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Preface

erence Quarterly, the Contemporary Literary Criticism (CLC) series provides readers with critical commentary and

general information on more than 3,000 authors from 91 countries now living or who died after December 31, 1999,
Before the publication of the first volume of CLC in 1973, there was no ongoing digest monitoring scholarly and popular
sources of critical opinion and explication of modern literature. CLC, therefore, has fulfilled an essential need, particularly
since the complexity and variety of contemporary literature makes the function of criticism especially necessary to today’s
reader.

Named “one of the twenty-five most distinguished reference titles published during the past twenty-five years” by Ref-

Scope of the Series

CLC is designed to serve as an introduction to authors of the twenty-first century. Volumes published from 1973 through
1999 covered authors who died after December 31, 1959. Since January 2000, the series has covered authors who are living
or who died after December 31, 1999; those who died between 1959 and 2000 are now included in Twentieth-Century Liter-
ary Criticism. There is minimal duplication of content between series.

Authors are selected for inclusion for a variety of reasons, among them the publication or production of a critically ac-
claimed new work, the reception of a major literary award, revival of interest in past writings, or the adaptation of a literary
work to film or television.

Attention is also given to several other groups of writers—authors of considerable public interest—about whose work criti-
cism is often difficult to locate. These include mystery and science-fiction writers, literary and social critics, world authors,
and authors who represent particular ethnic groups.

Each CLC volume contains individual essays and reviews selected from hundreds of review periodicals, general magazines,
scholarly journals, monographs, and books. Entries include critical evaluations spanning an author’s career from its inception
to current commentary. Interviews, feature articles, and other works that offer insight into the author’s works are also pre-
sented. Students, teachers, librarians, and researchers will find that the general critical and biographical material in CLC pro-
vides them with vital information required to write a term paper, analyze a poem, or lead a book discussion group. In addition,
complete bibliographical citations note the original source and all of the information necessary for a term paper footnote or
bibliography.

CLC is part of the survey of criticism and world literature that is contained in Gale’s Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism
(TCLC), Nineteenth-Century Literature Criticism (NCLC), Literature Criticism from 1400 to 1800 (LC), Shakespearean
Criticism (SC), and Classical and Medieval Literature Criticism (CMLC).

Organization of the Book

A CLC entry consists of the following elements:

B The Author Heading cites the name under which the author most commonly wrote, followed by birth and death
dates. If the author wrote consistently under a pseudonym, the pseudonym will be listed in the author heading and
the author’s actual name given in parentheses on the first line of the biographical and critical information. Also lo-
cated here are any name variations under which an author wrote, including transliterated forms for authors whose
native languages use nonroman alphabets. Uncertain birth or death dates are indicated by question marks. Single-
work entries are preceded by a heading that consists of the most common form of the title in English translation (if
applicable) and the author’s name.

vii



®  The Introduction contains background information that introduces the reader to the author, work, or topic that is the
subject of the entry.

®  The list of Principal Works is ordered chronologically by date of first publication and lists the most important
works by the author. The genre and publication information of each work is given. In the case of works not pub-
lished in English, a translation of the title is provided as an aid to the reader; the translation is a published translated
title or a free translation provided by the compiler of the entry. As a further aid to the reader, a list of Principal
English Translations is provided for authors who did not publish in English; the list selects those translations most
commonly considered the best by critics. Unless otherwise indicated, plays are dated by first performance, not first
publication, and the location of the first performance is given, if known. Lists of Representative Works discussed
in the entry appear with topic entries.

B Reprinted Criticism is arranged chronologically in each entry to provide a useful perspective on changes in critical
evaluation over time. The critic’s name and the date of composition or publication of the critical work are given at
the beginning of each piece of criticism. Unsigned criticism is preceded by the title of the source in which it
appeared. All titles by the author featured in the text are printed in boldface type. Footnotes are reprinted at the end
of each essay or excerpt. In the case of excerpted criticism, only those footnotes that pertain to the excerpted texts
are included. Criticism in topic entries is arranged chronologically under a variety of subheadings to facilitate the
study of different aspects of the topic.

