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This thesis analyzes the novels of Margaret Atwood through the use of the Gothic 

as a framework Atwood's novels re-write and re-vision aspects of the Female Gothie: 

the American Gothic, and the Canadian Gothic in their depiction of the problems of 

female identity and self-definition. human evil. and the demands and expectations placed 

on women and men by contemporary society. 

In the Introduction 1 present a histon- of the Gothic as a genre. analyzing 

narratice themes and concepts originating in Horace Walpole's Tltc (ùsrle o$(llrunto. 

Ann Radcliffe3 The .\/[~:vrerres of b'dolpho. and Matthen. Lewis's The ;\k)nk. 1 wi11 show 

how the Gothic evolved. after the genre collapsed as a force in its original form by 1 8301 

in both the United States and Canada. The Gothic as found in North Arnerica uses 

national history and the actualih of the landscape to provoke and depict terror. In both 

Canada and the United States the Gothic is used as a vehicle to depict issues of 

alienation and the influence of the past in both national and personal terms. In the 

Introduction I wil l  atso present a working definition of the FemaIe Gothic that will show 

how the sub-genre is not, as many contemporary feminist theories have maintained, a 

eenre that expresses female self-loathing, but one that pemits an active engagement 
C 

with the problems of constructing the female self as an active speaking subject. 



Chapters Onr through Seven will analyze each of Atwood's novels published to 

date in detail. In each, Atwood's use of the Gothic tropes of imprisonment, confinement, 

haunting and surveillance will be examined. Atwood's use and rewntinç of the Gothic 

canon IV-Jl also be considered. In the conclusion, 1 w i l l  present a brief analysis ofillicrs 

Gruce, Atwood's most recent novel, and show how Atwood has rewrïtten the Gothic 

form to depict fernale anuieties and contemporary political abuses, and to examine 

questions of human evil and the relations between space and time. 
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Introduction 

in the put  th- years the Ciothic as a genre h a  experienced a gradual, but groowinng, 

reïival. The rediscoven or re-evaluation of classic Gothic texrs from the genre's first 

appearance in the Kars behveen 1764 and 1830 has led to a gradual openingout of interesî 

in related Gothic foms by both wvriters and academic critics. The pubiishing success in the 

1990s of wnters such as Stephen King and Anne Rice, the popularig in the 1980s of graphic 

horror films such as the Hullowvm and Frrdq the f3rh senes. and the development in 

adolescent popular culture of a sub-culture called "Goth," featuring the wearing of black 

clothing and an interest in gloom-Iaden music also called "Goth," have in al1 made the idea 

of the "Gothic" more immediate, yet more contusing. to the average reader: the novels. 

films, and music mentioned al1 have frightening narratives or subtests, but a range of 

intended audience and eKects. The production of films such as Bram S~ukerk Drucuh and 

Akq~Sl~e f f e j+  F?unkenstetn_ which use the tities of the movies themselves as vehicles for 

remîndîng audiences of the source tex% for both monsters, has provoked more of an interest 

in non-academic culture for going bacli to "first things" in understanding the Gothic. 

biowewr, this interest CO-eists with a beiief that anything that could be termed "frightening" 

is "Gothic," leading to "Gothic" becoming an easy shorthand for "dark, depressing or scary" 

So many things are labelled as Gothic that one can use, as a guide to the term's definition 

in the culture at large, United States Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart's words on the 

legal definition of pomography: difficult to define but everyone knows what it is. ' 

Since the early years of this century there has been a general critical consensus on 
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what the roots of the Gothic are; it is the branches of the Gothic that are diffïcult to define. 

Diffusion is one of the main points of the genre, which has grown from a set of novels 

published between 1761 and 18301 a11 sharing certain points of narrative technique and 

setting, to a series of sub-genres such as the nineteenthcentury English sensation novel, mid- 

twentieth-centuq- Southem Arnerican Goth-c novel, horror fiction, detective fiction. and the 

Southem Ontario Gothic. This iast sub-genre was explicated for the Canadian Broadcasting 

Corporation by Margaret Atwood in a radio broadcast: her noveis occupy a prominent place 

in this fieid. which has only in the past twenty years or so been recognized.' 

Margaret Atwood has been both enthmiastic student of, and questioning contributor 

to? the Gothic in several of its forms. It is the aim of this work to analyze Atwood's novels 

in their Gothic contests- and determine what Atwood has done in the genre in its current 

fom. In the work that follows, 1 hope to be able to demonstrate how the variety of fictions 

based on the original Gothic novels of Walpole, Radcliffe, and others before 1830 led to the 

development of a living genre that has continued the narrative concems of the first Gothics. 

To explore the connections Atwood has to the Gothic, it is useful first to sunfey the 

landscape of the Gothic, startinç with the first Gothics of Walpole and Radcliffe, and going 

on to the various "rnodified" Gothics (Female Gothic, American Gothic, Southem Gothic, 

"New" Gothic, and Southern Ontario Gothic) that evolved out of the original form. The 

novels of Margaret Atwood work within several of these latter-day Gothic traditions, the 

Female Gothic and the interstices of Amencan and Canadian Gothic in particular, in order 

to represent the problems and dilemmas of present-day life and society in Canada. In her 

use of the Female Gothic, Atwood engages with some of the questions feminism has posed 



3 

in the past thim vears, while her engagement ~ l t h  bot11 "nationalist" strands of the Gothic 

points to her involvement with questions of Canadian identity and American cultural 

hegemony. 

As stated earlier, the canon of the original Gothic was established early in the centuy 

in works by J.M.S. Tompkins. Eino Railo. and Edith BirErhead as consising of works written 

afier 1764 and following the lead of Horace Walpole's novel The Custle uf Otrunto. In this 

novel. Walpole laid out the various eiements that would appear again and again in the field, 

announcinç the work as "an attempt to blend the two kinds of romance, the ancient and the 

modern (Walpole 7). T11e Càstle ojOrrumo begïns with a deliberate distancing effect: the 

preface to the first edition proclaims the novel to be a "work ... found in the library of an 

ancient catholic family in the nonh of England." pnnted "at Naples. in the black letter' in 

the year 1519" (3). Thus the novel itself is set into a frame, here one of distance and 

purported translation. Walpole's fim preface outlines the tenor of the novel to follow as one 

infomed bv terror and the marvellous. His words on the former are instructive for the later 

novels in the genre: 

Terror, the author's principal engine, prevents the 

story from ever languishing; and it is so ofien 

contrasted by pi@, that the mind is kept up in a 

consrant vicissitude of interesting passions. 

(Walpole 4) 

The fiction of the translation exists both as a disguise for Walpole as author, and as a 
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convenient explmation for an? flaws in the narrative or lanpge.  By the end of the preface? 

the reader is prepared to excuse any nurnber of deviations fiorn standard narratives of the 

period, and to accept the tone and setting of the presenr text as an archaic cunosity 

The Cude of Otrunto, the "new species of romance," introduces many seîtings and 

situations that would become standard in Gothic novels. The castle of Otranto itself is a 

nearl y animate edifice, fiunished with secret underground passages and an ambulatory 

painting. Walpole's nsw romancs plays out an old narrative. that of a reclamation of a housr 

from usurpers by the rightful owners. The fmily of Prince Manfred, the holder of the castle 

of Otranto, is \vamed by a prophecy that the c a d e  and their title miII pass from them 

"wllenever the reui uwner s ~ o u I L I  be grown tua large ro znlzub ir a'' ( 1 5- 1 6 ). Al 1 of Manfred's 

actions are aimed at stavin this off. but the harder he strives against fate the faster the 

catastrophe proceeds. His attempt to perpetuate his line by manyinç his son to the daughter 

of a close- more lemtirnate heir to the title is foiled by his son's sudden death under a giant 

helmet, which falls upon hirn at the announcement of his betrothal. Manfred resolves to 

rnarry the newly eligible girl hirnself. and starts a chain of events that mil1 ensure the 

destruction of his farnily line. Manfred is not penonally guilty of displacing the true owners 

of the castle of Onanto, but his efforts to hold on to his position damn hirn, as he presumes 

to defy fate and the weight of (angry) history. Walpole's evocation of Shakespeare as a 

mode1 and influence in the preface to the second edition is apt, as the culmination of events 

and discoveries in The Casrle of Otronro recalls the plot discovenes of Macbeth. Like 

Macbeth, Manfred presumes to circumvent fate and is foiled by the sudden revelation of the 

identity of a previously unknown threat. Walpole's enterprising marrying of "ancient 
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romance" and Shakespeare inspired several of his contemporaries and irnmediate successors, 

such as Clara Reeve and Sophia Lee, to blend vaguely supernatual elernents md equally 

vague historical information into a romance form. 

Walpole's hvo prefaces for nze C d e  of Orranto inspired not only the theor). for the 

Gothic novel itself? but also the criticism the form would endure. The MonthZy Review. 

which in Febniary 1765 published a highly favourable review of The Casde ofOtrunto_ 

reversed itself when it was revealed that the author of the novel was not a long dead 

Neapolitan named "Onuphrio Muralto" but the very much alive Horace Walpole. 

While \rre considered [The C a d e  of Otranto a translation] we could 

readily excuse its preposterous phenornena, and consider them as 

sacrifices to a poss and unenlightened a-.---But when? as in this 

edition, [it] is declared to be a modem performance, that indulgence 

we offered to the foibles of a supposed antiquity. we can by no means 

extend to the singularity of a false tale in a cultivated period of learning. It 

is, indeed, more than strange that an Author, of a refined and polished genius, 

should be an advocate for re-establishing the barbarous superstitions 

of Gothic devilism! (Clery 53)3 

In The Rise ofSupernafural Fiction, E.J. Clery analyzes the reaction to Walpole's hoax in 

context with other literary assumptions of an antique voice. Clery points out that Samuel 

Johnson's reaction to James Macpherson and the works of Ossian could be applied to the 

critical backlash against Walpole and The Cade of Otranto: 

Johnson gives a number of reasons why the novel should adhere to 
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probability and reject marvels. For a start? the audience of today is 

more demanding, more worldly and knowledgeable. Any deviation 

fiom reality would be rejected. Conversely. and more importantly. 

books of this kind are most often read by the young, the ignorant 

and the idle, to whom they serve as guides to conduct and 

innoductions into life. (58)4 

Johnson's criticisms will continue on. in man' forms, in the development of the Gothic 

novel. Jane Austen's famous caveat about the form, found in the hybrid novel (part Gothic 

parody. part serious Gothic novel on its own) Xorthanper Abbq;  is one of the best phrased: 

Charming as were al1 Mrs. Radcliffe's works, and charming 

even as were the works of a11 her imitators, it was not in thern 

perhaps that human nature, at least in the midland counties of 

England, was to be Iooked for. ( 160) 

Johnson's and others' concern about the ease with which fiction can be taken for fact and 

exernplar by impressionable readers reflects the anxiety the Gothic narrative depicts about 

the permeabiiig of boundaries. Critics felt that in real life, as in the text, the lines between 

fantasy and reality would blur for the reader, leading to danger. 

Ann Radcliffe's novels solidified the Gothic narrative and descriptive forms first 

elaborated by Walpole. It is the work of Radcliffe that informs the majority of definitions 

of the Gothic and, owing in large part to Austen and Northanger Abbey, it is the work of 

Radcliffe that is fixed upon as the epitome of Gothic excess and exaggeration. Radcliffe's 

first two novels, Tire Cas~Ies of Atldin and Dunbuyne (1  789) and A Sicilion Romance ( 1 790), 
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were p l e a s a  if slight. exercises in romance: J.M.S. Tornpkins calls The Cade.. of .4tldin 

and Dunbayne "pallid" (249). It was wï th  her third novel, The Romance of the Forest 

( 1791). that Radcliffe's style became the one known for, as the anonynous reviewer of the 

next novel The Mvsteries of (idolpho put it, 

the. ..powers of description. ..the.. .predilection. .. for the 

wonderful and the gloomy. (Anonymous, qtd. in Williams 389)' 

In many respects, Ann Radcliffe is the Gothic novel. Tornphns \note. in TIIL. Populor .Vuvel 

in England 1770-1800, "one sees in her the focus of al1 the romantic tendencies of her time" 

(148). Radcliffe's basic plot concemed the travails of a young heroine, who is taken fiom 

a state of calrn (a convent? her ancestral home, or care of a relative) into a series of 

adventures over a \vide temtory. She is beset by a tyrannical male who often acts in lieu of 

her rightful parental authority. and is left to her own devices to Save herself. Often the 

 ann ni cal male acts in concert with an equally tyrannical fernale (usually a mother superior 

of a convent, but occasionally the mother of the heroine's beloved) to keep the heroine 

trapped in a series of convents or isolated houses. The heroine ofien writes poetry in an 

excess of emotion, and proves her moral superiority to those around her by her displays of 

sensibility. Ultimately, afier many trials, she marries the hero and is set up in a state of 

idyllic domesticity that recaptures in some degree the life she had before the start of the 

novel . 

Radcliffe's novels reiterate the basic romance/courtship plot, but with elaborations 

that defined the Gothic genre. The Mvsreries of Udolplto, first published in 1794, is, for 

better or worse, the epitome of the Gothic in its first incarnation- The adventures of Emily 
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St. Aubert are the source of Catherine Moreland's would-be adventures in Austen's 

i~ror~ltutzgcr Abbey, and ccmt~bute to the novel-madness burlesqued in Eaton Stannard 

Barrett's 1 8 13 burlesque 77%~ Herurire. The ~?I~v.s-~eries o f  Udulpito follows the education 

through adversity of Emily, w%o bebegi the novel living an idyllic rural life with her parents 

in sisteenth-cenw Gascon5 Her mother dies, precipitating a senes of events that take ber 

from her secure home. Emily's father, M. S t  Aubert, cautions her against letting her 

esquisite sensibility get the h r r  of her, but is unable to offer anything more than advice 

as they are forced to leave dme family home. Emily meets and falls in love with Valancourt 

before she and her family leave the safe haven of La Vallée. 

Emily's travels in the wvei can be taken as an enactment of the fa11 of mankind, as 

she is forced from retired bliss into hostile urban (Venice at camival) or hostile near-savage 

(the estate of Udolpho) conditions. Emily's father dies and she is left in the care of her aunt 

Cheron. a fivolous woman w-ho marries foolishly and catastrophically. The novel's durable 

villain, Montoni, is introduced as EmilqJs aunt's suitor and eventual husband. Montoni takes 

Mme Cheron and Ernily to his family home, the estate of Udolpho, and there leaves his wife 

to die of neglect. Montoni after this is Emily's legai guardian, and he atternpts to gain 

control of whar is lefi of Emily's fortune by forcing her to marry one of his associates, Count 

Morano. There is a secret in Emily's past which her father failed to tell her oc and she fin& 

clues IO it in places al1 over Udolpho. Radcliffe relies a great deal on previously existing 

texts both in and out of the narrative of The Mysterzes of Udolpho: papers about Emily's 

father's family are important in tracing who Emily is, while the narrative refers to a tradition 

in writing heroinism that the dialogue explicitly reveals. In response to Montoni's pressure 



to sign over her patnmony, Emily asserts herself in words Montoni finds familiar: 

"You may find, perhaps, Signor," said Emily, with 

mild dignity. "that the strength of my mind is equal to the 

justice of rny cause; and that I can endure with fortitude, 

when it is in resistance of oppression." 

"You speak Iike a heroine," said Montoni, conternptuously; 

"we shall see whether o u  can suffer like one." (Radcliffe. D i l p h o  38 1 ) 

Emily resists passively, and is locked into a corner of Udolpho for her pains, where she 

becornes convinced that the irnpnsoned young man near her is Valancourt. He is not: but 

in the world of The Mvsteries of Udoipho it is an easy mistake to make. The villains blur 

into one another. their names Montoni and Morano being similar. Terry Castle traced the 

way in which the dead, or absent, have such a presence in Radcliffe that those who are 

physically present, and alive, in some parts of the text pale besides them. ' It is unsurprising 

that Emily would mistake one well spoken sensitive young man for another, although there 

is no reason for her to think that Montoni has captured Valancourt. DuPont, the man who 

is actually held pnsoner near Emilv. aids in her escape from Udolpho. Afier a few more 

trials, this time with a different family with previously unknown connections to her, Emily 

is reunited with Valancourt and is able to reconstnict a life resembling the one she was cast 

out of at the start of the novel in retirement at La Vallée. 

Radcliffe managed to strike basic chords in her readers with her novels. Emily's 

persecution at the hands of Montoni critiqued domestic t y r m y  in a d e  fashion, as Montoni 

\vas clearly a degenerate facsimile of a parental figure and not her real one. Emily has a 
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"eood" C father and a "bad" one, and Radcliffe can wite about the power struggles in the 

family unit without overtly criticizing it. While Radcliffe adhered to the courtship plot in 

al1 her novels, in her hands 'ihe strain that the gothic already places on the courtship plot-- 

who can worry about mamage when there are corpses stashed behind the curtiins?--1s 

redoubled by the strain sentimenialiîy purs on gender: valorous women and tearful men 

make odd couples" (Johnson, Equivocal Beings 76). There is a constant instability at the 

hem of Radcliffe's plots, as heroines are confionted wlth conflicting evidence about their 

parentage, and live in day to &y insecurity over whether a locked door is to keep the world 

at bay. or them from the w~rld .  Objects can be taken quite easily for things they are not: 

the most notorious scene in The Mvsferies of UdoIpho concems the identity of the thing 

behind the curtain that Emily discovers one night. She faints upon seeine it, and the reader 

is left to place al1 manner ~f objects in the void. Eventually it is revealed that it was a 

waxwork nzemcizro nzori with no connection to EmiIy at all: Emily's reaction to it was 

ultimately of more importance than the thing itself 

The wanvork corpse is the best exarnple of what Radcliffe is knowm for introducing 

into the Gothic, the explained supernatural. Although an atmosphere of near-ghostly sounds 

exists from the start of the novel, Radcliffe again and again pulls away from declaring 

anything to be outright occult in nature. This leads to some stylistic infeiicities, as the 

anonymous Critical Review essay on Tj~e  Mvsferies of Udolpho indicated: 

Curiosity is raised oftener than it is gratified; or rather, 

it is raised so high that no adequate gratification can be 

given it; the interest is completely dissolved when once the 
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adventure is finished; and the reader, when he is got to the end 

of the work, looks about in vain for the spell which had bound 

him so strongly to it. (Anonqmous, qtd. in Williams 390) 

Not al1 contemporary reviewers regarded Radcliffe's use of the expiained supernatural in this 

way: William Enfield's praise of it in his review of the novel in the h.lontlz(v Rrvzew indicates 

that he considered Radcliffe's innovation an improvement over Walpole's unfettered use of 

the supernatural. 

Without introducing into her narrative any thing really 

supernatural. Mrs. Radcliffe has contrived to produce as 

powerful an effect as if the invisible world had been obedient 

to her magic spell: and the reader experiences in perfection 

the strange Iuuury of artificial terror, without being obliged 

for a moment to hoodwink his reason, or to yield to the 

weakness of superstitious credulity. (Enfield, qtd. in Williams 393) 

The explained supernatural would strain miters'? and readers', ingenuity for decades? until 

the rapid development of science and technology in the twentieth century made facts of the 

physical world and universe appear more strange than anythng a novelist could concoct. 

Another sûain of the Gothic appeared in 1796, when Matthew Gregory Lewis 

published ï71e Monk. Radcliffe gave 7he m e r i e s  of Udolplzo a vague moral centre: in the 

midst of Emily St. Aubert's over-sensitive perceptions one finds St. Aubert's deathbed 

waming to his daughter: 

Above all, my dear Emily ... do not indulge in the pride of fine feeling, the 



romantic error o f m i a b l e  minds. Those, who realIy possess 

s e n s i b i l i ~  o u g h  e d y  to be taught, that it is a dangerous quality, 

which is con t ind ly  extracting the excess of misery, or delight. 

from every surra&ng circumstance. And since, in our passage 

through this w o M  painful circumstances occur more frequently 

than pleasing ones. and since our sense of evil is, 1 fear, more acute 

than Our sense of p d ,  we become the victims of our feelings. unless 

we can in some d q x e  command them. (79-80) 

Lewis affixed an even more nebubus moral to The Monk, and in some ways demonstrated 

that St. Aubert was correct, and chat humanity's sense of evil was a great deal more acute 

than its sense of good. The whole of 772e Monk illustrates that repression is a bad thing as 

the novel follows the downward &cal spiral of  Ambrosio, the eponymous protagonist. At 

the start of the novel Ambrosio is Madrid3 most admired monk; a commanding preacher 

and noteworthy celibate, Ambrosio is a pillar of viriue who has never been tested. Pride and 

sublimated lust prove his downfdl, as he succumbs to the temptations embodied by Matilda. 

a young woman W ~ O  has entered his monastery in disguise. Matilda aids Ambrosio first in 

breaking his vow of celibacy and later in planning the seduction of Antonia, a virtuous and 

sheltered young woman whom he sees during Mass in his church. Ambrosio is entrapped 

M e r  and M e r  in a web spun of sexual desire, murder, and ambition; he kills Antonia's 

mother in order to have Antonia, and utilizes Matilda's powers of black magic to attain his 

ends. Afier he dmgs, rapes, and murders Antonia, his own parentage cornes to light as he 

discovers that Antonia was his sister, and that he has committed matricide as an adjunct to 
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incest. Matilda reveals herself as an agent of Satan and Ambrosio is captured by the 

Inquisition. While in prison he sells his sou1 to the devil in retum for protection from the 

Inquisition: Satan obliges and in a scene of cosmic irony takes him from certain release by 

the Inquisition to death by impaling and exposure in the menees.  In a parallel storyline, 

Lewis shows the evds of the convent Raymond and Agnes are two o u n g  lovers prevented 

from marrying by Agnes's family. Agnes, sent to the convent adjoining Arnbrosio7s 

monasten' is found to be pregnant and confined to an underground crypt. There she gives 

binh, and the baby wastes away. Raymond fiees her just before she follows the baby, and 

the convent is demoyed by a Madnd mob as the crueliy of the mother superior is uncovered. 

In an allied subplot, Raymond attempts to elope with Agnes before she is sent to the convent 

only to find that he has eloped wlth her family's ghost, the Bleeding Nun, instead. and only 

the help of the Wandering Jew can rïd him of the phantom.' 

Lewis used the supematural with a fiee hand, and with less wory about inherent 

plausibility than troubled Walpole. If the descriptions in Radcliffe's novels tend towards 

the picturesque and the gloorny. Lewis3 are funereal. Most of the action in The Monk takes 

place at night, or underground and by the end of the novel there are persistent reminders of 

decay. Lewis injected a note of misogny into the Gothic; while The Monk contains scenes 

where characters of both sexes suffer explicitly, later novelists took to depicting women's 

torture, often byother women in by then obligatory convent and Inquisition scenes, with 

maphic intensity, as the following quotation fiom the novel The Abbess (by Shakespeare 
Y 

forger William Henv Ireland) shows: 

Again he slumbers--the horrid scene continues--he strives in vain 
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to render her assistance-now, he is habited as a criminal, in the Act 

of Faith, he approaches the faggot--Maddalena Rosa is already chained 

to the stake--now5 the ardent flarnes consume her gaments-her 

beauteous hair now blazes-her flesh is scorched-her limbs wreathe 

in anguish-she cries for mercy--he hears her shrieks-again he 

wakes-the piercing cry still vibrates in his ear. (Abbess 3 6 )  

Lewis's use of graphic descriptions of scenes of decay or violence lead to arternpts to 

differentiate between his mode of terror writing and Radcliffe's. Radcliffe herself tried to 

define the difference as being one between "terror" (her preferred mode) and "horror" 

(Lewis's). In "On the Supematural in Poetry," published posthurnously in the New! MontMy 

Revzew in 1826- Radcliffe presented her own definition of the differences between "terror" 

and "horror": - 

Terror and horror are so far opposite, that the first expands the soul, 

and awakens the faculties to a high degree of life; the other contracts, 

freezes, and nearly annihilates them. 1 apprehend, that neither Shakespeare 

nor Milton by their fictions. nor Mr. Burke by his reasoning. anywhere 

looked ?O positive horror as a source of the sublime, though they al1 agree that 

terror is a very hi& one; and where lies the great difference between horror 

and terror, but in the uncertainty and obscurity, that accompany the first, 

respecting the dreaded evil? ( 149- 1 50) 

As far as narrative goes, Lewis and Radcliffe are remarkably similar. Both novelists break 

up the primary stories in their texts uith incidental poehy and inset stones; Radcliffe's 
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heroines are more likely than Lewis's heroes to compose poetry as an outlet for thcir 

overflowing feelings, while Lewis is more prone than Radcliffe is to detour the main plot 

for inset ghost stories. The inset narratives in Lewis and Radcliffe serve as counterpoints 

to the main narratives; illustrating aspect of the plots in a form of dramatic irony, as the 

listeners or readers of the inset stones lack the information that the reader of the novels in 

question has. The reader is inMted here to piece the narrative together fiom the various 

strands th< w-iîers have laid out. The main plotline, in Gothic novels after Radclifiè and 

Lewis, tended to digress and illustrate itself in a marner akin to Laurence Sterne's Trisrmm 

Slturz& inspiring hventieth-century critics like Eve Sedpick to comment on the problems 

the Gothic narrative has in simply being îransrnitted in the course of the texts involved: 

Of al1 the Gothic conventions dealing with the sudden. rn);sterious. 

seemingly arbitrarv, but massive inaccessibility of those things that shouid 

normally be most accessible, the dificulty the story has in gettinç itself told 

is of the most obvious structural significance. (Sedgwick 13) 

The novrls of Walpole, Radcliffe, and Lewis al1 illustrate, in varying ways, this 

inaccessibility. Authority is portrayed as arbitrary and prone to abuse. Family backgrounds 

are obscured, with characters finding important facts in fragmenta- manuscripts or in 

hidden rooms. Things accepted as the truth change abruptly and without warning to 

protagonists: Ambrosio discovers his true parentage suddenly, while in Radcliffe's 1797 

novel The ItaIzm Ellena, the heroine, is lefi confused by the rapid series of revelations 

regarddine the identities of her father and mother. Time and perspective are show to change 

the rneanings and appearances of individual deeds and locations, something shown to full 
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effect in Radcliffe's first description of the castle of Udolpho: 

"There," said Montoni, speaking for the first time in several hours, 

"is Udoipho." 

Ernily gazed with melancholy awe upon the castle, which she 

understood to be Montoni's: for, though it was now lighted up by the 

setting sun, the gothic greatness of its features, and its rnouldering 

walls of dark _me' Stone. rendered it a gloomp and sublime object. 

As she gazed, the light died away on its wall, leaving a melancholy 

purple tint, which spread deeper and deeper, as the thin vapour crept 

up the mountain, while the battiements above were still tipped with 

splendour. From those too- the rays soon faded, and the whole edifice 

was invested with the soternn duskiness of evening. Silent, IoneIy and 

sublime, it seemed to stand the sovereign of the scene. and to f rom 

defiance on all, who dared to invade its solitary reign. As the twilight 

deepened, its features became more awful in obscurity, and Emily 

continued to gaze, till its clustering towers were alone seen, rising 

over the tops of the woods, beneath whose thick shade the camages 

soon afier began to ascend. (Radcliffe, Udofpho 226-227) 

The prospect of Udolpho changes as Emily approaches it, since she is unable to perceive the 

castle in its entirety, but only as angles and views that change as her own perspective 

changes. 

Mass imitation of scenes like the above ensured that by the time Radcliffe's The 
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Itolia~r l a s  published in 1797, the Gothic was a well-established, even clichéd. genre 

familiar to reviewers. Arthur Aikin's review of The lruiiun in the Monfh[v Review ranked 

conternporav novel types in a clearly defined hierarchy. "The most excellent, but at the 

same tirne most difficult, species of novel-witing consists in an accurate and interesting 

representation of such manners and characters as society presents," he stated. He continued 

N e a  cornes the modem Romance; in which, high description, 

extravagant characters- and exzraordinary and scarcely possible 

occurrences combine to rivet the attention, and to excite emotions 

more thrilling than even the best selected and best described natural 

scene. This species of fiction is perhaps more imposing than the 

former, on the first penisal: but the characteristic which distinguishes 

it essentialiy from, and shews its vast inferiority to, the genuine novel? 

is that, like a secret, it ceases to interest after it can no longer awaken 

our curiosity; while the other, like tnith, may be reconsidered and 

studied with increased satisfaction. (Aikin. qtd. in Williams 435) 

It is clear that Aikin places T'ze Ifdian in the modem Romance camp, although "occupying 

a very distinguished r a d  among the modem works of fiction" (435). In ten or so years? the 

Gothc had become a dominant fonn of fiction, and copies of The Monk and Tlzr Mvsteries 

of (idolplto could be found in any number of circuiating libraries; T.J. Horsel-Curties even 

wrote a three-volume Gothic titled The Monk of Udokho, combining the most distinctive 

features of both novelists. By the tum of the century Radcliffe had retired fiom the field, 

novelists in the new world were asserting that their Gothic-inspired novels were based on 
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more truth than the extravagant tales set in crumbling pasts that glutted shops in Britain. and 

the Gothic itself had collapsed into a set of clichés and narrative tricks that tired reviewers 

could list by rote. The Genrlentun -F Magazine in 1798 assened "the wonderful and 

miraculous is the forte of our modem novel writers" and went on to elaborate: 

Instead of picnires sketched fiom Nature, and portraits drann from Life ... 

we have narrations of bunted towers, old Blue Beards and Red Beards, 

spectres, sprites, apparitions, black banne- waving on the baalernents 

of castles, strange voices, tapers buming one moment and extinguished 

bu some unknown hand the next, clandestine noises, flashing of lightning, 

and howling of winds. (Gentleman's Magazine, qtd. in Williams 446) 

The novei that inspired t h  is, Santu 1Muriu: or. The M v s f e r i o ~  Prqnancy, appears to have 

been one of the ali too numerous progeny of Radcliffe. Jane Austen's Northanper Abbe). 

depicts the readership of îhe time, eager for products that approach the standard of Radcliffe 

but lefl instead devouring the likes of C h o n t ,  The Necromancer qf rhe Bhck Foresr, and 

T k  m e r ï o z ~ c .  Vhrning. The full title of Santu Muria appears to have been more ludicrous 

than even the ones Austen lampooned in her list of "Horrid Novels" in Nor~hanger Ahbey. 

Contemporary reviewers, as we see, were able to list what to them made a novel 

Gothic. Literary critics have had no trouble in deciding on a "canon" of Gothic novels; the 

meanings of the novels themselves have proved to be more difficult to find a consensus 

about. Reviewers of the eighteenth century distrusted the Gothic because of its inherent 

escapism. Critics of the twentieth century have divided over what this escapisrn represents. 

Montague Summers, an early bibliophile and essayist, asserted that the Gothic was a 
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conservative genre because 

Romanticism weans our thought and care corn the sordid practicalities 

of the repeated round: it offers us a \vider and füller vision; and it is 

therefore subjective: it is reactionary in its revolt against the present 

since it yearns for the Ioveliness of the past so picturesquely revealed 

to us in art and poem ...f Summers 18) 

Here Summers appears to be standing the typical eighteenth-century view of the romance 

(Aikin's. for example) on its head, celebrating its descriptions of a fantastical past and 

subjectivih. Later critics. however, have focused on the depictions of authority found in 

Radcliffe and Lewis, for example, and found sustained critiques of contemporary political 

and social structures in their works. The act of setting novels in a vague' but distant past. 

or a vague, but distant country enabled writen to veil critiques of the family, or of the state, 

in depictions of evil stepfathers, false fathers, and illegitimate or Catholic despotic authonp. 

David Morse, in Ronzun~icism, wote: 

The Gothic is a field of discourse saturated with political connotations 

and addressing itself to issues raised in the worlc of Godwin and Paine: 

the incompatibility of reason and humanity with a society based on 

domination and fear; the critique of secrecy and the insistence that 

a healthy society must be based on fiankness, opemess and sincerity; 

the suggestion that in a society govemed by despotism and permeated 

by religious hypocnsy and bigotry natural human impulses will become 

warped and distorted: the conviction that relationships between 
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indiv idds  on any b a i s  other than that of fieedorn and equality must 

necessari- be alienating even for-perhaps especially for--those who 

ccierce and -manipulate. (3) 

The growing recognitioo o f  a political component in the Gothic in the late eighteenth 

century has led, in some cases: to noveis like William Godwin's Caleb Williams being 

classified as Gothic evea rhough they are set in a recognizable version of contemporary 

Britain. Frederick S. F m k ' s  k t  of the nine '-most important forma1 characteristics and 

imperative motifs of the Gothic novel" is a key to the aspects of the Gothic that have 

permitted such varying imerpretations of a relatively narrow set of novels. Frank3 list, in 

abbreviated fortn, comzins such requirements as "claustrophobic containrnent," 

-'subterranean pursuit." ~supernatural encroachment-" "aliveness of architecture and art." 

'"extraordinary positions- and lethal predicaments," "abeyance of rationality," "possible 

victoty of evil," " supernamral gadgetry, contraptions, machine?, and demonic appliances,'- 

and "'a constant vicissitude of interesting passions"' (Frank 436-437)9 

Frank's first motifhas proved to be one of the most adaptable in the evolution of the 

Gothic. In Walpole, Ractkfiffe, and Lewis, "containment" is literal: characters spend time 

locked in crypts, towers, uings of houses, and prisons. In Godwin's Caleb WrZZiams, the 

protagonist is "contained" by the words uttered and published against him by Falkland, his 

former employer. Caleb is trapped in an invisible prison, bounded only by how far 

Falkland's influence can go. Mary Wollstonecraft, in her unfinished novel Maria: or, the 

Wrongs of Woman, utilized the Gothic themes and imagery of imprisonment to show how 

her heroine's literal imprlsonment in a madhouse was an anaiogy for the manner in which 
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women are imprisoned by society and its institutions. Later versions of the Gothic would 

have characters imprisoned and nearly immobilized by the past. 

The presence of the supernatural in Frank's list would support views of the Gothic 

that regard it as escapist fiction, whether in a positive way as Summers does or negatively 

as feminist cntics such as Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar do. The supematural aspect of 

the Gothic diversified as the genre split in the nineteenth century. The fnsson of Mary 

Shelley's Frunken.«rin is based in part on the probability of the events of the novel. and not 

the perceived supematural aspects of the plot. Ghosts became fixtures in tales of their own, 

or became explained as near-tangible projections of a character's psyche. Science gradually 

took over the role the supematural had in acting to resolve the Gothic pIot; in later horror 

fiction, "supernaturai" occurrences were caused not by occult iniluences, but by experiments 

gone awv, or, in the Iate twentieth century, nuclear accidents. 'O 

In pneral, Frank3 list fixes important aspects of the Gothic as they existed before 

1830. Walpole's two prefaces for T k  Cusile of Otrante provided the bluepnnt for the list, 

and the genre itself. After the publication of such late period novels as hnkeirs te in  and 

Charles Robert Maturin's Melmorlz fhe Wanderer, the Gothic ceased to exist in the forrn 

consolidated in the 1790s.'' Instead. various sub-genres, which c m  be described as 

"rnodified Gothic," some appearing even before 1800, were developed by writers who took 

narrative tropes from the original form, jettisoned the motifs tied too ezclusively to the 

earlier period, and attempted to use the Gothic to describe the New World, or women's lives 

in conternporary Britain. 
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While many of the early novelists in both Canada and the United States owed a great 

deal to the Gothic as practised in Britain, they took pains to differentiate their attempts at 

witing their smoundings fiom what they regarded as the more fantastical historical settings 

of previous wvriters. Novelists such a s  Charles Brockden Brown in the United States and 

John Richardson in Canada dornesticated the Gothic to some degee; using settings taken 

from the irnmediate landscape, and utilizing the topography of the New World and the recent 

history of settlement. the' laid thc groundwvrk for the development of the American and the 

Canadian Gothic forms. Polemical prefaces in the mode of Walpole found in eariy 

Amencan novels make clear the aims of the writers. Charles Brockden Brown's 1799 novel 

Edgar Hunily: or, Mernoirs of a Sleep- Watûlker contained a notice "To the Public" which 

asserted that "the field of investigation [of the novelist], opened to us by our own country; 

should differ essentially fiom those which exist in Europe ..."( Brown, Edgar Huni(y 3).  He 

continued: 

One ment the witer p r o m ]  may at least daim; that of calling 

forth the passions and engaghg the sympaihy of the reader. by means hitherto 

unemployed by preceding authon. Puerile superstition and exploded 

manners; Gothic castles and chimeras, are the materials usual1y ernployed 

for this end. The incidents of Indian hostility, and the perils of the western 

wilderness, are far more suitable; and, for a native of America to overlook 

these, would admit of no apdogy. (3) 

Brown's novels in fact owe a geat deal to the example of William Godwin, who had earlier 

demonstrated that the Gothic themes of secrecy, imprisonment, and the abuse of power 
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could be used to depict "Things as They are'' ( ~ i ~ f i c a n t l y ,  the original title of Godwin's 

Culeb WiIIiam-s). The nightmare of Philadelphia's yellow fever epidemic formed the 

backdrop for several of Brown's novels, most notably Arthur Adenyz. As Brown says in the 

public notice in Edgar HunrZy, it was not necessary to conjure an irnaginary p s t  in order to 

constmct an American Gothic novel: the matenals were there in the landscape and the 

legacy of the Amencan Revolutiod2 The less-tangible effects of national history and 

politics contribute both to the uniqueness of North Arnerican Gothic and to the differences 

between Amencan and Canadian Gothics. James Fenimore Cooper's humorous disclaimer, 

published as the preface to the first edition of his 1825 noveI Liorzd Lincoh: or. The 

Leuguer of Bosron, could apply to writers on either side of the Canadiadünited States 

border working in a Gothic mode: 

. . . while he shrinks frorn directly yielding his authorities, 

the author has no hesitation in fumishing all the negative testimony in his 

power. 

In the first place, then, he soiemnly declares, that no unknown man, 

nor woman, has ever died in his vicmity, of whose effects he has become the 

possessor, by either fair means or foul. No dark-looking stranger, of a 

morbid temperament, and of inflexible silence, has ever transmitted to hirn 

a single page of illegible manuscript. Nor has any landlord h i s h e d  him 

with materials to be worked up into a book, in order that the profits might go 

to discharge the arrearages of a certain consumptive lodger, who made his 

exit so uncerernoniously as to leave the last item in his account, his fimeral 
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charges. 

He is indebted to no gmdous taie-teller for beguiling the long winter 

eveningss: in ghosts he has no faith; he never had a vision in his Iife: and he 

sleeps too soundly to dream. (3)  

Fantastical story sources of man' types were the. targets of Cooper's needling: as well as 

establishinç the differences between his tale based on Ainerïcan history and the Gothic of 

the prevïous centuq; Cooper is also rnaliinp an elaborate joke at the expense of Washington 

IMng, whose Hisroty of New York was advertised as being a manuscript lefl behind by an 

impecunious vanished lodger and published to relieve the landlord's expenses. The 

mundane bais for the tales of terror published in the New World was a land without castles, 

too new for ruins (except for those left behind by natives), and free of spectres. "Ghosts" 

appear in more literal fom, as figures representing the Europe Americans left behind. By 

the mid-nineteenth century it was obvious that the United States was not haunted by ghosts. 

but by the failed promises of the establishment of the Republic and the horron of slaves.. 

Louis Gross in Redefining the American Gothic placed this as one of the loci of terror in the 

emerging Arnerican Gothic: 

The idea of Arnenca as a place of rebirth and renewal of personal identity, 

while embodjing a radical political force often reflected in our literature 

(from the Declaration of Independence to Horatio Alger's rags-to-riches 

stories) finds its reverse image in the literature of terror. For Charles 

Brockden Brown at the beginning of our narrative history to Henry James 

and beyond, the possibilities of the New World cal1 up dark visions of 
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accelerated change and unrestrained aggression that mark Gothic fiction 

in Arnenca as a consideration of the land itself as the locus of terror. (2 1 ) 

This profowid anxiety regarding the land would modulate into an anxiety regarding the 

fragility of boundaries, especially those separating slave and free or "savage" from 

"civilized". Brown3 Wieland and Edgar Huntly elide the differences between sleeping and 

waking, or full possession of the senses from non-volition. Wieland, protagonist of his 17% 

novel CRrlund: or T/ze Trrinsfomu~im, hears voices that tell him to kill his family: is he 

innocent, since the sinister ventdoquist Carwin was the source of the voices, or guilty, for 

Camln's suggestions may have fallen onto fertile soil? Edgar HuntIy wanders the woods 

while asleep, discovering things that elude him when he is awake. Cooper and Brown both 

depict a landscape that is "home" to their characters, but at times u~emittingly hostile. 

American Gothic characters are in the position of having to continually re-colonize or re- 

build home. This cycle of forced new beginnings, allied to the lure of personal renewal 

rnentioned above by Gross, can explain the tendency in Amencan Gothic fiction towards 

repetitive amnesia? as people are left helpless against threats they willfully forget over and 

over. Events originating in the past play themselves out over and over again, a pattern seen 

in such twentieth-centwy American Gothic novels as Peter Straub's Ghosi Story and Gloria 

Naylor's Linden Hilh. 

Canadian Gothic fiction can be defined almost as much by what is not in it as by 

what 1s. Canada had no legacy of slavery to act as a fount of original sin in the national 

narrative. Earle Bimey's poern Tan.  Lit" lists the differences from what is perceived as 

a more interesting literary hentage in cornparison to the Canadian: 



We French, we English, never lost our civil war? 

endure it still, a bIoodless civil bore; 

no wounded lying about. no Whitman wanted. 

rt's only by our lack of ghosts we're haunted. 

(Birney, Blaslcd Prne 1 16) 

Canadian Gothic is not broken into as many sub-groups as Arnerican Gothic can be. 

Canadian Gothic does share with the early American Gothic a need to separate itself fiom 

the literaq products of Britain and their clichés. Susanna Moodie's Roughzng if in the Budz, 

while not an example of Gothic fiction, displays this tendency as Moodie depicts her re- 

education in Upper Canada from "Romantic" writer to "realistic" Canadian. She shows the 

process by which a woman ulth preconceptions about landscepe derived fiorn European 

enlightenment and Romantic models learns to read the New World in a more mundane 

manner. A visit to a lonely, heavily wooded forest prompts this discussion benwen Moodie 

and a neighbour: 

" M a t  a gloomy spot!" said I..."In the old country, superstition 

. - 
would people it uith ghosts. 

"Ghosts! There are no ghosts in Canada!" said Mr. D-. "The country 

is too new for ghosts. No Canadian is afeard of ghosts. I t  is only in old 

countries, like your'n, that are full of sin and wickedness, that people believe 

in such nonsense. No human habitation has ever been erected in this wood 

5rough which you are passing. Until a very few years ago, few white persons 

had ever passed through it: and the Red Man would not pitch his tent in such 
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a place as this ... Now, a is more than probable that no person ever ended his 

days in this forest, so that it would be folly to think of seeing his ghost." 

(Moodie 286-287) 

"Sin and wickedness," found in older corntries, are here as in the United States thought to 

produce ghosts and spectres. Moodie's neighbour shows a very literal view of ghosts: they 

cannot exist, he claims, in places w k e  no one has died. 

Ghosts were quickly dismisscd from the Canadian landscape. but the actualities of 

Canadian settlement furnished witers with other means of incitinç terror. As earlier, 

American. witers admitted, the engines of terror found in the original Gothic texts were 

simply not present in the landscape across the Atlantic. The landscape itself produced 

numerous threats to those inhabiting i t  Northrop Fye's theories on the "garrison mentality" 

of Ençlish Canadian writers provide one way of understanding the menace nature held for 

early settlers. As Frye put it, 

Small and isolated communiiies surrounded with a physical or psychological 

"frontier," separated from one another and from their American and British 

cultural sources: communities that provide al1 that their members have in the 

way of distinctively human values, and that are compelled to feel a great 

respect for the law and order that holds them together, yet confionted with 

a huge, unthinking, menacing, and formidable physical setting-such 

communities are bound to develop what we may provisionally cal1 a 

garnison mentality. (Frye, Bzrsh Garden 225) 

The Canadian landscape also provided for an adaptation of the Godwinian idea of being 
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imprisoned by the manipulations of reputation. Mystery novelist Eric Wright wrote. on the 

subject of Canadian adaptations of the classic early twentieth-century mystery novel and 

stos. about the dificulty in forcing regional sub-genres into a Canadian context. Canada. 

he said, was an inappropriate setting for American-style crime novels since ?he whole 

countq- is just a village sming out along a fiontier. and most of us are familiar mlth or have 

friends and relatives in every part of the village" (Wright 28). Surveillance is not only 

possible in the Canadian landscape. it is nearly impossible to avoid. 

While Canadian and Arnerican Gothic novels differ in thematic points, both sub- 

genres share some similanties, in particular an interest in the ambivalent meanings and 
Y 

constructions of the idea of "home." This can take different forms in different novels; as 

stated earlier, the difficulty of ever being "at home" in the landscape contributed to the 

ambivalence surrounding home. Amencan witers from Poe to Faulkner depicted the home 

as being haunted: 

Although writers use the old "Gothic" castle as setting, they view it in a new 

way: the? believe that it is haunted not by "helmets" but bu authontarian 

tensions-spectres, rfrhey a i s r ,  beIong to the psyche of the inhabitants. 

Contrary to the simple, popular ideal of "Home Sweet Home,'' they affirm 

that conventional patterns, firm constmctions of the past, can often stifle us. 

(Malin, "Arnerican Gothic Images" 146) 

Poe's house of Usher in the short story "The Fa11 of the House of Usher" is haunted by the 

weight of the degenerating family past of the Ushers, and is literally linked to the family's 

fate: the house decays as the family does, and collapses into the ground after the deaths of 
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the last hvo Ushen. M g  Malin's comments on the spectres haunting the Arnerican Gothic 

underplay the ghosts of the Southem Gothic; William Faullmer's AbsaIom. Abralonz! depicts 

a house built, metaphorically and almost literally, on a charnel house and darnned by the 

weight of the past and slavery. Thomas Sutpen's desire to have a house and estate built out 

of the wildemess of Mississippi leads to the eventual downfall of his family line (and, as in 

Poe, the dereliction of the physical house is paraIlel to the decay of the family). Sutpen's 

"faIl-' is precipitated by his divorcing his first wife when he finds she has Negro blood: this 

action results ultimately in near-incest, death, and the ironic return of the rernains of 

Sutpen's house to the descendants of his son by his rejected first wife. The ambivalent 

meanings of "home7' are foregounded in Toni Mortison's Beloved, where the plantation the 

characters escape from is the ironically named Sweet Home. Momson's novel depicts the 

haunting of Arnerican life by the afier-eEects of slavery, represented by the character 

Beloved. who may or may not be the ghost of the daughter of Sethe, a runaway slave living 

in Ohio, murdered when escaping the Sweet Home plantation (Sethe murdered her daughter 

to prevent her from living as a slave. and only the intervention of the men sent to track her 

stopped her from killinç her other children and henelf). Beloved, the child who escaped 

by death a life in slavery at Sweet Home, becomes the spectre reminding Sethe (and the 

reader) of what was past. 

