Mail of July 5th 2008

Dear Mr. Ravot, 

I am an editor of the chess website www.chessvibes.com. Recently, I read the press release of 'Alice and the chess master' on Susan Polgar's weblog. I am also a Lewis Carroll lover and consider myself to be somewhat of an expert on both subjects. I have read your article about the chess problem in Through the Looking-Glass and I am intrigued by some of the claims made in it. 

I would like to write an article about your 'discovery' of a code to read the chess problem, but I must admit I'm not sure whether the whole project is meant to be serious scholarship, or merely an artistic and 'loose' way of promoting some local activities. (One would think so from the pictures of the beautiful garden and live chess pieces on your website!) This is why I want to write you first before staring on the article. 

I get the impression the author Christophe Leroy does know something about Lewis Carroll and his relationship to Alice Liddell, but it's also clear that the author assume too easily some highly controversial claims and prejudices about this subject. As you know, whole libraries have been written about the Alice-Dodgson relationship, and it's too easy to assume one interpretation and disregard or ignore another. 

The fact that well-known Carroll-researchers like Morton Cohen and Edward Wakeling seem to know about the project makes me think it is serious after all, but I wonder if they actually back the claims made in the article. Reading some of the numerological 'reasonings' (e.g. related to the number 42) and extraordinary claims made about the private life of the Rev. Charles Dodgson, I again start wondering whether the whole project is perhaps a hoax or a parody on, for instance, the "Da Vince Code" books. (Your article is even called 'Lewis Carroll codes'!) 
Also, although the 'solution' is given in detail, there appears to be no 'method' for decoding the message, nor was any attempt at testing or falsifying the claims made. This makes the 'solution' somewhat like the theories about Atlantis or the Knights Templars, or, indeed, the well-known theory that Lewis Carroll and Jack the Ripper were in fact one and the same person. 

I hope you can shed some light on the matter for me. 

Best regards, 

Arne Moll 
Editor www.chessvibes.com 



Answer of July 6th 2008

Dear Mr. Moll,
 
I am happy to receive your email because Chessvibes is one of the best chess websites in my opinion.
 
Currently I am playing a tournament in Spain, near Barcelona, with other french players, among them M. Leroy.
 
The only thing I can say in this first and quick answer is that the whole project is very serious. Did you read this document :
http://www.echecs-histoire-litterature.com/eng/carrollmaincodes.doc
?
Did you take some minutes to look at some of the links which are at the end?
 
For now I have to go but I let you look more deeply and I speak of you to M. Leroy tomorrow!
 
Best regards,
Sylvain Ravot 

Mail of July 6th 2008

Dear mr. Ravot,

Thank you for your e-mail. Your letter surprises me. I did read the article you refer to, and although I like its enthousiasm and passion for Lewis Carroll, I find it hardly convincing as a serious document of scholarship. Here are some reasons why: 

1. The strange and obviously forced numerology (e.g., what does 24 have to do with 42?; Did Dodgson intentionally die 42 years after he met Alice to give us a hint?; did he intentionally live in Christ Church on number 6 on stairs nr. 7 so that 6x7 made 42?; why do you multiply numbers in one case, and add them in another? why not the other way around?; what if one finds also hints by multiplying convenient factors for a meaning of the number 56 or 64? anyway, what do all these 'coincidences' *mean*?)

2. The confusing mixing of 'Carroll' and 'Dodgson' in the decoding (e.g. Alice would not take the name of Carroll, but of Dodgson)

3. Some factual errors (e.g. Carroll intended himself to be portrayed by the White Knight, not the Red Knight, as he indicated in 1892; Dodgson most likely never proposed to marry Alice, and almost certainly not the her directly, as you suggest in the 'Victorian society' paragraph.)

4. Another problem is that there seems to be no way to falsify the theory. For instance, does the fact that Dodgsdon intended the White Knight to be himself make the whole theory worthless? If not, why not? By what criteria can we say, 'okay, this absolutely disproves the whole theory?' If there is none, then the theory is not scientifc. 

