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INTRODUCTION


This introduction first gives a presentation of Ian McEwan and Joe Wright, of their other works and the critical reception of Atonement and its film version. Then it addresses intertextuality in the novel and interfilmicity in the adaptation, and the modalities of the metanarrative specific to either medium. Finally, an overview of the most useful aspects of adaptation theory to study Atonement and some methodological recommendations are proposed.  

Ian Russell McEwan was born in 1948. After reading English and French at the University of Sussex, he studied modern fiction for his MA at the University of East Anglia in 1970, and took a course in creative writing taught by novelists Malcolm Bradbury and Angus Wilson. Soon after his first publication in 1975, the collection of short stories First Love, Last Rites, McEwan was hailed as one of the enfants terribles of a new kind a contemporary fiction. Much has been written on the revolutionary emergence of McEwan and Martin Amis at the end of the 1970s and on how the two novelists seem to have paved the way for a new generation in the 1980s (for instance Julian Barnes, Kazuo Ishiguro, and Graham Swift).1 McEwan is now regarded as one of the most prominent contemporary British novelists. First Love, Last Rites is a collection of short stories dealing with violent sexuality and abused children. It won the 1976 Somerset Maugham Award. In 1978, McEwan published a second collection, In Between the Sheets, and his first novel, The Cement Garden. All three books address unconventional sexual relationships, including incest and other aspects of taboo sexuality in The Cement Garden, inventing squalid environments where female victims fall prey to domineering males. McEwan’s second novel, The Comfort of Strangers (1981), was shortlisted for the Booker Prize. Most probably set in Venice, it tells the story of a couple becoming involved with a man who is in fact a sadistic murderer. The novel hinges around the issues of male violence, sex and power, and the (im)possible negotiation of one’s desires. McEwan’s first two novels share a representation (devoid of judgment) of relationships based on domination in intimate environments. In 1983, his oratorio about the threat of nuclear war, Or Shall We Die?, was performed at London’s Royal Festival Hall with a score by Michael Berkeley. The Child in Time (1987) deals with a couple who become estranged after the disappearance of their only child. McEwan addresses the complexity of gender relations in adult responsibility and explores the violence of unsaid emotions. The novel has a social and political dimension, involving a subplot concerned with the writing of a government childcare manual. It won the Whitbread novel prize. 

McEwan’s next two novels, The Innocent (1990) and Black Dogs (1992), are more akin to the historiographic mode, inasmuch as they question the effects of totalitarianism and the role of storytelling in the (re)construction of history. The Innocent is a Cold War spy novel about the Anglo-American attempt in the 1950s to build a surveillance tunnel through to the Soviet sector of Berlin. Black Dogs is a complex questioning of evil, redemption through love and individual responsibility in the face of historical violence. It also reached the Booker Prize shortlist. McEwan is often said to have developed into a more “serious” and contemplative novelist in the 1990s. This is perhaps even more obvious in Enduring Love (1997), a novel about the limitations of science, the endurance of unwanted love, and narrative doubts. It tells the story of Joe Rose being stalked by Jed Parry after they meet when trying to hold down a hot-air balloon flying away with a child aboard. Joe’s wife thinks he is making up most of the story, caught up as he is in the throes of guilt and responsibility. Joe is in fact an unreliable first-person narrator manipulating the narrative, and McEwan’s emphasis on perception and interpretation as equally unstable and dubious would of course be further developed in Atonement. Enduring Love offers three different perspectives: Joe’s empirical assessment of facts, his wife’s more sceptical and “literary” apprehension, and Jed’s religious and/or mad and obsessive take. As in Atonement, all this is channelled through narratorial games with the readers’ perception of facts and feelings, leading them to question their own empathy and experience of reading.2 The novel plays with focalisation and narration, and the misperception of repeated events. In 1994, McEwan published a book for children, The Daydreamer, a collection of seven interconnected stories about imagination and transformation. His next novel, Amsterdam, won the Booker Prize in 1998. This satirical story explores other ethical dilemmas. The plot centres on three men gathered together at the funeral of a woman who was their wife or lover. The book turns into black comedy with complex twists involving plans between the three men to kill one another. 

