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Introduction





The Good of the Novel is a collection of specially commissioned essays on the contemporary Anglophone novel. The book brings together some of the most strenuous and perceptive critics of the present moment and puts them in contact with some of the finest novels of the past three decades. The book starts from the conviction that the job of the critic is evaluation, and that what needs to be evaluated is primarily the technique of the writer. The essays in this volume are avowedly evaluative; that is, they attempt to consider novels as novels.


‘Real novels are as rare / As winter thunder or a polar bear’ is W. H. Auden’s jocular proposition in ‘Letter to Lord Byron’. Real critics are rare too, and it might be thought that the digital revolutions of the late twentieth century have made them still rarer. Now that anyone who wishes to can review a book on Amazon, who any longer defers to the critic’s expertise? Where are the pundits who can establish a writer’s reputation, as Kenneth Tynan helped to establish Samuel Beckett’s? If the authority of the literary critic has been dissipated by the internet, it has also been sabotaged by the academy’s retreat into theoretical obscurantism. The result is a demise of critical authority that has been both celebrated – in books like Jeff Gomez’s Print is Dead (2007) – and lamented, most notably in Rónán McDonald’s The Death of the Critic (2007).


This project is motivated partly by the sense that, as books like Terry Eagleton’s After Theory (2004) and Valentine Cunningham’s Reading After Theory (2001) postulate, we are emerging from a period of heavily theoretical criticism and that, as a result, what might be called the novelness of novels is coming back into focus. The loosening of the theoretical grip has coincided with a reinvigoration of evaluative literary criticism, notably in the form of the long review-essay. The past decade and a half has seen the emergence of a number of strong evaluative critics (some of them novelists themselves), writing in magazines like the London Review of Books, the Times Literary Supplement, the New Republic and the New York Review of Books.


This is, in fact, a very good period for literary criticism. It may be that reports of the critic’s death have been exaggerated. It is not true, for one thing, that the internet is intrinsically hostile to critical authority. There is plenty of rigorous, discriminating criticism in online journals like Salon and Slate, as well as on literary blogs and e-zines. Nor have university English Departments altogether abandoned the practice of evaluative criticism. There is no shortage of literary academics – John Mullan, Helen Vendler, John Carey – who eschew the ‘jargon o’ the schools’ (in Robert Burns’s phrase) to engage a general audience. But if it is true, as Martin Amis argues in The War Against Cliché, and McDonald in The Death of the Critic, that the days when literary criticism seemed a practice of indisputable cultural centrality are over, it remains equally true that there is presently at work in Britain and America a group of literary journalists and academics committed to the evaluative criticism of fiction, to a criticism that approaches novels as novels.


Much of the most interesting and rewarding criticism of recent years has been preoccupied with the question of ‘novelness’, with what is distinctive and indigenous to the novel form. The debate has been shaped by the appearance of a number of highly publicised novels that have seemed, in interesting ways, to be aping other cultural forms – novels that aspire to journalism, biography, history, ‘prose television’ and so forth. The list would include David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest, Don DeLillo’s Underworld, Jonathan Franzen’s The Corrections, Tom Wolfe’s A Man in Full, Richard Powers’s The Time of Our Singing and Zadie Smith’s White Teeth. These are books which bombard the reader with data, with unassimilated nuggets of arcane information. Gordon Burn has described them as ‘data-processing machines’, ‘big, brick-like novels which also double as encyclopaedias’. They are novels which appear to share the belief of Eric Packer in DeLillo’s Cosmopolis that ‘data itself was soulful and glowing’. Their frenetically proliferating narratives and compulsive purveyance of information has led James Wood to coin the term ‘hysterical realism’ to describe their procedures.


The attractions of ‘hysterical realism’ have only increased in the wake of the 9/11 terrorist attacks on New York and Washington, and the related pressure on novelists to make their work somehow ‘equal to’ the historical moment it inhabits. The danger of this imperative – and its potentially catastrophic effect on the economy of the novel – is evident in the recent career of Nicholson Baker. Baker’s forte as a novelist has been the ingenious and suggestive microanalysis of everyday objects and activities. This is the ‘sluggish’ novel par excellence, slowing down perception until the familiar discloses its strangeness. In books like The Mezzanine and A Box of Matches, Baker opens new areas of experience, changes the way we look at things. By contrast, his 2004 novel Checkpoint, in which two men in a hotel room discuss means of assassinating President Bush, is a tickertape of received opinion. There is almost nothing in the book that you couldn’t find more pithily expressed in the op-ed columns of a broadsheet newspaper. In this sense, it is less a novel than a tissue of disposable journalistic ‘positions’. In courting social and political ‘relevance’, in seeking to make his novel equal to its historical moment, Baker dissipates its force. Nor is this simply a question of politics. Baker’s earlier writing is much more intelligently political than Checkpoint. In Checkpoint you either agree or disagree with Baker’s conclusions, and you know in advance which it will be. In his earlier books, Baker enlarges your vision: he makes you see something you previously considered marginal or unimportant – if you even considered it at all – as significant. In that sense, his anatomies of shoelaces and milk cartons are more political – as well as more novelistic – than his ruminations on Bush and the war in Iraq.


A similar tension between resonance and relevance is evident in the work of Jonathan Franzen, one of the most justly lauded novelists of the past decade. Much of the excitement generated by Jonathan Franzen’s capacious third novel, The Corrections, boiled down to a single word: character. The Corrections was hailed as a literary event – and its author as a stellar new talent – mainly because the novel was understood to represent the return of character. To the analytical intelligence, the theoretical savvy, the narratological panache of the American social novel, The Corrections restored a concern with plausible human beings, their complex desires, their compelling stories, their difficult relationships. And it did this by returning to the institution that lies at the heart of so much American art: the family.


