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rrHE LANGUAGE OF LEvliS CARROLL: 

FANTASY on FACT? 

Since its publication, much of Lewis Carroll's 

fiction has been considered representative of nonsense 

literature. Lewis Carroll's work, in contrast to its 
1 historical counterpart, Edward Lear's "nonsense" verse, 

has not always been dismissed as harmless diversion for 

children. Hhen they have studied it seriously, most critics 

have reacted in one or the other of two Nays. One group of 

critics has argued that it is "nonsense" because it is 

actually the expression of a totally subjective unreality. 

The other group has insisted that it is "nonsense" because 

it is the satiric denial of all objective order. Each 

group of critics improperly labels the work "nonsense," 

because they fail to comprehend the way in l'Vhich Lewis 

Carroll used language to express fantasy and fact. 

In assuming that his work is "nonsense," the 

psychoanalytic critics conclude that the only way to dis-

cover the meaning of his works is through a comparative 

1 EdNard Lear, 1812-1888, was a poet and painter 
whose career was approximately contemporary with Lewis 
Carroll's. The Field of Nonsense, by Edith Sewell, is pri
marily a comparison ofthe "nonsense" works of these hro 
writers. A cursory examination of Lear's poetry would sug
gest that the label "nonsense" is probably an accurate 
description of his work. 

1 



depth analysis of the writer's personality and his fiction. 

John Skinner has written that "It is impossible to gain 

conscious understanding . . • of the meaning of his written 

2 

2 
phantasy unless a psychoanalytic approach is used in study." 

Such an approach was first given notoriety in 1937 when 

Dr. Paul Schilder made a speech warning against "exposing 

children to the ,dangerous corruptions of Lewis Carroll.") 

This same critic later argued that "nonsense literature i>Till 

originate whenever there are incomplete object relations and 

a regression to deep layers involving the relation of space 
4 

and time on the basis of primitive aggressiveness." In 

1947, John Skinner qualified this initial reaction by sug-

gesting that Lewis Carroll's fiction is the expression of 

his sublimated desire to be a young girl; even the writer's 

fascination with reversal, only one of the many causes of 

"nonsense" in his works, is the result of his wish "to 

change himself into a small, adventurous girl because he 

could not reverse the inexorable force which propelled him 

toward adult life."5 The subconscious wish was realized 

in the creation of a fantasy world. In studying the 

2 John Skinner, "Lewis Carroll's Adventures in 
;;·ionderland, 11 American Imago, IV, 14. 

3Joseph Wood Krutch, "Psychoanalyzing Alice," The 
Nation, 144 (January JO, 1937), 127. 

4Paul Schilder, "Psychoanalytic Remarks on Alice in 
\•Jonderland and Lewis Carroll, 11 The Journal of Nervous and 
Hental Disorder, V. 87, No. 2 (February, 1938), 160. 

5Skinner, 19. 
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"regressive character of its symbolization," Hartin Grotjahn 

argued in 1947 that 11 inexhaustible play with \vords is con

sidered a schizophrenic symptom." In the fiction of Lewis 

Carroll, "the word's significance diffuses into the sign, 
6 

the word comes to its morn life." This idea is implicit in 

most of the psychoanalytic criticism of Lewis Carroll's 

fiction. According to these critics, his language has a 

life of its own; somehow the words and not the writer control 

the production of fantasy. \fuen it is realized in language, 

the fantasy is "nonsense" because it represents an abbera-

tion of the vrriter's mind. 

Ironically, the critics in opposition to the psycho-

analysts adopt a similar position about the writer's use of 

language. In an article attacking the psychoanalysts, 

Joseph Hood Krutch explained in 1938 that he had no doubt 

that Lewis Carroll had complexes, but he argued that "his 

nonsense . . • was a device by means of which his intelli

gence protested against various kinds of cant. 117 His 

assumption that the tvorks are "nonsense" is supported and 

extended by an entire school of critics. These critics 

argue that it is not only a protest against convention but 

also a denial of any objective order. George Shelton 

Hubbell, for example, wrote in 1927 that "Nonsense has this 

6Hartin Grotjahn, "About Symbolization of Alice's 
An ventures in Honderland," American Imago, IV, 129. 

7Krutch, 129. 
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very great advantage. It may be right. Sense, on the other 

hand, is ... always wron13 •.. nonsense holds up to all 

things the mirror that does not lie. 118 Similarly, Edith 

Sel'lell argued in 1952 that "nonsense" is "a carefully 

limited world, controlled and directed by reason, a con-

9 struction subject to its 01'Tn lavrs." She rejects, as 

irtferior "nonsense," both S:ylvie and Bruno and The Hunting 

of the Snark for "breaking practically every one of the 
10 

rules" which she stated in The Field of Honsense. By 

insisting upon the order of "nonsense," these critics con-

elude, as does Charles Hatthel'IS, that Le'l'ris Carroll's 

11 nonsense is as carefully structured as any of the sensible 

works with which it is contemporary •. Nonsense 

illuminates sense, but sense gives structure and coherence 

to nonsense. 1111 'rhe same assumption is implicit in each 

article produced by a critic of this type. According to 

these critics, "nonsense" establishes an order vThich by 

itself controls the writer's use of language. I suggest in 

the follol-Iing pages that Lewis Carroll's use of language 1-ras 

neither the creation of an aberrant mind nor the discovery 

8Geor.n;e Shelton Hubbell, "The Sanity 
SeHanee Revie11 (October, 1927), .392. 

p. 5. 
9Eclith SevTell, The Field Qf. Nonsense 

of Honderland," 

(London, 1952), 

10 
Anonymous, "Cabbages and Kinr;s," TLS (October 17, 

1952)' 672. 
11charles .i•ia.tthews, "Satire in the Alice Books, 11 

Criticism, XII, 106. 



of an order in nonsense, but was instead the deliberate act 

of his imagination and reason probing the limits of his 

language. He was familiar with the writers of his own time 

and he often recorded in his diary his own concern with the 
12 way a particular writer had used language. 

I intend to show in this paper that Lewis Carroll's 

use of language reflects agreement with some assumptions 

underlying the Romantic theory of language and. with other 

assumptions implicit in the Utilitarian theory of language. 

In creating his fantasy t'lorlds, Le't'Tis Carroll used language 

to explore the limits of these assumptions, and he thereby 

arrived at his o\'Tn conclusions about its potential for 

representing both fantasy and fact. I intend to delineate 

the linguistic relations between fantasy and fact as they 

5 

occur throughout his fiction, demonstrating which assumptions 

from each school are embraced and which are rejected by 

Lewis Carroll. 

An analysis of his works will reveal that he used 

language to test the Romantic assumption that it can be an 

instrument for the intuition of truth. ·~mat most critics 

have interpreted as "nonsense" is a use of language which is 

not 11 in a state of subjection to external objects. 1113 It is 

12 
li'or example, there are four entries, recorded over 

a period of several months, which indicate his disappointment 
with particular lines in Tennyson's l'aud. See ~Diaries 
of Lewis Carroll, pp. 59-60, 65, 125. 

13Hilliam ':lordsworth, "Preface to the Edition of 
1815 11 in 'rhe Complete Poetical Harks of Hilliam 1tlordsworth, 
X (New York, 1911), 0. 48. --



a use of language with which the "imaginative faculty" of 

the writer spreads "the depth and height of the ideal world 

around forms, incidents, and situations. 1114 According to 

Hordsworth, such a use of language would be "a more perma-

nent and a far more philosophical language, 11 because it 

6 

resulted from "the spontaneous overflow of powerful feeling" 

~-.rhich w-ould allow the writer to modify "images, thoughts, 

and emotions. 1115 These processes of the imagination are 

realized in language "by conferring additional properties 

upon an object, or abstracting from it some of those which 

it actually possesses," and this means of altering nature 

allows the "tiTi ter to use language to determine "a new 
16 

existence." In establishing relationships, the imagination 

is realized in language as "the conferring, the abstracting, 

and the modifying pm'Ver" which endo't'rs the object "with some

thing of the power of life. 1117 The 't'rriter's use of language 

"shapes and creates • the very image of life expressed 
18 

in its eternal truth." The language of the Romantics 

"marks the unapprehended relation of things and perpetuates 

14 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, in 

'rhe Complete ~·lorks of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, III (New York, 
1864). p. 201. 

15 
Ibid. , p. 371. 

16 
Wordsworth, p. 58. 

17 
Ibid., p. 59. 

18 
Percy Bysshe Shelley, "A Defense of Poetry," in 

'rhe Norton Anthology of Enfjlish Literature (New York, 1962), 
p. 1658. 
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their apprehension. 1119 For the Romantics, language is l'rha t 

links the "vital" world of the imagination and the "fixed and 
20 dead" Norld of objects. Lel'lis Carroll exploits this and 

carries it to and beyond its limits. 

An analysis of Lewis Carroll's works will also reveal 

that he used language to test the Utilitarian assumption that 

it is restricted by convention because it is only a means of 

discourse. The founder of the Utilitarian philosophy, 

Jeremy Bentham, developed his Theory of Fictions to prove 

that language is a "wicked" and "foolish" fiction unless it 

is treated as nothing more than a conventionalized sign 

system. Bentham wrote that "to language, then--to language 

21 alone--it is, that fictitious entities owe their existence." 

Although his theory is based upon the assumption that 

19 
Ibid. , p. 1657. 

2°In this paragraph, the blending of the original 
language of Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Shelley somewhat 
obscures the sequence of the Romantic assumptions about 
language. As they will be examined in this paper, they are 
in order as follows: (1) the use of language is not re
stricted by its reference to the material world; (2) language 
can be used to refer to an ideal concept as well as to a 
relationship; (J) it can be used for the modification of the 
conception of an object; (4) it can be used for the modifica
tion of the concept of a relationship; (5) however, such a 
use of lan~uage requires the poetic faith constituted by a 
willing suspension of disbelief; (6) langua~e can be used to 
transcend the limitations of the senses so that we can know 
reality other than objective reality. 

21 c. K. Ogden, Bentham's Theory of Fictions (New 
Jersey, 1959), p. 15. Bentham described two types of 
entities. 'rhe "real" entity is that whlch is perceptible; 
the "fictitious" entity is "feigned by the imagination for 
purposes of discourse." 
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existence is determined either by the senses or by the 

imagination, he insists that the existence of "an object" is 
22 only "made know·n to us by one or more of our five senses. 11 

By then disregarding the imagination, he can claim that "our 

ideas are derived, all of them, from • • • the operation of 

sensible objects upon our senses. 112 3 These ideas, ho11rever, 

can only be "presented to notice" as a "sign," and each 

"word is a sign of thought" because it is a fictitious 
24 entity. Horeover, language is "a collection of signs" 

which have "an immaterial as well as a material import. 1125 

Since language is a sign system, it must be composed of 

fictitious entities, "those necessary products .Qf. ~ 

imagination, without which, unreal as they are, discourse 
26 

could not, scarcely even could thought, be carried on." 

For the Utilitarians, language is fiction and, as such, can 

be deceptive; yet, it is only because of its fictitiousness 

that we are able to use it as a means of discourse. 27 Lewis 

22 
Ibid., p. 10 

23Jeremy Bentham, 11An Introduction to the Principles 
of Norals and Legislation," in The Utilitarians (New York, 
1961), p. 345. 

24 
cit., 61, 77. Ogden, op. pp. 

25Ibid., p. 77. 
26Ibid., p. 137. 

27As they l'lill be examined in this paper, the 
sequence of the empiricist assumptions about language is as 
follows: (1) the existence of an object is made known only 
through the senses; (2) ideas of the external world are 
derived from the perception of objects that make up that 



Carroll exploits these Utilitarian ideas, and he seeks to 
28 

carry them to and beyond their limits. 

* * * * * 

In "Jabberwocky" Lewis Carroll experimented with 

linguistic assumptions similar in one regard to those held 

9 

by the Utilitarians and in another to those held by the 

Romantics. This larger intent is implied by his inclusion 

of the poem in Through~ Looking Glass. Alice's immediate 

reaction to the poem is a clue to Lewis Carroll's meaning. 

After reading the poem, Alice remarks that "Somehow it seems 

to fill my head with ideas--only I don't exactly know what 
29 

they are." Alice is reacting like a pragmatic Victorian 

child. Her reading of the poem does cause her to have ideas. 

But since she does not understand the unusual words in this 

set of ideas, she must conclude that she does not know 

world; (J) the expression of these ideas is made possible 
with their representation as words; (4) language is a sign 
system which makes reference to the material as well as the 
immaterial world; (5) since the word and its referent cannot 
physically coincide, all language must be fictitious; (6) 
since language is fictitious, it can be conventionalized for 
the purpose of communication. 

28 
I am citing Bentham (a rather arbitrary choice 

given the whole spectrum of empiricist l~iters on language) 
because he parallels Coleridge and because he 't'Tas the great
est disseminator of these views in nineteenth-century England. 

29 
Lewis Carroll, Through the Lool{ing Glass, in The 

Comulete \forks of Le1-1is Carroll (Random House, New York), 
p. 155. All quotations from the l-torks of Lewis Carroll 
used in this paper have been taken from this source; through
out the rest of this paper, attribution l-till only be indi
cated by a page number in parentheses following the quote. 
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11 exactly 11 what these ideas are. If, as the Utilitarians 

contend, all ideas are derived from the senses, it must be 

that Alice has not had sensory experiences similar to those 

of the poet; or else ideas do not depend exclusively upon 

the senses. 

Alice's understanding of the poem is not as limited 

as her first comment indicates. She qualifies her initial 

reaction when she explains that "Somebody killed something: 

that's clear, at any rate." (155) She is able to determine 

this meaning because she recognizes a grammatical relation-

ship among some of the words and she understands the conven-

tional words used in the poem. Humpty Dumpty's later 

explanation of the unconventional words in the first stanza 

is preceded by a statement of his own theory of language, 

which implies another way that Alice can discover the poem's 

meaning: 

"Hhen I use a word," Humpty Dumpty said, in rather a 
scornful tone, "it means just what I choose it to 
mean--neither more nor less." 