Depictions of home are almost equally double-edged in Canadian Gothic. The 

garrison in John Richardson3 Wacozsta (1 832) is first presented as a sanctuary from Indian 

attacks, but as the siege that starts the novel progresses, Richardson shows how sanctuary 

can tum into a prison, as the British soldiers reaIize how completely they are aapped in the 
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fort. Susanna Moodie wrïtes in Roughing zr in rhe Bush of the manner in which cabins 

become firestorms in a moment of inattentiveness. The wilderness is s h o w  to undercut the 

securitp and integ-v of the home, whether by natural disaster or violent attack: in contrast 

to the Amencan Gothic, the foundations of the home itself are not called into question as to 

their legitimacy. The Amencan Gothic coIlapses the boundaries between the home and its 

inhabitants, while the Canadian Gothic collapses the boundaries between the inhabitants of 

the home and the landscape: this cm be seen to geat effect in Martha Ostenso's 1925 novel 

Wild Geese. Caleb Gare is shown to have trapped his family in his ongoing banle with the 

Manitoba prairie. keeping his gown children in a state of prolonged dependency and his 

wife with her spirit crushed. Gare's relationship to the land is another version of the 

thralldom he keeps his farnily in. and it is fining that he dies sinking into the muskeg on his 

property. Once Gare becomes part of the land, his family is freed. 

We can see the ways in which Amencan and Canadian novelists have developed the 

Gothic as a genre to make it reflect the landscape and history of each countq. American 

Gothic novels are marked by the after-effects of the Arnencan Revoiution and of slavery. 

The idea of- the ever-expanding frontier in the United States contributed to an unease 

regarding the idea of "home" and possession. The Canadian Gothic novel in English was 

marked by the consciousness of how fragile the boundaries between the wildemess and 

hurnanity were. The exigencies of landscape and history were different than in the United 

States. A cornparison of rnonsters found in the Gothic fiction of each country indicates 

subtle differences: ofien, "monstrosity'.'- in Arnencan fiction is a function of human 

grotesqueness (as found in Flannery O'Connor's stones, for example) or of colonization by 
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a threatening -'other" (as found in the stories of H.P. Lovecraft, for example). '-' Canadîan 

rnonsters are often functions of the living wildemess, like the Wendigo, a fi_rmre found in 

northem Native tales and used in English Canadian fiction as a way of expressing the 

permeable line between the self and the wilderness. The Wendigo is, in many cases, the 

wilderness. and subsumes its victims, making them into the landscape. " In the Amencan 

Gothic. threats come from without; in the Canadian Gothic, the threats come from within. 

Another outgrowth of the Gothic, this one derived from the work of A n .  Radcliffe 

and other female novelisis, is the Female Gothic, which developed over the course of the 

nineteenth century to become one of the rnost klbrant of the sub-genres of the original 

Gothic. The terni "Female Gothic" itself is fairly recent, originating in Ellen Moers's 

goundbrealiing work on now-canonical female authors? Liferaq Mionzei~. The term proved 

to be uçeful as a --histoncal signifier of a certain type of wrïting with links to Radcliffe, 

but often \\ith contemporan settings. Moers, for instance, describes Charlotte Perkins 

Gilman's short novel "The Yellow Walipaper" (1 892) as being typical of this sub-genre. l5 

For Moers, the Female Gothic was 

easily defined: the work that women writers have done in the 

literary mode that, since the eighteenth century, we have called 

the Go~hic. But what 1 mean-or anyone else means-by "the Gothic" 

is not so easily stated except that it has to do with fear. In Gothic 

wrïtings fantasy predominates over reality, the strange over the 



cornmonplace, and the supernatural over the naturai, witb one 

definite auctorial intent: to scare. ( 138) 

What is not so easily defined is what authors fit into Moers's schema. Moers in fact 

bases most of her argument on Mary Shelley's Franke~rrein. Radcliffe is acknowledged as 

"mistress of the pure Gothic form" ( 139), but Shelley is hailed as the originator of "the next 

major turning of the Gothic tradition" (1 39). Shelley's importance cornes for Moers out of 

the perceived links between her life and the content of Fronkensrern: 

... no other Gothic work by a woman writer, perhaps no literary 

work of an- kind by a woman. better repays examination in 

the Iight of the sex of its author. For Frankenstein is a birth 

rnyth? and one that was Iodged in the novelist's imagination, 

1 am convinced, by the fact that she was herself a mother. 

(139-140) 

The power of Frunken-srein. in this analysis, is that it records the trauma and revulsion of 

birth and matemi'_ given extra force since the author herself has felt those emotions. The 

other w o r b  exarnined by Moers in conjunction with Frankensrein as Female Gothic, 

Hhthering Heiplris and Christina Rossetti's poem "Gobiin Market," extend the horror of 

maternity found in Shelley into a more generalized concem with female monstrosity. Moers 

associated the Female Gothic with female self-hatred and self-dispst instigated in part by 

a perception of adult female sexuality as monstrous. 

Despair is hardly the exclusive province of any one sex or class 

in our age, but to give visual form to the fear of self, to hold 



mxiety up to the Gothic mirror of the imagination. may weil be 

more common in the writings of women than of men. (Moers 163) 

Moers's identification of a separate sub-genre of Gothic is important, although her comments 

on what sets the Gothic apart from other writing are contradicted by the ecidence of some 

of the texts she considers as examples of the Female Gothic. If the Gothic, as she stated. 

privileges fantasy over reality? is that to state that women's fears of masculine threat are 

themselves unreal? Ernily St. Auben, to use an example from Radcliffe, fears Montoni as 

a murderer. This fear is indeed "fantasy," but the threat he poses to her is real, since he is 

her legal gardian and thus able to attempt to force her to sign over her p r o p e e  and to 

ma- the man of his choice. While feelings of self-disgust and self-loathing may be 

fantasies. or exaggerations' fears of imprisonrnent. entrapment. and victimization are more 

realistically grounded. 

A shift from grounding the terror in Female Gothic in female self-loathing and its 

attendant perception of the female body and its processes (epitomized by pregnancy and 

childbirth) as inherently monstrous to a deep fear of confinement and entrapment in 

domesticity may prove to support a more flexible and less narrow definition of the 

sub-genre. Moers's intense identification of the "Female Gothic" with Frankenstein has 

perhaps made fernale monstrosity as a theme appear inevitable in any later Female Gothic 

novel. Domestic relations can reproduce arbitrary tyranny in a microcosm, and the Female 

Gothie works with an awareness of the inequality in power relations between husband and 

wife, or father and child Edith Birkhead, an early cntic, placed domestic terror at the centre 

of the work of Charlotte and Emily Brontë, as the portrayal of "the terrors of actual life" 
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(225). "The Yellow Wallpaper," cited above as an example of the ssrb-genre, illustrates 

these terrors. Gilman's novella concerns a woman who is recovering h m  childbirth and 

diayosed with pst-partum depression. Her treatment consists of s o l i t q  confinement in 

bed, the "rest cure" pioneered by S. Weir Mitchell in the mid-ninetamth century as the 

proper treztrnent of female hystena and depression. The narrator is firbidden to read or 

write, as both w*ll excite her. The "confinement" of pregnancy gives way effortlessly here 

to confinement in bed. The room in which the narrator is kept is furnished in a manner that 

repeats the double meaning in the word "confinement": it has once been a nursery, with 

barriers to keep children in, but the bed is bolted to the floor, implying an additional use as 

a ce11 for a madwoman. The enforced feminine inertia prescribed by the doctors and the 

narrator's husband eventually drive the narrator mad: enforced bed rest hias indeed made her 

less depressed and desirous of working, but at the cost of her sanity. The rest cure was no 

fantas-. but rather the cutting edge of mental illness therapy for the penod in question. 

Female victimization, often 2t the hands of those society perceives u, be one's naturai 

protectors. rather than female monstrosity, is at the core of the Female Gothic. M a c  

Wollstonecraft. in her unfinished novel The Wronps of Woman: or Muria. a Frugmenr 

( lî98), wrote of domestic tyranny in the s t o ~  of the persecution of the titular heroine by her 

husband. Maria is placed in a rnadhouse. with the full connivance of the Law, by her wastreI 

husband. Wollstonecraft asserts the "realitf' of this type of vîctimization as contrasted to 

that of romantic novels: 

Abodes of horror have fiequently been described, and 

castles, filled with spectres and chimeras, conjured up kp- the magic 



spell of genius to harrow the soul, and absorb the wandering mind. 

But, formed of such stuff as dreams are made of, what were they 

to the mansion of despair, in one corner of which Maria sat_ 

endeavouring to recal her scattered thoughts! (Wollstonecrafi 75) 

In demonstrating the conternporary "abode of horror" Maria is placed in, Wollstonecraft 

nevertheless is forced to use the language of the Gothic romances she is criticizing for 

avoiding "tlungs as they are." The GoSiic, for Wollstonecrafi, in fact becomes a vehicle for 

her protest, as her presentation of imprisonment in a contemporaxy setting elides the 

distinctions Radcliffe and othen had set in their own fictions by situating them in the distant 

past. Wollstonecrafi uses the language of confinement, echoing the recent events of the 

French Revolution as well as the work of Radcliffe, so her heroine's declaration "Mam-are 

had bastilled me for life" has double force ( 154-5). Maria's perception of the madhouse 

recalls Radcliffe in its fragmentan nature, as Emily St. Aubert's shifting view of Udolpho 

as she is camed nearer to it is ironically replayed in Maria's view fiom her cell: 

She approached the small gated window of her chamber, 

and for a considerabte time only regarded the blue expanse; 

though it commanded a view of a desolate garden, and of 

part of a huge pile of buildings. that, after having been suffered, 

suffered, for half a cen tw,  to fa11 to decay, had undergone some 

clumsy repairs, merely to render it habitable. The ivy had been 

tom off the turrets, and the Stones not wanted to patch up the 

breaches of tirne, and exclude the warring elements, left in 
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heaps in the disordered court. ( WoIlstonecrafi 76-77) 

Maria's ce11 is no picturesque ruin in fifteenth century Italy, and thus removed from the 

assumed experience of  the reading public, but a location to be seen in any provincial town 

of appreciable size in contemporary Britain. WollstonecrafYs location of terror squarely in 

the family unit was striking, but would be repeated by novelists that followed her. 

Domestic entrapment appears as a tenoristic motif in a surpnsing place in early 

feminist literary criticism: Virginia Woolf, in the essay "Professions for Women." Woolfs 

caricature of the Victorian proper lady, the "Ange1 in the House," is described in terms that 

firmly fix the Angel as a monster. The Angel. for Woolf, is the conscience of the past that 

stands over every woman writeh shoulder and was "so constituted that she never had a mind 

or a wish of her own. but preferred to sympathize always wlth the minds and wishes of 

others" (Woolf, "Professions" 60). Woolf "kills" her, claiming (artistic) self-defence--"Had 

I not killed her she would have killed me. She would have plucked the heart out of my 

~ i t i n g "  (Woolf, "Professions" 60). The language of murder is here utilized to demonstrate 

the lengths traditional women's roles can go in obliterating creative life blood. The Angel 

is a blank, existing only for and through others, and will drain the mind in the name of 

proprie-. Woolf presents here a type of devourïng domesticity, the proper lady as proper 

vampire. Woolf s firm linkage of domesticity with a variety of monstrosity demonstrates 

how these metaphors afFected even modemist, non-genre onented wrïting. For writers like 

Woolf, GiIman, Wollstonecraft, Charlotte and Anne Brontë, Shelley, the home and family 

unit can be a terrible refuge, mamiage a "Bastille," the innocuous surface giving way to 

tenieing depths. 
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As we have seen above, wornen witers afier Radcliffe used the Gothic form as a 

vehicle to express criticism of women's roles and duties, domestic subjection, and the power 

politics of the family unit. Asserting the importance of genre in conveying these ideas is a 

relatively recent critical strategy in feminist theory. As Leslie Dick said in her essay 

"Feminism. Writing Postmodernism," 

it's something of a radical critical strategy to insist on the 

relevance of genre- to read .bfvby Dick as an adventure story. 

Crime und Purzisllmerzt as a thriller, h n e  Eyre as a 'pemiless 

servant ends up manying the master of the house' Mills & Boon- 

style moral romance. Suddenly al1 the high seriousness of modernist 

cn'ticism starts to fa11 away, and it begms to seem much more like 

pleasure. ..(2Oî) 

Using the Gothic to convey anxiety about female victimization is not, as Gilbert and Gubar 

would put it, proof merely that women are victimized, but that such victimization is not 

normal. Why else use a terroristic and exaggerated mode of writing to express such an idea 

if one found it rnerely the nom? The masks of the Gothic allow a writer to indict perceived 

abuses while remaining under cover supporting authority: the existence in so many novels 

of the dead or missing "good" parent and the oppressive "bad" parent is just one example. 

Margaret Doodyts words on the Gothic of Radcliffe and other female novelists of the 

Romantic penod are applicable to writers of Female Gothic novels in the late twentieth 

century : 

It is in the Gothic novel that women writers could first accuse 



the "real world" of falsehood and deep disorder. Or perhaps the? 

rather asked whether masculine control is not just another 

delusion in the rnightmare of absurd historical reality in which 

we are al1 involwed The visions of horror are not private -- 

t h e ~  have become public. (Doody 560) 

The lines between the various strands of the Gothic blur easily, as w ~ t i n g  in 

--nationalist" Gothic subgenres does not preclude writïng in the Female Gothic mode. 

Nationalist Gothics and the Feaiale Gothic share many thematic and narrative motifs. 

Cntical responses to the modem outgowths of the Gothic are just as vaned and contentious 

as the critical reviews of the Gothic published in the eighteenth century were. Some 

contempor-; criticism of the Gorhic repeats concems of earlier n i t en :  in the late twentieth 

c e n w  the existence of the line hehveen art and Iife is still as  debatable as it was for Samuel 

Johnson and Arthur Aikin. Some feminist academics in particular critique the Gothic for 

its perceived escapism. Current critical views on the Gothic demonstrate the same lack of 

consensus on the ultimate meaning of the form as earlier wîting did. 

Much of contemporary wxk on the Gothic concentrates on aspects of the grotesque 

as found in vanous texts. The 1991 antholoey 7i'te New Gollzic, edited by Bradford Morrow 

and Patrick McGrath, focused almost exciusively on tales of the grotesque and of 

monstrosity: the introduction defined the "new gothic" as being fueled by "horror, madness, 

monstrosity, death, disease, terror, evil, and weird sexuality" (xiv). In Skin Shows, a critical 

work that covers much the same sort of territory, Judith Halberstam wrote 

Many histories of the Gothic novel begin with the Gothic 
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Romances of the Iater eighteenth century by Mrs. Radcliffe, Horace 

Walpole, and Matthew Lewis ... While, obviously, there are connections 

to be made between these stories of mad monks, haunted castles? and 

wicked foreigners and the nineteenth-century Gothic tales of rnonsters 

and vampires, we should not take the connections too far. (3 ) 

In contrast. Elizabeth Napier in The Fcrihre of Gothic says of the works of the later 

nineteenth centuy (the backbone of Halberstam's Gothic arguments) that the -'proprie% of 

employing the term 'Gothic' to describe such works is ... open to question" (xiii). While 

there is agreement on the basics of the Gothic canon in contemporary academic works on 

the Gothic, there is by no means unanimity on the interpretations of the works. 

Feminist litermy theory appears to be one baaleground over which the meaning and 

wonh of the Gothic as a genre is fought. As stated earlier, Ellen Moers7s grounding of the 

Female Gothic in images of female monstrosity and self-hatred fostered a view of Female 

Gothic as a limitinç genre. Works on contemporary costume Gothic novels reinforced the 

idea of Femals Gothic as a tool to wield romance as a weapon to limit women's choices and 

social roles.16 The culmination of this vanety of criticism is Michelle A. Massé's In the 

Kama of Love, which explores the idea of Gothic as an inherently rnasochistic literary genre 

and one that implicitly supports patriarchal domination of women. Massé's conclusion 

about the future of Gothic is interesting: 

The Gothic too points forward to a time when there will be a cure 

for the symptoms it has so repeatedly suffered for the last three cenîuries- 

to a time when no woman will be Lured by cufture into the Gothic arena and 
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remain there by her own "choice." When no beaten wornan embraces her 

pain as proof of existing through her dominator's "loving' gaze. when no 

woman creates her identity by oppressing other women. other classes, other 

races, when the spectator need not endlessly watch a woman being beaten-- 

then the Gothic will corne to an end. (274) 

Massé, like Johnson two and a half centuries before, conflates narratives and the world 

outside them. making women who read Gothic novels out to be tuhzdae rasue in need of 

enlightening, non-threatening texts. The shift in many contemporary Female Gothic texts 

to relations of power garnes and abuses amonga women would indicate, however, that some 

fonns of the traditional Gothic as listed by Massé have indeed "corne to an end." 

How one reads the Gothic test itself is open to debate. Napier. in The Fuilure of 

Gorhic cautions against over-reading the Gothic but also condemns the Gothic (its "failure") 

for its generic instability. Jacqueline Howard. in Re~dinp Golhic fiction_ uses a more 

reader-based theory to approach this same instability: 

We need to rernember that Gothic fiction. like any other genre. cames 

rnuch that is culturally specific-ideological, aesthetic, and literary noms, 

which are received and interpreted or "rewritten" by readers on the basis 

of their own interests, their own cultural and institutional, as well as 

personal, history. (1 5) 

This rewriting is found not only in diffenng interpretations of the novels (contrast Moers's 

view of Emily St. Aubert as an essentially passive character with Claudia Johnson's 

assertion of her active virtue in contrast with the passive men in The Myskries of Udolpho), 
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but in the continued utilization of certain Gothic narrative and thematic tropes. 

The survival of the Gothic in its various modified forms in the twentieth century is 

due to the durability of these tropes. Coral Ann Howells said, 'Gothic fiction is a literature 

full of curiosity, doubt, and anxiety" (Love. Mvsrev und Misery 6). This anxiety is 

manifested in a "preoccupation with boundaries and their collapse" (Halberstarn 23): we 

have Iearned how easily the lines between the body and the outside wor14 or the line 

behveen sanity and rnadness, can be transgressed. n i e  structure of the Gothic reflects this 

anxiety about borders: genres cross in Radcliffe's early novels as poetry composed by the 

heroines says what they cannot speak directly. Frimary narratives are intermpted and cross- 

cut with embedded tales from other speakers that highlight spots of the main narrative. In 

some novels descriptions of paintings are used in the sarne way Radcliffe used poetry. 

Thematically boundary amie- appears, particularly in Canadian Gothic novels, where the 

lines separating individuals from the wïlderness, or Canada from the United States, are 

presented as permeable and under constant strain. Imprisonrnent, whether literal or 

figurative (bu the pst,  by memories, by the constant surveillance of others) also looms large 

in the contemporary Gothic novel. The Gothic provides a fiamework to raise questions 

regarding power? science and the abuse of technology, and the residual weight of history. 

The popularity of such anthologies as The New Gothic indicates that while the novels of 

Walpole, Radcliffe, and Lewis. arnong othen, are tied to their time, the narrative concems 

they raised are not. "We live in Gothic times," the English novelist Angela Carter once 

wrote, briefly explaining the continuing lure of a literary form constnicted over two hundred 

years ago on the basis of a dream (Carter, Fireworks 122). 



In her works, Margaret Atwood has consistently shown her interest and wi1Iingness 

to allude to e.xamp1es of both high and popular culture in a considered, non-ironic manner. 

For example. her inter-textual musical allusions in La+ Oracle range fiom Elvis Presley to 

Béla Bartok's opera Duke Bhebeurd's CustIe. In the same novel, the protagonist joan Foster 

finds similarities between her own life and films as varied as the Walt Disney animated 

feature The WIzaIe Who Wanredro Smg ar the Mer, post World War II Hollywood "women's 

films," and FederÉico Fellini's 8 ' 2 .  Atwood's o m  interest in the Gothic and related terror and 

horror writing is equally varied. Her approach to the Gothic is that of both academic and 

novelist: it is important to remember her early scholarly work on the Nneteenth-century 

metaphysical romance, as well as her recent critical work on the literary representations of 

the Canadian norph. As the nove1s demonstrate, she is both cntic and fan of the Gothic as 

a whoie. 

Atwood's Gothic revisions can be seen in the novels in a variety of ways. In her first 

three published novels The Edible Womun, Surfacing, and La&. Oracle, she reworks Gothic 

plots, tropes and motifs in contemporary setîings. The effect is to make us see what happens 

when generic standbys from a historically fixed genre are transposed to an empbatically 

di fferent setthg. When motifs found in late eighteent h-century British novels are reworked 

for a late twentiethcenhuy Canadian setting the difference is considerable. The "explained 

supernatural" of Ann Radcliffe and other writers, for example, is reworked in The Edible 

LVoman to comic effect. The motif of "blood that isn't really blood," in novels such as 
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William Child Green's 7he Ahbor of Moiitserrat:or, The Pool of BIood ( 1826), used to 

frighten unwary characters and readers appean in The Edible Woman as the unforeseen 

effect of a blizzard that intemipts a house-to-house instant tomato juice taste test. The juice 

testers straggle back to Seymour Surveys, the consumer questionnaire Company that sent 

them outr resembling ambulatory murder victims. In Green, the literary effect of the faux 

blood is frustration and deflation of expectation; in Ahhrood, humour. Where the motifs are 

transposed in a less parodic marner. as in the ghost story in Surfocmg or the descent into the 

labyrinth in Ladv Oracle, the juxtaposition of traditional Gothic motifs and contemporary 

Canada works against the popular assumption that Canada is a dull, unhauntable country. 

In these three novels, Atwood is consciously constructing a Canadian Gothic, reworkinç 

genenc tropes and motifs to fit the Canadian context. By the time of Ludv Oracle. Atwood 

appears to have taken this approach as far as it could go. 

The uiree novels that follow La& Orucie, Lfe Before Mzn, BodiZy Ham,  and The 

H~~nJmaidS Tule, are al1 more explicitly political novels than the previous three. Al1 three 

share a generic base in the novels of William Godwin and Mary Shelley, using the Gothic 

form to critique contemporary political and social abuses in the public and private spheres. 

The Gothic here is a usehl framework for constructing political criticism, as well as a 

starting place for debate. Bodily Harm in particular explores the space between the 

contained Gothic terror of novels and the "real" abuses found in the compt governments of 

the Caribbean islandç of St. Antoine and Ste. Agathe. Gothic imprisonment, Atwood points 

out, can be a useful starting point to understand literal prisons, but often fiction c m o t  corne 

close to presenting the varieties of terror and horror that real life exhibits. The "fictiont' of 
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The Handnzaid '.s Tole is fomd in the construction of the dystopia depicted in the novel: the 

components in and of theaaselves are taken from contemporary news clippings of reai events 

and trends. " 

Atwood's mod recent novels, Cal S Eve, The Robher Bride, and Alias Grace. explore 

relations between wornen the long-ranging effect of the actions of the past upon the present. 

and the subjective nature of individuai and collective memories. Cat S Eve reworks 

autobiographical fictions like J u w  E-vre in order to present the life and memories of a 

Canadian artist on the occasion of a major retrospective of her work. Modem scientific 

theories about the life of the universe and time are used as cornparisons to the manner in 

which memones of the paa alter as one's perspectives alter. Elaine Risley, the protagonist, 

is mpped by her p s t  until she is able to understand certain aspects of it. The Robber Bride 

rewrites the Amencan Gothic tradition as found in the works of Hawthorne, Holmes, and 

Melville. and in Amencan Gothic pastiches and rewritings by Straub. History and its 

construction are a major concem in the novel, as the three protagonists (one of whorn is a 

professor of history at the University of Toronto) attempt to decipher the past of a woman 

who has haunted the lives of al1 three. Alias Grace, an actual historical novel examining an 

infamous nineteenth-century murder case in Ontario, is an entire Gothic '&in costume," using 

various screens and disguises from fiction and science to eiaborate and distance the 

narrative. 

In al1 of her novels, Atwood modulates between the everyday and the terrifjmg, 

showing how one can empt into the other without warning. Maliing terror appear 

commonpIace is an  occupational hazard of Gothic novelists: making the cornmonplace 



temfying is one of the bases of Atwood's art. 



1. Potter Stewart's words were as follows: 
I shall not today attempt farther to define the kinds of material ... embraced within 
that shorthand description: and perhaps 1 could never succeed in intelligibly doing 
so. But I know it when 1 see i t  and the motion picture involved in this case is 
not that. (Eigen 463) 

The case in question \vas Jacobellis v. Ohio, which was before the United States Supreme 
Court in 1964. 

The definition of "Gothic" has become diffused to such a point that it is ofien used as an 
an adjective to describe scenes that in the pan would have been called "Dickensian" or 
merely grotesque. The existence on the Intemet of newsgroups (in effect. 
electronic bulletin boards for the exchangr of messages and information on specialized 
topics) such as "alt.gothic" will no doubt lead to more confusion regardinç the possible 
definitions of the term. 

2. The text of Atwood's CBC radio lecture can be found in the Atwood Papers, Box 9 1, at the 
Fisher Rare Books Library at the University of Toronto. 

3.The review cited by Clen; appeared in the hionrlt[v Review 32 (May 1765). Traces 
of diis attitude can be found in contemporq reviews of Gothic witing: John Gardner's original 
review of Joyce Carol Oates's novel Bellefleur maintained 

In Xel~f7ezrr Miss Oates makes a heroic attempt to transmute the almost 
inherently çoofy tradition of the gothic (ghosts, shape-shifiers, vampires and 
al1 that) into serious art. (Gardner 99) 

1.This is a condensed version of the arguments Johnson presents in the Rambler (No. 4, Saturday 
3 1 March 1750). The power of narratives to delight and instruct was of concem to Johnson, as 
the full tsxt of the essay demonstrates. 

For this reason these fmiliar histories rnay perhaps be made of greater use 
than the solemnities of professed morality, and convey the knowledge of 
vice and virtue with more eEcacy than axioms and definitions. But if the 
power of example is so great as to take possession of the memory by a kind 
of violence, and produce effects almost without the intervention of the will, 
care ought to be taken. that, when the choice is unresîrained, the best examples 
only should be exhibited; and that which is likely to operate so strongly, should 
be mischievous or uncertain in its effects. (Johnson 15 1 ) 

5.Sorne texts attribute this review to Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Ioan Williams, in the collection 
Novel and Romance 1700-1800: A Documentas. Record, credits the reviewer as "anonymous." 
On the other hand, in The CTitica/ Response ro Ann Radcl@, the review is cautiously credited 
to Coleridge, though. this review is not found in the Shorrer Works and Fragmertrs volumes o f  
the Princeton collected Coleridge. 



6.Ellen Moers in lire ru^* Wonzen and Rachel M. Brownstein in Becorning a Heroine construct 
definitions of "heroinism," an attempt by female novelists to w-rite of the female hero. 

"Men have had every advantage of us in telling their own story,- wrote 
Jane Austen. "Education has been thein in so much higher a degree; the 
pen has been in their hands." Now women seized the pen; and female 
self-consciousness brought heroinism to literature. As literary women 
themselves have always been grateful to Say, it al1 went back to the first 
heroine of letters? Richardson's Parnela, not because of her virtue but because, 
as she says herself, "1 have got such a knack of writîng, that when 1 am bu 
myself, I cannot sit without a pen in my hand." (Moers 183) 

7. Castle's essay, found in The Fenzule Thermonre~er: Eighreenrlz-Centuy Culrure alrd the 
Invcnrran of ~ h e  Unun-, is entitled "The Spectralization of the Other in The M\rwerie.s of 
Ghlplto" and delineates what Castle considers the change in perception of loss and death in the 
eighteenth century. The "lost" one is thought of as being present; Castle tracks this idea through 
T ~ - J  Al&s~erre-~ uf C'o'olpho. In another essay in the collection. "Phantasmagoria and the 
Metaphoncs of Modem Reverie," she follows through on the same idea: 

How comprehensible is it, after all, to Say that thoughts have a poker to 
"haunt" us? The post-Enlightment language of mental experience is suffused 
with a displaced supernaturalism that we seldom stop to examine. Ironically. 
it is precisely the modem attempt to annul the supernatural-to hurnanize 
the daemonic element in human life--that has produced thîs strange rhetoncal 
recoi 1. (Castle 143) 

8. Lewis's unabashed use of the supernatural, as well as his tendency to describe gory scenes in 
detail, influenced horror writers in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Lewis's immediate 
successors were the authors of what came to be classified as the "Biackwoods tale of terror," 
afier the journal that printed many of them. The "Blackwoods'? tale in itself lent itself to parody 
Edgar Allan Poe \rote an uncharacteristically lightheaned one entitled "How to Write a 
Blackwoods -/ruticle.-* 

9.Frank's list of Gothic motifs is found in his bibliographical guide to the Gothic, The Fkst 
Gorhics: A Crz/icuZ Guide ro the English Gothic Novel. Many vaneties of the original Gothic are 
detined there as well, such as chapbook Gothic, bluebook Gothic (chapbook Gothic was found 
exclusively in 36-page form, while bluebook Gothic varied in length), buryerliess Gothic. or 
"no exit" Gothic, and the tauberroman, or novel focusing on banditti and other outlaws (Frank, 
pp.43334 1 ). 

1 0.Virginia Woolf, in a review for the Times Lifera- Supplmenf of Edith Birkhead's The Tule 
of Terror: A Sfudv ofthe Gothie Romance, indicated her agreement with Birkhead's conclusion 
that the Gothic would turn to science for its thnlls: 

Science, as Miss Birkhead suggests, \vil1 modify the Gothic romance of the 
funire with the aeroplane and the telephone. Aiready the bolder of our novelists 
have made use of psychoanaiysis to startle and dismay. (Woolf, "Gothic 



Romance" 1 3 3. ) 

1 1 .Strictly speakinp, Frunkensrrm. like Culeb IYiIlrum, is a tale of terror rather than a Gothic 
novel. "Gothic" tended to be used in the iatc eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries to 
describe novels like Clara Reeve's The O(d English Baron, historical romances with some 
degree of supernatural occurrews. "Gothie" and "romantic" have, in the twentieth centurp. 
been used in many cases interchangeably-Frank includes Càleh Williams and Frunkrnsrern in 
The FI-irsr Gorhics. while Robert Kiel'. in The Romantic Novel in England, analyzes both novels 
as terror fiction. 

12.Bill Christophersen, in The Appririon zn ~Jte Glass: Charles Brockden Brown 's Americun 
Goihrc (Athens: U of Georgia PI 19931, summarized the mood of the United States in the 1790s 
as one in which "events ... shook America's political and social equilibriurn as the booms and 
bugs of the 1830s were to shake her econmy" (1). The French Revolution and the slave revolt 
in St. Domingue sparked, as he m e s ,  national anxiety over the direction of the Amencan 
goverment and the existence of slavery. 
b 

By midsummer of 1798, wiih the probability of war with France looming 
and John Adams's Alien and Sedition Acts kindling the spark, if not the fire. 
of rebellion in Vienia and Kentuckv, partisanship and apocalyptic evançelism 
must have reflected a range of unspoken doubts: What were the prospects for 
the republ ican City on a Hill we had presumed, against al1 political odds. to 
erect? Would our pnnciples buoy or betray us? Was our revolutionary 
heritage a legacy to glory in or guard against? Would we, like France, 
self-combust--or. like Britain, consign the fire to the few for safekeeping? 
( 1 )  

Chnstophersen's book goes on to explore how Brown's novels examined this national cnsis of 
confidence. The questions posed by Christophersen are useful to remember in the contest of 
Atwood's novel 7he Hundmaid's TUIL'. 

13. Lovecraft wrote of space as î k  locus of terror in Supernaturol Horror in Lirerurure: 
Men with minds sensitive to hereditary impulse will always tremble at the 
thousht of the hidden and fathomless worlds of strange life which may pulsate 
in the gulfs beyorrd the stars, or press hideously upon our own globe in unholy 
dimensions which only the dead and the moonstruck can glirnpse (14) 

The theme of possible colonization by an dien other has become one of the major piotlines of 
the popular Fox Television series The A'-Files, which started broadcasting in September 1993. 
The X-Fiks is an inmguing example of the melding of a varieV of Gothic sub-genres: the main 
plotline is conspiracy-derived (regarding United States Government cover-ups of alien landings 
and utilization of alien technology for defense purposes), and the two protagonists, FBI agents 
\ h o  investigate the "X-Files," or unexplained cases the FBI buries in the basement, represent 
two strands of the Gothic tradition. Mulder, the male "believer," is a character out of Lewis, or 
Lovecraft, while Scull-, the fernale "skeptic," has îraits derived from the Female Gothic 
(particularly as written in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries). Mulder believes literally in 



aliens and govemrnent cover-ups, while Scully is sure that whatever the source of the oddities 
they investigate, they reveal that something very human is doing evil things. The X-Ries has 
crrown from being a culr success on television to the Fox Network3 highest rated television 
L 

series. 

14.The wendigo is one of the monsters examined in Atwood's essay "Canadian Monsters: Some 
Aspects of the Supernaturai in Canadian Fiction." As Atwood explains the wendigo as found in 
Rr~tcw  Ifhters and Otker Sketches (a  19 2 5 book by the Canadian novelist William Blake): 

Duchene, child of the wddemess [the character Blake's narrator is speaking of 
the disappearance of], has become the wildemess as seen by the narrator- 
the incarnation of an unfkiendly natural universe. The storm is one aspect 
of the Iandscape; the wendigo, soulless and destructive, is the same Iandscape 
in hurnan fom.  (Second F.t.ï)rds 333-234) 

15.Gilman-s novella has proved popular with critics of the Gothic, and has inspired numerous 
responses: Lovecraft analyzed it in Supernarural Horrnr in Literalure, while Elaine Showalter 
traced the thematic and medical thernes in the text in Sister S Choice: Tradztion and Change in 
Ifornait 5 M.Wtiizg (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1 99 1 ). Showalter admitted that the psychological 
foundations of the namatorYs post-partum depression did not explain the entire stoiy: 

Such a -thematic' feminist reading of "The YelIow WaIlpaper-' cannot. 
as Mary Jacobus would argue, 'account for the ... uncanny elements present in 
the test.' ... But the scenano of confinement and madness in Gilman's Gorhic 
corresponds to the scripts of repression and incarceration typical of late 
nineteenth-century Arnencan Female Gothic Plots. ( 135 ) 

16. See Tania Modleski's and Janice Radway's works on the contemporary paperback romance. 

17.An~ood's clipping file, used in researching The Handma~tlS Tde. can be found in Bos 96 in 
the Atwood Papers at the University of Toronto. 



Early on in The Edible W~o'oman, Marian- the heroine, is caught off puard at the 

laundromat by Duncan. the wilfully self-absorbed graduate English student who acts as an 

antithesis to her conventionally ambitious l a v e r  fiancé. In a situation that leads her, and 

the reader. to expect incipient romance (both characters are mobile Young single types, doing 

laundry alone on a Sunday night in a nearly-empty city laundromat), Duncan startles her by 

stating : 

"1 c m  tell you're admiring my febrility. I know it's appealing, 

I practise at it: evep woman loves an invalid. 1 bnng out the Florence 

Nightingale in them. But be careful." He was looking at me now, 

cunningly, sideways. "You might do something destructive: hunger is more 

basic than love. Florence Nightingale was a cannibal, you know." ( 100) 

Duncan's waminz that "hunger is more basic than love" drives the entire novel, from 

the title onwards. Atwood's first published novel. w i t t e n  in the mid 1960s and printed in 

1969. traces the tendnl-Iike influence of consurnphon in a variety of forms. Mariage; work, 

school. farnily: each of these social arrangements is shown in The Edible Wumczn to be 

driven by a basic devouring impulse, similar to the ~ a ~ b a l i s t i c  needs driving the Angl in 

the House in Woolfs view. 

"Thatls what you get for being f m "  Marian at the conclusion tells the cake-woman 

the novel takes its title fiom at the conclusion. The cake is a stand-in for herself, and is the 
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novel's most obvious symbol of the elision of the bounday between predator and prey. This 

collapse of boundaries is seen throughout the entire novel, as Atwood depicts, through the 

story of Manan McAlpine, the fragility of the lines separating the individual self from 

compulsion, abjection, and abnegation. Marian, a resolutely average young woman, fin& 

herself trapped in a series of suffocating roles as a worker in a dead-end job and as fiancée 

to a manipulative lawyer. Manan's job, as a s w e y  writer for a consumer research fim, 

presents her evet-y da? with analogues for consumption, as essentially her job consists of 

rewriting survey questions so that the prose of the psychologists who study the efiects of 

consumer surveys is regurçitated in a more easily comprehensible form. Marian's sense of 

self is eroded as she accepts a mamage proposa1 from her boyfriend Peter, avoiding a 

lifetime of middle-level clencal work at Seymour Surveys and replacing it with an 

alternative script of domesticity. Atwood depicts career choices and persona1 relationships 

as having narratives with inexorable trajectories, developed by custom. Marian's responses 

to Peter afier they decide to becorne engaged demonstrate this, as Marian finds herself 

changed when answering Peter's que? about a time for the wedding. 

My first impulse was to answer, with the evasive flippancy I'd 

always used before when he'd asked me serious questions about 

myself, "What about Groundhog Day?" But instead 1 heard a sof3 

flannelly voice 1 barely recognized, saying, "I'd rather have you decide 

that. I'd rather leave the big decisions up to you." 1 was astounded 

at myself I'd never said anything remotely like that to him before. 

The funny thing was 1 really meant it. (90) 
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Marian's loss of initiative in her relationship ~ 7 t h  Peter is mirrored as she loses 

conscious control of her digestive system in a form of selective anorexia. Duncan proves 

to be a way out in her escalating dilemma as his situation as a graduate student in Engiish 

trapped in "a welter of commas and shredded footnotes" (96) parallels hers. 

The plot of The Edibk IFcrman follows the narrative line of the traditional romance. 

as several commentators on the novel have noted. Marian begins the novel in a condition 

of stasis in her personal life andafier a series of travails that plunge her dowm emotionally 

regains her sense of self and h d s  herself at the end of the novel in a condition nearly 

identicai to the one she was in at the outset. Catherine McLay in her essay "The Dark 

Voyage: The Edihle Wonlm as Romance" examines the traditional romantic tropes ut il ized 

by Atwood in the novel, such as the descent into the underworld as part of the series of 

adventures involved in the evolution of its courtship plot (125). As a Gothic romance, The 

Edihlc. Mbrnuiz is more in the mode of Austen's Northar~ger Ahbey; both novels 

sirnultaneousl~ utilize and critique the genre. Atwood, like Austen, accentuates its more 

ridiculous aspects, taking some -meric tropes to parodic lengths in modemizing them. For 

example, there are two scenes that depict the descent into the undenvorld identified by 

McLay as an integrai aspect of the romance plot. The first is a simple transposition of a 

niatmare descent into a contemporary setting. While out with Peter and Ainsley, her room 

mate, at her university fnend Lents apartment, Marian escapes a constricting evening by 

gradually slipping under the bed only to find herself trapped in a mass of dust balls and 

unable to move. The effect of her incarceration is deflated as Len and Peter lift the bed up 

to remove her, renderins the trope a joke in effect. In contrast, Marian's later visit to the 
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Royal Ontario Museum with Duncan reworks the idea of the descent, as well as reworking 

the eighteenth-century Gothic obsession with the lessons of the past to highlight the negation 

of the imrnediate past found in the novel. The various characters in The Edible Wontun exist 

in a perpetual present, in contrast to the perpetual past of the mummies Duncan loves to 

observe at the museum. Even later, Atwood's simple conversion of the trip to the 

undenvorld to a walk d o m  a ravine in Duncan's othenvorldly Company demonstrates a 

non-parodic approach to converting the rornantic landscape into a contempora- urban 

Canadian one. Marianfs engagement to Peter is preceded by a chase d o m  Bloor Street at 

night. Manan on foot punued by Peter in a car. 

The blunt tank-shape was threatening. It was threatening 

that Peter had not given chase on foot but had enclosed 

himself in the amour of the car; though of course that 

\vas the logical thing to do. In a minute the car would 

stop, the door would swing open ... where was there to go? (73) 

The sense of physical threat in this scene is diffused by Marian's sudden change of mood and 

announcement that she didntt know what had gotten into her. The chase is replayed later 

wiîh the same efTect as Peter punues Marian down a Street in order to give her a ride home 

and destroys a few s h b s  on someone's lawn in the process: "First you drag me into your 

car," Narian] chitterea "and brow-beat me because of your own feelings of guilt, and then 

you try to kill me!" (81 ). Both chases have aspects of the ludicrous about them but occupy 

both literary stances (parodic and non-parodic) simultaneously. The presentation of the 

theme of consurnption in the novel also exhibits this double voice. 
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The repetition in the course of the novel of the theme of consumption indicates a 1in.k 

with one of the prime examples in the Gothic tradition of consumption, Bram Stoker's 

Drueulu. Stokeh novel, and the countless vampire thrillers in both print and film that have 

followed if have been seen as extended metaphon for the anxieties of disease (both syphilis 

and AIDS. for example), and also for xenophobia and homophobia. ' Atwood in Tl~e Edibk 

Wornun focuses on the psychic aspects of vampirisrn, although Duncan's comments on 

hunger and love keep the traditional type of vampirkm foregrounded. 

Every relationship in The Edthlr Woman has some basis in consumption. Mamage, 

for example, is presented as an exchange of will, where one partner engulfs the other. This 

is depicted most obviously in the scene of Manan's acceptance of Peter's proposal, as her 

assertive self abdicates in favour of Peter's wi11. Peter's prolonged bachelorhood (in 

comparison to that of his university friends) is explained by his own belief in this exchange. 

Marian mocks his despair over his fiends' mam-ages, but the words she chooses to depict 

his feelings are evocative of collapse and weakening: "It had been like an epidemic" (27) 

and "If the other h o  mamages had been an)! indication, he'd start seeing me after two or 

three drinks as a version of the desi-ging siren who had cariied off Trigger" (27). Variations 

of "having" "carrying off' and proprietorship reappear in descriptions of other persona1 

relationships throughout the novel, such as Len's view of women: 

But you've got to watch these women when they start pursuing 

you. They're always after you to rnorqr them. You've got to hit 

and nin. Get them before they get you and then get out. (66) 

Len makes explicit the connection between sex and consumption which appeaa throughout 
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the novel. Atwood plays with Stoker's substitution of blood and vein-draining for semen and 

sex in the subplot of Ainsley's plans for pregnancy. Ainsley's actions here are a parody of 

Len's attitude towards women in that al1 she does is hit and run. Len is stricken, and 

disinteptes emotionally. when he discoven that al1 Ainsley wanted from him was a bodily 

fluid. Atwood juxtaposes the Red Cross's advertisements q i n g  "Give the Gifi of Life" with 

this "gift of life," making it clear that in a manner of speaking, the most traditional vampire 

in T.7c Edible Uünzurt is Ainsley herself. Ainsleyfs act of "vampinsm." however, is in the 

service of fulfilling her femininity, or at least what media sources dictate that such 

fulfillment should be. The parodic conversion of Dracula's stalking of bodies nlth fiesh 

blood into Ainsley's stalking of potential fathers leads into a more serious and unsettling 

equating of persona1 relationships with emotional draining. These pairings are not static, 

but reversible, as Len's conversion from consumer of young girls' innocence to victirn of an 

adult woman shows. 

Atwood's critique of consumption is grounded in instability, analogous to the 

instability depicted in identity. S e i  perceived as consumption. is also merely a consumerkt 

fantasy: forever second-hand. Marian fin& herself confused during some visits to Peter's 

apartment about the sources of his ideas on sexual games. 

Peter's abstraction on these occasions gave me the feeling that 

he liked doing them because he had read about them somewhere, but 

1 could never locate the quotations. The field was, 1 guessed, a 

hunting story fiorn one of the outdoorsy male magazines ... The 

sheepskin 1 placed in one of the men's glossies, the kind with 
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lust in pent-houses. (60) 

The role of the magazines and by exzension the rest of the media in determining desire is 

esplored here. Do the magazines reflect or direct reality? Ainsley's desire for a baby is a 

case of the latter, as Marian's questioning of her reveals. 

"...But why do o u  fiant a baby, Ainsley? What are you going to do with it?" 

She gave me a dis-mted look. "Every woman should have at 

lrast one baby." She sounded like a voice on the radio saying that 

every woman should have at least one electric hair-dryer. "It's even 

more important than ses. I t  fulfills your deepest femininih."(40-4 1 ) 

While the urge to have the baby may be traced to her interest in "paper-back books by 

anthropologists about primitive cultures" (4 1). the campaign she orchestrates in order to 

snare Len and become pregnant is derived from popular women's magazines of the penod. 

Man' cntics, arnong them McLay have labeled Ainsley a feminist, but a more accurate label 

would be "Cosmo Girl," from the magazine Cosmopolitam Ainsley's adoption of a little-girl 

persona in order to catch Len. and the fact that she would tailor her approach to fit an' t y e  

of suitable man for her needs, is derived from the advice given by magazines in the early 

1960s on the best modes to catch men. 

Peter's appropriation of Playboy magazine-type imagesr for his sexual fantasies mas 

be conscious or not, but it is paralleled by Duncan's more aware commentary: 

When I'm supposed to be wrîting term-papers I think about sex, 

but when I've finally got some willing lovely backed into a 

corner or wetre thrashing about under hedges and so on and 



everybody is supposed to be al1 set for the cozp Je puce. 1 

start thinking about term-papers.. ..Anyway the* al1 too 

literary. it's because they haven't read enough books. If 

they'd read more theyfd realize that al1 those scenes have been 

done already. I mean ad r~atr-r-eanl. . .The? sort of get limp and 

sinuous and passionate, they try so harQ and 1 start thinking 

oh god it's yet another bad imitation of whoever it happens to 

be a bad imitation of..! 190) 

Part of the instability is that there is no alternative posited to consuming images: there is no 

"real mith" (to use Duncan's ironic catchphrase) of authenticity. When Marian overcornes 

her inability to eat by baking the cake simulacm of herself and presents it to Peter. Duncan 

congratulates her on her recovery by saying: "You're back to so-called reality. you're a 

consumer'- (28 1 ). Manants attempt to withdraw frorn the consumerconsumed dyad is 

unfeasible. 

Marian's breakdown, marked by her increasing inability to eat foods afier her 

engagement to Peter. is the physical manifestation of the breakdown of the boundaries 

between herself and the extemai world Just as her own will collapses into Peter's, her own 

sense of self is collapsed onto foodstuffs, making the saying " o u  are what you eat" a 

mordant truisrn as well as an exhausted cliché. Her reaction to steak while in a restaurant 

with Peter Stans the collapse, the steak appearing to her suddenly as "flesh and bone, rare, 

and she had been devouring i t  Gorging herself on it" (1 52). Unaware of Marian's reaction, 

Peter declares without irony, "1 sure was glad to get that steak inside. A good meal always 
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makes p u  feel a little more human" ( 152). Thïngs "that had an indication of bone or tendon 

or fibre" are the obvious foods she fust avoids (153). Marian views the process of 

progressive prohibition as something out of her own control. and with shifting lines. She 

identifies herself with the consumed to the extent of eliding the differences between henelf 

and vegetables. Eating at this point for her is cannibalism no matter what is on the plate. 

