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Introduction

Just as Harry Potter proved
children’s books could compete with adult bestsellers, Lemony
Snicket’s A Series of Unfortunate Events surged to
prominence. The novels, published 1999-2006, sold 70 million copies
(Tracz 21). Susan P. Bloom, who directs the Center for the Study of
Children's Literature at Simmons College, noted, “'Lemony Snicket
people are still buying the books out of genuine curiosity and
excitement, like the earlier Harry Potter”
(Merkin).

While Harry Potter grows
increasingly dark, Unfortunate Events begins that
way—cynically establishing that adults are useless and orphans will
be mistreated in a cruel world. Handler notes, “‘Dark’ is a comparative term. On the scale from Angelina
Ballerina to Anne Frank, I’d place the Snicket books with Muriel
Spark” (Britt). The bleak, twisted humor reached out to
Potter fans seeking realistic works, and ones uninterested in the
sugary side of fantasy. “The central battle is as clear-cut a fight
between good vs. evil as anything else written for middle
schoolers, but with an added sense that the people reading the
books should expect to encounter the same injustices in their own
daily lives,” notes Kaitlyn Tiffany in “How Netflix Made A
Series of Unfortunate Events, its First Great TV for
Families.”

Beyond the complexity of the mysteries
and the quirky, cynical humor, the books celebrate the written
word. In each, libraries are sacred spaces filled with clues to the
puzzles. Running jokes define vocabulary and literalize idioms,
aiding children in better understanding the works they read.
Further, Klaus’s superpower is reading, a power all children can
emulate. Lemony Snicket, both author and fictional character,
shatters the fourth wall over and over. He begs readers to throw
the books away and tries to divert them with everything from
warnings to a long lecture on the water cycle designed to bore
them. The books also offer coded messages, secret communiques,
anagrams, and revelations that commonplace events hold a far deeper
significance on a second reading. “Though the story starts small,
with a series of terrible things happening to three sibling
orphans, it gradually expands to a global conspiracy: the good guys
are bold and bookish nerds, and the bad guys are greedy,
narcissistic anti-intellectuals” (Tiffany).

Further, these are love letters to
classic books, as the children find themselves wandering through
parodies of Oliver Twist, Moby Dick and The
Tempest. Charlotte’s Web and the Ramona
series provide clues for those who have read them. Young Lemony in
the prequel series All the Wrong Questions wanders the town
recommending children’s books, in fun moments for those who
recognize them. In fact, the characters take their own names from
classic books, as Lemony dedicates himself to Beatrice his saintly
guide, and Mr. Poe insists he will not die of a cough. Sunny’s baby
babble references the mysteries of Agatha Christie and literary
genres like the Bildungsroman in which they find
themselves.

This book explores it all—the homages,
hidden references, and recommendations, through the original
series, the prequels that followed, the spinoff materials, and the
complete Netflix adaptation. For readers seeking the literature
beneath the magic, there’s much to discover.




 


 


A Series of Unfortunate Events

Literary References

In Lemony Snicket’s writing, the silly
definitions are the most prominent: “I have at last learned the
whereabouts of the evidence that will exonerate me, a phrase which
here means “Prove to the authorities that it is Count Olaf, and not
me, who started so many fires,” the narrator writes (Slippery
Slope 101). “Palatable—a word which here means ‘that wasn’t
ceviche’” another book quips (The End 88). Though these
definitions are all too specific to be correct, they give a sense
of the word. The author then repeats the word many more times
throughout the novel, a technique proven to rehearse it enough to
help young readers truly learn it. “There’s an astonishing number
of children who use the word ersatz and penultimate in my
presence,” Handler comments proudly (Gross, “Lemony Snicket Dons”).
The series obviously has its fun spin on vocabulary as it defines
words in silly fashion but uses the words correctly enough times
that they really do stick in children’s minds. Reading of course is
the best way to expand vocabulary. “Handler says he does not plan
ahead for such lessons or explanations. He just uses words he likes
and hopes that readers enjoy learning new words as they follow the
Baudelaire orphans’ adventures” (Haugen 28). Handler
adds:

