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INTRODUCTION:
THE VISIONARY
BEHIND THE
WONDERLAND

For over a century, the
fantastical  world  of
Wonderland  has  been
brought to life not just
by the whimsical words
of  Lewis  Carroll,  but
through  the  indelible
ink  and  unparalleled
artistry  of  Sir  John
Tenniel. When a reader
p icks  up  a  c lass ic
ed i t i on  o f  Al i ce ’ s
A d v e n t u r e s  i n
W o n d e r l a n d ,  t h e

images  that  spring  to
m i n d  a r e  a l m o s t
certainly  Tenniel’s
creations.  From  the
anxious  White  Rabbit
checking  his  pocket
watch to the towering,
hot-tempered Queen of
Hearts,  the  Alice  In
Wonder l and  J ohn
Tenniel Illustrations are
more than just  simple
drawings; they are the
definitive  visual
language of the story.
Tenniel did not simply
illustrate Carroll’s text;
he  co-created  the
world, giving form and
p e r s o n a l i t y  t o
characters  that  might
o t h e r w i s e  h a v e

https://template-dev.mobaptist.org/


2

2 Alice In Wonderland John Tenniel
Illustrations

2022-08-27

remained  abstract
concepts.  This  article
exp lo res  the  r i ch
h i s t o r y ,  a r t i s t i c
t e c h n i q u e s ,  a n d
enduring  legacy  of
these  iconic  images,
explaining  why  they
r e m a i n  t h e  g o l d
standard  for  literary
illustration even today.

THE MAKING OF A
MASTERPIECE:
TENNIEL AND
CARROLL’S
PARTNERSHIP

The  co l laborat ion
between  Lewis  Carroll
( t h e  p e n  n a m e  o f
Char les  Lutwidge
Dodgson)  and  John
Tenn ie l  was  bo th
fruitful  and  famously
fraught  with  tension.
Carroll,  a  meticulous
and demanding author,
had  a  very  specific
vision for his book. He
had initially  illustrated
the manuscript himself
w i th  c rude  penc i l

sketches, but he knew
h e  n e e d e d  a
professional  to  bring
the  story  to  a  wider
a u d i e n c e .  A f t e r
consider ing  other
artists,  he approached
Tenn ie l ,  who  was
already  a  celebrated
political  cartoonist  for
Punch magazine.

The
Reluctant
Illustrator
Tenniel  was  initially
reluctant to take on the
project. He was a busy
man,  deeply  engaged
in the world of political
s a t i r e ,  a n d  t h e
prospect of  illustrating
a children’s book by an
unknown  author  was
n o t  i m m e d i a t e l y
appealing.  Carroll,
however,  persisted,
and Tenniel eventually
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agreed.  This  decision
would  define  the
r e m a i n d e r  o f  h i s
career.  The  working
relationship was based
on mutual respect but
was  often  marred  by
disagreements.  Carroll
sent  Tenniel  detailed
descriptions  of  how
characters should look,
what expressions they
should wear, and even
how  they  should  be
positioned on the page.
Tenniel, a proud artist,
often  resisted  these
demands,  insisting  on
h i s  o w n  a r t i s t i c
interpretation.  The
result ing  tension,
however,  produced  a
u n i q u e  s y n e r g y :
C a r r o l l ’ s  l o g i c a l
m a d n e s s  w a s
grounded by  Tenniel’s
precise, satirical style.

THE ARTISTIC
STYLE OF THE
ALICE IN

WONDERLAND
JOHN TENNIEL
ILLUSTRATIONS

What makes the Alice
In  Wonderland  John
Tenniel  Illustrations so
visually  powerful?  The
answer lies in Tenniel’s
b a c k g r o u n d  a s  a
political  cartoonist.  He
was  tra ined  in  the
strict,  linear  style  of
wood engraving, which
required  a  discipline
that  differs  greatly
f r o m  f r e e h a n d
painting.

Wood
Engravin
g: A Lost
Art
Tenniel  did  not  carve
t h e  w o o d b l o c k s
himself;  that  was  the
job  o f  the  mas te r
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engraver,  the  Dalziel
brothers.  However,
T e n n i e l  d r e w  t h e
designs  directly  onto
the  woodblock  with
p e n  a n d  i n k .  T h e
engraver  then  cut
away the white spaces,
leaving the black lines
in  relief  to  be  inked
and  p r in ted .  Th i s
process  demanded
astonishing  precision.
A single mistake could
ruin  the  block.  This
technical  limitation  is
precisely  what  gives
the  illustrations  their
unique  aesthetic:  the
sharp,  crisp  lines,  the
cross-hatching  for
shadows, and the stark
contrast between black
and  white.  This  style
translated  perfectly  to
the printing presses of
the  1860s,  ensuring
that the images would
be sharp and clear  in
every copy of the book.

