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Using this guide



Why read this guide?


The purposes of this A-level Literature Guide are to enable you to organise your thoughts and responses to the text, deepen your understanding of key features and aspects and help you to address the particular requirements of examination questions and non-exam assessment tasks in order to obtain the best possible grade. It will also prove useful to those of you writing an NEA piece on the text as it provides a number of summaries, lists, analyses and references to help with the content and construction of the assignment.


Note that teachers and examiners are seeking above all else evidence of an informed personal response to the text. A guide such as this can help you to understand the text, form your own opinions, and suggest areas to think about, but it cannot replace your own ideas and responses as an informed and autonomous reader.


How to make the most of this guide


You may find it useful to read sections of this guide when you need them, rather than reading it from start to finish. For example, you may find it helpful to read the ‘Contexts’ section before you start reading the text, or to read the ‘Part/chapter summaries and commentaries’ section in conjunction with the text – whether to back up your first reading of it at school or college or to help you revise. The sections relating to the Assessment Objectives will be especially useful in the weeks leading up to the exam.





Key elements



This guide is designed to help you to raise your achievement in your examination or Non-exam Assessment response to Atonement. It is intended for you to use throughout your AS/A-level English Literature course. It will help you when you are studying the novel for the first time and also during your revision.


The following features have been used throughout this guide to help you focus your understanding of the novel:
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Context


Context boxes give contextual information that relates directly to particular aspects of the text.
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TASK


Tasks are short and focused. They allow you to engage directly with a particular aspect of the text.
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CRITICAL VIEW


Critical view boxes highlight a particular critical viewpoint that is relevant to an aspect of the main text This allows you to develop the higher-level skills needed to come up with your own interpretation of a text.
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Build critical skills


Broaden your thinking about the text by answering the questions in the Build critical skills boxes. These help you to consider your own opinions in order to develop your skills of criticism and analysis.
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Taking it further


Taking it further boxes suggest and provide further background or illuminating parallels to the text.
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Top ten quotation


A cross-reference to Top ten quotations (see pages 94–98 of this guide), where each quotation is accompanied by a commentary that shows why it is important.


All top ten quotations are in red.
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Introduction



An unconventional novel


Atonement can be considered an unconventional piece of fiction clothed as a conventional novel. As we read, it appears to be a conventional, realist novel, written in the third person, about a family living in Surrey before the outbreak of the Second World War. But by the time we have finished it, our views of the text have changed profoundly. We discover, among many other things, that the novel is ‘written’ by the central character – Briony Tallis – and that the crime that she commits in falsely accusing Robbie Turner of raping Lola Quincey acts as the motivation for her seeking, but never finding, atonement.


The novel’s structure


The novel is divided into four distinct sections: Part One, by far the longest section, is set in England in 1935; Part Two shifts to northern France during the British retreat at Dunkirk in 1940; Part Three is also set in 1940, on the ‘Home Front’ in London; the fourth section is entitled ‘London 1999’ and brings us up to date with all the major characters. With the exception of Part Two (which focuses on Robbie Turner’s final days as he tries to escape German forces), each of these sections has Briony at their centre: we trace her life from being a young girl possessed with a vivid imagination, to being a probationer nurse in London during the war; and then, finally, we see her at 77 years old, a successful novelist coming to terms with being diagnosed with a form of dementia. The final part is her attempt to explain her actions, to ensure ‘everything is in the right box file’ and that there is ‘a tidy finish’.
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However, this process proves to be profoundly unsettling for the reader. Atonement challenges our expectations of what a novel – and the narrative it constructs – should consist of. It also subverts an unspoken rule between author and reader that the world constructed within the pages of the book has its own internal logic, and that the process of creating that is kept hidden by the writer from the reader. In Part Three Briony receives a letter from Cyril Connolly, which in itself is an intrusion from the ‘real’ world as Connolly was a respected and influential literary editor of the time. In this letter he criticises Briony’s short story (Two Figures by a Fountain) which she has sent for publication in Horizon magazine. We then realise that he is referring to Part One of Atonement. It is the literary equivalent of a playwright, or actor, breaking down ‘the fourth wall’ between the stage and the audience. Nothing is the same again.


