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Summary

This work presents a theory that Lewis Carroll's life and works were profoundly affected
by a conflict between his logical world view and his religious beliefs. Three examina-
tions are presented — the first of convention and logic in Carroll’s life, the second of the
nature of his religion and the third of his response to contemporary science. The thesis
concludes that Victorian science brought Carroll's beliefs into contradiction, causing
him to experience religious and existential doubts. It is suggested that an understand-
ing of these doubts can inform an understanding of Carroll’s relationships with Alice
Liddell and other young girls, and indeed has repercussions for his entire life and works

beyond the scope of this thesis.

Two brief appendices expand upon issues mentioned in the text: the first considers the
artefacts at Ripon Cathedral which are supposed by some to have influenced Carroll;

and the second discusses Effie’s Dream-Garden, a children’s book which bears some
resemblance to the Alice story but which was published several years before that story

was first told.
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Preface

The life of and works of Lewis Carroll present a highly rewarding field of research: the
ground has been helpfully staked out by those who have gone before, but a little dig-
ging can still unearth new connections and contradictions in the life and works of this
complex but endearing man. Perhaps precisely because of this richness, it sometimes
seems that there are as many different readings of Carroll as there are Carrollians; and
while carrying out the research for this thesis between 1999 and 2003 I found myself

among a body of critical and contextual sources as broad and diverse as Carroll’s own

canon. Finally, in early 2004, I submitted a thesis that sought to make sense of this im-
mense corpus of primary and secondary material through the not very sophisticated

device of juxtaposition.
Unsurprisingly, I failed; but my examiners must have seen some merit in my ef-

forts, as I was invited to restructure the text, so as to more clearly express my own po-

sition, and resubmit. This thesis is the result of that process, and represents a major

reworking of my earlier submission — more major, I suspect, than my examiners envis-
aged. As they suggested, I returned to work with the intention of updating my thesis so

as to advance and support my own argument as clearly and strongly as possible; but it

rapidly became apparent that the best way to achieve this would be to go beyond the
examiners recommendations and redraft the text entirely. The material has therefore
been rearranged into a progressive order, so that the argument may emerge with some-
thing resembling logical consequence; and a commentary has been added which aims,
at each stage of the argument, to make clear precisely what is being argued; why; and
how this fits into the overall structure of the thesis. I hope it will be agreed by those who
saw the earlier version that the result is an improvement.

On the other side of the equation, I acknowledge that parts of my earlier submis-
sion were barely relevant to my central argument, and for this edition I have ruthlessly
excised such passages in favour of a tighter focus. Thus, my earlier reflections on issues

such as museums, colonialism and Victorian railways will no longer be found within
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this work, though if they are of interest to any reader then I should be happy to make
them available.

Among all these changes, I might have welcomed the opportunity to change my
title, which seems to reflect the ethos of the earlier edition more than the argument of
the current one. However, since this thesis is merely a revision of an earlier submission,

it has been suggested that it would be inappropriate to change its title. Having reviewed
many tens of thousands of words for this second submission, I can hardly complain at

leaving those particular two alone.

At any rate, though much has changed, the conclusion of my thesis remains the
same: that Carroll’'s quirks can be at least partially illuminated by reference to religious
doubts. In returning to this proposition, however, I hope the reader will enjoy and ap-
preciate the new, more direct route I have plotted.

Doncaster, November 2005
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Definitions

References to “Carroll” where no title is specified are to Lewis Carroll, The Complete
Works of Lewis Carroll, ed. Alexander Woollcott (London: Penguin, 1939).

References to “Diaries” where no edition is specified are to Lewis Carroll’s Diaries, ed.
Edward Wakeling, 7 vols. (vols. 8 & 9 in preparation) (Luton: Lewis Carroll Society,
1993-2003).

References to “Letters” where no edition is specified are to Lewis Carroll, The Letters of

Lewis Carroll, ed. Morton Cohen, 2 vols. (London: Macmillan, 1979).

(The above definitions are repeated in the footnotes introducing the works in question.)

Where I write that a work was in Carroll’s library, my authority is Jeffrey Stern, Lewis

Carroll, Bibliophile (Luton: Lewis Carroll Society, 1997). This work includes facsimiles
of the catalogues to the various auctions at which Carroll’s library was sold, and Stern

includes an alphabetical index so that works may be easily located in these facsimiles.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

The life and works of Charles Dodgson - or Lewis Carroll as he is more popularly known!
- seem to invite interpretation. The nonsense of Alice and the Snark provides such arich
seam of symbols and themes that the reader almost inevitably comes away with a sense
of having espied something more complex lurking behind the ostensible story. It is a
surprising fact, therefore, that Alice went seemingly without literary consideration for
the whole of Carroll’s life. The field was not even opened up by the publication, after

Carroll’s death in 1898, of The Life and Letters of Lewis Carroll,? a biography and memoir
of Carroll by his nephew Stuart Dodgson Collingwood. This was followed in 1899 by The

Lewis Carroll Picture Book® and Isa Bowman'’s The Story of Lewis Carroll.* Collingwood
wrote with the benefit of full access to Carroll’s personal diaries and many of his letters;
and Bowman had been a close friend of Carroll since 1886. Both works thus provided
a wealth of new information that might have been expected to inspire new readings of
Carroll’s works. |

Yet the next thirty years were a barren time for Carrollian studies. The British
Library catalogues only two secondary texts from this period: one is a lightweight bi-

ography by the American Belle Moses,® and the other is a bibliography, published in

! Modernstudents of Carroll'slife and works seem to have settled upon consistently referring to Carroll
as Dodgson (though they are themselfootves generally called Carrollians, rather than Dodgsonians).
The bulk of criticism and commentary, however, refers to him consistently by his more familiar nom
de plume, and this is the convention that I shall follow in this thesis.

2 Stuart Dodgson Collingwood, Life and Letters of Lewis Carroll (London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1898).

3 Lewis Carroll, The Lewis Carroll Picture Book. A Selection from the Unpublished Writings and
Drawings of Lewis Carroll, ed. Stuart Collingwood (London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1899).

4 Isa Bowman, The Story of Lewis Carroll, told for young people by the real Alice in Wonderland, Miss Isa
Bowman (London: ].M. Dent, 1899). The subtitle is misleading, perhaps having been added by a wily
publisher: Bowman portrayed Alice on the stage, but nowhere in the text claims to have inspired the
original work.

5 Moses’ workis notliterally lightweight, running to 296 pages, but the author was no Carrollian — the
work was one in a series also taking in Louisa May Alcott and Charles Dickens — and the content is
largely paraphrased from Collingwood, Bowman and, at considerable length, Carroll’s own works.
Its contribution even to contemporary Carrollian studies is negligible: for example, Moses excuses
herself from analysing The Hunting of the Snark “for two reasons: first, because there are different
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1924, by Sidney Herbert Williams.° Serious engagement with the texts themselves was
confined to brief essays such as ]J.B. Priestley’s “Note on Humpty Dumpty”? in which
the eponymous egg’s exchanges with Alice were considered as a satire upon the preten-
sions of the critical intelligentsia. As late as 1932, Edmund Wilson, writing in his book
of criticism The Shores of Light, could observe that Carroll “was a most interesting man,
and deserves better of his admirers, who revel in his delightfulness and cuteness but
do not give him any serious attention.” Three years later, William Empson would echo
the sentiment: “It must seem a curious thing,” he mused, “that there has been so little
serious criticism of the Alices.”

Yet Edmund Wilson was writing in 1932, the centenary of Carroll’s birth, and the
anniversary seems to have kick—sta'rted the field. Menella Dodgson, Carroll’s niece,

would recall in 1953 that

interest in [Carroll] and his writings waned after his death in 1898, but the
idea of celebrating the centenary of his birth in 1932 .. .. aroused interest to
such an extent that my brother received many letters of inquiries — so many
indeed that he called upon my help in answering and acknowledging them.
.. . The interest roused in 1932 has been sustained.!?

Wilson himself admitted, in a 1952 coda to his essay, that “the needs pointed out in this
article were very promptly supplied” (Wilson 545). Yet during the intervening twenty-
year period it must have been difficult to establish a personal conception of Carroll. The
man himself was more than thirty years dead, and despite the “many letters” referred
to by Menella Dodgson, the family kept Carroll’s papers private: the only diary entries

available remained those cited by Collingwood, plus a few passages concerning pho-

mapaddsdddERAFFFF FORSABRMFSN AN R rA AR ARSI NARSERRR R AR FEFRRARTREAR SIRSASRIE R NAR PRSP AP h bk A S E YA L SErdddd GlrTirATens o RFESRRRIAMR ARty SASRARS ER T EETEE AT ET FRRFRARENRSRSRERRRIRNAE FARREEREE B At BN SRAEt @B RRRAbwm R n R RRrdAbedngdid ddk bk mdd mEem mEas

keys for different minds; and second, because the unexplainable things in many cases come nearer
the’'mind’s eye,” as Shakespeare calls it, without words.” Elsewhere, she suggests that the Red Queen'’s

promise that Alice would herself become a Queen at the end of Through the Looking-Glass indicates
that “she probably was confusing chess with checkers.” Belle Moses, Lewis Carroll in Wonderland

and At Home: The Story of His Life (London: D. Appleton, 1910) 183, 159.

6 Sidney Herbert Williams, A Bibliography of the Writings of Lewis Carroll (London: The Bookman’s
Journal, 1924). A second edition followed shortly after: Sidney Herbert Williams & Falconer Madan,
A Handbook of the Literature of the Rev. C.L. Dodgson (Lewis Carroll) etc. (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1931).

7 1.B. Priestley, I For One (London: Bodley Head, 1923) 191-200.

8 Edmund Wilson, The Shores of Light (London: W.H Allen, 1952) 540.

9 William Empson, Some Versions of Pastoral (Harmondsworth: Peregrine, 1966). (This is a slightly
updated edition of the 1935 original.)

10 Lewis Carroll, The Diaries of Lewis Carroll, ed. Roger Lancelyn Green (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1953) xix.
Parenthetical references to “Diaries” where no other information is given do not refer to this edition

but to Wakeling’s unexpurgated edition.
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tography, which the photographer Helmut Gernsheim was given special permission to
read and publish in 1947 for his book Lewis Carroll: Photographer.® Collingwood was
also the richest source of biographic detail, but his was far from an objective viewpoint:
Alexander Woollcott, in his introduction to one of the first collections of Carroll’s works,

wrote off his work as a

fatuous biography written a few months after Lewis Carroll’s death in 1898
by his oblivious and too respectful nephew, who was awed by what he called
the “purity and refinement” of his uncle’s mind.!?

Isa Bowman too, wrote in the eulogic, rather than historic, mode, admitting at the out-
set that “I cannot write a critical estimate, a cold dispassionate summing-up of aman I
loved” (Bowman 1-2).