"The question is," said Alice, "whether you can make 
words mean so many different things." 

"The question is," said Humpty Dumpty, "which is to 
be master--that's all." (214) 

According to Humpty Dumpty, it is the writer who controls 

the meaning of a word. Although it is exaggerated beyond its 

limits, Humpty Dumpty's position is equivalent to the 

Romantic assumptions about language. Alice's position lacks 

exaggeration (except that even holding the position is 
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itself excessive), but it is equivalent to the Utilitarian 

assumptions about language. 

The experience described in this poem can be compre

hended only if its reader perceives the author•s meaning. 

As an illustration of this point, it is only necessary to 

examine one of the poem's six stanzas: 

And, as in uffish thought he stood, 
The Jabberwock, with eyes of flame, 
Came whiffling through the tulgey wood, 
And burbled as it camel 

Without the intuitive understanding made possible . by a sus

pension of disbelief, the reader would have to conclude that 

the poet intended a literal representation. The reader 

would then have to believe that there is such a thing as a 

"Jabberwock, 11 that thought can be 11 uffish, 11 that a wood can 

be 11 tulgey, 11 and that there can be such actions as "whif

fling" and "burbling." The reader would also have to believe 

that a creature could have eyes not merely aflame, in a 

familiar metaphor, but rather of actual flame. This monster, 

this thought, this wood, these actions, and these eyes are, 

in Carroll 1 s parody of the subjectivist view, only the 

product of the poet's imaginative use of language to create 

an idealized world. It is a world, like that of the 

Romantic poet, which the reader can fully comprehend only 

through the intuitive power of his own imagination. 

The ironic tone of "Jabberwocky," however, denies a 

completely Romantic intent by the poet. If the conventional 

meaning of each portmanteau word contradicts its ideal 
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meaning, the reader's intuitive comprehension of the poem 

is dispelled. 30 In this poem, the death blow of the hero's 
31 sword, for example,- is described as a "snicker-snack." 

Ideally, this adverb must refer to the killing action of the 

hero•s sword, but the denotational referents of this compos

ite word may be "scornful laughter" and "improvised meal." 

Does the word, then, imply that the hero laughed contemptu

ously as he struck the death blow and envisioned feasting 

upon the remains of his helpless victim? At least the con

trast between the idealized meaning of slaying and the 

conventional implication of sadistic pleasure negates a 

strictly intuitive understanding of the poem. As another 

example, the person who greets the returning hero is 

described as having "chortled in his joy." Ideally, the 

word chortled would here have to mean "laughed approvingly." 

But, as the ~indicates, chortle is a blend of chuckle and 

snort, and it is therefore a combination of incompatible~ 

conventional verbs. The first means "to laugh" and the 

second means "to scorn." Does this word, then, imply that 

this person is laughing scornfully at the foolishness of the 

JOin Chapter IV of Through ~ Looking Glass Lewis 
Carroll introduced t~e concept of portmanteau words {what 
Humpty Dumpty described as "two meanings packed into one 
word 11 ). A portmanteau word is actually tl'TO words compressed 
into one so that it blends not only the structure but also 
the sounds and meanings of the two. 

JlThis word may be the author's variation upon snick 
~ snee (orig. ad. Du. steken to thrust, stick, and snijen 
to cut}. The OED indicates that snick or snee means "to 
thrust or cut rn-fighting with a knife • ..-----
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youn~ hero? The reader's intuitive comprehension of this 

poem depends upon a disregarding of some of the conventional 

associations of the unusual words, but it may be that Lewis 

Carroll is using language to achieve the opposite artistic 

effect. 

The poem's ironic tone implies that its author is 

exploring the truth of Alice's assumption that meaning in 

language is dependent upon convention. Her response to 

11 Jabbert'locky 11 is a conventional attempt to mal{e sense of the 

thing in itself. If, as the Utilitarians contend, our ideas 

are derived from the perception of the accumulated objects 

that make up the external world, this poem would be intel

ligible to Alice only if the words were familiar to her and 

referred·to objects that she knew. This poem does become 

available to her in an unconventional world, and it therefore 

includes language describing objects associated with that 

world. Since these words are unconventional, they suggest 

unconventional ideas to Alice, and this is why she does not 

"exactly know what they are." The words exist on the page, 

but they do not communicate the poet's unconventional mean

ing, if any, to Alice's conventional mind. 

In illustrating how the poet's use of portmanteau 

words affects the conventional meaning of a 't'Tord, it is again 

necessary only to analyze one of the six stanzas: 

He to ole his vorpal sword in hand: 
Long time the manxome foe he sought-
So rested he by the Tumtum tree, 
And stood awhile in thought. 
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The words m<Tord, hand._ time, f.Qg,, tree, and thought are all 

conventional substantives fitted into a conventional syntax. 

Three of the six words, ~. ~. and thought, do not 

present difficulty in interpretation because a conventional 

meaning seems applicable to the text. But, because of the 

attributive l'Tords, vorpal, rna.nxome, and tumtum, 't'l'hich precede 

the nouns, sword, ~. and tree, these three nouns in con

text do not coincide precisely with their conventional 

referents. By using a new word to attribute an unknown 

property to each substantive, the writer denies those sub

stantives at least some of their conventional associations. 

As Coleridge described it, the writer creates a "new exist

ence" by using language to confer "additional properties 

upon an object." 

Through a manipulation of words, Lewis Carroll 

demonstrates a linguistic paradox: the more conventional 

language is made, the more fictitious it becomes; yet, if it 

is made less conventional, it becomes still more fictitious. 

When the writer either increases or diminishes the conven

tionality of language, he succeeds only in removing its 

descriptive potential further from objective reality. How 

does something that was initially arbitrary become a constant? 

Durine the act of linguistic creation there may be some dis

coverable relationship between the thing described and the 

language describing it. 

As an exploration of the Romantic assumptions about 

language, "Jabberwocky" demonstrates that language cannot be 
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a perfect instrument for the intuition of truth if it does 

not conform to conventions. \fhen Humpty Dumpty's contention 

is followed to its logical conclusion, the conventions ob

served in "Jabberwocky" disappear, and the meaning in the 

poem is confined to the mind of its creator. If the Romantic 

intended to create anything other than a personal truth, he 

would have to accept at least some conventions of language. 

·On the other hand, as a test of assumptions about 

language similar to those held by the Utilitarians, this 

poem demonstrates that there is a necessary relationship 

between the fictitiousness and the conventions of language. 

When Alice implies that conventional usage controls the 

meaning of 1-tords, she ~s correct only if this poem, from the 

looking-glass world, is an impossibility. When, as the 

Utilitarians argued, meaning is dependent only upon conven

tion, then language contains its own truth. The words in 

this poem, however, do not represent the conventional things 

of our world. Because the poet's use of language makes it 

more fictitious, he distorts the "reality" he might have 

represented with more conventional language. In contrast to 

Lewis Carroll's presentation of the looking-glass poem, the 

Utilitarian could only hope that an informed use of language 

would allow him to use it to discover and report truth as he 

conceived it, conforming to the evidence of his senses. 

Lewis Carroll's third major work, "The Hunting of the 

Snark, 11 is in part a i'lorking out of some of the problems 

posed about meaning in language through "Jabberwocky. 11 
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Lewis Carroll admits in the preface that "this poem is to 

some extent connected with the lay of the Jabben10ck. 11 He 

also uses this preface to explain the principle for compos

ing the portmanteau word as the product of a "perfectly 

balanced mind." He indicates, however, that it is not such 

portmanteau words, nor even the total sequence of bizarre 

events, but rather one line in his "brief but instructive 

poem 11 which would support "the charge of writing nonsense." 

His ironic explanation of the line implies his use of the 

entire poem to probe the limits of language.32 

The poem begins with the landing of the crew and 

their leader's thrice-repeated remark that his crew has 

landed in 11 Just the place for a Snark. 11 (757) As he 

explains it, his simple repetition of this statement three 

times is evidence of its truth: 11 What I tell you three times 

is true." (757) The assertion implies that language may 

be used either to create or to discover truth. When meaning 

is dependent upon convention, the mere repetition of a word 

emphasizes its importance and expounds its implicit truth. 

Does the Bellman's statement imply that he believes, like the 

Utilitarians, that words have conventional meaning agreed 

upon by all members of the linguistic community? Or is its 

32The line in question is, "Then the bowsprit got 
mixed with the rudder sometimes. 11 With this line, Lewis 
Carroll uses language to demonstrate its inherent limitations. 
Since language is fictitious, it can be used to represent 
events which are physically impossible. His explanation of 
the line anticipates the reader's confusion of the conception 
't-ti th the actuality of a relationship. 
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truth dependent only upon the person 't>Tho uses it? Does the 

Bellman take the subjectivist view that meaning can be 

manipulated by the speaker? The Bellman's statement itself 

reflects the paradox of meaning in w·ords 't'Thich the author 

attempted to resolve through his use of language in this 

poem. Lewis Carroll would here demonstrate the impossi

bility of each position: through the hunt, he would shoN 

that words do not alone represent the absolute truth of the 

Utilitarian nor do they simply create the relative truth of 

the Romantic. 

In the hunt a certain kind of language is appropri

ate. It is a language which does not distort the reality it 

represents because it is neither over- nor under-

conventionalized. In this poem Lewis Carroll intends to use 

language as a sign-system which reflects reality as the set 

of symbols on a map reflect a particular physical area. The 

Bellman has led the crew to the world of the Snark with the 

aid of an unconventional map: 

He had brought a large map representing the sea, 
Hithout the least vestige of land: 
And the crew were much pleased 1-rhen they found it 

to be 
A map they could all understand. (760) 

Their understanding of the map depends upon their belief that 
33 it is an accurate representation of reality. For this crew 

33Lei-ris Carroll also uses a map as a metaphor for 
language in an episode of Sylvie and Bruno. For comparison 
see the analysis of Hein Herr's discussion of maps on 
pp. 66-7. Hercator's projection changes a map from a three
dimensional to a two-dimensional representation. The 



the map must illustrate what they perceive to be reality 

(that the sea is featureless), just as, according to the 

Romantics, language must represent what the poet believes 

is truth: 

"Hhat 1 s the good of I1ercator' s North Poles and 
Equators, 

Tropics, Zones, and IYleridian Lines?" 

18 

So the Bellman l'Tould cry: and the crew 't'lould reply, 
"They are merely conventional signsl" (760) 

Mercator's projection is a sign system which allows the 

cartographer to transpose a spherical map to a rectangular 

surface. When this method was accepted as a convention, it 

introduced increased distortion of the representation of a 

physical area on a map. A criticism of this kind of dis

torting effect of convention is implicit in the crew's reply. 

If words, like Nercator's projection, are only conventional 

signs, then they will inherently distort the thing they are 

used to represent. The crew, like Lewis Carroll, hopes to 

discover truth with a less conventional map or sign system: 

"Other maps are such shapes with their islands and 
capes I 

But we've got our brave Ca:ptain to thank" 
(So the crew would protest) "that he's brought !:!§. 

the best--
A perfect and absolute blankl" (761) 

According to the crew, the best map is, of course, one with-

out any signs at all. It is in no way conventionalized, and 

this allows its user to let it represent whatever he believes 

increased fictitiousness of its symbols removes such a map 
even further than the original map was removed from the 
reality it represented. 
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is real. Similarly, if language were not restricted by 

convention, the author would be able to use it to represent 

whatever he conceived as reality. 

In order to communicate, however, Lewis Carroll, 

like the Bellman, must retain certain conventions of 

language. When the Bellman gives his instructions to the 

crew for the hunt, he uses conventional words to identify 

the "five unmistakable marks" of "genuine snarks." The 

word marks here means "signs." Although his language is 

conventional, the signs he uses when taken together do not 

have a referent in the conventional world. The Snark's 

11meagre and hollow taste," its 11 habit of getting up late," 

its "slowness in taking a jest," its "fondness for bathing 

machines," and its "ambition" do not together have a 

referent in some conventional substantive. Even if Snark 

were assumed to be the combination of snail and shark, 34 it 

does not follow that all five properties belong to one 

genus, or to the other, or to either of them. Since language 

is not limited by the material world, the Bellman, like the 

Romantic poet, is able to make predications which are gram-

matical but which do not necessarily coincide with nature: 

" •.• The first is the taste, 
ltJhich is meagre and hollow, but crisp." ( 763) 

3411Beatrice Hatch, in her article 'Lewis Carroll' 
(the Strand Magazine, April 1898, pages 413- 423), says 

. that Carroll once told her that Snark was a portmanteau word 
for snail and shark. 11 Quoted by Martin Gardner in~ 
Annotated Snark (New York, 1962), p. 37. 



His predication suggests that taste can be "meagre," 

11 hollow, 11 and 11 crisp." There is nothing about language 

itself which denies the possibility, but the confusion of 

visual and tactile qualities with those of taste is only a 

linguistic possibility. The second of the Snark's proper

ties presents another linguistic truth. The Snark carries 

its "habit of getting up late" so far 
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11That it frequently breakfasts at five-o'clock tea, 
And dines on the following day." (?63) 

The fact that words like breakfast associate time and eating 

is purely the result of convention. Ironically, the Bellman's 

implicit moral judgment of the Snark on this point indicates 

his O't'in acceptance of some of the arbitrary conventions of 

language. If language is used in the unconventional way in 

which the Bellman uses it, does it represent reality, or 

does it not? The hunt and its outcome will demonstrate the 

answer by indicating how language is limited by convention. 

