Carroll and Cohen:
On a First-Name Basis with Charles Lutwidge Dodgson

Jan Susina

Lewis Carroll: A Biography, by Morton Cohen. New York: Knopf, 1995.

In what undoubtedly will become the standard biography of Lewis Carroll, Morton
Cohen has produced a thoughtful, tascinating, highly rcadable account of a man best
known for writing the most popular children's books ol the nineteenth century - Afice's
Adventures in Wonderland (1863) and its scquel Alice Through the Looking-Glass
(1872). The world's premier Carroll scholar, Cohen has over the past thirty ycars
produced the standard two-volume collection of Carroll's letters (1978) as well as six
other volumes on Carroll. As this massive biography suggests, o limit Carroll's role o
that of children's author is vastly o underestimate and oversimplify his wide-ranging
interests and accomplishments. Carroll's list of publications includes more than three
hundred items. To this list one must add his nine volume diary and voluminous
correspondence. Carroll kept a letter register for the last thirty- five years of his life; the
final tally was 98721 letters sent and reccived. Cohen estimates that Carroll wrote at
[east 100,000 letters. What makes Cohen's biography superior to previous Carroll
hiographics—-and there have been a number ol excellent ones. including Derek
Hudson's Lewiy Carroll (1954) and Annc Clark's Lewis Carroll: A Biography (1979)—
is his immersion in every aspect of Carroll's life and work: having attempted to read
cverything of Carroll's now available to scholars, Cohen has this vast body of
information at his fingertips. ‘Ten years in the making, Lewis Carroll is the crowning
scholarly achicvement of Cohen's impressive academic career. Anyone who seriously
wishes to understand Carroll's complex and contradictory life must read Cohen's Lewis
Carroll.

This is notan insignificantassertion, given recent trends in critical approaches to
Carroll. Although my students gencrally have a depressingly limited familiarity with
Carroll's books. and that mostly bascd on a Disney film, they are familiar with two
"facts" of Carroll's
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d who inspired Carroll to write Wonderland, refers to Carroll as
gson in her famous “Alice’s Recollections of Carrollian Days.”
s the only person I can jimagine who has earned the right to
first-name basis with Lewis Carroll. Without 2 doubt, Carroll
ave been horrified by such an invasion of his privacy.
jat does Cohen’s intimate portrait of Carroll reveal? It offers
ingly little new material for those who have read Cohen’s pre-
holarship on Carroll. Much of the biography is 2 gathering
and recycling of Cohen’s previous Carroll research, and this
tion of new and old materials results in a curiously con-
d biography, one that is organized thematically rather than
i 2 Nevertheless, Cohen provides some surprises and
ne carefully coded bombshell. Although Cohen tends to
itical analysis, he does present an original reading of Won-
he argues that Alice Liddell supplied the physical model
ice wandering through Wonderland but that the spiritual and
ological Alice is Carroll himself. Although Wonderland repre-
the child’s plight in Victorian upper-class society, and by ex-
sthe universal essence of childhood, the Alice books, Cohen
s, should be read as a metaphor and a record of Carroll’s
ildhood. The chief taskmaster in Carroll’s life, besides his own
conscience, was his stern father. Carroll is the dutiful son who
mpted to practice filial devotion and simultaneously filial rebel-
he latter with Jimited success, against his clergyman father.
_shows that the “grumbling-father theme” is a constant fea-
indivi _Carroll’s work; Wonderland’s many tyrants and menacing au-
thi;zizitpz?ﬁggﬁogiztsn’ functions as a companic figures provide 2 revealing gloss on Garroll (334). Carroll’s
What Cohen attempis to a useful source for its citati guilt, which Cohen charts throughout the diary, is the result fJf
portrait of the entire fnan aCreate in this biography is an aving lived the life that “Papa hoped he would” (341). This dis-
and reveals “the real Inan’ . Ph(?rt;alt that mz’i,kes “fres pointing life included Carroll’s rejection of Archdeacon Charles
Garroll as 2 “formidable fi j ind the mask” (198). Col jgson’s High Church belief for a more open Broad Ch1.1rd.1 stance
sharp portrait of an gure, a prototype of his time allowed Carroll to attend the theater), but more significantly
. o age graven into a single human- uded Carroll’s failure to marr and to follow his father into the
I}tl is astonishing, then, that Cohen choosesgto addr:r“l being ) y
the fir — sohi ) 58 A
edges’ségfgﬁr; ast;))mshmg espec1all?7 because, as Cohe oll's failure to marry leads Cohen to Carroll’s relationship
he hi as obsessed by rules, rituals, and social co; ice Liddell and the much-discussed pages for 97, 28, and
imself never addressed an equal ] = ‘ i issi 1 ; reas
even a friend by a given name Oql » 2 colleague, an ass une 1863, which are missing from Carroll’s diary. Whereas many
roll's immediate family were aclid nly children and mem! ars have sugge.sted that Stuart Dodgson Collingwood, Carroll’s
farity is astonishing t06 wh resse.d less formally. Co w and first biographer, destroyed these pages, Cohen asserts
en one realizes that even Alice was Carroll’s niece, Menella Dodgson, whose sensibilities were

