
Don Byron and The Moral North 
A N D R E W G U R R 

IN a letter o f 1812 to L a d y M e l b o u r n e B y r o n w r o t e , about a 
piece o f scandal they were e x c h a n g i n g notes o n , T never 
l a u g h e d at P . (by the bye , this is an i n i t i a l w h i c h m i g h t puzz le 

poster i ty w h e n o u r correspondence bursts f o r t h i n the 20th 
century) ' . It p u z z l e d the edi tor o f Lord Byron's Correspondence1 

i n w h i c h the letter was first p r i n t e d , i n 1922, a n d has c o n t i n u e d 
to puzz le scholars since then . L a d y M e l b o u r n e , m o t h e r - i n - l a w o f 
C a r o l i n e L a m b , w h o m B y r o n d i d n ' t m a r r y , a n d aunt o f A n n a b e l l a 
M i l b a n k e , w h o m he d i d , shared an int imate f r iendship w i t h 
B y r o n , despite the p r o b l e m s created b y her relatives. T h e cheer
fu l ly egocentr ic parenthesis i n the letter q u o t e d is characteristic 
o f this i n t i m a c y , as i t is o f the c y n i c i s m o f the society i n w h i c h 
they l i v e d , a n d o f the pleasure B y r o n t o o k i n h i d i n g b e h i n d a l l 
k i n d s o f masks o f obscur i ty a n d deliberate puzz lement . 

B y r o n has defeated his b iographers , largely because o f this 
en igmat ic qual i ty w h i c h made every th ing he said a posture a n d at 
best a ha l f - t ruth . E v e n Les l i e M a r c h a n d ' s sp lendid ly t h o r o u g h 
b i o g r a p h y offers m o r e a chron ic le t h a n a n analysis o f its subject. 
Its author specifically denies that he has any ' in terpre ta t ion ' o f 
B y r o n ' s character a n d actions — T have no thesis a n d have 
consc ious ly a v o i d e d f o r m u l a t i n g o n e ' . 2 

I b e g i n w i t h this because Don Juan, B y r o n ' s greatest p o e m , 
derives its nature i n a m o r e c o m p l e x a n d yet precisely ascertainable 
w a y f r o m its author 's career, his menta l i ty , his fame a n d his 
att itude to his fame, t h a n perhaps any great p o e m w r i t t e n i n 
E n g l i s h . It began as an exile's answer to the society w h i c h h a d 
ex i led h i m . 

W h e n B y r o n became the focus o f a l l eyes i n 1812 w i t h the 
p u b l i c a t i o n o f Childe Harold i t is understandable that an int imate , 

1 Lord Byron's Correspondence, ed. J . Murray, 2 vols, 1922, 1, 102. 
2 Leslie A . Marchand, Byron: A Biography, 3 vols, N e w Y o r k , 1957, 1, ix. 
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l icent ious a n d g o s s i p - l o v i n g c o m m u n i t y l i k e the Regency 
aristocracy s h o u l d subject his pr ivate life to a part icular ly close 
scrut iny . H e h a d not been not iceably restrained, i t is t rue, b u t 
he w o u l d p r o b a b l y not have appeared so except ional ly l icent ious 
i f i t were not that he h a d become C h i l d e H a r o l d himself , and a 
l i v i n g l e g e n d . 1 

T h r e e things happened between his fame i n 1812 a n d his exile 
i n 1816 to make his reputat ion as a debauchee, w h i c h at first he 
p layed up t o , i n t o a hateful label a n d the direct cause o f his 
departure f r o m E n g l i s h society. T h e first was the Caro l ine L a m b 
business. L a d y C a r o l i n e , wife o f the second s o n o f L o r d M e l 
b o u r n e , was s o m e t h i n g o f an exper ienced amoris t before B y r o n 
t u r n e d up . W h e n he d i d , a c c o r d i n g to R o g e r s , the b a n k e r - p o e t : 

