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INTRODUCTION 

Discussing Lord Byron as a forerunner of modern exis

tentialism Involves numerous problems. First, it is nec

essary to define existentialism. Second, some of the ante

cedents of existentialism must be traced. Third, specific 

works of Lord Byron need to be examined. Fourth, the value 

of juxtaposing Lord Byron and modern existentialism must be 

established. 

Attempting to discuss and define existentialism is 

extremely difficult, for existentialism is the chameleon 

of philosophy. Nevertheless, there are some aspects of 

existentialism which apply in almost any existential con

text. More than anything else, existentialism Is an at

titude, an outlook, a way of approaching life. For example, 

Kierkegaard and Nietzsche are two pillars of existentialism. 

Kierkegaard believed that God is alive. Nietzsche believed 

that God Is dead. That their beliefs are diametrically 

opposed is not Important from an existential standpoint; 

what is important Is the way they approach their beliefs; 

and their approach Is the same. As existentialists they 

both must "live with the consequences"^ of their decisions 

and beliefs. The consequences for Kierkegaard are con

siderable. First, he is committed to God; second, there 

H. J. Blackham (ed.). Reality, Man and Existence; 
Essential Works of Existentialism (New York: Bantam Books, 
Doubleday and Co., Inc., 1965), p. H . 



is always the risk that his belief will change, and that 

his assurance will turn to doubt; third, his belief may or 

may not be pertinent to other people.^ 

According to Blackham, Nietzsche also faces some im

portant consequences when he 

,,.assiunes that God is dead. He is not 
in any state of agony about whether this 
assumption is justified or not, but he 
continues to live with the consequences: 
he is alternately thrilled and overcome 
with vertigo at the thought of man as 
pure possibility, totally responsible 
for all values, for his o\in essence. His 
public witness is not to the nonexistence 
of God, but to the responsibility de
manded by the consequences of this dis
belief: he is not asserting or denying 
a proposition, but calling to a task. 
Both men are concerned v/ith the same 
situation in the same v/ay, although the 
difference in what they assume or believe 
is total.3 

Existentialism is a philosophical coin with two distinct 

sides. On one side of the coin the existentialist sees 

the enigma of existence. He is aware of the absurdity 

and meaninglessness of existence. The limitations of man 

are glaringly apparent. Thus, the existentialist becomes 

introspective and subjective. He realizes that things 

have no meaning unless he gives them meaning. This un

certain state of endless flux often causes anxiety, 

^H, J, Blackham (ed.). Reality. Man and Existence; 
Essential Works of Existentialism (New York: Bantam Books, 
Doubleday and Co,, Inc., I965). P« ^^* 

3lbid, 
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loneliness, hopelessness, despair, and nihilism. Existen

tialism is pessimistic, 

V/hereas pessimism is logically inherent in existen

tialism, the other side of the existential coin is opti

mism. At the same time that the existentialist is aware 

of the limitations of man, he is avmre of the unlimited 

possibilities to improve. Since the existentialist denies 

all absolute principles, he is only limited by himself. 

Thus when man has taken the meaning of existence upon him

self, change Is possible because the individual is not re

stricted by anything outside of himself. As a result of 

this pessimistic/optimistic dichotomy, the existentialist 

is faced with an unending series of antithetical elements 

Juxtaposed. 

Existentialism is a philosophy of flux. The exis

tential man is faced with instability and insecurity. 

Having denied absolute principles, man is faced with a 

constant risk; he is alone and without security. Because 

problems constitute the human condition, they can not be 

eliminated or removed. Decisions can not be made and 

absolutized; they must constantly be considered and re

considered. For the existentialist, turning avmy from 

problems and decisions is turning away from himself.^ 

\ddison Hibbard and William Flint Thrall, A Handbook 
to Literature (New York; The Odyssey Press, 1936), pp. 192-
193« My definition of existentialism is essentially a para
phrase of the one contained in this standard reference work. 

file:///ddison


Some people respond negatively to loneliness and in

security. To the existentialist, however, the insecurity, 

loneliness, and risk are positive. The strength of the 

philosophy is to be found in the midst of instability and 

insecurity. The existentialist, like Santiago in Heming

way's The Old Man and the Sea, must constantly prove him

self. The battle with the fish yesterday has nothing to 

do with the battle today. The existentialist is immersed 

in, and gets life from, the present moment. Blackham gives 

this description of the existentialist's position; 

I am never relieved of responsibility; I 
cginnot rest on my laurels; if I was a hero 
yesterday, that is in question again today; 
there is no decision once for all; I cannot 
take refuge in what 'is done,' nor in what 
is required, nor in thought-out principles; 
insecurity, care is our lot. Thinking which 
brings this home to me is valid; thought 
taught as 'results' gives out a security 
which can never be ours. This insecurity, 
however, is the condition of spontaneity, 
vitality, passion, creativity, the condition 
of human life and living; whereas all our 
securities are states of death.5 

To xinderstfiuid modern existentialism a discussion and 

definition will not suffice; some of the antecedents of 

existentialism should be traced. The roots of existen

tialism in the Western world may be traced back to the 

third chapter of Genesis. By chapter three, the writer 

of Genesis reveals that God has created the heavens and 

^H. J, Blackham (ed.). Reality, Man and Existence; 
Essential Works of Existentialism (New York: Bantam Books. 
Doubleday and Co., Inc., 1965), P» 6. 
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the earthi he has created man (Adam) and woman (Eve). Eve 

is tempted by the serpent who urges her to eat the fruit 

of the forbidden tree, assuring her that she will not die. 

The serpent says that If she eats the forbidden fruit, she 

will know good and evil. At this point Eve is faced with 

an existential dilemma. In attempting to understand her

self and her situation. Eve asks the simple but penetrating 

existential questions: Who am I? What is my purpose in 

life? What is life all about? In attempting to answer 

these questions. Eve acts. She eats the fruit. By her 

thought and actions she assumed the responsibility for 

meaning in her life. Eve's decision was akin to existen

tialism. 

If the author of Genesis flirted with the existential 

questions about the meaning of existence, the author of 

Job plunged into the existential questions. Contrary to 

popular belief. Job is not a calm, pious, humble man of 

faith who accepts v;hatever life brings. Job struggles with 

life. He is wracked by doubt and despair, and according 

to one critic, the dialogue between Job and his friends 

reveals 

,,,the aching misery of existence in 
language of rare imaginative power... 
Job's death-wish springs from his 
sense of the emptiness of life when 
he is estranged from a meaningful re
lation to God. He does not question 
God's sovereignty; rather, he laments 
that his sovereignty is so completely 
eclipsed that life has no meaning. 
Job's outcry is an expression of the 



anxiety that afflicts the most sensi
tive sufferer; the anxiety of meaning
lessness, 6 

The affinity between Job's questions and the questions 

of Kierkegaard, Camus, and others is striking. The author 

of Job was unconsciously contributing to what would be 

known much later as existentialism. 

The book of Eccleslastes also is of existential in

terest. If Eccleslastes had been written anytime after 

Kierkegaard, it would have been labeled a forceful af

firmation of man's existential predicament. The author of 

Eccleslastes struggles and questions as he tries to under

stand life. He is impressed by the lack of justice in the 

world, and he realizes that to increase one's knowledge is 

to increase one's sorrow. He asks ultimate questions, but 

the answers are obscured. Life remains uncertain. The gap 

between God and man is real and painful. He realizes that 

"all is vanity,"7 in short, the meaning of his existence 

rests directly upon him. This awesome sense of personal 

responsibility is frustrating. And it is out of this milieu 

of frustration, despair, and uncertainty that the Preacher 

turns to himself for ansv;ers and meaning. He decides that 

Bemhard VI. Anderson, Understanding; The Old Testament 
(Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1957), 
p. 513. 

"̂ Herbert G, May and Bruce M. Metzger (eds.), The Holy 
Bible; The Oxford Annotated Bible (New York; Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1962), p. 805, verse 2. 
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in spite of everything else, life does have value; he de

cides to take life as It comes, and to enjoy it while he 

can, Anderson explains the Preacher's existential dilemma 

as follows; 

Eccleslastes advises his pupils to 
make the best of life while they are 
alive, enjoying the present and not 
trying to prove the future. For the 
grim truth is that, despite its prac
tical value, vjlsdom cannot penetrate 
the mystery of life and deal with the 
ultimate questions; yet it is on the 
answers to these questions that man's 
very existence hangs. Unable to gain 
access to the divine wisdom that under
lies the Creation, the wise man Is 
thrown back upon himself to define the 
meaning of life. As a result, he feels 
despair over the emptiness of life, or 
even develops a hatred for life that 
reminds one of the nausea exoressed by 
some modern existentialists.^ 

Time could profitably be spent tracing the antecedents 

of existentialism through the life and thought of Socrates; 

the life and teachings of Jesus; the struggles and writings 

of St. Augustine; the actions and writings of Luther; the 

plays of Shakespeare. It is enough, however, to recognize 

the Importance of these men as forerunners to modern exis

tentialism. 

p 
Bernhard W. Anderson, Understanding; The Old Testament 

(Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey; Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1957), 
p, 502. 



CHAPTER I 

CHILDE HAROLD; THE DETACHED HERO 

Following Byron's Childe Harold on his travels is like 

following an existentialist on an endless quest. There is 

movement from uncertainty to certainty, meaninglessness to 

meaning, sorrow to joy, questions to answers. Nevertheless, 

when Childe Harold's long journey is finally concluded, the 

uncertainty, meaninglessness, sorrovz, and questions remain. 

Childe Harold, like the existentialist, realizes that the 

human situation Is fluid and unpredictable; life is risk. 

