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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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    “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.


    AVILION


    Iris remembers how she and her younger sister Laura were raised on an estate called Avilion, a “merchant’s palace” (p.72) whose name was taken from a poem by Tennyson, and which had been bought with the profits from their grandfather’s successful button-manufacturing business. When Iris and Laura are very young, their mother dies following a traumatic miscarriage in the family kitchen, and in her final moments Iris’s mother makes her promise to look after her younger sister because Laura is vulnerable and, as their maid Reenie says, “not the same as other people” (p.110). Iris envies Laura’s difference while simultaneously feeling very protective of her little sister.


    The two girls do not go to school, and are visited instead by private tutors, one of whom is the “hair-puller” (p.197) and “ear-twister” (ibid.) Mr Erskine. Laura refuses to learn under him and dislikes writing, instead preferring to make curious drawings by covering black and white photos in bright, expressionistic colours which, she thinks, show the true nature of a thing or person. Eventually, Laura gets Mr Erskine dismissed by claiming he put his hands up her blouse. Iris writes that what she learned from him was “half-concealed insolence and silent resistance” (p.203).


    THE PICNIC


    At their annual picnic, the Chase family receive Mr Richard Griffen, a rival businessman who had previously publicly attacked the girls’ father Norval for being “too soft on the unemployed” (p.213). Also attending is a young, dark-haired man called Alex Thomas. Alex is an orphan raised by a Presbyterian minister who loathes the rich and powerful business elite, and Laura is completely captivated by him. At the picnic, a photo is taken for the local press of Iris and Laura sat either side of Alex “like bookends” (p.234). Soon after, the authorities start looking for Alex, accusing him of being a spy and of setting fire to Norval Chase’s button factory. Iris discovers that Laura has hidden Alex in the attic, and together, the two sisters bring him scraps of food as well as paper and a pencil at his request. Once, when Iris goes to see Alex alone, he kisses her, and she wonders if he has done the same to Laura. When hiding Alex becomes too risky, he flees for Spain, leaving behind only a list of made-up words in the attic – words the reader recognises from the science-fiction stories of ‘Laura’s novel’ The Blind Assassin. After Alex’s escape, Laura gives Iris a copy of the photo of the three of them from the picnic which she has cut herself out of, except for her hand. “That’s what you want to remember” (p.269), she tells her sister, which Iris interprets as “the closest she ever came [...] to a confession of love for Alex Thomas” (ibid.). Laura explains she also made a copy of the photo for herself, but mirrored; this time, Iris has been cut out, leaving only Laura and Alex.


    A CONVENIENT ARRANGEMENT


    The Great Depression takes its toll on the Chase business, and Norval arranges a marriage between Richard Griffen and the 18-year-old Iris in exchange for his help to keep the business afloat. Laura begs her sister not to enter a loveless marriage, but Iris maintains that it is the sensible thing to do, agreeing “to open my legs and shut my mouth” (p.407). But her sacrifice is in vain: Norval announces the permanent closure of his factories and dies during Iris’s honeymoon, she suspects as a result of his heavy drinking. Following Norval’s death, Richard and his controlling sister Winifred decide that, as a minor aged14, Laura should come and live with them. There, both Laura and Iris see Alex Thomas walking on the street on separate occasions – when Laura mentions this, Iris tells her coldly that if she has a crush on him she should try to get over it. Meanwhile, in ‘Laura’s novel’ The Blind Assassin, the two lovers continue their affair, and the reader assumes its protagonists are Laura and Alex.


    One day, Winifred tells Iris that Laura has “snapped” (p.523) and that, delusional and convinced she is pregnant, she has been placed into the care of an institution called Bella Vista, which Iris is strictly forbidden to visit. Meanwhile, Iris gives birth to a daughter who is born with a thick head of dark hair. The fact that Richard and Iris are both fair-haired suggests that it is Alex Thomas, not her husband, who is the father. Meanwhile, in the novel-within-a-novel, the male protagonist is on the run and, after a period of worry and torment, the woman receives a telegram confirming that her lover has died in the war.