She became aware of the carrot. It's a root? she thought, it 

~ O W S  in the gound and sends up leaves. Then they corne along - 
and dig it up. maybe it even makes a sound. a scream too Iow 

for us to hear. but it doesn't die right away. it keeps on 

living. right now it's still alive ... 

She thought she felt it twist in her hands ..." Oh no." 

she said, almost crying "Not this too!" ( 178) 

Marian's equation of herself as one with the food world underlines the significance of the 

novel's title; as the boundaries between her sense of herself and the exterior world of 

consumed items erode. Marian becomes an "edible woman." Baking the cake is a 

literalization of what she feels already. As a gesture it effectively exorcises Peter, who 

relinquishes his proprietary hold on her person and her self (we can safely assume that when 

he leaves in shock afier Manan presents him with the cake, he leaves for good). As a 

sqmbol it has a limited meaning: after it serves its dual purpose in forcing Peter to make 

a decision and enabling Marian to reassert her separate identity, it is, in Man*an's words, 

"only a cake" (273). Love is a kind of feeding. as Marian makes clear with the cake as she 

presents it to Peter. 
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"You've been tq-ing to destroy me. haven't you." she said. 

"You've been trying to assimilate me. But I've made you a substit~te~ 

sornething you'll like much better. This is what you really wanted 

al1 along. isn't it? I'll get you a fork." she added somewhat 

prosaically. (271 ) 

Peteh reaction is ambiguous: does he run becaw he's been found out as a psyhic vampire 

or because he thinks Manan's odd behaviour has revealed her as mad? 

Atwood takes it as a given in the novel that hunger is a component of love. and that 

personal relationships consist of a type of draining of one partner by another. Henry James 

explored the sarne area in T17e Socred Founr, depicting a series of painngs observed by a 

pretematurally sensitive narrator at a house Party: each pair is engaged in an unequal 

exchange of talents. the narrator finds. but is unable to convince his listenen that this 

emotional vampinsm does indeed exist. In The Edfble U.onzart. the characters already 

believe in this exchange; wha? is a matter of debate in the narrative is who is feeding off 

whom. The maniage of Marian's fnends Clara and Joe is a case in point. Joefs own view 

of mamaçe is of the woman allowing 

her core to get taken over by the husband. And when the kids 

come, she wakes up one moming and discovers she doesn't have 

anything left inside, she's hollow, she doesn't know who she 

is anymore; her core has been destroyed. (336) 

However. to other observers it does not appear that Joe has taken over Clara's core. Marian, 

after hearing Joe explain this. wants to tell him that Clara's core has not been destroyed 
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( 3 6  Ainsley feels that the opposite is mie: "She's flouishing, it's him that's not well. He's 

aged even since I've known hirn and that's less than four months. She's draining al1 his 

ener&' (38). Multiplicity of perspective blun the boundary benveen prey and predator, an 

idea propounded by Duncan in the novel's conclusion. Marian's own perception of her 

broken engagement, that Peter was atternpting to destroy her, is complicated by Duncan as 

he throws out ambiguities in a parody of Jarnesian uncertainty. He s hi fis from contradicting 

her ("Actually you were tping to destroy him") to 

But the real truth is it wasn't Peter at all. It was me. 1 \vas 

îrying to destroy you." 

I gave a nervous laugh. "Don't say that." 

"Oka!.," he  said, "ever eager to please. Maybe Peter was 

txying to destroy me, or maybe 1 was trying to destroy him. or 

we were both trying to destroy each other, how's that?" (281) 

The array of possibilities verges on the ridiculous, but indicates a pervasive undertone of 

consumption throughout the world of the novel. Avoiding consurnption, as the novel shows. 

is impossible since the consuming ethic is buried so deeply in society. 

In The Edible Wonlan, the everyday is made monstrous; as seen above, personal 

relationships are depicted as a species of emotional vampinsm. In a similar manner, 

Atwood presents the world as a place of terror and entrapment, with Marian's workplace 

paired with Duncan's descriptions of his life at university. 

The traditional Gothic motif of the "unguarded prison," as David Richter called it in 

The Propress ofRomarlce, is reworked in Atwood's presentation of the world of work as 
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found in Marian's office job and Duncan's graduate studies.' Marian's job at Seymour 

Surveys is at the same tirne one for her to consider herself mired in and one to leave 

effortlrssly Signing into the pension plan. she realizes. 

bothered me more than it should haveAt was a kind of 

superstitious panic about the fact that 1 had actually 

signed my narne, had put my signature to a magic document 

which seemed to bind me to a future so far ahead 1 couidn't 

think about it. (2 1 ) 

The future Manan is signing ont0 is simultaneously vague and sharply defined: vague in 

that she, afier a few months on the job, has no clear definition of her duties, defined in that 

she knows what she will become if she stays on for a career at Seymour Surveys: "1 might 

conceivably rum into Mrs. Bogue or her assistant. but as far as 1 could see that would take 

a long time, and f wasn't sure 1 would like it much anyaay" (20). Marian's situation is by 

no means unique, as she is merely one of hundreds o f  thousands of young North Amencan 

women who worked briefly before marriage in the mid-1960s at dead-end jobs that 

expected high turnovers. Atwood is delineating a working economy that is expecting to 

have any number of women like Marian to put through essentially the same work no matter 

what the company The job isn't pleasant, but the alternatives are not either; Marian knows 

that it is easy to leave the company, tut that fact in the abstract is not helpfùl: "1 reminded 

myself I could walk out of there the next day and get a different job if 1 wanted to? but that 

didn't help" (2 1). This sense of futility marks her attitude towards her job. 

Duncan's view of graduate English midies shares this futiliv. He descnbes the field 
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as a baited trap, with money luring d e n t s  into the entrance. Manan can see something 

appear as a resdt of worliing for S e p o u r  Surveys, even though she does not like what it is. 

Duncan. on the other hand, cannot see an end to the student process. His course work is 

unfinished, and his housemates Trevor and Fish seem to be equally bogged down in 

convolured thesis topics. Exhaustioai is the main theme in Duncan's explications of the 

academic world: 

... everything's being dame, it's been done already, fished out, and 

you yourself wallonlng around in the d reg  at the bottom of the 

barrel, one of those ni&-year graduate students.. scrabbling 

through manuscripts for new material or slaving away on the 

definitive edition of Ruskin's dinner-invitations and theatre- 

stubs or trying to squeeze the last pimple of significance out of some 

fraudulent literaq nomntity they dug up somewhere. (96-97) 

In this l i t e r a ~  criticism version of the "anxiety of influence." literary production is near 

impossible because of the exhausticrn of aspects of texts for discussion. Regurçitation 

appears as a thread in both Manants and Duncan's work; she rewites questionnaires, he 

rewrites the literary canon. His "trying to do something with Beardsley" comment is 

presented in the same way she talks about t y n g  to do something wiîh the over-subtle prose 

of the psychologists attached to Seymour Surveys. The academy itself is depicted in The 

Edible Phman as a "Belle Dame sans Merci": Duncan is as enervated as the knight victim 

in Keats, and has as hale independent volition left. The world of scholarly consumption and 

the academic marketplace is s h o w  in Atwood to be an adjunct to the world of economic 
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consumption where Marian toils. The repetition of digestion-reked motifs is strikïng in 

Duncan's speeches. When he projects a future for himself as a fai3led labourer, his speech 

leads straight to the sewers. 

" M a t  else can I do? Once you've gone this far you:arenlt fit for 

anyîhinç else. Something happens to your mind. Yhu're over- 

qualified, overspecial ized, and everybody knows i t .  Nobody in 

an- other game would be crazy enough to hire me. 5 svouldn't even 

make a good ditch-digger, I'd start tearing apart the ~ewer-system. 

ixying to pick-axe and unearth al1 those chthonic sjlsmbols--pipes. 

valves, cloaca1 conduits.. ."(97) 

His vagueness about gaduate school ("you've got stuck in it and ymu can't get out, and you 

wonder how you got there in the first place" [96]) recalls Masrian's belief about the 

nebulousness of her own position. 

The limits of Marian's job may be "vayely defined," as she cornplains, but there is 

a surprising amount of danger. whether actual or implied in her work ( 19). She finds herself 

"calling up garage mechanics to ask them about their pistons and -kets or handing out 

pretzels to suspicious old ladies on Street corners" ( 1  9). Most of t k  work her department 

at Seymour Surveys performs is done in homes, either by peopie i d i n g  out of theirs or 

questioners going to other peopies'. This focus on the domestic produces a paradoxical 

focus on danger. Extraordinary calamities befall the workers of S q m o u r  Surveys, and its 

research techniques are used by crirninals, as the example of the obscene phone caller 

known as the "Undenvear Man" shows. The Undenvear Man, as Mn. Bogue explains to 



Marian. is a man with a "convincing voice," who 

says he's doing a survey on underwear, and 1 guess the first 

questions he asks must sound genuine. Brands and types and 

sizes and things. Then he gets more and more persona1 until 

the ladies get annoyed and hang up. ( 1 16) 

There is, in effect, ve- little separating the Undenvear Man from the average questioner at 

Seymour Surveys: the line between legal harassrnent and illegal harassrnent is easilp 

crossed. Marian's gut identification of the Underwear Man a s  Peter is another aspect of this, 

as she feels only his sublime ordimriness could fuel such hidden perversity. 

Advertisernents may have made the Undenvear Man grasp at some mattainable ideal 

projected al1 over buses and subways through obscene telephone calls, but Seymour 

Surveysfs techniques themselves can anger people. Marian notes early on the suspicious old 

ladies to whom she is forced to give pretzels, and Mrs. Bogue notes that someone in northern 

Ontario has taken a dislike of questions further. 

"While you're up there." Mn. Bogue said, "could you just take 

off Mrs. Ellis in Blind River? 1 hope itrs only ternporary, she's 

always done good work, but she writes that some lady chased her 

out of the house with a meat cleaver and she fell on the steps and 

broke her leg." (24-25) 

Manan herself, when doing the preliminary work for the beer advertisements at the 

beginning of the novel. narrowly escapes corn a lecherous man. In a parody of the escape 

of the etemal virgin on the run (as Atwood would put it in Lady Oracle) of numerous 
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supermarket costume Gothics? she saves henelf from a dificult interview subject with 

temperance tracts a previous subject gave her. The ease of her escape from a stereotypical 

and parodic villain is contrasted with the increasing immobilih she feels in her engagement 

to Peter a s  Ahvood again juxtaposes aspects of the traditional Gothic which transfer poorly 

to a contemporary setting producing farce, wirh core terrors from the same source which 

remain constant in both settings. 

Atwood's later cornments from Survrvul( 1972) reçarding Canadian animal stones 

illustrate in part the effect of terror she is working towards in The Edible ~ütiomm. As she 

recalled from her own reading, 

in comic books and things Iike Alice in Wona'edand or Conan 

Doyle's The Losr IPbrld. you got rescued or you retumed from the 

world of dangers to a c o q  safe domestic one; in Seton and 

Roberts, because the world of dangers was the same as the real 

world, p u  didn't. (Atwood, Survival30) 

Just as the boundary behveen the self and the extemal world is shown to be fragile: the line 

between domestic safety and extemal danger is collapsed. Domesticity is depicted 

caum'cally in The Edible Woman; it is no surprise that one of the more stable family units 

in the novel is a parody of one-Duncan's own household. Marian's engagement to Peter is 

a gadually entrapping one which forces her to work out with her body what she cannot 

speak of consciously. As the boundaries between Marian and the extemal world collapse 

(show in part by the novel's shift from fint person to third person narration), her perception 

of the lines separating the familiar world and the terros found at work and in the 
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newspapers also blurs. Manan dready believes in the duality of Peter's personalit).: she has 

seen him turn from young professional to young thug the evening they become engaged after 

he destroys someone's fiont Iawn. Peteis "selves" are neatly compartmentalized, symboiized 

by his suitable clothing for every occasion Auisley claims he is "nicely packaged," and this 

fits. His casualness is studied: "he was rneticulously unshaven, and his socks matched the 

colour of the paint-stains on his sports-shirt" (88), to give one example. His suits are 

"aspects" and "phases" (229) of hirnself, the clothes becoming not the protective camouflage 

that Marian regards clothing as, but integral parts of himself 

Marian's full awareness of the emotional weight Peterfs suits carry cornes during the 

climactic engagement party at his apartment. Peter's suits, when she rimes through them, 

fnghten her: 

She reached out a hand to touch them, and drew it back: she 

was almost afraid they would be warm. (729) 

The suits embody, in a literal sense, Peter's other selves, and appear as a set of objects she 

must work to figure the key to, while Peter can read her with ease. His reaction to her 

announcement that she invited a few fiends (signifcantly, everyone seen interacting with 

her primanly) is a barely joking 

Been keeping little secrets, eh? I'1I have to make a special 

point of getting to know them so 1 cm find out al1 about your 

private life. (226-227) 

Before this point Marian has become intrigued with newspaper stones of a gunrnan who 

fired out of an upstairs window and killed nine passers-by. The instability in Marian's own 
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identity has led to her eliding the diflerences behveen advertisements, news and her personal 

life. Seeinç the Moose Beer advertisements which feature a hunter leads to her 

conternplating the newspaper stones about the shooter, as the rernoteness of the violence in 

both cases interests her. 

He wasn't the kind who would hit anyone with his fist or even 

use a knife. When he chose violence it was a removed blolence, 

a manipulation of specialized instruments ..A was a violence 

of the mind, almost like magic: you thought it and it 

happened. ( 1 5 1 ) 

Peter is also a hunter, as well as being an enthusiastic camera buff, and one of the more 

laboured motifs of 77zc Edihle LVonzuiz is the equation of the fixing properties of the camera 

with the _min. At the party Peter stalks çuests, waiting to compose photogaphic trophies of 

the events. While searching for drinking glasses away from the sweep of Peter's 

photography, Marian puts together al1 she feels she's leamed about him. 

In an echo of Duncan's phrase "the real truth," Marian puts together the "real" Peter. 

Her search, as she puts it, for this essential self is related as a run through a series of doors 

and conidon. In a parody of the paradiCrnatic Gothic search (derived in part from variations 

of the Brothers Grimm's versions of the Bluebeard fairy tale), Marian opens three doors in 

this mental castle, Iooking for Peter's "secret." In contrast to the Bluebeard story, there is 

not anything ovenly horrible revealed: behind the first door an older Peter barbecues, and 

behind the second the party disperses (243). The deflation of the Bluebeard myth is 

counterpointed with Marian's growing realization that Peter is dangerous, but not in so 



obvious a way. as the third door shows: 

Peter was there, dressed in his dark opulent winter suir. 

He had a camera in his hand, but now she saw what it really was. 

There were no more doors and tvhen she felt behind her for the 

doorknob. afiaid to take her eyes off him, he raised the 

camera and airned it at her: his mouth opened in a snarl of 

teeth. (243-244 ) 

Peter and the newspaper gunman merge at this point in Marian's mina and this sudden 

revelation of Peter's underlying menace leads to the nvo actions which niIl put her back inro 

a semblance of normalih: her night in the decaying downtown hotel with Duncan and her 

decision to make a cake simulacrum of herself to resolve her relationship with Peter. 

Marian regains control of herself and her judgernent when she bakes and decorates the cake. 

Another aspect of The Eïihle FVommz tied to the Gothic tradition is the use of the 

grotesque. Marian's equation of herself with a luridly-decorated cake fits into this, as does 

her gradua1 slide afier her engagement into a variety of insanity. Atwood here is working 

in the Amencan Gothic tradition in using the grotesque. The reworking of the quest 

romance is a feature of the early novels of Truman Capote, for example: Atwood's first? 

unpublished novel (Ip in rlze Air So Blue is a direct transposition of Capote-esque Southern 

Gothic into an Ontario setting. Several characters in The Ed~hle IVon~an function as 

grotesques, their appearances exaggerated to accentuate the nightmarish world Manan finds 

herself in. The landlady and her daughter are s h o w  in monstrous ternis, the daughter by 

appearance: 



She is a hulking creature of fifieen or so who is being sent to 

an exclusive private girls' school, and she has to Wear a green 

tunic ~klth knee-socks to match. I'm sure she's really quite normal, 

but there's something cretinous about the hair-nbbon perched up 

on top of her gigantic body. ( 1 3 ) 

and the landlady by insinuation, Ainsley being convinced that she "cm hear her burrowing 

through the woodwork" ( 16 ). Atwood uses the grotesque to make the familiar strange. as 

the monstrousness of the landlady and her daughter is connected to their femininity The 

women a? Seymour Surveys are perceived by Marian at the Chrimnas part); in rems of basic 

bodily functions only, and as creatures peculiarly alien to herself in her own estrangement 

from her body ( 167). 

Duncan's presentation as an alternative is equally extreme. He functions as a sort of 

double for Marian in the novel. as he announces himself when he has her wear his dressing 

gown while he irons her blouse "Hey ...y ou look sort of like me in that" (114). If Marian's 

disgust regarding her femininity is seen in her reactions to those like her, her female 

CO-workers. the alternative posited by her identification with Duncan is death. She wonders 

how he can be so thin and still be alive. she compares his skin to paper, and she is "even 

slightly repelled by the hollowness of [his] eye-sockets" (144). Duncan takes the idea of 

rebelling against the body and its needs to an exweme, as his comments to Marian about her 

inability to eat show: 

"Oh. ..youlre probably representative of modem youth, rebelling 

against the systern: though it isn't considered onhodox to begîn 



wvith the digestive system. But why not? ... I've aiways thought 

eating was a ridicdous activity anyway. I'd get out of it 

myself if I could. though you've got to do it to stay alive. 

they tell me. ..Penonally.. .I1d prefer to be fed through the 

main arten. If 1 only h e w  the riçht people I'm sure it could 

be arranged.. .( 192) 

Duncan's idea of food as alien is found in Marian's own ambivalent attitude toward it, 

ambivalent since while she identifies with al1 food and is unable to eat because that would 

be cannibalism, she also fin& it utterly repellent. The rice pudding that tums into maggots 

as she look  at it is an obvious example of this. Marian's problems with food may be an 

attempt to assert control over the one aspect of her Iife Peter has not insinuated himself into. 

or may be a reaction against adulthood triggered by anvieties regarding her impending 

mamage (Cameron 60). In either case, it is only in merging both aspects of the grotesque 

in the novel, the ferninine and the inert, in the acts of baking and eating the cake that she is 

able to break out of the entrapping behaviour that she has found herself engaged in. 

In The EJibk CVonzun, Atwood first presents some of the issues and themes that will 

appear in her later works. The contrast between how easy it is to leave a physically 

restraining location and how hard mental and emotional imprisonrnent can be is outlined 

here in Marian's stmgple to assert henelf in the face of conventional mamSage. Characten 

in The Edible Woman act in predetermined ways, as the culture has taught them. but the 

culture itself is one of monthly magazines and conspicuous consumption. Peter, Ainsley and 

the "office virgins" devour popular fictions of love and sex with as much seriousness as 
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Duncan applies to regurgitating the lireras canon. Critics such as J. Brooks Bouson have 

cornrnented on Atwood's exposure of "fernale fears encoded in the traditional romance plot'' 

(Bouson Bru~uI Choreogruph~es 18), but this seerns but a pan of Atwood's exposure of the 

fean encoded in consumer culture, where there exists an inti~nite number of objects to fit 

into an- place. Marian can find a new, nearty identical, job, easil- while Peter can fit Lucy 

effortlessly into his life to replace Marian. 

Marian's rebellion is doomed to failure for more reasons than are found in the 

conclusion to the novel. The majority culture is so enveloping that one cannot break out of 

it, at least not with the intellectual toots that the characters in The Ediblc CtBnzcrn are 

equipped with. Instead, Atwood postulates a kind of self-reflexivity in Manan's final 

actions: Marikm at least knows the media- and consumer-constnicted prison she is in. In an 

ironic reworking of the narrative flow of the traditional Gothic novels, in which a heroine 

went fiom the protection of one man to another, Manan goes frorn one form of stasis to 

another, one dead-end job to another. The novel demonstrates the possibilities for writing 

a contemporary Gothic novel nlthout the use or ovemse of the grotesque as found in 

Southern Amencan writing of the period., and Atwood's use of humour is disarming in the 

rnanner in which it counterpoints the more commonplace but actually frightening aspects 

of Marian's life. Frorn this "Gothic of the commonplace" Atwood moved in her next novel, 

Surfacing to an active rewriting of the Amencan Gothic tradition and exploration of the 

potential for a modem Canadian Gothic. 



I .  Recent critical work on Bruczda has focused on the metaphors for vampirism: Kathleen 
Spencer, in "Purity and Danger: Druculci, the Urban Gothic, and the Late Victoriao Degeneracy 
Cnsis" presents an analysis of the metaphors of contagious illness and decay reflected in the 
novel. Ken Gelder's book Reading r l t ~  I.bmpïre relates the vanety of meanings that have been 
projected ont0 the vampire in literature, while Judith Halberstam in S k h  Show-.Y places Druculu 
in a more general examination of the connotations of monstrosity in modern culture. 

?.The phrase -'unguarded prison'- is from Richter's essay "The Unguarded Prison: Reception 
Theory, Structural Marxism and the History of the Gothic Novel," expanded in The Progress c$ 
Roinui~cc. Richter points out in both pieces that imprisonment in Gothic novels tends to last 
only as Iong as the plot needs it to. After that, the walls vanish: he uses The Mv.wr~e.s of 
('Clolp/io to illustrate how a heroine can merely walk out of a seemingly secured castle when the 
plot rrquires her to. 



Surf&-ing: The Haunted Wilderness 

Si r~ fk ing ,  first published in 1972, is a compressed, tightly wrought novel which 

harkens back in its form and content to such highly symbolic Amencan romances as The 

Scurler L~ireî-. as well as the works of earlier Canadian writers such as Richardson. Most 

readinos - of Szr<f~crfzg stress its roots in the traditional romance form with the quesr motif 

receiving the rnost ansntion. The plot of Strrj+uc.iirg fits so neatly into the quest genre that 

daims have been made for its being a parody of the genre itself Amencan critics focus 

on the quest romance, linking it with fa i s  tale motifs or sharnanistic motifs, rather than 

on the Gothic romance: the- d o  this in part because sildemess Gothic is pnmarily a 

male-oriented genre in American wîting. Another problem for Americans to confront in 

viswing .Sirï;f&-ri~g as a Gothic novel is its very traditional use of the menacing enemy 

from the south. In Romantic nowls, this was the threat posed by Catholicism~ borne by 

Mediterranean figures: in Atwood's transposition, the threat from the south is that of 

Imperia1 Amerka. Szrrfrrcrr~g esists, for the Arnerican reade- as a reminder that Canada 

is a sovereign nation with a frequently rense relationship with the United States. A 

reluctance to deal with this issue could very well underlie Arnerican critics' preference 

for stressing what are perceived as "universal" female concems in the novel, such as the 

self-healinç nervous breakdown (see Barbara Hill Rigney in Madnrss und Sexuul 

Polirics) or the quest for the mother, and avoiding dealing with the anti-Amencanism 

found in the text. 

There is nothing intrinsically wrong with focusing on the quest motif in the novel, 
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but this focus acts as a spotlight in the test. illuminating one aspect at the espense of 

others. Critics who stress the marve!lous in Surfacing, such as Elizabeth Baer and 

Kathryn VanSpanckeren. eloss over se-ments of the novel that appear, on reflection. to 

be awkward or rushed: the third segment of the novel in particular is difficult to deal 

nith. In all. the quest romance is a useful way to approach the general plot trajecton of 

Surfacing, but an incomplete way. On the other hand, Frank Davey has asserted that 

Szi,$.x.rng is not reaI1y Gothic at all: 

There is so much Gothic images.-of dismemberment_ impnsonment_ 

tnck mirrors, dungeons. rnazes, disembowelings--in these four 

novels that at times it is dificult to remember that it is the  

contemporary farnily rather than the Gothic romance which is their 

prirnary focus. In somr ways--as the failure of Ritgey's and McLay's 

criticism suggesrs--the Gothic element is a red herring. because for 

Atwood's protagonists it constitutes an escape from reality rather 

than a realit), in its o m  right. (,Davey, AAargure~ .-1m-ood 6 5 )  

Davey avoids the trap of reading Su~fucing too rïgidly as a quest narrative, but does not 

see that the Gothic can, as a genre. interrogate family relationships as well as present 

assorted "Gothic imagep." Elsewhere he calls Atwood's first four novels "Freudian" 

nithout considering how Freud's owm work on the uncanny connects the contemporary 

family with the Gothic (67). 

Surfocing c m  be considered a novel-length exploration of a "family romance," 

the collection of heroic fictions rnembers of a family construct about themselves and 
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their collective past. Like many Female Gothic novels. it focuses on family relations 

and power balances; and the various meanin-s of the term "romance" corne into play. 

particulariy since the narrator herself is an inveterate self-romancer. %rfuc~~zg has man' 

points in common uith the çeneric description of the Female Gothic romance that Claire 

Kahane formulated in her essay "The Gothic Mirror." 

Within an impnsoninp structure, a protagonist, typidly a young wornan 

whose mother has died- is compelled to seek out the center of a mysten. 

while vague and usually sesual threats io her person from some powerful 

male figure hover on the periphen- of her conscious~ss. Following dues 

that pull her onward and inward--bioodstains, mysterious sounds-she 

penetratrs the obscure recesses of a vast la--rinthean space and discovers 

a secret room sealed off by its association with death. In this dark, secret 

center of the Gothic structure, the boundaries of life and death themselves 

seem confused. Who died? Has there been a murder? Or merely a 

disappearance? (Kahane 334) 

In Atwood's novel, an  unnamed female protagonist imprisoned by the past and societal 

prohibitions leaves Toronto to search for her missing father on the island in the Quebec 

bush where she spent her isolated childhood. The narrator is surrounded by mystery, due 

in pan to the vague sense of intense but unvoiced despair she emanates on the trip north 

with her companions. Her companions themselves, her lover and a married couple, 

appear curiously rootless. The "powemil male figure" on the periphery of the narrator's 

consciousness is both her missing father and a mamed lover; on a more material level, 
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the narrator also has to deal with menacing Americans who want to bu? the island. 

GradualIy as the novel goes on the narrator approaches the psychic equivalent of the 

secret room. letting go hcr mental defenses. The discovery of the drowned body of her 

father in the lake, weighted d o m  by the camera he used to photograph Native Canadian 

rock painrings, jars her into recailing one of the sources of ber despair. the abortion she 

undenvent ninr years previously on the urging of her lover. The mental breakdown this 

realization occasions Ieads to her losing her companions and going even further into her 

past to come to terms with the mixed Iegacy of her parents, the reason of her father and 

the intuition of her mother. Afier a set of visions, or hauntings, the narrator is able to 

answer the questions posed and to reenter the world. 

As a Female Gothic novel- SUI-fùcing focuses on issues of power, security. and 

control. manifested oftrn in father figurddaughter relations? and the unvoiced societal 

contract to keep most forms of personal danger and violence unspoken. The home is the 

centre of many of these conflicts, and Atwood explores three levels of "home" in 

Szi~fac i~~g.  The narrator is alienated from hvo of them. and symbolizes the alienation 

from a third. Most imrncdiately, the narrator is estranged from her ovin body, having 

abdicated control of it in the act of havine the abortion at someone else's demand. On a 

more conventional level, the narrator has been estranged from her family, having avoided 

contact with them for years. The most symbolic level of alienation from home cornes in 

the nationalist subtext: the narrator and her companions cannot be fully "at home" in 

Canada until something authentic is found undemeath the pastiche of "secondhand 

American" that the narrator perceives spreading over the landscape. The societal 
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prohibition on admitring the fact of abortion leads. in part. to the narrator's fiactured 

psyche. The unspakabict in Swfucing is extended into the unthidcable, as the hidden 

room of traditional Gothic is translated in Atwood into the hidden parts of memory and 

the mind. Persoraal memon. and not an extemal agent, is the potential betrayer. 

Eve SedFicL has cornmented on the difficulty the Gothic story has in getting 

itself told and thas is true of Szirfrrcing. Atwood uses fragmentation as both narrative and 

thernatic dei ice. Fra-mcnts in guises such as surfaces. spliced mernories, split 

prrsonalities. a d  incornpiete characters haunt the text. The evasiveness of the narrator 

presenrs the m o a  obvious difficulty in narrative transmission. She leaves the reader 

dues about why she is in unvoiced anguish in the course of the first few chapten, and is 

herself a propagaror of the air of menace generally found in the Gothic. Actions which 

should appear normal, even clichéd, are related nlth an undercurrent of extreme ernotion 

which belies t h e  surface sirnplicities of whar is actually said or done The narrator's 

discomfiture at seeing the changes nine years have wrought on the road north is thus 

more than a comment on the impossibilîh of going home again: 

Nothing is the same, 1 don? know the way any more. 1 

slide m'; tongue around the ice cream, trying to concentrate on it. 

they put seaweed in it now, but I'm starting to shake, why is the 

raid different. he shouldn't have allowed them to do it, I want to 

tum around and go back to the city and never find out what 

happened to him. 1'11 start crying, that would be horrible, none 

of them would know what to do and neither would 1. 1 bite down 



into the cone and 1 can't feel anything for a minute but the 

knife-hard pain up the side of rny face. Anaesthesia, that's 

one technique: if it huas invent a different pain. I'm al1 

right. ( 12- 13) 

What is remembered is lefi unthought: what the reader is left with is a reaciion curiously 

emphatic and ovenimught considering what on the surface has provoked it. The 

narrator's mernories of her husband and child have this same doubled quality, providing 

an earlv indication that neither husband nor baby is what she declares on the surface. On 

the "birth" of her child, she cornments, 

1 have to behave as though it doesn't esist. because for 

me it can't. it was taken away from me, exported, deported. 

A section of my own life. sliced off from me like a Siamese 

nvin, rny own flesh cancelled. Lapse, relapse, 1 have to 

forget. (18) 

Here the relation of a custody dispute shades imperceptibly into mental commands which 

have linle. if a n ~ h i n g ~  to do with the original thought. More strikingly. the narrator's 

long description of what she daims is childbirth demonstrates the leakage in her 

protective "screen" mernories of an absent husband and child: 

After the first 1 didn't ever want to have another child, it was 

too much to go tthough for nothing, they shut you into a hospital, 

they shave the haïr off you and tie your hands down and they don? 

let o u  see. the? dont want you to understand, they want you to 
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believe itls their power. not yours. They stick needles into you 

so you won7 hear anything, you might as well be a dead pig, o u r  

legs are up in a metal fiame. the? bend over you, technicians, 

mechanics, butchers, students clumsy or sniggering practising on 

your body, they take the baby out mith a fork like a pickle out 

of a pickle jar. After that they fil1 your veins up with red plastic, 

1 saw it running down through the tube. 1 won7 let them do that 

to me ever again. (80) 

This violent description of what is supposed to be, as far as the reader knows at this 

point, a [ive birth, is jamng, the sudden vehemence of the assertion "1 won? let thern do 

that to me ever again" at odds with the narrator1s proclaimed lack of feeling. In both 

these instances one layer of rnemory coven another, "mier," layer, the authentic 

emotions leaching through the rnanufactured surface. The unreliabil ity of the narrator. 

who may have, according to some critics, made up a brother as well as a husband and 

child as another convenient fiction used to avoid accepting facets of her life? makes the 

transmission of the narrative of Surjïucing difticult. 

The narrator has developed a series of screen memories to help her in 

constructing a past she can live with. It's not complete; there are nine yean lefi a blur 

after the narrator's abortion which she cannot recall completely. Her portrait of Joe, for 

instance, is a circuitous confession. "1 don't care much for his ternperarnent, which 

altemates between surliness and gloom," she declares (57). The Gothic rnirronng of 

heroine and hem here occurs in the blind mirronng of the narrator and Joe: her 
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statement that evewhing non-physical about Joe is "either unknou-n. disagreeable or 

ridiculous" could br applied to herself (57). Her description of Joe's pots is remarkably 

close to what ive see of her mernories. Joe. a fmstrated artist- mangles potten to create 

non-utilitarian household goods: 

... the things don't sel1 at al1 in the few handicrafi shops that wi11 

even stock them. So the? accumulate in our already cluttered 

basement apartment iike fragmentan- memories or murdsr victirns. 

1 can't even put flowers in thein. the water would nin out through 

the rips. (57) 

Her o\w memones, fragmenta- as they are, are analogous to the pots: they barely fulfil 

their function. as she realizes afier her traumatic recovery of "real" memory in the lake: 

"a paper house \vas better than none and 1 could almost live in ir. I'd lived in it until now" 

( 1-14 j. An example of one of the walls of the paper house is her allegorical 

memory-vision of her mother saving her brother from drowning. 

This scene could be called kidnapped memon-, for in fact it isn't the namator's 

memory at all: "lt was before I was bom but 1 can remember it as clearly as if l saw it? 

and perhaps 1 did see it: 1 believe that an unbom baby has its eyes open and can look out 

through the walls of the mother's stomach, like a frog in a jar" (32). The description of 

the drowning itself reads like a staged tableau: 

It waç a still day, no wind noise, and she heard something down 

by the water. She ran to the dock; he wasn't there, she went out 

to the end of it and looked dowm. My brother was under the water, 



face uptumed. eyes open and unconscious. sinking gently: air 

\vas coming out of his mouth. (32) 

The narrator's insistence that she could see from the wornb gains a more sinister 

resonance after she discovers her father's body in the lake and adrnits to herself "it wasnrt 

ever rny brother I'd been remembering, that had been a disguise" (133 j. Her art of 

kidnapped memory fails. on a basic level, to shield her from the consequencrs of her 

action. since the "falsr" memon. is of a rnother saving her child, and thus provides 

emotional leakage of the truth of her o w ~  failure to save her child. In a similar rnanner, 

the narrator's claims to be beyond pain are false. "Rats prefer an- sensation to none" she 

says' and practises self-mutilation ( 1 1 1 ). The Gothic trope of the veil here is found in the 

layers of patched memones: lifting the veil in Szcrfucing results in the action of the titlr 

as the narrator works through the vanous surfaces of rnemov she hides behind. Until her 

cliinactic dive into the lake and subsequent discovery of her father's body. the narrator 

confesses obliquely, through mernories stolen from others and descriptions of others, 

creating a surface which the unwan reader must Ieam to suspect. 

Ghosts: and the nature of haunting itself, are important components of Surfucing. 

Here the haunted area found in most Gothics expands into the revenant past and the 

sentient landscape and even spills over into the issues of fragmentation just discussed. 

The presence of çhosts in Sur$ucirg has been an issue in criticism: exactly what does the 

narrator see in the wildemess? Margot Northey in The Hairnled Hilderness says she sees 

"illogka1 images of dead and murdered beinçs [that] keep returning like ghosts to haunt 

her" (68). In "Sujircirg: Apocahptic Ghost Stoi).." Keith Garebian writes: 



This novel is clearly not in the style of Edgar Allan Poe or 

Arnbrose Bierce, nor is it in the fashion of ErniIy Brontë, for 

its ghosts. unlike the conventional type. are not evil and temfjing 

escept at certain moments to the protagonist who, like Henry 

James' governess in The  TU^ of ihe Screw, dramatizes her own 

psychic ebb and flow. The ghosts are more than a subject in this 

stop: rhey are a vehicle to connect mised literary modes and 

to integrate questions about innocence and guilt, alienation 

and harmony . .( 1 ) 

Larer he refines this into "Szlghcitzg reveals, ultirnately, that its ghosts are essentially 

pro-jections of the protagonist's troubled mind" ( 2 ) .  Garebian's list of qualifications and 

negations is interesting- not least in demonstrating his unfamiliarity with Wutherittg 

He~ghrs. a novel with some affinities nith Szu;fuciilg. In a novel where everything is seen 

as a projection of the narratois "troubled mind," picking out the ghosts as such seems 

redundant. What produces the ghosts and the array of menacing things the narrator 

ha1 f-sees? 

CtZrflzcring Heighrs provides a staninç-off point for an examination of haunting in 

S f c i t  Both novels are situated in highly-charged, heavily syrnbolic, locales. 

Garebian notwithstanding, the "ghosts" in W~herittg Heiglzts are not particularly evil, 

although one of Catherine Earnshaw's appearances is temQing. Lockwood's early 

encounter with Catherine provides intriguing parallels with the narrator's experiences in 

Szrrfucinp. A reading of old diary entries, along with his lodging in Catherine's old bed 



(the one where she experienced the "fall" of her first separation from Heathclifo: 

provokes in Lockwood a brief, nearly textbook-like, experience of the modes of fright. 

The "intense horror of nightrnare" overcomes him when his fingers close "on the finsers 

of a linle. ice-cold hand" (Brontë, Wutherzrzg Hetghs 23). Terror sets in later; the horror 

is produced by actual physical contact: 

As it spoke, 1 discerned, obscurely, a child's face looking 

through the window--Terrer made me cruel: and, finding 

it useless to attempt shaking the creature oK, 1 pulled its 

wist on to the broken pane, and nibbed it to and fio till the 

blood ran down and soaked the beddothes: still it wailed, "Let 

me in!" and maintained its tenacious -gripe_ almost maddening 

me with fear. (23) 

Lockwood is an obtuse narrator, but his description manages to convey some of the 

power inherent in this particular place. If someone as dense and rootless as Lockwood 

can see Catherine Eamshaw. even if it is as the result of a dream induced by the 

surroundin@, what m u t  life be like for Heathcliff, who cannot see the ghost but is 

forced to live in such mernory-imbued surroundings? Brontë answers that much later. 

when Heathcliff declares what he sees Catherine in, starting with her nephew Hareton: 

In the first place, his startling iikeness to Catherine connected 

him fearfully with her--That, however, which you may suppose the 

most potent to arrest my imagination, is actually the least-for 

what is not connected with her to me? and what does not recall 
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her? 1 cannot look down to this floor, but her features are shaped 

on the flags! In every cloud in every tree-filling the air at 

night. and caught by glimpses in even object by day. 1 am 

surrounded with her image! The most ordinary faces of men 

and women--my own features--mock me mith a resemblance. 

The entire worId is a dreadful coIlection of memoranda that 

she did exist- and that I have lost ber! ( ?Cirrhering Hc.rg/z~s 3 2 4  

Location. deeply imbued with memones. can produce "hauntings" that esisr only in one 

person's rnind. Nelly Dean notes how Heathcliff in the days before his death focuses his 

sight on an object two feet in front of him. but unseen bu her. Garebian's point reçarding 

Szr~;fuot~g's ghosts is w d  taken. if obvious. but negates and misreads Atwood's 

predccessors and influences. 

The figure of Catherine Eamshaw, the "lost child_" haunts both Wziirrhming 

Heighs and Sz.fucing Both Catherine and the narrator of Surfaczi~g esperience psychic 

"falls" which split their lives. Catherine dies in her attempt at reunification, surviving 

only as fragments: in the child ghost and her pale daughter Catherine Linton. The 

fragments of the narrator of Surfucing are more scattered, found in notebooks, 

photographs: artwork, and the aborted foetus. A poem published in The Aninzals in thor 

Coza~rq? ( 1968) presents Atwood starting to rnodulate between the implacable failure of 

Catherine Earnshaw's reintegration and the partial/perceived success of her narrator's. 

"The Revenant" begins as a direct re-witing of W~lter ing  Ht.Ïg/z!:l: 

The child's face at the window 



the twisted child's face 

its fingers scratching 

against the glass. against 

the  chical  ice (52)  

and gradualiy becomes the speaker's indictment of this "imer child": 

Mirror addict, rny sickness 

hou -  can 1 get n'd of y u  

You don? esist (52) 

The desire to rid oneself of the past. here personified as the ghostly child. ivill recur in 

Szr~firc.u?g. where perhaps the root "haunting" is that of the narrator's childhood. 

perceived as "other." The child in "The Revenant" is 

a frozen m a m r  

the  white tyrant. crowned 

and sullen in those green indelible 

forests. that vague 

province, vast as a hospita1 

the  skull's noplace, w k r e  in me 

refusing to be buned, cured 

the t n t e  dead walk (52)  
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S~r~ucÏnp  espands this concept of haunting, exteriorking the "vague green province" of 

the mind to a concrete location in Quebec. "The Revenant" is a reminder that the "lost 

child" isn't merel- the narrator's aborted foetus. 

The iiteralized "vague green province," the village and its environs in the north, is 

what instigates one set of hauntings in the narrator's mind. The logging village. as well 

as the farnily cabin, is a nearly perfectIy preserved specimen of the ps t .  The road north 

ma? be jarring[- different. but in the villa- tirne appears to have congealed. As the 

narrator notes the landscape on the drive north, she remembers what her father said about 

it: 

In the tirst few hours of driving we moved through 

flattened cow-sprinkled hills and Ieaf trees and dead elm 

skeletons, then into the needle trees and the cuttings dynamited 

in pink and grey granite and the flimsy tourist cabins, and the 

signs saying GATEWAY TO THE NORTH, at ieast four t o m s  

clairn to be that. The future is in the North, that was a political slogan 

once: when my father heard it he said there was nothing in the 

North but the past and not much of that either. (8-9) 

The landscape is in ruins. over-ioççed or infected with the tree disease frorn the United 

States. The decay of the man-made landscape in traditional Gothic ( ruined castles, 

decrepit cathedrals and tombs) is herc transferred to the natural world. Atwood is not the 

only author to use nature in this marner, but this portrait of decaying nature is an 

intriguing counterpoint to Arnerican Gothic uses of the wildemess. Hawthorne, in The 
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Scurle/ depicted the wilderness as something separate from the decay and 

influence of civilization, a motif that has survived relatively unchanged in twentieth 

centun. novels like James Dickey's Deliwrui~ce. 

The village itself is exceptionallp well-preserved. The narrator notes that the men 

in the store are "still in Elvis Presley haircuts, duck's ass at the back and greased 

pompadours curving out over their foreheads (25)." Paul and his wife Madame still look 

like figures on a souvenir barorneter. The village population is decreasing. leaving only 

the shell: as the narrator's father said, there isn't much there but the ps t  and even that is 

decaying. In this Iandscape of the dead, haunting is esceptionaIiy easy. The narrator is 

able to use the Iandscape as a mnemonic device. Conversel-; the iandscape tends to 

neutralize those fully alivr: one gets only a fra=mentary sense of the physical reality of 

Joe. David, Anna and the others the narrator cornes in contact wïth. David, for example. 

is described in ternis of his hair: "moustache and Three Musketeers hair" (29). Joe is 

shown in even more fragmentary detail: 

1 examine the pan of his face that shows, an eyelid and 

the side of his nose. the skin pallid as though hefs been 

living in a cellar, which we have been; his beard is dark 

brown, almost black, it continues around his neck and merges 

under the sheet nith the hair on his back. (4 1 ) 

Anna, as many have noted, is reduced to a makeup kit. Everything is seen through the 

neurasthenic eye of the narrator, which explains away some of this apparent lack of 

interest in recording visual details about the other people. But it is clear from the 
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estensive recollections of the narrator. as well as her detailed descriptions of the esterior 

world, that sornething more than self-absorption is present. 

The combination of well-wrought, carefully observed setting descriptions and 

fiabgmentary characterization is a technique labelled by T e q  Castle "The Spectralization 

of the Other" in the essai of the same name. Castle examines Ann Radcliffe's use of the 

technique in Tjzr ilhs-ferzes of W p h o :  

Enchantments. shades? haunts, sacred spots. t he  revivification 

(through memory) of a dead father, a perpetually mouming reader: 

the scene is nemulous with hidden presences ... Home itsel f has 

become uncanny .JO be "at home" is to be possessed by 

memory? to dwell with spirits of the dead. ( 123). 

Castle points out how, in Radcliffe. objects and sites connected with the departed are so 

highl?. "charged" as to recall the departed. Persons actually present in The ibfjWer/e~ ~f 

Ui~hlplto become ghostly: "what mattered was the mental picture, the haunting image" 

(125). 

The process Castle discusses as being in process in the works of Ann Radcliffe 

has become complete and is commonplace in contemporary wrîvnting and thought. Castle 

indicates this: 

The nventieth centun, 1 hope to show, has completely naturalized 

this histonc shift towards the phantasmatic. We are used to the 

rnetaphor of the haunted consciousness-indeed hardly recognize it 

as metaphoric. Often enough, we speak colloquially of beinç 



haunted by mernories or pursued by images of people inside 

our heads. In moments of solitude or distress, we rnay even 

seek out such "phantoms" for companionship and solace. ( 1 3 )  

The contemporary acceptance of this idea of mental haunting may explain the distance 

man' critics of Szrrjucing feel towwd the ghosts. Garebian labels thern figures in an 

"apocalyptic ghost stoiy" and as stated earlier, "projections of the protagonist's troubled 

mind" ( 2 ) .  Thosr who ha\,e workrd on the shamanistic and fairy tale motifs in Szrvfu~-ing. 

such as Kathryn VanSpan~keren~ Elizabeth Baer, and Catherine Sheldrick Ross, treat the 

chosts as part of the therne mithout examining where the' might have corne from. 
C 

Howeïer, if the ghosts the narrator sees are rnerely aspects of her troubled mind. why 

doesnrt she see them in Toronto, where by her own account she is just as neurotic? The 

fact of her being in hrr childhood home in an area seemingly preserved in amber 

pro\idrs the environmental trigger for her to see the past as cleady as. if not more clearly 

than, the present. The power extemal objects have to cal1 up mernories and departed 

orhers can be seen in IVzdreriizp Heighrs and its manipulation of symbolic landscapes. 

Like the Brontë novel, Sut-fucing invests locales and inanimate objects with mnemonic 

power, and demonstrates through objects the continuing presence of those not there. 

The narrator's farnily cabin is the locus of mernory. The narrator notes upon 

seeing it again afier nine years that things remain nearly the same: 

In front of the house, the chicken wire fence is still here, 

though one end is almost over the bnnk. They never dismantled 

it: even the dwarf swing is there, ropes fiayed, sagging and 



blotched with weather. (34) 

Nothing is out of place. ( 3 5 )  

There are two other rooms and I open the doors quickly. A bed 

in each. shelves, clothes hangîng on nails: j a c k s ,  raincoats, 

the! were always lzft here. A grey hat. hr had several of those. 

In the right-hand room is a map of the district, tacked to the wall. 

In the other are some pictures. watercolours, 1 recall now having 

painted them when I was twelve or thirteen; the fact that I'd 

forgotten about them is the only thing that makes me uneas?. ( 3 5 )  

Aside from the watercolours, which point to the void that is her own past, the house is 

familiar enough for the narrator to slip into old roles: she c m  find the kitchen utensils 

easily. for euample. The past intrudes even more obviously into the present when the 

narrator sees her farnily narrative being re-enacted: 

1 can see Anna, partly hidden by trees. She's lyinp on her 

belly in bikini and sunglasses, reading a murder rnystery, 

though she rnust be coid ... 