Childe Harold's journey is scarcely three pages old 

when the tenor of his wanderings is established: 

And now I'm in the vrorld alone. 
Upon the wide, wide sea;...^ 

He has no one to care or grieve for him. Childe Harold is 

unhappy, and in a state of despair. He realizes that life 

is a difficult struggle, with time always bearing do;m on 

man. Experience is a teacher, but the lessons to be learned 

are bitter; 

Fresh lessons to the thinking bosom, 
how 

George Gordon, Lord Byron, The Poetical Works of Lord 
Byron (London: Oxford University Press, Amen House, 190^), 
p. I83 (9)» All succeeding quotations are from this edition. 
Citations will include stanzas and page numbers. 

8 



Vain are the pleasaunces on earth sup
plied; 

Swept into wrecks anon by Time's un
gentle tide! 

(XXIII, p. 18^) 

Time takes its toll on the pleasures of this life, and 

finally time takes its toll on man. Time makes Childe 

Harold aware of his relentless march toward the grave: 

All join the chase, but few the triumph 
share; 

The Grave shall bear the chlefest prize 
away. 

And Havoc scarce for joy can number 
their array. 

(XL, p. 187) 

In telling Childe Harold's story. Lord Byron dis

cusses the futility of war. Childe Harold, Lord Byron, 

and the existentialist have concurrent opinions on war, 

which they believe is evil because it results in pain, 

suffering, and death. Nothing is accomplished by sense

less killing. Lord Byron and the existentialist despise 

war because it leads to a loss of life; and life is para

mount. Regarding war, Byron says; 

Oh, Albuera! glorious field of grief! 
As o'er thy plain the Pilgrim prick'd his 

steed, 
Who could foresee thee, in a space so 
brief, 

A scene where mingling foes should 
boast and bleed! 

Peace to the perish'd! may the warrior's 
meed 

And tears of triumph their reward pro
long! 

Till others fall where other chieftains 
lead 

Thy name shall circle round the gaping 
throng. 
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And shine in worthless lays the theme of 
transient song. 

Enough of battle's minions! let them 
play 

Their game of lives, and barter breath 
for fame: 

Fame that will scarce reanimate their 
clay. 

Though thousands fall to deck some 
single name. 

(XLIII-XLIV, p. 187) 

To provide a contrast with warring monarchs, Byron dis

cusses the common man: 
Not so the rustic v̂ ith his trembling 
mate 

He lurks, nor casts his heavy eye afar. 
Lest he should view his vineyard desolate. 
Blasted below the dun hot breath of war. 
No more beneath soft Eve's consenting 

star 
Fandango tvJlrls his jocund castanet; 
Ah, monarchs! could ye taste the mirth 

ye mar. 
Not in the toils of Glory would ye fret; 
The horse dull drum vjould sleep, and 
Mem be happy yet! 

(XLVII, p. 188) 

Happiness is to be found in the present existence of the 

common man, and not in dreams of glory or in life after 

death. 

Byron's hero has not yet learned the carpe diem so

lution to the riddle of existence. Encountering uncertain

ty, despair, loneliness, and futility, Childe Harold faces 

the existential dilemma and says; 

It is not love, it is not hate. 
Nor low Ambition's honours lost. 

That bids me loathe my present state, 
^ Ând fly from all I prized the most; 
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It is that weariness which springs 
_^Prom all I meet, or hear, or see; 
To me no pleasure Beauty brings; 
3'hine eyes have scarce a charm for me. 

It is that settled, ceaseless gloom 
The fabled Hebrev; wanderer bore; 

That will not look beyond the tomb. 
But cannot hope for rest before. 

r 

/What Exile from himself can flee? 
To zones though more and more remote. 

Still, still pursues, where'er I be. 
The blight of life the demon Thought. 

(3-6, p. 193) 

Childe Harold i s painful ly av/are that he i s in Sartre's 

words "condemned to be free."2 in his freedom, Childe 

Heurold has not come to grips with himself; he is wracked 

by the frustration of being held captive by himself, Childe 

Harold's inability to cope with his freedom has made him 

world weary; life is not meaningful and rich, it is simply 

tiring. His present life is empty, and his frustration is 

increased because he does not believe in a life after death. 

Childe Harold is being stalked by life, which is to say, by 

himself. He can only continue to wander. 

At the beglnjiing of Canto II Byron has a digression 

dealing with man and his situation. Byron was avrare of flux. 

doubt, and death: 

Even gods must yield religions take 
their turn; 

^H, J. Blackham (ed,). Reality. Man and Existence: 
Essential Works of Existentialisn (Nevx York: Bantam Books, 
Doubleday and Co., Inc., 1965)» P» ^^* 
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'Tv7as Jove's 'tis Mahomet's and 
other creeds 

Will rise with other years, till man shall 
learn 

Vainly his incense soars, his victim 
bleeds 

Poor child of Doubt and Death, whose 
hope is built on reeds. 

(Ill, p. 195) 

Byron's thoughts echo Eccleslastes' feeling of futility, 

and the idea that everything is transitory. The prospects 

facing man are bleak. 

Byron shakes off bleakness, however, when he chastises 

man for looking beyond the grave, and not focusing on life. 

He admonishes man to be cognizant of the importance of liv

ing, and not to miss the opportunities of this life: 

Bound to the earth, he lifts his eyes to 
heaven 

Is't not enough, unhappy thing! to 
know 

Thou art? Is this a boon so kindly 
given. 

That being, thou wouldst be again, and 
go. 

Thou know'st not, reck'st not, to what 
region, so 

On earth no more, but mingled with the 
skies? 

Still wilt thou dream on future joy and 
woe? 

Regard and weigh yon dust before it 
flies: 

(IV, p. 195) 

In his analysis of the human situation, Byron is remi

niscent of the carpe diem admonition of Eccleslastes cen

turies before, and he foreshadows the existential views 

expounded by Albert Camus in The Stranger, over one century 

later. 
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Byron's distaste for war has already been indicated. 

In a general sense, Byron was against war, but he did be

lieve in wars of self-liberation. Byron speaks through 

Childe Harold; 

Hereditary bondsmen! know ye not 
Who would be free themselves must 

strike the blow? 
By their right arms the conquest must 
be wrought? 

(LXXVI, p. 206) 

On a literal level Byron Is speaking to the Greeks, but 

on a figurative level he is speaking to man facing a hos

tile universe. To be free in a national as vrell as a 

personal sense, man must free himself. 

By the end of Canto II, it is apparent that Childe 

Harold has made slight progress in his struggle with him

self. Vanity, loneliness, and despair do, however, remain 

in the mind of Byron's hero: 

What is the worst of woes that wait on 
age? 

What stsimps the wrinkle deeper on the 
brow? 

To view each loved one blotted from 
life's page, 

And be alone on earth, as I am now. 
Before the Chastener humbly let me 
bow. 

O'er hearts divided and o'er hopes 
destroy'd; 

Roll on, vain days! full reckless may ye 
flow, 

Since Time hath reft whate'er my soul 
enjoy'd. 

And with the Ills of Eld mine earlier years 
alloy'd, 

(XCVIII, p. 209) 
Childe Harold poignantly provides a glimpse of the Byronic 
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visont man is able to ooncieve of a perfection which he 

oan not obtain. Such a vision results in extreme frus

tration for Childe Hcurold, Lord Byron, and the modern exis

tentialist. 

The opening stanzas of Canto III portray a Byron who 

is weary with the world. He has wandered and exp̂ r̂iBiiQed 

life, surrounded by people, and yet he has been alone (I-

V, pp, 209-210), Byron has picked up the cup of life, and 

has drunk deeply from it. The taste has not always been 

sweet. His life of action has left him battle scarred. 

Like Manfred, Byron seeks forgetfulness, realizing that 

forgetfulness is not a part of the human condition. 

Out of this meaninglessness and chaos Byron is con

scious of the importance of the mind, and the need to 

create; 

•Tis to create, and in creating live 
A being more intense, that we endow 
With form our fancy, gaining as we 
give 

The life we image, even as I do now. 
What am I? Nothing; but not so art 
thou. 

Soul of my thought! with whom I 
traverse earth. 

Invisible but gazing, as I glow 
Mix'd with thy spirit, blended with thy 
birth. 

And feeling still with thee in my crush'd 
feelings' dearth. 

(VI, p. 210) 

Creativity is one of the glorious qualities possessed by 

human beings. Man's creative pov;er allovjs him to create 
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something out of nothing. Thus, man is capable of trans

forming despair and meaninglessness into hope and meaning. 

In an existential manner, man creates and sustains himself. 

Byron knov/s that time has changed him, just as it has 

changed Childe Harold. There are none vjho escape time's 

relentless march. Of time's relation to Childe Harold, 

Byron says; 

Yet Time, who changes all, had alter'd 
him 

In soul and aspect as in age: years steal 
Fire from the mind as vigour from the 

limb; 
And life's enchanted cup but sparkles near 

the brim. 

(VIII, p. 210) 

The crisis in Childe Harold's quest for self-under

standing comes in Canto III. He realizes that he can no 

longer submit to society. He is a rebel who can not be 

shackled by other people's thoughts, desires, and commands. 

He must be free. Speaking of Childe Harold, Byron writes; 
But soon he knew himself the most 

unfit 
>̂  > Of men to herd vrlth Man; with whom 
. \)^ he held 

\̂  .Little in common; untaught to submit 
His thoughts to others, though his soul 

was quell'd 
In youth by his own thoughts; still un-

compell'd. 
He would not yield dominion of his mind 
To spirits against whom his own rebell'd; 
Proud though in desolation; vrhich 

could find 
A life within itself, to breathe without 

mankind. 
(XII, p. 211) 

Childe Harold has reached the climax toward v^hich his 
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existential struggles have been leading him: if his life 

is to have meaning and purpose, it is only to be found in 

himself. This realization produces peace of mind for 

Childe Harold. He does not discover permanence, because 

he knovjs that permanence is not possible. Existence con

sists of endless changes, but nov7 he Is able to cope with 

change. Childe Harold's peace of mind does not rest on 

the myth of permanence, but on the reality of flux. 

