1676 / GEORGE GORDON, LORD BYRON

Written after Swimming from Sestos to Abydos'
May 9, 1810

If in the month of dark December
Leander, who was nightly wont

(What maid will not the tale remember?)
To cross thy stream, broad Hellespont!

s If when the wintry tempest roared
He sped to Hero, nothing loth,
And thus of old thy current pour'd,
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She walks in beauty’
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X She walks in beauty, like the night \
Of cloudless climes and starry skies)
And all that's best of dark and bright
1. The Hellespont (now called the Dardanelles) is across. . . . The water was extremely cold, from the

the narrow strait between Europe and Asia. In the
ancient story, retold in Christopher Marlowe’s
Hero and Leander, young Leander of Abydos, on
the Asian side, swam nightly to visit Hero, a priest-
ess of the goddess Venus at Sestos, until he was
drowned when he made the attempt in a storm.
Byron and a young Lieutenant Ekenhead swam the
Hellespont in the reverse direction on May 3,
1810. Byron alternated between complacency and
humor in his many references to the event. In a
note to the poem, he mentions that the distance
was “upwards of four English miles, though the
actual ﬂread(h is barely one. The rapidity of the
current is such that no boat can row directly

melting of the mountain snows.”
1. From Hebrew Melodies (1815), a collection of
lyrics on Old Testament themes that Byron com-
posed to accompany the musician Isaac Nathan'’s
ings of traditi synag chants. Byron
wrote these lines about his beautiful cousin by
marriage, Anne Wilmot, who at the ball where they
first met waore a black mourning gown brightened
with spangles. In their context as the opening
poem of Hebrew Melodies, the lines praise any one
of a number of Old Testament heroines. To hear
the poem sung to Nathan's music, consult Norton
Literature Online.







