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SUMMARY

Among the contemporary authors writing with distinctive Canadian voices, Margaret Atwood deftly explores the fragility of human life within the huge context of the immense, varied and sometimes hostile environment provided by the Canadian scenery and literary scene. “Alias Grace” is not only a novel rewriting the story of a real murder case in the mid-nineteenth century Toronto, but also a story of survival, reconsidering values and adaptation.  Grace’s story means rewriting the destiny of one of the many Irish immigrants to Canada, forced to assume a new identity in the attempt of coping with a new country and new experiences.






Motto:

Great hatred, little room
Maimed us at the start
I carry from my mother's womb
A fanatic heart
(W.B. Yeats)
The Irish have a long and tormented history in Canada dating back centuries. The first recorded Irish presence in the area of present day Canada dates from 1536, when Irish fishermen from Cork travelled to Newfoundland.
After the permanent settlement in Newfoundland by Irish in early 1800s, coming from Waterford mainly, increased immigration of the Irish elsewhere in Canada began in the decades following the War of 1812. Between the years 1825 to 1845, 60% of all immigrants to Canada were Irish; in 1831 alone, some 34,000 arrived in Montréal.
The 2001 census by Statcan, Canada's Official Statistical office revealed that the Irish were the 4th largest ethnic group with 3,822,660 Canadians with full or partial Irish descent or 12.9% of the nation's total population. (apud http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Irish_Canadian)
But the peak period of entry of the Irish to Canada occurred during and shortly after the Great Irish Famine in the mid 19th century. Because the fare to Canada was much lower than that to the United States, Australia or New Zealand, during this time, Canada was the destination of the most destitute Irish people, who came in the hundreds of thousands. The crossing was done under miserable conditions, many of the immigrants getting seriously ill or even dying along the way. Most survivors were sent to Montréal, but many of these immigrants continued on to settle in Canada West (formerly Upper Canada, now Ontario) or the United States. 
Compared with the Irish in the United States or the United Kingdom who fled famine, a great number of the Irish in Canada settled in rural areas and not in the cities. The Irish in Canada still faced a large amount of racism and persecution, both from the Irish Republican Brotherhood's raids on British army posts in Canada (then known as British North America) from the United States, and due to long-standing feelings of anti-Irish racism among Canadian Protestants. 
In the years after the War of 1812, an increasing number of Irish, many of them Catholic, were venturing to Canada to obtain work on projects such as canals, roads, railroads and in the lumber industry. Settlement schemes offering cheap (or free) land brought over farmer families. Ulster and Munster (particularly Tipperary and Cork) were frequent sources of these migrants.
The Great Irish Famine 1845-1849, had a large impact on Ontario. Immigrants arrived in desperate circumstances on steamers from Quebec to Ottawa and to ports of call on Lake Ontario, mainly Kingston and Toronto, in addition to many other smaller communities across southern Ontario. An economic boom and rapid growth in the years after their arrival allowed many men to obtain employment on the expanding railroad network, construction in the cities or in the logging industry. Women would often enter into domestic service. Others farmed the relatively cheap, arable land of southern Ontario. There was a strong Irish rural presence in Ontario, but they were also numerous in the towns and cities. Later generations of these poorer immigrants were among those who rose to prominence in unions, business, law, the arts and politics. Irish-Canadians have been a bit less visible than the Irish-Americans, but clearly they had a significant influence on the history of the country.
The immigrants’ main problem, besides earning their living, was that of their identity. In French Canada, for instance, the orphaned children were adopted into Quebec families and accordingly became Québécois, both linguistically and culturally. In English Canada many children were sent to work, others were adopted, but in many cases they had to cope with the new situations and assume new identities in the process of trying to stay alive, exposing them to traumatic experiences of all kinds.

Alias Grace by Margaret Atwood is a novel in which the problem of lost and reconstructed identity gets special dimensions. The main character of the novel is a very young Irish woman whose unusual Canadian destiny became the source of many speculations at the time when the events took place. 
Among the contemporary authors writing with distinctive Canadian voices, Margaret Atwood deftly explores the fragility of human life within the huge context of the immense, varied and sometimes hostile environment provided by the Canadian scenery and literary scene. Much of Atwood's writing explores history making in colonial and postcolonial situations.
Her novels certainly cover issues of postmodern determinism, from “self” to “nation”, from “form” to “content” and discuss the (in)compatibilities thereof. Paradigms that are gender-driven (Canada as “feminine” representation, as female victim) can be made congruent to (post)-colonial paradigms wherein “power” is the operative word.

