s behaviour (mixed up with a caricature version 

of his heroes) influenced all three Brontës, not merely Anne: 

 
The young Brontës imitated silver-fork fiction in their juvenilia, and particularly focussed on eroticising 

the Byronic hero’s will to power (p.125). 

                                                           
3: “If the Freudian hysteric is a subject who desires endlessly to desire, deferring satisfaction at all costs, then Conrad 

certainly fits the psychoanalytic bill” (Ghislaine McDayter, Byromania and the Birth of Celebrity Culture, SUNY Press, 

2009, pp.93-4). 
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 The young Brontës’ sentimentalization seems one which Franklin shares. Childe Harold and Manfred 

(deeply un-erotic, both), are not interested in political or social power; the Giaour, only in personal power over 

his enemy; Selim (also strangely un-erotic: full of waffle as an alternative) gestures feebly towards political 

power; Alp, Lara and Conrad wield military power with varying degrees of self-disgust, and always (unlike 

Napoleon!) without success: and, as usual, Don Juan is left out of the scenario altogether. The “Byron” being 

written about by both twenty-first century critic and her nineteenth-century subjects is a paper tiger, designed 

especially for Franklin’s thesis. Small aspects of what he actually wrote are conflated with parts of what he 

actually did, and his real achievement was and is unacknowledged. 

 The chapter on Charlotte Brontë has, on its first page, another example of loose generalisation: 

 
… Byron’s heroines were equally dangerous, for ‘Kaled’, Francesca, Marina, and Adah are challenged to 

abandon all allegiances to religion, country, and family for love: such themes emphasize the gendering of 

civic identities. The attractions of forbidden love and the worship of a masterful leader in Byron’s 

narratives pulled against Brontë’s patriotism (p136). 

 

 Only Adah fits this description. We don’t know anything about ‘Kaled’s’ allegiances, except the one 

she seems to have for Lara: we don’t know where she comes from, and she never says anything. It’s Francesca 

who challenges Alp’s allegiances, not the other way round – hers are perfectly confident, especially now that 

she’s dead; and Marina’s allegiance to family is likewise unshakeable – and how could she love a country 

which is torturing her husband to death? None of these three are attracted by forbidden love (although in 

‘Kaled’s’ case Byron makes it impossible to tell), and none worship a masterful leader – certainly not Marina, 

whose husband is a loser from start to finish. 

 The rest of this chapter, examining the Byronic (or rather, the “Byronic”) background to Mr Rochester 

in Jane Eyre and Paul Emmanuel in Villette, has much material to work on – infinitely more than there is in the 

case of Byron and Jane Austen. What I miss is the revolutionary way in which both Jane and Mr Rochester are 

given a sense of humour (as Franklin might term it, “ludic theatricality”): 
 

“You are welcome to all my confidence that is worth having, Jane; but for God’s sake, don’t desire a useless burden! 

Don’t long for poison—don’t turn out a downright Eve on my hands!” 

 “Why not, sir—You have just been telling me how much you liked to be conquered, and how pleasant over-

persuasion is to you.  Don’t you think I had better take advantage of the confession, and begin and coax and 

entreat—even cry and be sulky if necessary—for the sake of a mere essay of my power?” 

 “I dare you to any such experiment. Encroach, presume, and the game is up.” 

 “Is it, sir? You soon give in. How stern you look now! Your eyebrows have become as thick as my finger, and 

your forehead resembles what, in some very astonishing poetry, I once saw styled, ‘a blue-piled thunderloft.’—That 

will be your married look, sir, I suppose?” 

 “If that will be your married look, I, as a Christian, will soon give up the notion of consorting with a mere sprite 

or salamander. But what had you to ask, thing,—out with it?” 

 “There, you are less than civil now; and I like rudeness a great deal better than flattery.  I had rather be a thing 

than an angel.” (Jane Eyre Chap.24) 

 

 That a woman might be satirical at expense of a “Byronic hero” – and that he might enjoy it – is a 

foreign idea, inimical to Caroline Franklin’s idiom. And yet Charlotte Brontë, in writing passages like this, 

shares with Augusta Leigh an intuition that what Byron really wanted was not a woman who worshipped him, 

but a woman who, sharing his own self-evaluation, found him ridiculous. 

 

————— 

 

Caroline Franklin ends her book with three examples of women writers – Harriet Beecher Stowe, George Eliot, 

and Virginia Woolf – who didn’t just feel ambivalent about Byron, but whose feelings about him see-sawed 

from one extreme to the other. Beecher Stowe – defender of the Unitarian Annabella, whom she saw figured in 

the Catholic Aurora Raby – uses Byronic themes in her novels. Eliot depicts “Byronism” unsympathetically in 

Felix Holt, more sympathetically in Middlemarch: and Woolf, who at first described Byron’s character as “the 

least attractive in the history of letters”, and his poetry as “dreadfully bad”, wrote on the next day (unwillingly, 

to judge from her phrasing) that Don Juan was “… the most readable poem of its length ever written, I 

suppose”. “A novelist,” she wrote, with Yoda-like inversion, “he might have been”. 

