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BYRON’S CONFUSION OVER MARINO FALIERO 

 

Marino Faliero is a very strange document. It purports to be about Italy – but I wonder if it 

really is? 

 
 

Byron affected to be proud of its historical verisimilitude: but it abounds in anachronisms. The 

action is set in 1355, but at line 508 of I ii, Israel Bertuccio refers to the “Bridge of Sighs”, 

which was built in 1600. Faliero is executed on the “Giants Staircase” (V i 515), which not so 

named until the statues of the two giants Mars and Neptune were put there in 1567. Faliero’s 

meeting with the conspirators takes place outside the church of SS. Giovanni and Paolo, which 

was, in 1355, still under construction. 

 

 
 

Carla 

 

 To quote a more polite authority, “… what emerges from his use of the intertexts of 

history is an often unstable relationship between fact, documents and fiction, which qualifies 

in a very modern sense the drive towards historical objectivity that lies behind his interest in 

historical matters”.1 That is to say, like any good post-modernist, he gets things wrong all the 

time (or do his anachronisms imply the play to be as relevant to Venice now as then?) 

                                                           
1
: Carla Pomarè, Byron and the Discourses of History (Ashgate 2013), pp.86-7. 
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 It has often been pointed out that the initial motive for Faliero’s conspiracy, the 

message insulting his wife, is not stated in the action but placed in an appendix (“Marin Faliero 

dalla bella moglie: Altri la gode, ed egli la mantien”) and even then it’s bowdlerised in a 

translation (“Marin Falier, the husband of the fair wife; others kiss her, but he keeps her”: 

should be “others enjoy her”). By way of excuse, it’s said that Byron didn’t intend the play for 

the stage, and that such paratexts as appendices are integral parts of the work.2 This implies 

a naïve faith on Byron’s part that the reader will get as far as the appendices. An audience has 

to sit, and listen (unless they walk out). 

 Some of those same paratexts show and mean the opposite of what Byron says they 

mean. Israel Bertuccio is described there not as plebeian, but as “Chief of the Arsenal”. In 

Appendix II, there is no reference to any curse made by Faliero at his execution: he prophesies 

nothing. Appendix III, an Italian translation of a letter by Petrarch from Levati’s Viaggi di 

Petrarca, is left untranslated (your friend and mine, Valeria Valucci, has translated it for the 

first time in my online edition). Byron’s reasons for not translating it are clear, for the pro-

Faliero conclusions he draws from it run clean counter to Petrarch’s actual lament at Faliero’s 

folly.3 Byron’s summary (“Had the man succeeded, he would have changed the face of Venice, 

and perhaps of Italy”), seems, to say the least, wilful. 

 

Is Byron playing a game, as he does with his weird notes to The Corsair, about Archbishop 

Blackbourne and Jean Lafitte? He claims to have researched the subject thoroughly, and he 

certainly possessed many Venetian chronicles which deal with Faliero4 – but are these 

elaborate smokescreens hiding an English agenda?   

 

 
 

On February 23rd 1820 occurred the so-called Cato Street Conspiracy: we still in 2014 need 

to keep its dastardly memory alive, for the stable where it was foiled is still there, just off the 

Edgware Road, preserved next to a handsome three-storey modern condo called Sidmouth 

House, after the then Home Secretary. 

 

                                                           
2
: Pomarè pp.85-6. 

3
: Pomarè pp.92-3. 

4
: Pomarè p.80. 
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In fact the conspirators, led by Arthur Thistlewood, were dupes: genuine as their intentions 

were (to murder the entire cabinet as they dined at Lord Harrowby’s in Grosvenor Square, 

attack Coutts’ Bank, the Mansion House, the Bank and the Tower, and distribute all the gold 

there to the poor), the idea that the cabinet were dining together at all was from a planted 

article in The New Times – the government paper – and they had been led astray by a Home 

Office agent provocateur called George Edwards – perhaps controlled by J.C.Hobhouse’s 

cousin, “Home Office Hobhouse”, the man who organised the first census. 

