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When | was a child I read The Phantom Tollbooth. And then | read it again. And again. And again and
again. Something about The Phantom Tollbooth, my alI-time favorite book, spoke directly to something in
the depths of my seven-year-old soul.If the Jesuits (Give me 3 child until he is seven and | will give you
the man”) are right, then the man whose words you are reading is actually a phantasmagoric Phantom of
Your imagination. (Which reminds me—I should add that | was also infatuated with The Phantom of the
Opera, in all ts terations.)

I don't know exactly why |loved (and sti love) The Phantom Tollbooth, and why | now love The Magic
Mountain 50 much as a young adult, but each time I read these books, | experience mingled sensations
of wonder, strangeness, and dreaminess. Perhaps | read The Phantom Tollbooth over and over—and
perhaps | have now eagerly begun my ascent of The Magic Mountain—because, like the young Hans
Castorp longing to hear his Grandfather tell the story of the family's christening basin again, | also longed
for these sensations gain and again.

Thus, it was with great delight that your dear narrator discovered that the most cherished novel of
his childhood has deep roots in another strange, wondrous, dreamy bildungsroman novel, a fantastic
work of imaginative fiction whose 150th anniversary we celebrated last year: Afice’s Adventures in
Wonderland.

Little did | know then that the literary crucible out of which the most beloved book of my bildung burst
forth came from that scintilating subversive star stoked many years ago by a man who called himself
Lewis Carroll (né Charles Lutwidge Dodgson). Last year, multiple municipalities across the country, from
New York to Los Angeles and Austin in between, commenmorated Afice’s 150th birthday. The sheer
number of Alice’s influences are astounding—far too many to chronicle here— from children's books

to movies (the 2010 Alice film s Tim Burton'’s highest grossing film, which is saying something for the
director of Beetlejuice, Edward Scissorhands, and two Batman movies) to plays and toys and coloring
books, but how about the actual book itself? | wonder if even half the people who saw Burton’s film

or who have seen one of the dozens of televised or animated Alice adaptions have actually read the
original. This i obviously unfortunate, and it's a growing fact of lfe in our audio-visual-technological
attenuated-attention-span age. But this unfortunate fact of human nature—that we are more easily.
captivated by pictures than to words, especiallyif those pictures are moving—is not unique to us twenty-
first century citizens. It was  dilemma diagnosed, ironically enough, by Deacon Dodgson himself. (Carroll
was an ordained reverend who lectured in mathematics at Oxford and wrote fiction in lieu of entering
the ministry.)

Alice’s Adventures begins when Alice “peeped into the book her sister was reading, but it had not
pictures or conversations in it, ‘and what is the use of a book, thought Alice, ‘without pictures or
conversations?"” Are we not all Alice? Be that as it may, the truly proper way to celebrate Alice's 150th
anniversary is not by being seeing the movie, and not even by attending one of the museum exhibitions

A 1230 Vv

v
| R Sty Sondrs contact
Al
X Foiouingup on tis,serie mentoned to tere e

Start publishing >





image2.png
about Alice, but by actually reading the book. And when we do so, we, like Alice, quickly discover
that reading—especially reading a work of elaborately imaginative fiction in which we stage Alice’s of
adventures in our own minds—is the most exquisite pallative for boredom ever devised by human
minds.

What s revelatory for this rambunctious reader is that not only The Phantom Tollbooth but also The.
Magic Mountain are streaked with the sparkling stripes of Alice’s unmistakable influence. All three
novels feature seemingly ordinary, young, mediocre anti-hero-type protagonists (Alice, Hans Castorp—
demeaned as “mittelm3Rig” [mediocre] by Mann himself—and Milo) who unwittingly embark upon
strange, extraordinary, dreamy, wondrous voyages to romantic realms which appear at frst merely
benign—if quite “curious” (notice how many times people are “curious” in Alice and The Magic
Mountain)—but soon become bewildering, unsettling, insidious, and eventually ife-threatening. These
anti-heroes are each ushered into these weird self-contained worlds by odd individuals who possess
insider insight of these mysterious domains: the White Rabbit, Hans's cousin Joachim Ziemssen, and

a talking dog named Tock (called thus because his body bears a ticking clock). These unspectacular
persons encounter eccentric individuals, confront peculiar circumstances, and engage in Odysseus-esque
odysseys through their respective mad, uncanny, unconventional Kingdoms of the Shades. The exchange
between Alice and the Cheshire Cat—*But | don't want to go among made people,” Alice remarked. “Oh,
you ca'n't [si] help that,” said the Cat: “we're all made here. 'm mad. You're mad”—could just as easily
have been had between Hans Castorp and Herr Settembrini,

We are by now familiar with modern odysseys, contemporary hero-journeys, and various fantastic
fables of this adventure-romance genre, but what may be unfamilar is how radical Alice’s hero-journey
was when it first appeared. Alice in Wonderland is as rooted in The Odyssey (as well as Swit's Gullver’s
Travels) as The Phantom Tollbooth and The Magic Mountain are footed in Alice; these newer literary
stars were each formed out of elements that sprung forth from that original ancient literary supernova,
and were further infused with particles and influences from another elementalliterary journey through a
shadowy underworld kingdom—Dante’s The Divine Comedy.

