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This brilliantly conceived, exhilarating, and wide-ranging collection of essays is essential 
reading for all those interested in taking the long view of the historical, literary, and 
philosophical times of British Romanticism. 

Pamela Clemitt, Queen Mary, University of London

Romanticism and Time is a remarkable affirmation of border-crossings and international 
exchanges in many ways. This major collection of essays represents the work of eminent 
scholars from France, Germany, Switzerland, Czechoslovakia, the United Kingdom, and the 
United States, as they in turn represent the Romanticisms that emerged not only from the 
“four nations” of England, Scotland, Wales, and Ireland but also from Continental Europe 
and America. With their commitment to diversity, to change, and to exchange, and because 
of their awareness of the romanticism of periodization itself, the authors in this volume 
produce, as Wordsworth might say, a “timely utterance.” 

Kevis Goodman, University of California, Berkeley

This volume considers Romantic poetry as embedded in and reflecting on the march 
of time, regarding it not merely as a reaction to the course of events between the late-
eighteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries, but also as a form of creative engagement with 
history in the making. Revising current thinking about periodisation, these essays survey 
the Romantic canon’s evolution over time and approach Romanticism as a phenomenon 
unfolding across national borders.
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10. ‘Thy Wreck a Glory’: Venice, 
Subjectivity, and Temporality in 
Byron and Shelley and the Post-

Romantic Imagination
Mark Sandy

For the Romantic and Post-Romantic imagination, Venice as both 
historical place and a-temporal myth, the realised and unrealisable city, 
is central to a poetics of temporality and selfhood in Byron and Shelley. 
It is the real and unreal city that commingles its solid architectural 
structures with watery insubstantiality, myth with history, personal 
memory with historical monument, and poetic artistry with the writing 
of history. Byron’s poetic reflections on a former self and ‘Venice, lost 
and won’ (Childe Harold, IV). Shelley qualifies any Byronic optimistic 
sense of spiritual or cultural restoration with an abiding infernally 
nightmarish vision of a corrupted, and corrupting, but not quite fallen 
Venice. Historically Byron and Shelley acknowledge that Venice is lost, 
but her presence persists in their a-temporal poetic re-imaginings of her 
former glory. Venice’s self-preserving and self-destructive myth holds 
an abiding fascination for the Romantic imagination and it poetics of 
subjectivity: a city at once darkly illuminative that exists as a utopian 
ideal and a corrupt reality, as a regal yet usurped power, existing within 
and outside of history. An impossible architectural city of imaginative 
possibilities that for Byron and Shelley, as well as Nietzsche and Calvino 
after them, is a perpetually charmed spot and broken spell.

Venice’s self-preserving and self-destructive myth holds an abiding 
fascination for the Romantic and Post-Romantic imagination; a city of 
shadowy brilliance that exists, within and outside the temporal and 
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historical, as a substantial and insubstantial form created mysteriously 
from the Adriatic’s ebb and flow. An impossible architectural city of 
imaginative possibilities that, for many writers and artists, is a perpetual 
enchantment and forgotten incantation. The twentieth-century lyric 
mastery of Italo Calvino captures the ever-shifting, multifarious nature 
of the city with his descriptions of multiple fantastical cities, each with 
their own intrigues, desires, and peculiar spatiality, which are ultimately 
refractions of a single city: Venice.1 One of these many cities of Calvino’s 
Invisible Cities, Moriana, crystallises the author’s sense of Venice’s 
multiplicity as ‘From one part to the other, the city seems to continue, in 
perspective, multiplying its repertory of images’. Yet, in reality, the city 
‘has no thickness, it consists only of a face and an obverse, like a sheet of 
paper, with a figure on either side, which can neither be separated nor 
look at each other’. Like Venice herself, Calvino portrays Moriana as a 
beguiling and treacherous city of intricate entanglements of light and 
darkness, of depth and shallowness, of beauty and ugliness, comprised 
of ‘alabaster gates transparent in sunlight’ and ‘blind walls with fading 
signs’.2 For Calvino and others before him, Venice is the endlessly 
imagined city and the endless city of imagination. 

Nietzsche and Venice: Romantic Poetic Legacies and 
the Art of Aphorism

Friedrich Nietzsche, an inhabitant of the city for a while, equally found 
a fascination with the phantasmagoria that is Venice. Three years before 
his move to the Castello quarter of Venice in the spring of 1880, Nietzsche 
had been an avid reader of a translated volume of Percy Bysshe Shelley’s 
poetry.3 On his arrival in Venice, Nietzsche requested a trunk of urgently 

1  Malgorzata Myk, ‘The Immortal Waters of Venice: Women as Anodyne in Italo 
Calvino’s Invisible Cities’, The Explicator, 67.3 (2009), 221–24 (p. 221), https://doi.
org/10.3200/expl.67.3.221–224 

2  Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities, trans. by William Weaver (London: Vintage, 1997), p. 
95.