After Atonement, McEwan published Saturday (2005), in which he addresses terrorism, new oppositions or complementary patterns between science and arts, and individual and collective forms of responsibility. Published in 2007, On Chesil Beach is a short novel about a newly-wed couple in the 1960s and the political facet of their intimate and sexual awkwardness. In his next novel, Solar (2010), a comic fable on climate change, McEwan returned to satire so as to question the limits and dangers of scientific ambitions. Sweet Tooth (2012) is another metafictional novel worth comparing to Atonement. It tells the story of an MI5 agent in the 1970s to interrogate the links between artistic honesty and government propaganda, truth and the distortion of reality, and yields a final narrative revelation which recalls the last section of Atonement. In The Children Act (2014), McEwan turned to the figure of a High Court judge in the family court to question new interactions between the public and the private, the correspondences between social matters and arts, and the ethical quandaries at the heart of individual responsibility. In his latest novel, Nutshell (2016), he returned to his first concern with sex, violence and murder, revisiting Shakespeare’s Hamlet through the first-person narrative of an unborn child. McEwan also wrote a libretto in 2008, For You. 

McEwan has written many screenplays, including film adaptations of several of his novels. Two television plays were directed for the BBC, Jack Flea’s Birthday Celebration (1976) and The Imitation Game (1980). In 1983, he wrote the script of The Ploughman’s Lunch, an anti-Thatcherite story set at the time of the Falklands War, directed by Richard Eyre. In 1988, he adapted Timothy Mo’s 1982 novel about a Chinese family in 1960s Britain for Mike Newell’s film Soursweet. His most recent original script was The Good Son (1993), a psychological thriller by Joseph Ruben about child violence and duplicity. 

He has adapted On Chesil Beach and The Children Act (both films in production), and adaptations of The Child in Time and Sweet Tooth are in development. Not to mention the TV or film versions of some short stories, so far the adaptations of his novels for the cinema have been: The Cement Garden (Andrew Birkin, script by McEwan, 1993), The Comfort of Strangers (Paul Schrader, 1990), The Innocent (John Schlesinger, script by McEwan, 1993), Enduring Love (Roger Michell, 2004), and Atonement (Joe Wright, 2007). 

McEwan is also famous for standing up publicly for or against various issues or causes. Believing that such is his role as a public intellectual, he regularly writes pieces for The Guardian for instance. Whether they be about feminism, climate change or terrorism, they rarely go unnoticed. He has very often written or spoken about the rise of Islamism and the 9/11 attacks, and the last chapter of this book shall come back to his main thesis of a lack of imagination and artistic ethics in the terrorists’ minds. 

The critical reception of McEwan’s works usually insists on a journey from shocking subject-matters and an economy of style, to broader ethical, social and humanist outlooks. “[H]ighly self-conscious about how narratives work to convey meaning”,3 McEwan now continually questions the status of fiction and the ethical agendas of literature. His shocking first short stories and novels, concerned with violent, macabre and perverse modes of being, have given way to more scientific, rational and empirical, but also tragic, melodramatic and empathetic narratives about individual dilemmas in situations of choice and crisis. The distance always taken from traditional morality is now supplemented by literary performances of ethics. As Lynn Wells develops in her monograph, and as will be exemplified in the last chapter of this book, it is above all the Levinas-inspired ethical imperative of encountering the other that may help understand this evolution in McEwan’s concerns and style. In her introduction, Wells gives some examples of the way McEwan thematises the encounter with the other in his novels.4 This book shall try to question the thematic but also narrative and aesthetic implications of this ethical ground in Atonement. 

 

The increasing literariness of McEwan’s works is also often read in intertextual terms. For instance, Saturday alludes to a number of modernist (though not only) literary predecessors. Though David Malcom’s book was written before the publication of Atonement, it suggests four main recurrent themes (beyond violence and metafiction) in McEwan’s œuvre that might be worth mentioning and investigating in Atonement.5 To Malcolm, one should pay attention to his presentation of female characters and feminist concerns. The author’s supposed feminism is not so clear in his fiction, where women are often victims and emotionalists. The second item concerns rationalism and science, or rather the role of the irrational in his characters’ lives. Many of them are driven by feelings or desires they cannot comprehend or master. A rational approach to character, emotions and relationships is therefore regularly questioned, reinforced by McEwan’s interest in science as both a subject and a way to apprehend life and its moral challenges. This moral perspective is precisely the third element stressed by Malcolm: what do the novels imply about the taboo subjects their author seems to be so fascinated by? Are those behaviours judged in any way? Malcolm’s contention is that the novels have moved from moral relativism to a sharper moral focus, though, he writes, this is not so clear in The Innocent and Amsterdam. What of this possible new evolution in Atonement? The last issue is the fragmentariness of the novels, sometimes made up of series of episodes loosely connected to each other—yet another central motif in Atonement. 

