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Abstract

The paper compares Carter’s Wise Children and Atwood’s Alias Grace. Both novels 
reintroduce the changing perception of female friendship and bonding, fashioning the self 
as well as fashioning the family. Both novels draw on a female tradition that employs the 
imagery of quilting as a conscious narration/creation of one’s own life, identity and body. 
Moreover, clothing and the fashioning of the self has a deeper connotation in understanding 
the body as a flesh dress: both protagonists, Dora and Grace, have a twin who shares their 
(flesh) dress, metaphorically as well as literally.
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Patchworks, Scrapbooks, Palimpsests 

In light of the comparative analysis of Wise Children (WC) and Alias Grace (AG), the 
most striking of all the features that Carter and Atwood share is the highly intertextual 
eclecticism of their works: they are bricoleurs composing their narratives from a 
variety of texts. By their ironic subverting of literary conventions, Carter and Atwood 
construct their fiction from fragments of other literary works. In an interview with 
Kerryn Goldsworthy, Carter comments on the densely metafictional nature of her 
writing: “...all fiction, really was about other fiction” (5). Their writing transgresses 
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the laws of genres by weaving together high and low or popular forms. This process 
is often described in metaphors of quilting, which associates Carter and Atwood 
with the female tradition of handicraft. Julia Simon calls Angela Carter “the quilt 
maker” and suggests that “[a]s female household art, the patchwork is part of the 
lived experience of women” (249). Similarly, Margaret Atwood’s craft is described 
by Barbara Hill Rigney in the following words, “in all literatures, particularly those 
written by women and particularly those written by Atwood, the image of the 
woman as fabricator, seamstress, weaver, spider becomes one with the image of the 
tale-teller, writer” (158).

Carter’s Wise Children (1991) and Atwood’s Alias Grace (1996) reintroduce the 
themes of female bonding, family ties, and construction of the self. Dora and Grace 
have doubles that echo their lives. The theme of doubling is very complex in both 
novels on the formal level of the text (mirroring and imitating previous literary 
genres and works), as well as on the thematic level (endless twinning of characters). 
Furthermore, the novels share the metaphor of quilting which conveys both the 
construction of the highly intertextual texts and the construction of patchwork 
selves. Furthermore, as in Wise Children, the scrapbook self and the scrapbook text 
is imprinted on the fragile and paper-like skin of the old narrator. Scrapbooks may 
be seen here as a specific kind of écriture féminine where the subjects do not simply 
negatively define/defend/detach the self but positively facilitate the coexistence of 
various fragments. 

Wise Children is narrated by Dora Chance, who is writing her own biography on 
her and her twin sister’s seventy-fifth birthday. Dora’s own fictional autobiography 
enables her to take responsibility for fashioning her self. In the novel, all the 
boundaries are very blurry, including geographic boundaries and boundaries 
between the legitimate and illegitimate. The novel is preoccupied with the motifs of 
doubles, since it features several generations of twins in two theatrical families. The 
parallel between fabricating the self and creative activity – such as dancing, singing, 
and quilting – creates a link between Carter’s and Atwood’s writing. Moreover, both 
narrators, Dora and Grace, share their lives, clothes and, sometimes, their identities 
with their female doubles, Nora (Dora’s twin sister) and Mary (Grace’s friend).

To emphasize the quilting link between Carter’s and Atwood’s novel, I shall 
mention Carter’s short story “The Quilt Maker,” which appears in the collection 
Burning Your Boats (BB), and which anticipates Wise Children in many ways.1 In this 
story, an eighty-year-old woman represents the younger female narrator’s double, 
resembling the image of the Russian doll, “...my big babushka who contains my forty, 
my thirty, my twenty, my ten years within her fragile basket of bones” (BB 456). 
Similarly to Dora’s connection to Grandma Chance’s image of Dora’s future old self, 
the shared experience of ageing is created between the two women in “The Quilt 
Maker:” “As I am now, so you will be!” (BB 448). The younger woman takes care of 
the older Letty, which prefigures the care and new concept of mothering in Wise 
Children. In “The Quilt Maker,” a women-only neighbourhood is created.

