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The 38th International Byron Conference was held from July 1 to 6, 2012, at Notre Dame 

University-Louaize, Lebanon, in collaboration with Lebanese University. Professor Naji Oueijan and the 

Lebanese Byron Society had long awaited the opportunity to bring the International Byron Conference 

to Lebanon. Perhaps we need to admit that “there is a tide in the affairs of men” and that there were 

some years when it was difficult to hold a conference in Lebanon, but we can also admit that our thinking 

had been a little too timid and worrisome. It was a wonderful feeling to finally hold the International 

Byron Conference in this beautiful country of antiquity and historical interest. Just imagine! We were in a 

land once inhabited by the Phoenicians, who had invented the alphabet, a land Lord Byron wished to 

visit but could not!  

The Conference was organized by a committee composed of Dr. Carol Kfouri, Dean of the 

Faculty of Humanities; Dr. Sami Sarma, Chair of the Department of English, Translation, and 

Education; Dr. May Maalouf, Lebanese University; Dr. Joshua D. Gonsalves, American University of 

Beirut; Dr. Maya El Haji and Dr. Harvey Naji Oueijan, Notre Dame University; and Prof. Naji Oueijan, 

the Conference chair. All saw to it that everything proceeded smoothly. Participants enjoyed both the 

academic sessions and the outings. There may have been some IBS members who had worried about 

security in Lebanon, and hence did not come. I cannot blame them, because for a while I was one of 

them. But they truly missed a wonderful conference.  

When we arrived at the airport, English speaking taxi drivers with our name tags were waiting for 

each of  us, and in about thirty minutes we were driven straight to the university Guest House, Block A, 

where most of  us stayed in the stylish university residence. The rooms were spacious, clean, and fully 

equipped with modern conveniences; and in the corridors, one could even get hot and cold mineral water 

at all times! During our entire stay in Lebanon we felt very safe and well taken care of, as did the few who 

opted to stay in hotels outside the university. 

On July 1, after registration, the Opening Ceremony took place at Fares Hall. Prof. Naji Oueijan, Dr. 

Carol Kfouri, Prof. Peter Myriam (Representative of  the Greek Byron societies), Prof. John Clubbe (Joint 

President of  the International Byron Society) and the Rev. Fr. Dr. Walid Moussa (President of  NDU) 

spoke in turn. The Hall was elegantly built and furnished, and the national anthem of  Lebanon was sung. 

It seemed an appropriate thing to do when one looks back upon the recent unquiet history this country 

has had to go through. In his welcoming address, Prof. Oueijan referred to Byron’s letter in early 

February, 1811: “I am off  in Spring for Mount Sion, Damascus, Tyre & Sidon, Cairo & Thebes.” He 

added that though Byron could not fulfill his travel wishes, Byronists from 15 countries around did by 

coming to Lebanon to attend the Conference. The ceremony concluded with three attractive young 
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dancers performing modern Lebanese folk dances in a mixture of  folk and modern costume. After the 

ceremony, a reception was held in the hall.   

From Day 1 (July 2) on, there were three days of  academic sessions and one day devoted to the 

conference tour of  Baalbek. The conference topic was “Byron and Genre”. There were four plenary 

lectures given by Professors John Clubbe, Jonathan Gross, Bernard Beatty, and Martin Procházka. There 

were eight sessions with three speakers in each session; besides, there was a new academic activity, a 

“Round Table” organized by Joshua D. Gonsalves. The titles of  the sessions were as follows: “Byron and 

History”, “Byron and Poetic Aesthetics”, “Byron: Visions-Revisions”, “Byron and the Other I”, “Byron 

and the Other II”, “Byron and Satire”, “Byron and Genre 1”, “Byron and Genre II”. 

Day 1 can be called a typical conference day. Professor John Clubbe (Joint President of  the 

International Byron Society) launched the conference with his plenary lecture, appropriately entitled, 

“Byron, a Poet Sans Frontières”, at Khater Hall.  It not only nicely kicked off  the conference but also 

dealt with the history of  the International Byron Society, which was founded in 1971, and held its first 

full-fledged conference in 1974. He then linked Byron with such great figures of  Europe in the early 

nineteenth century, such as Napoleon, Goethe, Beethoven, and Goya. Persuasively Professor Clubbe 

placed the position Byron occupies in Europe and elsewhere as “a citizen of  the world”. He also 

emphasized the role of  the International Byron Society has played in spreading Byron's poetry and ideas 

“beyond frontiers”. To quote from a sonnet entitled “Lord Byron” written by Jawdat R. Haydar, a 

famous Lebanese poet, surely Byron “mounted the steeds to Rome, Greece, and Spain / Foot in stirrup 

trotting from shore to shore.”  

On a normal conference day, we had two sessions in the morning with a coffee break in-between, 

followed by a leisurely “100 minutes” lunch in the university cafeteria, a few minutes walk within the 

campus, a spacious restaurant looking at the blue sky and waters of  the Mediterranean, on which was 

reflected the bright sun of  Lebanon. There we enjoyed the traditional Lebanese food, wine, and drinks. 

