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George Gordon, Lord Byron (1788-1824) was the last major Romantic poet, for many readers, especially in the nineteenth century, regarded Byron as the prototype of the Romantic poet, and many writers across the whole of Europe were influenced by his approach. 


Unlike some Romantics, Byron acted out a poet’s role to the fullest, to such an extent that it could be called his life’s work. He projected his image throughout the theatres of Europe; cultivating it rather more than his poetry. Its consequence is that his letters shine amongst the most brilliant in English literature.


Byron was heavily involved with contemporary social issues and became particularly well known for his verse satires. Don Juan (1819-24) is an adventure poem as well as an ongoing series of love stories. It begins with a shipwreck and continues by exploring the results that follow. Its essence is the restless and amorous adventures of a young Spaniard, but there are departures from the main plot line. So that Byron, as a narrator, can advance his own ideas on a range of subjects and can satirise many aspects of contemporary life and of his own contemporaries.


The character of Don Juan is a constant seeker of meaning rather than one who already knows the moral basis for his actions. Byron developed several Eastern and Turkish affinities while he was in Turkey and Greece. These affinities are still felt in his later poetry, particularly in his masterpiece “Don Juan”. The Turkish element of Don Juan is of quite a different nature. Since Byron’s memories of his Eastern experiences had almost faded by the time he wrote Don Juan, we can easily notice that the material in it is not the result of first hand experiences, but rather of Byron’s deep readings and observations of Turkish (Ottoman Empire) history and manners. Thus Byron’s attitude toward the East in Don Juan is calculated, slight, and satirical, a far cry from the passionate and obsessive attitude which we have seen in the Tales.


Having established the direction of Byron’s approach toward the Eastern material in Don Juan analysis of Eastern elements in his longest poem, which are concentrated in the fifth and sixth cantos and referred to in the seventh and eighth. We can say that Byron’s involvement with the East in Don Juan is mainly focused on the seraglio, the symbol of Eastern Power and fraud and the most powerful aspect of the Muslim East in the western imaginations.


It is obvious that Byron’s interest in the seraglio can be classified into two levels, social and political. At the social level, Byron clearly exposes the inhabitant of the seraglio - the Sultan, his favourite wife (Sultana Gülbeyaz), his maids and eunuch – and reveals the perverse patterns which characterize the relationships which exist among them, as well as those which they have with the outside world. This perversity is strongly felt in the dramatic encounter of Gülbeyaz and Don Juan, where the Sultan’s attitude toward his wives and the many maids in the harem reveals the most secretive part of the seraglio and the Ottoman Palace.


 At the political level, Byron seems to criticize the reckless, indifferent, and lustful master of the seraglio, and especially blames him for the catastrophic siege of Ismail which resulted in the death of thousands of innocent Turkish people. Moreover, this seraglio helps Byron launch his severest and unjust attack against the tyranny of the Sultan and Gülbeyaz1.


According to Byron, the Sultan and Gülbeyaz abuse the power invested in them by their people. Yet one has to keep in mind that Byron’s relentless fight against so-called Turkish tyrants, especially in the Greek Independence war against the Ottoman Empire, does not prevent him from appreciating and praising the courage and heroism of Turkish soldiers who die in the defence of their homes, and from making Juan, his hero, risks his life for the sake of saving Leila, the orphan Turkish child. It is the fact that Byron achieves an ultimate level of moral impartiality in his objective attitude toward the siege and subsequent destruction of the Turkish city of Ismail.


In fact, Byron condemns all kind of aimless wars and vain generals. Byron’s visit to Turkey and Greece, his tolerant nature, and his broad-mindedness toward the strange and unfamiliar have worked all together to shape his impartial, unbiased attitude toward the Turks.


