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         Notting Hill Editions is an independent British publisher. The company was founded by Tom Kremer (1930–2017), champion of innovation and the man responsible for popularising the Rubik’s Cube.

         After a successful business career in toy invention Tom decided, at the age of eighty, to fulfil his passion for literature. In a fast-moving digital world Tom’s aim was to revive the art of the essay, and to create exceptionally beautiful books that would be cherished.

         Hailed as ‘the shape of things to come’, the family-run press brings to print the most surprising thinkers of past and present. In an era of information-overload, these collectible pocket-size books distil ideas that linger in the mind.
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            Do but consider what an excellent thing sleep is: it is so inestimable a jewel that, if a tyrant would give his crown for an hour’s slumber, it cannot be bought: of so beautiful a shape is it, that though a man lie with an Empress, his heart cannot beat quite till he leaves her embracements to be at rest with the other: yea, so greatly indebted are we to this kinsman of death, that we owe the better tributary, half our life to him: and there is good cause why we should do so: for sleep is the golden chain that ties health and our bodies together. Who complains of want? of wounds? of cares? of great men’s oppressions? of captivity? whilst he sleepeth? Beggars in their beds take as much pleasure as kings: can we therefore surfeit of this delicate ambrosia?

             

            Thomas Dekker (c. 1572–1632)

         

      

   


   
      
         
            GYLES BRANDRETH

            – Introduction –

         

         Lewis Carroll was extraordinary. Writer, teacher, mathematician, clergyman, photographer, puzzler, poet, he was born on 27 January 1832 and died on 14 January 1898. During his sixty-six years, he did something that very few others have achieved in the entire history of humanity: he created an imaginary world and a raft of characters that became instantly famous across the globe. They are famous still, and, I reckon, will be for the rest of time. Lewis Carroll was a brilliant and complicated human being: tall, slim, awkward, amusing, shy, he had a unique way with words yet suffered from a life-long stammer. He was also an insomniac. This little book (conceived and compiled by me in the 1970s though entirely written by him in Victorian times) will show you how ingeniously this extraordinary man dealt with his sleepless nights.

         Lewis Carroll has long been a hero of mine. I fell in love with the heroine of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland when I was a little boy living in London in the 1950s and was taken to a stage adaptation of Through the Looking-Glass starring a young Juliet Mills as Alice. I became fascinated by him in my early twenties when the veteran British entertainer Cyril Fletcher asked me to create a one-man show based on the life and work of Lewis Carroll. That’s when I learnt about his insomnia. In the first act of my one-man play, the great man was in his Oxford college rooms talking to himself as he tried (and failed) to get to sleep. In the second act, he was in bed having dreams (and nightmares) peopled by the characters he had created, from the Mad Hatter to the Frumious Bandersnatch. In the 1980s I devised an Alice in Wonderland board game that was produced by Spears Games, the manufacturers of Scrabble – a word-building game very like one Lewis Carroll had devised more than a century before.

         In 2010, with the composer Susannah Pearse, I wrote a musical play called The Last Photograph, which explored both the mystery of why Lewis Carroll (one of the great photographers of his time) suddenly decided to give up taking pictures and the nature of his relationship with the young actress, Isa Bowman, who famously played Alice on stage and, less conspicuously, holidayed with Carroll in Eastbourne when she was in her late teens and he was in his late forties. It’s an intriguing story. He was a most intriguing man.

         Lewis Carroll wasn’t his real name, of course. He was a clergyman’s son, born at All Saints’ Vicarage in Daresbury in Cheshire in the north of England, and christened Charles Lutwidge Dodgson, the oldest boy and the third oldest of his parents’ eleven children. Most of his male forebears were either army officers or Anglican clergymen. His great-grandfather, another Charles Dodgson, had been Bishop of Elphin in Ireland. His paternal grandfather, again a Charles, had been an army captain, killed in action in Ireland in 1803, when his two sons were still boys. The older of these two, yet another Charles, was Lewis Carroll’s father. A brilliant mathematician (he got a double first at Christ Church College, Oxford), he decided against an academic career, married his first cousin, Frances Jane Lutwidge, in 1830, and became a country parson.

         When our Charles Dodgson – the Lewis Carroll to be – was eleven, his father was offered the living of Croft-on-Tees and the family moved to Yorkshire where they stayed for the next twenty-five years. Dodgson Senior became the Archdeacon of Richmond and young Charles was sent to Richmond Grammar School, aged twelve, and then to Rugby School, aged fourteen. He was not happy at Rugby. ‘I cannot say,’ he later wrote, ‘that any earthly considerations would induce me to go through my three years again … I can honestly say that if I could have been … secure from annoyance at night, the hardships of the daily life would have been comparative trifles to bear.’ He was not bullied himself, but the younger boys were. According to his first biographer, his nephew, Stuart Dodgson Collingwood, ‘even though it is hard for those who have only known him as the gentle and retiring don to believe it, it is nevertheless true that long after he left school, his name was remembered as that of a boy who knew well how to use his fists in defence of a righteous cause.’