In this absence of a rounded picture of Carroll to inform approaches to Alice, it is
perhaps no surprise that critics brought their own interests to the textinstead. Carrollian

criticism grew into a diversity of approaches so disparate that by 1964 Elsie Leach was

moved to complain that

a professional philologer concentrates on the logical fallacies and princi-
ples illustrated in Alice and points to [Carroll]’s concern with philosophi-
cal concepts of time, justice and personal identity. The student of semantics
has long enjoyed his own Alice in Wonderland, though he finds Through the
Looking-Glass, especially Humpty Dumpty’s remarks, a richer text than the
first book. One reader maintains that Alice and its companion book are al-
legories of the intellectual struggles of mid-Victorian Oxford. . . . they “are
books for children in much the same sense as Gulliver's Travels is a book for
children.” Another reader uses Alice and [Carroll}’s other writings to psy-
choanalyze the author. And although William Empson has read the book
more seriously and carefully than the others, he too focuses on what the
book hasin it for him."3

A demonstration of this effect is found in Aspects of Alice,* an anthology first issued in

1971 comprising thirty-nine critical essays and extracts. Its editor, Robert Philips, di-

“......H"--"...".'....-.-..--1.-.-;;&!1'..]'#‘1"'!'FlIFl‘lIlIll‘lﬂll‘ll‘llﬂ-iil-Ilrllillllllllllfl'lF‘Iil"""!l FERFSE R AL R EFE R AR AR lnd AR EFA SR AR TA RS Fhdad perpraRsaEEkTF PERAREE NSRS E AA AN HE ISR A ER LR PR PRAR e s h g FW B EREE FEFAREINASATEAN SQREEE 0 SEtidibmidd wawendsrawidambadidbrbEdBEE & &

1 This story is related in Gernsheim'’s later work, Lewis Carroll: Victorian Photographer (London,
Thames & Hudson: 1980) 10.

12 Alexander Woollcott, introduction, The Complete Works of Lewis Carroll (London: Penguin, 1939) 4.
Parenthetical references to “Carroll” where no title is given refer to this volume.

13 Elsie Leach, “Alice in Wonderland in Perspective,” Aspects of Alice, ed. Robert Phillips (London:

Victor Gollancz, 1972) 89. Aspects of Alice is an anthology of essays, some reprinted, some written for
the collection. Parenthetical references to Elsie Leach will be given as “Elsie Leach.” Where only the

surname is given the reference is to Karoline Leach.
M See footnote 9 for bibliographical details.
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vides the pieces he reproduces into no fewer than nine different approaches to Alice.!s

One of these essays, by Donald Rackin, confirms in its own text that

in the century now passed since the publication of Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland, scores of critical studies have attempted to account for the fas-
cination the book holds for adult readers. Although some of these investi-
gations offer provocative insights, most of them treat Carroll in specialised
modes inaccessible to the majority of readers, and they fail to view Alice as a
complete and organic work of art.!®

Inspiration for the thesis

Rackin’s comment, though now some forty years old, is the inspiration for this thesis.
This is not to say that I believe Carrollian studies remain splintered, or “inaccessible to
the majority of readers.” Martin Gardner’s Annotated Alice, first issued in 1960, set out

to make the cultural and personal references in the Alice books more accessible: for

no joke is funny unless you see the point of it, and . . . in the case of Alice we
are dealing with a very curious, complicated kind of nonsense, written for
British readers of another century, and we need to know a great many things
that are not part of the text if we wish to capture its full wit and flavour. It is
even worse than that, for some of Carroll’s jokes could be understood only
by residents of Oxford, and other jokes, still more private, could be under-
stood only by the lovely daughters of Dean Liddell."”

The attention was clearly well-received, as The Annotated Alice was expanded and re-
vised in 1990 and 2000, and in 1973 was joined by an Annotated Snark.}® Elsewhere,

the mostinfluential modern Carrollians have promoted a rational, evidence-driven ap-

proach to Carroll, in works such as Morton Cohen’s biography Lewis Carroll,'® Karoline

Leach's In the Shadow of the Dreamchild®® and Edward Wakeling’s commentaries in his

EwE B *Hfd FFASF FFAFE4S > FEEREERFESE A BEFTE ¥ +EAF FEFFIFEFEYT AFAF Fid i fnmpprhighgweiF i FIAAT IRV SR ASAFFES TSR FdA A bbb ki B Bd Y i---i-illlilliliif‘!llﬂl-ll-l--l-ii-i-i-i-;p'.'-“li.-.i|iiii.t-iiii-.--‘---|"" ..........................................................................................

15 They are: “Personal and Biographical”; “As Victorian and Children’s Literature” “Comparisons with
Other Writers”; “Philosophical and Others” [sic]; “Church and Chess” “Language, and Parody, and

»n.

Satire” [sic]; “Freudian Interpretations”; “Jungian and Mythic”; and “Psychedelic.”
16 Donald Rackin, “Alice’s Journey to the End of Night,” Aspects of Alice 391.

17 Lewis Carroll, The Annotated Alice, ed. Martin Gardner (London: Penguin 2000) xiii-xiv. This is a
reprint of the preface from the original 1960 edition.

18 Lewis Carroll, The Annotated Snark, ed. Martin Gardner (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1973)
19 Morton Cohen, Lewis Carroll (London: Macmillan, 1995)

20 Karoline Leach, In the Shadow of the Dreamchild: A New Understanding of Lewis Carroll (London:
Peter Owen, 1999). Parenthetical references to “Leach” refer to this author; parenthetical references

to Elsie Leach will give the name in full.
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edition of Lewis Carroll’s Diaries.*! These works are able to draw on a far greater range
of documentary sources than their predecessors - including Carroll’s complete dia-
ries and a corpus of surviving letters which have, over time, been better collected and
placed in context - enabling them to proceed without demanding any special theoreti-
cal sophistication beyond an ability to put two and two together.

Nevertheless, I have found Rackin’s conception of Alice as a “complete and or-
ganic work of art” highly suggestive. Rackin seems to imply that, although Alice admits
of narrow interpretations, a conception of the whole should be greater than the sum of
partial approaches. Yet it seems to me that Alice is a complex book, intimately bound up
with the character and circumstances of its author, and that to consider it in isolation
as a “work of art” is itself to take a partial approach. In fact, Rackin goes on to disdain
commentators who “confuse Charles Dodgson the man with Lewis Carroll the author”
(Rackin 391-2), making clear that his approach is, in its own way, as compartmentalised
as those he set out by criticising. This thesis is thus inspired by the belief that Rackin’s
application of an organic approach did not go nearly far enough.

This is not to say that this thesis aims to explain the totality of Carroll's life and

work. That task is surely impossible. The theory that I shall advance in this thesis has

its roots in research which sought to take an organic approach to Carroll, but what is

presented here focuses on a particular argument that has emerged from that research.

Nevertheless, in presenting that argument I will make extensive use of the organic

method, and will go on to demonstrate how it can, in turn, illuminate an organic con-

ception of Carroll’s life and works.

Argument of the thesis

The argument of this thesis will be built up in stages. I will start out by presenting three
examinations of different aspects of Carroll’s life. These examinations will be themati-
cally separate, but each will build upon what has gone before; and their findings will
converge to establish the particular contradiction described in my subtitle. Once this

contradiction has been established, I will go on to explore its repercussions and finally

present the complete theory that is the conclusion of the argument.

apmsr dBFA FAAS il S5 FEAEF F =4 Frrdr % SFdERRER R ¥ wrrrurdnr rrvuad wrassmawdikr adi i bR ik b ERTFFEET ERAFERGANNEE SFEFFEFEER AP AEREFY B FFARSE SFEFFANS INVARRRESSRFRFEANSRFREEF ARG PR PR B A EEERAE N A FE N F R NN E R R E AN A B EFE NI kI ity ¥ WS =5 ERAaESTAE Fsambd #0090 O a® 00 SEwd & G wy ewhwd 002w 2 m & B

21 Lewis Carroll, Lewis Carroll’s Diaries, ed. Edward Wakeling, 7 vols. (vols. 8 &9 in preparation) (Luton:
Lewis Carroll Society, 1993-2003). Parenthetical references to “Diaries” where no edition is given re-

fer to this volume.
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The first examination will focus on issues of convention: Carroll has been de-
scribed as a “conventional” man, and the evidence seems at first glance to support this
reading. I will demonstrate that this is a misreading of his behaviour. I will suggest in
fact that Carroll’s motivation was logic, rather than convention, and demonstrate how
this instinct is expressed through the linguistics of the Alice books. I will conclude that

Carroll's logical instinct was a very strong motivator.
The second examination will be of Carroll’'s religion. I will demonstrate that

Carroll was raised under the influence of a father who believed strongly in church
orthodoxy. Then, I will show that when he subsequently took up residence at Oxford
he remained firmly under the conservative influence of the Oxford movement. I will
show that Carroll’s faith was extremely firm; and yet I will argue that Carroll was not
comfortable with the proscriptive mode of religion that surrounded him. I will dem-
onstrate that, over his life, he quietly migrated towards a more liberal church, and that
by the end of his life he publicly espoused a radical theology which he had effectively
devised for himself.

Having undertaken these two examinations, I will then turn to the issue of sci-
ence. I will demonstrate that Carroll’s relationship with some parts of science was sur-

prisingly negative, and will suggest that this was due to Carroll’s perceiving a conflict

between its principles and those of his religion. I will, however, demonstrate thata close
examination of the evidence, including Carroll’s published works, reveals that, despite
Carroll's apparently negative demeanour, he was fully engaged with Victorian science.

Having concluded these three examinations, I will bring together their findings

to demonstrate that Carroll’s powerful logical instincts meant that he could not help
but accept some of the philosophy of science, even when that contradicted his reli-
gious beliefs. This in turn will bring me to my final conclusion: that Carroll was affected
by religious doubts.

This conclusion may sound unambitious: Carroll’s own diary records that he suf-
fered from religious doubts (for example, Diaries 3:18), and the issue is discussed at
some length in, for example, Morton Cohen’s biography. However, Cohen’s approach
is principally historical, and tends to consider the issue in isolation. In this thesis I will
seek to expand greatly on what is currently understood about these doubts. Armed
with the discoveries of my three examinations, I will seek to identify their roots; to es-

tablish what precisely Carroll doubted; and to demonstrate the intensity of their effect
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on Carroll. Finally, I will suggest some ways in which their influence can be observed
in Carroll’s life and works by bringing my findings to two of the most commonly-de-
bated questions about Carroll - “what was his relationship with Alice Liddell?” and
“why the fascination with little girls?” - although the implications will resonate far

beyond these examples.