In explaining his method for hunting the Snark, the 

Baker implies that language can be used to transcend the 

limitations of the senses in order to expose other than 

objective reality. The Baker carefully recounts for the 

crew his uncle's instructions for the hunting of Snarks: 

"You may seek it with thimbles--and seek it with 
care; 

You may hunt it with forks and hope; 
You may threaten its life with a railway-share; 
You may charm it with smiles and soap-- 11 (?65) 

His uncle's instructions are as obscure as the Bellman's 

11 five unmistakable marks." The obscurity is again the 
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result of the way language is being used. His method makes 

reference to something which is only described with the 

neuter pronoun "it." The "it 11 has no conventional referent 

outside the "v'rorld of the poem, nor does "it" have an ante-

cedent within the stanza; "it" refers to "snark," but "snark" 

has no conventional referent. In contrast to the Utilitarian 

assumptions, the Snark's existence is not made known through 

the senses. It is a. "fictitious entity" which is "feigned 

by the imagination" of the writer in order to determine how 

language can be used to exceed the limits of the senses.35 

Since each prepositional phrase of his uncle's method 

implies a common result, i.e •• finding the snark, there may 

be some conceptual link between the t"v'TO members of each set 

of parallel substa.ntives.36 For example, there may be some-

thing 1'1hich must be sought i'l'ith both "thimbles" and "care," 

but neither this combination nor any of the others malces 

that thing obvious. From the Utilitarian point of view, each 

set must be a combination of a real and a fictitious entity; 

therefore, according to his method, the hunters would have to 

seek it as though it had a referent in the external world and 

as though it existed only in the mind. 37 The inclusion of 

35see p. 8. 

36The phrase 11with a railway-share," being a poten
tial pun, may constitute a set of two: it can refer to the 
metal device attached to the front of a locomotive, and it 
can refer to the division of capital. 

37 For the Utili ta.rian distinction bet'L'reen 11real" and 
"fictitious," see fn. 27. The word soap can be considered a 
fictitious entity because it was nineteenth-century slang 
for "flattery." 
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these predications, then,illustrates how language can be 

used to transcend the limitations of the senses. In each 

case, the poet has employed a conventional syntax to create 

an unconventional pair of predications. It is possible to 

comprehend what thing might be hunted with either 11forks 11 

or "hope, 11 but why must it be hunted with both at the same 

time? Why does the hunting of this thing reqJ.lire both a 

particular instrument and a special mood? The poet is here 

using language to elucidate the multiple conception of 

"hunting": it is a process which is at one and the same 

time two different things. Such hunting is necessary in 

the world of the Snark, but in our world it may be only a 

linguistic possibility. 

The Baker's second revelation is his uncle's 

prophetic warning. Netaphorically, it is a statement of 

the dangers implicit in the Romantic contentions about 

discovering truth through transcendence: 38 

"But oh, beamish nephew, beware of the day, 
If your Snark be a Boojumt For then 
You will softly and suddenly vanish away, 
And never be met with again." (765) 

His warning is based upon his knowledge that some 11 snarks 11 

are 11 boo jums. 11 The meaning of his \•tarning is obscured by 

his unusual combination of \'lords. For the Utilitarian, the 

word "snark," in this context, can have no material referent, 

.38 
See, as one of many examples, /lordsworth' s 

explanation of poetry as "the image of man and nature." 
See "Preface" in The Complete Poetical 1tlorks of William 
Hordsworth. 
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and the "boojum" of his w·arning must be predicated of some

thing which does not exist. The uncle's predication is 

based upon the identification of one fictitious entity with 

another, and it is, therefore, only a linguistic possibility. 

But his warning is in agreement with the Bellman's conten-

tion that "common Snarks ·do no manner of harm." The dis-

tinction they are both making is between the conventional 

and the unconventional: 

"If your Snark be a Snark, that is right: 
Fetch it home by all means--you may serve it with 

greens, 
And it's handy for striking a light." (765) 

According to the uncle, whose assumptions are similar to 

those of the Utilitarians, common "snarks" are safe because 
39 they have some utility, i.e., they can be either eaten or 

used to aid vision. But from the Utilitarian point of view, 

an unconventional snark would be of questionable utility. 

Each of the last four fits of the poem represents a different 

aspect of such a discovery, both literally, in the world of 

the hunt, and metaphorically, in the poetic use of language. 

Although Henry Holiday's illustration depicts them 
40 

as hunting together, the actual hunt separates the various 

39Bentham's theory of language was based upon his 
principle of utility. He explained this as "that property in 
each object, whereby it tends to produce benefit, advantage, 
pleasure, good, or happiness." See The Principles, p. 18. 

40 
The pictorial illustration of scenes in "The Hunt-

ing of the Snark" may be a source of confusion. Lewis 
Carroll did exercise a great deal of control over the form 
and the content of these illustrations, but there is evidence 
that he allowed the illustrator to misrepresent his scenes. 



hunters. The poem itself only represents the experiences 

of five of the ten hunters. 

"The Beaver's Lesson" is an illustration of the 

principle that only a tautologous truth may be discovered 
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through a universal language. This is an implicit criticism 

of the Utilitarian assumption that the fictitiousness of a 

specific language can be overcome by the establishing of a 
41 

universal language. While they are hunting, the Butcher 

and the Beaver enter a "dismal and desolate valley, 11 which 

grows 11narroi'; and narrower still" until it finally causes 

them to hunt together. Nature has somehol'l forced them into 

a cooperative association, even though they have previously 

been in conflict with each other. Here in the valley their 

mutual fear of a "scream, shrill and high, 11 which they 
' 

believe to be the 11 voice of the Jubjub, 1142 causes them to 

work together in discovering truth through mathematics. 

Placing their faith in the Bellman's belief that 11 \ihat I 

tell you three times is true, 11 they hope to be saved by 

mathematically verifying that the Butcher identified the 

sound three times. The Butcher believes the evidence of 

. 41 
Bentham's linguistic studies led him to the con

clusion that a universal grammar would alleviate the 
"tyranny of language." See Bentham's Theory of Fictions, 
pp. cvi-cxii. 

42 The Jubjub is one of the imaginary creatures, a 
fictitious entity, which the hero of "Jabberwocky" was 
warned about. See The Comulete \'lorks of Le'ITis Carroll, 
p. 153. It is a further irony of this scene that they are 
proving the existence of a fictitious entity by relying upon 
a system of fictitious entities. 

·-------------------------------------------~ 



their senses is inadequate. Sense impressions do cause an 

idea, but this idea must be represented symbolically if 
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these two are to verify its repetition. Mathematics, like 

language, is a sign system which will both represent and 

verify. The Butcher must use it, as I~rtin Gardner's foot

note indicates, to prove to the Beaver that 2 + 1 = 3. A 

mathematical proof, like any logical statement, is detached 

from the reality it represents, and it is this separation 

between sense and sign that Lewis Carroll appears to empha

size in these stanzas. Any logical proof that results from 

the arrangement of the signs is ultimately dependent upon the 

integrity of the system itself. Therefore, upon completing 

his proof; the Butcher can validly assert that his "answer 
43 must be exactly and perfectly true." The Butcper's use of 

the equation is an ironic demonstration of the tautologous 

truth that results from the circularity implicit in mathe-

matical reasoning, but it is also a demonstration of the 

fallacy that results whenever the user of a sign system 

relies upon its internal consistency rather than upon the 

accuracy of its reference to some external reality. 

The Barrister, who fell asleep during the hunt, 

dreamed he "saw the creature quite plain I That his fancy had 

43 Lewis Carroll often entertained at parties with 
tricks made possible by the tautologous nature of mathema
tics. He would claim, for example, "to know in advance the 
total of a sum not yet set. 11 For a full explanation, see 
"Predicting the Total," in ~ Magic of Lewis Carroll (New 
York, 1973), pp. 260-61. 
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dwelt on sci long. 11 In his dream, the Snark is ''defending a 

pig on the charge of deserting its sty." The Snark here has 

the same relationship to justice as the Romantic poet has to 

truth. Similar to the author's, the Snark's use of language 

is not limited by the .material i'lorld: 

And it seemed that the Snark had begun, 
And had spoken three hours, before anyone guessed 
'Hhat the pig was supposed to have done. 

Since the Snark is not confined by the facts of the case, the 

people in the courtroom can only guess at his meaning. The 

result of his misuse of language is that it fails to communi-

cate truth: 

The Jury had each formed a different view. 

Even when some authority intrudes to represent a qualifica-

tion based upon fact, the Snark is free to reject it as 

nonsense. For him, truth is subjective: 

11 You must lmow-- 11 said the Judge: but the Snark 
exclaimed, 11Fudget 11 

If the Romantic can use language to make reference to an 

ideal concept or relationship, the Snark can just as easily 

use it to state his opinion as the truth of the case. In 

fact, the ambiguity of language allows him to do just that: 

"The fact of desertion I will not dispute: 
But its guilt, as I trust, is removed 
By the Alibi 't'Thich has been proved." ( ?74) 

If the pig has deserted its sty, it cannot be there (in the 

sty); if it is not in the sty (an alibi) it cannot be guilty 

of the crime of desertion. However, when the Snark later 

assumes the role of the Jury and finds his o't'm client guilty, 
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the final irony of the scene is brought into focus by the 

jailer: 

Such a sentence would have not the slightest effect, 
As the pig had been dead for some years. 

The Snark's entire linguistic construct is made absurd by 

the fact that it has no relationship to the actual situation: 

But the Snark, though a little aghast, 
As the lawyer to whom the defence was intrusted, 
~vent bellowing on to the last. 

For the Snark, language need only be internally consistent. 

The relationship between what actually is and what is 

asserted is of no consequence. 

In the frame story of this fit, the Barrister is 

caused to fall asleep during the hunt because he is "weary 

of proving in vain I That the Beaver's lace-making was 

'l'lrong. 11 While the other crew members prepared themselves 

for the hunt, the Beaver had continued to make lace, even 

though the Barrister had tried to "appeal to its pride 11 and 

cited "A number of cases in which making laces I Had been 

proved an infringement of right." If lace is recognized as 

a counter upon law, the Beaver's "lace-making" may be inter

preted as a metaphor for man's imposition of order upon 
44 society through language. The Barrister's dream represents 

44 The term lace may be a pun upon the Spanish word 
leyes. 

Ogden, op. cit., p. cxvi. Bentham once described 
the law as follows: "The spice of truth,· buried here and 
there amidst those heaps of falsehood, serves but to make the 
compost the richer, and the better adapted to the purposes of 
misconception and deception; in a word, to the service of the 
ends of judicature." Seep. 142. 
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the courtroom scene as a travesty of justice because of his 

attitude about the relationship behreen language and law. 

This attitude is similar to the Utilitarian assumption that 

the fictitiousness of language allowed the English judiciary 

to use language for "the purpose of extortion and usurpation." 

Since the entire trial results not from the commission of a 

crime but apparently as a consequence of the pig's death, 

the language of this courtroom obviously does not reflect 

the material world: 

Let me tell you, my friends, the whole question 
depends 

On an ancient manorial right. 

An "ancient manorial right" is a fiction which has no 

relation to the facts of this case, but the law itself 

forces the Snark to resort to such an appeal. Lewis Carroll 

is using this scene to argue that fact in language depends 

upon the accurate representation of sensory experience: 

Thus the Barrister dreamed, while the bellowing 
seemed 

To grow every moment more clear: 
Till he woke to the knell of a furious bell, 
Which the Bellman rang close at his ear. 

The ''bello1-1ing 11 is, of course, the Snark's Romantic presenta-

tion of the case. But, as the stanza indicates, this 

"bellowing" is gradually made clear until the Barrister, 

upon waking from his dream, realizes it is actually the 

ringing of a bell. While he is dreaming, language can be 

used to modify concepts and relationships, but when he is 

awake, language must conform to the 11facts" of his sensory 

experience. The frame story, then, implies that the 
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Barrister believes, like the Utilitarians, that language 

can be used to accomplish justice only if it represents fact. 

The author ironically illustrates the difficulty of this 

position by describing the bell as "furious, 11 which means 

both 11angry 11 and 11 noisy, 11 and he thereby implies that the 

ambiguity of lan~uage is not easily overcome. 

11 The Banker's Fate 11 is to have his use of language 

change from a conventional to a subjectivist one. After 

the Banker had 11rushed madly ahead 11 of the other hunters 

and 11was lost to their view," he was attacked by a Bander

snatch. 45 All of his efforts to escape were subverted by his 

own physical limitations. The Banker could only shriek "in 

despair," 

For he knel·T it was useless to fly. ( 776) 

The author's use of the word fly may have the double meaning 

of "escape" and "glide through the air. 11 In either case, 

the word in context implies that the Banker's own physical 

limitations may contribute to his destruction. lo/hen he 

attempts to use symbols to persuade the monster to let him 

go, he is unable to communicate: 

He offered large discount--he offered a cheque 
(Drawn "to bearer") for seven-pounds-ten: 
But the Bandersnatch merely extended its neck 
And grabbed at the Banker again. (776) 

The Bandersnatch, like the Banker, will only respond to the 

objective world. A fictitious entity like money of account, 

45The Bandersnatch is another of the imaginary 
creatures which the hero of 11 Jabber't'rocky 11 was i•larned about. 
See The Complete Vlorks of Lewis Carroll, p. 153. 
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which is here even more fictitious as a check, is meaningless 
46 to the monster because it does not represent what is real. 

The irony of the language itself illustrates this: w·hy 

should the Bandersnatch become the 11Bearer 11 of the fictitious 

"seven-pounds-ten" when it can have the real flesh and blood 

of the Banker? The only way the Banker avoids capture is 

through unconsciousness: 

He skipped and he hopped, and he floundered and 
flopped, 

Till fainting he fell to the ground. (776) 

It is his momentary unconsciousness of the Bandersnatch 

which alone saves him from complete destruction. Although 

the monster fled "as the others appeared," the Banker they 

discovered was no longer the same. He had somehow undergone 

a bizarre physical transformation: 

He was black in the face and they scarcely could 
trace 

The least likeness to 't'That he had been: 
i~hile so great was his fright that his waistcoat 

turned white--
A wonderful thing to be seenl (777) 

Such a change in his skin color and the color of his waist-

coat is in our world only linguistically possible. Like the 

Romantic, the author is using language to modify the concept 

of an object as well as its relationship to other objects. 

