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THE STORY OF PISK

The Myths of Greece and Rome

by H. A. Guerber
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It’s ten o’clock at night and there’s still just enough light to read by. I’m in bed and everyone thinks I’m asleep. But I’ve got my favourite book of the moment and I’m devouring it.

I’m eight years old. I’m wearing my Ladybird Adventurer pyjamas, of course. White fleece top with a pattern of pink stars, and trackie pants in matching pink. A bit hot for summer, but who cares. The Ladybird Adventurers are children just like me who have adventures while wearing their pyjamas. They star in a strip cartoon on the back page of a comic I read, and every now and then they yank the neck of their tops sideways so you can see the Ladybird label and they point to it. It’s as if the ladybird is the source of all the excitement.

Tonight I’m not reading about the Ladybird Adventurers. I’m reading one of my parents’ books, a stately old tome with a cover in olive leather: Myths of Greece and Rome, by H. A. Guerber. I know little bits of the stories practically off by heart, and I know the pictures too, which are black and white on shiny paper. They show fat, almost naked people clutching swirly bits of drapery, and white statues of naked people fighting huge snakes or turning into trees. Thanks to those statues, I know what men look like. They have little taps to do their pee. I don’t want one myself, thank you very much.

There are gods and humans and nymphs and dryads. There is lots of fighting and the women are always getting abducted. Abduction means you get carried off by a god or a man or an animal. If you’re lucky you might turn into a tree first, like Daphne. I wonder what that feels like, having your legs stick together and bark growing up them and your hair turning into twigs and leaves. Why is that better than being carried off?

“My favourite story is Cupid and Pisk. I don’t usually like soppy love stories, but this one is different.”

My favourite story is Cupid and Pisk. I don’t usually like soppy love stories, but this one is different. Cupid visits Pisk at night and they lie together in the dark, kissing. She doesn’t know what he looks like because she’s never seen him in daylight, and he warns her she mustn’t try. But of course her jealous sisters go on at her and she gets curious and fearful he might be a monster, so she lights a lamp when he’s asleep. The light shows a beautiful young man. Then a drop of burning oil lands on his skin and he wakes up, and with a sorrowful cry he leaves her forever. Poor silly Pisk. My first sad ending. I love it so much.

Once I tried to tell my mother how I felt about the story of Cupid and Pisk. She was puzzled until I told her what happened. ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘you mean Psyche.’ She pronounced it Sykie. I don’t remember whether she explained to me that Cupid was Love and Psyche was the Soul. I only cared about Pisk.

We live in St John’s Wood in London. My bedroom has birds on the wallpaper. There’s a small window where I can see the dome of St Paul’s Cathedral in the distance, and sometimes I hear the hollow clap of horse hooves as the soldiers from the barracks in Ordnance Hill ride down the road. My sister Julia sleeps in the bed next to mine. When it gets too dark to see, dark enough for Cupid to visit, I close Mr Guerber’s book. I don’t believe in torches under the bedclothes, it feels like cheating. Just as well, for otherwise I would never sleep at all.

“I am a compulsive reader. Cupid and Pisk, the Ladybird Adventurers, and a host of others… I need them all.”

I am a compulsive reader. Cupid and Pisk, the Ladybird Adventurers, and a host of others… I need them all.

The books that kept me up late at the age of eight, which I read over and over again while chomping an ill-advised treeful of green apples at bedtime, which had me squinting at pages under the covers and ruthlessly careening through chapters with cursory mumbles of ‘oh no, I accidentally started a new one’ – were H. A. Guerber’s The Myths of Greece and Rome, and Roger Lancelyn Green’s A Book of Myths, illustrated by Joan Kiddell-Monroe. Their scant, iridescent tales of vagrant gods and golden ancient landscapes made me a pagan for life.

Enthralled, I read of the fierce, resolute, dignified female deities Isis, Cybele, Demeter, and my own goddess, grey-eyed Pallas Athena, to whom I solemnly poured libations of cold tea. I lived in mysterious Babylon, austere Scandinavia and wandered the olive groves of Arcadia. A blessed re-prieve from ghastly modern reality, the hush of old dusks and bright noondays stays with me still.

Kate Holden

What were the first stories? Voices in the dark. I don’t remember my parents ever reading to me, but they used to tell me bedtime stories they made up as they went along. My mother’s stories were about Erg and Ug the cavemen and Marmaduke the mammoth. My father’s stories were about Septimus the frog, and they always ended the same way: ‘Down, down, dived Septimus to the bottom of the pond…’ It’s only now as I’m writing this that I realise my father was using the ritual phrases to hypnotise me into sleep. Usually, it didn’t work. I just ended up wanting more Septimus.

There must have been a moment when I discovered I could tell stories to myself by reading, and it must have come quite early. For quite a while, I thought reading was a mix of memory and guesswork. I would learn picture book stories off by heart and recite them, and I was convinced I was reading. I proclaimed ‘Mr Hip packs his dumborah’ with great pride, and was surprised when my parents laughed. I knew Mr Hip (a hippo, not a cool customer) packed something strange with three syllables, but I couldn’t get my head around ‘portmanteau’. I loved long words, which I collected. My favourites were ‘isosceles triangle’ and ‘banking facilities’. I had no idea what they meant.