3  Nietzsche writes in a letter, dated 28 August 1877, that ‘Very recently I spent a 
veritable day of consecration reading Prometheus Unbound. If the poet is not a real 
genius, I do not know what a genius is…’ See Selected Letters of Friedrich Nietzsche, 
trans. by Christopher Middleton (Cambridge: Hackett, 1996), p. 164.

https://doi.org/10.3200/expl.67.3.221-224
https://doi.org/10.3200/expl.67.3.221-224
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required books, including a hefty volume concerned with Lord Byron.4 
This hasty biographical sketch provides a sense of the extent that the 
posthumous reception of Byron and Shelley has been influential on 
what we now think of as Nietzsche’s aphoristic poetic style.5

James Luchte, the editor of The Peacock and the Buffalo: The Poetry of 
Nietzsche (2010), rightly comments that: ‘Nietzsche’s practise of writing 
and composition in itself challenges our strict classifications of poetry, 
aphorism and prose’.6 This ability of the aphoristic style to cross over 
traditional genre boundaries is in keeping with the transgressive form 
of the lyric from which the aphorism often derives its distilled lyrical 
conciseness. The impossible possibility of Venice as an imaginary, 
magical, mythical, and actual city of political ideals and intrigue 
resonates with those tensions found within the evanescence of the 
aphoristic style. Venice in her fallen state is an expressive symbol of, 
and shorthand for, the transgressive nature of the aphoristic style, which 
gestures towards some larger whole that once was or is ever about to be. 

Inspired by Nietzsche’s sojourn in Venice, one example of this 
transgression of the policed borders of poetry, aphorism, and prose, is ‘I 
stand on the bridge’. Nietzsche incorporated this Apollonian-Dionysian 
moment of poetic reverie into his quasi-autobiography, Ecce Homo 
(1888), as an enigmatic near-aphoristic conclusion to Section Seven. 
Nietzsche does so by introducing these lines as a means of gesturing 
towards the tragic joy of not knowing, as he writes in the prose section, 
‘how to distinguish between tears and music’.7 The aphoristic poem 
reads as follows: 

I stood recently upon a bridge in the brown night. 

4  The precise title or nature of the volume is unknown. See Curtis Cate, Friedrich 
Nietzsche: A Biography (London: Pimlico, 2003), p. 298.

5  The following account of Nietzsche’s aphoristic style and Venice can be 
found in my ‘“A Ruin amidst Ruins”: Modernity, Literary Aphorisms, and 
Romantic Fragments’, in Aphoristic Modernity: 1880 to the Present, ed. by Kostas 
Boyiopoulos and Michael Shallcross (Leiden: Brill, 2019), pp. 41–47, https://doi.
org/10.1163/9789004400061_004 Reprinted here with the kind permission of the 
editors. 

6  Friedrich Nietzsche, The Peacock and the Buffalo: The Poetry of Friedrich Nietzsche, trans. 
and ed. by James Luchte (London: Continuum, 2010), p. 30.

7  Friedrich Nietzsche, Ecce Homo: How One Becomes What One Is, trans. and ed. by R.J. 
Hollingdale (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1988), [7], p. 62. Subsequent quotations 
parenthetically given as section number and page number. 

https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004400061_004
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004400061_004
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From afar came a song; 

Golden drops swell 

Over the trembling surface. 

Gondolas, light, music – 

Drunkenly swim into the dawn… 

My soul, a stringed game, 

Sings to itself, plucks invisibly, 

A homely gondola song, 

Trembles with colourful happiness. 

—Was anyone listening? ([7], p.127) 

Here, Nietzsche asks both of the music of the gondolier and his own 
poetry, ‘Was anyone listening?’ (‘I stand on a bridge’) [‘Hörte jemand 
ihr zu?’ (‘An der Brücke stand’)]. His poetry simultaneously gestures 
towards a potentially contained meaning and a world beyond, as its 
empty song vaporises meaninglessly into the ‘brown night’ that the 
poem conjures into being.

This evanescent sense of the power of language and poetry, for 
Nietzsche, is anticipated by Shelley’s notion that poetic ‘words/Are as the 
air’.8 For Shelley, the strength of poetic language resides in its weakness, 
its resilience through its own fragile imaginings, which evaporate as 
vitally and intangibly ‘as the air’ we breathe. Words, like the shimmering 
insubstantial presence of Venice and the city’s captivatingly fleeting 
music, observed by Nietzsche, are as ‘Golden drops [which] swell/
Over the trembling surface’ (‘I stand on the bridge’) [‘goldener Tropfen 
quoll’s/über die zitternde Fläche weg’ (‘An der Brücke stand’)] of the 

8  Percy Bysshe Shelley, ‘Prometheus Unbound’, in Shelley’s Poetry and Prose, ed. by 
Donald H. Reiman and Neil Fraistat (New York: Norton, 2002), II, i, l. 109, p. 237. 
Subsequent quotations from this edition. For a detailed discussion of the poetry 
of Nietzsche and of Shelley see my ‘“The Last Great Romantic”: Nietzsche’s 
Romanticism Out of the Spirit of Decadence’, in Decadent Romanticism 1780–1914, 
ed. by Kostas Boyiopoulos and Mark Sandy (Farnham: Ashgate, 2015), pp. 131–44, 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315576077-10 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315576077-10


 20910. Venice, Subjectivity, and Temporality in Byron and Shelley

lagoon. In Nietzsche’s ‘I stand on the bridge’, the outwardly observed 
unreality of Venice melts into the radical subjectivity of the observer’s 
inward ‘soul’ [‘Seele’] that—recalling the ‘gondola song’ [‘Gondellied 
dazu’]—‘Sings to itself’ [‘sang sich’] in a self-enclosed twilit reverie. 