“It makes
me very happy to know that now—I mean, there are sort of millions
of fourth graders who know what the word ersatz means and that’s—or
know what the expression casing the joint or understand dramatic
irony—that really excites me. So I don’t sit around pedagogically
and think, well, what can I teach the little nippers? But I just
love these words, and I just wanted to put them in my books.
They’re not enough books that have the word corpulent in my
opinion” (Gross, “The Man Behind”).

Further, the smart children know their
vocabulary, while the ignorant Count Olaf does not, in a running
joke on his lack of literacy. Malaprops are misused vocabulary, a
technique used by Shakespeare to show ignorance in many characters.
On the show, Olaf regularly messes up expressions saying things
like “Au contrary” in the episode of “The Hostile Hospital.” In a
deleted scene in the film, Olaf quotes “All the World’s a Stage”
from As You Like It and claims to have written
it.

Book readers are often skilled with
words already and throughout the text, Snicket compliments their
love of reading. On using sophisticated vocabulary in his books,
Handler says:

“Certainly
when the 12th volume of A Series of Unfortunate Events came
out, which was called The Penultimate Peril, I found
that there were people who knew what that word [‘penultimate’]
meant and people who didn’t, but that that line was not along age
lines at all. I remember there was an article in a newspaper that
said, ‘It’s the penultimate book from the penultimate author.’ They
were just sort of using the word as some kind of placeholder,
whereas children learned quickly what it meant and were more quick
to adopt it. (Gross, “Lemony Snicket Dons”)

As he adds, “You see failed vocabulary
in the adult world so often, and it’s often because once you reach
a certain age you’re kind of embarrassed to go look up a word if
you don’t know what it means. And then you just start using it
however it feels right….I think children are less embarrassed to go
look up the truth.” (Gross, “Lemony Snicket Dons”).

Of course, the fact that the author is
a character all on his own adds to the complexity and
self-referentiality of the story, while welcoming young readers in
on the joke. The metafiction begins with line one: “If you are
interested in stories with happy endings, you would be better off
reading some other book” (1). Snicket as he narrates, continues
warning readers off the book, even as he comments on its
vocabulary, makes puns, and foreshadows the grim plot.

The books
are in the rich satirical tradition that has long marked English
literature for children, as opposed to the more sentimental tone of
American books. They are narrated in a droll and detached style,
which shows influences most noticeably of Oscar Wilde and Roald
Dahl, with some hints of Lewis Carroll’s nonsensical logic and a
dash of Monty Python. (Merkin)

Other quirky twists on storytelling
appear, all of which remind the readers that the text is fictional
while playing with conventions. While explaining how telegraph
messages work in The Hostile Hospital, Lemony punctuates his
text with the word STOP. In Carnivorous Carnival, one
chapter starts out with a description of déjà vu (100). The second
page of the chapter is almost exactly the same as the first page
(including the picture and the chapter heading). Several chapters
later, the exact same passage describing déjà vu is repeated
again.

All the books except the last have
alliterative titles. Places and people are also alliterative:
Curdled Cave, Horrid Harbor, Hurricane Herman, Lake Lachrymose,
Quigley Quagmire, Dewey Denouement. Beatrice and
Bertrand Baudelaire. There are additional alphabetized lists. The
Snow Scout Alphabet Pledge, created by Bruce, is as
follows:

Snow
Scouts are accommodating, basic, calm, darling, emblematic, frisky,
grinning, human, innocent, jumping, kept, limited, meek,
nap-loving, official, pretty, quarantined, recent, scheduled, tidy,
understandable, victorious, wholesome, xylophone, young, and
zippered–every morning, every afternoon, every night, and all day
long!

