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abstraCt

The linguistic-architectural metaphor is one that has been widely explored 

and developed over time; from the initial rise of the modernist discourse when 

language used to discuss architecture changed, through to the Structuralist 

understanding that “architecture is a language”.1 The metaphor has extended 

into the narrative realm, where narratological theories concerning the formal 

and semantic construction of narratives are seen to parallel the architectural 

dichotomy of the conceptual and perceptual. Sophia Psarra discusses this 

relationship in Narrative and Architecture where she claims that the dichotomy 

is illusionary and that “architecture orders experience through space-time 

relationships that interface the realm of the conceptual and the world of the 

senses, away from the traditional binary model of abstract and physical.”2  

This thesis, although not treating architecture as a language, will explore the 

relationship between narrative and architecture further by questioning how a 

reading of a novel may create new understandings of spatial constructions and 

the experiences of them. 

More specifically, the thesis will explore how Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures 
in Wonderland is constructed using literary devices and how these can be 

translated into spatial or architectural concepts that, when applied to the Hill 

Garden and Pergola in Hampstead, may reveal new interpretations of the 

space; namely, what can be said of an adult notion of a secret garden whose 

idealistic nature is usually associated with elements of childhood. Being a 

nonsensical children’s novel set in a dream-world, the book provides an ideal 

source for analysing literary devices. It is populated with metaphors, allusions, 

imagery, wordplay and anthropomorphism. Carroll’s use of a fantasy world is 

in keeping with the children’s authors contemporaneous to him, who seemed to 

1. Forty, Adrian. Words and 
Buildings: A Vocabulary of 

Modern Architecture. London: 
Thames & Hudson, 2000, p.80

2. Psarra, Sophia. Architecture 
and Narrative: The Formation of 

Space and Cultural Meaning, 
Abingdon, New York: 
Routledge, 2009, p.3
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have a “fondness for the symbol of a garden or Enchanted Place”.3 It is due to 

this central motif that the Hill Garden and Pergola, a hidden Edwardian garden 

in Hampstead, London, has been chosen as the subject matter to be analysed 

through the lens of the Alice novel. 

In some instances, the connection between the Hill Garden and a specific 

literary device is a more obvious one due to the inherently spatial nature of 

the device. In others it will be the abstract dynamic created between reader, 

character and narrator that provides the basis of understanding how the 

construction of the narrative influences the experience of reading the novel, and 

in turn, how this can translate as an experience of space. Both historical and 

contemporary literature will be used to provide contextual background and 

analysis, as well as my own experience of the Hill. 

3. Carpenter, Humphrey. 
Secret Gardens: A Study of 
the Golden Age of Children’s 
Literature. London: Allen & 
Unwin, 1985, p.9
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introduCtion

the Premise

This thesis investigates how a reading of Lewis Carroll’s novel, Alice’s 
Adventures in Wonderland, can be employed as a lens through which to 

analyse the spatial construction and experience of the Hill Garden and Pergola 

in Hampstead, and in turn, what new interpretations of the space may be 

revealed. The novel, originally written for children, makes use of a multitude of 

literary devices such as metaphors, puns and motifs. What then becomes of 

interest is how these techniques, aimed at exciting a child’s idealistic mind, can 

become a gateway through which to understand space, and for the purpose 

of this thesis in particular, how they can enhance an adult’s understanding of a 

secret garden.

aliCe’s adventures in Wonderland

Originally published in 1865 under the pseudonym Lewis Carroll, Alice’s 
Adventures in Wonderland is a nonsensical children’s novel written by Charles 

Lutwidge Dodgson. It tells the story of a young girl named Alice who, bored 

on a summer’s day, follows a White Rabbit down a rabbit hole into a dream 

world inhabited by anthropomorphic creatures where logic is overturned and 

absurdity prevails. Alice undergoes a series of surreal encounters that make her 

question her sense of reality; from physiological morphs through to frustrating 

conversations with unreasonable characters, leaving us “in much the same 

predicament as the heroine. The stories fill our heads with ideas, but we don’t 

know what they are.”4

4. Carroll, Lewis. Alice’s 
Adventures in Wonderland and 

Through the Looking-Glass. 
London: Penguin Classics, 1998, 

p.x – From the introduction by 
Hugh Haughton.
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As evidenced by the poetic prologue to the story, Alice originated from 

an afternoon boat trip that Carroll undertook with the Reverend Robinson 

Duckworth and the three daughters of the Dean of Christ Church at Oxford: 

Lorina, Alice and Edith Liddell. There is justified doubt over whether or not the 

entire story was indeed “hammered out… beneath the setting sun”5, but what 

is difficult to argue against is that the book gives us an insight into the intriguing 

character of the author himself. Where Charles Dodgson was conservative, 

moralistic and religious, Lewis Carroll was exuberant, playful and nonsensical; 

the pseudonym allowed him to maintain modesty6 but also express those parts 

of himself that were otherwise incompatible with his social standing and public 

persona. Alice Liddell most certainly played a pivotal role in providing Carroll 

with inspiration for the eponymous character and novel, and with this we are 

exposed to the first facet of Carroll’s person - his unsettling penchant for young 

girls. Further fragments of his character can be found in the themes explored in 

the novel such as maths, science, time, dreams, meaning and death. Through 

these we are given snippets of Carroll the Mathematician, the Logician, the 

Dreamer, the Entertainer and the Eccentric. 

5. Ibid., p.6

6. Clark, Anne. Lewis Carroll: A 
Biography. London: J.M. Dent & 
Sons, 1979, p.10

Fig. 1 Alice, Lorina, Harry and 
Edith Liddell photographed by 
Lewis Carroll circa 1859.
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Although there is much to be learnt about the author, the essential purpose of 

the novel was to entertain. Children’s fiction was previously written in order 

to provide the reader with a moral or educational lesson7, but through the 

utilisation of the nonsense genre, Carroll was able to write a story that merely 

served to amuse. It is viewed by some critics such as Michelangelo Zaccarello 

and Neil Allan that “it is the interruption of logical discourse… rather than any 

specifically “nonsensical” contents, that identifies these as nonsense genres.”8 

Therefore, Carroll’s success in writing such a novel was due to his masterful 

use of subverted logic through which he was able to create “a carefully limited 

world, controlled and directed by reason, a construction subject to its own 

laws”9; a world in which we, as the reader, are encapsulated by. Alice provides 

us with enough sense and plot to keep us reading but not so much so as to dull 

our imagination. Carroll’s novel differs to his predecessors’ and contemporaries’ 

work in its entertaining nature, but where he draws similarities with them is in 

his use of the wider genre of children’s fiction as a “vehicle for the portrayal of 

society, and for the expression of their personal dreams.”10 Not only that, but he 

also conforms to what Humphrey Carpenter notes is “some sort of discernible 

pattern of ideas and themes”11 beyond their “warped private lives”12 – the motif 

of the secret garden or enchanted place. Wonderland is an epitome of such 

a place, as its name also suggests, and it is this quality that so appeals to the 

nostalgic, child-like amazement of the reader. 

the hill garden and Pergola

The motif of the enchanted place takes us on to the case study of the Hill 

Garden and Pergola in Hampstead; a garden hidden in the midst of London 

that was the creative offspring of Sir William Hesketh Lever and renowned 

garden designer Thomas Mawson.  Lever purchased Hill House in 1904, an 

early 19th century mansion that had been remodelled eight years prior. He had 

7. Carpenter, Secret Gardens, 
p.1

8. Tarantino, Elisabetta, and 
Carlo Caruso. Nonsense 

and Other Senses: Regulated 
Absurdity in Literature. 