The consequences of this modification are demonstrated by 

the Banker's strange actions: 

46 
According to Bentham, 11 property" is "a creature of 

the fancy" •1hich is erroneously treated "as if the value of 
it were intrinsic, and nothing else had any value: as if man 
were made for property, not property for man." 



And with senseless grimaces endeavoured to say 
Hhat his tongue could no longer express. (777) 

The Banker is unable to communicate his experience because 
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his language represents only a personal truth. Such a truth 

is beyond ordinary understanding: the Banker appeared to 

them to be a lunatic because he could now only chant "Vlords 

whose utter inanity proved his insanity." For the others to 

comprehend the meaning of his words, his language must 

reflect conventional usage. But his experience is unconven-

tional, and therefore conventional language is inadequate to 
47 report it. In the same way that Lewis Carroll's use of 

language has been reversed from a manner consonant with the 

Utilitarian assumptions to one in agreement with the Romantic 

assumptions, the Banker's physical appearance has been 

reversed. His experience has transformed him into the 

ultimate parody of the wealthy Banker. His fate is to assume 

the identity of a minstrel: he is a poor white man imita-

ting a black man whose masquerade effectively ridicules a 
48 

wealthy white man: 

And chanted in mimsiest tones • • • 
While he rattled a couple of bones. (777) 

The word "mimsiest" is appropriate because it implies his 

personal misery as well as the flimsiness of his language in 

47The Banker's reaction to the Bandersnatch is simi
lar to Alice's reaction to 11 Jabberwocky." See pp. 9-10. 

48 "In Negro minstrels, popular in Victorian England 
as well as in the United States and on the Continent, bone 
castanets were traditionally rattled by Mr. Bones • who 
occupied one of the end chairs. 11 See Gardner, p. 84. 
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representing truth. 49 If language can be used to transform 

objects, it can only do so conceptually, and such a change 

is no more substantial than the words used to accomplish it. 

The author has used this scene to exaggerate the 

Romantic assumption about truth and its relation to its 

logically absurd conclusion. The Banker would be as 

successful in representing truth with the rattling sound of 

"a couple of bones." 

In "The Vanishing," the final fit of this poem, the 

author delineates the Eaker's disappearance. He here 

examines an assumption similar to the Romantic belief that 

language can be used to transcend the limitations of the 

senses in order to know other than objective reality. 

Ironically, it i.s the Baker's vanishing which causes the 

hunters to conclude that he must have discovered a Snark. 

Their inability to perceive his physical existence becomes 

their only evidence of his success. They are unable to 

find "a button, or feather, or mark I By 1-1hich they could 

tell ••• the Baker had met with a Snark." I1oreover, even 

their sensory impressions, ,just prior to his disappearance, 

are inclusive as evidence: 

"He is shouting lilre mad, only hark I 
He is waving his hands, he is wagging his head, 
He has certainly found a Snarkl" (7?8) 

49 In his explanation of some of the words in "Jabber
wocky," Humpty Dumpty identified mimsy as a combination of 
miserable and flimsy. See p. 216 of The Complete Horks of 
Lel-vi s Carroll. 
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As these lines indicate, their only evidence of his success 

is his lunatic shouting and his frantic motions. Their idea 

of his success is based only upon their sensory impression 

of his agitation. That idea, however, is confused by the 

next thing they see: 

• • • that wild figure they saw 
(As if stung by a spasm) plunge into a chasm. (778) 

The author here uses language to represent the confusion in 

the hunters' perception: it is a physical impossibility to 

be 11 stune; 11 by a "spasm"; there must be some agent which the 

writer has deliberately omitted. Their final impression is 

only the sound of the Baker's voice: 

"It's a Snarkt" was the sound that first came to 
their ears • • • • 

Then the ominous words, 11 It 1 s a Boo--" (778) 

Since sound is their only evidence, the cause of the Baker 1 s 

disappearance depends upon the subjective reaction of each 

hunter to that sound. If this Snark is a Boojum, then the 

Baker's vanishing is at least explainable in the world of the 

hunt. But the Balcer's utterance makes it impossible for the 

hunters to determine anything other than a subjective truth: 

• • • Some fancied they heard in the air 
A ·Neary and wandering sigh 
That sounded like 11 --jumt" but the others declared 
It was only a breeze that went by. (778) 

Some hunters only "fancied" they heard the rest of the word; 

while those hunters who rely upon the evidence of their 

senses must "declare" that it is nothing more than a "breeze. 11 

Lewis Carroll's use of words reinfo~ces the mystery of the 

scene: 



In the midst of the word he was trying to say, 
He had softly and suddenly vanished away-- (778) 

In this context, the word "softly 11 confuses tactile with 

visual impressions. The Baker's disappearance, like the 

author's unconventional use of language, results from a 

transcendence of the objective world: 

Erect and sublime, for one moment of time, 
In the next, that wild figure they saw ••• 

plunge into a chasm. (778) 

Lewis Carroll is both delineating and demonstrating the 
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transcendence of the senses: the word sublime here has the 

double meaning of 11exalted appearance 11 and "passing from a 
50 solid to a vapor." As the double meaning of this word 

indicates, the Baker has realized his uncle's method of 

hunting a Snark: he has become at one and t 'he same time a 

material and an immaterial existence, a real and a fictitious 

entity. Just as the Baker can both exist and not exist, 

language can be used to reflect both fantasy and fact. 

Through "The Hunting of the Snark," Lewis Carroll 

has demonstrated that language can be used both to discover 

and to create truth. With the final line of the poem, Lewis 

Carroll demonstrates the validity of his position: 

The Snark~ a Boojum, you see. (778) 

The emphasis given to the verb implies at least two meanings 

of the line. Either the Snark actually was in fact a Boojum, 

or the Snark was in the opinion of the narrator a Boojum. 

50 The OED indicates the usage of sublime \'Ti th either 
of these meanings as early as 1386; Lewis Carroll l'iould 
surely have been familiar with both. 
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Hith this ambiguous line, the author uses language to both 

record a fact and represent an opinion. Since both the fact 

and the opinion are contained in a single predication, it is 

impossible to separate them because of the nature of 

language. 

Sylvie and Bruno, published in 1889, is Lewis 

Carroll's final major work. It is a two-part novel in which 

he applies the linguistic insights derived from his earlier 

works. By using language to establish two separate but not 

necessarily distinct worlds, Lewis Carroll represented 

through the novel his own conclusions about language and 

meaning. As has been previously indicated, according to the 

Utilitarian theory, language is a convenient shorthand for 

referring to things in the real world. On the other hand, 

according to the Romantic theory, language can be used to 

modify objects as an expression of the imagination which 

makes connections between things not (apparently) related 

in the world; therefore, meaning is locked into the world of 

the mind 1-rhich uses the words. In Sylvie and Bruno, Lewis 

Carroll's representation of states of existence demonstrates 

how mind and matter are related through language, the 

instrument of both creation and discovery. 

Each character in the novel is both an objective 

participant in the action of the story and a subJective 

extension of the narrator's imagination. Hhen they are 

objective participants in an action in which he participates, 

their reality is his reality; when they are subjective 



extensions of him involved in an action which he manipulates, 

their reality is his 11dream." Lewis Carroll deliberately 

equated the occurrence of these experiences with conditions 

of consciousness which he described as "various psychical 

states": 

(1) the ordinary state with no consciousness of the 
presence of Fairies; 

(2) the "eerie" state, in 1-rhich, while conscious of 
actual surroundings, he is ~conscious of the 
presence of Fairies; 

(J) a form of trance, in which while unconscious of 
actual surroundings, and apparently asleep, he 
(i.e., his immaterial essence) migrates to other 
scenes, in the actual world, or in Fairyland, and 
is conscious of the presence of Fairies. (512) 

State 11a 11 occurs when the narrator is objectively involved in 
51 

an action with the characters of the actual world. His 

reality is their reality because it represents his direct 

sensory impressions. State "c" is his consciousness of the 

fairy world: he has realized it by transcending the objec

tive reality known only by his senses. State "b" is his 

simultaneous cons6iousness of both the objective reality 

known by his senses and the subjective reality conceived by 

his imagination. When the author represents state 11a," he 

is using language as though it reflected reality on the 

basis of sensory impressions; such language must be 

51As they will be used in the remainder of this 
paper, the words actual and normal in reference to the word 
world do not constitute an ontological judgment. They are 
here merely used to distinguish the characters who inhabit 
the El vest on I'Torld from those who inhabit Elfland. 

' 

] 
:~ 
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52 conventionalized for the convenience of discourse. In 

representing state 11 C," Le"Vtis Carroll uses language as 

though it established reality. He can use it to alter the 

nature of things by transcending the limitations of his own 

senses. 53 ~vhen the narrator experiences state "b, 11 Lewis 

Carroll reports it with language blending both the other 

states; this blend is a reflection of the indeterminate 

relationship between mind and matter as they are represented 

in Nords. 54 

During one of the state "a" segments of the novel, 

the narrator and his female companion are sitting together 

in the railway station at Fayfield Junction. They are dis

cussing the relationship between technological progress and 

literature. According to the narrator, the development of 

the steam engine has made transportation increasingly rapid 

and this has, in turn, influenced the creation of ever-

shorter modes of literary diversion for travelers. Time is 

equated with the length of a plot which can be read while 

traveling a certain distance: the faster the transportation, 

52Jeremy Bentham wrote that "our ideas are derived, 
all of them, from the senses •.• consequently, from the 
operation of sensible objects upon our senses ••• And this 
is equally true, w·hether the external objects be things or 
persons." See The Principles, p. 345. 

s :3 
- - Samuel Taylor Coleridge l'lrote that "the fine 

balance of truth" can be accomplished 't'Ti th laneuage "modify
ing the objects observed ••• with the depth and height of 
the ideal world." 

54 
For a definition of the term indeterminate, see 

fn. 95. 
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the briefer the plot. It is the narrator's theory that the 

constant improvement of methods of transportation will 

eventually reduce the novel to. a "mere pamphlet." It is 

this ironic twist in the discussion which causes his com-

panion to compare the narrator's theory to that of Darwin: 

11A development worthy of Darwinl 11 the lady exclaimed 
enthusiastically. "Only you reverse his theory. 
Instead of developing a mouse into an elephantt you 
would develop an elephant into a mouse." (J20J 

Up to this point in their conversation, language has been 

used by both speakers to represent only sense experience and 

extrapolations from sense experience. With this final 

remark, Lady Muriel extends their discussion to its absurd 

conclusion55 thereby reducing the assumptions of both 

theorists to absurdity. Bentham's theory of language 

demonstrates that change is only an external force operating 

upon the objective world: 

We may speak of a modification of this or that body, 
or of the matter, form, or quantity, as well as of a 
quality of that same body; but we can scarcely ••• 

5\~henever the character of state "a 11 uses language 
in a way which exceeds the limtts of the material world, 
their discussion becomes a logical absurdity. It is appar
ently his recognition of this logical absurdity ~Thich causes 
the narrator to drift off into state "c." The scene then 
becomes an application of language by the author which over
comes that absurdity. Lewis Carroll shifts the narrator 
from one world to another in order to expose the limits of 
the language describing each world. In this paper, each 
state will be analyzed separately, but it is, nevertheless, 
important to note the mutual relationship between states. 
There are many scenes set in apposition which do not follow 
this order, but an analysis of these exceeds the limits of 
this paper. 

•' ,i] 



speak of modification as be1gg a thing resident or 
inherent in that same body.5 

Lady Muriel contradicts this assertion; at least linguis-

39 

tically, her "elephant" can become a "mouse." By suggesting 

that change can be real as well as metaphoric, she has denied 

the inflexibility of the world of things. It is Lady 

Muriel's denial which causes the narrator to drift into the 

other world. 

\{hen the narrator has later returned to the state 

"a" world, the objectivity of the world of things has been 

qualified by the mysterious disappearance of the rare flowers 

given to the Earl by Sylvie and Bruno l'lhen they had tempo

rarily assumed normal size. 57 To explain this disappearance, 

however, the characters of state "a" are restricted to a use 

of language which respects the limits of the material world. 

Arthur's attempt to explain this mystery through the "Science 

of Final Causes" leads to a discussion about the relativity 

of objects: 
58 "Vihat object can we imagine in the arrangement of 

which each different size (roughly speaking) of liv
ing creatures has its special shape? For instance, 
the human race has one kind of shape--bipeds. An
other set, ranging from the lion to the mouse, are 

56 . 
Ogden, p. 28. 

57The assumption of human form by the fairy children 
is only possible because the author can manipulate their 
existence through language. This assumption of .normal size 
involves state "b," however, and it will be analyzed in the 
last segment of this paper. 

58
The word ob,lect in this context means "purpose" 

or "reason." 



quadrupeds ••• you come to insects with six legs 
--hexapods • • • • 11 (448) 

He extends his description to include the shape of all the 

species he can recall until it ends with microscopic life. 

The differences in sh~pe depend only upon his linguistic 
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classifications. In order to discover the ••reason" for this, 

the 'group must first imagine and then express two alterna

tives to the Earl's description. The . first alternative 

would be "a diminuendo series of repetitions of the same 

type 11
; this would include 11a second race of men, half-a-

yard high, 11 a "third race of men, five inches high, 11 a 
' · 

fourth "race of men, an inch high, 11 and so on to infinity. 

The other alternative would be a "crescendo series" which 

would also extend to infinity. Each race of men would be 

related to all other species of life at its level of 

existence in the same proportions just as the investigators 

are related to the animal life at their level of existence. 