The Baudelaires decide that the forced
alphabet is silly since a person can’t be “calm” and “meek” at the
same time as being “frisky” and “jumping,” they can’t avoid being
“young” and “human,” and “xylophone” is just silly (Slippery
Slope 71).

The back of each book offers detailed
instructions on how to acquire the next manuscript. Fictional
character Lemony Snicket, in an interview, explains:

Because my
books are so depressing and even dangerous, when I’m done with a
book, I can’t just mail it to an editor. If she opened a package,
and was surprised by such a horrible manuscript, she might fall
into a coma. I usually wrap it up in a package and put it someplace
safe, then send her a note saying where the package is so that she
may go and retrieve it. Then she looks over the book very, very
slowly, because if she looks at it for any long length of time, she
usually faints dead away. She might read two words, take a long
five-day vacation, come back, finish the sentence, etc. If she has
any questions, she tries to reach me by telegram or fax. (“Lemony
Snicket Teachingbooks.net”)

Constant puns appear including flipped
meanings on expressions like a door prize for the best doors
(Ersatz Elevator 217). Further, the doorman tells them “The
elevator isn’t out of order. It’s just out” (13). Snicket puns with
the Dilemma car, noting, “Not many people can afford a new Dilemma”
(When Did You See Her Last? 46). As he adds, over-literally,
“Anyone who thinks the pen is mightier than the sword has not been
stabbed with both” (When Did You See Her Last?
255).

Many more expressions are literalized
and illustrated as part of the plot, much as the vocabulary is.
Hector explains that a mile as the crow flies means the shortest
distance. “It usually has nothing to do with actual crows, but in
this case it does. We’re about a mile away from my house as the
crow flies—as all those crows fly, as a matter of fact” (Vile
Village 49). Sunny soon literally barks up the wrong tree (84).
The Vile Village also illustrates the aphorism ‘it takes a
village to raise a child’ (12). “Don’t judge a book by its cover”
comes up in Lucky Smells Lumbermill while the children find
Advanced Ocular Science with Olaf’s eye image on the cover
(60). It is in fact, just as ominous as it appears. Klaus tries
gumming up the works at the mill with actual gum. In the television
episode of The Miserable Mill, Klaus even discovers
literal and metaphorical skeletons in the doctor’s closet. The
author writes, considering his style, “The question is never if a
joke works or not—not because I know whether or not it works,
simply because it doesn’t seem like the question. The question is,
is the joke worth it? Sometimes I go to too-great lengths for a
joke. I’m trying to see both sides of the seesaw, as it were”
(Scott).

Many sentences of the text simply take
joy in playing with language: The back of the book The End
reads:

You are
presumably looking at the back of this book, or the end of THE END.
The end of THE END is the best place to begin THE END, because if
you read THE END from the beginning of the beginning of THE END to
the end of the end of THE END, you will arrive at the end of the
end of your rope.

Zeugma is a type of punning seen here
that uses words multiple times for different meanings. “It is very
unnerving to be proven wrong, especially when you are really right
and the person who is really wrong is the one who is proving you
wrong and proving himself, wrongly, right. Right?” Lemony Snicket
adds in The Reptile Room. Young Beatrice wonders
“even if I am looking in the wrong place for the right man, or the
right place for the wrong man, or both, or neither, or both both
and neither” (BS to LS #1). Zeugma uses the same word in different
senses, such as “she left in a huff and in a coach.” The author
writes:

I’m just
attracted to jokes; a good joke can sum up the state of the world
(and of language) with more grace than most sonnets. I always think
it’s interesting that comedy isn’t taken seriously—a funny novel
never gets the respect of some slim weeper—although even the phrase
“comedy isn’t taken seriously” is a joke right there.
(Scott)

“Aside from being a
skillful storyteller, Snicket is also endearingly schoolmarmish,
pausing frequently between catastrophes to dilate on the meaning of
expressions like ‘‘dramatic irony’’ or to explain the ingredients
for pasta puttanesca” (Merkin). Many stories literalize rhetorical
concepts. “‘Denouement’ comes from the French, who use the word to
describe the act of untying a knot, and it refers to the unraveling
of a confusing or mysterious story, such as the lives of the
Baudelaire orphans…usually the denouement of a story is not the
last event in the heroes’ lives, or the last trouble that befalls
them. It is often the second-to-last event, or the penultimate
peril” (Penultimate Peril 177). The Penultimate Peril
spends much of its plot on Denouement, metaphorically and also made
literal at the Hotel Denouement.