5. Further, can we 'test' the theory? Can someone who doesn't know about Alice and Carroll and 42 still decode the message? Can people who disagree over the facts of Dodgson's life (such as me) still accept your solution, or does it take 'faith'?

6. Does the theory make testable predictions, should more information be found? (For instance, if it can be shown that Dodgson actually proposed to Lorina Liddell, instead of Alice - as many scholars have suggested - what does it imply for the theory?)  

7. Also, the authors in my opinion have to show why Occam's Razor does not apply to their theory. This principe states that the theory that needs fewest assumptions is usually the correct one. In this case, the theory 'the chess problem doesn't mean anything since it's made of nonsense moves'  has considerably less assumptions than the author's highly complex and elaborate theory. (For instance, the first assumption is: Carroll intentionally created a hidden meaning in an otherwise nonsensical chess problem despite the fact that he never wrote anything about it; the second would be: Carroll intended the chess pieces to be real life characters that he last met several years ago; the third would be: the key to these messages could be found by multiplying and adding several hidden numbers to reach 42 in several ways, etc.) 

8. The article says that 'overnight' mr. Leroy found the solution to the problem. I fail to find *how* he found it, apart from intution or creativity.  What was the actual research done before he reached his conclusions, or was that done afterwards (as is suggested in the article) to back up the facts? What if he had 'found' overnight that the pieces meant political figures or clerical figures from the Church of England? Would his search not have succeeded? And what does it mean that in 2006, 70% of the message was decoded? Which 70% And what was the other 30% How did he find the final 30%

9. Finally, and most importantly, the theory lacks mostly *facts* to back it up. Carroll never wrote about a possible hidden meaning, nor did Alice Hargreaves or anyone else. Also, Carroll originally intended not real life characters for the problem, but characters from the book. This is indicated by the 'Dramatis Personae' which was in the earlier editions of the book. In my opinion, this fact alone disproves the theory of mr. Leroy, unless he can actually *show* that Carroll wrote it as a 'decoy' to distract the attention from the 'real meaning'.

This all does not happen in the article, hence my skepticism. These are, by the way, common problems in numerology (anything can be proven by multiplying, adding, subtracing convenient numbers; for instance, ), astrology (everything applies to everyone) and pseudoscience (nothing can be disproved). 

Perhaps all these questions are answered in the book itself, or does the book give a 'method' to decode the message, rather than an intuitive way of randomly multiplying and adding numbers to get to 42, to dig up disputable facts from Dodgson's and Alice's life and mix them conveniently to find a 'message': but what exactly IS the message of all this? And why did Carroll not hint at it? How can we ever know that we have found the 'correct' interpretation at all? 

I am sorry if this email sounds a little formal, but I thought the article might just have been a charming way to promote some commercial activities. However, since you say it is a scholarly theory, I thought you should know that in my opinion, it lacks many crucial elements. I hope you can answer some of my questions so that I can write a balanced article about it. 

Best regards, and good luck in your tournament!
Arne



Article of July 13th 2008 by Arne MOLL :
http://www.chessvibes.com/odd/lang_enlewis-carrolls-chess-problemlang_en/
Our answer of July 18th 2008 :
http://www.echecs-histoire-litterature.com/eng/answer_july.pdf

Arne MOLL's answer of July 26th 2008 :

Dear Sylvain and Christophe, 


Thank you for your answer. I will briefly respond to the points you raise: 

ad.2 It’s ironic that in answering my question about proof, you come up with statements that absolutely cannot be proven! For instance, you say: “Carroll wanted to give as few hints as possible” - how do you know this? And how do you know this is “very important”? Where did you get this idea? Also, how do you know the chess problem “necessarily recalls his famous diaries and especially the ones in which pages were cut by his niece”? These are just your speculations, based on far-fetched numerological deductions - it has nothing to do with proof of any kind. 

ad.3 It seems you don’t make any distinction at all between the fictional Alice and the real-life person Alice Liddell. This is a very common mistake in interpreting literature, but surely you’re aware of the difference. When Carroll is referring to the pawn on d2 as Alice, he means, of course, the Alice from the book (who is blond, and has long hair), and not Alice Liddell (who had dark, short hair). When you ask “who are the other pieces” you’re already making the assumption that these pieces have to represent real-life person, while in fact it’s much more natural to assume these pieces represent characters from the book. 