Just as Grandma Chance fashions her own all-female-family, Dora and Nora 
‘mother’ Wheelchair (the Lady Atalanta), the ex-wife of their father Melchior. Unlike 
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Melchior, Lady Atalanta treats her husband’s illegitimate twin daughters as family. 
Later, after a fall down the stairs, she is left physically and financially dependent. 
Dora and Nora take her to live in their household while her own twin daughters 
abandon her. Thus, the Chances create “a family-like unit in which not biological 
origin or legal status, but emotional bonds count” (Hegerfeldt 356). At the end of 
the novel, Dora and Nora are excited about the prospect of raising Gareth’s three-
month-old baby and Tristram’s unborn child. The Chance quilt has been woven into 
an invented family, and the biological family is presented as “a collection of our hopes 
and dreams and wishful thinking in the afternoons” (WC 230). The crafted nature of 
the Chance family becomes a metaphor for their creative and artistic approach to life.

The short story “The Quilt Maker” opens with a reflection on the craft of patchwork; 
moreover, the story itself is quilted like a patchwork of memories in a “harmonious 
overall design” (BB 444). Similarly, Dora’s narrative creates a “simple knot: nothing 
but a knot” (WC 31). Julia Simon sees Dora as “the scriptor who weaves a mottled 
quilt of intertextual allusions. The patchwork is an image for a specifically ‘female’ 
intertextuality” (209). Like a quilt maker, Dora weaves together pieces of literary 
and dramatic tradition produced by men but opposes linear narrative structure to 
produce a patchwork that facilitates the coexistence of various scraps, patches and 
fragments. Grandma Chance invents the family history, the illegitimate sisters choose 
the members of their family and, in parallel, Dora ignores the legitimate conventions 
of traditional narratives and chooses to offer “a Chinese banquet of options” (WC 31). 
Like a quilt maker, she creates an open texture, without an end. Julia Simon observes 
that “quilting as a part of a female tradition has been passed on to Dora by Grandma” 
(Rewriting 210), who not only invented her family, but also was a bricoleur2 of the 
twins’ scrapbooks. Grandma Chance used to keep a scrapbook of Dora’s and Nora’s 
artistic successes, for which they used to tease her: 

We felt bad when we saw those scrapbooks, we remembered how we’d teased 
her, we’d brought home sausage rolls, and crocodile handbags, but she’s kept on 
snipping out the cuttings, pasting them in. Piles of scrapbooks, the cuttings turned 
by time to the colour of the freckles on the back of an old lady’s hands. Her hand. 
My hand as it is now. When you touch the old newsprint, it turns into brown dust, 
like the dust of bones.  (WC 78)

The touch, fortunately, does not turn Dora into dust. It turns her into a young girl 
again and makes time stand still. Dora echoes what Grandma Chance taught them: 
to choose their own life and family. To develop this idea, I also suggest that Grandma 
is presented as Dora’s (and Nora’s) older double: “[. . .] one day, you’ll wake up and 
find you are old and ugly, just like me” (WC 94). Here, again, the family history is 
presented in its openness. 

Clearly, Dora’s open text can be seen as an unfinished quilt, woven by Dora, but 
also more importantly, by the reader. Dora’s text then becomes a Barthesian woven 
text: “Text means Tissue; but whereas hitherto we have always taken this tissue as a 
product, a ready-made veil, behind which lies, more or less hidden, meaning (truth), 
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we are now emphasizing, in the tissue, the generative idea that the text is made, 
is worked out in a perpetual interweaving ...” (Barthes 64). Dora, a postmodern 
Scheherazade, invites the reader to join her in weaving her narrative and admits that 
her narrative is unfinished and that there are gaps and holes in her quilt: “At my age, 
memory becomes exquisitely selective” (WC 195). She leaves the reader to find the 
hidden truth: “Hard to swallows, huh? Well, you might have known what you were 
about to let yourself in for when you let Dora Chance [. . .] tell you a tale” (WC 227). 
Dora plays with the reader and is always able to postpone what Kate Webb calls “the 
moment of revelation” (295). This revelation refers to the hidden truth of the Hazard 
and Chance clans, but it also points to exposing the allusions and references that 
have been woven into Dora’s (and Carter’s) palimpsestous text.