 

 
 

L.B. and John Cam 

 

 J.C.Hobhouse himself was in Newgate at the time: Thistlewood tried to implicate him in 

the plot,5 but obviously nothing could stick. However, the Duke of Wellington – clearly as 

paranoid about conspiracies, and as in thrall to his own party’s lies, as the rest of the nation 

                                                           
5
: See John Gardner, From ‘Poverty to Guilt’, Keats-Shelley Review 16, 2002, pp.121-2. 
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– was convinced that if the conspiracy had succeeded, Hobhouse would have accepted the 

presidency of the new-model, post-Cato Street British Republic. Mrs Arbuthnot writes: 

 

Arthur I                                   Harriet 

The Duke of Wellington came to ride with us, which he always does of a Sunday. 

He brought me to shew me the deposition of a man of the name of Hall, one of 

the Cato Street conspirators who was not tried but confessed his share in the 

transaction and told all he knew upon the plot. Among other curious things he said 

that Thistlewood, at one of their meetings, had informed them of an interview he 

had had with Mr. Hobhouse, in which he had stated to Mr. H. their intention of 

effecting a revolution and asked him whether, in the event of their succeeding, he 

wd place himself at the head of the provisional Government, that Mr. Hobhouse 

had said he wd! Hall also stated in his affidavit that Thistlewood had gone again to 

see Mr. H., when he was in Newgate for contempt of the House of Commons, but 

had been refused admittance by the jailer. I asked the Duke if he credited this 

statement; for I confess I doubted Mr. Hobhouse being such a fool as to commit 

himself with such a man as Thistlewood. The Duke said he dared say Thistlewood 

had made the most of the story in reporting it to his confederates, but he had no 

doubt of the interview having taken place and that, whatever Mr. Hobhouse had 

said, he had no doubt of his inclination to place himself at the head of any 

revolutionary Government.6 

 

Arnold                  Arthur II 

                                                           
6
: The Journal of Mrs Arbuthnot, ed. Francis Bamford and the Duke of Wellington, two vols, Macmillan 1950, 

p.17. 
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 Another distinguished authority comments that “Beyond acknowledging that he fights 

for a crown, Faliero fails to specify any role for the people in his new government even if he 

seems to advocate the formation of a new republic or constitutional monarchy”.7 He draws 

no parallel between the play and Cato Street, but it’s true that beyond their plans to kill the 

cabinet and redistribute the wealth of the city, the conspirators, too, seem to have had no 

longer-term plans for England. Whether they had envisaged a republic (“Condensing in a fair 

free commonwealth / Not rash equality but equal rights” – III ii 169-70), and whether 

therefore there would even have been a role for Hobhouse to play, is a question which went 

forever unanswered when they were executed. 

 

 Byron started work on Marino Faliero on April 4th, 1820,8 midway between the foiling 

of the “plot” and the executions of five of the “conspirators” (Thistlewood, James Ings, John 

Thomas Brunt, William Davidson, and Richard Tidd), on May 1st 1820. His stated opinion of 

the event is one of conservative horror: 

 

I doubt that Thistlewood will be a great help to the Ministers in all the 

elections – but especially in the Westminster. – What a set of desperate fools 

these Utican Conspirators seem to have been. – As if in London after the 

disarming acts, or indeed at any time a secret could have been kept among 

thirty or forty. – And if they had killed poor Harrowby – in whose house I have 

been five hundred times – at dinners and parties – his wife is one of “the 

Exquisites” and t’other fellows – what end would it have answered? – – “They 

understand these things better in France”9 as Yorick says – but really if these 

sort of <x> awkward butchers are to get the upper hand – I for one will 

declare off, I have always been (before you were as you well know) a 

well=wisher to and voter for reform in Parliament – but “such fellows as these 

                                                           
7
: Arnold Anthony Schmidt, Byron and the Rhetoric of Italian Nationalism (Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), p.114. 