ad.4 The same applies to your point about the shop, the railroad, etc. Where did you get the idea that these must refer to real-life events, when it’s much more logical to assume they refer to events that happen in the story? And anyway, if these ‘annotations’ do refer to actual real-life events, what are we to make of the mention of Humpty-Dumpty and the ‘coronation’? Did the real Alice Liddell meet some real Humpty Dumpty? Was she crowned queen? You’ll probably reply that we must interpret some events symbolic, and others not. But how can we decide which ones to interpret literally, and which ones as symbolic? 

ad.5 I’m glad you don’t believe that Carroll arranged his own death 42 years after meeting Alice Liddell. However, your question “how can it be chance” supposes that it’s impossible that coincidences exist. Of course they exist. That’s why they’re called coincidences. The question is not whether coincidences exist, but whether there’s a pattern that connect the coincidences. In your theory, there is not. In once case, we have to add all the numbers to get to 42, in another, we have to multiply them, and in yet another, we add them again, though God knows why, but only up to a certain move, to get to 42. This is sloppy logic at best, and as we agree Carroll was not sloppy, certainly not in applying logic, it’s hardly likely that he intended to code his ‘message’ in this way. 

ad.6 You ask me if I noticed that the fact that Alice and the Red knight meet off the board, and that this means “the end of the adult-child relationship between Alice and Charles”. You have definitely lost me here. What does ‘meeting off the board’ mean, and what exactly does the ‘end of the adult-child relationship’ refer to? 

ad.7 What do you mean by “the white rook is always observed by the white queen” and “that both knights are always watched by the white queen”? From a chess point of view, it’s true that on c1 and c4, the white queen ‘watches’ the rook on f1, but it then moves to c5, where it definitely doesn’t ‘watch’ the rook anymore, and it’s also not watching both knights, since, for instance, from c1 the queen doesn’t ‘watch’ the squares f5 and g8 at all. Anyway, even this was the case, what would this mean? Why would it matter? 
More importantly, the book certainly doesn’t end with the question ‘who was the red King?’ This is just a huge error in understanding. It ends with the question (to the reader) who it was that dreamed it all. While you are questioning the identity of the red king, a rather trivial question in my opinion, Carroll ask us to ponder the philosophical implications of what we perceive as ‘reality’. Carroll the author is interested in metaphysics, not in giving clues about his private life. 

ad.8 It is not relevant what is written in history books, since the only important things are really facts and evidence. And this is where you simply have not done your homework. The difference with Kasparov’s point of view, by the way, is obvious: Kasparov ignores many facts in favor of his own interpretation, whereas good historians want to create history by facts and only then by interpretation. Many books have been written about Carroll, and you cannot say that one book is wrong and another is right if we don’t look at the facts. And these facts are not to be found in Carroll’s fiction, but in his non-fiction, such as his diaries or his letters, and in letters and memoires by others. Have you read them? Then you will know there is absolutely no evidence at all that Dodgson ever wanted to propose to Alice. On the contrary, there is much evidence that he didn’t really like Alice at the time he broke with the Liddells. It would be too much to go into this deeply, but I refer you to Karoline Leach’s excellent book ‘In the Shadow of the Dreamchild’ for the facts. Anyway, if you’re ignoring this book and others, and only focus on books that offer wild, unsubstantiated speculations, you’re sure to find what you want. 

ad.11 The problem with decoys is that they are impossible to disprove. Therefore, it doesn’t make sense to speculate about it. You cannot just ignore the fact that Carroll has already spelled out the ‘interpretation’ of the chess problem for everyone to see just because it doesn’t fit your theory. And how do you know Carroll ‘wanted to make the problem mysterious’? You can’t just assume this and move on. 

