Oryx and Crake – Characters, Objects/Places, Themes, Style, and Quotations

Characters

Snowman/ Jimmy

Snowman is the adopted name of Jimmy. After the fall of mankind, Jimmy is left alone and appears to be the sole survivor of his species. Without society to define him, he renames himself Snowman. His full adopted name, known only to himself, is Abominable Snowman. He believes it is apt since he has proven abominable in the face of plague. Later, however, he decides that he might be the other kind of snowman, the kind that is an unconvincing replica of a human being and will melt into nothingness. 

Although Jimmy is not a genius, he does possess a knack for language and a love of word usage. After graduating from the Martha Graham Academy, Jimmy works as an ad man for self-help products. Later, Crake hires him to lead the ad campaign for BlyssPlus, a Viagra-like drug. 

Jimmy finds it hard to form connections with other human beings. Aside from a petrakunk, he has one real friend in his whole life, Crake. Yet Crake, who is far more cunning and less in touch with his emotional side than Jimmy, ultimately proves to be a poor friend. Jimmy engages in meaningless sexual relationships with women who are married or otherwise unavailable. After beginning an affair with Oryx, whom Crake and Jimmy have both obsessed over since they first spotted her in an online porn site in high school, Jimmy feels that he is really in love. Even after her death, he conjures Oryx in his mind and continues their love affair. 

Jimmy's inability to relate to others presumably stems from his dysfunctional family background. Jimmy's father does not spend any time with him, even when it is Jimmy's birthday, and his mother abandons Jimmy to engage in subversive anti-compound activities when Jimmy is a young teenager.

Oryx

When Oryx first appears in the novel, she is a child of about eight years old. Crake and Jimmy spot her on an Internet sex site. Oryx wears a garland of flowers and a pink hair ribbon, and in the movie, she licks whipped cream off a grown man. She turns to the camera and smiles contemptuously at whomever will watch this pornography. Crake downloads and prints out the frozen image of that moment. 

Oryx has a triangular face, like that of a Siamese cat. Jimmy thinks that her body is as delicate as filigree. She is approximately eight years younger than Jimmy. Oryx grows up so poor that she lives in a dwelling without floors. Her home is a hut in an impoverished village. Oryx lives with her siblings, her sick father and the mother who resents his sickness. After Oryx's father dies, her mother sells her to a well-dressed trader who frequently comes to the village in search of children. 

The child-trader trains Oryx to sell flowers to tourists in the city, and eventually he involves her in a bribery scheme that involves luring men to their hotel rooms. Later, the trader dies, and Oryx is sold to a pornographer. As an eight-year-old, she trades sexual favours for English lessons from the camera man. 

When Oryx is a teenager, she appears on the news as a foreign girl who has been kept locked in a garage by a San Francisco pharmacist. She claims that he saved her from a life of pornography and locked her in his garage to keep her safe. 

Oryx meets Crake when he orders her for sex from Student Services at Watson-Crick. Later, when he heads the Paradice initiatives, Crake hires Oryx to train the Crakers. In Paradice, she is given a new name, Oryx Beisa, which is the name of a gentle, water-conserving East African herbivore that has gone extinct. 

Oryx appears to be used by Crake, unaware herself of his plan to kill all of humanity. In the final moments of her life, she wears pink ribbons, reminiscent of the innocent child she was when Jimmy and Crake first saw her photo online.

Crake

Crake's real name is Glenn. He acquires the nickname Crake, which is the name of an extinct red-necked Australian bird, while playing an online game called Extinctathon. Crake transfers to HelthWyzer High in the middle of the school year and quickly becomes friends with Jimmy. He impresses Jimmy with his ability to do impressions of teachers, and he impresses everyone else at school with his intelligence. 

Crake graduates first in his high-school class and then attends the prestigious Watson-Crick Instititute. He remains active in Extinctathon, an online game that is popular among genius subversives. When Crake gets a job to lead the Paradicegenetic-engineering project for RejoovenEsence, he recruits Extinctathon's outlaws to be the project's scientists. 

Crake masterminds a plan to kill all the human beings on Earth and replace them with a new species of man. He operates from logical theorems rather than human emotion. Crake chooses Jimmy to watch over the Crakers after his death, because he knows that Jimmy has compassion and tenderness. Crake's own lack of those characteristics is evidenced by his murder of Oryx, a woman that he claims to love.