® A complete Bibliographical Citation of the original essay or book precedes each piece of criticism. Citations con-
form to recommendations set forth in the Modern Language Association of America’s MLA Handbook for Writers of
Research Papers, Tth ed. (2009).

m (Critical essays are prefaced by brief Annotations describing each piece.
B Whenever possible, a recent Author Interview accompanies each entry.

B  An annotated bibliography of Further Reading appears at the end of each entry and suggests resources for addi-
tional study. In some cases, significant essays for which the editors could not obtain reprint rights are included here.
Boxed material following the list provides references to other biographical and critical sources on the author in se-
ries published by Gale.

Indexes

A Cumulative Author Index lists all of the authors who have appeared in a wide variety of reference sources published by
Gale, including CLC. A complete list of these sources is found facing the first page of the Author Index. The index also
includes birth and death dates and cross references between pseudonyms and actual names.

A Cumulative Topic Index lists the literary themes and topics treated in the series as well as in Classical and Medieval Lit-
erature Criticism, Literature Criticism from 1400 to 1800, Nineteenth-Century Literature Criticism, Twentieth-Century Liter-
ary Criticism, Drama Criticism, Poetry Criticism, Short Story Criticism, and Children’s Literature Review.

A Cumulative Nationality Index lists all authors featured in CLC by nationality, followed by the number of the CLC volume in
which their entries appear.

An alphabetical Title Index accompanies each volume of CLC. Listings of titles by authors covered in the given volume are
followed by the author’s name and the corresponding page numbers where the titles are discussed. English translations of
titles published in other languages and variations of titles are cross-referenced to the title under which a work was originally
published. Titles of novels, plays, nonfiction books, and poetry, short-story, or essay collections are printed in italics, while
individual poems, short stories, and essays are printed in roman type within quotation marks. All titles reviewed in CLC and
in the other Literary Criticism Series can be found online in the Gale Literary Index.

Citing Contemporary Literary Criticism

When citing criticism reprinted in the Literary Criticism Series, students should provide complete bibliographic information so
that the cited essay can be located in the original print or electronic source. Students who quote directly from reprinted criticism
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may use any accepted bibliographic format, such as Modern Language Association (MLA) style or University of Chicago Press
style. Both the MLA and the University of Chicago formats are acceptable and recognized as being the current standards for
citations. It is important, however, to choose one format for all citations; do not mix the two formats within a list of citations.

The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a works cited list set forth in the Modern Language Association
of America’s MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers, Tth ed. (New York: MLA, 2009. Print); the first example per-
tains to material drawn from periodicals, the second to material reprinted from books:

James, Harold. “Narrative Engagement with Atonement and The Blind Assassin.” Philosophy and Literature 29.1 (2005):
130-45. Rpt. in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Ed. Jeffrey W. Hunter. Vol. 246. Detroit: Gale, 2008. 188-95. Print.

Wesley, Marilyn C. “Anne Hébert: The Tragic Melodramas.” Canadian Women Writing Fiction. Ed. Mickey Pearlman. Jack-
son: UP of Mississippi, 1993. 41-52. Rpt. in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Ed. Jeffrey W. Hunter. Vol. 246. Detroit:
Gale, 2008. 276-82. Print.

The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a works cited list set forth in The Chicago Manual of Style, 16th
ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2010); the first example pertains to material drawn from periodicals, the sec-
ond to material reprinted from books:

James, Harold. “Narrative Engagement with Aronement and The Blind Assassin.” Philosophy and Literature 29, no. 1 (April
2005): 130-45. Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Vol. 246, edited by Jeffrey W. Hunter, 188-95. Detroit: Gale,
2008.

Wesley, Marilyn C. “Anne Hébert: The Tragic Melodramas.” In Canadian Women Writing Fiction, edited by Mickey Pearl-
man, 41-52. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1993. Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Vol. 246, edited
by Jeffrey W. Hunter, 276-82. Detroit: Gale, 2008.

Suggestions Are Welcome

Readers who wish to suggest new f[eatures, topics, or authors to appear in future volumes, or who have other suggestions or
comments, are cordially invited to call, write, or fax the Product Manager:

Product Manager, Literary Criticism Series
Gale
Cengage Learning
27500 Drake Road
Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535
1-800-347-4253 (GALE)
Fax: 248-699-8884
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Oryx and Crake
Margaret Atwood

(Full name Margaret Eleanor Atwood) Canadian novelist,
short-story writer, poet, playwright, essayist, librettist, and
critic.