         He stood up for the younger boys – and he was clever. ‘I have not had a more promising boy at his age since I came to Rugby,’ reported his mathematics master, R. B. Mayor. He left Rugby at the end of 1849 and went to Christ Church College, Oxford, where he stayed for the rest of his life.

         At Oxford, like his father, Charles Dodgson secured a double-first. In 1855 he won the Christ Church Mathematical Lectureship and he later became a Student (or Fellow) of the college. In 1861 he was ordained a deacon in the Church of England, though he was always more a teacher than a preacher. In The Life and Letters of Lewis Carroll, Stuart Collingwood wrote, ‘his Diary is full of such modest depreciations of himself and his work, interspersed with earnest prayers (too sacred and private to be reproduced here) that God would forgive him the past, and help him to perform His holy will in the future.’

         The Reverend Charles Dodgson was clearly a bit of an oddity. He had a slightly ungainly gait because of a knee injury and as a boy he had had a fever that left him hard of hearing in one ear. At seventeen he had severe whooping cough which left him with a chronically weak chest. His stammer – which he called his ‘hesitation’ – was a nuisance, but not wholly debilitating. He was ready to take part in parlour entertainments, playing charades, singing songs, reciting verse. He was shy, but not reclusive. He had friends in Oxford and beyond. In 1857 he became friendly with the great John Ruskin. In the early 1860s, he got to know Dante Gabriel Rosetti and his family and took photographs of them in the garden of their house in Chelsea in London. He knew other artists of note, including William Holman Hunt, John Everett Millais and Arthur Hughes. He was a bit of an artist himself. He was a pioneering portrait photographer. And, of course, he was a writer – an inveterate correspondent (he wrote and received as many as 98,721 letters during his lifetime, according to the special letter register which he devised) and a prolific author of verse, fantasy fiction, and scholarly papers.

         From a young age, Charles Dodgson was writing poetry and short stories for the Dodgson family’s own home-made magazine, Mischmasch. At Oxford he began sending humorous contributions to professional publications. In 1855, when he was twenty-three, he admitted, ‘I do not think I have yet written anything worthy of real publication (in which I do not include the Whitby Gazette or the Oxonian Advertiser), but I do not despair of doing so someday.’

         In March 1856, he published his first piece of work under the name by which we know him now. The work was a romantic poem entitled ‘Solitude’ and it appeared in The Train under the authorship of ‘Lewis Carroll’. The pen name was a play on his real name. ‘Lewis’ was the anglicised form of Ludovicus, which was the Latin for ‘Lutwidge’, and ‘Carroll’ was a popular Irish surname similar to the Latin name Carolus, from which comes the English name ‘Charles’. This was Dodgson’s thinking: ‘Charles Lutwidge’ translated into Latin as Carolus Ludovicus, then translated back into English as ‘Carroll Lewis’, then reversed to make ‘Lewis Carroll’. The name was chosen by The Train’s editor, Edmund Yates, from a list of four submitted by Dodgson, the others being Louis Carroll, Edgar U. C. Westhill, and Edgar Cuthwellis – the name I have given to the editor of the small volume you are kindly holding in your hand now.

         1856 was a notable year in the life of Charles Dodgson. It was the year in which he took up the new art form of photography. It was the year in which ‘Lewis Carroll’ was born. It was the year, too, when Henry Liddell, formerly headmaster of Westminster School in London, arrived at Christ Church, Oxford, as the new Dean, bringing with him his young family. Charles Dodgson became friends with Liddell’s wife, Lorina, and their children, particularly the three Liddell sisters: Lorina (known as Ina), Edith, and Alice. With an adult friend, he would take the Liddell children on rowing trips (first the son, Harry, and later the three girls) along the river Isis.

         In the summer of 2023, I was honoured to unveil a plaque on the Isis riverbank marking the anniversary of a rowing trip that proved a landmark in the story of children’s literature. On this expedition, on 4 July 1862, with his friend, the Reverend Robinson Duckworth, assisting with the rowing, Dodgson extemporised the outline of the story that would become one of the most famous children’s stories ever written. Dodgson invented the tale for Alice Liddell and her sisters and, eventually, at Alice’s insistence, he wrote it down. In November 1864, when he was thirty-two and Alice was twelve, he presented her with a handwritten, illustrated manuscript entitled Alice’s Adventures Under Ground.

         In 1863, he had taken the unfinished manuscript to the publisher, Macmillan, who liked it immediately. After alternative titles were rejected – Alice Among the Fairies, Alice’s Golden Hour – the book was published in 1865, with new illustrations by John Tenniel, as Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.