Mcthodology and sources

- I have described my methodology as “organic.” As mentioned above, by this I simply
mean regarding Carroll's published works in the context of their having been written by
a man with his own values and his own reasons for writing. This is not a new approach
— as]implied at the very start, most approaches to Alice see something of Carroll’s per-
sonality and interests in the text. But in this thesis, as I have indicated above, my ulti-
mate focus is not the text, but the man; and so, although I will make extensive reference
to Carroll's works, I will also be seeking to establish a clear picture of the circumstances
in which they were written and Carroll’s personal relationship with them. This is not to
say that my purpose is purely biographical: I will demonstrate that the theory I present
in this thesis can significantly inform readings of his works. However, establishing this

theory will necessarily involve attempting to place Carrollian texts within the wider

context surrounding their creation; and establishing that context will also involve at-

tempts to locate Lewis Carroll in his own personal and historical context — hence the

title of this thesis.
To establish this picture I will, naturally, make use of a wide range of sources.

However, in the interests of building up an accurate conception of Carroll’s life, I will
be selective, and in this I must acknowledge my debt to Karoline Leach. It was Leach,
in her highly influential work In the Shadow of the Dreamchild, who suggested that the
bulk of 20th Century Carrollian scholarship might have been misled by the image of
Carroll presented by Collingwood. She pointed out that Collingwood was merely the
official voice of a family which, for more than sixty years after Carroll’s death, carried
on a ruthless campaign to perpetuate the image of Carroll’s “purity and refinement”,
keeping his private papers secret and even going so far as to mutilate priceless docu-

ments that might have challenged this perception, as I shall discuss below. Leach warns

that, as a result of this,
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when early biographers wrote their studies of Lewis Carroll, they had little
choice but to fill their books with the stuff of this myth. And thus, very early
on, it became dignified by an apparent scholastic pedigree. (Leach 9)

This pedigree, she observes, has “put the matter beyond question”; and yet, as genuine
evidence has become available, she has considered that “the prima facie record, as it
has emerged over the past fifty years, simply does not support.. . the present certainties
of modern biography” (Leach 12). I do not propose here to address the particular re-
ceived notions with which Leach’s book takes issue, but the circumstance she describes
is highly plausible, and in light of her observations I will, in this thesis, adopt a strong
preference for primary evidence.

This is not to say I reject all secondary texts: as I have mentioned above, mod-
ern Carrollians have for some years been working from concrete evidence, and there
seems little reason to reinvent the wheel. On factual matters, therefore, 1 will refer regu-
larly to current scholarship, and in particular to Morton Cohen'’s 1995 biography Lewis
Carroll. This is not the only modern biography of Carroll - other works by Anne Clark

and Donald Thomas come to mind - but Cohen has been researching and publishing
Carrollian history for more than twenty years, and his uniquely intimate familiarity

with the totality of the documentary evidence gives his biography particular weight.
This is not to say, however, that I will always defer to Cohen, and I will at some points
in the text indicate where the evidence, or another critic, seems to contradict Cohen, or
where his personal interpretation of events differs from my own.

Earlier secondary sources too will not be wholly ignored. While Collingwood’s

tone may be excessively reverent and his account selective, his proximity to the subject
gives his accounts of episodes from Carroll’s life a certain authority. For the same rea-
son I will make reference to facts reported in other posthumous recollections, such as
Isa Bowman'’s book, interviews with Alice Liddell and so forth — whilst attempting to
steer clear of subjective value judgments.

In the main, however, in researching this thesis, I have followed Leach and fa-
voured as sources of evidence either the writings of Carroll himself or sources which

may directly have influenced him. In particular, I have identified five such types of

source, which I shall detail below.
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Published works

The most readily available Carrollian sources are, of course, Carroll’s published works.
Naturally, attempts to find Carroll in his works must be conducted with caution, as they
have been consciously prepared for publication; but, as I have indicated above, I believe
that, approached properly, they can illuminate, and be illuminated by, Carroll’s life. The
author’s choice of symbols and themes is suggestive, and his prefaces and epilogues are
suggestive of his personal preoccupations.

In this thesis I shall pay particular attention to the Alice books, which seem to be
the most personally revealing of Carroll’s writings. I conflate the two books because in
many ways they are of a piece, though their histories are quite distinct, and for conven-
ience I shall refer to them as a unit by the shorthand “Alice” - unless, of course, I wish
to refer to one of the volumes in particular. For this same reason I will generally use the
term “Wonderland” to refer to either or both of the lands visited by Alice, and will make
clear in the text if for any reason I need to refer to a specific land.

In addition to these, I will consider Carroll’s other works of fiction, including Sylvie
and Bruno and The Hunting of the Snark, and various poems, all of which are reprinted

in The Complete Works of Lewis Carroll. Nor will I neglect Carroll’s mathematical works,

published under the name of C.L. Dodgson. As Isa Bowman would reminisce in later

years, “even in mathematics his whimsical fancy was sometimes suffered to peep out”

(Bowman 5): Euclid and his Modern Rivals is a good example of this phenomenon, and
I will demonstrate that Carroll did not clearly compartmentalise his professional and

private persone. For this reason, I believe Carroll’'s mathematical works can be as re-

vealing as his fiction.

| Pamphlets, circulars and open letters

Carroll's published works are well known, but he also authored a significant corpus of
“semi-published” works, which he issued in the form of privately-printed pamphlets,
open letters to officials or letters to newspapers. Clearly Carroll did not consider these
works to have broad commercial viability, but they are still intended for public con-
sumption. Many were reproduced in Picture Book and reprinted in Complete Works,

and I shall refer to the reprints within that volume: others appear only in a sepa-
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rate three-volume anthology, edited by Charlie Lovett, Francine Abeles and Edward
Wakeling.?* These works are valuable resources for understanding Carroll, as they tend
to be personal responses to issues which personally concern him: I will refer to open
letters, for example, objecting to developments at his university, such as his letter on
Natural Science at Oxford. 1 will also cite pamphlets such as Lawn Tennis Tournaments

and Some Popular Fallacies about Vivisection to demonstrate Carroll's principled posi-

tions on issues which fiction might not so clearly express.

Carroll’s letters

Alongside the open letter stands the personal letter. Carroll was a prolific letter-writ-
er, sending thousands of letters over the course of his life. This we know because
Collingwood, after the publication of Life and Letters, mentioned the existence of
Carroll’s self-devised “Register of Letters Received and Sent” which had entries num-
bered up to 98,721 (Cohen 262). Sadly the register has not survived, so we cannot be cer-
tain of the contents, but Carroll was an endearing letter-writer - and, latterly, a famous
man to have been friends with - and many of the “Letters Sent” were kept by their re-
cipients and are now known to Carrollian scholarship. Over a thousand of these letters

are reprinted in Morton Cohen’s Letters of Lewis Carroll, a figure which Cohen admits is

“hardly a third of the assembled letters”, but promises that others have been omitted for

“what we hope are good and sufficient reasons”?® — principally, that they relate solely
to Carroll’'s business as a mathematician or as Curator of the Senior Common Room.

It would doubtless be fascinating and informative to explore these little-seen
documents, but Cohen’s collection of 1,305 letters has proved sufficiently revealing for
the present purpose.

These letters must be analysed with caution, because they are naturally written
for a specific audience. However, this intimacy seems to inspire frankness in Carroll,
and I will show how his letters express personal sentiments that are absent from his

diaries. Carroll’s letters thus offer an excellent insight into his feelings and opinions.
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23 1 ewis Carroll, The Letters of Lewis Carroll, ed. Morton Cohen, 2 vols. (London: Macmillan, 1979) 1:
xviii. Parenthetical references to “Letters” where no edition is given refer to these volumes.



D. Graham-Smith Contextualising Carroll 20

Carroll’s Diaries

Carroll began keeping a regular diary as an undergraduate at Christ Church, and con-
tinued until his death over forty years later. His diary spanned twelve volumes (two from

the 1850s and one from the 1860s), of which three are lost. These are widely suspected

to have been destroyed by the Dodgson family to conceal some content of which they
disapproved. The suspicion is strongly reinforced by the fact that the volumes that do
survive show signs of wilful damage: Edward Wakeling remarks in his edition that “an
attempt was made to obscure the writing” on the entry for 21st April 1863 which refers
to Alice Liddell being in an “ungentle mood” (Diaries 4: 193). Shortly afterward, at the
end of June 1863, a page has been physically removed from the diary — and, comments
Wakeling, “the perpetrator is almost certainly not [Carroll]” (Diaries 4: 214). Indeed, in
1996 Karoline Leach discovered “a small piece of paper, tucked away among a mass of
Dodgson family records in the archive at Guildford” headed “cut pages in diary”, sum-
marising the contents of the excised entries, which appears be in the handwriting of
Violet Dodgson. It is hard to avoid a verdict of censorship. Leach also notes that up to
ten other pages are missing, whose content is unknown (see e.g. Leach 50-1).

Whatremains, however, covers a significant proportion of Carroll’s life. These vol-

umes were first published in 1953, but in an edition that was far from complete. Their

editor, Roger Lancelyn Green, felt that “items of no interest whatsoever occur fairly
frequently in the diaries,” and these he “omitted whenever possible” (Green, Diaries
xiv). His editing seems over-eager, however: for example, he explains in his preface that
he has excised “long accounts of how he saw children on the shore at Eastbourne, but
failed to cultivate their friendship” — passages which are surely of interest as a psycho-
logical insight.

Moreover, though he did not know it, he was not even working from complete
copies of the surviving volumes, as Menella and Violet Dodgson (Carroll’s nieces and
trustees of his estate) opted to conceal certain entries from him as part of their jealous
protection of Carroll's reputation.

However, the manuscripts of the diaries have now been in the British Library since
1969, and within the past decade the complete text has begun to be widely available,
thanks to the gradual volume-by-volume emergence of Edward Wakeling’s unexpur-

gated edition. The history of the diaries might suggest that these unexpurgated volumes

would be full of scandal, but in fact most entries are mundane records of where Carroll
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has been and whom he has seen, and even the more conversational entries are general-
ly discreet and decorous. Nevertheless, although we do not know precisely why Carroll
kept these diaries, they show no signs of having been intended for public consump-
tion, and in fact do contain some highly personal admissions, as I shall demonstrate in
Chapter 6. Carroll may have intended to destroy these diaries before the end of his life,
but he happened to be visiting his sisters in Guildford when he was stricken with the

bout of pneumonia that killed him, and so if this was the intention it was never carried

out. In all, I believe the diaries may be considered a genuine, if incomplete, source of
personal information, and I shall make extensive use of them as they provide solid bio-

graphical evidence for events and issues in Carroll’s life.

Carroll’s library

The final resource is the collection of books which were in Carroll’s library, a catalogue
of which was helpfully made by E.J. Brooks, the auctioneer who sold off Carroll’s pos-
sessions after his death. In 1997, Jeffrey Stern published a commentary and index of
this and subsequent catalogues for auctions of Carroll’s possessions, and this gives us a

unique insight into the issues that interested Carroll.?*

The catalogue cannot be taken as a perfect indicator of Carroll’s reading habits,

for several reasons. First, Carroll’s family had every opportunity to remove any books

they wished to keep or destroy before the rest were sent to auction. Second, Stern notes
that Carroll was constantly acquiring new books (Stern xii); and since his Oxford rooms
afforded limited space itis no surprise that a Christ Church contemporary recalled that

“most of [Carroll’s books], once read, he would get rid of at clearing-times.”?* This would
mean that the presence of a book on the list need not mean that Carroll had read it, and
the absence of a book from the catalogue would not mean that Carroll had not previ-
ously owned it. Thirdly, as a senior member of Christ Church, Carroll had every op-
portunity to make use of the Bodleian and Christ Church libraries, and need not have
purchased every book he wished to read. And finally, Brooks’ catalogue itself apostro-
phises heavily, gathering the books into lots such as lot 897, “Laing’s The Library, Hints

on Horsemanship, Curious Puzzles, Hoyle’s Games and 16 others.”