“My favourites were ‘isosceles triangle’ and ‘banking facilities’. I had no idea what they meant.”

At school, we read boring books about Janet and John, and murmured dull chants: ‘Run, John, run.’ I hid proper books under my desk lid and read them on the sly. At home, I could read what I liked, which was everything except Janet and John. I discovered heaven, which was the St John’s Wood Library, and an even bigger heaven with a huge flight of steps and lions by the door, like Trafalgar Square, which was the library in Marylebone Town Hall. I fell in love with the special library book bindings and the deep-etched round stamps on the covers. Nothing was better than bringing home a new set of library books and opening the first one and breathing in that library smell of musty intoxication. And every now and then, I’d get a new book as a present. How thrilling to tear open that book-shaped parcel under the Christmas tree. How devastating when it turned out to be a toy in a book-shaped box.

Perhaps you think that made me seem virtuous, studious, even smug. Not so. In the 1950s and ’60s, excessive reading for pleasure was regarded with the same suspicion that later attended excessive television watching or video game playing. While few continued to believe that reading novels corrupted young virgins, the habit was seen as mere escapism, a refusal to face reality. And yes, I did use books to escape: I discovered that when I was hiccupping and sobbing and kicking the furniture in distress and fury, the only way to calm down was to read. I was told I was a bookworm, which was apparently bad. I was warned I’d strain my eyes and get round shoulders, which turned out to be true. I was commanded to get my nose out of that book and go and play in the fresh air. Even my parents, who approved of reading in theory and had a little library of their own, said this sometimes. My father was too busy creating his strip cartoons to read anything but newspapers. My mother read the occasional paperback: I remember one title, The Third Eye by Lobsang Rampa. I thought I could read everything, but that book was far too mystifying for me.

“yes, I did use books to escape: I discovered that when I was hiccupping and sobbing and kicking the furniture in distress and fury, the only way to calm down was to read.”

Once formed, the reading habit stuck, and it was far more than a habit. I have read compulsively all my life, and it’s not an exaggeration to say that reading has made me what I am. Memories of Mr Guerber’s book turned out to be quite useful at school, and even more useful at the University of Oxford, where I studied English Language and Literature – what else? Reading in turn led to a desire to write, and I became a journalist – and, much later, a writer of fiction. Today I specialise in newspaper columns and articles about books and writing, where I try to pass on something of my passion to other readers. As a judge of literary awards, I’ve binged on more than a hundred books in a couple of months. It’s not the way I prefer to read, but I can do it, and I never regret it afterwards. But memory is an odd thing. A couple of years ago I was required to read about sixty books of Australian poetry. I read some fantastic poems, but I can’t quote you a single line. And yet I can rattle through ‘Jabberwocky’, which I read when I was seven, a poem that doesn’t even make sense. This might be because I read many of my childhood books over and over again, but it still doesn’t explain why I can sometimes remember word for word what I read almost sixty years ago. What did the svarts cry when the firedrake blood sprang up to the roof of their great cave? ‘Eeee—agh—hooo!’

Yes, there have been adult revelations – Shakespeare, Madame Bovary, Anna Karenina, The Brothers Karamazov, Emma, Middlemarch, Catch 22, Midnight’s Children, One Hundred Years of Solitude, the poetry of John Donne and T. S. Eliot – well, you can make your own list, can’t you? Oft have I felt like stout Cortez gazing at the Pacific from the peak in Darien, as John Keats in turn felt gazing on Chapman’s Homer, his own version of Mr Guerber’s book. Keats sat up all night to read it and when he came across a particularly energetic passage, he shouted with delight. Now there was a reader. Then he knocked off his sonnet by breakfast time.

“I have read compulsively all my life, and it’s not an exaggeration to say that reading has made me what I am.”

And yet I have never felt again the way I first felt with my nose in a book. I think I have always been trying to recapture that feeling in my reading, and never quite succeeding. What was it, exactly? Wonder, rapture, delight, surprised recognition, laughter – but also darker feelings that made my heart beat fast and my stomach turn over, and sometimes elicited a frantic urge to close the book before whatever it was sucked me in and destroyed me. But always, I read on. Books happened to me. I was helpless, I surrendered to them. They immersed me, engulfed me, swept me away into Keats’s realms of gold, which coexisted with the world I lived in, realms that seemed infinitely more rich and strange.

Many decades later, I feel a pressing need to revisit those early days. I don’t exactly know why. Of course nostalgia plays a part, but I think we underplay nostalgia as a pretty little wistfulness. It can be much more than that: it can be a deep yearning for something that we can’t identify without losing it, as Pisk lost Cupid. If I can’t recapture my initial feelings, at least I can look at them more closely. And the way to do that is to go back to the books that I loved – and perhaps one or two I didn’t love so much – and look at them again.

So I will choose about a dozen books that mean something particularly special to me. I will first record my memories of them, which might be hazy, or quite wrong. Then I will read them again, and record my new reactions. Because I have a journalist’s curiosity, I will also look around the periphery of the book – at the author, and so on. But I won’t stray too far into the territory of the biographer or the psychologist or the literary critic. This will not be a book about books. It will be a book about my experience of reading those books.

