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Simon Winchester has written a 
modest ninety-six-page study that 
focuses on the photographic back 
story of what he calls "one of the most 
memorable photographic likeness 
ever taken" (6): the famous image 
of the seven-year-old Alice Liddell 
posed as a beggar-maid, taken by 
Lewis Carroll in the Deanery Garden 
in summer 1858. Winchester's focus 
on this single photographic image is 
both an asset and a limitation in this 
study. I found his The Professor and 
the Madman ( 1998) a fascinating and 
popular study of the odd relationship 
between James Murray and Dr. W. 
C. Minor, an inmate at an asylum 
for the criminally insane who became 
a significant contributor to the 
Oxford English Dictionary. But The 
Alice Behind Wonderland is much 
less engaging and a bit of a 
disappointment. For such a slender 
book, it feels at times padded with 
tangential information. 

Despite the title, Winchester does 
not provide the reader with any new 
insights into Alice Liddell, the muse 
for Carroll's Alice's Adventures in 
Wonderland and the model for several 
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of Alice: an innocent six-year-old 
play-acting, wi1:h th.e mature but 
melancholy y�ung woman about to 
be launched onto the social scene. The 
contrast is striking, and Winchester 
wonders what caused this tragic look 
of sadness to come over Alice. He finds 
this final portrait to be the most puz
zling, enigmatic, and arresting of all 
of Carroll's photographs of her. He 
observes how Alice's subsequent life as 
Mrs. Hargreaves never quite met the 
aspirations of her ambitious mother, 
and how Alice and Carroll kept up a 
polite but distant relationship during 
the remainder of their lives. 

In addition to Alice's maturation 
from a young girl into a woman, the 
other event that occurred between the 
two photographs of her in 1856 and 
1870 was the boating expedition of 4 
July 1862, when Carroll first told the 
story of Alice's adventures, which she 
subsequently requested he write down 
for her and which became the core of 
Alice's Adventures in Wonderland, pub
lished in 1865. With the publication of 
the novel, the meanings of the eleven 
photographs of Alice by Carroll were 
permanently and irrevocably altered. 
They were no longer simply photo
graphs of Alice Liddell, but became 
portraits of Alice, the dream child. 

One of the ironies of Winchester's 
study, and clearly a disappointment 
in researching this book, is that he 
never was allowed to see tl1e original 
print of The Beggar-Maid due to the 
restrictions of the Parrish Collection, 
which houses four volumes of Carroll 
photographs at the Firestone Library 
of Princeton University. In order to 
preserve the original, he was allowed to 
view only a digital reproduction of it. 
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Photographs are snapshots, frozen 
moments in time. But time continues 
to evolve and change, even though 
photographs seem to magically freeze 
those moments and make them 
permanent. By the time Carroll had 
published Alice's Adventures in Won
derland, his fluid and fleeting friend
ship with Alice Liddell had evolved, 
just as the meaning of The Beggar
Maid had changed. Winchester con
cludes his study of this famous image 
with his melancholy observation 
that, with time, all photographs will 
eventually fade and vanish. Despite 
the curatorial protections afforded to 
the Alice photograph, the image will 
begin to fade, much like the smile 
of the Cheshire Cat. But while the 
original photograph eventually will 
vanish, the image of Alice in Carroll's 
photographs and books will endure. 
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