
Poetry Lesson #3 

Lewis Carroll 

Jabberwocky 

What’s it About? 

 

This isn’t as tough a 

question as it seems.  

Sure, this poem is 

loaded with a bunch of 

nonsense words that 

aren’t really words, but 

they do mean something, 

and just by reading the 

poem, you can make a 

pretty good guess as to 

what they are.   

 

Most people who read this poem feel like they should 

be confused because of the weird words like tulgey, 

manxome, Bandersnatch, mimsy, and vorpal, but I bet 

you read it and, at the very least, understood that it 

was about a kid going into some spooky woods to fight 

some sort of dangerous monster. 

 

If you got that much, perfect.  That’s all there is to 

get.   So why all the crazy nonsense words?  That’s 

Lewis Carroll.  You’ve probably heard of his most fa-

mous story, a book called Alice’s  Adventures in Won-
derland and its sequel, Through the Looking Glass and 

What Alice Found There.  In those stories, a young 
girl finds herself in a strange and crazy world where nothing’s the way it is in reality.  This 

poem actually comes from that second book.  Alice finds the poem in a book of poetry.  She 

doesn’t understand all the words either, but she understands the basic gist of the story. 
 

Sound Check 
 

This poem is also written in iambic verse.  The first three lines of each stanza are iambic     

 

'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 hast 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.  



tetrameter and the final line is iambic tetrameter, but this time we’re not going to focus on 

the rhythm.  Instead we’re going to look at the mood. 

 

Mood is very important to poets and other writers.  Mood is the emotions that the writing is 

able to stir up in their readers.  A story with a happy mood might make a reader smile.  A 

reader might tear up a little if an author does a good job of creating a sad mood.  The piece of 

writing might scare you, make you laugh, get you angry.  If it does any of those things, the   

author created a mood.  Great authors can move you from one emotion to the next and back 

again—they love playing with our emotions with their writing.   

 

In Jabberwocky, Lewis Carroll was trying to confuse us, make us feel uncomfortable, maybe 

even a little freaked out.  For a moment, as the monster whiffled through the tulgey wood, he 

wanted us scared.  He wanted us joyful near the end, celebrating with the boy, then he wanted  

us to feel unsettled again—unsure of what was happening next.  If he was able to get any of 

those emotions from you in this poem, then he did his job. 

 

Now the tricky part.  How did he make us feel all these emotions just by putting words on a 

page?  That’s especially impressive when you consider the fact that tons of those words     

weren’t even words.   

 

Your Turn 
Write the story of the Jabberwocky.  Use real words.  Write it in story form.  Write it from 

the kid’s point of view, the monster’s perspective, or the point of view of another character—

maybe the father, the frumious Bandersnatch, or an innocent little mome rath.  Your choice. 

 

Make sure you set (and keep) the mood you want to convey throughout your story.  Choose just 

the right words and set just the right pace in your story to make your reader feel something—

fear, excitement, joy, anger, sadness.   

 

Question Time 
Pick one of the questions to answer as completely as you can. 

 
1. Why do you think the protagonist is determined to find the Jabberwock, even after being 

told to "beware" by his father? 

2. How do you feel about the scene that opens the poem? Do you think that it's a peaceful 

scene or is there uneasiness there? 

3. Why do we root for the human and against the beast? 

4. What do you think is achieved in "Jabberwocky" through the use of nonsense language? 

How does the poem play with the English language, and to what effect? Why is it not told in 

regular English? What might the purpose of this be – to persuade the reader of something? 

To create a world? How are worlds created through language? 