And yet, at times in The Corrections, Franzen seems to regard his fictional family as worthy of artistic attention only if he can make it serve the ends of ‘social description’ and ‘cultural engagement’, ends Franzen discussed in a famous Harper’s essay of April 1996 called ‘Perchance to Dream’. In this respect, The Corrections is close to another celebrated American novel of domestic life – Don DeLillo’s White Noise, a book which is ostensibly about the Gladney family but is really about the cultural forces that converge on the Gladney family. (At one point, Jack Gladney, De Lillo’s narrator, watches his daughter sprawling on a bed, her head on her folded arms: ‘How many codes, counter-codes, and social histories were contained in this simple posture, I wondered?’)


From the first, the allegiance of Franzen’s fiction has been split between the particular and the exemplary. One of the difficulties  with Franzen’s first two novels is that their documentary ambition – their aim to function as working scale-models of the contemporary American city – overwhelmed their ability to communicate the lives of believable human beings. In this sense, Franzen’s focus on the Lambert family in The Corrections represents a contraction of scope, but also an enlargement of sympathy. It’s as if Franzen has come to share the novelistic premise of Graham Greene in Our Man in Havana: ‘I can’t believe in anything bigger than a home, or anything vaguer than a human being.’ At one point in The Twenty-Seventh City, a character reflecting on the political conspiracy which animates that novel observes that ‘individuals were vectors, not origins’. The problem with Franzen’s first two novels is that the author himself appears to second this perception. By the third novel, the correction has been made. When Chip Lambert dismisses his parents as ‘vectors of corporate advertising’ for wearing their cruise-line shoulder-bags, we are meant to laugh at his priggishness.


The novels of Franzen and Baker, and of DeLillo, Tom Wolfe, Zadie Smith and others, have focused recent criticism on the question of when a novel is most novelistic, and when a novel stops being a novel and becomes something else – novelised history, novelised biography, novelised journalism. In pursuing this concern with the distinctive virtues of the novel – with what Robert Macfarlane has called ‘the mandate of the novel’ – recent critics owe a great deal to the critical formulations of Milan Kundera, particularly in the essays collected in The Art of the Novel (1988), Testaments Betrayed (1995) and The Curtain (2007). In these essays, Kundera disparages all forms of novelised journalism and novelised history, and argues that: ‘The sole raison d’être of a novel is to discover what only the novel can discover. A novel that does not discover a hitherto unknown segment of existence is immoral. Knowledge is the novel’s only morality.’ 


It is worth asking, then, what this novelistic knowledge might look like. What is it that the novel knows? What kinds of truth can the novel tell? What is it about the language used in a novel that creates a world different from that of drama or poetry? What distinguishes fictional prose from journalism, biography, or non-fictional prose? And how does a particular novel exemplify this? In seeking answers to such questions, The Good of the Novel will not be dogmatic or prescriptive. To theorise about a genre as fluid, capacious and protean as the novel is to risk incoherence or banality. Each novel sets the terms of its own reception, makes its own demands of its readers. As Amit Chaudhuri argues here, the reading of a single novel can realign one’s entire aesthetic. Each novel writes its own constitution. Moreover, as both Mikhail Bakhtin and Kundera have emphasised, the novel is the one genre that can accommodate all others. Poetry, drama, shopping lists, recipes, personal letters, legal depositions, newspaper reports: everything can be incorporated in the novel’s capacious maw. How definitive can one be in identifying the characteristics of such a genre? How does one evaluate such multifariousness?


For all that, the novel as a form is amenable to study. The novel has a history, a tradition, a generic profile. It has characteristic procedures and protocols; it has distinctive faculties and virtues. Perhaps we can even follow Kundera in talking of ‘the spirit of the novel’. One can say, for one thing, that the truth of fiction cannot be rendered in any other form; it cannot be abstracted or codified, turned into a thesis or proposition. Novelistic truth is not data, not reportage, not documentary, not philosophical tenet, not political slogan. Novelistic truth is dramatic, which means above all that it has to do with character, and with what the Scottish philosopher John Macmurray calls ‘persons in relation’. In exploring character, the novel’s key strength is the disclosure of human interiority. To the question, what does the novel do?, we might most pertinently answer: the novel does character, and the novel does interiority. In Bellow’s Seize the Day, it does Tommy Wilhelm’s lengthy, baffled, outraged, complicated internal response to the poem Dr Tamkin has just shown him, before he responds: ‘Nice. Very nice. Have you been writing long?’


The novel also does character and interiority in a specific way. It tends to be anti-heroic in its characterisation. The novelistic hero is rarely heroic, rarely has the finish and consistency of the epic hero, the tragic hero, the action hero. When most novelistic, the world of the novel is one of compromise, shortcomings, inexactitude – a comic world, in other words. As this suggests, ‘novelness’ is partly a question of perspective, of a writer’s orientation towards his or her material. The novelistic approach is humorous, relativistic, sardonic and sceptical, which is why a poem like Byron’s Don Juan – with its irreverence, its joyous detonation of pious abstractions, its overtly ‘anti-poetic’ animus – can be more ‘novelistic’ than many a novel. A good novel’s truths are never portentously explicit or categorical. In forwarding its own truths, the novel will rely on the implicit – on patterns of imagery, on parallel episodes whose significance is nowhere made explicit but remains unstated, open-ended. The novel’s truths are not reducible to a formulation, a proposition. They are partial, provisional. The novel represents a distinctive kind of ontology. The novel’s wisdom is the ‘wisdom of uncertainty’.


