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“I mark this day with a white stone,” begins the April 25th entry in Charles Dodgson’s personal journal for the year 1856.  The white stone as marker is an archaic tradition of the Roman poet Catullus, signifying a particularly remarkable or wonderful day (Stoffel, 38).  The 25th of April was not a momentous day in terms of world history.  However, it was on this day that a chance meeting between an eccentric Oxford man of mathematics and the daughter of a classical scholar planted a seed that would eventually germinate into the novel Alice in Wonderland. This work, along with the many other items written under Dodgson’s pen name, by which he is remembered, Lewis Carroll, reveals a powerful mind with a keen sense of logical thought. But also present is a sentimentalism that belies a complex personality.  The man known to mathematics and religion as Charles Dodgson and to literature as Lewis Carroll truly can be said to have led a double life. 


A horse track in Cheshire, England today holds a “Lewis Carroll Hurdle Race,” in celebration of the birth of Charles Lutwidge Dodgson on January 27th, 1832, in the nearby parsonage of Daresbury (Hudson 21). The third child and first son of the Reverend Charles Dodgson and his wife Frances Jane Lutwidge, the young Lewis Carroll to-be grew up in a fairly typical Victorian family and environment. Eight further births followed his own, a fecundity of children not uncommon to fairly well off families like the Dodgsons. Curiously enough, of the Dodgson children, nearly all had some minor speech impediment. Charles had a slight stutter, which he referred to as a “hesitation” (Stoffel 56).


The young Charles Dodgson formed many of his most important habits during childhood, with his siblings, mother, and father all having pronounced and unique influences upon him. Although born in Daresbury, a ‘promotion’ of his father to the Anglican Church’s post at Croft Rectory led Dodgson and his family to the home they would share for most of their lives (Hudson 31). There, through interactions with his siblings, most of which were girls, he learned to amuse, cajole, and create. An early game invented by Dodgson, known only as the “Railway Game,” not only provided hours of fun for the Dodgson children, but also boasted a fairly compendious set of rules. The game consisted of passengers on the “train” (consisting of a wheelbarrow and a barrel) and the “stationmaster,” who

…must mind his station, and supply refreshments: he can put anyone who behaves badly to prison, while a train goes round the garden: he must then ring for the passengers to take their seats, then count 20 slowly, then ring again for the train to start. (Hudson 34)


The exactness of the stationmaster’s ’20 count’ contrasts with peculiarities such as the requirement that any child who fell off the ‘train’ allow three trains to pass over them before the “doctor and assistants” would see to them. Enterprising ‘passengers’ sans tickets could earn their fare by making tea for the stationmaster, “who drinks it at all hours of the day and night” or by grinding sand for reasons the young Dodgson felt “they are not bound to explain” (Wakeling 18-19)


While it may seem a stretch to connect the writings of a young man playing in his garden with those of a grown, Oxford lecturer, there are certain elements within the “Railway Game’s” rules that turn up within numerous Dodgson writings. Biographer Derek Hudson referred to Dodgson’s absurdities (such as the triple-collision requirement) as “nonsense-ruthlessness” (45). A serviceable definition of “nonsense-ruthlessness” is a logical mandate for a whimsical or absurd action. For instance, Dodgson once wrote in a letter to his younger brother, Skeffington, “Roar not lest thou be abolished.” With unnecessarily strong language, a simple piece of advice (probably meaning, “do not be a loudmouth!”) became a memorable epigram.


Much of Dodgson’s ability to write stems from the tutelage of his father. The Reverend Dodgson, a man who had taken a “double-first” at Oxford in classics and mathematics, taught his son the scholarly arts. The younger Dodgson quickly developed an impetuous desire for knowledge and understanding. Dodgson’s father had a profound influence on his son, largely determining his career and academic interests, which closely mirrored his own (Stoffel 15).


Fanny, the mother of the eleven Dodgson children, was an ideal Victorian mother, and doted especially on her eldest son (Stoffel 15). Her death in 1851, brought on likely by the repeated traumas of childbirth, caused Dodgson to bury himself deeply in academic work at Oxford, where he was newly enrolled.


