I11. Nonsense and the Dialectic of Order

It may well strike as a paradox that two classical anthropological and philosophical studies probing
into the meaning of order, Mary Douglas’ Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution
and Taboo (1966) and Elizabeth Sewell‘s The Field of Nonsense (1952) appeared shortly before the
peak of a massive global wave of political protests, at a time, that is, when thinking and writing about
order was not exactly fashionable. Many years after the first publication of her book, Mary Douglas
remembered the circumstances responsible for its tardy success and termed it, half-jokingly, a sleeper,
i.e. a book that ,,comes out of obscurity after lying dormant for some time.” Yet in spite of the fact
that these studies may not have been in accord with the spirit of the time when first published both
proved to be path-breaking for further research on the subject and hardly any work that has been
written over the past seventy years on Nonsense leaves aside what once was so perceptively captured
by Sewell’s intuition, namely, that order, as strange as it would sound, is essential to literary Nonsense.
Apart from the subject of order, which connects the names of Douglas and Sewell, both adopt a
similar approach to and both emphasize from the outset the importance of dialectics for our
understanding of order, i.e. that any analysis of order necessarily throws up questions as to the
meaning of disorder. As Douglas says of dirt and pollution, which are among the key concepts in her
study: ,,Reflection on dirt involves reflection of the relation of order to disorder, being to non-being,
form to formlessness, life to death.”

Sewell’s approach to the dialectics of order and disorder in her analysis of Nonsense might be
judged more complex, for, contrary to expectation, she aligns Nonsense primarily with order rather
than with disorder:

»Nonsense...takes the side of order and plays against disorder in the mind...Nonsense will presumably have to
organize its language according to the principles of order, i.e. it will have to concentrate on the divisibility of its
material into ones, units from which a universe can be built. This universe, however, must never be more than
the sum of its parts, and must never fuse into some all-embracing whole which cannot be broken down again into
the original ones. It must try to create with words a universe that consists of bits.”

In her investigation of Carroll’s and Lear’s literary productions, she thus does not identify Nonsense
with illogicality, with reasons for constant misunderstandings between different figures or with
confusing word meanings, since these would be but a few from a broad range of means, on which the
Nonsense game relies.

To Sewell, Nonsense is basically a principle of organization: it carefully weighs up what semantical
groups of words can be used (concrete, simple and precise reference, no variability), what aesthetical
categories to allow (e.g. ugliness rather than beauty), what kinds of relations may be established
between its parts (disproportion, distinctness of separate elements), and so on. Therefore it is taken to
mean a through and through rational business, which is wholly controlled and directed by reason. In
turn, disorder is understood by her rather as a means of contrast by which order may gain the
maximum of visual sharpness:

,,Irue Nonsense, as we have seen, is sane enough, for although it sides with order against disorder, it needs the
latter for its antagonist and aims at keeping it engaged, not at suppressing it.””*

One of the properties which is said to dominate the world of Nonsense is its absolute precision. This is
directly associated by the author with the delight in number and logic, which characterized the minds
of Lear and Carroll.

In regard to the Alice-books Nonsense is said to become a consecutive narrative®, that is, the whole
of the story is to be understood as Nonsense. This particular idea is illustrated by a rich variety of
examples, e.g. Carroll’s love for natural numbers, pseudo-series, rhymes, all of which are used to
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maintain “the principle of organization in Nonsense.”’ Speaking about linguistic manifestations of
Nonsense, Sewell specifies the following:

,-The syntax and grammar are not disordered...There is only one aspect of language which Nonsense can be said
to disorder, and that is reference, the effect produced by a word or group of words in the mind. It is the sequence
of references which is disordered by Nonsense, if the familiar sequence of events in everyday life is to be taken
as the standard of order and sense.””

While it is undoubtedly true that Nonsense heavily relies on a mutual relation between order and
disorder and that in its game reference, compared with other linguistic levels, is given a predominant
position, the term reference in Sewell’s use deserves an exact specification, for in her theory it is not
to be confused with objects of reality. It may be regarded as a particularly controversial point in her
book that she holds a view of the world of Nonsense as well as of the order from which it is said to
arise as one that is hermetically sealed up against reality, on which she constantly lays great stress.
Since for most of the later studies on literary Nonsense its relation to reality has turned out to be quite
a challenging issue, it seems important to realize what exactly Sewell seeks to achieve by rigorously
separating Nonsense from reality.

As the first of the above quoted passages from her study suggests, Nonsense is a world made of
words. According to Sewell, words are not to be mistaken for things from reality, since in this case
Nonsense would stop being Nonsense and become magic®. Hence, reference that is disordered by
Nonsense proves to have no connection with the world of things and, in short, is to be taken merely as
a word meaning, so that the whole Nonsense-game comes to be reduced exclusively to meanings of
words, i.e. as a rational activity under the mind’s control. Since it carefully separates meanings from
things in reality, to which the words may refer in the speakers’ minds, according to Sewell, once this
has been understood, it does no longer matter how exactly we specify the relation of Nonsense to
reality:

,In Nonsense all the world is paper and all the seas are ink. This may seem cramping, but it has one great
advantage: one need not discuss the so-called unreality or reality of the Nonsense world.”*

Sewell’s attitude to this relation proves to be rather ambivalent: For one thing, it is said to be not as
important as it would seem, yet at the same time in her theory it is required that Nonsense should be
seen strictly as a world on its own, one that is separated from reality and the only purpose it serves is
an intellectual amusement with which it provides its players, i.e. Carroll, Lear and their readers.

One might object that although Nonsense does not intend to change the world of things as magic
does, its “disordered reference” is much more than a product of playing with word meanings. Again,
psychology proves to be among the most crucial areas of the origin of Nonsense. On the one hand,
Nonsense reveals specific traits that are characteristic of an excessively free treatment of reference
(verbal arbitrariness, disbanding conventional codes, calculated deviations from logic, etc.) On the
other, in Alices, Nonsense is not only a rational but also quite a provocative business: it openly
challenges logic and in so doing it constantly confuses the heroine, becoming one of the propelling
forces of the plot. Alice’s reactions to Nonsense, that range from tacit puzzlements** to vigorous
protests', are discussed by the author in acute detail, that is, Nonsense is not only being played, it is
also subject to continuous reflections that accompany the story and the scale against which statements
are measured as nonsensical is nothing but everyday life, that is, the world of things. The importance
of reality is revealed by the fact that it constantly intervenes in the world of disordered reference
through the heroine’s mind. Therefore it seems rather problematic that Sewell insists on separating not
only words and reality but Nonsense and the psychology of Carroll’s characters, too, which she
repeatedly stresses in her book. As an example, her view of Nonsense as a hermetically closed
universe consisting of words is accompanied by the observation according to which it admits of no
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emotion.”®* And the protagonist herself, who so often openly opposes the disorder of reference, is
regarded as part of Nonsense, which, among other things, is called to corroborate the idea that
Nonsense requires precision:

,,The demand for exactitude ... can also take the form of insistence on temporal order, or what is to come first,
second and third: ‘No, no!” said the Queen. ‘Sentence first — verdict afterwards.” ‘Stuff and nonsense!” said Alice
loudly. ‘The idea of having the sentence first.” (Who Stole the Tarts?) «**

Ironically, in these words both the Queen and Alice are being equally approached as guardians of
Nonsense, Alice may appear even more so than the Queen, since it is Alice who insists here on a
rational sequence of events. It is most notably in this point, I believe, that the fundamental premise of
Sewell’s, i.e. her conviction that Nonsense arises from order rather than from disorder raises serious
questions. The order (and the disorder) of numbers in Carroll’s book may serve as another example.
Even though it is perfectly correct that numbers play an important role in it, precision in dealing with
them and careful attention to their sequence are in themselves by no means to be understood as
pertaining to Nonsense. Whereas Alice defends rationality in number relations (as she does in the
Trial-scene alluded to by Sewell in the above quote), the very opposite is the case with the Queen as
with most of the inhabitants of Wonderland. In what follows, | would like to reproduce three episodes,
which follow a similar mathematical pattern and which can demonstrate differences in how characters
of the story perceive order and disorder.

In Chapter VII, ,,A Mad Tea-Party*, after the Hatter finishes his story about how he once offended
Time so that time refused to move forward at his tea-party, Alice expresses an idea which triggers a
new telling conversation in terms of Nonsense:

A bright idea came into Alice’s head. “Is that the reason so many tea-things are put out here?” she asked.

“Yes, that’s it,” said the Hatter with a sigh: “it’s always tea-time, and we’ve no time to wash the things
between whiles.”

“Then you keep moving around, | suppose?” said Alice.

“Exactly so0,” said the Hatter: “as the things get used up.”

“But what comes when you come to the beginning again?” Alice ventured to ask.

“Suppose we change the subject,” the March Hare interrupted, yawning. “I’m getting tired of this.”*®
Even if a great number of tea-things is put out on the table, this number as that of all possible seat
changes is not unlimited. Hence, by asking what happens when the series of possible changes is
completed Alice raises a fairly plausible and reasonable question which, however, remains
unanswered since its obvious logic corners the Hatter completely. Now consider an episode from
Chapter 1X in which other inhabitants of Wonderland confront Alice with a free etymology of the
noun lessons:

“And how many hours a day did you do lessons?” said Alice, in a hurry to change the subject.

“Ten hours the first day,” said the Mock Turtle: “nine the next, and so on.”

“What a curious plan!” exclaimed Alice.

“That’s the reason they’re called lessons,” the Gryphon remarked: “because they lessen from day to day.”...
“Then the eleventh day must have been a holiday?”

“Of course it was,” said the Mock Turtle.

“And how did you manage on the twelfth?”” Alice went on eagerly.