All this is intended less as a manifesto than a rough working definition of the kinds of principles and categories that preoccupy many of the contributors to The Good of the Novel. Questions as to what the novel does and what kinds of truth the novel tells are best answered in practice, and this is what The Good of the Novel aims to do, by bringing some of the strongest critics of the present moment into contact with some of the finest novels of the past three decades. While André Gide’s ambition to ‘strip the novel of every element that does not specifically belong to the novel’ remains an impossible goal for the novelist, it provides a good working rule for the critic. How good are these novels? What kind of good are they? What do these novels achieve that couldn’t be achieved in any other genre? These are the questions we aim to address in The Good of the Novel.



















1 Ian McEwan, Atonement


JAMES WOOD





There is something fishy from the start. A group of peculiarly named characters – Pierrot, Lola, Briony, Jackson, Leon – gather in a Surrey country house in 1935. But the country house is a bit of a fake – it is barely forty years old – and the characters themselves have an aura of the inauthentic. They say rather literary-sounding things like: ‘I knew some grammar school types at Oxford and some of them were damned clever.’ Or: ‘He’s got a first-rate mind, so I don’t know what the hell he’s doing, messing about in the flower beds.’ The village constable is a kind of fake, too – a ‘kindly old man with a waxed moustache whose wife kept hens and delivered fresh eggs on her bicycle’. (Well, of course.) The author’s prose is rich, studied, sometimes carefully pretentious – ‘the long grass was already stalked by the leonine yellow of high summer’ – but always very careful, very ‘good’:




The drawing room which had transfixed her that morning with its brilliant parallelograms of light was now in gloom, lit by a single lamp near the fireplace. The open French windows framed a greenish sky, and against that, in silhouette at some distance, the familiar head and shoulders of her brother. As she made her way across the room she heard the tinkle of ice cubes against his glass, and as she stepped out she smelled the pennyroyal, camomile and feverfew crushed underfoot, and headier now than in the morning.





Meanwhile, the author also subtly flags the fact that though the mise en scène is 1935, the scene of the writing is nearer to home: ‘But Jackson had wet the bed, as troubled small boys far from home will, and was obliged by current theory to carry his sheets and pyjamas down to the laundry and wash them himself, by hand.’ (My italics.) One of the characters, Paul Marshall, is described in the style of a Boys’ Own annual: ‘only fractions of an inch kept him from cruel good looks’. Cruel good looks, eh? The same could be said for the entire first section of Atonement: only fractions of an inch keep the writing from sounding quite real.


Those are of course deliberate fractions. In the same year that our strangely named crowd assembles in Sussex, the critic Cyril Connolly published a polished plaint called ‘More About the Modern Novel’, in which he proposed banning ‘whole landscapes’ from the modern novel, including the following: ‘reception of love-letters by either sex … all allusion to illness or suicide (except insanity), all quotations, all mentions of genius, promise, writing, painting, sculpting, art, poetry, and the phrases “I like your stuff”. “What’s his stuff like?”, “damned good”, “Let me make you some coffee”, all young men with ambition or young women with emotion, all remarks like “Darling, I’ve found the most wonderful cottage” (flat, castle), “Ask me any other time, dearest, only please – just this once – not now”, “Love you – of course I love you” (don’t love you) – and “It’s not that, it’s only that I feel so terribly tired.” Forbidden names: Hugo, Peter, Sebastian, Adrian, Ivor, Julian, Pamela, Chloe, Enid, Inez, Miranda, Joanna, Jill, Felicity, Phyllis.’ Connolly might as well have been describing the first part of Atonement; one suspects that Ian McEwan, who in the third part of this novel will invent a long letter from this same Cyril Connolly, is perfectly familiar with that witty screed from 1935.


It would be fair to say that until the publication of Atonement in 2001, Ian McEwan’s fictions had been prodigies: they did everything but move us. McEwan had made himself a master of narrative stealth, of the undetonated bomb and the slow-acting detail: the fizzing fact that steadily dissolves throughout a novel and perturbs everything around it. His fictive worlds had always been highly managed climates, with not much room for gratuity, abundance, spaciousness. His books, like detective stories, were always moving forwards. They seemed to shed their sentences rather than to accumulate them. Tidiness, finish, polish, craftsmanship, formal intelligence – these were the words that seemed best to describe his work.


Atonement represents a break with this pattern. McEwan carefully loosens the golden ropes that have sometimes made his fiction feel so craftily imprisoned. This novel has a new spaciousness and amplitude, moving, in its first section, from England in 1935 to, in its second, a remarkable account of the British army’s retreat at Dunkirk, and thence to a third chapter set in wartime London. More importantly, McEwan employs this large novel to comment on the type of fiction that he has tended to produce in the past – the sort of controlled and controlling storytelling that insists on artfully tidying up its clean narrative lines and themes, the sort of fiction that always seems to know better than the characters themselves what they are thinking, what they are going to do next. It is perhaps a stretch to claim that Atonement is an atonement for fiction’s manipulative untruths, not least because finally it seems to be a defense of those untruths. But it is surely a novel explicitly concerned with fiction’s fictionality, and keen to examine the question of the novel’s responsibility to truth.


These rather abstract anxieties are wonderfully made flesh in the novel’s thirteen-year-old heroine, Briony Tallis, who is an ambitious budding writer. The novel opens, amusingly, with her attempt to write a play, The Trials of Arabella, and to cast in it her cousins, Pierrot, Jackson, and Lola. McEwan shows a great deal of tact in the patient way he follows the daydreams and furies of this bright little girl. The aimless solipsism of childhood is marvellously caught, as Briony sits and plays with her hands:




She raised one hand and flexed its fingers and wondered, as she had sometimes before, how this thing, this machine for gripping, this fleshy spider on the end of her arm, came to be hers, entirely at her command. Or did it have some little life of its own? She bent her finger and straightened it. The mystery was in the instance before it moved, the dividing moment between not moving and moving, when her intention took effect. It was like a wave breaking. If she could only find herself at the crest, she thought, she might find the secret of herself, that part of her that was really in charge. She brought her forefinger closer to her face and stared at it, urging it to move. It remained still because she was pretending, she was not entirely serious, and because willing it to move, or being about to move it, was not the same as actually moving it. And when she did crook it finally, the action seemed to start in the finger itself, not in some part of her mind. When did it know to move, when did she know to move it?





