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Context


Margaret Atwood is one of Canada’s most decorated and famous writers. Over the course of her long and prolific career, she has published more than fifty books of fiction, poetry, and critical essays. However, Atwood remains best known for her novels. Two of those novels have received one of fiction’s most prestigious honors: the Booker Prize. Atwood first won the Booker in 2000 for her novel The Blind Assassin, and she won again in 2019 for The Testaments. In addition to receiving many prestigious honors and awards, Atwood has a large readership. Her fiction became even more popular following the release of the TV show The Handmaid’s Tale, based on Atwood’s 1985 novel of the same name. This series, which began airing in 2017, has won popular and critical acclaim alike, and it has drawn a new generation of readers to Atwood’s work.


Margaret Atwood was born in 1939 in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada, and she spent much of her childhood in the heavily forested areas of northern Quebec, where her father conducted research on forest insect life. An insatiable reader from childhood, Atwood felt inclined to a writing career from an early age. She pursued literary studies at university, first at Victoria College at the University of Toronto, where she received a bachelor’s degree in 1961, and then at Radcliffe College at Harvard University, where she completed a master’s degree in 1962. Although Atwood began work on a doctoral degree, her dissertation, which she never finished, took a backseat to her burgeoning career as a writer. In 1961, she published her first book of poetry, Double Persephone. She went on to publish nine more collections of poetry throughout the 1960s and 70s. Her first novel, The Edible Woman, was published in 1969. Atwood wrote four more novels before her landmark book The Handmaid’s Tale appeared in 1985. The Handmaid’s Tale was a finalist for the Booker Prize, and it won two other important awards: the Governor General’s Award for Canadian literature and the Arthur C. Clarke Award for science fiction.


The publication of The Handmaid’s Tale marked Atwood’s growing interest in speculative fiction, a broad category of imaginative fiction that speculates on what could become of the world given the current social, political, and/or technological state of affairs. Although some critics believe that science fiction and fantasy belong under the umbrella of speculative fiction, Atwood distances herself from these genres. As she has stated in numerous public interviews, she understands science fiction as a genre that imagines a world filled with futuristic technologies that do not yet exist. By contrast, speculative fiction imagines events that could really happen given the political and technological means that are already part of our world. In the case of The Handmaid’s Tale, for example, Atwood explored the possibility of a near-future dystopia in which a totalitarian state replaces the United States government and institutes a repressive patriarchal regime that strips women of all their rights. The dystopian world Atwood imagines in The Handmaid’s Tale could conceivably happen, and this plausibility gives the novel both its power and relevance for contemporary readers.


Atwood’s interest in speculative fiction resurfaced again in 2003 with the publication of Oryx and Crake, which was also a finalist for the Booker Prize. As with The Handmaid’s Tale, Atwood set Oryx and Crake in a near-future dystopia that resembles our own in many disturbing ways. Oryx and Crake takes place sometime near the end of the twenty-first century, in the aftermath of a catastrophic pandemic that has killed off most of the world’s population, leaving only a handful of scattered survivors. The novel moves back and forth between the postapocalyptic present and the pre-apocalyptic past in order to explain how the global catastrophe came about. In the process, Oryx and Crake reveals a disturbing logic that could very well lead from our present day to a future disaster. Just as she did in The Handmaid’s Tale, Atwood uses speculative fiction to direct her readers to important contemporary issues, such as the moral implications of genetic research and the dangers of corporate tyranny. The story of Oryx and Crake continues in the other two volumes of Atwood’s MaddAddam Trilogy: The Year of the Flood and MaddAddam, published in 2009 and 2013 respectively.




















Plot Overview


Oryx and Crake opens with a man named Snowman waking up in a tree. Some kind of catastrophic event has taken place, but the reader does not yet know what the event was or what caused the event. It appears that Snowman may be the sole survivor of the event, aside from a group of childlike people he refers to as the “Children of Crake,” who walk around naked and clearly have a unique genetic composition.


The postapocalyptic world represents the novel’s present time, and each chapter of the book moves back and forth between Snowman’s present experiences and his memories of his pre-apocalypse life, when he went by the name Jimmy. These separate but connected narrative threads weave together as the book moves along.


