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Short abstract: Although inspired by Mary Shelley’s FRANKENSTEIN, my monthlong study-
abroad course “In FRANKENSTEIN’s Footsteps: The Keats-Shelley Circle in London, Geneva,
and Italy” brings students face-to-face with Lord Byron in many key locations of his life: Harrow
School, the Houses of Parliament, the Villa Diodati, and Venice. Moving through places in which
we can still “repeople with the past” the traces of Byron’s own works and times, we learn how
the challenges and changes of travel prepare us for a world that’s always changing too.
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[SLIDE 1]

Hi, everybody, and thanks for your time and attention. My paper’s title is “Going Mobile:
Studying Abroad with Lord Byron.”

Our conference theme, “every thing by turns and nothing long,” describes Byron himself
and what it’s like to lead a student trip. Since 2013, I’ve designed and taught a monthlong
January-term study-abroad course, “In Frankenstein s Footsteps: The Keats-Shelley Circle in
London, Geneva, and Italy,” for undergraduates at my college, many of whom have never been
out of the US before, and few of whom have any starting familiarity with the Romantics. Yet
students describe the trip as transformational, especially in how it helps them to do what Byron
describes in Childe Harold s Pilgrimage: “repeople with the past” as we move through a
changing world which yet bears traces of history and meaning, for Byron and us — even though
an increasingly textless, social-media-driven global culture means we must work ever more
actively to experience this effect. Although Frankenstein is the course’s lead text, Byron

becomes a newly compelling presence for students. We read aloud and discuss excerpts of Childe


mailto:amy.weldon@luther.edu
http://amyeweldon.com/

Harold's Pilgrimage, Don Juan, and Byron’s maiden speech to the House of Lords (among
others) on sites including the Bridge of Sighs, the Grand Canal, the Lido, his Harrow School
classroom, and Parliament Square. And we discover in Byron a nimble, changeable, yet resilient
traveling companion whose curiosity, observation, and often startling prescience helps us
navigate the issues of our own changing world, from technology to climate crisis. Further, he
shows us how we might continue to grow and delight in our own changeable selves, ready for

whatever’s coming next.

[SLIDE 2] First, I’'ll describe some logistics. The course has sixteen students, and I travel
with a staff assistant. During the month of January, we travel from the US to London, Geneva,
Chamonix (where we take the train up to the Sea of Ice), Venice, Florence, and Rome. It’s a fast-
moving course with a lot of walking, and a nightly curfew and conduct rules to ensure
everyone’s safety on the trip (which students appreciate: they say this is too big an investment of
time and money to be spoiled by someone who isn’t here to learn.) We take one carry-on suitcase
and one backpack, apiece. We write by hand in journals on site and read aloud from our course
texts: Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, Daisy Hay’s Young Romantics, and a packet of sixty-five
short excerpts, downloaded to our smartphones in a single PDF. Each day, at each site, a different
student gets to read aloud (for example) Shakespeare’s “band of brothers” speech next to the
tomb of Henry V in Westminster Abbey, Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway next to the statue of
Woolf in Tavistock Square, George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-four in Victory — er, Trafalgar
Square, Dante’s Inferno on the Ponte Vecchio, or Sigmund Freud on the Roman Forum as a

model of the mind in the Roman Forum.

[SLIDE 3] Intellectually, the course is underpinned by a few phrases and practices. The

first is from Philip Larkin’s poem “An Arundel Tomb” (1964), where, describing the “endless



altered people” flowing past the tomb of the knight and lady in Chichester Cathedral, he writes
pointedly of those who “look, not read.” Reading this poem aloud on site, we discuss what this
might mean for us as tourists in the smartphone era as we recover and practice attention. The
second is from William Blake, via a wonderful musical setting from the late Mike Westbrook:
“Every thing that lives is holy.” We listen to this (via Bluetooth speaker) on the steps of St.
Paul’s, in front of the physical manifestation of Blake’s triple pun in “London” (the black’ning
church O’Paul’s.) And the third, read aloud by a student at her gravesite in Old St. Pancras
Churchyard, hugely significant to Mary Shelley, is her mother Mary Wollstonecraft’s injunction
from her unfinished novel Maria: “Gain experience! Ah! Gain it, while experience is worth

having, for it includes your utility by a direct path.”

[SLIDE 4] By the end of the month, students testify that traveling has proven to them the
truth of an Armenian poem Byron translated in Venice: “I was ignorant of the grandeur of the
earth, I did not know the sites of the ocean and the earth. The limits of the horizon bounded at
once my view and my imagination of things.”* It also helps them appreciate Cicero’s statement,
“to be ignorant of what happened before you were born is to be forever a child.” They love the
trip, and they love the people they become on the trip. They find travel counteracts some
infantilizing and ahistorical aspects of American culture (which have gotten worse since 2013).
Most of all, they learn how to read and think with Wollstonecraftian experience and Romantic
sensation of significant places as their oxygen, connecting living lines between the past and the
present in ways that standard high-school curricula, and even our college curriculum, haven’t

previously equipped them to do. Each student said, this January, that the trip inspired them to
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read more history and write more by hand. They grappled with the course’s inherent paradox, as
I do in my forthcoming book: “this trip has helped me understand the world so much better, but
by taking this trip, [ am also contributing to climate change.” Inspired by Keats’ short life, they
asked, “what do I want to contribute during my time on earth?”” And each student also
experienced from travel the same thing Byron did: travel’s changeability shows you, often in
unexpected ways, what changes about the self, what you want to hold onto and believe in, and

what you might be able to count on in the world — past, present, and future.