Jimmy's Mother

Jimmy's mother, who is named Sharon, is a scientist. She quits working when Jimmy is six, ostensibly so that she can spend more time with him, but emotional instability leads her to ignore her son. When Jimmy's father takes a post at the HelthWyzer compound, Sharon feels that his work is unethical. Under the ruse of a dental appointment, she manages to slip beyond the compound's security and becomes an anti-compound revolutionary. Aside from nondescript postcards signed with a pseudonym, Jimmy does not hear from his mother until CorpSeCorps agents show him a video of her execution. As she prepares to die for treason, Sharon gives Jimmy a message that she loves him and that he shouldn't let her down.

Jimmy's Father

Jimmy's father is a prominent scientist who leads the pigoon project at OrganInc. Later he takes a position at HelthWyzer, doing work that his wife thinks is unethical. Jimmy's father has a contentious relationship with Jimmy's mother. When she leaves the family, he quickly recovers and starts a new relationship with one of his lab assistants. After Jimmy leaves home for college, he hears from his father infrequently. Jimmy's father generally sends Jimmy a belated online birthday card.

Crake's Mother

Crake's mother works as a diagnostician at the hospital complex. She is intense and does not say much. She has dark hair, a square jaw and a slim chest. Crake's mother has a second husband called "Uncle Pete." She dies one month before Crake's high school graduation from a bioform infection.

Uncle En

Uncle En is a trader of young children. He purchases children from their parents in the village and then takes them to the city and trains them to sell flowers. He has several servants and wears a gold watch. He trains Oryx to lure men into hotel rooms, but at the last moment, he barges in and "saves" her from the men, taking large bribes to keep quiet. Later, Uncle En is rumoured to have been murdered, and his body is said to be found floating on one of the city's canals.

Jack

Jack is a cameraman for the child pornography videos that feature young Oryx. He comes from an English-speaking country and looks down on the country in which he works as germy and backward. Oryx says that Jack has a penis like a shrivelled carrot. He asks her for sexual favours, and in return he teaches Oryx the English language. Jimmy hates Jack for abusing Oryx, but she feels sorry for him and is thankful for his English language lessons. Jack does a lot of illicit drugs and calls the movie studio "Pixieland."

Amanda Payne

Amanda, whose real name is Barb Jones, is Jimmy's girlfriend after he graduates from Martha Graham. She hails from an abusive pleebland family. She creates art installations that involve shaping animal carcasses into four-letter words and having vultures eat the meat. Jimmy leaves Amanda soon after she brings up the subject of love.

Crakers

The Crakers, also known as the Children of Crake, are humans who have been genetically engineered by Crake and the Paradice scientists. Their skin comes in a wide range of colours, and their eyes are a glowing green. They are quite beautiful in appearance. The Crakers cannot distinguish skin color, so there is no chance of racism developing among them. Their bodies are immune to disease, and they have been engineered to eat plant material and then create fecal matters that can be redigested. They go into heat at regular intervals, so there is no sexual torment for the Crakers. They are neither hunters nor farmers, so they have no territorial drive. The Crakers do not need to wear clothes or build houses, because they are perfectly adjusted to their habitat. They grow from infants to adults rapidly and die when they reach the age of thirty.

Trio of Survivors

At the end of the novel, Jimmy has discovered three other human survivors − a woman and two men. The woman wears a uniform of some sort and appears to have been pretty at one time. All three of the survivors look "wasted." They carry a spray gun.

Objects and Places – Q: What is the significance of each?
The Picture of Oryx

When Oryx is a child, the teenage boys Crake and Jimmy see Oryx on a porn web site. Crake saves her picture, and he prints a copy for Jimmy. In the image, she seems contemptuous and violated.

Snowman's Model of Chaos

To explain the concept of chaos to the Crakers, Snowman stirs dirt and water in a plastic child's pail that has washed up on the beach. (ref. Genesis)
The Child Trader's Gold Watch

The dealer who buys young Oryx from her family wears a gold watch. It is unclear whether it is made of actual gold, but nevertheless the watch is a badge of quality that convinces the villagers that the dealer is a legitimate businessman. Later, when the dealer imprisons the children in the city, he tells them that a voice in the watch canal ways tell him where each child is. Snowman later tells the Crakers that he can communicate with Crake through his broken wristwatch, reminiscent of this story.