McEwan’s 2001 novel had Whitbread and Booker prize nominations, and won the US National Book Critics Award in 2003. As this study will regularly quote both reviews and academic work on the novel, this section of the introduction will not give a comprehensive account of its reception, rather a synthetic presentation of the main trends. Most press reviews were extremely positive. The novel was a worldwide success and secured McEwan’s position as both a popular and demanding author, delivering here an entertaining and self-reflexive work. Many wrote about Atonement as the first McEwan novel eschewing the bizarre or the macabre—this surely should be qualified, and will sometimes be in our study. As will be seen, almost all the reviews and academic essays on the novel address its intertextuality and the way McEwan engages in a critical and practical debate with the –ism words of literary history and criticism (realism, modernism, postmodernism, and others). The narrative intricacies of the book are consistently saluted as audacious, though we find diverging opinions on and analyses of the final revelations. Here again the notion of ethics plays a major part, since commentators would pinpoint the limitations in Briony’s atoning process, the ultimate responsibility being handed over to the readers themselves, or the ethical quandaries regarding realism (or its absence) when writing about the horrors of the war. Being a novel about form and novel-writing, most of the time its reviews and analyses logically deal with its own form. We will just quote here from Terry Eagleton’s perceptive review in The Lancet: “There is a conflict between the rational, enlightened values reflected by this strenuously honest prose style, and its slippery, disturbing content. It is as though the form belongs to tradition and the content to modernity.”6 Eagleton then qualifies this distribution and shows how Atonement asks for a reshuffling of many established categories. This is what the critical and scholarly reception of the novel usually attempts to do, studying it as a tragic story about mistakes, childhood, thwarted love and storytelling itself, but also as a complex dialogue with realism and modernism, with the history of British literature, the demise of postmodernism at the dawn of the twenty-first century, the ethical promises of imagination and its humanist and deceptive creative possibilities. The god-like status of the author evoked by Briony in the last pages of the book has also very often been commented upon. Sixteen years after its publication, the novel is still hailed as McEwan’s masterpiece and one of the greatest, deepest achievements of contemporary British fiction. 

Joe Wright was born in 1972. He studied film in London and directed three serials between 2000 and 2003 including Charles II: The Power and the Passion for the BBC. His first feature film was an adaptation, Pride & Prejudice (2005), also starring Keira Knightley. The film was a commercial and critical success. As an adaptation, it was both acclaimed as an original and modern film, and condemned for being too romantic, or at least romantic in an anachronistic way. After Atonement (2007), Wright directed two films based on original scripts, The Soloist (2009) and Hanna (2011), both with a more contemporary scope, but also significantly less successful than Wright’s first two films. The Soloist tells the true story of a musician prodigy turning homeless. Hanna is a genre action thriller starring Atonement actress Saoirse Ronan in the role of a young woman trained by her father to be a murderer. In 2012, he returned to adaptation with a new version of Anna Karenina, again with Keira Knightley. In spite of its modest success, the film undoubtedly plays with generic conventions once more and questions the possibility for adaptations to rethink and renew themselves, particularly through innovative and specifically filmic metafictional tricks. With this third adaptation, Wright showed that one of the consistent stylistic concerns of his young œuvre is precisely the possible junction between adaptation and metafiction—which therefore makes the study of his adaptation of a novel by McEwan particularly stimulating. In his next film, Pan (2015), he engaged in a prequel to Peter Pan but the result was not the blockbuster it was supposed to be. In 2016, Wright returned to television (or rather Netflix) to direct the first episode of the third season of Black Mirror, “Nosedive”. Though the episode perfectly fits the British series’ aesthetic and overall sense of malaise, it could be argued that Wright adds a personal touch, notably in his treatment of the female body and of the way violence might suddenly be unleashed. His next film is to be released in 2018. Darkest Hour will deal with Winston Churchill (played by Gary Oldman) during WWII. 

The script of Atonement was written by Christopher Hampton, a famous British playwright, screenwriter and director. In Jeff Dawson’s article on the film, Hampton declares: 

One of the things you really have to understand is that a novel is not just its plot. Particularly with people such as Greene and Conrad and McEwan, it has to do with the creation of a world. Often, when you see an adaptation that isn’t successful, it seems that it’s just two people in a room—you just don’t get a sense of the ambience. And that’s one of the things Joe’s really good at.7


Though Wright has not directed many films thus far, he is often congratulated for managing to build up such “a sense of the ambience” and go beyond mere illustration. Many have noted his fondness for close-ups, or his recurrent use of long-lasting tracking shots in single takes, particularly in Pride & Prejudice, Hanna and of course Atonement. Beyond the burgeoning style that can be observed here, we shall have to question the adaptation choices that such visual options evidence. Dawson’s article also evokes the production of the film. As is now well known, Hampton had written a first script when Richard Eyre was signed up to direct the film, which did not keep the narrative structure of the book but crosscut between the last section and the other three, with a recurrent use of Briony’s voice-over commenting on her own distortions and manipulation. When Wright joined the production team, he asked Hampton to start from scratch and stick to the original structure. We shall have to comment on these script choices. McEwan was hired as executive producer and provided many suggestions, before and during the shoot. 

