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m o u r n f u l hate' . So w i t h the present we b e h o l d the past, w i t h the 
universa l the personal . It is a l l s u m m e d up i n East Coker: 

H o m e is where one starts from. A s we grow older 
The w o r l d becomes stranger, the pattern more complicated 
O f dead and l iv ing . N o t the intense moment 
Isolated, wi th no before and after, 
But a lifetime burning i n every moment 
A n d not the lifetime of one man only 
But o f o ld stones that cannot be deciphered. 

I n Childe Harold B y r o n relives his c o m p u l s i o n s t h r o u g h this 
be ing-t ime o f o l d stones r o o t e d i n their h i s tor ic context (not 
isolated i n museums) , indecipherable i n l ingu i s t i c terms but 
capable o f re integrat ion, w i t h their context , i n t o the n o n -
tempora l d i m e n s i o n w h i c h is art. A n d m o r e than that. A s the 
representative m a n w h i c h he was b y v i r tue o f his inser t ion i n t o 
the space-time pattern at this part icular m o m e n t o f h is tory , he 
gathers u p i n t o h imse l f ' the scatter 'd p o r t i o n s o f man's i m m o r t a l 
b o d y ' as they lie dispersed i n space and t ime. T can repeople w i t h 
the past' , one o f his b e t t e r - k n o w n statements, is often carelessly 
read, as t h o u g h B y r o n h a d w r i t t e n T can repeople the past ' , but 
the ' w i t h ' is i m p o r t a n t — not just T can describe past scenes, w i t h 
their h u m a n bustle , as t h o u g h they were present ' , but T can 
reinsert the " p a s t " i n t o the space-time c o n t i n u u m w h i c h inc ludes , 
for us , the " p r e s e n t " , i n a l i v i n g synthesis ' . So the S e s t o s - A b y d o s 
s w i m m i n g explo i t , so often referred to and so often misrepre­
sented b y the commentators , is i m p o r t a n t as a w o r k o f salvage, a 
re insert ion t h r o u g h gesture o f a p o r t i o n o f the past i n t o the present. 
A t G e n e v a he relives the Rousseau i d y l l (expansion o f his per­
sonal l i fe-pattern i n t o Rousseau's) just as he reinserts it i n the 
spat io-temporal d i m e n s i o n f r o m w h i c h i t issued (retract ion i n t o 
the cosmic context) i n the cruc ia l stanzas l x x v i - x c o f C a n t o i n . 1 

W e need constantly to readjust o u r focus. H i s ' con-s iderat ion ' 
o f the past is l i teral ly a ' w o r k i n g w i t h the stars', a penetrat ion 
t h r o u g h the ' loops o f t i m e ' (Childe Harold, i v , cx l iv) o f the 
e tern i ty-d imens ion i n t o the phys ica l . P l o d d i n g across the F o r u m 
he finds h imse l f ' s t u m b l i n g o'er recol lect ions ' as w e l l as b r o k e n 

1 A n d compare Shelley's letter to Peacock of 12 July 1816, no doubt an echo of 
Byron's talk. 
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c o l u m n s ; the d i s t i n c t i o n between inner a n d outer obstacles is 
e l iminated. 

Contemporar ies ( i n c l u d i n g that devout W o r d s w o r t h i a n , D e 
Q u i n c e y ) spoke o f B y r o n ' s ' inte l lectual sp lendour ' . W e t h i n k o f 
intellect nowadays as a proper ty o f ' intel lectuals ' , o f dons or 
sub-Stracheyan journalists sk i l l ed i n the m a n i p u l a t i o n o f concepts 
(its o r i g i n a l G r e e k f o r m , nous, has suffered the same collapse f r o m 
w i s d o m to shrewdness), but for A q u i n a s , M i l t o n and B l a k e i t was 
the in tu i t i ve as d i s t inguished f r o m the discurs ive ' reason' , a 
funct ion o f the w h o l e m a n w h o is the universa l m a n , A d a m 
K a d m o n . Se l f -knowledge (the theme o f Childe Harold, n ) is w o r l d -
k n o w l e d g e . Inner and outer w o r l d s pulsate i n an ident ica l 
r h y t h m . T h e lone ly m a n i n quest o f ident i ty is also the magus 
integrated i n t o a cosmic s tructure : 

