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“Hail to the Pilgrim  
of Eternity”
Eric Andersen and Lord Byron

by Gregory Dowling

Eric Andersen’s album is an intriguing late example of the 
phenomenon that has been known since Byron’s own time as 
“Byromania”. Probably no English-language poet, with the natu-
ral exception of Shakespeare, has been so passionately admired, 
homaged and imitated – and often by other important artists. In 
some cases (see the Brontë sisters, for example) it seems not so 
much a question of literary influence as of personal obsession. 
Remaining in the field of literature, his influence spread far be-
yond the shores of his own country, inspiring such major figures 
as Goethe (who inserted a figure based on him into his Faust), 
Heine, Hugo, Lamartine, Pushkin... In the visual arts, painters 
like Turner, Géricault and Delacroix were obsessed with Byron. 
However, one could actually make the case that his influence was 
most strongly felt in the world of music. Over 40 operas have 
been based on his works, most notably by Donizetti, Rossini 
and Verdi; his poetry inspired symphonic works and songs by 
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such composers as Schumann, Tchaikovsky, Mendelssohn, and 
(perhaps most importantly) Berlioz. 

Byromania may have become less intense as the 19th century 
came to an end, but it never died away. A clear example is the 
passionate declaration of Stephen Dedalus in Joyce’s Portrait 
of the Artist as a Young Man that Byron is the greatest of all 
English poets. Other Modernists, in the wake of Eliot, tended to 
distance themselves from the Romantics, but Auden, who might 
actually be considered an early post-Modernist, was attracted 
to Byron precisely because of his apparently anti-romantic 
qualities, praising the easy colloquial tone of his satirical verse 
and describing him, in “Letter to Lord Byron”, as “master of 
the airy manner” (Auden, 1968: 58).

Auden could be said to have begun the general reappraisal of 
Byron whereby his lighter works – the satirical poems in ottava 
rima – began to be elevated over the brooding, dark narratives 
that had made him famous/notorious throughout Europe. Ironic 
Byron prevailed over Byronic Byron. 

Nonetheless, a certain cult of personality remained crucial. 
There has hardly been a decade since the early 20th century 
without the appearance of at least one major new biographical 
study of the poet. And, ever since the publication of Caroline 
Lamb’s novel Glenarvon (1816), Byron, whether under his own 
name or a borrowed name but no less recognisable for all that, 
has continued to make regular appearances in novels, plays, and, 
since at least the 1920s (Beau Brummel, 1924), in films. There 
is no getting away from it: Byron appeals not only because of 
his poetry but also because of his personality. Byron, in short, 
is glamorous. 

Eric Andersen makes no mystery of the fascination that 
Byron, both as personality and as poet, exerts on him. His 
introductory essay revels in the complexity of his character: 
he was “both a lyrical love poet and a writer of epic narratives 
as well as scathing satirist deriding establishment hypocrisy”; 

he was “the most famous, and infamous, writer of his time – 
a brilliant, rebellious, provocative and seductive anti-hero”. 
While providing a necessarily compressed account of the poet’s 
activities he succeeds in bringing out the full richness of his life, 
going well beyond the apparently simplistic notion of Byron as 
“the original Bad Boy of Rock” (to quote one of the paragraph 
headings). He manages to touch on numerous aspects of Byron’s 
character, without simplifying them, such as his determination 
“to challenge norms of hypocritical British aristocratic society”, 
his undeniably “risqué lifestyle” in sexual matters, his attempts 
to triumph over the “humiliating impediment” of his club-foot 
by “training himself as a boxer, fencer, pistol target shooter 
(who loathed killing animals), accomplished equestrian, glacial 
mountain climber, first-rate sailor and navigator”(the last two 
accomplishments are perhaps slightly exaggerated), and, most 
importantly, his commitment to “freedom from oppression”, 
which led to his joining the Greek struggle for independence, 
in which he met his death. 

There is clearly a rare passion behind Andersen’s engage-
ment with Byron’s poetry. As already indicated, numerous other 
composers have been inspired by Byron’s poetry, in particular 
during the 19th century. However, Andersen asks why it is that 
the poems that Byron clearly labelled as songs have “been vir-
tually ignored over the course of two hundred years by both 
the British and American folk traditional music scenes”. There 
are exceptions, of course; “So We’ll Go No More A-Roving” 
has attracted a number of songwriters, including Leonard Co-
hen (mentioned by Andersen) and Joan Baez, who recorded it 
in 1964, using a setting composed by the folk-singer Richard 
Dyer-Bennet nine years earlier. 

However, Andersen’s claim seems mainly true. “She Walks in 
Beauty”, probably Byron’s most famous lyric poem, was written 
specifically for music (for the composer Isaac Nathan), and 
Wikipedia lists eight composers who have composed settings 
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for it; however, Andersen’s version is the first that can be de-
scribed as a folk song. 