“That’s enough about lessons,” the Gryphon interrupted in a very decided tone.™

Since according to the rule which is freely invented by the Mock Turtle eleven is a number that
concludes any series consisting of ten units it is entirely unclear, e.g. how the series proceeds after the
number twelve. Alice clearly sees that no other new series of numbers can be produced which would
end with eleven. By her quite simple remark she again questions disorder in dealing with numbers, at
which point the conversation gets promptly interrupted by Alice’s opponents exactly like in Chapter
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VII. And, finally, consider a dialogue between Alice and the King during the trial (Chapter XIlI,
,Alice’s Evidence®) in which the King invents a rule demanding that Alice should leave the court of
justice:

The King...read out from his book, ,,Rule Forty-two. All persons more than a mile high to leave the court.”...
“Well, I sha’n’t go, at any rate,” said Alice; “besides, that’s not a regular rule: you invented it just now.”

“It’s the oldest rule in the book,” said the King.

“Then it ought to be Number One,” said Alice.

The King turned pale, and shut his note-book hastily.17

Other than, e.g. in Chapter | in which Alice is guessing how many miles she has fallen down the
Rabbit-hole (incidentally, this is also taken by Sewell as an instance of Nonsense'®), in the above
episodes she does not engage herself in guesses or assumptions concerning numbers but is rather
reflecting on their exact mutual relations. Whereas the Mock Turtle and the King show an absolute
arbitrariness in their dealing with numbers, Alice insists on their precise logical reference. In this point
it would, again, be possible to draw a clear borderline in the psychological motivation of approaching
words, numbers and their reference between Alice and the inhabitants of Wonderland, between order
and disorder, sense and nonsense, rationality and arbitrariness, fixed rules of reason and the free flow
of a nightmare.

Since Sewell considers all characters in the book to be equally representative of a rational order,
this raises questions concerning obvious differences in their psychology. Though, on the whole,
psychology is not among Sewell’s chief concerns, there is one particular area of it to which she
repeatedly turns in her discussion of Nonsense, being at the same time an area which — as in the case
with the world of things — she actively seeks to separate from Nonsense, i.e. the dream. Sewell takes it
to be a kind of disorder in which the distinctness of thought units is blurred and since dreams cannot
be controlled and cannot be played with™ she discards the idea of Nonsense-as-a-Dream and proposes
instead one of Nonsense-as-a-Game:

,Nonsense is hostile to the dream. It is important to differentiate between this type of disorder, fluidity, the
synthesis, the running together of pictures in the mind, and the type with which Nonsense works and which we
have tentatively called a rearrangement in the series of word references.”*

Among her arguments for opposing Nonsense to dreams, there is an observation concerning Carroll’s
mathematical orderly mind and a way of dealing with numbers which does not betray a dreaming
disposition®. Yet, as | have tried to illustrate above, in the Alice-books, Carroll’s way of operating
with numbers is not the same with all figures and, for example, Alice’s belief in logic and order makes
her appear clearly different to the ways of handling numbers that are peculiar to the Hatter, the Mock
Turtle and the King. In other words, | do not believe that the admittedly very important role with
which order is invested in Carroll’s work should be identified with an attempt to evoke disorder by
means of rationality so as to appear visually sharp against its background, which is roughly the main
assumption of Sewell’s, but rather the other way around, i.e. with a quest for sense, an urgent need of
clear reference and rules by which to secure success in interhuman communication.

By claiming that Nonsense is opposed to the dream, Sewell in effect tries to unsay the dream of
Alice. Yet the story is literally about a dream and, what is more, the world of Wonderland, that is, the
world of which Alice is dreaming might also be understood as a dream metaphorically, i.e. as one that
is governed by irrationality and is opposed to the heroine’s rational mind. When seen in this light
Nonsense can hardly be reduced to mean a rational play intended for amusement. | believe that it
rather arises from a deep concern about a possible loss of sense and meaning, confronting the
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protagonist and the reader with a situation in which all rules that make rational thought and speech
possible are suddenly abandoned. This particular aspect of Alice, i.e. an acute awareness of
unparalleled dangers of arriving at the very limits of language, when logic and conventions could no
longer guarantee mutual understanding, may be interpreted as a most significant drama faced by the
modern world. Yet, of course, its meaning gets obscured if Nonsense is regarded as a product of order.

Sewell’s explicit refusal to consider that there is a clear psychological side to the issue of Nonsense,
her claim that Alice’s dream is in effect no dream at all but something that is inimical to dreams and
defeats them?®?, her laying great stress on rationality as the only source of Carroll’s Nonsense
paradoxically result in Nonsense’ losing its sense and aesthetical objective. | think, the crux of the
problem in the view held by Sewell is that Nonsense is taken to mean solely a game and that the whole
of the Alice-books is indiscriminately understood by her as Nonsense. In short, it is a refusal to
recognize the limits that are set to Nonsense by Carroll and Sewell is by no means alone in taking this
view. Anyone would, e.g. easily see parallels between Sewell’s theory of Nonsense and that proposed
later by Wim Tigges in his monograph on this subject, among other things, the following assumption:
,Carroll makes use of nonsensical reasoning, reasoning which is nonsensical because it is logical.“*®
Here, again, it may be objected that Carroll makes different characters follow different ways of
reasoning, e.g. Alice’s ways are opposed of those of the King who freely invents rules and numbers
(Rule Forty-two) and who therefore can hardly be regarded as someone who is thinking logically.
However, since Tigges is as little interested in the psychology of Carroll’s characters as Sewell before
him and, similarly to Sewell, states that one of the characteristics of Nonsense is a lack of emotional
involvement™, he is equally unaware of the limits posed to Nonsense in Alices. And in this respect it is
also notable what he says of the relation between Nonsense and reality:

,Nonsense is not a priori meaningless. Neither does it merely suggest a topsy-turvy world. Nonsense does not
describe an absurd world or absurd events, nor does it primarily demonstrate the absurdity or unreliability of
language. In nonsense, language as such is dominant; it works on the assumption that the word is autonomous,
and demonstrates this by creating a reality with language rather than either representing a reality, as in mimetic
or naturalistic literature, or playing with language as in the curiosity. It is this creative use of language that
makes nonsense effective and aesthetically pleasing.”?

And, again, it is left out of consideration that in Alices Nonsense works effectively only owing to the
fact that it is being reflected by the dreaming heroine’s logical mind. Alice’s rational thinking is that
scale against which sense and nonsense are being measured and to her Nonsense is usually anything
but pleasing. Hence, reality is here not simply newly created, e.g. by Carroll’s introducing a Mouse
that has to offer both a tale and a tail, but rather it is constantly present in the story providing those
rules of order that are continually rejected by the inhabitants of Wonderland, which seems to be the
principal source of Nonsense in the book.

As in the case with Sewell, Tigges’ views are, on the whole, representative of a widely maintained
claim that every linguistic creation of the author’s wit is to be interpreted as Nonsense. I don’t believe
that this view is accurate. Consider, for example, two puns, one from Chapter 1X (,,The Mock Turtle’s
Story*“) which is produced by the Mock Turtle (,,We called him Tortoise because he taught us“?®) and
one based on the homophones tail/tale in Chapter III ,,A Caucus-Race and a Long Tale“.*’ The former
is, of course, an instance of Nonsense: it is based on an arbitrary confusion of reference, which is
among the main aesthetical domains of Nonsense. Yet the latter is an actual enactment of both
homophones, i.e. of both tale and tail in the plot: in Alice’s imagination, the Mouse provides a tale in
the form of a tail. Though it is true that this causes confusion and at some point Alice misunderstands
the words in the Mouse’s use, most readers of the story will easily recognize the reason of this
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confusion, exactly because it does not arise from verbal arbitrariness. Thus it is not quite plausible
why all instances of Carroll’s playing with words should be taken to be Nonsense. %

Among those rather rare scholars who have seen in Carroll’s Nonsense more than an amusing
intellectual play with language and who have also recognized the importance of both reality as a
source of rational order and as a spiritual atmosphere of an epoch in which the Alice-books were
created for our understanding of them, Donald Rackin and George Steiner should be particularly
mentioned. The concepts of order and modernity are placed at the heart of critical enquiry in Chapter
VI ,Blessed Rage: The Alices and the Modern Quest for Order” of Rackin’s monograph Alice’s
Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass: Nonsense, Sense, and Meaning (1991.)
The general atmosphere of Wonderland is interpreted by Rackin as one of a God-less void imposed
on Victorian intellectuals by Darwinian and post-Darwinian science. In his opinion, the inhabitants of
Wonderland represent a model of nature which is entirely driven by laws of natural selection, the
instinctual, endless round of adaptation and self-preservation®, a nature without spirit and without any
signposts of intelligible order. The confrontation between Alice and these creatures is said to
symbolically suggest one between order and disorder, sense and nonsense:

,In the Alices, as in twentieth-century existential thought, human meaning is made in spite of the void, and, in
making her order and meaning out of, essentially, nothing, the brave child Alice spitefully makes...what we may
call sense out of nonsense, something out of nothing...Alice, in resisting her instinctive fears and the moral
nothingness of her adventures, somehow makes of her spitefulness an affirmation of the human spirit.”*

On his part, George Steiner takes the phenomenon of Victorian Nonsense to be closely bound up with
the concept of ‘the lacking word” which marks modern literature and which stands for a period in the
history of Western culture between the seventies of the 19" century and the ‘linguistic turn’, an epoch
that is marked by losing the belief in the capacity of natural languages to capture the truth, by a breach
between word and world, between meaning and reference, by dividing ,,a literature essentially housed
in language from one for which language has become a prison.**!

Both Rackin and Steiner, thus, take an entirely different approach to Nonsense compared with
those theoreticians who interpret it as a purely amusing entertainment. To them, Nonsense reveals
deep dramatic dimensions and the drama which is enacted in it is one of a lost order.*

Hence, Nonsense allows to be interpreted as a key category within an aesthetic program which
continuously refers to sense and order. Its order is both a conceptual background of the whole story
and the material to which the author resorts in designing the confrontation between Alice and the
inhabitants of Wonderland, i.e. linguistic and logical order. Since, when understood this way,
Nonsense in itself cannot be part of order, it is invested with a purely dialectical role: in being opposed
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illogicality of some of the language’s most common expressions, he (Carroll — V. V.) was, | have no doubt, trying to awaken
his readers to the resources and limitations of English, encouraging them to pay attention to what they were saying, and
warning them against carelessness in their linguistic habits.”

