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Renditions of her

Margaret Atwood’s lives in memoir
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"Graeme and me cutside our cockroach-infested house on Sullivan Street in Toronto, early 1980s"; from the book under review | © From the author's personal collection
IN THIS REVIEW

Book of Lives

A memoir of sorts
624pp. Chatto and Windus. £30.

Margaret Atwood

nyone who lives a long life runs through a variety of identities. In this memoir of her sixty-five

years as a writer, Margaret Atwood describes a selection of “renditions of me”. The scrapbook-like

form intersperses short scenes with photographs, poems, floorplans of houses where she has
lived, samples of her artwork and mock advice columns that provide ironic summaries of her personal crises.
The predominant voice, in Book of Lives, is a nearly oral register that sometimes addresses the reader in the

second person.

Atwood’s lives began in the Canadian bush. Her parents, born in Nova Scotia in the first decade of the

twentieth century, were raised in families that had been practising near-subsistence agriculture since the



1750s. Her father, “a barefoot child walking from school”, was fascinated by caterpillars and later pursued a
career as an entomologist. Atwood regards her parents - and, for that matter, herself and her brother - as
“hybrids” separated from their rural roots by education, yet never fully at ease in the city. As a child, she
spent months each year in the bush of northern Ontario and Quebec, where her father did his research. Her
tardy discovery of the cruelty of schoolyard cliques, recounted here, became the material of Cat’s Eye (1988),

arguably her best novel.

Though the fit isn’t perfect, a reader can almost graft the division between Atwood’s poetry - precise, often
harsh, spiked with natural metaphors - and her fiction - urbane, ironic, more emotionally remote - onto this
rural/urban split. In the early 1970s, Atwood and her partner, Graeme Gibson, followed the path of many
Canadian progressives by going “back to the land” on a farm. Atwood revels in her horticultural and culinary
activities with an eye for detail that makes these years feel like a reconnection with her forebears. Decades

later, when she became wealthy, three of the four residences she maintained were in rural areas.

Atwood entered university in 1957, just as the University of Toronto was displacing McGill University in
Montreal as the training ground of the Canadian elite. She became a protegée of the literary critic Northrop
Frye, who helped her to obtain a scholarship for graduate study at Harvard and befriended an array of her
contemporaries who would go on to become journalists, television presenters, politicians, writers and
editors: a network of contacts that accelerated her career once she began publishing. Above all, this memoir
is the record of a phenomenal literary output; most chapters bear the title of one of Atwood’s books. Personal
events are treated with brisk frankness: “boyfriends somehow appeared, like mushrooms after the rain”.
Atwood does not describe her emotions towards the men she dated between her mid-teens and early thirties;
there is no account of first love or tortured passion. One of the boyfriends became an amiable but
inappropriate husband. Atwood escaped from the marriage via an affair with another writer, then settled
down with Gibson, an experimental writer, political activist and birdwatcher, with whom she lived until his

death in 2019.

Gibson came with baggage: a difficult ex-wife, two of whose lovers committed suicide. Atwood airs these
events, which inspired the action of her novel Life Before Man (1979), with unexpected bluntness. She is
similarly direct about her difficult relationship with the novelist Margaret Laurence, who felt threatened by
Atwood’s rise to fame. By contrast, she recalls fondly her friendships with Gwendolyn MacEwen and Marian
Engel, two writers who died in middle age, and is gracious in her treatment of her sometime ideological
sparring partner, the novelist Mordecai Richler, who dissented from Atwood’s Canadian nationalism. Women
working in the publishing industry - the agents and editors who facilitated her career - are invariably
described as brilliant and beautiful. Only in the case of Alice Munro might the reader suspect a revisionism at
work. When Munro died in 2024, Atwood posted online an affectionate essay in which she described herself
as Munro’s “second oldest remaining friend”. In the wake of the posthumous revelations that the Nobel
laureate condoned her second husband’s abuse of her youngest daughter, Munro is confined to a single terse

paragraph: “My friendship with Alice was a literary one: we didn’t talk about our personal lives™.