I will have to leave out an awful lot. I grew up in the era before the great flowering of children’s books from the 1970s onwards. I didn’t discover Roald Dahl or Maurice Sendak, let alone Dr Seuss or Harry Potter. But though children of my baby boomer generation had a very much smaller choice of books to read than children today, we still had plenty. I never feared I was going to run out of books. So for my re-reading, I set myself strict limits. No non-fiction or poetry books: I liked those too, but they were not so important to me as stories. No collections of myths or fairytales: only stories created by particular authors (sorry, Mr Guerber). Only books I read for myself in the truly formative years, which in my case were between the ages of seven and eleven – which leaves out most science fiction and all of Tolkien. Even so, my longlist is very long.

You are going to protest, I can tell, and I apologise in advance if I have left out your favourite childhood book. Why no Anne of Green Gables, or Charlotte’s Web, or Little House on the Prairie, or Huckleberry Finn, or Treasure Island? Because I never came across them. Why no pony books, or ballet books, or Arthur Ransome’s sailing books? Because I never got into them. Why no Peter Pan? Because I got impatient with a stupid book where the children had a dog for a nanny and Wendy had to look after the lost boys while Peter had all the fun. Why no Pippi Longstocking? Because the only thing I remembered about her was that she slept upside down in bed, and that seemed very silly to me. With your feet on the pillow and your head under the covers, you wouldn’t be able to read.

What I have left after my ruthless pruning is an odd baker’s dozen: mostly English children’s classics, an occasional more obscure title, and some once-popular characters in girls’ comics. I’ve got them lined up on a shelf. I hope that by now you are thinking about what your own shortlist might be; and if it coincides with my list at all, how you might measure your responses against mine.

Thanks to the internet, it wasn’t hard to find these books again. A few of them I read to my son when he was small; others I haven’t seen for almost sixty years. I am excited and a little apprehensive, because I don’t want to be disappointed, to discover that the magic has all gone. But that’s a necessary risk.

The titles on the spines whisper to me enticingly, like old loves. But what sort of love is this? I feel a queer flutter of nerves. I’m going to go down, down like Septimus the frog, down to the bottom of the pond. Or maybe more like Alice, down into the rabbit hole. Who knows what I’ll find. I hope it will be something that might begin to explain what was so special, so burningly important about those books. Because I didn’t just want to read them. I needed to read them.

“I’m going to go down, down like Septimus the frog, down to the bottom of the pond. Or maybe more like Alice, down into the rabbit hole. Who knows what I’ll find.”

With each book, I will try to come up with a hypothesis about what it was I needed (as the New Oxford Dictionary of English has it, a hypothesis is ‘a supposition or proposed explanation made on the basis of limited evidence as a starting point for further investigation’). Then I will test it with the next book, and perhaps form another hypothesis, and so on. That sounds methodical, doesn’t it, but maybe I’m just trying to impose order on my wild surmising.

Where I’m going, it’s deep and murky. I’m hoping – and also, if I’m honest, dreading a little – that I will discover not just the books, but also their reader, the child I once was.

Will you come with me on my adventure?


CURIOUSER

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Through the Looking-Glass, and What Alice Found There

by Lewis Carroll

[image: image]

When I think of Alice, it’s Sir John Tenniel’s pictures that come to mind. The caterpillar smoking his hookah, the sheep knitting, the disappearing Cheshire cat. And Alice herself: so grave, so dignified. She seemed entirely unchildlike, a miniature adult, and yet I never had any trouble identifying with her. She never just played. She seemed to have a job to do. It was to get about, to meet and to observe and to try not to get lost, and to puzzle out what was going on, which is what a child does in the world. But it could sometimes be a sad and lonely and terrifying business: she shed a lake of tears.

I once went to a school fancy-dress parade as Alice, with the headband, apron and striped stockings. For a painfully self-conscious child like myself, it felt just fine. I was Alice, after all. I’d been to Wonderland, met all those bizarre creatures. Alice talked to them pretty much as I would do: politely and sometimes impatiently, because they could be so condescending and infuriating.

“We’ve had hundreds of Alice books illustrated by different artists; twenty-two direct film and TV adaptations; many more for stage, opera and ballet; comics and anime; parodies and pornography; songs and cyberpunk; Tim Burton’s films; computer and video games.”

The most unsettling thing was the way Alice kept changing size. It could be something she ate or drank, but it could also happen all by itself, so it was very hard to control. It made me feel dizzy, and the picture of Alice’s neck growing long and serpentine made me feel a little ill.

There are of course two Alice books: Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland was first published in 1865 and Through the Looking-Glass, and What Alice Found There in 1871. I read them at about the same time and as I usually can’t remember who or what was in which book, it seems best to write about them together. But Alice has had many other incarnations. We’ve had hundreds of Alice books illustrated by different artists; twenty-two direct film and TV adaptations; many more for stage, opera and ballet; comics and anime; parodies and pornography; songs and cyberpunk; Tim Burton’s films; computer and video games. Heston Blumenthal did a gourmet Mad Hatter’s tea party. The Australian Ballet toured the country in 2017 with a blockbuster production of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. In Melbourne in 2018, the Australian Centre for the Moving Image staged the world premiere of Wonderland, an immersive exhibition based on more than forty cinematic odysseys inspired by the Alice stories. And words such as ‘chortle’ and ‘galumphing’ have entered the language.

