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‘A new book by Jerome McGann is an event, though there have been
many such events over his long career. Buta new book by him about
Byron is a special kind of event. No other scholar has done as much
for Byron as McGann has, and few living scholars as much for any
single author as he has done for Byron. This book marks a kind of
return to origins since, like McGann’s first book, Fiery Dust, this
one focuses on Byron’s work before Don Juan. The new emphasis,
however, falls on Byron’s relationship to language and poetic craft
and on how it differs from that of his major contemporaries.
Playful, allusive, and itself ‘adverse,” McGann’s style in this book,
like Byron’s own, means to set our language free.’

James K. Chandler, William K. Ogden Distinguished Service

Professor, University of Chicago

“This is a book written with much of Byron’s own intelligence, wit,
and passion. It pays particular and welcome attention to the ‘dark’

poems which Professor McGann sees as ‘in some ways more impres-

sive than the ottava rima masterpieces’. It moves between very wide

perspectives and sustained, often dazzling, close reading helped by

his unrivalled knowledge of the textual history.’

Bernard Beatty, Senior Fellow in English, Liverpool University and
Editor of The Byron Journal 19872004

‘Take physic, cant. The words are nowhere, the command every-
where in Byron and McGann. The physic is philology: a word-
loving that embraces the cunning, ambivalence, and enthrallments
of language along with its beauties and benevolences. If words are
actions (and who today could doubt that), McGann’s ‘inner stand-
ing point’ (D. G. Rossetti) on Byron is as a sword that divides,
setting fiction against factitiousness, expressive contradiction
against the suavities of doublespeak. McGann’s ‘little book,’ as he
calls it, is a work of pity and rage; its perfectly measured disorders a
min(e)d-field to blast the pieties of the present. Go litel book... "
Marijorie Levinson, F. L. Huetwell Professor,
University of Michigan

‘Combative, liberatory, and dazzling, Byron’s poetics receive the
close attention they deserve in McGann’s beautiful book. Byron and
the Poetics of Adversity illuminates the full sweep of Byron’s poetic
experimentation and ruthless unveiling of his culture’s cherished
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illusions in poems such as Manfred, The Giaour, Lara, and Cain,
difficult poems often undervalued in favor of the poetic pyrotech-
nics of the epic Don Juan. McGann’s scholarly and playful close
readings of the full range of Byron’s ‘perversifications’ and their
‘disastered heroes’ reveal new dimensions of what made these
poems both scandalous and brilliant, and how they engaged with
leading writers of the age like Blake and Goethe.’

Adriana Craciun, Emma MacLachlan Metcalf Chair of Humanities,

Boston University

Jerome McGann shows that Byron’s “treasonous” attitude to
poetry, his “perversification,” his unfit and shifty tones, his
Blakean refusal of invariable aesthetic systems, his “spoiler’s art”
is as pertinent now as it was 200 years ago. By repeatedly exposing
the shibboleths of lyric and Romantic verse culture, McGann’s
sweeping advocacy of Byron’s inventive, performative, rhetorical,
and adversive genius is a defense of poetry for our time as well.
Charles Bernstein, Donald T. Regan Professor, Emeritus, of English
and Comparative Literature, University of Pennsylvania

‘Byron and the Poetics of Adversity is a genuinely revolutionary
book in which Professor McGann returns to the textual entangle-
ments of Byron’s prosody and looks afresh at the two phases of
Byron’s poetic career in 1808-16 and 1817-24. Seven brilliant,
compelling essays trace the poetic offensives that connect The
Giaour, The Corsair, Lara, The Siege of Corinth, shorter lyrics
and Manfred with the offensive poetics of Don Juan. Identifying
practical criticism as the vital, oppositional act which Byron’s
poetry commits on its readers and demands from them, this bold
and provocative study goes back to where all the ladders start — in
close readings of some of the most perverse lines in Romantic period
poetry.’
Jane Stabler, Professor of Romantic Literature,
University of St Andrews
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Byron and the Poetics of Adversity

A long line of traditional, often conservative, criticism and
cultural commentary deplored Byron as a slipshod poet. This
pithy yet aptly poetic book, written by one of the world’s
foremost Romantic scholars, argues that assessment is badly
mistaken. Byron’s great subject is what he called “Cant,” the
habit of abusing the world through misusing language.
Setting up his poetry as a laboratory to investigate failures
of writing, reading, and thinking, Byron delivered sharp crit-
ical judgment on the costs exacted by a careless approach to
his mother tongue. Perspicuous readings of Byron alongside
some of his Romantic contemporaries — Burns, Blake,
Wordsworth, Coleridge, Shelley — reveal Byron’s startling
reconfiguration of poetry as a “broken mirror” and shattered
lamp. The paradoxical result was to argue that his age’s
contradictions, and his own, offered both ethical opportun-
ities and a promise of poetic — broadly cultural — emancipa-
tion. This book represents a major contribution to ideas
about Romanticism.

Jerome McGann is Professor Emeritus in the Department of
English at the University of Virginia. He is the editor of
Byron’s Complete Poetical Works (seven volumes, 1980—
1993) and is one of the leading authorities on Romanticism
and its aftermath. This book is a major addition to his influ-
ential argument for a “Literature of Knowledge,” which he
first outlined in his 1989 Clark Lectures (Trinity College,
Cambridge) and Carpenter Lectures (University of Chicago).
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The ethical responsibility to object.
Barry Lopez, Horizon
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