2 Donald Rackin, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass: Nonsense, Sense, and Meaning,
Twayne’s masterwork studies, No. 81, New York: Twayne Publishers 1991, pp. 90-92. Cf. for the prominence of the motif
of Nonsense in the spiritual life of a great number of Victorian intellectuals, see Daniel Brown’s monograph The Poetry of
Victorian Scientists: Style, Science and Nonsense, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2013.

® Donald Rackin, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass, p. 96.

3! George Steiner, After Babel: Aspects of Language and Translation, Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press 1975, esp. the Chapter
,,Word against Object”, pp. 115-247, here pp. 184-185.

32 Cf. the study on Nonsense and its influence on other modern literary genres, among other things, on the metaphysical
poetry of T. S. Eliot by James Rother, ,,Modernism and the Nonsense Style“, in: Contemporary Literature, Vol. 15, No. 2,
1974, pp. 187-202. The author equally warns against regarding Nonsense as simply an amusing game, p. 187: ,,Certainly it is
a rare occasion when Nonsense as literary discipline (not to be confused with “nonsense”, indicating mere lack of sense)
impresses us as simply amusing, without serious aspects or consequences...On the contrary, it is almost always a solemn
business, maintaining the strictest of controls over both its inferences and its effects...Nor is Nonsense merely technique
reserved for the portrayals of owls and pussycats, mad hatters and mock trials, since it has shown itself capable of creeping
into more conventional forms of literature when least expected to do so0.”

6



to sense, it perpetually refers to it, and so, it demarcates a borderline running between things that make
sense and those that do not. Although philosophical readings of Alice will be in the focus of a separate
chapter (,,The Philosophers’ Alice®), it is worth pointing out in this connection the debates about the
concept of Nonsense in Wittgenstein’s philosophy and the parallels that are often drawn between
Wittgenstein and Carroll.

In Wittgenstein’s writings, Nonsense is not always understood as absence of sense but sometimes
also as a tool by which to refer to sense. In order to emphasize this particular aspect of Nonsense in
Wittgenstein’s thought, Daniele Moyal-Sharrock quotes the following passage from his Philosophical
Grammar:

,---when we hear the two propositions, “This rod has a length” and its negation “This rod has no length”, we
take sides and favour the first sentence, instead of declaring them both nonsense (Unsinn). But this partiality is
based on a confusion: we regard the first proposition as verified (and the second as falsified) by the fact that “the

rod has a length of four meters”.”*

That the first of the propositions is likely to be favoured as verified is due to linguistic conventions
within a language community whose members normally employ it in exactly the form indicated by
Wittgenstein as part of defining sentences, i.e. whenever speaking about the length of objects. In a
similar context, Denis McManus addresses the intelligibility of nonsense in Wittgenstein’s philosophy
and draws on his saying ,,Language sets everyone the same traps...“* It is important to notice both the
affinity which he observes between this phrase and Carroll’s aesthetics and the problematics which he
ascribes to Wittgenstein’s use of the words same and everyone in intercultural context:

,I have suggested that the philosophical confusions Wittgenstein examined can be seen as possessing a
recognizable logic and that I am rendered vulnerable to them by virtue of speaking particular languages, a
feature which is not a peculiarity of me as an individual... The Tractatus identifies some of “the same traps” that
language “sets everyone” by tracing the confusing influence on our thinking of particular, multiple sources of
items of pseudo-sense to which we speakers of that language are vulnerable. But, of course, in this sense, “the
same traps” are precisely not set for everyone. Just as Carroll’s humor cannot be translated into some languages,
neither can the speakers of some languages succumb so some of the confusions that Wittgenstein targets...”*

The basic idea behind this passage concerns the question of universal intelligibility of Nonsense: since
its intelligibility is generally dependent on specific conventional codes within a given language
community it would be plausible to assume that the traps addressed in the works of Wittenstein and
Carroll would be different in kind to those found in languages that typologically and genetically are
quite distinct from German and English. In what follows, | would like to focus attention on the
translatability of Nonsense bearing in mind the above mentioned issue of the dialectic pertaining to
Nonsense, i.e. Nonsense as a means of demarcating sense in both referring to order and being opposed
to it.

It deserves being mentioned at this point that the translatability issue is closely connected to another
problem which has also been addressed earlier in this chapter, i.e. the limits set to Nonsense in
Carroll’s work. When thinking which strategy is suited best for making Nonsense perform a similar
task to that of the original the interlingual translator is confronted with a very specific kind of
language traps in Carroll’s work, i.e. with cases that in themselves do not suggest anything nonsensical,
yet tend to appear nonsensical when rendered literally. Most of these cases are purely semantic in
nature, e.g. in an episode from Chapter XII ,,Alice’s Evidence” where the King is referring to a
mysterious poem, ,,the most important piece of evidence” in his eyes. One of its lines (,,But said I
could not swim®) are taken by the King to be particularly suggestive of its author’s identity so that he
asks the Knave whether he can swim:

¥ Daniéle Moyal-Sharrock, ,,The Good Sense of Nonsense: a reading of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus as nonself-repudiating”, in:
Philosophy, Vol. 82, No. 319, Jan. 2007, pp. 147-177, here p. 160.

* Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, Ed. G.H. von Wright, Oxford: Blackwell 1998, p. 25: ,,Language sets everyone
the same traps; it is an immense network of easily accessible wrong turnings...”

% Denis McManus, ,,Austerity, Psychology, and the Intelligibility of Nonsense™, in: Philosophical Topics, Vol. 42, No. 2,
2014, pp. 161-199, here p. 188.
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,,...you ca’n’t swim, can you?” he added, turning to the Knave. The Knave shook his head sadly. “Do I look like
it?”” (Which he certainly did not, being made entirely of cardboard.)”*

While rendering this passage even in languages like Chinese and Japanese that are greatly distinct
from English is not accompanied by any problems, it is different with Russian where the verb plavat
(to swim) also covers the meaning of to float on the surface of a liquid and can refer to both animate
and inanimate things (cardboard, wood, paper, etc.) A literal reproduction of the last phrase from the
passage is therefore completely incomprehensible in Russian. This is, for example, the case with
Demurova’s (p. 258): «Kynma mue!» - ckazan oH. (OTo ObUIO BEpHO — Belb OH ObLI OyMasKHBIIA.)
(,.,-How could I?” he said, which was true since he was made of paper.”) Since the Knave admits being
made of paper, any Russian reader will be likely to ask why in the world he cannot swim. A cautious
translator will try to bypass this kind of semantic trap leading to an almost automatic production of
Nonsense which is new to the original. Consider, e.g. the solution found by Nabokov (p. 111): ,,9toro,
KOHC€YHO, IMOAYMAaThb HEJIb34 6BIJ'IO, TaK Kak OH OBUI CKJIEEH BECH U3 KapTOHa M B BOAEC PaCKICHIICA
o61.“ (,,Which he certainly did not, since he was glued together of pieces of cardboard and would fall
apart in water.”) Hence, the translator provides his reader with information that is needed to
understand why the Knave cannot swim: even though Nabokov is moving away from the original
semantics, he neatly side-steps the problem of adding new Nonsense to it. Consider, as a comparison,
another episode from Chapter 1V in which Alice hears the White Rabbit say the following:

,,The Duchess! The Duchess! Oh my dear paws! Oh my fur and whiskers! She’ll get me executed, as sure as
ferrets are ferrets!”*’

The Rabbit expresses his certainty about the punishment by referring to ferrets, that is, to an animal
with which he is more than familiar in English culture. In Martin Gardner’s commentary (p. 39) some
cues are given as to this intimate relation between ferrets and rabbits: ,,Ferrets are a semidomesticated
variety of the English polecat, used mainly for hunting rabbits and mice.” To follow the logic of the
Rabbit’s words, the translator would need to refer to some appropriate object with which the rabbits
are equally well familiar in a given target-language rather than reproduce the original literally, as, for
example, Yamagata Hiro‘o [LIFZ{%4E does in his version (p. 49): ,,7 =L v kX7 =L v N TH D
< BWHEFEIZ, I Enb 9 ZF 1 «®) Here, again, Nabokov’s rendition reveals a better
awareness of dangers to become unintelligible and to create Nonsense that is not part of the original.
He does not translate the noun ferrets, since it refers to an animal which is entirely exotic to Russian
readers but substitutes it for cabbage (p. 29): ,,Ona mMens ka3HuT, 3TO 5ICHO, Kak Kamycra!” (,,She’ll get
me executed, as sure as cabbage is cabbage!”)

Occasionally, new Nonsense comes about as a result of lacking attention to the negations. Chapter
IX contains, for example, the following dialogue between Alice and the Duchess:

.1 dare say you’re wondering why I don’t put my arm around your waist,” the Duchess said, after a pause: “the
reason is, that I’m doubtful about the temper of your flamingo. Shall I try the experiment?”
“He might bite,” Alice cautiously replied, not feeling at all anxious to have the experiment tried.*

The Duchess does not put her arm around Alice’s waist, since she is fearful of the flamingo; Alice, in
turn, does not wish to be embraced, for the Duchess is extraordinarily ugly. Thus, neither of them
produces Nonsense in this instance. Now consider the following Chinese rendition of the passage by
Zhao Yuanren (p. 119):

R — 5 LTS AR 4 s B A RO . R IR AT S BE R R LR B P B
B—TF, 5 B SATE AR AN R . N OB IE, M SRR ET . (] guess you're
certainly wondering why I’m putting my arm around your waist. The reason is, that I’'m a little doubtful about
the temper of your flamingo. Let me try the experiment.” Alice was absolutely indifferent about the experiment
being tried. She answered cautiously: “He could bite you.”)