It is from this point that the novel changes from the traditional narrative of Parts One and Two, to something postmodern: it is no longer only a story about the Tallis family, and Robbie’s fate; instead it has become a novel about writing itself, an elaborate and sophisticated construction in which the main narrator is drafting and redrafting what we have read. Furthermore, she is doing so in order to revise the ‘crime’ that she, as a young girl, committed against Robbie Turner. This process of subversion continues to the very last page of the novel, scenes that moved us, such as Robbie and Cecilia’s reunion in London, are revealed to be rewritings by Briony to gain atonement for herself, and to avoid ‘the bleakest realism’ of what actually happened. In achieving this state Briony hopes to gain not only forgiveness, but also something close to ‘at-one-ment’. Exactly what McEwan’s intentions were in constructing a novel like this remains deliberately ambiguous. Indeed the popularity of Atonement can partly be explained by this ambiguity, as well as the scale of its conceptual and literary ambition.


A critical and commercial success


Its popularity is no doubt largely down to this ‘something’, to the scale of its conceptual and literary ambition. But we should not make the mistake of concluding that it is only because of the originality of its structure, and the brilliance of its execution, that Atonement continues to be read, studied and enjoyed by so many readers. It contains some of McEwan’s finest writing (Martin Amis believes that the first 200 pages of the novel are McEwan’s greatest achievement). The depiction of a sweltering, rural England between the wars is startlingly vivid, threatening, sensuous and sensual, and Part Two is a protracted, visceral description of war, unflinching in its portrayal of violence. Our strongest emotions – including love, hate, compassion and forgiveness – are also explored with real power and sensitivity, and as McEwan is one of the most intellectual authors writing today, we are also challenged by complex ideas about consciousness, death, science and justice.


Beyond all this it is the characters themselves that make us read on: Briony, Robbie, Cecilia, Lola – each live on the page, and it is perhaps a lasting testimony to McEwan’s skill as a writer that not only do they survive Briony’s revelations at the end of the novel, but are actually enhanced by it. We are allowed to see Robbie and Cecilia reconciled, just for a few pages, before we learn of their cruel, lonely deaths. The author alone can grant us that privilege; that richness of emotions is not something we would sacrifice to ‘what really happened’. We see them for all their faults, and from many different perspectives, and we learn about the times they lived and loved (and died) in. We also learn about how they were created. Whether we, as readers, can forgive McEwan for forcing us to reassess our relationships with his characters so radically remains a matter for each individual reader. But one thing is certain: Atonement is that rare thing, a book that demands to be reread because it can only be properly understood in doing so; it is also a book that is unlikely ever to be forgotten, whether you read it for pleasure, or as part of your A-level studies. It is a modern classic.





Synopsis



Part One begins on a hot summer’s day in 1935: the Tallis family are waiting for their three cousins to arrive at their home in Surrey. The cousins – Lola (15), and twins Pierrot and Jackson (9) – are staying at the house while their parents (Hermione and Cecil) go through a difficult divorce. Emily Tallis (Hermione’s elder sister) is unwell and has retired to her room. She is married to Jack who, because of his work as a senior civil servant in London, cannot attend the gathering. Emily’s eldest daughter Cecilia is back from Cambridge after studying English Literature; her days are spent reading, and trying to find a career. The younger sister, Briony Tallis (13), has written a melodrama entitled The Trials of Arabella which she wants her cousins to perform. Leon, the oldest of the three Tallis children, is returning for the weekend with his friend, Paul Marshall, who is a successful chocolate-bar manufacturer. Also at the house is Robbie Turner. Like Cecilia he has just finished studying his degree in English at Cambridge, but unlike Cecilia (who gained a Third Class degree) he has graduated with a First. He has decided to go on to study medicine. Robbie is the son of the Tallis cleaner, Grace; and his studies have been paid for by Jack Tallis. Other characters present are servants, including the cook Betty, Hardman and his son Danny.