In 2015, I was thrilled to see the very first Alice: the children’s librarian at the State Library of Victoria showed me the library’s newly acquired rare copy of a first edition of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, handsomely bound in red, with beautiful marbled endpapers. It was joining a collection of more than 300 different Alice books. In 2006 I went to the National Gallery of Victoria in Melbourne and admired the Australian artist Charles Blackman’s forty-six solemn and radiant images of Alice, the White Rabbit, teapots and flowers. He began to paint them when his blind wife Barbara was pregnant, going through her own marvellous changes, and after he listened to her talking book of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.

Despite all these later interpretations, it’s the original stories, characters and pictures that come back to me – so readily that it’s almost impossible to recapture the disorienting feeling of reading them for the first time. Certain haunting moments stay with me, however, and they are just small moments, not the big scenes, like the trial, or the Mad Hatter’s tea party (which I read over and over again and thought the height of wit). There was a dark, cluttered little shop, and some object Alice could never quite see on the crowded shelf behind the knitting sheep’s back; every time she tried to focus on it, it quietly slipped onto another shelf. That felt like something that could really happen.

“I always turned the page very quickly when I got to the Jabberwock, one of the great fearsome images of my childhood.”

The walrus and the carpenter poem was breathtakingly cruel, and made me feel betrayed. The oysters wandered around the walrus and the carpenter on the beach on their little legs like trusting children, and the big beasts wept as they ate them alive. I wonder now why it didn’t put me off the whole book.

I always turned the page very quickly when I got to the Jabberwock, one of the great fearsome images of my childhood. It was so huge and so hideous and the Alice-like fellow wielding the sword was so tiny, and the curious fact that the Jabberwock was wearing a waistcoat only made things worse. I loved the poem, though. It seemed to make its own sense.

When I was sixteen, our English teacher wanted us to write a long essay about a great book. Most of my schoolmates chose Jane Austen, but I went back to Alice. All would have gone well if I hadn’t found a certain book about Lewis Carroll at the local library, which I found mesmerising. Apparently Mr Carroll (or the Reverend Charles Dodgson, as he was in reality) was a shy man who was very fond of little girls. Too fond, some said. There was a great deal of analysis of his life and his writing along those lines. I’m not sure I’d even heard the word paedophilia in those days, but I got the general drift, and I thought the book was pretty smart, so I plagiarised my essay from it. My teacher was going to be so impressed.

She gave me the worst mark I had ever received for an essay. She wrote at the end: ‘Very good, until you try to be too clever.’ A short diatribe followed to the effect that it was not for us to question genius. I felt indignant and wounded – I wasn’t the only person with these opinions – but I never said a word to her about it: that would have meant revealing my plagiarism.

“my abiding memory of Alice’s adventures is a kind of sweet sadness and an elegiac darkness, a foreboding”

Although the two books are hope-lessly muddled in my memory, I do recall that the second seemed an altogether darker story to me, in a minor key. The melancholy and emaciated White Knight reminded me painfully of Don Quixote, the hero of a book from my parents’ shelf that I was also trying to read because I liked the grotesque Victorian-era illustrations. But I didn’t understand it at all. Don Quixote seemed to me a romantic and entirely serious hero, not at all a figure of fun, and I was in agonies of embarrassment on his behalf because he was so misunderstood and mocked.

But getting back to Looking-Glass: the spookiest scene is the one where the Red King is asleep and Tweedledee and Tweedledum suggest to Alice the possibility that he is dreaming, that she is a character in his dream, and that when he wakes up she will disappear. This is absolutely the antithesis of the reassuring Wonderland, which all disappears when Alice wakes.

Here was my first brush with a philosophical concept I found very frightening.

Indeed, my abiding memory of Alice’s adventures is a kind of sweet sadness and an elegiac darkness, a foreboding, that all the funny antics and the jaunty 1951 Disney version, with Alice as a wasp-waisted blonde, never quite dispelled. We always seemed on some precarious edge of meaningless change; or worse, a sudden descent into nothingness. Despite this – or perhaps because of it – Alice’s adventures were always at or very near the top of my favourite book list, and I re-read them many times. They grew more familiar, and yet they never lost their strangeness.

Alice in Wonderland was the most memorable tale in the string of books I was obsessed with as a child – books where ordinary kids suddenly found themselves in magical worlds. Unsurprisingly, my reading taste then was the manifestation of my desire to escape my childhood. My younger years unfolded within the dreary reality of the last decade of the Soviet Union and I spent a lot of my time then either in the hospitals undergoing various surgeries, or in my sick-bed. Those books’ suggestion that one day I could simply step into some completely different existence comforted me immensely.

Alice in Wonderland was my ultimate fantasy, not because Alice’s Wonderland was that enticing, but because it was at once foreign but also sort-of-familiar. The nonsensical speak, the arbitrary cruelties of rulers, the unpredictable transformations and secretiveness of some inhabitants all mirrored in some ways the realities of the Soviet Union and of my dissident family’s life. When I read Alice in Wonderland I felt at once distracted away from my own life but also understood, and at that time of my life this combination was life-saving.