Most characters in Atwood’s books are women facing approximately similar problems: growing up, earning a living, bringing up children, fighting against discrimination in a male dominated society. Restricting the area to Canada and following Northrop Frye, Atwood argues that “every country or culture has a single and informing symbol at its core” (Atwood, M., Survival, 31) and goes on to identify “survival / la survivance” as the pervading symbol for Canadian literature. She states that Canada perceives itself as a collective victim of colonization, the mental and cultural effects of which have inevitable impact upon literature. Subsequently, Atwood’s heroines are, generally speaking, Canadian women trying to survive one way or another, victimized or victimizing, accepting to be perpetual victims, struggling to get free and become independent, or even proclaiming their right of victimizing others. One can observe a transfer of power from the male to the female universe, especially when discussing Atwood’s villainesses, and then the feminist issues of her novels become even more obvious. 
Going back to the history of survival in Canada, Atwood was first of all fascinated by Susanna Moodie’s writings. Susanna Moodie used her skills as a writer and poet to chronicle her new life, the life of a young English woman who departed to Canada with her family way back in 1832, when the land was still vastly unbroken. Margaret Atwood’s reading of Susanna Moodie was rewarding in many respects: first of all Atwood decided to turn Moodie's whole experience, using actual excerpts, into a hypnotic mind and sense disorientation trip and the result was The Journals of Susanna Moodie (1970).

On the other hand, it was in Moodie’s diary that Margaret Atwood read for the first time about Grace Marks and a sensational murder case, which offered the starting point for her celebrated ninth novel, Alias Grace.

In Alias Grace Margaret Atwood takes us back in time and into the life of one of the most enigmatic women of the nineteenth century English Canada. The factual basis of the story is that Grace Marks, an Irish immigrant, a young servant working near Kingston, Ontario, was convicted in 1843 of murdering her employer, Thomas Kinnear and his housekeeper-mistress, Nancy Montgomery. While Grace's accomplice, her Irish fellow servant James McDermott, was hanged for his part in the murders, Grace – a girl of about 15 at the time of the trial - was imprisoned until her Pardon in 1872. Some believed Grace was innocent; others thought her evil or insane. Serving a life sentence after a stint in Toronto's lunatic asylum, Grace herself claimed to have no memory of the murders. 
When Atwood first wrote about this case in the 1970s (a television play The Servant Girl, broadcast by the CBC in 1974; and a stage play Grace, which was never produced or published), her texts were based exclusively on Susanna Moodie's account. Susanna Moodie met Grace Marks on two occasions, during visits to the Provincial Penitentiary in Kingston and the Lunatic Asylum in Toronto. The story provided by Moodie is lurid and melodramatic. She didn’t like Grace and didn’t feel pity for her, regarding her as a manipulative criminal. In her version the “celebrated murderess” incited McDermott to killing both master and housekeeper because she was jealous of Nancy Montgomery, and McDermott agreed in the hope of being accepted as Grace's lover. The description given by Moodie in her Life in the Clearings mentions Grace’s good looks, as well as her cruel expression: Her eyes are bright blue, her hair auburn, and her face would be rather handsome were it not for the long curved chin, which gives, as it always does to most persons who have this facial defect, a cunning, cruel expression. (Atwood, Alias Grace, 19)
For Alias Grace, Atwood researched extensively into Grace Marks's case, and discovered alternative accounts which were significantly different from Moodie's. Atwood commented: I have not changed any of the known facts, although the written accounts are so contradictory that few facts emerge as unequivocally 'known'. (http://www.litencyc.com/php/sworks.php?rec=true&UID=6784) 
Alias Grace has its origins in the indiscoverable elements of Grace Marks's story. Atwood's Grace is not a stable, consistent character, such as might be found in a Victorian realist novel, but rather a composite of other people's ideas, which comes quite natural, taking into account both a series of contradictory descriptions belonging to various people who came into contact with her and Grace’s own hesitations in defining herself and her personality. Grace's character is never fully illuminated in the novel, but Atwood certainly treats her much more sympathetically than she did in her two earlier works, which might point at a better understanding of Grace’s case after having considered the available data. 
Dr Samuel Bannerling, Atwood's fictional version of a medical expert who had Grace under his care in the Asylum, claims that her madness was a fraud and an imposture. The gendered voice of nineteenth-century science is accurately captured in Dr Bannerling, who dismisses the opinions of several of the female characters on the grounds that they are “hysterical”. A younger doctor, Simon Jordan, is more sympathetic to Grace, seeking to understand her mental disorder by using various pre-Freudian devices designed to recover her repressed memories. The complex and potentially misleading operations of memory are explored as Grace, over the course of several weeks, gives a detailed account of her life to Simon, who gradually becomes fond of her. Grace is keenly aware of her own power to manipulate Simon's view of her and lets him know only what she considers fit to be revealed.
The question of Grace's madness or sanity is never resolved in the novel. She appears, at one point, to be possessed by the spirit of her dead fellow servant and confidante, Mary Whitney. This episode is variously interpreted as actual possession, mental delusion, and consummate acting, but none of these competing explanations is finally endorsed by the novel. Actually Mary Whitney is one of the new identities assumed by Grace on Canadian soil, but it is rather a new dimension of her spiritual identity than a new ethnical identity. 
Basically a psychological study, Alias Grace can also be regarded as a historical novel offering vivid glimpses of both Ireland and Canada in the second half of the 19th century.
As Grace was an Irish immigrant and not a Canadian born woman, her reasons for leaving her native country and her passage are minutely described, parts of her story being probably typical for hundreds of Irish immigrants to Canada in the 19th century. Her Irish recollections are those of most Irish children forced to live in poverty and then compelled to start a new life in a new country at a rather early age. The problem of Irishness and Irish Protenstantism is tackled by the author in a direct manner when she makes Grace speak about her childhood.
I did indeed come from the North of Ireland; though I thought it very unjust when they wrote down that both of the accused were from Ireland by their own admission.  That made it sound like a crime, and I don’t know that being from Ireland is a crime; although I have often seen it treated as such. But of course my family were Protestants, and that is different. (Atwood, Alias Grace, 116)