24 Jeffrey Stern, Lewis Carroll, Bibliophile (Luton: Lewis Carroll Society, 1997)
25 MS cited in Oliver P. Elton, Frederick York Powell (Oxford: Clarendon P, 1906) 362.
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For all these reasons, all we can say with certaintyis that the presence of abookin
this catalogue means that it was on Carroll’s bookshelf when he died. Nevertheless, this
is strong circumstantial evidence for his having read it, or at the very least for his having

been interested in its subject.

Looking forward

Having established the terms of this thesis - its inspiration, its argument and its meth-

ods - all that remains is to set out in full the argument detailed above. This will begin
in the next chapter, with an examination of convention; then, in Chapter 3 will come
religion; science will occupy Chapters 4 and 5; and Chapter 6 will show how my find-
ings support a coherent theory which can shed light on other issues. Finally, in Chapter
7 I will review the progress and findings of the thesis, and suggest how these findings
might inform approaches to other issues outside of the present work. Throughout the
thesis, my aim will be to argue through contextualising, relating Carrollian texts to
Carroll and Carroll to his environment through the examination of primary sources.
Alongside the main argument, I will present two appendices, in which I discuss
two relevant issues which seemed to warrant a more detailed discussion than was ap-
propriate to the main text. The first issue is the question of whether Carroll might have
drawn inspiration from the carvings and crypt at Ripon Cathedral; and the second is
the relationship between the Alice books and an earlier work entitled Effie’s Dream-
Garden. In both cases, I present my first-hand observations as a matter of support for

my main argument and of possible interest to future considerations.
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Chapter 2
Convention

The argument I shall present in this thesis has its roots in the question of precisely how

Carroll perceived and interacted with the world about him. In the past, Carroll has
sometimes been portrayed as a wholly conventional man, who meekly accepted the
manners and mores of his society. However, a brief survey of the evidence shows that
this is far from the whole truth.

In this chapter I shall make the case that Carroll was in fact an instinctively logi-
cal thinker. I shall suggest that his apparent adherence to convention was merely prag-
matic, and far from unquestioning or constant. In fact, as I shall demonstrate, his logi-
cal world view led him to perceive social conventions as dispensable, and to question
the authority of those that perpetuated them.

This demonstration of the primacy of logic in Carroll’s world view will be crucial
to what comes later, as logic will prove to be the mechanism whereby Carroll is placed

into a difficult philosophical position.

Carroll’s conventional behaviour

Virginia Woolf, in her 1939 essay on Lewis Carroll, describes the man as a passive con-
formist who “accepted every convention.” Woolf never met Carroll, but she clearly felt
sufficiently confident in this judgment to offer it without qualification. Hugh Haughton
too has referred to Carroll’'s “thoroughly conventional” life at Oxford.? The identifica-
tion is certainly justifiable: after all, Carroll was raised and lived in environments that

enshrined convention. Every Victorian child would have been expected to learn proper

behaviour, perhaps with the aid of “improving” books with titles like Instructions in

! Virginia Woolf, The Moment and Other Essays (London: Hogarth P, 1947) 70.

2 Hugh Haughton, introduction to Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the
Looking Glass (London: Penguin, 1998) xxvii.
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Etiquette.® His father, a churchman, would naturally have given moral and religious
guidance from an early age, and taught him how to behave in church; and his public
school education would have cemented the principle of rules that must be followed and
customs that must be observed.

More than this, Carroll’s meticulous adherence to convention is a recurrent fea-

ture of recollections of him. One of his child-friends, Ruth Gamelan, recalled that “Mr.
Dodgson was always extremely careful in observing social conventions.” He was mor-

ally scrupulous beyond the mere point of practicality: his Oxford contemporary Lionel
Tollemache went so far as to call him “a strict moralist.”> On Christmas Eve 1889 he
returned a gift of a box of Portugal fruits sent to him by Messrs. Snow, wine merchants
to the Christ Church [Senior] Common Room, of which he was Curator, explaining that
he “would have thought it hardly necessary to point out that the Curator, whose duty
it is to try to procure the best goods he can for Common Room, cannot possibly accept
presents from any of the tradespeople concerned.” The note concludes with a warning
that “any repetition of such attentions may seriously affect their position as wine mer-
chants dealt with by Common Room” (Letters 2:771).

Carroll also took pains to appear humble, seeming almost over-eager in self-ef-
facement. Writing to the Lowrie children in Boston, Massachusetts, dated August 18th

1884, he begged:

please never again praise me at all, as if any powers I may have, in writing
books for children, were my own doing. I just feel myself a trustee, that is all
— you would not take very much credit to yourselves, I suppose, if a sum of
money had been put into your hands and you had been told “spend all this
for the good of the little ones”? (Letters 1:547)

Although he was himself a photographer, his child-friend Isa Bowman recalled that he
had a “horror’ of being photographed himself (Bowman 14). It seems he hated to be
praised or singled out in any way. We may imagine he considered that such approaches

endangered his strict conventionality, as they both challenged his modesty - a key con-

ventional principle of polite society - and treated him as an exceptional, and hence

3 James Pitt, Instructions in Etiquette Intended for the Use of Schools & Young Persons (Manchester: J.
Pigot, n.d. — the British Library Catalogue gives “{18407]”).

4 Derek Hudson, Lewis Carroll (London: Constable, 1995) 317.

5 Lionel L. Tollemache, “Reminiscences of Lewis Carroll,” Literature Feb. 5 1898; reprinted in Lewis
Carroll: Interviews & Recollections, ed. Morton Cohen (London: Macmillan, 1989) 48.
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unconventional, person. His fear of special attention is perhaps most clearly visible in

his desperate avoidance of fame. Even Collingwood admits that Carroll took this to re-

markable extremes, recalling that, once he became known as the author of Alice, he

hated publicity, and tried to avoid it in every way. “Do not tell any one, if
you see me in the theatre,” he wrote once to Miss Marion Terry. On another
occasion, when he was dining out at Oxford, and some one, who did not
know that it was a forbidden subject, turned the conversation on Alice in
Wonderland, he rose suddenly and fled from the house. I could multiply in-
stances of this sort, but it would be unjust to his memory to insist upon the
morbid way in which he regarded personal popularity. (Collingwood 19)

Even when pursuing unconventional goals, such as seeking to photograph chil-

dren in various states of undress, Carroll took pains to be courteous. Morton Cohen

points to a letter sent in 1879 to the mother of his child-friend Annie Henderson in

which Carroll fairly ties himself in knots tiptoeing around the unconventional issue:

I hope my mention of my admiration of children’s feet did not make you
think I meant to propose taking Annie with bare feet. I shall propose no
such thing, as I don’t think she knows me well enough and is also too nerv-
ous a child to like it. So I hope she has heard nothing of it, as it might make
her afraid to come. . .. With children who know me well, and who regard

dress as a matter of indifference, I am very glad (when mothers permit) to
take them in any amount of undress which is presentable, or even in none
(which is more presentable than many forms of undress) but I don’t think

your Annie is a child of that sort. If you ever meet with any such “children of
Nature,” I shall be glad to hear of them. (Cohen 168-9)%

Even once permission had been received, Carroll remained anxious not to flout con-

ventionality. Two years later he wrote to Mrs. Henderson again, asking her

if you would like to have any more copies of the full-front photographs of
the children. I have 2 or 3 prints of each, but Il intend to destroy all but one of

each. That is all  want for myself, and (though I consider them perfectly in-
nocent in themselves) there is really no friend to whom I should wish to give

photographs which so entirely defy conventional rules. . . . The negatives are
already destroyed. (Letters 1:434)

In fact, artistic images of nude children were hardly unknown in Victorian soci-

ety: Roger Taylor notes that, over the Victorian period in general, “themes of childhood

innocence and vulnerability became increasingly popular with novelists, poets, art-
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6 Theletterisreprintedin fullin Letters 1:345-6.
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ists and sculptors. [Carroll]’s photographs of children fit squarely within this context.”?
Actual photographs might have been unusual (and Collingwood seems to skirt around
the issue), but Carroll’s suggestion that they “entirely defy conventional rules” seems to
overstate the case.

In all, thereis qertainly evidence to support Woolf’s image of Carroll: the opinions
of Ruth Gamelan, Lionel Tollemache and, latterly, Collingwood all seem to confirm

that, even in such a rarefied environment as an Oxford college, Carroll displayed an

uncommon concern for behaving in accordance with the rules of social interaction.

Conventional or conformant?

Against these opinions, however, must be weighed an opposing judgment. Carroll’s
niece, Violet Dodgson, recalled after his death that “my uncle shared. .. his sisters’ in-
difference to the conventions. He wore, and did, what seemed good to him.”® We have

seen documentary evidence of Carroll’s conventional behaviour, yet we would expect a

niece to know her own uncle’s temperament. Can she have been correct?

Although Carroll certainly did follow conventional rules, we might more gener-
ally say that he preferred to follow established modes of behaviour. Indeed, where there
was no conventional rule he seems frequently to have made up his own. For example,

Collingwood comments on the orderliness of his daily routine:

He always rose at the same early hour, and, if he was in resident at Christ
Church, attended College Service. He spent the day according to a pre-
scribed routine, which usually included a long walk into the country . . .
the only irregularity noticeable in his mode of life was the hour of retiring,
which varied from 11pm to four o’clock in the morning, according to the

amount of work which he felt himself in the mood for. (Collingwood 266-7)

Sometimes his rules were fastidiously practical: when planning a rail journey he ha-
bitually divided up his purse into compartments and put money for each stage of the
journey into each compartment (Bowman 37). At other times they seemed arbitrary:

Collingwood writes that

he hardly ever wore an overcoat, and always wore a tall hat, whatever might
be the climatic conditions. . . . He very seldom sat down to write, preferring

7 Roger Taylor & Edward Wakeling, Lewis Carroll: Photographer (Oxford: Princeton UP, 2002) 56.
8 Violet Dodgson, “Lewis Carroll — As I Knew Him,” London Calling 28 June 1951, 6-7; Interviews and
Recollections 18. Cohen erroneously gives the date as 1851, some 27 years before the author’s birth.
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to stand while thus engaged. . . . Great were his preparations before going
a journey; each separate article used to be carefully wrapped up in a piece
of paper all to itself, so that his trunks contained nearly as much paper as
of the more useful things. ... The bulk of the luggage was sent on a day or
two before by goods train, while he himself followed on the appointed day,
laden only with his well-known little black bag, which he always insisted
on carrying himself. . . . At meals he was very abstemious always, while he
took nothing in the middle of the day except a glass of wine and a biscuit.
(Collingwood 389-90)

For twenty years he wrote his diaries in purple ink: then (for reasons tantalisingly un-
known) he stopped and never used it again (Diaries MS). He also adopted journalistic
conventions from the Romans, describing days in his diary as “dies mirabilis” or writing
that “I mark this day with a white stone.” Surely nobody apart from Carroll would have
ever even been aware of these regularities, yet he maintained them anyway.