But whereas classic, traditional hero-journeys always had a telos—there was a purpose to the hero's
journey (Odysseus returning home; Dante escaping inferno and reaching paradiso)—and always took
place in a rational world with stable meanings and conventional morality, Afice is a hero-journey without
atelos. And Wonderland i an irrational world without stable meaning and without conventional
morality. Alice radically subverted the hero-journey genre of Homer and Dante, and literary odysseys
have never quite been the same since. Indeed, what made—and still makes—Alice not only so
revolutionary, but so lovable and so meaningful, is the paradoxical nature of the novel itself: Afice’s lack
of meaning is what makes it so meaningful. Its vision of a world without a fixed set of meanings was
radical i its time, and continues to be radical today.
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Alice not only animates all subsequent odd hero-odysseys like The Phantom Tollbooth and The Magic
Mountain, but also even influenced the quantum cosmic escapades of Italo Calvino's Cosmicomics—
Calvino admitted as much himself. Alice i less a character than an archetype who travels through

her own absurd space-and-time continuum just as much as Calvino's ageless Qfwfd is an impersonal
archetype who courses through the absurd quantum chaos of the cosmos. And in his short story “How
Much Shall We Bet?”, Calvino's quantum wanderer even comes to a Carroll-esque conclusion concerning
the absurd nature of his Wonderland—the cosmos: “a pasta (doughy mass) of events without form or
direction, which surrounds, submerges, crushes all reasoning.”

The absurdity of Alice’s adventures thus also anticipates Albert Camus' literature (and philosophy) of the
Absurd. Alice is an Odysseus without a telos, a Gulliver without a political consciousness, and a Qfwfa
without immortality. And she is Maurice Sendak's Max and Mickey of Where The Wild Things Are and In
The Night Kitchen, romping in the wild rumpus of their own wonderland-dreamlands. But she is also a
Meursault without a murder, swept up by events out of her control, trapped in Wonderland as Meursault
is i his cell—both of whom are trapped in worlds without any meaning except that which they create
for themselves—unable to cope with the illogical logic, byzantine procedures, and absurdity of events
enveloping them except by labeling them as utter nonsense, by screaming “you're nothing but a pack

of cards!" at those around them who confound them, which is what Meursault essentially exclaims

to the flabbergasted chaplain at The Stranger's dénouement. They started from different points, but

the kindred-spirited clan of Carroll, Calvino and Camus all came to the same conclusion arrived at by a
certain dark Shakespearean Scottish king: we live in a wonderland, full of absurd sound and senseless
fury, signifying nothing,

Alice s often thought of as one of the great works of children's literature. Its influence can certainly be
sensed in later sophisticated high-fantasy children’s literature such s C.5. Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia,
the work of Madeleine L'Engle and Ursula K. Le Guin, Roald Dahl's Charlie and the Chocolate Factory
and, of course, Norton lusters The Phantom Tollbooth. But make no mistake about it: Alie is not only
anovel for children. It is just as—if not more—essential reading for adults. Alice speaks to adults who,
like Camus’ Meursault, Mann's Castorp, and Kafka's collected characters, live in a world of absurdity and
paradox—a world without any clear meaning, a world in which the only moral is that “perhaps it hasn't
one;” a world in which the only certainty (aside from death—an omnipresent reality ominously lurking in
Alice’s "children's story”) is the ludicrous fact of uncertainty, the reality of the surreal, and the existence
of the ludicrous. Alice is no more “children’sliterature” than Hamlet and Macbeth are “ghost stories.”
That Alice firmly lays its roots in the hero-journey tradition of The Odyssey and sprouts forth offshoots
which have seeded some of the greatest literature of recent history, like The Magic Mountain and
Calvino's Cosmicomics, should be evidence enough of Alice’s seriousness as a still-great novel deserving
to be read by all serious readers. But its eternal message seals its greatness: that at the ground of all
being is a presence thatis utterly baffling—an essence which can only be understood by embracing
non-understanding. Absurd? Of course itis. And this is the vitalty of Alice: it teaches us that we need to
preserve a sense of nonsense if we are to make sense of our nonsensical world. And it continues to teach
us that the absurd fact of human existence s that our existence is completely, totally, utterly absurd. Itis
not Alice who's in Wonderland—it's us. You and me.
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