The Appeal of Alice

     Among my possessions I find: a reproduction of the original books called Journeys in Wonderland, The Annotated Alice with notes by Martin Gardner, a pop-up book based on the Tennial illustrations, another illustrated by Jotto Seibold, DVDs of a Disney cartoon, another DVD of the surreal stop-motion nightmare by Švankmajer, and a pastiche by Tim Burton.  

With their striking imagery the adventures of Alice are still a source of inspiration for artists, as they are so  rich visually.  The original text can be adapted as a light fantasy, an exploration of the subconscious, a series of word and logic puzzles, or a metaphor for childhood among other things.

     Although there is a linear narrative binding them, Alice's adventures are more a series of small events, further broken by poetry recitations by the characters themselves.  Stories that seem to make no sense at all, do so with a purpose.  The reader is guided through social satire in the caucus race sequence, challenged by word plays ('...no wise fish would go anywhere without a purpoise!' and  purposefully faulty reasoning (''The rule is, jam to-morrow and jam yesterday - but never jam to-day.' 'It MUST come sometimes to "jam to-day,"' Alice objected. 'No, it can't,' said the Queen.)

  It is because both Alice's Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass are structured to imitate dreams, and dreams jumps between events and places without logic, or rather with a logic of their own, which seems absurd when the dreamer is awake.  This dream quality is what sets the Alice stories apart.  Children stories often involve the exploration of alternate worlds, with the child interacting with unusual characters.  But those worlds have rules, and the child hero is not changed by it.  Alice wanders into wonderland, changes physically (the size changes) and mentally (she cannot remember the original forms of poems).  Wonderland is not a safe place to be.  Many creatures that she meets are rude to her or even threaten her.  Alice needs to act argumentative and wilful to manage them.

   The reality of a child's world is to be surrounded by strange rules and people who won't listen to them.  Readers today can understand this Victorian-era hero because she is a regular child trying to navigate a strange world.  And, as they identify with Alice, many adults find that it is their world also.
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