Tribute to Lord Byron

The political, humanitarian and religious aspects of the Greek Revolution made a strong appeal to the West and strengthened the Philhellenic movement, which had appeared in Western Europe in the early 19th c. The struggle of Greeks for freedom set on fire the romantic imaginations of poets and painters and many foreign intellectuals, humanists and wealthy philanthropists living abroad, funded and supported the cause.
For the Greeks, Philhellenism is epitomized in the face of Lord George Gordon Byron; a nobleman and a poet whose vision helped bring into being a new nation and who inspired Europe to support Greece’s freedom. Through his poetry and his attitudes he shaped the way his European contemporaries saw Greece. After all, that is what great artists do. Isn’t it? Change our perspective and make us look at things in a new way. Before Byron, Europeans looked at Greece only through the lens of antiquity. And so did he during his first visit to Greece in 1809, which was part of a long journey to the East, a journey which at the time had been established as part of a young nobleman’s education. 
The site of the plundered Parthenon by Lord Elgin infuriated and pained the young, romantic Byron who chastised his compatriot in The Curse of Minerva. 
The Curse of Minerva  (The Curse of Athena):
Θαμπό είναι το μάτι που δεν δακρύζει όταν βλέπει

Τους τοίχους σου παραμορφωμένους, τα παλαιωμένα ιερά σου που αφαιρέθηκαν

Από βρετανικά χέρια, που καλύτερα έπρεπε να φυλάξουν εκείνα τα λείψανα που

Ποτέ δεν θα επιστραφούν.

Καταραμένη να είναι η ώρα που από το νησί τους ξεκίνησαν

Και για μια ακόμα φορά το άτυχο σου στέρνο ξέσκισαν,

Και άρπαξαν τους συρρικνωμένους σου θεούς προς μισητά βόρεια κλίματα.

During that first trip to Greece, Byron fell in love with the country and its people. “If I am a poet, the air of Greece has made me one” he wrote to his sister. He travelled extensively, learned to speak the language and made friends with the “Souliotes” and with the new generation of Greek leaders. He saw the natural beauty of Greece with a fresh eye and through his poetry he forced the condition of modern Greece upon the imagination and conscience of Europe: Greece as revealed through his poems was no longer a shadow of its former glory; rather a passionate and colorful world that was still alive. 

The stanzas are from his descriptions of the Greek landscape in Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, his epic poem which established Byron in the literary circles of London after its publication in 1812.
He writes about the village Zitsa in Epirus: 

Ω Ζίτσα, από τον σύδεντρο και φουντωτό σου λόφο 
χαριτωμένο και ιερό προβάλλει μοναστήρι. 
Εκείθε οπού και αν ρίξουμε το βλέμμα, επάνω, κάτω, 
τριγύρω μας, τι χρώματα κάθε λογής, τι τόποι
… και ένας γαλάζιος ουρανός δίνει αρμονία σ΄ όλα.
              
In The Corsair, he exalts the beautiful sunset on the mountain picks of the Peloponnese: 


Στον Μωριά τα κορφοβούνια, πορφυρά ντυμένος κάλλη
Αργοκατεβαίνει ο ήλιος μεσ΄της δύσης την αγκάλη.
Όχι, οι λάμψεις του δεν είναι θαμπερές όπως στις χώρες
Του Βορρά, μα φεγγοβόλες, διάφανες και χρυσοφόρες.

In The Island, Byron writes:

Τι όμορφη ολόκληρη τούτη  η Γη η ορατή
Τι θαυμαστή στη δράση της μα και στην ύπαρξη της.  
As the news of the Greek uprising spread in Europe, Byron felt compelled to help the country he had come to love in tangible ways: 

Οι νεκροί ξυπνήσανε, κι εγώ θα κοιμάμαι;

O κόσμος πολεμάει τους τυράννους του 
Κι εγώ θα σκύψω το κεφάλι;

Τα στάχυα είναι ώριμα, θα διστάσω να θερίσω;

Δεν κλείνω μάτι. Τα’ αγκάθια διαπερνάνε το στρώμα μου.

Κάθε μέρα μια σάλπιγγα αντηχεί στ’ αυτιά μου,

Κι η ηχώ της φτάνει μέσα στην καρδιά μου…

He joined and was elected president of the “London Greek Committee” in May of 1823 and a month later he was sailing back to Greece on his chartered vessel “The Hercules.” He arrived at Kefalonia in the Ionian Islands where he spent his own money to refit the Greek fleet. Then he sailed for Messolonghi in Western Greece, arriving on December 29. In Messolonghi he was greeted by an ecstatic crowd which flooded the port under the salute of the canons of the Greek fleet.
He threw himself wholeheartedly into the cause: 
“I will stand by the cause as long as my health and circumstances will permit me to be supposed useful” he declared. He sold his property in England and had all the proceeds sent out to him to pay the Greek fleet and the troops. He began to organize the European Philhellenes into an artillery brigade under his command and started preparing an attack on the nearby Turkish fortress in Nafpaktos.
At the same time, he played an important political role through his efforts to reduce the frictions that had developed among the different factions within Greece and threatened the outcome of the revolution.  The Greek leaders such as Odysseus Androutsos, Alexandros Mavrokordatos even Kolokotronis, sought his counsel as it is evident from their correspondence.

His plans came to a halt when he developed high fever after being drenched by a rain-storm while he was riding outside the town. His condition deteriorated fast and within weeks his doctors realized that they could not save his life. He was only 36 years old. His friend, Pietro Gamba gives an account of his last days:
“He spoke of Greece, saying: I have given her my time, my means, my health- and now I give her my life! What could I do more?” 

On April 19, 1824, Messolonghi went into mourning and Byron’s death was followed by an outburst of widespread grief throughout Greece. Pietro Gamba writes: “He died in a strange land, and among strangers; but more loved, more sincerely wept, he could never have been, wherever he had breathed his last.”

Though the cause of death was not a bullet but a fever, Byron’s fame as a romantic hero, sacrificing himself in the cause of liberty, was secured forever.
Upon Byron’s death Dionysios Solomos, Greece’s national poet, wrote the “Ode to the death of Lord Byron.”  «Εις το Θάνατο του Λόρδου Βύρωνα». It consists of 166 stanzas and conveys the gratitude of the Greek people to the most famous philhellene who died for their cause.

I will read four stanzas:
Λευτεριά, για λίγο πάψε 

να χτυπάς με το σπαθί.

Τώρα σίμωσε και κλάψε

Εις του Μπάϊρον το κορμί.

Και κατόπι ας ακλουθούνε 

Όσοι επράξανε λαμπρά.

Αποπάνου του ας χτυπούνε

Μόνον στήθια ηρωϊκά.

Πρώτοι ας έλθουνε οι Σουλιώτες,

Και απ’ το Λείψανον αυτό

Ας μακραίνουνε οι προδότες,

Και απ’ τα λόγια όπου θα πω.

Ακου Μπάϋρον, πόσον Θρήνον

Κάνει ενώ σε χαιρετά,

Η Πατρίδα των Ελλήνων,

Κλαίγε,  κλαίγε,  Ελευθεριά.
                                                                           # # #

(Delivered by Elina Karmokolia and Magdalene Kantartzi, on the Greek Independence Day Celebration, on Sunday March 20, 2011). 
