
“The Destruction of Sennacherib” by Lord Byron (1815) 

 

While besieging Jerusalem in 701 b.c., the army of the Assyrian king in the title was devastated 
by a plague. His failure—or defeat—is narrated in the biblical narrative of Isaiah, Chronicles 
and the 2nd Book of Kings. Like Ozymandias, Sennacherib boasted to the Jews: “Who of the 
gods of these countries were able to save his land from me?” Not surprisingly, the plague was 
considered an act of God intervening to save His People. Byron’s poem epitomises British 
Orientalism—the literary genre so effectively critiqued by Edward Said—and supplies a 
memorable rhythm which has made it a schoolboy classic. 
 

The Assyrian came down like the wolf on the *fold,                  a fenced area for sheep. 

And his cohorts were gleaming in purple and gold;  

And the sheen of their spears was like stars on the sea,  

When the blue wave rolls nightly on deep Galilee.  

 

Like the leaves of the forest when Summer is green,  

That host with their banners at sunset were seen:  

Like the leaves of the forest when Autumn hath blown,  

That host on the morrow lay withered and *strown.    ‘strew’, v.; cast wide (seed or nets) 

 

For the Angel of Death spread his wings on the blast,  

And breathed in the face of the *foe as he passed;                             arch. enemy 

And the eyes of the sleepers *waxed deadly and chill,                                  arch. grew 

And their hearts but once heaved, and for ever grew still!  

 

And there lay the *steed with his nostril all wide,                                     arch. horse. 

But through it there rolled not the breath of his pride;  

And the foam of his gasping lay white on the turf,  

And cold as the spray of the rock-beating surf.  

 

And there lay the rider distorted and pale,  

With the *dew on his brow, and the rust on his mail:   condensation, sweat 

And the tents were all silent, the banners alone,  

The lances unlifted, the trumpet unblown.  

 

And the widows of Ashur are loud in their wail,  

And the idols are broke in the temple of Baal;  

And the might of the Gentile, *unsmote by the sword,     ‘smite’, v = strike (with a sword) 

Hath melted like snow in the glance of the Lord! 

 


