


j 

Stoppard's Muse? 

Augusta Ada Byron was born December 10, 1815; five weeks later, her 

mother, Annabella Milbanke, separated from Lord Byron and took Ada with 

her. Worried her daughter would become a poet like her father, Lady Byron 

raised Ada to be a mathematician and scientist, but she could not suppress 

her daughter's inherited poeticism. Professor of mathematics at Agnes 

Scott College Larry Riddle writes, "In her 30s [Ada] wrote her mother, 'If 

you can't give me poetry, can't you give me "poetical science?'" Her under­

standing of mathematics was laced with imagination, and described in 

metaphors." 

When Ada was 19, she learned of Charles Babbage's ideas for a new 

calculating engine, the Analytical Engine, a mechanical general-purpose 

computer. He wrote in his Passages from the Life of a Philosopher, "As soon 

as an Analytical Engine exists, it will necessarily guide the future course of 

science. Whenever any result is sought by its aid, the question will then 

arise-By what course of calculation can these results be arrived at by the 

machine in the shortest time?" 

Ada was touched by the "universality of his ideas"; in 1843, she 

translated a French article about Babbage's plans, and when she showed 

Babbage her translation he suggested that she add her own notes. Her 

notes were three times the length of the original article. Riddle writes, 

"Letters between Babbage and Ada flew back and forth filled with fact and 

fantasy. In her article, published in 1843, [her] prescient comments included 

her predictions that such a machine might be used to compose complex 

music, to produce graphics, and would be used for both practical and 

scientific use. She was correct." 
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and self-conscious personal record of his unique world view, at once satanically dark and 

smartly satirical. Consider this excerpt from his Detached Notes, written in 1821: 

I have written my memoirs, but omitted all the really consequential and 
important parts, from deference to the dead, to the living, and to those who 
must be both. I sometimes think that I should have written the whole as a 

lesson, but it might have proved a lesson to be learnt rather than to be avoided; 
for passion is a whirlpool, which is not to be viewed nearly without attraction 
to its Vortex. I must not go on with these reflections, or I shall be letting out 

some secret or other to paralyze posterity. 

As he would be for generations of avid biographers, clearly Byron was Byron's favorite 

subject. 
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