Newcastle upon Tyne: 
Cambridge Scholars Pub., 

2009, p.xi

9. Sewell, Elizabeth. The Field 
of Nonsense, London: Chatto & 

Windus, 1952, p.5

10. Carpenter, Secret Gardens, 
p.x

11. Ibid., p.1

12. Ibid.
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the house extensively enlarged and rebuilt by architects of the likes of E A Ould, 

William and Seger Owen and James Lomax-Simpson, and the gardens laid out 

in three phases that coincided with the purchases of adjoining land. (Fig. 2-6)

 

The first phase, the original purchase of Hill House, or the Hill as it later 

became known, saw Mawson levelling out the steep slope of the garden’s 

grounds using spoil from the Hampstead tube excavations. In doing so he 

created terrace gardens to the front of the house, a level lawn, and a pergola 

to the west and south sides of the garden in 1906. The second phase came 

in 1911 when Lever bought Heath Lodge to the north-west of the Hill. With 

this phase, Mawson created a bridge over the public road between the two 

properties (Fig. 7) and extended the pergola up to a circular Garden Temple 

and then to a Belvedere that overlooks the Golders Hill side of the heath. A 

conservatory to the west of the pergola was demolished and replaced by a 

Pergola Temple and service buildings were constructed on the eastern side of 

the newly acquired land. The third and final phase of the garden development 

took place when Lever purchased Cedar Lawn during the First World War, the 

neighbour to the south. In 1922 that house was demolished, and the pergola 

was extended further southwards. Lever died in 1925 and the property was 

then acquired by Andrew Weir, first Baron of Inverforth after whom the house 

was renamed. Now, following restorations in the 60s and later in the 90s, the 

pergola and gardens are owned by the City of London Corporation and are 

open to the public. The house itself is privately owned and has been converted 

into multiple residences.13

13. “The Hill (Inverforth House)”, 
Historic England. Accessed Feb 
2019, https://historicengland.
org.uk/listing/the-list/list-
entry/1000244
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Fig. 2 OS Map 1870 outlines denote the extent of the property boundary
https://www.oldmapsonline.org/
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Fig. 3 OS Map 1896
https://www.oldmapsonline.org/
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Fig. 4 OS Map 1915
https://www.oldmapsonline.org/
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Fig. 5 OS Map 1938
https://www.oldmapsonline.org/



16

Fig. 6 Plan of The Hill Pergola by Thomas Mawson
from Mawson, The Art and Craft of Garden Making, p.339



17

Mawson explains in The Art and Craft of Garden Making that there were a 

number of requirements that Lever presented to him for the design of the garden, 

the most important being that he wished to retain privacy from the heath whilst 

maintaining that the seclusion be “obtained without blocking out the unique view 

over Harrow-on-the-Hill”14. Mawson needed to fulfil these requirements, as 

well as satisfy Lever’s desire “that whatever was done should be done quickly”15  

in order for Lever to host extravagant garden parties where his guests could 

wander with privacy but appreciate the views and design. The solutions to these 

problems were found in the use of the Underground tube spoil to even out the 

ground level, and the construction of a pergola which further increased the 

height of the ground and allowed views out whilst still providing a screening.  

Lever had a similar social standing to Carroll, and also to the Liddells, so his 

understanding and use of a garden would have been very much the same as 

theirs, namely that the garden was a place for private entertainment and leisure. 

The enchanted place of Wonderland is then, contextually and historically 

speaking, an appropriate parallel to the Hill Garden and Pergola which was 

created to be a light-hearted and pleasurable place. It is through this parallel 

relationship of novel and space that this thesis will aim to understand how the 

techniques used by Carroll can allow us to experience the garden in a new 

way, and also what the experience of the garden may reveal about the book.

linguistiC-arChiteCtural relationshiPs

Narratives and architecture have a long-standing relationship, with linguistic-

architectural metaphors in particular being traced back to the rise of the 

modernist discourse when the language we used to discuss architecture began 

to change. Modernism aimed to diminish the use of classical metaphors 

where architecture would be described with words such as ‘strong’, ‘noble’ or 

14. Mawson, Thomas H. The Art 
and Craft of Garden Making, 
London: B T Batsford, 1912, 
p.340

15.  Ibid.
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‘massiveness’, and instead to replace them with metaphors from two classes: 

“those drawn from language, and those drawn from science.”16 Over time, 

the linguistic metaphor developed from an “argument against invention and 

innovation”17, to being used to “legitimate its [architecture’s] status as a liberal 

art”18, to describing the historical origins of architecture, to explore analogies 

between narratives and architecture and its ability to communicate, to being 

compared to grammatical syntaxes, and finally to the semiotic and Structuralist 

understanding that “architecture is a language”.19  

The metaphor extends beyond the realm of linguistics and into the realm of 

narratives where the formal and semantic construction of narrative draws 

parallels with the conceptual and perceptual elements of architecture. This 

thesis does not treat architecture as a language or as a narrative in its own 

right, but rather looks at how narratives are constructed through literary and plot 

devices and how this can be used to inform our understanding and experience 

of architecture. It explores how, as Psarra puts it, “geometry, space and their 

interrelation order experience either through the reproduction of knowledge 

and conventional meanings, or through the generation of new knowledge of 

spatial and cultural relations.”20

16.  Forty, Words and Buildings:, 
p.22

17.  Ibid., p.65

18.  Ibid., p.66

19.  Ibid., p.80

20. Psarra, Architecture and 
Narrative, p.13
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Fig. 7 Bridge across public road. 





seCtion 1:

doWn the rabbit hole
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the entranCe

The novel begins with Alice falling down a rabbit hole after her curiosity causes 

her to follow a talking White Rabbit into the realm of Wonderland. This iconic 

scene, which has inspired the modern-day metaphor for unwittingly delving into 

subject matters, sets the tone for the absurd manner in which space and time 

interact in this world. Alice’s descent down the hole takes an unusually long time, 

bringing us, and Alice, to the realisation that “Either the well was very deep, or 

she fell very slowly, for she had plenty of time as she went down to look about 

her, and to wonder what was going to happen next.”21 Falls, as most people 

will have experienced them, are fast and do not leave time for inquiring. By 

allowing Alice the contrary, Carroll ensures that the reader is instantly alienated 

from her experience and so highlights the peculiarity of the situation; he is thus 

able to instate the novel’s position as an absurd, nonsensical story from the very 

beginning. 

Although this initial portal-like scene is extremely well known, what is interesting 

to note is that the entrance is twofold. When Alice first enters the rabbit hole, 

we learn that it “went straight on like a tunnel for some way, and then dipped 

suddenly down”.22 In essence, there are two entry points here – the first, is the 

ordinary, straight tunnel that Alice is expecting, and the second is the sudden 

vertical drop that is unexpected. When considering the Hill Garden, the twofold 

entrance can be mapped so as to regard the first entry as that made from the 

street to the heath site, and the secondary entry as the one from the heath to 

the grounds of the Hill. Accessing the wider site from the neighbouring roads is 

similar to Alice’s experience of the straight tunnel; it is ordinary and as expected. 

Entering the Hill Garden itself, however, becomes much more fascinating as it 

is difficult to find and hidden amongst a grove of trees and meandering paths. 

21.  Carroll, Alice’s Adventures 
in Wonderland and Through the 

Looking-Glass, p.10

22. Ibid.

1.1
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Just as Alice is caught off guard when she falls down, so does an unassuming 

walker of the heath feel when they suddenly come across this designed 

landscape that showed no sign of existence prior to being found. The shock of 

coming across the Hill is not only due to its concealment, but also because of 

its contrast with its wider context; it is rare to find such a large and open garden 

hidden within the metropolis of London. What is important to note about this 

parallel comparison, however, is that it is only relevant to how we approach the 

site today and not how it was originally intended to be accessed, i.e. from the 

house itself. (Fig.9)

