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CONTEXT



Margaret Atwood is one of Canada’s most decorated and beloved authors. Although she has published several books of poetry and critical essays, Atwood remains best known for her many novels, two of which have received one of fiction’s most prestigious honors: the Booker Prize. Atwood was born in 1939 in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada, and she spent much of her childhood in the heavily forested areas of northern Quebec. An insatiable reader from childhood on, Atwood felt inclined to a writing career from an early age. She pursued literary studies at the University of Toronto, where she received a bachelor’s degree in 1961, and then at Harvard University, where she completed a master’s degree in 1962. Atwood began work on a doctoral degree, but her dissertation, which she never finished, took a back seat as her writing career took off. She published her first book of poetry, Double Persephone, in 1961. Her first novel, The Edible Woman, appeared eight years later. Atwood has since published a number of significant novels, including The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), Cat’s Eye (1988), Alias Grace (1996), The Blind Assassin (2000), The Testaments (2019), and a trio of dystopian novels known collectively as the MaddAddam Trilogy (2003–2013).


Throughout her long and prolific career, Atwood has made a name for herself by depicting a diverse range of female characters, often portraying their struggles to survive the harsh and constricting conditions of a patriarchal society. In her first novel, The Edible Woman, Atwood’s protagonist Marian comes to suspect that men have little real respect for her and would simply prefer to “consume” her before moving on to the next woman. Atwood takes her critique of patriarchal attitudes further in The Handmaid’s Tale, which offers a vision of a dystopian future in which women have lost nearly all of their agency to authoritarian male leaders. Many of Atwood’s subsequent novels continue to explore the lives of different types of women. In Alias Grace, Atwood provides a fictionalized account of the notorious nineteenth-century Canadian “murderess” Grace Marks. The Blind Assassin weaves a mystery out of the lives of two sisters. Finally, The Penelopiad (2005) offers a feminist revision of Greek mythology told from the perspective of Odysseus’s wife, Penelope, who looks back on her life from the land of the dead.


The publication in 1985 of The Handmaid’s Tale marked the beginning of Atwood’s interest in speculative fiction, a broad category of fiction that imagines what could become of the world given the current social, political, and 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 in which a totalitarian state replaces the United States government and institutes the Republic of Gilead, a repressive patriarchal regime that strips women of their rights. The dystopian world Atwood imagines in The Handmaid’s Tale could potentially come to be, and this plausibility gives the novel both its power and relevance for contemporary readers.


In recent years, The Handmaid’s Tale achieved a new relevance which inspired a sequel: The Testaments. The resurgence of interest in The Handmaid’s Tale relates closely to the release of Hulu’s adaptation of the novel for television. The first three seasons of the show earned popular and critical acclaim, and they have drawn a new generation of readers to Atwood’s work. As a response to the surge of renewed interest in The Handmaid’s Tale, Atwood decided to write a sequel to her landmark novel. The Testaments, which appeared in September 2019, returns readers to the dystopian world of Gilead approximately fifteen years after the events depicted in The Handmaid’s Tale. Instead of focusing on the fate of Offred, the protagonist from the earlier novel, the sequel follows three very different women whose lives converge at a crucial moment to exploit the weakness in Gilead’s oppressive theocratic regime. Like its predecessor, The Testaments has received widespread popular and critical praise. The novel also earned Atwood the second Booker Prize of her remarkable career.



















PLOT OVERVIEW



The Testaments braids together three separate first-person testimonies, each of which corresponds to one of the novel’s three narrators. The first narrator, Aunt Lydia, composes her account in a manuscript known as “The Ardua Hall Holograph.” The other two narrators, Agnes and Daisy, each give spoken accounts, which appear in the novel as transcripts of witness testimonies. Each of the three narrators tells the story of her role in a conspiracy to topple the patriarchal and theocratic regime of the Republic of Gilead.


In “The Ardua Hall Holograph,” Aunt Lydia charts her rise to power within Gilead. Prior to the coup that brought down the United States government, Aunt Lydia had had an accomplished career as a judge. She tells of her arrest and her experience of being held in a stadium, where she watched as members of the new regime executed other professional women. As the days passed, Aunt Lydia saw that women were replacing men as the executioners.