% Alice, p. 128.
37 Alice, p. 39
% yamagata Hiro‘o [LIJZ#54E (Tr.), Fushigi no kuni no Arisu AEED[E D 7 Y 2, Tokyo: Asahi shuppansha 2003.
39 H
Alice, p. 96.



What is left implicit and completely unclear by the translator is why the Duchess embraces Alice, why
Alice is indifferent about the experiment alluded to by the Duchess and, after all, what is meant by the
experiment which the Duchess desires to try. And so, Chinese readers will have every reason for
recognizing an impressive amount of Nonsense in this passage, although no Nonsense is involved here
in the original at all.

In the above examples produced by Demurova, Hiro’o and Zhao Yuanren, the reader faces a kind
of Nonsense which is neither part of the original nor invested with any perceivable dialectical quality,
since it does not demarcate sense, which seems among its most important aims in the Alices. The
second section of this chapter will provide detailed illustrations of how translators render what in
effect is Carroll’s Nonsense in Chapters IV and V. Yet before doing so, let us consider briefly some of
the key-areas of linguistic order on which Nonsense continually relies, i.e. the exact nature of those
traps that language sets its users and translators. One particular group among these traps is purely
semantic, consisting of puns and malapropisms that are generated by the arbitrary language use of the
inhabitants of Wonderland, who constantly alienate words from their conventional reference. Since
this group will be in the focus of two separate chapters (in ,,The Language of Violence” and,
contrastively, in ,,Through the Eyes of a Child*) they are not going to be addressed at this point. Here |
would rather like to concentrate on three other instances of linguistic material which might help
elucidate the issue of the translatability of Nonsense: first, rhymes and alliteration, i.e. cases in which
Nonsense is a result of phonemic and semantic properties of words; second, cases in which it is
produced by means of grammar (morphology) and, third, situations where Nonsense is determined by
an intersection between semantics and syntax.

Contrary to the assumption that Nonsense does not admit of emotions and is rather alien to
psychology | would like to illustrate the first of these groups by examining two examples where
language use is quite obviously motivated by the heroine’s state of mind. Even though Alice normally
appears in the text as opposing Nonsense, her first experience of Wonderland, i.e. her falling asleep in
the first chapter and her being suddenly confronted by a series of wonders make her lose control of her
language and say the following:

»--.But do cats eat bats, I wonder?”” And here Alice began to get rather sleepy, and went on saying to herself, in a
dreamy sort of way, “Do cats eat bats? Do cats eat bats?” and sometimes “Do bats eat cats?” for, you see, as she
couldn’t answer either question, it didn’t much matter which way she put it.*°

In her dreaming mind, cats and bats merge, as do the borders separating all things that one perceives
as distinct when being awake. This psychological disorder of dream manifests itself in connecting two
rhyming nouns that differ only in the initial consonant. In terms of the translatability issue it would,
perhaps, be natural to suppose that a literal rendition in languages that do not possess a pair of equally
similar nouns would result in the creation of quite a different kind of Nonsense than that of the original,
i.e. in a mere absence of sense rather than in referring to order. Rather than doing so, the translator
would be expected either to search for nouns that in a given language would rhyme with one of the
two original nouns or develop some other strategies for making Nonsense appear in its dialectical
function. Surprisingly few translators have chosen the first option, e.g.:

Oleni¢-Gnenenko, p 28: Ecr i komka copokoroxkky? (Do cats eat myriapods?) Zimmermann, p. 4: Fressen
Katzen gern Spatzen? (Do cats eat sparrows?) Demurova 80: Exst nu komku momiek? (Do cats eat blackflies?)

In these rhymes, the translators have found an easy and effective way to make Nonsense intelligible:
koska (cat) rhymes with sorokonozhka (myriapod) in Russian and Katzen (cats) with Spatzen
(sparrows) in German as naturally as cats and bats do in English, which reproduces the psychological
pattern of Nonsense, the dreaming mind, precisely as it is designed here by Carroll. No less impressing
are solutions found by Nabokov and Zhao Yuanren, both of whom keep the original pair of nouns
although they do not rhyme in their target-languages. Let us consider Nabokov’s version (p. 8):

“Koniku Ha Kpblllle, JeTy4He MBIIH...“ A TOTOM C€JI0Ba IYTaJUCh U BBIXOJIMJIO YTO-TO HECYpa3HOE: JIETy4ue
KommIKH, Mbimn Ha Kkpbimie.“ (,,Cats on the roof and the bats...” And then the words got confused and seemed to
mean something very odd: flying cats, mice on the roof....”)

0 Alice, p. 14.



Although the nouns koski (cats) and letucije mysi (bats) do not represent a pair of rhymes, by making
cats sit on the roof (na kryse) the translator succeeds in finding a perfect rhyme for bats. In the second
sentence, mice are sitting on the roof and cats are flying, which is rhythmically a felicitous phrasing
and, again, the reader may feel why Nonsense comes about here, i.e. owing to the heroine’s dream in
which images are running together into a unity. Zhao’s Chinese rendition (p. 9) which equally relies
on combining nouns mao (cats) and bianfu (bats) that do not rhyme reads as follows:

T WZ W 0 2R T I M S 2 A IR UL 1, AR BRI T 7 g W
[I_E&? ”

It would be difficult to provide a good back-translation of this creation since the sense that is being
demarcated here by Nonsense, most notably in the concluding phrase, is secured solely by the
graphical design: first, the translator attaches the nominal suffix —zi to both of the nouns (cats/bats)
and then he proceeds by changing the character combinations, and so bianfu (bats) turns into bianfuzi
and mao — into maozi. Finally, in the last phrase, even the verb chi (to eat) is added the same suffix,
thus turning into a noun (chizi.) In so doing, Zhao goes one step further than Carroll and makes three
units — instead of the original two - merge in his calculated linguistic disorder. His solution is,
therefore, based on suffixation as well as coinage of words, the latter method being, e.g. also
represented in the German version by Teutsch (p. 16): ,,Fressen Katzen Fledermduse? Flederkatzen
fressen Mduse oder fressen Lederflause Katzenmduse?” Here, again, the conventional nominal
semantics of Katzen (cats) and Flederméause (bats) fuse into one unity giving birth to hybrid dream
creatures Flederkatzen (flying cats) und Katzenméause (cat-mice)

Another individual creation of an impressive linguistic disorder may be found in the following
Japanese version prepared by Seriu Hajime (p. 19):

FAFATEVERBNDLNLE, X223 VTV IEIRNDLLD,

Though the nouns neko (cats) and komori (bats) do not rhyme, the translator makes the language
follow the dream’s nature by reversing the SOV (subject-object-verb) order which is normal in
Japanese, changing the positions of o % / wa X particles and thus getting quite an unusual order of
OSV (object =2 (%) —subject 2 7E U (1X) —verb &%)

In all these inventive translations, an absolute harmony is established between Alice’s
psychological experience of falling asleep and her linguistic adventure with cats and bats: the words
get confused and the boundaries between imagined objects get blurred as she enters Wonderland. By
contrast, literal renditions of the passage appear to be much less felicitous. Consider the following
examples from some Chinese and Italian versions:

Ma Teng (p.12) i 5 X HZ Wi 1 2 g g5 8- X Mz 4t 1 2

Zhu Hongguo 9 i ) Lz, b g 1% 2 Wi 8 1z, 38 ) L ey 2

Oddera (p.13): | gatti mangiano pipistrelli? | pipistrelli mangiano gatti? (the same in Battistutta, p. 7)
D’Amico 21: I gatti mangiano i pipistrelli? | pipistrelli mangiano i gatti? (the same rendition in Giglio, p. 47)

No means has been found here by which to reproduce dream’s disorder and this could not be
explained by any deficits in the semantics of the two target-languages but should be rather ascribed to
the strategy adopted here for translation, to the individual feeling and understanding of Nonsense in its
relation to order.

As to the second group of linguistic manifestations of Nonsense at the morphology level 1 would,
again, like to cite an example that may throw light on the psychology of Nonsense, more specifically,
on how emotional Nonsense can occasionally be. It is in the very first phrase of Chapter I1 (,,The Pool
of Tears”) in which Alice, being completely overwhelmed by her recent adventures, forgets the rule
prescribing that polysyllabic words in English cannot be attached the comparative — er suffix and
cries: ,,Curiouser and curiouser!”* In this case, again, the translators have to demonstrate great
resourcefulness so as to match the author’s wit. Admittedly, this time the problem is not as

4 Alice, p. 20.
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complicated as in the afore-mentioned situation with rhymes and the task in hand is to find some fixed
rule in a given target-language, a violation of which would produce an effect comparable to that of the
original. For example, in d’Amico’s version (p. 26, ,,Stranissimissimo!”’) the siperlative suffix is used
twice to serve this goal and Giglio (p. 61) attaches the adverb molto (much) to a superlative form:
,,Stranissimo, molto stranissimo!“ Now consider some Russian renditions of the phrase:

Nabokov (p.13): Yem manbHee, TeM CTpaHIIIE.

Oleni¢-Gnenenko (p. 38) Bcee crpansbiue u ctpansbiie. (The same rendition can be found in Demurova, p 90)
Zachoder (p. 45): Oii, Bce uyaecuTcs U 4yaecurcs!

Seerbakov (p. 39): Bce HeobbI4aiiieii n HeoObIaaiiIIeii.

For the most part, the reproduced texts recreate a grammatical pattern of the original by building up
inaccurate comparative forms (cmpanvwe, cmpanwe, neobwvinaviuseri.) Zachoder is the only one to
create a new verb: he takes a somewhat antiquated cudesit’ (to work wonders, also: to behave strange)
and turns it into a reflexive cudesitsja, which also is an obvious morphological disorder.