The narrator is leading these characters to explore the 

possibility of an existence other than their own. 59 But 

their use of language, like their representation in the 

novel, is limited by convention. Although these other 

levels of existence are only imagined, the normal characters 

are led to consider communication between levels as the only 

necessity. But they conclude that they could not argue with 

59Although it is not explicit in their discussion, 
the characters are in effect pondering the existence of both 
inferior beings like fairies and superior beings like God. 



a lower or higher level "any more than {thei/ could argue 

with a potato." Lady Huriel's pun that such a situation 
60 

1-1ould be "positively infra dig" implies the relationship 

between their discussion and language itself·. According 

to Bentham, "relation'' is the most significant of the fic-
61 

titious entities which language represents: 

Once introduced upon the carpet, the fictitious 
entity called relation swells into an extent such 
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as to swallow up all the others. Every other 62 fictitious entity is seen to be but a mode of this. 

If things have fictitious existence in language, that exist-

ence depends upon the fictitious entity known as "relation." 

In order to preserve their existence, the investigators must 

preserve their difference. Without that difference, they 

would .have no separate existence; it is the maintaining of 

manners and morals (through language) which guarantees their 

awareness of their separate existence. 

The preservation of their existence is the 11 final 

effect" they have sought in their discussion. Arthur earlier 

said that the "Science of Final Causes" will be an aid in the 

discovery of the reason for difference: 

60 . 
The term "infra dig 11 is an abbreviation for the 

Latin term infra dignitatem which means "being beneath one's 
dignity." ln the context of this scene dignity means "the 
preservation of manners and morals through the use of 
language." 

61Bentham defined relation as comprehending ''both 
abstraction and association'' (p~ lv). In another place he 
described it as "similitude or dissimilitude" and "identity 
and diversity" (p. 155). 

62 
Ogden, p. 29. 
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"The last event is an effect of the first: but the 
necessity of that event is a cause of the necessity 
for the first. 11 (448) 

This connection between events can only be linguistic. It 

is the consequence of the mind using language to discover 

order in events. The order is not dependent upon the actual 

relationship between the first and the last event; it is 

rather dependent upon the linguistic connection that Arthur 

has established. 63 If it is applied to the metaphor they 

have created, it results in an absurdity: the necessity of 

not arguing with the humans in another level of existence is 

a cause of the necessity for each different size of living 

creatures having its special shape. Since existence depends 

upon relation, sacrificing one's dignity would be the same 

as denying difference, which would in turn be a denial of 

existence. In other words, they are asserting that size 

causes a particular use of language; in effect, they have 

reached the conclusion that the use of language is dependent 

upon and a cause of its user's relation to the objective 
64 

world. This conclusion implies the denial of mind as 

6) . 
Lewis Carroll uses this kind of logical connection 

between events to structure many episodes in Sylvie and 
Bruno (he used antipathy for Alice's Adventures in Wonder
land). Hhen applied to many of the situations which the 
fairies either. describe or experience, this logical order is 
the structural principle for the "nonsense." Cf. Bruno's 
explanation of the bee-sting, pp. 453-54, or his story of 
the mouse and the crocodile, pp. 491-95. 

64 . 
Lady I1uriel's pun has caused the narrator to re-

mark, "You couldn't argue • • • I don 1 t know why: but I 
agree it couldn't be done. With this remark, he drifts off 
into state "c." It is clear from the text that he believes 
their discussion to have become a logical absurdity. 



having existence separate from the material world, and it 

'leaves as man's only motive for action the realization of 

either pain or pleasure. 

In a later episode, the Earl introduces his theory 
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that man's realization of pain or pleasure is a consequence 

of the way he uses language. He believes that men can 

increase their pleasure and diminish their pain if they can 

correctly train their senses. The Earl argues that develop

ment of the "intensity of thought--a concentrated attention 11 

65 
will increase man's ability to experience pleasure. He 

tells the narrator that 11 1-le lose half the pleasure we might 

have in life, by not really attending." According to his 

theory, the user of language cannot create a pleasurable 

experience because of its fictitiousness {artificiality). 

He illustrates his point by explaining 11what you get for 

your money" when you go to the theatre: 

11 Perhaps it's a dialogue between a couple of 
farmers--unnatural in their overdone caricature of 
farmer's dress--more unnatural in their constrained 
attitude--most unnatural in their attempts at ease 
and geniality in their talk. 11 (469) 

The Earl believes that the secret to enjoying life is 

intensity. He contends that such enjoyment can only be 

realized through the sensory experience of "actual" life: 

65The Earl's opinions are set in apposition to the 
King's statement to Bruno about pleasure. After Bruno eats 
a phlizz, · "a fruit that was shaped like a banana, but has 
the colour of a strawberry, 11 he remarks that "It hasn't got 
no taste at all ••• I couldn't feel nuffin in my moufl 11 

He thereby experiences the truth of the King's contention 
that "Pleasure is Lwhaij we all seek so madly, and enjoy so 
mournfully. 11 { 325-26) 



11Go instead and take a seat in a third-class 
railway-carriage, and you'll get the same dialogue 
done to the lifel" (469) 

Because the language of the dramatist is artificial, it 
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represents the "most unnatural" dialogue, but the conversa-

tion in a railway-carriage is more entertaining because the 

passengers use "real" language. His entire theory is an 

ironic reversal of Coleridge's contention that the representa-

tion of truth through language requires the "poetic faith" 
66 

constituted by "a willing suspension of disbelief." 

According to the Earl, then, pleasure is realized through an 

"intensity of thought" accomplished by "a willing suspension 

of" belief rather than disbelief. As he describes it, if a 

man believes that an experience which is "real" is instead 
67 

artificial, it 1'1ill become even more "real" for him. The 

Earl's drama is realized through the direct sensory experi

ence of nature, while the drama of the poet depends instead 

upon the imaginative imitation of nature. 

The Earl also believes that it will add to the 

"enjoyment of life" if men can learn to increase the speed 

with which they take their pleasures. To illustrate the 

66 . 
rrhe Earl ts restricted by his mm sense perception, 

but the poet is free to exploit the imagination as fully as 
possible. See pp. 6-7 of this paper. 

67 . This scene is set in appos1tion to an earlier epi-
sode in Elfland entitled "Bruno's Revenge" (.397). Bruno's 
audience will not attend his performance because they are 
unwilling to momentarily suspend their disbelief. The scene 
is an obvious parody of Coleridge's famous dictum. 
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possibility, he explains the phenomenon of the music box to 
68 

the narrator: 

"I have heard an air played • • . right through 
variations and all, in three seconds ••• I It 
was done by a little musical box ••. the regula
tor, or something, brol{e, and it ran down • • • in 
about three seconds. But it must have played all 
the notes, you knowl" (471) 

dusical notation is a sign system Nhich, like language, 

represents sound. If, as the Earl contends, he had "been 

trained to that kind of music," he would have been able to 

experience the pleasure of the notes as rapidly as they were 

sounded by the music box. According to his theory, the 

pleasure derived from music depends only upon the sensory 

impression of it. The Earl has overlooked the fact that 

music, like language, is by necessity an artificial arrange-

ment of sounds. It is pleasurable or painful because it has 

been arranged to coincide with the natural limits of sensory 

apparatus. To exceed those limits would in effect be to use 

music, or language, to transcend the objective world. The 

pleasure of music, like the truth of language, would then 
69 

depend only upon the listener. 

The consideration of the relationship between the 

fixed la1>1s of nature and language ends the first half of 

68 
The use of music as a metaphor for language recurs 

throu~hout the novel. cr. pp. 71-72. 
69 Although the Earl's argument has reached a self-

contradictory conclusion, it does not cause the narrator to 
drift off into the fairy-world; instead, he leaves the Earl 
to join Sylvie and Bruno, who have temporarily assumed human 
size. 
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70 

Sylvie and Bruno. Arthur uses the fixed laws of nature to 

illustrate his opinion about prayer for Lady l1Iuriel. His 

entire argument is an attempt to dispel her concern over 

Eric Lindon's attitude about prayer. In their discussion, 

"prayer" is considered a special language by l'Thich men 

attempt to communicate with some other reality. Eric's 

opinion of prayer is dependent upon his firm belief in the 

fixed laws of nature: 

"All Nature goes by fixed, regular laws--Science 
has proved that. So that asking God to do anything 
••. is to expect a miracle: and we 1 ve no right 
to do that. 11 (499) 

Prayer becomes a mystical language if its user anticipates 

because of it that the laws of nature will be suspended for 

him. For the Elveston characters, the suppliant is limited 

by the laws of nature; to use prayer to deny those laws is 

unscientific and illogical. Arthur demonstrates the truth 

of this position by tracing his ability to move a cup from 

"the mechanical forces" of his hand to the "nerve force 
71 

stored in the brain." 

"The nerve-force in the brain may flow just as 
naturally dovtn one nerve as down another. \..Je need 
something more than a fixed law of Nature to settle 
which nerve shall carry it." (500) 

70 
Sylvie and Bruno was published as a two-part novel; 

the second part was entitled Sylvie and Bruno Concluded. In 
this paper, the shorter title will be used throughout. 

71 . 
The connection which Arthur demonstrates between 

the cun and the brain is totally linguistic. Ironically, 
while he is explaining that language only reflects nature, 
he is usin~ lang1~ge to intuit nature. This contradiction 
does not pass unnoticed by the narrator. 
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Just as in his illustration, nerves connect the cup with the 

brain, so language is the link between the mind and nature. 

According to his argument, man cannot use words to modify 

either objects or relationships in nature: 

"Human Free-Will is an exception to the system of 
fixed law • • • God can only influence Nature by 
influencing Human Wills. So that we might reason
ably pray 'give us this day our daily bread,' because 
many of the causes that produce bread are under ran's 
control. But to pray for rain, or fine weather, 
would be unreasonable. 11 (500) 

Man•s use of language, then, is not only limited to its 

representation of nature, but it is also limited in the same 

way that man's choices are. Prayer can be used to influence 

men, but it cannot be used to modify nature. Arthur's argu-

ment is an implicit criticism of the Romantic assumption that 

language can be used for the modification of the conception 

of objects as well as relationships. Since all of the 

Elveston characters are limited to their own sensory impres-

sions of the world, they must believe, as Arthur insists, 

that man can make choices through language, but that these 

choices are limited by the operation of the fixed la't'TS of 

nature. 72 

In the second half of Sylvie and Bruno, the Elveston 

characters continue the discussion about the relationship 

beh1een language and sensory impressions. Since each of 

72 Although this scene exposes an absurdity in the 
position of the characters of the normal world, it does not 
lead into the fairy-world--primarily because it must function 
as the conclusion of the first half of the novel. The con
tradiction implicit in Arthur's position, however, is dealt 
with when he and the narrator return home. 
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these characters believes that man's lmowledge is based only 

upon his sensory impr~ssions, it is impossible for them to 

know other than objective reality. Lady Muriel, Arthur, 

and the Earl conclude that even their comprehension of an 

afterlife is limited by their language because it must 

reflect external nature: 

"Just as one might try all in vain, to express to 
that child, in the language of bricks and ninepins, 
the meaning of 'politics,' so perhaps all those 
descriptions of Heaven, with its music, and its 
feasts, and its streets of gold, may be attempts to 
describe in ~words, things for which we really 
have no words at all. 11 (668) 

Since "heaven" constitutes another reality, one which has not 

been experienced by these people, .the words which they use 

cannot possibly reflect that world. If ideas depend upon 

sense impressions, then the words which represent those ideas 

must be the consequences of the "operation of sensible 

objects 11 upon the senses. Since their language is a sign 

system which accurately reflects only the kno~m world, it 

ca~~ot possibly reflect another reality like heaven with any 

degree of truth. 73 Their conclusion is a rejection of the 

Romantic notion that language can be used to transcend the 

limitations of the senses in order to know other than 

objective reality. 

The final issue discussed by the Elveston characters 

is hm-r man's exploitation of language demonstrates the 

73Bentham wrote that "To every word that has an 
immaterial import there belongs, or·at least did belong, a 
material one." See p. 63 of Bentham's Theory of Fiction. 

.!~ 
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primacy of reason over instinct. When the Earl contends 

that animals appear to be capable of reasoning, Lady Nuriel 

remarks that this position puts 11 rnan on the level of the 

lower animals." The Earl replies that the use of language 

may be man's last claim to superiority: 

11 The truth of Religion seemed ready to stand or 
fall with the assertion that Man was the only 
reasoning animal • • • Nan can still claim certain 
monopolies--for instance, such a use of language as 
enables us to utilize the work of many • • • But the 
belief, ·that 1-1e have a monopoly of Reason, has long 
been Si'iept away. 11 ( 687) 

According to the Earl, it is only the ~of language as a 

conventionalized means of discourse which differentiates 

man from other animal life: men conventionalize language 

simply to record thought and thereby build from one idea to 

another. But when one of the characters objects that a bee

hive demonstrates the utilization of 11 the work of many, 11 the 

Earl explains that it is only instinctual behavior reflect

ing the · influence of a superior intelligence: 

11 I hold that the work of a bee-hive involves Reason 
of the highest order. But none of it is done by the 
Bee. God has reasoned it all out, and has put into 
the mind of the Bee the conclusions, only, of the 
reasoning process." (688) 

It is God who uses divine language to arrive at conclusions 

which He impresses upon the mind of the bee; the bee is 

blindly acting only on the basis of these conclusions. In 

the case of the instinct of the bee, it is God's divine 

language l'lhich effects "understanding"; while, in the case 

of the reasoning power of men, it is man who conventionalizes 

language to arrive at understanding. The Earl~ argument 

.i 
~ ' r 
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attacks the Romantic contention that all animal life is 
. 74 

capable of understanding. The narrator questions the 

validity of the Earl's conclusions when he departs with the 

statement that 11.rteason and Instinct 2.Q1h. tell me I ought to 

go home." Lewis Carroll is causing the narrator to point 

out that we have inexpresssible thoughts which nevertheless 

result in action. By admitting instinctual motivation, the 

narrator qualifies the Earl's contention that man's exploita

tion of the utility of language determines his nature. 75 

For the Elveston characters, language is only a tool 

of reason which allows them to discover an already existent 

reality. In representing them, Lewis Carroll has carefully 

avoided language which contradicts their conclusions, but 

l'rhen their discussions have exposed the logical absurdity 

implicit in their own assumptions, the author has caused the 

narrator to drift off into the representation of another 

world in which that absurdity becomes instead a possibility. 

