
A supplemental reading for Professor Simpson’s COMM1007

The Grammarwocky
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The Grammar of Nonsense
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About the Jabberwocky

Lewis Carroll wrote the first verse of “The Jabberwocky” for his 
small periodical, Mischmasch, which he wrote and published for 

family and friends. (Think of it as a pre-electric-age blog.) He later 
expanded the poem for inclusion in his book, Through the Looking-
Glass, and What Alice Found There (more commonly known as “Al-
ice Through the Looking Glass”). When Alice first stumbles upon the 
poem she thinks it’s written in a foreign language because she can’t 
read a word of it. She then realises that since she’s in Looking Land all 
the words are written backwards, so she holds the poem up to a mirror 
where she can at least read the words. The sense, however, continues to 
elude her. 

It seems very pretty,” she said when she had finished it, “but it’s 
rather hard to understand!” (You see she didn’t like to confess even 
to herself, that she couldn’t make it out at all.) “Somehow it seems 
to fill my head with ideas-only I don’t exactly know what they are! 
However, somebody killed something: that’s clear, at any rate--”

The words are largely formed by combining the sounds and 
meanings of different words to create a new word. Carroll called this a 
“portmanteau,” (which was actually a type of suitcase with two com-
partments). This form of  construction has become quite common and 
includes words like “brunch” (from “breakfast” and “lunch”), “guesti-
mate” (from “guess” and “estimate”), and “spork” (from “spoon” and 
“fork”).

As for Alice, she later meets Humpty Dumpty who claims to be 
able to “explain all the poems that ever were invented — and a good 
many that haven’t been invented just yet.”  And while Humpty is true 
to his word, it’s questionable how much help his explanation offers.

“Brillig” means four o’clock in the afternoon -- the time when you 
begin broiling things for dinner.’

`That’ll do very well,’ said Alice: `and “slithy”?’

`Well, “slithy” means “lithe and slimy”. “Lithe” is the same as 
“active”. You see it’s like a portmanteau -- there are two meanings 
packed up into one word.’

Strange words aside, the greatest mystery to me is why the 
poem is titled “The Jabberwocky” while the beast is plainly called “the 
Jabberwock.”

The Jabberwock, 
as illustrated by John Tenniel
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Your Assignment

Your assignment is simple. Read the poem carefully (reproduced in 
full below) and answer the questions following it. This is worth 

five marks — which of course means that you stand to lose five of the 
80 marks you already have. On the other hand, the only thing you have 
to do to keep these marks is to do the assignment. If you’re wrong, 
you’re wrong, and we’ll go over the reasons in class; but you won’t be 
penalized for wrong answers. If you don’t do the assignment, however, 
you will lose all five marks. 

You’ll be given several words from The Jabberwocky and asked 
to identify what part of speech they are and to give your reasons. Giv-
ing your reasons is very important. Simply writing down “noun” or 
“verb” is not enough. 

‘Twas brillig, and the slithy toves
Did gyre and gimble in the wabe;
All mimsy were the borogoves,
And the mome raths outgrabe.

“Beware the Jabberwock, my son!
The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!
Beware the Jubjub bird, and shun
The frumious Bandersnatch!”

He took his vorpal sword in hand:
Long time the manxome foe he sought—
So rested he by the Tumtum tree,
And stood awhile in thought.

And as in uffish thought he stood,
The Jabberwock, with eyes of flame,
Came whiffling through the tulgey wood,
And burbled as it came!

One, two! One, two! and through and through
The vorpal blade went snicker-snack!
He left it dead, and with its head
He went galumphing back.

“And hast thou slain the Jabberwock?
Come to my arms, my beamish boy!
O frabjous day! Callooh! Callay!”
He chortled in his joy.

‘Twas brillig, and the slithy toves
Did gyre and gimble in the wabe;
All mimsy were the borogoves,
And the mome raths outgrabe.

Questions
Name the parts of speech each of the following words repre-

sents and give your reason(s).

Example: 

borogroves - noun
 Reason - it is preceded by an article, “the.”          
                                                                                           
                                                                                           

Good luck. Bring in your answers for next class. 

Remember — doing the assignment allows you to keep the five 
marks, regardless of whether or not you’re right, providing you also put 
in your reasons. Not doing the assignment, or just putting in the parts of 
speech without answers will lose you the marks. 



11

Nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs

1) Bandersnatch - (noun, verb, adjective, adverb)     
        ______________________
 Reason(s) ___________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

2) manxome - (noun, verb, adjective, adverb)     
        ______________________
 Reason(s) ___________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

3) uffish - (noun, verb, adjective, adverb)      
       ______________________
 Reason(s) ___________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

4) whiffling - (noun, verb, adjective, adverb)     
        ______________________
 Reason(s) ___________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

5) galumphing - (noun, verb, adjective, adverb)     
        ______________________
 Reason(s) ___________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

Subjects & Objects

6) Pick out the subject from the following clauses:

He took his vorpal sword in hand: _______________________• 

He rested by the Tumtum tree: ________________________• 

The slithy toves did gyre and gimble in the wabe: ______________• 
______________________________________________________

7) Pick out the objects from the same clauses:

He took his vorpal sword in hand: _______________________• 

He rested by the Tumtum tree: ________________________• 

The slithy toves did gyre and gimble in the wabe: ______________• 
______________________________________________________

Name: _________________________________________________   

Student ID: ___________________________________________


