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    MARGARET ATWOOD




    CANADIAN NOVELIST, POET AND ESSAYIST




    

      	Born in Ottawa in 1939.




      	

        Notable works:



        

          	
The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), novel




          	
Alias Grace (1996), novel




          	
Oryx and Crake (2003), novel


        


      


    




    Margaret Atwood is Canada’s most influential contemporary writer. She studied English Literature at the University of Toronto and later at Harvard, and first received public acclaim as a poet in the 1960s with her collections Double Persephone (1961) and The Circle Game (1966). She has since written over 40 works including novels, short stories and critical essays which have been published around the world, though she is perhaps most famous for her 1985 dystopian novel The Handmaid’s Tale. Her impressive range of work spans science fiction, myth, life writing and historical fiction, but is largely united by themes of abuse of power and female experience: “My women suffer because most of the women I speak to seem to have suffered”, she has said (Klemesrud, 1982). Atwood’s later work also explores the process of writing, and as an English lecturer she delivered a series of lectures in 2000 entitled Negotiating with the Dead: A Writer on Writing. She currently lives in Toronto.


  




  

    THE BLIND ASSASSIN




    A MULTI-TIERED NOVEL




    

      	
Genre: novel




      	
Reference edition: Atwood, M. (2009) The Blind Assassin. London: Virago Press.




      	
1st edition: 2000




      	
Themes: betrayal, sacrifice, power, vengeance, mystery, storytelling


    




    “Ten days after the war ended, my sister Laura drove a car off a bridge” (p. 3). In this, The Blind Assassin’s very first sentence, we are presented with a mystery which shapes the entire book. Discovering the truth of why Laura Chase killed herself is at the heart of Atwood’s complex multi-tiered novel, which is narrated, albeit unreliably, by Laura’s sister Iris in the form of a fragmentary memoir which alternates between past and present. Atwood’s book has a highly unconventional structure, spanning several genres and including a novel-within-a-novel attributed to Laura, also called The Blind Assassin. Set in 20th-century Canada, Atwood’s novel tells the story of Iris and Laura’s entwined lives from childhood to adulthood, and through their involvement with two diametrically opposed male characters. The Blind Assassin was awarded the 2000 Booker Prize and remains one of Atwood’s better-known novels.


  




  

    SUMMARY




    STORIES WITHIN STORIES




    Iris Chase, daughter of the once-successful businessman Norval Chase, is old, frail, and spends her time listening to local weather reports or being visited by doctors. Writing in her old age in Ontario, she describes herself as “a local fixture, a vacant lot where some important building used to stand” (p. 54). However, where Iris is now isolated, her younger sister Laura is far from being forgotten, achieving much posthumous acclaim as a novelist following her tragic suicide as a young woman. In her memoir, Iris recalls the events that led up to the day her sister drove off a bridge, but the memoir’s structure is not conventional or chronological, and the truth not easily revealed. Instead, the first-person narration is interwoven with newspaper clippings and extracts from Laura’s novel, also called The Blind Assassin, which was published by Iris on behalf of her dead sister. The extracts of this novel tell the story of a clandestine affair between a man and a woman (whom the reader assumes to be Laura) who remain nameless, who construct fantastical science-fiction stories together as they conduct their relationship. One of these stories, set in the city of Sakeil-Norn on the planet Zycron, tells how children blinded by the intricate forced labour of making beautiful carpets were often later hired as assassins (hence the novel’s name), so heightened had their other senses become.
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