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                  The Scroobious Pip from the top of a tree

                  Saw the distant Jellybol[image: alt], –

                  And all the birds in the world came there,

                  Flying in crowds all through the air.

                  The Vulture and Eagle – the Cock and the Hen,

                  The Ostrich, the Turkey, the Snipe and the Wren,

                  The Parrot chattered, the Blackbird sung,

                  And the Owl looked wise but held his tongue,

                  And when the Peacock began to scream,

                  The hullabaloo was quite extreme.

                  And every bird he fluttered the tip

                  Of his wing as he stared at the Scroobious Pip.

               

               
                  At last they said to the Owl, – ‘By far

                  You’re wisest Bird – you know you are!

                  Fly close to the Scroobious Pip and say,

                  “Explain all about yourself we pray! –

                  For as yet we have neither seen nor heard

                  If you’re Fish or Insect, Beast or Bird!”’

               

               
                  The Scroobious Pip looked gaily round

                  And sang these words with a chirpy sound –

                       ‘Flippetty chip – Chippetty flip –

                       My only name is the Scroobious Pip.’

               

                                                                      EDWARD LEAR
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PROLOGUE: ‘IT’S ABSURD …’


         

         
            
               
                  There was an Old Man of Spithead,

                  Who opened the window, and said, –

                  ‘Fil-jomble, fil-jumble, fil-rumble-come-tumble!’

                  That doubtful Old Man of Spithead.

               

            

         

         Every time I look at Edward Lear’s nonsenses, as he called his limericks and songs, I am amazed afresh. They make me laugh with surprise. They are full of joys, shocks, rule-breaking freedoms and assaults. They open a window onto another world. Lear’s poems exist both within and outside the rules. They follow the logic of syntax, the linking of rhyme and off-rhyme, the strict dance of rhythm, but are peopled by oddities whose actions are bizarre, upsetting their neighbours. Where do they come from, the stubborn eccentrics, the animal- and bird-like humans? Later, Lear’s creatures took on another life in his beautiful and melancholy songs – the Dong with the Luminous Nose searching by lake and shore, the Owl and the Pussy-cat under the stars, the sweet, long lines lapping like waves on their pea-green boat. His people exist nowhere else in literature. Some are gentle, some are violent, some are musical, some are wild. They slide between sky, earth and sea. Even when they are peaceful, like the fishing daughters of Marseilles, they are exceedingly strange. 
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                  There was an Old Man of Marseilles,

                  Whose daughters wore bottle-green veils;

                  They caught several fish, which they put in a dish,

                  And sent to their Pa’ at Marseilles.

               

            

         

         Lear wrote nonsense alphabets, botany and cookery, and marvel-filled travel journals. He was a great letter writer, sprinkling the pages with sketches or fat self-portraits of the bespectacled artist followed by Foss, his cat with the cut-off tail. A letter could itself be a drawing. Lear could fly, as he does, rotundly, in a note to his friend, the ‘beneficial & brick-like Baring’, or his letter could crawl – snail-mail.
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         Lear’s youthful drawings of animals and birds are almost hyper-real, as if he wanted to free the creatures from the page. Chronically short-sighted, in the landscapes that he painted he looked always into the distance, to towering mountains or far horizons. He was roused to rage by religious intolerance yet yearned for an afterlife: one thing he always believed in was forgiveness. All his life he depended on patrons and moved in establishment circles yet never truly belonged among them. He loved men yet dreamed of marriage, and remained, it seems, wrapped in himself, alone yet surrounded by friends.
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                  There was an Old Man of Whitehaven,

                  Who danced a quadrille with a raven;

                  But they said – ‘It’s absurd, to encourage this bird!’

                  So they smashed that Old Man of Whitehaven.

               

            

         

         That last line has a real thump of surprise, of violence delivered with gusto. Such a satisfying verb, ‘smashed’, a word for six-year-olds to shout as they bash the hedges with a stick. But why Whitehaven? Perhaps the bird came first – few places rhyme with raven. When Lear sketched in the Lake District as a young man, Whitehaven lay on the coast in the corner of his map, yet his rhyme gives the stress to White-haven, a safe harbour – one that proves not so safe after all. Lear knew his birds, and as he walked the fells he watched ravens soaring above the crags in aerial acrobatics, rising, falling, swooping, turning, tumbling. He could hear their hoarse ‘caw caw’. In this nonsense dance – a couple in a quadrille designed for four – he shows the raven’s excited cawing, the man with coat-tails like wings and nose in line with the bird’s open beak. The raven takes off, and the man, too, is almost – almost – in the air. Below them comes the rhyme. Eyes and mind jump between image and word, challenging each other: the delight of the image, the shock of the verse. 

         When Lear was nearly fifty he added this rhyme to his Book of Nonsense. It is one of many unlikely pairings: man and bird, owl and cat, daddy long-legs and fly, duck and kangaroo. And it is one of many appearances of the disapproving ‘they’, who turn up again and again in his nonsense. ‘They’ don’t, we notice, damn the dancing itself but say ‘It’s absurd to encourage this bird’, to make it at odds with its place in nature. Yet absurdity is the essence. Many writers quote this particular limerick (a later term, first recorded in 1898, but one we can use) to illustrate Lear’s attack on the invisible, pettifogging crowd, ‘The legions of cruel inquisitive They’, as W. H. Auden called them, or in George Orwell’s words, ‘the realists, the practical men, the sober citizens in bowler hats who are always anxious to stop you doing anything worth doing’. But are we too part of the common-sensible ‘they’, who so often turn against the odd and the outsider? And sometimes, when the limericks confront Lear’s own fears – loud noises, scary dogs, fierce women – are ‘they’ the author himself?

         In this case ‘they’ miss the point, as they often do. The wonder is not that a raven should dance but that a man can join it: a Lear-like longing. As a child I was fascinated by Lear’s limericks and songs, and sometimes scared. I loved the unexpected rhymes, the exotic and ordinary places and the strange words: intrinsic, scroobious, dyspeptic, abruptious. They meant nothing to me but were fat and full and good on the tongue. In the late songs, I heard Lear’s music, the jerky sharpness of Mr and Mrs Discobbolos, the yearning of the Dong with the Luminous Nose. I pored over the pictures while my grandmother read and I still wonder if sometimes the image came first, a doodle in a margin, a crafty portrait, a feature or expression, then a rhyme to go with it.

         Lear’s scratchy figures play a harp with the chin, nurse fishes in the sea, wear a wreath ‘Of lobsters and spice, pickled onions and mice’. Even an aunt can reach excess. 
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                  There was a Young Girl of Majorca

                  Whose aunt was a very fast walker;

                  She walked seventy miles, and leaped fifteen stiles,

                  Which astonished that Girl of Majorca.

               

            

         

         Astonished I was. But children, used to fairy tales and nursery rhymes, rarely question stories. The impossible becomes possible, as it was for the Jumblies: ‘They sailed away in a sieve, they did, they sailed away in a sieve’. They did. Every time one returns to the limericks one can find something new: the gap between the characters, never quite touching, the action suspended in time; the darkness and anger. A whole world is here: nonsense beings come from Hull and Harrow, Parma and Paris, Cairo and Crete, while the late songs inhabit a geography of their own, the land where the Bong Tree grows, the hills of the Chankly Bore and the great Gromboolian plain.

         There are other Lears. One is the young painter of birds and beasts: toucans with huge beaks, like his own big nose, flaming red parrots, the horned owl with ruffs round his eyes, the wildcat with its soft fur. Another is the landscape artist, painting ruins in Rome, rivers in Albania, boats like moths on the Nile. Lear saw himself as a Romantic wanderer and wrote dramatic, self-mocking, quirkily evocative travel journals, letting us feel rain and heat, and evoking the structure and life of a land. Beyond these, his passion for Tennyson’s poetry prompted him to explore the kinship of the arts, and in illustrating lines from Tennyson he created a unique visual autobiography. How do these worlds fit together? 

         Because memories were important to Lear, I want to follow his life straightforwardly, to see how the layers are laid down, how they overlap and twist like strata. He was always involved with the lives of his friends and also always slightly apart. One of his fantasies was of living on top of a tree, like a bird in a nest, looking down at the ground, but he enjoyed small, daily things: food and drink, sunshine, odd comic happenings, curious words, turning them over like stones. He is like the sandpiper on the edge of the sea in the poem by Elizabeth Bishop, one of Lear’s great admirers:

         
            
               
                  On his left, a sheet

                  of interrupting water comes and goes

                  and glazes over his dark and brittle feet.

                  He runs, he runs straight through it, watching his toes.

               

            

         

         Lear ran. Back and forth over the silent-roaring ocean. He travelled to Italy, Greece and Albania, to the Levant and Egypt and India. For most of his life, he was a self-appointed exile, spending the winters abroad and returning like a reluctant swallow in the summers. But what was he flying to? Or what was he fleeing from? If we follow him across land and sea, to the borderlands of self, can we see where the art and nonsense are born? This is what, in my sieve of words, I am setting sail to find out.

      

   


   
      

         
            
I. FLEDGING
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1: ONE FOOT OFF THE GROUND


         

         
            
               
                  O Brother Chicken! Sister Chick!

                  O gracious me! O my!

                  This broken Eggshell was my home!

                  I see it with my eye!

                  However did I get inside? Or how did I get out?

                  And must my life be evermore, an atmosphere of doubt?

               

            

         

         Lear was intrigued by beginnings: the growth and structure of plants, the inherited make-up and habits of birds, animals and humans, the child’s acquisition of language. He was moved by the way civilisations rose and faded, and by the progress of life itself, evolving from primitive forms, crawling from the sea. He wrote his lighthearted verse of the chicken and the egg in his late sixties. Accepting mystery, fluidity, doubt, he came to the conclusion ‘that we are not wholly responsible for our lives i.e., – our acts, in so far as congenital circumstances, physical or psychical over which we have no absolute control, prevent our being so.’ We have partial control, but it is too hard, too late, as adults, ‘to change the lines we have early begun to trace and follow’. He was formed, he felt, by a mix of nature and nurture, setting him always at variance with ‘they’.

         The first ‘they’ were his family. He was small and they were many, talking, bossing, teasing, ignoring. He was a part, yet set apart. His mother Ann had been pregnant almost constantly after she married his father Jeremiah in 1788. The babies came year after year, and names were used and reused until one survived, a litany of hope. Thus: Ann, Sarah, Sarah, Sarah, Mary, Henry, Henry, Eleanor, Jane, Harriett, Cordelia, Frederick, Florence, Charles, Catherine, Edward, Catherine. Different lists are confused as to whether there were seventeen, nineteen or twenty-one babies (as Lear often claimed). The first Catherine, born about 1811, must have died just before or while Ann was pregnant with Edward: death and birth, burial and cradles, so close together, a conjunction that perhaps spurred rejection.

         The Lear family were nonconformists (Lear often jumped angrily to defend dissenters against complacent Anglicans, ‘bigots and fools’), and most of the children were baptised by Joseph Brooksbank, the pastor of the Independent church that met in Haberdasher’s Hall in Staining Lane, off Wood Street in Cheapside. In this respect they were city babies, christened in the street where Wordsworth’s ‘Poor Susan’ heard the song of the thrush and thought of her mountain home. Edward, the thirteenth baby to live past infancy, was born late at night on 12 May 1812 – four months after Dickens, a few days after Browning. Until his middle age, he kept his birthday on the 13th, but then started to celebrate it on the 12th. Was he ducking an unlucky day? He was born, he told a friend, at half past eleven at night, so late that it seemed to the busy household like the next day. He looked up through a ladder of brothers and sisters, the nearest to him being Charles, aged three when Lear was born, Florence, six and Fred, who was seven. Within months his mother was pregnant again – her last child, a second Catherine, arrived the following November.

         
            *

         

         In late middle age Lear began to look back on his life, he said, as ‘a series of pictures seen through “Memory’s Arch”’. Often, when his mind went back to these days, he was feeling sad, or ill, and muddled the dates. And he made things up for fun, like the family descent from a Dane called L[image: alt]r, who had allegedly changed his name, in graphic Lear style, by removing a horizontal line and sliding L[image: alt]r to Lear. ‘As for memory,’ Lear quipped when he was seventy, ‘I remember lots of things before I was born, & quite distinctly remember being born at Highgate 12 May 1812.’ Nonsense, of course, but what he did remember were the stories told by his eldest sister, Ann, who grew up in his father’s golden days.

         Jeremiah Lear’s great-grandfather was a Dorset butcher’s son who came to London in the late seventeenth century and set up first, the story goes, as a gingerbread baker in Soho. To succeed in this mercantile city it was useful to belong to a livery company, and in the 1720s the baker’s son, George, joined the Fruiterers’ Company, one of the oldest guilds, becoming a Freeman and eventually Master. From this point on, making a lucrative move into sugar refining, the family ran a firm on the London wharfs, importing raw sugar from Jamaica and re-exporting to Hamburg. Strict dissenters, they built links with the Hamburg Lutheran Church in Trinity Lane – something that Lear, who had a rooted, if mysterious, dislike of Germans, chose to blot out, as he did any mention of money based on slavery. George’s grandson, Jeremiah, joined the family sugar-boiling business run by his widowed mother in Thames Street. At thirty-one, he married the nineteen-year-old Ann Clark Skerrett from Whitechapel, but Ann felt herself above the London trades, mourning a lost inheritance from forebears on her mother’s side, the Brignalls of Sunniside, south-west of Gateshead in the Durham coalfields.

         The couple were always said to have eloped, and the truth, if less dramatic, still suggested parental disapproval: a quiet wedding in Wanstead, away from their home parish, with only the clerk and a passer-by for witness. Jeremiah brought his bride sugar, if not honey, and plenty of money. In 1799, when his oldest daughter Ann was eight, and Sarah and Mary were four and three, he became a Freeman of the City and Master of the Fruiterers. For the girls there were glimpses of City pomp, of their father setting off in his livery with the Master’s badge, an oval of Adam and Eve with the apple. Every November the Fruiterers marched to present the Lord Mayor with twelve bushels of apples, packed into white baskets from Faringdon market, and then to a banquet in the columned Egyptian Hall of the Mansion House, with servants scurrying beneath the swinging chandeliers.