8: MSYR III p.97. 
9
: Sterne, A Sentimental Journey, opening. In fact, “They order, said I, this matter better in France …” 
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who will never go to the allows with any credit” – – such infamous Scoundrels 

as Hunt and Cobbett – in short the whole gang (always excepting you B. & D.) 

disgust and make one doubt of the virtue of any principle or politics which can 

be embraced by similar ragamuffins. – – – I know that revolutions are not to 

be made with rose=water, but though some blood may & must be shed on 

such occasions, there is no reason it should be clotted – in short the Radicals 

seem to be no better than Jack Cade, or Wat Tyler – and to be dealt with 

accordingly. – – –10 

 He protests too much. His letters reveal two dinner invitations from Harrowby,11 and it’s 

not clear that he accepts either. And the Cato Street men had no connections with “Orator” 

Hunt or William Cobbett. Byron had no enthusiasm for democracy (“an Aristocracy of 

Blackguards”), and his interest in Faliero dates back to the time when he first saw Faliero’s 

covered portrait in the Doges’ Palace, and realised that, like so many of his own protagonists, 

Faliero had no proper tomb – so it looks as if Cato Street, and the opportunity to draw covert 

Anglo-Italian parallels, came just at the right time to trigger creativity. 

 The parallel between Faliero trying to overthrow the Venetian Republic and Hobhouse 

assuming the presidency of a new English one wouldn’t be very precise, for Faliero is the 

Doge, and Hobhouse a poor, lonely radical Whig in Newgate. But in allying himself with 

working-class malcontents, Faliero is doing what Byron mocked Hobhouse for doing in his 

song (written at the same time as the play): 

3. 
 Who are now the people’s men, 
  My boy Hobby, O? 
 There’s I and Burdett – Gentlemen, 
  And blackguard Hunt and Cobby, O. 
 

4. 
 You hate the House – why canvass, then? 

  My boy Hobbie, O? 
 Because I would reform the den 
  As member for the Mobby, O. 
 

 There exists no letter in which either Kinnaird or Hobhouse make it clear to Byron that 

Cato Street was a set-up (Hobhouse witnessed the executions, at which the sympathetic mob 

howled for George Edwards’ blood: he may indeed have known Thistlewood). I suspect that 

they did tell him, and that the above outburst in Byron’s letter may be a feint to cover his real 

intentions (whatever they were). We know that Hobhouse destroyed at least one of his own 

letters to Byron – the one critical of Cain. I wouldn’t be surprised if the one relating to Cato 

Street was another. 

 Some contemporary reviewers made the connection with Cato Street at once: 

… his Lordship has drawn from real life, as well as from the storehouse of 

recorded poetry. If Thistlewood and Ings could have delivered themselves in 

                                                           
10

: B. to Hobhouse, March 29th 1820 (Source: text from NLS Ms.43440; BLJ VII 62-4). 
11

: BLJ II 167 and 227.  
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blank verse, they would have spoken much the same words (for they did 

utter the same sentiments) as the Doge, and his accomplice Israel Bertuccio. 

This is as it should be, and if Lord Byron consulted his own bosom, instead of 

the newspapers, it proves his deep knowledge of the worst parts of human 

nature.12 

Conspiracies … admit of little variety in the delineation; and we do not know 

that there was much real difference betwixt our Thistlewood and the 

Venetian Israel Bertuccio, or Philip Calendaro, of Lord Byron – or even the 

Doge Marino Faliero himself.13 

 Byron was furious when Drury Lane put Marino Faliero on – contemptuous when 

Kinnaird said what a success it was – and furious when the Gazetto di Milano said it had been 

a failure. He lived up to what he wrote in the play’s preface: 

I have had no view to the stage; in its present state it is, perhaps, not a very 

exalted object of ambition; besides I have been too much behind the scenes 

to have thought it so at any time. And I cannot conceive any man of irritable 

feeling putting himself at the mercies of an audience – the sneering reader, 

and the loud critic, and the tart review, are scattered and distant calamities; 

but the trampling of an intelligent or of an ignorant audience on a production 

which, be it good or bad, has been a mental labour to the writer, is a palpable 

and immediate grievance, heightened by a man’s doubt of their competency 

to judge, and his certainty of his own imprudence in electing them his judges. 