In this other world, the state 11 c 11 portions of the novel, 

the writer's language is not limited by the material \'TOrld. 

He can create a magical fairy world in which change can be 

an inherent property of things. Since words are here used 

74In Aids to Reflection, pp. 242-54, Coleridge argued 
that all 11 beasts partake of understanding." He illustrated 
his conclusions with evidence from some recent natural 
histories of both bees and ants. 

75The narrator believes in the indeterminate nature 
of man's existence. ~lan is neither simply a reasoning nor 
simply an instinctual creature. He is both. The author's 
use of language in the novel reflects that indeterminacy. 
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to represent an ideal existence, language is no longer just 

a reflection of the things which make up the material world. 

Because it can here be used to modify objects and relation-

ships, the narrator's report need no longer be restricted 

by the laws of nature. Without such restrictions, the author 

can use language to make unlimited choices. He can also now 

describe an existence other than objective reality. In this 

world, the writer's language will differentiate man from 

other animal life because it is an instrument for the 

intuition of truth. 

Lady Muriel's suggestion that the narrator would 

develop "an elephant into a mouse" causes the narrator to 
76 close his eyes and attempt to recall his dream. As he 

falls asleep, his last phrase, "I thought I saw," according 

to him, "insisted on conjugating itself" until "it suddenly 

went off in a song" which was being sung by a gardener in 

the fairy world. 77 It is apparently Lady Muriel's reference 

to Darwin and the world of things which causes the narrator's 

language to "take over." In this other world, the narrator 

reports an existence which exceeds the limitations of his 

sensory impressions. What is immediately presented is a 

scarecrow which has come to life: 

76For an explanation of this transformation, see 
text and fn. 55 on p. 38 of this paper. 

77This is the imaginary world of state"c". In 
representing this world, the narrator demonstrates his agree
ment with some of the Romantic assumptions about it. 

~ ) 
; 



But the rest of him was skin and bone: and the 
wisps of loose straw, that bristled all about him, 
suggested that he had been originally stuffed with 
it. ()21) 

52 

In contrast to Elveston, where disappearing flowers must be 

logically explained, the things in this world defy the 

operation of "the laws of nature." Even the gardener, who 

may be "maddest of all," complains about the instability: 

"Things change so, here. Whenever I look again 
it's sure to be something differentl" ()21) 

Since he is a participant in the action, the narrator often 

finds it difficult to explain the unnatural events which 

occur in this world. It is only the author's special use 

of language in creating the fairy-world which allows this 

suspension of "the laws of nature." By using words in the 

way Wordsworth suggested, to confer "additional properties 

upon an object," Lewis Carroll creates a world in which 

change may become an inherent property of things. Just as 

language can be used to transform a lifeless scarecrow into 

a singing gardener, so it can be used to modify the 

existence of any object. 

It is Bruno's discovery that in this world appear-

ance and reality do not coincide which sugges~s the relation

ship bet\oreen la·nguage and pleasure. 78 After he eats a fruit 

which "was shaped something like a banana, but had the colour 

78Bruno is the younger of the two fairy children; 
his baby talk (often criticized as inferior "nonsense 11 ) is 
a constant source of linguistic irony. His experience in 
this scene is one of many set in apposition to the Earl's 
discussion of pleasure (see pp. 43-45). 

~ ' 

' 
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of a stra\'lberry, 11 he can only exclaim, "It hasn't got no 

taste at alll I couldn't feel nuffin in my moufl" (J26) 

Bruno learns that he has eaten a phlizz, and his experience 

demonstrates his father's contention that "Pleasure is 

Lwhai/ we all seek so madly, and enjoy so mournfully. 1179 

The writer has combined some of the physical properties of 

a banana and a strawberry, but it is only a linguistic 

abstraction which represents his concept of pleasurable 

fruit; as Bruno learns, a concept cannot be experienced by 

the senses. Ironically, even the narrator, who "tried to 

pick some," found that 11 it was like grasping air." Both 

the narrator's and Bruno's experiences demonstrate what 

happens if the realization of pleasure depends upon a 

particular use of language. It may be possible to describe 

the properties of a pleasurable thing, but it is impossible 

to describe the pleasure itself. 

Their visit with the King of Elfland ends after 

Sylvie has chosen the crimson locket which reads, "Sylvie-

will--love--all." In making her choice, she has re jectei the 

blue locket which reads, "All--will-love--Sylvie. 11 Because 

she relies upon the evidence of her senses, she is deceived 

into choosing the locket which she believes will give her 

the most pleasure. In the last episode of the novel, she 

79This scene is also critical of an ~ priori assump
tion like Bentham's that "Nature has placed mankind under 
the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure." 
See The Principles, p. 17. See fn. 67. 



discovers that the crimson and the blue locket are one and 

the same; it only appeared to be two different lockets 

because of its peculiar refraction of light. The locket, 
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like the properties of a thing, creates an appearance, a 

shape and a color, which does not coincide with the reality. 

It is this which confuses Sylvie in her choice, just as it 

is the description of the properties of a thing which 
80 obscures its essence. 

The transition from the fairy-world back to the 

Elveston railway platform is again only a linguistic trans

formation. But it is apparently caused by the narrator's 

reaction to the confusion caused when the gardener tells 

Bruno, "I always love my pay-rints like anyth1ng. 11 Bruno 

mistakes 11 pay-r1nts 11 for parents and asks, "Who are oor 

pay-rints?" The irony of Bruno's question depends upon the 

fact that the gardener is only a scarecrow. He is an object 

to which life can be given only by the application of 

imagination to the language describing him. 81 The gardener 

naturally does not understand Bruno's meaning, and he 

80The novel ends when Sylvie learns the truth of the 
loclcet, just as the narrator learns the truth about language. 
The nature of the locket is indeterminate (see p. 68 for a 
definition of this term) in the same way that language is 
indeterminate. The locket is neither crimson nor blue; it 
is both at once. Language does not separately reflect fiction 
or fantasy; it reflects both at once. 

81 rn creating him, the narrator is using language as 
Coleridge suggested it should be used, by "spreading the 
depth and height of the ideal world, around forms, incidents, 
and situations of which, for the common view, custom has 
bedimmed all luster. 11 Seep. 6. 
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innocuously replies, 11 Them as pay rint for me, a course!" 

He is referring to the landowners 't'l'ho use him to keep their 

crops free of birds, but it is an irony of language that the 

landowners are also, in a sense, his 11 parents 11 because they 

must have physically created him. The fact that this one 

word fails to communicate each speaker's meaning to the 

other makes their entire conversation absurd. It is 

apparently his recognition of the absurdity 't'l'hich may result 

from the ambiguity of words that returns the narrator to the 
82 normal world. Obviously, his recognition of such 

ambiguity must weaken his belief that language can be used 

to refute the normal-world contention that the thing-in

itself is fixed. 

A later fairy-world experience for the narrator is 

induced by Lady Muriel's suggestion to him that "one couldn't 

argue 'liiJ'i th a potato. 11 'rhe narrator's experiences in this 

episode lead him to denial of the normal-world contention 

that language is only a reflection of the things which make 

up the material: world. Lady I-luriel's comment about the 

potato has transformed her into Sylvie, who is asking the 

narrator to help her stop Bruno from crying about a bee sting. 

In this world, the normal cause-and-effect relationships have 

82. 
This entire experience in the fairy-world has been 

caused by Lady Nuriel 1 s comment about changing an elephant 
into a mouse. Every time the author uses language, as in 
this scene, to accomplish such a change, he demonstrates 
that, because words .may have an ideal as ~Tell as a material 
refer'ent, this use may just as easily create chaos as 
another reality. 
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been altered by the 't'ray the characters use )aneuae;e. \'Then 

they leave to find Bruno, the narrator says, "I can walk as 

fast as you can"; but Sylvie only laughs and replies, "Hhat 

nonsense1 11 In this world, her sensory impressions do not 

coincide with those of the narrator. The words each of 

them uses, then, cannot possibly reflect the same action. 

Hhen Sylvie describes what he is doing, the complete reversal 

becomes apparent: 

"Hhy, you can 1 t walk a bit I You 1 re lying quite 
flat on your backl You don't understand these 
things." (451) 

'fhe narrator, however, is oriented to the relationship 

between his own sensory impressions and words, and he 

refuses to accept his limitations in this world without some 

experimentation: 83 

I tried my best to walk a few steps: but the 
ground slipped a1•Tay backwards, quite as fast as 
I could 1>1alk, so that I made no progress at all. 
(451-52) 

Such a change in the relationship between a word and the 

action it describes is in our world only a linguistic 

possibility. It is possible for the author to change mean-

ing in this way because words are only arbitrary signs 

which do not necessarily have, as the Utilitarians contended, 

"a ml:3.terial import. 11 

83. 
~his scene is similar to one in Through the 

Looking Glass, pp. 160-67. 
·''t .,. 
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Since language is only an arbitrary sign system, it 

can be used to modify reports of causal relationships. 
84 

Before they return through the Ivory Door, the Professor 

gives the narrator an Outlandish Watch. Even the use of the 

word outlandish in this context illustrates how words can 

be used to modify relationships: it here means both "from 

the Province of Outland" and "strange or unnatural." By 

using this word, the narrator gives the watch the properties 

of an "imaginary" thing and an "unusual" thing; therefore, 

the i'latch is made both a fictitious and a real entity at 

one and the same time. In describing the way the watch 

works the author alters the normal relationship between it 

and time: 

"Instead of its going with the time, the time 
goes with it:-rr- (457) - -

The simple reversal of the object of each preposition 

results in a reversal of the relationship between the watch 

and time. Because of this change, time nm'f depends upon the 

watch. Time which was an absolute becomes relative, while 

the watch which was relative becomes an absolute. The con-

sequence of this reversal is to pr?vide the watch with two 

unusual properties: it can repeat the past and it can 

reverse the future. This result is only possible through 

84 
All of these experiences occur only after they have 

gone through the Ivory Door. The author's use of this term 
may be an allusion to the "Gates of Ivory." "There are two, 
viz., that of ivory and that of horn. Dreams which delude, 
pass through the "Gate of Ivory." See Brewer's Dictionary 
of Phrase and Fable (New York, 1963), p. 304. -- --- . 



the manipulation of language: if words can be used to 

describe events in chronological order, they can easily 

be rearranged in order to represent those events in a dif

ferent sequence. As a test of each property of the watch 
. 85 

w~ll demonstrate, it is the fictitiousness of language 

itself which allows its user to modify relationships. If 

wordi;> only reflected the material world, as the Elveston 

characters say they believe, then such a change in the 

conception of time would be impossible. 

The Earl's discussion of pleasure resulting from 
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the "intensity of thought" does not lead directly into 
86 

the fairy-world. It leads instead into the third category 

of experience which the narrator records in the novel. In 

this type of experience, Sylvie and Bruno appear in normal 

size. iihen the narrator has finished listening and has 

decided to test the Earl's theory and real-life drama, Sylvie 

and Bruno appear on the scene to interrupt him, and this 

interruption results in his experiment with the Outlandish 

Watch. This episode of the story will be analyzed in the 

last section of this paper. 

The narrator's normal-world experience involving 

Arthur's explanation of how prayer is related to the fixed 

lavrs of nature and to free will also does not lead into the 

85 
The narrator's test of each property is analyzed 

in the last section of this paper. Cf. pp. 67 and 71. 
86 For an analysis of the Earl's comments, see 

pp. 43-45 of this paper. 
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fairy-world; instead, it leads into the 11 \'rorld 11 of the 

narrator's imagination. In this episode, Arthur must re-

sign himself to his unrequited love of Lady Huriel. In 

helping him to do so, the narrator reports one of the 

strangest scenes in the entire novel. This scene alone may 

be enough reason for many of the charges of "sentimentality" 

which have been directed at the novel. This criticism, 

however, could result only from a misinterpretation of this 

scene, and represents a failure to understand that it is a 

11 sort of 11 conclusion to the first half of Sylvie and Bruno. 

The narrator attempts to reconcile ~thur to his 

loss by quoting lines from that 11 strange poem 11 entitled 
87 "Waring." 

Oh never star 
Was lost here, but it rose afarl 
Lool{ East , where whole ne1.; thousands are t 
In Vishnu-land what Avatar? (502) 

It is appropriate here because Arthur intends to overcome 

his dejection by accepting a government post in India. In 

this poem, 11 east 11 is used as a traditional symbol for re-

birth, while "Vishnu-land" is the land of the Hindu deity, 

and "Avatar" is the incarnation of a new and better phase of 

life. The first two lines suggest rebirth as the consequence 

87 "Haring" is a narrative poem by Robert Browning. 
Waring is the main character of the poem. The poet ideal
izes Haring's quest for adventure and fame. According to 
an editor r s note, 11 \·Jaring '\-Tas Alfred Domett, a brilliant 
young friend of Browning ~rho went to New Zealand, became 
Premier, and eventually returned to England." See Other 
I1en 1 s Flowers, ed. A. P. Havell (New York, 1945), p. 180. 

:-! 



of infinity, i.e., for each star that disintegrates there 

is another that replaces it. The star is a symbol for 

Arthur, who Nill achieve his ideal existence in the new 

land. According to the narrator, Arthur will overcome his 
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lost ideal by being reborn to a better life. Arthur inter-

prets the narrator's meaning to be that 

"The Hest is the fitting tomb for all the sorrow 
and sighing • • • }'rom the East comes new strength, 
new ambition, new Hope, new Life." (502) 

Arthur's metaphoric use of words refutes his own earlier 

contention that man's language is limited in the same way 

that his choices are. His hope now depends only upon the 

truth of his metaphoric representation of the infinity of 

choices i'lhich make new life a constant possibility. 

