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Jabberwocky Lesson


Unit:  Poetry  Lesson:  The Jabberwocky                   

                                                                             [Contact:   Dr. Orley K. Marron  – Orley.marron@multilect.com]

	JABBERWOCKY

`Twas brillig, and the slithy toves
  Did gyre and gimble in the wabe:
All mimsy were the borogoves,
  And the mome raths outgrabe. 

"Beware the Jabberwock, my son!
  The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!
Beware the Jubjub bird, and shun
  The frumious Bandersnatch!"

He took his vorpal sword in hand:
 Long time the manxome foe he sought -
So rested he by the Tumtum tree,
  And stood awhile in thought.

And, as in uffish thought he stood,
  The Jabberwock, with eyes of flame,
Came whiffling through the tulgey wood,
  And burbled as it came!

One, two! One, two! And through and through
  The vorpal blade went snicker-snack!
He left it dead, and with its head
  He went galumphing back.

"And, has thou slain the Jabberwock?
  Come to my arms, my beamish boy!
O frabjous day! Callooh! Callay!'
  He chortled in his joy. 

`Twas brillig, and the slithy toves
  Did gyre and gimble in the wabe;
All mimsy were the borogoves,
  And the mome raths outgrabe. 
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Unit Goal:  

To introduce a variety of genres and elements of poetry, making poetry not only accessible and enjoyable, but also a creative and meaningful form of expression 

Lesson Goal:

 
To introduce students to the Nonsense genre and allow them through close reading to:

· Locate and deduce the function of obscure words by analyzing grammatical patterns 

· "make meaning" even when they do not fully understand all the text 

· construct language from existing and new words (have fun with language manipulation)

· synthesize interesting poetry by using unusual word combinations and constructed words 

Lesson Props:  cardboard or plastic sword

Outline:

I. Background (this can include Edward Lear for extended classes on the genre, or just Lewis Carroll for a brief introduction)

II. Discussion about what is "sense" in texts, including poetry, and what is "nonsense"

III. The Jabberwocky as an example for a nonsense poem

a. Reading and impressions

b. Overall structure – brief stanza & plot analysis

c. Close text reading: sentence structure analysis, locating elements and parts of speech

d. Word construction

1. portmanteau words & exercise

2. modification & exercise

3. riddles 

e. Sentence & poem construction: putting it all together

I. Short background on LC

· Lewis Carroll, the writer of Alice in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass was actually a math professor at Oxford University in the mid 1800's.

· His real name was Charles Lutwidge Dodgson (Lewis Carroll is a rearrangement of the letters of his name).

· He wrote many books on math and logic and loved to teach logic to people of all ages – including young children

· During the time he lived (1832 –1898) many people thought that the best way to teach children was by memorization:  they had to memorize facts and names 

(However, Carroll found a better method:  he taught them very complicated ideas in a fun way, by playing games, riddles, and by inventing funny poems and stories 

(  He taught children logic [game theory, set theory]  and how language is used and constructed through stories and nonsense poems

( LC wrote one of the most famous NONSENSE poems, called the Jabberwocky 

II.  What is sense and NONSENSE? 

( Give an example of an illogical statement:   "I was very hungry last night, so I listened to an hour of music" 

· Does this make sense?  What particular words seem wrong together?  What do I expect to hear? 

· One of the ways we make sense of things by matching cause and effect. 

· If I had written "I was very hungry last night, so I ate a whole pizza"  - there would be no problem.  

· If I had written "so I ordered a pizza" you would assume / infer that I ordered it in order to eat it and it would make sense as well

( Discuss different language elements that may not make sense: a word, word combinations, full sentences 

We expect text to be meaningful, understandable; it should make sense to us.  

· Sometimes a word doesn't make sense simply because we don't know its specific meaning.  

· Sometimes certain word combinations [references, adjectives & the nouns they describe], seems inappropriate: 

· a shopping list that has  "purple bananas" would seem nonsensical
· as would an advertisement that tells about the cool, clear waves of camels.  "Cool and clear," as well as "waves" do not refer in our normative language to "camels" but to other nouns, such as water.  [Change these to make sense… other examples - SMS from  friends, news article] 

( When we read poetic language, we also look for meaning, even if it isn't always so obvious. 

If the poet says:  "Her hair was gold and her smile melted my heart" we realize her hair is not made of metal, and that her smile does not bring about a fatal heart attack. 

( We understand the language of poetry as special [figurative] language, and we assume that her hair is shiny and yellow, and that her smile makes the writer feel emotional and warm.   We would probably say that the writer feels affection and even love for her.

