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    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 40works 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.
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    Alias Grace is a work of historical fiction based on the vicious double murder of Thomas Kinnear and Nancy Montgomery in 1843 in Ontario, Canada. Soon after the victims’ bodies were discovered in their cellar, their two servants were arrested; while James McDermott was hanged, Grace Marks, aged just16, was jailed for life as an accessory to the crime. The trial hears many contradictory accounts of the events, and with Grace claiming to have no memory whatsoever of what took place, a panel protesting her innocence enlists the help of a doctor to ascertain whether Grace is insane and therefore unaccountable. But the more Dr Simon Jordan hears of Grace’s story, the more lost in it, and her, he becomes. Alias Grace was Margaret Atwood’s first foray into the genre of historical fiction after many years of interest in the much-documented Kinnear-Montgomery murder; her novel won the Canadian Giller Prize and was shortlisted for the Booker Prize.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    Having been sentenced to life imprisonment in 1843, Grace Marks has been an inmate of Kingston Penitentiary for 16years after being charged with the murder of her employer, Thomas Kinnear, and his housekeeper Nancy Montgomery. At the trial, her supposed accomplice and lover James McDermott claimed Grace convinced him to murder Nancy, of whom she was allegedly madly jealous, in return for sexual favours. Grace’s own accounts were highly contradictory; at one point she admitted to being present but uninvolved in the murders, but she subsequently claimed to have no memory of crucial events, and was painted as both an “inhuman female demon” and an “innocent victim of a blackguard” (p.25) by the press.


    A reform committee petitioning for Grace’s release from prison decides to employ an American doctor, Dr Simon Jordan, to write a report on Grace’s emotional state, hoping a diagnosis of insanity will exonerate her. Simon is interested in the burgeoning field of mental illness, and hopes this project will further his career, enabling him to pioneer his own mental health clinic. Visiting Grace every day in the household where she undertakes unpaid work as part of her punishment, Simon asks her to tell him her story while she attends to sewing and mending quilts.


    Grace tells Simon she was born in Ireland to a dysfunctional Protestant family. Her alcoholic father decided the family should emigrate to Canada in the hope of acquiring free land. During a turbulent journey across the Atlantic Ocean, Grace’s mother died and was buried at sea, leaving Grace traumatised by the idea of her spirit being trapped. Arriving in Toronto, Grace left her younger siblings and drunken father to work for Mrs Alderman Parkinson as a live-in maid on a meagre income. There she formed a close friendship with her 16-year-old roommate and fellow maid Mary Whitney. Mary was fun-loving and lively with ‘democratic’ views (telling Grace their social superiors are really no better than them), but she died tragically following a botched abortion after Mrs Alderman Parkinson’s son seduced her. The day after Mary’s death, Grace fainted after hearing the voice of her dead friend say “Let me in” (p.207).


    Grace left Mrs Alderman Parkinson and was taken on by Mr Thomas Kinnear and his housekeeper Nancy Montgomery. She was also introduced to Jamie Walsh, a young neighbour, and James McDermott, Kinnear’s sullen and rebellious stable-boy whose unwanted attention Grace frequently rebuffed. Grace reflects that “of all the people in that house, I was the only one of them left alive in six months’ time” (p.243). Nancy was often hostile to Grace in front of Mr Kinnear, and Grace lost respect for her after learning that Nancy had an illegitimate child and was romantically involved with Mr Kinnear. Amidst an increasingly hostile atmosphere, a peddler called Jeremiah (a frequent visitor to Grace’s previous employer) told Grace she was in great danger, suggesting she join him on his travelling ‘Mesmerism and Magnetism’ show. Grace chose not to, but regretted her decision when Nancy threatened to dismiss her. Nancy had already given James McDermott his notice, and, enraged, he began to talk of revenge.


    Grace tells Simon she was unable to convince James not to kill Nancy, but insists she cannot remember key details about the day of the murder – though she is adamant she had no part in the acts themselves (Nancy was killed with an axe, and Mr Kinnear shot). Despite himself, Simon has been increasingly drawn into Grace’s story without being any closer to drawing out the truth. While Grace threads together her narrative, Simon’s life begins to unravel: his landlady’s husband deserts her, leaving her destitute and no longer able to pay her servant. Simon finds himself running errands around the house while avoiding the advances of both his landlady, Mrs Humphrey, and her daughter Lydia. Instead, he increasingly fantasises about Grace, dreaming one day that she is crouched over him in bed, only to realise he is conscious and making love to Mrs Humphrey. Happy to escape his own situation, Simon visits Grace’s original defence lawyer James MacKenzie, who shocks Simon by admitting that, in his opinion, Grace is “guilty as sin” (p.440). Simon then visits Kinnear’s house and Mary Whitney’s grave hoping discover the truth, but to no avail: “Nothing has been proved”, he says, “but nothing has been disproved, either” (p.451).


    Simon becomes protective, even possessive, of Grace, and is mortified when fellow practitioner Dr DuPont is given permission to hypnotise Grace. Grace walks in on their conversation and is shocked to recognise Dr DuPont as her old friend Jeremiah the peddler. When Du Pont’s hypnosis begins (with Simon observing), Grace responds to DuPont’s questions in a crude, explicit, unfamiliar voice. Under the trance, she says she urged McDermott to murder Nancy, even strangling Nancy herself. But the voice then says DuPont is speaking not with Grace, but with the spirit of her dead friend Mary Whitney. When Grace comes round, she appears not to have any idea what was said.