In the present-time narrative, Snowman watches over the Children of Crake, or the “Crakers,” to whom he feels a sense of responsibility. Snowman spins fictional stories about individuals named Crake and Oryx, whom the Crakers understand as kinds of gods: whereas Crake watches over the Crakers, Oryx presides over the lives and well-being of plants and animals.


Though the Crakers appear well adapted to the postapocalyptic environment, Snowman struggles to keep himself fed and hydrated. He knows where he can find more much-needed supplies, but the location is far away, and he’s never left the Crakers for more than a day. Nevertheless, he decides to make the dangerous journey. After informing the Crakers, he sets off for the Paradice facility in the RejoovenEsense Compound, where he once worked alongside Crake.


On his journey to Paradice, Snowman encounters several threats, including a herd of cunning and dangerous genetically engineered animals called pigoons. Though Snowman is slowed down by an infected foot wound, he eventually reaches Paradice, where he gathers crucial supplies. With his booty in tow, he limps back to the Crakers.


Although Snowman’s narrative functions as a frame for the novel, the majority of the book focuses on Snowman’s memories of his prior self, Jimmy. This narrative begins with Jimmy’s boyhood. His parents worked at a company called OrganInc Farms, which researched ways to grow human organs cheaply and effectively. Jimmy’s mother grew increasingly disgusted by the company’s work, which caused friction with her husband. She suffered a long period of depression, and soon after her husband got a high-status new job, she ran away, abandoning Jimmy.


Jimmy suffered greatly after his mother’s disappearance. However, he survived through a blossoming friendship with a new student at HelthWyzer High named Crake, with whom he spent a lot of time watching graphic videos of sex and violence on the internet. Whereas Jimmy lacked an aptitude for math and science, Crake proved himself gifted in both disciplines. After they graduated, Crake went off to the prestigious Watson-Crick Institute, where he majored in bioengineering. He graduated early and soon began to lead his own research projects.


Meanwhile, Jimmy attended a lower-tier school specializing in the arts and humanities. There he majored in a program called Problematics, which prepared him for a career in advertising. After graduating, Jimmy started working for a company called AnooYoo, where he applied his dissertation research on twentieth-century self-help manuals to marketing campaigns for self-improvement products. Although Crake and Jimmy kept up with and occasionally visited each other, their communications dwindled as the years progressed.


Occasionally during his years at AnooYoo, employees of an agency called the CorpSeCorps came to Jimmy’s apartment to interrogate him about his mother’s whereabouts, but Jimmy had long since lost contact with her. In his fifth year at AnooYoo, the agents came again and showed Jimmy a video of his mother’s execution. The news of his mother’s death sent Jimmy into a profound depression, which only came to an end when Crake showed up at his apartment and asked Jimmy to come work with him at RejoovenEsense. Jimmy accepted the job, which involved running an ad campaign for a new pill called BlyssPluss that Crake had designed to improve users’ libido while simultaneously (and secretly) making them unable to have children. Crake presided over an additional top-secret project located in a special facility called Paradice, which housed a new breed of genetically engineered humans: the Crakers.


At Paradice, Jimmy met a woman named Oryx, whom Crake had hired to teach the Crakers and to help distribute the BlyssPluss pills worldwide. Jimmy recognized Oryx from a child pornography video that he and Crake had seen when they were teenagers. Crake had met Oryx in person when he was in college and employed her for sex work. Oryx and Crake developed a relationship, and when Crake started at RejoovenEsense, he hired Oryx to work there too. Oryx seduced Jimmy, and Jimmy worried that Crake would feel jealous if he found out. One night, when Crake was away from the facility and Oryx was picking up takeout, news reports started coming in about simultaneous plague outbreaks unfolding around the world. Oryx called Jimmy to explain that the BlyssPluss pills contained a delayed-release contagion, and that she had unwittingly participated in the outbreak. Crake’s plague spread quickly and killed the majority of people on the planet.


In the first hours of the outbreak, Crake returned to Paradice with Oryx in tow, and he slit her throat in front of Jimmy. Jimmy then shot Crake. For the first few weeks after the outbreak, Jimmy remained locked in the Paradice facility alone, searching for reasons that Crake would kill Oryx. Eventually, he introduced himself to the Crakers as “Snowman” and led them to a new home near the ocean, where they still live in the novel’s present time.


The novel ends with Snowman’s present-time journey from Paradice back to the Crakers. When he arrives, the Crakers inform him that they saw a group of people like him in the area. Snowman tracks down the other humans and wonders whether to approach them as friends or foes.




















