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SEXUAL POLIT

A Next to Atwood's Canadian nationalism, her feminism has been the most controversial element of
her writingn the two issues are not wholly distinct, for Atwood has frequently compared the status of
Canada to that of women.

A Much of her early work fromthe 19768 0s pl ays out the oObattl e of
second wave feminist and popular discourses of the tinmagn and women in perpetual war,
hetero/sexual desire often equated with death.

A Atwood often explores in poetry and fiction how women are victims of patriarchal violence yet also
often complicit in their suffering due to internalized oppression of patriarchal clichés of femininity.

AFor exampl e, A {The&dbiei/emdhobd), sxploras the podsibilities for personal
female 1 dentity I n a capitalistic consumer sO0
protagonist must come to full knowledge and acceptance of complicity in her victimization.

A In her book of versePower Politi¢$971), Atwood clearly stakes out a common theme in much of her
workin the relationships between sexual and social roles and power structures: "You attempt merely
power/you accomplish merely suffering."



WOMEN & SUFFERING

A Suffering is common for the female characters in Atwood's poems and
novels, although they are rarely passive victims, and in later works they
begin to take active measures to improve their situations.

A West CoastReviewo nt ri but or Gl oria Onl ey
"modern woman's anguish at finding herself isolated and exploited DR
(although also exploiting) by the imposition of a sex role power structure. jiSiEE

A Atwood explained in théNew York Timehkat her suffering characters come
from real life: "My women suffer because most of the women | talk to see
to have suffered."

A By the early 1970s, the perception of Atwood as strident feminist made h e T
into "a cult author to faithful feminist readers," not€hicago Tribune GREAT $ 25.000 PRIZE PHOTO PLAY

reviewer Lipinski. THE PERILS

A This popularity within the feminist community was unsought. "l began as pA ULINE
profoundly apolitical writer," Atwood explained tbindsywan Gelder in GEx\ © TUEPISODE IN 2 PARTS
Ms.,"but then | began to do what all novelists and some poets do: | began

Y

to describe the world around me. 0O




GENDER VIOLENCE & W

A Contrary to much public response, the representation of sexual politics in
At woodos wor ks imsale;woméen age oftemyailty tdbof an
compliance, of creating, in fact, the male lew@msters who victimize
them (and womendos own rivalries an

AThe war imagery in Atwoodds ear]ly
link public to private victimizing, suggesting that all humans are victims of
the strife caused by the inner separation of mind and body, an inner split

MARGARET that mirrors all outer or social discord.

ATWOOD A For instance, ilBodily Harmi1981), themes of violatigh physical,

psychological, and politidagive this novel a clear moral force and the
weight of social commentary, a direction in which Atwood's other work
had certainly been heading.

BODILY HARM

A Sexual politics have their analogue in national politics, Atwood suggests, and it is men who wiel
the surgeon's knives, men who dismiss by pornographic misogyny, men who rape, and men wh
repress and revolt (equally oppressiva@lywomen are certainly among their victims: but so are
men, for they victimize themselves.




MYTH, FAIRY TALE &
WOMENOS WRI

A COMMON TREND WI THI N WOME N
WRITING n RECUPERATING AND

REWRITING MYTH AND FAIRY TALE

TO EXPLORE FEMINIST POLITICS

AND NARRATIVES; THESE WORKS

OFTEN USE POPULAR MYTHS AND

FAIRY TALES TO PROJECT AND

EXAMINE CERTAIN IMAGES OF MEN

AND WOMEN.




MYTH & FAIRY TALE IN ATW

AAt woodds rewriting of classic
Images and quest narratives of slifcovery through which Atwood
provides her own version of the mythic journey into nature and int:

the self that focuses on the dichotomies of death and rebirth, of p{. 81§

and present, of nature and society.

A Her modern revisions of myth and fairy tale question both the gen %

and its representations of female archetyipesiuch as the evil witch
or seductress, the helpless princess, the monstrous mathter

expose how women are either seduced by or struggle against the [
static identities.

AAt woodds parodic play with th

totally coopted by it.




MYTHIC THEMES & MOTIFS

AAt woodds f i r ®oubldRersdphaii®bl)ig feauseeon the
doubleness inherent in the classical myth of Persephone (Pluto/Hades and
Demeter/earth; winter and spring)

A Here begins one of the major oppositions that structures Atwood's work

and the f|X|ty of omandsdé artifi
and the trap of binary gender roles.

A In Procedures for Undergroyrd9 7 0) , we first see
In images of diving, of figures rising from the water or appearing in it, as
as her repeated return to the Orpheus myth, which for Atwood presents t
creative process in terms of a dangerous descent into the undenfiioaf
the unconscious, of the human nee¥\
and without ourselves.

AAt wood is especi al |ljadahdDdysseyndinteed wi t h
t wo works that weore reading, she retells this
of Circe and Penelope (and Penel opeds handmai ¢




MYTH & POETRY

MARGARET ATWOOD

AOPI G SONGEO

A0Sl REN 2 UREe Awarded the Bess Hopkins
A oCl RCE/ MUD P O E RfiZé lyPoetrynagazine (1974)




YOU ARE HAPPX1974)

A YouAre Happys At woodd&s sevent h TiedainalsyfSasarnd Moetieano n |
Il nterl ocking narrative through the progressic
Transformed, 6 0Circe / Mud Poems, 0 and oTherfe

Aln the first section, Atwoodds rfieentnapmerntiteg i mag
frames, and mirror§ are opposed to dark, dangerous, chaotic underwater forces: the "crafty"
mi rror that serves as a perfect narcissistioe

A This familiar theme is linked to that of metamorphosis, another of Atwood's constant
preoccupations, which she connects to her childhood readinGriinm's Fairy TalB®rth American
Indian legends, and her experiences as the daughter of an entomologist.

