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Margaret Atwood’s Surfacing has been called “a remarkable, and remarkably misunderstandable book.”	 It has been read as a book about death, mortality, and as an	illustration of Atwood’s critical stance. It has also been read as a ghost story, a particularly intriguing point of view, since Atwood herself, in an interview, said: “For me, the interesting thing in that book is the ghost in it, and that’s what I like. And the other stuff is there, it’s quite true, but it is a condition; it isn’t, to me, what the book is about.”  She goes on to say about ghost stories: “You can have the Henry James kind, in which the ghost that one sees is in fact a fragment of one’s own self which has split off and that to me is the most interesting kind and that is obviously the tradition I’m working in.”
Taking Atwood at her word, for the moment, what we have is a sort of psychological thriller, where the protagonist searches for or comes in conflict with that fragmented self, which appears as a ghost. And on one level, Surfacing is a ghost story, although whether or not this knowledge opens up the meaning of the novel for us remains to be seen. In fact, Surfacing has several ghosts, both father and mother of the narrator-protagonist. Hamlet, by comparison, may have had it easy, with only his father/ ghost to worry about.
I would not wish to push a comparison between Hamlet and Atwood’s Surfacing any further; what is most illuminating in even a casually tentative comparison, however, is the shape given to the “stuff” by the father/ ghost hovering around the edges and occasionally passing through the form itself. The  heroes of both works learn to accept loss and to confront their own mortality as conditions of life. What may seem surprising is that the hero of Surfacing is a woman, who, not unlike Hamlet, pushes to the outer limits of her existence in order to discover the self.
Atwood brilliantly reveals through the structure of Surfacing how the process of myth, used in spinning out this remarkable “ghost story,” becomes a critical tool toward self-awareness, while at the same time the form of the novel also acts as poetic meta-criticism of the mythic process itself. Atwood’s use of novelistic form lends richness and complexity to Surfacing as it draws the reader along with the protagonist into new and deeper perceptions of her journey towards a consciousness of the self as it moves towards its own becoming.
Finally, we recognize that what stirs and excites us about Atwood’s novel is its human centrality, with its rare view of a woman’s enormous capacity to confront heroically the ghosts of her psyche and —if only momentarily —to conquer them.

