
the hunting of the snark an agony in
eight fits
The hunting of the snark an agony in eight fits is a renowned narrative poem
penned by Lewis Carroll, the celebrated author of Alice's Adventures in
Wonderland. This whimsical yet profound work, first published in 1876, has
intrigued readers and scholars alike with its inventive language, imaginative
storyline, and underlying themes. In this article, we will explore the
origins, structure, themes, and significance of The Hunting of the Snark,
providing a comprehensive overview for both newcomers and seasoned
enthusiasts.

Overview of The Hunting of the Snark

Background and Context
Lewis Carroll, whose real name was Charles Lutwidge Dodgson, crafted The
Hunting of the Snark as a parody of Victorian-era adventure tales and a
playful exploration of language and logic. The poem was initially inspired by
a real-life expedition undertaken by Carroll and friends, but it quickly
evolved into a fantastical voyage into the absurd.

Published in 1876, The Hunting of the Snark belongs to the genre of nonsense
poetry. It captures the Victorian fascination with exploration and discovery
while simultaneously parodying the often excessive seriousness associated
with such pursuits. The poem’s humor, combined with its inventive language
and absurd characters, has secured its status as a classic of nonsense
literature.

Summary of the Poem
The poem narrates the story of a diverse and peculiar crew of characters who
set out on a voyage to find a mysterious creature called the Snark. The
journey is divided into eight "fits," or sections, each contributing to the
overall narrative and thematic development.

The crew includes a Bellman, a Baker, a Boots, a Barrister, a Broker, a
Bumpus, a Bonnet-maker, and a Boojum, among others. Their quest is riddled
with strange encounters, riddles, and paradoxes, culminating in the eventual
discovery of the Snark—a creature that turns out to be a Boojum, leading to
the tragic fate of one of the characters.



The Structure of the Poem: Eight Fits

What Are the Fits?
The poem is uniquely organized into eight sections called "fits," a term
borrowed from the structure of medieval poetry and indicative of the rhythmic
or thematic division of the narrative. Each fit serves as a chapter,
unfolding a part of the story and elaborating on the characters’ adventures.

Overview of the Eight Fits
1. The Hunting – Introduction of the crew and their purpose.
2. The Baker’s Tale – The Baker’s recounting of his prior adventures.
3. The Barrister’s Story – The Barrister shares his legal conundrums.
4. The Banker’s Tale – Focuses on financial schemes and greed.
5. The Boots’ Account – The Boots’ humorous take on the journey.
6. The Bumpus’ Narrative – The Bumpus’ perspective and experiences.
7. The Bonnet-maker’s Perspective – Light-hearted and whimsical musings.
8. The Finale: The Boojum – The climax where the crew encounters the Boojum.

This division allows Carroll to explore a variety of themes, character
traits, and poetic styles within a cohesive narrative framework.

Themes and Symbolism

Exploration and Adventure
At its core, The Hunting of the Snark celebrates the spirit of adventure and
curiosity. The crew’s quest symbolizes humanity’s relentless pursuit of the
unknown, often in the face of absurdity and uncertainty.

The Absurd and Nonsense
As a quintessential piece of nonsense poetry, the work revels in linguistic
playfulness, paradoxes, and illogical scenarios. Carroll’s inventive use of
language challenges readers to think beyond conventional boundaries of
meaning.

Fear and Tragedy
Despite its humorous tone, the poem hints at darker themes. The fate of the
Baker, who encounters the Boojum, serves as a metaphor for the dangers of
obsession, the unknown, and the unforeseen consequences of reckless pursuit.



Symbolism of the Snark and Boojum
- The Snark: Represents an elusive, perhaps unattainable goal—an allegory for
human desire, ambition, or truth.
- The Boojum: The creature that causes the Baker’s downfall, symbolizes the
perilous nature of obsession and the hidden dangers lurking within pursuits
that seem enticing.