Lee Kofman

When I wanted to read Alice’s adventures again, I couldn’t find a copy I already had, so I ordered a second-hand one online: The Penguin Classics edition from 1998, with an introduction and notes from the editor, Hugh Haughton. In a very Alice-like way, my original book then turned up: a battered old edition from the Modern Library of New York, no publication date, priced at ninety-five cents, with an introduction by Alexander Woollcott. So I had the bonus of two learned gentlemen to guide me. I decided I would read the stories first and the explanations afterwards.

“We’re into the Wonderland story very quickly, and the first thing that strikes me is a sense of horror.”

I was amazed how quickly I read them. Even taking notes, each story took me no more than two hours to get through. In my memory they had become vast tomes: you could lose yourself in them for weeks. As I had thought, the Looking-Glass story was less chaotic, and darker in tone, but they were so similar that again I decided to think of them both together, and that’s the way I’m writing about them now.



We’re into the Wonderland story very quickly, and the first thing that strikes me is a sense of horror. Alice is falling down the rabbit hole, she is falling and falling forever, she has plenty of time to think… but where is the panic, the screaming as she falls to certain death? Of course she lands completely unscathed, like a cartoon character. I knew she would, and yet for a moment I had felt an adult’s vertigo, that I never felt when I read the story the first time. In the many intervening years, I have learned a different kind of fear than the kind I had felt when faced with the Jabberwock.

“I recognise myself and my internal stream-of-consciousness voice, although I’ve never gone quite so far as to box my own ears. Just like that, I’m Alice again.”

Meanwhile, Alice is being her characteristic self. I’d completely forgotten what a chatterbox she is, and no more so than when she doesn’t have an audience. She talks to herself, as to another person; she gives herself a running commentary on what’s happening, and what it might mean; she reassures herself by remembering what she can of her lessons; she scolds herself to the point of tears; and I am informed that this ‘curious child’ had once boxed her own ears for cheating herself in a game of croquet she was playing against herself. Not curious at all – I recognise myself and my internal stream-of-consciousness voice, although I’ve never gone quite so far as to box my own ears. Just like that, I’m Alice again.

And that, ultimately, proves to be the strangest experience of all in my re-reading. How can a twenty-first-century woman in her sixties identify with a nineteenth-century girl of seven? Easy. That voice gets me there. Virginia Woolf was wrong when she said ‘The two Alices are not books for children’ but she was dead right when she continued ‘they are the only books in which we become children.’ Everything that Alice does, I do. Everything that happens to her, happens to me. I am polite, but I can be cheeky. I am proud of my learning. I am very fond of animals, and anxious to stop others hurting themselves. I get very annoyed by the condescending, rude, bossy inhabitants of Wonderland and Looking-Glass World – and how jaw-droppingly awful they are, much worse than in my memory – but I am a child, and they aren’t, so I know I have to put up with it. Up to a point. Don’t we all reach that point, where we want to say ‘Who cares for you, you’re only a pack of cards,’ or ‘I can’t stand it any more,’ and when you say those words of pure defiance, everything rises up and falls in chaos?

“The Jabberwock no longer terrifies me: it’s just one of Sir John’s splendid drawings, in which dense thickets of lines and cross-hatchings make the dream world dark and solid, with great depth.”

And yet it’s different this time round. Again, I am fearful, but fearful of different things. The Jabberwock no longer terrifies me: it’s just one of Sir John’s splendid drawings, in which dense thickets of lines and cross-hatchings make the dream world dark and solid, with great depth. Also I’d forgotten that Alice never has to confront the Jabberwock, she just reads a poem about it. What is far more scary now is the puppy, which had never worried me before. It doesn’t talk, it’s just an ordinary friendly puppy, but she meets it when she has shrunk to a very small size, so it’s a giant. It only wants to play, and she throws sticks for it to chase until it gets worn out, but I am so aware of the jaws that bite, the claws that catch. Similarly, I am unexpectedly horrified by the scene where the Duchess roughly dandles a baby and the cook throws things at them, and eventually the baby is tossed to Alice. Is this the adult in me, a maternal urge to protect the child? It reminds me of an embarrassing moment many years ago when I was reading The Little Match Girl to my son as he sat on my lap. Dry-eyed, curious, he turned to me as the match girl was dying of exposure and neglect and said ‘Mummy, why are you crying?’

“I am unexpectedly horrified by the scene where the Duchess roughly dandles a baby and the cook throws things at them, and eventually the baby is tossed to Alice. Is this the adult in me, a maternal urge to protect the child?”

Why doesn’t anyone look after little Alice, I want to know. Here she is wandering around on her own, as no nicely brought up girl should have to, in possibly dangerous terrain, but no-one thinks to ask her where her mother is, or her nurse. None of these creatures take her under their wing. They are quick to ask hostile questions, or to put her in her place, or to contradict her, or tell her to hold her tongue, or to recite poetry at her, or to give her nonsensical advice, but they seem to have no compassion. Sometimes they don’t even recognise her as a little girl: to the pigeon, she is a serpent; to the unicorn, a fabulous monster. So she just has to fend for herself in a disorienting world.

And how very disorienting it is. Worst of all this time round is the growing and shrinking in Wonderland, and now it seems far more sinister than it did before. Sometimes it happens because of what Alice ate or drank, and sometimes it just comes on by itself, for no apparent reason. It’s like some recurring disease of swelling and wasting. And it doesn’t happen in proportion: the thought of Alice’s neck swaying above the trees, or her chin banging into her shoe, is horrific to me. She grows until she just fits the White Rabbit’s house, with one arm out the window and one foot up the chimney; what would have happened if she had grown any more? Or what would have happened if she had shrunk any more?

