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Abstract 

This paper focuses on an obscure work, produced during the Romantic period in 

England by Lady Caroline Lamb, a novelist from aristocratic descent. Her novel titled 

Glenarvon, generally dismissed by critics, but considered by Goethe a work worthy 

for literary consideration, was actually a great financial success, presumably because 

of its semi-autobiographical frame of the affair she had with Lord Gordon Byron, 

who was already transforming into a celebrity. Despite the little attention this novel 

has received, this paper presents it as a Gothic novel which depicts the first Byronic 

hero outside Byron’s opus and successfully blends traits of two archetypal literary 

characters- the Wandering Jew and the vampire. 

Key words: Gothic, Byronic hero, Wandering Jew, vampire, redemption 

Introduction 

Lord Byron was indisputably a Romantic poet who had profound influence on the 

Gothic treatment of the vampire theme. Byron’s The Giaour (1813) is the tale of a 

stranger in the Muslim world, the word denotes “an infidel”, who commits double 

crimes: adultery with a girl from the harem, and after that murder of the Muslim who 

has killed the girl. For these transgressions, the infidel is cursed to haunt his family 

like a vampire. However, because of the remorse he shows he is a figure who is 

likened to the Gothic wanderer, generally presented as a guilty-ridden hero rather 

than a Byronic hero as they are known to praise their rebellions. Despite the fact that 

The Gioaur’s influence on the Gothic vampire tradition is scarce, Byron’s public 

persona as the author of the poem created the association of him with the vampire 

figure. Consequently, the primary artistic representations of the vampire in fiction 

were works whose main characters were based on the persona of Lord Byron himself. 

Lady Caroline Lamb, with whom he was in an intimate relationship, wrote the novel 

Glenarvon and John Polidori, his personal physician, created The Vampyre. Both 

relationships ended in feelings of bitter hostility toward Lord Byron. Caroline Lamb’s 

attempt to stain Byron’s reputation with her novel provoked Lord Byron’s reaction. 
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In a verse he wrote, he stated, “I read Glenarvon, too, by Caro Lamb-- / God damn!” 

(Maurois, 1964, p. 353). He further noted that if Lamb had written the truth, the book 

would have been far better, and “As for the likeness, the picture can’t be good--l did 

not sit long enough” (Maurois, 1964, p. 353). 

Glenarvon: Characters’ analysis 

Lady Caroline Lamb’s Glenarvon (1816) is the first novel to have employed a figure 

with evident vampire traits. The novel does not introduce an obvious vampire but 

implies that its title character displays vampiric characteristics. While the poor artistic 

abilities and the confusing plot render this work a low literary status, Lamb does offer 

a noteworthy use of the Gothic by combining the supernatural with the realistic. The 

novel implies that the supernatural originates from the inner terror which the character 

endures as a consequence of transgression.  

The novel features two main characters: Glenarvon, mirroring Lord Byron, and 

Calantha, featuring the author Caroline Lamb herself. The protagonists’ romantic 

involvement is therefore the author’s representation of her turbulent affair with Lord 

Byron. Lamb’s purpose for writing the novel was to take revenge on Lord Byron for 

relinquishing her, but also she felt the need to confess her sins publically. She presents 

Glenarvon as a type of vampire who has hopelessly sinned, while the female character 

is granted remission of her sins and is forgiven. Calantha’s redemption was 

uncommon within the Gothic wanderer tradition, and evidently comes from Lamb’s 

attempts to clear herself from guilt. However, the vampire metaphor for Glenarvon 

advances the credibility of his eternal condemnation at the same time tracing the way 

for the vampire's fame in Gothic fiction in the following period.  

Glenarvon’s depiction from the beginning of the novel is negative: he is a precarious 

man, portrayed in line with unearthly Gothic wanderers: the Wandering Jew, the 

Satan and the vampire. He is first sighted in the moonlight, giving Calantha the 

feeling as if she were in the presence of a “fallen angel” (p. 121). She is warned 

against Glenarvon's unnatural state and that “it would surprise you how he howls and 

barks, whenever the moon shines bright” (p. 122). The image of howling under the 

moon is evocative of a werewolf, but in this case it establishes the connection of 

Glenarvon to the vampire who according to folklore appears in moonlight. It is also 

disclosed that Glenarvon's ancestor, John de Ruthven “drank hot blood from the skull 

of his enemy” (p. 123), which implies that Glenarvon’s vampiric traits are inborn. 