One night, men came for Aunt Lydia and escorted her to a man named Commander Judd. He asked her if she would cooperate with the regime. When she hesitated, he dispatched her to several days of solitary confinement, after which she agreed to cooperate. Despite knowing that she would have to participate in the execution of other women, Aunt Lydia decided to do whatever was necessary to survive and take Gilead down from within. Alongside three other women—Elizabeth, Helena, and Vidala—she became one of the Founders of the Aunts. The Founders were responsible for drafting and enforcing the laws that governed all women in Gilead. Aunt Lydia quickly gained dominance over the other Founders and sought ways to play the three against each other. In the time since Gilead’s founding, Aunt Lydia has established a vast network of surveillance equipment to collect evidence of others’ indiscretions.


As Aunt Lydia composes her manuscript, she is actively engaged in tracking the whereabouts of “Baby Nicole,” a child famously smuggled out of Gilead and into Canada many years earlier by her Handmaid mother. Baby Nicole’s whereabouts remain concealed by operatives of an anti-Gilead resistance group called Mayday.


The novel’s other two narratives feature two young women: one who grew up in Gilead, and one who grew up in Canada. These women become involved in a plot spearheaded by Aunt Lydia to topple Gilead.


Agnes Jemima grew up in a privileged Gilead family. Her happy childhood ended abruptly when her mother, Tabitha, died and her emotionally remote father married a cruel widow named Paula. Agnes had been anxious about Gilead’s treatment of women from an early age. Her fears were confirmed when she witnessed the horrific death in childbirth of her family’s Handmaid. When Agnes reached the age of thirteen, Paula sought to marry her off to Commander Judd. One of Agnes’s school friends, Becka, attempted suicide to escape her own marriage, and Agnes contemplated a similar course. But one day, Aunt Lydia paid her a visit and suggested that she avoid marriage by taking refuge among the Aunts.


Agnes found a way to maneuver around Paula and successfully pledge as a Supplicant. Once she arrived safely at Ardua Hall, Agnes was reunited with Becka, who had also pledged. As part of her training, Agnes learned to read and write, two activities forbidden to all women except for Aunts. During this period, she learned that much of Gilead’s official theology contradicted the Bible. She also received folders containing top-secret information about corruption among Gilead’s elite from an anonymous source. Agnes realized that the Aunts got their power from these secrets, and she hungered for more access to that power.


The third narrator, Daisy, grew up in Toronto, Canada. Her parents, Melanie and Neil, owned and operated a used-clothing store. One day, against her parents’ wishes, Daisy attended a protest against human-rights violations in Gilead. When the protest turned violent, she escaped with the help of Ada, a mysterious middle-aged woman who was friends with her mother. That night, Daisy’s image appeared on the TV news, scaring her parents.


Not long after, on Daisy’s sixteenth birthday, her parents were killed in a car bombing outside their store. Ada picked Daisy up from school and broke the news. With help from some colleagues, Ada set Daisy up in a safehouse on the edge of town. Ada and her colleagues explained that Melanie and Neil weren’t Daisy’s real parents. Instead, they were Mayday operatives selected to look after her while her real mother remained in hiding. Ada also explained that Daisy was the famous “Baby Nicole” and had been smuggled out of Gilead by her mother, a runaway Handmaid.


Ada and her colleagues explained their commitment to undermine Gilead and how they had a source inside the regime who wanted to send top-secret documents that would help topple the government. However, the deaths of Melanie and Neil had closed their channel of communication with the source, and their only backup plan was to send Daisy into Gilead to retrieve the documents herself. Daisy sneaked into Gilead by pretending to let two missionaries, known as Pearl Girls, convert her.


The three women’s lives converged when Daisy arrived at Ardua Hall and Aunt Lydia placed her in Agnes’s apartment. In due time, Aunt Lydia revealed herself to Daisy as the source and implanted a minuscule document called a “microdot” containing vast amounts of information about corruption in Gilead into Daisy’s arm. She also revealed to Agnes and Daisy that they were sisters. Claiming that she wanted to reform the spiritually rotten core of Gilead, Aunt Lydia enlisted both young women, along with Becka, in a plot to help Daisy escape with her top-secret document cache. Despite a series of complications, Agnes and Daisy successfully escaped to Canada. The incendiary documents immediately hit Canadian media and set the fall of Gilead in motion.


The novel’s final section, which takes place far in the future in the year 2197, features a historian named Professor Pieixoto speaking about the written and spoken testimonies that constitute the rest of the book.



