Literary Significance and Interpretations

Literary Style and Innovation
Carroll’s The Hunting of the Snark exemplifies inventive poetic form and
playful language. Its structure, rhyme schemes, and neologisms have
influenced countless writers of nonsense and fantasy literature.

Themes of Philosophy and Paradox
Beyond its surface humor, the poem invites interpretations related to
existential questions, the nature of truth, and the limits of human
understanding. Its nonsensical elements serve as a critique of Victorian
rationalism and the obsession with certainty.

Influence on Popular Culture
The poem’s iconic imagery and themes have permeated various media, inspiring
adaptations, references in music, theater, and visual arts. Its phrase "The
Hunting of the Snark" has become synonymous with futile pursuits or whimsical
adventures.

Legacy and Modern Relevance

Educational and Literary Value
The Hunting of the Snark remains a popular text in literary studies,
appreciated for its linguistic creativity and philosophical depth. It
encourages playful engagement with language and the imagination.

Inspiration for Creativity
The poem’s whimsical style has inspired artists, writers, and poets to craft
their own nonsense works, fostering a tradition of literary innovation rooted



in humor and absurdity.

Contemporary Interpretations
Modern readers often interpret the poem as an allegory for modern
pursuits—whether technological, scientific, or personal—that can be fraught
with unforeseen risks and paradoxes.

Conclusion
The Hunting of the Snark: An Agony in Eight Fits stands as a masterful
example of Lewis Carroll’s wit, linguistic ingenuity, and philosophical
insight. Its division into eight fits not only structures the narrative but
also enriches its exploration of adventure, obsession, and the absurdity
inherent in human endeavors. Whether read as a humorous fairy tale, a
satirical critique, or a philosophical allegory, the poem continues to
captivate audiences and inspire creative minds. Its enduring legacy
underscores the timeless appeal of nonsense poetry and the enduring human
quest for meaning amidst chaos.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Hunting of the Snark: An Agony in Eight
Fits'?
'The Hunting of the Snark' is a narrative poem by Lewis Carroll that recounts
the whimsical and surreal search for a mysterious creature called the Snark,
structured in eight sections or 'fits.'

What is the main theme of 'The Hunting of the
Snark'?
The poem explores themes of adventure, curiosity, the absurdity of pursuit,
and the ambiguity of meaning and truth, often reflecting on the nature of
quest and exploration.

Who are some of the key characters in 'The Hunting
of the Snark'?
Key characters include the Bellman, the Baker, the Butcher, the Barber, and
the Boots, among others, each representing different archetypes involved in
the hunt.



What is the significance of the 'eight fits' in the
poem?
The 'eight fits' are the structural divisions of the poem, each representing
a different stage or episode in the fantastical quest, emphasizing the poem's
rhythmic and narrative progression.

Is 'The Hunting of the Snark' meant to be read
literally or metaphorically?
It is generally interpreted as a metaphorical and satirical allegory,
symbolizing the human pursuit of elusive goals and the absurdity often
inherent in such endeavors.

Has 'The Hunting of the Snark' influenced other
works or popular culture?
Yes, the poem has inspired various adaptations, references in literature,
art, and even influenced the naming of scientific discoveries and fictional
works due to its whimsical and imaginative nature.

What literary devices does Lewis Carroll use in 'The
Hunting of the Snark'?
Carroll employs rhyme, parody, satire, wordplay, and surreal imagery to
create a whimsical yet thought-provoking narrative.

How does 'The Hunting of the Snark' reflect Lewis
Carroll's literary style?
The poem exemplifies Carroll's playful use of language, nonsense verse, and
his ability to blend humor with philosophical and existential questions.

Why is 'The Hunting of the Snark' considered a
classic of nonsense poetry?
Because it employs absurd characters, fantastical imagery, and playful
language that challenge logical expectations, embodying the essence of
nonsense literary tradition.

What is the critical reception of 'The Hunting of
the Snark' today?
It remains a beloved and studied work appreciated for its imaginative
storytelling, poetic craftsmanship, and deeper symbolic meanings, with
ongoing analysis in literary circles.