Armed with a new world view in which he is the center, 

Childe Harold is able to continue his journey. The change 

in Byron's hero is slight, but significant. He faces little 

hope, but there is also a reduction of gloom. Childe Harold 

knows that life is vanity, eind this realization is cause for 

cheer; 

Self-exlle4 Harold wanders forth again. 
With nought of hope left, but with less 

of gloom; 
^The very knowledge that he lived in vain. 
That all was over on this side the tomb. 
Had made Despair a smilingness assume. 
Which, though 'tv;ere wild, as on the 
plunder'd wreck 

When mariners would madly meet their 
doom 

With draughts intemperate on the 
sinking deck, 

Did yet inspire a cheer, which he forbore 
to check. 

(XVI, p. 211) 

The change that came over Childe Harold was not simply 

a change in approach in which he placed himself at the 

center of his universe; it was also an inner change. He 

had been battered and banged about by the trials and 
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tribulations of life, but he had learned to love. He was 

able to shift his concern and concentration from himself to 

someone else; 

And he had learn'd to love, 1 knovj not 
why. 

For this in such as him seems strange 
of mood, 

The helpless looks of blooming infancy. 
Even in its earliest nurture; V7hat sub
dued. 

To change like this, a mind so far im
bued 

With scorn of man, it little boots to 
know; 

But thus it was; and though in solitude 
Small power the nipp'd affections have 
to grow. 

In him this glow'd v/hen all beside had 
ceased to glovi. 

(LIV, p. 217) 

Learning to love had a positive effect on Childe Harold. 

He was controlling his existence, and his life vras ac

quiring meaning. 

Childe Harold's journey had taken him to the majestic 

Alps of Sv/itzerland, and it is in the mountains that he 

finally comes to grips with himself. Looking into Lake 

Leman causes Childe Harold to become introspective. He 

reflects on loneliness and its implications, considering 

his decision to remove himself from society. He asks: 

Is it not better, then, to be alone. 
And love Earth only for its earthly sake? 
By the blue rushing of the arrowy 
Rhone, 

Or the pure bosom of its nursing lake. 
Which feeds it as a mother who doth 
make 

A fair but frovjard infant her ovm care. 
Kissing its cries away as these awake; 
Is it not better thus our lives to wear. 
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Than Join the crushing crov;d, doom'd to 
inflict or bear? 

(LXXI, p. 219) 

Childe Harold answers his own questions when he states 

that he does not only live in himself. He becomes a part 

of nature, experiencing profound feeling v̂ hen in communion 

with the mountains. The cities and society can offer noth

ing similar to him. The past has been filled with pain, 

trouble, and suffering, but his sojourn in the mountains 

has obscured the painful past. Childe Harold solves his 

existential dilemma with a series of questions: 
Are not the mountains, waves, and 

skies, a part 
Of me and of my soul, as I of them? 
Is not the love of these deep in my heart 
With a pure passion? should I not con
temn 

All objects, if compared with these? and 
stem 

A tide of suffering, rather than forego 
Such feelings for the hard and worldly 
phlegm 

Of those whose eyes are only turn'd 
below. 

Gazing upon the ground, with thoughts 
which dare not glow? 

(LXXV, p. 220) 

Childe Harold knows that man united with nature yields 

peace, feeling, and meaning. 

Throughout most of his journey, Childe Harold has wres

tled with despair and disappointment, tending to emphasize 

the negative rather than the positive. The enigma of exis

tence has taken its toll on him. By the end of Canto III, 

however, a povierful change descends upon Childe Harold/Byron, 

He has a mystical experience which allovjs him to co-exist 
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peacefully with his existential questions; 

Then stirs the feeling infinite, so felt 
In solitude, where \je are least alone; 
A truth, which through our being then 
doth melt. 

And purifies from self: it is a tone. 
The soul and source of music, which 
makes known 

Eternal harmony, and sheds a charm 
Like to the fabled Cytherea's zone. 
Binding all things with beauty; 

'twould disarm 
The spectre Death, had he substantial 

povier to harm. 

(XC, p. 222) 

At this point Childe Harold/Byron has robbed death of any 

power or dominion. Previously death had occupied an im

portant place in Childe Harold/Byron's world view, but now 

is relegated to a secondary position. Such a position 

means; 
But as it is, I live and die unheard. 
With a most voiceless thought, sheathing 
it as a sword. 

(XCVII, p. 223) 

Byron is able to face futility, obscurity, and insignifi

cance without being overwhelmed or defeated. Consequently, 

he is able to say: 

,,.we may resume 
[The march of our existence: and thus I, 
still on thy shores, fair Leman! may find 
room 

And food for meditation, nor pass by 
Much, that may give us pause, if ponder'd 
fittingly. 

(XCVIII, p. 223) 

Canto III ends with a strong affirmation of Byron's 

existential answer to the questions of his situation. He 

is cognizant of reality, and understands his place in the 
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world t 

sjand alone,---remember'd or 

l_haye not loved the wnrlĉ , nnr* the world 
meT" " " •—— 

nrave not flatter'd its rank breath, nor 
bow'd 

To its idolatries a patient knee. 
Nor coln'd my cheek to smiles, nor cried 
aloud 

In worship of an echoi in the crowd 
They could not deem me one of suchi I 
stood 

Among them, but not of themi in a 
shroud 

Of thoughts which were not their 
thoughts, and still could. 

Had I not filed my mind, which thus itself 
subdued, 

(CXII-CXIII, p, 225) 

Meaning, responsibility, and value rest completely on the 

shoulders of Lord Byron, 

In Canto IV Byron again demonstrates that he is aware 

of reality, and that he is willing to accept responsibility 

for his actions. He acknowledges that the tragedies of his 

past life are the result of a life of his own choosing. 

The thorns which wounded him were from the tree which he 

planted, and he realizes that he should have known what the 

fruits would be, Byron asks no sympathy (V-X, p. 228). 

Lord Byron's new found peace of mind does not change 

the transitory nature of existence; the life of a man is 

still momentary in the_overall scheme of the cosmos. Man 

can, however, learn how to bear his burdens, and to prevail 

over them by observing the animals. The animals accept 

their lot and endure; and since man is made of richer dust. 



21 

he may yet prevail. Nevertheless, life passes quickly; 

Existence may be borne, and the deep 
root 

Of life and sufferance make its firm 
abode 

The bare and desolated bosoms; mute 
The camel labours with the heaviest 

load. 
And the wolf dies in silence, not be-

stow'd 
In vain should such example be; if they. 
Things of ignoble or of savage mood. 
Endure and shrink not, we of nobler 
clay 

May temper it to bear, it is but for a 
day. 

(XXI, p. 230) 

Byron offers a philosophy which is realistic, positive, 

and existential. 

Coming to grips with himself and vjith his place in 

the world did not remove Byron's questions about the mean

ing of life, particularly in relation to society. There 

was a considerable disparity between the honesty and de

cisiveness of Byron, and the falsity and indecision of 

society. Byron was constantly disturbed by v:hat he savr as 

the ills of society. Thus, he questions: 

What from this barren being do we reap? 
Our senses narrow, and our reason frail, 
Life short, and truth a gem which loves 

î  the deep. 
And all things weigh'd in custom's fals

est scale; 
Opinion an omnipotence, vrhose veil 
Mantles the earth with darkness, until 
right 

And wrong are accidents, and men 
grow pale 

Lest their ovm judgements should become 
too bright. 
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And their free thoughts be crimes, and 
eeirth have too much light, 

(XCIII, p, 239) 

As Childe Harold has travelled, a process of develop

ment has taken place within him. Progress has been made, 

and the positive appears to be prevailing over the negative. 

Nevertheless, the vision of man's dual nature remains and 

haunts Byron, But he finds refuge and comfort in the mind. 

Regardless of how much thought is battered by evil and sin, 

thought is retained as the precious treasure of the indi

vidual (CXXVI-CXXVII, p, 2 ^ ^ ) , 

Further evidence of a positive shift occurring in 

Byron's attitudes is observed in his treatment of time. 

Early in Childe Harold's vianderings Byron looked at time 

as an avenger, but later he viewed time as a healer. He 

realized that time could bring relief from his troubles 

(CXXX-CXXXI, p, 2kk). 

The end of Childe Harold's journey soimds an objective 

note, Byron is able to examine his life, seeing both nega

tive and positive aspects. He is able to survey his life 

in the proper, perspective. Realistically he has to say; 

.yv:̂  ,,. Have 
<A^ I n o t — 

••-^ »' Hear me, my mother Earth! behold it, 
c ̂  A? Heaven ! 

v> "̂̂  Have^-nojt_had^ to wrestle with my lot? 
\.̂ ^ ^̂  Have I not suffer'd things to be forgiven? 

vN-Xi Have I not had my brain sear'd, my 
v' heart riven, 
ô Hopes sapp'd, name blighted. Life's 

life lied aviay? 
And only not to desperation driven. 
Because not altogether of such clay 
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As rots into the souls of those whom I 
survey. 

(CXXXV, p. 2^5) 

Byron's life has been difficult and painful. He has been 

driven by himself and by other people to the brink of dis

aster, and it is only because he was strong that he sur

vived. His words contain bitterness. 

And yet out of the pain and desperation of deep exis

tential V7ritlngs emerges a Byron \jho is capable of over

coming his bitterness, saying; 

But I have lived, and have not lived in 
vain: 

My mind may lose its force, my blood its 
fire. 

And my frame perish even in conquer
ing pain; 

But there is that within me which shall tire 
Torture and Time, and breathe vzhen I 
expire; 

Something unearthly, v/hich they deem 
not of. 

Like the remember'd tone of a mute lyre, 
Shall on their soften'd spirits sink, and 
move 

In hearts all rocky now the late remorse of 
love. 

(CXXXVII, p. 2^5) 

In the face of chaos and confusion Byron clings Idealis-

tically to hope and meaning, realizing that his life and 

work have had value. The impact of his life will endure 

in the face of difficulty; his contribution has been made. 