The following entry provides criticism of Atwood’s novel
Oryx and Crake (2003). For additional information about
Atwood, see CLC, Volumes 2, 3, 4, 8, 13, 15, 25, 84, 246,
and 342; for additional information about the novel The
Handmaid'’s Tale, see CLC, Volumes 44 and 135; for addi-
tional information about the novel Alias Grace, see CLC,
Volume 232; for additional information about the novel
Cat’s Eye, see CLC, Volume 239; for additional information
about the novel Surfacing, see CLC, Volume 371.

INTRODUCTION

Oryx and Crake, by Margaret Atwood (1939- ), is a novel
of physical and psychological endurance in a postapoca-
lyptic landscape. Its protagonist, Snowman, is among the
last survivors of a global pandemic that he unwittingly
helped create; for much of the novel, he believes himself
to be the only human to have escaped the plague. To secure
such necessities as food and medication, Snowman scours
the ruins of the Compounds, luxurious corporate research
campuses built for society’s elite. In the process, he en-
counters painful reminders of life before the pandemic and
of the lost friends for whom the novel is named.

Published as the first installment of the MaddAddam tril-
ogy (2003-13), Oryx and Crake drew praise for its critique
of trends in contemporary culture, such as rampant con-
sumerism and the rise of powerful multinational corpora-
tions. More controversial was Atwood’s labeling of the
work as “speculative fiction,” which has been seen by
some critics as an attempt to distance her novel from the
established genre of science fiction. Critical studies of
Oryx and Crake frequently emphasize its resemblance to
earlier dystopian novels, such as Aldous Huxley’s Brave
New World (1932) and George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-
Four (1949). Indeed, Atwood’s book is often described as
an update of these novels in that it retains their basic
themes while incorporating such recent phenomena as ge-
netic engineering, the Internet, and neoliberal capitalism.

PLOT AND MAJOR CHARACTERS

The action of Oryx and Crake centers on Snowman, a
treehouse-dwelling hermit who believes himself to be the

last human survivor of an unnamed calamity. The nature of
this disaster is only revealed (o the reader later in the work,
but evidence of it is omnipresent: whole cities have been
depopulated, and the Compounds, once heavily guarded
communities controlled by powerful corporations, are now
overrun with weeds and feral animals. Apart from Snow-
man, the only sentient characters are the Children of Crake,
or “Crakers,” a tribe of docile, green-eyed, transgenic hu-
manoids who subsist on plant matter and lack any form of
social hierarchy. They revere Snowman as a supernatural
being, partly because of his appearance and partly because
of his knowledge of the former world. In his interactions
with them, Snowman claims to be capable of communing
with Crake and Oryx, whom the Crakers worship as gods.
The reader soon learns that these are the names of Snow-
man’s deceased friends from before the disaster. From its
opening pages, the narrative of Oryx and Crake shifts be-
tween Snowman’s life in the present—a brute struggle for
survival against insects, predators, and disease—and mem-
ories of the years before the calamity. The boundaries be-
tween these two time lines are somewhat permeable, though
Atwood generally uses Snowman’s real name, Jimmy, to
signal episodes set in the past.