h_fe: that he took drugs and that he was too much inte:
glr.ls.1 I' find a similar increase in scholarly speculation tha
primarily on Carroll’s life rather than on his liter e
stance, Jacqueline Rose in The Case of Peter Pan Ora:fr
Chzlt?ren’s Fiction (1984) off-handedly refers to I/%/ond la
thgr s fantasied seduction of a little girl” (3), and oo
Child-Loving: The Erotic Child and Victorian Cul,ture (IJQQ
roll as a Pedophile. Now would certainly seem the ti :
and detz.liled examination of the facts of Carroll’s life
was an “indefatigable record keeper” (290), a systemati
of his rec.ords should reduce the need for s,uclzl critic uﬁ
As a biographer who has taken the time to sift thr
ous primary material, Cohen takes a fairly dim view
§cholarsh1p that seems so astonishingly, if not willfull;" dismis
}‘t Cohen rejects most Carroll criticism as “eccentricfy tings
“may amuse” buF “do not really bring us any closer t
1ig Cz‘lrroll or h.13 work” (xxii). Indeed if there is a seri
this biography, it is Cohen’s refusal to engage in a discussi
scho.lars. whom he views as misguided. But while ClscuSSI
to dismiss, for the most part, those critical voices,"
attuned to the multiple voices Carroll assumes in his,
adult texts, diaries, and letters and to the voices osf Vi
kr'lew Lewis Carroll, the writer of children’s books, o o
gffi }ll)og)%;onci t(};ehmore formal lecturer of math,ema:
. , ord. Cohen’s previous Lewi : Ul
lections (1989), which gathgred togethef zﬁfﬁgeﬁ:litset’;}x;

€X(S.