The film premiered at the Venice Film Festival in August 2007. At  the BAFTA Awards it received fourteen nominations and won two awards for Best Production Design and Best Film. It also won a Golden Globe for Best Film, received seven Academy Award nominations in 2008 , winning only for Best Original Score. The critical reception of the film was generally quite positive. It comes as no surprise that most reviews insisted on the ways the film managed to deal with adaptation itself, claiming that the result was not just a very good film, but also a very clever adaptation. It is not without theoretical irony that these reviews thereby hailed the fact that the film was a very “faithful” adaptation of the novel, keeping the final revelations in its own ways but also never “betraying” the ins and outs of McEwan’s narrative complexities. The specifically visual sides of the metanarrative, both filmic and televisual, were very often acknowledged, as well as the way the film was as emotionally strong as the source-text. Other reviewers had a more lukewarm appreciation of the film, finding it too melodramatic (the very same way Wright’s Pride & Prejudice would be tagged too romantic, not to say cheesy), or too cold and artificial. Interestingly enough, these comments were usually grounded on a negative appraisal of the highly self-conscious reflexive style of key scenes such as the fountain scene or the long take in Bray-Dunes. The attention to the medium itself and its artificial tricks was read as a stylised sign of weakness hampering identification and a proper emotional response to the story. Very little scholarly attention has been paid to the film. As indicated in the bibliography, hardly more than a couple of articles and essays embark on an in-depth study of the film’s aesthetic, and this book shall mention and discuss their respective conclusions in due course. 

This general introduction will now present the main aspects of intertextuality in the novel and interfilmicity in the adaptation. As mentioned earlier, this double dimension is so vast and significant that it is almost always at the heart of any study of Atonement. We shall mainly list the major intertexts here and evoke the way they are usually interpreted, before coming back to some of them when analysing the novel. As is well known, intertextuality refers to the co-presence of two or more texts in a work, or to the allusion to precursor texts.8 The epigraph to McEwan’s novel is a rather long excerpt from Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey. McEwan himself has explained: “ The heroine of Northanger Abbey is a young girl whose head is stuffed with gothic novels, and she misreads the situation in a parallel way. A huge indulgence in literary models by Briony is partly what leads her to make her misjudgement”9. The epigraph is programmatic in more than one sense, emphasising as it does the issues of Englishness, suspicion, entertainment, judgment, misunderstanding, observation, guilt and shame.10 Equally programmatic is the decision to locate the novel under the aegis of intertextuality and influence, since the novel teems with references to and discussions of precursor texts. Among others, let us mention Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa,11 Henry Fielding (25), William Shakespeare (61, 82, 84), A. E. Housman’s A Shropshire Lad (82, 93, 213, 335), T. S. Eliot (82, 92), Joseph Conrad (92, 152), John Milton’s Paradise Lost (109), D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover (92, 132), and Charles Dickens (152). Other novelists are used as characters, for instance when Cyril Connolly mentions Elizabeth Bowen and Rosamond Lehmann (314).12 Passages are sometimes quoted. This is for instance the case when Cecilia sends Robbie W. H. Auden’s poem “In Memory of W. B. Yeats” (203, 213, 242),13 when Robbie remembers lines from Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night (131) or Cecilia almost quotes from Richard III (84).14 

Allusions may also be more implicit or woven into the text, for instance with L. P. Hartley’s The Go-Between. McEwan has said: 

A novel that was very important in this, and I wanted to fit in, was The Go-Between, so Connolly says, “I trust you’ve read The Go-Between.” I was very disappointed when the copy editor informed me that it was written in 1952 and I had to take it out. But what does remain from The Go-Between is the long hot summer.15