A The animal voices of "Songs of the Transformed" that address "Mafiaime'boet or
metamorphosigi are echoed in Atwood's return to Greek myth in the "Circe/Mud Poems."

A The poems of the fourth section, "There Is Only One of Everything," offer an acceptance of duality:
"to offer life and remain/alive, open yourself like this and become whole."

A Here, Atwood seems to have become more hopeful in her view of sexual politics: love can
transfigure as well as deform, and journey images for love replace those of war.



"CIRCE/MUD POEMS"

A In this poem sequence, Atwood engages in a complex act of remytholdyizing
she returns to the mythic realm of Homer@dyssetp recreate and revise the
story of the yeatlong sojourn of Odysseus with Circe from Circe's point of view.

A By refocusing our attention within the story, Atwood reveals a more essential
power in Circe than her infamous ability to seduce and deform imaamely, her
highly developed capacity to see into and beyond her relationships to the
persons, things, and events called "reality."

shown how

O

AThrough Circeds perspect |

a disease in whose clutches the hero is helpless.
A Atwood provides a positive version of Cirandexposes the limitations of a myth

vV e we arl e

that still dominates Western civilization; this strategy of participating in mythic
thinking, instead of making the usual distinction between myth and truth, allows
to suggest a surprisingly radical revision of the myth itself.

A She points out that we do not yet know the ending of Circe's story after Odysse
leaves her island, and that in our visions of a new ending lie the possibilities for
alternative myth, in which there is no need to journey.

d from Estelld_auter "Margaret Atwood: Remythologizing Circe"

Last year I abstained
&his year I devour

gwithout guilt

Ianvhich is also an art




A In Circe, we find a combination of various archetypes from myth and fairfy tale
she is the siren, the witch, the trapped princésand we can read her as aVenus
released from the "Rapunzel Syndrome" that Atwood describ&unvival,
published two years beforgou Are Happy.

A Atwood observes that the literary pattern "“for realistic novels about ‘normal’
women" includes Rapunzel, "the wicked witch who has imprisoned her," "the ==
tower she's imprisoned in," and the Rescuer "who provides momentary escape. f s
|l n the |iterary versions of the f ai 4
Rapunzel is in fact stuck in the tower, and the best thing she can do is to learn = N ‘
how to cope with it."

A Atwood speculates that although the Rapunzel Syndrome transcends national boundar
it takes a Canadian form: the Rapunzel figures have difficulty in communicating, or ever
acknowledging, their fears and hatreds; "they walk around with mouths like clenched fis

A Atwood's Circe symbolizes the release from such difficulties of communication; she has
not become her own tower by internalizing the values of Western culture that would
consign her to the role of cold seductresa,belle dame sans md#ar enjoyment of
sexual pleasure in the center of the poem identifies her as aVenus who does not lose |
self in expressing her sexuality; one with the capacity to conceive of a new tower (or
island) in which she will not be imprisoned; one with the potential to be her own muse.

d from Estelld_auter "Margaret Atwood: Remythologizing Circe"




HELEN OF TROY
DOES COUNTERTOP DAN

ANot e Atwooddés tone of irony in this poem,
contemporary context. How does Atwood demythologize clichés of female sexuality?

A Who has power in this poem? From where is that power derived and how is it wielded?




MYTH & FICTION

o
THE PENELOPIAD (2005)

Strong myths never die. Sometimes they die down, but they
donot di e out. They d-emubodye
themselves, they change costumes, they change key.They
speak in new languages, they take on other meanings.

~Mar gar et At wo od, ReadlLifeewitiVBpdgkdansioma n d
House) 6.1 (2005), 35.

The Penelopiad: The Myth of Penelope and Odyssewd the first three books in a series, The Myths
published by Canongate Press in the United Kingdom and simultaneously in 32 other countries.



REVISIONARY CONTEXTS

A The Penelopiads At woodds Got h iOdysseied twaugh the \wite oHPenalepe,d S
speaking from beyond the grave as she tells
t hread of my-defense and geisyification. s e | f

AHowever, Penelopeds is not the only voice h:
her twelve hanged maids, those nameless slave girls who have nothing td bayQayssegnd

whose hanging I1s a minor element In the stlo
AWriting against this erasure, Atwood uses ®h

voice to this group of powerless silenced women. Not surprisingly, their stories are very subversiv
not only of the masculine heroics dhe Odysséyut al so of Penel opeds

A Through their songs and burlesque dramas Atwood speculates on possible answers to two
guestions raised by her readingOfie Odyssey owhat | ed t o the hangi!
Penel ope really up to?060 (xv).

odf rom Coral Ann Howel | The Peoelopiade Way s of Looki ng




RECOVERI NG WO

AAs Coral Ann Howells notes, ©

At woodos female storytellers

voices. We only hear Offredos

she is dead, whilZeniain The Robber Briderace Marks in

Alias Gracéris andLaura Chase iithe Blind Assassind Oryx

in Oryx and Crakeave all disappeared by the end of their life Powerlessness

storiesi into death or back into the texi and only their and silence

voices remainé (7). go together. ,
AHowel | s argues that Ahe®@dyssedyds [ Qiew) . et

as 0 h eirsbketengagesiin the kind of feminist revisionist Margaret Atwood .~ »

mythmaking at which, in common with Héle@&ousand
Adrienne Rich, she is so adept.

A As the critic Sharon R.Wilson has remarked in her study of
At woodos myt hol ogi cal Il nt er t
mythology in much the same way she has used other
I ntertexts |1 ke folk tales,
old stories in new contexts and from different perspectires
frequently from a1 swthantbhersiorses p o |
shimmer with new meanings (qtd. in Howells 8).