Of the Japanese and Chinese renditions, consider the following two in which it is not the grammar
but rather the graphical design which results in Nonsense: Seriu Hajime (p. 29) renders the phrase by
tekohen da wa T Z~A/7Z%>, which is a reversal of syllables in henteko ~A T Z (Z#E strange,
weird) and Zhao Yuanren (p. 17) translates it by Yue bian yue xi han le, yue bian yue gie guai le! 4%
AT, BRASEEY)EE T Here, it is a confusion of the characters in the words xihan 7% and
giguai % which makes Alice’s expression weird.

In short, even a cursory first examination reveals a vast potential for neatly recreating Nonsense by
means of grammar in all the languages under discussion: to make its dialectical quality visible, it is
usually enough to find some basic rule in a given target-language violating which Alice would as
naturally express her emotions as in the original.

Finally, one of arguably the best Nonsense instances at the syntactic-lexical level may be found in a
conversation between Alice and the Duchess in Chapter IX, shortly after the Duchess strikes both the
protagonist and the reader by her verbal sleight-of-hand in paraphrasing the proverb ,,Take care of the
pence and the pounds will take care of themselves™ as ,,Take care of the sense, and the sounds will
take care of themselves.”* This is one of very rare cases where the dialectics of Nonsense, i.e. its task
to refer to sense and order, is made explicit. The passage in question, known as the Duchess’ sentence,
runs as follows:

,, ‘Be what you would seem to be’ - or, if you’d like it put more simply — ‘Never imagine yourself not to be
otherwise than what it might appear to others that what you were or might have been was not otherwise than
what you had been would have appeared to them to be otherwise.” «*

When looking for the exact sources of logic and dis/order that produce a Nonsense effect in this case
the following points seem to be most significant: First, the sentence is clearly embedded within the
topic of the whole conversation, i.e. the relation of being to appearing, the question as to their mutual
compatibility, which may be regarded as the key to the whole Nonsense scheme in the passage.
Second, it is already at the level of form that the sentence contradicts the goal (the sense) which
according to the Duchess it is going to serve: the Duchess announces it namely as putting more simply
the initial dictum (Be what you would seem to be.) Finally, the dictum itself is understood as an
explanation of or as a conclusion to what has been said before on the essence of mustard. Whatever
Alice means to know about it (mustard is no bird, then, mustard is a mineral and, at last, it is a kind of
vegetable*), the Duchess agrees with everything, which is equal to saying that to her mustard is
anything what in this particular case it appears to be to Alice.

Both an exact understanding of the grammatical dis/order of the long sentence and an interpretation
of it in the context of the mustard-definition as well as of the dictum seem to be necessary for
discussing properties of its various translations. Since the Duchess’ sentence belongs among the most
complicated propositions made in the Alice-books, an issue which it makes particularly prominent is

“2 Alice, p. 96.
*3 Alice, pp. 96-97.
4 Alice, p. 96.
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the freedom of interpretation. Among questions which have to be elucidated in this regard are the
following: How much sense is being revealed by Nonsense? What kinds of order are demarcated by its
dialectics in this situation and what possibilities do Carroll’s translators uncover for reproducing this
highly challenging text passage?

Probably no other passage from Carroll’s work has been so much subject to scholarly scrutiny as
the Duchess’ sentence. It has been interpreted as an amusing logical absurdity®, derisive caricature®,
paralogism*’, an example of carnival aesthetics®®, of scholasticism*, etc. Sometimes the sentence has
been taken to reveal deep dimensions of meaning®, yet, for the most part, scholars point out its
extreme impermeability. | have devoted much effort to searching for studies which would not simply
state its complexity but also explore what exactly figures among its challenges. Unfortunately, even in
those works that are explicitly conceived as thorough investigations of Nonsense, | could find only
some brief remarks concerning the impossibility of a linguistic analysis of this particular passage. For
example, in his Philosophy of Nonsense (1994) Jean-Jacques Lecercle explicitly refuses to provide
such an analysis in his following interpretation of the sentence:

But here it is not a question of the readers’ memory being inadequate to the length of the sentence, but rather of
their powers of linguistic analysis failing them because a syntactic trick is being played for them, the exact
nature or location of which they (this reader at least) cannot pinpoint. There may be a psychological explanation
for this after all — | can take any amount of semantic incoherence in my stride, but syntactic chaos, because of the
centrality of syntax, provokes the deepest unease. And, truly, the sentence is incomprehensible for syntactic, not
semantic, reasons.™

In Robert D. Sutherland’s comprehensive monograph Language and Lewis Carroll, the idea to look
into the exact nature of the grammatical disorder in this sentence has equally been dismissed from the
outset. Here, the question whether the sentence may be regarded as an explanation of the Duchess’
dictum is cautiously entrusted to the symbolic logicians.® While | am also acutely aware of the
complexities pertaining to the issue, it would be awkward to leave the question unanswered, for it is of
paramount importance for examining translation versions, i.e. in order to see how free an interpretation
actually is, at least some evidence is required of what exactly the translators set out to reproduce from
the original phrase and, by contrast, what elements of its message they actively seek to avoid
translating. Therefore, in what follows, | would like to present my tentative interpretation of the phrase.

4 Roger W. Holmes, ,,The Philosopher’s “Alice in Wonderland”, in: Aspects of Alice, p. 160. Cf. Salahuddin Choudhury,
“Symbol as Boundary”, in: The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, VVol. 37, 1979, pp. 433-443, here p. 439.

% Jerry Farber, ,, Towards a Theoretical Framework for the Study of Humor in Literature and the Other Arts”, in: The Journal
of Aesthetic Education, Vol. 41, No. 4, 2007, pp. 67-86, here pp. 83-84.

47 Alwin N. Baum, ,»Carroll’s “Alices”: The Semiotics of Paradox”, in: American Imago, Vol. 34, No. 1, 1977, pp. 86-108,
here pp. 95-96.

48 Mark M. Hennelly, ,,Alice’s Adventures at the Carnival”, in: Victorian Literature and Culture, VVol. 37, No. 1, 2009, pp.
103-128, here p. 122.

BE, Boyd Barrett, ,,Can There Be Tolerance without Understanding?”, in: The Journal of Religion, VVol. 9, No. 1, 1929, pp.
20-37, here pp. 31-32.

% Roger D. Abrahams, Barbara A. Babcock, ,,The Literary Use of Proverbs”, in: The Journal of American Folklore, Vol. 90,
No. 358, 1977, pp. 414-429, esp. pp. 427-428. Cf. Martin P. J. Edwardes, The Origins of Self: An Anthropological
Perspective, London: UCL Press 2019, p. 29: “The Duchess’ admonition to Alice is probably indecipherable (at least, I
cannot find any unambiguous meaning in it, even when written down), but it does represent an important feature of selfness:
the self seems to be defined through the interaction of different external viewpoints about the self. It is not simply an internal
description...I am aware of myself because | am aware of you being aware of me.”

5! Jean-Jacques Lecercle, Philosophy of Nonsense: The intuitions of Victorian nonsense literature, London: Routledge 1994,
p. 57. Cf. Lecercle’s comment to the passage from one of his later essays: ,,The Duchess’s sentence in Alice in Wonderland,
where multiple negation provides an image within langue of the limit that separates language from the silence of the
ineffable.” Jean-Jacques Lecercle, ,,“Bégayer la langue” — Stammering Language”, in: L’Esprit Créateur, Vol. 38, No. 4,
1998, pp. 109-123, here p. 121.

52 Robert D. Sutherland, Language and Lewis Carroll, The Hague/Paris: Mouton 1970, pp. 188-189: ,,The Duchess’ intended
import for the expression Be what you would seem to be may or may not be accurately embodied in the alternative statement
Never imagine yourself not to be otherwise...(I leave the final judgment to the symbolic logicians); but whether it is or it is
not potentially, the latter utterance does not convey that meaning to Alice.” Cf. the judgment about the reader’s losing sight
of the sense in the Duchess’ sentence provided by Jacqueline Flescher: ,,Another way of deflecting the meaning is by
complicating thought and syntax to such an extent that we lose sight of the meaning: ,Never imagine yourself etc.””
Jacqueline Flescher, ,,The Language of Nonsense in Alice”, in: Yale French Studies, No. 43, 1969, pp. 128-144, here p. 140.
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I think that the moral of the dictum ,,Be what you would seem to be“ is in full accord with the
mustard-definition, yet in her explanation sentence the Duchess is moving away from this moral since
the explanation suggests that it is impossible to be what one seems to be. This is at first clearly seen in
the first section of the sentence: the words “Never imagine yourself not to be otherwise than what it
might appear to others” may be paraphrased as “You are always different to what it might appear to
others.” Thereafter the argument gets complicated owing to a long series of negations and their
relations to each other. The logical core of this second section of the phrase is, in my opinion, the
following: “(appear to others)...not otherwise than....what ...would have appeared to them to be
otherwise”, or, still shorter, “not otherwise than...otherwise.” Thus, it suggests a double reinforcement
of the idea of “seeming being otherwise”, i.e. what one seems to be is different from what one in effect
is, which is quite in line with the first part saying that one is always unlike what might appear to others.
And it is here that the problem arises: according to this proposition it would be impossible to be what
one seems to be to others, that is, the sentence refutes the original claim of the very same moral which
it is intended to confirm and to explain. | think that it is this point which serves as a source of
Nonsense in the whole passage.

It is widely argued that Nonsense of the Duchess’ sentence is rooted in syntax, yet the only
problem with its syntax is its length. | believe that its semantics, first of all the mutual relations of its
numerous negations, is far more intricate. First, it contains direct explicit negations (never, not (used
three times).) Second, the adjective otherwise serves also as a negation meaning being different to, =
not being like something™: it is also used three times throughout the sentence and two of these three
instances are themselves directly negated: “not (to be) otherwise.” Third, the semantics of to appear
belongs here, too. Even though it is not a direct negation it serves as a means by which to question an
affirmation of being. There are two direct combinations of negations in the sentence: one consisting of
three units at the very beginning (never ... not ... otherwise) and a shorter one (not otherwise.) The
first and the last words in the sentence are also negations: never and otherwise. Thus, in view of its
form, the Nonsense effect produced by the sentence should principally be ascribed to the density of its
negations and the complexity of modes in which these are related to one another.