         The book made Lewis Carroll rich and famous. He was overwhelmed with admiring correspondence from across world. The story went around that Queen Victoria herself was so enamoured of Alice’s Adventures that she commanded that the author dedicate his next book to her, and was accordingly presented with his next work, a scholarly mathematical volume entitled An Elementary Treatise on Determinants. Much embarrassed, Dodgson fiercely denied the story, protesting: ‘It is utterly false in every particular: nothing even resembling it has occurred.’

         In 1871, he published a sequel, Through the Looking-Glass and What Alice Found There. If it is more sombre in tone than the original Alice, Lewis Carroll’s biographers suggest that may reflect the melancholy that dogged the author for several years following the death of his father in 1868. Even so, the second book was a second commercial triumph, and his next, The Hunting of the Snark, published in 1876, did wonderfully well, too. It was something different: a fantastical nonsense poem, illustrated by Henry Holiday, that recounted the adventures of a curious crew of nine tradesmen and one beaver, who set off to find the Snark.

         As the years went by there was more, including, in 1889, a two-volume tale of fairy siblings, Sylvie and Bruno, in which Lewis Carroll combined two plots set in two worlds: one, rural England; the other, the fairytale kingdoms of Elfland, Outland, and elsewhere.

         Lewis Carroll was acclaimed as an author and a photographer – but there were some who had doubts about him as a man. A life-long bachelor, he talked openly of his ‘child friends’ and acknowledged that almost all of them were young girls. ‘I am not omnivorous,’ he said. He did not much like little boys. And he took far more photographs of young girls than he did of young boys – and in some of those photographs the girls were scantily clad, if dressed at all.

         In fairness to Lewis Carroll, painting and photographing children was not so unusual in Victorian times and a careful study (by Roger Taylor and Edward Wakeling) of every surviving photographic print of Dodgson’s (reckoned to be about forty per cent of his output), shows that while just over half of his surviving work depicts young girls, he also made many studies of boys, men, women and landscapes. The variety of his photographic subjects included dolls, dogs, statues, skeletons and trees. His pictures of children were taken with a parent in attendance and many are set in the Liddell garden because natural sunlight was required for good exposures.

         He photographed children. He made friends with children. He wrote for children. He made special friends of a number of young girls over a number of years, corresponding amusingly with them, writing and devising poems and puzzles for them and dedicating works to them. In 1893, his sister, Mary, wrote to him about the gossip that was attached to these relationships. On 21 September 1893, he replied to his sister: ‘You need not be shocked at my being spoken against. Anybody who is spoken about at all, is sure to be spoken against by somebody: and any action, however innocent in itself, is liable, and not at all unlikely, to be blamed by somebody. If you limit your actions in life to things that nobody can possibly find fault with, you will not do much!’ Lewis Carroll told his sister that as a result of his experience he was convinced ‘that the opinion of “people” in general is absolutely worthless as a test of right and wrong.’ He said that, for him, there were only two tests when ‘having some particular girl-friend as a guest’: did he have her family’s ‘full approval for what I do’? And did he ‘feel it to be entirely innocent and right in the sight of God’? Lewis Carroll told his sister his conscience was clear.

         So it was not a troubled conscience that kept him awake at night. I reckon it was a teeming brain and a wonderfully vivid imagination. He certainly did his best to put his ‘wakeful hours’ to good use. As you will discover in the pages that follow, he used his inventive genius in all sorts of fantastic ways to keep his mind (and now yours) occupied when sleep eluded him. He even invented a writing tablet that he called ‘the nyctograph’ that made possible note-taking in the dark.

         Fame and fortune did not change him much. He left Oxford during the vacations to go to London (he attended one of the first performances of Alice in Wonderland on stage at the Prince of Wales on 30 December 1886); he visited his sister in Guildford; he holidayed in Eastbourne with Isa Bowman. He travelled far and wide in his imagination, of course, but only left the British Isles once, when he went on an expedition to Russia in 1867 in the company of a clergyman friend, the scriptural scholar, Henry Liddon.

         Lewis Carroll died of pneumonia, following a bout of influenza, on 14 January 1898, at his sister’s home, ‘The Chestnuts’, in Guildford. It was just four days before the death of Henry Liddell and two weeks before Dodgson would have turned sixty-six. His funeral was held at St Mary’s Church and his body is buried at the Mount Cemetery in Guildford. He is commemorated at All Saints’ Church in Daresbury with stained-glass windows depicting characters from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and in Poets’ Corner in Westminster Abbey with a memorial stone positioned between those of Henry James and D. H. Lawrence.

         I hope you will explore more of the work Lewis Carroll. If you can find it on eBay, I hope you will play my Alice in Wonderland board game sometime. When it is next revived, I hope you will come to see the musical play that Susannah Pearse and I wrote about him. Meanwhile, if you should chance to have a sleepless night, you have the remedy in your hands: Lewis Carroll’s Guide for Insomniacs – compiled by me, edited by Edgar Cuthwellis, illustrated by Phuz, but entirely the work of the genius who was Lewis Carroll. Enjoy.

         And when eventually you do, sleep tight.
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