“Worst of all this time round is the growing and shrinking in Wonderland, and now it seems far more sinister than it did before.”

Which leads me back to my original fear of the Red King’s dream. This time round, I notice with painful frequency that both stories seem full of Alice’s fears that she, not the world around her or anyone in it, is the one who is different, who is changing, who is not the person she had once thought she was, and her ultimate fear that she might cease to exist, go out like a candle, either through extreme shrinkage or because the person dreaming her wakes up. Like a person my age or older who fears that memory or personality will fade in some irrevocable physical change, she worries that whenever she tries to remember some schoolroom learning, or recite some improving verse, it turns into nonsense. She enters a wood where she can’t remember the name of anything, not even her own name, and blunders along with her arms round the neck of a beautiful little fawn for comfort. The fawn can’t remember anything either: but once out of the wood, it knows with delight what it is and what she is – and then it is frightened and has to run away. So even in relief and revelation, there is fear.

“Alice is nearly always serious, but the stories make me laugh, both as a child and as an adult.”

There are moments, then, when Alice’s adventures grow very dark indeed, overshadowed by this persistent fear of annihilation, where identity, physical being or consciousness will be snuffed out. These are moments when I have to ask myself: Why is this considered a fun read for children? But as I remembered it the first time round, it was definitely fun, of a slightly chilling and dangerous kind, which is probably the best kind.

Alice is nearly always serious, but the stories make me laugh, both as a child and as an adult. The Wonderland and Looking-Glass creatures are so palpably ridiculous, and yet they are quite convinced that they are perfectly sensible and correct; or if they know they are mad, that madness is a sensible and correct state to be in. Much of the fun lies in the dialogue and verse, in the absurdities and logical contradictions and obvious groan-making puns, which as a child I intuitively loved; the more sophisticated aspects of Carroll’s wordplay and mathematical teasers went completely over my head, but it didn’t matter. I suspect I took the characters more seriously the first time round: Humpty Dumpty looked very silly, but he had a dignity and certainty about him that persuaded me he had offered the only possible correct interpretation of ‘Jabberwocky’.

“She’s always up for adventure and experience, and while there are moments when she’s lost and sad and angry, all the frustrations and disappointments can never defeat her. If you’re looking for a good role model for girls, you can’t beat Alice.”

The other aspect of the Alice adventures that saves them from all-pervading gloom is Alice’s re-silience. Carroll writes elsewhere with a sentimental nostalgic glow about the joys of childhood and the nature of the real Alice, ‘her perfect assumption of the high spirits, and readiness to enjoy everything, of a child out for a holiday…we look before and after, and sigh for what is not; a child never does this.’

Well, actually, in the Alice books, the child looks before and after quite a bit; and she does not only sigh for what is not, she weeps a pool of tears. And yet there are also the ‘high spirits, and readiness to enjoy everything’. She is intensely curious, always looking forward to the next encounter, always hoping to reach the beautiful garden or become a chess queen. She misses her pet cat Dinah, but not her family. When she first gets into the looking-glass house, she can’t wait to go outside, because if she stays in the house she might have to go back through the mirror to normality again. She cries when Tweedledum and Tweedledee tell her she isn’t real, she’s just a sort of thing in the Red King’s dream; but a moment later she brushes away her tears and tells herself they are talking nonsense. She’s always up for adventure and experience, and while there are moments when she’s lost and sad and angry, all the frustrations and disappointments can never defeat her. If you’re looking for a good role model for girls, you can’t beat Alice.

This fits in very well with today’s common view of what makes enjoyable reading for both children and adults. So here’s my first hypothesis: I needed to identify with the main character.

For my money, as a voracious nine-year-old reader, Norton Juster’s The Phantom Tollbooth took the dated, creaky world of Alice in Wonderland and blew it out of the water. Like Alice, Milo, its hero, is a bored child unexpectedly plunged into a world of absurd logic, serious questing and brilliant companion creatures. Unlike Alice, Milo gets to drive himself there, through the portal of a mysterious tollbooth someone sends him in the mail. In a world where the literal becomes real – he starts his journey in Expectations, on the road to Wisdom, and finally rescues the princesses Rhyme and Reason, restoring order to a divided kingdom, and so forth – there’s a feast of wordplay, puns, aphorisms, jokes and wisdom.

Accompanied by extraordinary illustrations by Juster’s housemate Jules Feiffer, the story unforgettably planted the message that’s never left me: at the other side of your boredom waits the kingdom, and you return from it changed forever.

Cate Kennedy

These days in our reading, we are urged to find characters we can identify with, and characters we like. Clearly Alice fulfils both those roles for me, but I still have trouble liking anyone else in the stories, because none of these creatures bothers to be likeable; as a rule, they are either spineless and fawning or brutally appalling. I do, however, have two favourite characters, and they were my favourites the first time round too.

