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The incredible rapidity of the composition of Beppo,
1
 its novelty of style (the ottava rima, irony and 

lightness of tone), its facetious narrator, the abrupt ending (“My pen is at the bottom of a page, /Which 

being finish’d, here the story ends”), the story itself, which debunks the myths of heroism and grandeur 

of Arthurian epics and has little in common with Childe Harold and the previous Oriental Tales, and 

the vivid presence of the author throughout the text, reveal a radical change in Byron’s literary creation 

and suggest the possibility of several levels of interpretation. 

 The purpose of this paper is to show that Beppo, a story known to be based on an amusing piece 

of gossip, is in fact closely connected with Byron’s own life and can be considered as an open letter to 

British censors, including his own wife Annabella, and as a message of liberation, both from a moral 

and a personal viewpoint. 

 Byron had only been an exile for a year when he wrote Beppo, which was both short enough for 

him to feel the “slings and arrows” of his rejection by his homeland and of his broken marriage, and 

long enough to familiarize himself with the Italian language and mores. In a word, he had distanced 

himself sufficiently to be both English and Italian, and to do away with his painful past while enjoying 

the present. Byron felt a new man and wanted to make it known. In March 1818, he wrote to John 

Murray that he wished to show he could “write cheerfully and repel the charge of monotony.” In 1817, 

he now lived in a country which seemed like paradise, with many advantages over England: the 

weather (he loved “to see the sun shine every day” (st.41), which permitted daily rides on autumn 

evenings among sceneries full of vines and wagons “reeling with grapes” (st.42), the light, the food (he 

liked to “dine on becaficas” (st.43), the language (he was no longer obliged to “hiss and spit and sputter 

all” (st.44), but here it sounded “as if it should be writ on satin.” (st.44) 

 His praise of Italy contrasts with his immediate undermining of all that he claimed to like about 

England, including its politics: “I like the Habeas Corpus (when we’ve got it)” (st.47). The scene of the 

poem is deliberately set at a time when Venice was not yet under Austrian rule. 

 Italian women, particularly the Venetian ones, represented a further advantage, and certainly not 

the least, considering that six stanzas
2
 are devoted to describing their beauty. Their “tints are truth and 

beauty at their best” (st.11), and he loved them all, from “the rich peasant cheek of ruddy bronze/ And 

large black eyes” to the “high dama’s brow […] / Heart on her lips, and soul within her eyes, / Soft as 

her clime, and sunny as her skies.” (st.45) 

 

 

                                                 
1: In 1816, Byron read Casti’s Novelle Galanti, his main source of inspiration, judging from Peter Vassallo’s 

analysis that shows how extraordinarily close several themes and aspects are in the two works. In August 1817, he 

heard the anecdote of Venetian life from Pietro Segati, then in September he read Frere’s Whistlecraft, and very 

shortly after, according to Jerome McGann’s study in Shelley and his Circle, wrote most of Beppo in two nights, on 

October 9-10, 1817. The poem was sent to Murray in January 1818 and published (anonymously) before the end of 

February. A real feat, considering the result. 

Peter Vassallo, Byron.The Italian literary influence, St Martin’s Press, New York, 1984, pp.52-63. 

Jerome McGann, Shelley and his Circle, 1773-1822, edited by Donald H. Reiman, associate editor Doucet Devin 

Fischer, volume VII, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1986, pp. 238-9.  

2: Stanzas 11, 12, 13, 15, 45 and 46. 
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Fig.1                                                             Fig.2 

Vigée-Lebrun,                                        Vivant-Denon, 

Countess Albrizzi                                   Countess Albrizzi 

 

 
 

Fig.3, Beppo Albizzi 

 

Byron’s frequent visits to the “conversazioni”, the salons of Countesses Benzoni and Albrizzi gave him 

first-hand knowledge of the Venetian way of life.
3
 Isabella Teotochi Albrizzi, born in Corfu in 1770, 

was by then a widow nearing her fifties. In 1792, Mme Vigée-Lebrun made a portrait of the “Madame 

de Stael of Venice”, as Byron nicknamed her [Fig.1], and Vivant-Denon, who was at the time her 