         Although Jeremiah went on attending at the Fruiterers’, he left sugar refining to become a broker in the City: the family home was in Pentonville, on the northern outskirts, while the business address was now ‘Pinner’s Court, Broad Street and Stock Exchange’. In the long years of the French wars, from 1793 to 1815, the City grew in strength, with issues of bonds and raising of loans, but business was risky. Men could make a fortune but they could easily go bankrupt, as Jeremiah’s young nephew Henry Chesmer did after speculating in Spanish wool, becoming embroiled in a court case that would go on for years. Jeremiah was lucky, at least to begin with. He took a share when the stock exchange became a formal subscription body in 1801, to raise money to build a new Exchange in Capel Court, and in 1806 he moved his family west to Bowman’s Lodge, a villa in Holloway. On today’s map it would be at the Nag’s Head crossroads, where the Seven Sisters Road joins the Holloway Road. But then the Seven Sisters Road did not exist: beyond the side garden there was only a narrow alley, cutting through to the old Heames Lane. It felt like the country.

         This was where Lear was born. In 1863, when he was fifty, after his sister Ann died, he went back to look at their old house, finding that roads now covered the garden and paddocks, and men were demolishing the house for building materials. He had been to look at ‘old Bowman’s Lodge, & its Limes’ five years before when he happened to be nearby, but this time a woman showed him round. It was like a parody of the broken eggshell from which he emerged. Some of the steps were gone and so were small rooms like the study and conservatory, the ‘greenhouse room’. New buildings were all around. But the parlour, he said, ‘at once annihilated 50 years’: the room was empty, but there were the two bookcases, ‘& the old “Secretary” my father used to write at – I saw every possible evening for years. Would I could see the pictures as they were!!’ An inventory made in 1845, when the house was sold to become a girls’ school, describes the fittings: ‘Two mahogany  doors, Recess Bookcases with glazed doors, secretaire drawers, paneled doors under, & shelves’. It was a fine place for the master of the house, the collector of pictures. Lear went upstairs, past the drawing room, and found:
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               Bowman’s Lodge

            

         

         
            My room – ehi! ehi! – Henry’s – Mary’s – Mother’s, and the spare room. Down stairs again – the nursery, a large low room – just as it was – only with no view. Dear Ann’s – & the painting room – the happiest of all my life perhaps – the ‘dark room’ and the ‘play ground’ … Gave the woman 2 shillings – a cheap & wonderful lesson.

         

         ‘No view’. In his childhood there had been views in every direction: west across flat fields to the slopes of Camden, north to Highgate, east to the market gardens, and south to the spires and smoke of the City. From the windows he could see lights glimmering in the dusk, lighting the roads to the river and the docks, filled with ships sailing to unknown lands.

         When these smart Regency villas were built, Holloway was still a village on the Great North Road. One stagecoach a day went into town from the Plough Inn. Shepherds herded flocks down the street, and the remains of the old moated manor house could still be seen. A scattering of houses lined the road and the Lear children could walk up Highgate Hill or across into Hornsey Wood, where families came on trips to Eel-Pie House, with its pleasure grounds along the New River. Up the hill, Highgate had a new theatre, a library and smart monthly assemblies, and this was where the Lears felt they belonged – Lear always said he came from Highgate, rather than Holloway. By contrast Holloway was almost industrial. Near the end of Heames Lane Elizabeth Duke ran a manufactory ‘wherein clothes and other articles were rendered water-proof’, making cloaks and greatcoats for Wellington’s army in the Peninsula.

         Lear was born in the year of Wellington’s victory at Salamanca and Napoleon’s retreat from Moscow, when the fortunes of war seemed to turn. His first real memory, so he said, was of the end of the war. Writing to a friend in 1884, four years before he died, he said:

         
            I think a great deal in these later days of all my life, every particle of which from the time I was 4 years old, I, strange to say, can perfectly remember. (Even earlier for I well remember being wrapped in a blanket & taken out of bed to see the illuminations in the house at Highgate, on the Battle of Waterloo occasion – and I was then, 1815, just 3 years and odd weeks.)

         

         The Waterloo fireworks were a signal of joy. But within months the slump came. No troops needed waterproofs now, and trade collapsed at the Heames Lane manufactory. In 1816, the year without a summer, when the skies were black after the eruption of Mount Tambora in the East Indies, the streets were full of demobilised soldiers and sailors hunting for work. With a huge national debt to be paid, taxes rose, loans were called in, and investors stayed away. In the City great firms like Barings and men like Nathan Rothschild could make fortunes, but smaller brokers suffered. Jeremiah Lear was a defaulter, owing £2150 11s. 1d., his name called out loud to blows of a hammer on the wainscoting of the Exchange, and written on the blackboard for all to see. This was a ceremony ‘so very awful’ for the defaulter ‘that he always takes care to be at a reasonable distance from the house on the occasion … and dare not show his face in the house until he gets his affairs managed’. In this case, a friend settled the debt, with the creditors accepting 2s. 6d. in the pound. Jeremiah could show his face again.

         For a time the Lears had to let their house. It seems that they packed their bags and trundled off to the family’s old properties in the City, where the sugar houses smoked in the narrow streets by the quays. Their exile was not long: back they moved to leafy Holloway. Yet by 1820 the Lears were in trouble again. Lear once wrote bitterly of a local woman who might remember that his father was imprisoned ‘for fraud and debt’. Exaggerated family stories talked of Jeremiah as a debtor in the King’s Bench prison, of his wife carrying him six-course dinners in gaol, of the older girls becoming governesses and dying in distress. None of this was true. They kept afloat: Mrs Lear had some money, Frederick went to work as a Stock Exchange clerk and Henry briefly joined the army.

         
            *

         

         An image recurs in Lear’s limericks of men feeding queues of hungry offspring: this is what Jeremiah managed to do, although the upheaval was too much for his wife, who clung to the mirage of a different life, the one they could have, should have, led.
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                  There was an Old Man of Apulia,

                  Whose conduct was very peculiar;

                  He fed twenty sons, upon nothing but buns,

                  That whimsical Man of Apulia.

               

            

         

         During the turmoil of moving out and moving back four-year-old Edward was handed over to his eldest sister Ann, who was twenty-five in 1816. She may, indeed, have been responsible for him since he was born and she became, he always felt, his true mother. Ann and his other elder sisters played with him, read to him, and he learnt his letters with them, peering myopically at the alphabet books with their squares of letters illustrated by crude animals and birds – A is for Ass, C for Crow, Z for Zebra.

         Ann was fun and liked to laugh, and, despite the family piety, for Lear as for all well-off children there were games and jokes, nursery rhymes to sing and books to read, like The Butterfly’s Ball and the Grasshopper’s Feast, written by the MP William Roscoe for his ten children, with every small page showing insects, animals and birds thronging to the feast. A host of small pleasures: birthday dinners of bacon and beans, and his sister Sarah teaching him to draw in the small parlour downstairs. But a year or so after their return, when Edward was five or six, it became clear that something was wrong. He had bronchitis and asthma, frightening for children who find themselves gasping, feeling that a monster is sitting on their chest. Worse still was the onset of some kind of fits – he remembered these clearly from the age of around five, but sometimes thought that they may have occurred earlier, even at one. These would last all his life, and he marked their onset and severity with ‘X’ in his diary. In his early fifties, mid-August 1866, after a bibulous dinner, Lear jotted down a grim ‘XX 5’, with a note, ‘very unwell all night’. He rose late:

         
            more or less stupefied all day. But, before I rose – reflected on days long gone – when I was but 8 – if so many years old. And this demon oppressed me then, I not knowing; its worry & misery. Every morning in the little study when learning my lessons – all day long: & always in the evening & at night. Nor could I have been more than 6 I think – for I remember whole years before I went to school – at 11.

         

         The attacks were a form of epilepsy. Lear did not usually experience grand mal seizures, where the electric discharge affects the deep structure of the brain, bringing full-scale convulsions without warning. More often he had what are now called ‘complex partial seizures’, focal epilepsy affecting the temporal lobe, involved in processing memory, smell, taste, music and language. Sufferers experience a powerful ‘aura’, a wave of overwhelming dread, or a surging thrill of ecstatic joy, or a tremor of physical excitement. As this spreads, it can bring a rush of strange sensations, hallucinations of smell or taste, distortions of memory such as déjà vu or jamais vu, a sense of shrinking and expanding like Alice (Lewis Carroll was also a sufferer), of spinning through space, watching the self from above or dissolving in a storm of images. This state can be linked, too, to violent emotions, and – as for Lear – it can bring confusion, twitching and strange, jerky movements. Lear almost always felt the fits coming and could hide himself away. His bad times tended to come when he was tired or resting: the seizures lessened in adolescence then returned when he was about twenty and increased in force in later life, often arriving suddenly, marked by a swimming head and a feeling of nausea, ‘– & frightful dyspepsia – no relief till sudden X6. Then as usual deep sleep for ¾ hr. more epileptic then and later.’ He was quick to spot signs in others. Visiting one family he noted, ‘breakfast & after that, came George W. the second son – they told me he had “fallen on the stove – or grate” – & his face was dreadful to see. I have an impression he may have had epileptic fits … There is great sadness in this house, evidently.’

         For a small boy it was terrifying, more so as he had seen his sister Jane, who was about seventeen when he had his first fits, suffer severely. Thinking about her years later, after a short midday fit, he wrote, ‘How I remember my sister Jane’s epileptic attacks, now! Child as I was then, & quite unable to understand them. The wonder with such attacks with me is the way wh. I have nearly always been able to be aware of the time they come to prevent publicity accordingly.’ Jane was not looked after by her mother but by kindly ‘Aunt Knight’, a fixture in the family. Although epilepsy no longer carried the stigma of demonic possession, fits were still a cause of shame, linked to lack of will power, thought to be caused by masturbation, private pleasure, jerking off in secret. For a while Edward’s sister Harriett shared his room, bossing him out of his ‘impurity’. ‘The strong will of sister Harriett put a short pause to the misery – but very short,’ he wrote. With extraordinary strength he kept the seizures hidden. ‘It is wonderful’, he wrote in old age, ‘that these fits have never been discovered – except that partly apprehending them beforehand, I go to my room.’ He had been told, he said, of a doctor who was periodically mad, ‘& always knows beforehand when he will become so’. Lear’s epilepsy, and the secrecy with which he guarded it, set him apart: it was the root of the profound loneliness he felt all his life.

         Even as a small boy he was on guard, fearful of his own body. He lived with apprehension, hoping he would grow out of the fits, or could reduce them by walking, exercise, diet. He was vulnerable too because he was so shortsighted – much of his childhood was, literally, a blur. In his late thirties, when he reminded Ann jokingly of their trips to Margate together (fresh sea air and sea bathing was thought good for lung ailments like bronchitis), he tossed out a scatter of images: Mr Cox’s hawk, colliers unloading coal at the pier, windmills, and a chimney sweep that Ann teasingly made Edward walk round ‘to be sure he was not smoking – shocking. My imperfect sight in those days – ante-spectacled – formed everything into a horror.’

         
            *

         

         When the Lears returned to Bowman’s Lodge after a few months away, with no spare cash for carriages and grooms, or tutors or governesses, life was simpler. Ann looked after Edward. She taught him about plants, insects and birds, and she and Sarah drew with him in the painting room across the hall from the nursery. She read him Greek myths, stories and poetry – the eighteenth-century favourites, Gray, Collins, Thomson’s Seasons, and the new poets, especially Byron. She gave him her own love of the exotic: when he saw the statues of Abu Simbel in Egypt, a sight that took his breath away, he wrote of it as ‘a place earliest known to me from the tales of my dear sister Ann – 48 years ago’. He thrilled to Thomas Stodhard’s illustrations to Robinson Crusoe, which made him long to see ‘similar realities’. Ann understood this. She painted a portrait of him when he was nine, in a dark-blue velvet coat, Sunday best, with a ruff like a miniature clergyman, his brown hair swept forward in a fashionable Napoleonic style, his long nose and gentle mouth already recognisable features. The setting was not Holloway fields but a landscape with jewel-like flowers and a gushing waterfall, with a glimpse through the trees of pink sunset, smooth seas and spouting whales. Behind the boy, hidden by tree trunks and vines, is a rough structure, like Crusoe’s hut. He is holding his flute, to charm the beasts.
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         The duo of Edward and Ann formed a family within a family. In the background moved his shadowy mother, who had no time for him, and his father, who was rarely there. Lear never forgot or forgave, or really understood, his mother’s rejection. In all his work, although birds and animals snuggle up together, Lear never drew parents and children embracing. When he noted her birthday in his diary, as he did for all his family, he put ‘mother’, in eloquent quotation marks. His father too was distant. Looking at a miniature of him, Lear thought it was not as ‘agreeable in the face’ as he really was. ‘Agreeable’ is a remote term. It suggests a man he never really knew, who was either in the City, or in his study, or in his fabled workshop or laboratory in the attic.

         Lear remembered odd scenes with Jeremiah, like driving through Holborn one day, ‘remembering my father & a gig – a gray mare, Peggy – driving me by Theobald’s Road, & shuddering about a murder close by …’ One memory, often quoted, was of Jeremiah taking him to see some travelling showmen in a field near Highgate. Such shows had tumblers and acrobats, barkers shouting out the acts, music and gravity-defying feats on the slack rope and tight rope. ‘Equilibristes’ stood on their heads on the wire, or balanced in a tottering pyramid, the women were tinselled and daring. In the dusk they looked entrancing. When he thought of this in March 1877, Lear was going through a bad phase: on the top of the diary page he scrawled ‘XX 3’, and ‘The Demon chain though loosened for 16 days’. He was feeling great swoops of mood and that evening he added, ‘One had hoped to have got into smoother waters at 65; but not so.’ Next day he went to a sociable dinner and played the piano: he put on a good front, he knew, ‘but the heartache of many phases of life breaks one to pieces’. Then he went on:

         
            The earliest of all the morbidnesses I can recollect must have been somewhere about 1819 –when my father took me to a field near Highgate, where was a rural performance of gymnastic clowns &c. – & a band. The music was good, – at least it attracted me: – the sunset & twilight I remember as if yesterday. And I can recollect crying half the night after all the small gaiety broke up – & also suffering for days at the memory of the past scene.

         

         The yearning for vanished happiness swamped his delight in the music and the spinning acrobats. But the perilous, ecstatic balance would return in his nonsense, where people could still leap and cavort with one foot – two feet – off the ground.
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2: WITH THE GIRLS


         

         Lear’s favourite early books were myths and poems, stories of travel and distant adventures. He idolised Byron for his bravura defiance of ‘they’, for his struggle for Greek independence, and for his poetry. He loved the music, wit and wide horizons of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, The Giaour, The Bride of Abydos and The Corsair, which, as Francis Jeffrey wrote in the Edinburgh Review, ‘spread around us the blue waters and dazzling skies – the ruined temples and dusky olives – the desolated cities, and turbaned population, of modern Attica’.

