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The Secret World of Lewis Carroll, BBC Two

150 years on, Carroll’s surreal, truthful masterpiece under the magnifying glass

by Marina Vaizey [1]Sunday, 01 February 2015

Alice is always with us; the most quoted work of literature, after the Bible and Shakespeare. In fact, Desert Island Discs should probably add Alice to
the mandatory Bible and Shakespeare as an automatic inclusion for the survival kit. Now 150 years after the publication of Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland, written by a celibate mathematics don at Christ Church, Oxford, real name Charles Lutwidge Dogdson (pictured, below right), there
are translations into countless languages, including that of the Australian aboriginals, who historically did not even have a written language.

In the past few years alone there has been a major exhibition at Tate Liverpool [4] of artists affected by Alice from Salvador Dali to Sigmar Polke, and
a three-act ballet [5] for the Royal Opera House by Christopher Wheeldon; another exhibition of books, documents and photographs will open in May
at the Museum of Childhood [6]. Not to mention endless biographies of the author, and a published selection of his letters (he wrote, it is estimated,
some 98,000 in his lifetime), numerous illustrated editions by different artists, and scholarly studies of all the jokes and allusions readily apparent to

the intelligentsia of the time, but obscure in the 218t century.
Rabbits hopped down rabbit holes, Alice illustrations sprung animatedly to life

And now that astute television and radio journalist Martha Kearney, who when a ten-year-old herself played Alice to critical acclaim for the Ditchling
Players in Sussex, presents a narrative about the author. Lewis Carroll was the son of a vicar, one of ten children (as a child he devised many an
entertainment for his siblings), had a speech impediment, was officially celibate all his life, and evidently and surprisingly (although not explored here)

was a dull tutor, although a witty deviser of puzzles, a good amateur artist and a superb photographer.
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* Kearney gracefully wove together interviews with novelists (Philip Pullman [7], suggesting his Lara is a direct descendant of Alice; Will Self reminding
us you do not have to be a good man to write a great book); and biographers, scholars and relatives, including the great-granddaughter of the child
who inspired Alice, and the great-great niece of the author himself. We visited the sites of Oxford and the Thames that framed Carroll's life and were

painlessly introduced to Victorian society of the time, and specifically Carroll’s involvement with the Liddell family at Christ Church.

The Liddell father was the Dean of Christ Church, a position of enormous prestige, and his wife such a snob that she was called the Kingfisher, as she
angled for acquaintances with various royals. Their family of six contained three daughters, including Alice, who were warmly befriended by Carroll,
and we were shown the very view of the beautiful walled garden of Christ Church belonging to the Deanery, that Carroll had from the college’s library,

and from which vantage point he first saw the daughters at play.

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland was a tale told to Alice Liddell, notably on a long summer day on the Thames, rowing from Oxford to Godstowe
(Kearney, below left, on the river); it was Alice who wanted it written down, and to whom Carroll gave his original manuscript. Now the city of Oxford

has an Alice Day on the 4t of July every year to mark the summer on which the tales of Alice were first told.

The real-life story and the fictional world were interwoven in the programme. Rabbits hopped down rabbit holes, Alice illustrations sprung animatedly
to life, and there were scenes of serene beauty offered by Christ Church itself. (The college’s dining hall was used indeed for Hogwarts in the Harry
Potter [8] films, and someone could not resist saying Alice was, so to speak, the Harry Potter of her day.)

perhaps in more ways than one. He took portrait photographs of the grandees of the day, but it

Carroll was a pioneering and passionate photographer,
shown an interesting parallel with that other great amateur, Julia

is the scores of images of children which seem so suspicious to us today; we were
Margaret Cameron, who also photographed the same subjects.

The programme concluded with an examination of his photographs, sometimes turned into coloured illustrations, of naked young girls. We were told
this interest was not thought suspect at the time, as sexually immature children were thought to be innocent, while an interest in adolescent children

would have set off warning bells. The age of consent, by the way, in the 1860s was 12.

The discovery — perhaps Carroll's “secret” world — was of a photograph possibly but not proven to be by Carroll of (again, possibly) Lorina, Alice’s
older sister, in the collection of the Museum Cantini in Marseilles. The model is naked and definitely already pubescent.

Various suggestions were made as to what we should make of Carroll’s fascination with pre-pubescent girls, and the significance of this newly
discovered photograph. The evidence is in fact scant. But there was indeed an unexplained rift with the Liddell family, never to be completely healed,
2s the daughters reached adolescence. Carroll's family excised from and destroyed the pages of his extensive diaries anything that might have

‘ plained what happened.

/e were reminded that it was a period when children became central figures in Victorian literature, with authors as various as Charles Dickens [9]
les Kingsley. Carroll’'s Alice was calm, feisty, composed, and full of common sense in a mad world. At its best this gorgeous journey into the
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