In fact, the weather was fine day-in and day-out, and the sky was as blue as it can be, with “the sun with all 

heaven to himself ” (Beppo, 43).  In the afternoon we returned for two more sessions (Kindly see the 

Conference Program on the Conference Official Web Page). Last on this day was the IBS Advisory 

Board Meeting. When the first day of  the conference was over, we were taken in the evening to 

Downtown Beirut to see the city center. Naji's family also came with us and helped us respond to the 

lively city. In fact, the whole Naji clan, his wife, Nawal, his son, Dr. Harvey, his daughter-in-law, Elsy, and 

even his cute grandson, his namesake, participated in activities of  various kinds. The departmental head, 

Dr. Sami Samra, also joined us and kindly guided us around. We were reminded of  the recent tragic 

history the country had gone through when we visited Martyrs' Square. Near the Parliamentary buildings 

there were soldiers armed with automatic weapons, and we felt the seriousness of  the situation under 

which Lebanon has long suffered. Yet we felt quite safe under the guidance of  the organizers. Some 

twenty of  us ended up at a lively restaurant where we enjoyed a leisurely dinner. We had a great time 
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chatting, laughing, eating, and drinking Lebanese wine or Arak, a traditional Lebanese alcoholic drink. In 

a similarly thoughtful way the organizers, in addition to the academic sessions, planned additional 

pleasures for us to enjoy every day.  

Day 2 began with Prof. Jonathan Gross's plenary lecture entitled “Byron and the Genre of  

Marginalia”. It was clever of  the lecturer to put emphasis on marginalia by convincingly calling it a genre. 

The lecture was followed by a session of  three papers and a “Round Table” in which five participants 

talked for seven minutes each about the “Vampire Genre”, focusing on Byron and Polidori. Both 

sessions were followed by very lively discussions.  

The day ended with an excursion to Jeita Grotto. I had never seen caves of this magnitude before: 

spacious, lofty, deep, mysterious, and yes, sublime. I was pleasantly reminded of two words used by 

Shobhana Bhattacharji, “stalactite” and “stalagmite,” the last of which in Japanese is “sekijun,” meaning 

“stone bamboo shoot”. Jeita Grotto can well be called one of the seven new wonders of the world. There 

are actually two caves. You walk to see one miracle, and then get on a boat to enjoy a second. I remember 

reading about Byron roaming the Peak District when he was a boy and becoming familiar with the caves 

in Derbyshire, but they were much smaller in scale. Byron writes in a letter to Thomas Moore of March 

31, 1817, from Venice, “I can assure you there are things in Derbyshire as noble as Greece or 

Switzerland.” Jeita Grotto is grander than anything I have seen or probably will ever see. 

The evening was free, and some of us again went downtown, but Professor Harata and I dinned in 

a restaurant near the university called “Newton,” a strange name for a tavern, but then we can also say it 

had a Byronic connection. Our poet considered Newton as “the soul mortal who could grapple . . . with 

an apple” (Don Juan, X, 1). We ordered Lebanese food and local beer. There were also other tempting 

restaurants nearby, not far from the main gate of the university.  

On Day 3, the venue changed to Lebanese University, where the Dean of the Faculty of Letters 

welcomed us. Professor Bernard Beatty gave the third plenary lecture, aptly entitled “Byron and Genre”. 

His talk was thought-provoking, and he argued that Byron “inhabits genres but is impatient with 

categorization.” In the session called “Byron and Satire” the names of the speakers were colorful: Samvel 

Abrahamyan, Armenian; Hiroshi Harata, Japanese, and Quingbao Song, Chinese. That was a true 

Byronic mixture and suggested the breadth of nationalities present at International Byron Society 

conferences. The Chinese representative said that now Don Juan can be taught in Chinese classrooms, 

which was not the case during the Cultural Revolution. We also had a participant from Iran, Hamidi 

Bahman, for the first time. I find it amazing that a poet who flourished in the early nineteenth century is 

still thriving strongly in so many parts of the world. 

After our leisurely lunch, looking at the blue sky and the Mediterranean Sea, we were taken to 

Beiteddine and Deir El-Kamar. The Beiteddine palace complex is 850 meters above sea level. Built over 

a thirty-year period by Emir Bechir el-Chehab II, it has been ever since 1943, the year of Lebanon's 

independence, the summer residence of the Lebanese presidents. We not only appreciated the Lebanese 
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traditional architecture but were also made aware of Lebanese history. Deir el-Kamar is a village near 

Beiteddine, full of stone houses with red-tiled roofs. It was the residence of the governors of Lebanon 

and is notable for being the birthplace of artists and writers and for its 15th-century mosque and palace.  