Venice, for Nietzsche, becomes a synonym of—and aphoristic 
shorthand for—both ‘music’ and a form of ‘happiness’ touched by ‘a 
shudder of faintheartedness’ ([7], p. 64). By recalling Shelley’s own 
sense that ‘words/Are as the air’, Nietzsche’s ‘stringed instrument 
[Saitenspiel]’ of the soul is ‘plucked invisibly’ and perceptibly by an 
imagined musician’s fingers. Consequently, the soul’s internal serenade 
finds an external correspondent in the gondolier’s song, which 
‘Trembles with colourful happiness’ [‘zitternd vor bunter Seligkeit’], as 
outer and inner states blur indeterminately in the Venetian twilight. In ‘I 
stand on the bridge’ Nietzsche’s sense of, and sensitivity to, sound and 
colour (and re-colouring) traces a temporal and spatial movement from 
‘brown night’ [‘brauner Nacht’] to ‘dawn’ [‘Dämrung hinaus’] but, 
more importantly, the poem shows the contingent relations between 
the invisible and visible worlds; between those inward and outward 
modes of being that impinge upon the world and a world that impinges 
upon those modes of being. Aphoristic poem and world are not only 
fashioned out of, but constituted from, their trembling ‘colourful’ shifts 
in shade, tone, and feeling that act as a broker between subjective and 
objective worlds.

Byron, Shelley, Twilight, and Temporality

Byron and Shelley were attracted to the unique quality of light 
afforded by Venetian twilights and found in them, to varying degrees, 
an imaginative source of potential transformation at the level of both 
subjectivity and temporality.9 Byron re-imagines William Wordsworth’s 
semi-spiritual autobiography of a fall of selfhood from ‘celestial light’ 

9  For the significance of twilight to the Romantic imagination see Christopher R. 
Miller, The Invention of Evening: Perception and Time in Romantic Poetry (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), https://doi.org/10.1017/cbo9780511720031. For 
more general reflections on the cultural importance of twilight see Peter Davison, 
The Last of the Light: About Twilight (London: Reakton, 2015). 

https://doi.org/10.1017/cbo9780511720031
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into the ‘light of common day’10 as the historical decline of political 
ideals and a fall of nationhood. Canto IV of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage 
meditates on the fortunes and misfortunes of the ‘lords of earth and 
sea’11 (xxv. 225) of Rome and Venice in particular and, more generally, 
on the rise and fall of Italian history and culture:

The commonwealth of kings, the men of Rome!

And even since, and now, fair Italy!

Thou art the garden of the world, the home

Of all Art yields, and Nature can decree;

Even in thy desart, what is like to thee?

Thy very weeds are beautiful, thy waste

More rich than other climes’ fertility;

Thy wreck a glory, and thy ruin graced

With an immaculate charm which can not be defaced. (IV. xxvi. 226–34)

Recalling mankind’s fall in Eden, Byron finds in Roman and Venetian 
decline an oxymoronic ‘ruined grace’ and remnants of a ‘glory’ in the 
‘wreck’ of this civilisation. That the light of such residual ‘glory’ still 
haunts the ‘immaculate charm’ of present-day Italy captures something 
of the state, in the ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality’, of being ‘Not in 
entire forgetfulness’ (62) of former better days, as well as the sense that 
Italy, as a fallen nation, like the Wordsworthian self dispossessed of 
heaven, is capable of ‘trailing clouds of glory’ (64). 

Unlike Byron, whose poetic eye turns to an open expanse of ‘azure 
air’ (CH. IV, 27, 243), Shelley has an eye for the infernal and pestilent 
quality of Venetian light. Poetically recasting his meeting with Byron 
and first visit to Venice in August 1818, Shelley’s Julian and Maddalo, 

10  William Wordsworth, ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality’, in William Wordsworth: The 
Major Works, ed. by Stephen Gill (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), l. 2, l. 76. 
Subsequent quotations from this edition. 

11  George Gordon Byron, ‘Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage’, in Lord Byron: The Major Works, 
ed. and intro. by Jerome J. McGann (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), IV, 
xxv, l. 225. Unless otherwise stated subsequent quotations are from this edition. 
Hereafter referred to as CH.
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written in the same year, portrays a vision of Venice that encompasses 
these contradictory imaginings about the city and adumbrates the 
poem’s preoccupation with opposed states of mind. Recalling the 
resplendent myth of Venice and its darker counterpart, the conflicting 
perspectives on reality, extolled by Julian (reminiscent of Shelley) and 
Maddalo (modelled after Byron), speak respectively of utopian dream 
and dystopian reality.

In Shelley’s Julian and Maddalo, the drawing in of evening suggests a 
temporal transition as well as shifting perspectives, themes and tones. 
With the close of day, the reflective musings of Julian and Maddalo 
readily give themselves over to a more ‘serious’ and ‘darker side’ as 
dusk turns to night. Hinted at in the suggestive detail of Maddalo’s ‘gay 
smile [that] had faded in his eye’ (119), sources of delight can so easily 
transmute into darker horrors just as the Maniac attests even ‘Love 
sometimes leads astray to misery’ (349).12 

Before the cool summer evening is entirely extinguished by the 
darkness of night, Julian and Maddalo, by way of gondola, glimpse the 
city of Venice itself momentarily enflamed by the setting sun, as ‘if the 
Earth and Sea had been/Dissolved into one lake of fire’ (80–81):