In book two, Snicket explains dramatic
irony through Monty promising that the children won’t be
hurt in the Reptile Room. It also jokes about the cliché “meanwhile
back at the ranch” (127). In The Vile Village, Lemony
explains deux ex machina, which features heavily in the plot as a
flying machine swoops down and saves some of them. The books also
flip traditional expressions. Babs, on the hospital intercom
insists, “In my opinion, children should be seen and not heard. I’m
an adult, so it follows that I should be heard and not seen”
(Hostile Hospital 58). Jacquelyn says “They go up so fast”
as the Quagmires fly off in The Vile Village. The
dedications for each book are rather goofy epigrams, many of which
also flip clichés. These flipped clichés, reversing the standard
expression to bring humor in the tradition of Oscar Wilde, are
common. “No job, no wife, a man like that can get desperate,”
Theodora says (Who Could That Be at this Hour? 63). Of
course the opposite of this expression is the standard.

There are also flipped similes or
“dissimiles” like “Today was a very cold and bitter day, as cold
and bitter as a cup of hot chocolate, if the cup of hot chocolate
had vinegar added to it and were placed in a refrigerator for
several hours” (autobiography). All these reversals add additional
quirky humor as well as satire.

There are endless literary allusions,
with characters named Nero, Qwerty, and of course, Beatrice. In the
hospital, all the sick people have names of famous characters like
Emma Bovary. As the author explains, “I know a lot of younger
readers won’t pick up all the references [to classic authors] now,
but I love the idea that years from now they’ll be sitting in lit
class and the other shoe will drop” (Haugen 30). Describing the
allusions in names and places, Handler notes:

They’re
pretty much surrounded by the world of books. I liked the idea of a
universe that was governed entirely by books. The Baudelaires find
the solutions or what appear to be the solution to their problems
in libraries in each volume, and so there are sort of some
heavy-handed or I hope mock heavy-handed propaganda saying that all
of life’s difficulties can be solved within the pages of the right
book. (Gross, “The Man Behind”)

Beyond this, there are celebrations of
many classics, from Charlotte’s Web to the Ramona books.
Codes from these books add complexity to the series as well as a
love of literature. The prequels are stuffed with recommendations
as Lemony positively overflows with a love for books. Handler adds,
“All of my most meaningful relationships have been born out of
literature, which is why it is a world of which I have always
wanted to be a part. If other people have found such engagement and
solace, then I have taken steps toward repaying the debt I owe the
authors I admire” (“667 Dark Avenue”).

There are many similar fun rhetorical
devices in action, playing with the text and also teaching clever
language:


	
Alphabetizing: Having found the evidence,
Violet ‘needed to arrange these pieces of evidence to defeat
Stephano’s evil plan and bring justice and peace’ (Reptile
Room 162). The arranging of the pieces is emphasized by
Helquist’s, showing the pieces labelled alphabetically.



	
There are Double Entendres: Snicket is called
a “theatrical critic,” both a critic of theater and someone with a
dramatic personality (Autobiography 3).



	
Of course, V.F.D. acronyms are everywhere,
while acronyms like Special Orphan Running Exercises appear in
Austere Academy (SORE).



	
“Your beloved facilitator not only
has clay on his feet, he has feet of clay!” Olaf says (The
End 153). This is chiasmus, an ABBA pattern of
words.