In the conclusion of Childe Harold's trip Byron soars 

to a poetic and idealistic peak which is intensely powerful; 

pThere is a pleasure in the pathless woods. 
There is a rapture on the lonely shore. 
There is society, where none intrudes, 
Fy the deep Sea, and music in its roar; 

L 
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I love not Man the less, but Nature 
more, 

From these our intervlevjs, in which I 
steal 

From all I may be, or have been before. 
To mingle with the Universe, and feel 
What I can ne'er express, yet cannot all 

conceal. 
(CLXXVIII, p. 250-251) 

The pessimism, despair, pain, and futility are submerged 

by the tide of Byron's optimism, joy, ecstasy, and hope. 

Byron's existential struggles have produced a man who is 

vibrantly alive. Questions and uncertainty remain; but 

Byron, man, and nature are interwoven in an indescribable 

fashion. In this fusion answers and certainty may be found. 



CHAPTER II 

MANFRED AND CAIN; EXAMPLES OF ALIENATION 

Childe Harold was involved in a struggle to find and 

understand himself. His struggle was complicated by his 

own complexity, and by the complexity of society. Into 

this milieu of personal and communal chaos, time and the 

uncertainty of existence were thrust. Childe Harold en

countered an unending daily battle for meaning in life. 

Similarly, the hero of Byron's drama, Manfred, faces 

an endless conflict as he seeks to unravel the knots of 

his own being. Kanfred's struggle, however, is not with 

society, but vjith himself and with the problem of knowledge. 

More than anything else, Manfred wants to knovr. The desire 

to knov;, and the desire to understand himself are bound 

inseparably in Manfred. 

Although he is not convinced that knowledge can bring 

him either happiness or peace of mind, Manfred spends his 

life seeking it. He is aware of the futility of knowledge 

which Eccleslastes talked about centuries before. Manfred 

says; 

But grief should be the instructor of the 
wise; 

Sorrovr is knowledge: they who know the 
most 

Must mourn the deepest o'er the fatal 
truth. 

The Tree of Knowledge is not that of Life. 

25 
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Philosophy and science, and the springs 
Of wonder, sind the wisdom of the v7orld, 
I have essay'd, and in my mind there Is 
A power to make these subject to Itself 
But they avail not:,.. 

(I, 1, 9-17, p. 390) 

From the beginning of the play Byron has skillfully 

set the stage for the painful existential struggles of a 

man who is fully aware of both man's capabilities and limi

tations. Such an avjareness is bound to drive someone as 

intense as Manfred to the depths of despair. And Byron 

increases the tragedy of Manfred by revealing that the hell 

of Manfred's life has been created by Manfred himself: 

By thy cold breast and serpent smile, 
By thy unfathom'd gulfs of guile. 
By that most seeming virtuous eye. 
By thy shut soul's hypocrisy; 
By the perfection of thine art 
Which pass'd for human thine ovm 

heart; 
By thy delight in others' pain. 
And by thy brotherhood of Cain, 
I call upon thee! and compel 
Thyself to be thy oroper Hell! 

(I, 1, 2^2-251, pp. 392-393) 

Manfred is his ovrn worst enemy, and yet there appears to 

be nothing that he can do about it. 

Byron's brooding avrareness of man's duality is glar

ingly apparent in the frustrations of Manfred. To have a 

glimpse of the ideal, and to realize that the ideal is un

attainable because of man's lower nature produces the 

greatest agony in Manfred. Thus, Manfred utters the follow

ing contradictions; 

,,, Beautiful! 
How beautiful is all this visible world! 
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How glorious in its action and itself! 
But we, who name ourselves its sovereigns, 
we, 

Half dust, half deity, alike unfit 
To sink or soar, with our mix'd essence 
make 

A conflict of its elements, and breathe 
The breath of degradation and of pride. 
Contending with low wants and lofty will. 
Till our mortality predominates. 
And men are what they name not to 
themselves. 

And trust not to each other... 
(I, 11, 36-^7, p. 393) 

Manfred has einalyzed the human predicament in an existen

tial fashion by placing the responsibility for man's 

glory or tragedy squarely on the shoulders of man. Having 

analyzed man's problem, Manfred desires death as a release 

from futility and frustration. 

In Childe Harold's Pilg;rimap:e Byron was concerned with 

the positive and negative aspects of time and its relation

ship to man. In Manfred Byron takes a somev7hat different 

tack toward time by pointing out that actions constitute 

time, and that his actions have resulted in a profound 

sense of futility. Manfred says: 

Think'st thou existence doth de
pend on time? 

It doth; but actions are our epochs; mine 
Have made my days and nights imperish
able. 

Endless, and all alike, as sands on the 
shore. 

Innumerable atoms; and one desert. 
Barren and cold, on which the wild waves 
break. 

But nothing rests, save carcasses and 
wrecks, 

Rocks, and the salt-surf weeds of bitter
ness, 

(II, i, 51-58, p. 395) 
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Manfred's view of time is consistent with his own v;orld 

view, and with existentialism. 

The encounter between Manfred and the Chamois Hunter 

reveals two significant existential characteristics. First, 

Manfred realizes that his condition has been determined by 

himself, and that he is able to endure that condition. 

Second, when the Chamois Hunter asks if Manfred v̂ ould change 

places with him, Manfred says: 

No, friend! I would not wrong 
thee, nor exchange 

My lot with living being; I can bear 
However wretchedly, 'tis still to bear 
In life what others could not brook to 
dream. 

But perish in their slumber. 

(II, 1, 75-79, p. 395) 

Manfred demonstrates concern for the Chamois Hunter, not 

because of any Christian or moral principles, but because 

he has decided existentlally to show concern. 

In his concern for a fellow human being, Byron's exis

tential hero is analogous to Camus' existential hero, 

Meursault, in The Stranger. Meursault is kind to Salamano, 

an almost destitute old man with a dog, for no apparent 

reason. Meursault is a thorough going existentialist who 

is not ruled by any principles except those he establishes. 

Thus, his concern exists and is valid only because he estab

lishes its existence and validity. In relation to the exis

tential quality of their concern, Manfred and Meursault are 

synonymous. 

In assuming the burden of meaning for his life, Manfred 
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chose to detach himself from other people in his search 

for knowledge and understanding. Like Meursault, Manfred 

was different in attitudes and approach; 

..,From my 
youth upwards 

My spirit walk'd not with the souls of men. 
Nor look'd upon the earth with human 

eyes; 
The thirst of their ambition was not mine. 
The aim of their existence was not mine; 
My joys, my griefs, my passions, and my 
powers. 

Made me a stranger; though I wore the 
form, 

I had no sympathy with breathing flesh. 
Nor midst the creatures of clay that girded 
me 

Was there but one who but of her anon. 
(II, 11, 50-59. p. 396) 

The world was communal and restricted, while Manfred was 

detached and existential; the difference is fundamental. 

Having assumed responsibility for his life, Manfred 

suffers because of some unnamed and unexplained act which 

drives him to despair, and which precipitates his quest for 

forgetfulness. In this state Manfred encounters the Witch 

of the Alps who offers to assist him if he will swear 

obedience to her. Once again Manfred asserts himself, re

vealing a complete reliance upon himself. He refuses to 

sell himself to anyone or anything. 

Having refused to bow to the Witch, Manfred finds him

self alone, faced with all of the contradictions of exis

tence v/hich have made him miserable. Haunted by time and 

fear, Msinfred faces a life which he detests and yet does not 

want to relinquish. The sorrow, pain, agony, and suffering 
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of life weigh upon him, yet he continues to struggle and 

fight for answers to the ultimate questions. Manfred un

leashes a stirring existential inquiry into the complexity 

of existence; 

We are the fools of time 
and terror; Days 

Steal on us, and steal from us; yet we live. 
Loathing our life, and dreading still to die. 
In all the days of this detested yoke 
This vital weight upon the struggling heart. 
Which sinks with sorrow, or beats quick 
with pain. 

Or joy that ends in agony or faintness 
In all the days of past and future, for 
In life there is no present, v/e can number 
How few how less than few v/herein 
the soul 

Forbears to pant for death, and yet draws 
back 

As from a stream in winter, though the 
chill 

Be but a moment's. I have one resource 
Still in my science I can call the dead. 
And ask them what it is we dread to be; 
The sternest ansv/er can but be the Grave, 
And that is nothing... 

(II, ii, 16^-180, p. 398) 

Some similarities have already been Indicated between 

Byron's Manfred and Camus' Meursault, but the most striking 

parallel between these tv̂ o heroes occurs when they meet 

with a clergyman, Meursault was condemned to die, and was 

awaiting his execution when he was visited by a priest. 

The priest told Meursault that he needed to repent and be 

absolved of his sin, but Meursault said that he was not 

conscious of any sin. Meursault informed the priest that 

if he had done anything wrong, he was paying for it with 

his life and that no one could expect anything else from 
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him. In short, punishment occurs in this life, and not in 

some nebulous mythological place called hell.l 

Manfred, like Meursault, is rushing tovmrd death when 

he is visited by the Abbot who urges him to repent before 

it is too late, Manfred replies; 

,..Have I slnn'd 
Against your ordinances? prove and 
punish! 

(Ill, 1, 55-56, p. ̂ 02) 

Manfred knows that there is no future punisliment which can 

exceed the torture an individual inflicts upon himself. 

Manfred has lived, questioned, struggled, acted, suffered, 

and now is about to die; all of this has been accomplished 

by and in himself. To such an existentialist, the threat 

of hell and punishment is irrelevant to the point of ridic

ulousness. Manfred kno;7s that judgment is here and nov7. 

Manfred's life has been spent wrestling with the 

consequences of man's dual nature. The vision of the ideal 

and the reality of the actual have plagued him and have 

driven him to the abyss of despair and self-destruction. 

Finally, even the Abbot sees through a glass clearly and 

observes the tragedy of man and Manfred; 

This should have been a noble 
creature: he 

Hath all the energy which would have made 
A goodly frame of glorious elements. 