The reader’s role in the quilting/narrating activity is typical of Carter’s late 
novels. Many critics, including Aidan Day, Beth Boehm and Anja Müller, have seen 
the ending of Wise Children as a happy ending. Even though the novel does not 
present any “reformation of masculinity” (Simon 244), I find the ending of the novel 
celebrating and triumphant. It reaches beyond the narrative by engaging the reader in 
the active process of creation and thus, symbolically, can be read as a new beginning.

I think the novel is open and unfinished, and thus it transgresses the novel’s 
ending. Paradoxically then, the ending of the novel can be read as a new beginning, 
spinning another story out of the old one. Far from a pessimistic reading of Wise 
Children, the novel celebrates Dora’s and Nora’s decision to raise wise children in 
families that transgress and modify the norms of traditional families. I agree with 
Kate Webb that the novel “not only challenges legitimacy, it is also a celebration 
of the vitality of otherness” (282). I add that the ending of the text witnesses not 
only the degeneration of the legitimate clan of the Hazards, but seems to suggest the 
creation and legitimatization of something new, patchwork families and patchwork 
identities. 

Fashioning the Self

Atwood’s Alias Grace is centred around patchworks in both the literal and metaphorical 
senses. By using the patchwork/quilting metaphor, Atwood emphasizes the 
constructed nature of the text, which is presented as a patchwork of several genres,3 

multiple versions, “[r]ecords, documents, newspaper stories, eyewitness reports, 
gossip and rumour and opinion and contradiction” (Atwood, “In Search” 1513–14). 
Even though the novel draws on existing versions of Grace’s crime, Atwood manages 
to employ Gothic and even ghost story elements, which, in my opinion, parody the 
methods of the traditional historical novel. More importantly, Grace Marks’s story 
includes a lot of gaps in which the author was “free to invent” (“In Search” 1515). 
The patchwork/quilting metaphor thus represents the metafictional character of 
the novel as well. In my opinion, Alias Grace seems to highlight the patchwork and 
palimpsestous form of the self.
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The novel features Atwood’s most ambiguous character, Grace Marks, a housemaid 
accused of co-murdering Thomas Kinnear and his housekeeper Nancy in 1843. Grace 
may be guilty or innocent. She (seemingly) hides the secret of her participation in 
the murder which she claims to have forgotten. Atwood reconstructs the historical 
figure to raise questions about “the trustworthiness of memory, the reliability of 
story” (“In Search” 1515). She treats themes, especially the trick of amnesia, which 
resemble her other novels, including Lady Oracle, The Handmaid’s Tale, Cat’s Eye, 
The Robber Bride, The Blind Assassin as well as Oryx and Crake. Within Atwood’s 
oeuvre, then, Alias Grace represents a culmination of her treatment of the issues of 
victimization and manipulation. Moreover, it also points to storytelling as a strategy 
of manipulation and survival.

Nevertheless, Atwood seems to change her pattern in Alias Grace. The novel’s 
ending, ambiguous as it is (Grace may be pregnant or may be suffering from a 
tumour), seems to be far more positive than the other novels mentioned above. Grace 
is able to benefit from her storytelling as she is, according to the second edition of 
Howells’s Margaret Atwood, “a free woman and a respectable wife sitting in her own 
farmhouse in Upper New York State” (153), possibly pregnant and making her own 
quilt. In contrast, Atwood’s other novels feature or anticipate the death of tricksters/
manipulators, such as Zenia in The Robber Bride, Iris in The Blind Assassin, Oryx in 
Oryx and Crake. The other tricksters suffer under a burden of being revealed as liars 
or as mentally ill (Joan Forster in Lady Oracle, Cordelia in Cat’s Eye).