    One of the committee members says that 200 years ago Grace would have been said to be possessed, while DuPont speaks of a “dédoublement” or “double consciousness” (p.471). Simon remains baffled, knowing any report detailing the hypnosis would be derided. He resolves to take his intellectual and sexual frustration out on Mrs Humphrey, with whom he has developed an intense, sadistic relationship, but arrives home to find her in tears. Mrs Humphrey suggests the two of them kill her soon-to-return husband. Simon kisses her, seemingly in tacit agreement, but packs his belongings and flees the next morning. The promised report about Grace remains unwritten.


    Simon joins the army when the American Civil War breaks out, but a severe head injury forces him home and wipes his memory of the time he spent at Kingston. He is nursed by his mother and a young, plain woman he agrees to marry, but whom he often inadvertently calls ‘Grace’. The ‘real’ Grace is pardoned after 29years’ imprisonment, and moves to New York under a false name. There she is met by her former neighbour Jamie Walsh, whom she agrees to marry. Aged46, believing she has either fallen pregnant or is developing a tumour, Grace sits on the veranda at Jamie’s farm working on a quilt design called the ‘Tree of Paradise’. Into the quilt, she weaves material from Mary Whitney’s petticoat, her own old prison attire, and a dress which once belonged to Nancy Montgomery. “And so”, she says, “we will all be together” (p.534).

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    GRACE MARKS


    Auburn-haired, Irish immigrant Grace Marks – both real historical figure and fictional character – is the central figure in Atwood’s novel, though as its title suggests, no one true version of Grace emerges throughout. Instead, Grace's character is full of contradictions, enabling her to simultaneously embody the personas of a cold-hearted murderess and an innocent victim of circumstance. Her prudish demeanour in her first-person narration is deeply at odds with James McDermott’s claim she promised him sexual favours and was jealous of Nancy’s male attention. Her lack of memory of crucial events belies her stories containing a thousand embellished details, and her ostensibly honest, respectful, almost naïve character contrasts with the kind of woman who would wear the clothes of her murder victim to trial, or who practises rolling the word ‘murderess’ off her tongue. Young, beautiful, and of a low class, throughout her life Grace repeatedly finds herself the object and victim of male fantasies of domination (from assault by her defence lawyer to Thomas Kinnear’s sexual interest in her). But she is intelligent and a gifted, though unreliable, storyteller; as a result, both Simon Jordan and the reader are drawn almost against their wills into her world, though still unsure whether she is innocent or guilty, possessed or mentally ill. Ultimately, Grace cleverly shifts the balance of power through her intricately embroidered narration, allowing her to transcend boundaries of gender and class.


    DR SIMON JORDAN


    Simon Jordan is a young, Harvard-educated doctor who is tasked with writing a report on Grace Marks’s mental state. His involvement in her high-profile case is partly motivated by self-interest: if he is successful in finding the truth, it will encourage investment in a pioneering and career-furthering asylum he hopes to establish. Initially, the confident Simon believes he has control over women’s hearts and minds: “He has been where they could never go, seen what they could never see; he has opened up women’s bodies, and peered inside” (p.94). But while Simon takes his task seriously, he is unable to view Grace in a scientific light, and the real Grace eludes and attracts him in equal measure. Drawn into the story of Grace’s life, Simon is unable to rein in his fantasies of her, ultimately losing his grip on reality and embarking on a salacious affair with his landlady. Grace refuses to be known by Simon, and for him, not knowing is “as bad as being haunted” (p.490). Mentally unstable and physically injured by the end of the book, Simon never writes his report on Grace; instead, he becomes an entirely passive figure whose ultimate fate is to be nursed by his mother and a woman he will marry but does not love.


    MARY WHITNEY


    Grace looks back at the time spent working with Mary Whitney at Mrs Alderman Parkinson’s house as “the happiest time of [her] life” (p.209). Described as “fun-loving, and very mischievous and bold in her speech” (p.173), Mary detests the class system she is oppressed by and warns Grace (who is slightly younger than her) of gentlemen who “think they are entitled to whatever they want” (p.190). But Mary herself falls victim to one such gentleman, Mrs Alderman Parkinson’s son George, and dies after having his child aborted. Grace finds her friend dead in the middle of the night and, the next day, thinks she can hear Mary’s spirit talking to her. Later, after Nancy’s murder, Grace “borrow[s]” (p.169) Mary’s name, using it as an alias when on the run. At one point when Mary was still alive, Mary wraps Grace up in a sheet and jokes that she looks like a madwoman; this foreshadows the hypnosis scene where, under a trance, Grace speaks in the “coarse” (p.173) voice and sexually explicit language of Mary Whitney, leading some to believe she is possessed by her spirit.


    NANCY MONTGOMERY


    Nancy is Thomas Kinnear’s housekeeper who lives as his wife and is pregnant with his illegitimate child when she is murdered at her home in Richmond Hill. When Grace first meets Nancy, she reminds her of her dear friend Mary, but Grace later loses respect for her, describing her as “changeable” (p.261) and “two-faced” (ibid.). Nancy and Grace’s relationship deteriorates, though it is unclear from Grace’s narration who was more jealous of whom. Before he is hanged, James McDermott claims that it was Grace who instigated Nancy’s murder, and stripped her of her clothes and gold earrings after the deed was
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