^Albert Camus, The Stranger (New York; Vintage Books, 
Alfred A. Knopf, Inc. and Random House, Inc., 19^2), 
pp, 14^-153. 
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Had they been wisely mingled; as it is. 
It is an awful chaos light and darkness. 
And mind and dust, and passions and pure 

thoughts 
Mix'd, and contending without end or 

order, 
All dormant or destructive; he will perish, 
And yet he must not; I will try once more. 
For such are worth redemption;... 

(Ill, 1, 160-169, p. ^03) 

In facing death Manfred exhibits the sajne existential 

qualities which have been operative throughout his life. 

He is defiant to the Spirit who comes to take his life. 

Manfred knows that he is his own destroyer, and that he will 

be alone in death, just as he has been in life. Death 

closes in on Manfred, but he does not cling to life. He 

has no desire to live, but he refuses to give up his life 

to the Spirit. To the Spirit Manfred says; 

Thou didst not tempt me, and thou couldst 
not tempt me; 

I have not been thy dupe, nor am thy 
prey 

But was my own destroyer, and will be 
My own hereafter. Back, ye baffled 

fiends! 
The hand of death is on me but not yours! 

(Ill, iv, 137-1^1, p. ^06) 

At death Manfred stands alone; he is a pillar of strength, 

self-contained, self-reliant, and self-assured. He realizes 

that death is not so difficult. 

Childe Harold and Manfred struggled with themselves, 

and with their environments in search of meaning. Many of 

their questions and inquiries were indirectly concerned with 

and aimed at God. At no time, however, did they directly 

and viciously attack God. Byron's Cain appears to deviate 
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from the precedent set by Childe Harold and Manfred by 

directly indicting God for man's unfortunate predicament. 

As the drama begins, Adam asks Cain to pray, and Cain 

replies that he has nothing to pray about. Adam says that 

Cain should pray and thank God for life, to which Cain 

retorts that he will not thank God for life v̂ hen he is sub

ject to death. Cain has an existential concern for life 

which is heightened by the necessity of death. 

Eve attempts to soothe Cain by telling him that he 

should be content with his present situation. It appears 

that a generation gap existed betvreen Eve and her son, 

because to be content with his situation and not question 

how or vfhy he got there v/as contrary to everything Cain 

thought and believed. In Cain, Byron had created another 

strong. Independent, existential hero whose very existence 

was predicated on questioning and self-reliance. 

Cain saw life as endless toil which resulted from the 

sin committed by his parents before he was born. The Garden 

of Eden did not make sense to him; the sin of his parents 

did not make sense to him; and his birth did not make sense 

to him, Cain's questions were always inadequately answered; 

...They have but 
One answer to all questions, ' 'Twas his 
will. 

And he is good.' How know I that? Be
cause 

He is all-pov/erful, must all-good, too, 
follow? 

I judge but by the fruits and they are 
bitter 

(I, i, 7^-78, p. 522) 
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Cain is pragmatic, and a pragmatic analysis of the situation 

puts God in an uncomplimentary light. 

Throughout the play Cain ponders the question of 

death, almost to the point of obsession. Having to die 

makes him cling to life in a manner which he despises, and 

yet can not escape. Cain says; 

I live. 
But live to die; and, living, see no thing 
To make death hateful, save an innate 
clinging, 

A loathsome, and yet all invincible 
Instinct of life, which I abhor, as I 
Despise myself, yet cannot overcome 
And so I live. Would I had never lived! 

(I, 1, 110-115, p. 522) 

Cain is alone and unhappy, and he thinks that his state 

is peculiar to him. Through talking with Lucifer, he dis

covers that Lucifer and God are also unhappy. In spite of 

God's power. He is no happier than man. Thus, the dis

parity which Cain has noticed between what he has been 

taught and what he sees is partially explained. 

Finally, Cain asks Lucifer if he is the one v̂ ho 

tempted his mother. Lucifer replies that he does not 

tempt anyone, except with the truth, and he points out that 

he did not plant the forbidden trees in reach of the curi

ous, innocent human beings. Cain says that the serpent 

which tempted his parents had a demon, but Lucifer ridi

cules the idea by saying that the serpent merely aroused 

the demon which was within man. 

Lucifer offers a solution to Cain's unfortunate 
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situation by telling Cain to be himself, and to resist. 

Lucifer admonishes Cain to fight, because 

,..Nothing 
can 

Quench the mind, if the mind will be itself 
And centre of surrounding things 'tis 
made 

To sway, 

(I, i, 210-212, p. 52^) 

Throughout the encounter betvzeen Cain and Lucifer, 

Byron has been setting the stage for some kind of solution 

to man's predicament. And v;hen Lucifer tells Cain to set 

up his mind as the ultimate source of strength and judgment, 

Byron is offering a solution bearing the hallmarks of exis

tentialism. If there is to be any hope for man, it will be 

found in a v;orld in v;hich man ultimately decides. Byron 

puts the individual in a primary position, with everything 

else secondary. 

As the dialogue between Cain and Lucifer continues, 

Cain returns to the question of death. He says that his 

parents vrere ignorant about death, and that he does not 

know anymore about death than they did. He fears death, 

but he does not know v/hy. At this point Byron skillfully 

ties the problems of fear and death to man's lack of know

ledge, as Lucifer observes: 

And I, who know all things, 
fear nothing; see 

What is true knowledge, 
(I, 1, 296, p. 525) 

Cain desires knov/ledge, and asks Lucifer to teach him 

everything; Lucifer agrees, if Cain will bow dovm to him. 
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At this crucial juncture Byron's existential hero asserts 

himself and his individuality by refusing to bow to Lucifer, 

God, or anyone. 

As Cain continues to search for understanding, he 

probes the situation created by the actions of his parents 

in the Garden of Eden. Adam and Eve ate from the tree of 

knowledge, and yet they did not acquire complete knowledge. 

Cain reasons that if they actually sinned, then they should 

have possessed complete knowledge since that is what the 

tree was supposed to have contained. His parents should 

have known all things, including the mysteries of death, but 

they did not. They only knew that they were miserable. 

Thus, God and the tree of knov;ledge had deceived man. 

Adah, Cain's sister-wife, tells Cain that she is not 

wretched, and that he should be happy. Cain's reply exudes 

the existential quality of his world view; 

Be thou happy, then, 
alone 

I will have nought to do with happiness. 
Which humbles me and mine. 

(I, 1, ^60-^62, p. 527) 

Cain's indlvidualisn, integrity, and self-determinism are 

of primary importance. He is his ovm master. 

In the midst of Cain's questioning, Lucifer offers to 

take him on a journey into the Abyss of Space to survey 

present aJid past existence, Cain asks to be shovm the 

mysteries of death, and after vievring dead people in Hades, 

he curses his father who "invented life that leads to 
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death!" (II, 1, 18, p, 529). Cain curses his father for 

giving him birth, and for eating the forbidden fruit before 

Cain's birth, Cain objects to being placed in a world in 

which he ultimately has little or no control over his life. 

Life for Cain is complex and full of contradictions. 

Questions abound, but there appears to be a paucity of 

answers. In the middle of this confusion Cain asks demand

ing and penetrating existential questions: 

Who do I exist? 
Why art thou wretched? why are all things 
so? 

Even he who made us must be, as the 
maker 

Of things unhappy! To produce destruc
tion 

Can surely never be the task of joy. 
And yet my sire says he's omnipotent: 
Then v;hy is evil he being good? I ask'd 
This question of my father; and he said. 
Because this evil only was the path 
To good. Strange good, that must arise 
from out 

Its deadly opposite!.,. 
(II, ii. 280-289. p. 535) 

Cain is tormented by his questions and the lack of plausible 

ansv;ers, 

In his agony of indecision, Cain continues to fight 

and struggle; he probes and wants to know. Lucifer warns 

him that he should not aspire to learn about "the great 

double mysteries! the two Principles!" (II, 11, ̂ 0^, 

p. 537). He tells Cain to limit his ambition, because to 

see the two Principles is to die, to which Cain replies, 

"And let me perish, so I see them!" (II, ii, ̂ 08, p. 537). 

Knowledge, self-improvement, and ansv7ers are more important 
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to Cain than life lived in ignorance and uncertainty. 

At the end of the second act, Byron delivers another 

existential thrust. Lucifer admits that God has defeated 

him, but Lucifer will not admit to having a superior. Even 

in defeat he will not bow or be subservient. Through Luci

fer, Byron points out the relative nature of good and evil. 

In the struggle between God and Lucifer, good and evil is 

determined by the victor, in this case God. Had Lucifer 

won, the situation v/ould have been reversed. Lucifer says: 

Evil and good are things in their ovm 
essence. 

And not made good or evil by the giver; 
But if he gives you good so call him; if 
Evil springs from him, do not name it mine. 
Till ye know better its true fount; smd 

judge 
Not by words, though of spirits, but the 
fruits 

Of your existence, such as it must be. 

(II, ii, 452-^58, p. 537) 

Byron indicates that some good has come out of the 

actions of Eden, namely, the power of reason. Thus, man 

has the povrer to examine, interpret, and decide; he may be 

defeated by superior power, but his mind need not be con

trolled. Byron points out that; 

One good gift has the fatal apple given 
Your reason: let it not be over-sway'd 
By tyraimous threats to force you into 
faith 

'Gainst all external sense and inward 
feeling; 

Think and endure, and form an inner 
world 

In your ovm bosom where the outward 
fails; 

So shall you nearer be the spiritual 
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Nature, and war triumphant with your 
own, 

(II, 11, ̂ 59-^66, p, 537) 

In the final analysis, Byron's solution to man's predica

ment is existential to the extreme. 

Cain returns to earth fortified with nev; knowledge and 

experience, and with an increased self-av/areness. He is 

more convinced than ever of his own validity and primacy. 