“cavalier servente”, has left us an etching of her [Fig.2]. Her son’s name, by the way, was Beppo.
4
 

[Fig.3] 

 Though Byron could meet “a lot of the learned”
5
 in these salons, as he wrote to Hobhouse in 

January 1818, his main focus of interest lay elsewhere: a month later, on March 3rd, he wrote, to 

Hobhouse again: “Madame Albrizzi’s Conversazioni are greatly improved, there have been some pretty 

women there lately.” Venetian women in Byron’s eyes were “like so many Venuses of Titian’s […] 

when leaning from a balcony, / Or stepp’d from out a picture by Giorgione” (st.11). 

 Byron felt overwhelmed by the power of the arts of painting or carving, compared to that of 

poetry: the representation of Italian beauty by Raphael or Canova (st.46) appeared to him as a real 

challenge: “in what guise, / Though flashing from the fervour of the lyre, / Would words describe thy 

past and present glow, / While yet Canova can create below?” 

 He was fascinated by the portrait of a woman he saw at Manfrini’s Palace: 

 

  … but such a woman! Love in life! (st.12) 

                                                 
3: Countess Benzoni inspired a love song, “La biondina in gondoletta”, that became popular all over Europe. 

4: In his notes on Beppo on his website, Peter Cochran informs us that Beppi was the nickname of another cavalier 

servente of hers, Giuseppe Rangone. 

5: Letter to John Cam Hobhouse, January 23rd 1818; BLJ VI 8. 
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  A thing that you would purchase, beg, or steal (st.13) 

 

 Peter Cochran, in his work on Beppo,
6
 informs us that we are not sure whether the portrait Byron 

refers to is La Tempesta by Giorgione, [Fig. 4] or Triple Portrait, attributed to Titian [Fig.5]. In his 

letter of April 14th, 1817 to John Murray,
7
 Byron mentioned another portrait, “centuries old”: 

 

        
 

Fig.4, Giorgione, La Tempesta                              Fig.5, Giorgione, Triple Portrait 
 

“I never saw greater beauty – or sweetness or wisdom – it is the kind of face to go mad for – 

because it cannot walk out of its frame”8 

 

This is a puzzling reason, which can be given two contradictory interpretations: a chauvinistic one: the 

less a woman can get around, and talk, and risk causing mischief, the better. Or an expression of 

uncontrollable desire, all the more intense as it is thwarted. Besides being unattainable but always 

available to be seen and admired, this woman will retain her beauty for ever – a sound love investment, 

“to go mad for” indeed! In the same letter to John Murray, Byron wrote about “a portrait of Ariosto by 

Titian (Fig. 6) surpassing all my anticipation of the power of painting – or human expression – it is the 

poetry of portrait − & the portrait of poetry.” In this case, Ariosto’s strong presence on the canvas 

seems to abolish the distance of time and death: 

 

 
 

Fig.6, Titian (thought to be Ariosto) 

                                                 
6: http://petercochran.wordpress.com/ (note 46). 

7: Byron to Murray, April 14th 1817; BLJ V 212-13. 

8: BLJ V 213. 
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 It is also a refusal of death that Byron advocates in stanzas 17 and 18 when he says, after 

mentioning Shakespeare’s Othello, that adultery is not to be considered any more as such a terrible sin: 

Italian husbands, “these much more jolly fellows” (st.18), no longer “smother women in a bed of 

feather” (st.18), and would find it absurd to “suffocate a wife no more than twenty” (st.17), especially 

if she is a fair Venetian lady. 

 Tony Tanner, in Venice Desired,
9
 p.46, comes to the conclusion that “the main question, […] the 

question of the whole poem is what should be the mode and manner of our response […] to two 

phenomena inseparable from sexuality – infidelity and jealousy.” 