I made 
Mine eyes familiar w i t h Eternity, 
Such as, before me, d id the M a g i , and 
H e who from out their fountain dwellings raised 
Eros , and Anteros, at Gadara, 
As I do thee — and with my knowledge grew 
The thirst o f knowledge, and the power and joy 
O f this most bright intelligence . . . 

(Manfred, n , i i , 89-96) 

T h i s belongs to a later aeon (the vor tex descending i n t o the 
abyss) than o u r present field o f discourse contemplates ; never­
theless the tone is not a l ien to the o p e n i n g stanzas o f Childe 
Harold, 11, w i t h their pathetic , a lmost filial i n v o c a t i o n o f the 
goddess o f w i s d o m , their evocat ion o f the gray 'shade o f p o w e r ' 
flitting across the ' b r o k e n , c r u m b l i n g batt lements ' (a conf lat ion 
o f B y r o n a n d Yeats seems inevi table i n these contexts) , their 
delicate balance o f architectural mass w i t h metaphysical subtlety. 
' T i m e stand st i l l here ' , M r s Ramsay 's a n d M r W e s t o n ' s magian 
gesture, arrests the p h a n t o m centuries : we become what we 
b e h o l d . 

T o re turn to o u r p inax . T h e Herac le i tan ' d y i n g ' o f element i n t o 
element o f c o l u m n one I have expla ined elsewhere, l i n k i n g i t w i t h 
the Your Quartets. C o l u m n t w o may need some exegesis. T h e 
elemental w o o f o f c o l u m n one, extended i n space, is crossed by a 
t w o f o l d t e m p o r a l w a r p (Byron ' s 'loops o f t ime') p la i ted f r o m the 
personal a n d h is tor ica l d imens ions . T h e fascination o f Childe 
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Harold lies here : i n i t we w a t c h B y r o n l i v i n g his personal present 
i n the h i s tor ic present a n d the h i s tor ic past, a n d his personal past 
i n the h i s tor ic past and the h i s tor ic present. B y 'h i s tor ic (or 
h is tor ica l — I prefer the shorter f o r m , since what survives f r o m 
the past for B y r o n is h istor ic) past ' I mean ant iqui ty , the ancient 
w o r l d , Greece and R o m e ; b y 'h i s tor ic present ' I mean the m o d e r n 
w o r l d , ' o u r p h a n t o m shore ' , the ages since the F a l l o f R o m e i n 
w h i c h B y r o n felt h i m s e l f to be l i v i n g but w h i c h are phantoms 
in so far as they are cut off f r o m 'the vanished ages'. B y 'personal 
present ' I mean the n o w o f the p o e m , the present B y r o n is l i v i n g 
w h i l e he writes about i t , a n d b y 'personal past' I mean experience, 
the m e m o r y o f the poet 's o w n actions and sufferings. T h e B y r o n 
o f Cantos i a n d n l ives i n a personal present: he has a past, but i t 
is insignif icant i n v i e w o f the e n o r m o u s panorama w h i c h opens 
before h i m . T h e B y r o n o f Cantos i n a n d i v l ives i n a personal past, 
the traumatic A u g u s t a - A n n a b e l l a c o m p l e x w h i c h ho lds h i m i n its 
g r i p , a n d w h i c h tinges the artefacts o f this later p e r i o d . 