Additional Resources
The Hunting of the Snark: An Agony in Eight Fits — An In-Depth Investigation
into Lewis Carroll’s Surreal Voyage

---

Introduction: Unveiling the Enigma of The Hunting of the Snark

In the realm of literary innovation, few works have managed to captivate and
perplex readers simultaneously as Lewis Carroll’s The Hunting of the Snark:
An Agony in Eight Fits. Originally published in 1876, this narrative poem
defies conventional storytelling, blending whimsy, satire, and a profound
sense of the absurd. As a work that invites multiple interpretations — from
allegorical allegory to a parody of Victorian societal norms — it has
sustained scholarly interest and popular curiosity for over a century. This
investigation aims to dissect the poem’s thematic layers, compositional
structure, and cultural impact, providing a comprehensive understanding of
what makes The Hunting of the Snark a unique literary artifact.

---

Historical Context and Literary Origins

Lewis Carroll’s Creative Environment

Lewis Carroll, the pen name of Charles Lutwidge Dodgson, was primarily known
for his pioneering work in mathematics, as well as his literary masterpieces
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass. By the time
he penned The Hunting of the Snark, Carroll was an established author and a
renowned mathematician. His fascination with logic, wordplay, and the absurd
heavily influences the poem’s tone and structure.

The poem originated from a private reading at a Christmas party in 1874,
where Carroll improvised a humorous parody of the traditional hunting poem.
Encouraged by the positive reception, he expanded this improvisation into a
full-length poem, culminating in its publication two years later. This origin
story underscores the spontaneous and playful nature of the work, which is
central to its enduring appeal.

Victorian Society and Literary Trends

The Victorian era was characterized by rapid industrialization, a strict
social hierarchy, and a penchant for moral didacticism. Carroll’s work, with
its playful subversion and satirical edge, can be viewed as a reaction to



these societal norms. The poem’s absurdity and critique of blind pursuit,
authority, and the nature of adventure reflect underlying tensions within
Victorian culture.

Furthermore, the period’s fascination with exploration, discovery, and
scientific inquiry finds an echo in the poem’s quest narrative. Yet,
Carroll’s satire often undermines these themes, suggesting a skepticism about
the supposed rationality and progress associated with Victorian enterprise.

---

Structural and Thematic Analysis

The Eight Fits: A Structural Breakdown

The poem’s division into eight “fits” (a term borrowed from poetic and
theatrical tradition) offers a rhythmic and thematic framework. Each fit
encapsulates a distinct phase of the hunt, contributing to an overarching
narrative of pursuit, uncertainty, and existential inquiry.

The Fits are as follows:

1. The Landing – The adventure begins, with the hunter’s arrival and the
assembly of the crew.
2. The Bellman’s Speech – Introduction of the quest and the enigmatic figure
of the Bellman.
3. The Hunting Begins – The team’s voyage begins, encountering strange
landscapes and creatures.
4. The Monster – The appearance of the Snark itself, mysterious and elusive.
5. The Encounter – The crew’s interactions with bizarre beings and obstacles.
6. The Realization – The hunt’s ambiguity is revealed; the Snark remains
uncatchable.
7. The Return – The team’s retreat, with reflections on the futility of their
pursuit.
8. The Epilogue – An introspective ending, questioning the purpose of
questing and adventure.

This structure emphasizes the cyclical and often futile nature of pursuit,
echoing themes of existential angst and the human condition.

Major Themes and Symbolism

- The Pursuit of the Unknown: At its core, the poem explores the human desire
to seek and conquer mysterious, perhaps unattainable, objects or truths. The
Snark, elusive and enigmatic, symbolizes this pursuit.



- Absurdity and Chaos: The poem revels in nonsensical language, strange
characters, and bizarre situations, suggesting that the quest itself may be
inherently absurd, reflecting life's unpredictable nature.

- Authority and Leadership: Figures like the Bellman and the Boots (a
character who is a “Butcher,” “Banker,” and “Beaver”) serve as satirical
representations of authority, often leading the crew into chaos.