 The same theme is central to Orlando Furioso, the enchanting poem of 1516 by Ariosto, a poet 

Byron greatly admired. It is indeed jealousy that “infuriates” Orlando, here illustrated by Alexandre 

Colin (Fig. 7) in 1823,
10

 and makes this noble and invincible hero lose his mind, on finding out that his 

beloved Angelica, whom he has been looking for all over the world, loves another. Orlando tears up his 

clothes, wanders about the countryside for three months, raving mad and completely naked, uproots all 

the trees in a forest and ferociously kills all the shepherds, villagers and animals he may encounter. All 

innocent, just like Desdemona. 

 

 
 

Fig.7, Alexandre Colin, Orlando Furioso 

 

 How sensible then of Beppo to avoid such pitfalls, and to be satisfied with getting back “his 

wife, religion, house, and Christian name” (st.97), after placidly borrowing “the Count’s smallclothes 

for a day”. (st.98). Far more civilised! 

 

 
 

Fig.8, Alexandre Colin, Childe Harold 

 

                                                 
9: Tony Tanner, ch.2, « Lord Byron : A Sea Cybele », Venice Desired, Blackwell, Oxford, 1992. 

10: Œuvres de Tressan, vols. V-VIII, Paris, Firmin-Didot, 1823, 12 engravings from drawings by Colin. 
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 In Missolonghi, In September 2009, my paper, based on a watercolour of Childe Harold, (Fig.8) 

dealt with Byron and Alexandre Colin, (1798-1875), a romantic painter, and a friend of Delacroix‘s 

and Bonington’s. We know that the corresponding engraving, together with nineteen others, was 

published by Audot in Paris in 1833, then by Charles Tilt in London.
11

 The unexpected discovery of a 

second watercolour (Fig.9) in April 2010, by the same artist, and corresponding to the same series of 

illustrations, resulted in my being here today with a paper on Beppo. I happened to find [Fig.10] the 

preparatory drawing for this watercolour last month in Paris. 

 

 
 

Fig.9, Alexandre Colin, Beppo                                   Fig.10, Ibid (sketch) 

 

In the scene Colin chose to depict, [Fig.9] Laura, far from showing any guilt in this awkward situation, 

is comfortably seated, and in spite of his six-year tribulations, Beppo has not been offered a chair. 

What engrosses her attention is the beautiful shawl he has brought back from Aleppo, which, she no 

doubt hopes, will soon adorn her lovely neck. Beppo’s “beard of amazing growth” (st.91) and “queer 

dress” (st.93) also witness of Colin’s faithfulness to Byron’s text. But he added two interesting details: 

the dog, which unlike Laura, immediately recognizes Beppo and displays great joy at seeing him, is 

reminiscent of Ulysses’s return to Ithaca in the Odyssey. And the young black boy carrying a silver tray 

on the left, is not mentioned in the poem: the first line of stanza 91 says “They enter’d, and for coffee 

call’d – it came”. Colin, during his frequent visits to Italy, and particularly to Venice in the 1820s, had 

seen a great number of paintings by old masters in churches and palaces, and had made copies of them, 

with a preference for Titian and Veronese. Such young African pages are represented in an amazing 

number of paintings of the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. A visit to the Louvre amply 

proves it, with works by Johann Liss, Guido Reni, Nicola Bertuzzi, Sebastiano Ricci, 

GiambattistaTiepolo and especially four paintings by Veronese, including the monumental Marriage of 

Cana of 1562 [Fig.11] and [Fig.12, detail].
12

 It was highly fashionable for a lady, particularly in Venice 

in the eighteenth century, to have such an exotic companion until they became too old (16 or 17) and 

were sent back. 

 

                                                 
11: Œuvres de Lord Byron, Gravures à l’eau-forte, par Réveil, d’après les dessins de A.Colin. Paris, Audot, 1833. 

(And : Historical illustrations of Byron’s Works in a series of etchings, by Reveil, from original paintings, by A. 

Colin, London, Charles Tilt, 1833, also printed by Fain, in Paris. 