Briony’s elder sister, Cecilia, has just come down from Cambridge, which she attended with a young man called Robbie Turner. Robbie’s status is awkward: the son of the Tallis’s cleaning lady, he has been essentially adopted by the wealthier family, who paid for his education. And Cecilia is complicatedly in love with him.


A house party is in the offing: Briony’s elder brother Leon and his friend Paul Marshall have arrived from London. But there is a way in which none of these people quite exist for Briony, are indeed just Pierrots for her inner circus: ‘was everyone else really as alive as she was?’ she muses. ‘For example, did her sister really matter to herself, was she as valuable to herself as Briony was? Was being Cecilia just as vivid an affair as being Briony? Did her sister also have a real self concealed behind a breaking wave, and did she spend time thinking about it, with a finger held up to her face?’


Briony is going to learn that indeed her sister does feel as ‘valuable to herself’ as Briony does. Or rather, she is going to ignore this sympathetic imaginative truth, in a moment for which the rest of her life will be an atonement. From her window, she sees an event which she can barely comprehend. Cecilia and Robbie are standing next to the fountain. Suddenly, Cecilia strips off her clothes and jumps in to retrieve something, while Robbie watches her. Then she puts her clothes back on, and returns to the house. Robbie also leaves the scene. Briony is oddly stirred by her witnessing, convinced she has seen some kind of mysterious erotic domination played out. At first, she holds herself to properly rational standards. She knows she must not judge. She decides to abandon melodrama, with its easy judgments, and start the task of writing truthfully and impartially. She can write the scene from three different perspectives, she realises with excitement – hers, Cecilia’s, and Robbie’s:




from three points of view; her excitement was in the prospect of freedom, of being delivered from the cumbrous struggle between good and bad, heroes and villains. None of these three was bad, nor were they particularly good. She need not judge. There did not have to be a moral. She need only show separate minds, as alive as her own, struggling with the idea that other minds were equally alive … And only in a story could you enter these different minds and show how they had an equal value.





Sixty years later, McEwan tells us, when Briony is a famous novelist, her work known for its ‘amorality’, she will remember this year as a turning point in her literary development.


But of course Briony ignores her own wise perspectivism. A series of events combine to convince her that Robbie is a sexual menace, an outsider, a predator who must be stopped. She reads an erotic note that Robbie writes to Cecilia but mistakenly hands her; and she interrupts Robbie and Cecilia having hurried sex in the library, inferring from their position that Robbie is forcing Cecilia. So when the fifteen-year-old Lola is molested in the house’s darkened garden, Briony assumes that the shape she saw was Robbie’s, and she testifies against him to the police. Robbie is duly arrested.


Briony’s impulse to judge, to close the case, is inextricable from her literary impulse, which is to fashion a closed story. Stories, she has already reflected earlier in the book, are only stories when they have endings: ‘Only when a story was finished, all fates resolved and the whole matter sealed off at both ends so it resembled, at least in this one respect, every other finished story in the world, could she feel immune, and ready to punch holes in the margins, bind the chapters with pieces of string, paint or draw the cover, and take the finished work to show to her mother, or her father, when he was home.’ There has to be a ‘story’ about Robbie, she thinks:




and this was the story of a man whom everybody liked, but about whom the heroine always had her doubts, and finally she was able to reveal that he was the incarnation of evil. But wasn’t she – that was, Briony the writer – supposed to be so worldly now as to be above such nursery tale ideas as good and evil? There must be some lofty, god-like place from which all people could be judged alike, not pitted against each other … If such a place existed, she was not worthy of it. She could never forgive Robbie his disgusting mind.





What Briony has seen is plotless, because she can make no hermeneutic sense of it. But she imposes a plot anyway: she makes it mean. In addition to explicit ruminations like these on storytelling and fiction, Atonement’s first section is carefully mined with signifiers of fictionality. There is, first of all, as already mentioned, the nagging artificiality of the entire section, along with the heaped literary allusions, to Austen, Fielding, Richardson, T. S. Eliot, and so on: McEwan superbly pulls off that very hardest of tasks, the simultaneous creation of a reality that satisfies as a reality while signaling that it is itself a fiction. Note, too, that one of the reasons that the writing here feels so calmly antique, so ‘old-fashioned’, is that McEwan systematically avails himself of precisely the ‘lofty, god-like place from which all people could be judged alike’ so characteristic of nineteenth-century (especially Tolstoyan) fiction. After all, McEwan reserves the god-like right to enter, variously, the minds of Briony, Cecilia, their mother Emily Tallis, and Robbie Turner. He uses a confident, generalising authorial voice (‘in any case, she was discovering, as had many writers before her, that not all recognition is helpful’); or an all-knowing ‘flash-forward,’ which signals his own control of events (‘Briony was hardly to know it then, but this was the project’s highest point of fulfillment’); and he fills the section with intimations of foreclosure and clairvoyance: Lola, Jackson and Pierrot are the children of divorce, ‘a mundane unravelling that could not be reversed’; Robbie’s mother actually works as a part-time clairvoyant, dishing out predictions to the villagers for money; and the Tallis paterfamilias is a London civil servant who has been working in – what else? – something called ‘Eventuality Planning’. Indeed, isn’t the generally absent Tallis father a kind of omniscient narrator whose calming presence, in an ideal world, might have averted all these nasty unplanned eventualities? ‘When her father was home,’ Cecilia thinks to herself, ‘the household settled around a fixed point … he mostly sat in the library. But his presence imposed order and allowed freedom.’ Cecilia prefers Fielding to Richardson, she tells Robbie; clearly she needs the forceful, paternal intervention of a Fielding-like narrator: naughty Richardsonian seduction-missives are just what set this mess ticking.