Hartley’s novel instantly springs to mind when Robbie uses Briony as a messenger, and when Connolly has this sentence (not the one McEwan had first intended to write, then) in his letter to Briony: “Might the young couple come to use her as a messenger?” (313). Natasha Alden establishes many connections with The Go-Between, such as the unexpected couples, the heat, and Briony and Leo’s unbridled imagination and thirst for control.16 Henry James’s What Maisie Knew is a central reference in Robinson’s analysis of modernism in Atonement,17 and a source acknowledged by McEwan for both its emphasis on misreading and the failures of interpretation, and its narrative interest: “I wanted to be able to portray a child’s mind while drawing on all the resources of a complex adult language—as James does in What Maisie Knew”.18 Many other examples of intertextuality have been identified.19 The main and most fruitful intertextual dimension in Atonement has of course much to do with McEwan’s wish “ to enter into a conversation with modernism and its dereliction of duty in relation to what [he has] Cyril Connolly call the backbone of a plot”.20 Even though it could be argued that the other sources listed here are also sometimes part of conversations with McEwan, the one the author has with modernism in this novel goes beyond mere intertextuality and must be given pride of place when it comes to understanding atonement itself. Hence the decision not to deal with it in this introduction and delve into the matter in one of the last chapters. 

While scholars sometimes comment on the ways Wright’s Atonement may indirectly evoke Jane Austen,21 most of the time what they throw light on is the multi-faceted interfilmicity at work in the adaptation. One of the sources most often mentioned is Joseph Losey’s film version of The Go-Between. According to Harry Haun: 

The words that Wright lives by—and films by—were first uttered at the outset of The Go-Between, a movie made a year before he was born by director Joseph Losey and adapter Harold Pinter from L. P. Hartley’s novel: “The past is a foreign country—they do things differently there.” The speaker was Michael Redgrave, an old and impotent man who flashbacks over a formative summer 50 years earlier in which tragedy is triggered by his interference and carelessness as a 12-year-old love-letter carrier between a highborn lady of the estate (Julie Christie) and a roughhewn tenant farmer nearby (Alan Bates).22


Haun then quotes Wright commenting on The Go-Between, both the novel and the film, as a common influence on McEwan and himself. David Lean’s Brief Encounter is another inspiration: “When [Robbie] and Cecilia snatch a meeting in a tearoom at the start of the war, it inevitably recalls Brief Encounter and its withheld vocal patterns (‘I’m sorry I’m late, I got lost’).”23 Giselle Bastin writes about Wright’s fascination with Lean’s works and their classic style,24 and Christine Geraghty often cites Brief Encounter as a major source of inspiration.25 In her essay, Yvonne Griggs also mentions Lean but sees in its evocation a game with generic conventions: 

Just as we are ultimately denied the expected narrative cause and effect closure of Hollywood cinema, Wright imbibes the film text with a sense of fracture that subverts the expectations of mainstream genre cinema by purposefully mixing his genre palette. Act One utilises the generic conventions of heritage cinema with its stylistic homage to Merchant Ivory brand of costume drama, yet it also embraces elements of melodrama and romance, setting up narrative expectations of romantic closure as we journey through the film with Robbie who is constructed as the narrative’s wronged and heroic Everyman. We move in Act Two to moments of pure melodrama: to scenes reminiscent of David Lean’s Brief Encounter (1945) employed here as another coded reference to forbidden love and the constructed nature of romance.26 


The other generic interfilmicity suggested here, that of heritage films from the 1980s and 1990s,27 evokes McEwan’s conviction that to convey 1935 in part one it was better to try writing as novelists would then than add too many artificial props.28 Finally, let us mention another unexpected implied reference in the film, though Wright himself plays it down in favour of The Go-Between again: 

The man doing the interviewing (make of it what you will) is Anthony Minghella, the Oscar-winning director of The English Patient—which, Wright insists, was not a reference for Atonement, although its middle portion covers identically the same turf of World War II nurses and soldiers. “Exactly. Which, in a way, is why I didn’t look at that film. I saw it originally when it came out, but I didn’t look at it while I was making this. I did look at The Go-Between again—very much so. Also Bertolucci’s The Conformist.29


Let us now turn to the essential dimensions of metafiction in Atonement. Here again this introduction highlights the most obvious metafictional and metanarrative features of both the novel and the film, before we discuss them in detail as our study proceeds. The intertextual and interfilmic references seem to work as a buttress for the whole project of Atonement, which is of course a story about writing, storytelling itself and the various challenges at stake in the creative process. The divide between form and content, even before it finds itself embedded in Briony’s ethical and practical throes when choosing to rewrite the past, is at the heart of this metafictional part of the plot. As we shall see, Briony has to face her own responsibility when distorting the supposed reality of her past, imagining the horrors of the war in France, disguising and then representing herself as the author of what we have just read, having her two heroes survive and yet brutally die in the last pages, and constantly playing with the perception and interpretation of events. Beside this metafictional content, the novel embarks on a metanarrative journey by choosing to have the text very frequently discuss the various possible narrative options to perform these tasks, question the writer’s responsibility and comment on itself. When asked in an interview about his own “writerly self-consciousness”, McEwan answers: 