. . . she absolutely besieged h im. H e showed me the first letter he 
received from her; in which she assured h i m that i f he was i n any want 
of money, 'all her jewels were at his service'. They frequently had 
quarrels ; and, more than once, on coming home, I have found Lady C. 
walking in the garden, and wait ing for me, to beg that I w o u l d recon
cile them . . . such was the insanity o f her passion for Byron , that, 
sometimes, when not invited to a party where he was to be, she would 
wait for h i m in the street t i l l it was over ! One night after a great party 
at Devonshire House, to which Lady Caroline had not been invited, 
I saw her, — yes, saw her, — talking to Byro n , wi th half o f her body 
thrust into the carriage which he had just entered. 2 

W e s h o u l d note f r o m this d e s c r i p t i o n o f pursu i t a n d capture 
that what s truck Roge rs as so pleasantly scandalous was not the 
l o v e affair o r the adultery b u t its openness. L a d y Caro l ine ' s 
precarious mental balance made her indiscreet , n o t mere ly s inful . 
B y r o n h i m s e l f o f course also l a c k e d the d o u b l e m o r a l standard. 
W h e n fame he lped to make his amours p u b l i c he usual ly h a d to 
insist i n his o b l i q u e w a y that he was as w i c k e d as c o u l d be. B u t 
he was m o r e l e d t h a n a leader i n t o temptat ion . H e was , i n fact, 
capable o f considerable forbearance w h e n put u p o n . T h e w i d o w e d 

1 A review of Moore's Lord Byron's Life and Letters i n the Monthly Magazine for 
1830 (p. 183) went so far as to claim that Byron was not ' A hair's breath worse than 
nine-tenths of the decorous young gentlemen whom we meet every day roving the 
fashionable streets; the only difference being that his Lordship's taste for notoriety 
urged him into perpetual exposure'. But this is probably not so much an accurate 
measurement of Byron's wickedness against that of his contemporaries as a variation 
on the fashion of using Byron's reputation for moralistic purposes. 

2 Marchand., i , 334-5. 
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L a d y F a l k l a n d , to w h o m he h a d g i v e n £ 5 0 0 some years before 
w h e n she was destitute, w r o t e to h i m after reading Childe Harold : 
Surely I cannot be mistaken ! Byron , my adored Byron , come to me. I 
shall feel each hour an age unti l you are pressed to a heart as ardent 
and warm as your o w n . . . Te l l me, my Byron , i f those mournful 
tender effusions o f your heart to that Thyrza . . . were not intended 
for myself? 1 

She sent a l o c k o f her hair w i t h the letter. W h e n she h a d n o reply 
i n a m o n t h she w r o t e again saying she k n e w his silence reflected 
the n o b i l i t y o f his sou l . H e passed the letters o n to her relat ive. 

T h e Caro l ine L a m b scandal w o u n d to its c l i m a x i n 1813. 
The Satirist p u b l i s h e d an anecdote w h i c h began w i t h an e p i g r a m 
taken, appropr iate ly , f r o m Rejected Addresses: 

W i t h horn-handled knife 
T o k i l l a tender lamb as dead as mutton. 

a n d t o l d h o w L a d y C . h a d ' t o o k u p a dessert-knife, a n d stabbed 
h e r s e l f i n a fit o f jealousy over L o r d B . She s u r v i v e d , o f course, 
but her h u s b a n d carted her off to the country where the noise o f 
her indiscret ions was m o r e muf f l ed . 2 

T h e same l i k i n g for exh ib i t ion i s t i c wickedness w h i c h made 
B y r o n serve as an accessory to the L a m b scandal l ed h i m t o 
p r o m o t e the second furore o f his soc ia l phase. It was ev ident ly 
t a lked about at least i n the M e l b o u r n e H o u s e c i rc le , t h o u g h i n 
whispers , because there are f o u r references i n the B y r o n - L a d y 
M e l b o u r n e correspondence to i t . I n one o f the references B y r o n 
assures L a d y M e l b o u r n e that his half-sister A u g u s t a ' s baby , 
M e d o r a , is 'not an " A p e " ' , heav i ly u n d e r l i n e d , w h i c h w e are 
expected to take as an assurance that the c h i l d is not his — not a 
monster b o r n o f inces t . 3 B y r o n was certainly f o n d o f his half-
sister, w h o m he d i d n ' t c o m e to k n o w at a l l u n t i l 1813, at the 
he ight o f his social l i o n h o o d , a n d he certainly enjoyed foster ing 
the whispers that their affection went t o the l e n g t h o f incest. 
A u g u s t a herself was t o o dreamy or id le to bother about such 
r u m o u r s . 

