
  

EDWARD LEAR  1812-1888 

The Owl and the Pussy-cat went to sea    In a beautiful pea-green boat,    They took some honey, and 

plenty of money,     Wrapped up in a five-pound note. 

This has been judged the most popular comic poem ever written. It certainly was very popular when 

first published. It was of course, written by Edward Lear. 

He was born in a large Georgian house, Bowman’s Lodge, in Bowman Mews, which is just past the 

Holloway Road/Seven Sisters Road traffic light, on the North side of the road going East, now a 

dreary passageway of back entrances. A blue plaque, once there, has disappeared. The area was 

used for archery practice in Mediaeval times. In Lear’s youth it was an isolated house, with a good 

view over the City. Lear claimed his first memory was of being awoken to see the fireworks let off to 

celebrate victory at the battle of Waterloo. 

He was born to a stockbroker and his wife, the 22nd of 23 children, 13 of whom survived infancy. In 

1817 his father suffered a financial disaster in the post-war bust and had to leave the Stock 

Exchange, and dispose of the house. The family was then split up, the girls going into service as 

governesses and companions, the boys into the Church, Army and Navy. Mrs Lear gave Edward to 

the eldest daughter, Ann, and abandoned them to their own resources, and the parents moved to 

Gravesend. Edward never saw his parents again. Ann was devoted to her brother and spent most of 

her life looking after him, declining three offers of marriage. She has a modest inheritance, and 

taught Edward herself until he was 11. He was clearly a gifted artist, despite bad eyesight. (He also 

had asthma, epilepsy and later, depression.) By the age of 14 he was earning a living, selling 

drawings and sketches to travellers arriving at inns, also doing medical drawings of diseased patients 

for hospitals. By 16, he was employed by the newly-founded London Zoological Society. 

One of his sisters married well, and was able to introduce him to influential people. He was 

employed by the Earl of Derby to paint his collection of birds. (The Owl and the Pussy-cat was 

written to amuse the Earl’s children.) Lear’s first published work was a large volume, the Family of 

Parrots. Illustrated volumes about natural history were very popular at the time, and Lear 

contributed to many of them, although his work was not always acknowledged. 

Eventually his eyesight deteriorated and he felt he could not do the detailed work necessary for 

zoological illustrations, so he turned to landscapes. He spent the rest of his life travelling. He visited 

Greece, Turkey, India and finally settled in Italy. He produced large quantities of colour wash 

drawings which he converted into finished watercolours and oil paintings. They proved popular and 

sold well. They still do, when they occasionally appear at auction. 

Lear was also a musician and composer. He played the piano, guitar, accordion and flute. His best 

known works were settings he wrote for Tennyson’s popular poems. He produced books of comic 

verse and limericks which also did well. They were apparently approved of because they were not 

smutty. 

He settled in San Remo, where he died of heart disease in 1888, and is buried there. He never 

married, although he had proposed twice to the same woman.  
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