Day 4 was entirely devoted to the visit to Baalbek. I had never seen any Roman ruins before of this 

size, so spacious and grand were they. We walked over the sublimely huge temple of Jupiter and also took 

in the even better preserved Temple of Bacchus. I was reminded of the rhymes of a Byronic couplet, 

“Bacchus/attack us”, which I quoted in my paper on “Byron's Comic Rhymes in Beppo”. In the words of 

the poet Haydar, “Baal lived here down in the mouth left in rage/Bacchus hacked the vine and buried the 

jars deep./Zeus gathered sages and asked for a presage. . . “ (“The Temple in Baalbek”, a poem). The day 

was hot, but the sky was one hundred percent azure without a speck of cloud. Our guide was 

knowledgeable and lucid, and we enjoyed our tour thoroughly. We also had a stopover at Kefraya for a 

wine tasting. After the tour of the brewery, we had an early supper, actually a substantial dinner. The 

tables were set outside under thatched roofs, and a gentle and pleasant breeze wafted over us. The 

atmosphere was Mediterranean, one Byron would have enjoyed. The meal was slowly-pace, never 

rushed, and as usual very tasty, with many small Lebanese Meza dishes and Kefraya wine brought to the 

table in a leisurely manner.  

Day 5 was the last day of the conference. The fourth plenary lecture was given by Professor Martin 

Procházka; it was entitled “Byron and Modern Epic: Childe Harold and Don Juan between Fact and 

Fiction”. The lecture focused on “Byron's problematization of the romantic hero and subjectivity as well 

as on the transformation of the main features of both classical and modern epic”. After the academic 

sessions were over, many of us attended in the early evening the Annual General Meeting of the IBS. 

Then it was time to enjoy the Gala Dinner at Le Royal Hotel & Resort. Dinner was served in a huge hall 

called Sharayar, mysteriously and magically lit. We started quietly to enjoy the Lebanese dishes. Then a 

female singer accompanied by a band began to sing Lebanese songs. After a while, guests were invited to 

dance, and eventually almost everyone in the room took the floor and abandoned themselves to the 

music as is the custom here. Then a long-awaited belly dancer appeared—we were all bewitched by the 

exquisite artistic maneuverings of her moves. At one time her eyes and mine connected for only a second, 

and lo and behold! I was in the centre of the floor and started to dance trying to mimic her moves. Then 

she elegantly invited guests one by one to take the floor. We all had a memorable time enjoying the good 

food, the music, and the dancing in a most convivial atmosphere. It was one wonderful way to conclude 

a memorable conference. True to Lebanese traditions, we who had arrived at Le Royal at nine-thirty only 

returned to our residence at two in the morning! 

For those of us who could stay longer in Lebanon two tours had been planned. On July 7, we were 

able to see a remnant of what once was a huge and deep forest of the Biblical Cedars of Lebanon. We also 

explored Bechare, birthplace of Kahlil Gibran, author of The Prophet, and his Museum, which included 

most of Gibran’s paintings and works. After having a delicious lunch in a restaurant lying in the shade of 
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a four thousand huge Cedar tree, we were on our way to Byblos (the oldest continuously inhabited city in 

the world) when the coach developed a mechanical problem. The coach was made by the prestigious 

Mercedes-Benz firm. We waited about twenty minutes until a replacement coach arrived. It was an Isuzu 

of Japanese make. Dr. Harvey Oueijan, who also teaches at Notre Dame University, said to me, “I am 

sorry for the delay.” I told him not to feel sorry and added, “Germany is to blame! You should have 

started with an Isuzu!” He kindly laughed at my attempt at humor. Arriving in Byblos, we explored the 

bazaar area, full of colorful and interesting shops. The coach taking us back to the University met us at 

the site where an excavated Roman road ran for three hundred meters. It was good to walk along it and to 

feel history beneath and above our feet. 

On July 8, our last day together, we were supposed to go to Sidon and Tyre, but as Naji honestly 

told me, due to circumstances (demonstrations in Sidon in support of the revolution in Syria), that tour 

was cancelled; and instead, we went to see another impressive Roman ruins, Faqra, in a mountainous 

region. We had lunch at a high-altitude restaurant, virtually hanging above the clouds and over the cliff on 

which it had been built. We again enjoyed traditional Lebanese food. There was also dancing during 

which Jonathan Gross, our newly elected Joint President of the IBS, and several other participants 

proved their skills at Lebanese dancing. Our superb conference ended on this lovely day.  

Personally I have to admit, I had tossed about the idea of whether or not to attend the conference. 

Our Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Japan was not enthusiastic about our visiting Lebanon. But I am very 

glad I went. While I was there, I felt completely secure. Compared with what Byron went through on his 

journeys, our worries were fanciful, even laughable. The conference had throughout a cozy atmosphere, 

thanks to the care of the organizers in planning it. We were always made to feel at home. The number of 

papers may not have been as many as in several of our previous IBS conferences, but they were invariably 

interesting. Discussions were lively and spirited. And thanks to the single sessions, we got to know each 

other well. Yet again we were made aware of the extent of Byron's influence in this ancient land of the 

Phoenicians. I finish this report on the Lebanese conference by quoting the words of Jawdat R. Haydar 

on Byron: “Ever since, the world has written your name/On the wave that made the oc'an of your fame.” 