Grace’s act of sewing a new quilt, using Mary Whitney’s and Nancy’s cloth, 
acknowledges her own multiple and composite self as well as the other, dark and 
repressed part. All the women are victims: Mary dies due to a badly performed 
abortion, Nancy has been murdered, Grace may have been abused by her doctor, Dr. 
Bannerling, as well as by her supposed co-murderer, James McDermott. In her last 
quilt, Grace accepts her position, her past in prison, her memories of her friends’ and 
mother’s tragic deaths, and she will be united with them: 

But three of the triangles in my quilt will be different. One will be white, from the 
petticoat I still have that was Mary Whitney’s; one will be faded yellowish, from the 
prison nightdress I begged as a keepsake when I left there. And the third will be a 
pale cotton, a pink and white floral, cut from the dress of Nancy’s that she had on 
the first day I was at Mr. Kinnear’s, and that I wore on the ferry to Lewiston, when 
I was running away. [. . .] And so we will all be together.  (AG 534)

The harmony of fragments, each of which represents a woman victim, links this novel 
with Carter’s Wise Children. The unity of women in both novels points to the notion 
of female solidarity: in Wise Children, the Chances women invent a new family, 
accepting the other women, such as Wheelchair. In Alias Grace, Grace accepts the 
other women with their failures together with her own problematic past. Clothing 
and the fashioning of the self has a deeper connotation in understanding the body as 
a flesh dress: both protagonists, Dora and Grace, have a twin who shares their (flesh) 
dress, metaphorically as well as literally. Dora has an identical twin sister Nora, who 

Katarina Labudová • Postmodern Scheherazades: The Patchwork Metaphor in Angela Carter’s Wise ...



112

lends Dora her lover. And Grace has a friend, Mary, who not only borrows Grace’s 
clothes but (supposedly) borrows her body to commit the murder. By stressing the 
ambiguous (never only positive or negative) implications of female bonding, Carter’s 
and Atwood’s later novels devise an open and shifting notion of the body and the self.

In contrast to the threatening dimension of women’s unity in Carter’s and Atwood’s 
earlier novels (The Passion of New Eve, The Handmaid’s Tale and The Robber Bride), 
women’s empathy and solidarity in Alias Grace is not based on the exclusion of the 
other. In a broader sense, it represents “a self which includes others” (Murray 79).4  

I emphasize that accepting the other is also important for the construction of the 
individual self. Clearly, Grace’s quilt illustrates her acceptance of the past. I read the 
quilt metaphor as a tension between the fragmented and the whole. The quilt or 
patchwork metaphor can then be understood as the self in-process, constructed of 
fragments, yet finished and complete. Jennifer Murray suggests that “the quilt may 
be seen as an object of unity in spite of fragmentation, or as an object of division 
in spite of assembly” (78). I agree with Murray that because of this tension and 
ambiguity, the quilting metaphor “offers a way in for an analysis of the construction 
of the subject” (71). The quilting metaphor represents a postmodern understanding 
of the self as fragmentary, multilayered and heterogeneous.

I suggest that Grace, the notorious murderess, reinvents her identity. Grace’s 
memories and her self are strongly associated with clothes: her mother’s shawl, 
Mary’s red petticoat, crinolines, her prison yellow nightdress, Nancy’s second best 
dress she lent her when going to church, Miss Lydia’s dress, her mother’s kerchief she 
forgot to take off Nancy’s neck. On the other hand, after the murders she takes off her 
clothes, because she wishes to forget: “[. . .] and I could almost see Nancy and Mary 
beginning to take shape again inside their clothes” (AG 516). When Grace is leaving 
prison, she literally fashions a new identity. She comments on the new colours and 
big bunches of cloth pulled to the back, and regrets she had no chance to wear a 
crinoline. Together with her new clothes, she is getting used to her new identity of 
someone who has been rescued: “It was very strange to realize that I would not be 
a celebrated murderess any more, but seen perhaps as an innocent woman wrongly 
accused and imprisoned unjustly” (AG 513).