Jungle Bird

When Oryx gets sold to Uncle En and taken on a long journey through the jungle, she hears a bird calling. It reminds her of birdcalls she has heard in her village, and she imagines that the bird has been sent by her mother as a message of love.

Snowman's Whistle

Snowman always whistles as he approaches the Children of Crake's encampment. He doesn't want to strain their politeness with a surprise visit. He thinks that his whistle is like a leper's bell.

The Snowman Fish Path

The path that connects the Crakers' encampment and Snowman's settlement at the edge of the woods is called the Snowman Fish Path. The people call it that because it is the path they use to bring Snowman the single fish that they catch and cook for him each week.

Neurotypical

Neurotypical is Watson-Crick slang (used today as well) for a person with a normal I.Q. who does not have Asperger's. Crake implies that Jimmy is a neurotypical, and Jimmy feels insulted.

Fridge Magnets

The science students at Watson-Crick usually collect refrigerator magnets. They bear such sayings as "Siliconsciousness" and "The proper study of Mankind is Everything." Later, when he heads Paradice, Crake's magnets say thinks like "I think, therefore" and "To stay human is to break a limitation."

Snats

Animals created by splicing the genes of snakes and rats, snats are believed to be extinct. Nevertheless, Snowman fears that he will encounter one of the dangerous creatures.

Jimmy's Mother's Dressing Gown

After Jimmy's mother flees the HelthWyzer compound, Jimmy puts on her magenta dressing gown. It smells like her, of jasmines, and he wears it to comfort himself. Wearing the gown, however, makes Jimmy realize that he hates his mother.

The Cock Clock

One of Jimmy's married girlfriends gives him an alarm clock that looks like a penis. After he learns of his mother's death, the clock depresses him because it reminds him that his relationships with women are all purely sexual.

Themes

Corporate Power

In Oryx and Crake, corporations exist separately from the rest of the world. Characters who are lucky enough to work for a corporation can escape the lawlessness and filth of pleeblands and live in an idyllic corporate compound instead. Although Oryx and Crake takes place in America, the novel includes no reference to local, state or federal government. The corporations rule instead. Each compound is a distinct locale, but it appears that the corporations are somehow united because they share a legion of CorpSeCorps agents that work in tandem on such cases as that of Jimmy's mother. The corporations featured in the novel employ science and marketing techniques that render the public powerless consumers. OrganInc specializes in manufacturing spare parts for organ replacement. HelthWyzer sells medicines that fight various diseases. AnooYoo creates pills and creams that promise to make people younger and more beautiful. RejoovenEsence use genetic modification in order to make humans immortal. All four corporations sell products that have been formulated with the expectation that people will grow dependent on them. AnooYoo and RejoovenEsence get users hooked on their lifestyle enhancing drugs, so that people begin to feel powerless without the products. According to Crake, HelthWyzer actually creates diseases in order to sell the drugs that will cure them. This high level of control over the masses results from unprecedented corporate greed. Ironically, Crake becomes the most powerful person in the world by limiting the power of RejoovenEsence's top executives. Crake's bosses believe that he is creating prototypes for customers who will want to choose specific features in their offspring, but Crake has instead started a new humanoid species to replace mankind. If there were some oversight, RejoovenEsence's leaders would see Crake's floor models and know that their plan has gone off course. Surely nobody would choose a child with limited brainpower who eats his own feces, urinates to mark his territory and mates in an orgy. The society in Oryx and Crake has such strong faith in science, however, that even the most clever businessmen give a mad scientist free rein.