- Fear and Courage: The crew’s reactions to danger, and their willingness to
venture into the unknown, explore human psychology regarding fear and
bravery.

- Futility and Ambiguity: Despite the hunt’s earnestness, the ultimate
failure to catch the Snark raises questions about purpose and the value of
pursuit itself.

---

Literary Devices and Stylistic Features

Wordplay and Nonsense Verse

Carroll’s mastery of wordplay is evident throughout the poem. His inventive
use of language, puns, portmanteau words (e.g., “bong-joyous,” “frumious”),
and rhythmic cadences create a musical, hypnotic effect. The nonsensical
verses challenge readers’ expectations, blurring the line between coherent
narrative and playful chaos.

Symbolism and Allegory

While ostensibly a humorous poem, many scholars interpret The Hunting of the
Snark as an allegory:

- The Snark can represent elusive truths, existential goals, or even societal
ideals that remain forever out of reach.
- The crew members symbolize different human archetypes, such as the foolish,
the authoritative, or the skeptical.
- The quest mirrors human endeavors to find meaning in a chaotic universe.

The layers of symbolism invite multiple interpretations, making the poem a
fertile ground for psychoanalytic, philosophical, and cultural readings.



Structural Paradox and Narrative Technique

The poem employs a paradoxical narrative style: a seemingly straightforward
adventure that gradually reveals itself as a complex, often absurd meditation
on pursuit and purpose. Its repetitive and cyclical structure reflects the
repetitive nature of human endeavors that often lead nowhere, emphasizing
futility and existential ambiguity.

---

Critical Reception and Cultural Impact

Initial Reception and Contemporary Critiques

Upon release, The Hunting of the Snark was met with mixed reviews. Some
praised Carroll’s inventive language and humor, while others found the work’s
seeming lack of moral or didactic purpose unsettling. Over time, critics have
appreciated its layered complexity, viewing it as a parody of Victorian
adventure stories and a commentary on the absurdity of human pursuits.

Influence on Literature and Popular Culture

The poem’s influence extends beyond literary circles:

- Its playful language and absurdist humor have inspired writers such as
Edward Lear and later, the Beat poets.
- The concept of a mysterious, elusive creature has permeated popular
culture, inspiring films, cartoons, and even scientific metaphors (e.g., the
elusive “Bigfoot” or “Loch Ness Monster” analogies).
- The structure and themes have been associated with modern existentialist
and absurdist philosophies, notably the works of Albert Camus.

Scholarly Interpretations

Academic analyses often focus on:

- The poem as a reflection of Victorian societal anxieties.
- Its role as a parody of adventure and exploration narratives.
- The philosophical implications of futility and the search for meaning.

Recent scholarship tends to emphasize its significance as a postmodern work
ahead of its time, highlighting its playful skepticism and layered symbolism.



---

Conclusion: The Enduring Enigma of The Hunting
of the Snark

The Hunting of the Snark: An Agony in Eight Fits remains a quintessential
example of literary whimsy intertwined with profound philosophical
undercurrents. Its playful use of language, structural complexity, and rich
symbolism invite readers to reflect on the nature of pursuit, authority, and
the human condition. Far from a simple children’s rhyme, it stands as a
testament to Carroll’s mastery of the absurd and his subtle critique of
Victorian society.

Decades after its publication, the poem continues to inspire reinterpretation
and admiration, embodying the eternal human quest — often futile, yet
endlessly fascinating. Whether viewed as a parody, allegory, or a celebration
of nonsense, The Hunting of the Snark endures as a compelling exploration of
the agony and joy of pursuit itself.

---

Final Thoughts

Studying The Hunting of the Snark reveals the depth behind its playful
surface. It challenges scholars and casual readers alike to consider the
value of the chase, the nature of authority, and the meaning of adventure in
an unpredictable universe. As Carroll himself might suggest, sometimes the
journey — filled with fits of madness, humor, and insight — is what truly
matters.

---
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