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When the narrator declares in the fourth canto of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage: “I stood in Venice, 
on the Bridge of Sighs,” he has already established himself as a Romantic subject. Thus, his 
dramatic spatial positioning and his temporal vision that can command “a thousand years” of 
Venice’s history at a “stroke,” mixing without contradiction the materially present “palace and ... 
prison,” the historically kneeling “Emperor” and the fictional “Shylock,” are no surprise to the 
reader who has witnessed this narrator’s growth into a transcendental presence, dominating all 
other identities in the poem. His discourse, in the face of the relentless universe of flux, is elegiac 
in the high style and, though full of cosmic ironies, without humour. 
     The narrator of “Beppo” is a very different type of subjectivity. In his discourse on Venice, he 
eschews prophetic vision in favour of close observation of the present and material; and he finds 
many pleasurable compensations despite the city’s—and his own—fallen state. Full of humour 
and rueful self-knowledge, he is not a transcendental subject but a specific personality speaking 
directly to a friend—perhaps of the same class and gender as himself—back in England. 
     These two narrative identities, whose contrast is highlighted by their poems’ proximity of 
composition and intersection of subject-matter, are partly a result of the stanza forms which 
generate them. Byron had attempted, in beginning Childe Harold, a different type of narrator, with 
a more limited, moralistic identity, which was to be opposed and completed by the poem’s 
protagonist (a dynamic relationship achieved successfully only later in Don Juan). But the long 
stanzas, 92 syllables on average, encourage similarly long sentences and these in Byron’s 
hands, whether they favour structures of hypotaxis or parataxis, almost inevitably thicken 
description into reflection and personal expression as they progress towards their climactic final 
line. The extremely integrated pattern of the stanza’s rhyme scheme also conspires to construct 
the narrator’s utterances as vatic, vast in scope but pulled together by an inner logic.  
     Although the ottava rima of “Beppo” is only one line shorter than the Spenserian stanza of 
Childe Harold, it is a much more disjunct structure, allowing for briefer utterances more directly 
resembling the contingencies of speech and verbal thought. The undercutting of the developed 
section of the stanza by its shorter, pithier ending encourages humour, scepticism and dialogism. 
In this poem’s narrator is found the first poetic representation of that “other” Byronic identity 
evident in so many of his letters: the tolerant, amused, cynical but good-tempered man of the 
world. Though he is similar to Don Juan’s narrator, he is somewhat easier to pin down despite the 
famed Byronic mobility, because the poet had not yet discovered all the stops on his stanzaic 
instrument. In the later poem he worked out how to play many additional notes, even, at times, 
the transcendental ones of Childe Harold.  
     This paper will investigate the relationship between stanza form and narrator’s identity in the 
Venice stanzas of “Beppo” and Childe Harold. In the process, it will distinguish between what the 
stanza’s history of usage and what its actual structure contribute, taking into consideration 
Rueven Tsur’s caveat that pure forms are usually “double-edged.” 
 