Rehearsals for the play do not go well, and are eventually abandoned by Briony. Meanwhile Cecilia has decided to put some wildflowers into a precious vase which she takes outside to the fountain for water; while there she gets into an argument with Robbie that results in the vase breaking. She strips down to her underwear in front of Robbie and retrieves the broken pieces from the water. Briony watches all of this from a window.


Lola, Pierrot and Jackson retreat to the playroom where they are eventually joined by Marshall, who flirts with Lola. Briony has stormed out of the house, plotting revenge on her cousins for ruining the play. Robbie has returned home and, although confused by Cecilia’s behaviour at the fountain, recalls her beauty in adoring detail. He decides to write her a letter of apology, but in a moment of puerile humour, writes another, obscene letter, stating how much he would like to have sex with her. Distracted by the forthcoming dinner at the Tallis home, as well as thoughts about his future, he mistakenly takes this letter and, encountering Briony on the way, asks her to deliver it to Cecilia. He realises his terrible mistake, but it is too late: Briony has already raced ahead of him to the house and delivered the explicit letter.


Cecilia is interrupted by Lola who tells her that the twins have physically attacked her, and she shows the marks on her arms to prove it. Cecilia also realises how much the twins have been neglected since they arrived. Briony delivers the letter to her sister, and it is clear she has opened the letter and read it. Cecilia’s response is not what Robbie had feared, and she draws him into the library where they begin to make love. They are interrupted by Briony who thinks that Robbie is attacking her sister. The family dinner is filled with tension and reaches a climax when a letter is discovered from the twins saying they have run away. A search ensues and Robbie decides to look for them alone. During the search Briony encounters a distraught Lola, and sees a departing figure whom she thinks is Robbie. Lola has been attacked, and probably raped. The police are called, and Briony shows them Robbie’s letter to Cecilia. When Robbie returns (with the twins) he is arrested and charged with rape; Briony’s witness statement is key to securing his conviction and jail sentence.
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Part Two begins in Dunkirk where, five years later, Robbie is leading two other men (Corporals Mace and Nettle) to the planned evacuation of British forces. Robbie has served three-and-a-half years of his sentence but has negotiated an early release to serve in the army. He has been injured by shrapnel and is becoming weaker, the longer he has to walk. The men rest overnight and are fed by two French farmers who tell him about the extent of the allied retreat. The next day the soldiers reach Dunkirk, but they do so after watching many people being injured and dying from attacks by the German Luftwaffe. As Robbie’s injury worsens he thinks back to his time in England, and in particular his lasting love of Cecilia. He recalls how they met after he was released from jail: she is now a nurse and has broken off all relations with her family because of their treatment of him. She writes to him that Briony has turned down a place at Cambridge University to become a nurse in London. Furthermore, she is considering withdrawing her evidence, which might mean his name is cleared. Robbie eventually finds a place to sleep overnight but becomes delirious. We later learn that he dies here of septicaemia, and is never reunited with Cecilia.


Part Three returns us to England where Briony is now a nurse at St Thomas’ Hospital in London where preparations are fully underway for the arrival of the casualties from France and a possible German invasion. As well as being a nurse, Briony retains her hopes of being a writer and submits a short story – Two Figures by a Fountain – to Horizon magazine. We discover that it is Part One of Atonement. She receives a long letter from its editor, Cyril Connolly, explaining why he has rejected it. Briony learns from her father that Lola and Marshall are to be married in Clapham. It is this information that confirms in her mind that Marshall, not Robbie, raped Lola. After witnessing the ceremony, she walks to meet Cecilia. There is a coldness between them, and the tension increases when Robbie emerges from the bedroom. After an anxious exchange, Briony tells them about the wedding and agrees to write a letter to a solicitor withdrawing her evidence and a long letter to Robbie detailing what she saw that night. The three walk to Balham Underground Station where they say goodbye. We learn in the final part that none of this happened; not only was Robbie dead by this stage, but Cecilia would die at Balham Station during the Blitz.