Character List


Snowman The protagonist of the novel. Snowman is the survivor of a pandemic, who has been left in charge of a tribe of childlike, genetically enhanced humans that were created by his friend-turned-rival, Crake. Snowman feels lonely and morose as he struggles to survive in postapocalyptic conditions, and he spends much of his time immersed in memories of his pre-apocalypse life, when his name was Jimmy.


Crake Snowman’s longtime friend and rival, and architect of the pandemic. Crake, whose original name was Glenn, showed early promise in math and science and grew into a genius geneticist. Crake’s view of the world was coldly rational and fiercely atheistic, and he pursued ambitious but morally questionable genetic research that eventually led to billions of deaths and the genesis of a new breed of enhanced humans.


Oryx The mutual love interest of Snowman and Crake. Originally from a rural village somewhere in south or southeast Asia, Oryx was sold into slavery at a young age and spent much of her early life working in the sex industry. Despite the numerous traumas of her youth, Oryx retained an optimistic attitude, which made her an excellent teacher for Crake’s genetically modified humans.


Sharon Snowman’s mother and a former microbiologist. After growing disenchanted with the work she was doing for OrganInc Farms, Sharon ran away from her job and family. Although Snowman only has glimpses of her life after she abandoned him, he knows she joined the activist group God’s Gardeners and participated in demonstrations against research involving genetic manipulation.


Snowman’s Father Unnamed. A genetic researcher at OrganInc Farms and, later, at HelthWyzer, Snowman’s father was an emotionally distant figure who frequently expressed cold disappointment about his son’s lack of intellectual ability in math and science. He fought frequently with his wife Sharon about the moral implications of his research, arguing that the research had practical benefits. After his wife ran away, he took up a relationship with his colleague Ramona.


Ramona A colleague of Snowman’s father. Ramona worked with Snowman’s father at OrganInc Farms, and they transferred to HelthWyzer together. After Snowman’s mother ran away, Ramona started dating Snowman’s father and eventually married him. Ramona cared for Snowman like a mother, and though Snowman appreciated her kindness, he also resented it. Ramona continued to write to Snowman after he moved away, describing her failed attempts to have a child with his father.


Crake’s Mother Unnamed. Crake’s mother worked a lot and left her son to his own devices, though to Snowman it appeared that she didn’t care about Crake. Crake’s mother died a sudden, violent death after getting exposed to a mysterious virus. Crake witnessed her death, and Snowman later suspected that Crake had something to do with it.


Crake’s Father Unnamed. Crake’s father worked for HelthWyzer, and he discovered that the company actively fabricated new diseases, which it distributed through vitamin pills. After Crake’s father threatened to leak what he knew to the media, the company executed him but made it look like a suicide.


Uncle Pete Crake’s stepfather. Uncle Pete worked for HelthWyzer, and he was the supervisor for the division where Crake’s father worked. He was a friend of the family, which is why Crake called him “uncle.” After Crake’s father died, Uncle Pete married Crake’s mother and became his stepfather. Crake disliked Uncle Pete, and Snowman later suspected that Crake was behind Uncle Pete’s sudden and mysterious death.


Uncle En The businessman who first purchased Oryx. Uncle En bought children from the villages surrounding a major Asian city, then used those children in a variety of moneymaking schemes, such as selling flowers to tourists.


Jack An American camera operator who worked in the child pornography industry. Jack befriended Oryx and taught her English in exchange for sexual favors.


Amanda Payne Snowman’s college girlfriend. Amanda was a conceptual artist who made large-scale installations. She used animal parts to spell out words in open outdoor spaces, and she filmed the action when birds of prey descended to “vulturize” her sculptures.


Bernice Snowman’s freshman-year suite mate. Bernice was a hardcore vegan and feminist who terrorized Snowman for eating meat and for having an active sex life.


Children of Crake A tribe of genetically enhanced humans created by Crake. Also referred to as “Crakers,” the Children of Crake represent a new subspecies of Homo sapiens that Crake designed to eliminate sexual competition and aggression. Crake outfitted the Children of Crake with genetic and behavioral features drawn from a variety of other animals. These features enable them to survive in the postapocalyptic world. Although they each have a name, Snowman has a hard time telling them apart due to a lack of distinguishing personality traits.