( However, there is a special type of poetry, called "Nonsense Poetry" that makes it harder to figure out meaning because the poet plays with words, making a type of game with language. 

( The nonsense poet puts together words in different and surprising ways that sometimes don't make sense to us, [the reference seems inappropriate] but sound interesting and evoke interesting ideas or images.  For example, "the square root of Tuesday"  or "the colorless green ideas"  [how can Tuesday which is not a number have its square root calculated?  How can ideas be green, and also colorless?]

( The Jabberwocky is famous nonsense poem written by Lewis Carroll, and it uses invented words and strange word combinations 

III.  The Jabberwocky 

A. Read the poem aloud – the students should each have a copy

( In an active class, I split it among students insisting they read dramatically, acting it out, even if it doesn't make sense.  I pass a cardboard or plastic sword from reader to reader

( First impression: Discuss: what do you think happened? Did you understand anything? 

What is the general story plot?  

In Through the Looking Glass,  When Alice first reads the poem, she says: 

"It seems very pretty… but it's rather hard to understand!…Somehow it seems to fill my head  with ideas—only I don't exactly know what they are! However, somebody killed something: that's clear, at any rate"

B. Overall Poem  structure

Go over the stanzas, skip the first stanza until you get to the last one, in which the first is repeated

1 – [the first stanza is a type of "background" exposition, the time – "coloring" the poem's mood]  
2 -   Warning: Someone talks to someone (his son) telling him to be careful from different things

3 -   Going on the quest: the son takes a sword, looks for something, rests by a tree
4 -  Arrival of the foe: As he stands in thought, a Jabberwock appears – its description is given
5-  The battle: What does the hero do?  Fights with it, kills it and goes back with its head victorious 
( word sense: what kinds of motion does the sword make? Tiny circular movements? Or wide ones? One, two! One, two! And through and through \ The vorpal blade went snicker-snack (  The words create an impression of large hacking movements!
6 -  Hero's welcome: the father is very glad to see him (chortled in his joy, come to my arms!)

7 - Repeat the first stanza – the time in which the poem is told or in which the story started taking place   [optional: this can be used to argue that the actual quest took very little time, or that it happened between two time periods and the hero returns at exactly the same time of day]

      frame exposition ( warning ( hero goes on a quest ( arrival of the foe ( the battle and victory ( 

hero's   welcome ( frame repeats  

       ( (Note: we understand much of the content even though many of the words are unclear

[Optional: ] Genre extension: additional information about the style of the poem 

We have here the basics of Medieval Romance story (which Carroll loved) – a heroic boy goes on quest, finds the dreadful foe, vanquishes it, returns victorious - exciting, dangerous, battle – a whole scene – like Return of the Jedi and other heroic tales…  [etc.]

C. Close text reading: Sentence structure Analysis

( Recap some basic Grammar patterns – adjectives and nouns, subject and verb, etc.

· In Hebrew, where do you write the adjective?    שמש צהובה  …
· What about in English, where do you write the adjective?  Yellow sun – before the object.

· How do you know you are in a certain place?  Prepositions – in, by, through….
( Go over the poem line by line, marking different parts of speech: circle animals or creatures, underline adjectives, square around action words   etc.

[Option: Start with the 2nd, 3rd & 4th stanzas, then go to the first ]

[Option: can create a table  - students will write on the board in different categories as you go over the lines, word by word – good for a disciplined class] 

Animals or creatures: (Slithy) toves; borogoves, (mome) raths, Jabberwock, Jubjub bird, 

Bandersnatch,  a horse (he went galumphing), the son & his  father

[ later:  Toves are funny animals (look at the picture) that are like badgers (girit), put together with a lizard and corckscrews (  פתחן בקבוקים) ]

Objects / Plants/  Places:   tumtum tree, vorpal sword, [in the] wabe, [through the] tulgey wood

Verbs: gyre, gimble, outgrabe, stood, rested, burbled, whiffling, galumphing, slain, chortled

Adjectives or descriptions : slithy, mome, mimsy, vorpal, frumious, manxome, uffish, beamish, 

Frabjous,  jaws that bite, claws that catch, eyes of flame

Action description: snicker-snack

( Analyzing what we did: 

How did you know these were creatures or objects or places? Because of their position in the 

sentence [their context]  

· You've learned that adjectives come before nouns- slithy toves- and automatically figure it out.   

· verbs often come after the subject  – raths outgrabe, or sometimes before

( different languages have slightly different patterns / schemas, but many are very similar

( What it means about Nonsense Poetry 

The Nonsense poem is NOT complete nonsense -  there is a structure, an organization based on grammatical rules, and there are enough words you recognize that allow you to understand at least some of it.