–So, o’er the lagune

We glided, and from that funereal bark

I leaned, and saw the city, and could mark

How from their many isles in evening’s gleam

Its temples and its palaces did seem

Like fabrics of enchantment piled to Heaven. (88–92)

12  For further discussion of the poetic response of Byron and Shelley see my 
‘Reimagining Venice and Visions of Decay in Wordsworth, the Shelleys, and 
Thomas Mann’, in Venice and the Cultural Imagination, ed. by Michael O’Neill, Mark 
Sandy and Sarah Wootton (London: Pickering & Chatto, 2012), pp. 27–42, https://
doi.org/10.4324/9781315655611. This section reprinted with the kind permission of 
the editors. The following discussion on the effects of light in the poetry of Byron 
and Shelley appears in my ‘“Lines of Light”: Reading Poetic Variations of Light in 
Wordsworth, Byron, and Shelley’, Romanticism 22.3 (2016), special Issue on ‘Light’ 
ed. by Sarah Wootton, 260–68, https://doi.org/10.3366/rom.2016.0287. Reprinted 
with kind permission of the editor. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315655611
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315655611
https://doi.org/10.3366/rom.2016.0287
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Transfigured through, and by, the ‘rich emblazonry’ (70) and ‘wondrous 
hue’ (73) of the setting sun, light and shade commingle, culminating in 
Venice’s ‘many isles’ caught in the magnificent darkling illumination of 
‘evening’s gleam’ which, through the reflection and refraction of light, 
renders the city’s manmade structures indistinguishable from the natural 
elements of sea, earth, fire, and sky. With a Turneresque eye, Shelley’s 
coalescence of Venice’s architectural forms (‘fabrics’) with the elemental 
collapses any distinction between land and ocean with those ‘mountains 
towering as from waves of flame’ (82) and the transformation of the sky 
and sea into a single, dissolving, fiery mirror of one another. The effect of 
Shelley’s lines is not, as he desires in Adonais, to have ‘flame transformed 
to marble’ (447) but here the image is reversed to transform marble into 
flame. 

Shelley achieves a comparable effect in Lines Written Among the 
Euganean Hills, when he describes how Venice’s skyline at sunrise is ‘As 
within a furnace bright,/A column, tower, and dome, and spire/Shine 
like obelisks of fire’ (105–8). In spite of the visual conflagration of fire 
and light in Julian and Maddalo, what is most strikingly and ominously 
thrown into contrast, for the reader—like the ‘black relief’ (106) of the 
madhouse’s ‘belfry tower’ (107); possibly marking the ‘windowless, 
deformed, and dreary pile’ (101) on the isle of San Servolo, which 
intrudes on the view of the sinking sun—is the doubly dark (both thrown 
into shadow and painted black) of the ‘funereal bark’ of the gondola. 
Transfiguring, enchanting, Apollonian light turns into a Dionysian dark 
reality just as the transformative ‘inmost purple spirit of light’ (84) is 
replaced by the lurid opaqueness of a ‘purple sea’, and the triumphant, 
emblazoned, architectural splendour of Venice with nightfall becomes 
cowering ‘churches, ships, and palaces…/Huddled in gloom’ (136–37). 
Elsewhere purple, for Shelley, as in Lines Written Among the Euganean 
Hills or Epipsychidion, denotes a peculiar, perceptible, difference in the 
quality of Venetian and Mediterranean evening light.13 In Julian and 
Maddalo, celestial ‘orange hues of heaven’ (138) are consumed by the 
ghastly ‘purple sea’ and the fiery splendour of a Venetian sunset (which 
had fused together both natural and fabricated materials) transmutes 
into an infernal nightmarish ‘strange vision’ (128). 

13  For an insightful discussion of evening as a structural principle in Lines Written 
Among the Euganean Hills see Miller, The Invention of Evening, pp. 120–29. 



 21310. Venice, Subjectivity, and Temporality in Byron and Shelley

Shelley’s eye, like Byron’s own, is also drawn to the spectacular 
‘magical variety diffuse’ of the shifting colours of Italianate light, 
which melts from azure day to ‘purple night’ (‘Lines written in the 
Bay of Lerici’, 12). In ‘Lines written in the Bay of Lerici’, Shelley holds 
out imaginatively, against mounting despair, for the remote paradisal 
prospect of ‘some Elysian star’ (42). The unfolding tragic celestial 
drama of this late lyric by Shelley recalls the cosmic drama set in motion 
by Epipsychidion. Abandoned by the ‘One’—symbolising here Jane 
Williams—who could rival the moon as ‘Bright wanderer’ and ‘fair 
coquette of Heaven’ (1), the forlorn speaker of ‘Lines written in the Bay 
of Lerici’ is haunted by a series of visual and aural ‘echoes’ (20) of the 
one’s absented presence. 

This scene of a poet-speaker bereft by a once bright visionary 
female figure is typically Shelleyan and finds ready parallels within 
the psychodramas of Epipsychidion and Alastor. In Epipsychidion, Shelley 
both allegorises Emilia Viviani as Emily and spiritualises her materiality 
by depicting ‘the brightness/Of her divinest presence [which] trembles 
through/Her limbs’ to realise a coalescence of incorporeal spirit and 
physical embodiment. Anticipating the fled presence of the ‘One fair’ as 
the ‘Bright wanderer’ (‘Bay of Lerici’, 6, 1), Emily’s ‘divinest presence’ is 
barely traceable ‘Amid the splendour winged-stars’ and the profundity 
of her protean form ‘too deep/For the brief fathom-line of thought or 
sense’ (Epipsychidion, 81, 89–90). Shelley’s contradictory sense of Emily’s 
ever-shifting presence as a ‘motion which may change but cannot die’ 
(Epipsychidion, 114) recollects an earlier account of the poet-figure’s 
visionary ‘bright silver dream’ (67) and, subsequently, disturbing lost 
vision of the ‘veiled maid’ (50) in Alastor. 