2 225

: a?gei:ld;?a:hgt Shir{azforsd lhem out. (Despitekth'. culated in “Lewis Carroll and Victorian Morality” (1984). Cohen
missin Cohenarrro f ¢ t %hmd, scholars are fascinat ains that Carroll envisioned his life as essentially a battle-
situatigll be too 12 t?o:crsdo ase his judgments on fa ctween good and evil but now acknowledges how peril-
the gaps.) Clearly, so €d to sp;:culate, using extan ose to disaster this struggle brought Carroll, who “succefss-
dell falr)nll occur}ljed Iéle sort of rupture between G sformed a life that might have easily teetered on the brink
from the ychil e l:irln};g the three-day period. into the abyss” (533). Carefully correlating Carroll’s “soul-
diary £ n, and the Liddells are unmenti soulsearing” (205) diary entries, Cohen shows that these
ciary of the next five months. Gohen argues th linked to Carroll’s intense emotional involvement with
1nt.;odu-ced E,he prospect of marriage between himse 1 children. Cohen argues that the coincidence of increasing
child friend” Alice to her parents (101). Carroll wa ination and increasing intimacy with the Liddell children
years old and Alice only eleven. Cohen, noting th: overlooked, nor can the guili-ridden diary entries simply
age difference between husband and wife was not ted to Carroll’s sense of his professional shortcomings or
era wht?n men were expected to establish themselv ‘indolence.
professionally prior to marriage,® speculates that G <as critics have long sought a clue in the missing pages of Car-
suggested an extended engagement. Cohen lin iary, Cohen finds one in the adult poem “Stolen Waters.” Com-
l")f:l(l)li)r?sil V;O ﬂt]g t Acl)‘f his brother,‘Wilfred, who at ’ d published in College Rhymes in 1862, when Carroll was most
‘hat has bez& o ice Jage_ Donkin, aged fourteen, anoth with the Liddell family, “Stolen Waters” is a young knight's
' offer an \ ppfresse mn Carroll’s diary. The Lid, on account of having been seduced and deserted by a young
(()Zarroll rixar?lp e of age discrepancy almost as extre and of his regret for his lost virtue. In short, according to
dell had r?l};rrltfl }:;Opqsed: at thirty-four, D.ea.n He Carroll’'s poem reveals that “the man is in trouble” (225).
for the social and ﬁs mr.le;:ezn-year-old Lorina RC(; ntrasts the overt references to s€X, seduction, and guilty
firmly established, 2 ;nai adYan§ement of her daug ce in “Stolen Waters” with the “suppressed sexuality” of the
w0 have attache d’l'tstl as her 1smls§al of Carroll, to whom st n Wonderland (225)- Although Coben resists the temptation
Thompson £ Writel f;)}“‘POY;anCC, when she Comnussmne absolute parallels petween “Stolen ‘Waters” and Carroll’s life,
thar neither Carrolla 1ogr;p Z&O_f her late husband, des that the poem provides a glimpse into Carroll’s “inner
Mos. Liddell value th “1"; the N lice books be menti 4 his romantic longing for Alice Liddell (223). This is a com-
and'her Sters altho?x i C}ZS td%t (;arr.oll must have w elling reading, but Cohen seems to overlook the distinction betweert
o William ’fhackerag X 151 e h1 C erlsh a. short letter sh tic majden, who like the knight is an adult, and the voice of
Although Cohen rey at(s: e mlcle,nt-lons in her will gel-child,” who summons the knight from his fallen state and
Liddell within the c}:)n::;ts : arroll’s intense relation him to a more spiritual, albeit asexual, one. Once rejected
away from the troubling iss o afrgarrlag’e propo.sal, Liddells, Carroll seemingly reproduces this doomed relation-
ek Caurroll preferr egd t:)le of C 3rroll s olasessmnm ughout the remainder of his life, turning to other girls for
tion with “chil dpnat Ay 05c0n51 er as his overwhel thetic and emotional satisfaction. Cohen insists that Garroll
ure” (105). Cohen suggests that G allowed himself to cross into the forbidden territory entered
ties and argues that William Rossetti’s descripti ight in “Stolen Waters.” Thus Carroll’s sexual desires and
and affectionate, loving to be wifh 115; lesclx;lgxon Of“B ‘ _concerning them were 2 matter “not so much of deeds as
them” (107) can be a}?plie d 1o Carrlotllef) 1 hren, and ¢ (221), supplying Cohen with his metaphor of “a fire rag-
hat. In “The Fire Within,” the cenm’ﬂ Ui: e doe ‘ ncath the surface” (221). Nevertheless, Cohen insists that it is
Cohen makes a somewhat ’ ded shi chapter of th pirited” to attribute the composition of the Alice books en-
guarded shift from his previ Carroll’s suppression of his sexual desires, although he ac-
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knowledges that it may have been one source of
accomplishments (280). :
1t is indeed unfortunate, if not disingenuous, :
to indirect language when dealing with such imp
roll’s attraction to children. The same sort of met
reappears when Cohen maintains that Carroll’s
clearly differed from most men’s, [and that] the !
even shaped his behavior” (190), and when he sug
“recognized earlier than one might suppose tha
differed from most men’s, that his heart beat to
that in order to be true to himself he would be compelle
life that was not only outside the norm but woul
ticular scrutiny and raise questions” (190). At lea
Carroll’s photographs of nude children, Cohen is Will
at best Carroll’s claim that his appreciation of nude
thetic. That Carroll felt the need to have another adult prese
he photographed nude children points to his recogn
an unconscious level, of that activity’s erotic implic
Cohen concludes his study by suggesting that (
correct his speech impediment was the “overarchin
life” (533). According to Cohen, Carroll’s stamimer resu
hampered by inescapable limitations, blotted byr'imp
lacking emotional fulfillment” (533). But though G
so did most of his brothers and sisters. Some critic
that Carroll’s self-portrait as the Dodo in Wonderland th
the difficulty he would sometimes experience in pronc sources of biographical Carroll criticism
narr‘le, so that “Dodgson” would come out “Dod-Dod sider, for exafnrpi, the age disparity bétween Mr. Knighty and Emma in
While undergoing therapy with James Hunt, the sp 1's Emma.
ist, Carroll first met George MacDonald, whose: famil
tive reading of Alice’s Adventures Underground persuade
vise and publish Wonderland. Even Cohen notes tha;
always at ease with his child friends, did not, as 50
suggested, invariably lose his stammer in their presel
children reported examples of his speech impedimen
Whereas Cohen attempts to see Carroll’s’ stamme
his failures, I see it differently. One could just as e
Carroll’s stammer brought him into contact with Ma -De
eventually led to his greatest triumph, the publicatio
I have always appreciated the headmaster’s perceptiv