T h i s r u m o u r is i m p o r t a n t chiefly because o f its i n v o l v e m e n t 
i n the t h i r d a n d decis ive scandal , the separation f o l l o w i n g 

1 Ibid., i , 346-7. 
2 See the account in Marchand, 1, 397-8. 
3 Lord Byron's Correspondence, 1, 251. 
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B y r o n ' s marriage i n 1815. L a d y B y r o n certainly pedd led the incest 
charge as the cruc ia l reason for her d e c i d i n g to leave her husband . 
T h e matter has been exhaust ively debated, a n d it is not necessary 
i n t rac ing the emergence o f Don Juan f r o m it a l l to g o i n t o m o r e 
than the o u t l i n i n g facts. 

T h e marriage was i n i tse l f an extraordinary u n i o n o f the m a d , 
b a d a n d dangerous to k n o w L o r d B y r o n w i t h an innocent b lue
s t o c k i n g w h o m B y r o n h i m s e l f descr ibed after their first meet ing 
as t o o perfect for his taste. H i s cur ios i ty was p i q u e d b y her , a n d 
she n o d o u b t l i k e hundreds o f other w o m e n t h e n a n d after he ld 
the hope o f r e f o r m i n g h i m . L a d y M e l b o u r n e encouraged the 
alliance part ly , one presumes, to guarantee the separation o f 
B y r o n and her daughter- in- law, a n d her influence was i n the e n d 
decisive. F o r a year after the marr iage they s u r v i v e d , n o t always 
u n h a p p i l y , t h o u g h B y r o n d i d cont inue his exh ib i t ion i s t i c antics, 
usual ly i n the f o r m o f fur ious rages or sulks . I n the n e w year o f 
1816, just a year after they were m a r r i e d , A n n a b e l l a w e n t h o m e 
to stay for a few days w i t h her parents. She w r o t e affectionately to 
B y r o n o n the journey , o n 15 January , a n d aga in i n a letter dated 
16 January : 

Dearest D u c k , 
W e got here quite well last night and were ushered into the kitchen 

instead of drawing-room by a mistake that might have been agreeable 
enough to hungry people . . . O f this and other incidents D a d wants 
to write you a jocose account and both he and M a m long to have the 
family party completed . . . Such . . . and such a sitting-toom or 
sulking-toom all to yourself. I f I were not always l o o k i n g about for B. 
I should be a great deal better already for country air. Miss [their 
daughter] finds her provisions increased and fattens thereon. It is a 
good thing she can't understand all the flattery bestowed upon her — 
'L i t t le A n g e l ' and I k n o w not w h a t . . . L o v e to the good goose 
[half-sister Augusta] and everybody's love to you both from hence. 

Ever thy most lov ing 
P ipp in . . . P ip . . . I p . 1 

T h i s wi fe ly note was n o t entirely i n g e n u o u s , h o w e v e r , for she 
h a d w r i t t e n o n l y the n i g h t before to A u g u s t a w i t h advice o n what 
she s h o u l d say to B y r o n about his menta l health — his melancholy 
— about w h i c h there h a d already been a lo t o f d i scuss ion . T h e n 

1 Quoted by Marchand, l i , 563-4. 



j 6 A N D R E W G U R R 

o n 17 January she quite abrupt ly reversed her w h o l e att i tude, 
asked that B y r o n s h o u l d be prevented f r o m f o l l o w i n g her i n t o 
the c o u n t r y , a n d o n the 20th her m o t h e r went to L o n d o n to 
inst itute separation proceedings . T h e y never saw each other 
again , since B y r o n left the c o u n t r y once the formalit ies were 
settled, a n d never returned. 

