                                             The charm of absurdity

Charles Lutvidge Dodgson (1832 – 1898) is a better known under the penname of Lewis Carroll, as the author of two brilliantly grotesque books for children – Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865) and Through the Looking – Glass (1871). His main job, however, was mathematics, which consequently led to many misconceptions about Carroll’s personality. One of them is that Carroll was not a professional writer and that the Alice books were created casually, just in order to entertain the three Liddell children who loved listening to tales. There is even a legend that Queen Victoria, having read the two Alice books, wanted to see more of Carroll’s works – but all he could supply were tracts on mathematics.
The latter story cannot be true at all, because Carroll was a well – established writer of fiction and essays and wrote much more than two books. There are such pieces of his literary work as the long nonsense poem Hunting of the Snark and the allegorical novel Sylvie and Bruno. Bur the popularity of the Alice books are believed to be his only creations.

As for the popular history of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, it is partly true. The Liddell girls – the daughters of Henry George Liddell, Carroll’s friend, - indeed existed. Alice was the middle, aged 10 at the time when Carroll started working on his book; her sisters were aged 13 and 8. The idea of the book got into Carroll’s head after his boat trip with the girls on a summer day (it is noteworthy that Alice’s adventures start near the river). The Alice of the books was supposedly modeled after Alice Liddell. But the pictures drawn by the book illustrator John Tenniel did not match the appearance of the real Alice. Some critics think that Carroll just sent him a photo of another girl, yet some believe that Tenniel’s Alice was not based on any real model.

The reception of Carroll’s book by the 19th century audience was mixed, because at that time many believed that children’s books should be moralistic. Since then, Carroll’s reputation has been growing. In the eyes of the later critics, he was deemed ‘anti – Victorian’, that is, opposing the 19th-century hypocrisy. By the mid-20th century, when European culture had become largely    disillusioned about reason, morals and progress. Carroll’s sense of absurd was highly appreciated. What the 20th century saw in Carroll was playfulness that only could help a person to survive in an absurd world.

One, however, must not forget that Carroll was Victorian rather than ‘anti – Victorian’ and that he could be moralistic when he chose to (in Sylvie and Bruno and in his essays he is moralistic enough). And the humour of the Alice books, at a closer examination, might be seen as frightening – as much as playful. But the uniqueness of Carroll’s works is their response to almost any request. They can be read as Victorian, as modern, as funny, as horrible, as … charming. 