Charles Dodgson’s road to Oxford passed through two main locales—the Richmond grammar school, not far from Croft, and the prestigious Rugby School. While Dodgson did not immediately “fit in” at either institution, he enjoyed Richmond far more than Rugby. His carefree life as an entertainer of his family did not prepare him to deal with the rough-and-tumble antics most young boys engaged in at boarding schools, and he had a period of painful adjustment at both schools. Despite social difficulties, made worse by his tendency to stutter, Dodgson proved himself in all respects an outstanding student, bringing home numerous prizes for his work. The headmaster at Richmond, Mr. Tate, wrote glowingly of young Charles, praising the Dodgson family for his excellent upbringing (Wakeling 22). While Dodgson had considerably more difficulties at Rugby, including a serious bout with whooping cough, he continued along the road of academic excellence, winning high honors in Divinity (Wakeling 25). However, he later wrote that no “…earthly considerations would induce me to go through my three years again” (Wakeling 28). His unhappiness at Rugby stemmed from a lack of passion in his learning, done “sans amore” as Dodgson himself wrote. 


What Dodgson did put passion into during this time were a series of family-circulated magazines, containing various comic poems and pieces of art. With serious, imposing, titles such as Useful and Instructive Poetry and The Rectory Magazine, one is not surprised to find more of Hudson’s “nonsense-ruthlessness” expressed in poems with morals such as “never stew your sister” and “you mustn’t” (Stoffel 19). These magazines circulated until Dodgson graduated from Rugby (Stoffel 18).


In January of 1851, Charles Dodgson enrolled at Christ Church College of Oxford University. His studies had hardly begun when the death of his mother recalled him to Croft, but he soon returned to school. Dodgson’s enrollment at Oxford was another major formative step in his life, both for his professional and literary careers. His academic brilliance continued, and in 1852 he won first-class honors in mathematics. This led to a position at Christ Church, called a “studentship.” Essentially Dodgson became a sort of tutor and professional student and was granted living expenses by the college. He took on several pupils, and it was at this time that he began to keep a journal, which he would do until the end of his life (Stoffel 25).

It was also at Oxford, in 1855, that he first used the pen name Lewis Carroll. Writing for a humor magazine known as Comic Times, Dodgson struggled to imagine a suitable pseudonym so he could publish whimsy without casting doubt on the quality of his work in mathematics. Through arranging various anagrams of his first two names, Charles Lutwidge, he acquired Lewis Carrull, which he adapted to Lewis Carroll. The first piece was a short poem called “Solitude” and caused little, if any, stir (Stoffel 33).

Around this time Dodgson’s Uncle Skeffington introduced him to the young, burgeoning, science of photography. Combined with Dodgson’s sentimentality developed during his early years, especially for young girls, photography would establish Dodgson as a voice in art even before his writings did. It was, however, through photography that Dodgson would come to the garden of Dean Liddell’s residence on the 25th of April, 1856, where he made the acquaintance of a young girl named Alice, at that time just short of four years of age (Stoffel 37).

Perhaps no issue regarding Charles Dodgson’s “double life” is so deep and mysterious as his fascination with young girls. Alice Liddell was not the first nor the last young girl that Charles Dodgson cultivated a long-term friendship with. Speculation regarding Dodgson’s motivations for befriending young girls have varied from Freudian psychoanalysis suggesting a repressed, unfulfilled sexuality, to outright pedophilia. One rumor even suggests, without any reasonable ground whatsoever, that Dodgson was in fact Jack the Ripper, and made friends with young girls only to kill them later. This is, of course, absurd, but it serves to illustrate the suspicion by which modern readers must regard such an eccentric of the Victorian Era. 

Several critical factors regarding Victorian England and sexuality must be considered. During the Victorian Era, with which Dodgson shared all his life, women were viewed, ideally, as selfless and untainted by the world at large. Her role, in a view propagated by Victorian author Coventry Patmore’s poem “The Angel in the House,” was to provide a sanctuary from the world at large (Abrams et al 1056). This, coupled with the lingering romantic notion of childhood as a time of unparalleled innocence makes it possible to understand how an older man could maintain a relationship with a younger girl and not be chastised by society.