Lewis Carroll ends this portion of the novel by 

causing the narrator to universalize Arthur's insight about 
88 

the poem. His final statement demonstrates some assump-

tions about language which further deny the notion that its 

user is limited in the same way that man is limited in 

making non-linguistic choices: 

"'l,he sickly repinings and moody regrets • • . 
numb the best energies of the soul: and rising, 
broadening, rolling upward like a living flood, 
the manly resolve, and the dauntless will, and 

88 
The narrator is an old man whose visit to Elveston 

is only temporary treatment for a fatal disease. Moreover, 
he is gradually realizing that Arthur is merely a projection 
of his own imagination: Arthur and !•luriel represent for him 
one type of ideal existence, while Sylvie and Bruno repre
sent another. When he has come to the realization that both 
types of existence are imaginary, he will have completed his 
search for meaning. 



the heavenward gaze of faith--the substance of 
things honed for, the evidence of things not--
~!11 (503)- -- -

What he is describing refers not only to Arthur's personal 

loss, but also to his own eventual loss of life, and even 

to the mortality of all men. The fact that the narrator 
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universalizes Arthur's poetic contemplation implies Arthur's 

significance as an imaginative projection of the narrator's 

own will to live. Such a projection is only possible 

through language. In reporting Elveston as well as Elfland, 

the narrator creates 11 the substance of things hoped for" and 

discovers the 11 evidence of things not seen." 

His biblical languase is later rejected by the 

Elveston characters when they conclude that their words are 

inadequate for the description of other realities like 

heaven. This conclusion causes the Earl to comment that 

his summons by death will be "welcome words, 11 because he 
89 will then know that other reality. Hhen the Earl makes 

this comment, the narrative abruptly shifts into the repre

sentation of a short fairy-world episode entitled "To the 

Rescuel 1190 In this scene, the Professor is singing to the 

narrator, .Sylvie, and Bruno. The Professor's song is a 

89 
The Earl's consideration of the inadequacies of 

language has already been analyzed on pp. 47-50. 

9°As noted earlier, the narrator is using imagina
tion to avoid thinking of his own death. This abrupt shift 
from the normal to the fairy-~vorld signals his rejection of 
the Earl's conclusions. 

;! 
;, !!' 
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91 travesty of Shelley's poem "'ro a Skylark." Shelley's 

ethereal bird is here the Professor's dead duck. In 

Shelley's poem, the skylark symbolizes a spirit which is 

not restricted by the material world; it can therefore know 

that truth which is beyond the access of the human senses. 

The skylark's song is 11like a Poet . . . singing hymns 

unbidden." In Shelley's poem, the poet is concerned with 

his own ability to represent another reality in the same 

way that the narrator of Sylvie and Bruno is: 

Teach me half the gladness 
That thy brain must know, 

Such harmonious madness 
From my lips would flow 

The world should listen then as I am 
listening now. 

The poet is suggesting that language, like the skylark's 

song, can be used to create a "harmonious madness" which 

represents some other reality. "The world should listen 

then" because his language would have an implicit truth 

similar to that of the bird's song. 

In the narrator's imaginative transmutation of this 

poem, the poet's language becomes a "music of i'lidsummer

madness," of "platitudes luscious and limp" which all the 

animals use as "avengement" upon the hunter. Their special 

91 
l'luriel suggests the travesty 1-rhen she traps the 

narrator into admitting that he has fallen asleep while she 
has been reciting Shelley's "Skylark." Also, the Professor's 
song occurs simultaneously with her recitation of the poem, 
and she later ironically applies the first line of Shelley's 
poem to the sleepy narrator. See the text of the novel, 
p. 678, in TI:ut Comnlete Horks. 
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language is intended to cause him to comprehend their 

reality: 

"He shall muse upon •Heyt Diddlel Diddlet• 
On the Cow that surmounted the Moon: 

Be shall rave of the Cat and the Fiddle, 
And the Dish that eloped with the Spoon: 

And his soul shall be sad for the Spider, 
When Miss Muffet was sipping her whey, 

That so tenderly sat down beside her, 
And scared her awayt 11 (672) 

By citing and quoting nursery rhymes, the animals hope to 

cause the hunter to comprehend a reality which can be known 

only through the imagination. They believe they will com

municate the truth of their world, and they believe the 

powerfully worded examples alone will cause the hunter to 
92 

empathize w1 th both animate and inanimate nature. The 

animals assume that such empathy will induce the hunter to 

spare the duck, but "in a blaze of pragmatic invention," he 

shoots "the delicate darling" anyway. Even though the 

animals can express another reality, they have no guarantee, 

as Shelley's poet assumes, that its truth will be compre

hended as anything other than "harmonious madness." The 

travesty ends with an ironic description of the hunter's 

consumption of his game, leaving the final implication that 

he is influenced only by his own sensory impressions. 

Although the author uses this scene to make a travesty of the 

92 
That the animals are using language in a special 

way is demonstrated by the changes they make in the nursery 
rhyme lines. Note, for example, that the cow is "surmount
ing" rather than "jumping," the dish is "elopingu rather 
than "running away," and the spider is not just "sittingn 
but rather is "tenderly sitting." Their changes result in a 
reinforcing of the personification of nature. 



~·-· · · .... .. __________________________________ ..,. 
Romantic assumption that other realities can be described, 

it is the way in which he uses the words to accomplish the 

travesty which overturns the normal-world contention that 
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language cannot be used to transcend· the limitations of the 

senses in order to lm01-1 other than objective reality. 

In "A I<' airy Duet, 11 the narrator's discussion with 

Lady I'luriel reveals the way the author has used language 

throughout the novel. The scene results as the narrator's 

response t .o the Earl's comments about reason and instinct. 93 

'rhe narrator has left the manor house because 11 Reason and 

Instinct both tell" him to do so. He does not believe that 

language is limited to the application of reason. As they 

v.ralk through the woods together, Lady Nuriel asks him if he 

believes in fairies. His reply and the subsequent scene 

illustrate the author's belief that language differentiates 

man because it is an instrument of both discourse and 

intuition: 

"If you mean, by believe, 'believe in their possible 
existence,' I say, •Yes.' For their actual exist
ence, of course, one would need evidence. 11 (689) 

I<' or the narrator, anything that is 11not a priori impossible 11 

is an "instance of provable phenomenon." His distinction 
94 

beti'Veen 11 possi ble" and 11actual" existence is linguistic. 

93
'rhe Earl's comments are analyzed on pp. 49-50. 

94'l'he narrator is here relying upon the ambiguity of 
the words possible, actual, and evidence. The first word 
means "capable of existing given the proper conditions"; the 
second means not only "real" but also "existing in acts"; and 

l 
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Evidence can be discovered when the seeker applies reason 

to the question and limits his search to sensory impressions: 

or evidence can be created when the seeker aliows his 

instinctual manipulation of language to be unrestricted by 

the material world. Lewis Carroll causes the narrator to 

use language in both ways when he explains his belief to 

i·luriel: 

"I believe that there is life everywhere--not 
material only, not merely what is palpable to 
our senses--but immaterial and invisible as l'rell. 
\:le believe in our own immaterial essence--call 
it "soul," or "spirit," or what you Hill. Why 
should not other similar essences exist around us, 
not linked on to a visible and material body?" (690) 

His argument, of course, is dependent upon the ambiguity of 

words for its validity. He here relies upon the fact that 

the word ~may represent either physical or spiritual 

existence. 

When Lady Huriel protests that he is only presenting 

"reasons for not denying" the existence of fairies, he 

replies, "I have ~them." The emphasis placed upon 

"seen" may suggest that the narrator is again relying upon 

the ambiguity of words. The infinitive ~means not only 

"discover through perception l'Ti th the eyes 11 but also "create 

a mental image in the mind. 11 He reinforces this point when 

he explains: 

I told her what I had never yet breathed to any 
other listener, of my double life, and, more than 

the meaning of evidence may include any or all of the 
definitions of the other two. 

'I 
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that (for mine might have been but a noonday-dream), 
of the double life of those two dear children. (691) 

If his statement that he had "seen" them were not intended 

to rely upon the two meanings of the word, the narrator 

would not now remark that "mine might have been but a 

noonday-dream." The same point is made once more at the end 

of this scene, when after having heard Sylvie and Bruno 

singing about love, the narrator tells Lady I"'uriel that it 

is "no use to try and stop them • • • they could not even 

~ usl" The fact that he chooses only this one of the five 

senses, and that he again gives it special emphasis, intensi-

fies his reliance upon the double meaning of this 1-1ord. For 

the narrator, man's use of language differentiates him from 

other life not only because he uses it to communicate but 

also because he uses it to apprehend non-empirical truth. 

In having established two modes of existence 

through his narrative, localized in Elveston and Elfland 

(which are coextensive in "real space"), Lewis Carroll 

implies separate existence for each. However, when he 

represents the fairy children as entering the normal-world 

of Elveston, he relinquishes some of his own restrictions 

for describing their existence; similarly, when he describes 

the Elveston characters, such as Lady Muriel, entering the 

fairy-'l'rorld, he also relinquishes some of his own restric

tions for describing their existence. The cross-comparison 

of characters from each world not only denies their 

separateness but effectively implies their identity. The 
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Professor and Mein Herr are often so confused in the 

narrator's mind that he cannot always distinguish the two. 

The narrator frequently expresses his affinity with Arthur, 

and he occasionally even confuses Arthur's feelings with 

his own. Sylvie and Lady Muriel are compared throughout 

the novel; often, according to the narrator's report, Muriel 

changes into Sylvie, or vice versa. Neither world need 

necessarily be separate because each is merely the linguistic 

creation of the author. His denial of the separateness of 

each mode of existence results in a verbal blurring of the 

distinction between those two worlds. Artistically exploit

ing the indeterminacy of language, Lewis Carroll is able to 

represent a third type of experience. All of these experi-

ences occur when the narrator is in the psychic state which 

the author identifies as "b." In this state, the narrator 

is "conscious of actual surroundings" and "also conscious of 

the presence of fairies." 

In the chapter entitled "An Outlandish Watch," 

Lewis Carroll creates a scene through which he implies that 

the indeterminate nature of existence is demonstrated by the 

indeterminacy of language. 95 He makes this implication in 

95The word indeterminacy is here being used to mean 
the same as the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle: "The 
partitioning of the universe into observer (either a human 
observer, or a recording device such as a photographic 
plate) and observed is subject to a finite inaccuracy; one 
might say that the 'knife' or 'pencil' that makes the par
tition has a finite thickness. 11 See The Encyclopedia of 
Physics, ed. R. R. Besancon (New York:-1966), p. )20. --

j 
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his description of the narrator's experiment with the 

outlandish watch 1 s reversal peg. \!!hen the narrator pushes 

the peg in, he reverses the cause-and-effect relationships 

among the events of the evening meal of a wealthy family. 

The entire description is the product of the author's 

imaginative use of language, but the narrator implies, with 

his introductory remarks, that it is possible only because 

of the indeterminacy of language: 

I must record an experience so strange that I 
think it only fair, before beginning to relate 
it, to release my much-enduring reader from any 
obligation he may feel to believe this part of 
my story. I would not have believed it, I freely 
confess, if I had not seen it w·i th my own eyes: 
then why should I expect it of my reader, who, 
quite possibly, has never seen anything of the 
sort? (4??) 

This apology is obviously intended as irony, but it also 

reveals the author's manipulation of language. The narrator 

here says that his belief of the experience is .based upon 

his own sensory impressions of it, but the reader knows 

that the narrator has only fictional existence and therefore 

cannot have w·i tnessed any such occurrence in the material 

world. In order to "record" such a "strange" experience, he 

must rely upon ordinary lvords; language, then, stands between 

the observed and the observer. Using words to represent 

such an occurrence is not only to "expect" the reader to 

believe something he "has never seen," but also to "expect" 

the reader to accept the distorting medium of language as 

valid evidence of that occurrence. 

I 
i 
L-



The narrator's reconstruction of the entire dinner 

scene in reverse begins with the after-dinner drawing-room 

party and ends with the maid walking baclorards out of the 

house "to meet the butcher, who was coming Lalso baclo1ard§.7 

down the road." The entire confusing scene is, of course, 

only Lewis Carroll's imaginative description. If the 

writer's use o_f language were restricted by the fact of 

the material world, he l'rould be forced to delineate the 

events according to their normal chronology. The words in 

the description, however, are not spelled in reverse, nor 

do they have a reverse syntactical order, nor are they 

arranged on the page in reverse. Language is here used 

merely to reverse the order of the events of the meal. 

Since language stands between the observer and the observed, 

there is no available means of disputing its possibility 

without denying the conve~tions of language. By applying 

his reason to language, the author is able to describe a 

chronology of events. Without the existence of a normal 

chronology, his reversal of the events would be impossible. 

On the other hand, by applying his imagination to language, 

the author is able to describe the events in a way different 

from their original presentation to the senses. It is only 

the indeterminacy of language which allows him to represent 

it in both w·ays at once; "1-vhat he describes is both a per-

ceived experience and an imagined experience as though they 

were happening in the same stretch of time. 



In a later episode, Nein Herr's explanation of how 

hi.s countrymen revolutionized map-making by gradually 

increasing the scale illustrates how the fictitiousness of 

language causes its indeterminacy: 

" . we very soon got to six yards to the mile. 
Then we tried a hundred yards to the mile. And 
then came the grandest idea of alll We actually 
made a map of the country, on the scale of a mile 
to the milet" (617) -

As he explains, they were never able to use it because the 

11 farmers objected: they said it would cover the whole 
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country, and shut out the sunlight." The map may be inter-
96 preted as a metaphor for language. Each is a sign system 

which is only a fictitious representation of the material 

world. l>lein Herr's story is an exaggeration of the assump-

tion that the fictitiousness of words is an inherent cause 

of their inaccuracy. A map, like language, must be an 

ideal representation. If it did coincide with what it 

represents, then, like I1ein Herr and his countrymen, one 

might just as well use "the country itself, as its own map." 