His recreation too suggests a preference for following established behaviours:
when he took up photography it was already one of the most popular pastimes for
a Victorian gentleman,® and his involvement with it began with a letter to his Uncle
Skeffington Lutwidge on January 22nd 1856 asking that he obtain a camera for him
simply because “I want some [other] occupation here than mere reading and writing”
(Diaries 2:26). Among his New Year’s Resolutions for 1857, Carroll wrote that “I hope to
make good progress in Photography in the Easter Vacation: it is my one recreation, and
I think should be done well” (Diaries 2: 129) — suggesting that his progress in his hobby
was motivated as much by a concern for “correct” behaviour as by enthusiasm.

Alongside this, another challenge to the identification of Carroll as simply “con-
ventional” is the conspicuousness, in all the above examples of conventional behaviour,
with which Carroll insisted on being unexceptional. It is not enough for Carroll to ac-
knowledge that naked photographs are unusual: they must “entirely defy conventional
rules.” He cannot merely avoid being photographed: he must have a “horror” of it. He
cannot simply demur at discussion of Alice’s Adventures; he must flee from the house. I

wonder whether the evidence reflects not a genuine respect for convention, but rather
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9 See e.g. Helmut Gernsheim, Lewis Carroll: Photographer (London: Max Parrish, 1949) 2-3. The grow-
ing popularity of the pastime is clear from the preface to the second edition of H.H. Snelling’s 1851
amateur guidebook The History and Practice of the Art of Photography, in which the author writes
that “the rapid sale of the first edition of The Art of Photography has made it incumbent upon me to
issue a second several months sooner than my most sanguine wishes led me to hope”; later adding
in the preface to the third edition that “we are again called upon to issue another edition of this work
in less than one year from the publication of the last.” H.H. Snelling, The History and Practice of the
Art of Photography (New York: G.P. Putnam, 1851) x.
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a desire, perhaps born of his shyness, to impress upon others the depth and sincerity
of his desire to be unexceptional. It is as if, paradoxically, Carroll’s determination to ap-
pear unexceptional and conventional is itself exceptionally unconventional. It is hard
to avoid the suspicion that, should an unwelcome topic arise, a truly conventional man
would simply hold his tongue, rather than fleeing in the middle of dinner.

In all, although Carroll did follow conventions, I conclude that he was motivated
not by a respect for convention per se, but by a general preference for orderly behav-

iour which, for the most part, conveniently meshed with the behaviours of polite so-
ciety. Under pressure, however, his behaviour sometimes resembles a performance of
conventionality, rather than a genuine expression of it. I suggest that, though Carroll
may never have intended to deceive, he was a man who might pragmatically wear his
conventionality on his sleeve to persuade a parent that he could be trusted with their
naked daughter; or to impress upon his companions the modesty of the author of Alice;
or to demonstrate his loyalty to his colleagues in the Senior Common Room. This ex-
ploitation of conventionality for practical ends goes some way towards justifying Violet

Dodgson’s judgment that Carroll did “what seemed good to him.”

Convention and logic

It is well known that Carroll was a professional mathematician who specialised in log-
ic; and this might seem to explain his taking a rational, rather than conventional, ap-
proach to society. The truth, however, is slightly more complex. Having demonstrated
how Carroll’s behaviour seems sometimes at odds with strict conventionality, I shall

now move on to explore Carroll’s own conception of convention, and how it affected
the way in which he perceived and interacted with tl{e world. The issue of logic will
be a good starting point for such an investigation into Carroll’s world view, as it is not
enough to say that Carroll was logical because he was a logician; the evidence argues,
rather, that Carroll was a logician because he was logical.

An indication that Carroll was an instinctively logical thinker emerges as early
as 1844, when Carroll was just twelve. James Tate, Headmaster of Richmond Grammar '
school (at which Carroll was a resident student), wrote in a letter to Carroll’s father that
his son was “mérvellously ingenious in replacing the ordinary inflexions of [Latin]

nouns and verbs, as detailed in our grammars, by more exact analogies or convenient
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forms of his own devising.”'® The same instinct resurfaces at the other end of Carroll’s

life: in the preface to Sylvie & Bruno Concluded, published 49 years later, Carroll showed

that he was still devoted to “more exact analogies” in language:

Critics have objected to certain innovations in spelling [in Sylvie & Bruno],
such as “ca’n’t”, “wo’n’t”, “traveler”. In reply I can only plead my firm convic-
tion that the popular usage is wrong. As to “can’t’, it will not be disputed
that in all other words ending in “n’t", these letters are an abbreviation of
“not”, and it is surely absurd to suppose that, in this solitary instance, “not”
is represented by “’t”! . .. As to such words as “traveler”, I hold the correct

principle to be, to double the consonant when the accent falls on that syl-
lable; otherwise to leave it single. This rule is observed in most cases (e.g.

" *

we double the “r” in “preferred” but leave it single in “offered”), so that I am
only extending to other cases an existing rule. (Carroll 461-2)

His broader interest in logical systems is clear from his enduring fascination with
the propositions of Euclid, which appears almost obsessive.!! He also wrote several pop-
ular works that seemed designed to promote logic: Symbolic Logic, for example, whichis
dedicated to the memory of Aristotle, promises that logic will enable the reader to “tear
to pieces the flimsy, illogical arguments which you will so continually encounter.”*? For
Carroll, logic was the ultimate force: as Achilles observes in the squib, What Achilles
Said to the Tortoise, even if one did not wish to accept a logical conclusion, “logic would
take you by the throat and force you to do it!” (Carroll 1107)

Perhaps more tellingly, commentatorsregularly observe that Carroll’s logical world

view is reflected even in his non-mathematical work. The French Carrollian Sophie
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10 Cited in Collingwood, Life and Letters of Lewis Carroll 25. 1t is, however, worth noting that Robert
Sutherland presents an analysis by Prof. Roger A. Hornsby of the University of Iowa of a surviving
Latin composition in verse written by Carroll at the age of 12. “The poem shows little marvellous
ingenuity,” Hornsby concludes: “In fact, it betrays the kind of clichés one would expect from a be-
ginner, and the kind of ‘made Latin’ which one would also expect from one conversant with English
and with a smattering of Latin.” Perhaps Tate’s comment was inspired by some other composition
that does not survive, Robert D. Sutherland, Language and Lewis Carroll (The Hague: Mouton, 1970)

233.

i1 Sidney Herbert Williams, Falconer Madan & Roger Lancelyn Green, The Lewis Carroll Handbook
(London: Oxford UP, 1962) gives bibliographic details for The Fifth Book of Euclid (1858), Notes
on the First Two Books of Euclid (1860), Enunciations of Euclid (1863, enlarged 1873), Symbols and
Abbreviations for Euclid (1866) a different Fifth Book of Euclid (1868), a third work on Euclid Book V
(1874) his own edition of Euclid Books I & 11 (1875, 1882), Euclid and His Modern Rivals (1879) and an
attempt to improve Euclid’s 12th axiom in Curiosa Mathematica Part 1(1888). Euclid and His Modern
Rivals is written as dialogue, in which Euclid himselfis a major character, and is dedicated, perhaps
slightly redundantly, “to the memory of Euclid.” Charles Dodgson [i.e. Lewis Carroll)], Euclid and his
Modern Rivals (London: Macmillan, 1879) vii.

12 1 ewis Carroll, Symbolic Logic (London: Macmillan, 1896) xiii.
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Marret sees Carroll’s fiction as “according with his concerns as a teacher of mathemat-
ics.”’® David B. Searls writes that Carroll’s “fascination with linguistics, symbolic logic,
number theory, cryptography, probability theory, geometry, etc. was not confined to
his academic persona, but pervaded his literary efforts and even his social interac-
tions.”" Thus we find mention of Euclid not only in Carroll’s academic works, but in the
poem “Hiawatha's Photographing” (written in 1857, Carroll's first year as a photogra-

pher) in which a camera is whimsically described as “Like a complicated figure | In the

Second Book of Euclid” (Carroll 769) — and, some 37 years later, as the basis of Carroll’s
comic essay What the Tortoise Said to Achilles (Carroll 1104-8). After Carroll’s death,
Alice Liddell mused that “perhaps only a brilliant logician could have written Alice in
Wonderland” (Interviews & Recollections 88).

In letters to newspapers, Carroll would engage with real-world issues, but here
too he approached them as if they were puzzles in mathematical logic. For example, in
his 1885 letter to St. James’ Gazette on Election Gains and Losses, he addresses the issue
of the recent general election, which had involved changes to the number of seats as-

signed to constituencies, making it difficult to determine the relative performances of

the political parties. Carroll suggested that readers should simply

Let S, be the number of seats formerly assigned to the town, and S, the new
number. Similarly, let L, be the number of seats formerly held by the Liberals,
and so on. Then the Liberal gain is (L,S,) - (L;S,). . . . Thus, the old set of num-
bers, S,, L;,C;, I, are 8, 5, 2, 1, and the new set are 6, 4, 1, 1. Hence the Liberal
“oain” is (4 x 8 - 5 x 6) divided by 8, i.e. one-fourth; the Conservative “gain”
is (1 x8 - 2x 6) divided by 8, i.e. minus one-half; and the Independent “gain”
is (1 x8 - 1 x 6) divided by 8, i.e. one fourth. Thus the Conservatives have lost
half a seat, which has been shared equally between the Liberals and the
Independents. (Pamphlets 3:201-10)

In the pamphlet “Lawn Tennis Tournaments”, Carroll uses similar reasoning to demon-
strate how the then-current system of scoring could produce a champion who had won
fewer games than the second-placed player. He goes on to propose an improved system
of his own. The work’s subtitle promises “The True Method of Determining the Winner”

(emphasis added), clearly demonstrating that Carroll did not accept that a scoring sys-
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13 “conformément a ses préoccuptions de professeur de mathématiques.” Sophie Marret, Lewis Carroll:
De l’Autre Cété de la Logique (Rennes: Rennes UP, 1995) 38.

4 David B. Searls, “From ‘Jabberwocky’ to Genome: Lewis Carrolland Computational Biology,” Journal
of Computational Biology 8:3 (2001) 339.



D. Graham-Smith Contextualising Carroll 31

tem could be legitimate simply through conventional acceptance, but that truth must
be established through logic (Carroll 1082).