Lewis Carroll shows in his poem that we understand the organization of language even if we don't know some of the words.  And we can figure out a lot of the plot.

[optional:  discuss additional organizing patterns found in Nonsense poetry – see Elizabeth Sewell quotes below]

[optional: Many researchers who study linguistics or how people learn and use language use this poem to show that we have an innate understanding of grammar, and that we can make meaning and sense if the text follows our normal grammatical constructs]

D. Word Construction 

1.  Word combinations:  portmanteau words 

Another interesting idea that Lewis Carroll explains is how we create words.

( When Alice can't figure out the poem, she finds Humpty Dumpty - the world's expert on language and poetry, and he teaches her about how words are built, explaining the poem piece by piece 

( One way to create words is by combining two or more words together;  LC calls these "portmanteau" words (it means suitcase, but also to carry a mantle cover).  You pick certain parts or sounds from each word: 

Example [on the board]

· bad + ugly = "bugly"     kind + considerate = kinderate Blue and fuzzy: bluzzy 

· Surround Light and sound system – soloundsys     

· celllighting – using the cell phone to shine a light
( What "real" words are Portmanteaus?:  smog (smoke and fog), brunch (breakfast and lunch)   

Interpreting portmanteau words in the poem:

"slithy toves" [first stanza]  

· We know toves are creatures, and it turns out they are the funny animals (in the picture) that are like badgers (girit), put tother with a lizard and corckscrews ( פותחן ) 

· "Slithy" is an adjective - Humpty Dumpty explains that 'slithy' means 'lithe and slimy.'  'Lithe' he says is the same as 'active.'  (even though it means flexible and bendable and thin).  Slimy is kind of wet and slippery – there are two meanings packed up into one word. 

[optional – more examples:]
· mimsy borogoves:  the borogoves are thin, shabby looking birds.  Mimsy is "miserable and flimsy" – sad and not very stable 

· rath is a green pig,  mome is uncertain, perhaps short for "from home" meaning they lost their way  

· outgrabe means something between bellowing and whistling with a sneeze in the middle – we can tell it is past tense 
( Exercise: constructing  portmanteau words – using adjectives, nouns or verbs – have the students create combinations – desk & chair, cup and spoon, motor and roller skates – etc. – they come up with all sorts of things.  Save the words for poem creation.
2. Using a common word and changing it 

Sometimes we construct new words by reusing old ones and changing them a bit. 

In the first stanza, it was "brillig" – derived from the verb to broil; that is, it was the time of broiling dinner, the close of the afternoon. 

( How could we create something similar?  It was dishwish – the time we wash dishes and wish we were doing something else… 

From the poem:  "gyre" and "gimble" – gyre is from Giaour, a dog – to scratch like a dog; or: to gyrate, turn around and around like a gyroscope

Gimble: from gimlet – to screw out holes in anything

( Exercise : Invent a word using some existing words.

They  lawned all evening long – lay relaxed on the lawn; 

They scholsed throughout the vacation (studied at school), or moviard every evening  

3. Word Construction – riddles for constructing words 

Carroll loved word games and riddles.  In the poem, the word "wabe" is actually a riddle that Alice figures out.  "Wabe" is the glass plot around the sun-dial.  It is called thus "because it goes a long way before it, and a long way behind it—" and , as Alice adds:  "And a long way beyond it on each side" . That is, it is the beginning of way be-fore, way be-hind, and way be- yond.

E. Sentence Construction – putting it all together

Constructing nonsense poems – synthesizing what we learned.

( create strange, unexpected combinations, compare unrelated things:

Her eyes were [teary sweaty shiny bright luminous light dark deep blue green gray] 

like the [unusual word / object: tea kettle,  fish's tail, a bat's tooth, a witch's cat, black hole, bat-mobile]

Faster than a [speeding teacher, witch's anger]

( mixed senses, mixed material


He heard the purples ringing softly.


She touched the music lightly, weaving it into her scarf, sparkling it with wind.


I compare you to a kiss from a rose on the gray.


There was a witch who knitted things, like elephants and playground swings [Karla Kuskin – below]

( prepare some portmanteau words

( create words that sound good but don't mean anything (known): fobbed, prang, kest, etc.

( Now Put them all together with rhyming:

He fopped the ______  and fibbed the  _________ tightly

Then lifted the ________ that ________ so brightly 

And upon a great _________ he _________ to the east,

To vanquish the __________, ____________  beast.

The spangar flowed into the __________________ [plain, pons, sea, door, tub]

Purpling, pinking, plashing past,

Her winged samsur whooled in vain, [glee, fee, store, more, ….]