Before we talk about Byron’s exposition of the complicated social life in the seraglio, and his psychological analysis of the characters of its inhabitants, it is vital for us to focus on the manner in which Juan, Byron’s hero, actually enters the Sultana’s palace – a place reserved for people of royal background or connections, or for the Sultan’s harem and eunuchs. This event takes us back to Istanbul’s slave-market in which the Eastern scenario of Don Juan begins. At the Istanbul slave-market Don Juan is displayed and finally sold to Baba2, the royal eunuch who does not waste much time in carrying his precious cargo to its destination. So, without knowing it, Juan finds himself inside the Sultan’s palace. As he is shoved from one corner of the palace to another, Don Juan realizes the degrading job for which Baba bought him. Scared and threatened by Baba’s threat of castration, Don Juan agrees to be dressed as one of the Sultan’s maids. In this disguise, Juan escapes the screening eyes of the gatekeepers of Gülbeyaz’s bedroom and is finally brought into her royal presence. Thus begins the encounter between Gülbeyaz, the despot, and Juan, the young man who insists on the freedom of his will. It is this encounter, which exposes the complexity of the social and sexual patterns of the palace. 


Ironically, the main reason behind this conflict is love, in which both Gülbeyaz and Juan are experts, but each in his own way. The problem is that Gülbeyaz, who thinks of Juan as her property, orders him to make love to her. “Christian, can’t thou love?” But the indignant young man rejects Gülbeyaz’s “order” and insists that love is only an act of free will.

Love is for the free!

I am not dazzled by this splendid roof;

Whatever thy power, and great it seems to be,

Heads bow, knees bend, eyes watch around a throne

And hands obey- our hearts are still our own. (CV cxxxii)


We can think of at least two ways of interpreting the conflict which arises between Gülbeyaz and Juan where the better rejects her sexual advances. McGann attributes Juan’s moral stand to his innocence(113). McGann also believes that it is only Juan who seems to believe in the genuineness of his motto “Love is for the free”(112).3 On the other hand, Gülbeyaz is unable to understand it because, all her life, she has been accustomed to being a tyrant, heard and obeyed, and thus like her husband she does not really know what freedom is.


In her first assault, Gülbeyaz orders Juan to sleep with her, an order which is strongly contrasted in his mind with the idyllic island experience with his beloved Haidee. Thus, strengthened by his beautiful memories and tortured by his slavery, Juan cries, and declares that though Gülbeyaz owns his flesh, she will never ever own his spirit. Although Juan’s tears affect Gülbeyaz to the extent of moistening her eyes, she is still set on going on with her plans.

And thus Gülbeyaz, though she knew not why,

Felt an odd glistering moisture in her eye. (Cv cxx)

Finally, she assaults Juan again, this time throwing herself desperately on him:

She rose, and pausing one chaste moment, threw

Herself upon his breast, and there she grew. (CV cxxx)

But Juan is still untouched, and he still believes in the freedom of the heart. Kindly, he takes Gülbeyaz off him, and proudly states that he will not become an object of “a Sultana’s sensual fantasy.”


Yet from this moment on, things begin to change. Gülbeyaz, who seems to have lost her charm and her “imperial” power, finally resorts to tears. Ironically, her tears work miracles; Juan, who had made up his own mind: could not resist a woman crying any longer. He is now ready to please her in any way she likes. But unluckily for Gulbeyaz, the Sultan has arrived at this very critical moment!


Manning reads Gülbeyaz and Juan’s encounter as a battle between the sexes, in which the male represents power and authority, and the female weakness and submissiveness (Manning, pp. 49-55). Juan reacts unfavourably to Gulbeyaz’s sexual advances, because at that stage of the love-game she is the man and he is the helpless woman: Juanna.


It is important to mention at this juncture that Gülbeyaz’s sexual encounter with Juan is one aspect of her complex character. In fact, it incites the reader to wonder about the authority of Byron’s characterization of Gülbeyaz. We say this because we know that Byron did not meet a real Sultana while he was in Istanbul, Turkey, simply because he could not have had access to the harem. Consequently, one would expect Byron’s description of Gülbeyaz to be far removed from reality and unconvincing. Naturally, Byron projects his knowledge of the feminine character on the Turkish feminine despot and that’s why Gülbeyaz is just like any other woman and is more life-like and appealing than Gülbeyaz the tyrant. Moreover, Byron seems to say that, Gülbeyaz is just like any other woman whose loveless marriage and indifferent husband does not satisfy her emotional and sexual needs.

