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Al Purdy’s poem “Concerning Ms. Atwood” (1988) is a playful spoof of
Margaret Atwood as an eerily omniscient force. Wiser (and more recogniz-
able) than even God himself, Purdy’s Atwood stands as a formidable
authority on “the relative importance of YIN and yang” and yet she appears
content to let her celebrity status speak for itself as she “modestly” accepts
the praise bestowed upon her by everyone from the Premier of Ontario to
the fawning reporters covering her induction as a winner of the Nobel Prize
(496-97). In Engendering Genre: The Works of Margaret Atwood (2009),
Reingard Nischik offers a portrait of this renowned writer that resembles
Purdy’s poem in its recognition of Atwood’s productivity and reigning
popularity (but without the humour provided by his satirical perspective).
For Nischik, “Atwood’s overwhelming publication record, her status as
Canada’s leading writer and as one of the best and best-known contempo-
rary writers worldwide, her political consciousness and critical awareness,
coupled with her media-savvy and media-friendly personality” make her a
powerful literary figure indeed (2). “With her vast knowledge and sharp
wit, her humour and engaging presence of mind,” Nischik continues,
“Atwood must be one of the most frequently interviewed writers” on the
planet (2). Purdy pushes this claim one step further by imagining a celestial
Atwood being interviewed by “neutered blessed seraphim” somewhere
“beyond the last lonesome uninhabited galaxy” (497). But where Purdy
takes the liberty of teasing “Ms. Atwood” as a friend and fellow writer,
Nischik presents her famed omnipotence in more serious (if sometimes
equally effusive) terms by highlighting Atwood’s significant literary out-
put in a variety of genres over the last several decades.

Engendering Genre begins with a direct acknowledgement of Atwood’s
breadth as a writer whose “extraordinary creativity and productivity” shine
through most readily in the “wide range of genres in which she has been
productive,” from poetry to short stories to novels, and beyond (1). Nischik
also names Atwood’s wide-ranging “oeuvre” as “a remarkable cultural
document of our times”—one that exposes shifting societal approaches to
gender in particular (x). Exploring the relationship between gender and
genre as they apply to Atwood’s work is the central aim of Engendering