At least, not entirely chastised. Hand in hand with the notion of innocence was prudery, which caused the parents of many of the children Dodgson befriended to wring their hands nervously at Dodgson’s persistent presence. What would potential suitors think? When Dodgson once gave a friendly kiss to a girl whom he believed was 14, but whom was 17, the girl’s mother was appalled. Dodgson, far too old to be a suitor, was forced to apologize, but more interesting is his need to apologize, in order to maintain the relationships that fueled the sentimental half of his personality. Biographer James Wood suggests that Dodgson’s conflicting personality traits were to blame for this conflict:

Dodgson hungered for affection. Almost as much he needed expression of affection given and returned as assurance that it was there. Stiff-backed, almost priggishly self-sufficient, he was hardly the man to ask for understanding, but he was sensitive. He could not help wincing at the Victorian squeamishness of some mothers and sometimes at the thoughtless snubs of their offspring. His coldly logical mind did him little good here. He was just puzzled and hurt like anyone else…(137)


Is it surprising to think that Charles Dodgson, raised by a loving, doting mother, and in the company of a host of young girls, would attach fond sentiment and nostalgia to females, already idealized by his society? A plethora of possibilities exist as to why exactly Dodgson was so drawn to young girls, but the fact remains, he was. And with Alice Liddell, two of her sisters, and a friend, Robinson Duckworth, Dodgson set out on the 4th of July, 1862 for a rowing trip and picnic. 


During the rowing, Dodgson spun a fantastic tale for Alice’s benefit. This was nothing new, but on this particular day, the tale “must have been even better than usual,” for Alice begged him to preserve the story of a girl named Alice chasing a white rabbit in writing (Stoffel 65). Maybe it was the day, maybe the name Alice, or maybe just the mood Dodgson was in that day, but the story was indeed put to paper, and after many revisions and the addition of illustrations, Dodgson presented the Liddells with a short book called Alice’s Adventures Under Ground. Hand written and illustrated, it was a personal gift for the real Alice. It would not be published in full form with illustrations by prominent artist John Tenniel for several years (Stoffel 73).


 Alice in Wonderland, as it came to be called (the full name is Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland), is the work of Charles Dodgson’s life which best shows all facets of his psyche. Sentimentality is largely reflected in the intended audience (Alice) and the main character, which, of course, is supposed to be Alice Liddell. Dodgson’s professional, mathematical, life is reflected in nearly every aspect of the text, from the crafting to the underlying meanings.

One is reminded distinctly of the “Railway Game” rules when young Alice arrives at the Mad Tea Party, only to find that it is always tea time, and thus the guests must constantly switch positions around the table. In the same scene, Dodgson’s mathematical and logical skills become clear: Alice walks to the table, seeing a number of open spots. The three already present (the Mad Hatter, Dormouse, and the March Hare) all cry, “No room, no room!” yet Alice seats herself anyway. The March Hare then encourages her to have some wine. “I don’t see any wine,” responds an annoyed Alice (Carroll 66). The logical link between the non-existent wine and Alice’s non-existent place at the table clearly reflects mathematical thinking.


Much of Alice, and its sequel, Through the Looking-Glass, is taken to be nonsense, largely because the plot of the book is so fantastic (what other book features a fish dressed as a footman?). However, Peter Heath cautions readers that they must group the writings of Lewis Carroll together with the life of Charles Dodgson:

Unless Carroll’s work is also seen as Dodgson’s, it sinks into mere entertainment; half its merits go unrecognized, and the nature and quality of its humor are thoroughly misunderstood (4)


“Thoroughly misunderstood” is a phrase that could apply to Charles Dodgson in any aspect of his life. His affections for young girls turned away by nervous parents, he was forced to express himself how he was taught—through writing and academic thought. Remembered as Lewis Carroll, Charles Lutwidge Dodgson was a uniquely dual figure in the Victorian Era, reflecting its prejudices, tastes, and falling victim to some of its pruderies. Ultimately he remains a figure of wonder, his true nature always eluding the scholar by a narrow margin, like a white rabbit disappearing down a hole.
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