But such a narrator, who at once ‘imposed order and allowed freedom’, only exists ideally: that is why he is absent. In practice, McEwan seems to be saying, the storyteller can grant his invented people a good deal less freedom than he likes to congratulate himself on. The lofty, god-like perspective is an ideal, and hard to attain in reality. The storyteller will be at worst a Briony – an arch-controller and distorter – or at best a McEwan, more patiently shaping his characters’ destinies. We can tell that Briony is applying too much torque to her story, and is thus a ‘bad’ novelist; but what about McEwan, the ‘good’ novelist? Perhaps he is just a more efficient version of Briony – one who, like all great storytellers, smothers his obvious manipulation in the subtlest sleight-of-hand?


All this is raised by the first section of Atonement, before any of the revelations of part three, which force us to modify our entire sense of the story. So in this paradox-thick novel, one of the nicest paradoxes is that it is only through fiction itself – McEwan’s own narration – that we can see how potentially untruthful and distorting fiction can be (Briony’s fictive distortions). Yet, in a further twist, if all fiction is a species of distortion – Briony’s and McEwan’s – why should we believe that fiction can disinterestedly comment on its own distortions? Fiction can’t be its own ombudsman, it seems; postmodern self-reference of the kind that Atonement attempts will always have the feel of a sick man analysing his former health. McEwan, I think, sees all this, and wants to get beyond the gesture of certain kinds of self-referential novels, which seem to assume that merely by flagging their own fictionality – simply by interrupting their own artifice – they have broken the spell of fictionality. This is why his novel, for all its late-twentieth-century tricks, refers to Austen, Fielding and Richardson – to a tradition, early in the novel’s history and before the great developments of realism, that had no illusions about illusion, that was able robustly to keep in its head the apparent incompatibilities that fiction is both about the world and makes the world, and that empiricism and idealism can work together.


Atonement, then, is both a postmodern novel and an old-fashioned one, and it wants to have things both ways. It offers a critique of the dangers of fiction-making, much as Pnin or The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie do; but, also like those novels, it bursts out of the implied melancholy of this self-laceration by the sheer force of its world-making reality, by the power of its capacity to make palpable, to make real, a fictional world, to satisfy its ordinarily hungry readers.


The best example of McEwan’s desire to want it both ways, to be both skeptical and affirming, is the way he casts doubt on the possibility of imaginative sympathy and yet honours it as a novelistic ideal. It may be an impossible ideal, McEwan seems to say, but the novelist must continue to strive for it. Certainly, Atonement has to be seen as a book about the dangers of failing to put oneself in someone else’s shoes, that crucial transference of sympathy that Adam Smith wrote about long ago in The Theory of Moral Sentiments: ‘the source of our fellow-feeling for the misery of the other … is by changing places in fancy with the sufferer, that we come either to conceive or to be affected by what he feels.’ This is what Briony signally fails to do in the novel’s first section, but it is what McEwan is signally trying to do in this same section, carefully inhabiting one point-of-view after another. Emily Tallis, stricken with a migraine, lies in bed and thinks anxiously about her children – a kind of Mrs Ramsay moment, you might say – yet the reader cannot but notice that she is in fact a very bad imaginative sympathiser, because her anxiety and anger get in the way of her sympathy. Reflecting on Cecilia’s time at Cambridge, she thinks about her own comparative lack of education, and then quickly, but unwittingly, gets resentful:




When Cecilia came home in July with her finals’ result – the nerve of the girl to be disappointed with it! – she had no job or skill and still had a husband to find and motherhood to confront, and what would her bluestocking teachers – the ones with silly nicknames and ‘fearsome reputations’ – have to tell her about that? Those self-important women gained local immortality for the blandest, the most timid of eccentricities – walking a cat on a dog’s lead, riding about on a man’s bike, being seen with a sandwich in the street. A generation later these silly, ignorant ladies would be long dead and still revered at High Table and spoken of in lowered voices.





In Adam Smith’s terms, Emily is quite unable to ‘change places’ with her daughter; in a novelist’s or actor’s language, she is no good at ‘being’ Cecilia. But of course McEwan is himself wonderfully good here at ‘being’ Emily Tallis, using free indirect style with perfect poise to inhabit her complicated envy.


Later in the section, as Emily sits by the light, she sees moths drawn to it, and recalls being told by ‘a professor of some science or another’ that ‘it was the visual impression of an even deeper darkness beyond the light that drew them in. Even though they might be eaten, they had to obey the instinct that made them seek out the darkest place, on the far side of the light – and in this case it was an illusion. It sounded to her like sophistry, or an explanation for its own sake. How could anyone presume to know the world through the eyes of an insect?’ Emily, of course, would think this, proving herself very much the mother of impetuous Briony, who, precisely, did not take enough care to see reality from Robbie’s or Cecilia’s eyes. McEwan knowingly alludes here to a celebrated dilemma in the philosophy of consciousness, most famously raised by Thomas Nagel in 1974 in his essay ‘What is it like to be a bat?’ Nagel concludes that a human cannot change places with a bat, that imaginative transfer on the part of a human is impossible: ‘Insofar as I can imagine this (which is not very far), it tells me only what it would be like for me to behave as a bat behaves. But that is not the question. I want to know what it is like for a bat to be a bat.’ Standing up for novelists, as it were, J. M. Coetzee has his novelist-heroine, Elizabeth Costello, explicitly reply to Nagel in his eponymous novel. Costello says that imagining what it is like to be a bat would simply be the definition of a good novelist. I can imagine being a corpse, says Costello, why can I not then imagine being a bat? (Tolstoy, in an electrifying moment at the end of his novella Hadji Murad, imagines what it might be like to have one’s head cut off, and for consciousness to persist for a second or two in the brain even as the head has left the body. His imaginative insight foreshadows modern neuroscience, which does indeed suggest that consciousness can continue for a minute or two in a severed head.)