As Snowman makes the trek to the RejoovenEsense Com-
pound to search for food and supplies, his thoughts take
him back to his past. He recalls his mother, who left home
shortly after his tenth birthday to pursue a career as an anti-
corporate activist and was later executed by police forces.
He remembers meeting Crake, a laconic genius who was
his best friend in high school and later helped him get a job
at “Rejoov.” There, Jimmy worked to promote a new phar-
maceutical called BlyssPluss, which would prolong youth
and increase sexual performance while lowering the fertil-
ity of the population. Troubled by the ethics of such a
product, Jimmy uneasily agreed to the assignment. Later he
realized that the pill’s effect was not birth control but rather
a deadly and highly contagious virus known as JUVE,
which would lie dormant until BlyssPluss had been dis-
tributed worldwide. In the intervening months, Jimmy met
Oryx, a beautiful young woman hired by Crake to market
BlyssPluss globally and to watch over the genetic experi-
ments known as Crakers. Jimmy and Oryx became lovers,
despite her ongoing romantic relationship with Crake,
who, Oryx claimed, was too preoccupied with his research
to notice the affair. When the JUVE virus became active
and began to spread, Crake returned to the inner sanctum
of Rejoov and killed himself and Oryx, leaving Jimmy to
lead the Crakers out of the Compound and teach them to
survive in the outside world.
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Tormented by these memories, Snowman makes his way
through RejoovenEsense as quickly as possible, retrieving
vital supplies but injuring his foot in the process. He re-
turns to the Crakers, who announce that three others like
him have visited their village. In the last scene of the novel,
Snowman tracks these humans to their camp and waits,
unsure whether to ambush them or ask for their help.

MAJOR THEMES

Oryx and Crake is in large measure a cautionary tale that
illustrates how the technologies of the near future might
contribute to a global catastrophe. The central event of the
novel, the JUVE epidemic, is precipitated by two major
forces: uncontrolled genetic experimentation and the un-
checked power of profit-driven corporations. In the world
of Oryx and Crake, the role of government is filled by
multinational businesses who maintain their own housing
facilities, banking systems, and militarized police forces,
while government in its more familiar form has become
insignificant. The global reach of corporations such as Re-
joovenEsense ensures that a product such as BlyssPluss
will find as broad a market as possible, leaving few parts
of the world safe from its devastating side effects. The
novel is filled with events that foreshadow the JUVE inci-
dent, episodes that demonstrate the rashness of the experi-
menters and the greed of their sponsors. Midway through
the book, Crake takes Jimmy on a tour of research projects
at the Watson-Crick Institute. The two stop at the BioDe-
fences facility, where a new species of wolvogs (wolf/dog
hybrids) are being raised as sentries. The wolvogs, Crake
explains, are natural killers whose ferocity is masked by a
friendly exterior. “What if they get out?” Jimmy wonders.
“Go on the rampage? Start breeding, then the population
spirals out of control—like those big green rabbits?” Crake
coolly reassures Jimmy that this is impossible.

The wolvogs do get out, and they form a recurring threat to
Snowman’s safety in the aftermath of the JUVE outbreak.
The “big green rabbits,” earlier escapees, thrive in the lush
rainforest that covers much of North America in the present
of the novel. Pigoons, mutant pigs engineered as human-
organ donors, also escape, and they nearly trample Snow-
man as he attempts to sneak through the RejoovenEsense
compound. So numerous are these instances of laboratory
jailbreak that the creatures themselves serve as a form of
bleak comic relief: rakunks (raccoon-skunks) prowl the
rubbish heap near Snowman’s hut, and he repeatedly wor-
ries that snats (snake-rats), though reportedly exterminated,
have survived and established a breeding population. Nor
are transgenic animals the only case of human ingenuity
spiraling out of control: Crake himself, as the product of a
highly effective but deliberately lopsided education, is per-
haps the finest illustration of this theme. Scientifically bril-
liant but ethically bankrupt, fueled by amoral curiosity and
enabled by the greed of his corporate handlers, Crake rep-

3]

resents the unpredictable, and ultimately disastrous, end
stage in the social “experiment” of late capitalism.

CRITICAL RECEPTION

Oryx and Crake was published in 2003 to largely positive
reviews. Critics praised Atwood’s suspenseful narrative
and generally found a chilling aptness in her vision of
the future. Detractors of the work often claimed that the
novel contains a flaw common to works of science fiction:
a focus on plot at the expense of character development.
For literary scholars, it remained an open question whether
Oryx and Crake should be classified as science fiction,
belonged to some other genre, or was best regarded as a
sui generis work. Thus, a great deal of Oryx and Crake
criticism has been comparative in nature, seeking com-
monalities between the book and earlier literature of vari-
ous styles and periods. Popularly, the work has often been
labeled a dystopian science-fiction novel, but in a 2004
essay on the historical and literary context of her work,
Atwood herself argued that Oryx and Crake was not sci-
ence fiction, nor a dystopia in the strict sense, nor even
truly a novel. “Science fiction proper,” Atwood explained,
“denotes books with things in them we can’t yet do or
begin to do, talking beings we can never meet, and places
we can’t go.” Speculative fiction, in contrast, “employs the
means already more or less to hand, and takes place on
Planet Earth.” She also clarified that Oryx and Crake was
“not a classic dystopia,” as her earlier and celebrated novel
The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) had been.