With all this in the mind, | would like to turn to the translatability issue and explore a number of
inter-lingual versions of this highly challenging piece of Nonsense. First, it would probably be
reasonable to focus on the overall subject of the sentence in translation texts. Since the relation of
being to seeming appears to be the actual source of the disorder, which is as central to the sentence as
to the dictum (the moral) and the discussion about the essence of mustard, it is crucial to ask whether
this subject has been mirrored in the translations at all. Second, the form level shall receive sustained
scrutiny, i.e. close attention has to be paid to the frequency of negations and to the question whether a
given translation consists of one single period in which the relations between negations are as complex
as in the original.

That contrasting seeming and being is by no means axiomatically part of every Alice-translation is
easily seen from a comparison of the following two Russian versions by Demurova and Zachoder:

A Mopanb 0TCI0/Ia TAKOBa: BCSIKOMY OBOIILY CBO€ BpeMsi. Miu, xouelb, s 9T0 CHOPMYIUPYIO TOMPOIIe: HUKOTAa
HE nyMaﬁ, YTO Thl HHAA, YEM MOTIJIa 6];1 6I>ITI) HHa4ec, 4eM 6y£[yLII/I WHOM B TE€X ClIydyasaXx, Korga MHad€ HCJIb3sA HE
obite.  (“And the moral of that is: every vegetable has its season. Or, if you’d like it put more simply: never
imagine yourself to be otherwise than you could be otherwise than being otherwise whenever it is impossible not
to be otherwise.”) (Demurova, p. 206)

«Byapb TakMM, KaKUM XO4Yelllb Ka3aTbCs», WM, €CJIM X0Yelllb, enle npoiie, «Hu B koem cirydae He mpeicTaBIsii
cebe, YTO Thl MOXKELIb OBITh MJIM MPEICTABIATECS IPYTHM HHBIM, YeM Kak TeOe MPeACTaBISCTCS, Thl ABJISCIIBCS
WJIN MO>KEIIb SBJIATHCS IO MX INPECTaBJICHNIO, 1abbl B MHOM ciydae HE CTAaTh WM HE IPEJCTAaBUTHCS JIPYTUM
TaKUM, KaKUM ThI HU B KOEM ClIydae He jkeliasl Obl HU SIBIISIThCS, HU IPENCTABIATECS.» (,,Be what you would like
to seem to be*, or, if you’d like it put more simply: Never imagine yourself to be able to be or to appear to others
otherwise than what you imagine or are or might appear to others, in order not to become or to appear to others
the way you would neither like to be nor to seem to be.”) (Zachoder, p. 91)

%3 This negative semantics of otherwise is probably most obvious when compared with its Russian and Chinese equivalents,
cf. ne takoj ne Takoii, ne takaja me Takas, bu tong A~ [E, bu ran 4R, etc.
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In Demurova’s text, nothing whatever suggests a confrontation between being and seeming: her
sentence deals only with the question how Alice should be and entirely omits the image of Alice in the
eyes of the others. At the same time, the initial dictum does not allow any associations with the
Duchess’ sentence. The translator, thus, provides a piece of Nonsense, yet it differs markedly from
that of the original, for it represents merely an absence of sense and is not invested with any dialectical
quality.

Zachoder’s rendition is, by contrast, more complex: his dictum is much closer to the original and he
also reproduces the problematics of being and seeming, yet their relation is again different to the
original since the verb byt’ (to be) is taken to correlate with predstavljatsa (to appear), i.e. as ,,to be or
to appear”, rather than to contrast with it. It is also notable that already the first section of the sentence
which is quite easy to follow and reproduce (Never imagine yourself not to be otherwise than what it
might appear to others) and which clearly suggests a contrast between being and appearing is absent
here, although, on the whole, the translator seeks to provide a much more literal rendition than, for
examample, Demurova. And he is by no means alone in eliminating any cues suggesting order in the
Duchess’ words. Consider the following Chinese rendition of the passage by Chen Fuan (p. 143):

NN EADNN, RHREANN 7 - B, WRRERGAS R RLL, e AEERR
H oA NG B IR BRIRR N, IR %02 B AN N AT BER B AN AN IR AR A 2 3 5 DL
AR ZRIASFT N . (,,You are what you appear to be to others.” Or, if you’d like it put more simply:
“Do not imagine yourself to be otherwise than what you appear to others to be; what you were in the past or
might have been is not otherwise than what previously had appeared to others to be otherwise.”)

Here, too, any trace of contrasting being and seeming has been eliminated and the sentence clearly
corroborates the initial dictum which in itself is also a far cry from that of the original. The Duchess’
sentence proves different from the original not only in terms of its subject but also at the formal level:
its phrasing is much simpler and the number of negations has been significantly reduced, e.g. instead
of the three unit negation at the beginning (,,never ... not otherwise®) it provides a double negation
(,,Do not imagine yourself to be otherwise than what you appear to others.”) A similar reduction of
negations in the first section of the Duchess’ sentence may be observed in a great number of Alice-
renditions, e.g. in d’Amico’s (p. 89: ,,Non immaginarti mai diverso da come potrebbe apparire agli
altri...... “), Zimmermann’s (p. 63: ,,Bilde dir nie ein verschieden von dem zu sein was Anderen
erscheint, etc.”), Battistutta’s (p. 83: ,,Non immaginare mai di essere diverso da come potrebbe
sembrare agli altri...“), Oleni¢-Gnenenko’s (p. 167: ,,Hukoraa He BooOpakaii ceOs MHBIM, YEM 3TO
MOJKET TIOKa3aThCs JPYTUM. .. )

By contrast, versions that reproduce here the exact pattern of the original are much less frequent
than those that immediately adjust the Duchess’ sentence to her original dictum. A correct rendition of
the three unit negation may be found, e.g. in Berman’s (p. 203: ,,Ne vous imaginez jamais ne pas &tre
autrement que ce qu’il pourrait apparaitre aux autres...”) as well as in Hansen’s (p. 80: ,,Bilde dir
niemals ein, nicht anders zu sein, als es anderen scheinen konnte...*) versions. In these two rare
renditions Carroll’s nonsense retains its dialectical function of revealing elements of order from which
it continually desires to move away.

As already mentioned, the density of negations is not the only source of Nonsense in the original,
one further being the textual sequence of the mustard-definitions, the dictum and the Duchess’
sentence. Among those rare renditions which make the dictum immediately follow the mustard-
definitions is that prepared by Ma Teng:

PRI EEH B AFRAT 4 B0, AR DA TE S B — 2 Skom B AR R BRI H )
PR—HE—Ff, RONPRYE S E 3 T 6E Y 270 m N0 B o g Bah— A FEF. L, ltis just what it seems to you®,
or you can put it more simply: ,,You should always imagine yourself to be exactly like what you seem to others,
for, in the past, you appeared or might have appeared different to them.” (Ma Teng, p. 82)

Here, mustard has been made subject of the dictum and the explaining sentence is — contrary to the
original — a clear corroboration of the dictum, i.e. since any object is precisely what it appears to others
one need not try to be otherwise than what one seems to be. It is only in the concluding causal clause
that Nonsense is allowed to show itself: it pretends to provide a cause for the main clause yet refrains
from doing so. This is again an interesting solution to the issue of translatability. It minimizes

14



Nonsense, the frequency of negations is reduced (e.g., the initial ,Never ...not otherwise” is
substituted for a positive imperative in which the equality of being and seeming is being affirmed) and
the original idea behind the sequence of the mustard-definitions, the dictum and the sentence (the
dictum corroborates the definitions and is, in turn, negated by the sentence) is not reproduced.

From these examples, then, we can see that of all elements that are characteristic of Nonsense in the
original translators tend to omit those that demarcate order. However, some renditions do furnish
evidence of the translators’ acute awareness of the actual role with which order and logic are invested
in Carroll’s Nonsense. Let us, for example, consider Nabokov’s rendition:

»Mopanbs: byne Bcernma cama coboi. Wimu, mpomie: He Oynb Takoif, Kakoil Thl KaXEIICS TaKUM, KOTOPBIM
Ka)XeTCs, YTO ThI TaKas, KaKOM Thl KaXKEIIbCs, KOTJa KaXKeIlbCs He TaKoi, Kakoi Oblaa Obl, eclii Obl Obliia He
takoil.” ) “The moral of this is: Be always yourself, or, to put it more simply: Never be what you seem to be to
those to whom it seems that you are what you seem to be whenever you seem otherwise than what you might be
if you were/had been otherwise. «“ (Nabokov, p. 80)

Nabokov’s passage is marked by quite comprehensible logical relations between being and seeming.
Both the dictum and the Duchess’ sentence express a call for action, i.e. you have to be different from
what you may appear to a specific group of others. The Nonsense disorder comes about through
restricting the range of this group (of others): be different from those (sic) who believe that you are
what you seem to be. In other words, it is a call to being different from what one seems and, at first
sight, this reading of the sentence may be regarded as corroborating the dictum (Be always yourself),
yet this would be inaccurate since, according to the sentence, one cannot be oneself so long as one
continues to appear at least to one different person to be what one is. Nabokov’s Nonsense is, thus,
accompanied by both humor and logic. Finally, a version of the Duchess’ sentence prepared by
Séerbakov shall illustrate a similarly careful handling of Nonsense in its relation to order:

«By1b, KeM X0d9ers Ka3aThes». Vmm, tipore roBops: «Hukorma He cunTtait ceGs He TaKUM, KaKUM TeOS CIATAIOT
JpyTUE, U TOTAA IPYyTrUue HEe COUTYyT TeOs He TAaKUM, KaKMM ThI XOTEN ObI MM Ka3aThes.» ,,Be what you would like
to seem,* or, putting it more simply: ,,Never imagine yourself to be otherwise than what it appears to others, and
then others will not take you to be otherwise than what you would like to appear to them.” (S&erbakov, p. 115)

Although this version of the sentence distinguishes between yourself and others, there is no
confrontation between them, since, according to it, one automatically is what one appears to others.
Therefore this sentence can be taken to mean an exact logical explanation of the initial dictum: Whilst
it is possible to be what one pleases, one will never cease to seem what one is. The dismissal of a
contrast between being and seeming does not result in minimizing Nonsense but, rather, increases its
dialectical relation to order and makes it in the end appear as Sense, which represents quite a harmonic
solution to the translation problem in question.