I sometimes feel that every sentence contains a ghostly commentary on its own processes. This is not always helpful, but I don’t think you can ever quite escape it. At best, you can take it for granted, and not become enslaved to self-reference, and remain faithful also to the sensuous, telepathic capabilities of language as it transfers thoughts and feelings from one person’s mind to another’s.30 


This remark about his own novels will be worth investigating in relation to Atonement, since so many passages and even sentences actually comment on themselves and the narrative, ethical but also linguistic solutions crafted by Briony to atone. As will be suggested in this book, the “conversation with modernism” McEwan enters into is not only referential or even intertextual, but a proper practical, critical and theoretical conversation, in the sense that the writing itself converses with the history of British literature, narratological conventions and even linguistics. 

“Being about the nature of happy endings, the nature of storytelling and the capacity for fiction to destroy and to heal, I do see Atonement as a logical follow-up to Pride & Prejudice”.31 Wright’s comment here does not only aim at providing some coherence to his own career, but also sheds light on the director’s awareness of the metanarrative content and form of the source-text. In the short documentary we find on the DVD, “The Making of Atonement”, Wright says that Briony is the film, that she acts as the true director and has even written the film. As will be seen, this is not only an interesting comment made with hindsight, but also a key to better understand the aesthetic of the film.32 

We know that one of McEwan’s contributions as executive producer was precisely to remind Hampton and Wright that Atonement was first about storytelling. One of the interests of the film is in how it manages to be about storytelling but in its own way, first and foremost by resorting to interfilmicity but also purely cinematic metanarrative options. Bastin claims that the film is as metanarrative (and metageneric) as the novel since it enters into “conversations about developments in the contemporary heritage film and this genre’s shaping of national identity and narratives about England’s past”.33 Rather than a questioning of the heritage film, what Wright’s Atonement opts for to be a metanarrative is perhaps more a foregrounding of its own medium and, more generally, a conversation with the status of images. To give but a few examples, let us mention the inclusion of a drawing of the house and the fountain next to Robbie in the letter-writing scene (much more visible than Gray’s Anatomy),34 or the use of film images, such as with the scene from Marcel Carné’s Le Quai des brumes [1:09] or with documentary footage about the Dunkirk evacuation [1:32]. Wright has said that the shot of Robbie against the giant faces of Michèle Morgan and Jean Gabin was not in the initial script, but triggered by the presence of a cinema on the shooting location. We should comment on the narrative status of these images, as well as on the metanarrative implied by the use of news reel, supposed to add some authenticity to the moment until it turns into something more fictional with the apparition of Marshall and Lola, the latter looking into the lens as if defying Briony who is watching her then—a perceptive adaptation of what Briony understands at that moment in the novel (“She had made it possible” [285]), and a challenging form of filmic metanarrative, indicating how the adaptation of the formal strategies at work in the book must be noticed and studied when addressing the two versions of Atonement. 

This introduction now gives a few examples of the most useful concepts in adaptation theory to analyse Wright’s film.35 In Literature and Film. A Guide to the Theory and Practice of Film Adaptation, Robert Stam writes: 

A “faithful” film is seen as uncreative, but an “unfaithful” film is a shameful betrayal of the original. An adaptation that updates the text for the present is upbraided for not respecting the period of the source, but respectful costume dramas are accused of a failure of nerve in not “contemporising” the text. If an adaptation renders the sexual passages of the source novel literally, it is accused of vulgarity; if it fails to do so, it is accused of cowardice. The adapter, it seems, can never win.36


The issue of fidelity is still today the fulcrum of theory, however hard thinkers, scholars and adapters try to toll its everlasting knell, and quite often the main criterion used to assess the quality of the film version. Novels into Film, published by George Bluestone in 1957, was undoubtedly the first close study of the links between literature and cinema. In his conclusion, Bluestone borrows Béla Balázs’s notion of textual “raw material”37: “What happens, therefore, when the filmist undertakes the adaptation of a novel, given the inevitable mutation, is that he does not convert the novel at all. What he adapts is a kind of paraphrase of the novel—the novel viewed as raw material”.38 Certainly, the notion of “raw material” is equally central to the chronologies of creation in Atonement. Brian McFarlane’s 1996 Novel to Film. An Introduction to the Theory of Adaptation is a seminal body of theoretical positions much more than an introduction. McFarlane first vilifies fidelity as the sadly lasting cornerstone of adaptation theory and studies: “There are many kinds of relations which may exist between film and literature, and fidelity is only one—and rarely the most exciting”.39 Rather than being faithful to the text, an adaptation should “play around” with it and merely evoke the original work, transmitting the essence of the text (its plot, characters and main twists) but also operating the necessary changes and transpositions so as to avoid illustration. McFarlane’s main contribution to theory is the line he draws between what is transferable from text to image, and what needs to be adapted—a line which replicates that between narrative and narration. Transferable as such will be the elements from the plot, topography, and the characters, while everything that is based on different and medium-related signifiers will have to be adapted—enunciation, style, inscribing space in time, for instance. This, to him, is adaptation proper.40 