These disclaimers notwithstanding, the term dystopia has
has emerged frequently in critical discussions of Oryx and
Crake. Stephen Dunning (2005; see Further Reading) com-
pared Atwood’s novel to Huxley’s Brave New World and
Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, arguing that Oryx and
Crake more closely resembles Huxley’s work, in that it
places the blame for society’s “present vulnerability to un-
precedented disaster” not on authoritarian forces like Or-
well’s Big Brother but on a more generalized sense of
purposelessness and cynicism in contemporary culture.
Oryx and Crake criticism often involves comparisons 1o
The Handmaid’s Tale, which takes place in a future United
States ravaged by a fertility crisis and is arguably Atwood’s
best-known work. Angela Laflen (2009) observed that the
two novels are united not only by their speculative plots but
also by their concern with “the use of visual culture to
aestheticize political and social life.”

Not all readers have been impressed by the dystopian
themes of Atwood’s novel. Christina Bieber Lake (2013)
noted that some proponents of biotechnology, such as bio-
ethicist Ronald Green, have dismissed the novel as unduly
alarmist and based on a “neo-Luddite fear of technology.”
Lake rejected such arguments, positing that Atwood’s
warning is not about the dangers of technology but rather
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about the problems with a cultural shift that “encourages
people to think about the purpose of human life in a narrow
and nefarious way.” Other critics have voiced appreciation
for the novel’s message while objecting to details of its
presentation. Helen E. Mundler (2004), for example, argued
that the strength of Oryx and Crake “leaves us with a num-
ber of riddling questions™ and is undercut by its “attempt to
universalise, to dislocate” what she calls the “riddling ques-
tions” of the novel “from any one, local discourse of the
postcolonial.” Conceding that the novel has a “strange and
dark power,” Mundler contended that it also projects North
American values and institutions onto the global stage, rel-
egating the rest of the world to a peripheral role; in the
process, it veers toward a “totalising, generalising, and
thus sometimes didactic and hectoring, discourse.”

Nonetheless, a majority of critics have found the novel’s
pastiche of postmodern culture to be insightful, even pro-
phetic, and many have remarked on the seemingly small
distance between present-day technology and the apocalyp-
tic world of the novel. J. Brooks Bouson (2004; see Further
Reading) observed that the “new age of genetic manipula-
tion and biological control” adumbrated in the novel had
actually already begun, as scientists have produced trans-
genic plants and animals not far removed from the pigoons
and rakunks of Atwood’s novel. Chung-Hao Ku (2006)
analyzed the thematic relationships among human charac-
ters and transgenic creatures in the novel, exploring “the
notion of human corporeality in the context of an anthropo-
centric ideology.” Grayson Cooke (2006) argued that Oryx
and Crake is “a reflection on what it might mean to posit an
end to the human within a biotechnological scenario.”
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CRITICISM

Helen E. Mundler (essay date 2004)

SOURCE: Mundler, Helen E. “Heritage, Pseudo-Heritage
and Survival in a Spurious Wor(l)d: Oryx and Crake by
Margaret Atwood.” Commonwealth Essays and Studies
27.1 (2004): 89-98. Print.

[In the following essay, Mundler explores the development
of dystopian themes in Oryx and Crake through a detailed
comparison to Atwood’s earlier novel The Handmaid’s
Tale. She cautions that since both novels take place in North
America, they may not reflect a truly global view of the
problems brought about by capitalism and bioengineering.]

Winning meant you inherited a wasteland.'