A final point that you have not addressed in your reply is the question what it all means. What IS the message Carroll has hidden in the problem? What does it all lead to? What is the ‘key’ of the chess problem? What is it that Carroll wanted us to know, but could only tell us in the most cryptical way thinkable? That he proposed to Alice? But why would he want his readers to know this? After all, if your theory is correct that he had written this in his lost diaires, there would have been no need to put it in a puzzle. Readers of later generations could have simply looked it up in his diaires. The fact that some pages are cut from his diary after his death in fact makes your theory weak, since Carroll obviously was not aware of this while he was alive. This leads me to the ironic conclusion that if Carroll had invented the problem after his death, I think you would have a much stronger case than you have now. 

Best regards, 
Arne 



27/07/08


Dear Arne,

Thanks for your answer. Your position did almost not move since our answer. And this answer was too quick (about 5 hours): you did probably not take the time to play the game, sevral times, trying to have different viewpoints, trying to enter inside, to come closer to the author's intentions. Apprently you don't want it! And as we indicated in our answer, somebody who doesn't really want to immerse oneself in this game has no chance to understand it. It's one of the reasons which made this game mysterious for so long.

Christophe is currently promoting chess 60 km far from Lyon. This added to the fact that in my opinion you have totally opposed viewpoints, leads me to decide to answer (on my own behalf).



I think I have now understood why you systematically challenges our statements and explanations!

In my opinion you consider this problem like a mathematics or logic problem. I think you mix Charles L. Dodgson and Lewis Carroll. You will probably answer me that it's the same person! It's obvious but I feel that you make the mistake to forget that he had 2 very different personalities! Dodgson the mathematics professor, neat, Deacon, politically correct, etc. Carroll the author of 2 best sellers among the most whacky, friend of children because getting down to their level, inventing games for them, always in the imaginary, etc. Of course sometimes a personality went into the other but I believe it was quite rare and generally speaking one could say from which personality came an action.


And in my mind the main mistake you make is to believe that it's Dodgson who invented the chess game whereas it's Carroll. Therefore this is not a mathematics or logic problem that one could solve with a scientific or mathematical method, but a literary work, poetic, symbolic, where logic is sometimes hidden. My studies were scientific but I am convinced that it's impossible to find the sense of this game and to understand its messages searching scientifically (like some people did, Le Lyonnais for instance).
Christophe is more like Carroll than Dodgson, he is very creative. One just has to look at the way he works: he achieves to treat quantity of information almost without any order nor method. Would he work scientifically, his works would be in general more precise but he would only have the time to do half of it! The choice is easy: it's better (in this job!) to work twice as much, even if it's a little less precise. But I get lost!
So, Christophe is very creative and you seem to be very scientific: it's understandable that the communication is difficult!

What is the conclusion of this first part? In order to understand the chess game, at least two conditions are needed. The first: to be longing to search, understand, enter inside it. The second: to do it with an imaginative, literary and not scientific spirit.


It seemed paramount to me to bring up this point.
Now I will try to answer some questions.

How do we know that Carroll wanted to give as few hints as possible?
Using the fact that the game stayed totally unexplained during more than 130 years! Even if it's not a satisfactory deduction for a scientist.


Why do we say that what is written in the preface is very important?
When we read this preface we understand clearly that Lewis Carroll, 25 years after the 1st publication of the book, felt it was necessary to make things clearer about the chess game! Reading this preface like if nothing happens and missing this major clue is a serious mistake.

Why the chess problem recalls the missing diaries?
It's a little complicated. But as this game is like a letter let by the author, in an encrypted way, one can make the link with the missing diaries and cut pages. Of course the pages were cut after his death, so he didn't want that and didn't know that, but these pages may contained harmful elements for the Dodgson family, reason for which pages would have been cut. Moreover, it's possible that Dodgson himself intended the disappearance of diaries 1, 3, 6 and 7 in his will. About this subject, it's true that these are assumptions. This subject may become clearer in the future, in the light of new facts.

Why thinking that pieces represent real-life persons?
If you don't see the link between the Alice of the book and Alice Liddell, there is a problem! Do you know that Alice's adventures in wonderland was inspired by Alice Liddell?! But that's enough jokes.
Pieces represent characters of the book, that's exact. But all is connected: pieces are connected to characters and pieces represent real-life persons. Then in a way one can also says that characters represent real-life persons.
Alice of the book represents Alice Liddell. 'Represents' doesn't mean that Alice's real life is related and that she has therefore to have dark and short hairs!! It's literature, with metaphors, symbols, representations. Thus for example, the fact that Alice becomes a Queen symbolizes the fact that she becomes a woman, etc. For details, I invite you to look at the book.