Habitually, ‘bright’ dreams or visionary presences, for Shelley, 
quickly give way to the antithesis of an unsettling shade or shadow. 
Both operating within and reimaging the poetic imagery of Alastor, 
Shelley compares the initial encounter, in Epipsychidion, with the elusive, 
ever-changing, diffuse, and ever-present Emily as an alluring yet 
potentially treacherous ‘shadow of some golden dream’ (116). As with 
the contradictory visionary ‘fleeting shade’ (206) of Alastor, Shelley’s 
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enticingly ‘bright’ visionary female figures remain forever elusive and 
refuse to be adequately defined in language or fixed in the present.14 

Similarly, then, it is only by an act of hopeful imaginative projection, 
in ‘Lines written in the Bay of Lerici’, that Shelley’s paradise of ‘some 
Elysian star’ might be regained in a future time. Such a future return to 
the possibility of a prelapsarian bliss may promise to reunite Shelley’s 
questing poet-speaker with the lost visionary female form, but whether 
the psychic and imaginative schism that her absence inflicts can be 
fully healed remains uncertain. The metaphorical voyage towards the 
improbable ‘Elysian star’ both acts as a curative—for Shelley’s mariner-
like thoughts ‘sailed for drink to medicine’—and a stinging reminder of 
the ‘sweet and bitter pain’ (43, 44) from which relief is sought. 

If Shelley’s ‘Elysian star’ serves as a beacon at all, in ‘Lines written 
in the Bay of Lerici’, it is one that might either light our way or turn 
out to be a perilously misleading will-o’-the-wisp. The treachery of this 
celestial light is implied through Shelley’s closing image of those foolish 
‘fish who came/To worship the delusive flame’ of ‘the fisher with his 
lamp/And spear’ (53–4; 51–2). Psychic or political utopian states cannot 
be so easily realised, for Shelley, as a guiding beacon can readily become 
a treacherous ignis fatuus; a bright vision transformed into its own tragic 
shadowy counterpart; a paradise equally regained as already lost. 

When Shelley envisages, towards the close of Epipsychidion, a 
temporally and elementally fragile paradisal ‘isle ‘twixt Heaven, Air, 
Earth, and Sea’ (456), his lines resonate with Byron’s own imaginings 
of a recoverable utopia ‘Buried in air, the deep blue sky of Rome’ (CH. 
IV, 111, 991). To such an ‘isle under Ionian skies’ Shelley entreats Emily 
to elope even in the full knowledge that this promised utopia is as 
‘Beautiful as a wreck of Paradise’ (422–3). Echoing Byron’s sense of a 
fallen Italy as ‘Thy wreck a glory’ (CH. IV, 26, 233), Shelley’s imagery 
appreciates the tragic and blissful beauty of this ‘wreck of Paradise’ 
along with the imaginative, as well as spiritual, possibilities that such 
a ‘Paradise’ might afford even as it recognises the inevitable tragedy 
that would ensue from reclaiming such a utopian isle. In Wordsworth’s 

14  See my ‘Quest Poetry: Alastor and Epipsychidion’, in The Oxford Handbook of Percy 
Bysshe Shelley, ed. by Michael O’Neill and Anthony Howe, with the assistance of 
Madeleine Callaghan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 272–88 (pp. 
276–77).
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terms, to reclaim ‘Paradise’ in a future moment is only ever to affirm that 
the ‘visionary gleam’ is ‘fled’ (‘Ode: Intimations’, 56) and a hoped-for 
Eden as the site of its own past spiritual ruin and wasteland. 

Venice as Mindscape: Byron, Subjectivity, and Poetic 
Mobility

Byronic selfhood is no stranger to the wreck of formerly inhabited 
selves or modes of being. Byron’s treatment of subjectivity marks out 
an extraordinary imaginative mobility that permits competing and 
contradictory perspectives on selfhood to coalesce. These contradictory 
Byronic perspectives (as well as positive and negative external and 
internal forces that form them) on a mobile series of personae are vital 
to the imaginatively productive dynamic of Byron’s poetics, committed, 
as it is, to representing the self in all of its extremities, potentialities, and 
limitations. 