When Sir William Hesketh Lever, later Lord Leverhulme, commissioned Thomas 

Mawson to design the garden and pergola, he did so with the intention of 

creating an extravagant setting for garden parties and evening strolls,23 very 

middle-class leisurely activities that Lewis Carroll and Alice Liddell would have 

also been accustomed to. Mawson and Lever had already had an established 

relationship at this point, with Mawson having worked on Thornton Manor, 

Lever Park and Rivington Gardens, three of Lever’s properties in Lancashire.24 It 

was clear that Mawson was considered well-versed in understanding Lever’s 

ambitions and being able to deliver the outcomes desired. Lever “liked long, 

unimpeded lines. ‘When indulging in concentrated thought or talking with a 

friend, he liked to walk to and fro along a straight and level garden-path or up 

and down a conveniently large room,’ wrote his son”25 and “Mawson too liked 

straight lines and provided them for him”.26 With regards to the Hill, we know 

that they were successful in their endeavours as an article from The Gardener’s 
Chronicle in 1912 describes that “The front entrance to the house gives no 

indication of the fascinating beauty of the garden, and once inside the gates the 

visitor finds it difficult to realise that the garden is very limited in size, and so near 

to the City of London.”27 This marvelling of the garden resonates with Alice’s 

incomprehension at the duration of her fall, she goes “Down, down, down” and 

concludes that she “must be getting somewhere near the centre of the earth.”28 

23. “The Hill Garden and 
Pergola”, City of London, 
Accessed Feb 2019, https://
www.cityoflondon.gov.uk/
things-to-do/green-spaces/
hampstead-heath/heritage/
Pages/the-pergola.aspx

24. “The Hill (Inverforth House)”, 
Historic England. Accessed Feb 
2019, https://historicengland.
org.uk/listing/the-list/list-
entry/1000244

25. Lewis, Brian. ‘So Clean’ 
Lord Leverhulme, Soap and 
Civilisation, Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 
2008, p.25

26. Ibid., p.26

27. “The Hill Hampstead”, The 
Gardener’s Chronicle, series 3 
vol. 52 (Jul-Dec 1912), p.482

28. Carroll, Alice’s Adventures 
in Wonderland and Through the 
Looking-Glass, p.11
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The Hill can therefore be seen as successfully creating a similar effect in its 

audience whereby the entrance to the site provides a portal into a complex, 

secret world that provokes amazement and wonder, feelings that are generally 

difficult to incite within adults in comparison to children.

 

Alice’s fall does not only draw similarities to the confusion at the scale of 

the garden beyond, but also relates to what we can refer to as the journey 

between the first point of entry to the Hill through to the second, i.e. the 

approach to the boundary of the garden. The Hill House, now known as 

Inverforth House, and its lawn gardens are private, but the public garden and 

pergola can be accessed from two small roads either side of it. These provide 

the simplest and easiest routes through. The site can also be accessed from 

Golders Hill Park. There is a sign pointing along a tarmac path towards the Hill 

and Pergola, but when followed, the visitor arrives at a dirt track with options 

to turn left, right, or to proceed forward up some steps, (Fig. 10) and no further 

signs giving directions to the garden are provided. Looking at the map, we can 

see that eventually all these forks will lead to the garden at one point or another, 

but when walking these routes, it is impossible to know where they may lead 

and whether or not they converge. Thus, the experience of getting from the street 

to the garden or pergola itself has many variations and can take anywhere 

between two to three minutes, to a half an hour wander if one gets lost amongst 

the paths. The meandering approach from these paths is what is most similar to 

Alice’s disorientating fall. Where she falls past walls “filled with cupboards and 

book-shelves; here and there she saw maps and pictures hung upon pegs”29, a 

visitor walks past trees and brambles. These objects all help to understand that 

there is a passage of time and that distance is being travelled, and although 

they may provide points of reference, they do not give much in the means 

of wayfinding. Both the fall and the approach to the garden can be seen as 

manipulations of time and space that create illusory distances.

29. Ibid., p.10
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Returning back to the fact that the fall is long enough for Alice’s mind to wander, 

we can also draw similarities between the approach and the fall with regards to 

spaces that allow for contemplation. Alice’s thoughts go from the fall to notions 

of longitude and latitude and then to her cat. In a similar manner, being in the 

secluded environment of the small forest, a visitor is able to allow their mind to 

wander for the time it takes to reach the final destination. There is a correlation 

between the mental musings of the visitor and the travelling across the network 

of paths. From this, we can then understand Carroll’s rabbit hole as a device that 

not only has implications in the physical realm, but also in the psychological. 

This is further supported by the contemporary metaphor of someone who has 

‘gone down the rabbit hole’ meaning someone who has delved into a subject 

through the means of diverging and converging streams of thoughts. Lakoff and 

Johnson explain how “Such metaphorical orientations are not arbitrary. They 

have a basis in our physical and cultural experience.”30 In this case, the physical 

basis of gaining knowledge is linked to the downward movement, for example 

‘getting your head down’, whilst the “cultural coherence”31 is provided through 

the fame and socio-historical relevance of the novel itself. 

The idea that the experience of entering Wonderland, and in turn, of 

approaching the Hill Garden, is an interrelated physical and mental experience 

supports Psarra’s idea that we should not “consider the two kinds of relations 

[the conceptual and perceptual] as mutually exclusive, as Tschumi suggests, but 

as different and interacting systems of ordering experience.”32 Another way in 

which this relationship can be understood is that, although the physical journey 

may vary, it is essentially a linear progression from one place to another, and 

whilst the psychological journey does not necessarily take a straightforward 

progressive route, it does interact with the perceptual.

30. Lakoff, George and Mark 
Johnson, Metaphors We Live 

By, Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1980, p.14

31.  Ibid., p.19

32. Psarra, Architecture and 
Narrative, p.4
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Fig. 10 On the approach to the garden from Golders 
Hill Park

Fig. 9 Inverforth House
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sir_
Ronald_Aylmer_Fisher_-_Inverforth_House_North_
End_Way_NW3.jpg



28

1.2 navigating Wonderland

Considering architecture as an amalgamation of both the conceptual and 

perceptual, we can then also support Psarra’s claim that “Architecture is not 

a story or a sequence of events”33, it is a much more complex notion that 

does not follow the same linearity of a narrative. Carroll, being a logician 

and mathematician, was very keen on exploring ideas regarding sequencing 

and ordering. In his Symbolic Logic he instructs the reader to “Begin at the 

beginning, and do not allow yourself to gratify a mere idle curiosity by dipping 

into the book, here and there… [because] with a scientific book, it is sheer 

insanity: you will find the latter part hopelessly unintelligible, if you read it 

before reaching it in regular course.”34 Despite the novel being nonsensical, 

this of course still holds true for the sake of maintaining an understanding of the 

progression of events that Alice experiences. Perhaps this is because Carroll’s 

logical mind had its basis in mathematics and as Carpenter notes, “the study of 

mathematics is closely related to the invention of Nonsense, for each depends 

on being literal-minded – on taking numbers and words exactly at their face 

value”,35  or perhaps it is due to the nature of narratives being “the principal 
way in which our species organizes its understanding of time.”36 

What is not so linear, however, is Alice’s adventure itself; her physical journey 

through Wonderland has a labyrinthine quality that takes on unexpected twists 

and turns. The novel gives us a good example of how a linear progression 

of events can relate to non-linear movement and experience, similar to how 

a visitor to the Hill Garden and Pergola will experience parts of the space in 

an order of a kind, but not one that is necessarily linear, nor one that is widely 

applicable to all visitors. 

 

33. Ibid.

34. Carroll, Lewis. Symbolic 
Logic and The Game of Logic, 
New York: Dover Publications 

Inc, 1958, pp.xv-xvi

35. Carpenter, Secret Gardens, 
p.59

36. Abbott, H. Porter. The 
Cambridge Introduction 

to Narrative. Second ed. 
Cambridge Introductions 
to Literature. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 
2008, p.3
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Alice’s entrance into Wonderland has already been demonstrated as 

disorientating, but this is not unique to just this scene. The remainder of Alice’s 

adventures also follow a labyrinthine route through space where literal and 

literary twists and turns lead her to unexpected places. The nature of the novel 

means Carroll is able to express this using his creative license, and so he 

depicts scenes where, in some instances, Alice’s movements are tracked and 

physically explicit – “she turned the corner”37 – and in others there is no such 

clarity but rather a seamless transition between landscapes – “Once more 

she found herself in the long hall”.38 By diagramming Alice’s journey, we are 

able to see how and when Carroll is explicit in locating Alice’s movements and 

through further analysis, can deduce what Carroll may be suggesting about the 

relationship of what is occurring in the plot, to Alice’s, or the reader’s, presence 

of mind and perception of movement.  