The difficult thing is actually to sort the book's elements which represent real events and which are purely fictional, because it's a mix of the two. It's a mistake to believe that the book is either fictional, or not fictional. Fortunately literature is more complicated than that!


About coincidences and ways to reach 42.
Yes, of course coincidences exist. If there would have been only 4 or 5 coincidences in all in this chess game, we could have thought that it was actually chance. The problem is that when it reaches 15, 20, 25 coincidences, it has absolutely nothing to do with chance anymore!
You consider as sloppy logic the fact of sometimes adding to reach 42, sometimes multiplying, using several different ways, etc. In fact it's a serious mistake to think that Carroll would and could hide his favorite number always the same way! Again it's not a mathematics problem on additions or multiplications or anything else, it's a literary message, it heightens a lot the field of possibilities.

About the meeting off the board between Alice and the red Knight.
The fact that you got definitely lost here points to the distance you are from beginning to understand this game. It's one of the main codes. I invite you to read again the paragraph 4.8 of this document:
http://www.echecs-histoire-litterature.com/eng/carrollmaincodes.doc
and to look again at the diagram. One of the most poetic signatures of literature ...

About pieces who watch themselves.
'Always' didn't mean during all the game... The white Queen watches the white Rook (which means that Mrs Liddell watches the Victorian society) from c1, c4, f8 (indirectly) and at the end from a6, which is 4 squares out of 6 where she moves. And she watches one Knight or the other, or both, several times: c4, c5, f8 (both), c8 (both), which is again 4 squares out of 6 (Mrs Liddell keeps an eye on Carroll messengers, and we know that a messenger represents the person sending the message, therefore it's like if she kept Carroll himself under surveillance).

About the book's end.
You are right, we were a move ahead! The book ends actually with the question who it was that dreamed it all. Alice thinks that it must be either her or the red King. Let us let the reader think about it. But the identity of the red King is, on the contrary, a major question! And it's one of the rare hints let by Carroll.
Moreover I don't doubt that Carroll achieved at the same time to let philosophical questions dealing with the tale and at the same time to do the link with the chess game.


About Christophe's references related to the facts.
As you indicate, a good historian creates history by facts and only then by interpretation. If History books we spoke were written by good historians, everything is going well. Concerning Christophe's sources, he can indicate them to you in details. But I know that one of his main references is « Lewis Carroll: a biography » by Morton Cohen, which he read again before writing his book; and at the beginning it was an exhibition from the NOAO organization (2 years of work, based on numerous books).
Nevertheless we will order the K. Leach very soon.

What is the message that Carroll hid in this problem?
It's a very scientifical approach to think that there must be a message in particular that Carroll wanted to pass on with this chess game. Knowing the way he insists heavily on moves 6 and 7, one could actually imagine that it's Christophe's conclusion, the proposal. But I think that Carroll did not necessarily want to pass on only one message, and that we can hardly summarize this game because it's like a big letter, so containing several messages. I think as well that everybody can make his own idea about these messages, after having understood the chess game.
This leads me directly to the fact that we feel that very interesting things will again happen next years, in particular with the opening of the debate to the English-speaking world, partially thanks to your contributions.

I take advantage of it to indicate the link of our new page:
http://www.echecs-histoire-litterature.com/debats.html

To end.
We agree well on the fact that Lewis Carroll was very concerned about details. We have difficulties to imagine him choosing the moves of this game randomly, don't you? Doesn't it disturb you that the alternation white/black is not respected? That the pawn doesn't promote immediately in Queen? That the white King stays in check during 2 moves? Simply nonsense for you? It's true that it's easier to conclude this, like quantity of persons did during 128 years ...


Best regards,
Sylvain Ravot

P.S. Tomorrow I am lucky to go to play an international tournament of one week. So see you in August.