C o l u m n three represents the intercourse o f the elements w i t h 
t ime w i t h i n the h u m a n s i tuat ion. T h e terms I have chosen express 
e m o t i o n a l values, but we must beware o f stressing these. T h e 
d is tanc ing achieved i n Don Juan by deliberate i r o n y and farce is 
here managed t h r o u g h a stressing o f the elemental impersonal i ty , 
and h u m a n values are subsumed i n the g n a w i n g wave and the 
c r u m b l i n g c o l u m n . W h a t I have cal led ' ideograms ' i n m y first 
Writers and Their Work essay f u n c t i o n a l o n g these man-nature 
l ines, m o v i n g l ike the Chinese characters between the elemental 
a n d the h u m a n w o r l d s . B y r o n ' s personal i d e o g r a m , the vor tex 
w h i c h is 'a w h i r l i n g g u l f o f phantasy a n d flame' (Canto n i , v i ) 
concentrates the fiery a n d the l i q u i d essences o f the canto : 
water, the ' springs o f l i fe ' , is p o i s o n e d a n d , b o i l i n g , dies i n t o fire. 
So the fiery essence o f the b u l l i n C a n t o i dies in to earth i n the 
b u l l - r i n g , revers ing but not a n n u l l i n g the general sense o f this 
canto where the tor tured earth o f Spa in dies i n t o fire i n the 
cruc ib le o f w a r : 

O n yon long, level plain, at distance crown'd 
W i t h crags, whereon those M o o r i s h turrets rest, 
Wide scatter'd hoof-marks dint the wounded ground ; 
A n d , scathed by fire, the greensward's darken'd vest 
Tells that the foe was Andalusia's guest. . . 

(1, xlix) 
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H e r e B y r o n is very m u c h 'présent au présent ' : there is n o 
' r o m a n t i c i s m ' , the clues are Sher lock ian ly discerned. T h i s is 
B y r o n the w a r correspondent , m o v i n g between holocausts . I n 
the later b u l l f i g h t i n g stanzas we are spared no phys ica l h o r r o r s 
but the pageantry o f the occas ion is also g i v e n its due : another 
w a y o f a c h i e v i n g dispassion. T h e d y i n g g ladiator stanzas o f 
Canto i v e m p l o y var ious techniques o f 'd i s tanc ing ' . W e have 
m o v e d f r o m B y r o n ' s personal present and Iberia's h i s tor ic 
present i n t o a double past : for the g ladiator , the tide o f ages has 
washed over his sufferings, for B y r o n , he t o o has faced 'a R o m a n 
ho l iday ' . T h e gladiator 's future — ' A r i s e , ye G o t h s , and g lut 
y o u r i r e ! ' — is i n B y r o n ' s h i s tor ic past ; B y r o n ' s personal future, 
the prospect o f revenge, is deliberately renounced i n homage to 
the Co l i seum's eternity-present, its N o w : ' A m o n g thy m i g h t i e r 
offerings, here are m i n e ! ' , and the curse becomes forgiveness 
(cxxxv) . T h e B y r o n - G l a d i a t o r syndrome is an i d e o g r a m w i t h i n a 
greater i d e o g r a m , the C o l i s e u m , w h i c h br ings to an ul t imate 
focus a l l the scattered rays f r o m m i n o r lenses i n his observatory . 
T h e architectural rhetor ic w h i c h is B y r o n ' s m a i n c o n t r i b u t i o n to 
R o m a n t i c i c o n o g r a p h y absorbs the i n d i v i d u a l pathos o f the 
butchered g ladiator , w i t h o u t i n any way m i n i m i z i n g it ; ident i fy ing 
h imse l f w i t h the g ladiator (the ' y o u n g barbarians ' and ' their D a c i a n 
m o t h e r ' are project ions o f A d a and Annabe l l a ) he i n v o k e s the 
'dread p o w e r ' w h i c h pervades the 'magic c irc le ' (cxl iv) as a spatio-
tempora l solvent , res tor ing h i m to the impersona l mag ian stance. 