One is the Gryphon. We meet him, a heraldic monster lying asleep in the sun; the Queen of Hearts orders him to take Alice to meet the Mock Turtle. He waits until she’s gone, then chuckles and says ‘What fun!’ He seems cheerful, good-natured and laid-back, rare qualities in a Wonderland creature. And he has such reassuring news, I want to kiss his cruel eagle cheek. The Queen who threatens to cut off everyone’s head for the slightest offence is just bluffing. ‘It’s all her fancy, that: they never executes nobody, you know.’ It turns out the Gryphon can be just as tedious and snappy as everyone else: he has a misplaced sympathy for the gloomy Mock Turtle and they share old-school reminiscences bristling with puns, but that bluff cheeriness and reassurance stay with me.

My other favourite character is the White Knight. In my notes I’ve written with sudden enthusiasm ‘The White Knight – he is great!’ and underlined it. I’ve remembered him pretty much as he is, it turns out, but he’s not emaciated, and I’d forgotten some details: how he’s always falling off his horse, usually headfirst into the ditch; how he has a strange collection of tools and veggies dangling from his saddle. (The Tenniel illustration, I now discover, echoes a Pre-Raphaelite painting by Millais, Sir Isumbras at the Ford, in which an elderly knight in golden armour carries two peasant children over a river; so like Don Quixote, the White Knight is a mockery of knightly qualities.) The White Knight also shares a passion with his creator: he’s always inventing useless things. But for all his ineptitude, he’s the closest thing in the stories to a champion for Alice. When the Red Knight takes her prisoner, he rescues her in a battle where the two combatants spend most of their time falling over. He proposes to escort her to the end of his move, so she can cross the brook and become a queen. She has a plum cake dish with her and he offers to pack it in his bag: ‘It’ll come in handy if we find any plum cake.’ But he has trouble getting it in, because his bag is already full of candlesticks.

“It was while re-reading this moment, as the knight is battling with his pointless clutter, that I realise what I suppose I had always known: he reminds me of my father.”

It was while re-reading this moment, as the knight is battling with his pointless clutter, that I realise what I suppose I had always known: he reminds me of my father. My father as my knight and champion, and also as someone a little mild, vague, absent-minded, his desk covered with important clutter, his head perpetually in one invention after another – only his inventions were cartoons. With his bald head and big white moustache, the White Knight even looks a little like my father’s creation, Colonel Pewter. And in some curious way Carroll shares my affection. Here he is, describing how the knight recites his long poem, ‘A-Sitting on a Gate’:

Of all the strange things that Alice saw in her journey Through The Looking-Glass, this was the one she remembered most clearly. Years afterwards she could bring the whole scene back again, as if it had been only yesterday – the mild blue eyes and kindly smile of the Knight – the setting sun gleaming through his hair, and shining on his armour in a blaze of light that quite dazzled her – the horse quietly moving about, with the reins hanging loose on his neck, cropping the grass at her feet – and the black shadows of the forest behind – all this she took in like a picture, as, with one hand shading her eyes, she leant against a tree, watching the strange pair, and listening, in a half-dream, to the melancholy music of the song.

This is a highly unusual passage. Carroll seldom goes in for long descriptions and scene-setting, being more concerned with moving his story along (if you want to know what a gryphon looks like, he tells us, look at the picture), and for the most part, this works very well. Alice observes things as they turn up, hardly ever looking back from some point in the future. But this sense of elegiac pause in the story, this relaxation of the nonsense, this dazzle and darkness, this quintessential demonstration of the knight’s good gentle soul… I don’t remember how I reacted the first time round, but this time I find it moving and lovely.

But there’s one other moment in the story where the author pauses and seems to step outside it, and this one I don’t like at all, and never have done. It’s just after Alice visits the knitting sheep’s shop – perhaps the weirdest episode of all, and the incident that so stuck in my memory – where she tries to follow a ‘large bright thing, that looked sometimes like a doll and sometimes like a work-box’ that was always on the shelf above the one she was looking at, and finally vanishes through the ceiling. As elusive as nostalgia, in fact. I’d forgotten that then the scene dissolves, as in a film, and Alice finds herself in a boat, rowing the sheep down a river. She wants to pick some scented rushes:

And then the little sleeves were carefully rolled up, and the little arms were plunged in elbow-deep, to get hold of the rushes a good long way down before breaking them off – and for a while Alice forgot all about the Sheep and the knitting, as she bent over the side of the boat, with just the ends of her tangled hair dripping in the water – while with bright eager eyes she caught at one bunch after another of the darling scented rushes.

What is it about this scene that I don’t like, when the much longer description of the knight still appeals? It’s because we have lost Alice’s point of view. Suddenly we are seeing her as an adult might – an admiring and affectionate adult, to be sure, but not one who shares her feelings. It’s words like ‘little’ and ‘darling’ and the tangled dripping hair and the bright eager eyes. It feels all wrong. It feels like the poems at the beginning and end of each story, which I have always hated. They are written in mannered, slightly archaic style, they seem sentimental and cloying. I’m not sure I could have said it at the time, but I felt invited to share in something I didn’t understand. And though I now understand a great deal more, I still feel that way.



Although I was a precocious reader, I doubt I would have read the Alice stories by the time I was six. But I certainly knew about them, and it was at that age that I had an Alice-like experience.