Escept for the bikini and the colour of her hair she could 

be me at sixteen, sulking on the dock ... Joe and David, when 

distance has disguised their faces and their awkwardness, might be 

my brother and my father. The only place left for me is that of my 



mother.,-(5 1-52) 

As in Wu~hering Heig/zr.s, the second generation working through the roles and actions of 

the past is a pale copy of the original. The repetition is interestinp, howeve:, in the 

rnanner in which it starts the process which enables the narrator to break out of her self- 

imposed amnesia. 

The familiarity of the house is the source of the general sense of unease which 

affects the narrator and the test of Surfuchg. The cabin is "home" but "not home" for 

her, while David? Joe, and Anna both re-enact and do not re-enact the narrator's family 

roles. The island is the key to unlockinp the secrets of the narrator's past, and holds the 

answen to a variety of questions ranging from where is the narrator's father to why is the 

narrator in a state of prolonçed emotional anaesthesia. Most readings of Surfaring 

focused as they are on the pattern of the quest myth or shamanism, rely on a Jungian 

analysis of the text which esplains a great deal in the development of the plot but does 

little in the way of explicating the setting. The juxtapositions Atwood presents in 

Szo-j4ucing. from preserved homes to modem roads to seeming contradictions, add to the 
/ 

pervasive sense of dread which infuses the tea. The reader, in a parallel to Castle's 

analysis of the position of the reader of The Mysferies ofudolpho, is not perpetually 

rnourning (as with Radcliffe) but perpetually uneasy. This sense is denved from more 

than mere manipulation of atmosphere; in Suflacing, Atwood places the source of terror 

very plainly in the home. 

"Now we're on rny home ground, foreign temtory" ( 1  1 ), the narrator announces 

as David's car pulls further norîh. The ambivalence regarding "home" is a keynote in 
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Ahvood's presentation of the haunted area, and complicates the famil>- narrative of 

Szrrfucrng- Peter Klovan in "They Are Out of Reach Now: The Farnily Motif in Margaret 

Atwood's Surfucittgl* has achowledged that the narrator's family is partially responsible 

for her condition: 

... the narrator of Su~fucing understands that her family was the 

cradle of her anpished penonality. and that she is the carrier of 

her parents' limitations ... During the course of the narrator's quest, 

it becomes evident that the abortion which so troubles the narrator 

is not the cause. but one of the many injurious effects of a neurotic 

personaIih whose roots can ultirnately be found in the limited 

relationships she experienced while growing up in an uncommunicative 

famiIy in a remote area. (Klovan 2-3) 

Klovan's commentas on the family dynamics in Surfacing is perceptive, and is a 

necessary corrective to years of overl'; positive analyses of both the narrator's quest and 

her relationships with her parents. As stated before, the Female Gothic frequently locates 

sources of terror and unease in the family, something recognized also by S i p u n d  Freud 

in his 19 19 essay "The Uncanny." An examination of the various etymologies of words 

related to the concept of the uncanny reveals the home as the ultimate source of "al1 that 

arouses dread and creeping horror" (Freud 19). It is not actually the word "uncanny" 

which provides this definition, as "uncanny" is Alix Strachey's translation of Freud's 

"unheimlich," and it is in the series of German definitions that the double meanings of 

"heimlich" and "unheimlich" emerge. The "uncanny" is the helpful English equivalent 



Strachey gives for "unheirnlich," but it is unforninate that the German sense of 

"unheirnlicti" and "heimlich" is lost in translation, since "canny" is not quite the antonym 

of "uncanny" and fails to overlap with it in connotation as the Geman words do nith 

each other. 

The simplest translation for the German "Heim" is "home" and the 

definitions in German Freud provides for an overview of the varietles of meaning 

"heimlich" and "unheimlich" contain, one finds, a modulation from "heimlich" as 

"friendly. intirnate: homelike" (in German, "traut. traulich.. . ") to something resembling 

"unfriendly," as a long passage shows: 

... The Zecks ... are ail 'heim Iich "' -"Heimlich'? What do 

you understand by -heimlich'?" "Well, the): are l ike a buried 

spnng or a dried-up pond. One cannot walk over it uithout 

always having the feeling that water might corne up there again." 

"Oh, we cal1 it 'unheimlich'; you cal1 it 'heimlich?. Well, 

what makes you think there is something secret and untrustworthy 

about this family?" (Freud 25 j' 

This curious definition of "heimlich," which is dose to its German antonym (and to 

"uncannf'), is, as Freud says, a reminder that 

the word ["heimlich"] is not unambiguous, but belongs to 

two sets of ideas, whkh without being contradictory are 

yet very di fferent. (28) 

The "two sets of ideas," in German, flow fkom the same source in the home, or in things 
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espected to be home-like. This meaning is intensified by Freud's tracing it to "infantile 

sourcesf1 (38). Sorne "themes of uncanniness" can be 

doubling, dividing and interchançing the self. And, finally. 

there is the constant recurrence of simiIar situations, a same 

face, or character-trait, or twist of fortune, or a same crime, 

or even a same name recurring through several generations. 

(3940) 

To return to Surfucing we are presented with a woman who invests the idea of "home" 

itself with a degree of ambiguity. Everythinp there is familiar, !et not familiar. Her 

memones are herq yet not hers. In the course of Surfucing, Atwood modulates from one 

connotation of "heimlich" to the other, from the line where it blurs into "unheimlich" to 

its clearer connotations of "home" and the sense of location that entails. Here she repeats 

the concems of Fernale Gothic. particularl> nith the ideas of power, control, and 

irnpn'sonment as found in both the home and the family. 

The narrator1s ambivalence towards "home" shows itself most obviously in her 

flight from it after her abonion. Home is not a safe retreat, but seemingly something she 

can infect just as she \vas infected: if, as she said, the illegal abortionist in the city 

"planted death in [her] like a seed," then her family was in danger in their "perilous 

innocence"( 143). Undemeath this picture of isolated safety and preserved innocence, 

however, appears a more ambiguous picture of home. Atwood's narrator is no more 

reliable regarding her supposedly idyllic past than when she is in portraying a broken 

mamage. Her mernories of her upbnnging on the island are not papered over in false 
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memones, as her affair and her abortion are, but are overlaid in idyllic terms. Over-rosy 

childhood memories are not exceptional, but the narratorts extemal assertion of her 

happy childhood has a counterpoint in  her more detailed memories of specific incidents 

in her past. 

Securih itself is an issue in the presentation of home in Surfucing. Early on the 

narrator muses, "How have 1 been able to live so Long in the city. it isn't safe. I always 

felt safe hers, even at night," then counters that abruptly with 

Thuliur!~ u fie. rny own voice says out loud. 1 think hard about it_ 

considering it, and it is a lie: sometimes 1 \vas temfied, I 

would shine the flashlight ahead of me on the path. 1 would hear 

a rustling in the forest and know it was hunting me, a bear, a wolf 

or some indefinite thing with no name, that was worse. (73) 

It is interestinç how the idea and presence of home itself forces the narrator to break 

through some of her tissue of obfuscation: the imrnediacy (and repetition) of her 

childhood on her return to the cabin makes her habitua1 sel f-deception di fficult. 

Childhood gamss, she recalls earlier, were suffused with menace and the possibility of 

abrupt transformation: 

It's iike the times he used to play hide and seek with us in the 

semi-dark afier supper, it was different from playing in a house, 

the space to hide in was endless; even when we h e w  which tree 

he had gone behind there was the fear that what would come out 

when you called would be sorneone else. (50) 
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This loss of securih. esemplified in the fear that one's father would change into 

something alien and tum on oneselt is in contrast to the narrator's memory of complrte 

security and trust in the power of her parents. Significantly. she daims this memon is 

"one of the first things 1 remember" ( 1 7). As a srnall child she and her family were 

nearly killed going through rapids in a canoe: she cannot recaIl the danger. only "the 

hush of moving water and the rocking motion, total safety" ( 1  8). The narratois obsession 

with power can be dated frotn this. as can her abdication of responsibdih for actions. 

Her parents are the first in a line of adults who have what she terms "the power." 

Madame with the one hand has one manifestation of it, an indefinite allure due to her 

deformity. Her childhood is, for her, linked with World War II but in opposition to it: 

peaceful. powerless childhood at home in contrast to power-crazed. violent \var in 

Europe. The narrator's inability to retum home afier her abortion is linked to this 

complete separation of spheres: in her reasoning, death is other than home. and afier her 

abortion she contains death, therefore she cannot go home, since her presence would 

contaminate home just as the abortion contaminated her. A stage in her recovery of 

srnotional depth is her recognition of the ambiguous nature of home. Thus, her 

memones of her childhood grow gradually more and more violent and threatening, and 

her recollections of her parents less one-dimensional. 

The ambipous nature of home is due no1 only to the lack of secunh in the 

nuclear family but to the impossibility- of having a home at all. Atwood makes it clear 

that the narrator is not quite at home in the bush due to home's previous claimants. the 

Québecois and the natives. Total habitation is impossible, as the narrator realizes when 
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she contemplates her family's u n e a -  co-existence wîth the Catholics who surrounded 

them. She recalls that her family fitted into the community belief system as near- 

monsters. esistinp for the rest of the village as "maudits anglais" and potential 

werewolves: 

"They beiieve if you don? go to Mass you'll tum into a wol f " 

"Will !ou?" l said. 

"We don't go7'' he said, "and ive havsn't." 

Maybe that's why the- didn't waste anp sweat searching for 

rny father, they were afraid to, they thought he'd turned into a wolf; 

he'd be a prime candidate since he never went to Mass at all. Les 

niozalils unphfi ,  the damned English, the- mean it: they're sure 

n-e're al1 damned Iiteral ly. (56) 

The sense of being and not-being at home is intensified when she admits, "the tmth is 

that 1 don't know what the villagers thought or talked about. 1 was so shut off from them" 

(54). Isolation is the main effect of her upbringng, an isolation in the name of reason. 

The fortress of the island reinforces the idea of the home under siege: the outside world 

is so threateninç that complete severance from it is necessary. Co-existence is deerned 

impossible. The narrator intemalizes this message at an early age even while tnping to 

tight against it. Home, for the namator: is either the beleaguered island-castle or 

complete submergence in urban life: 

... we could have lived al1 year in the Company t o m  but he  split 

us between nvo anonynities, the city and the bush. In the c i p  we 



lived in a succession of apartments and in the bush he picked the 

most remote lake he could f i n d 3 9 )  

The narrator's sense of home as location is early on fised aith a degrer of ambivalence. 

since it is not a single place. This insistence on irreconcilable opposites, or opposing 

surfaces; n i I l  appear over and over in Surfacing as the narrator goes further and further 

into the labyrinth of the past. 

This dependence on oppositions leads into one of the major themrs of Surfucirg, 

that of intemation. The fragmentation of the narrator's psyche and mernories, as well as 

ber emotional divorce from an- idea of "home," is intensified by her obsession with 

bina- opposites. rnost notably mindbody and victirnivictor. The narrator loads all sorts 

of meanings into these pairs, finding permutations of the dichotomies between men and 

women and Americans and Canadians there. The habit of classification itself is an  

"American" tendency, an example of how Amencanization has infected even the 

narrator's supposedly safe home and famil?. Actual Americans find the island amazingly 

easy to invade: when Bill Malmstrom, the  children's clothing salesman from Michigan, 

asks the narrator if she'd like to sel1 the property, he confesses that he has been 

reconnoitring the famil y cabin for years: 

"Don't you want to see it?" 1 asked- "1 mean, the house and 

all." 

" I must admit that I've already seen it; we've had our eye 

on this piece for quite some time. I've been coming up here to fish 

for years, and I've taken the liberty, when no one seemed to be here, 



of having a stroIl around." (94) 

I f  the readrr missed the point earlizr in Malmstrom's admitting that "the Wildlife 

Protection Association of Amerka" had "quite a flourishing litîle branch" in Canada. this 

declaration of unabashed trespassing makes clear the ease with which Americans can 

take O\-er the Canadian landscape. Paralleling this is the ease with which labelling and 

division have invaded the Canadian mindscape. 

The dead heron the narrator and her cornpanions ser on their trek to find the rock 

painting her father charted is a key to her realization of her own cornplicity in 

perpetuating conceptual absolutes. The heron. found in a cniciform position tied to a 

tree, was killed. she feels, because it was the perfect victim and existed only to be 

victiinized: "Othenvise it was valueless: beautiful from a distance but it couldn't be 

tamed or cooked or trained to taIli, the only relation they could have to a thing like that 

was to destroy it" ( 1 16). The fact that the men who evidently killed the heron were 

actuallp From Sarnia doesn't rnaner: "If you look like them and talk like them 

[Americans] and think like them then you are them ..."( 179). This is jamng enough for 

the narrator, who is becoming paranoid as sources of power close in. As a Canadian, she 

is like the men who killed the heron, and feels vicarious bhod guilt. Even doser to 

home (in both senses) and harder to admit is her unforced and sudden flood of rnemory 

regarding her brother and his insect collection. 

The paragraph relating this starts abruptly, and is unclear about who the "heu 

mentioned is, 

The laborator); he l a s  older then. He never caught birds, 
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they were too quick for him, what he caught was the slower thinçs. 

He kept them in jars and tin cans on a board shelf back in the forest, 

near the swamp; to reach them he made a secret path,marked onl? 

by small notches on the trees, a code. (13 1 )  

Her brother's laboratory is unreason and cruel- masked and made barely palatable by 

reason. The codes and secrecy in the route to the cache, as well as its legitimizing label 

as a "laboratory," demonstrate its intnnsic moral banhptcy.  The narrator's question of 

"how did we get bad" (129) is partially answered here. Her first reflex on findinp the 

neglected frogs and insects is to set the remaining live ones free; her fa11 can be 

construed as her capitulation to her brother's rage at this action. 

He was so anpy he was pale, his eyes twisted as though they 

couldn't see me. "They were mine," he said. Aftenvards he trapped 

other things and changed the place: this time he wouldn't tell me. 

1 found it anyway but 1 was afraid to let them out again. Because 

of my fear they were killed. ( 13 1 ) 

This family-tableau, leading into the concept of "good" and "bad" leeches (the brother 

roasts the bad ones, which only he can identi- and label), outlines the structural 

problems in the narrator's family, and the results of her early tendency to place her 

security in the hands of others. The mother prohibits needless cruelty but does not back 

up her objections. The brother identifies with those with power. The narrator, because 

of her abdication of responsibility, identifies with the poaterless, but cannot disengage 

herself from the power structure because of fear. Her habit of moral absolutism leads her 
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into an emotional corne. divorced from her pan. Complicity in violence runs roo deeply 

in the past, so her childhood must be amputated: 

To brcome like a little child again, a barbarian; a vandal: it 

was in us too. it \vas innate. A thing closed in my head h a n 4  

synapse, cutting off my escape ... ( 137) 

The childhood she separated herself from earlier becaw of hrr inability to associatc her 

Iifi in the ci& (including the abortion) wïth the perceived innocence of her upbringing is 

here seen as another trap. The narrator begins to th id  in fatalistic terms, with this view 

of humanie's predetermined evil a contrast to her earlier. more romantic. vieiv of her 

childhood as an earthly paradise wrhich was followed by a "fall" into urban life. This 

appears as one of the reasons ivhy the narrator's breakdoin takes the fonn it does. in a 

search for completely innocent %rst things-' that are part of the landscape she finds 

herself in. 

The narrator's five nights in the bush after her discoveq- of her father's body 

function as the occasion of the final lifting of the veil of her past. The narrator Stans her 

re-integation by an anrmpt to set things right. Her rejection of her former passivih, 

which she implicitly recognizes as one of the sources of her problems, leads her to gain 

control and destroy the film that Joe and David are making. David has demonstrated the 

coercive power of film by forcing Anna to strip for the camera in a culmination of his 

relentless voyeurism for the sake of  "art." Anna at this point has become an object, a 

"Random Sample" (the narne of the film is Random Samples) on the same level as the 

bonle villa, the stuffed moose famiiy and the dead heron filmed earlier. The actual 
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destruction of the film occurs when David seets to exqend directorial despotism to the 

narrator. In a further display of potential victimization and objectification, he debates 

her place in the film as if he were won-ying about fumiture placement: 

"There's part of a reel left," Anna says. "You should 

get her. you got me but you never got her." She looks at me. 

fumes ascending from her nose and mouth. 

"Now that's an idea," David says. "The rest of us are in 

it, she's the only one who isn't." He assesses me. "Where would 

we fit her in though? We don? haïe anyone fucking ';et: but I'd 

have to do it," he says to Joe' "we need you running the camera." 

''1 couid run the camera." Anna says. "you couId both do it," 

and everyone laughs. ( 164-1 6 5 )  

The nanator, having mused over "how to act." now knowsl and pulls the film out of the 

camera and throws the esposed reels into the lalie. This conclusive break with her habits 

of passivity precipitaies her flight into the bush and her imer journey through the 

labyrinth. 

Section Three of the novei, which details this coliapse, is difficult to deal with. 

Shamanistic interpretations such as VanSpanckeren's account for the framework the 

narrator's search through her psyche takes, but neglect the narratorrs oown conclusion to 

her rituaIistic breakdown: 

No gods to help me now, they're questionable once more, 

theoretical as Jesus. They've receded, back to the past, inside 
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the skull? is it the same place. They'll never appear to me again. 

1 can't afford it; from now on IfIl have to live in the usual way? 

defining them by their absence: and love by its failures, power 

by its loss, its renunciation. I regret them; but they give only 

one kind of tnith, one hand. ( 189) 

The narratorfs ritualistic destruction of items from her 014 civilized life parallels the 

journe! a shainan takes to find truth and have visions. but the narrator tums from that 

also. The combination of the ceremonial aspects of her w-ithdrawal and the 

circumstances which lead to it cannot be repeated. It is possible. as critics have done, to 

overstate the importance of the ritual and its results, but the narrator explicitly gants 

thein only a limited power in her life. 

Whatever happens, one is lefi in Section Three of Surfucinp with the end of the 

narratorrs long imprisonment in the past and in destructive foms of thinking She has. as 

Kahane ~ o u l d  Say, penetrated the obscure recesses of a vast labyrinthean space- 

transposed here to the recesses of her mind. and confronted the question of "who died" 

(Mahane 334). There is more than one answer to that question: by recognizing the 

cluster of associations around her father's drifiing body in the lake, she accepts the reality 

of her abortion as well as the realip of a parent's monality: 

II was there but it wasn't a painting, it wasn't on the 

rock. It was below me, drifting towards me from the furthest 

levzl where there was no life, a dark oval trading limbs. It 

was blurred but it had eyes, they were open, it was something 1 
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knew about. a dead thing it was dead. ( 112) 

Implicit in the text is the realization that for nine years she herself "die&" her recovery 

of childhood signalled by her reconnection to the various selves found in the family 

photograph albums. Finally, the visions, or hauntins, of the narrator's parents are the 

%eu to her re-integration: "in this dark? secret center of the Gothic structure, the 

boundaries of life and death themçelves seem confused" (Kahane 334). As a result of 

this obliteration. the narrator becomes more fully alivr and recowrs a sense of "home?" 

particularly because the forms her parents' shades take are derived from the northem 

landscape. 

Identification m7th the landscape is the final stage in the narrator's recovery. As 

shc tries a series of less-evolved identities in her mental and emotional collapsr (bear. 

frog), she finds a sense of place in being a place: 

The animals have no nsed for speech.. why talk when 

?ou are a word 

1 lean against a tree, 1 am a tree leaning 

I break out asain into the bright sun and crumplel head 

against the ground 

I am not an animal or a tree, 1 am the thing in which the 

trees and animals move and g~ow,  1 am a place (1 81 j 

Her nished collision with her past and with her spatial location is found in her word 

patterns. which are in marked contrast to her more fia_mentary thoughts in the first two 

sections of the novel. 
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The final examples of the narratorrs re-integation, as well as the integration of 

the fragments of the te.*, are the visions she has of her parents. The form her father 

takes in particular is a sign of his accommodation to the landscape: 

He is standing near the fence with his back to me, looking in at 

the garden. The late afiemoon sunlight falls obliquely between 

the treetrunks on the hill, down on him, clouding him in an orange 

hme, he wavers as if through water.. . 

1 Say Father. 

He turns towards me  and it's not my father. It is what 

my father saw, the thing you meet when you've stayed here too 

long alone. ( 1 86- 1 87) 

It is significant that she is able to see her father, or what be became, at this point: the 

sight of his papers in the cabin earlier had only brought her brief, non-visual memories of 

him. The narratof s new sense of rootedness allows her to see her father in the landscape 

she now can cal1 home. The fact that her father appears to be the landscape embodied is 

also important. In "Canadian Monsters: Some Aspects of the Supematural in Canadian 

Fiction," Atwood identifies this landscape-generated being as the wendigo, a native 

Canadian (and native to Canada) figure: 

the incarnation of an unfriendly natural universe. The Storm 

is one aspect of this landscape; the wendigo, soulless and 

destructive, is the same landscape in human form. 

(Atwood, Second Words 234) 
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The evidence of SzrrJacing tends to contradict this ovenvhelmingly negative view of the 

landscape, but the sense of the wendigo being the landscape in hurnan form is the same. 

The narrator's new acceptance of the landscape Ieads her to see the ..-;sion of her father as 

merely there: 

I'm not frightened, it's too dangerous for me to be 

frightened of it: it gazes at me for a time with its yellow 

eyes, wolf s eyes, depthless but lambent as the eyes of animais 

seen at night in the car headlights. Reflectors. It does not 

approve of me or disapprove of me, it tells me it has nothing to 

tell me, only the fact of itself ( 1  87) 

What the father has become is something beyond terror, since conventional fear cannot 

encompass the magnitude of the danger the vision embodies. The narrator's vision of her 

mother is more conventional, and potentially easier to assimilate. The mother appears as 

herself, feeding birds in her talismatic leather jactet that has such strong associations 

with her that the narrator feeis uncornfortable having it around: 

J 

it belonged to my mother a long time ago, she kept sunflower seeds 

in the pockets. 1 tliought she'd thrown it out; it shouidn't still be 

here, he should have got nd of it afier the funeral. Dead people's 

clothes ought to be buried with them. (43) 

The jacket serves as a needed reminder of her mother, and is imbued with the "power" 

the narrator ofien invokes, since it was in this jaclcet that her mother waved off a bear 

with no ouiward sign of fear. The ghost of the mother, as befits the parent who had 
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earlier made accommodation nith the bush. is in her own form and in familiar pose: 

Then 1 see her. She is standing in front of the cabin, her 

hand stretched out- she is wearing her peu leather jacket: her 

hair is long, down to her shoulders in the style of thirty yean 

ago. before 1 \ a s  bom: she is turned half away fiom me. 1 can 

only see the side of her face. She doesn't move, she is feeding 

them plue jays]: one perches on her wrist. another on her 

shoulder. ( 1 82) 

This "real" sighting of the rnother is connected to the narrator's "kidnapped" merno? of 

her mother's saving the drowning child: both are visions of things before the narrator's 

birth. With the discovery of the parents in the landscape. the narrator has answered al1 

the questions she needrd to in the bush, and her long imprisonment fades suddenl!. 

suddenly enough to rnake critics such as Peter Klovan and Keith Garebian find her 

recoven- artificial and unconvincing. This conclusion is a result of reading Su$uciig too 

rnuch like a realist novel: the schematic form the narratorfs near-insanity takes should be 

an indicator that Atwood is not witing a self-help book. Garcbian's distancing from 

genre is a factor in his dismissal of the narrator's recovery. The narratorfs sudden 

freedom from the prison-house of rnemory is a reworking of the trope of the unguarded 

prison described by Richter in T/w Pi-ogress of Ronrame. As in The Edible Wontan. 

mental imprisonrnent ends in Swfucing when it is no longer necessary and characters can 

recognize the true face of their warders. The narratorfs stimhg enunciation, "This above 

all, to refuse to be a victim," is her last key to her cell. The Gothic form of Surfuci~g, 



108 

with its use of the intenor search. makes this conclusion less a patched-in rnanifesto and 

providrs the reader wvith a consistent, integrated text (paradoxically from a genre knowm 

for its emphasis on fra-mentation). Whether or not the narrator reunites uith Joe is 

unimportant, since her exit from her self-imposed and societally-constructed prison is the 

culmination of her experïences in the test. The narrator has progressed fiom being 

unablr to go home (and unable to articulate why) to being at borne, and in full possession 

of her past. Her rccoven- is signalied subtly by her nrw awareness of hctr phpical self: 

her mind is able to recognize her body: 

f turn the mirror around: in it there's a creature neirher 

animal nor human, furless, on1y a dirty blanket, shoulders 

huddled ovrr into a crouch. eyes staring blue as ice froin 

the deep sockets: the lips move by themselves ... They would 

never believe it's only a natural woman. state of nature. the'. 

think of that as a tanned body on a beach with washed hair 

waïing like scanles: not this. face dirt-caked and streaked. 

skin @med and scabby, hair like a frayed bathmat stuck 

with leaves and twigs. A new kind of centrefold. (1 90) 

It ma' be overly tidy and schematic, but the point of genre, and Gothic in particular here, 

is not to mirnic reality, but to provide a series of conventions to discuss facets of extenor 

reality that are difficult to confiont directly. Surfucinp: widi its interplay of Gothic and 

detective fiction, is a constmct allowing discussion of power relations, security issues, 

and the relations between Canada and the United States more effectively than a direct, 
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realist narrative could. 

Su~uccig is Atwood's first attempt at a transposition of the Gothic fom to a 

recognizably Canadian setting in the tradition of North Amencan Gothic writers who 

sought to present terror fictions that would owe little to "exploded superstition" imported 

incongniously frorn Europe. Su@acÏng goes further in outlining forms of terror that owe 

little to the United States: and thus resembles neither a Southern Gothic novsl or a New 

England Gothic.' The Canadian sense of homeIessness at home unites with Freud's 

exploration of the source of uncanniness being a sense of ambivalence about home. 

Atwood develops this idea of domestic-centred terror in her interiorized Gothic, where 

the "skull's noplace" replaces the ruined castle as the locus of terror and the repository of 

hidden information. 

Atwood's transformation of traditional Gothic into the haunted interior contains 

many familiar Gothic tropes. The island in the lake replicates the "Contested Castle" 

Kate F. Ellis describes as the arnbiguous home: 

A space where "terror, doubt? and division" cannot enter 

- is a place where innocence camot be undermined by the 

"rough world" outside it. But waIIs that cannot be 

penetrated become a prison. (Ellis 45) 

The "totalitarian innocence" of the narrator and her family on the island is a fom of this 

home-cum-prison (Atwood, Surfucing 190). The fragmentation embodied in the test 

and the narrator reflects back to the fragmented Romantic text and the play of surfaces 

and veils examined by Sedgwick in the Gothic. And finally, the infection of 
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Americanization. which causes American critics of Atwood to make either a universal or  

a shamanistic interpretation of Surjfl?ucing, can be read as a transmutation o f  the old fear 

o f  the South' Catholicism, and revolution in this Gothic.' Ahvood's tale of embattled 

innocence takes on a mythic quality when placed in its historical setting of 1970-7 1 with 

a backdrop of the unending \var in Vietnam and the vision of  the United States as 

ornnivorous giant, consurning Canada's resources and its own population 

indiscriminatrly. 



1 .Freud's use of "heimlich," most notable in this quotation, is from Austrian, rather than 
German, usage, as the Brocklzcrus PVahrig Deutsches Würterbuch shows: 

heimlich ...L (veralt.: noch osterr.)=heimelig [cahd. heimlich "zum Haus 
geharig", dam -'vertraut''. . . ] (i3rockhau.s. 1.bL 111, 459) 

The connection behveen "secret" and "home" in German is interesting. 

2.Atwood7s rewriting of the traditional Gothic in Su$acing has some affinities with novels such 
as the Native Amencan witer Leslie Mannon Silko's Cerernorzy, which depicts in more 
explicitly native terrns the process of spintual re-integration (Silko is a native of Laguna Pueblo 
in New Mexico). Scott P. Sanders, in "Southwestern Gothic: On the Frontier between 
Landscape and Locale," identifies a sîrain in the novels of Silko, Richard Shelton, and Rudolfo 
Anaya that would be familiar to students of Canadian literature- 

In the Southwest, three cultures-Anglo, Chicano, and Indian-- 
are strugglinç to realize their desires for a sure sense of c d ~ r a l  identity, 
of rootedness, in a landscape which, with its gothic presence, resists making 
of it a locale. a homeland where people, events, and places are integrated. 
(Sanders 55) 

3.For example, the nees up north are dying, the narrator notices, due to "the disease ... spreading 
up from the south" (7). 



Orucle: On Reading the Gothic 

In Lu& Orcick ( 1976), Atwood thoroughly domesticates the traditionai Gothic 

form. contrasting it with the commercial Costume Gothic romances the protagonist Joan 

Foster writes as well as with nineteenth-century novels and rnid-1950s films referred to 

intenextually. The Gothic is brought out front and centre in the novel, as the reader is 

instructed in not only how to read the Gothic. but how to wntz it. In intewiews, Atwood 

has acknowledged her debts to Jane Austen's It.Or~/~ungc~ A h h q  and Charlotte Brontë' s 

.Ime Ljw in the construction of Ladv Oruck, placinç the novel f i m i y  in the tradition 

Austen developed. The influence of .lune fi,*re can be found in the plot of Atwood's 

novel. as her answer ro a question in a 1978 interview with Joyce Carol Oates indicates: 

Again. I'm not sure where it began. but the central character is a writer 

of Gothic romances partly because I've always wondered what it was 

about these books that appealed-do so man? wornen think of themselves 

as menaced on al! sides, and of their husbands as potential murderers? 

And what about that --Mad Wife" lefi over from June hw'? Are these Our 

secret plots? (IngersoII, C'orrversafions 75) 

Atwood, as Austen did in L2.i)~l~unger- Ahbq-: in La&. Oruck splits the Gothic into 

several components and subgenres, presenting a serious Gothic plot countered with a 

parody of Gothic excess. La4l Orucie contains a Radcliffe-like plot set in the present 

contrasted with novels-in-progress in the historical Costume Gothic subgenre and a 

melodramatic poem sequence. The presence of many variations of the Gothic has 
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caused man: critics IO elide the distinctions Atwood has made between the two. as 

academic critics have tended to relp on Janice Radway's and Tania Modleski's work on 

the conternporan- Costume Gothic romance to cnticize both what Joan Foster writes and 

the novel in which she appecirs.' It has been easy and reductive to read the Female 

Gothic's emphasis on the woman being vïctimized (contrasted nith Lewk's emphasis on 

the victimization itself. and the male perpetrating it) as a tacit approval of the idea of the 

\ ictiinization of wornen. The plot device of the passive masochistic heroinc is found in 

Luc&* (>rude, but as a part of the historical Costume Gothic noveels that are shown as a 

degenerated version of the fom. 

Joan Foster starts I.u& Oruc/e in traditional Gothic fashion impnsoned in 

southern Italy: by her own choice. but rrapped none the less. '-1 planned my death 

carefully," she begins. as the novrl starts to set up the transformed. modem Female 

Gothic in opposition to the contemporac commercial one. Joan's thoughts of htr 

--death" are inestricably meshed with ideas on fashion: 

My life had a tendency to spread, to get flabby. to scroll and festoon like 

the frame of a baroque mirror, which came from following the line of 

least resistance. 1 wanted rny death. by contrast, to be neat and simple. 

understated, even a little severe, like a Quaker church or the basic black 

dress nith a single strand of pearls much praised by fashion magazines 

when 1 was fifteen. (7) 

Whg Joan is playing dead in Italv is the primas narrative of Lo-. Orucle: Joan outlines 

how she got from A, a suburban Toronto childhood. to D, a life in hiding ar an ltalian 
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vacation villa. The movement from her childhood was accelerated by her combative 

relationship with her mother Frances Delacourt, a woman fwtrated by the constraints of 

1950s life and by her daughter's obesity. As Joan puts it: 

The war between myself and my mother was on in eamest; the disputed 

territory was m -  body. 1 didn't quite know this though I sensed it in a 

h a q  way. -.(69) 

Her past as a teenage fat girl is what she seeks to efface through every move and 

alteration of identity in the novel. Joan constructs the layers of identity and personality 

she uses to put emotional and physical space between her present self and this past as a 

parodic reworking of the Bluebeard faiq tale: the secret at the centre of Joan which must 

never be revealed is her former weight. with al1 the emotional injuries and baggagç 

attached to it.' When Joan's relationship with her mother passes frorn the ernotionally 

combative to the physically combative, she leaves home, and later leaves Toronto for 

Ençland, using a legacy from a favourite aunt who stipulated a weight loss of one 

hundred pounds before collection. 

Joan-remakes her past in England where she becomes the mistress (her words) of 

a Polish count, starts her career writing Costume Gothic romances, and meets Arthur 

Foster, a "ban the bomb" activist and expatriate Canadian. ARer her precipitous retum to 

Canada at the news of her mother's death, she marries Arthur and begïns life as the wife 

of a professional academic revolutionary. Her writing career is added to her past as a fat 

girl as something to be kept from Arthur and their acquaintances, considered by her as 

inadequately serious. While researching aspects of the occult for a plot impasse in a 



115 

Costume Gothic, Joan expenments \cith automatic witing and as a result puts together a 

poetry manuscript from the words revealed by the mirror she used to put herself in a 

receptive trance. This poetry manuscript, edited and entitled Lu& Orcrck (referred to as 

Yady Oracle'')? propels Joan into national fame as a poet engaged with sexual politics 

and precipitates her eventual flight into Italy. As "Lady Oracle_" she manages to pick up 

a lover, a conceptual artist called the Royal Porcupine, and a blackmailer detemined to 

reveal al1 that she has carefully hidden in her iife. Threats in the form of phone calls. 

dead animais- and notes appear at her home, but it is unclear exactly who is responsible 

for them. The impending collapse of her carefully constnicted separate identities drives 

Joan to feign her omm death by drowinç in Lake Ontario and escape to Italy to hide in 

the villa she and Arthur rented for vacation in Terremoto the year before. Even hrr 

"death" goes wrong, however, and she is considered simultaneously a murder victim and 

a living hoaser by those in Toronto. As she sits in limbo in the villa, neither alive nor 

dead to those who matter in her life, the lines between what she w-rïtes and what she 

represses collapse and she begins to consider her life's decisions as if they had occurred 

in the litera3 space her Costume Gothic novels and poetry occupy. The reporter sent to  

discover the tmth about her disappearance is hit on the head with a Cinzano bottle as a 

result of Joan's increasing panic. Recovering herself, she tells everything to the reporter: 

1 guess it wi11 make a pretty weird story, once he's witten it; and the odd 

thing is that I didn't tell any lies. Well, not very many. Some of the 

names and a few other things, but nothing major. I suppose 1 could 

still have gotten out of it. 1 could have said 1 had amnesia or 
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sornething. .(344) 

She resolves tn stop wn'tin; Costume Gothic novels and considers writing science fiction 

instead, and at the close of the noveI is about to Ieaw limbo and re-enter the land of the 

1 ivi ng. 

Joan Foster and La& Oracle are both haunted by the past; Joan by her own past. 

and Luc-. Orucir by previous Gothic novels. C. C. Barfoot wot r  of the Gothic's 

preoccupation nith ghosts: 

Ghosts, guests, gestures, jests, gests, quests-al1 are gists of 

Gothic. al1 pointiny to the Gothic as an invasion of the known 

present by the hidden past, an encroachment of the closed past 

onto the open present. a disturbance of the apparent daylight of 

today bu the d a k  of yesterday (Barfoot 16 1 ) 

Barfoot's word gamrs bring into focus the \vaYs in n-hich the Gothic presents irruptions 

of the past into the present, whether w ~ t h  ghosts, manuscripts bearinç tales, or stories told 

by characters who ma!. or may not be aware of precisely what they are revealing. Joan 

Foster's narration reveals that she is trapped in her childhood. a fact she acknowledges: 

When 1 looked at myself in the minor, 1 didn't see what Arthur saw. 

The outline of my former body still surrounded me, like a mist, like 

a phantom moon, like the image of Dumbo the Flying Elephant 

superimposed on my own. 1 wanted to forget the past, but it refused 

to forget me: it waited for sleep, then cornered me. (2 14) 

Joan's relationship with her mother is the source of her conflicts. Her layers of stories 
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ultimately lead back into her troubled relationship with her mother. which influences her 

waking and sleeping life. On a superficial level, Joan repeats her mothrr's adolescence: 

both wornen Iefi home in their Iate teens and set out on a Iife divorced from famil!?. 

Joan's mother is not as conscious a storqteller as she is, but both women reconstnict 

themselves. and ren-rite their pasts. as needed. Close observation of her mother teaches 

Joan early about transformations both successful and failed. One of her recumng dreams 

fi0111 her childhood sho\i-s this. In it, Joan watches her rnother apply makeup while 

sitting at a three-mirror vanity table. 

In the dream, as 1 watched. 1 suddenly realized that instead of three 

reflections she had three actual heads. which rose from her toweled 

shoulders on three separate neclis. This didn't frighten me, as it seemed 

merelu a confinnation of something I'd always knoi m... (66-67) 

The nightmarish aspect of this dream, the thing that frightens Joan, is the possibili'): of 

this secret bsing revealed: the monstrosity itse1f isn't disturbing. but the discoveq of it is. 

... outside the door there was a man. a man who was about to open the 

door and corne in. If he saw, if he found out the tmth about my mother, 

something terrible would happen, not only to my mother but to me ...( 67) 

As a child. Joan finds that her mother can change into a monster easily and suddenly, the 

sessions at the makeup table makinç her both figuratively monstrous (the three heads) 

and emotionally, as Joan recalls that afier her sessions at the rnirror "she was always a 

liale cross" (66) .  The dream changes as Joan gets older: 

Instead of wanting to stop the mYsterious man. 1 would sit there wishing 
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for hirn to enter. 1 wanted him to find out her secret, the secret that 1 

alone knew: my mother was a monster. (67) 

For Joan, the boundar). between rnonstrosip and normality isn't permeable and fluid. but 

soiid. Her mother is a monster. the sessions at the makeup mirror merely revealing what 

\vas there al1 the time. 

Joan's mother is responsible in part for forcing her into the two groups that 

contribute to Joan's formathe and enrrapping mernories of shame and confusion. ballet 

class and Brownies. As an adult, Joan's reactions to situations and other people are 

determined by things that happened to her years before: she becornes a child again and is 

unable to confront things as an adult with an adult's esperience. In the first "prima1 

scrne" Miss Flrgg. her dance teacher. pulls her frorn performing at a recital in the 

--Buiterfly Frolic" piece and makes her eschange her butterfiy cosrume for a quickly 

-- 
conceived inothbail suit. 'The problem. as Joan says. "\vas fairly sirnpIea-: 

in the short pink skirt. n i t h  rny waist, arms and legs exposed. 1 was 

motesque. (46 ) 
C 

The costume's effect falls short of Miss Flrgg's idea of what a bunerfly sliould look like, 

and Joan admits that even she was disappointed with it: 

Even 1 \vas a little taken aback when she finallÿ allowed me to inspect 

myself in the three-sided mirror on her vanity table. Although 1 was too 

young to be much bothered by my size, it wasn't quite the effect I wanted. 

1 did not look like a butterfly. But 1 knew the addition of the w-ings would 

make al1 the difference. I was hoping for magic transformations, even 
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then. (46) 

Miss Flegg, with the complicity of Joan's mothrr, changes Joan's costume before the 

recital to one of the teddy brar outfits fiom another piece and tells Joan that shr is to be a 

mothball rather than a butterfly. Joan performs this under duress, and is confused by the 

reaction of the audience. 

... much to my surprise 1 was lefi in the center of the stage, facing an 

audience that was not only laughing but applauding vigorously. Even 

when the beauties, the tiny thin ones, trooped back for their curtsey, the 

laughter and clapping went on, and several people, who must have 

been fathers rather than mothers, shouted "Bravo mothball!" It puuled 

me that some of them seemed to like my ugly, bulky suit better than the 

pretty ones of the others. (50-5 1 ) 

Joan cannot understand how one can be ugly and bullq and still be a star: one is either a 

mothball or a butterfly, with nothinç in between and no blumng of the lines hetwecn the 

h ~ é s  of response each gets. Her mother reinforces the idea of the absolute separation of 

the two poles, and the irrevocable nature of falling into the unattractive one, by asking 

her in various forms (as Joan says later), "who would think of ma-ing a mothbail?-' 

(5 1). Though the ofiices of Miss Flegg Joan leams that "if you're goinç to be made to 

look ndiculous and there's no way out of it' you may as well pretend you meant to" (48), 

a lesson that is of little help in later life but that she cannot help follo\ving. 

Joan's experiences in Brovmies are anodier important set of components in her 

arrested emotional development. At first Brownies offered the possibility of sublimation 
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into an anonynous group in cornparison with Miss Fleg& dance school: 

At Miss Fle&s you were supposed to try to be better than everyone else, 

but at Brownies you were supposed to try to be the same. and 1 was 

beçinning to find this idea quite artractive. (54) 

Unfortunately she finds that she isn't the same as everyone else. as her weight is not the 

only thing that sets her apart From the other Broumies. Joan's secret, as she calls it, is 

that she is --a public sni\elIcr still. at the age of çight?" and the other girls tomlent hrr 

once they discover how easy it is to make her cry (57). The winter landscape she 

associates uith Brownies is imbued nith the misen the meetings entailed. Atwood 

illustrates briefly here the dynamics of childhood power garnes. The three older girls 

who toment Joan are in a cornples balance of power themselves. with the two younger 

girls Marlene and L j m e  competing for the attention of the oldest one' Elizabeth. All - 
four walk home together from Browmie meetings for safetfs sake. as arranged by their 

mothers who are either unaware or unconcerned about the abuse girls can give each 

other. Girls' relationships can slide so easily into teasing and attacks- ail the harder to 

mard against since girls' wars are unseen. - 
At our school young girls weren't supposed to hit each other or fight or 

rub snow in each other's faces, and they didn't. During recess they stayed 

in the Girls' Yard, where everything was whispering and conspiracy. 

Words were not a prelude to war but the war itself, a devious, 

subterranean war that was unending because there were no decisive acts, 

no knockdown blows that could be delivered, no point at which you could 
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sa! I grw 117. She who cned fint was lost. (57) 

The girls' games are petty, but make a lifelong impression upon Joan: as an adult she w i l l  

continue to think of herself as the unliked fat child who was the butt of practical jokes 

and lefi out of games. Joan's adult anempt to feign her owvn death in order to escape 

from a rising tide of troubles has its mots here also: her own death would be a suitablr 

revenge for her tomentors. 

SometÏmest when they'd lefi me alone in the darkness and cold, 

1 would stand there almost hoping that the bzd man would really corne up 

out of the ravine and do whatever he was fated to do. That way, afier I'd 

been stolen or killed. the!- would be punished: and they wvould be forced to 

repent at last for what they'd done. 1 imagined him as a taIl man, very 

taIl. in a black suit, heaving up out of the snow like an avalanche in 

reverse. blue-faced and covered writh ice? red-eyed, hai-headed. with 

long sharp teeth like icicles. He would be fnghtening but at least he 

would be an end to this mise- that wsnt on and seemed as if it would go 

on forever. I would be taken away by him, no trace of me would ever be 

found. Even my mother would be sony. (59-60) 

Atwood's rewriting of the traditional Gothic male is interesting here. The "bad man'- is a 

compendium of features fotind in Radcliffe-derived viIlains in the original Gothic. and 

transformed over time into the heroes of Costume Gothic. Joan's fantasies of beinç 

camed away by this figure are escapist, but desperate.' The real encounters Joan has 

with men in the ravine are more confusing to her; it is significant that Joan has a better 
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understanding of herself and ber exqxriences in her subconscious and fantasy worlds than 

in her waking moments. This pattern is seen to full effect in the way she ponders over 

the two men, or perhaps one man, whorn she sees afier Brownies. The first man was -'a 

nice-looking man, neither old nor Young, wearïng a good tweed coat, not at al1 shabby or 

disreputable" (60)- clutching a bouquet of daffodils over his open fly. The other man- 

who a h  is neither old nor young and has a tweed coat, releases Joan frorn the bridge 

post that the othsr girls have tisd her to. This also frees Joan froin the Bronniss. and 

leads to her confusion over whether the second man was the "bad man" or not: 

1 still wasn't sure. though: Las it the daffodil man or not? Was 

the man who untied me a rescuer or a villain? Or, an even more baffling 

thought: was it possible for a man to be both at once? (61) 

This thought replays itself in al1 of Joan's relationships with men. with mised results. 

The feelings of guilt and shams that are buried within Joan's memories are her secret. to 

be covered over at ail costs. The fzct that her past refuses to vanish but insinuates itself 

into her dreams and her writing is seen again and asain in Ludi Oruclc. The tracks of 

Joan's feelings lead back to her feelings about her mother, as her fears of discovery of 

her mother's monstrosity blur into her fear of others' finding out about her o i i  obese 

past. The past, so carefully hidden by Joan, erupts into her consciousness when Fraser 

Buchanan the blackmailer threatens her with it. 

Repetition, one of the narrative tropes of the Gothic (plots repeat themselves, 

actions of the past repeat in the present) is found throughout Lw[\. Orucle- Joan repeats 

the past constantly, unconsciously more ofien than consciously. As a witer of Costume 
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Gothic novels, she is aware that her success in the field relies on recapitulating an 

idçalized past itself denved from novels. Her novels regurgitate a version of Junr Q?re 

boiled down to essentials: this varie- of romance has been called, not unjustly? "girl gets 

house." The Costume Gothic, itself a commodity where authors' names have become 

brand names. fosters a version of the past that is nearly al1 object-dnven. Joan discovers 

that it is relatively easy to wite such noveIs: 

i thought if 1 could only get the clothes right, evemhing else would fa11 

into line. And it did: the hero, a handsome, well-bred, slightly balding 

man, dressed in an immaculately tailored tweed cloak, like Sherlock 

Hoimes3, pursued the heroine, crushing his lips to hers in a hansom 

cab and rumpling her  plis.^. ( 156) 

* over The heroine also sports afichu. while the rival female cornes to a bad end trippin, 

her prie/o/ going downstairs ( 156). In this dctail-heavy evocation of the past. like a 

Sears clothing catalogue n i t h  a plotline, the clothes count for more than the characters. 

although Joan is told that she needs to esplain more. 

But 1 had aimed too high. My first effort came back with 

instructions to the effect that I could not use words like "fichu" and 

"paletot" and "pelisse" without esplaining what they meant. 1 made the 

necessan- revisions and received my first hundred pounds, with a request 

for more rnatenal. Matenal, they called it, as if it came by the yard. 

( 156)'' 

It does corne by the yard, as her look at Paul's collection of "Mavis Quilp" nurse novels 
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shows. Throughout Luï<~p Orucle the Costume Gothic is referred to in t e m  of its 

commodih status. The novels are tranquillizen in print form, '-...available-.-at the corner 

drugstore. neatly packaged like the other painkillers" (34). Joan is aware of the 

contemporary prejudice against such novels, which echoes in many ways fminist literary 

critics against genre fiction in general: 

These books ... wouId be considered trash of the Iowest order. Worse than 

trash. for didn-t the! exploit the masses. corrupt by distracting, and 

perpetuate degrading stereotypes of women as helpless and .persecuted? 