Were I capable of writing a play which could be deemed stageworthy, 

success would give me no pleasure, and failure great pain. It is for this reason 

that even during the time of being one of the committee of one of the 

theatres, I never made the attempt, and never will. 

 But he had made the attempt already with Manfred – a play tailored very precisely for 

Edmund Kean and Drury Lane, despite anything he says to the contrary. Five years after 

Manfred, Kinnaird wrote to Byron of Faliero, 

 

Douglas 

                                                           
12

: The British Critic, May 1821 (The Romantics Reviewed I p.305). 
13

: The Edinburgh Monthly Review, July 1821 (The Romantics Reviewed II p.808). 
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I went to see your Tragedy again last night – It is admirable – I retract {my 

former opinion} – , – It acts to perfection – The public have always more 

merit than they have credit for – a scatter’d audience – thin – & meagre – 

Their attention so arrested throughout the whole time, that a noseblowing 

was considered an indecent interruption – Kean would have been, & will be 

still greater than he yet has shown himself when he personates the Doge – 

the Doge is not on the whole ill-acted – nor are the other parts – The 

Angiolina of Mrs West is certainly damnable – But all the Conspiracy Scenes 

are so well written that the actors are not put to it to help them out –  

I would not have believ’d an English audience of the present day had the 

discernment I witnessd in them last night – The applause was only at times 

– but one hand drew down the whole at once – The most intense silence & 

attention was the striking tribute to the author’s merits – The interest rose 

without interruption till the last –14 

 Writing Marino Faliero exercised Byron’s antithetical nature to the utmost. On the one 

hand, he was fascinated by the historical Faliero. On the other hand, he didn’t want to 

encourage rebellion either retrospectively in fourteenth-century Venice (Faliero’s defeat is 

sadly easy and rapid), or to encourage revolution in nineteenth-century England, because so 

much of his own money was in the government funds. On the one hand, he wanted to write 

a good part for Kean, but on the other didn’t want anybody to put the play on. On the one 

hand he was scared in case it failed, on the other, scared in case it succeeded. 

 Richard Lansdown lists seven pages of verbal Shakespearean echoes in Faliero.15 De-

spite these recollections, I count only five dramatic moments in it. One is when the light sen-

tence on Steno is revealed (I ii 70); the next when the Doge unmasks himself (III ii 89); the 

third and fourth, the Doge’s arrest (IV ii 199) and the tolling of the bell (IV ii 225); and the fifth 

when the Doge is executed (V iv 20). Five dramatic moments in a five-act play which is 138 

pages long in Barry Weller’s edition. The plot to overthrow The Forty is but a thing of words 

(like Hamlet’s plot to kill his uncle), and Faliero’s resignation on being arrested, before it gets 

under way, reads like relief. Byron would never pander to his audience’s low appetite for 

theatrical excitement, any more than he would to their appetite for radical utterance, or even 

living speech (Israel Bertuccio, the supposed plebeian, speaks the same characterless blank 

verse as everyone else). If that was what they wanted, they could, after all, always go to 

Shakespeare, Jack Cade, and Dick the Butcher (“First thing we’ll do, let’s kill all the lawyers”).16
 

 

                                                           
14

: Douglas Kinnaird to B., May 4th 1821 (text from NLS Ms.43455). 
15

: Byron’s Historical Dramas (Clarendon 1992), pp. 237-44. 
16

: Shakespeare, Henry VI II, II i 77. 
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Dick and the Clerk of Chatham 

 

 Byron was proud of his classical tragedies, seeing them as correctives to a taste for rub-

bish which he had created himself. He wrote to Shelley (it’s his last letter to him): 

 

You see what it is to throw pearls to Swine – – as long as I wrote the exag-

gerated 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”17 – 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. – –18
 

 

 If he speaks of form and style, he’s obviously right. But in politics, he’s unaltered. Like 

Conrad in The Corsair and Selim in The Bride of Abydos, Marino Faliero is a figure of political 

pornography, designed to give his audience (or his readership) the thrill of suspicion that he 

may threaten the status quo, while simultaneously reassuring them that he’ll fail, and that 

their holdings in the Funds are safe. 

