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Abstract

This study focuses on George Gordon Lord Byron’s masterpiece Don Juan, and
tries to discuss and analyse Lord Byron’s responses to the authoritative socio-cultural
institutions. Byron had an ambivalent manner in his treatment of the authorities; he
both rejected and adopted them. Byron’s treatment of the literary and Christian
institutions and the political authorities is scrutinised to represent that the poet’s
problematic stance in his dealings with the authorities in Don Juan. Though Byron
was a revolutionary figure who despised all forms of oppressive power and quested to
be detached from them, he sometimes conforms to some modes of such authorities.
Byron is an entrapped poet who finds no way out of the dominant context of which

had been weaved like a strong net around him.

The literary authorities of the past, whose tradition was still being revived at the
time of Byron by his contemporaries, the epic enterprise and its notion of heroism,
the Romantic poets and their modes of poetry, Biblical and religious figures,
political parties and their practices, the British establishment, the Italian influences,
the reviewers who linked the poet to the society are subjects which Byron has dealt
with them in his long poem Don Juan. Though Byron was a political reactionary,
who raged against the oppressive political climate of England, in Don Juan he
shows subservience to some oppressive policies. His treatment of the Orientalist
practice and his addressing of the Ottoman Empire and Greece are examples of his
submissiveness to his contemporary discursive practices, in which he falsely

projects the political vices of England to the East.



The disillusionment of the post-French Revolution world can be traced in Don
Juan. Anti-Christianity, blasphemy and mockery shape a huge part of Byron‘s
reaction to the institution of Christianity which was acting as a socio-political

device to monitor the behaviour of the people.
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Introduction and Review of the Related Literature



1.1. Introduction

“I have always been a friend to and a Voter for reform . . . | cannot but approve of a

Constitutional amelioration of long abuses” (Byron qtd. in Bevis 84-85).

George Gordon Lord Byron, in a reactionary iconoclastic movement, raged
against established authorities (Schock 173) and the institutions of authority.
Schock has marked Byron‘s posturing as a revolutionary leader in his works (157).
But, there are some ambiguities in Byron‘s masterpiece, Don Juan, that shadow this
revolutionary pose. Though Byron wanted to play the role of the rebel in Don Juan,

In it he assimilated the authorities whom he much despised.

Discussing Michel Foucault‘s ideas about power and knowledge, Stuart Hall
assumes that knowledge is established by power (34). Thus, people who live in a
specific era get their knowledge from the dominant and authoritative context of
knowledge which prevails that era (35). However revolutionary and rebellious the
Romantic poet, Byron, was, he shared the same context of knowledge with the
authorities and could not live out of or escape from that context. As a result, his
treatment to the authorities in Don Juan is ambivalent. His shared knowledge with
the authorities can be regarded as a reason of his sometimes loss in converting,

taking back at or toppling down the authorities in the poem.

This dissertation will focus on George Gordon Lord Byron‘s masterpiece Don
Juan, and observes and analyses Lord Byron‘s dealings with the authorities and

Institutionalised authority. The main goal of the study is to prove that it was almost



impossible for Byron to stand against the authorities and its authoritative

institutions.

Strong literary works creatively misread and misinterpret a precursor text or
texts in an act of poetic misprision (Bloom, The Western 8). Don Juan is such a
misinterpretation and misrepresentation in which Byron has set a dialogue with his
precursors to his contemporaries, from Homer to Robert Southey. Epic Poetry,
Italian poets and poetical conventions (Banderia and Saglia 8), the works of
Byron‘s contemporary poets, the reviewers who were the link between the poet and
the mass public (Franta 18), and the up- rising dominance of the novel as a literary
genre (Felluga 2) are among the literary authorities which are addressed in Don

Juan and have influenced it.

The first and most important poetic enterprise which Byron opts to converse
with is the epic. Bloom has classified Don Juan as a mock epic poem (Bloom*s
Classic 221) which reverses the epic traditions and conventions. For example, his
treatment of the Muses is different from the traditional epics, his Muse is a
pedestrian Muse. He also chooses a hero far distinct from the ones of his
precursors. He begins his epic in the beginning instead of the Medias res, and
interestingly compares his heroes and their problematic conduct to the admired

actions of the well-known heroes of the epics written before his.

Byron deplored the degeneracy in the political, poetical and moral condition of
his country which was being propagated by ideologues such as Robert Southey.

Alongside the authorities the voices of these ideologues determined right and



wrong, good and evil, angelic and satanic. Byron’s voice undercuts every voice

which assumed this kind of authority (McGann 49).

Byron‘s contemporary poets are treated contemptuously in Don Juan and are
belittled by the poet. Especially, Robert Southey (1774-1843), the poet Laureate
and historian, who represented the voice of conservatism (Bloom, Bloom ’s Classic
225) is harshly attacked by Byron. Throughout his long poem Byron has never
forgot to sting Southey, Coleridge, Wordsworth and other poets of the Romantic
trend, English or continental. But, the poet himself is under their influence, though

unconsciously.