Character
Design
and
Expressio
n
The  characters  in
Tenniel’s  Wonderland
a r e  i m m e d i a t e l y
recognizable. They are
not  merely  cute  or
cartoonish;  they  are
p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y
complex.  Consider  the
Cheshire  Cat :  i ts
floating  grin  is  a
m a s t e r p i e c e  o f
ambiguity.  It  can  be
read  as  menacing,
s m u g ,  o r  s i m p l y
p lay fu l .  The  Mad
Hatter and the March
Hare are portrayed not
as  silly  fools,  but  as
f r a n t i c ,  s l i g h t l y
dangerous  individuals.
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Tenniel  gave  Al ice
herself  a  very  specific
look: a serious, almost
stern  expression,  with
long, straight hair and
a  pinafore  dress.  This
w a s  n o t  t h e
sentimental,  cherubic
ch i ld  o f  V ic tor ian
literature;  she  was  a
real  girl,  often looking
bewildered or defiant.

The White
Rabbit:
Nervous,
constantly
checking his
watch, with a
frock coat and a
look of pure
panic.
The Queen of
Hearts:
Voluminous and
imposing, her
face a mask of
pure,
uncontrolled
rage.
The Caterpillar:
Smoky, languid,
and indifferent,

perched
imperiously on a
mushroom.

THE ICONIC
SCENES: MORE
THAN JUST
PICTURES

While  the  character
portraits  are  famous,
the  full-page  scenes
are  where  Tenniel’s
composition skills truly
s h i n e .  H e  h a d  a
masterful  ability  to
convey  a  sense  of
s c a l e  a n d
disorientation, which is
essential  for  a  story
a b o u t  a  g i r l  w h o
constantly  changes
size.

The Pool
of Tears
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
memorable illustrations
shows  Alice,  having
grown to a giant size,
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crammed  into  the
White  Rabbit’s  tiny
house. Her arm and leg
are sticking out of the
windows,  caus ing
chaos. The perspective
is  claustrophobic  and
hi lar ious.  Tennie l
captures  the  sheer
a b s u r d i t y  o f  t h e
situation  while  also
conveying  A l ice’s
f r u s t r a t i o n .  T h e
architectural  details  of
the house are rendered
with the same care as
Al ice’s  struggl ing
l imbs ,  c rea t ing  a
believable world where
the  imposs ib le  i s
happening.

The Mad
Tea Party
The scene of the Mad
T e a  P a r t y  i s  a
symphony  of  chaos.
The table is set with a
j u m b l e  o f  c u p s ,
saucers,  and  teapots.

The  Hatter  and  the
Hare are in mid-action,
t h e  D o r m o u s e  i s
sleeping in the teapot.
Tenniel uses the sharp
lines  of  the  teacups
and  the  twisted  tree
branches  to  create  a
jagged,  uncomfortable
rhythm.  There  is  no
c e n t e r  t o  t h e
composition; the eye is
forced to dart from one
bizarre  character  to
another,  mimicking
A l i c e ’ s  o w n
discombobulated  state
of mind.

THE CULTURAL
IMPACT AND
ENDURING LEGACY

T h e  A l i c e  I n
Wonder l and  J ohn
Tenniel  Illustrations
have  transcended  the
book itself.  They have
become  ingrained  in
o u r  c u l t u r a l
consciousness.  When
Disney  created  their
animated adaptation in
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1 9 5 1 ,  t h e y  d r e w
heavily  from  Tenniel’s
work,  though  they
softened the edges and
added  color .  Even
modern  film
adaptations,  like  Tim
Burton’s 2010 version,
p l a y  a g a i n s t  t h e
Tenniel  aesthetic,
either by replicating it
o r  p u r p o s e f u l l y
subverting  it.

Influence
on
Literature
and Art
Every  subsequent
illustrator  of  Alice  in
Wonderland has had to
contend with Tenniel’s
shadow.  Artists  like
Salvador  Dalí,  Arthur
Rackham,  and  Ralph
Steadman  have  al l
c reated  the i r  own

versions  of  the  story,
but  they  are  always
seen as interpretations
of or reactions against
the  original  Tenniel
images. He set such a
p o w e r f u l  v i s u a l
standard  that  i t  is
difficult  to  read  the
text without seeing his
illustrations  in  your
mind’s  eye.