One of the most fruitful and perceptive recent approaches is Thomas Leitch’s 2007 Film Adaptation and its Discontents, in which he analyses why and how adaptation studies always seem to take sides and end up celebrating the superiority of the novel over the film, insisting as they do on the literary features of movies. In the chapter “Between adaptation and allusion”, Leitch lists ten types of adaptation, from the most expected or academic to the less faithful and most allusive and elusive. For twenty years or so, each theorist has coined specific categories for adaptation, most of the time along the very axis of fidelity that they purported to reject. Let us mention Leitch’s sixth category only, which he calls “(meta)commentary or deconstruction”.41 He argues that this category of adaptations is first concerned not so much with fidelity to the source-text but with the very process of adaptation and with its own status. Emphasis is laid on creation or adaptation itself, and the film chooses to show or display how it deals with the text and what it means to throw light on or not. In the case of Atonement, what we will find is a striking parallel between theory and practice, or between the gist of the novel and a possible theoretical assessment of the choices at work in the adaptation. 

Theory today also owes much to the work of Robert Stam. It is in his introduction to Literature and Film that we find his main contribution to the debate. He lists what he calls the “eight sources of hostility”, in other words the eight reasons why adaptations always appear inferior to the novels they are after, before suggesting that several critical movements have challenged those sources, including (post)structuralism, cultural studies, narratology, and reception theory. He then writes about Genette and tries to prove how the theoretical gist of adaptation lies in one specific type of transtextuality—hypertextuality, the film working as a sort of hypertext that transforms, modifies and elaborates on the hypotext, here the source-text.42 Even though Stam’s endeavour to further adaptation theory is based on a return to literary models, once more the reference to Genette and transtextuality signals how these examples of theoretical frameworks to adaptation might fruitfully inform the analysis of the adaptation of Atonement. Wright’s film is so intertextual, or interfilmic, that one may resort to this dimension equally present in adaptation theory to better comment on the specificities of the film and its implied metacommentary. 

As will be seen in this book, Wright’s Atonement is “faithful” to the book the better to adapt (and therefore question and modify, as stated by McFarlane) its metanarrative. This is how the film manages to be as metafictional as the source-text, precisely because it keeps and/or adapts the original metanarrative. To give but one example, let us evoke the way Wright turns his film into some sort of metaadaptation. David Jays writes that it is “a perfect parable for cinematic adaptation”: 

What purpose is served by rewriting? What good is an artist’s fidelity to “facts” or a fictional source? When does adaptation become embellishment? The questions that provoke McEwan’s Atonement make it rewarding material for cinema, and Wright responds with an appropriately attentive, audacious and emotional work. His film ends with a wordless seaside idyll […]. This is the artist’s “final act of kindness. I gave them their happiness”.43


Jays implies the possibility of a new type of responsibility in the atoning process—that of the adapter. Wright has often explained his wish to keep the four-part structure of the novel and the final revelations, and how he asked Christopher Hampton to rewrite his first scripts. Hampton says: 

My first draft of Atonement […] took a conventional, literary approach. I folded together the second and third act (the Dunkirk section, and the hospital scenes) and took the epilogue and wrapped it around the rest of the story, starting off with the old woman’s reminiscences. I also used a voice-over.44 


In his own words, Wright reveals he opted for a less “conventional” and more “contemporary” filmic adaptation of the literariness of the novel: 

[T]he draft that existed before I came on had done away with the three-part structure, had done away with replaying events from different points of view, and what I found interesting was the modernity of that structure, and how it felt like a very contemporary film… and indeed is a very contemporary film. It’s set in the present and then looks back at a destructive past, but all those things I felt were there in the novel just needed to be realised as I say in cinematic form.45


We shall study how “all those things” in the novel are indeed “realised in cinematic form”, and try to account for their specifically filmic metanarrative and “metaadaptation” characteristics.46 As Matthew Bolton writes in the conclusion to his far-reaching article on the film: 