12: Johann Liss, La mort de Cléopâtre, 1622-4; Guido Reni, L’enlèvement d’Hélène, 1629; Nicolo Bertuzzi, Mané, 

Thecel, Pharis : le festin de Balthazar, 1760; Sebastiano Ricci, Suzanne devant Daniel, 1725-6; Giambattista 

Tiepolo, Le festin d’Antoine et Cléopâtre, 1746; Véronèse, Esther et Prométhée/ Les Pélerins d’Emmaus, 1559/ 

Les Noces de Cana, 1562-1563/ Le repas chez Lévi, 1573. 
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 Fig.11, Veronese, The Marriage at Cana                               Fig.12, Ibid (detail) 

 

 Colin may have drawn his inspiration from Veronese or Titian’s painting of 1523, Portrait of 

Laura de Dianti, where the mistress of the Duke of Este is shown next to a young black page. (Fig.13) 

In spite of his red dress in the watercolour, Beppo is not in disguise. Much has been said about the 

topsy-turviness associated with carnival time, and the shawl provides us with another fine example of 

it: in stanza 40, Byron describes the “cavalier servente” as a “supernumerary slave” who “carries fan 

and tippet, gloves and shawl.” At the end of the poem, (st.92) it is Beppo who is holding the shawl, 

thus becoming himself the “cavalier servente”, with lots of exciting stories to tell, and relegating the 

poor Count to the role of the husband. 

 

 
 

Fig.13: Titian, Laura de Dianti  

 

 Delusive appearances and innuendoes are some of Byron’s main sources of comic effects. 

Beppo’s wife is described thus in stanza 57: “Laura, when dress’d, was (as I sang before) / A pretty 

woman as was ever seen.” We may of course wonder what she looked like in the nude. The same 

process applies to the narrator’s voice in Beppo, which Drummond Bone defines as being “man-of-the-

worldish – that of a knowing connoisseur”.
13

 Actually, the English narrator, “A broken Dandy lately on 

[his] travels” (st.52), addresses his English “gentle” reader (st.50) in ways that differ considerably from 

one stanza to another.  

 Apparently, he displays great modesty and politeness: “humbly I would recommend” (st.8), “if 

you please” (st.21), “with all due deference” (st.38), he apologizes if he happens to be too 

                                                 
13: Drummond Bone, « Tourists and Lovers: Beppo and Amours de Voyage”, The Byron Journal n° 28, 2000, p.15. 
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straightforward: “I don’t mean to be coarse, but …” (st.9), acts as a tourist guide and delivers cultural 

tips: about a painting in a museum: “see it, if ye will” (st.11), and “It may perhaps be also to your zest” 

(st.12), he gives some information: during Carnival, “You may put on whate’er / You like” (st.5), 

explanations:” And that’s the cause I rhyme upon it so” (st.12), some advice: “You’d better walk about 

begirt with briars” (st.4), and even warnings: do this “Or by the Lord! A lent will well nigh starve ye” 

(st.8), and “take heed, ye Freethinkers!” (st.3). He also confides in the reader, disclosing that a lady he 

knew “was nought to him “(st.84). 

 But “what kind of face / may lurk beneath each mask”? (st.64)  When unmasked, the narrator 

turns out to be a different person altogether, and his courtesy seems in fact to be a brilliant mask for the 

author’s insolence and irony. As a man, he sometimes sides with the men he addresses, for example 

when he comments upon women as a whole: “And what is there they will not choose, / If only you will 

but oppose their choice?” (st.30)
14

 and, at other times, he ironically advocates leniency as he speaks on 

behalf of women: “And really if a man won’t let us know/ That he’s alive, he‘s dead or should be so.” 

(st.35) 

 He pretends to disapprove of adultery: “Although, God knows, it is a grievous sin” (st.36), but 

two stanzas later, he asserts married women “should preserve the preference / In tête-à-tête” (st.38), he 

frightens the reader by mentioning the risk of getting his bones boiled in a cauldron if he disguises 

himself as a friar (st.4), he taunts him by describing Venice as a lively city teeming with gondolas 

shooting along the canals where people spend their time in enjoyable occupations: “For sometimes they 

contain a deal of fun” (st.20), he indulges in political criticism of England: the numerous taxes, 

expensive coal (st.48), the Tories and the suspension of the Habeas Corpus in 1817 (st.47). He 

frequently manipulates the reader by means of a witty language full of contradictory terms: Laura “Was 

deem’d a woman of the strictest principle, / So much as to be thought almost invincible” (st.26). He 

also frustrates him by rousing his curiosity then failing to satisfy it: “and more / Than I have time to tell 

now, or at all” (st.10), and lastly, under the pretext of indifference to critics, though he has abundantly 

jeered at them, he even asserts some insolent laziness in the art of rhyming, claiming to have chosen 

the name of Laura because “it slips into (his) verse with ease” (st.21), and to take for a rhyme “The first 

that Walker’s Lexicon unravels” (st.52). 