And yet he says, "but now I feel my littleness again. Well 

said the spirit, that I was nothing!" (Ill, 1, 67-68, 
p. 538). 

Life brings hardship and work to Cain vjho does not 

shirk his responsibility; he v/orks hard to support his 

family, but he does not think that he ov/es God anything. He 

is an individual strongly possessed of human dignity, and 

he refuses to bow before God: 

I have toil'd, and till'd, and 
sweaten in the sun. 

According to the curse: must I do more? 
For what should I be gentle? for a war 
With all the elements ere they will yield 
The bread we eat? For what must I be 
grateful? 

For being dust, and grovelling in the dust. 
Till I return to dust? If I am nothing 
For nothing shall I be an hypocrite. 
And seem well-pleased with pain? For 
what should I 

Be contrite?.,, 
(III, 1, 109-118, p. 539) 

Cain sees no reason to do anything for God; it is enough 

that he lives. 

Cain and Adah have been talking when Abel arrives 

and asks Cain to offer sacrifices with him to God. For a 



ko 

long time Cain refuses, but his persistent brother finally 

prevails. The difference between Abel's and Cain's offer

ing Is strikingI Abel carries out his sacrifice in the tra

ditional manner, Cain, however, refuses to kneel during 

the sacrifice, and his words are an indictment against a 

God who would require such wasteful and painful sacrifices. 

Cain again refuses to submit to anyone or anything outside 

of himself. 

When God rejects Cain's offering, the two brothers 

quarrel, and Cain strikes Abel, Realizing that his brother 

is dying, Cain says: 

Where am I? alone! Where's Abel? 
where 

Cain? Can it be that I am he?,,, 
(Ill, i, 322-323, p. 5^2) 

Cain finds himself alone; he has existentlally isolated him

self from his brother and the rest of the world. 

It is ironic that Cain, the one who has been so pre

occupied with death, should be the one who ushers death into 

the world. Speaking of death, Cain says; 

And who hath brought 
him there? 1 who abhor 

The name of Death so deeply, that the 
thought 

Empoison'd all my life, before I knew 
His aspect—I have led him here, and given 
My brother to his cold and still embrace. 
As if he would not have asserted his 
Inexorable claim without my aid. 

(Ill, 1, 371-377, p. 5^2) 

Byron's play ends as it began with Cain struggling and 

alone; but as much as is humanly possible, Cain remains the 
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master of himself and of his destiny. Difficult and pain

ful as it has been, Cain has existentlally carved out an 

independent position. Thus he joins the company of Childe 

Harold and Manfred. 



CHAPTER III 

DON JUAN: AN EXISTENTIAL ODYSSEY 

Childe Harold, Manfred, and Cain are characters of 

great depth and intensity who become engrossed in phil

osophical questions. The early cantos of Don Juan reveal 

a hero of less depth and intensity than his heroic pred

ecessors. By the later ceintos, however, Juan joins the 

company of Childe Harold, Manfred, and Cain in probing in

tellectual, philosophical, and existential questions. 

In Canto VI Byron informs his readers of the major 

thrust behind Don Juan. Byron is concerned about man's 

dual nature, and man's inability to govern the passionate 

impulses within him, Byron has learned the sad fact that 

man is his ovm v/orst enemy. He believes that man creates 

his unhappy state by failing to come to grips with himself. 

Byron says; 

The nightingale that sings vxith the deep 
thorn, 

Which fable places in her breast of v;ail. 
Is lighter far of heart and voice than those 
Whose headlong passions form their 

proper vroes. 

And that's the moral of this composition. 
If people vrould but see its real drift; 

(LXXXVII-LXXXVIII, p. 7^0) 

The penetrating humor and satire of Byron in Don Juan 

may present a different tone or mood from the writings 

previously considered, but the philosophical, intellectual, 
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and existential qualities of his thought are still much in 

evidence. It is easy to be misled by the seemingly friv

olous nature of Byron's probings in Don Juan. The following 

lines appear to be light and humorous, and yet they are 

deadly serious; 

Eccleslastes said, 'that all is vanity' 
Most modern preachers say the same, 
or show it 

By their examples of true Christianity; 
In short, all know, or very soon may 
know it; 

And in this scene of all-confess'd inanity. 
By saint, by sage, by preacher, and by 
poet. 

Must I restrain me, through the fear of 
strife. 

From holding up the nothingness of life? 
(VI, p. 7kk) 

The key words in this passage are vanity, inanity, and 

nothingness. Byron knows that man lives under the painful 

yoke of despair, emptiness, and futility. In diagnosing 

man's problems, however, Byron contributes to an existential 

solution. 

Byron continues his analysis of man's situation by 

pointing out the horrors of war, and laying the blame for 

such senseless activity directly on man. Byron indicts man 

when he says; 

•Let there be light!' said God, 'and there 
was light!' 
'Let there be blood!' says man, and 
there's a sea! 

The fiat of this spoil'd child of the Night 
(For Day ne'er saw his merits) could 
decree 

More evil in an hour, than thirty bright 
Summers could renovate, though they 
should be 
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Lovely as those which ripen'd Eden's fruit; 
For war cuts up not only branch, but root. 

(XLI, p. 7^8) 

Man in his folly has created war, and man is responsible 

for his terrible creation. Byron realizes, however, that 

hope also rests on man's shoulders. If there is to be a 

solution to the problems of war, man must provide it. And 

Byron's approach to the problem suggests an existential 

solution. 

Byron is puzzled by existence. He wonders about life, 

death, and being. He decides to probe and search for an

swers, but he maintains a certain philosophical detachment. 

Byron exhibits perplexity when he says: 

'To be, or not to be?' Ere I decide, 
I should be glad to know that which is 
being; 

'Tis true we speculate both far and wide, 
And deem, because vfe see, we are all-
seeing: 

For my part, I'll enlist on neither side. 
Until I see both sides for once agreeing. 

For me, I sometimes think that life is 
death. 

Rather than life a mere affair of breath. 
(XVI, p. 771) 

Byron's existential nature convinces him that existence is 

devoid of absolutes, and that to be alive is to be hounded 

by paradox, perplexity, and problems. Answers are not 

absolute, and they do not come easily. 

By the time Juan has reached Canto XI he has travelled 

enough to be aware of the enigma of existence, and it is 

time for Byron to tell him; 
But 'carpe diem,' Juan, 'carpe, carpe!' 
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To-morrow sees another race as gay 

And transient, and devour'd by the same 
harpy, 
•Life's a poor player,' then 'play out 
the play. 

Ye villains!' and above all keep a sharp 
eye 

Much less on what you do than what 
you say; 

Be hypocritical, be cautious, be 
Not what you seem, but always what you 

see, 

(LXXXVI, p. 798) 

Beneath the cynical, humorous veneer Byron presents exis

tential advise to his hero who is caught in the interplay 

of chaos, hypocrisy, and uncertainty. Byron advises Juan 

to focus on the present, and live. 

It is consistent with Byron's philosophy that he 

should vlev; adversity and experience as important roads to 

truth. Such a position is a logical outgrowth of his life 

of action and involvement. Byron says: 
Adversity is the first path to truth: 
He who hath proved war, storm, or 
woman's rage. 

Whether his winters be eighteen or eighty. 
Hath won the experience which is deem'd 

so weighty. 

(L, p. 804) 

Byron's philosophy is firmly grounded in existentialism. 

Canto XIV opens with philosophical musings. Byron 

wonders if some of man's problems might be eliminated if 

man could only arrive at some certainty. Byron knows, how

ever, that systems and certainties are not a part of man's 

lot. Systems are constructed only to be destroyed, and 

man's faith is no more secure in the process. To call one 
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system superior to all others is sheer folly. Thus, Byron 

shows the futility of system; 

But System doth reverse the Titan's break
fast. 

And eats her parents, albeit the digestion 
Is difficult. Pray tell me, can you make fast. 
After due search, your faith to any 
question? 

Look back o'er ages, ere unto the stake fast 
You bind yourself, and call some mode 
the best one. 

Nothing more true than not to trust your 
senses; 

And yet v;hat are your other evidences? 
(II, p. 821) 

In the middle of this philosophical flux Byron says 

that he simply does not knovr. Even birth and death are 

states about which nothing can be proved. Who knows what 

may eventually be? 

For me, I knov; nought; nothing I deny. 
Admit, reject, contemn; and V7hat know 
you. 

Except perhaps that you vzere born to die? 
And both may after all turn out untrue. 

An age may come. Font of Eternity, 
When nothing shall be either old or new. 

Death, so call'd, is a thing which makes 
men vreep. 

And ye t a th ird of l i f e i s pass 'd in s l e e p . 
( I l l , p . 821-822) 

Byron reflects on important philosophical ideas, and he 

concludes v/ith a clever satiric thrust. Nevertheless, the 

existential tenor of Byron's thinking is clear. 

Byron's existential views are vividly demonstrated in 

his attitude toward writing. Throughout his life he has 

struggled, and the struggle continues with the davm of each 

new day. Success in anything is uncertain, but the 
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But what's reality? Who has its clue? 
Philosophy? No; she too much rejects. 
Religion? Yes; but which of all her sects? 

(LXXXIX, p. 842) 

Byron's existentialism drives him to ask the ultimate 

questions, although he knows that these questions must 

remain unanswered. 

Byron's hero was fully aware of the transitory nature 

of existence, where nothing remains the same. Everything 

and everyone is in a constant state of flux which can not 

be arrested. The follox̂ lng frivolous phrase captures the 

quality of change in life: 

As Juan mused on mutability, 
Or on his mistress terms synony
mous 

(XX, p. 8k5) 

Juan's rather light approach to the problems of muta

bility may be contrasted with Byron's deadly serious han

dling of mutability in the concluding stanza of Canto XV. 