         It was not surprising that Edward dreamed of distant lands. Something strange happened in Bowman’s Lodge just before his tenth birthday, surfacing in his diary decades later when he heard of the death of a cousin, Frederick Harding. ‘It is just fifty years since he did me the greatest evil done to me in life’, he wrote ‘– excepting that done by C: – which must last now to the end – spite of all reason and effort.’ Fifty years back was Easter Monday 1822, when Frederick was staying with the Lears. Lear never clarified this, or identified ‘C’ – perhaps his brother Charles. But the event was clearly momentous, inviting speculation that this must have been abuse of some kind, which he related to his own difficulties with relationships and sex – Lear rarely writes of touch, or physical desire. Once the memory surfaced he returned to it constantly, marking the date in his diary each year. 

         He went away to school, briefly, when he was eleven and twelve, and hated it, leaving no account except of hearing of Byron’s death, ‘in a crowd of horrid boys at the dreadful school of ——’. For many nights, he remembered, he did not sleep, and could not talk without crying. Elsewhere he wrote of his memory of a pale, cold moon and the yard and passages where he sat looking at the stars, ‘when I heard that Ld Byron was dead, stupefied & crying’. Lear does not say he was bullied, but a weeping, poetry-loving eleven-year-old is an easy target, and his experience at school, like the incident with Harding, left deep scars. Indeed the scar tissue was building: the fits, the financial crash, his mother’s rejection, the Harding incident and now the school. In later life, when he scratched these memories, he bled.

         It was a relief to come home, away from the schoolboy ‘they’, and he had at least one good Holloway friend, William Nevill, with whom he always stayed close, becoming godfather to his sons. Like many boys unhappy at school Lear built an inner life and learned that one way to be accepted was to make people laugh, to become an amiable buffoon. While he fretted about being ‘half-educated’ he was glad, he said later, to have escaped the straitjacket of conventional teaching, as so many of those who had been laboriously and expensively educated lost their learning, ‘& remain like Swift’s Stullbruggs – cut & dried for life, making no use of their earlier-gained treasures: – whereas I seem to be on the threshold of knowledge’.

         
            *

         

         Lear’s life was shaped less by school and childhood friends than by his sisters. If his Byron-worship spelled adventure, sex and glamour, his Holloway world was that of modest, accomplished girls. His elder sisters, Ann, Sarah, Mary and Eleanor, were Regency girls, born before Victorian proprieties took hold, high-spirited and zestful despite their evangelical faith. In teaching Edward they passed on their own education, on the lines that Miss Bingley in Pride and Prejudice lays down to merit the adjective ‘accomplished’, to wit ‘a thorough knowledge of music, singing, drawing, dancing, and the modern languages’. They appeared at dinner in white dresses with blue sashes. They played the piano and shared the current taste for Thomas Moore’s Irish Melodies like ‘The Minstrel Boy’ and ‘Oft in the Stilly Night’. Lear had a natural ear and could play the guitar, flute and accordion and pick up any tune on the piano. This gift would serve him all his life as a means of getting to know people, being a good man to have around, but music was also a private solace and pleasure: he composed his own settings, and his love of playing and singing flows through his poetry. The songs of Moore, Byron’s friend and first biographer, remained an echo in his head and while he copied the popular parodies, the romantic melancholy of Moore’s songs, like ‘The Boat’ of 1807, settled even deeper in his mind.

         
            
               
                  I saw from the beach, when the morning was shining,

                  A bark o’er the waters move gloriously on;

                  I came when the sun o’er that beach was declining,

                  The bark was still there, but the waters were gone.

               

               
                  And such is the fate of our life’s early promise,

                  So passing the spring-tide of joy we have known;

                  Each wave that we danced on at morning ebbs from us,

                  And leaves us, at eve, on the bleak shore alone.

               

            

         

         Lear often saw himself on this bleak shore.

         His fear of being cast out was also heightened by his family’s evangelical religion: the dread of losing heaven’s ‘golden shore’, promised by the hymns. For his sisters, Sunday services, daily prayers and Bible reading were backed by a strong ethic of charity, hard work and self-improvement, and although Lear came to reject their fervent piety, he kept some of the habits ingrained in childhood: the self-examination of the diary, the dedication to work, the importance of ‘improvement’. ‘I lead as quiet a life as I can,’ he once wrote, during some rare weeks of calm, ‘being strongly convinced that a regular application to some kind of self-improvement by way of work is more necessary to ensure comfort than any variety of social fuss.’ 

         He was happy with his sisters, taught by the older ones and tolerated by the younger. But gradually the family changed. In 1821, when Edward was nine, Ann was thirty, Sarah twenty-six, Mary twenty-five and Eleanor twenty-two. Then all in a rush, three of them found husbands. That same year Mary married Richard Shuter Boswell, who worked in the Bank of England; a year later, in 1822, Sarah married Charles Street, a Sussex banker’s clerk, and a year after that Eleanor married William Newsom, the son of old sugar-house friends, who also worked for the Bank of England.

         The house was emptying of the young women who petted and played with Edward. Mary and Eleanor’s marriages strengthened the family’s evangelical strain: the kindly William Newsom was a staunch Calvinist and Richard Boswell would become accountant and assistant secretary of ‘The Language Institution, in Aid of the Propagation of Christianity’ (whose vice presidents included William Wilberforce and Stamford Raffles), founded in 1826. By contrast, Sarah’s marriage was less solemn, and it came with a good story. Walking through the City her father had seen a name-plate for ‘Jeremiah Lear’ and on impulse he introduced himself to his namesake. The two families were unrelated but came to know each other well and the wealthier Jeremiah welcomed the Holloway Lears at his country house, Batsworth Park, near Arundel in Sussex. Here Sarah met Charles Street, the fifth son of a Surrey squire, and a clerk in the bank in town.

         From now on Edward often took the coach down to stay with Sarah and Charles in Arundel. But his London life was still shaped by Ann. Together they pored over his father’s collection of pictures and prints, like the ambitious Boydell Shakespeare with its engravings of works by contemporary artists, including Fuseli, Romney, Benjamin West, Angelica Kauffman and Thomas Stothard. Other prints looked back to great artists of the past and Lear grew up with a love of superb, meticulous drawing. Many years later, between trains in Vienna, he spent a day in Duke Charles’s gallery, and wrote to Ann: 

         
            I had folio after folio of Albert Durer’s drawing all to my blessed self. I never looked at anything else, but passed the whole morning on the old Nuremberger’s works, getting a good lesson as to what perseverance & delicate attention to drawing may do. You would have liked to see some of the wonderfully beautiful sketches of weeds – flowers, & birds, which were there – much reminding me of certain hedgehogs, shells, flies, & pole cats etc. etc. – of other days.

         

         With Ann, too, Lear read classics, travel books and the poetry of Byron, Keats and Shelley, giving him a yearning for liberty and a sense of glory past, as well as of the fleeting nature of happiness. (He was thrilled, years later, to meet Shelley’s son Percy and play him his setting of ‘O world! O life! O time!’.) He and Ann also enjoyed the spoofs of Byron’s orientalism, Wordsworth’s ballads and Tom Moore’s songs in The London Magazine, whose authors included De Quincey, Hazlitt, Lamb, and Thomas Hood, especially the parody and puns of Hood’s light verse, like the lament of Mary’s ghost, her corpse seized by the body-snatchers:

         
            
               
                  The arm that used to take your arm

                  Is took to Dr Vyse;

                  And both my legs are gone to walk

                  The hospital at Guy’s …

               

               
                  Don’t go to weep upon my grave,

                  And think that there I be;

                  They haven’t left an atom there,

                  Of my anatomie.

               

            

         

         ‘An atom … anatomie’ is exactly the kind of punning word division Lear made his own. Lear admired Hood all his life, and Hood’s sense of language as alive and fluid, his grotesquery, his sense of fragmentation and blurring of boundaries between animal and human, as well as his edgy violence, seeped into Lear’s writing from the start.

         Even as a boy, encouraged by Ann, he wrote parodies. When he was thirteen, he turned the disaster of his father’s defaulting and the flight from their home into a comic saga in imitation of ‘Hassan: or, the Camel Driver’ from William Collins’s Persian Eclogues of 1742. He copied the length, eighty-two lines, and echoed Collins’s dynamic rhyming couplets, undercutting the high-flying original with prosaic details and bathetic rhymes. In place of Hassan trekking across the scorching sands with his camels,

         
            
               
                  In dreary silence down the bustling road

                  The Lears – with all their goods and chattels rode;

                  Ten carts of moveables went on before,

                  And in the rear came half-a-dozen more.

               

            

         

         Just as Hassan strikes his breast in a mournful refrain: ‘Sad was the hour, and luckless was the day/When first from Schiraz’ walls I bent my way,’ so the Lears, doomed to stay in ‘thrice odious New Street’, tortured by fears of radical mobs, burglars and house fires, wail: ‘Sad was the hour – and luckless was the day/When first from Bowman’s Lodge we bent our way.’

         He teased his mother’s delusions of lost grandeur too, in ‘The Sunny Side of Durham’, and became adept at bravura word games, odd diction and bad rhymes. In 1826, when he was fourteen, he gave Ann a poem for her thirty-fifth birthday:

         
            
               
                  Dear, and very dear relation,

                  Time, who flies without cessation, –

                  Who ne’er allows procrastination, –

                  Who never yields to recubation,

                  Nor ever stops for respiration,

                  Has brought again in round rotation

                  The once a yearly celebration

                  Of the day of thy creation …

               

            

         

         His own ‘dire depauperation’, with no money to buy her a present, pushed him back on his own resources, wrenching his imagination to ensure that in all the poem’s 110 breathless lines, ‘every termination/To every line should end in -ation’. Beginnings and ends come together as the teenager collects existing words and tumbles into coinages and inventions. He imagines her life fading: may Ann be loved with veneration, ‘towards the life’s advesperation’, but also ponders her nearer future: ‘If as report gives intimation/You are about to change your station’, he wishes her bliss in ‘matrimonial elevation’. That ‘report’ came to nothing. Although Ann did love one man, a Major Wilby, and turned down a proposal from another, she never married. Her life was bound up with her brother.

         
            *

         

         Apart from odd hints, Lear stayed quiet about the darker sides of childhood. In 1868, enjoying the beauty of a spring day in Cannes, he wrote, ‘Considering all I remember to have passed through from 6 years old to 15 – is it not wonderful I am alive? – far more to be able to feel & write.’ The significant age, ‘15’, saw the end of the Holloway years. In 1827, when Jeremiah Lear reached seventy and his wife was entering her sixties, they left London and retired to Gravesend. Florence and Catherine went with them and the rest of the family scattered. Ann took lodgings for herself and Edward on the top floor of 38 Upper North Place, off Gray’s Inn Road, using a small annuity of £300 a year from a trust set up by her maternal great-grandmother. Four years later Lear complained bitterly of being someone who, ‘at the age of 14 & a half, was turned out into the world, literally without a farthing – & with nought to look to for a living but his own exertions’. Elsewhere the farthing became a halfpenny, or a penny.

         Central London was dark with smog from coal fires, its streets crowded, its slums riddled with disease. The city’s population had soared to two million, and in the long depression thousands of Londoners were driven to emigrate, joining the rural poor and the paupers from the industrial towns. By those standards Ann and Edward were comfortably off, although the gulf between their family and the Sussex Lears of Batsworth Park became even more obvious. This year, 1827, George Lear from Arundel started work with the lawyers Ellis and Blackmore in Gray’s Inn: in May, the fifteen-year-old Dickens, Lear’s contemporary, joined the firm as a clerk. Dickens put George into the Pickwick Papers as the ‘Articled Clerk’ who has paid a premium, runs a tailor’s bill, receives invitations to parties, ‘and who is, in short, the very aristocrat of clerks’. For his part, George thought he knew London, ‘but after a little talk with Dickens I found I knew nothing … he knew it all from Bow to Brentford’, and could imitate every kind of street-seller in town. Edward Lear’s London was nearer to that of Dickens than that of George – he too was a boy scurrying to make a living. Later letters to Ann hum with London memories; Bologna is ‘as full of beggars as Russell Square used to be’; the stern palaces of Florence look like Newgate; the streets of Tivoli, however beautiful its gardens, are as narrow and filthy as the dog-leg alleys behind Gray’s Inn Road. His nonsense language often has the Cockney twang and glottal stops of Dickens’s madder characters, splitting and combining words: ‘a nother taito’, a ‘chikkiboan’, and dropping or adding ‘h’s. In his fifties, he came out with a bravura diary entry about a Mrs Deaking:

         
            Mrs D. has haspirated her haitches more amazingly than ever: she said ‘the Hice-hickels ung hin hevery hexposed helevation, & on hall hobjects’. Really I never did hear such pronunciation, & hit hoppresses me.

         

         Wherever he travelled, Lear stayed a Londoner.

         Ann faced noisy inner London head on, if modestly. ‘How you used to swear: such oaths!!! – don’t you recollect? – “by the soldiers!”’ Lear teased her. Since money was short, he turned to the one thing he was good at: in about 1827 he began to draw, he said, ‘for bread and cheese … but only did uncommon queer shop-sketches – selling them for prices varying from ninepence to four shillings: colouring prints, screens, fans: awhile making morbid disease drawings, for hospitals and certain doctors of physic’. At times he sold his drawings to passengers in the inn-yards waiting to change coaches.

         The medical drawings, perhaps studies of different conditions as a guide to diagnosis, perhaps drawings to teach students, or advertisements for medicines (like the ‘Propter’s Nicodemus Pills’ he mentions in his poem ‘Uncle Arly’), were a training in precise observation and anatomy, useful to Lear in natural history painting. But with the coloured prints and painted screens and fans he was still with the girls. He had learned from the drawing manuals published for women like his sisters, with etchings to copy after old masters, and from the lessons in drawing and watercolours in magazines like Ackermann’s Repository of Arts and the Ladies’ Monthly Museum, squeezed between fashion plates, new songs and household hints. Now he began teaching well-off girls hardly younger than himself, sometimes on their own, sometimes in groups of six or eight. He remembered one group in St James’s, presided over by the daunting Madame Zielske in her turban; his sister Cordelia gave him instructions on how he should behave when he went into the drawing room. He enjoyed teaching, although his friend Daniel Fowler found it agony: ‘Every teacher will have a parcel of young girls on his hands, who have not the remotest idea what art means,’ Fowler groaned.