To Dr. Jordan, who comes to study Grace’s possible madness, she appears as a 
humble girl. However, Grace’s inner thoughts show that she is intelligent and she 
knows very well how to avoid bad impressions: “I’ve learnt how to keep my face still, 
I made my eyes wide and flat, like an owl’s in torchlight, and I said I had repented in 
bitter tears, and was now a changed person” (AG 29). Grace’s construction of the new 
self is often associated with performance, which links the novel with Wise Children. 
Like Dora, Grace selects details, performs her role, and Dr. Jordan, together with 
readers and the other characters, such as the naive daughter of the warden, become 
her audience and spectators.5 She admits: “I could see that she felt some tears were in 
order, and I shed several” (AG 512). Mimicking her listeners’ expectations, she keeps 
the control over her story and over her life.

Grace chooses not to reveal if she committed the murder but takes this opportunity 
to find her voice and tell her story. The truth is never revealed, although Grace 
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acknowledges the repressed and possibly forgotten memories. Nevertheless, the 
resemblance of the words “quilt” and “guilt” may point to the hidden parts of Grace’s 
self, which are never fully articulated in her dreams, in her interior monologues and/
or in her dialogues with Dr. Jordan. Despite Dr. Jordan’s authority and determination 
to uncover what exactly Grace was doing when Mr. Kinnear and Nancy were 
murdered, he never succeeds. It is instead Grace who takes control over the narrative 
and thus destabilizes the truth. When Dr. Jordan asks her to tell her story because 
he intends to restore her possibly erased/faulty memories, she replies: “Perhaps I 
will tell you lies” (AG 41). Grace produces several versions of her story, including an 
interior monologue, which she censors. Moreover, the novel also includes the stories 
told by the lawyers and a witness, Jamie Walsh. The versions are contradictory and 
never fit together.

Grace is a trickster narrator who refuses the passive status of a prisoner’s victim 
role. She comments that “[i]t is not the culprits who need to be forgiven; rather it 
is the victims, because they are the ones who cause all the trouble” (AG 531). Grace 
recognizes her chance to win Dr. Jordan’s assistance in setting her free from prison.6 
Hence she keeps narrating her story, like Scheherazade, making sure there is always 
a gap, one more thing Dr. Jordan desires to hear: if and how active she was in the 
murders.

Such paradoxes, gaps and ambiguities represent what Murray calls “the postmodern 
(contradictory) desire for unity and diversity, for freedom and security, for process 
and closure” (81). Grace’s new self may be seen as fragmentary and incomplete 
(because of her supposed amnesia and/or lying). Yet, due to the acceptance of her 
plurality and diversity (represented by the pieces of her prison dress and the pieces 
of Mary’s and Nancy’s cloth), similar to the open selves in Carter’s Wise Children, it 
offers progressive and liberating possibilities and even hope and optimism. In her 
quilt, Grace affirms the wholeness of her story, and although there are ambiguous 
patches, the quilt novel and quilt identity keep their integrity.

Conclusion

I have discussed the patchwork character of the self and the text in Wise Children and 
Alias Grace. Both novels emphasize the issues of memory, history and the impossibility 
of truth. Moreover, Wise Children and Alias Grace are linked by a quilting metaphor, 
which can be applied not only to the metafictionality of the narratives but also to 
the understanding of the self: it is plural, multiple, fragmented, and yet, united. 
Wise Children and Alias Grace feature trickster narrators who perform their highly 
ambiguous versions of the story for their enchanted readers/spectators. Dora and 
Grace leave the readers to speculate if they are again performing confidence tricks 
with their doubles, Nora and Mary Whitney. Carter and Atwood let them lie, mislead 
and erase their memories to produce open stories. I have chosen to discuss these two 
novels together because they offer much more positive readings than other novels by 
Carter and Atwood and encourage liberating flights of imagination.
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The readers are invited to join Dora and Grace (Carter and Atwood) to weave 
the unfinished quilts of their narratives. The protagonists have been identified 
as tricksters, leaving gaps and holes because they claim they have no memory of 
certain events. Neither Dora nor Grace reveals the true version of her life. Yet their 
open narratives offer liberating possibilities: Dora weaves together her new family 
and Grace reinvents herself as an innocent victim, quilting her own patchwork, 
hopefully, quilting her new body of a pregnant woman. Carter and Atwood let their 
Scheherazades lie and manipulate to produce hypnotizing open-ended stories. 

