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It’s one of the major paradoxes of the Romantic Movement – unnoticed, even, by Jerome McGann himself – 

that the ferociously liberal Lord Byron favoured, as pet, the humble and dependent dog, while his enemy, the 

conservative creep Robert Southey, favoured the cool, sleek and potentially treacherous cat. 

 Claire Claremont had her own, partial and prejudiced, analysis of Byron’s liking for dogs: 

 
I have observed one thing in you which I like; it is this. Let a person depend on you, let them be utterly 

weak and defenceless, having no protector but yourself and you infallibly grow fond of that person. How 

kind & gentle you are to Children! How good-tempered & considerate towards your Servants; how 

accommodating even to your dogs! And all this because you are sole master & lord; because there is no 

disputing your power you become merciful & just: but let any one more on a par with your {self} enter 

the room you begin to suspect & be cautious & are consequently very often cruel.1 

 

 Dogs, in this perspective, pandered to Byron’s need to feel Leader of the Pack. But they were not alone in 

doing so. In a letter to Peacock of August 10th 1821, Shelley writes: 
 

Lord B.’s establishment consists, beside servants, of ten horses, eight enormous dogs, three monkeys, five 

cats, an eagle, a crow, and a falcon; and all these, except the horses, walk about the house, which every 

now and then resounds with their unarbitrated quarrels, as if they were the masters of it … After I have 

sealed my letter, I find that my enumeration of the animals in this Circean Palace was defective, and that 

in a material point. I have just met on the grand staircase five peacocks, two guinea hens, and an Egyptian 

crane. I wonder who all these animals were before they were changed into these shapes.2 
 

 He refers to Orlando Furioso, 8, 15-16, in which Alcina’s lovers are restored to their human shapes from 

the bestial ones she had given them. One could divide Alcina / Byron’s close acquaintances into cats and dogs, 

metamorphosed by his magic spell. The principal cat would be Scrope Davies, who, having been scared out of 

his wits by the experience of lending Byron money, kept his distance but stayed friendly. The dogs would be 

Hobhouse, obviously (“Byron’s Bulldog”, indeed), plus Caroline Lamb – who turned rabied – plus Augusta and 

Annabella. Teresa, infatuated but manipulative, was half-and-half: Kinnaird, who, observing, as did Davies, 

what a mess Hobhouse became in Byron’s proximity, likewise remained half-aloof. 

 Byron was finally killed by one of each species, one real, the other from Tasso. The first was Lyon, his 

actual Newfoundland, who, according to one diagnosis, gave him the Mediterranean tic fever from which he 

died; and the second Loukas Chalandritsanos, whom Byron tried to train to become dog-like, but who remained 

coldly feline, and broke his heart. 

 

————— 

 

Geoffrey Bond’s book is a magnificent production (printed in China), big, with the highest quality paper, 

numerous superb illustrations, and a dense, expert commentary. It’s already gone to the top of my list of the 

best-presented and –looking book in my Byron collection. 

 The numerous illustrations include many not immediately related to the book’s canine theme, but none 

the less welcome. They include, for instance, Byron’s wedding certificate (p.26). 

 The bulk of the book is about the dogs, and here Geoffrey Bond’s expertise in matters like the history of 

different breeds becomes clear, as well as in the histories of Byron’s individual pets. Apparently his most 

famous dog, Boatswain, was not quite the Newfoundland of legend – his pricked as opposed to pendant ears 

suggest something closer to a huskie. Elizabeth Pigot’s “famous but little-known” illustrated poem The 

Wonderful History of Lord Byron & his Dog is reproduced over eight generous pages. Boatswain was ahead 

even of Lyon in Byron’s affections – the poet risked infection by wiping the saliva from his mouth as he lay 

dying of rabies (p.68), and, of course, desired to be buried with him (p.68). Geoffrey Bond is informative on the 

prevalence of rabies in England at that time. 