CHARACTER LIST



Aunt Lydia A founder of the Gilead order of Aunts. Prior to the coup that overthrew the United States government and established the Republic of Gilead, Aunt Lydia had enjoyed a successful career as a judge. After the transition of power, Aunt Lydia became one of four elite women charged with founding the Aunts, an autonomous order that presided over the laws and regulations governing the lives of Gilead women. She records the story of her conspiracy to topple Gilead in a manuscript later known as “The Ardua Hall Holograph.”


Agnes Jemima A young woman from Gilead and an accessory in the plot to bring it down. Agnes grew up in the prominent household of Commander Kyle, where she enjoyed her childhood in the loving care of her adoptive mother, Tabitha. Though always harboring secret doubts about the official laws and theology of Gilead, Agnes showed no signs of outright resistance until her mother’s mysterious death and her father’s swift remarriage. Flouting her betrothal to the high-ranking Commander Judd, she pledged as a Supplicant in the order of the Aunts. Now known as Aunt Victoria, she desperately wants to learn the truth about her biological mother. Agnes tells her own story in the narrative identified as “Transcript of Witness Testimony 369A.”


Daisy A young Canadian woman who learns she was born in Gilead. Daisy grows up believing she’s an ordinary Canadian girl, but when her parents, Neil and Melanie, are suddenly murdered with a car bomb, Daisy gets swept into a network of “Mayday” operatives working to take down the Republic of Gilead. The operatives inform her that Neil and Melanie weren’t really her parents and that she is actually “Baby Nicole,” a child who attained iconic status after getting smuggled out of Gilead. Daisy takes the fake name of Jade and infiltrates Gilead in the hopes of contributing to its collapse. Daisy tells her own story in the narrative identified as “Transcript of Witness Testimony 369B.”


Becka Agnes’s classmate, best friend, and fellow Supplicant. Although her father is a dentist and not a Commander, Becka attends a school for elite young girls. She is naturally shy but kind and sensitive. A strong aversion to men leads her to attempt suicide to avoid marriage. She survives and pledges as a Supplicant in the order of the Aunts, in which she adopts the name Aunt Immortelle and plays a role in Aunt Lydia’s plan to take down Gilead.


Commander Judd A high-ranking official who oversees surveillance in Gilead. Commander Judd assisted in planning the coup that overthrew the United States government, and he has served as a prominent official in Gilead since its founding. In his surveillance work, he collaborates closely with Aunt Lydia, who knows the man’s history of killing his wives and marrying younger women.


Aunt Vidala A founder of the Aunts. Aunt Vidala’s commitment to Gilead predated the overthrow of the United States government. She bears the traits of a fundamentalist personality and envies Aunt Lydia’s authority. She hungers for power and has a penchant for doling out harsh punishments.


Aunt Elizabeth A founder of the Aunts. Prior to the establishment of Gilead, Aunt Elizabeth worked as an executive assistant to an influential female senator. Though intelligent and experienced in her own right, she readily submits to Aunt Lydia’s assertive personality and is caught in the middle of Aunt Vidala and Aunt Lydia’s power struggle.


Aunt Helena A founder of the Aunts. Aunt Helena used to work as a public relations representative for a high-fashion lingerie company. Her vanity and lack of self-certainty make her easy for Aunt Lydia to influence.


Tabitha Agnes’s adoptive mother. Tabitha had a close and loving relationship with her adopted daughter. Though her love sustained Agnes throughout her childhood, Tabitha died after a protracted illness.


Commander Kyle Agnes’s adoptive father. Commander Kyle remained a remote figure throughout Agnes’s childhood. Following the death of his wife Tabitha, he grows even less attached to his adopted daughter and schemes with Paula to marry Agnes off.


Paula Agnes’s stepmother. The widow of a high-ranking Commander who died in uncertain circumstances, Paula marries Commander Kyle shortly following Tabitha’s death. Spiteful and vindictive, she seeks to rid herself of Agnes by marrying her stepdaughter off as quickly as possible.


Ofkyle Handmaid to Commander Kyle. Ofkyle becomes Commander Kyle’s Handmaid after he marries Paula. Ofkyle becomes pregnant and carries the child to term but dies in childbirth. The doctor’s choice to save the baby over Ofkyle traumatizes Agnes. Later, when Agnes becomes an Aunt, her research in the Bloodlines Genealogical Archives reveals that Ofkyle’s real name was Crystal.