A r c h i t e c t u r e hard ly figures i n Cantos i a n d i n , where the 
h is tor ic present reigns supreme, t h o u g h l i v e d t h r o u g h wide ly 
separated B y r o n i c avatars. H e r e the present i n a sense is fire, 
c o n s u m i n g the past , 1 l i v i n g f r o m the death o f the past ; its p r o ­
ject ion i n terms o f dramatic agons b o t h personal a n d h i s tor ic , 
modes o f the B y r o n / H a r o l d ' g u l f o f phantasy a n d flare' i n t o 
R o d e r i c k , J u l i a n , W e l l i n g t o n , N a p o l e o n , R h i n e l a n d b a r o n s . 2 

I n the non-fiery avatars o f Cantos n and i v the h u m a n figure 
sinks in to the b a c k g r o u n d , lost i n airy and watery spectra, r a i n ­
b o w s , waterfalls , m i s t b o w s , sunset a n d sunrise effects. N a t u r e 

1 Plotinus, 
2 'Historic present', for Byron, means the post-classical centuries : for the young 

lord of Newstead the Gothic centuries are contemporary. Even 'Saxon times, 
which we are wont to call Ancient' (iv, cxlv) fail to impress him. 
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takes over , as it were , f r o m a h u m a n i t y p r o v e d u n w o r t h y o f her 
benisons , to ' h u m a n i z e ' a scene rap id ly degenerat ing i n t o the 
s u b h u m a n (The Giaour, 46-67) . N a t u r e and architecture b l e n d i n 
these Cantos i n forms w h i c h spatialize the t ime-eternity d i m e n ­
s i o n : domes, r o u n d towers , c r u m b l i n g c o l u m n s . E a r t h is dis­
so lved i n water , water rears i tsel f i n t o air. T h e inc lus ive i d e o g r a m 
o f Canto i l is i n s c r i b e d n o w h e r e : 

Save where some solitary column mourns 
A b o v e its prostrate brethren of the cave, 
Save where Tritonia's airy shrine adorns 
Colonna's cliff, and gleams along the wave; 
Save o'er some warrior's half-forgotten grave, 
Where the gray stones, and unmolested grass 
Ages, but not ob l iv ion , feebly brave . . . 

(11, lxxxvi) 

B u t i n Canto i v , m o r e e x u l t i n g l y : 

Arches on arches ! as it were that Rome, 
Collecting the chief trophies o f her line, 
W o u l d bui ld up all her triumphs i n one dome, 

H e r Coliseum stands . . . 
( iv, cxxviii) 

T h e magnif icent o p e n i n g stanzas o f the C a n t o , celebrat ing V e n i c e 
and t o o w e l l k n o w n to quote , project this same architectural g r i d 
over the h u m a n c o n d i t i o n i n a vast panorama o f towers , churches, 
palaces, pr i sons , dungeons , br idges , squares, canals, alleys. 
W o r d s w o r t h assesses m a n by his re lat ion to the ' N a t u r e ' he d i d 
not make a n d f r o m w h i c h he has emerged w i t h a g o o d deal o f 
fuss a n d l i t t le joy . B y r o n assumes n o t h i n g , takes m a n as he is , 
deflates h i m , reinserts h i m i n his h i s tor ica l context , sees h i m 
(increasingly, as the nineteenth century a n d his art develops) 
as a c i ty dwel ler , a p o l i t i c a l an imal dedicated to his o w n destruc­
t i o n . T h e palace-dungeon paradox asserted here dominates the 
dramas a n d Don Juan. M a n , the pr i soner o f his o w n constructs , 
h a d already made the fatal o p t i o n out o f the natura l i n t o the 
mechanica l context w h i c h has so affected o u r planet a n d w h i c h 
n o praise o f i d i o t boys a n d mora l i s t i c t inkers c o u l d reverse. 
W o r d s w o r t h ' s flight to the L a k e s , Keats ' s b o s k y snoozings i n the 
V a l e o f H e a l t h , Shelley's per fect ionism, s t ruck this clear-sighted 
son o f P o p e as p i t i f u l irrelevancies i n the to ta l , f r i ghten ing , 
apocalypt ic p ic ture . 
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