Like the signs on the map, some words have referents in the 

material world and others do not, but to insist that the 

word is inaccurate because it does not coincide with the 

reality it represents is to deny the validity of all 

96The hunters of the Snark preferred a map with the 
opposite characteristics: their ideal map \'Tas a "perfect 
and absolute blank." For the hunters, the way to overcome 
the distortion caused by the signs was through their complete 
elimination; while for Ivlein Herr's countrymen, the way to 
overcome that distortion is to make the signs coincide with 
what they represent. Cf. pp. 17-19. 

;j . 
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language. The end result would be similar to that of the 

map-makers, who deny the validity of their own product by 

making it closer and closer to that which it represents 

until they have duplicated the thing and no longer have any 

use of a map. The fictitiousness of language, like the 

abstraction of the map, does not negate the possibility of 

representing truth with it; in fact, it is the indeterminacy 

of language itself which the writer relies upon in represent-

ing truth. 

The first episode recorded by the narrator in the 

chapter entitled "An Outlandish Watch" demonstrates how the 

imaginative use of the indeterminacy of language is qualified 

by that which it represents. When the narrator tests the 

first property of the watch, he uses it to set back the 

events of an accident which occurred when a boy on a bicycle 

hit a box that had fallen from a cart. 97 After he had set 

the watch back, the "amazed" narrator watched the bicycle 

spin "round the corner, passing the cart without let or 

hindrance, and soon vanished in the distance." The narrator 

hastily assumes the permanence of this change, and he be

lieves that the watch causes him to possess some "delightful 

power of magicl" But when the watch returns to the time 

from which he set it back, he discovers something about the 

effect of his magic: 

97For an analysis of the relationship between the 
properties of the watch and language, see pp. 57-58. 
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As the hand of the Watch touched the mark . . . the 
wounded youth was o~ce more reclining on the heap 
of pillows, his pale face set rigidly in the hard 
lines that told of his pain. (477) 

The narrator's immediate conclusion is that 11 the good I 

fancied I could do is vanished like a dream: the evil of 

this troublesome world is the only abiding realityt 11 The 

magical effect of the watch is, of course, a metaphor for 

the application of imagination to language. It is only 

the indeterminacy of language which allows the writer to 

imaginatively reconstruct a sequence of events which are 

causally related. When he omitted one of the events in his 

reconstruction, he "naturally" established a different 

sequence, but if this reconstruction represents the narra-

tor's imagination about some experience he actually per-

ceived, then it cannot be an effective change of 11 this 

troublesome world. 11 The sequence of events in which the 

boy is injured is the representation, through language, of 

the narrator's "abiding reality." The sequence of events 

in which the boy is uninjured is the narrator's imaginary 

reconstruction. Both scenes are, of course, the product of 

the author's imagination. Since language is indeterminate, 

it can be used to represent truth only as the application 

of both imagination and sensory impressions. If the appli-

cation of imagination to language results in an effective 

denial of sensory experience, however, it no longer repre-

sents truth. The truth to be discovered through language 



73 

.depends upon the qualification of its use as an instrument 

of the imagination. 

During the farewell party, when Hein Herr describes 

how his countrymen store wasted time, he demonstrates the 

necessary relationship between the indeterminacy of language 

and its conventions: 

"By a short and simple process--which I cannot 
explain to you--they store up the useless hours: 
and, on some other occasion, when they happen to 
need extra time, they get them out again. 11 (580) 

When the Earl asks why he cannot explain the process they 

employ, his reply is irrefutable: 

"Because you have no words, in your language to 
convey the ideas which are needed. I could explain 
it in--in-but you would not understand itl" (580) 

The truth of Mein Herr's claims is totally dependent upon 

language, but since that language is not known by the people 

to whom he is speaking, they can neither accept or reject 

his position. Language represents truth only as long as its 

users can rely upon the certainty of conventions. Because 

words are indeterminate, they can each represent any idea, 

but the grammatical connections among those words represents 

the logical ordering of ideas. If the words lack conven-

tional referents, they may be connected to one another but 

the ideas will not have an unambiguous logic. Without the 

conventions of meaning, language cannot be used to represent 
98 

truth. 

98 
The same conclusion can be derived from an analysis 

of the unconventional language in "Jabberwocky. 11 If ideas 
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On the other hand, the truth to be discovered through 

language can also be dispelled through an excess of conven-

tion. In the chapter entitled "The Man in the I1oon, 11 Me in 

Herr explains some strange pra.ctices of his countrymen. He 

contends that they have long knmm the theory of "arti-

ficial selection" in his country, and they have agreed to 

apply it to people in a special way so that they will pre-

vent anyone from ever being drowned: 

"Hell, !i§. have practiced that for some centuries-
constantly selecting the lightest people: so that, 
now, everybody is lighter than water." (614) 

According· to him, the only Qifficulty his countrymen have 

experienced is that people still drown when they get trapped 

in one of the country's underground theatres after it has 

been flooded by the fire-extinguishing system. Ironically, 

as he indicates, "they have the comfort of knowing" while 

they are drowning that "they are all lighter than water." 

Any theory, such as Danrin's, if expressed at all, must be 

expressed in some form of language. It is later accepted 

or rejected on the basis of the comprehension made possible 

by the conventions of language. If the words are not 

"logically" ordered, and if they do not represent concepts 

comprehensible to the learners, the theory will be rejected; 

if they do so, it will be accepted. Once it has been 

accepted, however, its application must remain within the 

result l'1hen new words are created, the conventions of mean
ing are minimized and language cannot be used to represent 
other than a personal truth. cr. pp. 11-15. 
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limits of the conventional understanding of that theory. If 

it exceeds such understanding, the person applying the 

theory has no reason to believe it will prove valid. Mein 

Herr's countrymen malte the application of the theory 

impractical because they over-conventionalize its meaning. 

They agree that the terms of the theory apply to a wider 

range than the theorist originally intended. The truth 

which that theory might have repTesented is destroyed when 

they provide it with an excess of convention. 

In "Jabbering and Jam" Lewis Carroll again uses 

music as a metaphor for language. 99 This becomes apparent 

when the narrator reports his dissatisfaction with the 

piano playing of an unnamed young lady who attended the 

fare>vell party: 

"There vras an almost-perfect mechanical correctness 
--and there was nothing elsel False notes, of 
course, did not occur ••• but there was just 
enough irregularity of ~ to betray that the 
player had no real "ear" for music . • • just 
enough mechanical monotony of accent to take all 
soul out of the heavenly modulations she was pro
faning." (609) 

In playing, she relies only upon the conventions of music; 

she in no way expresses any intuitive comprehension of it. 

Like a writer who relies strictly upon the conventions of 

language, she must fail to communicate truth. It is not the 

musical notation itself, but rather the person playing, that 

determines its ultimate expression. In contrast to his 

reaction to the first pianist, the narrator's appreciation 

99 
Cf. p. 45. 

..1111 
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of Sylvie's performance implies the author's attitude about 

music as well as language: 

Time and expression, so far as one could judge, 
were perfect • • • we all sat entranced and breath
less, to listen to such heavenly music as none then 
present could ever forget. (621) 

Sylvie provides the music with an intuitive comprehension of 

its truth as well as an understanding of its conventional 

meaning. The first player is only discovering the tune; 

the second player is both discovering and creating it. For 

the narrator, musical notation, like language, has an 

indeterminate nature. Like the musician, the writer can 

only represent truth through language (as imperfect as 

musical notation) when he uses its conventions to support 

his own intuitions. Without conventions, language is a 

meaningless abstraction, but unless it is used to express 

intuition, it becomes "mechanical monotony." The writer 

can use language to represent truth only if he exploits its 

indeterminacy in the expression of both fantasy and fact. 

* * * * * 

In the previous pages, I have shown that Lewis 

Carroll's use of language was neither the product of an 

aberrant mind nor the miraculous discovery of order in 

nonsense. It is in fact inappropriate to apply the label 

of "nonsense" to most of his fiction. Even the most 

baffling instances of his fantasy works are actually the 

deliberate result of his imagination and reason probing the 

limits of language. 
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As I have shown in this paper, Lewis Carroll's use 

of language reflects agreement with some assumptions under

lying the Romantic notions of language and with other 

assumptions implicit in the Utilitarian theory of language. 

In creating his fantasy works, Lewis Carroll explored the 

limits of these assumptions, and, as I have demonstrated, 

he thereby arrived at his oivn conclusions about the way 

language can represent both fantasy and fact. I have 

delineated his linguistic expression of fantasy and fact, 

and I have demonstrated which assumptions from each school 

are rejected and i-ihich are accepted by Lewis Carroll. 

In assessing not only the poem itself but also the 

context within i'Vhich Lewis Carroll placed "Jabberwocky, 11 

i'Ve can infer a larger intent. As an exploration of 

linguistic problems similar to those confronted by the 

Romantics, he demonstrates through "Jabberwocky" that 

language cannot be an instrument for the intuition of truth 

if it lacks conventions. On the other hand, as an explana

tion of linguistic difficulties similar to those studied by 

the Utilitarians, he demonstrates through the poem that 

there is a necessary relationship betHeen the fictitiousness 

and the conventions of language. In "Jabberwocky, 11 however, 

he leaves no indication of hm-; language can be used to 

establish something other than either a personal or a 

tautologous truth. 

In 11The Hunting of the Snark, 11 Leit-Tis Carroll worked 

out some of the problems posed about meaning in language 



through "Jabberwocky." He used this poem to determine 

whether language can properly be used to transcend the 
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limits of the senses, or must be restricted by the objective 

world. The last four fits of the poem demonstrate the 

linguistic consequences when meaning is either locked into 

the world of things or locked into the world of the mind. 

"The Beaver's Lesson" is an ironic demonstration of how the 

user of language will arrive at nothing more than a tauto

logous truth if he depends upon the inherent integrity of a 

sign system. "The Barrister's Dream11 illustrates that 'the 

relationship between the observed and the observer will 

be of little consequence if the writer uses language to 

represent truth only as "the spontaneous overflow of power

ful feelings." In "The Baker's Fate 11 Lewis Carroll delineates 

the result of a writer having his assumptions about language 

reversed from those which agree with the Utilitarians to 

those which agree with the Romantics: his final truth is as 

significant as the rattling sound of 11a couple of bones. 11 

Finally, through "The Vanishing," the author represents the 

result of using language to transcend the senses: it becomes 

a reflection--though distorted--of both fantasy and fact. 

In Sylvie and Bruno, Lewis Carroll worked out the 

consequences of the tentative conclusions reached in his 

earlier works. He here determines how mind and matter are 

related through language as an instrument of both creation 

and discovery. By creating two separate worlds, Elveston 

and Elfland, he can cause each world to result when the 
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narrator experiences the appropriate 11 psychic state." In 

the normal world of Elveston, his description of the charac

ters and their experiences is limited by the narrator's 

possible sensory impressions. In the magical world of Elf

land, his description of the characters and their experi

ences is not restricted by the narrator's sensory impres

sions; it reflects the full potential of his imagination, 

and ordinary physical 11 reality 11 is set aside. 

In the normal world of El vest on, Lady l"luriel 's 

initial assumption that existence must be static becomes the 

basis for a later inquiry by the Elveston characters of the 

relationship between language and existence. This inquiry 

leads to the Earl's insistence that the artistic use of 

language destroys pleasure by ignoring 11reali ty. 11 Because 

of the Earl's conclusion, the Elveston characters later con

tend that man's use of language is restricted to a represen

tation of nature, and that it is limited in the same way 

that man's choices are limited. Since this is the case for 

them, language cannot here be used to reflect other realities. 

In the normal world, as depicted in Elveston, it is ulti

mately only man's reasoned exploitation of the utility of 

language 1-1hich determines his nature. 

\.]hen he is in the fairy world, the narrator can test 

each of the normal-1>1orld contentions. In this magic land, 

the author makes change an inherent property of the thing-in

·itself. But since language can be used to describe only the 

properties of a thing, he causes the narrator to demonstrate 
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that language itself obscures the essence of a thing. With 

this fairy world, the author demonstrates that language is 

an arbitrary sign-system because words do not necessarily 

reflect fact. As the experiences of the fairy children 

reveal over and over, the relationship between language and 

pleasure necessitates the "Poetic faith" of "a willing sus

pension of disbelief." Since such "poetic faith" is 

possible, man's use of language is not here limited by "the 

laws of nature"--because he is always confronted with an 

infinity of choices. As the travesty of Shelley's poem 

illustrates, language can be used to describe other 

realities. Because of his experiences in this fairy world, 

the narrator must conclude that language is an instrument 

of both reason and instinct. 

Lewis Carroll's conclusions about language are not 

only implied by the "psychic states" 11a 11 and "c," but they 

are also directly represented in the third "psychic state" 

reported by the narrator in the novel. In describing this 

third state, the author deliberately blends the two worlds: 

he causes the narrator to be, at one and the same time, 

aware of both the normal and the fairy world. Lewis Carroll 

thereby represents his conclusion that the relationship 

between mind and matter is indeterminate when it is 

realized in language: language must always stand between 

the observed and the observer. Because of the resultant 

indeterminacy of language, the writer can use it to represent 

both a perceived experience and an imagined experience as 
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though they were occurring simultaneously. As Lewis Carroll 

demonstrates throughout Sylvie ~Bruno, it is the 

fictitiousness of language which makes it indeterminate; he 

implies that the writer must always qualify his imaginative 

use of language with the evidence of his senses if he 

intends to represent truth. The 'iriter can represent truth 

through language only when he uses its conventions to support 

his own intuitions. He must exploit the indeterminacy of 

language as an expression of both fantasy and fact. 
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