 

                                                           
17

: Milton, The Reason of Church Government, Bk.2. 
18

: B. to Shelley, May 20th 1822 (text from LJ VI 66; BLJ IX 160-1). 
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Marino                                                                                     Wat 

 

 Southey’s Wat Tyler, by contrast, is a true revolutionary document. 

 

————— 

 

But is there still more to it? Byron wrote to Murray on January 27 1821, confessing, 

The play may be good or bad – but I flatter myself that it is original as a 

picture of that kind of passion – which to my mind is so natural – that I am 

convinced that I should have done precisely what the Doge did on those 

provocations. – – – –19 

 A strange thing to say, for Byron was never in a position of political power, and no-one 

in a million years ever levelled charges of inconstancy against his wife. Is there some other 

way in which he might identify with Faliero? 

 Falierio’s “prophecy” as he dies – an easy thing to imagine politically, knowing what was 

known about Venetian history in the intervening centuries – contains such non-political lines 

as these (my italics): 

when 

   Thy sons are in the lowest scale of being, 

   Slaves turned o’er to the vanquished by the victors, 

   Despised by cowards for greater cowardice, 

   And scorned even by the vicious for such vices 

   As in the monstrous grasp of their conception 

   Defy all codes to image or to name them; 

   Then, when of Cyprus, now thy subject kingdom, 

   All thine inheritance shall be her shame 

   Entailed on thy less virtuous daughters, grown 

   A wider proverb for worse prostitution –  

                                                           
19

: B. to Murray, January 27th 1821: (text from NLS Ms.43492; BLJ VIII 69-70). 
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   When all the ills of conquered States shall cling thee, 

   Vice without splendour, sin without relief 

   Even from the gloss of love to smooth it o’er, 

   But in its stead, coarse lusts of habitude, 

   Prurient yet passionless, cold studied lewdness, 

   Depraving Nature’s frailty to an Art –  

   When these and more are heavy on thee, when  

   Smiles without mirth, and pastimes without pleasure, 

   Youth without honour, age without respect, 

   Meanness and weakness, and a sense of woe 

   ‘Gainst which thou wilt not strive, and dar’st not murmur, 

   Have made thee last and worst of peopled deserts, 

   Then, in the last gasp of thine agony, 

   Amidst thy many murders, think of mine! (V iii 73-97) 

 

 “Vice without splendour, sin without relief”, and “coarse lusts of habitude” are exactly 

what Byron had himself experienced in Venice. They form part of his “agony” as he 

contemplates the trough of depravity from which his love for Teresa Guiccioli had redeemed 

him. The hatred which Faliero feels about the city which is about to kill him, can readily be 

translated into Byron’s disgust at the way that same city did its best to destroy him.20 What 

his Faliero prophesies, Byron had experienced (though of course if he hadn’t experienced it, 

his Faliero wouldn’t have been able to prophesy it). 

 Before he wrote Faliero he had written – or begun (in June 1819) – The Prophecy of 

Dante, which was to prophesy the insurrection and liberation of the Italian peninsula from its 

tyrants, which Byron anticipated: but by early 1821 it was clear that this wouldn’t happen, so 

he was not able to bring The Prophecy to its triumphant conclusion. Faliero, with his 

alternative prophecy, foreseeing not political success for Italy, but non-stop moral 

deterioration, is a corrective to what would have been “Dante’s” misplaced optimism. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
20

: See David Mellor, Was Byron’s Terminal Illness a form of Neuro-Syphilis? BJ 2006 (2), pp.127-32. 
 


