“When we Two Parted”
INTRODUCTION

“When we two parted” is a poem of George Gordon Byron written in 1808 and published in 1813 in “The poetical works of Lord Byron”.

Byron was a romantic poet, his writings develops a Romantic style as distinctive and as influential as Wordsworth’s works, one of the most representative romantic writers. Byron’s romantic subjectivity defines itself in spectacular terms, this subjectivity has been criticized as too theatrical  by John Keats. But for other poets like Baudelaire, that theatrical style defined Byron’s greatness as a lyric poet. (1)

Lord Byron has a wonderful collection of poetic works, he started writing in  1806 to his death in 1824. Through this years he made a lot of famous works such as “Child Harold’s Pilgrimage”, “Don Juan” or “Manfred”. The main characteristic of Byron’s poems  is its strenght and masculinity, combined in a lot of cases with irony. In the case of the poem I have choosen, “When we two parted” is a poem of heart broken, expressing strong feelings in a simple but full of meaning vocabulary, such as in other poems like “So we’ll no go more a roving”.(2)

STRUCTURE

The poem is divided in four stanzas and each one in eight verses. The rhyme used by Byron follows this structure: abab cdcd efef ghgh ijij klkl mnmn  kbkb. Separating each stanza in four verses, we have the rhyme more clear, each even verse and each odd verse rhyme with its equivalent even or odd verse. This structure gives to the poem a lot of rythm, giving the sensation of musicality.

RHETORICAL FIGURES

In this poem it is too difficult to find rhetorical figures, due to the most important of all the poem is the strength of the words. Despite of this, it can be seen, for example, in the third line a metaphor: “half broken-hearted”; the poet is expressing us how he and his lover feel when they are two parted. 

Another striking thing found in the poem is the second part of the fourth stanza. It is the only stanza which repeats the rhyme of other verses and not just  the rhyme, but the word itself. E.g. “(4) To sever for years/ (30)After long years”. If we pay attention, there is also a correspondence of meaning, in the first stanza Byron is telling they are going to sever for years and in the last stanza he is thinking of what he will do when they remeet. With the other two verses is the same, at the first part: “(2)In silence and tears” is how they react when they are two parted, and in the last part of the poem: “(32)With silence and tears” is how he is going to have to greet her since they did not meet.

COMMENTARY

The poem, as I said before, is divided in four stanzas, and each stanza talks about different visions of this love separation. 

On the whole, the poem is all the time giving the feeling of the pain that the poet has due to the separation of the two lovers; what we cannot know is if the separation is because of death or maybe because “she” split up with him.

In the first stanza  the poet begins with the main topic, remembering the separation of the two lovers, how they felt: “half broken-hearted” , showing his pain. Also he expresses the idea of what we think that this separation is due to the death of his lover with the metaphor of : “Pale grew thy cheek and cold,/colder thy kiss”. All that sorrounds her is cold, and this cold is a perfect form to express the death in contrast with the warm involving the life.

Following with the poem, in the second stanza it can be found the relation of colder morning with the pain that the poet is feeling. Also another time we can see that his lover is dead: “thy vows are all broken”. Then, it follow with the shame that feels the poet when he hears her name; maybe shame because their relation was a sin. This idea will be developed later with some comments of people that “she” was a married woman.

The third stanza contains strong vocabulary showing again that “she” is dead: “A knell to mine ear; A shudder comes o’er me”.These two verses remain to the sounds of the bells of a funeral, using the appropriated word “Knell”. Also he asked himself why he loved her so, and people who knew her well do not know any relation between them. Maybe that people who knew her well could be her family and husband.

At the last stanza  the poet is remembering when they met and transmits us a feeling of hope: “If I should meet thee”. Maybe life exists before death and they can reopen their love, and the poet also tell us how they greet: “With silence and tears”.

Some researches say that the person who was addressed this poem is Lady Frances Webster (married woman) and a last stanza was left out to keep the identity of the woman a secret. It was discover when Byron wrote a letter to his cousin Lady Hardy giving her of the last stanza:

Then --- fare thee well --- Fanny --- 
Now doubly undone --- 
To prove false unto many --- 
As faithless to One --- 
Thou art past all recalling 
Even would I recall --- 
For the woman once falling 
Forever must fall. –

(3)

             RELATION OF THE POEM WITH THE HISTORICAL MOMENT

“When we two parted” is included in the historical movement of Romanticism which is “an artistic, literary, and intellectual movement that originated around the middle of the 18th century in Western Europe, and gained strength during the Industrial Revolution.”(4)


[1]During the 19th century Britain was transformed by the Industrial Revelution. Maybe this poem has nothing of realtion with these transformations, but if we consider that in these times people had to work a lot and maybe the husband of Lady Webster  spent a lot of time doing business, she probably had more freedom and she felt alone and the solution was to find a lover.

