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THE ENDURING
MAGIC OF
ORIGINAL
ILLUSTRATIONS
ALICE IN
WONDERLAND

Few books in literary
history have captured
the collective
imagination quite like
Lewis Carroll's Alice's
Adventures in
Wonderland. While the
whimsical narrative of
a girl tumbling down a
rabbit hole into a world
of paradox and
peculiarity is
undeniably brilliant,
the visual identity of
Wonderland was

forged not by Carroll's
words alone, but by the
precise, elegant, and
often unsettling lines of
a Victorian illustrator.
The Original
lllustrations Alice In
Wonderland by Sir
John Tenniel are not
merely

accompaniments to the
text; they are the
definitive visual
language of
Wonderland. Without
Tenniel's iconic
imagery, the Mad
Hatter, the Cheshire
Cat, and the Queen of

Hearts would be
abstract concepts
rather than the

instantly recognizable
characters we know


https://www.everybodystreet.com/

today. This article
explores the
fascinating history,
artistic merit, and
lasting legacy of these
groundbreaking
drawings.

To understand the
significance of the
Original lllustrations
Alice In Wonderland,
one must first
appreciate the context
of their creation. In the
mid-19th century,
children's literature
was evolving, but it
was still dominated by
moralistic tales.
Carroll, a mathematical
don at Christ Church,
Oxford, was a pioneer
of nonsense literature,
but he was also a
perfectionist. When he
decided to publish the
manuscript of Alice's
Adventures Under
Ground, he knew that
his own amateur
sketches, while
charming, were not

sophisticated enough
for a commercial
publication. He needed
a professional who
could translate his
detailed verbal
descriptions and rough
sketches into precise,
publishable art.

THE UNLIKELY
PARTNERSHIP:
CARROLL AND
TENNIEL

The relationship
between Lewis Carroll
and John Tenniel was
famously strained.
Tenniel, a celebrated
political cartoonist for
Punch magazine, was a
meticulous craftsman
with a sharp temper.
Carroll, despite his
gentle persona, was
equally meticulous and
demanding. Their
collaboration on the
Original lllustrations
Alice In Wonderland
was a clash of two
perfectionists, a
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dynamic that, perhaps
paradoxically,

produced art of
extraordinary quality.

Carroll would send
Tenniel detailed
instructions,

sometimes including
sketches, indicating
exactly how a

character should look
or how a scene should
be composed. Tenniel,
however, often ignored
these directives,
relying on his own
artistic instincts.

The
Wood-
Engravin
g Process

The technology behind
the Original
lllustrations Alice In
Wonderland is as
fascinating as the art

itself. Tenniel did not
draw directly onto the
printing block. Instead,
he drew on a piece of
paper, which was then
traced onto a boxwood
block. From there, a
skilled engraver, most
notably the brothers
Edward and Thomas
Dalziel, would carve
the image into the
wood. This was a
destructive

process—once the
wood was carved, the
drawing was lost.
Tenniel was notoriously
critical of the Dalziels'
work, often demanding
that entire blocks be
recarved if he felt the
lines lacked precision.
The result, however,
was a level of detail
and clarity that was
extraordinary for the
time. The fine cross-
hatching, the delicate
textures of the White
Rabbit’s fur, and the
intricate patterns of



the playing card
soldiers were all
rendered possible by
this exacting
partnership between
artist and engraver.

ANALYZING THE
ICONOGRAPHY OF
THE ORIGINAL
ARTWORK

What makes the
Original lllustrations
Alice In Wonderland
so powerful? The
answer lies in Tenniel's
unigue ability to blend
the whimsical with the
slightly menacing.
Unlike many modern,
saccharine depictions
of Wonderland,
Tenniel’s characters
have a distinct edge.
The Mad Hatter looks
genuinely unhinged,
the March Hare is
aggressively chaotic,
and the Queen of
Hearts is terrifying in
her regal fury.

