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About the Book

Cat's Eye is the story of Elaine Risley, a controversial painter who returns to Toronto, the city of her youth, for a 

retrospective of her art. Engulfed by vivid images of the past, she reminisces about a trio of girls who initiated her into 

the fierce politics of childhood and its secret world of friendship, longing, and betrayal. Elaine must come to terms with 

her own identity as a daughter, a lover, an artist, and a woman--but above all she must seek release from her haunting 

memories. Disturbing, hilarious, and compassionate, Cat's Eye is a breathtaking novel of a woman grappling with the 

tangled knot of her life.

Discussion Guide

1. What does Margaret Atwood's novel Cat's Eye say about the nature of childhood and the development of adolescent 

friendships? Is there a gender influenced difference in cruelty between boys as opposed to cruelty as expressed by girls? 

At what point does adolescent meanness become pathological?

2. In the opening line of the novel, the narrator, artist Elaine Risley, who returns to the city of her birth for a 

retrospective of her painting, observes: "Time is not a line but a dimension, like the dimensions of space . . . if you knew 

enough and could move faster than light you could travel backward in time and exist in two places at once." How do you 

interpret this statement? Why does Elaine return to Toronto and what does she hope to accomplish? Was the trip 

necessary? If so, why? What role does this return play in the structure of the novel?

3. Elaine is haunted by Cordelia, her "best friend" and the tormentor of her childhood. All predators must have a motive. 

What benefit did Cordelia receive out of tormenting Elaine? What weakness in Elaine made her particularly vulnerable 

to Cordelia? Why did she continue to play such importance in Elaine's adult life?

4. Discuss the impact of the type of parenting received by Elaine, Cordelia, and their third friend, Grace. At one point 
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Elaine's mother tells her that she does not have to be with the girls that are tormenting her. Is her mother in any way 

responsible for what happened to Elaine? What role do you feel parents should play in helping resolve childhood 

conflicts or in protecting their children?

5. Early in the novel, Elaine is warned by her first new friend, Carol, not to go down into the ravine: "There might be 

men there." Discuss the significance of this warning, taking into account the later incident between the girls at the ravine. 

What does this say about our ability to apprehend danger? In what other Atwood novels does she explore the nature of 

evil and its relationship to gender?

6. Why do you think Elaine became an artist? What is the significance that she did so? Do artists use life experiences in 

ways nonartists do not?

7. Many of Atwood's themes are first explored in her poetry. We have included two poems from The Circle Game, her 

award-winning first volume of poetry, published in 1966. How are some of the themes of these poems later developed in 

Cat's Eye? Atwood is one of the few writers who is successful as both a poet and a novelist. Can you think of others?

8. A review of Cat's Eye by Judith Thurman suggests that a connection exists between sex and childhood games. 

Discuss this, as well as the significance of the book's title.

Author Bio

Margaret Atwood is the author of more than 50 books of fiction, poetry and critical essays. Her novels include CAT'S 

EYE, THE ROBBER BRIDE, ALIAS GRACE, THE BLIND ASSASSIN and the MaddAddam trilogy. Her 1985 

classic, THE HANDMAID'S TALE, was followed in 2019 by a sequel, THE TESTAMENTS, which was a global #1 

bestseller and won the Booker Prize.

Atwood has won numerous awards, including the Arthur C. Clarke Award for Imagination in Service to Society, the 

Franz Kafka Prize, the Peace Prize of the German Book Trade, the PEN America Lifetime Achievement Award, and the 

Dayton Literary Peace Prize. In 2019, she was made a member of the Order of the Companions of Honour for services to 

litera­ture. She lives in Toronto.

Critical Praise

"Nightmarish, evocative, heartbreaking."
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