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MARGARET ATWOOD CHRONOLOGY

Margaret Eleanor Atwood born 18 November, in Ottawa,
Canada.

Family based in Ottawa, but spends long periods every year in
the bush of northern Ontario and Quebec, as her father an
entomologist; they live in Sault Ste. Marie (1945).

Family moves to Toronto, though summers spent up north, and
Atwood only begins attending school regularly in 1951,
Attends Leaside High School, where she writes a column for
school newspaper; at 16 she “becomes a poet”; works as
summer camp counsellor.

Attends Victoria College, University of Toronto; publishes
stories and poems in college literary journal and designs posters
and programmes for college drama society; first poem accepted
by The Canadian Forum ; begins reading her poems at the
Bohemian Embassy Coffeehouse; graduates (1961) with honors
degree in English, and wins Woodrow Wilson Fellowship to
Radcliffe College (later part of Harvard University).

Double Persephone (privately published chapbook) wins
University of Toronto E. J. Pratt Medal.

Attends Radcliffe College, where she gains MA and begins
doctoral studies at Harvard University.

Returns to Toronto, where she works at market research
company; begins her first novel (unpublished); first trip to
England and France in summer, 1964.

Moves to Vancouver, to lecture in English at the University of
British Columbia; drafts The Edible Woman and writes fourteen
short stories and over fifty poems.

Returns to Harvard to continue PhD research (thesis not
completed).
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The Circle Game published, which wins Governor-General’s
Award for Poetry (1967).

Marries James Polk, an American postgraduate student at
Harvard; they move to Montreal for a year, where Atwood
lectures in English at Sir George Williams University (now
Concordia).

The Animals in That Country; moves to Edmonton, Alberta.
The Edible Woman; teaches creative writing at University of
Alberta.

The Journals of Susanna Moodie and Procedures for
Underground; Atwood and Polk spend the year in England and
France.

Power Politics; return to Toronto, where Atwood is Assistant
Professor at York University; joins board of directors of House
of Anansi Press (1971-73).

Surfacing and Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian
Literature; Atwood is writer-in-residence at Massey College,
Toronto (1972—73).

Atwood and Polk are divorced; Atwood moves with Graeme
Gibson to a farm in Alliston, Ontario; receives her first
honorary doctoral degree from Trent University, Ontario.

You Are Happy; TV script “The Servant Girl” for Canadian
Broadcasting Commission; cartoon artist for This Magazine.
Selected Poems (Oxford) and Lady Ovracle; daughter Eleanor
Jess is born.

Dancing Girls and Days of the Rebels: 1815-1840; special
Atwood issue of The Malahat Review, the first critical survey of
her work.

Two-Headed Poems and Up in the Tree; Atwood’s first of many
world book promotion tours (Paris, Afghanistan, India,
Australia); family moves to Scotland, where Gibson is
writer-in-residence at University of Edinburgh for three months.
Life Before Man.

Anna’s Pet; family returns to Toronto; Atwood elected
Vice-President of the Writers” Union of Canada.

Bodily Harm and True Stories; wins Molson Prize and
Guggenheim Fellowship; becomes a Companion of the Order of
Canada; President of the Writers’ Union.

Second Words: Collected Critical Prose; The New Oxford Book
of Canadian Verse in English (co-ed., with William Toye).
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Murder in the Dark: Short Fictions and Prose Poems and
Bluebeard’s Egg; receives honorary doctorate from University of
Toronto; family moves to Norfolk (November 83—March 84),
then to West Berlin (March-May 84).

Interlunar; return to Toronto (summer 84); elected President of
PEN International, Canadian Centre (English-speaking)
(1984-86).

The Handmaid’s Tale, which wins Governor-General’s Award
for Fiction (1986), Arthur C. Clarke Award for Best Science
Fiction, Toronto Arts Award, Los Angeles Times Fiction Award;
Atwood is Visiting Chair of Creative Writing at Tuscaloosa,
Alabama.

Selected Poems 11: Poems Selected and New, 1976-1986
(Oxford) and The Oxford Book of Canadian Short Stories in
English (co-ed., with Robert Weaver); Atwood holds Berg
(Visiting) Chair at New York University.

Edits The CanLit Foodbook, in aid of PEN International;
elected Fellow of the Royal Society of Canada;
writer-in-residence at Macquarie University, Sydney.

Cat’s Eye.

Selected Poems: 1966—1984 (Oxford) and For the Birds; wins
Canadian Booksellers’ Association Award; writer-in-residence at
Trinity University, San Antonio, Texas.

Attends Berlin Film Festival for premiere of Volker Schlondorff’s
film of The Handmaid’s Tale.

Wilderness Tips; Clarendon Lectures at University of Oxford;
family spends winter in France (1991-92).

Good Bones.

The Robber Bride; Atwood is named Chevalier dans I’Ordre des
Arts and des Lettres by Government of France.

Strange Things: The Malevolent North in Canadian Literature,
Morning in the Burned House, and Princess Prunella and the
Purple Peanut; The New Oxford Book of Canadian Short
Stories in English (co-ed., with Robert Weaver); series of radio
interviews in French with Quebec writer Victor-Lévy Beaulicu.
Alias Grace, which wins Giller Prize.