 In Beppo, Byron obviously takes the liberty of expressing his own, autobiographical message. In 

his letter to John Murray of April 14th, 1817, he exclaims: “I detest painting”, I am “disgusted with 

Rubens and his eternal wives” (he does not say “women”), which leads us to Annabella and the 

numerous lines in the story that openly refer to his past matrimonial troubles: women in England are 

“chilly” (st.49) and partings, he writes, are often pathetic, “or ought to be” (st.28). Love is a dangerous 

venture that ends in “Elopements, broken vows, and hearts, and heads” (st.16), but in Italy such “little 

slips” (st.24) as adultery can be resolved in a much more simple way: if you are “weary of the 

matrimonial tether”, you just take another wife, “or another’s” (st.18). Isn’t it better than all the 

“damage and divorces” (st.37) that prevail in “Old England”? Turkish women may be kept in harems, 

but at least “these beauties are no “Blues” (st.72), they do not read any “religious novels, moral tales 

and strictures […] Nor deal (thank God for that!) in mathematics.” (st.78). Personal matters should 

remain private, as the Count courteously suggests when Beppo reappears: rather than raising “a din”, 

“Such things, perhaps, we’d best discuss within” (st.90), which can be seen as an allusion to all the 

public turmoil about his marriage. Another obvious self-reference can be found in stanza 62, when the 

narrator, or rather Byron, exclaims about Fortune: “She gives us luck in lotteries, love, and marriage; / I 

cannot say that she’s done much for me yet.” 

 “Not yet”, but there remains some hope for the future. As for the past, as we have seen, the use 

of digressions full of autobiographical messages in Beppo may have permitted Byron to get even with 

it. In this “Venetian story”, he also pays tribute to Ariosto, by choosing to end his poem with lines 

directly borrowed from Orlando Furioso, chapter XXXIII, st. 128:
15

 

 
  But before I lead him (Astolfo) further, 

   [And] so as not to depart from my custom, 

  Since on all sides my page has been filled, 

   I want to end my canto [here], and have a rest. 

                                                 
14: Cf. Mazeppa, XII, ll.517-20 : « Untired, untamed, and worse than wild; / All furious as a favour’d child / 

Balk’d of its wish; or fiercer still – / A woman piqued – who has her will.” CPW IV 189. 

15: Orlando Furioso, canto XXXIII, st.128: 

“Ma prima che più inanzi io lo conduca, 

Per non mi dipartir dal moi costume, 

Poi che da tutti i lati ho pieno il foglio, 

Finire il canto, e riposar mi voglio. » 
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And Ariosto himself, in these lines, makes a reference to Boiardo, who writes in Orlando Innamorato, 

Canto X, stanza 61, “And this canto has come to the end of its page”.
16

 

 As a conclusion, in Beppo, Byron travels in time and space, refers to private and public matters, 

reveals his admiration for other artists, and also manages to express a personal grudge, but does so 

lightly and without any bitter resentment. In a conversation with Lady Blessington, he did mention “a 

sense of injustice rankling in the heart” of one who has been the victim of “slander and calumny”,
17

 

thereby losing his reputation. But he also found a new life and a new freedom in Italy, where, he said, 

“their circles are limited and social; they love or hate, but then they do their hating gently.”
18

 

                                                 
16: I wish to thank Olivier Feignier for giving me this piece of information. 

17: A Journal of the Conversations of Lord Byron with the Countess of Blessington (London, Richard Bentley & 

Son 1894), p.345. 

18: Ibid., p.167. 


