why is a raven like a writing desk answer

why is a raven like a writing desk answer is a question that has intrigued readers and scholars since it was
first posed in Lewis Carroll's classic novel, "Alice's Adventures in Wonderland." This enigmatic riddle,
famously asked by the Mad Hatter during the tea party scene, has sparked numerous interpretations,
theories, and debates over the years. The phrase has become emblematic of nonsensical riddles and
paradoxes in literature, inviting analysis from literary experts, linguists, and enthusiasts alike. This article
will explore the origins of the riddle, various proposed answers, the context in which it appears, and its
lasting cultural impact. By understanding the nuances behind the question, readers can appreciate the
depth and whimsy Carroll embedded in his work. The following sections provide a comprehensive

overview of the riddle's background, interpretations, and significance.

Origin and Context of the Riddle

Lewis Carroll’s Intent and Original Response

Popular and Scholarly Interpretations

Cultural and Literary Impact

‘Why the Question Remains Relevant

Origin and Context of the Riddle

The riddle "Why is a raven like a writing desk?" first appeared in Lewis Carroll’s "Alice's Adventures in
Wonderland," published in 1865. It is posed by the Mad Hatter during the famous tea party scene, one of
the most memorable and surreal moments in the book. The question is notable because it is never answered
within the text, leaving readers puzzled and fascinated. The riddle exemplifies the absurdity and playful

logic that permeates Carroll’s work, challenging conventional expectations of puzzles and solutions.

The Tea Party Scene

In the tea party scene, the Mad Hatter asks Alice the riddle in a whimsical and nonsensical manner,
contributing to the chaotic atmosphere. The other characters, including the March Hare and the Dormouse,

also engage in the absurdity, further emphasizing the surreal environment. This moment highlights



Carroll’s use of nonsense literature to explore language, logic, and meaning in unconventional ways.

Historical and Literary Context

During the Victorian era, riddles and word puzzles were a popular form of entertainment. Carroll, a
mathematician and logician, was well-versed in wordplay and paradoxes. The riddle fits within the
tradition of Victorian nonsense literature, which often used illogical or paradoxical statements to critique or
satirize societal norms and rational thought. Understanding this context helps explain why Carroll might

have deliberately created a riddle without an answer.

Lewis Carroll’s Intent and Original Response

For many years, readers assumed the riddle was purely nonsensical and unanswerable. However, Lewis
Carroll himself later provided an answer, revealing his playful engagement with the puzzle. This section

examines Carroll’s own explanation and the intent behind the riddle.

Carroll’s Published Answer

In a later edition of "Alice's Adventures in Wonderland," Carroll offered an answer to the riddle in the
preface. He wrote: "Because it can produce a few notes, though they are very flat; and it is nevar put with
the wrong end in front!" Notably, the word "nevar" is "raven" spelled backward, which adds a layer of
wordplay. This answer demonstrates Carroll’s affection for puns and linguistic twists, aligning with the

nonsensical tone of the book.

Intent Behind the Riddle

Carroll’s riddle was likely intended to provoke thought and amusement rather than to be solved
definitively. By presenting a question that appears meaningful but defies straightforward answers, he
challenges readers to question the nature of language, meaning, and logic. The riddle exemplifies the

playful subversion of expectations that characterizes much of Carroll’s writing.



Popular and Scholarly Interpretations

Over time, numerous interpretations and answers to the riddle have been proposed by fans, literary critics,
and scholars. These interpretations range from whimsical to analytical, reflecting the riddle’s enduring

appeal and complexity.

Common Proposed Answers

Many suggested answers attempt to draw parallels between ravens and writing desks through creative or

metaphorical reasoning. Some popular answers include:

Both can produce notes (ravens with their calls, writing desks with written notes).

Both have inky associations (ravens are black like ink, writing desks are used with ink).

Both can be “fit for writing” or “fit for sitting upon,” playing on dual meanings.

Both can "carry” or "hold" something important (ravens carry messages in folklore, desks hold

papers).

Academic Perspectives

Scholars analyze the riddle in the context of Victorian literature, semiotics, and Carroll’s philosophy of
language. Some argue that the riddle exemplifies the limits of logic and language, illustrating how meaning
is constructed or deconstructed through context and usage. Others view it as a critique of the rigid

structures of Victorian society and education, employing nonsense as a form of resistance or satire.

Cultural and Literary Impact

The question "Why is a raven like a writing desk?" has transcended its original literary context to become
a cultural reference point for paradoxes, riddles, and absurdity. Its influence extends through various media

and intellectual discussions.



In Popular Culture

The riddle has appeared in numerous adaptations, parodies, and references across literature, film, television,
and art. It symbolizes enigmatic or unanswerable questions and is often used to evoke the whimsical or
mysterious atmosphere associated with Carroll’s work. The phrase has also become shorthand for puzzles

that defy logical solutions.

Influence on Literary Nonsense Genre

Carroll’s use of nonsensical riddles like this one helped establish the literary nonsense genre as a legitimate
and influential form. The riddle embodies the playfulness and intellectual challenge that define nonsense
literature, inspiring subsequent writers and artists to explore similar themes of ambiguity, language, and

meaning.

Why the Question Remains Relevant

More than 150 years after its creation, the question "Why is a raven like a writing desk?" continues to
captivate audiences. Its relevance lies in its open-ended nature and the rich interpretive possibilities it

offers.

Enduring Appeal of Ambiguity

The riddle’s lack of a definitive answer invites ongoing exploration and debate, encouraging creative
thinking and interpretive freedom. This ambiguity reflects broader human experiences with uncertainty

and the search for meaning, making the question perennially fascinating.

