56

Playing the Audience; or,
How Byron and Murray Sold The Corsair

Dan Albergotti
University of Alabama

Frequently, scholars who wish to advert to Lord
Byron’s contemporary popularity note the excellent sales of
the poet’s third “Turkish Tale,” The Corsair, particularly
the fact that the poem reportedly sold an unprecedented
10,000 copies on its day of publication. This assertion is, in
fact, cited as evidence of Byron’s fame in the introduction to
his work in the Norton Anthology of English Literature.
But are the sales—especially the initial sales—of this one
poem a good benchmark for gauging Byron’s general
popularity during his “Years of Fame”? Or was The
Corsair’s success due more to an unusual combination of
circumstances than simply to the intrinsic appeal of the
work or its author? The evidence of the poem’s reception
suggests that its sales were as much the result of publicity
caused by political scandal and bogus claims of retirement
as they were the result of the public’s general attraction to
Byron the poet. Close examination of the circumstances
surrounding publication reveal that Byron and his
publisher, John Murray, manipulated the political and
literary climate masterfully to achieve such great initial
sales. The example of The Corsair is, then, a fairly poor
illustration of Byron’s contemporary popularity.

Shortly after the poem’s publication on February 1,
1814, John Murray wrote to Byron to inform him of its
incredible initial sales:

I am most happy to tell you that your poem is—what
Mr. Southey’s is called—a Carmen Triumphale.
Never, in my recollection, has any work, since the
“Letter of Burke to the Duke of Bedford,” excited such a
ferment—a ferment which I am happy to say will
subside into lasting fame. I sold, on the day of
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