Unfortunately, for Gülbeyaz, her latest affair with Juan does not work out in her favour, and his bold rejection of her advances made her realize that she is human too.


By making fun of Gülbeyaz’s irrational responses to Juan’s startling rejection, Byron achieves a high score in attacking Gülbeyaz the despot, who thinks that Juan is her property and that love is an order to be obeyed. Byron puts his hand at the heart of Gülbeyaz’s problem when he attributes her lack of sympathy and human feelings to the fact that she has never had to share them with anyone in her royal isolation, Gülbeyaz the despot takes over Gülbeyaz the woman in need of love and directs her behaviour:

Having no equals, nothing which had eès

Infected her with sympathy till now,

And never having dreamt what ‘twas to bear

Aught of a serious, sorrowing kind, although

There might arise some pouting petty care

To cross her brow, she wonder’d how so near

Her eyes another’s eye could shet atear. (CV cxix)


Another important aspect of Gülbeyaz, the passionate woman, is her rather perverse relationship with her husband, the Sultan. Although she is supposed to be a model to her maids and a symbol of chastity and faithfulness to her husband, Gülbeyaz is just the opposite. She finds in her husband’s age, other wives, and many maids a good excuse to satisfy her sexual appetite away from the marital bed. In fact, she violates the Turkish moral code and even risks her life by instructing Baba to buy her male-slaves and disguise them as maids of the Sultan.

Gülbeyaz and her lord were sleeping, or

At least one of them – Oh the heavy night

When wicked wives, whole we same bachelor

Lie down in a dungeon to sign for the light

Of the grey morning, and look vainly for 

Its twinkle through the lattice dusky quite

To toss, to humble, dove, revive, and quake

Lest their too lawful bed fellow should wake. (CVI xxiv)


Finally, one can say that Byron’s treatment of Gülbeyaz’s complex character is that of the gentle satirist. Although he attacks Gülbeyaz’s selfishness, cruelty, and inhumanity, Byron does that gently and even sympathetically! Steffan claims Byron’s softening of his attack on Gülbeyaz’s tyranny, suggests that Byron is more interested in developing the satiric farce in the seraglio episode than in analysing “the plight of the oppressed individual”(211).


Byron skilfully uses the Sultan’s sudden appearance at Gülbeyaz’s bedroom to move Juan (known as Juanna) into the Oda (where the maids sleep), as well as to ridicule the Sultan himself.


Byron shrewdly observes the behaviour of these maids. He very easily discovers their despair, restlessness, and fear of the future. Byron aptly compares the maids to caged birds, but unlike the birds which beat for air, the maids beat for the love of one man, the insatiable Sultan:

Back to their chambers, those long galleries

In the seraglio, where the ladies by 

Their delicate limbs, a thousand bosoms there

Beating for love, as the caged birds for air. (CVI xxvi)


Furthermore, the maids suffer from the repression of their energies, particularly the sexual desires. That’s why Katinka, for example, always dreams of men, and sees ghosts of Giaours “upon each of the four posts” of the Oda.


But, let us leave the other maids in their numbers and turn our attention to the silently beautiful Dudu, who was asked by the matter of the maids to share her bed with Juanna (Don Juan). The first thing we easily recognise about Dudu is that she is not another Gülbeyaz; she is not as beautiful nor as resourceful, but she attracts Juan because of her silent beauty.

… while Dudu’s form 

Look’d more adopted to be put to bed,

Being somewhat large, and languishing, and lazy.