T h e abruptness o f A n n a b e l l a ' s a b o u t - t u r n makes it d o u b t f u l 
that either the story o f B y r o n ' s incest w i t h A u g u s t a or his 
menta l cruelty to A n n a b e l l a , w h i c h became the o r t h o d o x c o m 
pla int , is sufficient to exp la in the break. O b v i o u s l y A n n a b e l l a ' s 
parents w o r k e d h a r d for i t , but their persuasions w o u l d hard ly 
have been the complete cause o f her bitterness against her 
h u s b a n d and her l o n g c a m p a i g n to justify the break. W i l s o n 
K n i g h t ' s hypothes is , that B y r o n persuaded A n n a b e l l a i n t o sexual 
practices the sinfulness o f w h i c h she d i d not k n o w u n t i l her 
mother enl ightened her , is one possible exp lanat ion o f the 
v io lence a n d suddenness o f her s w i t c h . 

W h a t is i m p o r t a n t for Don Juan i n this s o r d i d a n d u n h a p p y 
story is B y r o n ' s react ion. A s one m i g h t expect he was deeply 
hurt . N o t o n l y the sudden s w i t c h i n A n n a b e l l a f r o m affection 
(as i n the letter quoted) to active hos t i l i t y , but the reasons g i v e n — 
B y r o n was ready e n o u g h to admit his sexual wickedness to L a d y 
M e l b o u r n e , but to acknowledge b e i n g cruel to A n n a b e l l a , s t i l l 
less insane, w h e n they h a d actually parted o n terms o f w h a t 
seemed to be real affection, cut h i m to the q u i c k . So far as C a r o l i n e 
L a m b a n d the scandal o f 1813 was concerned he h a d seen himself , 
r i g h t l y e n o u g h , as m o r e s inned against than s i n n i n g , a n d his 
other amours were no m o r e than many o f his contemporar ies 
i n d u l g e d i n w i t h neither offence n o r scandal. So i t was w i t h a 
s t rong feel ing o f injust ice, a very substantial gr ievance against 
the M i l b a n k e s a n d the society w h i c h a l igned itsel f w i t h t h e m i n 
p a i n t i n g h i m scarlet, that he s h o o k its m u d off his feet a n d went 
to be a cavaliere-servente i n V e n i c e . 

I n the early days o f the d i v o r c e business he w r o t e to A n n a b e l l a : 

Were you then never happy wi th me ? did you never at any time or times 
express yourself so? have no marks o f affection, o f the warmest and 
most reciprocal attachment, passed between us ? or did in fact hardly a 
day go down without some such on one side and generally on both ? 
. . . had I not — had we not — the days before and on the day when 
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we parted, every reason to believe that we loved each other — that we 
were to meet again ? . . . Y o u are much changed wi th in these twenty 
days, or you w o u l d never have thus poisoned your o w n better feelings 
— and trampled upon mine . 1 

T h e r e is a genuinely h u r t self-righteousness about this w h i c h 
shows t h r o u g h the rhetor ic o f reproof . La ter , i n 1820, he s u m 
mar ized his att itude i n a letter to Blackwood's Magazine: T was 
accused o f every m o n s t r o u s v ice b y p u b l i c r u m o u r a n d pr ivate 
rancour . . . I felt that, i f w h a t was w h i s p e r e d , a n d mut te red , a n d 
m u r m u r e d , was t rue , I was unfit for E n g l a n d ; i f false, E n g l a n d 
was unfit for m e . ' 2 

O n c e out o f E n g l a n d , he attacked A n n a b e l l a i n stanzas 135-45 
o f the f o u r t h a n d last canto o f Childe Harold. B u t C h i l d e H a r o l d 
was n o w the w r o n g v e h i c l e ; his attack was a defence, a satire 
w i t h o u t the ready endorsement f r o m society w h i c h a satire needs 
for success. A n o t h e r vehic le h a d to be f o u n d for his bitterness 
a n d sense o f injustice. H e started Don Juan d u r i n g his V e n e t i a n 
exile i n A p r i l 1818, w h e n a series o f m i n o r incidents c o m b i n e d 
to renew his v i n d i c t i v e m o o d against a l l th ings E n g l i s h . I n J u l y 
he w r o t e o f a project to compose a set o f i r o n i c a l m e m o i r s 3 (some 
o f these he d i d w r i t e : they were b u r n e d by J o h n M u r r a y after his 
death). H i s social debacle was very m u c h i n his m i n d i n the 
m o n t h s up to September w h e n he c o m p l e t e d the first canto o f 
Don Juan. T h a t canto o f course contains the sat ir ical portra i t o f 
A n n a b e l l a as D o n n a Inez, the perfect w o m a n : 

T o others' share let 'female errors fall ' , 
For she had not even one — the worst o f al l . 