No matter whether the passage has been interpreted by the translators as marked by a mere absence
of sense (which is by far the easiest option to take) or, the other way round, as invested with meaning
(which represents a more complex reading), in none of the versions under discussion did the
translatability issue turn out to be a problem of language in itself, laying bare its basic incapability to
map the disorder of the original sentence onto its own surface expressions. In turning now to a long
continuous text portion (Chapters 1V and V), the question to consider is, what exact pitfalls are set
here by the language and how the difficulties have been mastered in different translation acts.

One potent affinity shared by Chapters IV and V is that in both Alice’s body appears as the main
source of wonders and at the same time they are the last in which Alice is not yet able to exercise
control over her own size. Nonsense — as the possibilities of language to keep up with the heroine’s
changes — is in both chapters closely related to this general subject. Consider, for example, the
following passage from Chapter IV “The Rabbit Sends in a Little Bill”:

“It was much pleasanter at home,” thought poor Alice, “when one wasn’t always growing larger and smaller, and
being ordered about by mice and rabbits. I almost wish I hadn’t gone down that rabbit-hole...There ought to be a
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book written about me, that there ought! And when I grow up, I’ll write one — but I’'m grown up now,” she added
in a sorrowful tone: “at least there is no room to grow up any more here.” “But then,” thought Alice, “shall I
never get older than | am now? That’ll be a comfort, one way — never to be an old woman — but then — always to
have lessons to learn! Oh, I shouldn’t like that!”>*

Apart from the comparative form pleasanter which is reminiscent of the first phrase of Chapter Il and
underscores the emotional charge of the heroine’s words, her agitation and nostalgia, in this passage,
Nonsense rests primarily upon the semantics of growing up: its meaning suddenly appears relative to a
given place and it is not the age but rather the bodily size which is taken as the basic criterion of
judgement about being grown up. Thus, Alice is thinking of her age as secondary to her size and the
logical conclusion that she is drawing from this consideration is the following: Since in this particular
place (i.e. the Rabbit’s house) there is no place for her to continue growing she would probably never
get any older. This idea rests on interpreting growing up as growing and here the language suggests to
her a development which in effect is beyond conventional reasoning, i.e. a new kind of relation
between place and time (age) in which time appears to have got stuck, for the place in question does
not permit any further growth and aging. And so Alice thinks that she would never get an old woman
but instead she would have to learn lessons forever, that is, she weighs up advantages and
disadvantages of the new logical relation she has just drawn which are completely comprehensible to
the reader. Thereafter, the chain of logical conclusions which her interpretation of growing up suggests
to her continues for some time till she becomes aware of some apparent flaws in it: ,,Oh, you foolish
Alice!” she answered herself. ,,How can you learn lessons in here? Why, there’s hardly room for you,
and no room at all for any lesson-books!">

In order to achieve a similar Nonsense effect, the translator would need to search for a
corresponding conventional pattern in the semantics of his/her language which could equally well be
transgressed by the wonder of growing (up), that is, Nonsense should remain recognizable (as disorder)
without getting entirely illogical. Consider the following French and lItalian versions of the ,,...and
when | grow up” vs. ,,but I’'m grown up now””:

Berman, p. 87: quand je serai grande vs. mais je suis grande maintenant; Sueur: quand je serai grande vs. mais je
suis une grande maintenent; Bué, p. 46: quand je serai grande vs. mais je suis déja bien grande; Petricola-
Rossetti, p. 46: quando sard grande vs. ma sono di gia grande; D’ Amico, p. 42: quando sar0 grande vs. ma sono
gia grande; Giglio, p. 105: quando crescerd vs. ma io sono cresciuta; Battistutta, p. 33: quando crescero vs. ma
gia adesso sono cresciuta

Apart from the last two versions, the translators have employed here an adjective (grande) which links
up the meanings of big and adult. Since the reader clearly sees that in this episode Alice is confronted
with a new wonder and has grown as big as a house the chain of conclusions triggered in her mind by
this new experience is quite comprehensible. The same is the case with the verb crescere in the Italian
versions of Giglio and Battistutta: it means both to grow and to grow up (e.g. ,Sono cresciuto in
Italia.” (,I grew up in Italy.”)) and thus it exactly reproduces the semantical pattern of the original.
Now consider some Russian, Japanese and Chinese renditions of the phrases:

Demurova, p. 124: Bor BelpacTy W Hamumy ..HO Beab s yxe Beipocia; Nabokov, p. 31: xorma s Oymny
OOJIBILION...51 yoKe W Tak Ooubinast; Zachoder, p. 58: korma s Oyay Oosbiias.. Ja BeAb s ¥ Tak OOJbIIas;
Scerbakov, p. 60: koraa BeIpacTy 6ombmmas ... Ho Belp s yke BhIpocia Oombiuas; Seriu Hajime, p. 67: K& < 72
Slh, . EoT, WEESTHEIRZIWVUERZR2VO; Tada Kozo, p. 46: D=L, K& 2oz h
b, vs. TH, 4 THREL 2> TV D ATED; Shono Kokichi, p. 55: K& < 72o7=5 vs. Thbiz
LA S TIARIZKREL > TWDH AL D; Ishii Mutsumi, p. 30: K& < 725725 vs. TH, b b
9 K& 722 TH?D X 42; Zhao Yuanren, p. 45: HEHAK K T vs. WILLE AT A2 DA K KM ? ; Chen Fuan,
p. 49: HILK KT vs. AIERCLK KT Ma Teng, p. 31: ZFHK KT vs. AJHIERCL KK T,
Zhu Hongguo, p. 37: KK T vs. Al &, R FERAZCEKEH K T2

5 Alice, p. 40.
% Alice, pp. 40-41.
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The consistency of all these versions is in fact baffling, which again reveals that Nonsense is by no
means necessarily accompanied by insurmountable language traps. On the contrary, the above
renditions demonstrate how transparent the chain of conclusions drawn by Alice in the original from
the semantics of growing (up) proves to the translators and how easily they reproduce it in their
languages by expressions that mean both big and becoming an adult: vyrastu / budu bol’saja in
Russian, okiku nattara in Japanese and deng wo zhang da le in Chinese. Consider, as another example,
an episode from Chapter V in which, having nibbled a little of the right-hand bit of the mushroom,
Alice’s body begins shrinking rapidly and nearly disappears:

,Her chin was pressed so closely against her foot, that there was hardly room to open her mouth; but she did it at
last, and managed to swallow a morsel of the left-hand bit.”®

Similarly to the previous example, room is used here as a mass noun. However, the experience of her
body is different to that in Chapter IV, for now it is not changing proportionally but is rather shutting
up like a telescope, i.e. it is the space between her head and her feet that is dwindling away. Here,
again, the reader is faced with a game that involves both logic and linguistic conventions, yet this
piece of Nonsense is not conceived as arising from Alice’s linguistic imagination but as one that rests
entirely on the author’s ability to work wonders: relativity belongs among those numerous peculiar
principles designed by Carroll which govern time and space in Wonderland. To translate this kind of
wonder, the translator does not even need to search for expressions that link up various meanings and
can naturally follow the semantics of the original, as, for example, Knut Hansen, pp. 43-44:

,»lhr Kinn war so dicht auf ihren Full gedriickt, da3 kaum so viel Platz da war, dal3 sie den Mund 6ffnen konnte,
aber es gelang ihr schlieBlich, ein Stiickchen von dem Bissen aus der linken Hand zu verschlucken.*

Translation versions are, of course, not exactly the same in phrasing this passage, yet variations do not
arise from a problem of understanding or one of an exhausting search for an adequate expression to
map the idea of the original. They are rather due to different interpretations of some minor details,
which can be seen in the following Russian renditions:

Séerbakov, p. 73: ,,T1oa60po0K Tak MpmKazo K Ty(hisM, 4To pTa ObUTO He packpbiTh. HO HAKOHEI e yaazoch
OTKYCHTh YyTOUKY OT JIeBOrO Kycka.” (,,Her chin was pressed so closely against her shoes, that she couldn’t open
her mouth. But at last she managed to bite a bit off the left piece.«); Nabokov, p. 45: ,,ITon6opomox est 661 TaK
TBEPJIO MPIXKAT K HOTE, YTO HE JIErKO OBbLJIO OTKPBITH pOT. HO, HakoHel, eif 3To yianoch, 1 OHa CTajia IPbI3Th
KycoueK, OTJIOMaHHbI# ¢ ieBoro kpas.” (,,Her chin was pressed so closely against her foot, that it was not easy to
open the mouth. But she did it at last and began nibbling the bit broken off the left side.”); Demurova, p. 144:
,,AJIca B3sJ1ach 3a APYrod KyCOK, HO IMOAOOPOIOK €€ TaK MPOYHO MPIKAIo K HOraM, YTO OHA HUKAaK HE MOTja
OTKpPBITH pOT. HakoHel, e# 3TO yJIanoch — U OHa OTKyCHJIa HeMHOro rpuba u3 neBoit pyku.* (,,Alice took up
another bit but her chin was pressed so closely against her feet that she couldn’t open her mouth. But she did it at
last, and managed to bite off a little piece of the mushroom from her left hand.”)

