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MAY 12, 2012 was the 200th anniversary of the birth of Edward Lear, 
one of the most brilliant and yet most ill-appreciated of Englishmen, 
both in his lifetime and since. Most know him as the writer of nonsense 
verse, a poetry form he virtually invented, but there was so much more 
to him. It is fitting that Peter Levi’s learned and, like its subject, eccen-
tric and highly entertaining biography is being re-issued now.
 Lear did not come into my life in a major way until 2006 when my 
wife, Louella, and I rode the length of Albania and I wrote a book about 
that interesting and little known-country.1

 The two most famous early travellers to Albania were Lord Byron 
at the start of the nineteenth century, and Edward Lear in the middle. 
Lear’s peregrinations there and throughout the Balkans were exten-
sive and the pictures he painted of exotic landscapes were and remain 
the finest and most evocative images of that part of the world. The re-
search I did for my book gave me an inkling of what an extraordinarily 
talented and diverse man Lear was. Levi’s book reveals him in all his 
multi-faceted, witty and tortured glory. There was so much more to 
him than the nonsense verse we were all, if we were lucky, brought up 
on and which touches in its extreme oddity so many nerves. The risible 
humour is unique in its ability to strike a chord with our own hopes and 
fears, weaknesses and sadness. Who has not identified him or herself 
as the Owl or the Pussycat, floundering through the turbulent ocean of 
life? However, it is as a travel writer, poet, cartoonist, zoological artist 
and above all as a landscape painter that he should really be remembered. 

1. Land of Eagles, London: I.B.Tauris, 2009.
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He was a man of innumerable gifts, yet tortured throughout his life 
by ill health and feelings of inadequacy, while constantly living in fear 
of debt, for which his father seems to have gone to prison. And yet he 
rose above repeated adversities, deprecating his own failings, such as 
his hopeless horsemanship, in such endearing ways that he must have 
been a delight to know. There is a probably apocryphal story, told to 
me by a British nobleman, whose grandfather had known Lear, which 
supposedly accounts for his children’s verse. It was Lord Stanley, later 
the 14th Earl of Derby, who originally paid Lear, a fine ornithologi-
cal draughtsman, to draw his aviary at Knowsley Hall. While he was 
showing his patrons his work, lunchtime arrived and there was an em-
barrassing moment deciding where the artist should eat. He could not 
be sent downstairs to the servants’ hall and yet he was not quite a gen-
tleman and so could not dine with his hosts. ‘I know’ Lady Stanley is 
reputed to have said. ‘He can go up to the nursery. The children seem 
to like him!’ And so his best-known talent of creating nonsense rhymes 
was honed as he enchanted the children and painted captive parrots.
 While riding through Albania we found his lyrical descriptions of 
the countryside as valid as when he had written about it over a hundred 
and fifty years before. When waking chilled in our sleeping bags after 
a wet and foggy night, Lear’s view of ‘a very mistiferous morning’ with 
‘the cold-Cumberland feeling of these mountains after rain’ could hard-
ly have been bettered. We were impressed, too, by his great fortitude 
under appallingly uncomfortable travelling conditions, some of which 
we found can still be experienced today, but there seem to be fewer fleas 
and less hostility now.
 Lear was a man of very many and diverse friendships. He lived in 
a time of great creativity, of which he was a part and yet never fully 
integrated into any group. He was overawed by the pre-Raphaelites, es-
pecially Holman Hunt, but fortunately their different attitude to art did 
not diminish his own great talent as a landscape painter. He helped the 
great bird painter, John Gould, with the backgrounds and some of the 
details of his pictures, but he never quite achieved Gould’s fame in that 
field. He was greatly entertained by Marianne North, the superb self-
taught botanical artist, who travelled the world recording exotic plants 
and he loved her paintings, as well as, perhaps, her but he never married. 
He painted Richard Burton in full Arab disguise in Egypt, soon after 
Burton’s return from Mecca, although they seem not to have met again. 
This was an era simply fizzing with creativity of all sorts. Engineers like 
I.K. Brunel were in their prime and changing the face of Britain. Lear 
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seems to have known everyone and yet still been an outsider. Charles 
Kingsley loved his limericks and the lyrics of his nonsense verse. Lord 
Tennyson, the Poet Laureate, whom he revered, wrote and dedicated to 
Lear a beautiful poem, ‘On his Travels in Greece’. Through him, Lewis 
Carroll, a mutual friend, may well have been influenced in his own fan-
tastical works. Thomas Hanbury, the great philanthropist and creator of 
perhaps the finest garden in Europe, bought many of his paintings and 
helped him buy land close by his own. They eventually fell out over the 
building of a large hotel in front of Lear’s house at San Remo, which he 
called the Villa Tennyson after his great friend.
 Edward Lear was someone we would all have liked to know and 
been cheered up by. For all the tragedy in his life, he was one of the most 
talented and entertaining men England has ever nurtured.

Robin Hanbury-Tenison






















