37.  Carroll, Alice’s Adventures 
in Wonderland and Through the 
Looking-Glass, p.12

38. Ibid., p.68
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Fig.11 Original sketch diagram depicting Alice’s journey through Wonderland. 
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1. “sitting by her sister”

2. “she ran across the field after it”

3. “down went Alice after it… The rabbit-hole went straight 

on like a tunnel for some way, and then dipped suddenly 

down”

4. “she jumped up on to her feet”

5. “another long passage”

6. “she turned the corner”

7. “Alice had been all the way down one side and up the 

other, trying every door, she walked sadly down the 

middle”

8. “it would not open any of them”

9. “the second time round, she came upon a low curtain”

10. “she ran with all speed back to the little door”

11. “her foot slipped, and in another moment, splash! she was 

up to her chin in salt-water.”

12. “she swam about, trying to find her way out”

13. “Alice led the way, and the whole party swam to the 

shore.”

14. “Alice was so much frightened that she ran off at once in 

the direction it pointed to”

15. “she came upon a neat little house”

16. “She went in without knocking, and hurried upstairs”

17. “she had found her way into a tidy little room”

18. “she ran out of the house… she ran off as hard as she 

could, and soon found herself safe in a thick wood”

19. “she wandered about the wood”

20. “Alice dodged behind a great thistle… ran around the 

thistle again”

21. “she set off at once, and ran till she was quite tired and 

out of breath”

22. “she came suddenly upon an open place, with a little 

house in it about four feet high”

23. “crept a little way out of the wood to listen… she had to 

run back into the wood for fear of their hearing her… Alice 

went timidly up to the door”

24. “she opened the door and went in”

25. “she carried it out into the open air”

26. “seeing the Cheshire-Cat sitting on a bough of a tree a 

few yards off”

27. “she walked on in the direction in which the March Hare 

was said to live”

28. “she got up in great disgust, and walked off”

29. “she picked her way through the wood”

30. “one of the trees had a door leading right into it”

31. “Once more she found herself in the long hall”

32. “then she walked down the little passage: and then – she 

found herself at last in the beautiful garden”

33. Croquet ground

34. “She went off in search of her hedgehog”

35. “flamingo was gone across to the other side of the 

garden…brought it back”

36. “got back to the Cheshire-Cat”

37. “they walked off together”

38. “slowly followed her back to the croquet-ground”

39. “As they walked off together… They very soon came upon 

a Gryphon”

40. “They had not gone far before they saw the Mock Turtle 

41. “Alice panted a she ran” (to the court)

42. “found herself lying on the bank, with her head in the lap 

of her sister”

43. “So Alice got up and ran off, thinking while she ran”
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What we notice immediately from the diagram is the constant interchange 

between Alice’s pace; her movements through Wonderland frequently alternate 

between running and walking. Carroll uses words and phrases such as ‘ran’, 

‘suddenly’, ‘found herself’, ‘wandered’ and ‘walked’ to describe her movements 

throughout the novel which give us an indication of her pace. The diagram takes 

these words in the context of the narrative to provide an interpretation of Alice’s 

journey and, as can be seen by reading the key alongside it, there is an element 

of intuition or extrapolation that has taken place in terms of denoting a direction 

or type of movement. So, what we then learn in addition to the alternation of 

Alice’s pace, is that Carroll may allude to a certain direction or the quality of 

the way in which Alice moves, such as “she walked on in the direction in which 

the March Hare was said to live”39, but also that he does not ever explicitly say 

which direction that is in relation to Alice or her surroundings. 

The diagram also shows us how Alice’s directed movements, i.e. where she 

moves towards a new space with purpose, are interspersed with wanderings 

and unintentional loops back to previously visited places. All of these variants 

on movement show us that the book is fraught with a sense of dynamism 

and yet we are never given the privilege of being in an explicitly navigable 

position. Frank Debenham, Emeritus Professor of Geography at the University 

of Cambridge, used this generic nature of movement to his advantage when 

he wrote a book titled Navigation with Alice, a “light-hearted treatment of the 

fundamentals of their [navigators’] faith.”40 In this book he altered the story so 

as to provide a basis through which he could teach navigational principles in 

their most basic of forms, such as being “able to make it any time of the day just 

by turning your chair round”41 at the top of the globe. Where Carroll merely 

hints at the physicality of Alice’s journey, Debenham delves into the science and 

technicality behind the notions of space, time and travel. What Debenham’s 

book shows us, is that there is an underlying scope to explore true notions of 

navigation within the novel.

39. Ibid., p.58

40. Richardson, F. C. 
“Navigation with Alice.” Journal 

of Navigation, vol.14, no. 3 
(1961), p. 378

41. Debenham, Frank. 
Navigation with Alice, England: 

Hodder & Stoughton, 1961, 
p.17
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1.3 built notations

“’I do not want a garden so much for rest as for promenades and walks,’ Lever 

wrote to Mawson.”42 The pergola at the Hill was designed specifically to 

satisfy this brief for leisurely perambulations, and so if we treat it as a physical 

embodiment of a diagram of movement, such as has been drawn for Alice, 

then we can begin to understand elements of the built structure as notations for 

certain types of movements. By allocating key words from Carroll’s descriptions 

of Alice’s movements to these built notations, we can then experience the 

pergola in a more deliberate way where the intentions behind the design can 

be related back to Carroll’s literary effect. As mentioned previously, Alice’s 

diagram shows us that there is a continuous motion of running and walking, 

interjected with moments of slow wandering and sudden changes. We can take 

the main structural body of the pergolas to be the datum of continual motion, 

which in the context of Alice, is the steady alternation between running and 

walking. The typical structure of the pergola is in “the Italian style; the columns 

are of Portland stone, and the beams are of English Oak.”43  

There is no distinct origin to the typology of the pergola; they have been present 

as garden structures since antiquity with proof of their existence in Ancient 

civilisations such as the Egyptian and Chinese, starting as decorative structures 

for cultivating crops until eventually their “visual pleasure outstripped food 

production.”44 The pergola as an English garden accessory was prevalent 

throughout history, and became especially more so when the development of 

iron casting meant that the structures could be replicated and manufactured 

with more ease and at lower costs, thus becoming a standard household 

item. However, they “virtually disappeared in England with the arrival of the 

landscape park… before it blossomed once again with the Victorian villa 

42. Lewis, ‘So Clean’ Lord 
Leverhulme, Soap and 

Civilisation, p.26

43. “The Hill Hampstead”, The 
Gardener’s Chronicle, series 3 
vol. 52 (Jul-Dec 1912), pp.482

44. Stevens, David, Pergolas, 
Arbours, Gazebos and Follies, 

London: Ward Lock Limited, 
1987, p.46
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garden of the 19th century.”45 It was during this revival of the late Victorian 

and early Edwardian eras that Mawson and his celebrated contemporaries 

such as Gertrude Jekyll, Edwin Lutyens, Harold Peto and Sir George Sitwell 

were prominent in the gardening and landscaping scene. Many designers 

of this time seemed to have taken inspiration from the Italian Renaissance 

style and “colonnades and pergolas, terraces and treillage, loggias and 

summerhouses multiplied in the gardens of the well-to-do.”46 It is therefore no 

surprise that the columns of the pergola at the Hill are in the Doric style,47 nor 

that the materials used are stone and timber, as these were typical materials 

available for such structures alongside iron, brick and concrete.48 What can be 

considered unusual is the woodworking detail in the beams as seen in Fig.12 

and the pairing of the columns, which in some instances create secondary aisles 

(Fig.13), but most typically are placed directly beside one another (Fig.14). 

Compared to some of the pergolas by Lutyens and Peto, which were built in a 

similar manner of timber and stone or brick, these details seems to be unique to 

the Hill. For example, Lutyens’ pergola at Heywood Gardens in County Laois, 

Ireland (Fig.15) has a wider distance between columns and beams giving it a 

lighter appearance than the Hill, whilst Peto’s pergola at West Dean Gardens 

(Fig.16) similarly looks to be a lighter structure due to the thinness of the timber 

beams above and their lack of ornamentation. 