Textual variations involve the semantics of number (plural vs. singular), individual objects (foot vs.
shoe, left hand vs. the left side of the mushroom), etc., yet in no way do they affect the meaning of
what is happening, i.e. the disorder of Alice’s shrinking away from the viewpoint of ordinary thinking,
which seems to be the vital source of Nonsense in the episode. And, similarly, no significant
challenges to the translation can be found in the further progress of wonders caused by the left-bit of
the mushroom when Alice begins growing, again, not proportionally but strikingly asymmetrically:
her neck comes to resemble a huge serpent and her head is diving in among the tops of high trees. °’

While in Chapter V Alice’s metamorphoses are entirely due to the specific laws that determine the
order of growing large and small and that are quite different to the standards of everyday life, in the
first example from Chapter IV (,,And when I grow up” vs. ,but I’'m grown up now”) it is the
conventional semantics which does not keep up to the wonders and here Alice is not alone in bumping
against language limits. Consider another dialogue from Chapter IV in which the Rabbit is discussing
with his friends a big strange object hanging down from the window:

% Alice, p. 55.
57 Alice, p. 56.
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“Now, tell me, Pat, what’s that in the window?”

“Sure, it’s an arm, yer honour!”...

“An arm, you goose! Who ever saw one that size? Whyj, it fills the whole window!”
“Sure, it does, yer honour: but it’s an arm for all that!”

“Well, it’s got no business there, at any rate: go and take it away!”®

As it was the case with the first example from Chapter 1V, the size of an object (an arm) is
fundamental to the Rabbit’s understanding of its semantics: since the strange object fills the whole
window it cannot be an arm. By saying this, he actually repeats the language experience of Alice, for
his language cannot keep up to the wonder which he is forced to witness. Yet by adding ,,at any rate”
and thus granting the possibility for the object in question to actually be an arm he immediately levels
the importance of its semantics: no matter whether it is an arm or not, the object has to be removed.
This time, it is the semantics of parts and wholes which serves as a source of Nonsense. The arm is
conceived of as a separate object whose essence is being reduced to its visible properties (bulky, huge,
obstructing, etc.) rather than connected to a whole (a body), which would be suggested by the
conventional semantics of this noun. Following this line of reasoning, the Rabbit anticipates one
further episode of Nonsense from Chapter VIII ,,The Queen’s Croquet-Ground* in which the King, the
Queen and the executioner are discussing the possibility of beheading a Cat that has no body:

,»The King’s argument was that anything that had a head could be beheaded, and that you weren’t to talk
nonsense.

The Queen’s argument was that, if something wasn’t done about it in less than no time, she’d have everybody
executed, all round.”™

By ordering that the arm be removed from the window, the Rabbit uses similar argumentation and
Nonsense principally results from his conviction that the obstacle should be removed even if it is an
arm. Let us consider some renditions of this particular phrase:

Shono Kokichi, p. 58: EHW W, EHRTH, HORIITEHDEMIE L, 1ToTEVIEH-oTLE
Z ! Well, anyway, it has nothing to do in the window (lit.: for that window it is a useless bulky thing), go and
take it away.

Zhao Yuanren, p. 47: 3z, TR, EERAEMNERE, JREERHE ! (Well, anyway, it has no reason
to be there, go and take it away.)

Pietrocola-Rossetti, p. 49: Bene, ma ei non ha niente da fare con la mia finestra, va, portalo via! (Well, but it has
nothing to do in my window, go and take it away.)

Hansen, p. 32: Na ja, aber er hat hier jedenfalls nichts zu suchen; geh und nimm ihn weg!* (Well, it has nothing
to do here, go and take it away.)

As one can easily see, all the renditions follow more or less the same pattern and, again, apart from
differences in minor detail the reproduction of Nonsense in this episode is not accompanied by any
significant challenges. Thus, among all instances of Nonsense in the book, those that ironically prove
to be the easiest to translate are ones that explicitly address the limits of linguistic conventions and
situations in which language is falling short of the Wonderland experiences. The same is also true of
the concluding episodes of Chapters IV and V: at the end of Chapter IV Alice encounters an enormous
puppy® and in Chapter V she has to go to great lengths to convince the Pigeon that she is a little girl,
which is heavily contradicted by her huge size and the serpent-like neck. ®* In both situations, language
is again incapable of capturing the relations of sizes and their permanent confusing changes. The
puppy is perceived by Alice as obviously dangerous and the Pigeon frantically tries to protect its nest
from Alice as soon as it sees her face pop up high in the crowns of the trees. Thus, once again, the
disorder produced by Nonsense involves limits of semantical conventions and whenever translators
have to deal with similar contexts, they do not encounter any notable difficulties.

%8 Alice, pp. 42-43.
> Alice, p. 93.
8 Alice, p. 46.
8 Alice, p. 57.
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One of the theories that have been discussed in the introductory part to this chapter holds the view,
according to which Nonsense in Wittgenstein’s and in Carroll’s work has to be understood as resulting
from conventional semantical properties of natural languages and the specific traps set by languages
might represent unsurmountable obstacles for translation. Among the examples provided by
Wittgenstein has been the phrase ,,the rod has a length”: here Nonsense can be interpreted as a means
to demarcate sense on the ground that it is customary to define the length of an object in English or
German using precisely the same expression “an object x has a length of, etc.” In Carroll’s work, as I
have pointed out, this dialectical property of Nonsense to demarcate sense by resorting to conventional
semantical codes may also be clearly seen. However, in some of the book’s episodes, language itself
becomes a scene of action making its idiomatic expressions become part of the plot. Since such cases
also involve conventional codes one would again expect them to confront translators with significant
difficulties. Admittedly, this is quite a special kind of Nonsense, i.e. not one that contrasts with order
and sense but, rather, one that in itself may perfectly be interpreted as revealing order. Consider, as an
example, an episode from Chapter V ,,Advice from a Caterpillar in which several expressions are
employed to serve this goal and which is highly relevant to the discussion of the translatability issue. It
is a passage from the conversation between Alice and the Caterpillar at the chapter’s beginning:

“Explain yourself!”

“I ca’n’t explain myself, I’'m afraid, Sir,” said Alice, “because I’'m not myself, you see.”

“I don’t see,” said the Caterpillar.

“I’m afraid I ca’n’t put it more clearly,” Alice replied, very politely, “for I ca’n’t understand it myself, to begin
with; and being so many different sizes in a day is very confusing.”

“It isn’t,” said the Caterpillar.®?

In contrast to the earlier discussed examples where Nonsense mirrored the limits of linguistic
conventions (a (huge) arm, an enormous puppy, a little girl, etc.), in this situation ordinary meanings
of words are quite sufficient for capturing the reasons for confusion. Three particular expressions are
involved here in Carroll’s play with language: 1) I can’t explain myself, because I'm not myself (Alice
is in fact literally not herself after all the changes she has just gone through in Wonderland); 2) you see
vs. I don’t see (the Caterpillar literally cannot see what is wrong with Alice, since it encounters the
heroine for the first time and can make no judgement concerning her transformations); 3) confusing vs.
it isn’t (to a caterpillar, there is nothing confusing about changes of size and form and Alice should
take it into account if she expects her conversation partner to sympathize with her.)

A comparison of different renditions again reveals a high degree of closeness to the original and
this is not only the case with languages that are as closely related to English as, e.g. German, which
can be demonstrated by the following examples: 1) Shono Kokichi, p. 67: 7= L H & TILZ2 WD T
T 75 (because I'm not myself), Chen Fuan, p. 63: I AFIMAEAZF H O (because I'm not myself
now), Zachoder, p. 63: s — o10 He a (I'm not myself); 2) Shono Kokichi: =6 A ® X 9 (2 (as you
see) vs. fi & = 6 AlZid 72 > TE B A (I don't see anything); Chen Fuan:/RE1TE (you know, you see)
vs. IANENIE (I don’t know, I don’t see); Zachoder: Bunure (you see) vs. He susxy! (I don'’t see); 3)
Shono Kokichi: & D &ld® A (I's not confusing); Chen Fuan: A~ (It is not /It cannot be);
Demurova: 138: Huckomsko (By no means.)

All Nonsense episodes from Chapters IV and V, thus, represent cases that do not confront
translators with any significant challenges and the main requirement for a felicitous rendition seems to
reside in the translator’s attention to what precisely constitutes the source of disorder in each
individual episode and causes misunderstandings and confusions among the characters of the story.
Quite a special case is represented by manifestations of Nonsense that arise from arbitrary linguistic
behavior. Yet this will be the subject of two later chapters.

82 Alice, p. 49.
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Conclusion

One of the central issues that have been raised in the theoretical part of this chapter was an
understanding of Nonsense not as an all-encompassing element of the story but rather as one that is
clearly delimited from order and that — thanks to its dialectical quality — regularly demarcates order
and sense. Though the examples from Chapters IV and V discussed in the practical part do not yet
evoke associations with the vast dramatic potential of Nonsense as it is revealed towards the end of
Alice’s journey through Wonderland, they still bear testimony to the fact that there is much more to
Nonsense than a mere absence of sense exploited for intellectual amusement: even in the dialogue
between Alice and the Caterpillar (Chapter V), in which Nonsense appears as a clear enactment of
idiomatic meanings of words or in the mental soliloquy from Chapter IV, in which Alice is weighing
up the possible consequences of her new unnervingly huge size and has to assume that she would
never get any older, Nonsense displays an inherent tension between order and disorder which is
accompanied by confusion and reflects an exhaustive search for meaning and sense.

Abstract: In this chapter, Nonsense is approached as a category that reveals a close relation
both to order and disorder, rationality and illogicality, conventionality and arbitrariness,
reality and dream. Among its various illustrations, quite a prominent role is assigned to the
Duchess’ sentence, which, in spite of being universally acknowledged as one of the best
pieces of Nonsense, is rarely discussed in detail in philosophical and literary investigations:
‘Be what you would seem to be’ - or, if you’d like it put more simply — ‘Never imagine
yourself not to be otherwise than what it might appear to others that what you were or might
have been was not otherwise than what you had been would have appeared to them to be
otherwise.’
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