The fourth section of the novel is set in London in 1999. Briony is a successful author, but she has been diagnosed with a form of dementia which means that her mind will eventually ‘shut down’. She has just finished writing her final novel – much of the book that we have just read – and she is in the process of both handing back her research materials to the Imperial War Museum, and preparing for a family dinner held in her honour, at the old Tallis home (which is now a hotel). Before leaving the Museum she sees Lola and Paul (now Lord and Lady Marshall) getting into a car: she is a sprightly woman of nearly 80, but he is frail. Nevertheless, it means that Briony cannot publish what happened, with details of the rape, because it would be libellous. She goes to the dinner and reflects on what really happened to Robbie, Cecilia and other members of her family. The book comes full circle with a performance by various grandchildren of The Trials of Arabella. Briony admits that, as an act of atonement, she has rewritten Robbie’s and Cecilia’s fate, bringing them together in love.





Part/chapter summaries and commentaries
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Target your thinking





•  What themes and ideas does McEwan explore? (AO1)



•  How does McEwan use narrative methods to shape the reader’s responses as the story develops? (AO2)



•  In what ways does McEwan present characters and settings? (AO2)
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Part One


Chapter 1


It is the summer of 1935 and Briony Tallis, a 13-year-old girl, is putting the finishing touches to The Trials of Arabella, a short melodrama she has written to celebrate the return of her brother Leon to the family home the next day. The cast will include her cousins – Jackson and Pierrot (twins, aged 9) and Lola (aged 15) who are about to arrive at the Tallis house for an indefinite period while their parents undergo a bitter divorce. We learn in Chapter 2 that their mother, Hermione Quincey, is in Paris with her lover. Briony has great hopes for the play, but they quickly fade once she has met the Quincey children. Physically, they are very different from how she had imagined them. Additionally, the boys do not like plays. In the first meeting to discuss who should play the characters, Briony’s script is ‘wrecked’, and the tension is only relieved when Briony’s elder sister, Cecilia, calls the twins for their bath.


Commentary Narrative perspective is an important technique used by McEwan throughout the novel. We see certain events viewed through different eyes, with different perspectives. By doing this McEwan asks us to consider what is true, and what is false. He begins the novel in the third person, with Briony as the focal character: as a result we are invited to see events – as well as the wider world – as she sees it, and, at this stage, to sympathise with her views. But her desire to control – to arrive at certainties marked with ‘indispensable’ exclamation marks, to prefer glamorous fiction to ‘the unglamorous face’ of reality – will have disastrous consequences. Yet at this stage it is represented as something innocent.


Many of the key themes in the novel (such as innocence, experience, deception and forgiveness) are introduced in this opening chapter. But perhaps the most important is the difference between appearance and reality, and this is developed with the arrival of Briony’s cousins. They do not ‘look’ like the characters she has created: Briony becomes increasingly frustrated when her script is spoilt as it is read aloud, and she begins to lose control over what she has written.



Chapter 2


The middle child of three, Cecilia Tallis is home from Cambridge University after completing her degree in English Literature. As she refreshes some flowers in the large fountain in the grounds of the house she sees her childhood friend – and contemporary at Cambridge – Robbie Turner in the distance. Not wishing to talk to him, Cecilia goes into the house and, alone in the living room, reflects on her life.