Hierarchy

Throughout the novel, Jimmy compares his status to that of people around him. Every time his father gets a new job, Jimmy notes how large his family's new home is in comparison with the homes of other compound employees. In school, he finds himself low on the social scale and tries to increase his status by becoming the class clown. At his high school graduation, Jimmy becomes keenly aware of his low desirability to colleges. Being a "word person" automatically places Jimmy lower on the hierarchy than Crake, who excels at math and science. Jimmy gets admitted to the Martha Graham Academy, a low-status school for the arts. He knows that studying at Martha Graham will leave him permanently on the lower rungs of society's ladder. Crake, on the other hand, attends the top academy, Watson-Crick. The contacts and lessons he gets at Watson-Crick will enable Crake to become the most powerful person in the world. In this way, emotions and feelings give way to emotionless and unethical logic and science. Ironically, Crake gives up his position of power when he forces Jimmy to kill him. As the last man standing on Earth, Jimmy becomes the highest in status. He is needed to care for the Crakers and bring them to a safe environment. As Snowman wonders whether his brain has grown or shrunk since the JUVE catastrophe, he also considers how his importance has increased or grown smaller. Snowman has kept the Crakers alive, but soon he will be dead. Then, they will forget him. In a species where life ends at thirty, there can be no memory of important historical figures. It seems odd that a man who has the power to gain supremacy over everyone else should choose to create a population in which there is no hierarchy. In the Crakers' society, everyone is equally fertile and attractive. No one desires to own land, and all members are equal in intelligence and talent. According to Crake, the absence of status levels means the Crakers will never need to resort to conflict to claim power.

Parental Responsibility

Parents play important roles in helping to define the characters of their offspring in

Oryx and Crake.   Jimmy's parents create a tense and dysfunctional childhood home for their son, punctuated by frequent arguments over matters both trivial and important. Sharon's shame for her husband's unethical work at HelthWyzer leads her to grow depressed and eventually run away from her home and her role as parent. Jimmy's father is equally irresponsible as a parent, forgetting Jimmy's birthday every year. Jimmy's father pays little attention to his son's pain after Sharon leaves; his focus is instead on his own happiness as his new girlfriend moves into the family home.

Jimmy's family relations seem to taint his dealings with other people. Until he meets Crake, Jimmy has no real friends, just classmates whom he entertains with funny skits about his parents' arguments. Later, Jimmy finds himself unable to commit to women. When a girlfriend starts talking about love, he feels that it is time to dump her. He prefers purely sexual relationships with women who are already married and unavailable. Curiously, Jimmy manages to look after the Crakers when the JUVE virus kills the rest of humanity. In crisis, he exhibits a compassionate responsibility towards others that surpasses the parenting he himself received. 

Oryx, another character abandoned by her own parents, also shows great concern for the Crakers. Oryx has little contact with her father, who suffers from a deadly disease. Even though Oryx's mother betrays her familial bond by selling Oryx when she is a young child, Oryx praises her mother for doing what she had to do. After she is sold into child slavery, Oryx has three villainous father figures − Mr. En, who teaches her to entrap men in a prostitution scheme, Jack, who teaches eight-year-old Oryx English in exchange for sex, and the American pharmacist who buys her freedom but keeps her locked in a garage. Oryx feels no anger for the abuse she endured with these men, choosing instead to feel gratitude for how each one helped her. To the Crakers, Oryx is a patient and loving teacher. They consider her a maternal figure and an earth goddess who is responsible for giving life to the plants and the animals.

Style

Point of View

The novel is told from the third-person point of view, but the narrator only knows what is in Jimmy/Snowman's mind. The narrator guides the reader through the action of the story using Jimmy's thoughts as well as the bits of dialogue that Jimmy remembers from conversations with the other characters. Jimmy seems to have a reliable memory. He jumps between topics and time periods, which makes for a piecemeal narrative that keeps the reader wondering what exactly has happened in Jimmy's recent history. After surviving an extremely traumatic set of experiences and living for a long time without any real humans to talk to, Jimmy experiences a great deal of confusion. He is, for instance, plagued by random quotations that pop up in his mind, and usually he cannot remember where he read or heard those words.

Setting

The first setting for the novel is a wildlife refuge near the seashore. This is the place where Jimmy has brought the Crakers so that they can have an endless supply of greens to eat and he can be sustained on fish. The area includes an arboretum, which provides shade for Jimmy during the overwhelming heat of the midday sun. Although this setting is removed from human dwellings, the remnants of civilization wash ashore with the tides to remind Jimmy of the way life used to be. Much of the flashback action takes place in corporate compounds. In the OrganInc compound, Jimmy lives in a comfortable home and visits his father's lab building, which includes a room filled with pigoon cages. In the HelthWyzer compound, Jimmy's parents dwell in a posh house, and Jimmy attends a high school with high-teach science labs.