History and memory constitute an important part of those forces that 
contribute to this dynamism of Byron’s mobile poetic selfhood. How one 
is remembered as a historical figure, and more poignantly as a writer, 
is entirely arbitrary, as Byron reminds us when he observes in Lara: A 
Tale that ‘Where History’s pen its praise or blame supplies/And lies like 
Truth, and still most truly lies’ (I, 11, 189–90). For Byron, historical record 
is comprised as much of objective fact as it is subjectively interpretative 
fiction, as much truth as it is truly a lie, as much illusion as it is reality. 
Even more playfully, although with a pressing tragic undertow which 
drags down the lightness of the lines, Byron acknowledges, in Don 
Juan, just how capricious history is and the difficulty of attaining or 
recovering a posthumous ‘Glory’: ‘’Tis something, nothing words, 
illusion, wind—/Depending more upon the historian’s style/Than on 
the name a person leaves behind’ (III, 810–12). We glimpse something 
here of Byron’s anticipation of Nietzsche’s claim that ‘truth is a mobile 
army of metaphors, metonymies, and anthropomorphisms’.15 Childe 
Harold derives its poetic power from its ability to energise and dramatise 

15  Friedrich Nietzsche, ‘On Truth and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense’, in The Portable 
Nietzsche, ed. and trans. by Walter Kaufmann (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1976), p. 
46.
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a multiplicity of mobile selves and versions of the truth through the 
figure of the ‘Self-exiled’ (III, xvi, 146) Childe Harold in which we 
glimpse fractured aspects of Byron as epic narrator, travelogue writer, 
observer and participant in the fictional actions and historical events of 
the poem. 

Venice is at once the physical haunt and mindscape of such poetic 
creation. Venice exists as a mythical and political reality which, 
for Byron, delights in those blurred boundaries between personal 
memory and public record, ruin and whole, and nature and cultural 
artifice. Byron found a corollary for his own predicament in the city of 
Venice’s splendid decay and her captivating ability to hover between 
those records of the historian’s pen and the inspired muse of the poetic 
imagination, which seeks to preserve Venice as ‘a fairy city of the heart’ 
(IV, 28, 2) even as the changing times render her ‘proud historic deeds’ 
obsolete (IV, xxvii, 1).16 

Yet Venice—the city of Byron’s sexual promiscuity and creative 
fecundity—is a place of rich promise and possibilities worthy of 
preserving for posterity, but it is equally a force already spent, fallen 
into physical and political ruin. Byron’s poetic representation of 
Venice, in Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, the Ode to Venice, and Beppo, is 
attuned to the city’s permanent state of, as he recognises in Rome’s 
Coliseum in Manfred, ‘ruinous perfection’ (III, iv, 28), floating as an 
insubstantial conjuring of an ‘enchanter’s wand’ and an idealised—if not 
immortalised—centre of political and cultural power, whose enfolding 
‘cloudy wings’ miraculously resist, through his own poetic sleight of 
hand, being reduced to ‘marble piles’ (IV, i, 8). In his ‘Epistle to John 
Murray’, where Byron writes concerning Beppo, ‘Perhaps some such pen 
is/Still extant in Venice’ (34–5), he hints that his poetic preservation of 
Venice as a historical and unhistorical phenomenon is partly an exercise 
in psychodrama and a bid to perpetuate the existence of his own poetic 
name and ‘pen’. This Byronic preoccupation recalls an earlier entreaty 
from the narrator, in ‘To Ianthe’, which requests that the reader’s own 
‘name with this my verse be entwined’ so that our ‘kinder eyes a look 

16  Jane Stabler offers a perceptive account of how Byron’s depictions of Venice suggest 
a sense of exile from his own past and present environs. Jane Stabler, The Artistry of 
Exile: Romantic and Victorian Writers in Italy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 
pp. 27–30, https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199590247.001.0001

https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199590247.001.0001
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shall glance/On Harold’s page’ (37–39). Byron’s inextricable binding of 
imaginative poetic composition with the writing of history permits a 
mobility of selfhood in which public and private selves spill over into 
one another as readily as the distinction between historical record and 
poetic fiction blur. 

A famous instance of this occurs in Beppo, where we witness satirical 
procrastination, on the part of the narrator, take a more ‘blackly’ serious 
tone to dissolve the Venice of the literary imagination and mythology 
with the actuality of the immediate present. Before turning to the 
supposed substance of his story, the narrator unexpectedly breaks off to 
describe to his audience in painstaking detail the appearance, function, 
and motion of the Venetian gondola:

Didst ever see a Gondola? For fear 

You should not, I’ll describe it you exactly: 

’Tis a long covered boat that’s common here, 

Carved at the prow, built lightly, but compactly,

Rowed by two rowers, each call’d ‘Gondolier,’

It glides along the water looking blackly, 

Just like a coffin clapt in a canoe,  

Where none can make out what you say or do. 

And up and down the long canals they go,

And under the Rialto shoot along,

By night and day, all paces, swift or slow,

And round the theatres, a sable throng,

They wait in their dusk livery of woe,—

But not to them do woeful things belong,

For sometimes they contain a deal of fun,

Like mourning coaches when the funeral’s done. (146–60)
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Refracted through the biographical details of Byron’s exploits in Venice 
critics have, unsurprisingly, detected in these lines a certain sexual 
frisson, taking their cue from the narrator’s mischievous observation that 
there ‘none can make out what you say or do’ and Byron’s punning on 
‘fun’ and ‘funeral’, in the implied strokes of the ‘two rowers’ and gliding 
motion of the gondolas that ‘under the Rialto shoot along’. 

Equally, the ‘darkly’ graceful gliding to-and-fro movement of the 
gondolas, driven by strokes of ‘all paces, swift and slow’ may, as they 
weave their way through the Grand Canal and its tributaries, put us in 
mind of the motion of the pen of the poet or historian. A self-awareness 
of the motion and process of writing evident in Byron’s performative, 
yet casual and arbitrary, declarative flourish that the ‘story ends’ of 
Beppo because, as we are told, ‘My pen is at the bottom of a page’ (789). 
This mobile and agile self-consciousness about the writing of history 
and poetry is reinforced, elsewhere in his work, when Byron describes 
the singing of the gondoliers as ‘the responsive voices of the choir/Of 
boatmen answering back with verse for verse’ (Marino Faliero, 99–100). 