Announced as an exploration of the many selves Atwood has inhabited, this lively, often humorous memoir is
thrown off course by the triumph of The Handmaid’s Tale (1985). The novel is mentioned on the second page,
Atwood'’s years at Harvard are depicted in terms of her assimilation of its New England setting, and the
account of her literary career ends with the global online extravaganza announcing its sequel, The Testaments
(2019): “the biggest book launch ever”. Writing a novel that becomes a perpetual bestseller, a film, a staple of
television and the source of symbols of resistance - the red gowns and white bonnets worn at anti-Trump
protests - is bound to concentrate a writer’s attention. But the emphasis on the work she views as her ticket to

posterity cancels out her earlier incarnations.

The Canadian nationalism that defined her career from the late 1960s to the early 1990s nearly disappears.
Book of Lives contains a description of the writing of Survival: A thematic guide to Canadian Literature (1972),
which sold 140,000 copies and stirred up classroom discussion for a decade, but Atwood’s account of its
success feels half-abashed. Her anti-American novel Surfacing (1972), though she acknowledges it as a fictional
counterpart to Survival, is portrayed in terms of the conflicting reactions of male and female readers.
Surfacing’s gender politics, however, are inseparable from its nationalism, from the opening line, “the disease
is spreading up from the south”, to characters who refer to “fascist pig Yanks” and, on the last page, the
narrator’s reconciliation with her partner, something made possible by her recognition that “he isn’t an
American”. The paradigm of an implicitly female Canada threatened by a masculine US, outlined in Survival,
permeates Atwood’s fiction of the 1970s and 1980s. Even The Handmaid'’s Tale, which concludes with Offred’s

attempt to escape to Canada, can be interpreted in these terms.

As the end of the Cold War ushered in economic integration, Atwood became a symbol of nationalist
resistance to transnational trade deals, to the point where a popular first-year university economics textbook
featured a section on her objections to free trade. In her lead essay in Laurier LaPierre’s book opposing the
Canada-US Free Trade Agreement, If You Love This Country (1987), Atwood wrote of the Americans: “the only
position they’ve ever adopted toward us, country to country, has been the missionary position, and we were
not on the top”. She later contributed an essay to The Case Against “Free Trade” (1993), the US consumer

advocate Ralph Nader’s book opposing the North American Free Trade Agreement of 1994.

The anti-free-trade liberal nationalism that Atwood espoused for a quarter of a century, obscured in this
memoir, is alien today, when Donald Trump threatens to annex Canada in the name of the anti-freetrade
right. Nationalism, now promoted by chauvinistic men, is a creed from which she distances herself. The
second half of Book of Lives diverts the reader’s attention to her relationship with Gibson and their trips to
Europe, Japan, Australia, Cuba and Madagascar to watch birds and promote her work. The Atwood on display
here, as incisive as ever as she approaches her eighty-sixth birthday, is more emotive, her wit riper and more

forgiving, as though she were recounting her life to old friends.

Her accounts of Canadian literary polemics, by contrast, are not reliable. She belabours a scandal at the
University of British Columbia, where she has become a vocal supporter of Steven Galloway, a professor and

chair of the creative writing program, who was dismissed for allegedly abusing a female student. A



defamation case brought by Galloway against a number of his accusers is set to take place, though no date has
been agreed. Atwood’s UBC campaign has alienated her from a generation of Canadian feminists, a group of
whom published a polemical anthology about the issue. Television has made her a feminist heroine in the

United States, but her standing among female intellectuals in Canada has never been lower.

Book of Lives courts readers of The Handmaid’s Tale, betting on this novel to provide its author with an
international legacy. Yet posterity, like life, can be fickle. Some of Margaret Atwood’s other work, in particular
her poems, essays and Cat’s Eyve, may outlast the current hit and refocus her trajectory in ways that will one

day confound the alliances of the present.

Stephen Henighan’s most recent novel is The World of After, 2021.
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