Educational and Philosophical Significance

In educational contexts, the riddle serves as a tool to discuss language, logic, and critical thinking.
Philosophically, it raises questions about the relationship between words and meaning, the nature of riddles,
and the limits of knowledge. These aspects ensure the riddle’s continued relevance in academic and

intellectual discourse.



Frequently Asked Questions

Why is a raven like a writing desk?

This riddle was posed by the Mad Hatter in Lewis Carroll's "Alice's Adventures in Wonderland" and

originally had no answer, intended as a nonsensical puzzle.

Did Lewis Carroll ever provide an answer to "Why is a raven like a
writing desk?'

Yes, Lewis Carroll later suggested an answer: 'Because it can produce a few notes, though they are very
flat; and it is nevar [never| put with the wrong end in front!' The word 'nevar' is 'raven’' spelled back wards

with a slight twist.

What is the significance of the riddle "Why is a raven like a writing
desk?' in literature?

The riddle exemplifies the whimsical and nonsensical nature of "Alice's Adventures in Wonderland,"

highlighting the absurdity and playful logic in the story.

Are there other popular answers to the riddle besides Carroll's own?

Yes, fans and scholars have proposed many creative answers, such as 'Because both have inky quills' or

'Because Poe wrote on both,' referencing Edgar Allan Poe and the ink on a writing desk.

Why did Lewis Carroll choose a raven and a writing desk for this riddle?

The choice seems arbitrary, fitting the nonsensical and absurd tone of the Mad Hatter's character, rather

than having a logical connection.

How has the riddle "Why is a raven like a writing desk?' influenced
popular culture?

It has become a symbol of riddles without answers and is frequently referenced in literature, puzzles, and

discussions about nonsense and logic.

Is the riddle "Why is a raven like a writing desk?' used in educational
contexts?

Yes, it is often used to teach about absurdity, creative thinking, and the limits of logic in language and

literature.



What does the riddle tell us about Lewis Carroll's writing style?

It demonstrates Carroll's love for wordplay, nonsense, and challenging conventional reasoning, encouraging

readers to embrace imagination and humor.

Additional Resources

1. "Alice's Adventures in Wonderland" by Lewis Carroll

This classic novel introduces the famous riddle, "Why is a raven like a writing desk?" posed by the Mad
Hatter during the tea party scene. The book is a whimsical journey through a fantastical world filled with
strange characters and nonsensical logic. Carroll never provided a definitive answer to the riddle, adding to

its enduring mystery and charm.

2. "The Annotated Alice" by Martin Gardner

Martin Gardner's annotated edition of Lewis Carroll's works delves deeply into the riddles, wordplay, and
puzzles found in the Alice books. It explores the origins and interpretations of the raven and writing desk
riddle, offering historical context and scholarly insights. This book is perfect for readers who want to

understand the layers of meaning behind Carroll's nonsense.

3. "The Mystery of the Raven and the Writing Desk" by Andrew Motion

This book investigates various theories and cultural references behind the famous riddle. Andrew Motion
explores the literary and symbolic significance of ravens and writing desks in Victorian England and
beyond. It offers a compelling examination of why this seemingly nonsensical question has fascinated

readers for over a century.

4. "Riddles and Nonsense: The Logic of Lewis Carroll” by Robin Wilson

Robin Wilson analyzes the logical structures and playful nonsense in Carroll’s writing, including the
enigmatic raven and writing desk riddle. The book explains how Carroll’s background in mathematics
influenced his work and how his riddles challenge conventional thinking. It’s an insightful read for those

interested in the intersection of logic and literature.

5. "Why Is a Raven Like a Writing Desk? The Puzzle of Literary Nonsense" by Jennifer Schacker
Jennifer Schacker explores the genre of literary nonsense and how riddles like Carroll’s contribute to its
enduring popularity. The book discusses the cultural impact of such puzzles and how they invite readers to

engage creatively with language. It also reflects on the playful ambiguity that makes these riddles timeless.

6. "The Raven and the Writing Desk: Symbolism in Victorian Literature" by Elizabeth J. Harris

This scholarly work examines the symbolic roles of ravens and writing desks within Victorian literature,
providing context for Carroll's riddle. Harris explores themes of knowledge, communication, and mystery
as represented by these objects. The book offers a deeper understanding of the cultural milieu that shaped

Carroll’s creativity.



7. "Curious Questions: The Art of Riddles from Lewis Carroll to Today" by Simon Winchester

Simon Winchester traces the history and evolution of riddles, starting with Carroll’s famous question. The
book highlights how riddles function as tools for entertainment, education, and philosophical inquiry.
Readers will discover why the raven and writing desk riddle remains a quintessential example of playful

intellectual challenge.

8. "Mad Tea Party: Exploring the Absurdity of Lewis Carroll’s Wonderland" by Penelope Lively
Penelope Lively delves into the absurd and whimsical world of Wonderland, focusing on the Mad Hatter’s
tea party and its riddles. The book illuminates the role of nonsense and paradox in Carroll’s storytelling. It

also discusses the cultural fascination with the unanswered question about the raven and writing desk.

9. "The Definitive Answer: Decoding the Raven and the Writing Desk" by Mark Forsyth
Mark Forsyth offers various proposed answers to the riddle, analyzing their wit and plausibility. The book
reviews historical attempts by Carroll and others to solve or deflect the question. It’s a humorous and

enlightening exploration of one of literature’s most famous puzzles.
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