	
Epanalepsis
(circling back to the beginning):
The Penultimate Peril opens with Kit Snicket driving the
children through the town of their childhood, and they gaze at the
places they went with Poe, Justice
Strauss, the Squalors, and everyone else
from the series. They and many many others cameo in the
book. The End ends with Beatrice as the series
begins.



	
In medias res—Sunny uses this expression to
emphasize the Baudelaires are only in the middle of events and
didn’t start them (The End 294). As she makes the comment,
they are indeed in the middle of events, solving mysteries that
began long before they were born.



	
Tongue Twisters: “Just about everything in
this world is easier said than done, with the exception of
‘systematically assisting Sisyphus’s stealthy, cyst-susceptible
sister,’ which is easier done than said,” Snicket says in The
Vile Village.



	
Euphemism: Puttanesca, an Italian dish
translates as “whore’s sauce.” However, Klaus explains to Violet
that it means “very few ingredients.”



	
There are also simply mashed-up expressions,
known as mixed metaphors. “Qwerty is clearly a bad apple in a bowl
of cherries,” says Theodora (Shouldn’t You Be in School
74).



	
Farce: The goofy disguises and absurdity of
the terrible guardians makes this close to parody.






	





 


Libraries

“Library”
is another word that can mean two different things, which means
even in a library you cannot be safe from the confusion and mystery
of the world. The most common use of the word “library,” of course,
refers to a collection of books or documents, such as the libraries
the Baudelaires had encountered during their travels and troubles,
from the legal library of Justice Strauss to the Hotel Denouement,
which was itself an enormous library—with, it turned out, another
library hidden nearby. But the word “library” can also refer to a
mass of knowledge or a source of learning, just as Klaus Baudelaire
is something of a library with the mass of knowledge stored in his
brain, or Kit Snicket, who was a source of learning for the
Baudelaires as she told them about V.F.D. and its noble errands. So
when I write that the Baudelaire orphans had found themselves in
the largest library they had ever seen, it is that definition of
the word I am using, because the arboretum was an enormous mass of
knowledge, and a source of learning, even without a single scrap of
paper in sight. (The End 195)

Beyond this library in The End,
there’s a library (or more than one) in each book. “They say in
every library there is a single book that can answer the question
that burns like a fire in the mind.” This expression of Bertrand
Baudelaire’s, and presumably V.F.D.’s, is repeated several times.
It appears to be the theme here—that libraries can answer every
question or mystery. The fictional Snicket explains in an
interview, “I think teachers and librarians are among the noblest
people on earth. They work very, very hard for very little
compensation. It’s a terrific job, and it’s very, very difficult”
(“Lemony Snicket Teachingbooks.net”). His admiration for libraries
and pure love for them fills every book. Indeed, many distinct
libraries appear:


	
Baudelaire library on many subjects



	
Strauss’s law library



	
Reptile Room library



	
Josephine’s grammar library and hidden library
about the lake (in the book it’s under her bed and on Netflix, a
second room is hidden within the first).



	
The lumbermill has only three books—V.F.D.
book The History of Lucky Smells Lumbermill, The
Paltryville Constitution (which ironically would have
helped the workers if they’d ever read it), and Dr. Orwell’s old
copy of Advanced Ocular Science with a chapter on hypnotism
and the V.F.D. eye on the front. Onscreen, the library has hundreds
of copies of the same book, Sir’s The History of Lucky Smells
Lumbermill, with heavy censoring in every copy, to Violet’s
frustration. Sunny finds a “Verified Functional Dictionary” as well
that her father once checked out.



	
There’s a library locked away in the dorms in
The Austere Academy, but the school library in the
corresponding episode is only open a few minutes a day. The
librarian is very helpful, however.



	
The Village of Fowl Devotees library by law
cannot contain any books with examples of rule breaking. The
Littlest Elf and cloying books like it are all it contains.
Meanwhile, Hector has a secret library the children use.