Notes
1 Carter’s short stories, including “The Quilt Maker,” have been collected in a 

posthumously published volume entitled Burning Your Boats (1995). It includes her four 
collections of short stories, The Bloody Chamber (1979), Fireworks: Nine Profane Pieces 
(1984), and Saints and Strangers or Black Venus as published in the United Kingdom 
(1985) and American Ghosts and Old World Wonders (1993). In Rewriting the Body, Julia 
Simon establishes the connection between the short story and Wise Children.

2 Similarly to Dora, in an interview with John Haffenden, Carter calls herself a 
bricoleur: “I have always used a very wide number of references because of tending 
to regard all of western Europe as a great scrap-yard from which you can assemble all 
sorts of new vehicles [...] bricolage” (Haffenden 92). Wise Children as well as Carter’s 
oeuvre has been called “littered with allusions and references drawn from a wide range 
of cultural spheres” (Munford, Re-visiting Angela Carter 1). 

3 A number of critics discuss the patchwork character of Atwood’s historiographic 
metafiction. Margaret Rogerson is one of the first to point to the patchwork character of 
Atwood’s writing in the context of “predominantly female” tradition, which “as a cultural 
practice, it is seen to encode female attitudes and messages” (5). She also extends the 
metaphor of quilting and patchwork to the process of writing: “[t]he symbolic equivalence 
of the activities of assembling a patchwork and writing a literary test is virtually self-
evident: a patchworker selects small pieces of fabric and sews them together to make a 
whole; and a writer begins with ideas or images and eventually produces a finished text” 
(13). Similarly, in “Historical Figures and Paradoxical Patterns,” Jennifer Murray suggests 
that Atwood represents history “through images of sewing, knitting and handcrafting” 
(65). In “Quilting as Narrative Art: Metafictional Construction in Alias Grace,” Sharon 
Rose Wilson points out to the extensive use of genres, including “the Jamesian ghost 
story, detective thriller, Gothic tale, autobiography, [. . .] Scheherezade story” (122). 
Karen F. Stein also explores the intertextual character of Alias Grace and comments that 
the novel combines “social realism, comedy of manners, epistolary form, Gothic fiction, 
and even a ballad” (103). 

4 Murray analyzes the “Trinity-like construction” in Alias Grace. She points out that 
“[n]o matter how many parts make up the One, that One remains whole and united” (80). 
I do not read the multiplicity of Grace’s self in the framework of Murray’s understanding; 
I only emphasize the radically different understanding of women’s unity as well as the 
individual self based on the acceptance of the other, rather than on the exclusion of the 
other, be it the dark, the male and/or the repressed (as it is in The Robber Bride, where the 
women are united only to fight with Zenia; in The Passion of New Eve, women are united 
in Beulah to punish men, etc.). 
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5 Darroch also suggests that “Dr. Jordan attempts to be Grace’s ideal listener, but he 
comes to feel like a voyeur” (110). Clearly, Grace offers up seductively interesting stories 
not only to Dr. Jordan but also to her husband.

6 In “Corpses, Cannibalism, and Carnality in Alias Grace,” Amelia Defalco discusses 
Dr. Jordan’s need to find “some fundamental truth” (778). She suggests that “[i]t is 
not surprising that Grace’s first experience of Simon’s psychological investigation is 
manifested in a distinctly physical sensation” (778).
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