Moreover, unfaithfulness is a topic of all the times and the separation of two lovers due to death or for something else happens then, now and after. For that reason we can consider that this poem of pain is a poem for all the times.

RELATION OF THE POEM WITH TODAY

As I said before, this poem perfectly can be described for people of nowadays, due to Byron expresses wonderfully what people feel when the person they love splits up with them or dies. This is a feeling of all the epochs and centuries, the loneliness and pain provoked by the missing of the person who loves.

The poet has also a relation with today, Byron has returned as a figure of great consequence, this is an historical fate to be welcomed. Now he is more appreciated than in his times, because unless in his time he was famous, he was perjudicated by his type of life, having problems with alcohol and women. But now he was recognised as one of the most representative writers of the Romanticism.




Poem Analysis: When We Two Parted


The poem When We Two Parted has a few potential meanings. The first is that the speaker’s lover died and this is their way of mourning that loss. The first stanza introduces the fact that this poem is about two lovers, using the line “half broken-hearted” to describe how they parted and the addressee’s kiss is described as growing cold in the proceeding line. This word choice leads to the conclusion that there was more than a friendly bond between him and this person. The first stanza also leads to the belief that death forced the two to part with the lines “Pale grew thy cheek and cold, colder thy kiss”. Cheeks usually do not grow cold, nor do the lips except under heavy wind or in death when all warmth leaves the body. 


The second stanza, to me, describes the funeral or the feelings after the funeral. The dew of the morning makes me believe that the burial took place in the morning. I feel like the line following the dew, “It felt like the warning Of what I feel now”, means that the speaker is crying because dew on his face in the morning would be like the tears shed later. The last four lines of the stanza seem bitter, as most people feel after a death. The speaker feels that by dying, that person broke all of their future promises, and maybe light is Heaven. The next two lines make me wonder if maybe this dead person was not highly thought of as a person, or if my second idea is more correct.


Continuing my first idea into the third stanza, the speaker ponders over why they loved that passed away person. This entire stanza gives me the feeling that the two were secretly in love because of some circumstance that prevented them from openly being in love; perhaps she was of higher birth or vise versa, maybe one had a bad reputation, or it is even possible that the two were homosexual. 


Stanza four confirms this idea of secret loving with it’s very first line, “In silence we met”. The second line, “In silence I grieve”, informs us that the speaker and the addressed person’s relationship cannot be mentioned even after one is gone. The lines “That thy heart could forget, Thy spirit deceive”, tell that the speaker feels that his lover might have forgotten their relationship by dying, and thus maybe deceived themselves by forgetting. The last four lines sum of the feelings of the speaker. He cannot speak about the grief that he feels, and feels that if he ever saw this passed away person again, he would only be able to express himself in this way. It could be that he feels these feelings will not leave him, even after his own death when he will presumably meet with his lover again.


My second idea is that the lover is not dead, but merely turned their back on the speaker. Under this idea, the coldness of the addressed person’s cheeks may mean that this individual “turned cold”, as we often say when someone acts cruelly. In the second stanza, the mentioned chill would be a warning to the chilled feeling left in the gut when introduced to a shock as big as being betrayed by a loved one.


The third stanza begins by saying that the addressed individual’s name is “a knell to” the speaker’s ear, suggesting betrayal further. Most people do not like hearing the name of someone who betrayed them. The speaker asks himself why that person was so dear, and says that they will deeply rue their addressee for a long time to come. This tells the reader that the reader might regret knowing that person, and does not feel that he can forgive this offense.


The fourth stanza sheds a little light onto what this betrayal might have been. It states that they met in secret, and that the speaker will grieve in silence, which goes back to the idea that their relationship was forbidden for one reason or another. The following two lines, “That thy heart could forget, Thy spirit deceive”, shows the betrayal committed by the lover. The spoken to person may have gone off with someone who was not forbidden, which goes back to the line about light in the second stanza and turns light into truth or a non-secretive act. A second possibility rises, but only works if the relationship was forbidden for its sexuality. If their secretiveness came for this reason, then it is possible that the speaker was found out and the addressee abandoned him to deal with the scorn alone and pretended that they had not been involved. This second possibility sheds light on the final line of the poem, and explains why the speaker would great their lover with silence and tears. On April 25th, a national day of silence is held to represent homosexuals who keep their orientation and feelings silent because they cannot face the reactions they would receive. This silence, under this circumstance, is why the speaker would great their addressee without a word, and the tears would be those cried by him for the love that he cherished and lost by force. Those tears might not only sorrowful ones for the loss of their love, but may also hold bitterness toward the lover for not standing beside him.


Whether this poem is a mourning message to a lover lost in death, or the painful emptiness of betrayal, it speaks about love all the same. Either way the poem is viewed, When We Two Parted is a poem detailing a lost love. The difference in the two messages is that one ends only in sorrow, while the other mixes sorrow with bitterness.