In Don Juan, Byron calls all poets liars (3, 87, 875-92). He is a poet himself and

he may lie too to his readers:

Thus sung, or would, or could, or should have sung,
The modern Greek, in tolerable verse;
If not like Orpheus quite, when Greece was young,
Yet in these times he might have done much worse:
His strain display'd some feeling - right or wrong;
And feeling, in a poet, is the source
Of others' feeling; but they are such liars,

And take all colours - like the hands of dyers.*

L All poetry is quoted from Selected Poems of Lord Byron, Introduction, Bibliography, Notes and
Glossary by Paul Wright (2006 edition). For more information refer to Bibliography.



Such a resolute irresolution is typical of Byron’s poetry: the affirmation of the
power of poetry on the one hand, and the pronouncement of its unreliability on the

other (McGann 49).

The horrific aftermath of the French Revolution suppressed the wind of change
which the Romantic poets had longed for. In Don Juan Byron shows this
disillusionment and void by representing the hopeless mood of the political climate
of the post-Waterloo world (Schock 144). As Terry Eagleton has noted in his book,
Literary Criticism: An Introduction, in the Romantic era England has been
governed like a police state (19). In such a repressive climate in which the poets
were under the vigilant eye of the State, Byron in a self-conscious act quested for
distance from the politics of the oppressor (Schock 144). Byron‘s contempt,
frustration or bewilderment from a culture which repelled all reforming movements
are mirrored in his Don Juan (Schock 144). But, despite his revolutionary postures,
Don Juan sometimes becomes a picture of Byron‘s political paralysis. In a recent
authoritative study of Byron‘s politics, Malcolm Kelsall has represented Byron as a
trapped figure (156). In Don Juan Byron‘s responses to the English political
authorities remain in a state of ambivalence and controversy. While in some
instances he is critical of the King, the government and their policies, in some other
occasions he is subservient to them. Being a Lord and a one-time member of the

House of the Lords, Byron is not a reliable political rebel, however he tries to be;

and it is this controversy which this study tries to represent.



One aspect of controversy in Byron’s politics is Orientalism. Instead of
rejecting the dominant ideas about the Orient, which gave a corrupted image
of the Orient and the Oriental peoples, Byron found homage for such false ideas in
Don Juan. In fact, in his treatment of the Orient we can see only a pale shadow of
Byron’s reactionary figure. The British Empire is redefined via the image of the
Ottoman Empire in the East (Turhan 3). The Ottoman Empire is manipulated by
Byron for his political purposes. He projects British despotism into its Eastern
Other. Also, the picture Byron paints of the Greece is far from reality and Greece
has a long way to get rid of the Oriental identity ascribed to it by Byron (Roessel

113).

Byron certainly publicized and made glamorous the stance of the solitary
individual somehow ennobled by his exclusion from a Christian orderl (Priestman
238). In Don Juan, Byron goes beyond attacking on Christianity and is engaged in
the mock-serious act of ideological identification of the religious figures (Schock
3). At that period, Christianity was an authoritative institution to control and shape
the behaviour of the individuals. Roessel notes —Byron’s insincere positioning of a
traditionally defined Godl (243). St. Paul and other religious authorities are
ridiculed in the poem. Byron looks sceptically on doctrinal matters and shows no
respect to institutions such as marriage, confession and preaching; he also damns
prayer as hypocrisy. Today, Byron’s protagonists are known by their moral
transgressiveness (Schock 3). But Byron does not stop at this point; he has
identified his heroes* and heroines* sins and vices with the virtues of the main

religious characters, in a vast scale.



1.2. Review of the Related Literature

A number of books and articles which are related to the Romantic poets in
general, Byron’s life, works, and their characteristics are analysed and studied in

this dissertation. Here, these scholarly works are briefly reviewed.

Some books explore the lives and works of the great poets of the Romantic
era including Byron. Romantic Consciousness: Blake to Mary Shelley deals with
the idea of consciousness and the Romantic poets' revolutionary treatment of the
idea. The book is written by Beer. Bennett surveys the transformation of the
relationship between poet and audience in the works of Wordsworth, Coleridge,
Keats, Shelley and Byron, in his, Romantic Poets and the Culture of Posterity.
English Romanticism and the Celtic World is edited by Carruthers and Rawes. The
main theme of this book is the British Romantic poets' responses to the national and
cultural identities. Romantic form and Orientalism is among the subjects also
studied in this book. Romanticism written by Day surveys the reception of the
Romantic writers; it analyses various readings of the English Romantic poets by

various critics and critical approaches, from Edmund Burke to Post-Structuralism.

Atheism in the works of Romantic poets which was affected by politics,
mythology and science is the subject of Priestman's book Romantic Atheism:
Poetry and Freethought, 1780-1830. In Romantic Satanism: Myth and the
Historical Moment in Blake, Shelley, and Byron, by way of contextualising the
major works of Blake, Byron and Shelley within their milieu, Schock claims that
these poets' Satanism is the result of the hopes and fears prevalent in their age.
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