         
            They do not, and never will, begin at the beginning. They must do something that looks pretty; some copy that they have made, with about as much comprehension of it as a parrot has of the speech it learns. This is the case with ninety-nine out of a hundred young ladies who take it up as an accomplishment, so called, I suppose, because nothing is accomplished.

         

         Several of Lear’s pupils lived in smart London streets and squares but one, Miss Fraser, came from the old Highgate milieu. He gave her an album as a ‘First Drawing Prize’, a gift that fitted a current craze. A poem on the first page of one album belonging to Robert Southey’s daughter Edith summed up the form:

         
            
               
                  What is an album? Tis a thing

                  Made up of odds and ends,

                  A Drawing here and there, and Rhymes

                  By dear poetic Friends. 

               

               
                  Wit thinly scatter’d up and down,

                  And lines of every measure,

                  A Tree, a Butterfly, a Flowr

                  Compose the motley treasure …

               

            

         

         In 1827 Charles Lamb fled Islington, he said, to escape ‘Albumean persecution’. Sighing that albums would pursue him to the uttermost parts of the earth, he published Album Verses in 1830. Ten years later, in ‘A Shabby Genteel Story’, Thackeray’s Miss Caroline ‘had in her possession, like almost every young lady in England, a little square book called an album, containing prints from annuals, hideous designs of flowers, old pictures of faded fashions, cut out and pasted into the leaves; and small scraps of verses selected from Byron, Landon or Mrs Hemans’.

         On Miss Fraser’s opening page Lear drew a vignette of a lyre, an open book with a sketch of hummingbirds, and a palette surrounded by a colourful swag of flowers, with a rhyme:

         
            
               
                  My album’s open, come and see: –

                  What, won’t you waste a thought on me:

                  Write but a word, a word or two,

                  And make me love to think on you.

               

            

         

         Inside, he gummed in paintings of birds against palm-studded scenery, joined by his own sketches of a beady-eyed tiger, a peasant woman, rococo flowers, and the ‘Temple of Jupiter, Aegina’, copied from a print, with mournful, but heartfelt, sub-Byronic verse:

         
            
               
                  But Greece has fallen, like thee, –

                  Desolate – wildly lone; –

                  Her sons – the brave and free,

                  Forgotten and unknown …

               

            

         

         Lear knew how to charm. And the flowers he drew showed genuine skill. Sometimes they resembled embroidery designs – curling convolvulus, sprays of apple blossom – but several detailed studies suggest he was copying the classic Bowles’s Drawing Book for Ladies; or Complete Florist, which gave precise rules for drawing flowers, with plates of examples. Hexandria Monogynia, ‘The Common Fritillary’
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               Hexandria Monogynia, ‘The Common Fritillary’

            

         

         Sarah was the most knowledgeable botanist among the Lear sisters, and the finest painter. In her late fifties, writing to her brother Fred about his daughter, she exclaimed:

         
            gladly would I supply little Rosita with a Book of drawings, if you were more accessible, for it is such a delightful, as well as inexpensive amusement. I hope, if spared she will make progress in it, and copy Flowers, Houses, Trees, etc. from Nature for if she inherits the taste for it some of our family possess, it may in some future day be very useful.

         

         Ann too was skilled at drawing plants, in elegant, formal compositions, noting that one flower was picked in a garden at Hackney, and signing another ‘Drawn from Nature, Holloway A.L.’ Edward painted an exquisite study of ‘Eleanor’s Geranium’ from nature when he was sixteen. He developed lasting working habits, making outline sketches and adding notes for later watercolours, reminders of colour and texture. The careful dating and annotations on these pictures suggests that he and his sisters were noting the place and flowering time, and the genera and species. Below a pencil drawing of tall mushrooms he wrote about their ‘striae’, the bands and stripes of colour:

         
            This curious vegetable production I found, May 1st, 1828 on a flower bed – On the upper surface the striae are beautifully fine and regular, the ground being of a pale, silvery, ash, as is also the ground colour of the lower side, but the striae being very black and fine and close cause it to appear much darker.

         

         The little disc in the centre had a yellowish cast, he noticed, and the stem was white and silvery, and very fragile.

         Botany was the feminine face of natural history: ‘You are interested in botany?’ Napoleon allegedly asked the explorer Alexander von Humboldt. ‘So is my wife.’ Women read and wrote books, went to lectures, collected plants, examined them through microscopes and learned their Latin names. Lear’s lovely fritillary, for example has its Linnean label, ‘Hexandria Monogynia’, with common names beneath: ‘Fritillaria Miliagris. Common Fritillary or Chequered Lily, Snakes Head, or Spotted Daffodil’. This was the taxonomic pigeonholing that he would mock affectionately in his nonsense botany, in the surreal Piggiwiggia Pyramidalis, and Phattfacia Stupenda, and Manypeeplia Upsidownia, like Solomon’s seal with tiny suspended people. These were his own inventions, but they reflected reports of travellers and plant hunters, of plants full of mimicry and odd relations with the animal and insect worlds. Amid all this, why should there not be a Bong Tree, or a fly-guzzling Bluebottlia Buzztilentia? 

         He ridiculed the exaggerated passion for flowers in an early nonsense rhyme, where the flower-lover’s waistcoat matches the lily’s marks, rousing the bees:
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                  There was an old person so silly,

                  He poked his head into a lily;

                  But six bees who lived there, filled him full of despair,

                  For they stung that old person so silly.

               

            

         

         Yet athough he laughed Lear rejoiced in flowers and trees all his life: wild flowers like a Turkish carpet, cypresses against blue sky, palms on the Nile.

         After they moved to Gray’s Inn Road, Ann and Edward shared large, leather-bound scrapbooks, sticking in some of Sarah’s paintings as well as their own. There were drawings and paintings of shells and exotic birds: a pair of Indian bee-eaters on a branch, doves on a nest, a golden pheasant (signed ‘A. Lear’) before a landscape that looks like the South Downs with palms. A smaller notebook, with different coloured pages, contains the usual amateurish sketches and pasted-in butterflies with tissue-paper wings: then suddenly, there is a dynamic watercolour of a duck in flight.

         The duck, and other elegant, delicately careful bird paintings from the late 1820s, were very different in style from the stylised hummingbirds. They showed how far he had moved on. Yet models for these too could be found in the sisters’ magazines, which had embraced natural history eagerly for a generation, printing articles that were unafraid to give technical details. Birds figured large when Ann was a girl, in Ann Murry’s serial ‘The Moral Zoologist’ in The Lady’s Magazine, which laid out clearly the current debates about classification, drawing on a mass of ornithological experts: Edwards and Latham, Buffon, Albin, Brisson and Sloane. One set of Murry’s articles was on parrots: lorys, macaws, and red-headed and blue-headed parakeets, with details of plumage, size, colour, habits and habitat, accompanied by large, clear engravings. These were the kinds of pictures that Edward copied. This was the kind of artist he was going to be. His education with the girls was far from frivolous: by his late teens he had an eye for detail that would make him one of the finest natural history painters of his day.

      

   


   
      

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            

            
3: ‘O SUSSEX!’


         

         In contrast to Gray’s Inn Road, Sussex was light and air and views and space, broad fields of corn, grassy slopes, clumps of trees, with farms nestling beneath. Edward spent many holidays with Sarah and her husband Charles Street in Arundel, in their tall red-brick house on the quay, at the foot of the High Street that climbed from the river to the walls of the castle grounds. In summer he walked through lanes like green tunnels, emerging high on the downs to see the Arun snaking across the plain to the sea. In winter he strode along the muddy river bank, where frost silvered the reeds and teazles and the castle shimmered across the water meadows like a mirage.

         Sussex meant family and friends, free of constraints. To call on the wealthy Lears at Batsworth Park, a mile or so east of Arundel, he crossed the fast-flowing river, where flocks of seagulls flew up with the tide, walked along the flood-plain and then took a steep lane into the woods. If he followed the curving loop of the Arun before he reached the Batsworth lane he could visit new friends, the Drewitts, who lived at Peppering House just beyond the small village of Burpham. All these families were involved in the town’s finances, Charles Street as a clerk, Jeremiah Lear as a trustee of the Savings Bank and John Drewitt in the bank formed with his brother-in-law in 1827: Hopkins, Drewitt and Wyatt. 

         Edward met the Drewitts when he was eleven, the time of his unhappy stay at school: of their three children, Fanny, who took him under her wing, was then nineteen, Robert was fourteen and Eliza twelve. Their father, John, was a naturalist, an expert on birds, insects and plants, interested in geology and fossils. Six years before he had inherited a collection of eight hundred species of butterflies and moths, in their cabinet of forty-four drawers, from his cousin William Jones, a pioneering entomologist and one of the first members of the Linnean Society. To Edward the house was full of treasures, alight with happiness and new discoveries. Later, in a moment of nostalgia, he wrote to Fanny, ‘How clearly just at the moment is before me the first morning I was ever there – when I had so much delight in looking over the Cabinet – & when I fancied one would always live in the sunshine one felt then!’ A drawing of Peppering House, with its plain Georgian front shaded by trees, is his first surviving landscape. It was, and still is, a beautiful, open place, on a spur of the hill above the river with views on three sides, north up the valley to the downs, west across the river to the wooded slopes, and south towards the sea with the castle silhouetted against the light.

         Peppering opened his eyes to the natural world. He walked and looked, high up into the great trees, and for the first time, he remembered, he heard the voice of the rooks. But it was also a place of stories, like that of the Knucker, a dragon who crept from a bottomless pool to slaughter livestock and people. Legend and reality seemed to touch, too, in the discovery of bones nearby: the Lewes doctor Gideon Mantell, who uncovered giant lizards and iguanodon in central Sussex, noted that ‘the bones, and several grinders of elephants, have been found in a bed of gravel, on the estate of John Drewett, Esq., of Peppering’. Lear could also feel more recent history: in 1826 a rare coin turned up in a field on the Drewitts’ farm, bearing the head of Edward I, as Duke of Aquitaine. With its busy farm and evocative past, Peppering was a rich second home throughout Lear’s adolescence, where he could be as moody and wild and odd as he pleased. He grew fast, with long thin legs and flailing arms. The tolerant Drewitts knew about the family troubles, and about his illness – a few years later he sent an unembarrassed message to Eliza, apologising for not seeing her off in the coach, explaining, ‘I was taken ill – with my old complaint in the head – so much as to be unable to walk home.’

         
            *

         

         Arundel widened his horizons. He was throwing off his family’s chapel-going zeal, and as a fan of Byron and Shelley, he was scathing about political corruption and attempts to ‘christianize the nation’. At fourteen, he wrote an accomplished parody, part radical drinking song, part spoof evangelical hymn: ‘Ye who have hearts – aloud rejoice,/For Oligarchy trembles’. In that summer’s election the Tories under Lord Liverpool had trounced the Whigs and Lear’s song echoed the appeal of radical candidates like Henry ‘Orator’ Hunt and William Cobbett ‘to strike always at the head of that insolent and rapacious oligarchy who make us burn with shame and indignation at the disgrace and bankruptcy and misery’ they have heaped on the nation. But while Lear mocked this rhetoric, he was parodying the language of Methodist or Universalist/Unitarian hymns – ‘Rejoice aloud! Rejoice aloud!’ – and of charismatic preachers like Edward Irving, who was drawing huge crowds to his Caledonian chapel in London. Lear often heard Irving preach, remembering him walking round the square, ‘reading a Bible over the head of his baby’. An odd prophetic note sounds here too: one election song of this year had the tune ‘Derry Down’, close to the mummer’s name ‘Derry down Derry’ that Lear later chose for his nonsense, and its refrain was loud in defiance of the powerful ‘they’ who stifled the people: ‘Derry down, down, oppression lie down’.

         As a teenager in Sussex, however, Lear was drawn into conservative rather than radical circles, and was more concerned with his future as an artist than with religion or politics. The Drewitts and the Batsworth Lears were important local families, welcomed at assemblies at the castle (Robert Drewitt would later lead the young Queen Victoria up the narrow winding stairs of the keep). Through them a web of connections spread outwards. Lear made a lasting friend in George Cartwright, son of the vicar of Lyminster. They went sketching together, and through the Cartwrights he met the young Robert Curzon, who would one day become Baron Zouche and inherit nearby Parham, a golden stone Elizabethan house dreaming in its deer park. Lear came to understand the use of such a chain of connections, and as he walked the countryside, in love with the great trees and downland views, he began to think, idly, of drawing landscapes.

         He was already considering an artist’s life and was on his best behaviour at Batsworth Park on a bitter Sunday morning in November 1829, where he told Ann in a long verse letter:

         
            
               
                  Called at Lyminster – John at home

                  Looked at the plates of Rogers’ Italy –

                  Talked of reform and Chancellor Brougham –

                  Back to Arundel made a run, –

                  And finished a lunch at half past one.

               

            

         

         Reform was the topic of the day: a month before, an article in the Westminster Review had attacked the proposals for law reform put forward by Jeremy Bentham and Henry Brougham (soon to be Lord Chancellor). But ‘Rogers’ Italy’ intrigued Lear more. Samuel Rogers had visited Italy after the Napoleonic wars, celebrating it in a long poem weaving his own ecstatic response with stories from history. Its reception was flat, and to gain more attention a disappointed Rogers commissioned vignettes for a luxury edition. Early copies appeared in late 1829, and the publishers also produced separate portfolios of the plates. These included twenty-five engravings of watercolours by Turner, whom Lear came to admire more than any living artist, from Lake Como and the Roman Campagna to the Temples of Paestum under lightning-rent skies – all places that Lear would later see and sketch.

         As it happened, when Lear looked at Rogers’s Italy, Turner was not far away. George Wyndham, third Earl of Egremont, who owned the great house at Petworth in West Sussex, had first commissioned him to paint landscapes twenty years earlier, but it was not until 1829 that Turner became almost part of the household, using the library as his studio, painting the lake, grounds and distant views. Petworth was packed with glorious paintings, including Van Dycks and Claudes, and the genial, lackadaisical earl opened his house to friends, artists and musicians, as well as his own entangled family, too diverse to count. (A few years before, Lord Blessington had written: ‘Nothing will persuade me that Lord Egremont has not forty three children … when quarrels arise, which few days pass without, each mother takes part with her progeny, bursts into the drawing room, fights with each other, with Lord E., his children, and I believe the Company, and makes scenes worthy of Billingsgate or a Madhouse.’)

