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Conversation 

Martin Gardner 

The Annotator of Wonderland 

By Jan Susina 

The first place many curious readers go when 
they want to team m�re about lewis Carroll's 
Alice's Adventures in Wonderland or Through 
the Looking-Glass is Martin Gardner's The 
Annotated Alice (Clarkson Potter, 1960). This 
compendium of all things Carrollian has never 
been out of print, although Gardner has 
updated it with More Annotated Alice 
(Random House, 1990) and most recently with 
Annotated Alice: The Definitive Edition 

J.S.: Do you think the distinctions
between the Alice books and the Oz books is 
that one is English and the other American? 

M.G.: I think that plays a big role.
American children are not as much interested 
in Alice as British children. The Alice books 
relate so much to English culture. The jokes 
and subtleties would be appreciated by 
English children but would be missed by 
American children. 

(Norton, 1999). This most recent version com- J.S.: Do you see the two books as one imi-
bines his previous notes from the first two edi- tating the other? 
tions and it also includes additional informa- M.G.: No, I think they are quite separate. I
tion and some of John Tennie[ 's pencil sketches Martin Gardner don't think the Oz books are imitations of the
for Alice in Wonderland. For those readers who love to Alice books, but Baum and Carroll did share a similar sense 
explore the multiple meanings of the Alice books, The of humor. There is a lot of word play in Baum's books that 
Annotated Alice: The Definitive Edition is a welcomed addi- young children miss. You have to look hard to discover it. In 
tion to their bookshelves. Ozma of Oz, Baum has a Princess Langwidere who keeps 

While Annotated Alice remains Gardner's most successful changing her heads. She gets up in the morning with fifty 
book, having sold more than a million copies, he has pub- different heads and puts on a new one. Baum spells it 
fished nearly seventy books on a wide range of subjects. Langwidere, but it's an obvious pun on the languid air of a 
Douglas Hofstadter, the Pulitzer-Prize-winning author of princess. There are similar puns throughout the Oz series. 
Godel, Escher, Bach (Basic, 1979) has called Gardner; "One They have a very Carrollian quality. 
of the great intellects produced in this country in this centu- J.S.: You mentioned you learned to appreciate the Alice
ry." A writer who is both knowledgeable in the worlds of sci- books in your twenties. Was it your interests in philosophy 
ence and mathematics, as well as the worlds of literature and and math that drew you to Carroll? 
art, Gardner is ideally suited to explore the complexities of M.G.: I think I first got interested in Carroll through his
Lewis Carroll and the Alice books. 1 interviewed Gardner at mathematical and logic books. He had an interesting way of 
his home in Hendersonville, N.C., in December, 1998 about diagramming logic, and he published The Game of Logic 
his work on Lewis Carroll. based on a diagram. One of my early books, Logic Machines 

Jan Susina: How did you get interested in Alice in 
Wonderland? 

. Martin Gardener: Well, to tell you the truth, I didn't 
much care for Alice in Wonderland when I was very young. It 
was sort of frightening, and the scenes changed so rapidly 
from one page to another that I really didn't read Alice careful­
ly until I was an adult. I think I got interested in Alice primari­
ly because I recognized Lewis Carroll as a mathematician who 
was very much interested in word play and in symbolic logic 
and in recreational mathematics. So I picked up a copy of 
Alice in Wonderland, I must have been in my twenties, and 
discovered what a marvelous and delightful book it was, 
which I had not realized. I came to Alice very late in life. 

This was partly because L. Frank Baum's Oz books had 
spoiled me for other fantasy. I had devoured every single Oz 
book as a child. The fantasy in Alice is so different from the 
fantasy in Oz. It's hard to appreciate the subtleties of the Alice 
books when you are in your teens or younger. I still think Alice 
shouldn't be read by children until they are in their early teens. 

and Diagrams ( 1955), is a history of logic diagrams and 
logic machines. I was interested in Carroll as a logician and 
as a person interested in recreational mathematics. He was 
also interested in magi�. an<! that appeals to me . 

J.S.: When did the idea for Annotated Alice occur to you?
M.G.: It was after World War II, and I was freelancing in

New York. I had become acquainted with Clarkson Potter 
and a few other publishers. My original idea was to get in 
touch with Bertrand Russell and ask him to annotate the 
Alice books. I think one publisher actually did write him, but 
Russell was too busy and not interested. Most of the editors I 
spoke to about Annotated Alice'!hought the idea was ridicu­
lous. This was a children's book, and what can you say about 
it? They thought it was all on the surface. Clarkson Potter 
was the first publisher who saw a possibility for the book and 
said, "Why don't you do it yourself?" So I said, "Okay." 

I began reading everything I could on Lewis Carroll. 
There's not much original scholarship in the book. I just 
picked up the information that was floating around. What I 
did was pull it altogether in a single spot. 
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