So what does Byron inspire in us as students, as travelers and people? Here are some

ideas: [SLIDE 5]

1) Imagination and knowledge need to feed each other. In Childe Harolds Pilgrimage,
Canto 4 verse 19, Byron writes, “I can repeople with the past -- and of / The present there
is still for eye and thought, / And meditation chastened down, enough; / And more, it may
be, than I hoped or sought.” This phrase follows his famous description of Venice — “I
stood in Venice on the Bridge of Sighs, / A palace and a prison on each hand” — and it
names the particular blend of imagination and knowledge that comes from matching your
reading with the site in front of you, and, to some degree, imagining what, or who, was
once there. Indeed, two of the famous passages we read from Childe Harold's
Pilgrimage, in Venice and Rome, come when Byron is imagining others and bending the
truth a bit. In reality, the “Bridge of Sighs” was not really most prisoners’ final sight of
the world, and the famous narrative of the “Dying Gaul” “butchered to make a Roman
Holiday” — a composite character of captives in the Colosseum — owes a lot to one of
Byron’s favorite statues, seen elsewhere in Rome. If you knew what happened here,

though, you can look down below the first layer that presents itself to your sight and



exercise critical thinking, imagination, and empathy. As students settle into the rhythms
and readings of the course, weaning themselves from phones (on purpose), they write and
respond, just like this. One of our favorite exercises after touring the Doge’s Palace is to
work, in small groups, to write a description of the palace from four different points of
view: a Venetian civil servant working for the Doge, an ordinary Venetian, a visiting
ambassador from one of Venice’s trading partners to the East, and a prisoner. How does
this beautiful site look to each person? How are we doing Byron-style “informed
imagining,” blending fact, rumor, and truth much as they might have blended in the
Venetian Republic itself? What questions do we now have, and where do we go to find
out more?

2) [SLIDE 6] Engage with a place as it is, not just as you are. Before we arrive, we learn
about (for example) Brexit’s aftermath, tensions with the EU fueled by our current
president, and the climate crisis to which we, as tourists, are of course contributing.
Similarly, when Byron encounters the Armenian monks of San Lazzaro in Venice, he’s
already interested in their political oppression and works to help them compile an
Armenian to English dictionary. “By way of divertisement,” he wrote, “I am studying
daily, at an Armenian monastery, the Armenian language. I found that my mind wanted
something craggy to break upon: and this — as the most difficult thing I could discover
here for an amusement — I have chosen, to torture me into attention.”? Not unusually with
Byron, the self-satire cloaks sincerity. This January, an international student in my group
(originally from Nepal) took the lead in explaining this to his peers as we viewed San

Lazzaro on a foggy morning. One of his literature teachers, who was Armenian, had said,
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“Byron was one of the greatest poets ever, and a great friend of our people.” I could see
the students absorbing this current of global political reality from past to present from a
peer in a way they wouldn’t have otherwise. This also complicated students’ initial
picture of Byron as shallow playboy, and helped them reflect on the mixture of
challenges and activities that can make travel feel meaningful.

3) [SLIDE 7] When people engage with a place, we become part of its story. Sitting
under the veiled portrait of Marino Faliero in the Doge’s Palace, we read from Byron’s
verse drama Marino Faliero, Doge of Venice, written and performed in 1821. “The black
veil which is painted over the place of Marino Faliero amongst the doges, and the Giant's
Staircase where he was crowned, and discrowned, and decapitated,” he writes, “struck
forcibly upon my imagination, as did his fiery character and strange story.” Students
enjoy reading Faliero’s dramatic speeches, and Byron’s footnote: “I went in 1819 in
search of his tomb more than once to the church San Giovanni e San Paolo, and as I was
standing before the monument of another family, a priest came up to me and said, ‘I can
show you finer monuments than that.” I told him that I was in search of that of the Faliero
family, and particularly of the Doge Marino's. ‘Oh,’ said he, ‘I will show it you;’ and
conducting me to the outside, pointed out a sarcophagus in the wall with an illegible
inscription. He said that it had been in a convent adjoining, but was removed after the
French came, and placed in its present situation; that he had seen the tomb opened at its
removal; there were still some bones remaining, but no positive vestige of the
decapitation.”® This is what my students and I call “geeking out” — our stated goal — and

it’s the kind of nosy enthusiasm that inspires historical writers, including me. (More

% Text from 1821 John Murray edition, via Internet Archive
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about this in a minute.) Because we are physically placed in the same spot, with the same
object, Byron was. Having engaged with George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-four in
London, they’re interested in the kind of political speech Faliero’s curtained portrait
represents: a “memory hole,” a “disappearance” in plain sight that helps them think about
throughlines of power and forgetting that thread within and beyond the 20" and 21%
centuries. Under the veiled portrait, students can compare their reaction with Byron’s and
delight in sheer you-are-here geekery. And in Larkin’s words, they can move past the
“look, not read” approach that can become a default mode — especially with Instagram.