Two contrasting settings are the universities that Jimmy and Crake attend. At the Martha Graham Academy, Jimmy shares a decrepit dorm room with a roommate. The campus includes a rare library of paper books, relics of distant history. At Crake's school, the Watson-Crick Institute, there are many shiny labs where students invent products with financial backing from prominent corporations. Crake does not have to share his plush suite of rooms with another student. 

The final setting for the novel is the RejoovenEsence compound, which includes an overgrown central park and the remains of a typical suburban family dwelling. The entire compound is surrounded by a rampart that has eight watchtowers built into its perimeter. As Jimmy approaches Crake's Paradice dome, he sees a vestibule that was once kept secure by a state-of-the-art airlock. Paradice has offices and a bio-bubble, which serves as a habitat for the Crakers. The bio-bubble houses many plants and animals, and it is protected by a curved window made of self-healing material. Solar panels light the bio-bubble environment.

Language and Meaning

Atwood writes in casual language, including many fragments and run-ons. This casual use of English helps create a realistic character who thinks in genuine human speech patterns. Atwood tells the story from Jimmy's cache of memories, creating a voice for the character that highlights his sarcasm and love of vocabulary. He frequently reminds himself of words that he once used when he had people to talk with − sere, for instance, and incarnadine. Sometimes he remembers the words but not the meanings. One unique and noteworthy feature of Atwood's language is the invented words that serve as names, not only for Oryx and Crake and Snowman, but also for the many companies and products. Words like RejoovenEsence and pigoon are bastardized language, corrupted for the use of greedy corporations, as well as expressions of mankind's need to name things and create new language. Jimmy's career runs in parallel to this idea of language, since the only use for his literary ability is in advertising.

Structure

The novel comprises fifteen sections, and each section has several subsections. The subsections bear titles that identify important nouns from the passages that follow. The narration jumps between times and settings throughout the fifteen sections, realistically mimicking the way a man's brain would jump about as he tried to sort through a jumble of thoughts in the aftermath of great personal and world crisis.

Quotations 
 (Page numbers don’t match our edition)
"'Your friend is intellectually honourable,' Jimmy's mother would say. 'He doesn't lie to himself."'     Page 69

"Snowman, tell us please about the deeds of Crake." Page 102

"The little girls laughed about the germs, because they didn't believe in them; but they believed about the disease, because they'd seen that happen. Spirits caused it, everyone knew that. Spirits and bad luck. Jack had not said the right prayers." Pages 140−141

"He doesn't know which is worse, a past he can't regain or a present that will destroy him if he looks at it too clearly. Then there's the future. Sheer vertigo." Page 147

"He feels like weeping. Then he hears a voice − his own! − saying boohoo; he sees it, as if it's a printed word in a comic-strip balloon. Water leaks down his face." Page161

"'I'm a lost cause,' he would tell them. 'I'm emotionally dyslexic."' Page 190

"'I don't believe in Nature either,' said Crake. 'Or not with a capital N."' Page 206

"'All it takes,' said Crake, 'is the elimination of one generation. One generation of anything. Beetles, trees, microbes, scientists, speakers of French, whatever. Break the link in time between one generation and the next, and it's game over forever."' Page223

"Strange, thinks Snowman, how in an emergency a lot of people would head for the bathroom. Bathrooms were the closest things to sanctuaries in these houses, places where you could be alone to meditate." Page 230

"He jumps out of reach, watches while the pigoon slithers back down, then launches itself again. Its eyes gleam in the half-light; he has the impression it's grinning." Page271

"Herediseases Removed. Why Be Short? Go Goliath! Dreamkidlets. Heal Your Helix. Cribfillers Ltd. Weenie Weenie? Longfellow's the Fellow!" Page 288

"'My unit is called Paradice,' said Crake, over the soy-banana flamby. 'What we're working on is immortality."' Page 292

"I touched her, thought Jimmy like a ten-year-old. I actually touched her!" Page 311

"'There are too many people and that makes the people bad. I know this from my own life, Jimmy. Crake is a very smart man!"' Page 322
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