“Lawn Tennis Tournaments” was only one in a string of papers he wrote which
sought to identify and remedy the faults in an existing system by the application of log-
ic: the third volume of Pamphilets is dedicated entirely to such works. His Christ Church
contemporary T.B. Strong recalled that in any debate Carroll was “relentless in pointing

out the logical results of any position assumed by his opponent, and quick to devise a

puzzling case when he wanted to bring objections against a rule of principle.""

Logic and language

Carroll’s logicalinstincts also gave him insights into the English language.'® I mentioned
above his enduring interest in bringing “more exact analogies” to language, which in
practice clearly meant making rules apply consistently. We will remember from Sylvie

& Bruno Concluded that Carroll felt countenancing an exception to the rule, so as to
write “won’t” instead of “wo’n’t”, would be “surely absurd”; and that he arrived at the
spelling “traveler” by replacing the conventional form with one that conformed to the
“correct principle” on consonantal doubling.

As any reader of Alice will confirm, Carroll’s interest did not stop at orthography.
In these books he turned his practical-logical approach to English usage, and observed
that, although words and phrases had precisely regular meanings, these were often su-
perseded by conventional usages. In the Alice books he frequently draws attention to

the language’s vagaries in this regard:

“Take some more tea,” the March Hare said to Alice, very earnestly.
“I've had nothing yet,” Alice replied in an offended tone, “so I can't

take more.”
“You mean you can't take less,” said the Hatter: “it’s very easy to take
more than nothing.”"(Carroll 74)

15 T, B. Strong, “Lewis Carroll,” Cornhill Magazine, March 1898: 303-310; Interviews & Recollections 34.
16 English was not Carroll’s only language: as might be expected, he had a good grasp of French, and
his fluency in Latin and Greek are evident from the many classical epigrams and allusions that per-

meate his Oxford pamphlets (see Pamphlets 1). He appears to have understood German too, as his
library contained several books in German such as H. Scheffler’s Die Magischen Figuren and Paul

Konewka’s Falstaffund Seine Gesellen. It would be no surpriseifhe also had some familiarity with oth-
er European languages such as Italian (into which he oversaw the translation of Alice’s Adventures),
and may well have acquired some Russian too during his trip to Russia in 1867, However, nothingin
his writings suggests that he engaged with any of these languages in the spirit of logical exploration
with which he wrote in English, with the exception of the occasional pun in Latin.
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T.B. Strong, considering the impact of the Alice books, notes that one of Carroll’s

achievements was this type of demonstration that

ordinary conversation is built up very largely of phrases which are used
conventionally. Their exact meaning is hardly thought of, and they are used
without question. . .. [Carroll] has shown the existence of all sorts of pitfalls
and surprises round the ordinary course of conversation. (Strong 42)

This may seem an obvious realisation, and it is regularly raised by critics: Patricia
Meyer Spacks, for example, mentions “the punning which demonstrates the looseness
with which words are ordinarily used.””” However, what seems to have attracted little
attention is the fact that, in examining the disjunction between whét is said and what
is understood, Carroll’s ideas were far ahead of their time. The linguistic insights that
he seems to have arrived at wholly unaided provide a striking illustration of just how
deeply his intellect was permeated by logic. Moreover, his forays into structural lin-
guistics promoted a philosophical model which encouraged him not merely to view
conventionality with “indifference”, as Violet Dodgson suggested, but in fact to consider

it wholly empty and meaningless. In the following sections of this chapter I will demon-

strate how.

Carroll’s exposure to linguistics
Many of the “pitfalls and surprises round the ordinary course of conversation” that
T.B. Strong credits Carroll with describing would nowadays come within the purview
of pragmatics, the branch of linguistics concerned with the practical workings of eve-
ryday language use. Yet I believe it is not an exaggeration to say that pragmatics was
wholly unknown as an academic study in the nineteenth century. Robert D. Sutherland
argues that “Carroll’s life spanned the period of greatest linguistic ferment, and evi-
dence appears throughout his work that he was aware of, and influenced by, the cur-
rents and cross-currents in the air about him” — but these are identified as etymology,
antiquarian language and dialect (Sutherland 45-58). This linguistic agenda had been
set far away, in Germany, by historicists such as Jakob Grimm and Franz Bopp.
Indeed, the most direct external influence on Carroll may well have been another

leading German linguist, Max Miiller. Miiller was an Oxford colleague of Carroll’s, and
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17 patricia Meyer Spacks, “Logic and Language Through the Looking-Glass,” Aspects of Alice, ed. Robert
Phillips (London: Victor Gollancz, 1972) 273,
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the two men were close enough for Carroll to have photographed Miiller by 1860, photo-
graphed him again in 1867, and dined with him on occasion.!® Carroll admired Miiller’s
work, publicly opposing (in an open letter to the Vice-Chancellor) a proposal to employ
a successor at half the rate of pay Miiller had received: “for surely the very proposal ..

. is to say, by implication, that the work has been hitherto overpaid — against which
supposition I, for one, desire to record my protest” (Pamphlets 1:122).!'® A week later,

Carroll sent a follow-up letter in which he referred to Miiller as a “learned Professor,

from whom I have never experienced anything but kindness, and whom I am proud
to number among my friends.” Carroll clearly saw much to admire in Miiller, whose
approach to linguistics was determinedly historical. Indeed, the controversy over his

successor was caused by his intention to retire “to devote himself without interruption
to ... studies on the Ancient Literature of India” (Pamphlets 1:121).

Alternative viewpoints were almost nowhere to be heard: GW. Cox, writing in the
Edinburgh Review on Miiller’s 1861 Lectures on the Science of Language, observed that
“It can scarcely be said that this science has opposed popular ideas, for all ideas on the
subject have been confined comparatively to a few.”?? As R.H. Robins notes, “as late as
1922, O[tto] Jespersen . .. could write in the still prevailing nineteenth-century climate

of opinion that linguistics was mainly a historical study.”!

Pragmatics

In fact it was not until 1967 that the formal study of pragmatics emerged, when H. Paul
Grice attempted, in his William James Lectures at Harvard, to identify the assumptions

that underpin a conversation. He concluded that interlocutors assume that each oth-
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18 Miiller’s name appears on a list Carroll made in 1860 of people he had photographed (Cohen 76).

Carroll’s diaries record the second photographic session (5: 247) and detail his meeting Miiller on at
least four other occasions (Diaries 4: 161; 6:275; 7:144; 7:239). Carroll also called upon the Miillerson
the afternoon of 24th May 1879, but they were out (Diaries 7:177).

19 Morton Cohen implies that Miiller “neither forgot nor forgave” Carroll for his opposition to the pro-

posal (Cohen 390), a suggestion which I find quite baffling. The source he cites - The Life and Letters
of Friedrich Max Miiller (London: Longmans, Green, 1902) - certainly praises Liddell, but ithas noth-

ing whatsoever to say on Carroll.

20 GW. Cox, “Max Miiller on the Science of Language,” Edinburgh Review January 1862, repr. in
Language and Linguistic Theory, ed. Roy Harris (London: Routledge/Thoemmes P, 1995) 3: 247.

21 R.H. Robins, A Short History of Linguistics (London: Longman, 1967) 164.
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er’s utterances are “accurate,” “relevant,” “sufficient” and “non-extraneous.”* It was

not until 1975 that he codified these maxims and named the principle “conversational

implicature.”
Yet over a century before, and in the apparently utter absence of any related dis-
course, Carroll had already implicitly identified these maxims. He did not write a tract

on pragmatics, nor deliver lectures: as Robert Sutherland notes, “Carroll rarely made

explicit statements of theoretical problems which intrigued him. Instead, he preferred

to illustrate them obliquely through humorous dramatization in his fiction” (Sutherland
15). And so it is at the Mad Tea Party, which is made mad by the flouting of the max-
ims, a device which brings their existence into sharp relief. Ulrich Beckmann identifies

three ways in which Alice’s assumptions about conversation are challenged at the Mad

Tea Party:

1. Alice is challenged to do something which she is not able to do: “Have
some more wine,’ the March Hare said in an encouragingtone... ‘I don’t see
any wine,’ [Alice] remarked. “There isn't any,’ said the March Hare.”

2. The Hatter asks Alice a riddle without knowing the answer himselt:
“‘Have you guessed the riddle yet?’ the Hatter said, turning to Alice again.
‘No, I give it up,” Alice replied. ‘What’s the answer?’ ‘I haven't the faintest
idea,’ said the Hatter.”

3. Alice is not able to identify the intended speech act, e. g. ““No room! No
room!’ they cried out when they saw Alice coming. ‘There’s plenty of room!’
said Alice indignantly, and she sat down in a large arm-chair at one end of

the table....”?®

Alice finds it almost impossible to communicate satisfactorily with these speakers

who do not seem to say what they mean. Yet the inhabitants of Wonderland perceive

her as guilty of precisely the same behaviour:

“I believe I can guess that,” [Alice said] aloud.
“Do you mean that you think you can find out the answer to it?” said the

March Hare.
“Exactly so,” said Alice.

“Then you should say what you mean,” the March Hare went on.
(Carroll 69)

22 | P, Grice, “Logic and Conversation,” Syntaxand Semantics 3: Speech Acts, ed.P. Coleand ].L. Morgan
(New York: Academic Press, 1975); cited in Stephen C. Levinson, Pragmatics (Cambridge, New York,
Melbourne: Cambridge UP, 1983) 100.

23 J]rich Beckmann, “Carroll’s Play with Possibilities: Aspects of Coherence in Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland,” Semiotics and Linguistics in Alice’s Worlds, ed. R. Fordyce and Carla Marello (Berlin,
New York: de Gruyter, 1994) 103.
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Alice is humbled by the realisation that it is not just Wonderland characters who com-
municate illogically. Humpty Dumpty too points up the conventional assumptions
underpinning Alice’s conversation - seemingly with the intention of catching her out
- simply by speaking with literal precision: he asks her “how old did you say you were?”
which she takes to mean “how old areyou?” “If I'd meant that,” he replies triumphantly,

“I'd have said it.” (Carroll 194). In the light of all that we have seen above, it is hard to

escape a sense of Carroll mocking conventional usage.

Structural linguistics
Nor did Carroll’s logical approach to language stop at the level of the sentence. Just

as a phrase might have a conventional meaning unconnected to its construction, he
perceived that individual words could carry meanings wholly unconnected to their
construction — and that, in fact, it was only convention that connected most words
with their meanings.2* Half a century later this idea would be central to Ferdinand de
Saussure’s influential Course in General Linguistics, which divided the word into the
“sign” (the concept to be expressed) and the “signifier” (the actual naming word to be
uttered), and identified the link between the two as arbitrary.?® The approach is known
today as structural linguistics.