 Byron’s second Newfoundland, Lyon (though he was perhaps a cross between a German Shepherd and a 

wolf – p.78) gives Bond the cue for a literary point, which he only follow through partially. The joke about 

dogs’ infidelity moves not just into Don Juan from Southey’s Roderick’s dog, but into Southey’s Roderick’s 

                                                           
1: Claire Clairmont to Byron, from Great Marlow, January 12th 1818: (text from NLS Acc.12604 / 4177B; Stocking I 109-

111) 

2: LPBS II 330-1. See Bond pp.31 and 87. 



dog from Homer’s Odysseus’ Argus – who is faithful to his master, dying on a dunghill as he recognises him, 

the first creature in Ithaca to do so: 
 An honest Gentleman on his return 

  May not have the good fortune of Ulysses; 

 Not all lone Matrons for their husbands mourn, 

  Or show the same dislike to Suitors’ kisses; 

 The Odds are that he finds a handsome Urn 

  To his memory, and two or three young Misses 

 Born to some friend, who holds his wife and riches, 

 And that his Argus bites him by – the breeches. (Don Juan III st.23) 

 

 Such a passage shows that – in the context, at least of a mock-epic,
3
 Byron could invert his usual praise 

of dogs – “Dogs! or Men! (for I flatter you in saying / That ye are dogs – your betters far)” (Don Juan VII 7 1-2) 

and be cruelly ironical at their expense. 

 Excellent sections follow on Byron’s real (as opposed to metaphorical, Hobhousean) bulldogs – Savage, 

Smut, and lastly Moretto, “ready to fly at anything”, and guardian of his Pisan apartments against the “yahoo” 

children of Leigh Hunt – or, indeed, anyone he distrusted. Next, the “tres mechant” (but tail-less) Mutz, 

purchased in Switzerland, and loser of a humiliating fight with a pig. Bond surmises that Mutz was left behind 

with Byron’s banker, Ghigi, before the move to Pisa: Moretto, in this analysis, was preferred to poor Mutz.  

 There are few references to dogs during Byron’s Year of Fame in London: Geoffrey Bond surmises that 

one or other of Byron’s mastiffs stayed with him at that time – even at 13 Piccadilly Terrace, and “witnessed”, 

therefore, the breakup of his marriage. Byron took no dog with him to the continent, but with the purchase of 

Mutz in Switzerland his kennel grew in size until Venice and the Palazzo Mocenigo, when it contained the 

“eight enormous dogs” (presumably mastiffs) itemized by Shelley. These mastiffs – unlike the three great 

Newfoundlands, Mutz and Moretto – have left no distinct personalities in the record. 

 It was at Genoa that Byron acquired Lyon, his most memorable canine friend. Geoffrey Bond gives Lyon 

a six-page chapter all to himself, including the famous description by William Parry of Byron’s “conversations” 

with the loyal and amiable animal, and the relaxing, therapeutic effect these had on the poet in the infested chaos 

that was Missolonghi. He doesn’t, however, mention the sad theory
4
 that it was Lyon who – unwittingly, of 

course – caused his master’s death. 

 There are some misleading points, calculated to show Byron in a warm light. He didn’t sell Newstead in 

1818 to help the Greeks (p.35): they didn’t rebel until 1821. The Bolivar, the boat he built (p.35) was not the one 

in which he sailed to Greece – that was the Hercules, which he hired. The poet and dramatist Goethe would be 

flattered, but slightly surprised, to find himself styled merely a “philosopher” (p.38). 

 

————— 

 

Here is the entry from Hobhouse’s diary, describing Lyon’s departure from the world. 

 
Sunday June 5th 1825: Lion, Lord Byron’s Newfoundland dog that accompanied him to Greece and was 

given to me by Mrs Leigh, died at Whitton some day this last week. He had been long ill – and at last 

broke a blood vessel – poor fellow, he is to be buried under the willow-tree near the water at Whitton.5 

 

 The phrase “poor fellow” was often used by Hobhouse – to describe Byron: 
 

Friday February 16th 1816:  Went to Byron’s – sat with him till past one – told him the very worst I 

had heard against him, which he received to my astonishment with very little discomposure – poor fellow 

– his wife says she thought him mad, but does not think him so now. She has declined all interviews with 

him.6 

 

 In Hobhouse’s mind, Byron and his dogs were virtually the same thing. 

 Geoffrey Bond has produced a magnificent book, which will be the definitive account of its subject for 

a long time to come. 

                                                           
3: Though see also CHP I 184-9. 

4: See Raymond Mills. The Last Illness of Lord Byron, BJ 2000 pp. 56-67. 

5: B.L.Add.Mss.56549 131r. 

6: Berg Volume 4 (1 Jan 1816-5 Apr 1816); Broughton Holograph Diaries, Henry W. and Albert A. Berg Collection, The 

New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations 