         Egremont was a model of the eccentric aristocratic patron, and Lear also came into the orbits of two more Turner patrons. One was John Leicester, Lord de Tabley, co-founder in 1805 of the ‘British Institution for Promoting the Fine Arts in the United Kingdom’ – or ‘The Pall Mall Gallery’, as it was known – where shows of living British artists alternated with old masters. Leicester also opened his own house in Berkeley Square to the public, but such a passion was expensive – when he died in 1827, a year after the fourteen-year-old Lear met him, his finances were in tatters and his executors immediately sold his great collection.

         The other Turner connection was with the family of Walter Ramsden Fawkes, Turner’s friend and patron for sixteen years. By the mid-1820s Fawkes, like Leicester, was almost broke: when his daughter Anne married her cousin Godfrey Wentworth in 1822 he had to borrow £8000 from a neighbour for her dowry. ‘Anne and Godfrey married,’ wrote his wife Maria. ‘A very long day. Had a large party to dinner. All tipsey.’ Turner was one of the guests. Mrs Wentworth was a friendly, open woman, interested in art and in natural history – her husband’s relation Lord Fitzwilliam had a famous menagerie at Wentworth Woodhouse in Yorkshire. She admired the young Lear’s drawings and used her London connections to get him introductions. He always believed that she had started him on his way, and in April 1830 he gave her an album with seventeen paintings of birds against pencilled landscapes with a grateful inscription.

         
            *

         

         This was almost the last period when artists could hope to make a living through painting for patrons, and Lear, a young amateur still in his teens, would of course try to find financial backing. He already had a facility for fitting into any group, any situation. By 1829, when he was seventeen, Sarah and Charles Street had two children, Charles Henry, now five, and Fred, who was two. That winter he sent Ann a verse diary from Arundel, beginning with the freezing coach journey from London. Cleverly, he mimicked Moore’s comic ‘intercepted letters’ from an Irish family in ‘The Fudge Family in Paris’, a satire of the tourists rushing to France after the Napoleonic wars. Other writers transported the Fudges to Edinburgh, Dublin and Washington, but Lear felt Arundel would do just as well. He wrote of walks beneath leafless trees, boys skating, tea and backgammon, party games with neighbours, children and a new baby:

         
            
               
                  Saw the baby – that unique child

                  Who squeaked – and stared – and sniffed – and smiled.

               

            

         

         With the Streets and their friends Lear was the high-spirited uncle, who jokes and plays and throws shrieking children in the air. At Batsworth Park, by contrast, he was the polite young visitor, interested in politics, engravings and art. At Peppering he was like a beloved cousin, flirting with Fanny and Eliza, running races with Robert, charming the older generation with his interest in the farm, the village and their natural history pursuits. He amused the family with poems like ‘Peppering Roads’, a sharp picture of his struggle to see them on a winter holiday, his coach jolting on the steep rutted roads:

         
            
               
                  The coachman who opened the door

                  Found us tangled so very topturvy –

                  We rolled out in a bundle, – all four.

                  And then we were so whisped together, 

                  Legs – dresses – caps – arms – blacks and whites

                  That some minutes elapsed before ever

                  They put us completely to rights! –

               

            

         

         Nonsense is almost here. He wrote too, of slithering in the melting ice and claggy chalk of the lane:

         
            
               
                  Oh the Peppering roads! Sure ’tis fit there

                  Should be some requital at last

                  So the inmates you find, when you get there

                  Amply pay you for all you have passed.

               

            

         

         They did repay him. The Drewitts’ concerns became his; he composed a sad poem when their King Charles spaniel Ruby was shot by accident, with a little watercolour that they kept carefully among their letters. He wrote about the turkeys attacking gulls in the garden – to the tune, he said, of the song ‘Shades of Evening’ – catching the household chaos:

         
            
               
                  Down rushed Fanny and Eliza; –

                  Screams and squawks and yowlings shrill, –

                  Gulls and turkeys with their cries a-

                  round them echoed oer the hill: –

               

            

         

         At Peppering Lear was allowed to play the fool, ‘3 parts crazy – & wholly affectionate’. At seventeen he was a bundle of mobility, physically and mentally restless. But sometimes when he was leaving Sussex he stopped and looked back. In a verse letter to Eliza, sending some magazines from London, he described watching her set off home from the ridge of Bury Hill. He missed the Drewitts when he was away, especially Fanny. In another poem he wrote of the view from the same ridge at sunset ‘on a calm summer’s eve’. In times of grief, he wondered,

         
            
               
                  Will not memory turn to some thrice hallowed spot,

                  That shines out like a star among years that are past?

                  Some dream that will wake in a desolate heart, 

                  Every chord into music that long has been hushed.

                  Mournful echo! – soon still – for it tolls with a smart,

                  That the joys which first woke it, are long ago crushed.

               

            

         

         He was borrowing phrases from ‘Troubadour’ by Laetitia Landon, the massively popular ‘L.E.L.’, who described the singer’s burial in ‘a thrice hallowed spot’, but the sentiment that he often mocked is serious here.

         The following September he wrote to Fanny begging for a letter – he had heard nothing from the Drewitts for two months – putting her silence down to the work of ‘that wretched little fat Person, who has lately made so much confusion in Sussex’, adding a drawing of a plump Cupid with bow and arrow and an ironic PS: ‘Of course you have heard of my marriage.’ That year Fanny married George Coombe, a local landowner. (For her wedding Lear wrote a comic poem about the cracked church bell.) She moved from Peppering to another romantic house, Calceto, in the marshy valley of the Arun, where Queen Adelisa had established a priory on the causeway seven hundred years ago. A chapter was over, but the friendship was not lost. Lear remained close to Fanny and to her husband George, a keen bird-watcher and fossil collector. He was godfather to their son Percy, an adopted uncle to their daughter Laura, and he kept in touch with Fanny all her life.

         In his poem, as he looked down from Bury Hill over the plain to the sea, an enduring emotional geography, a map of longing, began to take shape. Returning here in 1862, when he was fifty, climbing to the top of the downs, Lear wrote in his diary, ‘O Sussex! – & what a sunset!! … – Ai! – E! come passano, i dì felici!” said I – remembering years – nearly 40 – ago!!’ How they pass, the happy days.

      

   


   
      

         
            
II. PERCHING
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4: TO THE ZOO


         

         
            
               
                  There was a Young Lady whose bonnet,

                  Came untied when the birds sate upon it;

                  But she said, ‘I don’t care! all the birds in the air

                  Are welcome to sit on my bonnet!’

               

            

         

         Surely this is the most joyful of all Lear’s limericks. Like the young lady, he was always happy with birds. In the middle of one of his early sketchbooks, solid on the page, sits a pair of green parrots, bold and companionable, looking slightly bored. Further on there is a watercolour of a blue macaw, and two carefully painted feathers. A pencil sketch shows another parrot perching on a branch against flowing, willow-like foliage; other drawings, more careful still, are of a greater bird of paradise and a citrus-crested cockatoo from Indonesia.

         In the summer of 1830, parrots were Lear’s companions. In the hazy mornings, in his narrow trousers and frock coat, he dashed across town from Gray’s Inn Road, past Coram Fields and north through Bloomsbury to the ivory Nash terraces by Regent’s Park. He was heading for the zoo, and the parrot house, where, that June, the London Zoological Society had given him permission to sketch. If botany was for women, ornithology was for men: birds opened the way for Lear to join them. Soon after he and Ann moved to Gray’s Inn Road, he presented himself as an artist that naturalists could turn to, making a fine trompe l’œil painting of his card, with a tiny black feather from a Siberian rubythroat and a large jay’s feather, miraculously real.
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         If he wasn’t at the zoo he was at the society’s museum at Lord Berkeley’s town house, 33 Bruton Street, where some birds were kept until new aviaries were built, and where the skins and specimens were stored – by 1828 these had reached an astonishing six hundred mammals, four thousand birds, one thousand reptiles and fish, and thirty thousand insects. At the end of 1830, writing a quick verse to a friend, Harry Hinde, accepting an invitation to tea, Lear broke off to ‘go to my dinner’:

         
            
               
                  For all day I’ve been a-

                  way at the West End, 

                  Painting the best end

                  Of some vast Parrots

                  As red as new carrots, –

                  (They are at the museum, –

                  When you come you shall see ’em, –)

                  I do the head and neck first; –

                  And ever since breakfast

                  I’ve had one bun merely!

                  So – yours quite sincerely

                                                   E.L.

               

            

         

         The appetite for books on birds and animals had grown since the voyages of Captain Cook in the 1760s and 70s, as more and more expeditions brought back unfamiliar plants and specimens of animals, birds, reptiles and fish. Passionate devotees worked to keep pace, diligently labelling species, trying to tie down the profusion, grotesqueries and marvels of the natural world. System was all; from Linnaean categories of flora and fauna to Lavoisier’s ordering of elements and gases, from the mapping of land to new standards of measurement and weight. The world expanded before the eyes of Western savants and they wanted not only to order and name new species but to see them, and even to possess them. The public had always been thrilled by wild animals, as ferocious as possible: they could see these at the Royal Menagerie in the Tower of London, and at ‘Exeter Change’ in the Strand, now run by Edward Cross. In Lear’s early teens this was famous for its great elephant, Chunee, who turned violent in 1826 and was executed by firing squad – a great London drama. Two years later all the beasts were paraded down the Strand to the King’s Mews, when the old Exchange was demolished. At around the same time, the Surrey Zoo opened next to Vauxhall pleasure gardens, with lions, tigers, kangaroos, and a giant tortoise giving rides to children, as well as a lake and a model of Vesuvius: a site of spectacle and entertainment, of balloon ascents, concerts, fireworks and panoramas.

         With a very different approach, in April 1828 the Zoological Society of London opened its zoo as a serious centre for research. The society was founded in 1826 by Sir Stamford Raffles, former governor of British territories in South East Asia, and Humphry Davy, successor to Joseph Banks as president of the Royal Society – empire and science hand in hand. The Crown Estates allotted a triangular plot in Regent’s Park (the same area covered by the zoo today), and in 1829, when the Crown granted a Royal Charter and transferred the Royal Menagerie from the Tower, Regent’s Park stood out as the pre-eminent British zoo. Members of the society, their families and friends and holders of special tickets, could wander along gravelled paths between low-built animal houses and aviaries, past ponds filled with wildfowl. There were kangaroos and llamas, monkeys and bears and even a hippopotamus, not seen in Europe since the Romans. But if the zoo showed off the beautiful, sensuous emblems of empire and exploration, it also stressed Britain’s civilising mission: the most ferocious animals, even lions and wolves, the society claimed, were milder when bred in captivity. A guide for children proclaimed that the zoo’s animals were ‘not only beautiful but happy … gentle, tender, compassionate, sympathising and benevolent, or at least innocent, like the best, and like the fairest, among ourselves’.

         Mrs Wentworth managed to get Lear an introduction as soon as the zoo opened – a rare privilege, as other artists were denied entry – and at once he began to draw. A lemur and his favourite blue-and-yellow macaws were both used for wood engravings in The Gardens and Menagerie of the Zoological Society Delineated, a small two-volume work for the general public, edited by the society’s secretary, Edward Bennett. This was another chance to learn, as the leading London illustrator William Harvey – a former apprentice to the great wood engraver Thomas Bewick and a kindly, hard-working man, always generous to young artists – was in charge of the illustrations. Whenever he could Harvey drew from living creatures rather than stuffed specimens, and dropped the conventional side view of birds and animals, making them lively as well as lifelike. In both approaches Lear would follow him. Perhaps persuaded by the publisher Rudolph Ackermann, he even considered publishing lithographs of his own sketches of the animals, like those used in Bennet’s book, and on a proof title page he included the study of the lion, camel, tiger and other creatures that he had pasted into one of his notebooks, the ‘peaceable kingdom’. But he then set this aside, and decided to create a more ravishing work and publish it himself. The subject, he decided, would be parrots.

         It was a move of astounding ambition. First, he had to find subscribers to fund such an expensive work. He approached friends, who in turn roped in others: the list began with Mrs Wentworth, followed by her daughter and sisters; then came the Zoological Society’s key figures, including Nicholas Vigors and Lord Stanley, President of the Linnean Society and soon of the Zoological Society, and leading naturalists such as Sir William Jardine and the Northumberland squire Prideaux John Selby. Selby’s fellow grandees from the north-east were there, including the Duke and Duchess of Northumberland, and the Sussex connection was strong too, from the Earl of Egremont and the Duke of Norfolk to the Wardropers and Mrs Hopkins, the Streets’ Arundel neighbours. Old friends from Holloway signed up, and parents and teachers of his pupils, like Madame Zielske of Tavistock Square. But the seriousness of the enterprise showed in the subscriptions from societies: the Linnean, the Society of Arts and the Zoological Society itself.

         To satisfy them Lear had to produce something special. His plan was that Illustrations of the Family of Psittacidae, or Parrots would appear in fourteen numbers between 1830 and 1832, with subscribers paying ten shillings for each of the promised parts: all of this showed a surprisingly entrepreneurial, practical-minded side to his nature. Even bolder, he chose a large folio size, a format no one had used before: Parrots was a turning point in ornithological illustration. The only man to go further was Audubon, with his huge ‘elephant folio’ plates for Birds of America, which had just begun publication in 1827. When Lear got to work, Audubon, now in his fifties, was lecturing in Britain and Europe, hunting for good printers and drumming up his own subscribers, including many of those named in Lear’s list. He met Lear at the zoo, and his example may well have inspired the idea of Parrots: they became friends and Lear was especially close to Audubon’s sons, Victor, three years his senior, and John, exactly his age. When Parrots was published as a book in 1832, Audubon bought a copy, admiring Lear’s art in comparison to the new flood of popular bird books, ‘cheap as dirt and more dirty than dirt’.

