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INTRODUCTION

“No! No! The adventures first,” said the Gryphon in an impatient tone: “ex-
planations take such a dreadful time.” (‘The Lobster-Quadrille’)

“Even a joke should have some meaning — and a child’s more important than
a joke, I hope.” (‘Queen Alice’)!

1: The Child, Nonsense and Meaning

““The adventures first”’, says Carroll’s Gryphon, with his dread of
‘explanations’, and all readers know this is the right order. Yet intro-
ductions inevitably come before adventures and introductions tend to
mean explanations. Lots of things happen the wrong way round in
, shouts the Queen
of Hearts? — so readers who share the Gryphon’s priorities can always
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these texts — ““Sentence first — verdict afterwards

read the introduction after the stories, or not at all. You simply follow
the instructions of the King of Hearts: ‘“Begin at the beginning . . . and
go on till you come to the end: then stop™’.?

Yet Carroll’s heroine, at the heart of these adventures, is very much
concerned with questions of meaning. When she dreamily finds her
way to the other side of the looking-glass, one of the first things she
encounters is a poem called ‘Jabberwocky’. After reading it, Alice
remarks ‘“It seems very pretty ... but it’s rather hard to understand!””’

¢

“Somehow it fills my head with ideas™’, she reflects, ““only I don’t

exactly know what they are!”’*
In this respect, the nonsensical mirror-poem ‘Jabberwocky’ stands as
a mirror of the classic literary double-act of which it is part. All readers

of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass, those
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INTRODUCTION

undisputed classics of nonsense literature, find themselves in much the
same predicament as the heroine. The stories fill our heads with ideas,
but we don’t know what they are.

All the same, readers tend to divide between those who are content
to find the stories ‘pretty’ — as Alice somewhat incongruously finds that
monstrous travesty of a heroic monster-slaying saga ‘Jabberwocky’
‘pretty’ — and those who want to know what those obscure ‘ideas’ Alice
intimates really are. Of the verses read out in the court-room scene at
the close of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Alice declares ‘I don’t
believe there’s an atom of meaning in it”’, which prompts the King to
reflect:

“If there’s no meaning in it,” said the King, “that saves a world of trouble, you
know, as we needn't try to find any. And yet I don’t know,” he went on, spread-
ing out the verses on his knee, and looking at them with one eye; “I seem to
see some meaning in them after all. ‘“—said I could not swim—"you ca’n’t swim,

can you?” he added, turning to the knave.®

To read the Alice books is to plunge into a world of narrative dis-
tortions and nonsensical explanations, and the reader is perpetually
caught between the two contradictory positions adopted by Alice and
the King, of finding no meaning in it, as she does, or attempting to
decode ‘some meaning’ from it all, like the King. Finding meaning,
like losing meaning, involves pleasure as well as pain. But then losing
meaning, like finding it, does too, as the best nonsense reminds us.

In Through the Looking-Glass, Alice brings her comparable puzzle-
ment about the ‘Jabberwocky’ poem to Humpty Dumpty. ““You seem
very clever at explaining words, Sir”’, she says, *“Would you kindly tell
me the meaning of the poem called ‘Jabberwocky’?”’¢ Humpty
Dumpty, an egghead absolutely obsessed with meaning, duly obliges,
with an intellectual confidence rare even among critics of poetry: ““I
can explain all the poems that ever were invented — and a good many
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that haven’t been invented yet”’. He goes on to interpret ‘Jabber-
wocky’ according to whimsical fiat on the one hand (“*“‘Brillig’ means
four o’clock in the afternoon”’) and a theory of ‘portmanteau words’
on the other hand: this enables him to unpack the different meanings

he sees packed into one nonsense word (so that ‘slithy’, for example,
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can be decoded as an amalgam of ‘lithe’ and ‘slimy’). Though author-
itative, and even seductive, as a piece of off-the-cuff philological com-
mentary upon ‘Jabberwocky’, Humpty Dumpty’s ‘explanation’ of the
nonsense idiom of the poem is as nonsensical as his definition earlier of
‘elory’ as a ‘knock-me-down argument’. It is as much a parody of
philosophical and linguistic authority as an instance of it, and, as the
familiar nursery rhyme warns Alice he will do, this hubristic nonsense
commentator comes to a sticky end.