In Search of Alias Grace.

Eating Fire: Selected Poetry 1965-1995 (Virago); receives
honorary doctorate from University of Oxford.
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2000 The Blind Assassin, which wins Booker Prize; Empson Lectures
at University of Cambridge; attends premiere in Copenhagen of
Poul Ruders’s opera The Handmaid’s Tale.

2001 Receives honorary doctorate from University of Cambridge.

2002 Negotiating with the Dead: A Writer on Writing.

2003 Oryx and Crake and Rude Ramsay and the Roaring Radishes;
attends London premiere of The Handmaid’s Tale opera.

2004 Bottle (Hay Festival Press) and Moving Targets: Writing with

Intent, 1982~2004; “Margaret Atwood: The Open Eye”
international symposium, University of Ottawa; Toronto
premiere of The Handmaid’s Tale opera; receives honorary
doctorate from Harvard University.

2003 Curious Pursuits: Occasional Writing, 1970-2005; receives
honorary doctorate from Université de la Sorbonne Nouvelle,
Paris; The Penelopiad.

2006 The Tent.

This chronology shows only a selection of Atwood’s numerous national and
international literary awards and of her many honorary doctoral degrees.
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INTRODUCTION

CORAL ANN HOWELLS

Introducing Margaret Atwood

In November 2004 Margaret Atwood and Dame Gillian Beer engaged in a
public conversation about her writing at the British Academy in London, a
very “Establishment” literary event, where they discussed the image of the
labyrinth as an appropriate description of the processes of writing novels and
reading them. Two months later, Atwood appeared on a popular Canadian
television show, rigged out in full ice hockey gear, showing the host, Richard
Mercer, how to deflect a puck in Canada’s favorite national sport. These
two images of Atwood, as internationally famous writer talking seriously
with a Cambridge professor about the mysteries of her craft, and the other
as Canadian celebrity advertising her national identity in a playful masquer-
ade, illustrates the combination of high seriousness and witty ironic vision
which is the hallmark of Atwood’s literary production. In this book, our pri-
mary concern is with Margaret Atwood the writer, but there is also Atwood
the literary celebrity, media star, and public performer, Atwood the cultural
critic, social historian, environmentalist, and human rights spokeswoman,
and Atwood the political satirist and cartoonist. The chapters in this volume
address all these features in the Atwood profile, as they consider her career
from a variety of perspectives and with very different emphases, though it
is her Canadianness and her international appeal as an imaginative writer
which are the two leitmotifs.

Atwood is a popular writer; as she has often said, “I write for people who
like to read books,”" and her novels are bestsellers all over the world. They
are also taught in schools and colleges all over the world on a wide range of
courses: English literature, Canadian and postcolonial literature, American
literature (in the United States, where Atwood is a “North American” or
sometimes an “American” writer), as well as women’s studies, gender stud-
ies, and science fiction courses. Qur aim in this book is to encourage students



CORAL ANN HOWELLS

to see more — not only in individual Atwood novels, short stories or poems
which they happen to be studying, but also to place any single Atwood
text or selection of texts in context, in relation to her other work and in a
broader framework of contemporary issues and critical approaches. Appro-
priately for Atwood, we have assembled an international array of contrib-
utors here — there are critics from Canada, Britain, Australia, the United
States, France, Germany, Italy, South Asia, and Spain — all of us Atwoodians
who are engaged in this collaborative project which illustrates the variety of
emphases in current Atwood scholarship.

This book does not follow a chronological design, but is arranged round a
set of recurrent themes, for what emerges overwhelmingly through the mul-
tiplicity of Atwood’s voices and personas and her formal experiments with
language and literary conventions are the continuities across four decades
of her writing. Most of the topics here have been visited before. After all,
there is a huge international Atwood academic critical industry, and the
Margaret Atwood Society Newsletter publishes annual updates of scholarly
works on Atwood - articles and books — which average over fifty per year.
However, revisiting these same topics from different critical and theoretical
angles (e.g. recent emphases on postmodernism, postcolonialism, and envi-
ronmentalism) and in the light of Atwood’s own continuous production,
may help to re-evaluate the major dynamics in her work.

The Companion and its chapters

To give a brief overview of this book: the first two chapters are biographical
and literary, setting Atwood in her Canadian context and analyzing her role
as international literary celebrity. The next five chapters are concerned with
important topics with which Atwood engaged at the beginning of her career
and to which she has returned again and again, exploring, expanding, and
explaining these in her fiction, poetry, and essays. Chapter 8 is devoted to
Atwood’s language as it analyzes her distinctively Canadian brand of ironic
humor; this is followed by three chapters which take an explicitly generic
approach, looking at her poetry, short stories, and dystopian narratives, and
highlighting her experiments across genre boundaries. The final chapter is the
other “bookend” which balances the first chapter by offering a retrospective
view of Atwood’s whole career as a novelist. It extrapolates her Canadian
themes of wilderness and survival and resituates them in relation to that
other key motif in her “I” witness/eyewitness narratives, that of blindness
and vision. The chapter ends with a provocative question which turns read-
ers back with renewed attention to Atwood as writer, trickster, entertainer,
moralist, and satirist.