Yet of a beauty that would drive you crazy. (CVI xli)


Dudu’s silent beauty, which Byron gently describes as “a soft landscape of mild earth” is so suddenly marred by her midnight screams which wake up the whole Oda. When questioned as to the reason for her crying, Dudu replies that it is because of a bad dream of being stung by a bee while trying to eat an apple, a dream that represents – as in the case of Katinka – her unconscious and repressed sexual desires.


To sum up this analysis of the maids’ behaviour and of Dudu’s character, we must point to the fact that Dudu, like any other maid, is a property of the Sultan. Thus, she has to wait till his highness wishes to honor her to be his bed-mate for a night or two. Besides that, she is a passive being-unable to understand herself, her environment, and her real needs.


One can not leave the Sultan’s palace without dwelling upon the character of Baba, the royal eunuch, and the worst example of the Sultan’s palaces perversity: involuntary impotence, or what Byron humorously calls “the third or the neutral sex”. (CVI cxvii) 


We first met Baba in the slave-market, where we would expect him to be a regular customer. Yet this time, Baba is running a special errand to please the taste of Gülbeyaz. After a thorough inspection of Juan, the object of his Sultana’s lastest whim, Baba decides that he is worth the money. And after closing the deal with the slave-merchant, Baba swiftly brings his invaluable merchandise to the royal palace. We feel that Baba’s main concern is to please his Sultana by performing his job to the best of his abilities. He does not hold any grudges against Juan. In general, Baba seems to enjoy his job.


Although Baba does not appear much in the Sultan’s palace scene, Byron has so vividly described his character that we tent to remember his shrewdness and his pragmatism in dealing with his whimsical Sultana. In fact, Baba, besides being an important part of the royal palace episode, is one of the best-described secondary characters in Don Juan.


 As mentioned earlier, Byron’s interest in the East in Don Juan is not limited to the exposition of the intricate and perverse social and sexual life in the Sultan’s palace. The Sultan’s palace influence is felt outside its secret galleries and conspicuously in the battlefield between the Turks and the Russians over the Turkish city of Ismail. In fact, Byron tries to say that it is the royal palace’s political corruption which particularly causes this war. Although Byron dedicates the eighth canto to attacking aimless, unreasonable wars and vain generals, he involves Juan in a series of generous actions toward Eastern men and women. These actions can be regarded as the best evidence of Byron’s moral impartiality.


Upon spotting the helpless orphan, Juan sprang to defend her against two brutal Cossacks who wanted to slay her. Juan’s action maimed the brutal soldiers and saved Leila. In fact, by saving Leila, Juan demonstrates his courage and humanity which distinguish him from the mainstream of soldiers who fight for pay or glory.  


Furthermore, Bighorn’s impartiality is clearly reflected in his administration of the true heroism of the Tartar Khan, who dies in defence of his home, and his disgust at the Turkish Pasha who carelessly smokes his pipe and cowardly surrenders to the Russians. Byron sees the Khan as he is: not “a Prom’s, Peleur”, or Jove’s son, “but a good plain, old, temperate man who fought with his five children in the van.” (CVI cv). Thus we can clearly claim that Byron does not condemn all Turks because of the behaviour of the Turkish Pasha. 


Although the Russian soldiers, with the help of Juan, tried to save his life by urging him to yield, the old Khan vehemently refused to listen. Finally, the Russian soldiers killed the Khan with his five sons unmercilessly. In this instance, Byron seems to say that although the Khan’s scorn of death earns him the respect of his enemies, a soldier’s ultimate aim is to save his own skin.

Tis strange enough – the rough, tough soldiers who

Spared neither sex nor age in their career

Of carnage. When this old man was pierced through

And lay before them with his children near,

Touche’d by the heroism of him they slew,

Were melted for a moment; though no tear 

Flow’d from their bloodshot eyes, all red with strife,

They honour’d such determined scorn of life. (CVIII cxix)


Finally, Don Juan is one of those works that live forever. One of the greatest works of literature, Byron succeeds in encompassing everything in mock-epic. It has love, politics, passion, and satire, to name but few and everyone should read it. Byron was, is, and will forever be the master of poetry. This is poetry at its best; funny, enlightening, entertaining, and beautiful. Truly, a work everybody can find love in. 