Bergoned and lost without a mast.

Additional material: 

From Martin's Annotated TLG: 

`Twas brillig, and the slithy toves
  Did gyre and gimble in the wabe:
All mimsy were the borogoves,
  And the mome raths outgrabe. 

Hence the literal English of the passage is: "It was evening, and the smooth active badgers were scratching and boring holes in the hill-side; all unhappy were the parrots; and the grave turtles squeaked out."

There were probably sundials on the top of the hill, and the "borogoves" were afraid that their nests would be undermined. The hill was probably full of the nests of "raths", which ran out, squeaking with fear, on hearing the "toves" scratching outside. This is an obscure, but yet deeply-affecting, relic of ancient Poetry.

Elizabeth Sewell  The Field of Nonsense  London: Chatto and Windus 1952

There is only one aspect of language that 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.  

…The assumption of what sense is – or what nonsense is – depends not on the acceptance or rejection of blocs of facts but upon the adoption of certain sets of mental relations.  

Even though the ordinary mind may not be familiar with logic or higher thought in general, it uses a …standard of reference, a fixed pattern of mental relations between letters, words or events.  

We can describe nonsense as a collection of words or events which in their arrangement do not fit into some recognized system in a particular mind. [ The words or sentences, in their internal composition of letters and syllables, or in their selection and sequence, lack conformity. 

The appearance of nonsense- a lack of conformity in the material in question – may be due either to an absence of internal relations in the material or to the presence of a system of which the mind is unaware. If you assume an absence of relations, you can get no further; but if you are ready to postulate relations as yet unperceived in the particular material, something may happen.   

Nonsense can dismissed by the dogmatic mind as skimble-skamble stuff along with dreams, magic, poetry etc. "detached from reality".  Nonsense can be also regarded as an annihilation of relations, either of language or experience, and people enjoy it as a delectable and infinite anarchy knowing no rules, liberating the mind from any form of order or system.   The third possibility is to regard Nonsense as a structure held together by valid mental relations.

The unfailing mental delight afforded by Lear and Carroll does not suggest an endless succession of random events, nor a world out of control, frighteningly akin to lunacy.  

It is not merely the denial of sense, a random reversal of ordinary experience and an escape from the limitations of everyday life into haphazard infinity, but is on the contrary a carefully limited world, controlled and directed by reason, a construction subject onto its own laws. 

Nonsense has its own laws of construction, and the investigation of these brings us at once into touch with logic, as a study of mental relations within a particular field. Laughter is incidental to Nonsense, but not essential to it.  Much happens in the world of Nonsense that is not comic at all. Lear's nonsense is simple, concrete, descriptive and unconversational for the most part.  Carroll's Nonsense takes the form of consecutive narrative, with more prose than verse, and is often highly abstract and complex in its language

Nonsense may look like disorder, but the words, as groups of letters and sounds, are not disordered; the syntax and grammar are not disordered.

Nonsense usually takes the form of verse, which is by its organization is the reverse of 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.(38) It is important to keep the distinction between words and things.  Nonsense does not attempt to disorder the things themselves [then it would step into magic]

Nonsense verse is too precise to be akin to poetry;  it seems much nearer logic than dream;  Far from being ambiguous, shifting and dreamlike, it is concrete, clear and wholly comprehensible "You have baked me too brown, I must sugar my hair" (23).  

Nonsense is an attempt at reorganizing language not according to the rules of prose or poetry in the first place, but according to those of play.  Each game of this type is an enclosed whole, with its own rigid laws which cannot be questioned within the game itself; if you put yourself inside the system which is the game, [26] you bind yourself by that system's laws, and so incidentally attain that particular sense of freedom which games have to offer

26 A game may presumably be regarded as an independent system with its own brand of relationship structure. Chance may enter into it, but it is not necessary as an essential element. A game is, if considered in the abstract, a system in the mind, requiring at least one mind for the playing of it, requiring also, and this is important, a set of objects, or one single object, with which it is to be played.

Since Nonsense is made up of language, its playthings will be words.  These are not simple objects like tennis balls or tiddlywink counters; strictly speaking, they are scarcely objects at all.  The nature of words, half abstract and half concrete, will affect the type and variations of play, just as the fact that it is being played with will affect the language in its turn

[In games we use] small labeled units that the mind can manipulate; two systems of such units:  language and numbers – are the chief sources of mental play things;  small numbers are easier to manipulate than large ones.  