Once indoors she picks a vase for the flowers. But this is no ordinary vase: it was given to her late Uncle Clem by the people of Verdun as he helped liberate the town from German forces in the First World War. Cecilia goes outside to ask Robbie for a cigarette, and during a tense exchange she leans over to dip the vase into the fountain. As Robbie reaches out to help her, she grips the vase until it cracks. Two triangular pieces break off, falling into the water. Cecilia strips to her underwear, slips into the water and retrieves the pieces. After dressing quickly and angrily, Cecilia walks back to the house, leaving Robbie alone.
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Commentary The narrative perspective shifts again in this chapter as McEwan focuses not only on the relationship between Cecilia and Robbie, but broadens it to place the novel in a wider perspective. The reference to the house being condemned ‘one day’ in an article subtly suggests that the narrative is retrospective. What might appear on the surface to be a realist, third-person narrative, is actually a fictive narrative written from Briony’s perspective. The status of the text is much more uncertain than we might at first realise, and what appears to be a stable world seen from reliable perspectives is actually something much less secure.




[image: ]


Build critical skills


Motifs are repeated elements or symbols that writers use to reinforce and extend particular ideas in a text. Think about how triangles might be used: what could they represent? Now make a note of every mention of a triangle, and also every possible ‘triangular’ relationship introduced by McEwan.
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The breaking of the vase at the fountain is a pivotal moment in the novel. The vase could be symbolic of everything that is fragile and too easily lost: ranging from Cecilia’s virginity, to Robbie’s freedom, to life itself. Its design can also be seen as symbolic and reflects the gathering of characters in the Tallis household, soon to be shattered. The pieces broken off are triangular. Triangles not only act as a motif in Atonement, but relationships are often framed triangularly: for instance, Briony is the third observer of the scene, and this in turn foreshadows her seeing, and misinterpreting, the scene in the library in Chapter 10. Perspective, wilful misinterpretation, false conclusions: all these ideas and more are developed in this chapter and the next.


Chapter 3


Meanwhile, preparations for the play continue to go badly: Briony suspects that Lola is planning to get all the attention, while at the same time allowing her younger brothers to ruin the performance. As they rehearse, Danny Hardman – the son of one of the servants – looks on until asked to leave. Eventually the rehearsals break down, leaving Briony alone; she contemplates reading, writing and identity, finding the act of writing a story comforting, magical even. As she thinks about this and other things, her attention is drawn to what is happening outside her window between Cecilia and Robbie.


Commentary After the action in the second chapter, the third is more reflective. However, McEwan uses this chapter to develop complex ideas about identity and existence, and he does so by shifting the narrative focus back on Briony. She contemplates the nature of truth, asking herself if logic and emotion are equally valid ways of knowing something. Such a theoretical debate soon has practical relevance as Briony watches the incident at the fountain. For her it is an ‘illogical’ sequence of events which, in another reference to the future, would take years to make sense of (or ‘refine’). There is a tension here between what she observes as a young girl and what is added by the adult, decades later. However, she decides that she will try to interpret it through writing about it ‘three times over, from three points of view’. She believes that each perspective will have ‘equal value’. However, as we shall see, some views, and some interpretations, are truer than others, and her inability to see this, far from being creative, can be very destructive.
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Context


1935 was a crucial year in the build-up to the First World War. In March Hitler publically rejected the Treaty of Versailles which had limited the size of Germany’s armed forces. It was a very clear – and aggressive – statement of intent. In the same year, Germany adopted the swastika for its national flag. Hitler also passed the Nuremberg Laws, which imposed limitations on German Jews. His government’s anti-Semitism was now established.
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Chapter 4


It is now the afternoon and Cecilia encounters an upset Briony in the hallway outside the library. Briony decides against telling her sister what she has just seen happen between her and Robbie, preferring instead to blame her mood on the failure of the play. Cecilia greets her brother and his friend Paul Marshall. We learn that Marshall has made a lot of money out of producing a chocolate bar called Amo. In the first mention of the political events happening in Europe, production of Amos could increase if the British Army starts issuing them to all its soldiers.


Leon tells Cecilia that he has invited Robbie to dinner that evening, which angers her, and she asks Leon to uninvite him but he refuses to do so. The tension between the two is only broken when they decide to go indoors for cocktails, and as they go, Cecilia thinks that Marshall faintly touches her arm.
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