    REVELATIONS


    Iris finally meets up with Laura after their former housekeeper Reenie helps her escape from Bella Vista. Far from delusional and confused, Laura seems completely sane, contrary to what Iris’s husband and sister-in-law have told her. Laura tells her sister she had genuinely fallen pregnant, and that she had been forcibly sent to Bella Vista to have an abortion. Iris assumes Alex was the father of her unborn child and, partly out of anger, reveals that she herself had been Alex’s lover, and that she had received a telegram informing her of his death. At this, Laura grabs Iris’s car keys and disappears; only later does Iris find out that Laura had driven the car off of a bridge, dying instantly.


    When Iris finds one of Laura’s childhood exercise books and reads the words Laura had written for her, she discovers the truth – the real father of Laura’s developing baby was not Alex Thomas but Richard Griffen. It transpires that the latter had been sexually abusing Laura, threatening to turn Alex Thomas in to the authorities unless she complied. As a final plot twist, Iris reveals to the reader that she, not Laura, is the author of The Blind Assassin, and that Laura may never have had an affair with Alex at all. Iris had known that by sacrificing her authorship of the book and granting Laura posthumous acclaim, people might realise that it was Richard’s behaviour which drove her to suicide. This indeed happens: his political career ruined, Richard kills himself, and Iris remains alone. But through her memoir, she memorialises herself, dedicating her memoir to her granddaughter Sabrina, who is “the last of us” (p.231) and whom she hopes will one day know the truth it contains.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    IRIS CHASE


    Iris is the first-person narrator of The Blind Assassin, as well as the protagonist of the novel-within-a-novel of the same name. In the present, she describes herself as “an urn in daylight” (p.54), a frail figure who is frequently “too tired to do much more than lie on the sofa” (p.547). But Iris is also characterised as a somewhat passive figure in her youth; when Laura colours in photos of her, for example, they are always blue because, Laura explains, Iris is “asleep” (p.238). This passivity leads to a sense of loss of self on her honeymoon, following her agreement to marry Richard to save the (ultimately doomed) family business: “each time I looked in the mirror a little bit of me had been coloured in” (p.370). “I was sand, I was snow – written on, rewritten, smoothed over” (p.394), she admits.


    However, despite this passivity, Iris is partly to blame for Laura’s suicide, and as such Iris could be said to be the novel’s true ‘blind assassin’. Iris’s relationship with Laura is characterised by both love and spite, and this is infinitely complicated by the arrival of Alex Thomas, who charms both sisters. Though Iris has solemnly promised her parents to look after her younger sister, she worries that Laura is having an affair with Alex. Torn between her love for Laura and her love for Alex, Iris turns a blind eye to Winifred and Richard’s harsh treatment of her sister when she is put into their care. It is only later that she discovers the full extent of Richard’s abuse towards her sister. Iris’s last act of atonement (“Better late than never”, she thinks, p.445) is to catapult Laura into posthumous fame and thereby incriminate Richard, though in so doing she condemns herself to a life of isolation and loneliness.


    LAURA CHASE


    Laura is Iris’s younger sister; the news of her tragic death opens the novel, and the circumstances which led up to it drive the plot forward, culminating in a great dénouement. However, Laura herself remains a largely enigmatic figure, not least because, although we assume that she is the protagonist of the novel-within-a-novel, it is revealed to be the story of her sister’s affair, not hers. Far from being a gifted novelist, then, the reader eventually learns that “Laura wrote like an angel. In other words, not very much” (p.608).


    From her early childhood, Laura is characterised as both vulnerable and defiant. For example, she gets her tutor Mr Erskine dismissed by accusing him of molesting her, using her victimhood as a form of power. She is deeply pious as a child, and has a great sense of social responsibility, but her idea of sacrifice is sometimes misplaced. For example, after the death of her mother, she tries to make a bargain with God whereby he will bring her mother back if she jumps into a deep river (from which Iris has to save her). Laura interprets the world around
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