Aunt Gabbana A marriage search consultant. Aunt Gabbana oversees all of the arrangements involved in finding Agnes a suitable husband and preparing her wedding.


Aunt Lise A teacher at Rubies Premarital Preparatory. Aunt Lise instructs Agnes and her classmates in the skills they will need as Wives, including food etiquette and flower arranging.


Vera, Rosa, and Zilla Marthas in Commander Kyle’s household. All three Marthas have a supportive relationship with Agnes, whom they treat with kindness and dignity, within the limits of Gileadean society. According to Agnes, Vera had a harsh voice, Rosa wore a perpetual scowl, and Zilla spoke softly.


Shunammite Agnes’s classmate. Shunammite has an outspoken and frequently belligerent personality. She has a keen awareness of social class from an early age, and as she grows older, she becomes increasingly brash and cruel in pursuit of an elite marriage. She eventually becomes Commander Judd’s latest wife.


Dr. Grove Becka’s father and a prominent dentist. Dr. Grove serves as the go-to dentist for many important Commanders and their families. His professional reputation wins him many social advantages, including protection from punishment for regularly sexually abusing young women and girls.


Neil Daisy’s adoptive father and a secret Mayday operative. Neil is a staunch atheist and enthusiastic collector of cameras. He manages the accounting for the used-clothing shop he runs with his wife. After Neil gets killed by a car bomb, Daisy learns that he isn’t her real father but rather a Mayday operative who swore to protect her from Gilead’s authorities and to keep her identity secret.


Melanie Daisy’s adoptive mother and a secret Mayday operative. Melanie is a fiercely optimistic woman who manages sales and inventory for the used-clothing shop she runs with her husband. After Melanie gets killed by a car bomb, Daisy learns that she isn’t her real mother, but rather a Mayday operative who swore to protect her from Gilead’s authorities and to keep her identity secret.


Ada A Mayday operative. Ada takes responsibility for Daisy’s well-being after the murders of Neil and Melanie. She recruits Daisy to take part in a plan to infiltrate Gilead and escape with a cache of sensitive information that could be used to take Gilead down.


Elijah A Mayday operative. Elijah informs Daisy of her true identity.


George A Mayday operative. George disguises himself as a homeless man to assist in monitoring and protecting Daisy’s identity.


Garth A young Mayday operative. Garth trains Daisy in self-defense in preparation for her entry into Gilead, and she harbors an unspoken crush on him.


Daisy’s mother Unnamed. Daisy’s mother, who also turns out to be Agnes’s mother, appears briefly at the end of the novel. Though she remains unnamed, in his keynote address for a Gileadean Studies symposium in the year 2197, Professor Pieixoto speculates that she might be the same woman who recorded the tapes known collectively as “The Handmaid’s Tale.”


Professor Maryanne Crescent Moon A scholar of Gileadean Studies. Professor Crescent Moon chairs the Thirteenth Symposium for Gileadean Studies, which takes place in the year 2197.


Professor James Darcy Pieixoto A scholar of Gileadean Studies. Professor Pieixoto delivers the keynote lecture at the Thirteenth Symposium for Gileadean Studies in 2197. He speaks about the authenticity of “The Ardua Hall Holograph,” as well as the transcripts of the two testimonies given by Agnes (Witness 369A) and Daisy (Witness 369B).



















ANALYSIS OF MAJOR CHARACTERS



AUNT LYDIA



Margaret Atwood originally introduced Aunt Lydia in her earlier novel, The Handmaid’s Tale, in which the character seemed fully aligned with Gilead’s oppressive policies against women. The Testaments offers a contrasting view. Prior to the coup that overthrew the United States government and established the Republic of Gilead, Aunt Lydia enjoyed a successful career as a judge. After the transition of power, she became one of four elite women charged by Commander Judd with founding the Aunts, an autonomous order that was to preside over the laws and regulations governing Gilead’s women. Over the course of The Testaments, Aunt Lydia reveals the horrifying conditions that led her to join the ranks of Gilead’s elite. She also explains how she has leveraged the power of her top position. Though no longer officially a judge, Aunt Lydia continues to administer justice in whatever ways she can. She also uses her power to gather evidence against Gilead’s authorities and to plot the regime’s downfall from within. Ultimately, the transformation that Aunt Lydia undergoes in The Testaments has less to do with a change in her character and more to do with a change in the reader’s perception of her.
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