         As well as using a novel format, Lear was a pioneer in concentrating on a single species. The choice of parrots was inspired: decorative and entertaining, brilliantly coloured, admired for their mimicry, they were fashionable pets, seen in many contemporary portraits, and their shimmering feathers nodded from the headdresses of fashionable women. The Parrot House was one of the biggest draws at the zoo and if Lear could not find a species there or in Bruton Street, he begged entry to private collections, especially those of Lord Stanley, the dealer Benjamin Leadbetter and the naturalist Vigors. As a last resort, he turned to the stuffed birds of the taxidermist John Gould, the zoo’s first ‘Curator and Preserver’. The final touch of novelty was Lear’s insistence, following Harvey, in drawing from live birds wherever possible. At the zoo, he measured wingspan, length and legs while the young keeper Goss held the birds still. He chose their most striking, defining pose (and in his paintings they do seem to pose), then he sketched them – perched on branches, preening, nodding and blinking at the artist before them – in countless rough drawings, surrounded by jotted notes. He caught the arc of movement and the tilt of heads and drew their graduated feathers and soft down with painstaking accuracy, noting the smallest gradations of colour and texture. He made test sheets of colour, dabbing the tints around the sketches as a guide. But he also gave the birds character: the green and red Kuhl’s parakeets seem to talk to each other; the salmon-crested cockatoo appears blushingly vain; the great red and yellow macaw turns its head with a wary, arrogant glance and the blue and yellow macaw leans forward, its feathers ruffled and high. It is hard to tell who is the observer, artist or bird. ‘A huge Maccaw is now looking me in the face as much as to say – “finish me”,’ he groaned in one letter, looking at the uncompleted work filling his room. 
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         To save money Lear decided to produce his own lithographic plates, another brave move. Lithography, invented in the mid-1790s by the German Alois Senefelder, was hardly used in Britain until 1819 when Rudolph Ackermann published Senefelder’s A Complete Course of Lithography, and the landscape painter and printer Charles Hullmandel set up a studio. Hullmandel’s The Art of Drawing on Stone of 1824 became ‘the Bible for budding lithographic artists’. Artists liked the technique, based on the simple fact that oil and water repel each other, because they could make the plates themselves, without employing an engraver. Using a greasy wax crayon or chalk they could draw or trace directly on to the smoothly ground piece of limestone. The stone was ‘cooled’ with a mix of nitric acid and gum arabic, so that the parts not covered by the greasy drawing were etched away, then moistened so that when an oil-based ink was applied the water repelled it and the ink stuck only to the crayoned lines. Hullmandel kept the blocks at his studio at Great Marlborough Street, off Regent Street, hiring them out at rates from 4d. to 18d. per month, according to size. The studio became another place that Lear dashed to: drawing, supervising proofs, getting specialist letterers to add the titles. Here too he was a trendsetter: so far, lithography had been used for landscapes and portraits but only in a handful of natural history books.

         Lear had to learn many things: how to use the different grades of crayon, making sure they did not break; how to avoid smears; how to put a bridge – a piece of wood – across the stone to prevent smudging; how to mix crayon and ink for dark areas or lines; how to create highlights by scraping with a sharp tool. He shrugged his first failures off and carried on. He liked the freedom; he liked the ‘sculptural’ feel, using the grain and grit of the stone; he liked drawing directly so that his plates kept their liveliness. Once the prints were made – mirror images of the drawings – Hullmandel’s assistants applied watercolours to match Lear’s original, ending with a whisk of egg white to give sheen to the plumage and glint to the eye.

         On 1 November 1830 Lear published Parts I and II. The next day three distinguished zoologists, Nicholas Vigors, Thomas Bell and Edward Bennett, put his name forward as an Associate of the Linnean Society: he was still only eighteen. As the following parts came out his subscribers were thrilled. William Swainson, once a pupil of Audubon, asked for duplicates of two plates, which ‘will then be framed, as fit companions in my drawing room to hang by the side of a pair by my friend Audubon’. Prideaux John Selby went further, finding Lear’s plates ‘beautifully coloured & I think infinitely superior to Audubon’s in softness and the drawing as good’.

         Lear had designed wrappers to send out the separate parts, changing these when he obtained permission to dedicate the book to Queen Adelaide, wife of William IV. He sent some parts out himself and distributed others through Ackermann or local booksellers, but the cost was horrendous and since he couldn’t afford to hire the stones for long, he erased the drawings as soon as he had made the 175 prints he needed. ‘I have pretty great difficulty in paying my monthly charges,’ he told the Newcastle bookseller Charles Empson in October 1831, ‘for to pay colourer & printer monthly I am obstinately prepossessed – since I had rather be at the bottom of the River Thames – than be one week in debt.’ Many subscribers paid late, and though Lear exaggerated for comedy’s sake, his panic conveyed the state of his life. ‘Should you come to town,’ he told Empson, ‘– I am sorry that I cannot offer you a home pro tempore’:

         
            – pro trumpery indeed it would be, if I did make any such offer – for unless you occupied the grate as a seat – I see no probability of your finding any rest consonant with the safety of my Parrots – seeing that of the six chairs I possess – 5 are at present occupied with lithographic prints: – the whole of my exalted & delightful upper tenement in fact overflows with them, and for the last 12 months I have so moved – looked at, – & existed among Parrots – that should any transmigration take place at my decease I am sure my soul would be very uncomfortable in anything but one of the Psittacidae.

         

         By this time he was exhausted. That autumn, to make it easier to run back and forth to the zoo, he moved to 61 Albany Street, tucked behind the smart terraces on the east of the park. But early the next year the money finally ran out and his Parrots ground to a halt. He had promised to bring out fourteen numbers, but had to stop at twelve, having published forty-two plates, without any accompanying text. As he later told Sir William Jardine, ‘Their publication was a speculation which – so far as it made me known & procured me employment in Zoological drawing – answered my expectations – but in matters of money occasioned me considerable loss.’

         
            *

         

         For two years Lear had been preoccupied with parrots. He turned his back on the political storms preceding the Great Reform Act of June 1832; he ignored the debates about the Poor Law; he shrugged off the fear of a cholera epidemic sweeping down from the industrial cities of the north. At London Zoo, safe from mobs and disease, he found a home and a bevy of patrons.

         His work was part of the drive to describe, present and label the natural world. Watching eager label readers on a visit to the zoo in 1836, the journalist Leigh Hunt described one typical species spotter dashing from beast to bird, ‘and giving little self-complacent stops at each’:

         
            ‘Hah!’ he seemed to be saying to himself, ‘this is the panther is it? Hm – Panther. What says the label here? “Hyaena Capensis.” Hm – Hyaena – ah! A thing untameable. “Grisly Bear.” Hah! – grisly – hm. Very like. Boa, “Tiger Boa” – ah! – Boa in a box – Hm – Sleeping, I suppose. Very different from seeing him squeeze somebody. Hm. Well! I think it will rain. Terrible thing that – spoil my hat.’

         

         The parakeets and macaws, Hunt thought, seemed the happiest birds there, flaunting and chattering: ‘Does their talk mean to say anything of this?’ he asked. ‘Is it divided between an admiration of one another, and their dinner? For assuredly, talk they do, of something or other, from morning to night, like a room-full of French milliners.’ Lear too felt the birds talked to him, and that in some sense he belonged with them, an exhibit himself. Visitors gawped at the gangly young man with his large spectacles and furrowed brow. ‘Hm – an artist – hm.’ Often, as he made his preliminary drawings, he included their curious, peering faces. They were outside the cage: Lear was inside, with the birds.
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         Birds gave Lear joy all his life, not in cages but in the freedom of the skies, lakes and rivers, forests and gardens. Every journey he made was crowned with birds. In Albania, twenty years later, he dashed down to look at some white stones by a lake: 

         
            when – lo! on my near approach, one and all put forth legs, long necks, and great wings, and ‘stood confessed’ so many great pelicans, which, with croakings expressive of great disgust at all such ill-timed interruptions, rose up into the air in a body of five or six hundred, and soared slowly away to the cliffs to the north of the gulf.

         

         Again and again, birds left him speechless. He counted them and gave them characters wherever he found them, in Greece, in Italy, in Egypt: ‘4 black storks – one legged: apart – 8 pelicans – careless foolish. 17 small ducks, cohesive. 23 herons – watchful variously posed: & 2 or 3 flocks of lovely ivory ibis.’ And he used his compulsive counting in his nonsense.
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                  There was an Old Man with a beard,

                  Who said, ‘It is just as I feared! –

                  Two Owls and a Hen, four Larks and a Wren,

                  Have all built their nests in my beard!’

               

            

         

         There the birds are. (In 1860 Lear asked Holman Hunt, ‘How, my dear Daddy, is your paternal beard? Do the little birds nest in it yet? & if so, is their innocement & periseminating twitter pleasant to your benevolent heart?’) They nest and fly and swim through Lear’s rhymes and alphabets, stories and songs. And just as he renders the birds human, so people begin to look like birds: the long-legged Old Man of Dunblane, ‘Who greatly resembled a Crane’; the Old Man of El Hums, who ate nothing but crumbs, ‘Which he picked off the ground,/With the other birds round’; the depressing Old Man of Crowle, who lived in a nest with an owl; the long-necked Old Person of Nice: 
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                  There was an old Person of Nice,

                  Whose associates were usually Geese;

                  They walked out together, in all sorts of weather,

                  That affable Person of Nice!

               

            

         

         Wherever they appear, the birds’ sidelong glances make them look considerably wiser than the men. And just as Lear perched in the aviary so in his drawings he took on avian shape. In doodles in his letters he leans forward with his frock coat flung out like a tail and his long nose a beak; he hovers in the air, a rotund bird with feathery wings and tiny legs; he swims solemnly on with the geese from Corfu; he nests in a tree, or struts and bends his head as if to peck.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         When he finished Parrots, the young Lear, with his domed head and his spectacles perched on his large nose, was feeling hard pressed, hopeless in matters of money. Others, like the ambitious John Gould, were far shrewder. Gould had started a taxidermy business in Windsor in 1824, beginning work for the Zoological Society three years later, and publishing A Century of Birds from the Himalaya Mountains, based on a hundred skins of Indian birds that he had been sent, in 1830–1. Noting the success of Parrots, Gould planned a series of works on Lear’s model, using Hullmandel as his printer – he eventually produced forty volumes over twenty years. He was not an artist or a naturalist but he was determined and enthusiastic and had a good business head. He was, Lear told George Coombe in 1833, ‘a man who without any prospects or education, has by dint of a singularly active mind, good talents, & uncontrollable perseverance (not to say impudence backed by no little good luck) – risen in the world beyond belief for the last ten years’. Eager for work, Lear helped Gould with illustrations for the five-part Birds of Europe, from 1832 to 1837. He also taught lithography to Gould’s wife, Elizabeth, who drew the smaller birds while Lear took on the larger, more striking ones and did all the backgrounds and touchings up. He was fond of Elizabeth, ‘an exceedingly pleasant & amiable woman’, and drew a little study of her own pet vole, inscribed ‘Portrait of Mrs Gould’s Pet’. (When she died in 1841, Lear was genuinely saddened, asking for a sketch of her, as a person he ‘esteemed & respected so greatly’.)

         In March 1833, when Lear was desperate to get rid of unsold copies of Parrots, as he still owed money for their printing and ‘they were always before me like a great nimbus or nightmare or anything else very disagreeable & unavoidable’, Gould bought the stock and all rights in the plates for £50, on condition that Lear went to the Continent with him, to draw in the zoos of Rotterdam, Berne, Berlin, Frankfurt and Amsterdam. Then came delays – Elizabeth went into premature labour, the whole Gould family had flu, and the trip was put off. Suddenly, Lear collapsed. He went down to Arundel, where Sarah stuffed him ‘with puddings – chops – cutlets – and pies’, as he told Ann:

         
            
               
                  Exceedingly careful were they of my health,

                  And I scarcely left home at all, saving by stealth;

                  – They never allowed me to walk by the river

                  For said they – ‘Lest the fogs disagree with your liver!’ – 

               

            

         

         When he wrote this he was at Peppering with the Drewitts, drawing ‘a very magnificent pigeon’. He came back fatter and better, ready to work again. Finally, in July, off he went with Gould to all those places, the first time he had been abroad. In Amsterdam he made a more binding agreement to complete a specific number of drawings, which he later regretted. In all he contributed sixty-eight plates to Birds of Europe, for which Gould acknowledged his help, and at least ten more for Gould’s book on toucans, 1833–5, including some of his liveliest, most mischievous birds: but although he signed several plates in the first edition, in the second edition of 1854 his signature was silently erased.
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         While Lear felt disgruntled he also felt obliged to Gould, who employed him and paid him well. And although he was often hasty and careless, Gould was in the centre of this world – he was the one who identified Darwin’s bird specimens from the Galapagos not as a mixed lot but as thirteen distinct kinds of finch, setting Darwin on his long musings about their adaptive evolution. In later life Lear was less impressed, and less grateful. Gould was ‘always a hog’, he decided, and it was a wonder ‘as to how such a man could portray humming birds or anything refined’. When Gould died in 1881 Lear dismissed him as ‘one I never liked really, for in spite of a certain jollity & Bonhomie he was a harsh & violent man … ever the same, persevering, hard working toiler in his own (ornithological) line, – but ever as unfeeling for those about him’. Yet the birds he drew for Gould are wonders: fat pigeons and fierce marsh harriers, long-legged storks, great pelicans with huge beaks and the majestic eagle owl, with its ear-like tufts of feathers and soft ruffs around piercing golden eyes.

         
            *

         

         Gould was not his sole employer. Soon he was much in demand. The members of the Zoological Society who saw his drawings and admired his Parrots turned to him for help with their current work, and soon he was drawing reptiles and animals as well as birds. He contributed, for example, to the illustrations for accounts of great expeditions such as Captain Beechey’s three-year voyage across the Pacific to the Bering Straits and Alaska.