They did and 1 knew it, but I couldn't stop. (34)' 

The danger of the Costume Gothic lies not in its escapism, but in its glorification of the 

trappings of the past and denaturing of terror. joan's view of her noïel wiz ing is 

appropriately cynical ("my etemal virgin on the run, rny goddess of qui& monry" [13 1 ]), 

since this version of the past is as glossy and painless as hrr rewriting of hsr o\in past as 

a cheerleader and camp counsellor. Danger, in Joan's fiction, is displaced onto the 

heroine's n-ardrobe- 

Bad things always happened to the clothes of my heroines: botîles of ink 

rrot poured over them, holes were burned in them, they got thrown out - 
of windows, shredded, ripped. In The Turrefs of Tantripp someone 

stuffed them full of hay. like a scarecrow or a voodoo effigv. and 

floated them d o m  a river. Once they were bun'ed in a celiar. (1  32) 

This produces a fiction at a double remove from reality, since it elirninates the thrill of 

triumphing over physical danger and threats to the self that the original Gothic novel 
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produced. Vicarious terror is replaced bu vicarious possession of 1 uxuries. Joan 's 

admitted love for Victonan accoutrements fits in with her wn'ting, while aspects of her 

buried past occasionally surface in the narratives. The man \rith the tweed coat \\-ho 

exposes himself to her and (perhaps) unties her from the bridge the next week becomes a 

hero. Miss F l e g  a bordel10 madam. and the stainvay from her first rooming house in 

Toronto the foundation of many dramatic stainvays to corne. As long as she keeps 

"Arthur in (the] apanment and the strangers in their castlrs and inansions ... where the' 

belong," she feels everything will be fine (216). However, just as the border between her 

submerged past and her fiction is continually transgressed: her fantasy and real lives biur. 

This collapsinç of boundanes is marked by the creation and publication of her poetry 

.. 
sequence "Lady OracIe. 

Until the experiments with automatic writing that produce the "Lady Oracle" 

poeins. Joan leads a determinedly duIl life with Anhur that is as rigorously constructrd as 

one of her o\m Gothic romances. Takinç the details from the lives of the girls in high 

school who made her obese former self their confidante. Joan wites her present as a 

disorganized housewife, with Anhur as befuddled but appreciative audience. The 

fantasies of her former friends are a major part of her fiction. han ' s  habit of eliding the 

difference between herself and her heroines in order to solve Costume Gothic plot 

problerns prompts her to t q -  automatic wn'ting to w-rite her way out of an impasse. By 

doing this, she allows a gateway for her past to impt  into her present, and for the 

original Gothic to collapse inio the tamed Costume Gothic- 

The automatic writing Joan esperiments with is a remnant of her adolescence, 



126 

since it is part of the Spiritualist church her Aunt Lou brought her to. Spiritualism, as she 

encountered it, taught that the line between the present and the world of the dead could 

br crossed easily. by spirits sceking to wam and advise loved ones and living beings able 

to channel spirit messages through writing. Joan resorts to it with the same mised 

motiws with n-hich she approaches an' aspect of her professional uriting: the occult has 

become fashionable and she needs to keep up with her cornpetition, and she has a 

residual inttrest in spirit writinp as a former practitioner. Hsr first thoughts on the 

esperiment, the humorously materialist "Bell Telephone would go out of business if this 

method could be perfected" (31 9). give ma?; to prima1 terror. Without realizin it, Joan 

has managed to bridge the chasm between the "safe" Costume Gothic and the original 

Gothic. and between her present and past selves. 

I stared at the candle in the mirror, the mirror candle. There \vas 

more than one candle, there were three. and 1 knew that if 1 moted the two 

sides of the mirror toward me there would be an infinite number of 

candles. estending in a line as far as 1 could see ... The room seemed ven- 

dark, darker than it had before; the candle was very bright, 1 was holding 

it in rny hand and walking along a corridor, I was descending, 1 tumed a 

corner. 1 \vas goinç to find someone. 1 needed to find someone. 

There \vas movement at the edge of the mirror ... Surely there 

had been a figure; standing behind me. But there was no one. (210) 

Further anempts at automatic writing take her further into the dark labyinth, which 

repeats her recumng dream of watching her mother's monstrosity discovered. The 
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Gothic is here relegated to the subconscious. further interiorized than in any of Atwood's 

previous novels. #en Joan reads the poems she has put together from the scribblrd 

words she finds on the paper afier each automatic writing session. she ends up calling the 

result a "Gothic gone wong," since she has managed to identify completely with the 

novels she nrites and the dichotomy she places them in. --Lady Oracle." she feels, is 

%pside-down somehoiv*- since the components of the novels are there but "there was no 

happy ending. no truc lo\ e" (232). The central deeply unhappy femalr figure of the 

poems puzzles her: -'she wasn't like anyone I'd ever imagined, and certainly she had 

nothing to do uith me. I wasn't at al1 like that. I \vas happy. Happy and inept" (772). 

This Iack of recognition is one reason why she puts her owm name on this particular 

work since it has little if an! actual connection to her as a product of her unconscious 

mind. and is something shc perceives as completely alien to herself. Arthur's misrrading 

of it as pertaining to him is funny. but a sign that Joan is closer to the material than she 

would think. 

As a n  inset test. "Lady Oracle" is the key to the convergence of Joan's past and 

present. and hrr collection of fantasy lives. The notoriety as a feminist icon that the book 

rives her leads to her affair with the Royal Porcupine6, while failed poet Fraser Buchanan 
C 

researches her for blackmail purposes because of '-Joan Foster'3 blank past. Arthur's 

new enthusiasm, the nationalist journal Resurgence, drags Marlene the Brownie 

tormentor of her childhood back into her life, with the irony of Marlene haking 

cornpletely forgotten Joan and the nightmare she put her through. More importantly, 

aspects of the Gothic, which Joan considers as part of her fantasy life, start to appear in 
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her real hfe. 

Critics have clatmed that Joan's inability to separate fantasy from reality, with her 

tendency to read her life as if it wrre one of her novsls, is the source of her problems in 

I.rr~!i) Oruclc, but this only tells part of the story. Joan has a very firm gasp of the 

difference between her fantasy life and realih.. and is full- capable of recognizing what is 

fiction and what is not. She so firmly identifies the Gothic as a source of fantasy only 

thar she ignores signs of it in reality. "Was even. Hsathcliff a Linton in disguisr?-' shct 

wonders, while ignoring the implications of the statement's converse, "was e v e q  Linton 

a Heathcliff in disguise?" (269). Atwood; like Austen in hhrrhunger A h b q ,  is 

demonstrating that the perils of Gothic thinking include failinç to gauge danger 

effectively Catherine Morland looks for proof of General Tilney's homicidal tendencies 

in iVurtlzurger Ahbey and fails to see the real danger, that the General is a materialistic 

boor who is willing to drive her from the bouse once he discovers she is not an heiress. 

Atwood's protagonist falls into similiar dualistic thinking, failing to see that aspects of 

the Gothic, fantasy world can esist in the real world and be a danger there: stalkers. 

blackrnailrrs and murderen arrn't just part of l o v e .  iL./if Ronsoni, but possibilities in real 

life. Her response srems to be dictated by thein, however, as she "dies" in a faked 

boating accident one step ahead of the mysterious stalker who is leaving dead animals 

and threats at her door, and Fraser Buchanan and his threats to reveai her entire life, 

Costume Gothics and fat childhood and all, if she fails to pay him a portion of her "Lady 

Oracle" royalties. 

In her feigned death Joan replays her mother's real but arnbiguous death, and 
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her mother and her mother's 

Her fantasies of the Fat Lady are 

products of her waking life. relics of her childhood justification of being ovenveight: her 

dreams of her mother lie deeper, çrounded in the monstrosity she identifies as being her 

defining feature, and what she fears she could fa11 into herself. The labyrinth that Joan 

goes into in an attempt to finish her last Costume Gothic leads through the layers of her 

fictions and pasts to hrr mother, as doès the labyrinthine narrative of Ludi- Oruck. The 

"secret" of the Female Gothic plot here is the secret of the mother: Atwood has 

"UOUS reworked the relatively simple family dénouement of Szrrfuc~rg into the more ambi, 

tançle of possibilities in LUC&- O~wc/c. 

If the Female Gothic is driken to a large estent by women's fears and anxietirs. 

one of the more prominent fears is becoming one3 mother, or repeatinç the mother's 

mistales. Joan's mothrr has been a source of ansieh and to a lesser estent fear 

throuçhout her life. From early on there is distance behveen the two: Joan comments that 

she can remember what her mother looked like but not what she felt like. since she 

seldom touched her (89). 

1 can never remember calling her anything but Mother, never 

one of those childish diminutives; I must have, but she must have 

discouraged it. Our relationship \vas professionalized early. She 

was to be the manager, the creator, the agent: 1 was to be the 

product. (67) 

"War" is the prima? image she conveys of their relationship, with her body as the 
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battleground. Joan overeats in order to not be her mother, whorn she describes as 

slender, but also to de& her mother. Her bulk is an attempt to build up presence, to 

make it impossible for her mother to ignore ter, a need made vivid by the conversation 

she overhears behveen her parents while a teenagei in which it is strongly implied that 

Mrs. Delacourt trkd to abort Joan (77). 

1 ate to de@ her, but I also ate from panic. Sometimes I was 

afraid I wasn-t really there, 1 was an accident; I'd heard her cal1 me an 

accident. Did I want to become solid, solid as a stone so she wouldn't 

be able to get rid of me? What had 1 done? Had 1 trapped my father, 

if he really was rny father, had 1 ruined my mother's life? 1 didn't dare 

to ask. (78) 

The fissure this opens up in her idea of her family perhaps contnbutes to her abilities as a 

"receiver-' of spirit messages. Not surprisingly, Joan's mother is the first spirit to try to 

contact her, wearing her blue suit from 1919 (1 11); Joan's connection with her rnother is 

by her adolescence driven into the realm of dreams and the unconscious. The attempts 

by Joan's 6other's astral body (as Leda Sprott the Spiritualist calls it) to contact Joan are 

in contrast to the methods she used in the conscious world. Joan can understand on an 

intellectual levei her mother's fnistration with life as an upwardly mobile suburban 

housewife, but prefers to distance herself fiom her, particularly after she stabs her with a 

kitchen knife. Ultimately, from what Joan sees of her mother's life while growing up, it 

is understandable that she takes steps ro avoid repeating it. 

Joan's mother refuses to go away, however. Joan continues to dream of her, and 
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sees her ghost in London. Despite her desire to not be her mother. she ends up 

recapitulating her mother's life. Mrs. Delacourt, like Joan, ieft home as a teenager and 

essentially reconstmcted her self afienvards. Both married diffident men fleeing wealth~. 

backgrounds' Rosedale in Joan's father's case and Fredericton, New Brunswick in her 

husband's. Joan even repeats her rnother's ntuals in front of a three-sided mirror. Both 

wornen. to a certain e.xtent, rewrite their own pasts, as Joan discovers in looking through 

hsr mother-s photograph album afier her drath. Searching for clucs about her parentage. 

she finds more than she espected, although not exactiy what she hoped: 

1 got out the photograph album to refresh my memon.. Perhaps 

in the espressions of the faces there would be some due. But in al1 the 

pictures of the white-flannelled man. the face had been cut out. neaily 

as with a razor blade. The faces of rny father also were missing. There 

kvas only my rnother, Young and prem, laughing gaily at the camera. 

clutchinç the amis of her headless men. 1 sat for an hour with the album 

open on the table before me. stunned by this eïidence of her terrible 

anger. 1 could almost see her doing it, her long finçers working with 

precise fui)., escising the past, which had tumed into the present and 

betrayed her, stranding her in this house, this plastic-shrouded tomb 

from which there was no esit. ( 179-1 80) 

The mutilated photograph album reinforces Joan's fear of her mother. since it makes 

clear what she worried about as a child: she can make people disappear. Mrs. Delacoun 

lives out the romance plot, trapped by the messages given out by movies and fiction into 
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imprisonment in a perfect suburban house. Joan i s  able to leave the protective prison of 

her body by losing the one hundred pounds Aunt Lou required her to, but finds it is not as 

easy to shed the guilt? shame, and confusion that created the weight in the first place. 

Joan's mernones of her mother as descrïbed in negative terms: -'hanging from my neck 

like an iron loclet" (67-68): "carried...around rny neck like a roning albatross" (2 1 3). By 

the time she attempts to finish Sralked by Love whiIe in exile in Italy she cornes to a 

degree of understanding of hrr mother. 

The unfinished novel Slulked Love literalizes the collapsing of boundaritts 

Joan has feared throughout her life. As has been noted in the past, t he  viliainess Felicia 

has Joan's own red hair and small teeth; Joan is also witing out her fears about her 

parents' mam-are in the plotline, using the wornan with her OW features as a stand-in for 

her mother. Did her father kilI her mother in order to mam a Iess intense and furious 

tvoinan? In a parallel with her mother' Joan loses faith in the romance plot. rnutilating it 

in an analogous rnanner; S t u l k d  by Love remains unfinished, with sympathy diverted 

from the virginal heroine to the deposed first wïfe. Joan's atternpt to work through her 

difficulties with the plot lead her back into the same place where she wrote the revealing 

"Lady Oracle" poems, a space between her conscious and unconscious, her past and 

present, as well as the original and Costume Gothic traditions. The virginal Charlotte, the 

intended heroine of the novel, is forçotten as Joan's (and her mother's) avatar Felicia 

goes into the maze featured in the landscape of the novel and confronts the men of Joan's 

past in another "Gothic gone wvrone.': CI 

Czrnning/j: he begun hi<. tran.c-formu/ions, twing  to lure her inro hic. reuch. 
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His fuce g r e ~  - u whir c guztlc muCIvk. f / 7 e n  a pair of tnuzme-rinrd .vpec/ac/e.y 

t h ~ w  rr red beurcl und niorrs~uclze. whiclr fudd,  giving pluce 10 b urninp 

q e v  und icick r ~ ~ ' / h .  Tktz  hi.\ c ~ X .  vunis/~~'J ( ~ n d  he s/o«d looking Ur her 

. v d & :  ~ L Z  M ~ U S  ~ v u r i r ~ g  u t urh-neck sweater.. . (332) 

The figure transforms yet again into a death's head? and the fiction and reality collapse 

into one another: Felicia is looking at the same pane of g las  in the door that Joan is, and 

when a knock is heard at the door Joan assumes that n-hoever is on the other side is the 

figure at the centre of the maze, the transfoming man. She hits the intruder with a bottle 

of Cinzano and finds that as fiction and reality recede back into their borders, she has hit 

a reporter looking for her. 

Throughout I.u& Oruck the boundaries between li  fe and art are ofien el ided in 

this fashion. Significantly. Joan-s resolve to acknowledge her past cornes as a result of 

the collapse behvren her fiction and her life: once she leams how to read and interpret 

her past. she is able to accept it. The novel is ful l  of such ambiguous messages and 

dubious messenors. Leda Spron the Spiritualist warns her at her wedding about the 

power hrr fictions have, and then reminds her that she is quite possibly a charlatan (206). 

Her mother's life shows her the limitations of the romance plot, which she uses to full 

financial advantage. Joan's mother's ghost is always wordless, and it is left to Joan to 

determine what meaninç, if any: the apparition has. The meaning of the mutilated 

photogaph album is equaliy ambiguous: it may stand as testimony to Joan's mother's 

"terrible rage,'? or as a monument to her drunken obsessions. Joan decides to stop 

writing Costume Gothics. but her alternative, science fiction, is equally escapist; how one 
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interprets this gesture depends as much on what one thinks of science fiction as what one 

thinks of Joan's new self-knowlrdge.' 

There are inany things in Lu& Oruc/e that are lefl with as man- possible 

interpretations. The injunction "contain yourself," delivered by Redmond, the hero of 

Srdkd Loie. to Felicia, could be applied to ~ h e  novel, as it displays an instabilih. in 

its collection of narratives ( 3  19). Questions are left open: Joan-s anviety about her 

parentage is nwer resolvsd, nor is it made clear who is responsible for the campa@ of 

harassrnent that leads her to consider death as the oniy escape. Atwood may be 

parodying the Radcliffean Gothic tendency to esplain away everything in the narrative. 

but ma' also be indicating the limitations of the senre, and her use of it, as a whole. 

Lu<& Or~rcle is cnss-crossed with plots, some overt. others imbedded and shown by 

implication only. The romance plot is repeated by nearly ev ry  major female character, 

and repeated again in Joan's conscious w-iting of Costume Gothic romances. The 

women's films enjoyed by Joan, her mother, and her Aunt Lou are another counterpoint, 

providing another angle on tales of self-sacrifice. with fewer happy endings than found in 

romances. The narrative of Ludy OrucIe contains many contradictions that strain at the 

conventions of both the '-realist" novel and the Gothic, the prima? one being that even 

while the narrative critiques the Costume Gothic romance for being unrealistic: it 

reinscribes the primar). message of the Costume Gothic, that while self-sacrifice is good, 

it wil l  not be required of the heroine, who is also not required to repeat her mother's life 

(Modleski 84)? The repeated use of the metaphor of the Other Side, the place between 

life and death, is significant, reflecting as it dues the tension in the novel between its 
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Gothic plot and its Gothic parody. In many ways, the Gothic novel that most informs 

/ , u h  Orucl~' is F r u ~ l k e n ~ t e ; ~ ~ :  both novels are collections of narratives, haunted by 

images of monstrosih that are both identical with the narrators and beinçs created by 

them. 

La& Oruclc, like Atwood's hvo previous novels, reworks the rraditional Gothic 

and places it in a Canadian setting. playing with the contradictions this causes. With 

LUC& Or~rclc.~ the simple rewriting of the Gothic 1s taken to its rxtreme, the parody 

inherent in the technique giving way to the terror in the original genre: Joan's Costume 

Gothic novels and her cornic deflations of her own narrative share space with the stalker 

who harasses her and the spectre of her mother's mysterious death. In T h  E~hhle 

I T b m r r t .  Si~~fu~~ii~g, and I.u& O r u ~ k ,  Atnood showed that the Gothic could exist in a 

contemporan. Canadian setting: in hrr succerding novels she would build on the things 

this rewiting would uncover. 



1 .  See Gilbert and Gubar, particularly T/ze ~Mad~.onian ira rhe Atrrc, Massé in In the .\.anie of 
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convinced that Joan Foster &tes for a thinly disguised version of Harlequin, Canada's largest 
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romance. Modleski, in Loving wifh (I C2rt,geuitce, and Radway in Reud~rig rke Romunce: 
FC70nzot. Patriardzv, mtd Pqular  Culture are clear on the difference: Harlequin novels are, y 
and large, set in thé present and tend to be shorter than Costume Gothic romances: Harlequins 
also tend to have rnuch less sex than the Comme Gothic novels, which are cailed bodice rippers 
for a reason* thouçh Harlequin's Silhouette h e  contains more sexually esplicit novels than the 
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2. See Sharon Rose Wilson. Xlurgurer A t ~ . o o d S  Fain;-Tuk Sexual Pol~/ics (Mississippi 1993). 
Wilson takes Ahvood's use of fairy tales in her work at face value as templates with which to 
read the novels and selected poetq and short stories. and does not investigate how Atwood 
inverts them, or parodies them (parody in Wilson is saved for Atwood's use of genre 
c~nventions). 

3.Joan-s figure also has sorne of the features of the wendigo, but this has very little connection to 
the narrative of the novel. 

4Readers of histoncal romances, however, do know what pelisses and fichus are. The excerpts 
from Costume Gothics found in Bill Pronzini's Gzm in Clzeek an informative account of 
"alternative classics" in the various sub-genres of the mystery novel (of which the Costume 
Gothic is one), show that pelisses are mentioned &en, and without esplanation. This could be 
explained, though, by the fact that Joan starts writing Costume Gothics relatively early, in the 
early 1960s: and the examples Pronzini mentions are from the full flowering of the genre in the 
1970s. Georgette Heyerls Regency romances predate both Joan's fictitious novels and the real 
ones Pronzini outlines, and are fairly accurate as to setting. 

5.Typical of this view is Susan Jaret McKinstry's essay 'living Literalfy by the Pen: The Self- 
Conceived and Self-Deceiving Heroine-Author in Margaret Atwood's LaJi. Orcrcle". McKinstry 
clairns that the danger depicted in the novel "lies not in the imaginations of fiction but in the 
conventions of fiction: in the ways that fictional heroines are 'squawshed' (to use the Royal 
Porcupine's appropriate pun) into roles that kill them" (65). This is overstating the case. 

6.In a following of the traditional Gothic, Joan is given a lover who is in many ways her double: 
the Royal Porcupine is, like her, a popular culture-obsessed redhead. 

7.Cntics are divided on Joan's projected change of genre: Catherine Rainwater feels that "her 
decision to write science fiction instead of Costume Gothics suggests that she \vil1 invent a 



vision of the future to some estent free of the oppressive (victimizing) feminine stereo'pes 
which Gothic novels perpetuate in her life and the lives of other women" (Rainwater 25), while 
Susan MacLean thinks "the reader suspects that there are more Joanc to corne. Although no 
longer interested in wrïting Costume Gothics, Joan is toying with the idea of wnting science- 
fiction. a literaq- genre which is even funher removed fiom reality" (MacLean 195-1 %). 
Atwood lets the reader choose what to thinlc of Joan's contemplated career change while 
remembering that both genres are equal ly fantastical. 

8. As Modleski said, 
For it ought to be clear by now that although modem Gothics rnay frequently contain 
statements endoning notions of feminine self-sacrificey the workings of the plot actually 
run counter to such professions. In other words, modem Gothics rnay inforni us that 
--mutilation" is --tnil! the @fi of gifis," but they also assure usl to our immense relief. that 
it won't be e'itracted from us. (84) 

This double voice no doubt accounts for the continued popularity of the genre. 



L ~ f i  Refi~r-e .\fun: The Haunted House 

In many ways Li fr  Refore hbn, Atwood's fourth novel (published in 1979); 

marks a change in style from her earlier novels. In contrast to 71rr filthle Mhizuit. 

Szrrfuciitg. and Ludi. Oruc'Ie, there are no sustained sequences of fantastical visions, or 

ehosts. Unlike the novrls to follow, it is firmly groounnded in a single square mile of 
c. 

Toronto in the recent past (its events occur between 1975 and 1978). As a result. Ll/2 

R e f m  Muiz is Atwood's Ieast-written about noirl. as many cntics consider it an anomal!- 

in her oeuvre, or as mrrely a "mainline social novel" (Greene, Lr/e B@re :\&n 65).' 

Hoarever. sorne elements in the text make that a misleadin- categorization. As Michael 

Hurle? noted in his 1980 review of the noveII significantly titled "Dance of Death in 

Toronto the Good," "visions of innocence fester into gothic nightmares" in the course of 

the narrative, and '-as in any self-respecting Southem Ontario novel. the permutations of 

identih. are infused with an eene gothic flavour" (Hurle' 125). The trappings of the 

Gothic are present in Refim~ Man, but either transferred to the metaphoric level or 

made tangible and literal. The narration of the novel frorn a triple point of vicn- 

illustrates the instability of the Gothic plot, as events have varying contexts and meanings 

depending on which of the three protagonists is perceiving them. While not entirely a 

Gothic novel (or more accurately, more of a minor-key Gothic), L f i  Before Mun utilizes 

Gothic image? and narrative structure to depict a claustrophobie world and the 

overbearinç influence of the p s t ,  personal and global. 

L ~ f i  Befire hfun has been described as a "comedy of rnanners" (Goetsch 138). 
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and b!- Atwood henelf (in a 1986 interview) as %en claustrophobie": 

it takes place in the actual middle of a middling city, in the middle class; 

in the middle of their lives, and everything about it is right in the  rniddle.. 

(Greene, L rfr &fore Afuiz 65 )  

The novel followvs three people, Nate and Elizabeth Schoenhof and Lesje Green, as Nate 

and Elizabeth's marriage collapses and Nate begins a relationship with Lesje. Elizabeth 

and Nate have both had lovers before: Chris, EIizabeth's most recent one, commits 

suicide before the start of the narrative, while Martha, Nate's most recent lover, attempts 

suicide afier their relationship ends. Lesje and Elizabeth both work at the Royal Ontario 

Museum, Lesje as a paleontologist, Elizabeth as an eshibits coordinator, while Nate is 

self-employed as a toymaker. and later retums to the law firm he lefi to make 

handcrafked toys. Elizabeth watches her hated Auntie Muriel, who raised her, die of 

cancer. The events of the novel are seemingly mundane, but are rnarked by the Gothic 

ilnage? the protaonists use to describe themselves and their pasts. This juxtaposition, 

between the realistic and Gothic illustrates the nove1-s concern uith the violence 

perpetrated in everyday life by people in the name of emotional sumival. 

The violent imaçery of the novel belies its realist tone. Romantic and Gothic 

imagery is used to frarne perceptions and displace emotion. Lesje, when thinking about 

Elizabeth as she begins seeing Nate, t h id s  of her as a conventionally romantic widow in 

order to consider her as something other than Nate's wife: 

.... Elizabeth is therefore not the wife of Nate, she isn't a wife at all. 

Instead she's a widow, Chris's widow if anyone's, moving unpaired and 
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mieving d o m  an autumn avenue, leaves from the over-arching trees 
CT 

fallinç on her faintly dishevelled hair. Lesje consigns her to this 

moumfully romantic picture, frames her. and then forgets about her. ( 127) 

Elizabeth's attempts to exorcise Chris's memory, and the idea of his death by shotgun 

blast. make her see him in vampiric terms: 

It [vas a closed coffin, naturally. They shipped hirn north in dry ice, rigid 

among the cold crysrals, fog coming off hirn like a Dracula movie. 

Tonight, 1 thought, they forgot something. Part of him has been Left 

behind. ( 159) 

She adds later. "they didn7t bu? him at a crossroads mlth a stake, thouçhV-- the 

traditional mode of burial for suicides. used to prevent them From returning from the 

dead ( 159). As a defence against what he sees as the demands of Elizabeth, his mother, 

and Lesje; Nate imagines himself as a tverewolf. giving himself in famas? the 

aggressiveness he lacks in life. Dinner at his mother's home with his two daughters 

inspires this vision of domestic alienation: 

They are, al1 three of them, so unsuspecting, so innocent. It's as if he's 

looking at them through a lighted window: inside, peace and tranquil 

domesticity, this house, the tastes, the smells even, so familiar to him. 

Good. unassuming. And outside, darkness, thunder, the storm, himself 

a wolflike monster in tattered clothes, fingernails ragged, lurking red-eyed 

and envious, snout pressed to the glass. He alone knows the darkness of 

the human heart. the secrets of evil. ( 133-1 34) 
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Nate's fantasy dissipates once he mutters to himself and is drawn back into the domestic 

circle by his mother commenting on how she talks to herself, too. Elizabeth's Auntie 

Muriel is shoivinl in Elizabeth's se-ments of the novel? as a vampire, sucking the life out 

of her husband. Elizabeth thinks of her aunt as a monster in order to expiain the hold she 

has on her and the effect she has had on her life; Auntie Muriel's monstrosih relieves 

Elizabeth of the need to understand her aunt. 

Auntie Muriel is both the spider and the fi\-. the sucker-out of 

life juice and the empty husk. Once she was just the spider and Uncle 

Teddy \vas the fly? but ever since Uncle Teddv's death Auntie Munel 

has taken over both roIes. Elizabeth isn't even al1 that sure Uncle Teddy 

is really dead. Auntie Muriel probably has him in a tmnk somewhere in 

the attic. webbed in old écru lace tablecloths, paralyzed but still alive. 

She goes up there for a little nip non- and then. ( 1 19) 

Elizabeth is conscious of the realities of her aunt's life-- "Auntie Muriel had a strong 

personality and a good mind and she \vas not prem-, and patriarchal society punished 

her-'-- but finds it easier to believe her own construction of her as a vampire rather than 

the rattled-off phrases of contemporary women's magazine psycholog ( 120). Auntie 

Muriel's force of will appears supematural, and her idea of family burial verges on the 

literally vampiric, as Elizabeth realizes when her aunt starts to talk about the family plot 

in Mount Pieasant Cernete-: 

In the stow, she'd made no distinction between the living and the dead, 

referring to her own plot as though she herself were already in it and to 
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the others as if they were çuests at a picnic she \ a s  throwing. ( 133) 

Even in death Auntie Muriel is powerful, arranging her funeral and surprising the 

moumers with an eccentric selection of h-ns and readings: 

.... Elizabeth had been unprepared when the orçan burst forth with the 

opening h p n :  "Jesus Christ is Risen Today.'? Was it the o1d beast lening 

everyone h o w  she considered herself irnmortal, or was it just somethinç 

Auntie Muriel had stuck in because she happened to like it? (297) 

The final hymn selection, "Away in a Manger," tends to indicate Elizabeth's second 

theory' which disturbs ber version of her aunt as an unmitiçated monster. At the burial. 

she faints, the final interment of her aunt driving home to her the loss of the convenient 

bogey her aunt had always been. Monstrous images, Atwood indicates in the novel. are 

useful fictions for limiting understanding and sympathy for other people, but ultimateiy 

provide only partial understanding of others. Elizabeth realizes this, while Lesje 

continues on with her categorizinç of Elizabeth as a sullen ancient animal, repeatinç the 

blind hatred of her own past as the only child of a mised marriage between an Orthodos 

Ukrainian and a Jewish Lithuanian. 

The Gothic repetition of the past is reworked by Atwood in Lfi Before Man, as 

sorne of the characters never break away from the habits and modes of thought ingrained 

in them by their pasts and histoiy. Lesje's childhood was split between her two 

granhothers, one Ukrainian and one Jewlsh, who maintained mutual hostility but loved 

her dearly. The arrangements they worked out regarding visits with her indirectly 

influenced her choice of career, since the JeMsh grandmother had Saturdays and took 
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her to the Royal Ontario Museum in the place of synagogue. As a result of the strained 

relations between her parents' families, she was, in effect, brought up between ethnic 

rroups. since famil? politics dictated that to foIlow one would alienate the other. Lesje's 
C 

upbringing. with its stress on her persona1 happiness, leads her to replace the gap of her 

own past tvith the planet's geological past. Hotever? the blank. unwittingly fostered by 

her parents, ensures that she wi11 repeat the mutual hostility of her grandmothers in 

relation to Elizabeth. Seeing Elizabeth in the halls of the Museum makes her think about 

this: 

Will the! still be doing this in twenty years? Older women, old women. 

wearing black and not speaking: ill-wishing: never seeing each other? 

but each keeping the other locked in her head, a secret area of darkness 

like a tumor or the black vortex at the center of a target. Someday the! 

may be grandmothers. It occurs to her, a new idea, that this tension 

between the two of them is a difficulh for the children. The? ought to 

stop. (309) 

She postpones any attempt at starting to heal the breach, however. In many ways, L,fe 

Reforr !Mm demonstrates that family history is a nightmare that those, like Lesje- who do 

not leam from it are condemned to repeat. Elizabeth is in just as great danger of being 

locked into a series of destructive patterns, but breaks fiee of them by the end of the 

novel. She manages to overcome her unstable early family life as the child of alcoholics 

who "sold" her to Auntie Muriel, her mother's sister. Her sister Caroline collapsed under 

the strain of the family and ended her life institutionalized as a catatonie schizophrenic, 



committing suicide passively 

.. . .when Caroline was almost seventeen, an attendant \ a s  called away 

while she was in the bathtub. An emerçency, they said. They were 

never supposed to leave patients like Caroline alone in a bathtub; those 

were the rules. They weren't supposed to put patients like Caroline into 

bathmbs at all, but someone had decided it would help her to relax, uncurl 

her; that Las what they said at the inquest. So it happened and Caroline 

slipped down. She dro~med rather than making the one small gesture, 

the turn of the head, that would have saved her life. (88) 

Elizabeth, on the other hand, survives, despite having what she considers the more 

unpleasant parts of Auntie Muriel's personality encouraged in her. Her determination 

not to repeat her mother's failures makes her a barracuda of a matemal figure, and 

oblivious to her husband. Her small triumph, over her family history and Auntie Munel. 

is that she has a home, and children, and is alive. Her survival is hard won, as indicated 

early in the novel in one of her reflections: 

-' My mother, my father, my aunt and my sister did not go away Chris 

won't go away either. 

I am an adult and I do not think I am merely the surn of my past. 

1 can make choices and 1 suffer the consequences, though they aren't 

always the ones I foresaw. That doesn't mean I have to like it. (99) 

Nate, in contrast to the two wornen, has more of a problem with the future than 

with the past. Raised by his widowed rnother after his father's death in World War II, he 
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stmggles sornewhat against his rnother's expectations for him, and leaves the law fim 

for whîch he did advocacy cases in favour of handcrafiing top. The need for money to 

finance his divorce fiom EIizabeth drives hirn back to the law firm, and hs graduaIl\- faIls 

back into his mother's world of Amnesty International and political protests. Becoming 

--his mother's son" is more complicated than he  thought? since his mother tells him of her 

despair afier his father die& and her thoughts of suicide: 

1t-s not only the revelation but the unespected similarity to himself that 

appalls him. He has thought her incapable of such despair, and he now 

sees that he's alwaays depended on it, this incapability of hers. What nonv: 

what next? (287) 

He tries to stave off this wort-y, and others associated with the future, by running, keeping 

himself in "that nonesistent spot where he longs to be. Mid-air'. (288). The prospect of 

changing his life by leaving Elizabeth for Lesje frightens him as much as he desires it. 

Picking up his children's t o p  and clothes when he decides to leave Elizabeth, he panics: 

He should have held on, hs should have held on more tightly. He picks 

up one of Nancy's blue rabbit slippers, stroking the fur. It's his ovin 

eventual death he cradles. His lost, his kidnapped children, gone from 

him, kept hostage. (166) 

His thoughts of his children turn inexorably to their adulthood: 

... Som r h e ~  d l  he ii-onzen, and that recognition mns through him like a 

needle. They will demand brassieres and then reject them, blaming both 

needs on him. The- \riIl criticize his clothes, his job, his turn of phrase. 
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They'll leave home to Iive with surly, scrofulous oung men: or they'll 

many dentists and go in for white rugs and hanging sculptures made of 

wool. Either way they wïll judge him. Motherless, childless, he sits at the 

kitchen table, the solitary wanderer, under the cold red stars. (287) 

At the close of the novel, as Lesje is conternplating, then postponing. rapprocl~em~nr 

with Elizabeth, he does the same thing with the future while m i n g  around Queen's 

ParkI watching his shadow in front of hirn: --a premonition, always with him: his own 

eventual death. Which he will think about some other time" (3 12). Nate's shnnking 

fiom thinking about. or planning, the future is portrayed as a mixed attribute; he is not 

paralyzed by it, as Elizabeth is fiom constant worry, but he makes life difficult for Lesje 

as he postpones making a final break with Elizabeth. Atwood shows Nate in motion in 

many of his segments of the narrative, forever tqing to run to stay still. 

The centre of the novel is the Royal Ontario Museum, a mausoleum of the past 

which fosters the çossipridden claustrophobic society the characters move in. Al1 

information is laid open in the museum. and rumour is displayed as openly as the -- 
dinosaurs. As Elizabeth notes of the transmission of the news of her affair with Chris 

among her CO-workers, 

It wasn't that she cared who knew, though she didn't flaunt it, she didn't 

need to; in the Museum, by a process of discreet seepage, everybody 

ultimately knew everythinç. (73) 

In the small se-ment of Toronto society the characters inhabit, news travels quickly 

outside the confines of the Museum. Martha, Nate's former lover, knows about Chris's 



suicide before Nate tells her, saying: '-Everybody in this to\m always knows what 

happens to everybody else" (34). Work is connected, obliquely, to family: Elizabeth 

works with the nephew of a fnend of Auntie Muriel's, a situation she forgets "durÏnp her 

witty, lighthearted résumé of her domestic situation at the lunch table" (2 16). The chain 

of gossip leads to Auntie Muriel amking at her doorstep ready to pay Nate: if necessary 

to stay with Elizabeth. "An incesniou city," Elizabeth thinks of Toronto and its 

networks of spying and gossip (2 16). The Museum itself exists passively, merelp 

surrounding this society. Lesje describes it as 

a repository of knowledçe, the resort of scholars, a palace built in the 

pursuit of tnith, with inadequate air conditioninç but still a palace. At 

other times it's a bandits' cave: the past has been vandalized and this is 

where the loot is stored. Whole chunks of time lie here, golden 

and frozen ....( 308) 

As a repository of memory, the Museum acts as a macrocosm of each characrer: al1 are 

collections of what has gone before. Contest and time lend meaning to both the Museum 

and its exhibits, and the memories and actions of the three protagonists of the novel. 

In some ways, Lrfe Befire M m  resembles a parody of the Gothic novel more than 

Ludy Orucle does. Atwood reworks Romantic conventions, altering the outcornes of old 

stories, or underminin- them. In Lfe  Before Man someone dies of love: it's Chris, who 

commits suicide because Elizabeth treated him "the way men treat women.. .He couldn't 

take it" (1 6 1 ).' Elizabeth fears and anathematizes Auntie Muriel, but to her daughters 

the old woman is merely "funny." The econorny of adultery and abandonment leads 
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Elizabeth to seduce William. Lesje's former lover: Elizabeth is bored by him, comparing 

hirn to Chris, who was 

a dangerous country, swarming with ambushes and gueril las. the center 

of a whirlpool. a demon lover. Maybe for someone else William would 

be that: Elizabeth is old enough to know that one woman3 demon lover is 

another's worn-out shoe. (2 13) 

Lesie has realized that: two months before this speculation of Elizabeth's, William tried 

to rape her. This undermining of Gothic narrative tropes works in concert with Atwood-s 

literalization of others. such as Auntie M U ~  beinç seen as undead at her self- 

orchestrated funeral. to produce a novel in which Gothic elements are used to underscore 

the violence of emotional Me. There are no messages, however ambiguous, from the 

spirit world in this novel as there w r e  in Szri~fuciig and Lu+. OrucIe. Lesje* Elizabeth. 

and Nate l e d  rstremely confined lives, considering the watchful society they live and 

sork in. Each of the three is trapped ernotionally, Nate and Lesje in fantasy worlds. 

Elizabeth in the nightmare of her childhood; their inner lives are nearly closed books to 

others. Elizabeth cornes the closest to opening up, and even then has told only Nate and 

Chris most of her stoq-. Repetition is used in LIfe Before Man, as in the Gothic, but 

while the Gothic generally depicts the ending of a cycle of repetition, L f i  Before Mui7 

leaves the possibility open that events wi11 occur in the same rnanner again and again. 

The dead live on, and it is a question of whether they are listened to, as the epigraph fiom 

Abram Tertz's short story "The Icicle" (the first two lines of the following quotation) 

indicates: 
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I'm smiling at you, I'm srniling in wu, I'm smiling through o u .  Hour 

can I be dead if I breathe through every quiver of your hand? ... Here I am! 

You think 1 don3 exist! You think I've disappeared forever? Wait! The 

dead are singing in your body; dead souls are droning in your nerves. Just 

listen! (Tertz 83) 

The dead may be present in every fibre of the characten' being, but they do their best to 

ignore them. Elizabeth watches children dressed as ghosts on Halloween and thinks 

about the dead souls, hoping to bribe them into going away: 

Al1 Souls. Not just fiendlu souls but al1 souk. They are souk, corne 

back, c ~ i n g  at the door, hungry, mourning their lost Iives. You çive them 

food, money, anythinp to substitute for your love and blood, hoping it w d l  

be enough, waiting for them to go away. (53) 

n ie  boundaries between living and dead are crossed in L,fe Beforc. hiunt not because the 

dead retum, but because the living are vinually indistinçuishable from them (Hurley 

173). John McCrae7s "In Flanders Fields" is used as an ironic refrain throughout the 

novel, its l im "We are the Dead'' degenerating into "We are the numb" ( 100). Elizabeth, 

the character most concerned wïth the dead, is the only character to leam from them, 

breakinp the cycle of repetition in the novel and escaping frorn the stifling inner world 

she has built for herself. 

L f e  Before Man plays itself out against a backdrop of atrocities past and present, 

human rights violations, govemment scandal, and other world scandals and abuses of 

power. Nate's mother's work for Amnesty International is treated by him as a Quixotic 
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cesture in the face of endlessly cyl ing  abuses; the gaap between the world stage and the 
CI 

actions of the characters in their small Qrcle in Toronto appears dificult to bridge, and 

ma!. be summed up in the Planetariurn show of Tosmic  Disasten" Elizabeth watches 

passively while waiting for her farnily m e  Saturday Aîwood's reworking of the Gothic 

in rhe novels to follon- is more assured in its bridging of the Iine between the persona1 

and the global- and the rnanner in which the Gothrc as a narrating tool can make the 

unbearab le understandable. 



1 .One collection of essays on Atwood3 writing, Margaret Atwuod: Refecrion and Realifj; does 
not contain a separate essay on Lrfe Befire Man; the novel is considered along with al1 of 
Atwood% novels published to 1987 in Sharon Rose Wilson's "Camera Images in Margaret 
Atwood's Novels." As a point of cornparison, in the same collection S u ~ c i n g  has two essays to 
itself and is a major component of three others. A more recent work by Shannon Hengen. 
Margare? Atwood's Power (published in 1993), mentions the novel in passing but does not 
analyze it at ail. 

2Although Lesje thinlis othenvise: 
But at Iast she could see why Chris did it: it was this a n g r  and the other 
thing. much worse, the fear of being nothing. People like Elizabeth could 
do that to you, blot you out; people like Nate, merely by going about 
their owm concems. Other people's habits could kill you. Chris hadn't 
died for love. He'd wanted to be an event, and he'd been one. (293) 



Roiiih. Hurnr and thc novd that foilows it, The Uüi~dmuid*.~ TCfk, exist in many 

uays as tu-O halvcs of the samc argument. Rodily Hum' publishcd in 198 1 conccms lifc 

in modern Toronto and the Caribbean, and contains events and characters recognizable to 

the average newspûper reader. The "tropical traumas" Stanley Atherton wote of arc 

fûrniliar: lifc rspeated art eeril>- in eyents during ttis latc 1970s and early 1980s, 

particülarly in Grcnada (Athcrton 8)- L'IF Ilüi;cl'i;;~~~l'.~ Tuk  ( 1 985)- a dystopian nowl 

sct in thc carly twcnty-fint ccntury in the rcmnants of thc Unitcd Statcs, is, dcspitc its 

futuristic setting, constructrd of tendencies present in the escesses of the religious nght 

of the United States. fundamentalist Iran. and govemment practices from nations as 

diverse as the Philippines. Romania. and the People's Republic of China'. Rdi&.  Fi~ii-ni  

dcals with Canada's rclationship to ncwly pst-colonial nations in the Comrnonivcalth: 

Thi* ffc~~iib~~~id'-t Tu/;. nearly dispenses with Canada altogether. the bulk of the novel 

conceming the former Cambridge, Massachusetts. Canada exists in the tehT by 

implication: it is ths site of the conference in the future that ends the novel, and it 

rcoccupics its spacc in thc Amcncan historical imagination as a largc, ficc, and gcncrally 

unknown neighbour. 

Both novels offer a more direct engagement with contemporary political trends 

and events than do Atwood's previous works. The results of irnperiaiisrn. both British 

and American, of untrammelled pollution, and of the increased levels of violence in 

North Arncrica arc csamincd in both novcls, with diffcrent conclusions. On thc 
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overarching theme of surveillance, they are in accord, while on pomography the) are in a 

dialogue, each novel interrogatinç the other's stance. Genencally. both novels stand 

alone in the Atwood canon as being a F a t  deal closer to the God~vinian than the 

Radcli ffean Gothic. The no\ds of Wilt iam Godwin, Mary Wollstonecraf?, and Mary 

Shelley are the models here. demonstrating how one can take the Gothic form. with its 

intense interest in power relations in the family, imprisonrnent, and the role of history, 

often rnerely familial histo-, in determining the present. and niden its scope by 

critiquing society as a whole rather than its microcosm in the farnily, and the ways in 

which it eserts itç owri power by means of surveillance, varieties of imprisonrnent, and 

ideology. The female Gothic, by presuppusing the existence of a fictional Gothic mode1 

wvith which it engages to simultaneously interrogate and conform to. is suited to the 

addition of the political sphere. 

Police States are depicted in both novels' Roddv H a m  describing the practice, 

The Hurzclr~tcriLlk TLIIC' the theory, of authontarian governrnent. At\vood's interest in the 

uses of surveillance develops political aspects in these novels. The world of workplace 

eossip and one-on-one stalking found in Tlze Edible Hbniu~n, LUL& Oruck, and L!fi 
C 

Befi~re Mun gives way to entire societies organized around the unseen but all-seeing eye. 

As demonstrated in L!fi  Befor-e LWun, it is hard to avoid the gaze of the workplace: 

gossip observes small cues unblinkingly, rendering, for example, Elizabeth's affair with 

Chris open to their colleagues at the Royal Ontario Museum. It is only a difference in 

degree fiom Martha's statement "Everyone in this town always hows  what happens to 

everybody else" (Atwood, L@ R+re Mun 34) to the reiterated "everybody knows" in 



1 54 

Bodi[i* Hcmn to the esistence of a security force called "Eyes" in The Huncltrzuid's T u k .  

In these novels. webs of politeness and social obligations give way to nehuorks of 

obsrn.ation and punishment. Incarceration in the past, or under the scrutin>- of one's 

peers, becomes literal incarceration. Imprisonment and entrapment become the whole 

of the tests, as Coral Ann HowIls noted that Boddj+ Hurnz. 

for al1 its modem Toronto and Caribbean scenarîos, is traditional 

Gothic minimaIl!- transfonned with its insistence on penxive 

threats to the heroine and her final incarceration, the dread 

of e\.ery Gothic heroine. (--UJords Alongside" 172) 

In Bodi!ip Hun71 and Tlte H u ~ ~ L j m ~ ~ i d ' s  T d e  it is not only at "crucial points" that this 

merging occurs. Et-eryday life is depicted as a vanety of dislocating nightmare, with 

escape and release relegated to fantasy, or extra-testual conjecture. 

Sun-eillance in the two novels is depicted in markedly different ways. Rodi/l!i- 

Hunn is concemed with the mechanics of surveillance: the telescope, stalkinç, the fixing 

of images in pomography and fashion. Intelligence agencies and radio communication 

are also important in the novel. which on the whole concems itself with things already 

conceivable. Atwood theorizes here on the resulrs of surveillance, the "bodily ham" 

made possible by the accumulation of information and "fixing" of the gaze. 

In contrast, The Hclnhaic/'.c. Tuk elaborates the theory of surveillance. The 

Republic of Gilead functions as a prime example of Foucault's "punitive city," where the 

agents of law and govemment act in  concert to produce public displays of discipline as 

both "entertainment" and warning for its inhabitants. These agents are eveqwhere and 
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nowhere at once, k n o w  by a11 but identifiable by none. 