Abraham Lincoln The budding leader of the Children of Crake. Though each of the Crakers has a name based on a historical figure, Abraham Lincoln is the only one Snowman recognizes, because he frequently speaks on the Crakers’ behalf. Crake wanted his new breed of humans to live in a nonhierarchical society that lacked leaders, and Snowman recognizes that Abraham Lincoln’s leader-like qualities go against Crake’s design.




















Analysis of Major Characters


Snowman


Snowman is the protagonist of Oryx and Crake. The narrative recounts his life in the postapocalyptic present as well as in the pre-apocalyptic past. Snowman is perhaps the sole human survivor of a pandemic, and he is in charge of a tribe of genetically enhanced humans created by his friend-turned-rival, Crake. Although he takes responsibility for protecting the “Crakers,” he also feels distant from them due to their childlike nature and superior genetic adaptations. As such, Snowman suffers a profound sense of loneliness, and when not scrounging for the resources he needs to survive, he spends much of his time immersed in memories of his old life. Snowman’s early life, when he was called Jimmy, was largely shaped by his mother’s abandonment of him, his friendship with the intelligent but unemotional Crake, and a growing fascination with sex. Snowman also felt scarred by his cold relationship with his father, who remained disappointed in Snowman’s poor performance in math and science. Snowman did show an early gift for performance and wordplay, which earned him popularity among his high school peers. Even so, in a world increasingly dominated by science and technology, Snowman’s affinity for language and the arts marked him as an antiquated and economically unviable throwback.


In the present time of the novel, Snowman journeys back to the Paradice facility at the RejoovenEsense Compound, where Crake developed the plague that obliterated the world’s population. Snowman’s main objective is to collect supplies, and throughout the journey he feels haunted by various memories and particularly by his mother’s abandonment. He’s also haunted by voices from his past, especially the voice of Oryx, a young woman he first saw on a child pornography website and later fell in love with. Other voices that float through Snowman’s mind come from literature and other texts he read at university. More than anything, though, what haunts Snowman are memories of his longtime friendship with Crake. Snowman recalls the entire history of their relationship, from the time they met in high school, all the way through the period when they worked together at RejoovenEsense. Although the reader doesn’t know the full extent of what Crake did until the end of the novel, Snowman’s recollections throughout the book give a fragmentary account of how Crake came to create his disastrous plague. Snowman also frets about his own culpability, since he failed to see the signs indicating who Crake would become.


Crake


Crake was Snowman’s best friend, a gifted scientist who eventually developed and released the catastrophic plague that ravaged the earth’s human population. Crake’s view of the world was coldly rational and fiercely atheistic. In addition to rejecting the idea of God, Crake also rejected the idea of capital-N “Nature,” a quasi-divine notion that he believed encouraged a false distinction between what is natural and what is unnatural. During his undergraduate education at the elite Watson-Crick Institute, Crake developed an interest in and extraordinary gift for transgenic research. In contrast to Snowman, who struggled to see genetically modified creatures as natural or “real,” Crake insisted that anything that could be imagined or created was real. Crake’s strictly scientific approach to the world also linked to his sociopathic personality, which allowed him to pursue his ambitious genetic research without concern for the moral implications of that research. Snowman believes that Crake played an important role in the deaths of his own mother and stepfather, which provides further evidence that Crake may have been a sociopath.


Yet despite Crake’s apparent sociopathic personality and his insistence on scientific rationalism, he remains all too human, afflicted by sexual desire, love, and maybe even jealousy—all of which he longed to eliminate from his new race of genetically enhanced humans. During his student days at Watson-Crick, Crake arranged sexual encounters through Student Services, and it was through one of these encounters that he met and fell in love with Oryx. His affection for Oryx led him to hire her as a member of the Paradice Project. At Paradice, Oryx started an affair with Snowman, and though Snowman worried that Crake would feel jealous, Oryx insisted that he was “too smart” for petty jealousy. Even so, Crake ended up slitting Oryx’s throat, and Snowman shot Crake in response. Though Snowman cannot be certain about Crake’s reasons for killing Oryx, he theorizes that jealousy may have played some role. If Snowman’s theory is correct, then Crake’s desire to create a new race of humans that doesn’t exhibit any sexual competition has a certain tragic irony to it, since it implies that Crake wanted to quash behaviors to which he himself felt susceptible.
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