Here the author underlines the manner in which Irish, and especially Irish Catholics, were treated in North America. According to historian George Potter, the media often stereotyped the Irish in America as being boss-controlled, violent (both among themselves and with those of other ethnic groups), voting illegally, prone to alcoholism, and dependent on street gangs that were often violent or criminal. Potter quotes contemporary newspaper images: 

You will scarcely ever find an Irishman dabbling in counterfeit money, or breaking into houses, or swindling; but if there is any fighting to be done, he is very apt to have a hand in it." Even though Pat might "'meet with a friend and for love knock him down,'" noted a Montreal paper, the fighting usually resulted from a sudden excitement, allowing there was "but little 'malice prepense' in his whole composition." (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Irish_American#cite_note-9)

It was common for Irishmen to be discriminated against in social situations. After 1860 the Irish sang songs about signs reading "HELP WANTED - NO IRISH NEED APPLY", which were also referred to as "the NINA signs." The song had a deep impact on the Irish sense of discrimination. The issue of job discrimination against Irish immigrants apparently continued into the 20th century, especially in the USA.

Grace Marks’ trial reveals some of these discriminating ideas: both of the accused were from Ireland is made to sound like a crime, but unlike McDermott, Grace was not a Catholic. She was not even 100% Irish, as - according to her confession - her mother and aunt were the daughters of an Irish clergyman, they had some education, they could embroider and play the piano but having no money they both married beneath them. 

As for my father he was not even Irish.  He was an Englishman from the north of it, and why he had come to Ireland was never clear […] he must have been in some trouble in England […] Marks may not have been his real name …  (Atwood, Alias Grace,118)

They were a numerous family, with nine living children, not putting in those who died at an early age, and they were living in poverty, as the situation in the country grew worse and worse from an economical point of view. 

Our village was once larger, but many had moved away, to Belfast to the mills, or across the ocean. (Atwood, Alias Grace, 120)
Grace’s elder sister left to go into service, her elder brother went to sea on a merchant ship, never to be heard from again. Their father, a former stonemason,  got drunk more and more frequently and got the reputation of not being reliable, so there was less and less money in the house. The kids started begging in the harbour for fish, and from time to time their mother’s sister came to help them.

Then their father got into some political trouble too and apparently he got involved in some arson and murder cases. After a time he got into doubtful company, and was seen about with some Orangemen of bad reputation, and there was a house burnt down twenty miles away, of a Protestant gentleman that had taken the side of the Catholics, and another one was found with his head bashed in […] For a time there was money, but things did not improve. (Atwood, Alias Grace, 123)
Most probably the author alludes here to the violent (and sometimes deadly) riots of the Orange Order and the Ribbonmen in the north of Ireland, especially active between 1835 and 1855 and in the Tithe War.
The only solution left for the family is to immigrate to Canada on one of the 'coffin ships' that sailed the Atlantic ridden with disease, short on provisions and long on people.