Grammar School informing Carroll’s parents that their
1 possessed “a very uncommon share of genius” (15).

interpretation of Carroll’s stammer, like his other attempts
Carroll’s life into metaphor, is one of the rare occasions
is biography falters. Moreover, there is no need for such a
since Cohen’s biography makes it clear that Carroll used
al of his own life to create Wonderland and Looking-Glass.
s occasional missteps in Lewis Carroll: A Biography, Cohen
tten an important critical text that, along with Roger Lancelyn
he Diaries of Lewis Carroll (1954) and Cohen’s own The Let-
ewis Carroll, will become an indispensable volume in Carroll

Nbotes

holars of children’s literature would debate the importance of Wonderland
arroll’s place in the historical development of children’s literature. Cohen
hat, along with the Bible and Shakespeare’s plays, the Alice books remain
uoted in the Western world. I only wish it were so. Each semester I find
ats who have read Wonderland, much less are able to quote from it. Many
i¢ allusions that made it such a liberating text for Victorian child readers
temporary college students to the glosses of Martin Gardner’s Annotated Alice
\d More Annotated Alice (1990). Despite the gradual decrease in familiarity with
olls texts, there seems to have been an inverse growth in my students’ and others’

nd Jean Gattégno’s Lewis Carroll: Fragments of a Looking-Glass (1976)—which is
ictly speaking a biography of Carroll, in that it abandons any attempt 10 present
chronologically but rather discusses Carroll through a series of thirty-seven
illuminating interlocking essays arranged alphabetically—one of the most

Works Cited

ewis. The Annotated Alice: Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Look-
s. Ed. Martin Gardner. New York: Clarkson N. Potter, 1960.
More Annotated Alice. Notes by Martin Gardner. New York: Random House,

ne. Lewis Carroll: A Biography. New York: Schocken, 1979.
orton N. Lewis Carroll: A Biography. New York: Knopf, 1995.
Lewis Carroll: Interviews and Recollections. Towa City: University of Towa Press,

L ewis Carroll and Victorian Morality.” In Sexuality and Victorian Literature, ed.
ichard Cox. Tennessee Studies in Literature 97, Knoxville: University of Ten-
nessee Press, 1984. Pp. 3-19.




New York: Oxford University Press, 1979.
Gattégno, Jean. Lewis Carroll: Fragments of a Looking-Gi
York: Crowell, 1976. ke

versity Press, 1954. -
Hudson, Derek. Lewis Carroll. London: Constable, 1954
Kincaid, James R. Child-Loving: The Erotic Child and Vi
ledge, 1992.

Macmillan, 1984.