(Stanza 16) 

B u t the idea o f i r o n i c a l m e m o i r s shaped B y r o n ' s c o n s t r u c t i o n 
o f the p o e m i n a m o r e fundamenta l w a y than b y s imply p r o v i d i n g 
another o p p o r t u n i t y for a satir ical por t ra i t o f the author ' s 
ex-wife. T h e p o e m , b r i l l i a n t l y funny and acute as i t is , appears a 
m u c h lesser creat ion i f the steps f r o m B y r o n ' s recent past i n t o its 
c o n s t r u c t i o n are not taken i n t o account . 

O n e can see the genesis o f Don Juan as t a k i n g five steps. T h e y 
b e g i n w i t h the choice o f a hero . A s the o p e n i n g says, 'I w a n t a 
hero . . . ' . I n his socia l heyday B y r o n h a d been a l l t o o easily 

1 Quoted by Marchand, II, 575. 
2 Quoted by Marchand, 11, 602, n. 4. 
3 Ibid., l i , 743-4. 
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ident i f ied w i t h his other great hero C h i l d e H a r o l d , an identi f ica
t i o n w h i c h B y r o n w i t h characteristic d u a l i s m b o t h fostered a n d 
resented, as a one-s ided p icture o f a many-s ided m a n . T h e second 
step was the choice o f D o n J u a n , i n l egend the archetype o f 
seducers, a n d especially o f those seducers w h o come to a b a d e n d . 
A t b o t t o m this choice was a bur lesque o f the o v e r s i m p l i f y i n g 
process by w h i c h B y r o n became first the r o m a n t i c H a r o l d , then 
the h e l l - d o o m e d D o n J u a n . T h e choice o f hero fitted B y r o n ' s 
image o f E n g l a n d ' s image o f h i m , a n d the choice o f the same 
stanza-form for Don Juan as for Childe Harold u n d e r l i n e d the 
i r o n y . B y r o n ' s att itude is s u m m a r i z e d i n the a m b i g u i t y o f the 
last couplet o f the first stanza : 

We all have seen h i m in the pantomime 
Sent to the D e v i l somewhat ere his time. 

T h e p a n t o m i m e was either M o z a r t ' s opera — o r any other 
v e r s i o n o f the story — o r the E n g l i s h separation furore ; a n d 
' somewhat ere his t i m e ' can mean either before the t e r m o f his 
natura l l i fe , before he was due to die , o r that he ( B y r o n ) was sent 
to the D e v i l b y the E n g l i s h w i t h s u m m a r y justice before the laws 
o f nature o r d a i n e d i t . So he chooses as his hero ' m y f r i end 
D o n J u a n ' (stanza 5). 

T h e t h i r d step is understandably to g ive this caricature o f his 
o w n p u b l i c image a parentage identif iable as B y r o n h i m s e l f a n d 
his wife A n n a b e l l a , since their marr iage l e d to the creat ion o f the 
image. T h i s he exp l ic i t ly states (stanza 7) : 

M y way is to begin w i t h the beginning ; 
The regularity o f my design 
Forbids all wandering as the worst o f sinning, 
A n d therefore I shall open w i t h a line 
(Although it cost me half an hour i n spinning), 
Narrating somewhat o f D o n Juan's father, 
A n d also o f his mother, i f you 'd rather. 

H e t h e n mov es straight i n t o the easily recognizable portra i t o f 
A n n a b e l l a , even d o w n to a cruel ly precise render ing o f a pedantic 
joke w h i c h is t o o o d d not to have been authent ic : 

But this I heard her say, and can't be wrong , 
A n d all may think which way their judgments lean 'em, 
' 'Tis strange — the Hebrew noun which means " I a m " , 
The Engl i sh always use to govern d — n ' . 
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T h e H e b r e w for ' G o d ' is 'I a m ' ; the E n g l i s h say ' G o d d a m n ' , 
w h i c h can therefore be translated 'I a m d a m n e d ' . It sounds all t o o 
l ike A n n a b e l l a . Stanzas 26-32 o f the p o e m g o o n to g ive B y r o n ' s 
v e r s i o n o f their marriage a n d separation, at the e n d o f w h i c h he 
tells us that Juan's father d i e d l eav ing h i m to be shaped by 
D o n n a Inez/Annabe l l a . T h a t , then , is the parentage, the heredity , 
o f B y r o n ' s h e r o : D o n J u a n , a personal i ty b o r n o f B y r o n ' s 
marriage a n d n u r t u r e d b y A n n a b e l l a after B y r o n ' s disappearance 
f r o m the scene. 