Andersen’s selection of songs is interestingly varied. Many of 
the poems he includes were clearly intended by Byron as songs 
(even declaredly so, as in “Song to Augusta”), but he has also 
chosen a selection of stanzas from Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage and 
the opening and concluding lines of “Darkness”, which, as the 
title forewarns us, is Byron’s grimmest and most sombre poem, 
composed in a stately blank verse. For this latter poem Ander-
sen chooses not to sing but to recite the lines to accompanying 
instrumental music; it is strangely potent, Andersen’s recitation 
conveying all the horror of Byron’s apocalyptic imagery. 

For the most part he has left the poems intact but in a few 
cases he “created matching stanzas to round out the final lyric 
into a song pattern”. Mostly the adjustments work well, but 
in a couple of cases (to this listener at least) the changes are 
disputable. For example, the lines added to “She Walks in 
Beauty” are perfectly acceptable, but the modification of the 
final line of the first stanza rather changes the meaning. Here 
are the lines as Byron wrote them: 

Thus mellow’d to that tender light
Which heaven to gaudy day denies.

This becomes in Andersen’s version:

Mellowed to that tender light
Which to heaven – gaudy day denies. 

Here it is heaven that is bereft of tenderness, rather than 
“gaudy day”, which rather goes against the overall message of 
the lyric, whose intention is to praise the beauty of both the 
night and the woman. 

“Mingle with the Universe” is for the most part a highly 

effective rendering of the final section of Childe Harold’s Pil-
grimage, one of Byron’s most powerful pieces of reflective 
verse. However, one of the redactions (as Andersen calls it) in 
the last stanza leaves a sentence mysteriously truncated. Here 
are Byron’s lines:

And if the freshening sea
Made them a terror – ‘twas a pleasing fear,
For I was as it were a child of thee.

These become:

And if the freshening sea
A child of thee – to something oh so dear...

This is cryptic, to say the least. It seems a pity to me, because 
on the whole Andersen’s version of this section of Byron’s med-
itative poem succeeds in conveying the full power of the poet’s 
reflections; his use of the phrase “Mingle With the Universe” 
as a haunting and hypnotic refrain is particularly compelling.

The two original songs that Andersen decided to write for 
the album, “Hail to the Curled Darling” and “Albion”, are es-
pecially interesting. The motive, as he puts it, was “to describe 
in song some aspects of Lord Byron’s life and travels, writing 
habits, normal days, and not-always-so-normal nights”. He 
chooses to adopt extended stanza forms, with interweaving 
rhyming schemes that recall the ottava rima and Spenserian 
stanzas of his most acclaimed narrative poems, Don Juan and 
Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage. For the first of these longer songs, 
Andersen takes a phrase from one of Byron’s letters (writing to 
his friend and biographer, the Irish poet, Thomas Moore), in 
which, at the age of 33, he recalls how he used to react to harsh 
criticism: “after all, what a fool I am to disquiet myself about 
such fellows! It was all very well ten or twelve years ago, when 
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I was a ‘curled darling,’ and minded such things” (Marchand, 
1978: 250; Byron himself borrowed the phrase from Othello).

This ironic self-description suits the mood of Andersen’s 
poem, which gives an exuberant and spirited account of Byron’s 
life and loves, from his boyhood in Newstead Abbey to his heroic 
death in Greece. The song contains no direct quotations from 
the poetry but, with its deliberately attention-calling rhymes 
(“sister”, “kiss her”, “miss her”; “unfurled”, “world”, “hurled”, 
“curled”; “scandals”, “candles”), it evokes the tone as well as 
the wit of Don Juan. 

The other wholly original song, “Albion”, comes immedi-
ately after the vigorously melancholy lament, “Childe Harold’s 
Farewell”, and, as its title might suggest, reflects on Byron’s 
status as exiled Englishman. The song of exile here becomes 
a song of defiance, with Byron, in the first person, responding 
ebulliently to his critics: Andersen succeeds in including a 
great number of the scandalous aspects of Byron’s life that had 
shocked respectable England, from homosexuality to incest, 
from the blasphemy of his play Cain to his admiration for Na-
poleon. The last stanza takes us again to Greece, where Byron 
caustically lambasts Elgin’s theft of the Parthenon marbles (“a 
squalid tale of horror”), concluding with the triumphant line, 
“But who wouldn’t trade a poem one time – to become the 
King of Greece!” (It has, indeed, been suggested – though I 
think rather fantastically – that had he lived Byron might have 
been offered the crown of the new nation.) 

In conclusion, while there are one or two moments in this 
album that pedantic scholars (like myself) might squabble over, 
there is no denying the Byronic energy and passion – and, not 
least important, the wit – that have fueled it. As a lover of By-
ron’s poetry myself, I am happy to join in the toast with which 
Andersen concludes his introductory essay, raising “a brimming 
goblet to the soaring spirit of the curled darling. Hail to the 
Pilgrim of Eternity!”.
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