45. Ibid., p.48

46. Lennox-Boyd, Arabella, 
Private Gardens of London, 
London: George Weidenfeld 
and Nicolson Ltd, 1990, p.145

47.  Cherry, Bridget and 
Nikolaus Pevsner, The Buildings 
of England: London 4: North, 
Harmondsworth, New York: 
Penguin, 1998, p.218

48. Stevens, Pergolas, Arbours, 
Gazebos and Follies, p.49
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Fig.12 Timber moulding detail on oak beams of pergola
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Fig.13 Aisle created by double layer of columns Fig.14 Paired columns
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Fig.15 Pergola at Heywood Gardens, County Laois, by Lutyens 1912
http://www.buildingsofireland.ie/Surveys/Buildings/
BuildingoftheMonth/Archive/Name,1413,en.html



39

Fig.16  West Dean Gardens pergola by Peto, 1911
https://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/3842379
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The qualities of the beams and columns of Mawson’s pergola then lend 

themselves well as notations of ‘running’ and ‘walking’ respectively. The beams, 

with their denser frequency and darker colouration, create a faster sense of 

pace and the ogee-profiled ends draw the eye along the structure and into 

the distance. Beneath them are the stone columns, which despite having a 

more solid presence due to their connection to the ground and walls, have a 

lighter quality to them in their colour and dispersion. The columns are slower 

and more deliberate, thus relating to the ‘walking’ motion. The slight nuances in 

the structure of the columns and beams can be seen as synonyms to ‘walking’ 

and ‘running’. Just as Carroll may say “came upon”49 or “set off at once”50 or 

“picked her way”51 to imply Alice is either walking or running somewhere, so 

does Mawson adjust the structure of the pergola somewhat. Their purpose and 

intention remain the same, just with a slight alteration to take into consideration 

the site constraints and views. 

The interruptions in Alice’s steady movement come in the form of extremely 

slowed down or sped up paces. The ‘wanderings’ of the pergola can be 

understood as the breaks in the continuous structure that were implemented for 

that exact purpose. We know Lever was keen on lines and walking and also 

on the views of the heath, so Mawson cleverly interrupted the structure of the 

pergola with domed temples that would force someone walking along to pause 

and consider the change in structure as well as the views of the landscape from 

those points. By keeping the material constant, Mawson was able to create 

a change that seemed natural. The straight beams coming to meet the curved 

lattice of the domes are a smooth transition that bring the walker to a slower 

pace if not a complete pause. The circular nature of the domes also means that 

the walker is not made to stand at a static position, looking only in the direction 

they were walking towards. Instead, the eye is drawn all round and beyond to 

the landscapes below and across the heath. Where the change in the beams 

seem slow and natural, there are parts of the design that are unique and 

49. Carroll, Alice’s Adventures 
in Wonderland and Through the 

Looking-Glass, p.31

50. Ibid., p.38

51.  Ibid., p.67
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unexpected. These are the ‘suddenly’ notations of the pergola. A few instances 

where this occurs can be seen in figures 19 and 20. 

The first of these images shows a brick and stone enclosure that was built as 

part of the southern extension of the third phase of the garden construction. 

There are tall thin apertures in the wall with a metal framework within that relates 

back to the structure of the main pergola and that offer views through to the 

gardens of the house. It is probable that the hedge beyond, as can be seen in 

the photograph, is a recent addition to retain the privacy of the residents. This 

interjection in the pergola is not repeated again, and is a drastic change from 

the open timber and stone structure. Where the ‘wanderings’ cause a decrease 

in pace, the ‘suddenly’ causes a standstill. The brick and stone provide us with 

a break from the homogeneity of the pergola without fully disrupting its form 

or purpose. The sensitivity with which the materials are used does not make 

the space feel out of place despite it being an unexpected development; as 

with the metal relating back to other parts of the pergola, so does the brick 

and stone layered wall relate back to the construction of the Garden Temple, 

which is visible from here. When Carroll changes Alice’s surroundings suddenly, 

he does so trusting that the audience will suspend their disbelief and use their 

imagination in order to accept the change – a nonsensical novel set in a 

fantasy world would not work successfully otherwise. It is entirely within the 

scope of the genre of the novel that allows Carroll to do so. Similarly, Mawson 

is trusting his user to accept these sudden changes in the construction, but he 

too remains within the scope of the genre he is in. Although a solid brick and 

stone interruption is not seen elsewhere in the main structure of the pergola, the 

materials and the reasoning behind providing these refined views are within 

keeping of the context and his and Lever’s ambitions.
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Fig.17 Domed pergola Fig.18 Domed pergola
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The second ‘suddenly’ we will consider is a small passageway with steps 

leading down to the lower garden level. It is evident that the introduction of 

these steps is due to purely functional reasons to provide easier access down 

to the garden. However, due to the continuation of the pergola structure 

above the steps, it is not possible to see them on the approach, making them 

another unexpected element to the entire construction. The door alludes to 

another space, and for someone unfamiliar with the gardens, it arouses a 

sense of wonder and excitement as to where this door could lead. It also 

draws incredibly similar parallels to Alice peering down at “a little door about 

fifteen inches high”.52 A door holds an implied notion of a new place beyond, 

and in this case where the door is closed, and in Alice’s case where she is too 

big to go through, these challenges only work to further enhance a childlike 

desperation and need to discover what is on the other side.

52. Ibid., p.12



44

Fig.19 Window in enclosure within pergola
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Fig.20 Steps down from pergola to garden
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1.4 the White rabbit

The design of the pergola and garden has been interpreted as a physical 

realisation of the literary twists and turns of Alice’s journey. The experience of 

walking through the pergola, because of its structural confines, does result 

in a somewhat linear progression, albeit with a few instances where the 

pergola interacts with itself and the garden to result in unexpected loops and 

connections. However, through understanding the built elements as motional 

notations, we understand that the design itself is not a narrative, but a means 

through which to achieve certain effects on the user. The pergola and garden 

are seemingly architecturally and spatially linear, or at least progressive, yet 

walking through the entirety of the site and its varying ground levels can be 

a disorientating experience. A visitor soon learns to recognise parts of the 

architecture with which to orient themselves. The domed roofs of the pergola 

temples may seem like obvious icons that could be used for this purpose, 

however, aside from being replicated throughout, they are also a part of the 

structure in question. A more appropriate point of reference is the Garden 

Temple with its contrasting brick and stone walls and patinated blue-green 

copper domed roof. It is visible from all parts of the garden and pergola, and 

the bright colours mean it is easy to locate. (Fig. 21-28)

The differing paces created by the pergola means that our sense of 

disorientation is increased as distances become stretched or compressed in our 

minds due to the time taken to move through them. Just as “narrative time is not 

necessarily any length at all”53 and can be slowed “simply by adding details”54, 

so does architecture show the same capacity “to organize time and express 

it.”55 

53. Abbott, The Cambridge 
Introduction to Narrative, p.5

54. Ibid.

55. Ibid., p.3
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Fig.21 Garden Temple Fig.22 Temple viewed from western arm of pergola
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Fig.23 Approach to Garden Temple from west 
pergola

Fig.24 Temple viewed from main pergola axis
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Fig.25 Temple viewed from southern pergola extension Fig.26 Temple viewed from southern garden
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Fig.28 Temple viewed from public roadFig.27 Temple viewed from northern garden
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It could be argued that the perplexity created by the pergola is more prevalent 

today as it has been secluded from the house and its lawns where it was 

previously accessible from. In the photographs we can see that the lily pond in 

the lawn leads directly towards the pergola, whereas now there is an iron gate 

that closes it off (Fig. 29-30). Perhaps now, the limited entrances and exits to 

the structure result in a more labyrinthine quality than when it was more open 

during its original use. In any case, navigating around the site requires some sort 

of reference, and in this case, the Garden Temple acts as a pivotal beacon that 

sits centrally in the site.

The experience of the pergola then helps us understand Alice’s journey in a 

new light. Her adventures are sporadic and abstract, and context becomes 

meaningless when it changes frequently and with no real cause or reason. 

