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The fictional corpus of contemporary Canadian writer Margaret At-
wood is characterized by a diverse range of subjects and styles. There is
the whimsically comic Edible Woman (1969), the surrealistic Surfacing
(1972), the gothic romance parody Lady Oracle (1976), the bleakly realistic
Life Before Man (1979), and the Caribbean revolution tale Bodily Harm
(1982).'Critics, attempting to find some common ingredients in these works,
talk about Atwood’s inheritance of Canadian survival literature; her feminist
polemics; her interest in the gothic, the supernatural, and the primitive;
and her flair for humor and parody. All of these are unquestionably features
of her fiction, but there is an additional one that critics have thus far
overlooked: her fascination with, and indictment of, the kind of popular
culture that is over-running the United States and Canada. Atwood’s novels
explore the way the various forms of popular culture--the media, advertis-
ing, journalism, movies, art, and so forth--perniciously invade and influence
people’s perceptions and attitudes, making them obsessed with images,
preventing them from experiencing life authentically, and deadening their
moral sensibility.

In her first novel she expresses her criticism through the insights of
the protagonist, Marian MacAlpin. As a market researcher who conducts
surveys to test the efficacy of various advertisements, Marian is aware of
the way ads are designed to make people strive to associate themselves with
~ certain images of status. She notes, for example, that the phrases and il-
lustrations of a beer commercial she is testing are intended to make “‘the
average beer-drinker, the slope-shouldered pot-bellied kind,...feel a mystical
identity with the plaid-jacketed sportsman shown in the pictures with his
foot on a deer or scooping a trout into his net’’ (The Edible Woman, p.
25). So aware is she of the influence of the media that she even suspects
her boyfriend’s attempts at ‘‘spontaneous’’ love-making (in the bathtub,
in a bucolic setting, etc.) to have been triggered by images in girlie or out-
doorsy male magazines.