 

———— 

 

What Franklin is describing in most of her book is a “Byronism” which relied on schoolgirl memories of a 

minimal reading of the poet, or even on no reading of him at all (though not in the case of Charlotte Brontë). 
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This was, later in the nineteenth century, depicted both comically and seriously. Here is one of the heroines of 

Shaw’s comedy Arms and the Man (1894): 

 
RAINA. Well, it came into my head just as he was holding me in his arms and looking into my eyes, that 

perhaps we only had our heroic ideas because we are so fond of reading Byron and Pushkin, and because 

we were so delighted with the opera that season at Bucharest. Real life is so seldom like that—indeed never, 

as far as I knew it then.4 

 

 And here Ellida, Ibsen’s Lady from the Sea, speaks to her husband about the dark, nautical stranger to 

whom she feels diabolically bound (she is, like Adah, a “woman wailing for her demon lover”): 
 

 Ellida. Yes, I must be free to choose–to choose for either side. I must be able to let him go away–alone, or to go 

  with him. 

 Wangel. Do you know what you are saying? Go with him–give your whole life into his hands! 

 Ellida.  Didn't I give my life into your hands, and without any ado? 

 Wangel.  Maybe. But he! He! an absolute stranger! A man of whom you know so little! 

 Ellida.  Ah! but after all I knew you even less; and yet I went with you. 

 Wangel.  Then you knew to some extent what life lay before you. But now? Think! What do you know? You know 

  absolutely nothing. Not even who or what he is. 

 Ellida (looking in front of her). That is true; but that is the terror. 

 Wangel. Yes, indeed, it is terrible! 

 Ellida. That is why I feel I must plunge into it. 

 Wangel (looking at her). Because it seems terrible? 

 Ellida. Yes; because of that. 

 Wangel (coming closer). Listen, Ellida. What do you really mean by terrible? 

 Ellida (reflectively). The terrible is that which repels and attracts. 

 Wangel. Attracts, you say? 

 Ellida. Attracts most of all, I think. 

 Wangel (slowly). You are one with the sea. 

 Ellida. That, too, is a terror. 

 Wangel. And that terror is in you. You both repel and attract. 

 Ellida. Do you think so, Wangel? 

 Wangel. After all, I have never really known you–never really. Now I am beginning to understand. 

 Ellida.  And that is why you must set me free! Free me from every bond to you–and yours. I am not what you 

  took me for. Now you see it yourself. Now we can part as friends–and freely. 

 Wangel (sadly). Perhaps it would be better for us both if we parted—And yet, I cannot! You are the terror to me, 

  Ellida; the attraction is what is strongest in you.5 

 

 Once freed by her husband to choose for herself, she stays with the family. 

 The supposed Byron-fixation which Caroline Franklin charts is just one part of a nineteenth-century 

tsunami of brooding, mysterious hero-villains and their women, the most outstanding examples being The 

Flying Dutchman and Senta, and Lohengrin and Elsa. 

 This obsession starts with Byron’s “fans”, whose letters to him have been examined by Ghislaine 

McDayter and Corin Throsby.
6
 Neither critic quotes much of the material (McDayter actually runs passages 

from different letters together, without acknowledgement). The letters are for the most part too sad and boring 

to be quoted – they belong (in a more literate idiom) to the same school as letters in 2013 to Hello! magazine: 

 
 I did indeed write you 2 Letters – and they were not the first unanswered – tis true they were written at 

a time when a venomed World – when Slander poisoned Mouth – when Friends – Relations – all laboured 

to destroy me – but I dared them all – and you have no right to reproach me – No! Thank Heaven – My 

heart shrinks not from enquiry – howe’er I may have cried with One – that one is still my only Crime – 

hope, thought or prayer – there take my heart – why should I now conceal – read it, turn over my leaf – its 

gentler feelings are broken – but all that remains have been stre[Ms. tear: “ngth”]ened by Time – With 

what gladness do I b[Ms. Tear: “bare”] my heart to your Sight – tis vol[Ms. tear] in [Ms. tear] but tis 

madly true – there you[Ms. tear] written [Ms. tear] name that brightens – shaded [Ms. tear] darkened my 

Existence – and tis closed against all besides – forever sever – the only object invaded its territory – I 

called it thee – ’twas like thee – for thy Image had fed on my Spirit – but as if there was not room for two 

– it withered – Died —— 

Did you ever dare to doubt me? – Never! You knew there were not 2 Byrons in ye World – 

                                                           
4: Shaw, Arms and the Man, Act I. 

5: Ibsen, The Lady from the Sea, Act IV. 

6: See Ghislaine McDayter, Byromania and the Birth of Celebrity Culture, 2009, and  Corin Throsby, Flirting with Fame: 

Byron’s Anonymous Female Fans, BJ 2004:2, pp.115-124. 
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 Forgive this unintelligible letter – I must not – I dare not write all I feel – a wounded 

heart no time can heal – Byron Adieu – my prayers are yours – my Affection is Eternal – My Hope – Oh! 

I have none! – none!7 

 

 Occasionally, as if to be polite, the writer throws in a quotation from Childe Harold or The Corsair; but 

for 98 per cent of the time, what Byron has published is irrelevant. The “Byronism” which Caroline Franklin 

traces has been born, simultaneous with but quite separate from, the start of his literary achievement. 

 Byron found his fandom amusing: 

 
I have also had a love letter from Pimlico from a lady whom I never saw in my life – but who hath fallen in love with 

me for having written Don Juan! – I suppose that she is either mad or nau. – do you remember Constantia and Echo – 

and la Swissesse – and all my other inamorate – when I was “gentle and juvenile – curly and gay” –8 

 

 That a fan could be turned-on by Don Juan is something which Caroline Franklin could never 

acknowledge. 

                                                           
7: An anonymous writer to B., no date (1818?): (text from NLS Ms.43523). 

8: B. to Augusta Leigh, November 7th 1822: (text from NLS Acc.12604 / 4151; BLJ X 28-30). 