In Nonsense  we find:

· Language elements are the objects of the game:  the language must be precise, familiar, concrete, visual images & properties from real life;  


· Order and logic – logic is the science of relation in the abstract;  the nature of terms is of no importance, just their relation  


· Random collection of small objects that need to be remembered – connected together – make images

· Pun and Parody, homonyms  – extension of language


· Numbers: numbers have names and so belong in the world of language as well; they are often treated as objects, individuals; three, "Taking three as the subject to reason about…"
· Numbers must be logical, finite, not huge  – 7 maids and 7 mops – not 3000;  

· Scale is important - No infinite, but limiting space and numbers, numbered interval on which the mind can concentrate


· Series of things, recurrences of numbers, words, refrains etc. 


· 74  Enumeration, lists  "an astrolabe, twelve pairs of boots"… 

· 76  Recurrence, whether of a sound as in a rhyme, a particular letter or group of letters as in alliteration, or a group of words as in a refrain, is still a series. 

· One occurrence of the refrain is not identical to the same, it is similar, but different, [in a different context].  
· The series quality in repetition is a mathematical pseudo-series, in which repetitions of certain terms occur, which can be correlated with a true series in which there are no repetition 
· Refrain, alliteration and rhyme all come under the category of pseudo series which suggests to the mind the true, unrepeating series behind them… Will you won't you, will you, won't  you, won't you join the dance   

· 79 little bits and rhymes = big, pig, wig, fig, gig, jig  - another source of series

Scale:

The Man in the Wilderness said to me

How many Strawberries grow in the sea?

I answered him as I thought good,

As many as red herrings grow in the wood


How much wood would a woodchuck chuck, 


If a woodchuck would chuck wood?


As much wood as a woodchuck could,

if a woodchuck would chuck wood.
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Knitted Things �by Karla Kuskin


There was a witch who knitted things: �Elephants and playground swings. �She knitted rain, �She knitted night, �But nothing really came out right. �The elephants had just one tusk �And night looked more �Like dawn or dusk. �The rain was snow �And when she tried �To knit an egg �It came out fried. �She knitted birds �With buttonholes �And twenty rubber butter rolls. �She knitted blue angora trees. �She purl stitched countless purple fleas. �She knitted a palace in need of a darn. �She knitted a battle and ran out of yarn. �She drew out a strand �Of her gleaming, green hair �And knitted a lawn �Till she just wasn't there.








From: "The Hunting of the Snark" – Lewis Carroll





“Come, listen, my men, while I tell you again


 The five unmistakable marks


By which you may know, wheresoever you go,


 The warranted genuine Snarks.





“Let us take them in order. The first is the taste,


 Which is meagre and hollow, but crisp:


Like a coat that is rather too tight in the waist,


 With a flavour of Will-o’-the-wisp.





“Its habit of getting up late you’ll agree


 That it carries too far, when I say


That it frequently breakfasts at five-o’clock tea,


 And dines on the following day.





“The third is its slowness in taking a jest.


 Should you happen to venture on one,


It will sigh like a thing that is deeply distressed:


 And it always looks grave at a pun.





“The fourth is its fondness for bathing-machines,


 Which is constantly carries about,


And believes that they add to the beauty of scenes—


 A sentiment open to doubt.





“The fifth is ambition. It next will be right


 To describe each particular batch:


Distinguishing those that have feathers, and bite,


 And those that have whiskers, and scratch.


….


They sought it with thimbles, they sought it with care;


 They pursued it with forks and hope;


They threatened its life with a railway-share;


 They charmed it with smiles and soap.











The Owl and the Pussy-cat – Edward Lear


The Owl and the Pussy-cat went to sea�    In a beautiful pea green boat,�They took some honey, and plenty of money,�    Wrapped up in a five pound note.�The Owl looked up to the stars above,�    And sang to a small guitar,�'O lovely Pussy! O Pussy my love,�      What a beautiful Pussy you are,�          You are,�          You are!�What a beautiful Pussy you are!'


Pussy said to the Owl, 'You elegant fowl!�    How charmingly sweet you sing!�O let us be married! too long we have tarried:�    But what shall we do for a ring?'�They sailed away, for a year and a day,�    To the land where the Bong-tree grows�And there in a wood a Piggy-wig stood�    With a ring at the end of his nose,�          His nose,     


          His nose,�With a ring at the end of his nose.


'Dear pig, are you willing to sell for one shilling�    Your ring?' Said the Piggy, 'I will.'�So they took it away, and were married next day�    By the Turkey who lives on the hill.�They dined on mince, and slices of quince,�    Which they ate with a runcible spoon;�And hand in hand, on the edge of the sand,�    They danced by the light of the moon,�          The moon,�          The moon,�They danced by the light of the moon.
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