The plots of the two novels are linlied by their similar nightmare quality. Rennie 

Wilford, the protagonist of Roddy H u m ,  and Offied. the narrator of The HLIIIJI~ZLI~J* .~  

Talc.. are, as the officious Professor Pieixoto of the "Histon'cal Notes" of The Hartdmaici*.~ 

Tale would Say, educated women "insofar as a graduate of any North American college 

of the time may be said to have been educated" (3 18). Rennie is a lifestyles journalist in 

Toronto, a career as far away from her eamestly moral upbringing in stifling small-town 

Griswold_ Ontario as she can get. Offred is an average Iiberal arts graduate and library 

worker, the daughter of a defiantly single old-guard ferninist. Both women are distanced 

from conternporary feminism, Rennie because it seems so unfashionable, Offred because 

her life before the collapse of the United States makes it seem redundant. 

Rennie's weil-planned life caves in on itself as she has a professional crisis and is 

diagnosed with breast cancer. The cancer marks a tuming point in her life, forcing a 

break-up with her manipulatin- lover Jake and a stunted affair with her oncologst 

Daniel. For a rest she goes to the Caribbean to write a travel piece on St. Antoine and 

Ste. Agathe, a paired island nation newly independent of Great Britain. Tourism proves 
"-- 

not to be the restful world she hoped, as she becomes involved in the first free election 

after independence. Dr. Minnow, the unaligned candidate, urges her to wite about the 

island as it tmly is, while Lora, a fellow Canadian and long-tem resident, drags her 

unm&inçly into _ m - m i n ç  on behalf of Prince? another candidate. To Rennie, the 

events on the island resernble a spy thriller she'd rather not read, but prove to be more 

dangerous than fiction. Minnow \vins the election but is killed by someone (the corrupt 
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head of the governing Party. or maybe an agent of the CM). Rennie, whose behaviour 

has been innocently suspicious due to her association with Lora and Paul, an American 

drug dealer and es-Green Beret (or something like it), is jailed along nith Lora. Lora is 

beaten, probably to death, while Rennie's fate is ambiguous. She rnay or may not have 

been retneved from the prison by the ofices of the Canadian government, but she has 

definitety recovered from the malaise that rendered her a mere obsewer of surfâces. 

HodiLi. Hctr~~r is filled with "plot": Tlw Hu~zclnzrltdS Tuk in contrast has little of 

one. Offred esists as property of the state of the Republic of Gilead, a rump nation 

formed of parts of the United States afier a fundarnentalist coup. As a fertile wornan, 

one of very few lefi? Offred is a Handrnaid, her name dispiaying her patrïarchal 

ownership. Her job. simply. is to rnultiply, to serve as a breeder for whatever man she is 

assigned to. Ali of Gilead esists as a prison, patrolled by secret police and interna1 

infomers. Offredfs only escape is in mei-no?, generally at night. Dal~irne sections of 

the novel describe Offred's daily routine in this present: shopping, meals, the occasional 

inass esecution or prayer meeting. Wight" sections relate her mernories of her past. 

occuming at times near sleep when her mental defences are lower. The two parts corne 

together as she starts a surreptitious, and illegal, relationship with an employee of the 

family to whom she is assigned. This relationship may or may not result in her possible 

escape. "Historical Notes" at the close of the novel indicate that Offred escaped, in some 

fashion. from Gilead and managed to record a series of tapes that scholars in the future 

assembled to f o m  The Harrdnzutd's Tde.  

The nightmare quality of these novels cornes fkom their juxtaposition of the 
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rnundane and the horrifie. Ofied walks by Harvard University daily? its familiar brick 

walls draped in the bodies of political offenders. Rennie's home is broken into by a man 

w-ho leaves a rope on the bed and consumes a cup of Ovaltine. The only way Rennie can 

assimilate this violation is to regard it as a cosmic çame: 

All 1 could think of was a -me t e  used to play, Detective or 

Che-  sonicthing like that. You had to g e s s  three things: Mr. 

Green: in the conservatoc,, with a pipewench: Miss Plum. in the 

kitchen, nith a k n i k  Only I couidn't remember whether the name 

in the envelope \vas supposed to be the murderer's or the victimts. 

.\fiss IWJiml. ln !/te bedroo»i. i ~ ~ i f h  u rope. (Bodrlv H u m  1 3- 1 4) 

Rennie often relates senous issues and events in her Iifc in an arch tom, recasting 

frightening events as wom-out cliché. She regards her affair with Daniel as a banal 

version of the old plot of a woman falling in love nith her doctor, while her tirst 

reaction to the unfolding coup on St. Antoine is "Somebody change the charnel" (259). 

Offred's copine mechanisms are smaller, consisting of endless wordplay. linguistic 

solitaire games she works at to keep henelf sane in a state where reading is forbidden to 

women. The banal, or merely familiar, is used in both novels as a touchstone to measure 

and highlight the deviations from the nom depicted. 

As many critics have pointed out. Bod<y Hurnt concems "things as they are-" to 

use Godwin's phrase. As Rennie Wilford goes from beinç a bumt-out lifestyles joumalist 

in Toronto to committed, involved reporter of human rights abuses in the Caribbean, she 

traverses the late 1970s landscape of self-involved urban professionals, reckless 
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Ainerican political adventuring, and the  various types of "bodily ham"  contained in the 

title. As Rennie esperiences several f o m s  of harm, fiom cancer and a thwarted stalker in 

Toronto to incarceration and assault in a prison on St. Antoine, she discovers that no 

countT is exempt, and tourism does not give o protectivc: aura to travrllers. RocMi. 

Hurnis dangers are brlirvablr and well within the bounds of human capabilih. 

Tnese products includr St. Antoine's Fon Indusql  which acts as a rnetonxm for 

rnany of the processes çoing on in the novrl. Dr. iblinnow. takes Rennie there as an 

educational sidr trip, patiently pointing out the sights. The fort itself, a reiic of British 

colonialism, is on Rrnnie's Iirst visit rrnrrgency housing for victims of a recent hurricane 

as w l l  as a prison. Dr. Minnow takes her to a courtyard and points out what is there: 

In the other corner there's an odd structure, made of boards 

nailed not too carsfully togther. It  has steps up to a platform. four 

supports but no walls, a couple of cross-beams. It's rrcrnt but 

dilapidatsd: Rennis thinks it's a child's playhouse which has beeri 

Iefi unfinished and wonders what it's doing here. 

"This is what the curïous aiways like to see, " Dr. Minnoli- 

rn urm urs . 

Now Rennie üi~derstands what she's being shown. It's a 

gallows. (BoJiiy Hurni 13 1 ) 
LI 

Rennie's reaction to seeing the gallows is to assimilate its existence by utilizing a 

consolatory fiction (in this case perceiving it as a playhouse and confinin- her interest in 

ii to its curious placement). On anoiher level in the text, the gallows itself is a çrim 



159 

reminder of human ingenuih. Rennie's fictionalizing reaction is part of the impulse to 

revert to storytelling as an aid to assimilating or sublimating horror.' At other points in 

the novel she refers back to detective novels in an attempt to order, and distance. the 

things happening to her. The genre conventions of the Gothic make the senes of 

disturbing actions in the novel more easily apprehended by the reader. while Rennie and 

her acquaintances' reduction of most experience to fragmentary cliches leads to 

esperiencc being Less understandable, or even tangible. Irony and catch phrases let thzm 

relate without getting close. This ambivalence towards narrative construction is 

important in  RodiZy Hurnl. Tension is created between the urgent need for stories to get 

told (Lora's, Minnow's, the election's) and the need for clichéd plots to be avoided. 

Conventional sp? thrillers and puip mystery novels are used as counterpoint to the "real" 

terrors entrapping the characters: stalking, cancer, physical abuse and imprisonmcnt. 

Bodrk H U ~ I I I ' s  framing narrative is uncovered in  fia-mentary fashion, the tenses 

flickering between past and present. Scenes in one locale refract back ont0 scenes in 

anothtr. The paperback detective no\~els Rennie reads in the islands allude to the police's 

reaction in Toronto to her own brush with death: 

... two blondes with pale translucent skin, mouths like red gashes 

and swellinç breasts bursting through their dresses, two tempestuous 

redheads with eyes of green smouldering fire and skin like clotted 

cream, each carefully arranged on floor or bed like a still life, not 

quite naked, clothing disheveled to suggest rape, though there \vas no 

rape in the forties, finger marks livid around the throat-they loved 
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/il-id--or a wound still oozing. preferably in the left breast. (246) 

The codified death scenes, humorous when so two-dimensional, recall the arrangements 

of her ses life with Jake, while also pointing out the recurring nature of victimhood and 

blame in the test. If the stalker had succeeded in killing Remie would the police read 

the crime scene (as she reads the Del1 "Scene of the CrÏme" paperbacks) and evince the 

"hypocritical outrage" (746) of the fictional detectives in denouncing a crime they feel 

the victim pro\:okrd'? The disapproving EngIishwoman at the Sunset Inn also 

participates in this cycle, as Rennie finds when she is arrested: 

The two policeman comr fonvard. The Englishwoman looks at her. 

a look Rennie remembers from somewhere. from a long tirne ago. from 

a bad dream. It's a look of pure enjoyment. .lfuhgmmr. (262) 

Here the intemal and estemal threats to her are combined in the gaze of pure hate, St. 

Antoine recapitulating Toronto recapitulating Griswold. and the gaze itself labelled u i t h  

the most private menace to Rennie. 

Remje's impnsonment on St. Antoine is a literal enacting of the thriller plots 

contained in the novejs she reads, as well as the convoluted games of the vanous 

intelligence comrnunities infesting the islands. Each intelligence agency active on the 

island spies on evec. other. making sudden geopolitical rnoves difficult, and trapping 

each agency in the fixed glare of surveillance. The public and private spheres merge and 

blur, as "plots and subplots intermingle--in the narrative and construction of the novel as 

noted by Lorna Irvine in "The Here and Now of Bodiiy Harni" (VanSpanckeren and 

Castro 85). The recum'nç question of %as she asking for it" is one case in point. 
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Atwood infuses the cliches and plot mechanics of the contemporq formulait political 

thriller and the murder mystery with real terror so that storylines nearly inert with over- 

use work towards creating the nightrnare atrnosphere of Rodili. Hurnr. 'As in traditional 

Gothic, images of female dread are pervasive" in Bodilv H u m ,  but they are connected to 

perpetual anxiety (Howells, Privurc und Fïcrionoi IVurdv 59). The loss of faith in 

familiar organizing storylines and clichés gives way to their replacement by an 

empowerinç awareness of "the authentic first-order meaninçs ofhvords shining through 

and destroying the second-order generalizations her culture has assigned to them" 

(Davey, A furgurci A/~.oocl 78). 

As a narrator and protaçonist, Remje is remarkably similar to Sir Walter Scott's 

Waverley. Both characten are used by their creators as vehicles for educating their 

readers about different societies and cultures, although Atwood is to some extent 

reworking this tradition ironically. Rennie's consistent misreadinç of the Iandscape and 

the people of St. Antoine demonstrate both her own ignorance and the blindness of 

Canadian society at large which in some degree supports such misreadings.' As a 

lifestyles joLmalist, Rennie is in the position of being reduced to an observer of trends 

and culture wherever she wites; her Toronto-based writing has the same distanced 

quality that her observations of St. Antoine do. Rennie's wn-ting presents other 

paradoxes: she spots trends, swimrning with the tide but ahead of it, but can also make 

trends. In this world of surfaces, trends are juggemauts beanng al1 before them, like "the 

new capitalism" or "the death of feminism," but so ephemeral anyone can start one. The 

power of Rennie's writing is foreshadowed in her ability to manipulate readers. 
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"Sometimes Rennie lited to \\.rite pieces about trends that didn't reaIly esist. to see if she 

could make them esist by witing about them," a tendency dernonstrared by her writing 

the drain chain jewelry fad story (25).  "The latest Queen Street thing." she wetes; using 

the trendy magazine shorthand for the hip and borderline dangerous, "a New Wave 

sleaze put-on of real jewelry" (24). In actualih* the drain chain necklaces and bracelets 

are a one-off accessor) put together by Rennie's fiend Jocasta, a proprietor of a Queen 

Street vintage clothing store. Rennie's story on this is a trial balioon testing the gullibilih 

level of the would-be sophisticates of Toronto: will fashion victims start slathering with 

materialistic desire upon hearing of a new accessoq? This presumed easy acceptance of 

a ' - ~ J z ~ ~ ( ' L I I I  ~.t-uvL:." as Rennie puts it, is part of the domestication of danger in urban 

Toronto. Violence and threat are srnoothed over, rendered into knowing cliché or art 

trend. Rennie's power to channel these trends is laughably easy: as she finds, she can 

-- 
even dictate responses in absolute strançers' conversations. As an "espen in boredom. 

she wites in Pumbru's "Relationships" column on the etioloa of boredom, its 

construction of "borer and boree," and ways for women to entertain themselves when the 

inevitable strikes: 

Stzdy I t i ~  fie, she recommended. lf you Zr stuck, make un irnaginan* 

eclrlohe d k c r  ion und udd hix Flkrclz his .4dunt Is uppIc move trp 

und down. Keep srniling. ( 1 9) 

In Partrkmis male counterparts she elucidates these activities for male readers in "How 

to Read Her Mind" : "lfshc !Y looking foo hard al your earlobes or ~archtng  p u r  Adam !Y 

upple go up umldoilx. cltuizge ~rhc subject" ( 1  9). Pandora's lessons for the leisure class, 
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esercises in anomie, are a contrast to the relentless activity-oriented women's magazines 

of fifteen years earlier satirized in The EdihIe M~ürnan. Even Rennie's Canbbean 

destination is chosen by trendiness and the desire to be first: "Pick an islandll' her editor 

at I-'isor tells her, "Only it has to be someplace we haven't done" ( 17). The topic is 

thrown at her as "The Restless Caribbean," the capitals indicatinç the perceived irony and 

weariness in the phrase, and the aesthetic distance the reader is meant to feei. 

Rennie's immediate journalistic crisis is precipitated by the two articles she fails 

to complete, a piece in Purtdor-a's "Women of Achievement" series and an article for 

Fisor on "pomograph>. as an art form" (707). Both assigrnents, while on the surface 

examples of the new rnorality, have more sinister undertones. The Pundoru piece is by 

its series title feminism made simple. The subject. a judge. is on the surface a living 

esample of the ideal of Haïin- it All: 

The judge had two wonderful children and an adoring husband 

who didn't at al1 mind the time she spent being a judge; because he found 

his own job so satis-nç and rewarding. They had a charming house ... 

fillsd n i t h  painting by promising Young artists ... The judge had it al1 

together and Rennie was beginning to see this as a personal afiont. (66) 

Tippy the editor, however, wants Rennie to find "a few cracks in the amour, a linle pain. 

Didn't she have to suffer on her way up?" (66).  Tippy's desire for "the real story" (67) 

goes beond  the supposed feminist interest in finding out the obstacles in society a 
C 

woman has to overcome to be successful. Instead, it resembles attitudes fiom Griswold, 

demanding that the pnce of fernale success is pain, and success itself either undeserved 
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or liable to change into sudden disaster. 

The other journalistic tuminç point, the article on pornography fkom the women's 

angle, presents another set of realizations clustered around the subtest of women asking 

for ir. The presuppositions I ~ ~ s o J s  editor Keith operates with eliminate women from 

consideration as anythinç but the object of the male gaze in pomography: Rennie's 

sources are a male artist and the Metropditan Toronto Poiice Department's impounded 

hardcore porno~~aphy collection. The argument of the piece is grounded in the dialectic 

of pornography in the late 1970s. as presented by the mainstream media: feminists hate 

pomopaphy. men dont  The assuinption is. of course. that pomography is part o f  the 

masculins, and not feminine, world, and that strident radical feminist denunciation has 

been '-done" aiready. thus rnotivating Keith's desire for Rennie's article to be tied in "with 

somen's rantasy lives ... keep il light" (207). 

Her first interview subject, Frank the artist. constnicts sculptures of found objccts 

and mannequins that appear drtached from an? relation to women's fantasy lives: 

The women were dressed in haIf-cup bras and G-string panties. set on 

their hands and knees for the tables, locked into a sitting position 

for the chairs. One of the chairs was a wornan on her knees, her back 

arched, her wists tied to her thighs. The ropes and arms were the 

arms of the chair, her bum was the seat. (208) 

The avant-garde art scene is being satirized here, trapped in a circle of self-reflexivity. 

Rennie misses the commentary and the send-up of stereotypical views of women and 

men, since the gender criticism is disguised in a thick layer of protective irony and thus 
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easily misread. Rennie herself is merely bored by it. Her next stop for raw material, the 

Metropditan Toronto Police headquarters, is full of items not so easily misread. 

n i e  shield of lightness and ironic distance intended by Keith disintegates as 

R e ~ i e  and Jocasta view the pomography collection. Paradoxically, the collection of 

seized objects is open to the public in one more example of the blumng between 

linguistically separate categories, here feçal and illegal. The objects themselves range 

fiom rubber appliances and whips, made inert in the contesnial limbo of the viewing 

rooms of the police (209), to the film collection, which no arnount of attempted 

normalization and detachment can render innocuous. Here is the absolute underground 

level of pornography, snuff films and in particular, the film of the rat in a woman's 

vagina which shocks Rennie into first vomiting and then giving up the essay. 

Rennie felt that a large gap had appeared in what she'd been used to 

thinking of as reality. What if this is normal, she thouçht, and wr just 

haven't been told yet? (2 1 0) 

The policeman-guide impliss that this is normal: "1 thought tha: one would get to you ... A 

lot of womsn do that. Look at it this way, at ieast it's not for queers" (2 1 1 ). The 

implications of this particular type of pomographic film being normal are brought out 

fully on St. Antoine in the context of Remie and Lora's impn'sonment; this encounter 

with the sinister side of human nature and ingenuiq that Rennie postponed confronting 

earlier is now acknowledged. 

At the time, however, the encounter with this side of reallty causes Rennie to 

retreat into more kitsch and more ephemera: 



1 can't do this piece, Rennie told Keith. 

Why not? he said, disappointed in her. 

Tt's not my thing, she said. 1'11 stick to lifestyles. 

Maybe it is a lifestyle, he said. 

Rennie decided that there were some things it was better not to 

know any more about than you had to. Surfaces, in many cases, were 

preferable to depths. (2 1 1 ) 

The retreat itself is into over-determinedly female subjects, angora sweaters and the 

"hand-knit-look industn," topics soft, swaddling and numbing in their near-parodic 

fernininip. As the perceived antithesis of hard-core heterosexual pomography, they 

function as emotional havens for Rennie. shielding her from a level of contact wïth 

aspects of human nature she wishes to avoid thinking about. 

Some of her discornfort is displaced ont0 reconsidering the nature of her ses life 

with Jake. Described by Rowland Smith as "one of the most self-centred louts in 

Atwood's fiction"(Smith 2-71? Jake imposes a fantasy of rough ses on Rennie that in 

itself is a fantasy based on a belief that there is no hurt or violence involved. It's not 

surprisin- that he collapses when Rennie is diagnosed with cancer. interrupting the 

fantasy with the reality of ham. Early in the text Jake's games are enumerated: 

Sometimes he would climb up the fire escape and in through the 

window instead of coming through the door, he'd send her 

ungrammatical and obscene letters cornposed of words snipped from 

newspapers, purporting to be from c r a q  men, he'd hide in closets 



and spring out at her, pretending to br a Iurker. Apart from the 

first shock, none of these things had ever alarmed her. (27) 

Jake's sadism. based as he thinks it is in mutual trust, is of no help to Rennie. "She didn't 

want to be afraid of men- she wanted Jake to tell her why she didn't have to be" (2 1 1 ), 

but her confidence in Jake appears to be based less on mutual trust than on conveniencr 

and inertia. 

A secure wuman is not threatened by her partneis 

fantasies, Rennie told herself As long as there is trust. 

She'd even written that, or something like it, in a piece on 

the comeback of satin lingerie and fancy ganer belts. And she 

was not threatened, not for some time. ( 106) 

Jake is unable to reassure her that not al1 men are like the consumers of the 'Tes of films 

and objects found in the evidence rooms. It is only a difference in degree, and not kind, 

that separates Jake from the average consumer or producer of hardcore p~rnography~ and 

from the man who broke into Rennie's apartment. Rennie's sudden reahzation that "she's 

afraid of men and it's simple, it's rational, she's afraid of men because men are 

friçhtening" (290), based on her experiences in the islands as well as in Toronto, makes 

perfect sense because the reader. as ive11 as Rennie, has seen no reason to belieïe 

othenvise. 

Objects, as well as people, are presented as fnghtening in Bodily H a m ,  owing in 

pan to Rennie's inability to read them correctly. The guidebook to "What to Do if the 

Thief Visits You" she finds in her hotel room is a typical example: "like everything else 



168 

she's been reading the instructions are both transparent and impenetrable" (139). As a 

tourist from one Commonwealth nation visiting another, Remie is expsed  to peculiar, 

to h e i  juxtapositions of the familiar and foreign. The sight of the row of Canadian banks 

on a main Street in St. Antoine is just the first dissonant image she encounters. 

Sedgwick's comment about the Gothic narrative's "despair about any direct use of 

languaee" - ( 11) is reversed here, direct language itself becorning impenetrable? as 

wom-out clichés and famil iar landmarks get re-literalized. The Bagatelle shop on St. 

Antoine sells bags, and the pharmacy Rennie buys sunscreen in is similar: 

"We have Quaaludes," the man says as she's paying for 

the lotion. 

"Pardon?" says Rennie. 

"Any amount," the man says ... 

Weil, it's a drugstore, Rennie thinks. It sells dnigs. 

Why be surprised? (69) 

Toronto has "the Lickin' Chicken on Bloor. which didntt seII chicken" (65  ), so why not a 

drug store that lives up to its narne? Rennie's stint as a yn-runner occurs because of this 

confusion about signs, as she transports a bos labelled medicine because she believes 

that inside and ourside (particularly dur@ her vacation in a place exempt from the 

subterfuges of Toronto) cannot be different. When she discovers the machine p n  in the 

box she curses "her own stupidity. Dumb, gullible, naive, to believe people; it came 

from drinking too much. Now she must tn, not to panic" (159). 

One of the lessons she leams in the course of the novel is not to place confidence 
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blindly. or to refuse it for the same reason. Blind trust leads to her warped relationship 

with Jake, her rnisplaced faith in Daniel as her soul's healer, and her eventual jailing on 

Si. Antoine on account of the gun ninninp.' Remie's insistence, during the early part of 

her s t q  on St. Antoine, on not seeing leads her into conflict with the constant 

sunfeillance she is under throughout most of the novel. 

Surveillance is a way of life for most characters in Boddy Hurm. The epigraph, 

from John Berger's KJ~S ~$Secrizg indicates the power of the gaze in fising behaviour 

and safeh: 

A man's presence suggests what he is capable of doing 

to you or for you. By contrast. a wvoman's presence ... 

defines what can and cannot be done to her. (7) 

Rennie cornes to St. Antoine thinking that she understands the power of public esposure 

and public sight in legislatin; behaviour, but finds that while Griswold, Ontario is 

different only in degree from St. Antoine, the degree of di fference is important. Dr. 

Minnow is aware of the irony of his police surveillance (it keeps him alive, if only 

because the people who are most likely to kill him are engaged in watching his eïery 

move), while Rennie is not. 

"Now we have the whole family," says Dr. Minnow. "This 

knd  does not hand out papers." 

"Who are they?" says Rennie. His tone of voice is makinç 

her jurnpy. 

"My friends?" he says softly. "They follow me everywhere. 
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They want to make sure I am safe." ( 139) 

Rennie's background in rural Ontario has taught her about the power of common report 

in a srnall towm. AS a joumalist and as a tourist, she dresses and presents henelf to 

attract the minimum of attention, the camouflage leamed from an üpbringing in a town 

where "everyone knew everything, sooner or later" (55). The Iine of least resistance to 

the common report was to do nothing unusual to avoid being the subject of talk (55). 

The jokes Rennie tells about Gnswold focus on the obsession with supervisinç eve-ne 

and their persona1 business: 

... How many people from Gnswold does it take to change 

a lightbulb? The whole town. One to change it, ten to 

snoop, and the rest of them to discuss how sinful you are 

for wanting more light. Or: How many people from Gnswold 

does it ~ a k e  to change a light bulb? None. If the light 

eoes out it's the \ d l  of God, and whu are p u  to complain? 
C 

(18) 

Gnswold bturs the lines between public and pnvate by îreating al1 as public; illness, 

disaster. and shame al1 become grkt for the Calvinist rumour rnill. Rennie's preference 

for things to have clearly demarcated insides and outsides is a reaction to this, and its 

vehemence Ieads to her choice ofjoumalism 2nd her inability to read the landscape and 

people of St. Antoine correctly. 

Lifestyles journalism, at least as practised by Rennie, is a retreat into the world of 

su~aces  and exteriors. 
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hstead of wïting about the issues, she began intrnriewing 

the people who were involved in them .... The in wardrobe for the picket 

line. the importance of the denim overall, what the feminists eat for 

breakfast. The editors told her she was better at that cinyway. 

(64) 

She srrives to see surfaces without depths, and this separation leads in part to her crisis 

over the pornography article. 

The fishbowl of fashionable Toronto is not very different from that of Griswold. 

The annual New Yearfs list of those in and out parallels coffee gossip in a srnall town. 

The collections of "what's in" and "what's out7' take small town ideas of what is 

acceptable and xhahat is not to Byzantine degrees. mith the items from each column 

constantly switching places, and parodying to an extent Rennie's own cnsis over 

determining what is '-in" her and what is not. The boundaries of taste are crossed so 

ofien that the) collapse, as Rennie-s mernories of a "Class: Who Has It, Who Doesn't" 

list sholv: 

Jogging didn't have class, contemporary dance did, but only if you 

did it in jogging pants, which did, for that but not for jogging, but 

not in stretchy plunge-back leotards, which didn't for that but did if 

you went srvimming in them- instead of in bathing suits with built-in 

bra cups, which didn't. (65) 

The lines between her life and work collapse in the sarne way: her first reaction to her 

cancer diagnosis is to wn'te about it: "For instance, she could do a piece on it. 'Cancer, 
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The Corning Thing.' Humemakers might take it, or Clzu~eluzne. How about 'The Cutoff 

Point?"' (27). Her affair with Daniel is somethinç she associates t i th  Toroirfo Lfe  

magazine. "sofi-core oss ip  masquerading as hard-nosed research and exposé" (33). 

On St. Antoine, in contrast, she finds herself in a place where her careful 

distinctions between interior and esterior do not apply, and where she must learn that al1 

boundaries are permeable, and that distinctions are doomed to be biurred. 

"Everyone is in politics here, mu hend;" says Dr. 

Minnow-. "Al1 the time. Not like the stveet Canadians." ( 124) 

In an echo of Szwfucritg~ the Canadian attitude, personified by Rennie and the Canadian 

consul? is to distance themselves from the active hann of the United States and the Soviet 

Union. while passively participating in it through inaction or ignorance. Canada sends 

hams for humcane relief that end up feedinç the ruling Party, and runs advisory sessions 

on diving during the diving season that are unsurprisingly unattended. Canadian money 

keeps the compt government of St. Antoine in power: 

"There is no longer any place that is not of 

çeneral interest-" says Dr. Minnow. "The sweet Canadians 

have not learned this yet. The Cubans are building a large 

airport in Grenada. The CIA is here, they wish to nip 

histop in the bud, and the Russian agents. It is of 

general interest to them." 

Rennie almost laughs. The CM has been done to 

death; sureiy by now it's a joke, he can't be serious. ( 135) 
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Sent by a jaded magazine editor looking for vacation stimulation on behalf of equally 

jaded readers, Rennie, as a representative Canadian, is meant to leam that power can be 

wielded by omission as well as by commission. 

Surveillance is used as a weapon on St. Antoine, connecting it with Gnswold and 

Toronto. "Everyone findç out about everyone else around here, they're curious. It's a 

srna11 place, anything new or out of the o r d i n q  gets noticed pretty fast. A lot of people 

are curious about you- for instance." Paul tells Rennie (198). "Everyone knoivs" how she 

got there, where she is staying, what is in her room, what is in the box she collected for - 
Lors. The police on St. Antoine blur into the police in Toronto, as she senses the 

interconnectedness of those with the controiling gaze: "And now another man, possibly 

in a bathing suit. A faceless stranger. Mr. X; in the bedroom. with a Irnifc" ( 159). Not 

v e q  much separates the man who stalked her in Toronto and left the rope on her bed 

from the police who search her room in St. Antoine: the line betieen leçal and illegal 

proves to be infinitely permeable, both halves of the law infinitely reversible, repeating 

the reiationship betieen predator and prey in the original Gothic novels. The ongoing 

trope of spotting the CIA agent plays with this: the Abbotts, dull, obsessive birders from 

the United States are also, according to Lora, CM operatives. "Rennie decides that Lora 

must be wong. Surely hvo such innocuous, kindly, bonng people cannot possibly be 

CIA agents" ( 187). It is never made clear who the CL4 agent is on the island, or whether 

in fact there are any there. The instability inherent in this surveillance by mmour is 

disturbinç, the CIA mirronng the cancer ce11 in its ability to assume the appearance of a 

"safe" object and to compt  it fully. 
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Stones convergee, on n m y  le\-els, in the prison, as Rennie and Lora tell each other 

about their lives and trade rurnours from the outside about the coup ard foreign reactions 

to it. Lora takes up the slain Dr. Minnow's demand for Rennie to tell someone what has 

happened: "Tell someone I'm here ... Tell someone what happened," Lora begs Rennie 

(282). Even at this stage Rennie is still thinking of stones in tems of -entertainment" 

dune, in this manner keeping up her distancing techniques. Lora distrcbs her, her hands 

Seing 3 mztaphor for what upsets Rennie about her: 

She wouldn't want to touch this gnawed hand, or have II 

touch her. She doesn't like the sight of ravage, damage. the 

edge between inside and ourside blurred like that. (86) 

Lords hands become loaded with a F a t  deal of syrnbolic weight, ultimate!jt esisting as 

the agents of Rennie's redemption as they recaIl and suggest her relatioriship with her 

stem overbearing gandmother, the idealism and communih she turned her back on years 

before, and her vestigial belief in healing by touch. 

Ln pnson Rennie cornes tu terms with the possibilities for malex-olence a i t h i n  

herself as well as with the possibility of human connectedness and community. Her 

drearns. repositories of her own depths, lead her again and apain to t h e  man who broke 

into her home, and give her some sort of answer as to his nature: 

Rennie is dreaming about the mar? with the rope, again- 

again. He is the only man who is with her nomr, he's 

followed ber, he k v a s  here al1 dong? he was waiting for 

her ... it's not anyone she's ever seen before. The face 



keeps changing, eluding h e i  he might as well be invisible, 

she canft see him, this is what is so temfjing, he isn'r 

really there, he's only a shadow, anonymous, familiar, 

with siIver eyes that hvin and reflect her own. (387) 

She wakes up screaming from this discot-ery but the acknow1edgement of latent 

possibilities for power and violence on her part appears to lead to her imaginative leap in 

mi-pping Lora's hand after Lora is savagel' beaten by the prison guards. After the beating - 
al1 of Lora refiects the "damagc" Rcnnie feared earlier; it is iikcly that Lora is dead, or 

close to it; here. Renniefs esistential freedom comes from her taking Lora's battered hand 

and forgettinç the layers of protection she has erected between her self and expenence, 

pain. and others: 

this is a $fi, this is the hardest thing she's ever done. 

She holds the band; perfectly still, with al1 

her strength. Surely, if she can only try hard enough, 

something \vil1 move and Iive again, something will get 

born. (299) 

Renniefs connection is made, finally, wïth others, and she re-enters the world just as she 

re-entered her body onlg çradually after her mastectomy Rescue comes from within, as 

the final, ambiguous words of the novel demonstrate: 

She wi11 never be rescued. She has already been 

rescued. She is not exempt. Instead she is luchy, 

suddenly, finally, she's overflowving with luck, it's 
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this luck holding her up. (30 1 ) 

"Luck" separates her living hands from Lora's dead ones, as she becomes bom again (her 

full narne, appropriately enough, is Renata) through the agency of a dead rnother.' 

The schematic nature of Rennie's îrials, from cancer to atîempted murder to 

physical assault, is a literal enactinç of the varïeties of "bodily harm" a woman or man 

cm endure. Rennie, as an emotionally anaesthetized character, carries the full thematic 

weight of the novel; like Scott's Waverley, she is positioned as slightly more ignorant 

than the presumed reader, and made to undergo an education in the course of the novel 

which will be parallelled by the lessons the reader learns from the same narrative. As in 

the traditional Gothic, the readers of Bo&- Harm are asked "to seek answers to 

questions which are never precisely formulated (Robertson 77). It is never made clear 

how Rennie leaves St. Antoine, or even if she does, or how long she was stalked by the 

unknown man with the rope in Toronto. The identity of the CIA agent on St. Antoine is 

never revealed, nor are the contents of the locked room in Paul's house. Atwood's 

critique of the types of thriller novels that Rennie reads throuçhout the novel is double 

edged: real-iife is not as neat and clear cut as in a political thriller, but disregardinç 

danger and abuses merely because they look more like fiction than reality is alço a 

m istake. 

The H~ndmaidk Tale continues the analysis of power and surveillance started in 

Bodilv Harnt. The futuristic yet domestic setting of the novel highlights the issues by 

confining them to an imagined future in a païtially transformed United States.' Constant 
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surveillance is the base of civil society in the Republic of Gilead: the police are called 

'-~yes"' and patrol the streets of the Republic at al1 times. The entire Republic is a 

prison, with informants eveq-where, and punishments made into public spectacle. 

warrantinç the description of it as "punitive ci'." The power of the state is kept before 

the eyes of its citizens constantly, regulating their behaviour and thoughts. Public and 

private spheres have merged entirely, as Atwood depicts a society where reproduction is 

the concem of the state. and censorship is pracrised to such a degree that an entîre class. 

women, is prohibited from reading and writing. Mechanisms of control and 

irnprisonment found in single households in the original Gothic are here used to regulate 

an entire society. "The Republic of Gilead- said Aunt Lydia knows no bounds" (Atwood. 

The H~mimuid '-7 TL.& 33): Offred recalls those words when walking in "the heart of 

Gilead," but she could j ust as well be on the edges. 

The Republic of Gilead. as described in The Huizdi~~uici's Tuk ,  is just close 

enough to contemporary society to be recognizable and disturbing Things survive from 

the remotr, more secular past, but nithout their former meanings. In this future' the 

Branle Theatre in Cambridge 1s still standing but changed: 

The store has a huge wooden sign outside it, in the shape of a golden lily: 

Lilies of the Field, it's called ... Lilies used to be a rnovie theatre, before. 

Students went there a lot; every spring they had a Humphrey Bogan 

festival, with Lauren Bacall or Katharine Hepburn, women on their own, 

making up their minds. (35) 

The mernories of such films have gone underground, surfacing as second-hand romantic 
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banter that hints at what was lost, and the chasm between the world of the films and the 

present of Gilead (271). Buildings and monuments lefl in Gilead have undergone a 

sirnilar transformation of meaning. Harvard University's buildings have been 

"detoumed" and rededicated: the wall around the university is for the public dispia} of 

state criminals' bodies, while a church is a rnuse~rn.~ To Offred and the other handmaids 

who observe the bodies on the wall, "...these bodies hangïng on the Wall are tîme 

navellen, anachronisms. They-ve corne here from the past'- (43). The past sunives in 

Gilead in such fragments, pieces that are doomed to lose their meaning as their contest 

recedes further. 

Perhaps the most Gothic aspect of The Hundma~d's Tale is its construction: the 

epilogue to the novel sho\\-s the narrative to have been one from the past, put together by 

scholars of the future studying a Gilead that has been defunct for a hundred years. Offred 

is consciousl~ constructing her narrative throughout the novel: 

1 would like to believe this is a stov 1 am telling. 1 need to believe 

it. 1 must believc it. Those who can believe that such stories are only 

stories have a better chance. 

If it's a story I'm telling, then I have control over the ending. Then 

there \\il1 be an ending, to the story, and real life w i l l  corne afier it. I can 

pi& up where 1 left off. 

It isn't a s toq I'rn telling. 

It's also a story I'm telling, in my head, as 1 go along. (49) 

Narratives frame and distance expeiience, making it easier to understand and order even 



while the'. shield the tellrr from the reality of the experience. This "sad and and 

sordid. this limping and mutilated story" (779) that Ofied apologizes for to her unknowvn 

auditor near the close of the novel is in actuality mutilated: found years Iater on a series 

of audio-cassenes, it is arranged arbitrarily by Professor Pieixoto and presented to the 

'-International Histoncal Association." The reception of "The Handmaid's Tale" (by 

Pieisoto) ironically parallels the reception of The Ha~tdmid's Tale (by At\wod), as both 

are seen as voices from strange other wortds by academics in conferences. 

It is debatable whether one can cal1 7?ze HandrnaKr Tale entirely "Gothic." In 

fom it resembles Man. Shelley's The L ~ . ~ r  ,I.futz, another novel set in a dystopian future 

sent back? however fipuratively, to the past. Atwood utilizes Gothic tropes of 

imprisonment, narrative transmission, and irruption of the hidden or repressed past into 

the present more than Shelley does, but both The Hatzdmzd S Tale and TIIL' LQSI Adun 

have more affinin wiith the world of speculative fiction rather than with the Gothic.' 

Like Bodi[i~ Hurm, The Hoidmaid's Tuk is marked to a great extent by a more topical set 

of narrative concerns and a more didactic tone than those of Anvood's ~ t h e r  novels. 

This topicalih may foreground debates over ideas of power and its abuses, but it also 

renders both novels to some estent liable to premature aging: already at this wrïting, ten 

years since T/w Hurrdntuid's Tule was first published, some aspects of the plot appear 

dated at best. Bodili? Hurnz has açed better, despite beinç more engaged with actual 

current events of the early 1980s. Like Life Before Mon, Bodiiy H a m ,  and The 

Haitdi~tclici'.~ Tde  explore, to some extent and with varying degees of success, the 

collapse of the boundanes between the personal and the public worlds and the power 



reIarions in the family and the estemal world. 



1 .The Thomas Fisher Rare Books Library at the University of Toronto possesses, in its collection 
of Atwood manuscripts, the clipping file Atwood collected for T12e Handmaid's Tale. Items in 
the collection range From accounts of punishments in the Philippines and China to a report of a 
£'Ange sect of Roman Catholics based in Berkeley Heights, New Jersey, who referred to women 
in their group as "handmaidens" (and were eventually found to be a cult and ordered to leave the 
church in which they held increasingly charismatic s e ~ k e s ) .  

Xoan Didion \rote of this urge in her autobiopphical essay "The White Album": 
We tell ourselves stories in order to live. The princess is caged in the 
consulate. The man with the candy will lead the children into the sea. 
The naked woman on the ledge outside the window on the sixteenth 
floor is a victim of accidie, or the naked woman is an exhibitionist, and 
it would be "interesting" to know which ... We look for the sermon in 
the suicide, for the social or moral lesson in the murder of five. We 
interpret what we see, select the most workable of the multiple choices. 
We live entirely, especially if we are writers, by the imposition of a 
narrative line upon disparate images, by the "ideas" with which we have 
learned to freeze the shifting phantasmagoria which is Our actual 
experience. (The tV7zite Ahum 1 2 ) 

-'The White Album" presents a writer's breakdoua parallel to a sociehr's (in this case Los 
Angeles, California in the mid to late 1960s). There are many similarities between Didion's 
narrative and Atwood's Br,di(i H u m ,  especially in the presentation of increasingly less random 
acts of violence, or threatened violence, that surround each female protagonist. Atwood and 
Didion have both been criticized for depicting female characters as -3. Zombie": the Didion 
novel compared in this case to Bodilv H u m  is A Book of Common Prqver, which depicts, in the 
second person, the breakdomm and reconstruction of a woman on an island in the Caribbean. 

XDiana Brydon's essay "Atwood?~ Postcolonial Imagination: Rereading Bodi& Harm", in 
krioirs At~i.oucLv (ed. Lorraine M. York. Toronto: Anansi, 1995) makes this point more 
forcefully, rereading Atwood's novel through the work done on pst-colonial history and 
literature since 198 1. 

4.Although it can be argued that blind stupidity lands Rennie in jail. As Brydon points out, how 
can she possibly think that she can get away with a crime in a foreign country? Atwood's lesson 
that "no one is exempt" in this case is quite literal: tourists have to obey the law. 

5.This has disrurbed some critics of Boddy hm, most notably Elaine Tuttle Hansen, who find 
that ultimately Lora's only role in the novel is to be sacrificed so Remie can become a whole 
person again. Lora in many ways resembles Susie in Car's Eve, who is also brought onstage by 
Atwood to illustrate a point in the heroine's development and disposed of in a ,gruesome marner. 



6,The fact that the nov-el is set in the United States has led to The Handmuicl's Tak being, in 
many cases, the only Atwood novel the average hnerïcan academic will ever read, and the only 
non-American novel placed on "20th Centuw Women Writers" reading lists in Amencan 
universities (many of which have course names hum'edly changed to "North Amencan" Women 
Writers). The literatm on Tlzc Handnzuidk Tale is exqensive, and is ovenvhelmingly Ametican. 

7.This was dealt with interestingly in the heavy-handed film adaptation of the novel: the s p b o l  
of the Republic of Gilead \vas the all-seeing eye in the pyramid familiar from the United States 
one-dollar bill. Unfortunately, this was inaccurate, as the type of nght-wing terronsts likely to 
kill the entire United States Congress and suspend the Constitution are also likely to be 
convinced that everytbing is a Masonic pIot 

8.'Detourninf' is a technique used by the Situationists, in which an objsct or item is subomed 
for a use other than w-hart was originally intended, but wïth enough slippage between meanings 
that both esist and influence the other. In the contest of The Har~dnmiJS T u k ,  the university is 
"detoumed" only in the present described by Offred, since the older meaning would presurnably 
be lost within a çeneration (considering the scorched-earth policies of Gilead as described by 
Atwood). Detouming, like irony, only works when al1 components are understood by both 
creator and obsenrer. 

9.Which is precisely how the novel is treated by man? critics. Speculative fiction has a better 
reputation arnong feminist literary critics than the Gothic does on the whole. How one considers 
The Hunc/muid's T d e  depends in a large part how one feels about speculative fiction and fantasy 
fiction in general. 



CUI '.y E ~ Y :  The Prison House of Msmory 

In contrast to the Caribbean setting of Bodi!~ H ~ r n z .  and the dystopian portrait of 

a twenty-first centun. United States of Thc Humlniurd 's Tuie. Atwood's 1 988 novel Cut 5 

~ ' L Z  appears cornfortineIy domestic. CU! S &F returns, in man? ways. to the concerns of 

Atwood-s earlier works: it is set in a clearly described Toronto, and is a first-person 

narrative of the life stoq- of an anist. Appearing in the middle of this minutely drtailed 

picture of a time gone by is a disturbing stop- of female victimization and brutality. as 

Atwood depicts the subterranean world of pre-adolescent girls and their clandestine wars 

upon each other. In man' ways. it \vas hard to see who was more disturbed by the 

narrative of Cu! '-y &Y the novel-s prota-onist Elaine Risley, or the joumalists who 

inten k v e d  Atwood after the novel 's publication. (;II '-Y Lj~c provokes a dis-ease in the 

reader like no other Atwood novel owïng in large part to its depiction of girls' cruel5 to 

one another.' Atwood told Xlirclem '.Y that she 

wanted to deal with the idea that wornen somehow are more moraIly 

w-onderful than men ... There is no gene for moral wonderfulness. To buy 

into that is to be back in the 19th century. (Timson 58) 

In Cu/ S 0-c. she re~vorks the familiar Fernale Gothic themes of victimization and 

anuiety, depictinç a series of relationships where females are the victimizers as well as 

the victimized, as well as the other recum-ng themes of buried secrets and the buried past, 

impnsonment in a claustrophobie environment, and the doubling of characten. 

Ccrt S 6 - e  depicts the process in which Elaine Risley, a successful artist. cornes to 
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terms with the destructive fnendships she had as a child, as well as the destructive 

relationships with men she had as a young woman, and constnicts her own vision as an 

artist. Having. at the beginning of the novel. retumed to Toronto afier a long absence for 

a retrospective of her paintings. Elaine becomes haunted by the mernories the c i h  brinçs 

up for her. In large pan. she is haunted by the mernon. of Cordelia. her best friend and 

closest tormentor from childhood. but recollections and anxieties h m  other parts of her 

youth in Toronto surface also. In man? ways, < k t  '.Y &e is a ghost story. with Elainr as 

the survivor of a life long gone by, trapped in a layer of time that çoes fonvard as her 

mernories remain fixed in the past. "This is the middle of my life," Elaine States. "1 think 

of it as a place, likr the middle of a river, the middle of a bridge, half~vay across. halfkvay 

over" ( 13). In many ways Elaine herself is a bridge. becoming a medium for 

transmission of die words and actions of the dead to the living in both her story and her 

paintings. The worlds of the dead surround Elaine throughout the novel: in the Toronto 

of the present she is the only sun-ivor of her childhood, with even the buildings of her 

childhood surviving only in her mernories. whde her childhood was bounded by the 

cemetery near her home and school, and the echoes of World War II. As in Surfacirzg, 

the idea of the uncanny operates in CUI 'S &je, lending an air of menace to what should be 

very familiar to Elaine, the city that was her childhood home.' 

Elaine's presence in Toronto for the retrospective, her first, provokes in her a 

great sense of unease. As she says early on of Toronto, 

The fact is that 1 hate this city. I've hated it so long I can hardly 

remember feeling any other way about it. ( 1 3) 
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Her present-da- narration alternates with her memories of Toronto, from the time her 

parents moved her family there from a nomadic life in northem Ontario to her leaving it 

and her marriage in her late twenties. Elaine's life is the raw material for her 

retrospective look at her life, just as it is for her artwork hanging in SubNersions, a 

feminist art gallery: her memories and her paintings contain man- layers of time. Hrr 

older brother's study of theoretical physics çives her a h e w o r k  for understanding the 

vagaries of merno-: like him, she believes that time is not a line, but a dimension. 

Unlike her brother. Elaine then &es this dimension a shape, which will influence her 

narrative: 

But 1 began then to think of time as having a shape, something 

you could see. like a series of liquid transparencies, one laid on top of 

another. You don? look back along time but down through it, like water. 

Sometimes this cornes to the surface, sometimes that, sometimes nothing. 

Nothing goes away. ( 3 )  

Elaine's narration reveals the slippages of memory, how a recalled event differs with the 
/- 

distance the remembering is from the actual event, and how many times the mernos has 

been overlaid or forgotten then remembered again. As well, her narration depicts 

memories and the past as a prison from which her adult life is an "escape," a word she 

uses often. As a teenager, she and Cordelia wtch the crazy older women on the 

streetcars with interest: "they have escape& though what it is they've escaped from isn't 

clear to us" (5). As an adult in Vancouver, she thinks she has "had a narrow escape" 

(15). Toronto is for her a prison, imbued with the displaced anxiety of her childhood; as 
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soon as she lands at the  airport she begins to feel the city entrapping her: --1 am dragged 

downwards? into the layers of this place as into liquefied mud ( 13). 

