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Some Information on Alias Grace and Margaret Atwood

First published in 1996, Alias Grace is considered one of Canadian writer Margaret Atwood’s major novels.  Grace Marks, one of the main characters, is based on a real-life figure by the same name.   Marks, a mid-nineteenth-century Irish immigrant who had worked as a servant in several Toronto-area households, was convicted of aiding the murder of her master (and was also suspected of helping murder the housekeeper who was also the master’s mistress).    She was in her teens when convicted and jailed, and remained imprisoned for over twenty years before she was pardoned.    Atwood’s novel, based loosely on the real-life figure and the public records of her sensational trials and her life in prison, features another main (and fictional) character, Simon Jordan, a young American doctor interested in mental health theories and treatments.   The novel has two narrative threads: one by Grace Marks as a first-person narrator, and the other a third-person narrative from the point of view of Dr. Jordan.   
One of the publicly available pieces of information regarding Grace Marks is a narrative written by a well-known nineteenth-century author, Susanna Moodie.  In her Life in the Clearings versus the Bush, published in 1853, Moodie describes what she saw of Marks in a lunatic asylum where the inmate was temporarily housed due to symptoms of a mental illness that she was believed to be suffering from.   While Atwood’s 1996 novel presents Moodie’s descriptions as less than credible, Atwood had been fascinated by the earlier Canadian woman author long before she wrote Alias Grace, as evident in the title of one of her early poetry collections, The Journals of Susanna Moodie (1970).     In The Journals, the reader will find numerous poems that reflect Atwood’s views and interpretations of Moodie’s experience in, and reflections on, her life as a pioneer (or a pioneer’s wife) in the backwoods of 1830’s Canada.   
Alias Grace deftly interweaves fact and fiction—or what history says about Grace Marks (and her trials and her life in prison) and what the ingenious Canadian author has conjured up through her powerful imagination, enriched by her expert knowledge of lives as they were lived in mid-nineteenth-century Canada.   

Some Questions to Ponder 

1.  Pay attention to who is telling the story.  Is it Grace narrating what she experienced in the past or what is happening in her current life?  Or is it the third-person narrator telling what is happening between Grace and Dr. Jordan or between Dr. Jordan and other characters, for example, his landlady?  If it is Grace telling her story, is she a reliable narrator--that is, is she telling the truth?  Does she have any reason to tell a partial truth or a lie, or to embellish her stories?   If it is the third-person narrator speaking, what does the narrative tell you about Dr. Jordan—about his beliefs, values, and (hidden) desires?   

2.  The novel makes references to different ways of telling stories, including quilting and scrapbooking.  These two examples are also women’s ways of telling their stories, fictional or otherwise.   Grace, who is an excellent seamstress, discusses quilting patterns often.  The sections of the novel are also named after popular quilt patterns.  What does Grace and the novel say about the alternative (also often non-verbal) ways of telling stories (especially women’s stories), and how do the references to the quilt patterns add to the narrative overall?    

3.  What does the novel say about gender issues?  What were expected of women and men in mid-nineteenth-century Canada?   How did a person’s social class standing influence the gender roles assigned to him or her?   (What was expected of a lady or a gentleman?  What was expected of a working-class woman or man?  What were the privileges and obligations?  What were the restrictions and the freedoms?)  

4.  Speaking of social class, the murders Grace Marks was accused of happened only a few years after a big rebellion by working-class people broke out in the Toronto area.   The Rebellion of 1837 was suppressed quickly enough, but the tension between the social classes (and between the English and the Irish/Scots) was still palpable at the time of the trials of Marks and her accomplice James McDermott.  The outcomes of the trials were likely influenced by the ill feelings still held against people like the accused.   What references does Atwood’s novel make to the rebellion, and how does the novel address issues related to social class?  
  
5.  What does the novel say about victimhood and survival?  Who is the victim and who is the survivor?  Is the victim to be blamed wholly or partially for what has happened to him or her?  How does the survivor feel about the victim, and why?  Are the survivor’s feelings justified?  

6.   What does the novel say about doctors, especially the relationship between doctors and women?   How does Grace Marks feel about doctors in general, or about Dr. Jordan in particular?  

7.  What does the novel say about the nineteenth-century thinking about mental illnesses?  What names, terms, and ideas are brought up to highlight the popular theories related to the human mind, which likely influenced Dr. Jordan and the supporters of Grace Marks?  


Selected Works by and about Margaret Atwood

Novels							Short Story Collections
Surfacing (1972)					Dancing Girls (1973)
The Handmaid’s Tale (1985)			Bluebeard’s Egg (1983)
The Cat’s Eye (1988)				Wilderness Tips (1991)
The Robber Bride (1993)				Moral Disorder (2006)
The Blind Assassin (2000)
Oryx and Crake (2003)

Poetry Collections
The Circle Game (1964)
Animals in That Country (1968)
The Journals of Susanna Moodie (1970)
Power Politics (1971)
Morning in the Burned House (1995)
The Door (2007)

Essays/Criticism
Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature (1972)
Negotiating with the Dead: A Writer on Writing (2002)
Payback: Debt and the Shadow Side of Wealth (2008)

Biographies on Atwood
Margaret Atwood: A Biography   by Nathalie Cooke (1998)
The Red Shoes: Margaret Atwood Starting Out  by Rosemary Sullivan (1998)

Websites 
Official Atwood Website     http://www.margaretatwood.ca/
Margaret Atwood Society    http://themargaretatwoodsociety.wordpress.com/


2


Ao Wokshp e 16,2010 ——

Some Information on Alias Grace and Margaret Atwood

Fis pablihod n 1996, s Grae s consdred e of Casisn
e et Ao s msfor e Grse Mk, e of e i
st bl 3 e ot by e Mk, -
inccnh sy g o o ok ¢ vt vl
Toromo-rc chad, o ot of g e e of e e
(ondwas e i of i e h bRt who ok
e s ) St e b ot and it
Temaind mpriond o v ety s efor she s arne

R ol s oaly o 1 T M o s bl s
i o e poit ofvicw of D o

Suanns Mo e L he Clarigs e she B, poblbed i
e s oty Boued v 0 o o el ot
e bleved e i . Whic Atwa’s 199 vl

o Yot b b e v
Grace. s csen e e ofon f e sty ey cllotons. T
N xperence i, nd reecions on, bt 1 3 pone (03

out rce Mtk 4 e s and e i o) and what
s Canaian b o oo up hogh herpowerl
o, carched b et spa knowiods o e s ey e ved
e ey Comis