Her journey has already been ascertained to be temporally and spatially 

distorting, but when we consider the act of reading the book itself, the short 

chapters, which each coincide with an adventure, help the reader to follow 

the fast-paced nature of the entire plot. So, if the Garden Temple is the point 

of reference for a visitor to the Hill, and the physical pages that constitute a 

chapter are a reference for the reader, we can then understand the White 

Rabbit as a point of reference for Alice. He is the only thing or character that 

appears throughout the novel, and whenever he does it rejuvenates Alice and 

reminds her of her initial aim of being able to “wander about among those 

bed of bright flowers and those cool fountains”.56 By anthropomorphising the 

Rabbit, Carroll has ensured that he is able to move between each of the scenes, 

and in fact the two worlds, and interact with Alice and the other characters. He 

becomes an integral plot device, a moving core that helps Alice link space and 

time, and ‘grounds’ her in a figurative manner.

56. Carroll, Alice’s Adventures 
in Wonderland and Through the 
Looking-Glass, p.12
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Fig.29 View of Inverforth House from pergola today
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Fig. 30 Pergola and Inverforth House after construction
from Mawson, The Art and Craft of Garden Making, p.341





seCtion 2:

“drinK me”, “eat me”
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2.1 metamorPhosis

The novel deals with many types of transformations and metamorphoses, such 

as the wailing baby’s morph into a pig and the gradual appearance and 

disappearance of the Cheshire Cat. However, one of the most substantial 

elements of the plot is the manipulation of Alice’s size – she undergoes “12 

distinct changes”57 throughout the course of the novel. At first, we accompany 

her as she struggles to adjust to these alterations, and begins to question her 

identity, something she inextricably links to her size as much as she does to her 

inability to think coherently. Following her initial encounter with the bottle and the 

cake where she shrinks to “only ten inches high”58 and then opens out “like the 

largest telescope that ever was!”59, she exclaims: 

“Dear, dear! How queer everything is to-day! And yesterday things went on 

just as usual. I wonder if I’ve been changed in the night? Let me think: was I the 

same when I got up this morning? I almost think I can remember feeling a little 

different. But if I’m not the same, the next question is ‘Who in the world am I?’ 

Ah, that’s the great puzzle!”60 

This confusion is further reinforced when she cannot recall the poem “‘How doth 
the little –‘”.61 Her failure in reciting the poem correctly throws into question her 

sense of self – surely she cannot be the sophisticated, aristocratic Alice if she 

cannot remember a simple poem. Hugh Haughton, in his introduction to the 

book, rightly notes that the novel “dramatize[s] the puzzling nature of identity 

in a world dominated by rules and rulers that remain obstinately unpredictable 

and indecipherable.”62 Although Alice never quite fully comprehends the 

meaning of Wonderland and her encounters there, the reader does witness 

her eventually becoming increasingly accustomed to the overwhelming 

57. Goodacre, Selwyn H. “On 
Alice’s Changes of Size in 

Wonderland”, Jabberwocky, 
vol6. No.1, (Winter 1977), 

p.20

58. Carroll, Alice’s Adventures 
in Wonderland and Through the 

Looking-Glass, p.12

59. Ibid., p.16

60. Ibid., p.17-8

61. Ibid., p.19

62. Ibid., p.xli
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arbitrariness of the realm. She learns how to master and control her size 

using the edible items she comes across until her transformations culminate 

in a dramatic, uncontrollable expansion to her original real-life stature that 

coincides with her increase in self-confidence. Perhaps Carroll is using this 

“final denouement”63 that leads to her waking up, as a commentary on the 

relationship between growing up, gaining confidence and losing a sense of 

imagination or innocence. It is well known that Carroll considered “little girls 

as the purest members of a species of questionable origin… who embody the 

poise of original innocence in a fallen, sooty world”64 and that his fascination 

existed solely for this demographic. He lamented the loss of childhood 

innocence in these young girls.65 Carpenter notes that “Growing up becomes 

synonymous with the loss of Paradise”66 and questions whether or not this was 

the reason as to why children’s authors of Carroll’s time were so enamoured 

with the symbol of the enchanted place or garden. The novel ends with Alice’s 

elder sister daydreaming about Wonderland with the knowledge that as 

soon as she opens her eyes “all would change to dull reality”67 which further 

supports this idea. It is then possible to understand the manipulations of size as 

a social commentary on growth, and the fact that Alice’s changes are always 

in response to her surroundings, whether that be an architectural setting or 

a character, means that her imagination is reacting to a social and physical 

scenario. 

This notion can be further interpreted as a need to conform to social norms. 

Alice’s size must change in order for her interact somewhat meaningfully 

or comfortably in the situations she finds herself in. There is a very spatial 

consideration given to the appropriateness of scale, especially obvious when 

she consciously decides to change her size to fit in at the Mad Hatter’s tea 

party: “It was so large a house, that she did not like to go nearer till she had 

nibbled some more of the left-hand bit of mushroom, and raised herself to about 

two feet high”.68 There is also a sense of inherent intuition shown here where 

63. Goodacre, “On 
Alice’s Changes of Size in 
Wonderland”, p.24

64. Auerbach, Nina. “Alice and 
Wonderland: A Curious Child.” 
Victorian Studies: A Journal 
of the Humanities, Arts and 
Sciences 17 (1973), p.32

65. Gardner, Martin. The 
Annotated Alice: Alice’s 
Adventures in Wonderland 
and Through the Looking Glass. 
Definitive ed. London: Allen 
Lane, 2000, p.41

66. Carpenter, Secret Gardens, 
p.9

67.  Carroll, Alice’s Adventures 
in Wonderland and Through the 
Looking-Glass, p.110

68. Ibid., p.59
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Alice knows what is ‘correct’. She knows how her body should manoeuvre 

and feel in relation to the space she is in. Despite exhibiting an identity 

crisis throughout the novel, there are times where she does show this innate 

awareness of herself. 

Size, in respect to the Hill Garden and Pergola, is important as the height of the 

site and the grandeur of the structure was a vital aspect of fulfilling Lever’s brief. 

Although the sloped ground of the internal gardens was levelled, the ground 

outside of the pergola does still differ substantially. The large brick arcading, 

on top of which the pergola sits, extends down to meet the increasing slope 

southwards, and the gardens below are stepped and sloped to gradually loop 

back around to the meet the northern end of the pergola. The western arm of the 

pergola ends in a belvedere with steps down to the Hill Garden proper. Due 

to the changes in the scale of the brick arcades, our perception of the pergola 

changes depending on where we are situated in relation to it and to the ground 

plane. For example, when walking along the pergola itself, it is not obvious as 

to how vastly the structure below varies, yet when walking along the garden 

level, the scale of the pergola becomes much more dramatic. A few examples 

of Alice’s transformations will be examined to understand how the literary 

descriptions of these changes and their effects can coincide with and reveal 

more about our perception of the pergola.
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Fig. 31 Brick arcading increasing in size southwards to 
meet slope of ground below
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2.2 the Poor little thing

“and things are worse than ever,” thought the poor child, “for I never was so 

small as this before, never! And I declare it’s too bad, that it is!” 69

By the second chapter Alice has failed twice at attempting to travel through the 

small door into the garden she sees beyond and, after picking up the White 

Rabbit’s fan, finds herself to be shrinking once more. The quick succession of 

these first few transformations results in the hyperbolic exclamation above, and 

her repetition of the word ‘never’. Carroll’s use of these techniques in Alice’s 

speech, punctuated with exclamation marks, brings forth her childish innocence, 

but also dramatizes the effect the shrinking has. Just prior to this, when Alice first 

realises that she is growing small again, “She got up and went to the table to 

measure herself by it, and found that, as nearly as she could guess, she was 

now about two feet high, and was going on shrinking rapidly”.70 This contextual 

comparison is important for the reader to be able to gauge just how much Alice 

is changing. At the Hill, a visitor experiences a similar dwarfing by the pergola. 

When walking through the pergola itself the stone columns and oak beams, 

although they have a sense of grandeur, do not seem exceedingly large. 

However, as soon as one descends to the ground level of the garden, on the 

south side especially, the brick arcading it stands on becomes visible and much 

more imposing. Where, in the novel, it is Alice who changes size, at the Hill it is 

the architecture that changes. Nevertheless, in both instances the effect of being 

comparatively dominated by the surrounding context remains the same. 