Elaine's present-time narration frames a narrative in which events repeat. objects 

are found again and again, and characters are doubled. The boundanes between past and 

present. and the self and others. blur. collapse and are reset throughout the novei. The 

story of Elaine's childhood is set up at first as a conventional story of a lost pastoral 

paradise. as she Stans by saying: "Until ive moved to Toronro I was happy" (2  1 ). 

However, her early memories are of playinç war with her brother, listening to radio 

broadcasts about the \var's progress. and watching her parents' unvoiced w o ~  about the 

possibility of Al lied defeat. Family secunty is early interminçled with uncertainty As 

an adult Eiaine wonders about the certitude of her memories of this time. Her brother 

Stephen cannot remember very much about this time, and is surprised that shr can 

considering how Young she was. 

It disturbs me that he can remember some of these things about himsel f, 

but not others: that the things he's lost or misplaced exist now onll- for 

me. If he's forgotten so much, what have 1 forgotten? (334) 

Her war -mes \\lth her brother are both morbid and innocent, descnbed with a precise 

detail that distances them slightly h m  her and the reader: 

"You're dead," he says. 

"No I'm not." 

"Yes you are. The?; got you. Lie dowm." 
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There is no arguing with him, since he can see the enerny and 1 

can't. (24-25) 

Stephen is the leader in their games, but also her twin. She wears his clothes, sleeps with 

him. and plays with his tous. and possibly as an adult recalls his memories. The family 

relocation to Toronto separates them, and sets them on their diffenng paths. 

The entry to this different world is related at a double remove. represented by a 

photograph of Elaine in front of a door. The photograph, described in detail which fiils 

in what is not seen as ne11 as what is. acts as a metonym for the break in Elaine-s life. 

Throughout the novel Atwood \ciIl use repeated images of doors, holes and bridges as the 

breaks in the lines separating levels of time or space. The door in this case is the one in 

front of a motel on the road to Toronto, where the Risley family is staying awaiting 

completion of a house in the ci'.. The house in the city. though. is lefi unfinished. 

prolonging the transitory nature of the family's home life for a time as they al1 pitch in 

together to finish the interior. The differences start slowly, as Elaine gets a room of her 

own and no longer has to share a tent. or bed, with Stephen. The change confuses her: 

At first 1 found the thought of my owi room exciting-an ernpty space 

to be arranged as 1 wanted, without regard to Stephen and his strewn 

clothes and wooden guns--but now I'm lonely. I've never been in a 

room by myself at niçht before. (33) 

The changes continue at school, where Elaine learns. in effect, how to be a girl. 

Difference between the sexes is concretized, marked by separate school doors, separate 

playçrounds. and separate clothes. 
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You can't wear pants to school, you have to Wear skirts. I'm not used to 

this, or to sitting still at a desk. (45) 

Gender differences are not onl. encoded in the body: but disciplined into the body: "if 

you go in the wrong door you get the strap, or so everyone says" (453. The school, named 

for Queen Mary and located near a cemeten. appears trapped in a m k r  with its separate 

doors and name one queen out of date, a relic of a time that is rapidny passing with the 

war. Elaine starts her social life on this cusp. straddling the line herxlf between exotic 

and average. 

Elaine's life continues in this vein for an entire school year. She becomes fnends 

with Carol Campbell, a girl in her _made who takes it upon herself to educate her. At 

Carol's house Elaine Ieams about chintz, coat-trees, coId-waves and Invin sets. The last 

item fascinates Elaine. since the name suggests much more than what it is. and the act of 

looking at it is slightly dangerous. 

She [Carol] asks me if 1 want to see her mother's new twin set. 1 don't 

ho \ \ -  what this is, but i i  sounds intriguing, so 1 say yei She takes me 

stealthily into her mother's bedroom, sayinç that she'li really get it if 

we're caught, and shows me the twïn set' folded on a shelf The nvin 

set is just two sweaters, both the same colour, one \tri& 'buttons down the 

front, the other wirhout ... I'm disappointed, because 1 Mas expecting 

something to do with twins. (50-5 1 ) 

The aura of the forbidden that surrounds the twin set is mixed with the sight, in the same 

room, of Carol's parents' Win  beds; seeing them makes Elaine r e a l k  suddenly that her 
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parents are different. since the- have just one bed for the two of them. The duplication 

seen in the room (beds, lights, night-tables) intrigues her and disturbs her at the same 

time. 

Through Carol. Elaine becomes friends with Grace Smeath. an older girl whose 

house and family throw into relief another set of ways in which Elaine and her family are 

different from the others. Grace is placid and unaccountably attractive to the two 

younger girls. who sit playin school quietly' or colo~ring in pictures to Grace's 

specifications equally quietiy. in the Smeath family celiar. Playing with the two girls is 

educational for Elaine: 

Playing with girls is different and at first 1 feel strange as I do it, self- 

conscious. as if I'm only doing an imitation of a girl. But I soon get 

more used to it. (52) 

She finds herself obsen-ing herself and her actions. becoming a sort of tuin imitating 

herse1 f imitating a girI. Part of the games inciude the everyday duplicity of good girls: 

Carol and Grace compare their scrapbook collages of wornen and household goods. 

say ng: 

"Oh, jours is so good. Mine's no good. Mine's ~Mlfill-'' 

They sa'. this every time we play the scrapbook game. Their voices 

are wheedling and false; 1 c m  tell they don't mean it, each one thinks 

her own lady on her own page is good. But i f s  the thing you have to 

Say, so 1 begïn to say it too. (53) 

Elaine looks at these rituals with the same type of interest Carol feels in her, an attraction 
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and desire for their exoticism. The world of girls is less stressful than the world of boys. 

or at least the part of that world represented by Stephen. 

Grace's passive domination of their games is a reflection of her mother's passive 

control of the household. Mn.  Smeath is a source of anxieîy for Elaine, and a figure of 

terror. She has a bad heart, which Elaine finds equally frightening and exciting. She 

may die at any tirne, Grace reports to her ftiends dispassionately. The heart assumes an 

importance in Elaine's imagination, as well as a wealth of associations. Valentine's Da). 

Ieads her to think about it: 

... 1 think about Mrs. Smeath's bad heart. What exactly is wong  with 

it? I picture it hidden, undemeath her woollen afghan and the billow of 

her apron bib, pumping in the thick fleshy darkness of the inside of her 

body: something taboo, intimate. It would be red, but with a reddish- 

black patch on it, like rot in an apple or a bruise. It hum when I think 

abour it. A little sharp wince of pain goes throuçh me, as it did when 1 

watched my brother cut his finger once on a piece of glass. But the 

- bad heart is also compelling. It's a curiosiq, a deformity. A hom-ble 

treasure. (5 8) 

The uncertainty around Mrs. Smeath's bad heart is disturbing too, suggesting a 

connection to adulthood that is mysterious: is the bad heart a consequence of being 

female? It is hidden. yet open to the world; both of Grace's fiends know about it. It 

controls Mrs. Smeath, and the household. This heart is emblematic of the world of 

fernininity Elaine has entered into, where power games are expressed as games of 
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weakness, and passivity controls activity. Put into the context of play with other 

children, Grace loses her power. In the spring the schoolchildren, "boys and girls alike," 

play in the half-built houses sprouting in the field nearby, 

clamber about inside them, in the fresh wood smell of shavings, 

walking through walls that don3 yet exist, climbing ladden where there 

will soon be stairs. This is forbidden. 

Carol won? climb to the higher Aoors because she's afiaid. 

Grace won't climb either, but not because of fear: she doesn't want 

anybody, any boy, to see her underpants. No girl can wear slacks to 

school, but Grace never wears them at any time. (61 ) 

Elaine has neither constraint to w o q  about, and climbs through the beams happily. "1 

don? think about fallinç. I am not yet aftaid of heights" (62), she says in an echo of the 

Grimm fairy tale of the boy who **could not shiver": fear of heights is something to corne 

later, with intimations of rnatunty. 

Power is more evenly distnbuted. and dependent on skill, in marbles. 

significant-& the only game played on school grounds by both boys and girls, the game 

enables Elaine to exotic marbles, like her favourite blue cat's eye. 

The cat's eyes really are like eyes, but not the eyes of cats. They7re the 

eyes of sornething that isn't k n o m  but exists anlway; like the green eye 

of the radio; like the eyes of aliens fiom a distant planet. (62-63) 

She keeps the rnarble safe in the red plastic purse she received for Christmas, treating it 

as a talisman without knowing quite what it is. Her brother, who has won several jars 
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full of marbles, buries his under the bndge in the ravine near their school, an act Elaine 

cannot understand- 

The entrance of Cordelia into the goup of fiends upsets the power dynamic. 

Elaine first meets Cordelia afier a summer in the north with her familu; Cordelia is a 

surprise wvaiting for her with Grace and Carol, who have blurred together for Elaine in 

their absence. %%en the Risle' family amves at their house, Elaine notes that Grace and 

Carol are standing where they were when they lefi, the same yet different. 

They don3 corne running over. but stop what they're doing and 

stare, as if we're new people, as if I've never lived here. A third 

girl is with them. (69)  

She has been replaced seamlessly in the group; Cordelia now occupies her position. ''1 

look at her. emph of premonition" (69), Elaine recalls? distancing the memon and 

framing it- since at the time she has no reason for premonitions. The addition of 

Cordelia adds a new dimension to the girls games, which now express a deep amie'): 

and fear about adult femininity and the mature female body. Cordelia, first seen 

occupying Elaine's space as "new girl'- in the fn'endship, cornpetes with Elaine to keep 

this privileged position. 

The educational lab#yrinth of the Gothic fin& full expression in the power games 

the four girls play, which depict rheir fears of becoming adult, which find expression in 

regarding women as monstrous and alien. Elaine's wony about adulthood based on the 

ambiguity of Mrs. Smeath's bad heart, whihich seerns to be feminine passivity elevated to 

an art, is fed by Cordelia, who straddles a line between the world of pre-adolescent girls 
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and the world of adults. Cordelia is depicted as her double- who "creates a circle of two_ 

takes [her] in" (71 ), yet is the ringleader and creator of the coercive surveillance games 

that the girls inflict upon Elaine. Cordelia tells the other girls about sex  and the hidden 

undenvear of their female teachers; her fascination with and scom for breasts sums up 

her ambivalent feelings about adulthood, which she shares with the other girls. The 

melodramatic plays she tries to get the other girls to join her in mark her as different? 

also. Grace fails to play along with a variation on the Far games Elaine played with her 

brother: Cordelia has rewitten the plot, but keeps close to the same dialogue: 

"Now you kill yourse1f.-' says CordeIia. 

"Why?" says Grace. 

"Because you've been deserted-" says Cordelia. 

"1 don't want to." says Grace. Carol, who is playing 

the maid, starts to giggle. (71) 

When not playing melodramas, Cordelia talks about death and ghosts in a conversational 

manner Elaine finds interesting. and nearly convincing. After Cordelia says that the 

Stream in the ravine near their school is '-made of dissolved dead people" since it flows 

out of the cemeten (75), Elaine is cautious but more tmsting of her than the other two 

zre, saying: "1 believe in them and 1 don't believe in them, both at the same tirne?' (75). 

Cordelia is like her, an imitation of something else, although she is not yet clear what. 

Atwood depicts Elaine's fa11 into Cordelia's power as a consequence of their 

tnlnned nature and the "complicity" each sees in the other. In a dress-up game of Mary 

Queen of Scots played in a hole dug in Cordelia's back yard (which recalls the hole in 
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the Risley familg's neighbour's yard that Stephen, Elaine3 earlier fivin. wanted to play 

war in). Elaine is left in the hole as the garne's Mary There, she experiences a blank 

spot. or what she sees from one vantage point as a blad,  from another as a memory 

laden with objects associated nith Cordelia such as the deadly nightshade Cordelia 

points out as good for poison. The game is around Halloiveen. a temporal hinge between 

auturnn and winter and the living and the dead. Not only is the event on a threshold, and 

in one (the hole), but the girls themsrlves are on one, as pre-adolescents. The rncmory of 

being in the hole Elaine recalls as being an opening: 

At first there's nothing, just a receding darkness, like a tunnel. 

But after a while something begins to form: a thicket of dark green 

leai-es nith purple blossoms, dark purple, a sad rich colour. and 

clusters of red bem-es, translucent as water. The vines are intergrown, 

so tangled over the other plants they're lilie a hedge. A smell of loam 

and another, pungent scent rises from among the leaves, a srnell of old 

things. dense and heavy, forgotten ... 

1 can tell it's the iwong merno-. But the floiven, the srnell, the 

movement of the leaves persist, nch, mesmenzing desolating, infûsed 

with grief. (108) 

What is butied here is as tangled as the nightshade Elaine remembers; after this live 

burial she loses her confidence, and is prey to Cordelia's organized atternpts to 

"improve'- her and offer her pain in return for companionship. Later she thinks of this 

memory, among others, as Cordelia's and not hers, but this still reinforces the idea of a 
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transfer in this place behveen dimensions. Here Cordelia. the weaker of the two. 

dominates the stronger, and a group of girls supposedly holding reserves of power 

because of their pre-adolescent state use it turned in on themselves.' 

Cordelia's assumption of the role of interior monitor for Elaine is parallelled bq- 

Mrs. Smeath's assurnption of an adult version of the same role. Mrs. Smeath takes hrr to 

church since Grace told her that Elaine's family did not go there at all. There, Elaine is 

esposed to an ever-watchful God, epitomized by the words "THE KMGDOM OF GOD 

IS WITHIN YOU" written on the stained glass windows. The first Bible verse she 

mernorizes for Sunday SchooI reiterates this idea of the omniscient God: 

The heavrns declare t/7e glun* of Co& and rhe firmuntem shrwerh hrs 

/~untliw.«rk. Bat, z r r i t o  duv urrerrrlt speech. und I I I @ /  uizm mght S I I ~ M * ~ ' I / I  

knowirdge .... 1 look out the window, look up: there are the heavens, there 

are the stars- where the' usually are. They no longer look cold and white 

and remote, like alcohol and enamel trays. Now they look watchful. ( 10 1 ) 

Mrs. Smeath, \\ith Grace's assistance, watches Elaine's spiritual progress: however well 

Elaine does in memonzation and essay writing, she never makes her happy, since she is 

unable to bring her parents in to the Smeaths' church. Elaine's projgess in learning to be 

like the other girls is equally unsatisQing to Cordelia, who organizes the constant 

supenrision and watching that envelop Elaine in anguish. 

Elaine, when an adult, recognizes that what happened to her as a child was 'The 

kind of thing girls of this age do to one another, or did then" that she had no practice in 

( 1 1 8). The persecution is secret, but everywhere. Cordelia delegates Carol to watch 
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Elaine during school, and Grace to do the sarne during Sunday School. The girls report 

on everything she does; even on "normal" days she watches herself, since the line 

between normal and abnormal shifis. and only Cordelia can see it. To keep her place 

among her friends she complies. since the three girls are her friends, as Atwood reminds 

us. The girls succeed in making Elaine develop an intemal watch on herself. al1 in the 

name of friendship. Elaine deteriorates under the stress, and Cordelia gows bolder with 

her demands and punishmsnts. Elaineas depression writes itself (literally) in her 

handwriting; which is deteriorating and becoming "spidery, frantic, and disfigured with 

blots of black rushp ink" (177) . Cordelia stans to refer to her in the third person as if she 

were not there: afier a while Elaine gows  to accept and desire this blankness while 

simultaneously relying on pain to remind herself of her esistence. At night she peels the 

skin off her feet: "the pain gave me something definite to think about, something 

immediate. It was something to hold ontoa- ( 1 14 ). During the day she thinks about 

putting her fingers in the toaster ( 1 19) or her hand through the washing-machine winger 

( 122-223 ). Illness makes her feeI safe and secure, although the magazines she reads and 

cuts up for scrapbooks while recuperating repeat the lessons of surveillance and 

observation she undergoes with her fiends. Some pictures show women doing endless 

household chores. 

Other pictures show women doing things they aren't supposed to 

do. Some of them gossip too much, some are sloppy, others bossy. 

Some of them knit too much. "Walking, riding, standing, sitting, 

Where she goes, there goes her knitting," says one ... Some of the 
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wornen have a Watchbird beside them, a red and black bird like 

a child's drawing, wÏth big eyes and stick feet. 'This is a Watchbird 

watching a Busybody," it says. "This is a Watchbird watching 

YOU." (1  38) 

Women, the advertisements and wamings state, must always watch themselves, always 

see thernselves fiom without. Even practising quintessentially ferninine hobbies like 

knitting can lead a woman to cross an invisible line into ridicule. An equally nebulous 

line separates the Watchbird frorn the Busybody. 

1 see that there \vil[ be no end to imperfection, or to doing things the 

wong way. Even if you grow up. no matter how hard you scrub. 

whatever o u  do, there will always be some other stain or spot on your 

face or stupid act: somebody froming. ( 138) 

Femininih is a prison wlth no escape, she realizes as she grows more and more anxious 

under the eyes of Cordelia and Mrs. Smeath, the figures she hopes to appease. 

Absence and fragmentation become Elaine's protections from Cordelia3 

incessant hounding of her. She begins to faint, saying: 

There's a way out of places you want to leave, but can't. Fainting 

is like stepping sideways, out of your own body, out of time or into 

another time. X x n  you wake up it's later. Time has gone on without 

you. (171) 

When this escape is unfeasible, she shuts d o m  al1 emotions in herself, claiming "1 am 

alive in my eyes only" (14 1 ). The blue cat's eye marble she saved becomes her talisman, 
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comfoning her b ~ .  its presence and enabling her to see as fiatly as it --sees." Oblivion 

becomes a more attractive escape to her; the dead animals she sees dunng the summer 

are -'safe" because no one can get at them, and she wants that safeh ( 144). Her 

fra=mnentation continues to such an extent that she thinks about killing herself as a final 

escape from the girls: 

1 think about becoming invisible. 1 think about eating the deadly 

nightshade bernes from the bushes beside the path. 1 think about 

drinking the Javex out of the skull-and-crossbones bonle in the laundry 

roorn, about jumping off the bridge, smashing down there like a 

pumpkin, haIf of a n  eye, half of a g i n .  1 would corne apart like that. 

1 urould be dead, like the dead people. ( 155 ) 

Her own mother confesses her powverlessness to stop the girls, rnakinç Elaine believe 

mors and more that what is happening to her is her own fault: as an adult Elaine realizes 

that "there were fewer choices'' ( 150) then, and her rnother was just as confused by the 

mores of the time as she was. 

Through al1 this Elaine is unable to speak her mise-, since to tell it would be to 

break the unspoken contract of the girls' Mendship and lose it. Her misery is \Minen on 

her body: as weil as in her schoolwork, but she never gives voice to it. In an art exercise 

for her Grade Five teacher she draws what she does afier school as a nearly all-bIack 

picture of henelf in bed, with a dark glimpse of her head as the only part of herself 

visible. "lt isn't what 1 meant to draw,'- she admits to herself, and is surprised when her 

teacher Miss Stuart merely asks her questions about it. 
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For a moment she says nothing. Then she says' not harshly, 

"Why is your picture so damik, my dear?" 

"Because it's night," 1 sa!. This is an idiotic answer, 1 know 

that as soon as it's out of my mouth. My voice is almost inaudible, 

even to me. 

"1 see," she says. She doesdt Say I've drawm the wong thing, or 

that surely there's something else I do afier school besides gooing to bed. 

She touches me on the shoulder, briefly, before continuing down the aisle. 

Her touch glows briefly, like a blown-out match. (1 62) 

Elaine has succeeded in making herself nearly invisible to henelf, as the drawing shows; 

at this point she is almost obliterated as a subject. aware mostly that Cordelia is pushinç 

her tormenting of her as far as she can, merely to see where it will end. She becomes 

furious when it becomes clear to her one Sunday at the Smeath house that the games she 

considered private were known and approved by adults. Grace's mother and aunt discuss 

her as a heathen. with Mrs. Smeath saying " M a t  can you expect. with that family?" 

(179) and that the other children are right to torture her since "it serves her right" ( 180). 

It becomes obvious that Grace is her mother's instrument in disciplining Elaine, and a 

violator of the unspoken rules of the games of the girls. Grace's betrayal ofsomeone who 

had been given a place, however tenuous, in her home gives added significance to 

Elaine's adult ruminations on M e  girls "wïth ... assessing eyes ... slippery deceitful srniles, 

tartaned up like Lady Macbeth" ( 113). 

Elaine counters this betrayal with one of her own, as she vows to stop praying to 
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God and to pray to the Virgin M a n  instead, whom she saw on a Catholic school religious 

paper' on the street near school. The Catholic school in her neighbourhood is the 

significantly named Our Lady of Perpetual Help. and Elaine sees the Virgîn Mac  as an 

alternative to the vindictive God of the Smeaths (a real "lady of perpetual help"). Her 

interest in the icons of Catholicism is an esample of her interest in "different" things. 

and an intriguing rewriting of the traditional Gothic antagonism towrards Catholicisrn. In 

Cur 'S &. Protestantism (in particular the denomination of the Smeaths) is seen as 

potentially hypocritical and mediocre, while Catholicism appears to offer a more 

personal religious vision. The Virgin Man. is one of the repeated mother figures in the 

novel: Mrs. Smeath is the anti-virçin, bad heart unseen in her chest contrasted with the 

pierced hean of the iconic Virgin. while Mrs. Risle>- is the too-fallible good mother. 

Mrs. Smeath's '-bad heart" is visualized floating "in her body like an eye, an evil eye" 

( 1  80): while Elaine's first sight of the iconic Virgin is of a figure with "her hea rt... on the 

outside of her chest, with seven swords stuck into it* 

persona1 protector. with emblems that resemble fami 

red plastic purse. 

' ( 183)- The Virgin is seen as her 

liar objects in Elaine's life, like her 

The ordinar). and the homfic coexist in the climax of Elaine's childhood 

friendships. as she nearly dies as a result of one of Cordelia's punishrnents. Elaine 

laughs at an accident of Cordelia's: Cordelia's loss of control, and reduction to object, 

drive her to punish Elaine by dropping her hat off the bridge on the route home, sending 

Elaine down into the catm white blankness to retrieve it Elaine is compelled to go after 

itl since the act of explaining its Ioss would breach the confidentiality of the game. In 
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retrieving her hat, Elaine goes d o w  into the creek and is poised between worlds as the 

water surrounds her: 

The water of the creek is cold and peaceful, it comes straight from 

the cemetery, from the graves and their bones. I t3  water made from 

the dead people, dissolved and clear, and I am standing in it. If I don't 

move soon I will be fiozen in the creek. I will be a dead person, 

peaceful and clear, like them. ( 1 88) 

Cordelia has nearly succeeded in obliterating Elaine, who is poised in this void between 

pulling herself up the ravine and staying with the dead people. 

Elaine3 vision of the dead people rising from below her to comfort her gives way 

to a vision from above, on the bridge. A figure appears on the bridge, which itself 

appears to be different: higher, with pools of greenish yellow light along it ( 189). While 

Elaine watches from the creek. near sleep, the fi~wre bends over to her and says: "Yozi 

cu17 gu /ZOIIZC 11mt  ~ . l r  ~ . i l /  he ull righf. Go home " ( 1 89). Only after she pulls herself out 

of the creek. comforted by this vision, does she identi6 it as the Virgin Mar). All she 

can see of it is 

the white glimmer of her face, the dark scarf or hood around her head, 

or is it hair? She holds out her arms to me and I feel a surge of happiness. 

Inside her half-open cloak there's a glimpse of red. It's her heart, I 

think. It must be her heart, on the outside of her body, glowing like 

neon, like a coal. ( 1 89) 

Her belief in it being the Virgin keeps her comforted until her OWTI mother comes to take 
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'Why do w e  remember the past, and not the future?'' is the epigraph from 

Stephen Haivking's A Rnqf H r - w q *  of Tjnze which opens the novel. and it is particularly 

applicable to this scene. In many senses, Elaine's rescue from the creek by the Virgin 

M a n  is an esample of the fluidity of time and memon that Ativood starts the novel with. 

the --easy flow between dimensions" Elaine regrets the loss of near the close of the novel. 

In the prrsent-da!. narrative of Cut '.v EJV, Elaine seeks to Iay the ghost of Cordelia at the 

bridge built on the site of the older bridge. Cordelia's absence, and simultaneous 

presence in even- person Elaine meets on the streets of Toronto. repeats her old fears of 

Cordeiia's constant surveillance. Cordelia \vas e v e y h e r e  and nowhere. right behind 

her and spying from a distance. At the bridge as an adult. Elaine leans oïer the railing 

and says to the imagined shade of Cordelia, "II S (II! ri&/ ... Yoou cuit go honte nm." (4 19) 

The bridge she is standing on is higher than the old one. lined nlth lights the old one 

Iacked: as Elaine speaks to the absent Cordelia she is repeatinç the \wrds, and replicating 

the stance. of the V i e n  of her childhood vision: which presents the question. was 

Elaine's original vision an act of precognition, or is the second scene from her adulthood 

a repetition of the earlier scene? The fluidity of memory and time as described by Elaine 

leaves the question open, although in both senses it is clear that Elaine has saved herself 

from death, just as by walking away from the three girls afier her recovery she saves 

henelf, and recoups a portion of her confidence and volition.' Her body finaliy bears 

nitness to her fiendsa tonnent of her; her iIlness prompts her mother to tell the other 

mothers what has happened. Elaine's sickness convenely gives her the strength later to 
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walk away from the girls and to start a fnendship with a girl who plays traditionaf 

children's card games with her, in contrast to the more gendered games of Grace, 

Corde1 ia, and Carol. 

This interval of roughly a F a r  and a half from her pre-adolescent years proves to 

be the wellspnng of her creative art. as the adult Elaine works through fier art to 

recapture and reinterpret this "bad time" that she shuts off Rom herself immediately 

aftenvards. Objects from this time, like her red plastic purse with the Hue car's eve 

marble inside. are rendered devoid of meaning to her adolescent self. The events of this 

time, and the memories of the events. are like the marbles Stephen buned somewhere 

under the bridge with the treasure map buried elsewhere; Elaine has to find the key ta 

unbu?. her memories and _rive the relics of that time back their contest. 

Without the seif-knowledge the memory of the past could give her, she is doomed 

to repeat the dynamics of the relationship with Cordelia when they become fnends again 

in hish school. There? their roles are reversed: Elaine is armoured and appears sure of 

herself. while Cordelia is awkward and artificial. Elaine, by keeping to surfaces, is able 

to read the sipns in the world of high school and dating correctly, and has become used to 

seeing herself from the outside: 

Occasionally 1 do cry for no reason, as it says you're supposed to. But 1 

can't believe in rny onn sadness, 1 can't take it seriously. 1 watch myself 

crying in the mirror, intrigued by the sight of tean. (208) 

Cordelia, on the other hand, is a patchwork of other voices, more pronounced than when 

she was a childj in her enthusiasms and manners she imitates her mother and her older 
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sistrrs. She slides into petty shoplifiing. taking lipsticks and horror comics. The horror 

comics frighten Elaine: one, about a pair of sisten who change penonality so the 

stronger. bumed one can have the boyfriend of the weaker, pretty one. parallels her 

relationship with Cordelia. The comic highlights the Gothic painng of the two in its 

motesque narrative: Elaine fears having the books near her. feeling that although their - 
stories are too lurid to be true, she just rnight wake up with someone else trapped inside 

her bod!.. 

1'11 look into the bathroom mirror and see the face of another girlt 

someone who looks like me but has half of her face darkened, 

the skin burned away (3  12) 

The stories of the horror comics fil1 her with unease, although she cannot fullv esplain 

why. Neither can she explain whp she uses the language of the comics to frighten 

Cordelia in the cemetzn on the way home from schooi. Idle stories about the Eaton 

farnily mausoleuin in the Mount Pleasant Cemetery give wap to Elaine's assertion that 

she happens to br  a vampire. Sensing Cordelia's discornfort she pushes on: 

*'Yeu walk around in the daytime," Cordelia says. 

-'That's not trie.-‘ 1 Say. "That's mg twin. You've never known, 

but Izm one of a set of twins. Identical ones, you can't tell us apart by 

looking. Annvay it's just the sun 1 have to avoid. On days like this it's 

perfectly safe. 1 have a coffin full of earth where 1 sleep; it's do\vn in, 

down in 'A  search for a likely place-- "the cellar." 

"You're being silly," Cordelia says. 



1 stand up too. "Silly?" 1 sa?. I lower my voice. .-I'rn just 

telling you the mith. You're rny friend, 1 thought it was time ?ou 

knew. I'm really dead. I've been dead for years." (233) 

Although it starts as a garne, it is tmer than either wantsto admit. Elaine has in effect 

been dead for years. afier having been laid in the mocli grave Cordelia d u  in her 

bacbard. The residue of Elaine's "twin," her earfier self, is buried in her family's 

house; her other twin sîts in front of her, in her power. "Energ has passed behveen us. 

and 1 am stronger," Elaine says of the incident, belying her promise to Cordelia that she 

won't suck her blood because she-s her fnend (233) .  

Afier this, Cordelia visibly declines, unable to concentrate at school and teased by 

Elaine. Elaine. for her part. hates her for being so abject and unfocused: at the same 

time, she fears learning more about Cordelia and Cordelia's version of their childhood. 

Knouing about others. she decides. is a form of vampiiism: "Knowing too much about 

other people puts you in their power, they have a daim on you, you are forced to 

understand their reasons for d o i n  things and then you are weakened" ( 2  17). She sees 

Cordelia at home, trying to make her demandinç father happy, and simultaneously 

realizes that it wilI not work "because she is somehow the wong person" and that she 

despises her for being so weak (249). Similarly, she both fears and resents Cordelia's 

rminiscences of earlier times, fearing what she wi11 reveal. Her own submerged feelings 

of guilt, terror and shame are evoked by Cordelia's telling of her version of incidents of 

their past: the hole in Cordelia's yard which contains the buried memory that Elaine 

cannot go behind and recall fully is revealed to have been, conversely, Cordelia's refuge. 
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Cordelia gradually falls funher and further into herself. becoming by high school 

graduation a parody of fernininity. trapped at home vithout the need, or the will, to do 

anything. Elaine visits her at home, and leaves her there immured in her miser). and 

increasing insanie. and on the verge of çoing into the void just as Elaine was Ieft on the 

bridge years before. Elaine. for her part, is still trapped in seeing herself as a pan of 

Cordelia, as Brooks Bouson has noted of the image of Elaine seeing herself reflected in 

Cordelia's sunglasses (RntfuI C'ltorrogruphies 174). It is only later that Elaine can free 

herself of Cordelia, when she refuses to help her escape from the rest home her farnily 

has sent her to afier a suicide attempt. Elaine is herself trapped in a crumbling mamage: 

but leaves Cordelia in the home, tranquilized and barely able to speak. Afienvards she 

feels Yree. and weightless"(360). but becausr of this action she is haunted by Cordelia 

in her dreams, and in her return to Toronto for the retrospective will see her in every 

person on the streets. 

The relationship between EIaine and Cordelia is parallelled later in the novel by 

the pairing of Elaine and Susie. a fellow art student. Susie has in general been neglected 

bycritics in analyses of CUI '.Y f ie, since she is not a part of the prima1 girlhood drama of 

the narrative, but appears briefly as having a simultaneous affair with Josef Krbik, their 

life drawing teacher, at art schooL6 Susie's and Elaine's existence as twins in what is in 

many respects a rewriting of the Gothic romance plot (itself different from the 

victimization plot of the earlier part of the narrative) may explain some of this neglect. 

Elaine sees Susie as another, weaker version of herself, simultaneously distancing herself 

from and identifjing herself with her actions. Both women are involved with Josef 
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(Elaine is by this time in university studying art and archeolop, but has another life 

studying art at the art college). Josef is descnbed in romantic terms, with "secrecy 

and ... almost-empty rooms ... baleful mernories and bad dreams" (397). A kind of vampire 

himself. he drains volition from Elaine, who finds herself the sumrner of the affair unable 

to paint or do much besides tvork as a waitress and read mystery novels. 

... he says, T o u  are ver). silent." He touches my cheek. -'Mystenous." 

1 do not feel rnysterious. but vacant. (305 j 

Susie is just like her, she knows. but she distances herself from her by placing her in 

romantic settings, or imagining her behaving like a paperback heroine. 

1 prefer to think of Susie as a woman shut inside a tower, up there 

in The Monte Carlo on Avenue Road, gazing out the window over the top 

of her painted sheet-metal balcony, weeping feebly, waiting for Josef to 

appear. 1 can't imarine her havins an' other life apart from that ... She is 

limp, without will, made spineless by love; as 1 am. (306) 

Josef s draining of Susie and Elaine is literalized when Susie abons herself. Called for 

help by Susie, Elaine arrives at her apartment to find her bleeding heavily in the 

bathroom: Elaine has responded to Susie's cal1 for help by traveling via public transport, 

in effect treating her like herself. Taxis were for Josef, she explains (3 19). Susie's 

desperate action shows Elaine what could very well happen to her: Susie's fate is 

something she looks at with both disgust and fear: 

... 1 know that in her place ... 1 would have done what she has done' 

moment by moment, step by step. Like her 1 would have panicked, lil;q 
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where to go. Everything that's happened to her could well have 

happened to me. 

But there is also another voice; a small. mean voice, ancient and 

smug. that cornes from somewhere deep inside m?; head: I r  senes her 

righr. (32 J ) 

She dreams about Susie. merging her with her mernories of Cordelia, askinç "Don't you 

kno~s- what a twin set is?'- (323)." Elaine realizes that she has done '-sornething wrong" 

but is unable to articulate what it is. However, Susie serves as an example; when Elaine 

is in the same situation (single and pregnant) she finds strength from the pregnancy and 

makes a breakhrough as an artist. 

Already finding herself marginalized because of the techniques she is interested 

in (egg tempera is most prorninent). as well as her budding interest in iconic painting and 

drawing, Elainr pulls herself further from the mainstream by painting "things that aren't 

there-' (337).  In contrast, her lover and later husband Jon. a feliow artist, works in the 

mainstrearn of most art trends of the early 1960s. Elaine finds her marginality useful: 

"There is freedorn in this: because it doesn't matter what 1 do, I can do what I like" 

(346).7 Elaine's painting are expressions of what she cannot bnng henelf to Say, or 

think of consciously. The objects she paints are the toaster and percolator of her family's 

kitchen, and the Smeath h i l y  couch. 

1 know that these things must be memories, but they do not have the 

quality of memories. They are not hazy around the edges, but sharp 
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and cfear. They arrive detached from any contestr they are sirnply 

there, in isolation, as an object glimpsed on the Street is there. (337) 

Elaine's story is fully espressed in her paintings. which depict her hatred of Mrs. 

Smeath's hpocrisy, her revisualizing of the Virgin Mary to account for her rescue from 

under the bridge. and her love for. and stmggle to understand. hrr parents. The 

household items she paints first are mnemonic objects, bnnging her closer to 

understanding the trauma of her childhood: "they are suffused with a n . i e ~ - ,  but it's not 

my own anxieh. The anxiety is in the things themselves" (337). As the pictures grow 

more detailed, revealing more of wvhat she fias buried, her old habits return and she starts 

hurting herself to punish herseif and remind herself o f  her existence. 

The art show she participates in nith several other female anists demonstrates the 

power her paintings have, as well as the p w e r  her residual feelings of wonhlessness 

have. In the F(OUR) FOR ALL show she displa!.s the series of Mrs. Smeath paintings. as 

well as her Virgin Mary paintings and several of her still lifes, but it is the series of Mrs. 

Smeath that draws attention. Jody. one of the organizers, shows more interest in thern 

than Elaine does. 

I thought there were too many of her, but Jody wanted thern. "lt's woman 

as anti-cheesecake." she said. "Why should it always be Young, beautiful 

women? It's good to see the aging femaie body treated with compassion, 

for a change." This, only in more high-flowvn Ianguage, is what she3  

written in the catalogue. (348) 

In contrast to Jodl- who responds o d y  to what the painting looks like (she has no reason 
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paintings. '--Yeu are disgusting;' she says. 'You are taking the Lord's name in vain. 

Wh) do you want to hurt people?"' (353): Elaine feels closer to her opinion than to 

Jody's, and is surprised at the support she receives from the other women at the show. 

She has been set apart. and made part of a ~0 tmWnih  at once. The same contradicton. 

feelings are s h o w  as she look at her work. She compares it to the work of the other 

women. repeatin the self-belittlin words she learned from Carol and Grace years 

before: 

This is strong wvork, 1 think. Strongr than mine. Even Zillah's gauzy 

consrructions appear to me to have a confidence and subtlety. an 

assurance, that my owvn paintings lack: in this conte.xt my pictures 

are too highl?. finished. too decorative. too merely pretty 

I have strayed off course, I have failed to make a statement. 

1 am prripheral. (350)  

Upon meeting Jody's mother later during the show: she is struck with the similarity 

between her and her owm mother. This, as weil as the outpouring of sympathy and awve 

afier the vandalization of her painting. leaves open the possibility of connection with 

u-omen who ma- ha\-e shared the same damaging socialization she did. However; the 

increasing problems in her m a ~ a g e  lead her to close off this opening almost as soon as it 

appears. 

Elaine's m a m a g  collapses under the strain of Jon's and her careers, as well as 

the lingering feelings of guilt dredged up by her paintings. It is during this time that she 
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refuses Cordelia3 request for help in gettirig out of the rest home. The freedom she finds 

in her "marginal" art techniques and image- bnngs her into conflict with Jon. who finds 

her work on the margins of home life threatening: 

Jon does not like me  painting at night. "When else can I do it?-' I say. 

"You tell me." There is only one answer. one that would not involve 

the loss of his own time: Don 'r do ir ut dl.  But he doesn't say this. (345) 

In the morass their mamage becomes she stops painting and falls into a depression like 

the one Cordelia was in when she saw her last. Repeating Cordelia's feelings of 

n-orthlrssness and immobility. she slits her wist just as she feared Cordelia would if she 

brought her to her home. 

1 can feel the pull of the earth on me, the dragging of its dark curve of 

mavin-. the spaces between the aroms )-ou could fa11 so easil?. through. 
C 

This is when I hear the voice, not inside my head at al! but in 

the room, clearly: Do I L  (Otm O I L  DU I I .  This voice doesn't offer a 

choice: it has the force of an order. It-s the difference between 

jumping and beinç pushed. (373)' 

The anempt leaves her "drained of blood, cared for, punfied. Peaceful" (374). By this 

act she feeds the shades of her past. the nine-year-old voice that directed her to do it as 

wel1 as the mernories of Cordelia in the rest home and Susie bleeding in the bathroom, 

rnaking them disappear. In effect. this is her final struggle with Cordelia, although the 

identity of the nine year old voice that urges her to cut her wrists is left ambiguous. The 

peace she feels afienvards gives her the presence of rnind to leave Toronto and Jon. The 
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city. she feels, is literally killing her, and might complete the job if she staus. The 

mernories and anxieties contained by the landscape will force her to 

... tum sideways and dive off the curb. to be smashed by a speedin- * car. 

1 will topple in front of a subway train without warning, 1'11 plunge 

from a bridge wvithout intention. AI1 I w i l l  hear \vil1 be that small 

voicr, inviting and conspiratorial, gleeful, urging me over. (375) 

Her parents haïe already lefi Toronto fearing, in their own wayl the cih's poisoned 

atmosphere: her father tells her: "if wve knew what was go in^ into the drinking water we 

would al1 becorne alcoholics" (329-330). She leaves the prison of memon. that Toronto 

has become for her, and escapes to Vancouver. where the esterior details of her life settle 

into sornething calmer than what she has lefi. 

On a trip to Mexico with her reassuringly placid second husband Ben, she sers 

the festival of the Day of the Dead, and finds in it the connection to the past missing in 

her owvn Iife. Comparing it to Halloween in Canada, she says: 

the' do this festival the right way ... Bright candy skulls, family 

picnics on the graves, a plate set for each individual çuest, a candle 

for the soul. Evevone goes away happy, including the dead. We've 

rejected that easy flow between dimensions: we want the dead 

unmentionable. we refuse to name them, we refuse to feed them. 

feed them. Our dead as a result are thinner, greyer, harder 

to hear, and hmq-er. (387) 

Her paintings can be seen as çiving candles to the souk of the departed. Her brother's 
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murder by terrorists. and her parents- slow decline afiens-ards, are reconfigured in her 

paintings as she tries to work through her feelings for them and her confusion ( in  the case 

of Stephen's death) over their ends. A vïsit to her mother before her death gives her the 

final key in understanding and unIoclring her past and mernories. Buried within the 

family steamer trunk. in the basememi of the second family home in Sault Ste. Marie. 

Elaine Ends the fragments of her chikihwd and says of each "1 remember no+' as she 

pulls them from the trunk. Last of al1 her mother pulls her old red plastic purse h m  the 

trunk. surprised that she kept it. Taking the blue cat's eye marble fiom inside. Elaine is 

connected at Iast to the feelings and memones of the time when she cam-ed the marble 

for security: "1 look into it. and see my life entire" (398). She has recovered one of the 

Iost nine year old girls of the past. her former self.. and can non. nd herself of the 

residual presence of Cordelia. Atwood joins the two narrative lines of the novel at this 

point. Ieading to Elaine's final vision of  Cordelia. 

Cordelia has been unseen, but present, throughout the present of the narrative, 

Elaine's shadon~  tuin whom she recalls as being eveyvhere. but nowhere as a child 

tormenting her. The only clear sight of her the adult Elaine has is a glimpse at the bridge 

near their old school, and even then she is ghostly, as the long-demolished school itself 

is. Elaine tells her. and the shade of her child sel. to go home, rescuing herself at last 

frorn the cycle of toment and vengeance they locked themselves into as children: 

1 know she's looking at me, the lopsided mouth smiling a linle, 

the face closed and defiant. There is the same shame, the sick feeling 

in rny body, the same knowledge of my own wrongness, awkwardness, 
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weakness: the same nish to be Ioved: the same Ioneliness: the  samc 

fear. But these are not my own emotions any more. They are 

Cordelia's: as they always were. (4 1 9 ) 

Cordelia's spirit is finally loosed from Elaine, and she can see what their childhood 

traumas have donr to her. and what they have deprived her of. 

Art, and the visual world in general, have given Elaine power she othenvise lacks. 

Hrr paintings "speak" for her. presenting multi-faceted versions of her past. Even in her 

rage at Mrs. Smeath. she recognizes later that she undentood, at some level, the wornan. 

1 put a lot of work into that imagined body. white as a burdock 

root, flabby as pork-fat ... 1 laboured on it, wvith, 1 now see. considerable 

malice. But these pictures are not only mockery, not only desecration. 

I put light into them too. Each pallid leg, each steel-rimmed eue, is there 

as it was, as plain as bread. 1 have said. Look. 1 have said. I sre. (404) 

In her painting. as has been noted, she is able "ro redress her powerlessness, and ... alloirr 

hr r  [selfl to demystie--ofien nith great tendemess--the girls and wvomen who terrorized 

hef' (Crosbie 3 1 ). The paintings are set free from the feelings of anxiety she cut herseif 

off from experiencing. and have a power of their own. 'Tm what's lefi over," she 

realizes (409). 

The difficulty of speaking for one's self, and organizing's one's story, is depicted 

in the Gothic of Cur '.Y Ey. The mutilated body parts in Jon's loft, which disturb her 

when she arrives for her retrospective, echo the mutilations in her stoxy. Elaine's 

stniggle to develop her own voice in her art has its price: she is aIienated in person from 
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the subjects, and spectators, of her work. The novel has an elegiac tone as Elaine cornes 

to moum what has never been, and wi11 never be, in her life: female fnendship. SuwivaI 

has corne at a cost. as she thinks when she sees nvo old wornen together on the plane 

back to Vancouver:"This is what I miss, Cordelia: not something that's gone, but 

something that ~ 1 1 1  never happen" (42 1 ). 

Using the Female Gothic, Ativood in Car's Eye depicts the difficulties inherent in 

developing a voice, here shoikn as a --vision." Elaine Risle' uses her paintings. wîth their 

iconic imager';' to step outside the repetition of patterns of abuse and rage to constmct a 

version of her past that is entire in a way that her speaking self is not. Her paintings 

allow her the access to dimensions she sees in Mexîcan religious celebrations, giving her 

the abilih- to enshrine and remember the past as a gifi to the future. Wlat she says about 

the stars at the close of the novel can be applied to her paintings, which themselves are 

fra-ments of stopped time. The stars are 

not eternal as was once thought ... are not where we think they are. 

If the' were sounds, the? would bc echoes. of something that happened 

millions of years aço ... Echoes of light' shining out of the midst of 

nothing. 

It's old light, and there's not much of it. But i f s  enough 

to see by. (42 1 ) 



1 .Camille Peri's s top on Atwood in the Amerîcan liberal magazine Xfdzer Jones is an estreme 
esample of this: Pen insists on reading the novel as literal autobiography and directs hcr 
increasinelv Y - antagonistic questions to Atwood, who proceeds to intimidate Peri, who in tum 
becomes more hostile. (Camille Pen, "Witch Craft." h4othc.r Jones Apn'l 1989: 29-3 1,4445) 

Z.The feeling of being lost in the familiar is part of Freud's definition of "the uncanny": "the 
-uncanny' is that class of the terriQing which leads back to something long known to us, once 
vecp farniliar*' (20). 

3-The early 1990s gave rise in popular culture to the idea of the "not p l , "  which was an attempt 
by alternative feminist ww-iters and musicians to explore this space behveen childhood and 
adolescence as the site of girls' power. This ties in with the idea found among other places. in 
Angela Carter's short sroc "The Company of Wolves." where Little Red Riding Hood is shown 
as having untapped power within her because she is pre-menstniai. The not grris have a 
tendency to over-romanticize this time in w-omen's Iives, but are important because they want to 
recapture that lost power and give it back to women (witness the spelling of "girl" in their 
name), stopping the loss of self-confidence that marks girls as the' enter adolescence. 

4Inconectly identified in the novel as a "Sunday School paper." Catholic school students do 
not attend Sunday School. since they receive religious instruction in school during the week. 

5.It is dangerous to regard the episode of Elaine's near-death as an act of "attempted murder," as 
Anita Brookner does. since that implies a greater degree of stupidity on Elaine's pan than 
Atwood presumably i ntended ( Brookner, qtd. in Bouson, Brurd Chorrogrqdzies 1 70). Elaine' s 
iliness shocks and worries her friends, whose parents punish them, and is obviously not wvhat 
the- intended as the result of throwing her hat over the bridge. Making the three girls out to be 
completel- malevoient skews the narrative. 

6.5. Brooks Bouson. in Bnrful Choreogruphies, and L y m  Crosbie, in the essay "Like a Hook into 
a ( in '.Y 6-L': Locating Margaret Atwood's Susie" ( Tmseru 1 5: 30-4 i ) are among the few who 
consider S u i e  in any depth. 