If the problem of meaning — of what Alice’s adventures and what she
finds in them means — haunts the text and its heroine, it has also, since
the date of its first publication, haunted its readers. Though many
readers share the ‘adventures first’ view of the Gryphon that ‘explana-
tions’ are a waste of time, others adopt the viewpoint of the Red
Queen that ““Even a joke should have a meaning—and a child’s more
important than a joke”’. In fact, we could classity readers of the books
as either Gryphons or Queens. Those in the first camp simply wish to
enjoy the story as a story, as they think appropriate for a book origi-
nally written for children, and rebuff all efforts to interpret it. Those in
the second, contrariwise, insist that it is meaning and not meaningless-
ness which makes Carroll’s nonsense expressive, and that all readings of’
the Alice books are necessarily interpretative. Why should meaningless
jokes or meaningless stories be more interesting than meaningful ones?

Historically, the Carrollian editor and biographer R. L. Green falls
into the first camp and stands as the prime spokesperson for Gryphon-
ism.” The poet and critic William Empson stands at the forefront of the
latter or Red Queen’s camp, with his ground-breaking essay on “The
Child as Swain’ setting the agenda for all subsequent Freudian and his-
torical interpretations of Lewis Carroll’s work.® The editor Martin
Gardner, a mathematician and logician like Carroll, is the ultimate
exponent of the Red Queen school of thought and in his masterfully
Dumptyan The Annotated Alice explains the Alice books with reference
to the whole intellectual universe before and since — and the whole
intellectual universe by reference to the Alice books.?

These divergent approaches to reading the Alice books reflect some-
thing of the enigmatic or hybrid nature of the text itself. These are
sophisticated ‘fairy tales” on the one hand, as Carroll announces in the
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INTRODUCTION

prefatory poem to Wonderland, and they abound in the spontaneous
enigmatic coinings of dreams, slips of the tongue, jokes and impro-
visatory free-association. On the other hand they are also riddling,
aesthetically highly wrought products of a child-haunted adult,
obsessed by questions of meaning, and have something of the eerie
perfection of the literary sphinx about them, of Wildean contrivance
as well as the vertiginous spontaneity of improvisation. On the one
hand, these are two of the few widely acknowledged classics of chil-
dren’s literature which helped in themselves to redefine the possibilities
of writing for children. On the other hand, they are two of the most
original, experimental works of literary fiction in the nineteenth cen-
tury and have had a huge impact on subsequent fiction and culture.
Translated by Nabokov into Russian, adopted by the Surrealists as
proto-surrealist dream books in France, taken up by T. S. Eliot, Virginia
Woolf, James Joyce, W. H. Auden and more recently Peter Ackroyd as
models, the Alice books have been taken to prefigure modernism at its
most experimental as well as children’s writing at its most elemental.’®
This double fate may embarrass some readers but is surely inherent in
the stories Carroll wove around his heroine Alice, and surely part of
their challenge and appeal to all readers, young and old.

In a sense this dispute represents a reaction to something beyond the
Alice books themselves. It represents a dispute about the meaning of
children’s literature (whatever that is), about childhood and literary
representations of childhood, about the relation between books for
children and books for adults, about ‘nonsense’ as a genre and classi-
fication, about dreams, and of course about reading.'* Alice’s Adventures
in Wonderland originated as a children’s story and was marketed as a
book for children, yet since the day of its first publication it has always
appealed to adults too and, with the Bible and Shakespeare, is reputed
to be the most quoted of English texts. Carroll’s two dream books
about a seven-year-old middle-class Victorian girl offer themselves as
absurd and riddling parables of narrative and linguistic innocence, but
they are also allegories of experience: incarnations of philosophical
sophistication and perverse intellectual wit, constructed around the
adventures of a child.