McEwan himself discussed these matters shortly after the terrorist attacks of September 11th, 2001. In an impassioned piece in the Guardian, entitled ‘Only Love and Then Oblivion’, he argued that ‘If the hijackers had been able to imagine themselves into the thoughts and feelings of the passengers, they would have been unable to proceed. It is hard to be cruel once you permit yourself to enter the mind of your victim. Imagining what it is like to be someone other than yourself is at the core of our humanity. It is the essence of compassion, and it is the beginning of morality … Among their [the terrorists’] crimes was a failure of the imagination.’ Sounding very like Adam Smith, McEwan didn’t need to say, because it was so deeply implied, that this sympathy is one of the novelist’s great, ideal faculties. One might disagree with his certainty – after all, what if Mohammed Atta did indeed, and with great relish, imagine being his own victims? – and still be moved by the novelist’s great faith in the powers of the imagination.




*





The second and third sections of Atonement have a very different tone from their predecessor. In Part Two, we have moved ahead five years, as the narrative follows Robbie Turner retreating, along with the rest of the British Expeditionary Force, through northern France to Dunkirk. We learn that he has been in prison, that he and Cecilia are ardently corresponding, and that a remorseful Briony, now eighteen, wants to make amends by retracting her statement to the police. In the second section, however, this information is in some way incidental to the extraordinary evocation of the hideous banalities of warfare. In the third section, we follow Briony as she struggles with her job as a trainee nurse at a large London hospital during the war. In a gesture of atonement, she has forsworn Cambridge, and dedicated herself to nursing. Towards the end of this section, she visits her estranged sister in Balham, and discovers that she is living with Robbie, who has briefly returned from army service. There is an awkward, icy encounter between accuser and accused.


The difference in tone is that the writing seems in some almost impalpable way to have ‘settled down’. In particular, the queasy alternation between lyrically fine writing and plainer description that is characteristic of the first section has here disappeared. The first section, for example, flourished this rather uselessly lacy description of some roast potatoes: ‘The undersides held a stickier yellow glow, and here and there a gleaming edge was picked out in nacreous brown, and the occasional filigree lacework that blossomed around a ruptured skin.’ That reads like Nabokovian parody, and not much like the McEwan we know from his earlier work, who would run a mile from ‘nacreous’; the stylishness has a slightly revolting amorality: all this for some roast potatoes? There are patches like this throughout the first section, in which the writer seems to be trying out different levels of stylishness. But in the second and third sections, the same quality of attention, of visual noticing, is now disciplined, thinned of its excess luxury, and made morally strenuous by virtue of its suddenly serious subject. In the third section, Briony, now a nurse in London, is dressing a wound, and here is how McEwan describes it: ‘The wound was eighteen inches long, perhaps more, and curved behind his knee. The stitches were clumsy and irregular. Here and there one edge of the ruptured skin rose over the other, revealing its fatty layers, and little obtrusions like miniature bunches of red grapes forced up from the fissure.’ Ah – that sounds like McEwan. The same quality of noticing that was fussily lavished on the potatoes is strictly lavished on the wound, to tremendous effect: the style seems to be atoning for earlier luxuries.


In general, the prose in these latter sections is recognisably consistent with McEwan’s exactitude, especially his precise and systematic use of estrangement. In the second section, again and again the prose presents a kind of metaphorical mirage which, as Robbie dazedly refocuses, melts into horrid reality:




hanging there, a long way off, about thirty feet above the road, warped by the rising heat, was what looked like a plank of wood, suspended horizontally, with a bulge in its centre … A fighter was strafing the length of the column.




 





At first sight it seemed that an enormous horizontal door was flying up the road. It was a platoon of Welsh Guards in good order, rifles at the slopes, led by a second lieutenant.




 





A black furry shape that seemed, as he approached, to be moving or pulsing. Suddenly a swarm of bluebottles rose into the air with an angry whining buzz, revealing the rotting corpse beneath.




 





There were no boats by the jetty. He blinked and looked again. That jetty was made of men, a long file of them, six or eight deep, standing up to their knees.





If the first section was a display, a demonstration of the novelist’s consummate freedom to inhabit several characters and of his ability to stretch his prose style into different shapes, the second and third sections are passionately committed to a single point of view, and labour to make us inhabit that vision. Of course, in a novel so involved with fiction’s truthfulness, the amazing evocations of Dunkirk and wartime London cannot but fail to share some of the weird but successful doubleness of the novel’s first section. Stephen Crane’s writing about the Civil War was so vivid that one veteran swore he had fought alongside Crane (who was not alive then) at Antietam. By contrast, McEwan is not shy to credit, in his acknowledgments, the Imperial War Museum; so he is happy to let us have an image of the bespectacled contemporary author doing his research, poring over texts and photographs. We know, then, that the burden is on the author-researcher to put us there, to ‘do’ Dunkirk, to make us inhabit Robbie’s wet boots. McEwan succeeds, I think, and makes it seem less like fiction than like a memoir. This is what Aristotle meant when he said that a convincing impossibility is preferable, in poetry, to an unconvincing possibility. Yet this great freedom shows how dangerous fiction can be, and why its transit with ‘lies’ has historically been so subversive.