(Edited by Dr. Michael Hastings)
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X ü l a s ä 
Bayronun Don Juaní vä Osmanlí Sarayí

Ömär Åäkärçì
(Ondoqquz Mayís Unìversìtäsì, Türkìyä)

Avropada Romantìzm cäräyanínín axíríncí böyük nümayändälärìndän sayílan Lord Bayronun (1788-1824) “Don Juan” äsärì mähäbbät sähnälärì ìlä dolu bìr macära poemasídír. Äsärìn mäõzìnì gänc bìr Ìspanìyalínín åövqlü vä sevgì dolu macäralarí täåkìl etsä dä, bäzì mäqamlarda Bayron bu äsas xättdän uzaqlaåaraq, öz dövrünün müäyyän cähätlärìnì tänqìd edìr. Buraya onun Åärq, xüsusìlä Türkìyä, haqqíndakí fìkìrlärì dä daxìldìr. “Don Juan” äsärìnìn 5-6-cí bölümlärìndä Bayron Åärq ünsürlärì haqqínda ätraflí tählìl verìr, 7-8-cì bölümlärdä ìsä bìr daha bu ünsürlärä daìr öz fìkìrlärìnì açíqlayír.

Bayron äsasän Osmanlí Sultaní vä onun xanímí Gülbäyazín sìmasínda Türklär haqqíndakí tänqìdì fìkìrlärìnì ortaya qoyur. Bayrona görä, Sultan vä Gülbäyaz xalqín onlara verdìyì gücdän suì-ìstìfadä edäräk, öz ìstäklärìnì yerìnä yetìrmäk üçün tìranlíq (zülmkarlíq) edìrlär. Sultan vä Gülbäyaz üçün güc här åeydìr vä onunla här åeyì äldä etmäk olar, hätta sevgìnì dä... Ancaq gänc Juan bunun belä olmadíõíní Gülbäyaza ìsbat edìr. Gülbäyaz Juana onunla sevìåmäyì ämr edändä, Juan cavab verìr kì, bu mümkün deyìl. O ìzah edìr kì, ìnsanlar güclülärìn ämrìnä fìzìkì olaraq tabe ola bìlär, mänävì olaraq yox. Ìnsanín könlü hämìåä azaddír vä heç bìr åey onu näyä ìsä mäcbur edä bìlmäz. Sevgì ìsä könül ìåì olduõuna görä, här hansí bìr ämrlä häyata keçìrìlmìr. Bunu ìnsanín özü üräkdän ìstämälìdìr. Nätìcädä, mäõrur tìran Gülbäyaz anlayír kì, äsl güc ìnsanlarí här hansí bìr åeyä zorlamaqda deyìl, ìnsanlarín könlünü fäth etmäkdädìr.

Bayron sadäcä Sultan härämìndäkì mänävì pozõun häyatí deyìl, häm dä bu häyatín sìyasì davraníå üzärìndäkì täsìrìnì täsvìr edìr. O, lazímsíz vä mäntìqsìz saydíõí Rus–Türk müharìbälärìnä mähz saray sìyasì daìrälärìndäkì säbatsízlíõín, pozõunluõun vä ìntrìqalarín nätìcäsì kìmì baxír. Onun qährämaní Juan ìsä bu müharìbälärdä älacsíz qalan ìnsanlarí ölümdän qurtarír...

Bìr sözlä, sevgì, sìyasät, ehtìras vä satìranín vähdätìnìn fövqäladä gözäl åerìyyät ìlä ìfadäsì kìmì, “Don Juan” äsärì oxucular vä täqdìqatçílar üçün çox maraqlí bìr sänät nümunäsìdìr.
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