T h e f o u r t h step i n the b u i l d i n g o f the p o e m was to g ive the 
narrator o f the story a persona different f r o m either D o n J u a n 
h imse l f o r f r o m B y r o n i n his E n g l i s h and V e n e t i a n vers ions , the 
C h i l d e H a r o l d or D o n J u a n persona. So the narrator speaks 
frequently i n the first person , a n d goes so far as to say o f his hero 
'I k n e w his father w e l l ' (stanza 51). F u r t h e r m o r e , he several t imes 
denies that he, the narrator , has ever been marr ied . I n stanza 22, 
before the account o f D o n n a Inez's marr iage , he says, ' I ' m a p l a i n 
m a n , a n d i n a s imple s tat ion ' , and i n the next stanza modif ies the 
account by saying that his cur ios i ty f o l l o w s f r o m his ' N o t h a v i n g , 
o f m y o w n , domest ic cares'. A n y o n e reading that i n E n g l a n d 
w o u l d be expected to k n o w what f o r m B y r o n ' s I ta l ian cares t o o k , 
a n d domest ic was n o t their w o r d either. H e r e again B y r o n is 
e x p l o i t i n g his pseudo- innocent narrator 's persona i n the fu l l 
k n o w l e d g e that his readers w o u l d have the p u b l i c image o f the 
author i n the f ront o f their m i n d s . F o r that reason he claims 
barefacedly i n stanza 5 3 that he, the author , never m a r r i e d . I f one 
is reading about D o n J u a n as the c h i l d o f the marriage o f B y r o n 
and A n n a b e l l a i t is a supremely audacious i r o n y : 

F o r my part I say nothing — nothing — but 
This I w i l l say — my reasons are my o w n — 
That i f I had an only son to put 
T o school (as G o d be praised that I have none), 
' T is not with D o n n a Inez I would shut 
H i m up to learn his catechism alone, 
N o — no — I'd send h i m out betimes to college, 
For there it was I picked up my o w n knowledge. 

F o r there one learns — 't is not for me to boast, 
T h o u g h I acquired — but I pass over that, 
A s well as all the Greek I since have lost : — 
I say that there's the place — but ' Verbum sat', 

3* 
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I think I picked up too, as well as most, 
Knowledge of matters — but no matter what — 
I never married — but, I think, I know 
That sons should not be educated so. 

T h e narrator is n o D o n J u a n , n o t i n any way to be identi f ied 
w i t h the b a d L o r d B y r o n o f E n g l i s h legend, and yet o f course 
absolutely to be ident i f ied at the same t ime . 

T h e fifth step was an e laborat ion o f the a m b i g u o u s o p e n i n g o f 
the p o e m , about J u a n b e i n g sent to the D e v i l by p o p u l a r acc la im 
before his t ime . T h i s J u a n , c h i l d o f the profl igate as he is , becomes 
an innocent , a c h i l d o f v i r t u e a n d the g o o d intent ions o f D o n n a 
Inez. B y r o n reverses the c o n v e n t i o n a l character izat ion o f J u a n 
and says i n effect ' m y p u b l i c image is w h a t y o u r [Annabel la ' s ] 
" m a g n a n i m i t y " (stanza 29) has made me ' . It is a c o m m o n p l a c e 
that the seducer o f 1,003 w o m e n (accord ing to L e p o r e l l o ' s 
catalogue aria) becomes i n B y r o n the v i c t i m o f three seductions 
a n d just a compla isant accompl ice i n the other t w o . J u a n is an 
innocent i n his first a m o u r w i t h J u l i a a n d i n a l l the later escapades, 
unconcerned w i t h s in , a v i c t i m o f c i rcumstance. D o n n a Inez 
n u r t u r e d h i m w i t h a l l care: 

The languages, especially the dead, 
The sciences, and most o f all the abstruse, 
The arts, at least all such as could be said 
T o be the most remote from common use, 
I n all these he was much and deeply read : 
But not a page of anything that's loose, 
O r hints continuation of the species, 
Was ever suffered, lest he should grow vicious. 