And again, steadily, stealthily, McEwan, amidst the proper raising of postmodern doubt and scepticism, is making his own case for fiction, is making his own defence of what he does as a novelist. The second section begins thus: ‘There were horrors enough, but it was the unexpected detail that threw him and afterwards would not let him go.’ And a little later, Robbie thinks to himself: ‘No one would ever know what it was like to be here. Without the details there could be no larger picture.’ The ‘unexpected’ or telling detail is one of the elements of modern fiction’s power after Flaubert, and sure enough, these two sections are built, systematically, out of telling detail after detail. Briony, tending to a soldier who has lost half his face, ‘could see through his missing cheek to his upper and lower molars, and the tongue glistening, and hideously long.’ Hideously long is worthy of Conrad. McEwan surely wants us to reflect on this word ‘detail’ when, in the third section, he has Briony meet Cecilia and Robbie. In the course of their painful meeting, Briony reveals what the reader has suspected, that it was Paul Marshall who attacked Lola, and not, as Robbie and Cecilia had always imagined, Danny Hardman, the gardener. ‘During the silence that followed, Briony tried to imagine the adjustments that each would be making. Years of seeing it a certain way. And yet, however startling, it was only a detail. Nothing essential was changed by it. Nothing in her own role.’ As a legal assessment of her own role as false witness, this may be true, but in every other respect, of course, a ‘detail’, in this charged context, can never be ‘only’ a detail. It was a failure to read mere details, to take pains – in a literary sense – with detail that led Briony astray in the first place. McEwan, the novelist, would not have made Briony’s mistake, one feels.


But then Briony, it seems, is not a very McEwanish kind of writer. The great revelation of the third section, and even more acutely of the fourth section, dated London, 1999, and which I have withheld for so long in an attempt to evoke the experience of reading the novel for the first time, is that Briony not only grew up to be a writer, but that she has written the text we have just read – all of it, because the third section ends: ‘BT London, 1999.’ In the third section, McEwan invents a letter from Cyril Connolly, in his capacity as editor of Horizon, the celebrated little magazine. Connolly has rejected Briony’s novel, Two Figures by a Fountain. Connolly’s letter suggests that Briony has written a rather dreamy, drifting kind of piece in the manner of a sub-Virginia Woolf, from three points of view – Briony’s, Cecilia’s, and Robbie’s – full of lyrical aimlessness (‘scores of pages [dedicated] to the quality of light and shade, and to random impressions,’ writes Connolly). He suggests that Briony try again, and insert a little more plot and human interest into the narrative. Suddenly the peculiarities of the first section, in particular the lyrical instability of the writing, make sense. (Connolly, the Proustian aesthete, picks out ‘the long grass stalked by the leonine yellow of high summer’ as especially fine.) It was not simply, then, ‘McEwan’ writing; it was McEwan writing as Briony. McEwan was impersonating a tyro Virginia Woolf.


In the short fourth section of the novel, set in 1999, Briony is an old and eminent writer, who has just been given a diagnosis of dementia. The novel ends with the lady at her writing desk, at five in the morning, reflecting on the piece of writing she first started in January 1940 (which must have been the piece Connolly saw), and to which she has returned ‘half a dozen different’ times between then and now. But although we comprehend that what we have just read – the text of the entire novel – was written by Briony, we have no great desire to comprehend that what we have just read was made up – i.e. invented – by Briony; McEwan cleverly plays on the complacency of our middlebrow readerly expectation, whereby, with the help of detailed verisimilitude, we always tend to turn fiction into a kind of fact. If we have just read, in section three, that Briony walked to Clapham and saw Robbie and Cecilia there, this must ‘really’ have happened, yes? – even if Briony admits that she, and not McEwan, wrote what we just read. Most of us have no great willingness to see fiction as invention, but McEwan wants us to turn fiction back into fiction, as it were, and on the last two pages of his novel, he lays bare his final secret: Robbie died at Dunkirk on June 1, 1940, and Cecilia was killed in the same year by a bomb in Balham. The lovers never united. Briony invented their prosperity as an act of novelistic atonement for her earlier act of novelistic failure. She never ‘really’ saw them in Balham. That was invention, wish-fulfillment. As a girl, she ended their lives, by falsely testifying; as an adult and novelist, she has brought them back to life.


There is something moving about this guilty resurrection, especially in the context of the Second World War. The references to Woolf are not hubristic, for To the Lighthouse, that elegy for the dead of the First World War, circles around and around this idea of how to mourn both the private dead and the public dead. In the last section of Woolf’s novel, the painter, Lily Briscoe, effectively brings Mrs Ramsay back to life, by thinking about her and by painting a representation of her into her picture. The novel itself achieves a kind of revivifiying of Virginia Woolf’s mother, the model for Mrs Ramsay. Briony has done something similar in the second and third sections of Atonement, and the desperation of both her guilt and her wish-fulfillment stirs us in ways we cannot quite describe, not least because, by virtue of McEwan’s delayed revelation, we have ourselves been made part of Briony’s wish-fulfillment, we have become its willing victims, content to believe, until the very last moment, that Cecilia and Robbie did not actually die. We wanted them to be alive: we have been absolutely complicit with Briony’s yearning, and the realisation that we too wanted that ‘happy ending’ brings on a kind of guilt, a kind of atonement for the banality of our own literary impulses.