         Lear already had connections in this world, particularly with the gentleman naturalist and collector Prideaux John Selby, a friend of Mrs Wentworth’s brother Walter Ramsden Fawkes. Since Lear was sixteen, he had been sending Selby watercolour sketches for his British Ornithology, which was published in nineteen parts, mostly plates, between 1821 and 1834. In the past generation Thomas Bewick’s exquisite History of British Birds had introduced native species to a wide general public, but rich families with large libraries wanted more lavish volumes, leather-bound and finely printed, with hand-coloured plates on thick paper. Selby worked on this grander scale, and his British Ornithology was an airy and elegant production with characterful, life-size illustrations. After he began work at the zoo his reputation spread. Nicholas Vigors introduced him to Selby’s collaborator, Sir William Jardine, and Lear painted delicate watercolours for their Illustrations of Ornithology, which appeared from 1825 to 1843, and for Jardine’s work on the duck tribe. He also made drawings for the wood engravings in Jardine’s popular Naturalist’s Library, especially of pigeons and parrots: ‘Parrots are my favourites,’ he told Jardine, ‘& I can do them with greater facility than any other class of animals.’ His continuing fondness and familiarity show in his work, like this conversation between two macaws, painted in May 1836.
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         Selby and Jardine were both enchanted with his work, and took his scientific expertise seriously, as well as his art: he always remembered their kindness. And while he worked at the zoo other experts sought him out. In July 1832 he wrote comically to the Coombes’ baby daughter, begging her to ask for a letter in return (‘If you cannot yet speak your ideas – my love – you can squeak them you know’) and appealing for specimens from Fanny Coombe’s brother Robert Drewitt:

         
            only because I feel more pleasure in drawing from those given me by my intimate friends – than I could do from those otherwise come by – not from my being unable to get at specimens. – Having rather a Zoological connexion – & being about to Publish British Quadrupeds – I have now living – 2 Hedgehogs, all the sorts of mice – weasels – Bats &c – & every beast requisite except a Pine Marten, – all of which, my dear child, – I should be glad to present you with – did I suppose you could make the slightest use of them whatever.

         

         Tortoises were also on his mind: Eliza Drewitt’s tortoise had just died and he was making lithographs from James Sowerby’s sketches of tortoises and terrapins, with their wonderfully patterned shells and beady eyes, for Thomas Bell’s great study A Monograph of the Testudinata. He also worked on Bell’s 1837 History of Quadrupeds, writing across several plates in his own copy, ‘drawn from nature also on wood by me’. Bell was one of the trio who had put his name forward to the Linnean Society and Lear felt a true affection for him, often visiting him in later years, especially after Bell moved into Gilbert White’s old house in Selborne.

         
            *

         

         This was a good, sociable time. Lear had work, and a growing reputation. ‘I am up to my neck in hurry’, he told George Coombe in April 1833, ‘– & work from 5AM – till 7 P.M without cessation: – my lute & my flute are locked up.’ He saw his old friends, as well as his new ones from the zoo and the artists’ studios. One Sussex friend, Bernard Senior (who later took the name of Husey Hunt, for inheritance reasons), a year older than Lear, was now at the law firm of Ellis and Blackmore’s in Gray’s Inn, where George Lear worked. Lear often went on the town with him and Henry Greening, a young lawyer from Lincoln’s Inn. Almost fifty years later, when he saw a notice of Greening’s death in The Times, he wrote, ‘What days, (& what nights) we used to share so long ago as 1830 or even earlier. Harry Greening was in those times the life of all our parties, albeit through him partly I got into bad ways.’ There are other hints that around this time Lear’s life became tangled. When he set off with Gould to the Continent he mentioned ‘some circumstances which had just occurred’ that made him glad to leave England. In a late diary, when he found his servant Giorgio’s son crying from shame because he thought he had syphilis (it turned out to be a plain abscess), he commented, ‘Considering that I myself in 1833 had every sort of syphilitic disease, who am I to blame others, who have had less education & more temptation.’ Lear was consistently evasive about his sex life, even in his diary: this is one of the rare occasions that he even mentions having one. He doesn’t say if he went to brothels, or picked up rent boys – or both. He doesn’t specify the nature of his ‘disease’ and it is likely to have been bacterial gonorrhoea, treatable with arsenic and mercury, rather than the more deadly syphilis (at the time the two were thought to be connected, with syphilis a later stage), but this would still be enough to cause years of problems and to make him anxious in the future, especially about marriage.

         In 1833 his father Jeremiah died of a heart attack, aged seventy-six, but Lear’s relationship with his mother remained cool. He was dutiful, went down to Gravesend to see her and later sent money when he could, but there was no warmth between them. In his view, he and his sister Ann were still on their own. In the New Year of 1834 Lear moved to rooms at 28 Southampton Row which soon became as crammed with books, prints, plates and drawings as his old lodgings: ‘It must be a very thin man to live in these rooms as there are only a few weasel like corners not filled up,’ he told Fanny Coombe later. One escape was Hullmandel’s labyrinthine studio. Acutely intelligent and a fine linguist, Hullmandel liked to encourage young artists, though he was ‘decidedly caustic’, Dan Fowler thought: ‘If you made a blot in his presence, he was sure to find it; withal, as it was his business to be, an excellent judge of art.’ This summer, feeling he needed proper formal training, Lear also enrolled in Sass’s School of Art in Charlotte Street, Bloomsbury. Started by Henry Sass, a friend of Turner and Landseer, the school prepared students for entrance to the Royal Academy Schools, copying old masters, studying perspective and drawing from antique sculptures. Pupils included William Powell Frith, Augustus Egg and John Everett Millais, and like Hullmandel’s studio, Sass’s was a social hub. Frith, who was there that summer, remembered ‘A series of conversazioni, at which great artists and other distinguished men were present … Etty, Martin (certainly one of the most beautiful human beings I ever beheld), and Constable were frequent visitors. We had dinners and dances, too. Who that had once seen Wilkie dance a quadrille could ever forget the solemnity of the performance.’ The lithographer George Barnard also noted these conversations, ‘and the society of most of the Royal Academicians, such as Stanfield, Turner, Westall, Landseer &c’. Lear heard Turner singing at one party, belting out ‘And the world goes round a-bound, a-bound’.

         But Lear did not stay long at Sass’s; he was older than most of the pupils and had no cash or time for a long, expensive course. He had proved himself at London Zoo, with his work for the naturalists, and with his own amazing plates of the parrots – and now he had new commitments, to his most important patron so far, Edward Smith Stanley. Lord Stanley had chaired the meeting of the Zoological Society that granted Lear permission to draw the parrots in the zoo, and had become president of the Society in 1831, a post he held until his death. Lear had included two of his birds in the Parrots, an iridescent green and pink Stanley parakeet and a red-capped parakeet, and had also made several drawings for him at Knowsley, the Stanley family’s Lancashire estate just north of Liverpool. And now, after Stanley inherited his father’s title in 1834, becoming the thirteenth Earl of Derby, they would work even more closely together.
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5: KNOWSLEY


         

         At Knowsley everything was on a grand scale. When Lear went up for an extended stay in the summer of 1835, he looked out from his window over fields and copses, across the plain to Liverpool and far beyond to the west, to the marshes and dunes where the Mersey met the cold Irish Sea. He painted this view, his first known landscape in watercolour, a pattern of brown and gold cornfields and clumps of dark trees under a huge, billowing sky. It was not picturesque: ‘The rain is coming down in torrents,’ he wrote to George Coombe, ‘and the vast pancake of landscape from here to Liverpool is all in a beastly grey mist.’

         All that flat pancake belonged to the Stanleys. They were staggeringly rich – by far the richest family in the north-west – with money pouring in from coal mines and from property in the growing industrial towns of Preston and Bury, and on the Liverpool quays. The house was a vast pile, a jumble of styles from Tudor times on, its Georgian front and portico mixing with new neo-Gothic additions. The twelfth earl was a rip-roaring liberal Whig, a close ally of Charles James Fox and a great gambler and man of the turf, founding the Oaks (named after his Epsom estate), the Derby, and the Grand National at nearby Aintree. By contrast, the new Lord Derby was quiet, even shy, finding animals and birds easier to deal with than people. He had been an MP for over thirty years, from the age of twenty-one, but his reputation and his spirits were badly bruised by his support of his local yeomanry at the inquiry after the massacre of Peterloo in 1819, and as soon as he entered the House of Lords in 1834 he stood back from politics. He hated London and avoided the season. His son Edward made up for this: ‘a lively rattling sportsman’, according to the gossipy Charles Greville, ‘apparently devoted to racing and rabbit shooting’, he entertained the Fancy, the sporting aristocracy, for the Liverpool races and would become prime minister three times in the 1850s and 60s.

         Derby’s passion for natural history baffled his rackety father: he rarely went racing and instead, said Greville, ‘spent a million on kangaroos’. Knowsley’s 170 acres were a vast private zoo, for which Stanley sent collectors across the globe, to South Africa and India, South America and Australia; at Knowsley at dawn the screeches and hootings of the birds almost drowned the bellowing of the wild Brahmin cattle. The collecting was not without mishap: one hungry ship’s crew devoured the precious birds; a vicuña tried to eat paint; efforts to send kiwi birds from New Zealand ‘by shipping them with a supply of worms mixed with chicken entrails’ failed entirely. The animals that did arrive needed a large staff to undertake odd tasks: the blacksmith pared the zebra’s hooves; a local surgeon operated on an antelope’s cataracts; gangs of men clipped reluctant alpacas; garden boys tended reptiles and tropical fish in warm tanks in the plant houses. Derby also employed taxidermists, including Gould, and his museum on the first floor of the house was full of stuffed birds and animals, cabinets of skins, trays of insects and plant specimens. He became an expert in identifying species and amassed an extraordinary collection of rare books, botanical and zoological paintings and engravings, hiring artists to paint his living specimens.

         When Lear was asked to contribute to this great visual filing system, he began, not surprisingly, with a bird: a tiny chestnut-belted gnateater from the Amazon, sketched in 1830. Many ravishing watercolours in the great folios of his work at Knowsley are dated 1831, among them Stanley’s golden parakeet and a pretty blue and green bird from eastern China, soon named ‘Lord Derby’s parakeet’, Paleornis Derbianus: when Lear painted this from a skin at the Knowsley museum it was the only example of the species in Britain. Derby paid him well, far better than Gould had, beginning at £3 for each painting, and Lear was touched by his open acknowledgement, as he told Fanny Coombe, ‘such as at the Gardens & Zoological Meetings – shaking hands with me before all the great bodies – & in calling & sitting for a long half hour at 28 Southampton Row’. He was wryly grateful for such attentions ‘from people of rank – to us small fry of artists’. The gulf was bridged by Derby’s humanity. Lear told Fanny of ‘an opportune misunderstanding when Lord D called – through his dreadful deafness: “My Lord” – said I – “I hope your head is better” – for he had had a bad headache the day before. “Oh” – replied he – “I have found a remedy for that. I have taken out all the little birds & put in one Cockatoo & three large Red Macaws.”’ The absurdity, and Derby’s vulnerability and generosity, won Lear’s devotion.

         Offering to send William Jardine some pictures of Lord Derby’s ‘novelties’, Lear added, ‘He will have great pleasure in your having them, I am sure – indeed, a more liberal and amiable collector (you know we naturalists have a selfish reputation), does not exist.’ During his stays at Knowsley he worked for Derby with immense patience, drawing from life if he could, making many pencil studies, with notes on colour and on texture, silky or rough. He turned a turtle upside down, painting its soft belly and wriggling legs. He learned about anatomy, feeding habits, mating rituals, and his humour showed through as he caught the shrewd gaze of the spectacled owl, and the angular pride of the great crowned crane. His watercolours were far more than an accurate depiction of plumage, markings and anatomy. They displayed a tenderness, an intimate perception, a feeling for the fast beat of a heart, the wetness of a twitching nose, the stress of animals far from their familiar habitat. 
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               Spectacled Owl, Wattle-crowned Crane and Quebec Marmot or Weenusk (Arctomys Empetra), watercolours made at Knowsley

            

         

         As the birds and animals died, their cabinet skins piled up in Derby’s museum: they are now in the Liverpool Museum that he endowed in his will. Many skins are those of individuals that Lear knew personally, from the stately, embarrassed-looking crowned crane to the Orinoco goose. This goose was one of Lear’s favourites. He loved to see the courtship display: the male and female standing tall with wings widespread, flinging their heads back and puffing their chests in and out, whistling and chuff-chuffing. Derby noted that Lear ‘was much amused by its manner of swelling out the breast like a Pouter Pigeon, which he represented’. The skins of the mammals he painted are in this museum too: a fat little woodchuck from Alaska with its quivering nose; a perky ‘tree rat’ from Central America, with its tail curled round a branch (later named as ‘Lord Derby’s Woolly Opossum’); a black giant squirrel from the high canopies of Asian forests. Painting these birds and animals, Lear touched distant lands and different ways of inhabiting the living world, and he knew that however meticulous his drawings, his flying, jumping, leaping subjects would always remain mysterious.

         
            
[image: ]
               Malayan Giant Squirrel (1846)

            

         

         He looked carefully, paying close attention to details like the way an animal’s hair fell over its toes or the creases on a paw. When he sent sketches from London of the Trionyx, the soft-shelled turtle from the Nile, and the beautiful little South American wildcat Leopardus yagouaroundi, he wrote: 

         
            I took the sketches very carefully from the living animals, but owing to their not being in a good light, I have had very great trouble in getting the drawings to look satisfactory: even now, only the under side of the Trionyx is what I really like. The cat was very difficult to represent, & the Trionyx, although James Hunte held it for me for two whole mornings – not much less so.

         

         Similarly, when he tackled the Eastern quoll from Australia – his ‘Manges Opossum’ – with its delicately spotted pelt, he explained that he had taken great pains, and trusted that Derby would think he had tried ‘to imitate the fur more nearly’.

         These Australian species enthralled him: around 1834 he drew a page of ‘Portraites of the inditchenous beestes of New Ollond’ including kangaroos ‘in their proper propperportions’, a platypus and porcupine, a bandicoot and a grinning ‘common or Natur Catte’. When the Goulds set off to work there, he sounded rather envious.

         All the species – familiar and unfamiliar – had to be fitted into the Linnaean taxonomy that Derby and his colleagues favoured, according to strict rules. Species were arranged in orders – for instance the largest order of birds was the Passeriformes, the songbirds – then families, and then by genus and species. To establish a ‘type’, or type series, specimens that would form the standard for a new species or variant, the describer had to produce a detailed document, which must be published to be valid. In the description, the scientific name, such as Passer domesticus (house sparrow), could be derived from any language or from the name of a person but it had to be Latinised and followed by the date of publication (so we have ‘Passer domesticus, Linnaeus, 1758’), and then it had to be checked against other closely related species, to note any difference or variation. 
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               ‘Portraites of the inditchenous beestes of New Ollond’

            

         

         Lear had no background in this work and sometimes grew impatient with the disputes over naming, but he did try to identify the birds he painted, and as some of them were new to science, he was ‘the first describer’. Three birds were named after him: the blue Brazilian parrot, ‘Lear’s macaw’, Anodorhynchus leari, ‘Lear’s cockatoo’, Lapochroa leari, and Platycercus leari, a red and green Tabuan parakeet from Fiji. He also named some birds himself, from specimens that he recognised as belonging to undescribed species, like the long-billed black cockatoo, Calyptorhynchus baudinii, which he named after Nicolas Baudin, the leader of a French scientific expedition to Australia in 1800. But many birds and animals also arrived with names from their country of origin, or given by settlers and hunters. These rolled off the tongue, different and alien: the whiskered yarke and the eye-browed rollulus, the purplish guan and the aequitoon, the ging-e-jonga and jungli-bukra. The music of strange names, never forgotten, echoes in Lear’s late songs, granted to the Fimble Fowl with a corkscrew leg and the others who flock to the Quangle Wangle Quee:

         
            
               
                  And the Golden Grouse came there,

                      And the Pobble who has no toes, –

                  And the small Olympian bear, –

                      And the Dong with a luminous nose.