In Carroll’s day, however, the structural approach was heretical. Max Miiller, in
his lectures, had explicitly dismissed the notion of words as “artificial signs of which the
meaning [is] fixed by mutual agreement,” chuckling that, if this were the case, language
could never have evolved — for “no one has yet explained how, without language, a

discussion on the merits of each word . . . could have been carried on.”*® As an anony-

mous writer for The London Review was happy to affirm, after having read the text of

Miiller’s lectures,

De Quincey called the study of languages the dry-rot of the human mind;
and he would not be far wrong if it were true, as he alleges, thatin language
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24 Exceptions would be onomatopoeic words. Compound words and Carrollian “portmanteau”

words also have meanings that can apparently be deduced from their construction, but the deduc-
tion leads only to another word. The gulf between this word and its referent is still bridged only by

convention.
25 1. De Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, trans. Roy Harris (London: Duckworth, 1983) 66-9.

26 Max Miiller, “The Growth of Language in Contradistinction to the History of Language,” Lectures on
the Science of Language (London: Longman, Green, Longman & Roberts, 1861) 30-31.
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everything is arbitrary. The precise contrary is the fact. In language - so the
new-born science is bold enough to assure us - nothing is arbitrary.?”

The reference is to the third of De Quincey’s Letters to a Young Man Whose Education
has been Neglected, a work originally published thirty-nine years previously in London
Magazine, in which De Quincey does indeed describe language as “arbitrary and con-
ventional, which yields no reason why it should be this way rather than that, obeyingno

theory or law.”2 Carroll owned a copy of De Quincey's Works, in which this essay was

reprinted;?? but De Quincey seemed subsequently to be won over by historicism, and
his latter essay on the subject - “Ihe English Language,” published in 1839 - is a histori-
cally-minded piece, whose first section (“A History of the English Language Needed”)
pursues a teleological story of progressive development from Anglo-Saxon to modern
English (De Quincey 14: 146-61).

Another contemporary essayist, Richard Chevenix Trench, also rejected the no-
tion of the arbitrary sign. In discussing how words pass from one language to another

he discussed an ingenious example of adaptation:

. . . . “carbunculus,” though a real word, full of poetry and life for a Latin,
would have been only an arbitrary sign for others, ignorant of that language.
What then did they, or what, rather, did the working genius of the language,
do? It adopted, but in adopting modified slightly, the word, changing it into
“Karfunkel,” thus retaining the outlines of the original, yet at the same time,
inasmuch as “funkeln” signifies “to sparkle,” reproducing now in an entirely

novel manner the image of the bright sparkling of the stone, for every know-
er of the German tongue.3?

As Sutherland comments above, Carroll was doubtless influenced by the pre-
vailing atmosphere of historicism: the first stanza of “Jabberwocky” was original-

ly written by Carroll at the age of 13 under the title “Stanza of Anglo-Saxon poetry”
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27 n.n., “Max Miiller on Language,” The London Review January 1862, Language and Linguistic Theory
1800-1865, ed. Roy Harris (London: Routledge, 1995) 3: 226

28 Thomas De Quincey, The Collected Writings of Thomas De Quincey, ed. David Masson, 14 vols.
(Edinburgh: A. & C. Black, 18893-90) 10: 35.

29 The auction catalogue states simply “De Quincey’s Works (14 vols.)” (repr. in Stern 17), so this could
have been either the A.C. Black edition cited above or the earlier Works: Selections Grave and Gay,
from Writings Published and Unpublished, 14 vols. (Edinburgh: James Hogg, 1853-60) 14: 40.

30 Richard Chevenix Trench, “Introductory Lecture,” The Study of Words (London: John W. Parker, 1851)
135. Chevenix Trench apparently sawno need to describe the precise operation of the “working gen-
ius of the language,” nor to explain how the link between the world “funkeln” and the appearance of
sparklingis not arbitrary.
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(Picture Book 37-8) and a surviving letter to his sister Louisa is written in mock Middle
English (Letters 1:15).

And yet, in the face of all of this, Carroll’s absolute faith in logic over convention
led him away from popular historicism and towards a systemic, structuralist approach.
In the oblique manner noted by Sutherland, Carroll raises the key questions of struc-

tural linguistics by puttiflg them into the mouths of his characters: “When I use a word,”
explains Humpty Dumpty, in one of the most famous lines in literature, “it means just
what I choose it to mean — neither more nor less.” (Carroll 196). Alice provides the
obvious rebuttal.

Perhaps more interestingly, Carroll also asserts the arbitrary nature of the linguis-
tic sign via a similar device to that which he uses to indicate idiomatic usages. I showed
above how he points up the existence of idiomatic locutions by supposing that they are
not idiomatic, and having characters like Humpty Dumpty use them literally. With the
structural sign, Carroll challenges the prevailing wisdom that “nothing is arbitrary” by
showing the unreal situations that emerge if there is a link between a concept* and its
name. Early on we learn that the White Rabbit’s name is “W. Rabbit” (Carroll 38), and
Humpty Dumpty explains directly that his name describes his form, rather than merely

referring to it (Carroll 192). William Empson suggests that the same principle applies in

“Tabberwocky,” whose neologisms he considers

such good tongue-gestures, in Sir Richard Paget’s phrase, that they seem to
carry their own meaning; this carries a hint of the paradox that the conven-
tions are natural. (Empson 214)

In the Forest of Namelessness, the Fawn cannot establish a relationship with Alice until
it knows her name — because without a name she has no nature (Carroll 164). Small
wonder that Alice initially fears that when she loses her name she will not have an iden-
tity until “they”! give her another name — which is “almost certain to be an ugly one”
(Carroll 162). As Empson comments, “she may lose her ‘good name’ when she loses the

conventions” (Empson 223). In Carroll’s inverted linguistics, a name seems to serve the
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31 presumably “they” are the same people that Alice invokes when explaining to the Gnat that insects
having names is “no use to them . .. butit’s useful to the people that name them.” (Carroll 158-9) In
other words, “they” are a personification of the general social agreement that Chevenix Trench per-
sonified and Miiller ridiculed.
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function of what Thomas A. Sebok terms the “semiotic self,”? though he perhaps over-

states the case when he observes that “some people, such as Alice . . . feel that their
name should embody the exceptional status of their semiotic self” (46; emphasis added).
I should say that Alice would probably prefer for her nature to be inherent: as we see at
the very start of Alice’s Adventures, she supposes that if her nature has changed then her

name must have also, and fears that her fate will depend on what her name becomes

(Carroll 26). The absurdity of this idea confirms that, despite the certain pronounce-

ments of the most esteemed Victorian linguists, the sign is arbitrary. As the Bellman
would later cry, in The Hunting of the Snark, “What's the good of Mercator’s north poles
and equators, | Tropics, zones and meridian lines?” They may be useful devices, but the

crew knows their true value: “They are merely conventional signs!” (Carroll 683)

Axioms |

In structural linguistics, the relationship between the sign and the signifier is thus nec-
essarily conventional, precisely because it is arbitrary: nothing beyond customary us-
age binds a word to its meaning. This is the position beyond indifference I mentioned
above: Carroll seems intuitively to have arrived at a sense of the conventional rule as
having no logical justification whatsoever, and being merely a contrivance to enable
social functions.

To a mathematician such as Carroll, the evident analogue would have been the
logical axiom. Carroll's familiarity with axiomsis clear from his engagement with Euclid,
whose axioms were the foundation of Carroll’s geometrical work. Indeed, in Euclid and
His Modern Rivals, Carroll demonstrates how axioms proposed by the “modern rivals”

are in fact not axiomatic precisely because they can be derived logically. And, in the

light of what has gone before, it will be no surprise that he extended this intellectu-
al concept outside of mathematics: in 1897, for example, he wrote that the articles of
Christian faith

are what would be called in Science “axioms,” . . . quite incapable of being

proved, simply because proof must rest on something already granted. . ..
(Letters 2:1122)

His extension of the concept to language is demonstrated in a passage from an
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32 Thomas A. Sebok, A Sign is Just a Sign (Indianapolis: Bloomington UP, 1991).
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appendix to Symbolic Logic, in which he wrote that

if I find an author saying, at the beginning of his book, “Let it be understood
that by the word ‘black’ I shall always mean ‘white,” and that by the word
‘white’ I shall always mean ‘black,” I meekly accept his judgment, however
injudicious I may deem it.33

Carroll envisions an author, like a mathematician, setting out his axioms at the begin-

ning of a work (though he clearly deems it “injudicious” to arbitrarily invert such a well-

respected custom).
The notion that conventions are axiomatic enables more than Carroll’s insights

into structural linguistics: it brings a sense of arbitrariness to all social behaviour. This
is implied in Alice via the same device by which Carroll implied the existence of conver-

sational implicature: by confounding Alice’s expectations. Thus, even when she is able
to communicate on a semantic level, she often behaves inappropriately for a given cir-

cumstance: “you’ve begun wrong!” chides Tweedledum (Carroll 167). She accidentally

offends the Mouse by her repeated mentions of Dinah (Carroll 29-30). She addresses
the Duchess “a little timidly, for she was not quite sure whether it was good manners for
her to speak first” (Carroll 60); she feels relief at seeing that guests have come unbidden
to her coronation feast, for “I should never have known who were the right people to
invite!” (Caroll 240); and Patrice Salsa notes her internal agonies over whether or not
Humpty Dumpty’s cravat is “a good subject.” (Carroll 195)% The problem here is not
language: there is, in these examples, no confusion over what words mean. The issue

is that Alice has no way of determining the correct behaviour — what the anonymous
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33 It has been objected that perhaps Carroll did not believe that the word “black” could ever truly mean
“white,” but was merely temporarily allowing it in the same way that areader of Sylvie & Bruno might
temporarily accept the existence of fairies. His reference to the non-standard usage as “injudicious”
certainly suggests that he does not encourage authors to redefine words. However, I submit that this
judgment was purely on practical grounds of comprehensibility. Carroll was an aggressively logical
writer, and if he had seen any reason why “black” could not mean “white” then it is very hard to im-

agine him unconditionally accepting the proposition.

31 I fact Salsa slightly misrepresents this episode, offering two quotes purportedly demonstrating that
“certain topics are appropriate . . . while other topics are not.” Both quotes actually refer to the same

topic (the cravat). Salsa also removes Carroll's last two words and italicisation in citing Alice’s pleas-
ure at finding “that she had chosen a good subject after all,” and does not mention that it is Humpty,
not Alice, who has raised the issue of topic. The overall effect is to imply that Alice is more preoccu-
pied with the suitability of topics thanis in fact the case. Nevertheless, that Alice is unable to discern
their suitability for herself is a fair point.
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editor of the 1834 Encyclopaedia of Manners and Etiquette terms “the manners, cus-

toms, and habits, of general society.”>*

Carroll’s own axioms
I presented evidence earlier that suggested that Carroll’s conventionality was modu-

lated by other considerations. Having now established a particular conception of con-
vention as logically empty, I will move on to demonstrate that Carroll’s approach to

convention in his own life conformed closely with this conception. This is not to sug-
gest that Carroll simply discarded conventionality altogether: 1 have already shown
how Carroll instead exploited conventionality for practical purposes. As mentioned
above, T.B. Strong found him adroit at identifying “the logical results of any position”,
and he surely recognised that conventionality was necessary to be “a useful member of
society” (Encyclopaedia of Manners and Etiquette iv). We will recall that he considered
it “injudicious” to try to redefine white as black, and the fact that he is so frequently
described as conventional strongly suggests that he deemed it both considerate and
politic to interact with guests and peers in the way they expected.