7. However, she also States, T m  aware that my tastes are not fashionable, and so I pursue them 
in secret'' (327). This is an interestinç parallel with stones of Jane Austen's habit of hiding her 
wn'tinç when people entered the room she was working in. Elaine paints at night, just as Sylvia 
Plath, as a mother. wvrote in the dawn before the children got up. 

8.Cordelia2s own suicide attempt is less directed. "1 don't know. It just carne over me. 1 was 
tired" is the only reason she gîves to Elaine (358). 



The Robberr Bride: Revisinç the Ghost Story 

As the characters in Tlze Rubber Brick (1993) realize at the end of the novel, 

discovering the origins of the name of the mysterious Zenia is at least as challenging as 

discovenng its possessor's past. 

Even the name Zenia may not exist, as Tony knows fiom looking. She's 

attempted to trace its meaning--Xeniu, a Russian word for hospitable, a 

Greek one pertaining to the action of a foreign pollen upon a fruit ... 

ZiIIuh, Hebrew, a s hadow: Zenobiu, the third-centuqr wanior q ueen of 

Palmyra in Syria, defeated by the Emperor Aurelian; Xeno, Greek, a 

stranger, as in .rti~ophobic.. (535) 

Tony's research emerges with a series of possibilities, al1 of which illuminate facets of 

Zenia's personality and actions. She is indeed a shadow, as the events in the novel make 

clear, as well as a stranger. This highlights the essential ambiguity at the heart of Zenia 

as a character, as she is the stranger who is nevertheless the three protagonists' %est 
4- 

fnend." The array of names and sources Tony discovers also alludes in part to Zenia7s 

literary forebears: Zenobia is the name of one of the two heroines of Nathaniel 

Hawthorne's The Bfitlzedale Romance. Like Atwood's character, Hawthorne's Zenobia 

is a shadow, a larger-than-life-sized wornan with a rnurky past and an assumed name. 

Zenobia is the victim of male expectations and fantasies; in contrast, Atwood's Zenia is 

the manipulator of these fantasies herself. Roz, another of the protagonists, realizes this. 

The Zenias of this world..,haven't let themselves be moulded into male 
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fantasies. theytve done it themselves. They've slipped sideways into 

dreams; the dreams of women too, because women are fantasies for 

other women? just as they are for men. But fantasies of another 

kind. (456) 

Zenia, as this indicates, has different effects on men and women. As a character, Zenia 

can be said to be constructed wïth hvo different traditions in mind, the American Gothic 

and the FemaIe Gothic. The inclusion of Zenobia in the collection of sources for Zenia's 

name evokes comparison with a senes of sources for her character in the nineteenth and 

twentieth century versions of the Arnerican Gothic, while the collection of stories Zenia 

herself tells in the test to esplain her life and ongins reworks aspects of the Female 

Gothic. Zenia is the yeat mystery of the novel; the three protagonists son through her 

srones, and add their ovn. as a way of fitting her into a narrative so as to make a 

coherent ston. to interpret her. If the stor). is showvn to rnake sense, then the actions in it 

wili make sense. as Roz realizes in talking to her therapist: 

The' are hopeful: if Roz can figure out what stoq shr's in, thrn the' wïll 

be able to spot the erroneous turns she took; they can retrace her steps. 

they can change the ending. (444) 

Zenia is. in many senses- the "robber bride" of the novel's title. She sweeps 

across the lives of Tony, a rnilitary historian at the Universic of Toronto, Charis, a New 

Age believer with healing abilih, and Roz, a ferninist entrepreneur. making friends wlth 

each in tum and taking their men and money away. Zenia's visitations corne at intervals, 

one a decade, with Tony victimized first in the early 1960s. Chans next in 1970, and Roz 
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last in the early 1980s. She rakes a neiv persona for each decade: and preys on the 

strengths and weaknesses of al1 three women. Zenia is a collection of stories and 

backgrounds. claiming to be7 at various times, a Wlite Russian sold into white slaven by 

her mother, a g ~ s y  persecuted by Romanians, and a Jew saved fiom the Gestapo in 

occupied Europe. Ton?.. Chans. and Roz fall prey to Zenia in turn, and think relief has 

corne when her death in the Middle East is announced. However, Zenia returns from the 

dead and al1 three women determine 10 exorcise her and escape her influence on their 

lives. Each has a climactic altercation \\+th her, and each refuses to fa11 prey to her lures 

again. Zenia dies, but whether of an accidental. or deliberate. overdose of heroin is 

unclear. The indeterminate qualîty of Zenia propels the novel's plot. Zenia may 

ultimately be a void. after al1 ber stories are stripped away, but the reactions of the other 

characters to her are more important in The R o h h  Bride; and illuminate Tonfs, 

Charis's. and Roz's characters. As a character. Zenia is a reworkinç of the Amencan 

Gothic image of the --transforming woman," a creature bom of two centuries worth of 

witers' dreams. ' Leslie Fiedler. amonp other critics of American literature. has wrinen 

about the compulsion many nineteenth century male American novelists felt to split the 

idea of ferninini- into two diametrïcally opposed figures, the "Fair Maiden and the Dark 

Lady---sinister embodiment of the sexuality denied the snow maiden" in order to portray 

thcir own ambivalence about women as other (296). Anvood recasts an Amencan, male, 

Gothic plot in order to esplore the nature of female evil and role expectations. 1s Zenia 

merely an avatar of unmitigated evil, or do the three women become best fnends with her 

because she acts out feelings and opinions nice girls aren't supposed to have? 
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Zenia has roots in the figure of the confidence trickster found in mid-nineteenth 

American joumalisrn and literature as well as in the figure of the --transfoming woman" 

found in Hawthorne; Poe, and other writers. Herman Melville's novel Tiw Confidence- 

.\/fun has many parallels with Ahvood's novel. particulariy in the central figure of the 

confidence man. Melville's character plies his trade on a steamboat: in many forms but 

with the same motive of duping the passengers. Zenia rewrites herself into many 

personae, but keeps her central drive to lie, cheat, and steal her way through people-s 

lives. Melville and Atwood are both interested in more than the rnechanics of chicane-; 

both are intrigued by the reasons why such confidence tricksters do what the' do. In Thc 

(b7fidence-A.lun. one of the passengers, a cynical one-legged man, on the steamboat 

Fidèle rebukes a man (possibly one of the guises of the confidence man) for asking 3 s  it 

reasonable to suppose that a man with brains ... would take al1 that trouble: and run al1 that 

hazard. for the mere sakr of those few paltn- coppers. which. 1 hear. \vas ail that he sot 

for his pains, if pains they were?" (Melville 42) wîth these words: 

"Money, 'ou think, is the sole motive to pains and hazard. deception 

and devilry, in this world. How much money did the devil make by 

gulling Eve?" (42) 
C 

Chans wonders much the same thing, as she examines the wreckage of her yard with 

Ton? afier Zenia's depanure. Her lover Bill'. an Amencan drafi-dodger and 

revolutionary, has been taken away by official-looking men connected in some way with 

Zenia, but Charis cannot understand why there is collateral darnage: 

-'But why did she murder my chickens?" says Chans. No matter 
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how she considers this, she just can't get her head around it. The chickens 

were lovely, they were innocent, they had nothing to do with stealing 

Billy. 

"Because she's Zenia," says Tony. "Don't fret about motives. 

Attila the Hun didn't have motives. He just had appetites. She killed 

them. It speaks for itself." (315) 

Tony's ansuer is as close as any of the three can corne to deciding why Zenia does what 

she does. and what she hopes to gain; as Melville's one-legged man stated, it certainly 

was not for the possibility of financial sain. The art of the confidence tricksrer is 

cornples. derived from the ability to play. as the name of the figure indicates, with a 

dupe's confidence and trust. Zenia's game is based on being an absence that her victims 

never realized they had in their lives that needed to be filled. Roz suspects her of luring 

her husband Mitch away by posing "as vacancy. as starvation. as an e m p h  beggar's 

bowl" (43 1 ). Zenia offers ail her victirns a mirror, a possibility, the chance to feel unique 

-et simiIar. Posing as a vacancy herself. she searches for others: 

One rnay beiieve, in fact, that dupes of this sort were caught less by 

hopes of gain than by that potent lure. a sense of being liked and valued 

'for oneself. What the sharp most hoped to see in his prey's face was 

not stupidity but loneliness. (Chesne- 279-280) 

The reward is to live off the expectations of others, and Atwood makes the case in The 

Robher Bride for Zenia's being addicted in many ways to others' trust as well as to the 

thrill of devastating their hopes. 
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The repetition of the pasr, or of an important event in the past, as found in the 

Gothic is taken to near parodic extremes in The Robbrr Bride. Zenia wreaks havoc on 

each protagonist-s life. and each one fails to profit fiorn the esamples of the others. 

ZeniaYs seduction of each depends on this, as is made clear by the process in which Roz 

falls for her. Initially wary, Roz questions Zenia about her previous stones and her 

behaviour. Zenia admits to everything- T m  afraid 1 told some awful--1 didn't always 

te1 1 the truth' when 1 was younger" (42 1 )-- and lures Roz with the plea 

"Ir wasn't a good thing--it was temble, 1 suppose, to tell those 

stories. 1 owe both of them an apolop. But 1 didn't thirk 1 could-\-e 

told them the real stoty, what really happened to me. They wouldn't 

have understood it.-' 

She gives Roz a long look, straight out of her deep indigo eyes, 

and Roz is touched. She, Roz---she alone--has been chosen, to 

understand. And she does, she does. (422) 

Each story works in a circle. wïth this immediate recognition at the centre. Shannon 

Hençen has claimed that Zenia's "foreignness" is what essentially leads to her 

victimizing the others, but this esplanation fails to account for the "recognition" that 

each woman esperiences in seeing and listeninç to Zenia's stones. The question in the 

novel is, what makes '-such a thing not only possible but necessary?" (133). Tony 

analyzes the power of Zenia and her fictions and realizes, like Coleridge's Geraldine, that 

...p eople like Zenia can never step through your doonvay, can never 

enter and entangle themselves in your life, unless you invite them. There 



323 

has ro be a recognition. an offer of hospitality, a lo rd  of greeting. ( 133) 

Zenia is not rnerely a wave of malevolence, but sornething each of the characters needs at 

a particular time. 

Zenia-s foreignness is not only the initial attraction for each woman, but the 

priman lure. Each woman fin& her missing t n l n  in her, a complement: the vagueness 

in Zenia's past allows her to be the double of each of the three. Aspects of each 

woman's childhood and past are repeared in Zenia. making the thrill of recognition more 

immzdiate and showing her mastery of storytellinç and detrction. Her story of being the 

daughter of a gypsy clairnoyant stoned to death in Romania strikes chords in Chans. 

reminding her of her own extrasensory abilities and her past as the battered 

oranddaughter of a woman with a healing touch. Zenia's appeai to Roz is even more 
c. 

intimate; she daims to have the same religious background as Roz, and to have been 

saved by Roz's farher during World War II. Roz is surprised and gatified to find 

someone like herself when Zenia tells her story: 

"Hel l. even rny rnother wasn't Jewish! Not by religion. She Bras Catholic- 

as a rnatter of fact. But two of her four grandparents were Jewish, so she 

was classitied as a iniscldinp, first degree. A mixture. Did you know the? 

had degrees?" 

"Yes," says Roz. So Zenia is a mixture, like herself? (4 18) 

The identification grows as Zenia explains how Roz's father saved her from death in 

Europe and became for her a fatherly ideal. For Roz, Zenia is her long lost "other," a 

belief fostered by Zenia's admission of pretending 'Wat your [Roz's] father \vas my 
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father. and that some day he would corne to get me. and I'd moi-e into his house" (420). 

A core of loneliness shines out of Roz, as well as the other two, and Zenia fills the void 

in each. The tools to disbelieve her and break the spell are given to each. but each 

woman fails to utilize them. Chans: for one, is told by Zenia precisely what w i I I  happen 

to her and Bill': Zenia reads the cards to tell Chans her future. and in the reader's 

hindsiçht is tellinç the truth. In a variety of magic tri&, Zenia shows her entire hand and 

is still able to continue to work. 

-'Someone new is coming into your life," [Zenia] says. Oh, thinks 

Chans. That must be the baby. '-And someone else is going out of it. 

There's water involvedi a crossinç of the water." Zenia herself. thinks 

Charis. She'll get better. she'll teave soon. And anyone who leaves here 

has to cross water. 

'-Anything about Bill!.?" she says. 

'-There's a jack," says Zenia. "Jack of Spades. That could be him. 

Crossed by the Queen of Diamonds." 

'-1s that money?" says Chans. 

-'Yes," says Zenia, 'but i f s  a cross card. There's something off 

about the money. Maybe he'll take up dealins dntgs or somethinp." 

(31 1-31?) 

Like the recumnç disasters in Amencan Gothic fiction, Zenia cornes back again and 

again, working the same deceptions and giving the same opening to each victim to stop 

the game. Charis and Roz fail to follow Tony's advice and fa11 victim to Zenia. white 
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Ton? forgets the lrsson she learned in university from her encounter w-ith Zenia and 

hesitates a beat too long in slamming her front door shut on Zenia when she returns in 

her life. The recumng amnesia on the parts of al1 three women is a manifestation of 

their pride: intellectual pnde on Ton?--s part, pride in healing ability on Charis's. and 

pride in emotional acuity on Raz's part. 

This duplication of duplicity is but one way Atwood works with the tropes of 

dualin-? doubling. and twînning in The Robher Bride. The recognition of sameness and 

identification with Zenia is the ongin of each of the characters' deep entanglements with 

her, but the offer of cornpiete empathy and completion she offers each wornan is 

imponant. Zenia manages, throui$ this, to be the force binding Tony, Roz, and Charis 

together. making the three of them sunivon of the same war. Zenia becomes the mirror 

for each woman, listening one-sidedly to each and offering herself up to be whatever 

each wants. Each sees her as her lost twin. Tony remembers her first encounter nith 

Zenia: "She opened the door wide, and in came Zenia, Iike a long-lost friend, like a 

sistrr. like a wind, and Ton). welcomed her-' ( 133). Each of the three women is shown 

to have some kind of missing double in her past. Tony, born lefi-handed, may be the 

survivor of a pair of hvins: '-when Ton' grew up and leamed more about lefi-handedness 

she was faced with the possibility that she might in fact have been a isvïn, the lefi-handed 

half of a divided c g '  the other half of which had died" ( 160). Her fantasy life is centred 

upon this lost twin, which she names Tnomerf Ynot," her own name backwards. 

Although she wras a twin, Tnomerf Ynot was a good deal taller than 

Tony herselE Taller, stronger, more daring. ( 160) 
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This invisible twin is part of Tonfs hidden self? exemplified by the fact that the twin 

wites her name in Tony's lefi hanci, which Tony is forbidden to use. Chans is not a t u i n  

in an). literal sense, but a protective second self taken on by Karen (the name Roz and 

Tony tirst know her by in universi-) as a shield against her uncle's sesual abuse of her 

as a child. Karen is conscious of being the Long  child. bearen by her schizophrenic 

mother and later molested by her guardian uncle Vern, while Chans is "the cooler part 

the clcarer part of herself' (303).  Roz has two names? the resuh of her mised 

background: she spends her early childhood as Rosalind Greenwood, a student in 

Catholic~school. but changes to Roz Grunwald? her "real" name. afier her Jewish father 

returns from Europe afier the war. Later. Roz uses yet another name, Rosir O'Grady, in 

order to distance herself from her father's business.' Zenia manages to be the lost other 

each woman has fantasies about. Her '-tricl;" is basically the same for both sexes, 

although the three of them find it easier to analyse Zenia's power over men rarher than 

over themselves. 

Where does it corne from, her undeniable power over men? How does 

she latch hold of them, break their stride. trip them up. and then so easily 

tum them inside out? It must be something very simple and obvious. 

She tells them they're unique, then reveals to them that they're not. 

She opens her cloak with the secret pockets and shows them how the 

magic trick is wvorked? and that it is after al1 nothing more than a trick. 

Only by that tirne they refuse to see; they think the Water of Youth is 

real, even though she empties the bottle and fills it again from the tap, 



rîght before their ver). eyes. The' want to believe. (44 1442) 

For the women, Zenia convinces them that they are both unique and just like her. 

Tony l o o k  at her [Zenia], looks into her blue-black eyes. 

and sees her own reflection: herseif, as she would like to be. T~~onzerf 

Ijloi. Herseif turned inside out. ( 193) 

For Chais, Zenia fills the void that was Karen, returning to her some of the ernotions she 

shut off from herself when she split her self in two at age nine. Karen is Charis's 

repository of the body, and represented in her mind earlier by the leather suitcase she 

threw into Lake Ontario in a scapeoat ritual. As Chans helps Zenia, who has come to 

her claiming to br sufferinj from cancer and needing a cure, Karen surfaces. 

Karen is coming back Chans can't keep her away any more ... But she 

is no longer a nine-year-old girl. She has gronm up, she has grown ta11 

and thin and straggIy. like a plant in a cellar, stanled for light. And her 

hair isn't pale any more, but dark. The sockets of her eyes are dark too, 

dark bruises. She no longer looks like Karen. She looks like Zenia. (306) 

The boundary between Charis and Karen is transgressed by Zenia to such a degree that 

Chans is convinced that Zenia \vas present at the conception of Chans's daughter August 

as a kind of shadow mother (307). For Roz, Zenia is a spiritual sister, as her fantasy of 

living with Roz's father shows. Zenia becomes the public face of U'isrWumunU.ürkl, the 

magazine Roz owns and controls. For al1 three, Zenia absorbs so much of thern that she 

must needs take their men as part of the transformation, an act the three see as -'man- 

eating" avoidinç the connotations in the phrase. Zenia eats their lives, consuminç 
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evevhing and not just stopping with the men. 

Zenia's conquests are presented by Atwood as three stones in the course of The 

Rohber B~-rrlc.~ with the reader invited to son through each to gauge the amount of truth 

Zenia's fictions contain. Tony, Roz, and Chans share much less with each other than 

Atwood does mlth the reader. The choice of Tony. the military histonan. as the opening 

and closing voice of the novel is significant. Tony's words on history and its 

construction are guides to the reader, who is in\ited to view the histories of Zenia, Roz, 

Tony, and Charis and pull meaning out of the fragments. 

Histoc is a construct, she tells her students. Any point of entry is possible 

and al1 choices are arbitras. Still, there are definitive moments, moments 

we use as references, because they break our sense of continuih-Y the' 

change the direction of time. We can look at these events and we can sa- 

that afier them things were never the same again. (4)  

For Ton? and by extension Roz and Charis, Zenia is a disaster, difficult to explain. 

A disaster is a disaster: those hurt by it remain hurt. those kiIIed remain 

kilied, the rubble rernains rubble. (3) 

In presenting the stories of Zenia in the manner she does, Atwood rewn'tes the prirnary 

plot of the Amencan Gothic and solves some of its structural problems in doing so. The 

Robher Bride recalls in man! ways Peter Straub's novel Ghosî Stor3.; another narrative 

influenced by and infonned by canonical works of the American Gothic. Straub's novel, 

like Atw~ood's, concems a grooup of friends, male in this case, who are tormented on a 

periodic basis by recurring visitations by a malevolent woman. Ultimately the remaininç 
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friçnds must band together and fight the evil this woman represents. Stories are told with 

different organizing narratives to explain the woman; the group of friends in G h s r  Sfor). 

are by the end a goup of storytellers, offering membership to anyone who can bu'* his 

way in with a story. 

Giro.\.r Sron; is a novel length gloss on "phost stories"; Straub re\m-tes classic 

ones. mosr notably "The T m  of the Screw." in an elaborate pastiche. While Straub's 

plot is on the borderline between homage and parody, his use of the fernale outsider is 

not. Alma MobIey. the novel-s malevolent scourging force, is clearly and entirely evil. a 

successor to the Dark Lady of earlier romances. Straub builds on the tradition as 

esernplified in works such as Edgar Allan Poe's "Ligeia" and Oliver Wendel1 Holmes's 

IXue krrner. where the female is portrayed as threatening in her alien scductivenrss. 

-'Tell me.'* one character asks in EZ-vie I.,>nrtc.r conceming the title character. 

are there not natures bom so out of parallel with the Iines of natural 

law that nothing short of a miracle can bring thern right? 

(Holmes 73) 

Straub's character Alma is "so out of parallel" wvith nature that she is not human at all; 

with this the boundary between his heroes and his villain is clear and impermeable. 

However, Alma Mobley's alien evil does not appear to rub off'on those who fight her: the 

heroes of Ghu.v/ Sfon are able ro touch pitch and remain undefiled as the' seek IO 

destroy her as completely as she wouïd thern. Straub's novel is the logical culmination 

of a long tradition in the Amencan Goîhic as seeing the other as evil; in Ghosr S m n  the 

"other" is female, yet so alien it is an alien. 
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Th> Robher Rn& is a kind of ghost story on its o\m: Zenia is presumed dead at 

the start and retums to bedevil the other characters, and each of the three wornen is 

haunted by her own lost parenrs and partners. Each of the three women provides a 

master narrative to attempt to fit Zenia into. Tony tries the historical method. Chans 

thinks in terms of s i p s  and portenrs denved fiom the Tarot and the Bible. Roz recalls 

fairy tales. detective novels, and Romantic-era fiction. Atwood does not present Zenia's 

s ton  at an). point as a rewriting of an?; single test, as Straub does Alma-s: the narrative 

tropes the women find for Zenia illuminate their characters as much as the! do hers. 

Zenia can be explained to sorne degree from the master narrative each woman finds 

structure in for her own life, indicating that the attraction of Zenia is finding a part of 

oneself that was thought lost. Zenia cornes out of the buned pasts of all three: Tony trîes 

to use the methodolog of analyzing the past to understand Zenia, and more strikingly 

Chans is wamed about her in her childhood. using her grandmother's divination merhod 

of placing a pin on a Bible opened randomly. 

Karen took the pin and closed her eyes. and her hand folloived 

the stronç current that pulled it downwards. --Ah," said her grandmother, 

squinting. "Jezebel again. Revelations. Two, Twenty. 'Notwithstanding 

1 have a few things against thee, because thou sufferest that woman 

Jezebel, which callest herself a prophetess. to teach and to seduce my 

servants to commit fornication, and to eat things sacrificed unto idols.' 

Now that's a strange thing, for a little girl." And she smiled at Karen: the 

smile of a wïthered apple. "You must be living ahead of yourselE7* 
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Karen had no idea what she meant. (291) 

Remembering the future is as easy for Chans to understand later as remembering the 

past: in her vie15 time is like a folded blanket, ~ l t h  edges brought tosether at timrs 

(796). Jezebel appears again in the verse she pinpncb in her grandmother-s Bible after 

Zenia returns: 

Kirtgs Twu. k k e .  T/tïi-~~-five, s he reads. And ihey w!m ro btry  /ter. but 

t / t c~ . - fuw~~l  no 1 1 2 0 1 ~  of h ~ r   hm I ~ L J  skzdI. und the Jeet. uïd  ~/~epcr/i?zs uf 

lzer JzumI.~. 

It's Jezebel thrown down from the tower. Jezebel eaten by dogs. 

dgu~n .  t h i n h  Charis. Behind her eyes there is a dark shape falling. (33 1 ) 

Charis is given the sigm and ponents of Zenia again and again until she can read them 

properly: she is given the framework to place Zenia in. and has to learn how. Her 

employer at the New Age supply store (converted during the present of the novel into a 

"new basicsa- store) where she works, Shanita, reads her cards before her dimactic 

altercation with Zenia. 

. . 
"Big event, coming up soon, she says. "What 1 see is--your card is the 

Queen of Cups; right? It's the High Priestess crossing you. Does 

this mean a thing?" 

"Yes," says Chans. "Will 1 win?" 

- ' M a t  is this xin?" says Shanita, smiling at her. 'That's the first 

time 1 ever heard that word h m  you! Maybe i fs  time you staned saying 

it." She peers at the cards, lays down a few more. "Looks something like 
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winning." she says. "Anyway; you don3 lose. But! Therr's a death. 

Just no way around it." 

"Not Augusta! " says Charis.. . 

"No, no. nowhere near her," says Shanita. "This is an older 

person. Older than her. 1 mean. Related to -ou sornehow7 though. You 

are not going to see this death happen. but you're çoing to be the one 

finding it out." (486) 

Chans has seen the death of Zenia at Ieast three times earlier in the Bible verses, and sees 

ir as it happens while at dinner: by that time she is fully prepared and can understand al1 

the si,sms she is given.' 

If Tony has a degree of authority because of her abilih to place Zenia's story in a 

histoncal continuum. Roz has an equal amount of authorih for her ability to place Zenia 

on a literary continuum. Roz, sigificantly, is the only one of the three women who is 

shom to be an avid fiction reader, and she finds the connections between the world of 

fiction and the fictions of Zenia. Roz's daughters çive the novel its title image, taken 

from their early penchant for having al1 the figures in fairy tales played by women. 

The Robber Bride, thinks Roz. Well, why not? Let the grooms 

talie it in the neck for once. The Robber Bride, lurking ir; her mansion 

in the dark forest, preying upon the innocent, enticing youths to their 

doorn in her eviI cauldron. Like Zenia. (34 1-34?} 

For Roz, Zenia is also a version of Frankenstein's monster, a creation both of the doctor's 

art and Roz's. "My own monster, thinks Roz. 1 thought 1 could control her. Then she 
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brokr loose" ( 1 1 1 ). Between the time Roz first knew her in universin and her own 

encounter with her in the 1980s, Zenia has undergone plastic surgery, a process Roz 

associates with monstrosity: 

That isn't for Roz, she can't stand the thought of someone, some strange 

man. bending over her with a knife wvhi1e she's lying in bed conked out 

cold. She's read too many thrillers for that, too many sex-murder thriIIers. 

He could be a depraved nut in a stolen doctor suit. It happens. Or what 

if they make a mistake and you wake up covered in bandages and then 

spend sis weeks looking like a road-Ml raccoon, only to emerge as some 

bit player from a botched-up horror movie? (92-93) 

Zenia's monstrosi~, is centred upon her recreation by plastic surgen and breast 

au-mentation and by the collection of fictions and passports she canies around: both her 

body and her personali~. are constnicted of Iayers from other sources. lifted from other 

bodies. Zenia is a wvalking Gothic novel, a collection of fia-mentary tales from the past 

that will not go a m y  easily. 

Like a renovatea building, Zenia is no longer the orignal, she's the end 

result. 

Still? Roz can picture the stitch marks, the needle tracks, where 

the Frankenstein doctors have been at work. She knùws the fauI t lines 

where Zenia might crack open. ( 1 18) 

Zenia has "no discernible heart. and by now she may not even have bIood. Pure lates 

flows in her veins? not surprising for one who has returned from the dead although the 
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symrnetv is upset & the fact that Zenia was cremated ( 130). "She doesn't seem to have 

been bom, at least not under that name" (432) ; not surprising, since she seems to have 

made herseif up, in al1 senses. Roz compares her to a vampire, prospering on others' 

blood (508); and wonden early on if Zenia needs a stake in the heart ( 13). In a lighter 

vein. Roz calls her final confrontation with her -'Ms. Mature Fuller Figure meets the 

Queen of the Night7' (500). But it is the Frankenstein imagery that is most revealing 

because it leads into Anvood's critique of the traditional view of the essential goodness 

of women. Zenia, like Frankenstein's creation, is a rampaging collection of the traits and 

emotions the other characters have legislated out of themselves because of their own, or 

society's~ expectations. Zenia is self-indulgent, anti-domesticl anti-charîtv, anti-healthy 

living. and anti-sacrifice. She lives Tony's rebellion for he- and teaches Roz's husband 

Mitch the lesson Roz w a s  afraid to teach him about the effects his affairs have on 

women. She appeals to the juvenile in al1 of them, the repressed child, because she 

appears to be able to act wi th  complete license, saying what for them is unsayable. . 

%%at  was it  she said," Roz recalls of Zenia: 

"Fuck thc Third Worltl.' / 'rn t ired of-rt ! " 

... I t  L a s  a selfish, careless remark. a daring remark, a liberated 

remark-to hell with guilt! ... The worst of it was that Roz---although 

shocked, although gabbbling? 011 Zeniu. yozr clon 'I meun thof!-had felt 

an answering beat, in herself. A sort of echo, an urge to go that fast, be 

that loose, that geedy, herself, too. ( 1 13) 

Zenia forces them to question their deepest beliefs, but ultimately leaves them to pick up 
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the pieces. Her advice, like her stories, is a collection of gold and rot. and she doesn-t 

care to make the difference clear. The split behveen the good woman and the bad 

woman found in the Amencan Gothie: Atwood points out, creates monsters like Zenia- 

who are allowved to live without responsibihty for what they do, and also creates 

potentially monstrous characters Iike Ton'. Chans. and Roz, who also put off 

responsibiiity for their baser impulses. Banding together to starnp out the evil intruder 

and fading to leam anything from it is a mistake. and morally abhorrent. The structural 

flaw of the American Gothic. as epitomized in Straub's G h s r  Sroy, is that it reinscribes 

the amnesia that allows the invasion of monstrosih in the first place. Nothîng of the 

--other" is found in an' of the characters, nothing links the monster and its appeal to 

humans, nothing survives as a lesson. or guidepost, and the way is lefi open for the same 

thing to happen again and again. Atwood's Zenia, on the other han& is a rnirror. a sister 

and twin to the women of The Robher Bride.' She gains power over them because they 

feel some basic identification with her, and each has some of Zenia's ruthlessness nrb off 

on her afienvards (Shanita's comment on Chans's new interest in wvinning is part of 

this). Zenia may be a kind of monster, but she is attractive, in the way George Steiner 

has said disaster and dark places were: 

Bending too fixedly over hideousness, one feels queerly drawn ... 

1 am not sure whether anyone, however scrupulous, who spends 

tirne and imaginative resources on these dark places can or, indeed, 

ou@ to leave them personally intact. Yet the dark places are at the 

center. Pass them by and there can be no serious discussion of the 
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human potential. (Steiner 30-3 1 ) 

In their final confrontations with Zenia, she tempts them each with information they 

desire. Tony is toid of Zenia's complicity in the conspiracy to kill arms dealer Gerald 

Bull, and then taunted with exposure of the term paper she wrote for her in university. 

Chans is pushed near the edge of fury by Zenia's throwing her lover Billy's perfidy and 

disgust for her in her face' while Roz is driven to desperation by Zenia-s threats against 

her son Lam. Al1 thres nearly succumb and react the way Zenia wants. in a prolongîng 

of their persona1 wan with her, but al1 three manage to walk out of Zenia's hotel room 

without giving her a thing, or yielding an inch, or killing her as they each thought of 

doing. As Chans realizes, they have al1 won, sincr 

"...she's [Zenia's] going away, and we're al1 still al1 rïght. Aren't 

we? None of us gave in." She's not sure exactly how to put it. What she 

means is. they were tempted, each one of thern. but they didn't succumb. 

Succumbing would have been killing Zenia, either physically or 

spiritually. And kiliing Zenia would have meant tuming into Zenia. 

Another way of succumbing would be beiieving her, letting her in the 

door, ietting her take them in, letting her tear thern apart. They did get 

tom apart sorne. but that was because they didn't do what Zenia wanted. 

(514-515) 

Zenia dies later because she has lost al1 means of support around the void that is her 

centre. leaving the other three to look upon her legacy with ambivalence, appreciation for 

her finally mixed in with the guilt and hatred. 
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Zenia foms the bond among the three women, who othenvise have just a shared 

university residence experience in cornmon. She is the double for each of them, making 

them in tum doubles for each other, a process not v e q  clear until near the end, when 

their dreams before meeting Zenia for the last time are shown as blum-ng memones from 

one another's pasts: Ton) dreams of the flowered curtains of Chans's childhood. while 

Roz fin& herself in an old dress of Tony's. Zenia reflects the past, whether thein or 

histoq- in generai. Ir is interesting that Zenia talks about ber European roots in 

outmoded, or historically defunct, terms. She is a "White Russian" for Tony, and a 

-- 
i c i .  a tem rooted in Nazi Germany. for Roz. Zenia cannot help looking 

backwards, a product of hisrory. Atwood provides a fonvard-lookinç double for Zenia as 

a more positive view of the other that must be recopized by each character: Shanita. 

Charis's boss at the store she works at.' While Zenia is a compendium of twentieth 

centun- European disasters. Shanita, who has as many grandparents as Zenia has names, 

is the product of the New World and new immigration to Canada. 

Shanita teases her ... she throws out hints? changes her story. Sometimes 

she's part Chinese and part black, with a West Indian grandmother: she 

can do the accent, so rnaybe there's something to it. That might be the 

mandmother who used to eat dirt; but there are other grandmothers too, 
C 

one from the States and one from Halifax, and one from Pakistan and 

one from New Mexico, and even one from Scotland ... But sometimes 

she's part Ojibway, or else part Mayan, and one day she \vas even pan 

Tibetan. (66) 
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Shanita acts more as a force for good than Zenia does: she uses her charneleon pasts and 

her inventive powers for go04 as a variety of trickster figure in the novel, enabling 

Chans (and the customers of the store) to realize tnrths about themseives. Zenia and 

Shanita preside over the novel as paired fairy gohothers, or "disquieting muses," to use 

SyIvia Plath's phrase (Plath, Collecred Poems 74), providing the characters in The 

Robber Bride with @fis of rnixed value and rneaning. 

Like history itself. T'te Rohber Brzh  escapes easy meanines. The reader is 
v 

placed in much the sarne role as Zenia in interpreting the novel, having access to 

information about each character that is not shared among the three. Tony compares the 

stoiy of Zenia with the stones of history and finds them much the same: 

Still? there was once supposed to be a message. Ler rlzar he u 

Iessun 10-vou, adults used to say to children, and historians to their 

readers. But do the stories of history really teach anything at all? In a 

general sense, thinks Tony, possibly not. (536) 

Rather than a message, Zenia ultimately acts as a medium; throuçh her agency Tony, 

Roz, and C-J~r is  share strength and information, and are able to interpret the messages of 

the past that Zenia drags into their lives. The act of denying Zenia what she wants stops 

the repetition of the Gothic plot, and allows the three women to acknowledge and move 

on from the past by ietting her go. Tony is left to muse "Was she in any way like 

us? ... Or, to put it the other way around: Are we in any way like her?" outside the door 

while Roz and Charis start for themselves the story of "The Robber Bride'? (546). Zenia 

is left to Iive on in fiction, a suitable end for a woman constmcted of narrative fragments, 
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a character who is simultaneously void and mirror. reflection and pastiche, and both 

polss of the ancient female dichotomy at once. 



1 Zenia also has links in this way with the "transforming man" as seen in Ladv Orucle. 

2. That name also resembles a stage Irish name, the type of thing ROZ'S lace-curtain Irish mother 
would never use. 

3.Chans's clairvoyant abilities are a development of the "explained supernatural," since it is 
made clear that she is just extraordinarily sensitive. The signs are available for al1 to see, but one 
has to know what to look for. Her ability to rernember the future is tied into the way memory 
and time are seen to work in Ca! Eve (the folded blanket theory of time is a paraphrase of the 
theories of time and space related by Elaine Risley and her brother Stephen in Cat *s Eve). 
Charis's 'third eye" is shown in The Robber Bride to be like perfect vision: a fully developed 
sense and not supematural at al[. 

4.011 the orher hanci, Tony associates blood with the power to keep Zenia d o m ,  rather than 
seeing it as somethinç that nourishes her. 

. . .for thousands of years, when people died--especiall y powerful people, 
especially people who were feared---the survivors had gone to a lot of 
trouble. They'd slit the throats of their best horses, they'd buried slaves 
and favourite wives alive, they'd poured blood into the earth. It hadn't 
been mouming, it had been appeasement. They'd wanted to show their 
good Will. however spurious, because they'd known the spirit of the dead 
C 

one would be envious of them for still being alive. ... What was needed was 
a bowl of blood. A bowl of blood, some pain, some death. Then maybe 
she would stay bun'ed. ( 14- 1 5 )  

5.Zenia is also able to play wîth the Ice Maidenmark Lady dichotomy when it suits her own 
purposes. Atwood parodies the rigid distinction between the two in the way Zenia entraps West, 
Tony's husband: Zenia claims to be fngid and unable to enjoy sex, while West tries dutifully to 
help her overcome this problem. Tony, when told this, is aware that Zenia wasn't fngid and is 
amused at Zenia's inventiveness at getting al1 the sexual attention she wanted fiom West on her 

/ 

own tenns. 

6.1 am indebted to Lynn Crosbie for pointing this out. 



Concl usion: Gothic Times 

One of the epigraphs used as chapter heading in AfÏas  Grme. Ahwod's most 

recent novel. cornes from Emil?- Dickinson. and could be used as a commentan on 

Atwood's work as a whole. 

One need not be a Chamber-to be Haunted- 

One need not bs a House-- 

The Brain has Corridors-surpassing 

Material Place- (Dickinson 333 ) 

In iIfius Grrrcel Ahvood continues her exploration into the natures of rnemor). and evil. 

utilizing the FsmaIe Gothic to analyze a noted murder case which occurred in Ontario in 

the mid-nineteenth ceotury. Grace Marks, a servant girl, j a s  convicted of murdering 

Thomas Kinnear, her employer. and Nancy Montgomery, his mistress and a fellow 

servant, in 1843.' Her allepd accomplice, James McDermon. another of the household, 

was esecuted for his part in the murders. At the start of the novel Grace has been in 

prison for fifteen years, and has become the interest of a group of reformers in Kingston 

who hope to find evidence of her innocence in order to obtain a pardon for her. Simon 

Jordan, an American alienist with advanced theones on the treatment of insanity and 

amnesia, is engaged to investigate Grace; Jordan's expertise is needed since Grace 

claims to remember nothing of the murders. Jordan attempts to find Grace's true story, 

buned under layers of amnesia on her part and newspaper reportage and doctors' 

opinions elsewhere. Grace's memones are presented as being buried; Jordan t ies  to 
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uneanh them nith object association, using the root vegetables to prompt her to make 

connections between the objects and the location of her lost memories. During their 

sessions Grace tells Jordan what she can remember of her sto?, fiom her childhood in 

Ireland to her familfs emigration to Canada and the first positions she obtained as a 

semant. Jordan researches newspaper accounts of her crime. as a supplement to what he 

has learned fiom her. Grace's "histoy" cornes together graduail?; fiom what she 

remembers and tells him. what he  finds fiom the media of the da!.. and what he  discovers 

in w-riting to or speaking with men who knew her, such as her lamyer in the murder trial 

and the superintendent of the insane asylum in Toronto. Eventually. to discover the 

hidden tmth of the murder which Grace cannot recall while conscious, Jordan consents 

to having her hypnotized by Dr. Dupont. an Amencan researcher. In a scene that recalls 

Hawthorne3 similar use of the veiled oracular woman in 7hc Hli~l?edule Ronrarzce, Grace 

is herself veiled as the doctor seeks to uncover her secret.' This procedure, which is 

espected to reveal Grace-s true voice, does the opposite: Grace, under hypnosis. speaks 

in the voice of Mary Whitney, her dearest fiend from her earliest position as a household 

servant. Mary died of a botched abortion years before, but is always present in Grace's 

memory as a bolder, braver version of herseif. "Mary" confesses to killing Nancy 

Montgomery; to the  surprise of the on-lookers obsening Grace's hypnosis. The plans ro 

press the provincial governor for Grace's release collapse afier this revelation. Jordan 

himself leaves hum-edly afier this in order to extricate himseIf from a romantic 

entanglement with his landlady. Grace is eventually fieed afier thirty years in prison, 

~vhile Jordan is lefi in a prison of his own, a victim of a head injury sustained in the Civil 



War which strands him in the near past, wivith little mernory of anything. 

Atwood compares Grace's literal imprisonment uith her more intangible 

confinement in others' narrative expectations and conventions. As a convicted 

murdcress. she has a fore-ordained role in paradi_gnatic m e  crime narratives as 

completely evil. The reformers of Kingston. who dabble in Spiritualisrn and other 

advanced areas, regard her as wwongfully convicted and completely innocent. The 

daughters of the prison govemor find her like the figures in novels: 

Miss Lydia tells me 1 am a romantic figure; but then, the two of them are 

so Young the! hardly know what they are sayinp ... if 1 laughed out loud 1 

might not be able to stop: and also it would spoil their romantic notion of 

me. Romantic people are not supposed to laugh. I know that much from 

looking at the pictures. (3) 

Her l a y e r  told the jury  she was a near-imbecile. saving her from the gallows. while the 

superintendent of the insane asyl um in Toronto thinks she is cunning and calculating, and 

\vas feigning madness. Grace has no real voice, or sto- of her own: Jordan's attempts 

to find one merely frustrate him, as her voice as revealed by hypnosis is someone else's. 

Grace in many ways is a voici; as a convicted murderess she is a canvas for orhers to 

display what they think of her, her crime, and her essential nature. Jeremiah, a travelling 

pedlar, surprises and disturbs her by telling her quietly "you are one of us" afier a display 

of fortune-telling in one household (155). Jeremiah retums again and again in the novel 

in vanous guises: he is Dr. Jerome Dupont the hypnotist, as well as "Signor Geraldo 

Ponti, Master of Neuro-Hypnotism, Ventriloquist, and Mind Reader Extraordinaire'' 
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(475) and Mr. Gerald Bridges, a celebrated visiting medium in Ithaca, New York (456).' 

Jeremiah has sensed Grace's channelling abilities, and at one point urges her to leave the 

danger of Kinnear's household and becorne part of a travelling fortune-telling act with 

him instead. The passivity of Grace's nature, which has made it easy for people to 

project their own opinions and desires upon her, also makes her a superior medium. The 

fits of unconsciousness she suffers from are physical manifestations of this passivity. 

Before her first such fit she is convinced she hears the dead Ma- Whitney tell her -'let 

me in" ( 178), and dunnç other losses of consciousness she is observed as acting in a 

manner contrary to her normal self. Grace is haunted by Mary, and may to some degree 

be possessed by her, or channelling her spirit; Atwood ieaves the verdict ambiguous, 

sho~ving instead that how one regards Grace depends on how one views the world and its 

phenornena. Susanna Moodie makes her into a romantic heroine, as Bannerling the 

asylum superintendent clairns, because she is a female novelist and prone to 

fictionalizing and also prone to the influence of male wn-ters. Bannerling, however, fails 

to see how he is just as influenced by rational and schematic thought in thinking Grace a 

conniving, giilty woman. The boundaries between fiction and reality blur into each 

other in the construction of Grace's narrative: Oliver Twist infoms Moodie's depiction 

of Grace in the asylurn while Grace's own storytelling abilities are due, in large part, to 

Sir Walter Scott. Spiritualism and alienism are s h o w  collapsing into each other as 

modes of belief, particularly dunng Grace's hypnosis. Grace's own story and voice are 

constantly supplanted by the stories of others; her last words after her release are 

borrowed from the ending of Charlotte Brontë's novel Villette, just as her "confession" is 
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in Man. Whitney's voice. The reader is left to construct the version of Grace desired. 

from the fra&pents and narratives Ahood presents. True crime confession, romance, 

psychiatrie case histop: Alius Grclce is al1 of these and none. Grace Marks. and the test 

itself? are the haunted objects in Alias Grcrce. 

Louis Gross \\.rote in Hedefininzg rhe An~errccliz G o r h  that the genre \vas 

largrly the product of three groups of w~iten: wornen, gays, and colonials 

( in  the English tradition this primanly means the Irish and the Amencans). 

These "marginal" figures in the dominant culture are responsible for the 

majority of Gothic classics. In fact the ovenvhelming presence of these 

eroups in the creation of Gothic fiction enables one to perceive the genre 
Y 

as an alternative espression of social. sexual. and political projections 

to the Great Tradition view of English fiction. (7) 

Gross disregards the possibility of Canadians contnbuting to thiç --altemari\-e 

espression." but his comment is interesting: one can see how Canadian Gothic fiction 

esists as the same kind of alternative to American fiction. The margins allow for 

security in speaking, as Atwood recognizes in her depiction of Elaine Risley, an artist 

manted freedom because of her work in a marginalized form with archaic techniques. In 
c. 

using the Gothic form, with its themes of impnsonment, confinement, and haunting, 

Atwood has created a space for the discussion of themes of wornen's entraprnent in 

societal and familial expectations, the actions of the ps t ,  and interior and exterior 

violence.' Ghosts are present in Atwood Gothic: her novels depict characters haunted by 
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their own pasts, or by the wveight of history, while the texts themselves are haunted by the 

forms and thernes of previous works of fiction. From 7%e Edible Wornan on to Afias  

(;ruce, Atwood's novels recapitulate and rewrite the Gothic genre while building on it: 

Manan McAlpine-s increasing continement by the comrnodity culture around her 

parallels Grace Marks's literai confinement in Kingston prison and her metaphoncal 

entrapment in the various Isritten and spoken versions of her crime and her history. As 

7hc Rohher- Brrdc. and A u s  Grme demonstrate, ~ 4 t h  their collections of histones and 

stories; it is nearly impossible to expect one single rrue story to emerge from the wealth 

of alternatives: changes in perspective and context alter interpretations of facts and 

narratives. The past, as Atwood shows in her novels, is always present: science, or 

spiritualism. ma? explain how the boundaries between times can be crossed easily. 

Anxieh, in Atwood's fiction, derives from the realization that boundaries are not solid, 

but penneable. Science blurs into occultism, sanity into madness and the past into the 

present with ease in Atwood's fiction. 

Margaret Atwood's rewiting of the Female Gothic has aided in constnicting a 

mode that can depict the terrors present in contemporary life with the reassurinç 

organizing loçic of genre wn'ting. As stated earlier, Angela Carter wrote that "w-e live in 

Gothic times": Margaret Atwood's noveis have depicted reactions to, and resistances 

açainst. the stresses and terrors of our time. Awood writes of the "dark places" Steiner 

claimed were necessary to visit in order to participate in the whole of human experience, 

showing in her fiction the examples of those who have passed by them that the rest of us 

need not be trapped there also. 



1.  She was convicted of murdering Kimear, as neither she nor McDermott was tried for the 
murder of Montgomery. Both were sentenced to death for the Kinnear murder. and a trial for the 
Montgome? murder was thought superfl uous. 

?.Jordan at one point has a dream of dissecting a veiled woman who reveals nothing but the veil 
as he cuts deeper and deeper. George Eliot's novella "The Lified VeiY is part of this cluster of 
writings on hynotism and spiritualism. In it, the main character perceives the future as being 
uncovered by the '-veil" of the present. Not surprisingly, he finds the knowledge revealed more a 
curse than a blessing. 

3.Jererniah-s own c h a n n e h g  abilities are manifest in his choice of aliases: each describes how 
he bridges the space behveen this worId and the nest. 

4. Writers also working in this genre include Canadian novelists Am-Marie MacDonald Barbara 
Gowdy, and Jane Urquhart. as well as Americans like Joyce Carol Oates and loanna Scott. 
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