                  And the Blue Baboon, who played the Flute, –

                  And the Orient Calf from the Land of Tute, –

                  And the Attery Squash, and the Bisky Bat, –

                  All came and built on the lovely Hat

                           Of the Quangle Wangle Quee.

               

            

         

         In his poems, Lear had his own menagerie where all the creatures were free.
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6: TRIBES AND SPECIES


         

         
            
               
                  The Kicking Kangaroo

                  Who wore a pale Pink Muslin Dress

                  With Blue spots

               

            

         

         Lear drew this kangaroo for two children, Daisy and Arthur Terry, at a hotel in Italy in August 1870. In his illustrated alphabet the Kicking Kangaroo was joined by the Jubilant Jay, who did up her hair with ‘a Wreath of Roses, Feathers and a good Pin’, the Melodious Meritorious Mouse, who played a merry minuet on the piano, and many others, all mimicking accomplishments and fashions that also – as with the Jay’s feather headdress – showed how the smart set exploited them.

         In the mid-1830s, as Lear watched the kangaroos lolloping around the grassy fields at Knowsley, he also watched the human menagerie of the great country house with their dress suits and muslin gowns, music and picnics and play. When he had first come to Knowsley in the time of the old twelfth earl, he had soon learned the complicated family history. Despite wedding celebrations so glittering that they became a legend, the twelfth earl’s first wife ran off with the Duke of Dorset, with whom she had a daughter, and was banished: twenty years later, within three weeks of his wife’s death in 1797, the earl married his great love, the Irish comic actress Elizabeth Farren (many caricatures by Gillray show the short, stubby, ‘baby-faced’ earl dwarfed by the tall, willowy actress). Derby and his sister Charlotte, then in their twenties, lived on with the children of the new marriage in their father’s boisterous household. Kind, crude in the old Regency style, prone to teasing young women about their looks and lovers, and incurably hospitable, the earl added a vast panelled dining room in the Gothic style, hung with portraits of ancestors, its high curved ceiling disappearing into a mist above the chandeliers: his dinners often seated between forty and a hundred. In this tribe, the Stanleys were frequently outnumbered by their cousins the Hornbys, linked through marriages of two generations. Friends, cousins, children, nephews and nieces, grandchildren and great-grandchildren filled the house. It was for those children that Lear wrote the first of his nonsense rhymes.
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               Knowsley Hall from the west (1835)

            

         

         In June 1835, when Lear set off for his long summer stay at Knowsley, he squeezed into the last cheap seat on the coach, behind the box, singing to the mildly drunk coachman and reaching Birmingham, ‘perfectly frozen, to make a beastly breakfast of far gone eggs’. Near Knowsley he left his bags to be collected and walked through the park, later telling George Coombe loyally that the trees were mere gooseberry bushes compared to those of Sussex. He was conscious of his odd status, neither servant nor guest, and went round to the back door to meet the housekeeper, who showed him ‘my rooms’. These were gratifyingly lavish, in the great front of the house looking west into the sunset: ‘Grand piano book case – sofa – fire &c – with lots of Orthodox furniture’. At dinner in the housekeeper’s room, he reported:

         
            all things were going on swimmingly – when lo! A messenger from Lord D. begged me to come immediately to him. To my surprise his Lordship was in the Passage, where he gave me a regular shake of the hand, & apologised for my having been put where I was. ‘I intended of course,’ quoth he – ‘that you should have been one of us – & not dine with the servants.’

         

         So after the meal he left the servants’ quarters, ‘to the eminent opening of eyes of the good people assembled’, and was shown to the drawing room, full of assorted Stanleys and Hornbys, ‘a legion to themselves’. He clearly enjoyed this story and told it again to Dan Fowler, who remembered it with amusement, but added shrewdly, ‘His career was founded on patronage, and under that he was content to enter upon it. It was, too, more or less patronage all his days, but he proved himself worthy of it, if any man ever did.’

         Lear was not really ‘one of us’. His letters from Lancashire were forerunners of later reports from foreign countries on their people, customs and tribes. On his first day in 1835 he reported the routine. At ten, a bell summoned the household to prayers, the guests in the library, the servants in the hall; then came breakfast in ‘the enormous dining room – a good one you may guess’. At noon, keen to see the changes since his last visit, Lear toured the aviaries, finding them ‘incredibly altered and improved’; after lunch he talked for two hours to Derby’s nephew Robert Hornby – later a good friend and patron – and sketched until five. At half past six a bell rang for dressing and at seven the company processed into the dining room: dinner, coffee, tea, then Derby played patience with the ladies. Then bed. It looked as though he was in for a quiet time and as it was too wet to work in the aviaries he planned to ask Derby if he could sketch a bird or two indoors, ‘as I want to do 4 every week for him’.

         He was young, middle-class, nervous in his new clothes, working hard to fit in. At dinner with the housekeeper, ‘as I saw how matters were going to be – I took all the pains in the world to make myself pleasant’; at dinner with the earl, ‘I behaved myself however – very decently during dinner, & devoured some of the good things with great complacency.’ There were some horrors, like putting up with guests who were only civil, he felt, because the Stanleys and Hornbys liked him. There were moments, too, of pure bafflement, as when the visiting Earl of Wilton, clad like a Van Dyck painting in crimson and a black velvet waistcoat, insisted he drink champagne with him. ‘Why?’ Lear asked another guest, ‘and she began to laugh, and said, because he knows you are a clever artist and sees you always look at him and admire him: and he is a very vain man and this pleases him, and so he asks you to take wine as a reward.’ While he was watching them, they were watching him. Like the animals in the zoo, the artist was a different species, a curiosity, caressed by some and ignored by others. At times, he wrote, ‘the uniform apathetic tone assumed by lofty society irks me dreadfully – nothing I long for half so much as to giggle heartily and to hop on one leg down the great gallery – but I dare not.’

         The quiet vanished in late July when the crowd came up for the races:

         
            Another! – Another!! – & Another!!! – the rattling & bustle is very superlative: – at the moment I am writing no less than 3 carriages & 4 – four carriages & 2 – 2 Phaetons with white ponies – 1 Gig – & 3 Grooms with single horses are congregated before the awful door: surely out of all the contents there must be something good at the dinner party – I am sick of splendour – vomiting with excess of pomp – longing for a little porter out of a pewter pot – & some bread and cheese eaten with my fingers … as soon as one gets to like one Sett of people – away they go – & a perpetual change keeps one in a froze. – Would I live so! – St Peter! –

         

         Yet despite his sardonic ‘very superlative’, Lear was impressed, and his protests gave way to a torrent of name dropping. He listed visits to old Cheshire houses like Tabley Hall, where he gorged on raspberries, joined outings, and shared a gipsy picnic in the ruins of Beeston Castle. The high-born women were like exotic specimens, described in general terms rather than in detail: ‘Everybody ought to see Lady de Tabley before they die – she is a most glorious creature: – & not less delightful than beautiful,’ or Sir Philip Egerton’s wife, ‘who is preterpluperfection, (she used to be called the “pride of Cheshire”)’.

         At Knowsley more visitors arrived, in bursts of sound: ‘the noise of children, the hurrying of valets – the bustling of ladies’ maids – the orderings of housekeepers – the stumping & squawking of Sir J. Shelley – the giggling of Miss – & the volubilities of My Lady – the barking of six dogs’. Then came shooting parties, ironic in a park devoted to preservation. ‘Rabbit slaughter began two days ago. 138 were demolished in one evening. “Great Fun”, as Lady Shelley says.’ Next there was a new craze: cricket. In the mornings children and women joined in, and ‘after luncheon – the males rush out again, & then there is a match general – grooms – riders – footmen & aristocrats all in a bundle’. The mix of gentlemen and players was not wholly equal. Every time Lear looked out of the window one of the gents was at the wicket.

         As he described this in his letters, life at Knowsley was moving towards caricature, even fantasy. He knew that Fanny Coombe loved a good comic disaster, and when a fire broke out as he was writing to her, he seized the moment: ‘Featherbeds are rolling down the stairs – curtains – clothes – books – furniture are being tossed from windows – the heat is dreadful – the women are losing their presence of mind.’ The blaze was small, so Lear could turn it into farce, with the housekeeper deluging him with water, featherbeds felling a cook, the fat butler rolling over four bricklayers and two grooms, and soot-covered gentry passing buckets from the ponds: ‘Lady Ellinor & 20 Gardeners command a regiment of watering pots.’ He enjoyed seeing this well-ordered milieu thrown into chaos. But in a house run like clockwork, butlers and footmen were soon carrying their trays, backs straight, noses in the air, eyes raised above a floor carpeted with beds and books, as if nothing had happened at all.

         Next Lear was swept into an excursion by steamer to Puffin Island off Anglesey with Lord D. and several Hornbys who planned to shoot the puffins that bred there in their millions. They were too late in the season: the puffins had vanished and the rain poured down. But for Lear, the scenery made up for all. Escaping a dinner party, he walked to the Menai bridge, gazing at the mountains in the distance: ‘beyond all glorious. Eat hearty supper after 10 miles walk & then sang with accordion & flute till 2 in the morning on the beach.’

         
            *

         

         Lear’s status as a hired artist was offset by his reputation as a naturalist. After the Anglesey trip he went to Dublin with four members of a different branch of the family, the Stanleys of Alderley. The leading spirit was the Reverend Edward Stanley, author of A Familiar History of Birds and soon to be president of the Linnean Society; with him came his sons Charles Edward and Arthur Penrhyn Stanley. Three years younger than Lear, Arthur became a close friend, although sadly their letters are lost: at the time of this trip he was a student at Balliol, and later he became a noted liberal theologian and Dean of Westminster. The final member of the Irish party was Edward Leycester Penrhyn, Revd Stanley’s brother-in-law, and husband of Derby’s daughter Charlotte – a double connection. They were heading for the annual meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science, founded four years earlier as a counter to the conservative Royal Society, ‘to give a stronger impulse and a more systematic direction to scientific enquiry’. (In 1837 Dickens lampooned the BAAS as ‘the Mudfog Association for the Advancement of Everything’, giving it five sections including two Lear-sounding disciplines, ‘Umbugology’ and ‘Ditchwateristics’.)

         When Lear was in Dublin the Association was made up of four sections: Physics, Chemistry, Geology and Natural History. Stars among the founders were the polymath William Whewell – who coined the word ‘scientist’ – William Buckland, who had worked on the great dinosaur fossils, and was now putting forward his theory of the ‘catastrophic’ creation of the earth, and Charles Babbage, inventor of the Difference Engine and the Analytical Engine. The hottest subject was geology, and the most debated work was Charles Lyell’s Principles of Geology (1830– 3), which argued for the gradual and continuing formation of the earth over millennia, perhaps as long as 300 million years. Alarmed at such thinking, for the past few years authors of the eight ecclesiastically sanctioned Bridgewater Treatises, including Buckland, had presented Nature as the creation of a God who intervened constantly in its workings. In 1837, Babbage would attack this in his pertly named Ninth Bridgewater Treatise. There was no need, he said, for divine miracles to create new species or adaptations. Instead, his ‘Creator’ was a kind of divine legislator, or clockmaker, who designed successive species to appear at set times, and let them progress and change without intervention.

         The delegates heard learned arguments, toured the zoo and feasted in marquees in the Botanical Gardens. Alexis de Tocqueville, the first volume of whose Democracy in America, published in 1835, was making waves, reported to his mother, ‘We found there at least five hundred people; a great deal of noise and little work, as it happens generally in assemblies so numerous.’ Lear enjoyed the noise and talk, and was enrolled as a member of the BAAS. But a kind of unease affected him. Current arguments about design, creation and the long history of the earth still placed mankind at the top of a pyramid, with all other creatures below. As he drew and painted the animals and birds and reptiles, Lear was not so sure about man’s assumed dominion. The oppression of captivity was less obvious at Knowsley than at London Zoo – Derby valued the animals’ need for space and had no big cats pacing behind bars, no polar bears stuffed into cages – but still the zebras and antelopes in the park could not race in great herds across the plains. And the more Lear looked at the smart society set on the one hand, and the animals on the other, the more he seems to have asked, ‘What does it mean to be human?’ 

         One watercolour from 1835 showed a chimpanzee clad in a little girl’s dress, holding a hoop, her gnarled, curved toes, beautifully drawn, peeping from beneath the dimity hem. This was a pet from another grand house – Derby would never have allowed such a thing – but the animal’s plight clearly fascinated Lear. Another sketch shows the chimp’s pensive head bending heavily over the childish collar. Beneath the dress the chimp has its own, individual consciousness. And surely, without much effort, you could reverse this and see the humans as the animals they were beneath their clothes, their wrinkles and spotted skin hidden by their dresses and suits, their passions and anxieties tucked beneath accepted social manners?

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         Lear’s dizzying sense of the overlap between animal and human looked back in part to Thomas Hood, who often drew this resemblance – a tall visitor to the zoo exchanging stares with a giraffe, a fat man with outspread coat-tails like a bird – and to George Cruikshank, who showed members of the Zoological Society as hippos, monkeys, lions and cranes. In Hood’s ‘Pythagorean Fancies’ the narrator prefers the idea of ‘inhabiting the body of a bird’ (like Lear), but notes how many people seem ‘semibrutal … What apes, foxes, pigs, curs and cats, walk our metropolis.’ Conversely many of Lear’s watercolours of birds and animals look curiously human, like the little Scops-eared owl, then called ‘Ephialtes’, who looks anxiously upwards like a man whose toupée is about to slide off.
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