What is ultimately at stake in disagreements about the ‘innocence’
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of such children’s classics as the Alice books is, I suspect, a debate about
the relationship between adulthood and childhood — and where in that
complex, troubled and mesmerizing relationship the interest of ‘inno-
cence’ is to be found and in whose interest. Talking about Carroll, W.
H. Auden wrote that ‘there are good books which are only for adults,
because their comprehension presupposes adult experiences, but there
are no good books which are only for children’.'? In this sense, it is nat-
ural for children’s books to become adult books if they are any good,;
since all adults have been children, books for and about children are
always potentially for and about adults too. William Empson has said
that the Alice books are about ‘growing up’, which is certainly true.*
They are also, perhaps more surprisingly, about grown-ups. Alice, after
all, 1s, apart from a fleeting baby (who turns into a pig) and those stuffed
archetypal schoolboys Tweedledum and Tweedledee, the only child in
the books at all. Like Henry James’s What Maisie Knew, the stories give
us not so much an adult’s view of childhood as a child’s view of adult-
hood. Seen through the lens of Alice, the world of adulthood is as dis-
mayingly bizarre and perverse as those of Dickens and James.

Virginia Woolf resolves the question of readership in a different way.
“The two Alices are not books for children’, she wrote in 1939, ‘they
are the only books in which we become children’.’* According to
Woolf, his childhood, ‘lodged whole and entire’ inside Dodgson,
forming ‘an impediment at the centre of his being’” which ‘starved the
mature man of nourishment’ but enabled him in fiction to ‘do what no
one else has ever been able to do . .. return to that world’ and ‘recreate
it ... so that we too become children again’. This is a large claim and
magically dissolves the barrier between adult and child. In _Jacob’s Room,
To the Lighthouse and The Waves Woolf herself tried to ‘recreate’ that
childhood world too, so her tribute to Carroll is born out of a sense of
affinity. Carroll should be placed with the modernist novelists Proust,
Joyce and Woolf, as well as the Oedipal father of modern childhood,
the psychoanalyst Freud, as part of a cultural movement placing the
child’s story at the heart of adult culture.

The Alice books are children’s literature, but also, as much as Dick-
ens’s Great Expectations, Emily Bronté’s Wuthering Heights or Henry
James’s What Maisie Knew, part of the nineteenth century’s expanding
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literature about childhood. In foregrounding problems of language and
meaning, they are as formally disorienting and psychologically search-
ing representations of childhood subjectivity as Joyce’s A Portrait of the
Artist or Woolf’s 1o the Lighthouse. ‘Adventures’ and “Wonderland’ sug-
gest ‘fairy tale’ and ‘romance’, but Alice’s most parlous adventures
underground and through the mirror are intellectual and social rather
than physical, dialectical rather than folkloric. The Gryphon, Mon-
strous Crow and Jabberwocky are comparatively harmless antagonists
compared to all the querulous logicians and niggling philosophers of’
meaning she meets on her travels, all ready to pounce like vultures on
any phrase or idiom, however ‘normal’, that can be wrested into the
discomforting abnormality of ‘nonsense’. The author of the Alice
books was an Oxford logician, and at every turn of her looking-glass
quest, Alice’s conversations bring her into close encounters not only
with figures from games of cards and chess like the Queen of Hearts
and the White Knight, or from the traditional repertoire of nursery
rhymes like Humpty Dumpty and the Unicorn, but with the persistent
puzzles, paradoxes and riddles which haunt the apparently stable mir-
ror theories of language which have dominated the philosophy of the
West.'?

The question of the meaning of nonsense haunts Alice and many of
her interlocutors. ““It’s really dreadful”’, Alice reflects at one point,
““the way all the creatures argue. Its enough to drive one crazy!”’*¢
Many of these maddening arguments concern the questions of mean-
ing, identity, names, logic and the philosophy of language which have
vexed philosophers since Plato. The seven-year-old Alice is caught up
in a series of bad-tempered dialectical duets which call in question or
put into play the conceptual foundations of her world. It is no wonder
that the relation between children, jokes and meaning raised by the
Red Queen should haunt readers of Lewis Carroll’s story.

2: Biographical

One familiar — and familiarizing — way of re-framing the riddle of the
Alice books is biographical, to look to the life of the author for clues
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