Oryx and Crake takes up various threads from different
periods of Atwood’s previous fiction: the paradigm of soli-
tary survival in the wilderness and the uneasy relationship
between dominant and dominated cultures echo Surfacing
(1972); moreover, by its use of dystopian and post-
apocalyptic paradigms, and its searing criticism of Ameri-
can hegemony, the most recent novel cannot fail to invite
comparison with The Handmaid’s Tale, published almost
twenty years previously. Furthermore, in common with The
Handmaid’s Tale, Oryx and Crake uses the frame of post-
apocalyptic survival in order self-consciously to fragment
and subvert the principles of realism, deconstructing the
movement from utopia, in which an attempt is made to
impose a univocal, universal discourse, to dystopia, in which
a babel of discordant discourses is unleashed.

These narrative processes will be analysed through a con-
sideration of the theme of heritage in three guises: the
laying waste of the north-American cultural heritage in a
vast, indeed totalising, pre-apocalyplic scenario, the estab-
lishment of a pseudo-heritage of the ersarz and the hybrid,
and the emergence of a spurious and factitious symbolic
and imaginary heritage, for a world whose culture has been
entirely eclipsed by the imperative for survival. The new
discourse, as so often in utopian-dystopian fictions, will
bear a parodic resemblance to that which has been so
summarily swept away.

Oryx and Crake clearly announces its affiliation to The
Handmaid’s Tale, demanding in a sense to be read as a
sequel to it, in a close intratextual relationship—even if,
in the period between these two novels, Atwood has ex-
plored other closed and artificially-ordered societies, in

Alias Grace (which is set in a prison) and The Blind As-
sassin (which is interspersed with intradiegetic pieces of
science-fiction). For this reason, reading Oryx and Crake
can be a disconcerting experience. Just as in The Hand-
maid’s Tale, the reader shudders at the echoes of ‘the time
before’—glimpses, in everyday objects or place names, of
what was for Offred ordinary, before the instauration of
Gilead—so in Oryx and Crake the quotation from The
Handmaid’s Tale itself can produce a similar reaction. Cer-
tain phrases in Oryx and Crake echo the older text eerily:
‘These are things from before,” ‘before things got so seri-
ous’; ‘most of the bugs have now been ironed out.” The
language of ‘the time before’ is constantly played with and
redesigned in order at once to evoke and reject, to name and
deny, setting up an ironic-parodic discourse with the ‘real
that is, the extra-textual, world. A fresh battery of neolo-
gisms designates the new vision of America—Ultratext,
CorpSeCorps—while lists of obsolete words from ‘before’
are elegiacally invoked.

If, in The Handmaid’s Tale and previously, Atwood has
explored the colonial or postcolonial ties between Canada
and the USA”>—as well as, in Surfacing, English-speaking
Canada and Quebec—the Canadian perspective seems to be
distilled in Oryx and Crake to the I/eye subject, looking
into a fictionalised future of the United States. Atwood’s
protagonist, Jimmy,? later to rename himself Snowman in
the post-holocaust world, grows up in an America which
has been taken over not by religious fundamentalists, as in
The Handmaid’s Tale, but by corporations. As far as their
commercial activities are concerned, we are once again in a
zone between reality and fiction, where recognisable ele-
ments of reality are present, but greatly exaggerated and/or
distorted. The country has been sectioned off into sealed
Compounds and Modules, where research and development
of various extremely lucrative kinds takes place. Much of
this research is based on various types of genetic engineer-
ing, in order to produce organs for transplant—Jimmy’s
parents, for example, are involved in the production of pi-
goons, pigs used to grow ‘spare-part’ human organs—or
medicines to stop the ageing process or induce greater lon-
gevity: in the eternal quest for eternal youth, whole new
skins for old bodies are developed.

The corporate employees live on-site with their families;
children are educated in the Compounds. Freedom to come
and go is very limited; movements are observed by the
CorpSeCorps, a powerful police force, uniformed equiva-
lent of the Eyes in The Handmaid’s Tale, as well as by the
corporate maid service, and exeats are granted only rarely
and in special circumstances, thus creating sealed micro-
cosms where nobody and nothing from the outside is
authorised to enter, including ‘hostile bioforms,” that is, bac-
teria and viruses, against which war is constantly waged.
Within these self-sufficient enclosures are concentrated
wealth and prosperity, and thus hard scientists are the elite
of the new society, with the human sciences relegated to
sub-par status.