Atwood did not forget that Ireland has always been a land renowned for its belief in superstitions. Besides hares and rabbits, other animals, as well as birds, provided rich fodder for superstitious country folk. Crows flying directly over a home were also an omen of death. If a bird flew into the house, it was a portent of death.
While preparing to get on board ship, Grace’s mother saw three crows and immediately knew she would never set foot on Canadian soil.
I saw three crows sitting in a row on the crossbeam of the mast, and my mother saw them too, and she said it was bad luck, for three crows in a row meant a death.  (Atwood, Alias Grace,129)
Indeed, the voyage proved to be a real ordeal. The conditions could but favour diseases of all kinds. It was everyone together, crammed in like herrings in a box, and no windows or any way of letting in the air, except the hatchways that led down[…] The ship was after all only a sort of slum in motion, though without the gin shops… (Atwood, Alias Grace, 130-134)
The only positive aspects of this nightmarish voyage implied a change of attitude towards the religious problem. There was one good effect of all the suffering. The passengers were Catholic and Protestant mixed, with some English and Scots come over from Liverpool thrown into the bargain, and, if in a state of health they would have squabbled and fought, as there is no love lost. But there is nothing like a strong bout of seasickness to remove the desire for a scrap; and those who would cheerfully have cut each other’s throats on land, were often seen holding each other’s heads over the scuppers […] and I have sometimes noted the same thing in prison, as necessity does make strange bedfellows. (Atwood, Alias Grace, 134)
When Grace’s mother fell ill and then died the only person to be of any help to the children was an elderly Catholic Irish woman called Mrs. Phelan, who was taking her grandchildren to Montreal.

Life in Toronto was hard for what was left of the family, especially because Grace’s father kept on drinking and was not able to find a job and soon Grace, aged about 13 at the time, was employed as a servant in the house of a well-to-do family. She was interviewed by the housekeeper who was relieved to find out that the girl was not a Catholic: This reminded Mrs. Honey to ask if I was a Catholic, as those from Ireland generally were; and if so, she would have nothing to do with me, as the Catholics were superstitious and rebellious Papists who were ruining the country… (Atwood, Alias Grace, 147)
While working for Mr. Kinnear Grace is taken by Nancy Montgomery to a Presbyterian church, actually the only church in the surroundings. It was the only church built there so far, and many who were not by right members of that church attended it, as being better than nothing; and it had the only graveyard in town as well, so held a monopoly of the dead as well as of the living. (Atwood, Alias Grace, 298)
By this time, Grace’s religious ideas had come to be more flexible and tolerant. She realizes that all the fighting and the trouble comes from men and not from God, from people’s cold, distant, mean and often hypocritical attitude. They are hypocrites, they think the church is a cage to keep God in, so he will stay locked up there […] But God is everywhere, and cannot be caged in, as men can. (Atwood, Alias Grace, 300)
Grace’s alienation, started the moment she left her country, was deepened by the experiences of several years of service. The loss of her native country, then the loss of her mother, the separation from her father, brothers and sisters (that she was never to see or even hear from again) had a strong impact on the development of her personality.
Psychologically speaking, each person holds a set of assumptions about life, morality and relationships which is supported by a particular cultural context, and each set of assumptions is, to some extent, incompatible with the others. What Atwood insists on in her novel is a kind of postmodern loss of identity. Without a foundation in truth we are in a position of not really knowing why we do what we do, or why we believe what we believe. It's all a matter of where, and with whom, we happen to be at the moment. Consequently, we lose a sense of who we are - we lose a sense of identity - in a world of equally valid, but dissonant, alternatives. 

(apud http://www.xenos.org/ministries/crossroads/dotpsy.htm)
This is what happens to Grace Marks: in order to replace what she had lost, to reduce the dissonance, she surrenders to the culture of the moment - she exchanges a consistent self-identity for shifting cultural identities. This is why she assumes either Mary Whitney’s or Nancy Montgomery’s identity to such an extent that for rather long periods of time Grace is but an “alias”. She realizes increasingly that who and what she represents is not so much the result of her "personal essence" (real feelings, deep beliefs, and the like), but of how she is constructed by various persons or in various social groups.
The loss of self-identity has been associated with some of the most unsettling findings in the entire psychology research literature. The loss of self-identity isn't only frightening. It can be tragic. Loss of personal identity and truth may lead to devastating problems, such as loss of individual freedom, mental illness, dysfunctional behaviour. (apud http://www.xenos.org/ministries/crossroads/dotpsy.htm)

Accordingly, Grace ceases being Irish and a Protestant, she even ceases being a normal human being, getting involved in the murders organized by James McDermott. 