There is without doubt a certain sexual tension and release in these 
lines from Beppo, but there is also a further ironic tension between the 
narrator’s endeavour to describe the gondola ‘exactly’ and his omission 
that part of the allure—sexual or otherwise—is the secrecy, concealment, 
and privacy they afford within the public space of the city. The funereal 
associations of the gondolas, not common until the travelogues of the 
1740s, with coffins, ‘a livery of woe’, and ‘mourning coaches’ register 
the contemporary political demise of Venice as much as, in the hands 
of Byron’s narrator, they celebrate the carnivalesque pleasures and 
imaginative possibilities that the city affords the mercurially mobile 
Byronic self.17 

These coffin-like barks gesture towards, on the one hand, a dignified 
recognition of the historical moment of Venice’s demise and, on the other, 
permits the private space of the self entrance into those monumental 
moments recorded by, and for, history. Shakespeare’s Othello and As 
You Like It (from which Beppo’s epigraph is derived) is much in Byron’s 
head, but the effect he realises here is closer to the undercutting of 

17  See Tony Tanner, Venice Desired (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992), pp. 48–49. See also Alan 
M. Weinberg, Shelley’s Italian Experience (London: Macmillan, 1991), p. 52 and p. 259 
n.21.
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Enobarbus’s sensuous description in the Roman play, Anthony and 
Cleopatra, of Cleopatra as the exotic queen of Egypt seated on her barge 
‘like a burnished throne’ by his account of her ‘breathless’ hopping 
through the ‘public street’.18 It is only by virtue of Enobarbus’s own 
imaginative act that he reconciles the image of Cleopatra as the public 
figure of historical record (witnessed in all her finery and pomp) with 
her stumbling in the street ‘to make defect perfection’ (II, ii, 239). As 
with Shakespeare’s Enobarbus, Byron’s poeticising or fictionalising of 
history allows these private pratfalls and indiscretions to comprise (and 
compromise) historical memory and are a part of posterity as much as 
those public momentous events. As with Shakespeare’s Egypt, Venice, 
as Byron notes in his Ode that meditates on her fate, may not be entirely 
blameless for the fact that her mellifluous ‘throng of gondolas’19 has 
been subjugated by tyranny. The enchanting city has fallen under the 
sway of the ‘tyrant’s voice’ (22) for she had given herself over too long to 
‘the luxurious and voluptuous flood/Of sweet sensations’ (29–30), but 
these faults are preferable to the ‘gloomy error’ of other less fair ‘nations 
in their last decay’ (32–3). 

Still with Venice as his subject, and anticipating charges of plagiarising 
Otway’s drama Venice Preserved (1682), Byron remarks, in a footnote, to 
Marino Faliero that ‘I need hardly remind the gentlest reader, that such 
coincidences must be accidental, from the very facility of their detection 
by reference to so popular a play on the stage’.20 Paradoxically, Byron’s 
entreaty to the ‘gentlest reader’ relinquishes and retains authorial control 
over those apparently ‘coincidental’ and ‘accidental’ echoes of Otway’s 
tragedy in Byron’s own work. Behind these ever-mobile and shifting 
frames, lacunae, and rhetorical hoodwinking of his readership, Byron 
is vitally concerned with how the ‘gentlest’ of readers read, the extent to 
which their response can or cannot be governed, and whether—left to 

18  William Shakespeare, Anthony and Cleopatra, ed. and intro. by Emrys Jones 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977; repr. 1988), II, pp. 2, 195; 236–10. Subsequent 
references to this edition.

19  George Gordon Byron, ‘Ode on Venice’, Byron: Poetical Works, ed. John Jump and rev. 
Frederick Page (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), p. 25. Hereafter referred to 
as BPW. 

20  ‘Marino Faliero’, in Byron: Poetical Works, ed. by Frederick Page and rev. by John 
Jump (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), fn 2. 



220 Romanticism and Time

their own devices—they can ever read (without misgivings) his poetic 
works, personality, private biography, or public historical events aright. 

Similarly, in ‘Substitute For an Epitaph’, Byron urges us as ‘Kind’ 
readers to decide how to read (‘to take your choice to cry or laugh’ (BPW, 
1)) the tragic-comic situation of a deceased ‘Harold’ bereft of an epitaph, 
except for the ditty of these Byronic lines that commend the reader to 
‘try Westminster’ where can be found ‘Ten thousand [epitaphs] just 
as fit for him as you’ (3–4). On a cursory reading the poem insinuates 
that no epitaph is worth having, as all epitaphs are equally trite and 
applicable to all. Yet Byron’s parting quip ushers in an uncomfortable 
realisation of our own, as well as Harold’s, mortality that undercuts the 
playful invitation to interpret these lines and the unlamented demise of 
Harold with either levity or lightness. ‘Fit’ in its primary sense of what 
is deigned appropriate or worthy, loads the dice against the readers’ 
preference for comic lightness, as they are confronted with the weighty 
question of which of these ‘ten thousand’ epitaphs would be the most 
suitable not only for Harold, but for themselves. The full force of this is 
brought to bear through the secondary meaning of ‘fit’ in this context, 
which refers to the manufacture of the ‘right size or measure’ (OED), 
presumably in this instance, of a coffin, or else the marking out and 
digging of a grave. Byron’s opening gambit of empowered free ‘choice’ 
to the reader is checked by the deliberate alignment of the readers’ 
sympathies with Harold’s mortality and eventual death. If this Harold, 
whose fitting epitaph can be found in Westminster (perhaps, within 
Poets’ Corner of the Abbey), gestures towards Byron’s many mobile 
alter egos of Childe Harold, then the poem’s readers are also hoodwinked 
into feeling sympathy for a surrogate figure of Byron the poet.