Lamb employs this image from an anecdote on an alleged event of Lord Byron 

consuming wine from a skull in Newstead Abbey. (Wilson, 1995, Notes, p.  371) The 

protagonist’s vampirism is also inferred in the novel’s description of him being 

particularly active in nocturnal hours. We learn that would move about in the evening 

by the pale moon (p. 178). He possesses both characteristics: that of a vampire as a 

nocturnal wanderer; and that of Milton’s Satan, as someone who experiences Hell 
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inside himself, Glenarvon undergoes the “burning fever of his blood . . . rage within” 

(p. 178). 

 Glenarvon displays traits of self-destruction and calls to mind the Wandering Jew 

who desires his own death but is incapable of reaching it. Additionally, like the Jew, 

he comes to the realization that he is cursed, hence, nothing can harm him and change 

this state. The misfortunes and terrors that man is susceptible to cannot affect 

Glenarvon. He had seen men dying and had witnessed their agony without stirring. 

Not even terrible storms could move Glenarvon. Although Glenarvon is not presented 

as a supernatural figure, such depictions describe him unnatural in his actions, and 

implicitly this refers to Lord Byron as well. 

The overt vampiric aspect of Glenarvon’s nature is his ability to drain life from his 

female victims. While he does not drink his victims’ blood in a literal sense, 

nonetheless, he depletes their energy, as Byron emotionally weakened the women he 

seduced and later abandoned them. As Glenarvon and Calantha’s relationship 

advances, he gains more strength and dominance, while she begins to physically and 

emotionally shriek. Frances Wilson asserts that Glenarvon drains “the living 

daylights out of her in order to maintain his own nocturnal existence” (1995, 

Introduction p. xx). Glenarvon is saved from complete monstrosity, nevertheless, as 

he informs Calantha of the hazards of his love, stating “My love is death” (p. 229). 

Calantha is advised by a friend to “look to his [Glenarvon’s] hand, there is blood on 

it!” (p. 203), implying that, like the Wandering Jew, he bears the mark of a curse; and 

for the second time in her dream, by the monk who asks her to see Glenarvon’s right 

hand because “there is a stain of blood on it” but “he [Glenarvon] will not give it you; 

there is a mark upon it: he dare not give it you” (p. 204). However, Glenarvon unfolds 

an unblemished hand and shows his “demoniac smile” (p. 204), which horrifies 

Calantha for, “His eyes glared upon her with fierce malignity; his livid cheeks became 

pale; and over his forehead, an air of deep distress struggled with the violence of 

passion, till all again was calm, cold, and solemn as before” (p. 204). Bearing a 

metaphorical mark on the body and the horrific glare in his eyes are both traits of the 

Wandering Jew, while his pale complexion asserts his vampiric nature. He 

subsequently appears in Calantha’s dreams “pale, deadly, and cold: his hand was ice, 

and as he placed it upon hers, she shrunk from the grasp of death, and awoke 

oppressed with terror” (p. 172). In spite of Glenarvon’s unnatural behavior, Calantha 

still feels the affection towards him, even though she is aware that she is committing 

a sin.  

Like Melmoth the Wanderer, Glenarvon needs Calantha to relieve his burden- the 

curse. He cautions Calantha that he is the Hell and her connection with him will 

deprive her of entering Heaven (p. 202). Despite being married Calantha is induced 

by Glenarvon to bind their love with a pledge. Calantha agrees to take the oath 

because his “words are like the joys of Heaven: Thy presence is the light of life” (p. 

218). Hence, she makes a transgressive action against God by violating her marriage 
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vow. She has also sinned against the family by committing adultery. Calantha utters 

the blasphemous words that Glenarvon is “the light of life" as if he were God.  

The sacrilegious marriage ceremony takes place during the half crescent moon, 

evocative of the horns of Satan. The moon is also generally presented in vampire 

literature as infusing vampires with life energy. During the ceremony, the moon casts 

frightful shadows (pp. 219-20), foreshadowing misfortune for the couple. When 

Calantha accepts his ring, her forehead begins to burn, indicative of the guilt she feels, 

as if the sacrilegious union had marked her like the Wandering Jew. This burning is 

likened to that of Glenarvon, as on “his pale forehead . . . the light of the moonbeam 

feir” (p. 220), indicative of his mark of the cursed Wandering Jew. Once Calantha 

has sealed her doom with Glenarvon, the narrator expounds the moral of the tale, 

anticipating the novel’s final resolution. The moral is that no one is beyond 

redemption if he or she feels remorse about the sin and repents, for God is merciful 

even when humanity is not. This philosophy, however, Lamb only employs to 

Calantha while Glenarvon is doomed to condemnation because Lamb wanted to 

represent him as unable to atone.  

