
Behind the seemingly absurd events in Lewis Carroll’s 
fantasies of Alice in Wonderland, lies a mass of 
mathematical games, puzzles, logical conundrums, 
word-plays and conjuring tricks. Carroll referred to these 
as “entertainments” and was able to weave improbability 
into them to confuse even the best of brains, earning 
him a place in the history of mathematical and logical 
thought. It is to acknowledge his arithmetical whimsy 
that I put forth the example of the paradox involving the 
exchange of currency at an international level. Carroll 
referred to this as the Currency Conundrum, and it reads 
as follows:

The governments of two neighbouring countries -say 
‘Wonderland’ and ‘Looking Glass’ had come to an 
agreement whereby a Wonderland dollar was worth a 
dollar in Looking Glass and vice-versa. One day however, 
the Wonderland government decreed that going forward 
the Looking Glass dollar was to be worth only 90 cents in 
Wonderland, prompting a retaliatory response that saw 
their currency similarly devalued and now worth just nine-
tenths as much as theirs in their home country. Armed with 
the news, an enterprising individual living in a village 
straddling the border between the two countries went into 
a shop on the Wonderland side, bought a pen for 10 cents 
and paid for it with a Wonderland dollar. He was given a 
Looking Glass dollar worth ninety cents there as change. 
He then crossed the border, went into a Looking Glass 
shop and bought a magazine for 10 cents, paying with a 
Looking Glass dollar. He was then given a Wonderland 
dollar worth ninety cents. On returning home, he now had 
his original dollar, plus his purchases, and both 
shopkeepers each had an additional ten cents in the till!  
Who paid for the pen and the magazine, unless the 
mysterious extra twenty cents had materialized out of 
nowhere?

After the leisure and recreation of the weekend, what better way to jump start our brains and test our cranial 
capacities than with a mathematical riddle that confounds at first examination. I invite responses from each of you to 
the explanation behind Carroll’s question. I will reveal the answer at the end of the week. Stay tuned!

Be safe, be well!
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