In Childe Harold, the lines blur between the actual and the imaginary, 
between the biographical and the fictional personae, as Byron takes up 
again the celebration of ‘The wandering outlaw of his own dark mind’ 
(III, iii, 20) at the start of Canto III. Childe Harold is, at once, a separate 
figment of Byron’s ‘dark mind’ and an inextricable embodiment of the 
madness that Byron hoped, at its best, poetic creation could exorcise. 
Later in the same Canto, this notion of madness as a contagion of fire 
that ‘once kindled’ remains ‘quenchless evermore’ (III, 43, 375) fully 
takes hold of Byron’s portrait of the troubled figure of Rousseau:
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His love was Passion’s essence—as a tree 

On fire by lightning; with ethereal flame 

Kindled he was, and blasted; for to be 

Thus, and enamoured, were in him the same. 

But his was not the love of living dame, 

Nor of the dead who rise upon our dreams, 

But of ideal Beauty, which became 

In him existence, and o’erflowing teems 

Along his burning page, distempered though it seems.

(CH, III, stanza LXXVII)

Byron’s deliberate verbal slippage allows a mobility of self that oscillates 
between observing subject and observed objects (the lone tree and 
lightning strike) fuses together the interior and exterior worlds in 
the stanza, which are immersed in, and felt through, those outer and 
inner spaces of ‘ideal Beauty’. This fusion creates an inner or emotional 
landscape which, pre-empting one of David Caspar Friedrich’s 
emotionally intense pictorial landscapes,21 conflates the isolated 
watcher (whether Rousseau, Childe Harold, or Byron himself) of the 
fire-stricken ‘tree’ wounded by the ‘lightning’ strike. Such emotional 
intensity prepares the reader for a description of the ‘burning page’ as 
both subjectively charged (‘In him existence’) with—and objectively 
observed as—the creative-destructive energy of the mobile poetic 
artistry of these selves become mad. Consequently, the ‘dark mind[s]’ 
of Byron and Rousseau are both imaginatively ‘Kindled’ into the life 
of the ‘ethereal flame’ and forever tormented (‘blasted’) by that same 
destructive fire which can never be quenched.

Elsewhere in Canto III, the anxieties of Byron’s poetic persona, Childe 
Harold, and Byron as poet collide to voice one another’s fears that the 
mobility of poetic selfhood and creation is an act of all-consuming 

21  For a detailed account of David Caspar Friedrich’s influence on Nietzsche see 
Caroline Joan Picart, ‘Nietzsche as Masked Romantic’, The Journal of Aesthetics and 
Art Criticism, 55 (1997), 273–91.
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creative madness without any guarantee of artistic success or the 
assurances that historical or poetical legacies bequeath anything of 
worth to posterity:

Could I embody and unbosom now 

That which is most within me,—could I wreak 

My thoughts upon expression, and thus throw

Soul, heart, mind, passions, feelings, strong or weak,

All that I would have sought, and all I seek,

Bear, know, feel—and yet breathe—into one word, 

And that one word were Lightning, I would speak; 

But as it is, I live and die unheard, 

With a most voiceless thought, sheathing it as a sword. (CH, III, stanza 97)

This anxiety over a posthumous existence or legacy desires, as Byron’s 
Manfred so often does, to ‘embody’ (and preserve) its innermost spirit, 
feeling, and thoughts in a tangible exterior form. For Childe Harold, the 
fictional travelogue writer, and Byron, the creator of poetic fictions, the 
fragile evanescence of words is the only medium they have to ‘embody’ 
or else destroy upon the ‘burning page’ their deepest feelings and 
thoughts. 

For all of Byron’s immersion in his own and the subjectivity of 
others, he remained sympathetic yet wary of a negatively capable 
poetics of subjectivity, and knew the perils of seeking out what Keats 
understood as the beguiling negative capability of selfhood. When 
Byron writes, ‘But my soul wanders.../To meditate among decay, 
and stand/A ruin amidst ruins’,  he realises a self-consciously staged 
moment, which objectively seeks to rein in an endlessly meandering 
mobility of selfhood and, subjectively, borders on a solipsistic collapse 
into a fracturing and fractured self. This splintered, yet unified Byronic 
self is as much ‘absorb’d’ (III, 32) in, as it is reflective of, all life’s myriad 
goings-on: ‘Even as a broken mirror, which the glass/In every fragment 
multiplies; and makes/A thousand images as of one that was’ (III, 33, 
1–3). This moment, like many others in Cantos III and IV, encapsulates 
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the perspectival, contradictory, self-conscious poetic performance of 
shifting subjectivities that is vital to the dynamism of Byron’s mobile 
poetics of self. Such a myriad shifting images of Romantic selfhood found 
their counterpart in Venice and anticipate her repertory of innumerable 
invisible cities in Calvino’s Post-Romantic imaginings. 
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