Viewing the whole structure from the ground level as opposed to higher up or 

from further afar gives a very particular perspective of the construction where 

the proportions of the pergola in relation to the brick wall become distorted 

69. Ibid., p.20

70. Ibid., p.19
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and squeezed. The relationship between person and pergola becomes very 

much like Alice and the table, where a visitor has experienced feeling both at 

an appropriate scale to the pergola and also being dwarfed by it. For a visitor 

to the Hill in today’s time, the brick arcading is an impressive structure that is 

viewed prior to experiencing the walk along the pergola itself, however for one 

of Lever’s guests, their experience would have taken them through the pergola 

first, accessed levelly from the garden lawns, before their descent down to 

the lower garden level where the full structure would be revealed. Mawson, 

in designing the structure as he did, used this sequential revelation to invert the 

emphasis from the pergola to the imposing brick structure which then helped 

facilitate the overall effect of the pergola itself. This mirrors the literary device of 

the hyperbaton that Carroll uses in the quote above. When he writes “for I never 

was so small as this before” he inverts the usual order of the sentence in order 

to emphasise Alice’s dire state more. An adult at the garden may then take 

Alice’s expression and project this onto the pergola in order to fully appreciate 

the fluctuating levels of dominance the pergola has when viewed from various 

positions on the site.

There are other instances across the site where Mawson’s use of scale makes a 

visitor feel small. One such instance is at the porthole type opening in the brick 

wall that flanks the garden house on the west arm of the pergola. As seen in 

Fig.34 this opening is placed at a level that is higher than the average person’s 

eye. Perhaps Mawson did this to stop people from overlooking into the garden 

below and to instead draw their eye to the trees and landscape in the distance. 

Using Alice as a lens, our understanding of this window then becomes about 

the scale of the viewer and the viewed. By placing the opening in such a way, 

Mawson ensured that he provided a framed view of something at a completely 

different scale to the immediate surroundings of the viewer.
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Fig.33 Pergola viewed from ground levelFig.32 Pergola viewed from ground level



63

Fig.34 Porthole opening in brick wall
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2.3 groWing, and groWing

“Still she went on growing, and, as a last resource, she put one arm out of the 

window, and one foot up the chimney, and said to herself “Now I can do no 

more, whatever happens. What will become of me?” 71

Alice is sent off to the White Rabbit’s house in search of his gloves in chapter 

four when he mistakenly takes her to be his maid, Mary Ann. Upon entering 

“a tidy little room”72 she finds another little bottle and proceeds to drink the 

contents. This results in her growing until “there’s no room to grow up any more 

here.”73 This scene is one that deals with the issue of physical boundaries and 

the relationship of Alice’s body to an architectural space in much more detail 

than other scenes where Alice’s size becomes problematic. Carroll uses plenty 

of imagery in his descriptions to explain how Alice is cramped up within this 

space. Each of her body parts is described in relation to an architectural 

element of the room: “her head pressing against the ceiling… kneel down on the 

floor… one elbow against the door, and the other arm curled around her head… 

one arm out of the window, and one foot up the chimney”.74 It is interesting 

that Carroll chooses to use elements of the built environment that the reader 

may intuitively imagine at the human scale as it can safely be assumed, from 

the beginning of the novel, that the White Rabbit is, indeed, “rabbit-sized – say 

one foot tall”75. It would therefore follow that his house is also of his scale, yet 

Carroll does not make this explicitly clear and so Alice’s growth is perceived as 

disproportionately larger than actuality. 

71.  Ibid., p.32

72. Ibid.

73. Ibid., p.33

74.  Ibid., p.32

75.  Goodacre, “On 
Alice’s Changes of Size in 

Wonderland”, p.22
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Fig.35 Tenniel’s illustration of Alice in the White Rabbit’s 
house showing the comedic discomfort of her too-large 

body in the tiny room.
From Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, p.33
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Fig.36 Western pergola
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The scene very much explores the themes of contention and tension. There is the 

growing push and pull relationship between Alice’s body and the architecture 

of the room, and then there is also a disputed dialogue that Alice undertakes 

with herself, “taking first one side and then the other, and making quite a 

conversation of it altogether”.76 These are techniques that Carroll uses to make 

the story more playful and entertaining. The image he depicts of a girl contorted 

and squashed in a room with her limbs poking out and having a conversation 

with herself is an amusing one, but the essence of what he is dealing with is this 

sense of tension. Lakoff and Johnson suggest that another type of metaphor, 

aside from the orientational one mentioned in the previous section, is the 

ontological metaphor where “Understanding our experiences in terms of 

objects and substances allows us to pick out parts of our experience and treat 

them as discrete entities or substances of a uniform kind.”77 We can then use this 

notion to explore how the tension that Carroll creates can be used as a medium 

through which to understand Mawson’s designs; we could begin to look for 

obviously spatial tensions where elements of architecture are personified and 

seen to be impeding on one another’s space, or areas where a visitor may 

have limited movement due to tight boundaries. However, one which stands out 

as a more intriguing tension is that of Mawson’s material palette. 

First there is the contentious relationship between stone and timber. Although, as 

an overall structure, they work well in harmony to create a stunning architectural 

setting, looking more closely at the thresholds where the two materials meet, 

becomes an inviting opportunity to analyse their more intimate relationships. 

Arguably the most obvious difference between the two materials which 

instantly puts them into tension is their permanence. Timber has a significantly 

shorter lifespan than stone, which becomes problematic in terms of rotting and 

restorative requirements. It may have been due to a neglect of the materials that 

caused the southern extension of the pergola to become unsafe until restorations 

had remedied it.78 Looking closer at the sitting of the oak beams on top of the 

76. Carroll, Alice’s Adventures 
in Wonderland and Through the 
Looking-Glass, p.33

77. Lakoff, Metaphors We Live 
By, p.25

78. “The Hill (Inverforth 
House)”, Historic England. 
Accessed Feb 2019, https://
historicengland.org.uk/listing/
the-list/list-entry/1000244
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capitals of the columns, their relationship seems to be an unnatural one; there 

are no fixings or joints visible between the two, just a crude placement of one 

on top of another. Yet there is something quite enchanting about the way in 

which the beams appear to be carried lightly atop the enduring columns, almost 

like they are resting on fingertips, especially so at the beams of the western 

pergola where the timbers used are rougher and more primitive (Fig.36). The 

relationship of the two contrasting materials do not produce a comedic effect 

as Carroll’s body and room do, but they do, when seen as materials that are 

both harmonising and contesting with one another simultaneously, inspire the 

imagination and enhance the atmosphere of the gardens. 

The material contention can be further extended to the natural versus man-made 

territory. The purpose of a pergola is to provide a structure on which plants and 

climbers can grow. There is an almost symbiotic relationship between plant and 

structure but without any maintenance that relationship can quickly become 

hostile and wild – you now not only have the stone and timber in conflict, but 

also the third material comprised of the climbing plants. The restorative work that 

has taken place at the Hill has resulted in a paring back of the overgrowth, but 

in some places, remnants of the wilderness are still visible. Photographs taken 

from the time of Lever’s occupancy show the gardens and pergola to be full of 

luscious growth, yet still manicured and controlled. Today, there is a similar level 

of foliage, but the control of these is not necessarily to the same standard that 

Mawson had left it in (Fig.37-41). The tension of plant and structure is one that 

is less static and more dependent on external factors. Their relationship alludes 

to the third aspect that is vital in understanding how the two work together – 

human intervention – whether that be in the form of Mawson deciding that the 

pergolas should be “furnished with such climbing plants as Wisteria sinensis, 

Jasmines, Pyrus japonica…”79 or of a caretaker that maintains their relationship 

and is in control of that fine line between growth and overgrowth. It may then 

be possible to understand the plants as a part of the occupancy as well as the 

79. “The Hill Hampstead”, The 
Gardener’s Chronicle, series 3 

vol. 52 (Jul-Dec 1912), p.482



69

material palette, which suggests that the tension can also be derived from the 

liminality of the plants. The duality of the two purposes echoes the White Rabbit’s 

ability to move between both worlds – perhaps the climbing plants are a White 

Rabbit in the sense that they, too, provide a means through which to understand 

space and time on the pergola. 