In one pov/erful stanza Byron captures the essence of man's 

existential predicament. Life is uncertain. Man does not 

know what he is now, or what he will be in the future. The 

enigma of the universe is real. Time marches, constantly 

taking its toll on mankind, and emphasizing the transitory 

nature of life. People and empires come and go in rapid 

succession scarcely making an impact on the universe. Byron 

offers a penetrating existential creed: 

Betvjeen two worlds life hovers like a star, 
'Twixt night and morn, upon the hori-
son's verge. 

How little do we know that which we are! 
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uncertainty is stimulating. Each new piece of writing 

must face the success/failure dichotomy on its ovm. Byron 

reflects; 

I think that were I certain of success, 
I hardly could compose another line; 

So long I've battled either more or less, 
That no defeat can drive me from the 
Nine. 

This feeling 'tis not easy to express, 
And yet 'tis not affected, I opine. 

In play, there are two pleasures for your 
choosing 

The one is winning, and the other losing. 
(XII, p. 822-823) 

In writing and in living Byron rises to the challenge, and 

relies upon himself to succeed. His approach is existential. 

Doubt and uncertainty produce in Byron the realization 

that life is full of ambiguity. Experience has taught him 

about the complexities of existence, and he knows that it 

is foolish to assume that contradictions can be dissolved 

or Ignored; 

He who doubts all things nothing can 
deny: 

Truth 's foimtains may be clear her 
streams are muddy. 

And cut through such canals of contra
diction. 

That she must often navigate o'er fiction. 
(LXXXVIII, p. 841) 

Lord Byron has learned existentlally that it is not possible 

to know, but he continues to fight for knowledge. 

Realizing that truth's rivers are imclear, Byron avoids 

the fantasy world v̂ hich some use to delude themselves, and 

to survive in a world of uncertainty. Byron chooses to 

look deeply into life; he faces the basic questions and asks: 
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How less what we may be! The eternal 
surge 

Of time and tide rolls on, and bears afar 
Our bubbles; as the old burst, new emerge, 

Lash'd from the foam of ages; while the 
graves 

Of empires heave but like some passing 
waves, 

(XCIX, p, 843) 

As Juan's journey concludes, Byron dvjells on optimistic 

thoughts which tend to balance the uncertainty and pessimism 

observed in some of the earlier cantos. He offers hope and 

a certain philosophical transcendence from the vjorld. Yet 

the hope is grounded in the vrorld and in the present moment, 

with emphasis on living life to the fullest. Byron concen

trates on; 

The love of higher things and better days; 
The unbounded hope, and heavenly 
ignorance 

Of what is call'd the world, and the v;orld's 
ways; 
The moments when we gather from a 
glance 

More joy than from all future pride or praise. 
Which kindle manhood, but can ne'er 
entrance 

The heart in an existence of its ovm. 
Of which another's bosom is the zone. 

(CVIII, p. 855) 

This passage vividly presents Byron's paradoxical, exis

tential philosophy of living. He is conscious of the 

higher aspects of existence, but he gets life and happiness 

from the seemingly insignificant. There is nothing more 

fleeting than a glance, and yet it is such moments which 

sustain Byron, 



CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

The basic philosophy contained in Childe Harold's 

Pilp;rima,g;e, Manfred, Cain, and Don Juan is the same. 

Byron's four heroes take on almost identical approach to

ward life, and this approach is synonymous with existen

tialism, Byron's heroes are alone, and they spend much of 

their time wandering psychologically, emotionally, intel

lectually, philosophically, and physically. The Byronic 

hero is the philosophical grandfather of the modern exis

tentialist. The general affinity between Byron and modern 

existentialism is easy to demonstrate, but it is no more 

difficult to demonstrate Byron's kinship v;ith existen

tialism in a specific sense. 

To see the specific connection betvjeen Byron's phi

losophy and existentialism, it is necessary to refer to 

the basic existential ideas discussed in the introduction. 

The existentialist is more concerned with existence than 

with essence; he is not much concerned about the stuff which 

constitutes his being, but he is concerned with the problem 

of living and relating to people in some way or another. 

The entire philosophical thrust of Byron's ideas is geared 

to living. 

When Byron places primary emphasis on living, he moves 

50 
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quite logically toward a philosophy which embraces carpe 

diem, Byron admonished both Childe Harold and Don Juan 

to seize the day, and live for the present moment. The 

carpe diem concept is inherent in existentialism, where 

concern is for the present and not the future, for life 

and not death. 

Existentialism's emphasis on the carpe diem concept 

is closely connected with absurdity and meaninglessness. 

In a state of loneliness, the existentialist faces the 

enigma of existence. Nothing seems to make sense, and life 

appears to have little meaning. Childe Harold and Cain 

encountered absurdity and meaninglessness. Cain vievred 

the entire Garden of Eden episode, with all of its ramifi

cations, as absurd. Being condemned to live a life of 

drudgery impressed Cain with meaninglessness. 

Cain is the personification of individualism. He is 

an intelligent, thinking, questioning person. More than 

anything else, Cain is ready to accept the responsibility 

for meaning in his life. He is ready to make decisions, 

and he will defend his decisions. Cain will not bow to 

absolute principles. The existentialist, like Cain, will 

not submit to anyone or anything outside of himself. In 

making decisions, veto power is retained by the existen

tialist. Byron and existentialism place primary emphasis 

on the individual to make decisions, and thus to determine 

meaning in life. 
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Fighting against absurdity, meaninglessness, and 

absolutes causes Byron and the existentialist to be avjare 

of man's limitations, Manfred is a poignant existential 

hero who battles for knowledge, only to discover man's 

limitations. It is not surprising that Byron and the exis

tentialist are equally pessimistic. 

Existentialism is an introspective and subjective 

philosophy. To deny absolutes, and to assume responsibili

ty for actions is to be subjective, and such a philosophy 

is predicated on some degree of introspection. Byron dra

matically displays his affinity for existential intro

spection in Childe Harold. Manfred, and Cain. All three 

reveal their subjective bent by their thoughts, words, and 

actions. 

Denying absolutes, existentialism is to some degree a 

philosophy of alienation. Society, government, the quest 

for knov/ledge, and religion all contain absolutes. At some

time in the process of living it is inevitable that the exis

tentialist will clash with absolutes from some or all of 

these areas of life. At no point is Byron's existentialism 

emphasized more strongly than in the confrontations between 

Childe Harold and society, Manfred and knowledge, and Cain 

and religion. In all three instances, Byron's heroes find 

themselves in a state of alienation. 

The existentialist is often alienated because he is 

continually cognizant that life is based on flux. The 



53 

universe is constantly changing, and nothing is certain. 

Byron animates this existential characteristic through 

Childe Harold, Society has established arbitrary stand

ards to which it expects people to conform. Not so grad

ually, the arbitrary standards become absolutized. Society 

believes in certainty. Childe Harold is only certain that 

certainty is impossible. Thus, Childe Harold becomes a 

social outcast. 

Byron's philosophy of alienation can be traced even 

more vividly in Manfred who is completely Isolated. Man

fred's whole life has revolved around his quest for knovi-

ledge. He asks questions, and more than anything else he 

seeks ansvrers. He has sacrificed almost everything for his 

quest. At the crucial points, however, V7hen Manfred is 

challenged to give up his individual freedom to achieve 

knov/ledge or forgetfulness, he refuses. And it is in 

these crucial tests that Manfred's philosophy and existen

tialism fuse. Manfred and the existentialist are willing 

to pay the price of alienation to maintain individual free

dom, 

Cain's alienation is precipitated by his clash with 

religion, Cain's questions are inadequately answered or 

Ignored, and he is told to submit to God's will; he is to 

trust in the justice of God. From Cain's perspective, hov7-

ever, God's will appears rather nebulous, and God's judg

ments appear to be devoid of justice. Thus, Cain makes a 
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highly existential decision, and refuses to submit to the 

arbitrary standards which Adam, Eve, and Abel have ab

solutized. 

Having looked at the crisis of alienation through the 

eyes of Childe Harold, Manfred, and Cain, it is not dif

ficult to understand why Byron's phllocophy developed 

logically to include futility and vanity. A single man 

fighting the larger elements and forces of the universe 

would be mad not to see the futility and vanity in his 

struggle. In relation to the concepts of futility and 

vanity, there is a fusion of Byron's philosophy and exis

tentialism. 

Up to this point, the darker side of the affinity 

between Byron and existentialism has been stressed. The 

affinity is no less strong on the brighter side. Denying 

absolute principles often leads to frustrating situations. 

Manfred is an excellent example of this frustration. On 

the other hand, rejecting absolutes means that the indi

vidual is free to act, Manfred is his ovm man; he remains 

strong, independent, and active to the end. His choices 

are imlimited; he is ruled only by himself. 

It is true that by remaining independent and con

tinually choosing, man faces constant risk. Security is 

not a part of such a philosophy. Risk and insecurity 

constitute the very heart of existentialism, and at the 

center of Byron's philosophy, risk and insecurity also 
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reside. Byron's heroes fully understand the problem of 

insecurity; they know that insecurity is a part of exis

tence and reality. And it is ironic that there is a cer

tain amount of security in knowing that everything is 

insecure. Thus, Childe Harold can know that life is un

certain, he can reject society, and yet he can remain opti

mistic because of his knowledge and ability to make de

cisions. Optimism is a real part of existentialism and 

Byron. 

The fundamental idea in existentialism is that living 

is of primary importance. The individual involved in the 

task of living is what gave birth to existentialism. Joy, 

meaning, and vitality are taken from the present moment. 

The existentialist is not much concerned about the future; 

he has enough to occupy him in the present. Childe Harold, 

Cain, and Juan isolate themselves because they are pri

marily interested in life, now. They may not be completely 

happy in isolation, but they are happier than they would 

be in social or religious captivity. Out of their iso

lation, Byron's heroes create existential optimism. 