As for McDermott, he is described by William Harrison in his “Recollections of the Kinnear Tragedy”, written for the Newmarket Era, 1908 as …morose and churlish. There was very little to admire in his character… [He] was a smart young fellow, so lithe that he would run along the top of a zig zag fence like a squirrel, or leap over a five-barred gate, rather than open or climb it…(Atwood, Alias Grace,213)

He is a Catholic and does not attend the Presbyterian church in Richmond Hill, he just drives the girls there and then returns to pick them up. He sided with the ruling class (Tories) during the Rebellion, at least he boasts as much to Grace: he’d enlisted again for a soldier, with the Glengarry Light Infantry, which had got such a bad reputation among the farmers, as I knew from Mary Whitney, having burnt a good many farmhouses during the Rebellion, and turned women and children out into the snow, and done worse to them besides, that was never printed in the newspapers. (Atwood, Alias Grace,267)

McDermott had the reputation of a bad egg, but the newspapers did not publicize the crimes of his military outfit. 

Grace also is told by McDermott that: … his family was respectable enough, being from Waterford in the south of Ireland and his father had been a steward […] he himself had been a scapegrace, and never one to lick the boots of the rich. (Atwood, Alias Grace, 266) but she is not quite sure he is telling the truth for he had a strong reputation as a liar and a braggart. His is rebellious but nor for noble reasons and his hatred for the English pushes him towards insane gestures: At these times he would say that he hated all Englishmen, and though Kinnear was a lowland Scot, it was the same thing, they were all thieves and whores, and stealers of land, and ground down the poor wherever they went; and both Mr. Kinnear and Nancy deserved to be knocked on the head and thrown down into the cellar . . . (Atwood, Alias Grace, 304)
After their unsuccessful attempt at escaping to the USA, McDermott and Grace are trialed and he is sentenced to death, while she is sent to prison. Her life in prison and in the lunatic asylum was marked by the customary treatment of abuse and frustration that female prisoners were subject to.

Although Grace was an accomplished seamstress, the dream of having her own quilt made by her own hands was to wait until her liberation. Quilts in Atwood’s novel are miniaturizations of destinies, made up of odds and ends, joys and sorrows. Grace’s multiple personality takes the shape of a quilt representing the Tree of Paradise in which she puts together pieces of cloth from the dresses that once belonged to all her “aliases”. She tries to summarize her whole life experience and include all her acquired identities, as a token of her coming to peace with all the other selves that had completed her identity, the new identities transplanted on the initial one.
Alias Grace uses post-modern narrative techniques to explore the instability of personal identity and historical knowledge. It is a multi-voiced intertextual novel using many sources, embedding genuine letters exchanged by some of the characters, and several other kinds of texts in the narrative. Each of the writers quoted by Atwood offers a particular view of the Kinnear murders or of insanity and crime in the nineteenth century, and the novel mediates between all these differing interpretations, allowing them to comment on one another.

As for Grace’s figure, she remains mysterious from beginning to end, a puzzle made up of many contradictory pieces, a portrait that was painted taking into account the descriptions of various people who all saw her in different ways: I think of all the things that have been written about me – that I am an inhuman female demon, that I am an innocent victim of a blackguard forced against my will and in danger of my own life, that I was too ignorant to know how to act and that to hang me would be judicial murder, that I am fond of animals, that I am very handsome with a brilliant complexion, that I have blue eyes, that I have green eyes, that I have auburn and also brown hair, that I am tall and also not above average height, that I am well and very decently dressed, that I robbed a dead woman to appear so, that I am brisk and smart about my work, that I am of a sullen disposition with a quarrelsome temper, that I have the appearance of a person rather above my humble station, that I am a good girl with a pliable nature and no harm is told of me, that I am cunning and devious, that I am soft in the head and little better than an idiot. And I wonder, how can I be all of these different things at once? (Atwood, Alias Grace, 23)
Grace’s story is just one of the many telling about the destiny of an Irish immigrant to Canada, a story constructed out of many pieces of evidence but still uncertain. But doesn’t history itself mean effacement and mingling of records, isn’t it clearly marked down as a semiotic of uncertainty?
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