The relationship between pergola and plant resonates with the history of 

the English garden: ‘old English’ formal gardens of the Elizabeth era were 

succeeded by landscape gardens of the late seventeenth-century before 

the two styles came together in a compromise that “combined formality with 

informality, Art with Nature; contained utilitarian and ‘old-fashioned’ plants; and 

was above all a place for pleasure”.80 This sentiment was very much shared 

by Mawson who believed that garden design must deal with ”the inanimate, 

which is fixed and abiding, and the animate, which is constantly changing with 

the seasons and even from hour to hour”81 and that it should result in “a greater 

and fuller realisation of its many charms as well as adding the delights of old 

association.”82  

The site today certainly does delight us with old association. The traces of 

history that are evident in the structure and plants imbues in a visitor a sense of 

nostalgia that is reminiscent of a modern day reading of Alice in which Carroll’s 

writing also gives an insight into a society gone. The ability for both book 

and space to transport us to times gone supports Jonathan Crary’s view that 

when we are attentive to something “we are in a dimension of contemporary 

experience that requires that we effectively cancel out or exclude from 

consciousness much of our immediate environment.”83 In terms of reading the 

book, it is the real world around us that disappears, and with regards to the Hill, 

it is the wider context of London that we forget. 

80. Vronskaya, Alla. “The 
transformation of the concept 
of the old English garden and 
interpretations of garden history 
during the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries”, Studies 
in the History of Gardens and 
Designed Landscapes., Vol.26, 
no. 4, (2006), p.272

81. Mawson, Thomas Hayton. 
“The Garden as a Means of 
Artistic Expression” The Studio 
Yearbook of Decorative Arts, 
London, Paris, New York: The 
Studio, 1913, p.123

82. Ibid., p.118

83. Crary, Jonathan. 
Suspensions of Perception: 
Attention, Spectacle, and 
Modern Culture. Cambridge, 
Mass.; London: MIT Press, 
1999, p.1
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Fig.37 Photograph from Mawson, “On the Designing of Gardens” The Studio 
Yearbook of Decorative Arts, London, Paris, New York: The Studio, 1908

Fig.38 Photograph from “The Art of Gardening: Mr Lever’s Haven at Hampstead”, 
The Sphere, (Jul 1907)
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Fig.39 From  “The Hill Hampstead”, The Gardener’s 
Chronicle, series 3 vol. 52 (Jul-Dec 1912), pp.482-3
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Fig 40. Remnants of plants on the southern pergola where 
restorations have taken place are more reminiscent of the 
pergola of the past
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Fig 41 Foliage at the western pergola has not been 
maintained as well as the remainder 
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ConClusion

Although Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and the Hill Garden and Pergola 

are seemingly unrelated, their historical and social backgrounds give them 

a common pedestal on which to stand. It is through the understanding of 

this mutual context, and the motif of the ‘enchanted place’, that an analysis 

of the novel can be extrapolated and applied to the other in order to gain 

a new insight into how the space can be experienced. Carroll’s novel, 

widely accepted as literary canon, is saturated with literary devices and 

multidisciplinary themes, and through the nature of the novel, which is 

nonsensical and set in a fantasy land, most of these themes and devices have 

spatial implications. By using the novel as an analytical lens, we can then 

understand the spatial experience and design intentions at the Hill in a new 

light, and to forge new interpretations of how the architectural and spatial 

elements of a secret garden can be perceived. In turn, the analysis opens up 

opportunities of creating further links between the two case studies and allows 

us to also imagine Alice in a more spatially tangible manner. 

Lakoff and Johnson explain that “The essence of metaphor is understanding 
and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another.”84 The relationship 

between the novel and the garden is therefore metaphorical and forms the 

basis of the crucial analogy that underpins this thesis: that both narrative and 

spatial experience are sequential. The pergola and garden themselves are not 

considered narratives, rather it is the movement through them that coincides with 

the act of reading Alice. The effects of Carroll’s literary devices are mirrored in 

the architectural and spatial decisions that Mawson and Lever made. Focussing 

on just two key plot devices allows us to explore these effects and their 

translation into space in greater detail and at various scales; they have been 

84. Lakoff, Metaphors We Live 
By, p.5
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used to understand the garden and pergola as a whole, within its context of the 

heath and London, but also to focus on the smaller details and junctions within. 

Through analysing the imagery of the rabbit hole and the creation of 

Wonderland we are able to witness that “Time becomes human time to the 

extent that it is organized after the manner of a narrative; narrative, in turn, is 

meaningful to the extent that is portrays the features of temporal existence.”85 

Carroll creates a spatial component in his novel that can be mapped against 

our real-world notions of navigation and movement through space and time. 

By using Alice’s journey to understand the pergola as a system of notation for 

movement, we can see how the effects of the narrative begin to warp our sense 

of distance and time. This supports Psarra’s idea that “The act of perceiving is 

linked with the sequential unfolding of information as our bodies pass through 

space.”86 The various architectural elements of the pergola are assigned 

certain connotations that, when pieced together, present the entire structure 

as a choreographed and deliberate piece of construction that successfully 

manipulates how a visitor would experience it. Mawson is thus able to create 

a similar sense of awe in his audience, both today and in the past, as Carroll 

does in his. 

 

The effects that the designer and the author have on their audiences are 

further explored through the iconic manipulation of size that Alice undergoes 

throughout the course of the story. The use of size draws into question the idea 

of scale, relativity, perception and points of view. All of these were incredibly 

important aspects of the initial design brief of the Hill. It is fairly simple to be 

able to observe the garden and pergola and to state that it provides views to 

the heath and gives the estate an air of grandiosity, however, what exploring 

it through the lens of the novel reveals is that these themes are present in a 

much more inherent manner; in the choice of materials and in the placement of 

architectural elements in relation to the fluctuating ground levels, people and 

85. Ricoeur, Paul, Time and 
Narrative: Volume 1, trans. 
Kathleen McLaughlin and David 
Pellauer. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1984, p.3

86. Psarra, Architecture and 
Narrative, from front blurb
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surrounding context. The novel’s exploration of size brings about a conversation 

that is related to boundaries and contention of space. The idea of tension was 

one that Mawson was fully aware of in regard to gardening as he spoke 

much about the balance between the natural and the man-made. Mawson 

also believed that “Behind all the forms of nature there is a meaning and a 

function, and those who calmly ponder and study her, learn in secret how to 

grasp the essential that is hidden behind the outward form.”87 Following this 

line of thought, the Alice lens gives a visitor more reason to ponder and study 

the space. The transportation into a dream realm that Carroll achieves can be 

translated into the domain of the Hill, and thus, both show that they are a part 

of the spectacular culture which “is not founded on the necessity of making a 

subject see, but rather on strategies in which individuals are isolated, separated, 

and inhabit time as disempowered.”88 

A reading of the novel has therefore made it possible to extract a more enriched 

comprehension of the Hill Garden and Pergola and an interpretation of 

Mawson’s and Lever’s original design aims. We are able to use the new-found 

experience to critically examine how their intentions may have been perceived 

in the past, and how they can be perceived today. Alice provides us with order, 

experience, logic and nonsense, all used in a complex manner but one that 

is relatable to children, and it is the emotions incited in children that become 

a gateway through which we can unlock new experiences of a space, and 

in particular a space that is just as much an enchanted place as Wonderland 

itself. In a broader sense, this thesis opens up a whole new ‘Wonderland’ 

of opportunities with which to explore the relationship between narrative 

devices and our perception of space and time given that they are understood 

sequentially. It supports the notion that “Structuring our experience in terms of 

such multidimensional gestalts is what makes our experience coherent.”89 It is 

the use of one medium to understand another that allows us to metaphorically 

conceptualise narrative in terms of space and time. 

87. Mawson, Thomas Hayton. 
“On the Designing of Gardens” 

The Studio Yearbook of 
Decorative Arts, London, Paris, 
New York: The Studio, 1908, 
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