It is strange that the optimism of existentialism 

springs from life's uncertainty. The existentialist faces 

an unending challenge to make decisions. Problems and 

situations arise which demand some kind of action. Since 

existentialism is a philosophy of the strong and not the 

weak, the existentialist squeezes vitality from the challenge 
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of decision-making. Cain is a prime example of an exis

tentialist who gets vitality from the challenge of living, 

and he increases in strength and maturity with each new 

crisis. 

Existentialism is an active philosophy which makes 

heavy demands on the individual. It is a vibrant philosophy, 

and Byron's heroes are as vibrant as they can possibly be. 

They question, probe, and seek meaning in all facets of 

existence. Childe Harold and Juan vjrestle V7ith society; 

Manfred attacks knowledge and struggles v̂ ith himself; Cain 

wars with religion and refuses to compromise. The struggle 

and conflicts engaging these heroes gives them life. 

Freedom has already been discussed in relation to 

existentialism and Byron, but the importance of freedom 

can not be stressed too much. The existential man sees 

the need to be free, if he is to live. Byron is also 

highly conscious of nan's need to be free. In a vjorld of 

conflict and pressure it is often difficult for the indi

vidual to assert his freedom. Byron's heroes assert their 

freedom in similar, but in somewhat different ways. Childe 

Harold sees the need to create if he is to be truly free; 

Manfred displays his freedom in his persistent quest for 

knowledge; Cain believes that man can combat opposing 

forces and maintain freedom through the mind; Juan/Byron 

sees freedom achieved through writing. 

Byron exhibits another aspect of his existential 
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concept of freedom in his attitudes toward war. Through 

Childe Harold and Juan, Byron exposes the horror, futility, 

and senselessness of war. Childe Harold and Byron do, how

ever, approve of war in one instance. Wars of self-liber

ation are acceptable to attain freedom. 

Byron's affinity for the secular side of existentialism 

has been discussed at some length, but the religious side 

must also be considered. Kierkegaard and Nietzsche occupy 

the two existential extremes on the question of religion. 

Kierkegaard takes the "leap of faith,"1 and his existen

tialism assumes strong Christian overtones. Nietzsche goes 

the opposite direction by rejecting Christianity. There 

are, of course, many existentialists who occupy middle 

ground on the religious question. 

A superficial reading of Cain suggests that Byron and 

Nietzsche are bedfellows. Byron appears to Indict God, 

accusing him of all kinds of evil, suffering, and tragedy. 

In fact, the heroes of the play are Cain and Lucifer. 

Throughout the play Lucifer points out the ridiculous 

plight of man, and he makes acid comments on God's part in 

man's fall and expulsion from Eden. 

A closer reading of Cain, however, reveals that Byron 

is not Indicting God at all. Byron viciously and 

Arthur A. Cohen and Marvin Halverson (eds.), A Hand
book of Christian Theology (Cleveland and New York; Meridan 
Books, The V;orld Publishing Co., 1958), p. 125. 
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systematically attacks various Christian teachings and 

ideas, but he has no quarrel with God. Through Cain Byron 

attempts to show that God does not cause problems for man, 

but that man attempting to divine God's will misinterprets 

God. Byron is reacting against the outward forms of re

ligion, and not its substance. It may be that Byron is 

anti-religious, but he is pro-God. His existentialism is 

much closer to Kierkegaard than it is to Nietzsche. 

Byron's religious viev:s are confusing because they 

are unorthodox, and further confusion arises because of the 

mystical quality in Byron. He has a sensitivity and a 

depth of feeling which occasionally overflovjs in powerful 

emotion. Childe Harold has a profound mystical experience 

when he is in the Swiss Alps; he is at the edge of Lake 

Leman, and he feels his kinship with nature. To fail to 

recognize the mystical and religious elements in Byron's 

poetry is to misunderstand the poet. 

There are some interesting religious parallels between 

Byron and some modern writers and theologians. James 

Baldwin, a contemporary existential writer, appears to 

attack and reject God in his play Blues for Mister Charlie. 

In actuality, Baldwin is attacking the modern Church which 

has so twisted and distorted God that He is hardly recog

nizable. Camus takes a similar approach in The Stranper, 

One of the most significant theologians of the twen

tieth century, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, offers an existential 
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theology which includes ideas inherent in Byron's philos

ophy, Bonhoeffer says that man has "come of age,"^ and that 

the individual is capable living and acting in an independ

ent manner, Bonhoeffer believes that the vjorld needs and 

demands what he calls "religionless Christianity."3 The 

forms of religion have often become superfluous, and are a 

hindrance to individual faith. Bonhoeffer challenges man 

to assume responsibility, and to act in his faith. Bon

hoeffer's existential philosophy closely parallels Byron's. 

Byron's religious views paralleled the religious viev/s 

of tv70 other modern existential theologians. Malcolm Boyd 

and Bishop Ja'nes Pike see the danger of outmoded forms, 

practices, and ideas, so they attack the Church in their 

search for truth and meaning. Existentialism is a philos

ophy of rebellion. Lord Byron, Malcolm Boyd, and Bishop 

Pike are existential rebels. 

From a consideration of the existential nature of 

Byron's religious vievrs, it is logical to consider his exis

tential approach to time. Byron explores time through 

Childe Harold and Manfred, From an existential standpoint, 

time is important to Childe Harold because time has a quan

titative effect on his life. Time also has a qualitative 

^Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers From Prison 
(London and Glasgow; Fontana Books, Collins Clear-Type 
Press, 1953), PP. 106-110. 

^Ibid,, pp, 90-93. 



60 

effect on Childe Harold when he views time as an avenger 

and a healer. Byron's concept of time is more vividly 

articulated by Manfred who sees time as actions. Byron's 

position on time is consistent with existentialism. 

The problem of time fuses with the problems of life 

and death, and the problem of life and death rests at the 

center of existentialism. In The Myth of Sisyphus Albert 

Camus says; 

There is but one truly serious philo
sophical problem, and that is suicide. 
Judging whether life is or is not worth 
living amounts to ansv7ering the funda
mental question of philosophy.^ 

The existentialist is a man of action, and the first and 

most Important action he must decide on is vrhether he v/ants 

to live or die; everything proceeds from this decision. 

On the question of life or death, once again Byron's 

views and existentialism are indistinguishable. Because 

life is important to Byron, death is also important; and 

Byron's heroes take a definite stand on the life/death 

dilemma. Childe Harold surveys all of the ambiguities and 

problems of life, and decides that life does have value. 

Manfred assumes command of his life, and desires release 

from all the suffering and pain of living. At one point 

Manfred attempts to commit suicide, but he is thvjarted by 

^Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus (New York: Vintage 
Books, Alfred A. Knopf, Inc. and Random House, Inc., 1955), 
p. 3. 
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the Chamois Hunter. Manfred wants to die, but when the 

Spirit tries to entice him into an early death, Manfred 

defies the Spirit, In a profoundly existential manner, 

Manfred refuses to give up jurisdiction over his life, even 

when death is imminent. 

Cain is preoccupied with death. He fears death, and 

reacts against the idea that death is pimishment for the 

actions of Eden. Cain resents the fact that someone or 

something has usurped the power of controlling man through 

death. Cain wants to live, and he wants to decide the 

question of life and death himself. 

In Don Juan Byron considers the life/death question, 

deciding that life is preferable. Byron appears to be 

fascinated by the unknovm quality of death, and the strange 

attraction man has for death. He wonders vihy he has an 

urge to jump \jhen he stands.on the edge of a cliff. It is 

not long, however, before Byron tires of speculating, be

cause he realizes that such speculations are ultimately 

futile; and he knovis that before too long he will find out 

if there is any substance to death. 

Existentialism is a way of approaching life. Exis

tentialists must be prepared to "live with the conse-

quences"^ of their decisions. Byron's heroes vividly 

^H. J. Blackham (ed.). Reality. Man and Existence; 
Essential Works of Existentir.lism (New York; Bantam Books, 
Doubleday and Co., Inc., 1965), P« H* 

file:///jhen
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display their existential bent both in the v;ay they ap

proach life, and in their willingness to "live with the 

consequences."6 m existential approach toward life, 

Byron's heroes are identical, but the consequences of that 

approach lead to quite different solutions to the problems 

of living. 

Childe Harold emerges from the torment of life as a 

mature and peaceful individual. He has learned to endure 

suffering and pain, and has saved himself from a living 

hell. Childe Harold's solution is a mystical union with 

nature which results in a strange existential fusion of 

pessimism and optimism. 

Manfred wanders through life crying for forgiveness 

and forgetfulness. He detaches himself from the world, 

and seeks nothingness. Manfred does not achieve Childe 

Harold's peace of mind, but he is no less existential. Cain 

is like Manfred in defiance and lack of peace. He fights 

society and religion, because escape for him is impossible. 

A peripatetic approach has been taken in this last 

chapter toward the question of the connection betvreen Lord 

Byron and existentialism. The value of juxtaposing Byron 

and existentialism remains to be considered. In a literal 

sense it vjould be a misnomer to call Byron an existentialist. 

^H, J. Blackham (ed.). Reality. Man and Existence: 
Essential Works of Existentialism (New York: Bantam Books, 
Doubleday and Co., Inc., 1965), P» H* 
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and yet in a figurative sense it would be a misnomer to call 

him anything else. The value of examining Lord Byron and 

his poetry from an existential viewpoint is quite simply to 

reveal another facet of an extremely complex thinker. Juxta

posing Lord Byron and existentialism may or may not be help

ful, but that part of Byron's philosophy v̂ hich fits neatly 

into existentialism must be considered in one V7ay or another. 

To ignore vjhat might be designated the existential Lord 

Byron is to ignore Lord Byron. To the purists who object to 

labeling Byron an existentialist, the v7ords of the Preacher 

can be directed; 

What has been is vzhat will be 
and vihat has been done is vihat 
will be done; „ 

and there is nothing new under the sun.^ 

^Herbert G. May and Bruce M. Metzger (eds.). The Holy 
Bible; The nvfnrd Annotated Bible (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1962), p. 805, verse 9. 
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