Alice: The
Victorian
|deal

One of the most
notable features of the
Original lllustrations
Alice In Wonderland
is the depiction of Alice
herself. Tenniel based
his Alice on the
photographs of Mary
Hilton Badcock, a
childhood

acquaintance of
Carroll, rather than the
real-life Alice Liddell.
The resulting Alice is a
Victorian ideal: neat,
composed, with
straight hair and a
placid expression, even
in the midst of chaos.
This contrast between
the orderly girl and the
disorderly world
around her is a central
theme of the story.
Tenniel’s Alice is an
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observer, an anchor of
rationality in a sea of
absurdity. Her dress,
pinafore, and pumps
are rendered with a
strict geometric
precision that stands in
stark opposition to the
organic, swirling
shapes of
Wonderland’s flora and
fauna.

The
Cheshire
Cat and
the Tea
Party

Perhaps the most
famous of the Original
lllustrations Alice In
Wonderland is the
Cheshire Cat grinning
in a tree, gradually
disappearing until only
the grin remains.

Tenniel’s treatment of
this scene is masterful.
The Cat is not just a
cat; he is a spectral
presence, floating
against the dark
foliage. The famous
“grin without a cat” is
a triumph of negative
space. Similarly, the
depiction of the Mad
Tea Party is a
masterpiece of
composition. The table
is impossibly crowded,
the expressions are
deranged, and the
perspective is slightly
skewed, creating a
feeling of
claustrophobic
madness. The Hatter
and the Hare are
shoving the Dormouse
into the teapot, a
moment of violent
comedy that Tenniel
captures with brutal
clarity.

THE EVOLUTION




WHITE TO COLOR

It is a common
misconception that the
first edition of Alice’s
Adventures in
Wonderland was
published in color. In
reality, the first edition
in 1865 contained only
black-and-white

Original lllustrations
Alice In Wonderland.
While Carroll loved
color, the cost of color
printing in the 1860s
was prohibitive for a
standard edition. It
wasn’'t until 1907,
nearly a decade after
Tenniel’'s death, that a
colored edition was
produced by
Macmillan. There is
some controversy over
whether these color
versions, painted by

where AlicFROMeBLACK AND

hair and a blue dress,
have become the
standard for most
modern reprints,
cementing the visual
legacy of the Original
lllustrations Alice In
Wonderland in the
public consciousness.

THE LEGACY:
INFLUENCING
GENERATIONS OF
ARTISTS

The influence of the
Original lllustrations
Alice In Wonderland
cannot be overstated.
They set a new
standard for how
classic literature could
be visually interpreted.
Before Tenniel,
illustrations were often
decorative; after
Tenniel, they became

various artists, truly integral to the
represent Tenniel’s narrative.

mtentl. However, ’Fhese « Walt Disney:
colorized versions, While Disney’s
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1951 animated
film took
significant
liberties, the
character
designs,
particularly the
Queen of Hearts
and the
Tweedles, retain
a strong visual
nod to Tenniel’s
original line
work.

Salvador Dali:
The surrealist
master, a fan of
Carroll’s
nonsense,
created his own
series of
illustrations for
Alice in 1969. In
a direct homage
to Tenniel, Dali’s
work is a chaotic,
melting
interpretation of
the strict order
that Tenniel
imposed on
Wonderland.

e John Vernon

Lord: A modern
master of
intricate
linework, Lord’s
2009 illustrations
for Alice are a
direct spiritual
successor to
Tenniel, dense
with detail and
dark humor.
Crossover
Media: The
imagery from the
Original
Illustrations
Alice In
Wonderland
has been ripped,
remixed, and
referenced in
everything from
The Matrix (the
"Red Pill" scene
is a direct visual
quote of Alice
following the
Rabbit) to
fashion
photography by
Annie Leibovitz



and Tim Walker.

Why
Tenniel's
Alice Still
Matters

In an age of digital art
and Al-generated
imagery, the hand-
crafted nature of the
Original lllustrations
Alice In Wonderland
holds a unique power.
There is a human
quality to the slightly
irregular lines, the
texture of the wood
engraving, and the
visible labor involved in
every cross-hatch.
They remind us that
Wonderland is not a
soft, friendly dream,
but a dark, logical, and
often terrifying puzzle
box. Tenniel gave the
nonsense a structure;

he gave the chaos a
grid. Without the
Original lllustrations
Alice In Wonderland,
Wonderland would lack
its anchor. Alice might
have fallen down the
hole, but it was John
Tenniel who built the
walls.