4) [SLIDE 8] Take pleasure in sheer curious observation and attention, and a new
sense of what you might create based on them. Students want to “write creatively” but
aren’t sure how to start. So they love Byron’s letter to John Cam Hobhouse from Venice
in 1819: “PS — We have had a fortnight ago the devil’s own row with an Elephant who
broke loose — ate up a fruitshop — killed his keeper — broke into a Church...I saw him the
day he broke open his own house — he was standing in the Riva & his keepers trying to
persuade him with peck-loaves to go on board a sort of Ark they had got.—I went close to
him that afternoon in my Gondola - & he amused himself with flinging great beams that
flew about over the water in all directions.” Students also read aloud some of my work,
from my essay “Traveling to Mary” and my novel Creature: A Novel of Mary Shelley and
Frankenstein, set next to the statue of Queen Boudicca in London and on the Lido beach
where I imagine little Clara Shelley buried. In their journals, they reflect, “Dr. Weldon
cares so much about these places, and she used to be a student like us — and now she has

a book.” In their journals, I see great pieces of writing (fiction and nonfiction) based on
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https://www.Irb.co.uk/the-paper/v45/n23/clare-bucknell/his-own-dark-mind.



https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v45/n23/clare-bucknell/his-own-dark-mind

observed details and drawings. “Now I know,” said one, “that writing isn’t only about
‘making things up.””

5) [SLIDE 9] Lives are built in layers and intersections, over places and over time —
sometimes by accident. And this, then, builds “history.” On our trip, we see Byron’s
life in chronology, from boyhood in Harrow to his intersection with the Shelleys,
Polidori, and Claire Clairmont at the Villa Diodati, to “the Las Vegas of Europe,” Venice,
in the beautiful decline that’s a feature of Byron’s time and ours. And we learn that we are
all works in progress, changing people in a changing world where, nevertheless, some
things remain. This leads to great serendipities. Standing in the same spot in the Speech
Room at Harrow, where Byron, Churchill, and Mary Shelley’s only surviving child were
“old boys,” a student can read Byron’s “Prometheus,” then read — on the same spot in
which it was originally delivered — Churchill’s speech on October 29, 1941: “Surely from
this period of ten months this is the lesson: never give in, never give in, never, never,
never —in nothing, great or small, large or petty — never give in except to convictions of
honour and good sense. Never yield to force; never yield to the apparently overwhelming
might of the enemy.” Standing in Parliament Square, a student reads from Byron’s
maiden speech to the House of Lords in defense of the Nottingham “frame-breakers” in
February 1812. “When we are told that these men are leagued together, not only for the
destruction of their own comfort, but of their very means of subsistence, can we forget
that it is the bitter policy, the destructive warfare, of the last eighteen years, which has
destroyed their comfort, your comfort, all men’s comfort;—that policy which, originating

with “great statesmen now no more,” has survived the dead to become a curse on the
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living unto the third and fourth generation! These men never destroyed their looms till
they were become useless, worse than useless; till they were become actual impediments

to their exertions in obtaining their daily bread.””

Can you imagine, I ask, how
intimidated Byron might have felt — a 24-year-old queer upstart from the North, walking
with a limp up to the podium in that building for the very first time to say the same kind
of things anti-tech protestors say right now to an audience of wealthy men benefiting
from that war and those machines? When one student says “that took courage,” we then
turn to look at the nearby statue of suffragist Millicent Garrett Fawcett, emblazoned with
her banner, “Courage Calls to Courage Everywhere.” And we talk about what takes

courage — then and now. How actions that now seem inevitable parts of “history” can

result from one person’s decisions, in one moment. How, then, shall we live?

[SLIDE 10] So in conclusion, let’s return to the conference theme, and our word mobility, to
think about how literal motion helps us move past overly fixed versions of ourselves. For me,
traveling breaks me out of a life always threatening to collapse into something a little too small.
Students see and name this effect as well; they, and I, can see by the end of the trip they are much
more self-sufficient and interested in the world. One student wrote, “That girl who always loved
to learn is still there — I just need to let her out.” And indeed, students get so much pressure now
to lock themselves in to majors, identities, social media avatars, and, increasingly, a damaging
notion that “college” is just about “getting a job,” which incentivizes plugging yourself into
ChatGPT quick fixes at the cost of your own capacities. The literal mobility of this course helps

loosen them towards intellectual, imaginative, and personal mobility — and Byron, great writer
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and traveler, makes them want to do more of both, as they discover the truth of his lines from

Don Juan, Canto 111, Stanza 88:

“But words are things, and a small drop of ink,
Falling like dew, upon a thought, produces

That which makes thousands, perhaps millions, think;
‘T is strange, the shortest letter which man uses
Instead of speech, may form a lasting link

Of ages; to what straits old Time reduces

Frail man, when paper — even a rag like this,
Survives himself, his tomb, and all that’s his.”

Thank you!
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