I was walking home from school along a quiet street when a man in a parked car called me over. He couldn’t find his daughter, she was in my class, did I know where she was? Somehow the conversation got onto willies, and whether I had seen my dad’s willy when he was in the shower. The man was fiddling with his trousers in a way I’d never seen before. I don’t remember if he asked me to get into his car. I reacted just like Alice to a Wonderland creature: polite, puzzled, curious, not really alarmed. In the end, I ran off. Was it rising apprehension, or just boredom? The man took a simple conversation into realms utterly bizarre to me, but had none of Lewis Carroll’s charm.

When I blithely told my parents about the encounter, they called in the police. Everyone was very kind, but I was given to understand that something bad had happened. I felt vaguely ashamed, and in retrospect the man in the car became a dark grotesque figure. But I didn’t feel the least bit scarred. Only now do I fully comprehend the dread my parents must have felt at what might have been.

I can’t put it off any more: I have to turn to the real Lewis Carroll, the Reverend Charles Dodgson, and the real Alice, a young girl called Alice Liddell. What I discovered as a teenager when I wrote that ill-fated essay, and what I have discovered now, as I read Mr Woollcott and Mr Haughton and whatever other biographical information I can find. (This doesn’t include the book that I plagiarised for my essay; although some books about Carroll published at that time are still in print, I can’t remember enough about my source to be able to identify it.)

“The famous riverboat trip and picnic, said to have inspired the Alice books, took place on 4 July 1862, when Dodgson was apparently pestered into telling the children a story, prodded to keep going, and then further begged by Alice to write it down”

Charles Lutwidge Dodgson was the third of eleven children. He wrote funny comics for his siblings. He became an Anglican minister, a shy young man with a stammer, brilliant at mathematics. A geek, as we would say; or in our casual colloquial appropriation of medical terms, ‘a bit Aspy’ or possibly ‘on the spectrum’. Photographs of him suggest a gentle, melancholy soul. Mr Woolcott says he was ‘a puttering, fussy, fastidious, didactic bachelor, who was almost painfully humorless in his relations with the grown-up world around him,’ and puritanical to boot. He spent most of his life in his quarters in the Tom Quad at Christ Church, Oxford, where he was a mathematical lecturer. He always wore grey cotton gloves. He was the kind of man, Mr Woolcott tells us, who catalogued twenty-seven years of letters sent and received, so when he died there were more than 98,000 cross-references in his files. He kept a diagram showing where you sat when you dined with him and what you ate, in case he served you the same dish when you came again.

He doesn’t sound much fun. And yet children loved him, because he conversed with them in nonsensical stories, verses and games, which were clearly a release for him. The Liddell children loved him: Lorina, Edith, Harry and Alice, children of Henry, who came to Christ Church as the new Dean in 1856, when Dodgson was twenty-four and Alice was four. A close friendship grew between Dodgson and the Liddell family, particularly the children. The famous riverboat trip and picnic, said to have inspired the Alice books, took place on 4 July 1862, when Dodgson was apparently pestered into telling the children a story, prodded to keep going, and then further begged by Alice to write it down: it is this trip he describes in ‘All in the golden afternoon’, the poem that prefaces the Wonderland adventures.

So what kind of friendship was there between Dodgson and Alice? Nobody alive today knows for sure, and opinions depend on which looking glass you use to interpret the facts that are known. Mr Woolcott says that Dodgson was a free spirit only in the presence of little girls, was happy to play jester in their courts, and wrote them ‘charming and frivolous’ letters. Mr Haughton, writing decades later, is more suspicious. He notes Dodgson was fond of taking photographs of the Liddell children and other young girls, sometimes in semi-clothed or nude states (a popular art form in the Victorian era, where parents would be present at the session). Mr Haughton describes these photographs as ‘haunting, yet subliminally creepy’. There were mysterious expressions of anguish and guilt in Dodgson’s diaries. There were rumours that he proposed to the eleven-year-old Alice, and that she rejected him. One of Dodgson’s biographers, Michael Bakewell, said that the photographs tell us that he was in love with Alice.

“Was Dodgson an innocent who could only make proper friends with children, or a repressive who didn’t understand or admit to his own nature?”

Strangest of all, Alice’s mother, Lorina Liddell, abruptly banned Dodgson from the Deanery and from all association with the family in 1863, for reasons that have never come to light; by the time Alice in Wonderland was published, he was already banished from the world of the ‘golden afternoon’. He went on making friends with little girls for the rest of his life, often meeting them at the seaside or in railway carriages, delighting them with his nonsense letters, and recording his ‘conquests’ in his diaries. Mr Haughton comments that he was ‘the Casanova of the Victorian nursery’ and concludes ‘he transformed his perverse imagination into works of art.’

I can’t help thinking that any man today who went round chatting up little girls at the seaside or on trains, let alone recording his conquests, would soon find himself locked up, and quite right too. He’d be no better than my man in the car. But am I being unfair? There is absolutely no evidence of any wrong-doing. Was Dodgson an innocent who could only make proper friends with children, or a repressive who didn’t understand or admit to his own nature? A man who would die rather than hurt a child? Are we making enough allowances for the morality – prudish in some ways, curiously unsuspicious in others – of a very different age? Was he, as some have sought to prove, really interested sexually in grown women, but his family suppressed the evidence, so he came down to us in history as this creepy celibate bachelor?
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