However, in a context of axiomatic conventions, Carroll would have considered
himself quite entitled - even morally bound - to flout them if this “seemed good to
him”: and there are plenty of examples of his doing precisely this. When, for exam-
ple, he took Isa Bowman to church at Eastbourne, he would permit her to read a book
should the sermon prove beyond her, a flagrantly unconventional act that, Bowman
confesses, “must, I feel sure, sound rather dreadful to many” (Bowman 78). As he grew

friendly with an increasing number of young girls, he began to refer dismissively to
“Mrs. Grundy,” a personification of conventional disapproval.®® In 1879 he wrote to E.

Gertrude Thomson to ask “are you sufficiently unconventional (I think you are) to defy
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35 n.n., Encyclopaedia of Manners and Etiquette (London: H.G. Bohn, 1834) iv.

36 Mrs. Grundy was not an invention of Carroll’s: she is the censorious next-door-neighbour in Thomas

Morton’s 1798 play Speed the Plough. By Carroll’s time her name had passed into common usage as a
figurative character of disapproval. However, although Carroll did notinvent Mrs. Grundy, he seems

to have made her his own: the index to Morton Cohen’s Letters identifies 23 references to her, starting
in 1879. In 1885 Carroll wrote that he had invited Isabel Standen on an “anti-Grundyish expedition”
(Letters 1:576); in 1890 he mentioned to Gertrude Chataway that he had had an 18-year-old girl visit
and “so far as I know, ‘Mrs. Grundy’ has made no remarks at all.” (Letters 2:807); in 1894 he invited
Bertha Browne to visit him, should she be “sufficiently reckless of ‘Mrs. Grundy.” (Letters 2:1039)
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Mrs. Grundy and come down to spend the day with me at Oxford?”3? In college he hap-
pily defied the letter of the law by seeking (and finding) an ecumenical loophole that
would enable him to take orders - and thus retain his Studentship at Christ Church
- without being obliged to take on the duties that would conventionally accompany his
position as a Deacon.>®

If any doubt remained about Carroll’s approach to rules, it should be dispelled

by his straightforward explanation in Twelve Months in a Curatorship of his interpreta-
tions of the rules of the Wine Committee in his role as Curator of Christ Church Senior

Common Room:

In Rule 3, for “in the second week of each Term” I read “when necessary” ..
.. In Rule 4, for “All questions” I read “All important questions”. ... In Rule
5, for “No business” I read “No important business; and for “at least 3 mem-
bers” I read “at least 2 members.” (Pamphlets 1:156)

There is even an appendix, entitled “Details of Rules Broken,” documenting the various
actions that were taken without due process during Carroll’s year in the job (Pamphlets
1:169). The overwhelming impression is that, far from meekly “accepting every conven-

tion”, as Virginia Woolf would have it, Carroll was perfectly willing to openly defy the

rules if he believed he knew better.

Rules for children

Before closing this examination of Carroll’s relationship with convention, I will present
a final piece of evidence in support of the argument that Carroll took an axiomatic world

view: Carroll’s own representations of the opposing, conventional, position.

Above I have given examples of Carroll’s preference for universal principles in or-
thography, and this desire for generality seems to have extended to his whole logical
outlook. Specifically, he seems to have taken the view that if he could disregard conven-
tion then so could anyone; and, in particular, Collingwood tells us, “He could not bear
to see the healthy pleasures of children spoiled by conventional restraint” (Collingwood

373). Collingwood goes on to quote Adelaide Paine relating that this freedom gave her

37 E, Gertrude Thomson, “Lewis Carroll: A Sketch by an Artist-Friend,” Gentlewoman 16: 147 (1898) 166-
7. Interviews & Recollections 230.

38 This simple account is from Collingwood, Life and Letters 74, but I will explore Carroll’s handling of
his religious obligations in more detail in the next chapter.
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“very great glee,” an unsurprising revelation, for - as mentioned at the start of this chap-
ter - the Victorian child was expected to adhere to any number of behavioural rules.
Books from the period give the flavour of expected behaviour: The Manual of
Manners, or Child's Book of Etiquette cautions children to “never enter the house with
your hat on,” and gives a list of sundry improprieties such as “pulling out your watch
in company.™ James Pitt's abovementioned Instructions in Etiquette Intended for the

Use of Schools & Young Persons ran to a third edition in the light of “the very flattering

manner in which the two former editions [were] received.” This is a work which warns
the reader that to write a letter in pencil “would be quite improper, and exhibit a great
want of attention to good breeding” (Pitt 10), and that “the kissing of the hand can never
be proper except to persons with whom you are intimately acquainted” (Pitt 18). From

a 21st century perspective we can find a certain comedy in the gravity it attaches to

seemingly inconsequential matters:

Question: If I meet a person on the street who attempts to take the wrong
side, should I persist in taking the right?

Answer: 1 should hope that, except from inadvertence, no person would
be guilty of the impropriety of taking the wrong side; but, if, indeed, a lady
should persist in doing so it will discover at once your good sense and good
breeding. .. to give way to her. (Pitt 25-6)

Yet however obviously arbitrary these instructions may seem, children were ex-
pected to follow authority without question. The Manual of Manners tells children to
“be humble, submissive and obedient to those who have a just claim to your subjec-
tion, by nature of providence; such are parents, masters or tutors” (Manual 6). Nigel
Temple cites an anonymous passage, published in the periodical Children’s Friend for
November 1868, ominously warning that “the great God who made heaven and earth,
and can make good all he says, looks upon disobedience to parents as one of the most
grievoué sins a child can commit, and pronounces a dreadful curse upon it.”® The fifth
commandment indeed seemed to deny any possibility of challenging a parentally-
sanctioned edict, however nonsensical.

The arbitrary expectations laid upon the Victorian child were parodied by a young

Carroll in a poem entitled “Rules and Regulations” (1845) — a list of instructions such
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39 n.n., The Manual of Manners, or Child’s Book of Etiquette (Glasgow: John Reid, 1837) 7, 55.
10 Nigel Temple, ed., Seen and Not Heard (London: Hutchinson, 1970) 23.
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as “Don’t waste your money, | Abstain from honey | Shut doors behind you, | (Don't slam
them, mind you.)” By the end the string of imperatives has devolved into senseless com-
mands such as “Starve your canaries” and “Be rude to strangers.” The moral is simply:
“behave” (Carroll 705). The parody returns in Alice, as the Duchess continually draws

unhelpful morals from nonsensical assertions, such as

“There’s a large mustard-machine near here. And the moral of that is — “The
more there is of mine, the less there is of yours.” (Carroll 89)

Perhaps this was not a wholly fair reflection on improving literature. Gordon Roe,
in his memoir A Victorian Child notes that “though there were unhappy, over-drilled
children. . . . a great deal of what children were taught as a matter of course was the
~ sheerest decency and common sense in a civilisation such as theirs.”"! The Earl of
Chesterfield’s letters to his son, which, though written a century previously, were intlu-
ential upon Victorian etiquette,*? promoted the pragmatic view that good breeding 1s
“the result of much good-sense, some good-nature, and a little self-denial for the sake
of others, and with a view to obtaining the same indulgence from them.™"

Nevertheless, while we have no evidence that Carroll was “over-drilled” as a child,
the thirteen-year old author of “Rules and Regulations” must have known whereof he
wrote; and in Alice the adult Carroll clearly still sympathises with the frustration of the
Victorian child. Glen Downey proposes that, before Alice travels Through the Looking-

Glass, she is “sublimating her frustration and channelling it at some other object” as

she scolds the black kitten for its “misbehaviour™

“Do you know, I was so angry, Kitty,” Alice went on, as soon as they were
comfortably settled again, “when I saw all the mischief you had been doing.
I was very nearly opening the window, and putting you out into the snow!
And you'd have deserved it, you little mischievous darling! What have you
got to say for yourself? Now don’t interrupt me!” she went on, holding up one
finger. “I'm going to tell you all your faults.” (Carroll 131)

«“The kitten’s inability to respond coherently to the succession of charges brought

against it,” Downey surmises, “symbolises Alice’s own powerlessness in her desire for

11 Gordon Roe, A Victorian Child (London: Aldine P, 1959) 47-54.
12 The entire first part of Encyclopaedia of Manners and Etiquette is an edition of these letters.

43 [ ord Mahon, ed., The Letters of Philip Dormer Stanhope, Earl of Chesterfield (London: Richard Bentley,
1845) 341.
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autonomy. This one-sided exchange gives the reader a sense of how often Alice has
been forced to endure some harsh criticism without understanding what she has done
to deserve it."**

The reader certainly does gain this sense, but I would suggest that Alice is not only
sublimating her own frustration but also satirising the arbitrariness and illogic of adult
instructions: the subtle juxtaposition of “What have you got to say for yourself?” and

“Now don't interrupt me!” turns the language of parental authority against itself, mak-

ing it appear inconsistent and ridiculous.
Alice makes the same point more directly in Looking-Glass Land: upon being or-

dered by the Red Queen to speak only when she is spokeh to, Alice retorts

“But if everybody obeyed that rule,” said Alice, who was always ready for
a little argument, “and if you only spoke when you were spoken to, and the
other person always waited for you to begin, you see nobody would ever say
anything, so that —"

“Ridiculous!” cried the Queen. “Why, don’t you see, child —” here she
broke off with a frown, and, after thinking for a minute, suddenly changed
the subject of the conversation. (Carroll 230)

In rebuking Alice with the epithet “child,” the Queen makes crystal clear the nature of

the authority she is claiming over Alice. The heroine meets with a similarly unsatisfac-

tory response when she tries to get the Mock Turtle to explain what happened at his
school after the “lessons” had “lessened” away to nothing: “That’s enough about les-
sons,” interrupts the Gryphon in “a very decided tone” (Carroll 95).

The Manual of Manners assured the reader that an adult’s “commands and laws
have no other tendency than your truest good” (Manual 6), but Alice’s experiences
strongly imply that many of the instructions and pronouncements of authority are jus-
tified only by the imperative of seniority — which of course is no logical justification
at all. Elsie Leach takeslthe view that “when [Carroll] makes a ridiculous character like
the Duchess praise and practice moralising . . . he clearly indicates his attitude toward

didacticism directed against children” (Elsie Leach 89). And, as W.H. Auden observes,

it is the child-heroine Alice who is invariably reasonable, self-controlled and
polite, while all the other inhabitants, human or animal, of Wonderland and

11 Glen Downey, “Why Alice Accepts her Humble Position in the Looking-Glass Chess Game,”
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