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Charles Dodgson (Lewis Carroll) was a member of Christ Church 
College, Oxford for his entire adult life. Alice’s father Henry 
Liddell was dean of the college Cathedral. 

It was while photographing the cathedral that Carroll first met the Liddell 
family, with whom he became close friends in subsequent years. Since 
Henry Liddell was dean, his daughter Alice would have gone to Christ 
Church Cathedral with the family every Sunday. Dean Liddell, who was 
a tall imposing figure, was friends with art historian John Ruskin and did 
much to enhance the study of art at Oxford. Indeed, Liddell was one of the 
board of directors of the Clarendon (or Oxford University) Press, which at 
the time of its publication of Alice’s Adventures Underground had just shifted 
emphasis from printing Bibles and learned texts to a more popular line of 
books. Liddell’s promotion of the Alice book may thus well have been the 
catalyst for this change in publication strategy.

It has often been suggested that the Mad Hatter was a caricature of 
Theophilus Carter, the local furniture dealer who rejoiced in that nickname, 
or of Benjamin Disraeli, who was already caricatured as the Unicorn in 
another illustration. However, it does not appear to have been suggested 
that the Hatter might have been a parody on Dean Henry Liddell himself, 
as Alice’s father and a long-time supporter of Carroll’s storytelling activities 

Christ Church College and Cathedral

Exterior of Christ Church (~1851).

Christ Church cathedral was constructed during the reign of 
Henry II and Eleanor of Aquitaine, during the time that both 
their sons Richard and John were born in Oxford. 

What is today Christ Church Cathedral and College, Oxford, began as a 
Saxon monastic church founded in the 8th century by Saint Frideswide (c. 
650-735), the patron saint of Oxford. Frideswide was a Saxon princess who 
committed herself to chastity, fleeing the marital advances of King Algar of 
Mercia to found a convent and monastery on land owned by her father just 
south of Oxford. The Cathedral was, until recently, the smallest cathedral in 
England and is the seat of the Bishop of Oxford. It is unique in serving not 
only as a cathedral but as the chapel of Christ Church College (which was 
founded three centuries later by Cardinal Wolsey). 

The present cathedral church was originally constructed between 1160 and 
1200 by Augustinian monks, beginning during the reign of Henry II and 
Eleanor of Aquitaine, soon after the birth of their son Richard in 1157 in 
Beaumont Palace, Oxford, where their son John was also born 10 years 
later. In 1180 the relics of Frideswide were transferred to the new church, 
which attracted pilgrims throughout the Middle Ages. 

Queen Eleanor was well-educated and is generally assumed to have received 
her childhood education at the Fountevrault, an Augustinian abbey near 

Christ Church College and Cathedral

Mediaeval aspect of the interior of the Christ Church Cathedral, Oxford.
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and their publication as a book by the Oxford University Press. The Hatter 
was clearly the master of ceremonies of much of the plot of the book, 
and Liddell evidently played that role at Christ Church College as the 
mastermind of the college expansion to its present scope during his tenure 
as Dean, and an inveterate party giver, who was known to wear tall hats.  
Moreover, with the putative identification of the Tea Party as a parody of the 
Christ Church staff meetings and Thomas Prout as the Dormouse (see p. 
62), it may be suggested that the March Hare could have been a self-parody 
of Lewis Carroll, as illustrated here. Indeed, it was Carroll himself who 
had introduced the custom of afternoon tea to the Christ Church common 
room in 1881 (Gordon, 1982). (Another suggestion is that the Tea Party 

A photograph and a caricature of Dean Liddell (~1870).