COLLECTING AND
PRESERVING
ORIGINAL PRINTS

For collectors, the
original 1865  first
edition of Alice’s
Adventures in

Wonderland is the holy
grail. Because of the
wood-engraving

process, the Original
lllustrations Alice In
Wonderland in these
early editions are
exceptionally crisp.
The Dalziel brothers'
engravings were sharp,
and the ink had a
distinct, raised quality
known as "plate
impression." These first
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editions, printed by the
Clarendon Press in
Oxford, had a printing
run of only 2,000
copies, which were
pulled from the shelves
due to poor printing
quality (Carroll was
dissatisfied with the
reproduction of the
illustrations) and
replaced with a second
edition printed by
Richard Clay.

Because of this rarity,
a first edition with the
Original lllustrations
Alice In Wonderland
can fetch hundreds of
thousands of dollars at
auction. However,
collectors do not need
a fortune to own a
piece of this history.
Later editions,
particularly those from
the late 19th and early
20th centuries, also
feature high-quality
reproductions of the
original plates. When
looking for a book

containing the
Original lllustrations
Alice In Wonderland,
collectors look for
three key factors:

1. Clarity of the
Line: The finer
lines of the
illustration
should not be
blurred or faded.

2. Quality of the
Paper: The
paper should be
thick and without
significant foxing
(brown spots
caused by
oxidation).

3. Binding
Integrity: The
book should be
intact, with no
loose pages that
might damage
the illustrations.

The market for these
books remains strong
because the art itself is
timeless. Owning a
copy of the Original



Illustrations Alice In
Wonderland is not
just about owning a
book; it is about
owning a piece of
cultural DNA.

THE COUNTER-
TENNIEL
ILLUSTRATORS

While Tenniel is the
definitive illustrator of
Alice, many other
artists have taken on
the challenge of
interpreting Carroll’s
world. These later
versions often try to
escape the shadow of
the Original
lllustrations Alice In
Wonderland. Arthur
Rackham, in 1907,
produced a series of
watercolors for Alice
that are more ethereal
and less rigid than
Tenniel. Rackham's
Alice is a fragile,
flower-like child in a
forest of gnarled trees.

10

Later, Mervyn Peake
(of Gormenghast fame)
produced a set of
illustrations in 1946
that are haunting and
grotesque, stripping
away the Victorian
finery and leaving only
the madness. Peake's
version is a specific
reaction against the
polished beauty of the
Original lllustrations
Alice In Wonderland;
he wanted to return to
the darkness that
Carroll had only hinted
at. Yet, even these
radical
reinterpretations
acknowledge Tenniel’'s
primacy. They are
responses to his work,
not replacements for it.
No matter how many
artists try, the world of
Alice remains Tenniel’s
Wonderland.

THE ANATOMY OF
THE "WHITE

10

Original Illustrations Alice In

2025-06-17

Wonderland



Original lllustrations Alice In Wonderland

11

RABBIT" pointing down to the

ILLUSTRATION

Let us examine one
specific ~ image to
understand the genius
of the Original
lllustrations Alice In
Wonderland: the
White Rabbit with his
pocket watch. This is
the very first image of
the story, the moment
the adventure begins.
Tenniel depicts the
Rabbit not as a cute,
cuddly creature, but as
a nervous, harried
Victorian gentleman.
He wears a waistcoat
and carries an
umbrella, but he has
the head of a rabbit.

The composition is
simple but effective.
The line of the Rabbit's
body <creates a
diagonal vector

11

lower right, enticing
the reader's eye to
turn the page. The
detail on the waistcoat
IS meticulous,
contrasting with the
soft, sketch-like
treatment of the rabbit
fur. The clock is
central, a symbol of
the importance of time
that will be
deconstructed later in
the story. This single
illustration from the
Original lllustrations
Alice In Wonderland
encapsulates the entire
tone of the book: a
fusion of the mundane
(Victorian clothing) and
the miraculous (an
animal that talks).

CONCLUSION: A
VISUAL
MASTERPIECE