Soon after the impious marriage union, Glenarvon deserts Calantha, leaving her 

overwhelmed in sorrow. This mirrors Lamb’s emotional state when Byron abandoned 

her, so she portrays Byron metaphorically as a vampire who leaves women destroyed 

when he deserts them (Wilson, 1995, Introduction p. xx). Calantha repents for her 

transgressive actions with Glenarvon. Before she dies, she gains her husband’s 

pardon, and she feels that God has forgiven her for her sins. 

 The plot here becomes more complicated and tedious and Lamb has probably 

involved all the events in order to make it a parallel to Byron’s life. Since, at that 

time, Byron was fighting for independence in Greece. After the battle for Irish 

freedom, in which Glenarvon distinguishes himself, he has a dreadful vision, which 

provides the culminating and powerful supernatural ending of the novel. “Visions of 

death and horror persecute me,” cried Glenarvon. “What now do I behold—a ship 

astern! . . . . Is it that famed Outch merchantman, condemned through all eternity to 

sail before the wind, which seamen view with terror, whose existence until this hour 

I discredited?” (pp. 364-5) They come across the well-known Flying Dutchman, a 

ship with a crew of deadly sailors, who are obliged to sail the seas eternally, similar 

to the Wandering Jew who is cursed to wander until Judgment Day. The scene is also 

reminiscent of Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner who sails about the sea as a penance for 

his crime of killing the albatross. The spectral images that Glenarvon sees on the ship 

are also suggestive of the Ancient Mariner’s encounter with the Death and Life-in-

death figures on the spectre-ship. (pp. 365) Glenarvon and his men to follow the ship 

until Glenarvon goes mad and jumps into the sea. He seems unaffected when his 

companions try to rescue him and hears a voice doom him, “you did not bow the knee 

for mercy whilst time was given you: now mercy shall not be shown” (p. 366). 

The novel concludes with the affirmation, “God is just; and the spirit of evil infatuates 

before he destroys” (p. 366). This striking conclusion implies that there is no salvation 
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for the Gothic wanderer who shows no compassion for his victims and who does not 

repent. His lack of desire to repent makes him closer to the Byronic hero who praises 

his rebellion and crimes, which was Byron’s characterization of a vampire in The 

Giaour. Despite her obvious dislike of Lord Byron, Lamb decided to make some 

changes in the second version, so she gave a more moderate description of Glenarvon 

as satanic, and she excluded the suggestive sexual relationship between Glenarvon 

and Calantha from the first edition. Furthermore, the second edition is more dutiful 

of religion, and all comments of “God” ware generally or replaced by “Father.” 

(Clubbe, 1979, pp. 210-212) Calantha is even represented as turning to Catholicism 

before her death, which Lamb felt was unsurprising as the novel was set in Catholic 

Ireland (Wilson, 1995, Introduction p. xxiv).  

 

Conclusion 

 

Glenarvon’s significance for the Gothic tradition and its influence upon the vampire 

figure cannot be overstated. Evidently, Glenarvon is not intended to be a real vampire, 

but his vampiric traits would have influence on John Polidori, whose famous story 

would create one of the most typical figure in English fiction in the following period. 

Glenarvon also represented the first novel to recover a transgressive Gothic wanderer 

figure, preceding such villains in the Victorian novels for two decades. Clearly, the 

redeemed wanderer is the female character, thus relating Calantha to the feminine 

Gothic tradition. Lamb’s representation of a Gothic wanderer investigates the 

psychological transformation of a person who passes from transgression to 

redemption, which would be further developed in works, such as Varney the Vampyre 

and Dracula. Glenarvon was amply criticized, but notably, two contemporary authors 

appreciated it. William Godwin was recommended to read the novel and since he 

later befriended Lamb, it’s likely that he agreed. (Wilson, 1995, Lamb, p. 377) And, 

Edward Bulwer-Lytton noted that when he was a young boy, “Glenarvon: made a 

deeper impression than any romance I remember, and, had its literary execution 

equalled the intense imagination which conceived it, I believe it would have ranked 

among the few fictions which produce a permanent effect upon youth in every period 

of the world” (Wilson, 1995, Caroline p. 377). Another reason why he expressed such 

liking to the novel is that Bulwer-Lytton was a great personal admirer of Byron and 

wanted to imitate his actions. When he met Lamb in 1824, the novel contributed to 

his infatuation with her, hoping to take Byron’s place in her heart (Campbell, 1986, 

pp.  5-6). While Glenarvon was the first novel to offer salvation to the Gothic 

wanderer, the public reputation of Lord Byron and Lady Caroline Lamb was not 

restored. The novel ironically portends Byron’s death in Glenarvon’s death in the 

battle for Irish independence. Byron died from an illness eight years later while 

fighting for the Greek cause for independence from the Ottoman Empire.  
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