Two of Tenniel’s illustrations of the Mad Hatter (1865).

the Loire Valley, founded 
through her grandmother’s 
support of Robert of 
Arbrissel as a proto-feminist 
institution of both monks 
and nuns, headed by a female 
abbess, with the monks 
required to ‘promise to serve 
the nuns till death in the 
bonds of obedience’. The 
first abbess was Petronilla 
de Chemillé, and Eleanor, 
who supported Fountevrault 
extensively during her life, 
herself became the abbess 
there in the last years of her 
life. Fountevrault is the burial 
place of Eleanor, her husband 
Henry II, son Richard the 
Lionheart and other relatives. 
Since both Fountevrault and 
the St Frideswide Monastery 
in Oxford were Augustinian, it does not seem credible that Eleanor would 
not have been familiar with the Monastery, and even been instrumental 
in the construction of Christ Church Cathedral during her time at 
Oxford. The year after work began on the cathedral, Eleanor ordered the 
construction of a similar cathedral in her native capital, Poitiers, and later 
founded Augustinian monasteries in Limoges and elsewhere (see Markale, 
1979, p. 44, 46).

Together with the Prior of St Frideswide’s, Eleanor of Aquitaine and Henry 
II may even have played a role in the founding of Oxford University, which 
has no known foundation date according to the official history. Teaching 
was recorded there as early as 1096, and an important figure in the history 
of the Priory, Robert of Cricklade, is reputed to have received his training 
there before becoming Prior of St Frideswide’s, presumably on the death 
of the prior Prior in 1141 (Wigram, 1896). Cricklade travelled to Italy 
in 1157 to confirm the papal charter for the Priory from Pope Adrian IV, 
reportedly becoming Canon of Oxford after superintending the rebuilding 
of the church (Christ Church) on his return in 1158 (Thacker, 1909), and 
subsequently became Chancellor of Oxford University (Dugdale, 1693, ii. 
135).

An imaginative 19th century portrait of Pliny the 
Elder, the author of Natural History.
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satirized the tea-drinking Christian Socialists known as the ‘Apostles’, with 
Charles Kingsley, author of the moralistic children’s classic, The Waterbabies, 
as the Mad Hatter and Julius Hare as the argumentative March Hare; Day, 
2010. Kingsley is not known to have worn top hats, however.)

The deep friendship between Carroll and Liddell has the paradoxical aspect 
that Carroll showed scant evidence  of any strong interest in formal religion, 
of which Dean Liddell was one of the establishment (if reformist) figures in 
Britain. There is no reference to religion or church of any kind in the Alice 
books, so it can at least be said that he made a strong dissociation between 
his literary output and religion in any form, and, indeed, secured Dean 
Liddell’s acquiescence to becoming the only student of Christ Church ever 
to avoid taking holy orders. When Carroll first appealed for permission 
not to proceed with the holy orders required by the College, Dean Liddell 
told him he would have to consult the College ruling body, which would 
almost undoubtedly have expelled him. For unknown reasons, Dean Liddell 
changed his mind overnight and permitted Carroll to remain at the College 
for the rest of his life, in defiance of the rules (Cohen, 1996). Liddell further 
tolerated his extensive activities of photographing young children in a 
variety of artistic poses, including his own children, and frequent trips to 
London to attend a wide range of theatre productions.

Lewis Carroll self-portrait photograph; March Hare, John Tenniel (1865).

Eleanor of Aquitaine at court with artisans, musicians and exchequer officials (14th century).

Since these events took place when Eleanor and Henry were in England 
(1154-1160), and specifically in Oxford for significant events during that 
time, their spatiotemporal proximity with the origin of the University is 
established, and their interest in academic affairs is indicated by Henry’s 
subsequent order in 1167 banning English scholars from going to study 
in Paris, leading to a sudden growth in the Oxford enrolment. Eleanor’s 
involvement in state affairs is indicated by her signature as a witness to 
charters granted to the cannons of Christ Church in 1154 (Meade, 1977, 
p. 173). A direct connection with Robert of Cricklade is suggested by his 
dedication of his translation of Pliny’s Natural History (in nine books) to 
Henry II. While admittedly circumstantial, these connections seem to add 
up to the opportunity, motive and means for Eleanor and Henry to have 
had significant involvement in the elevation of the St Frideswide Priory 
into England’s first university, as a counterpoint to the centre of learning 
developing in Paris following the influence of the gadfly philosopher Peter 
Abelard there.