So McEwan’s book pampers our old-fashioned readerly expectations and then dashes them. It says, in effect: ‘You wanted a “good read”, didn’t you? Well, you’ve had your good read for three hundred or so pages. And now? It was all made up. It never happened.’ But Atonement, of course, is at the same time a very ‘good read’ in an old-fashioned sense, which is why the novel provokes divergent responses: it alienates some readers, who dislike the trick ending, and who perhaps dislike the revelation of their own complicity in having enjoyed, until that revelation, a good read; yet the novel has of course sold hundreds of thousands of copies, and has been enjoyed by the kind of book clubs that would be wary of, say, In Between The Sheets or The Cement Garden.


Is this, in fact, a ‘trick ending’? Or is it really the only ending such a book could have had? Certainly, if this is a trick ending, then this novel also has a trick beginning and a trick middle. For it never stops being about its own writing – the second and third sections may be less obviously fictive, less obviously artificial and self-reflexive than the first one, but they still raise questions, as we have seen, about the relation between authorial research and invention, between fiction and fact. And the final revelation, to be fair to McEwan, is not much like those moments at the end of certain kinds of postmodern stories when the author writes: ‘And then he woke up’ or ‘Then she put down her pen, and closed the book you have just been reading.’ We don’t suddenly exclaim, at the end of Atonement, ‘Oh, it was just a fiction.’ We exclaim: ‘So, what kind of fiction is this?’ Or perhaps, better: ‘So, what kind of truth is this?’ For the ironies can only pile higher and higher. If Briony invented sections two and three, it would seem that Briony’s nice fiction – Cecilia and Robbie reunited – is trying to atone for her nasty fiction (her false witness in section one), one untruth for an original untruth. But why should the ‘untruth’ of her second and third chapters be morally superior to the untruth she committed in part one? You could say that, in bringing Robbie and Cecilia back to life, she at least did no harm. But in strictly literary terms, just as she forced an ending onto the young lovers in part one by sending Robbie off to jail, so she has forced an ending onto the older lovers in parts two and three by shaping their destinies. A happy ending still represents the exercise of a God-like power on the part of the author. A story must be closed in order to be a story, and such closure can entail either death or longevity.


Stranger still, if Briony wrote all three parts, how do we know she is atoning for anything? Connolly asked for more plot; and she provided it. In our minds, the events of part one have become ‘real’ while the events, or some of them, of parts two and three have now become ‘unreal’. But what if Briony made everything up, from the encounter at the fountain to the encounter in Balham? What if it is all fiction? And of course, it is all fiction, for what does it even mean to be talking in this babyish way about Briony’s fiction when it was not Briony but someone called Ian McEwan who made all this up anyway?


One final trick, a subtle one, remains. Briony does not exactly say that Robbie and Cecilia died. She says this:




But now I can no longer think what purpose would be served if, say, I tried to persuade my reader, by direct or indirect means, that Robbie Turner died of septicaemia at Bray dunes on 1 June 1940, or that Cecilia was killed in September of the same year by the bomb that destroyed Balham Underground station. That I never saw them in that year. That my walk across London ended at the church on Clapham Common, and that a cowardly Briony limped back to the hospital, unable to confront her recently bereaved sister.





Surely it must amuse McEwan that thousands, probably millions of readers have chosen to read the passage above as a simple declaration that the lovers died and that Briony fictively prolonged their lives. But what Briony in fact does is float a hypothesis: she says, in effect, what if I tried to convince you that these people died? Would you still believe me? This sounds less like a statement than another potential fiction, as if-Briony is saying: ‘You must believe whatever you want to believe. I could take you either way.’ Thus for a second time in this book, the revelation of fictionality seduces the reader into separating fact from fiction. In the first example, the revelation that Briony wrote section three (the ‘BT 1999’ that appears at the end of section three) encourages the reader to think of what he has read as a fiction but a ‘real’ fiction: Briony may have written what we have just read, but she did really meet the lovers in Balham, we say to ourselves. In the second instance, the revelation that the lovers died in 1940 seduces us once again into turning fiction into fact: ah, we say to ourselves, Briony was lying about the lovers having survived the war; after all, they actually, really – ‘actually’, ‘really’ – died. She made it up. (All novels that introduce second and third layers of false fictionality work in this way, it seems, to establish fake distinctions between truth and reality: the second part of Don Quixote, for example, forces us to choose between a false Quixote and a ‘real’ one.)


But Briony merely says, what if they died? The same reader who had happily followed Briony’s fiction in the second and third sections, who had happily acceded to the happy ending of the good read, now accedes again to Briony’s final manipulations – this same reader now longs to make of this revelation yet another kind of easy fact: oh, they actually died. But McEwan chooses his words carefully, here – note that little interpolation, ‘say’ – because he wants this to sound like another possibility, another fiction. None of us, it seems, is really bold enough to confront the fictionality of fiction – we are all middlebrows now. And so is McEwan, whose novel is both manipulative and ample, at once calculating and keen to escape the charge of calculation by accusing itself of the sin before the reader can. Atonement prosecutes and defends fiction-making at the same time, and whether readers think this doubleness a blatant contradiction or a necessary paradox will determine their assessment of the novel. The hostile reader may argue that Atonement is just a typically manipulative Ian McEwan novel, one in a series of similarly sensational productions, but one that differs from its predecessors in being anxious about its own manipulations, and which thus incoherently arraigns Briony for the very faults it too commits. (There is that McEwanish need to tidy up all loose ends, for instance, to explain to the reader, at the end, how to read the novel properly – just as Briony loves, as a child, the experience of neatly binding her notebooks and closing off her fictions.) The more sympathetic reader may concede the justice of this complaint, yet also feel that Atonement has a brilliance and suppleness that do indeed set it apart from his other work; and this reader may reflect that, anyway, all the writer can ever do, whether pre-modernist, modernist or post-modernist, is simultaneously enact and atone for the manipulations of fiction-making, in an eternally dialectical contradiction.
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