	
Esmé Squalor’s personal library catalogs what
has been in and out.



	
On the show, Jacques apparently has “a book
collection in the trunk” of his cab (“The Vile Village part
one”)



	
The Library of Records is in The Hostile
Hospital, with the Snicket File with all the answers the
children have sought.



	
Madame Lulu’s equally intriguing archival
library is hidden under her fortune-telling table.



	
The burned V.F.D. library in The Slippery
Slope has nothing remaining.



	
The Queequeg has a fungus library and a
hidden poetry shelf.



	
Penultimate Peril reveals the largest
archive of all. “We’ve taken every crime, every theft, every wicked
deed, and every incident of rudeness since the schism began, and
catalogued them into an entire library of misfortune” Dewey the
librarian says (183). This is hidden in a reflection of the
Dewey-Decimal-organized hotel.



	
In The Beatrice Letters,
Beatrice II attends secretarial school. The library there has a
display of “Staged Poetry: Sonnets by Actors and Actresses,” with
papers from Beatrice I’s time onstage.



	
In All the Wrong Questions, the town
library is attached to the police station and is managed by
Dashiell Qwerty. Lemony Snicket uses it regularly, both to send
carefully worded interlibrary loan requests to Kit and to do
research. Dashiell suggests books that end up being
clues.



	
The Wade Academy school library in
Shouldn’t You Be in School has only blank, dummy books,
emphasizing its lack of interest in scholarship.









Bookcover Motifs

On the cover of each book, there is a
picture, and bordering the picture is thorns, suggesting the
Baudelaires’ travails. In a thin border within the thorns is
something thematically connected to each book

1. The Bad Beginning—Eyes

2. The Reptile Room—Snakes

3. The Wide Window—Waves

4. The Miserable Mill—Hypnotic
Spirals

5. The Austere Academy—Ruler
Tape

6. The Ersatz Elevator—Fish

7. The Vile
Village—Feathers

8. The Hostile Hospital—Cardiogram
Display

9. The Carnivorous Carnival—Ticket
Stubs

10. The Slippery Slope—Snow
Gnats

11. The Grim Grotto—Seaweed

12. The Penultimate
Peril—Fire

13. The End—Apples

 


At the beginning of every book, there
is an Ex Libris (Latin for “From the Library of”) and in this
bookplate, there are two pictures on a background of thorns. On top
are the Baudelaires and on the bottom, Olaf in whatever disguise he
will be wearing in the book. This gradually shifts to the orphans
in disguise and Olaf as himself.


	
The Bad Beginning—Olaf as himself,
with the orphans below (as continues).



	
The Reptile Room—Olaf as
Stephano



	
The Wide Window—Olaf as Captain
Sham



	
The Miserable Mill—Olaf as Shirley T.
Sinoit-Pecer



	
The Austere Academy—Olaf as Coach
Genghis



	
The Ersatz Elevator—Olaf as
Gunther



	
The Vile Village—Olaf as Auguste
Dupin



	
The Hostile Hospital—Olaf as a
Loudspeaker, through which he spoke as Mattathias



	
The Carnivorous Carnival—The bottom
picture is Olaf as himself (continuing through the rest of the
series), but the top is the Baudelaires, disguised as
freaks.



	
The Slippery Slope—The Baudelaires are
disguised as Snow Scouts.



	
The Grim Grotto—The Baudelaires in
their deep sea diving outfits.



	
The Penultimate Peril—The children are
dressed for hotel work.



	
The End—No one is in disguise, as in
book one.





 


After the Ex Libris, there is the
opening picture, which is always either the first scene of the book
or their new home.

1. The Bad Beginning—The fire dept
rushing to put out the Baudelaire































Sunny’s Puns




	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	






The Bad Beginning


	



	



	











	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	









The Reptile Room


	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	









The Wide Window


	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	









The Miserable Mill


	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	









The Austere Academy
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