Juan's er ror is not v ice but ignorance , a n d m u c h o f what B y r o n is 
saying i n this first canto is ev ident i n this fact — J u a n is a c h i l d o f 
his e n v i r o n m e n t , banished f r o m Sevi l le for a natura l a n d spon
taneous piece o f b e h a v i o u r w h i c h offended the m o r a l canons o f 
D o n n a Inez a n d c o n v e n t i o n a l (and k n o w i n g ) society. T h e 
offence was created b y the mora l i t y , not b y the innocent offender. 

T h i s was the key to B y r o n ' s c o n s t r u c t i o n o f the i n i t i a l canto o f 
the p o e m . H e fired i t off to E n g l a n d i n fur ious haste, a n d refused 
to m o d i f y i t i n a n y t h i n g except the i n c i d e n t a l e laborat ions o f 
the dedicatory stanzas. T h e real p o i n t o f the p o e m at the outset 
was to quest ion the c o n v e n t i o n a l D o n J u a n label they h a d t i ed 
a r o u n d his neck, to quest ion the c o n v e n t i o n a l m o r a l i t y w h i c h h a d 
banished h i m . 
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Happy the nations o f the moral N o r t h ! 
Where all is virtue, and the winter season 
Sends sin, without a rag on, shivering forth 
('T was snow that brought St. A n t h o n y to reason); 
Where juries cast up what a wife is worth , 
By laying whate'er sum, i n mulct, they please on 
The lover, who must pay a handsome price, 
Because it is a marketable vice. 

I n a letter about the first canto he said, T m a i n t a i n that i t is the 
m o s t m o r a l o f p o e m s ; but i f people w o n ' t d i scover the m o r a l , 
that is their fault, not m i n e ' . 1 H e felt i t was a canto des igned to 
test the unders tanding o f the reader, a t r ia l r u n o f his o w n v i e w 
o f the s i tuat ion , as the penul t imate stanza says: 

. . . for the present, gentle reader ! and 
Stil l gentler purchaser! the Bard — that's I — 
Must , w i t h permission, shake you by the hand, 
A n d so — ' Y o u r humble servant, and Goodbye ! ' 
W e meet again, i f we should understand 
Each other; and i f not, I shall not try 
Y o u r patience further than by this short sample — 
' T were wel l i f others fol lowed my example. 

T h e canto was his w a y o f s h o w i n g h o w m i s c o n c e i v e d he felt the 
marriage scandal a n d his reputat ion i n exile were . T h e i r o n i c 
rea l ignment o f the D o n J u a n story was meant to suggest his 
o w n m o r a l approach to w h a t he ident i f ied i n the p o e m as the 
same generat ing circumstances. H e gave the canto an ep igraph 
f r o m H o r a c e — 'domest ica facta' — w h i c h we m i g h t understand
ably translate as the cares o f domest ic l i fe , t h o u g h he himself , 
fac ing b o t h ways as ever, ins isted that i t meant s i m p l y ' c o m m o n 
l i f e ' . 2 

Perhaps the ul t imate i r o n y o f this int imate ly b i o g r a p h i c a l 
p o e m is that B y r o n ' s i n v e r s i o n o f the c o n v e n t i o n a l characteriza
t i o n o f J u a n i n the p o e m left the actual erot ic events o f his life 
intact . I n this as i n so m a n y o f B y r o n ' s p r o n o u n c e m e n t s there is a 
furt ive ly exh ib i t ion i s t i c a m b i g u i t y , a dual i ty w h i c h says that 
he really is the w i c k e d L o r d B y r o n h o w e v e r c h a r m i n g l y o r 
m o c k i n g l y he may c o n t r i v e to upset y o u r c o n v e n t i o n a l inter
pretat ions. N o t b a d , not m a d , b u t certainly difficult to k n o w . 

1 Ibid., I i , 766. 
2 Ibid., i l , 765. 