Merchand
ise and
Popular
Culture
You  can  find  Tenniel’s
images  on  everything
tote bags and mugs to
ta t toos  and  h igh -
fashion  clothing.  The
specific  line  art  of  the
White  Rabbit  or  the
C h e s h i r e  C a t  i s
instantly  recognizable,
even  to  people  who
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have  never  read  the
book. This is the power
o f  t r u l y  g r e a t
illustration: it becomes
a symbol, a shorthand
for the entire story.

Adaptations:1.
The illustrations
have been used
as storyboards
for plays, ballets,
and movies.
Fine Art:2.
Original wood
engravings and
first editions are
highly sought
after by
collectors,
fetching
thousands of
dollars at
auction.
Educational3.
Tools: The
illustrations are
used in art
classes to teach
line work,
composition, and
narrative
illustration.

WHY TENNIEL? A
DEEPER LOOK AT
THE TECHNIQUE

To truly appreciate the
Alice  In  Wonderland
J o h n  T e n n i e l
Illustrations,  one  must
look  at  the  technique
beyond  the  subject
matter.  Tenniel  was a
master of the "outline"
style.  He  relied  on  a
strong,  uninterrupted
black line to define the
edges  of  his  forms.
T h i s  g a v e  h i s
characters  a  solidity
and weight, even when
they  were  performing
t h e  m o s t  a b s u r d
actions.  Inside  the
outlines,  he  used  a
system of hatching and
cross-hatching—tiny
parallel lines—to create
texture and shadow.

The
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Shadows
of
Wonderla

nd
Notice the shadows in
the  courtroom  scene.
The light comes from a
specific  direction,
casting  long,  dramatic
s h a d o w s  o f  t h e
characters  against  the
floor  and  walls.  This
use  of  chiaroscuro
( s t r o n g  c o n t r a s t
between  l ight  and
dark) was unusual for a
children’s  book of  the
era,  which  tended  to
be  flatter  and  more
decorative.  Tenniel
brought the gravitas of
a Victorian painting to
t h e  w h i m s y  o f  a
children’s  fantasy.

The Role
of
Caricatur
e
As  a  caricaturist  for
Punch, Tenniel was an
expert at exaggerating
physical  features  to
convey personality. He
gave the King of Hearts
a  weak  ch in  and  a
vacant stare.  He gave
the  Duchess  a  sharp
nose  and  a  sardonic
smirk.  These  are  not
just random faces; they
a re  met i cu lous l y
craf ted  character
studies. This is why the
characters  feel  so
"alive" even in a static
image.  They  are  not
just  illustrations;  they
are performances.
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COLLECTING AND
PRESERVATION: A
WORD ON

EDITIONS

For those interested in
seeing  the  Al ice  In
Wonder l and  J ohn
Tenniel  Illustrations  in
their  best  form,  the
original  1865  edition
(or  a  h igh-qual i ty
facsimile)  is  the  gold
s t a n d a r d .  L a t e r
editions,  especially
those  printed  in  the
20th  century,  often
used  cheaper  printing
methods  that  lost  the
fine  detail  of  the
o r i g i n a l  w o o d
engravings.  The  lines
became  muddy,  the
cross-hatching blurred,
and the sharp contrast
was  lost.  The  1890
"People’s  Edition"  is
a l so  notab le  as  i t
contains  the  first
colorized  version  of
Tenniel’s  work,  which
was hand-colored using

s t e n c i l s .  W h i l e
charming, many purists
p r e f e r  t h e  s t a r k ,
dramatic power of the
or ig inal  b lack  and
white.

CONCLUSION: THE
LASTING SPELL OF
INK AND LINE

T h e  A l i c e  I n
Wonder l and  J ohn
Tenniel Illustrations are
a  testament  to  the
power  of  collaboration
between  a  visionary
author  and  a  master
craftsman. Tenniel took
Carro l l ’ s  sur rea l ,
labyrinthine words and
anchored  them  in  a
world of solid, satirical,
and  unforgettable
imagery.  He  did  not
just  draw pictures;  he
built  a visual  universe
that  has  housed  the
Alice story for over 150
y e a r s .  T h e s e
illustrations remain the
definitive
interpretation  because
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t hey  ba l ance  t he
a b s u r d  w i t h  t h e
g r o u n d e d ,  t h e
fantastical  with  the
believable.  They  are
funny,  frightening,
beautiful,  and  strange

all at once. As long as
Alice  continues  to  fall
down  the  rabbit  hole,
John  Tenniel  will  be
right there beside her,
drawing the way.