Thinking about fidelity and adaptation from a rhetorical perspective has also allowed us to engage with the discourse of intermedial reference which is central to contemporary adaptation studies, exploring the allusiveness that pervades both McEwan’s novel and Wright’s film. […] [L]ooking at fidelity from a rhetorical perspective can not only illuminate the adapter’s choice, but also the source material; by understanding Wright’s solutions to the problem created by McEwan’s novel, we have come to better understand the construction of McEwan’s novel, as well. This kind of analysis is only made possible by recuperating fidelity as a theoretical concept and reintroducing it into the conversation of adaptation studies.47 


As we will see, this kind of doubly double reflection, i.e. on both the novel and the film, but also on both works and theory itself, is precisely what agrégatifs should engage in—and Bolton’s method and conclusions will be quite helpful. Wright’s Atonement may resist interpretation as metaadaptation though, if we consider that Briony remains a novelist on screen; as will be investigated, the spectator is not reading the latest version of her novel but watching its embedded film adaptation. And yet this status of the first three sections is never acknowledged. To some reviewers, this is where the film fails to really adapt McEwan’s metanarrative and above all Briony’s formal strategies to atone. We shall suggest that however difficult the authorial interpretation of the film (Briony is not filming this or that way the better to atone, as she is writing this or that way in the book), this might be part of Wright’s questioning of metaadaptation and embedded misleading aesthetic, so as to play with our perception and understanding of the so-called “reality” of the story. 

The method that will be followed in this book corresponds to what agrégatifs should do when addressing the two versions of Atonement. One should always pay attention to both works, though the criterion of fidelity cannot be the only one to study the adaptation. The film should first be watched and studied not as an adaptation only, but as an autonomous work of art—the very same way the novel will be read without thinking about its adaptation. A global apprehension of each work and of their respective structure and aesthetic is necessary to make sure one will not be satisfied with a mere comparison and a quantitative and/or qualitative assessment of the adaptation strategies. As in a text commentary or in a dissertation, this double reading itself will always be problematised, i.e. informed by a conceptual reflection on form and content, the aim of which is to validate an argument on both works. Candidates should not be obsessed with the necessity to always compare novel and film, or every specific passage. So as to be more fluid and convincing, it is the main line of argument which should prevail and lead to the analysis of a given extract. In the case of Atonement, due to the obvious metafictional dimension of the corpora, the specificity of each medium should always be taken into account. Therefore, the pitfalls of adaptation studies will have to be avoided more than ever, since the film cannot be seen as a mere illustration of the novel. The transmediality at the heart of the adaptation is one of the most acute questions to consider in Atonement, as if the nature of both works demanded that form be always and first of all taken into account when analysing them. More generally, candidates should become familiar with film analysis, its terminology and its various methods.48 They will make their own micro-readings of both novel and film and resort to them so as to have a more global and conceptualised apprehension of Atonement. Even though this is not part of the épreuves d’agrégation, they will practise scene or sequence analysis, and get into the habit of always paying close attention to all the poietic elements of film aesthetic, in both image and sound. As they do with any textual excerpt, they will learn how to spot, identify and name, and then of course interpret these elements and then ground their argumentation on these interpretations. It is only thanks to such a close reading of the film that candidates will be able to understand it as an adaptation, and yet not only as an adaptation. 

This book is divided into three main sections, i.e. three main themes the study of which has been deemed of utmost importance when preparing the agrégation. The first part is devoted to an analysis of the chronologies of creation in Atonement. A first chapter addresses the links between secrecy (construed as a mere structure and a yearning for “real” secrets), waiting, boredom, monotony, desire, prolepses and imagination, as a possible initial construction of young Briony’s obsession with writing. The next two chapters try to answer the two main questions in narratology: who sees? who speaks in Atonement? Chapter II delves into the complex connections between seeing and knowing—looking around and seeing strangely, focalisation or point of view, repeating and recasting scenes (the fountain and the library scenes, but also others), the traumatic and philosophical outlooks of vision and knowledge, and the way each medium provides specific characteristics to these connections. Chapter III answers the question “Who speaks?” by suggesting new chronologies (and new chronological perturbations) between telling, repeating, narrating and writing. It lays emphasis on the modalities of the shift from seeing to saying, “the magic of naming” (165) and the consecutive significance of the material dimension of writing and creating. 

In the second part we investigate the generic, linguistic and aesthetic distortions in the novel and the film. The main thesis is that both works are compounded from an aesthetic that aims at breaking and sexing the medium. In the first chapter, we choose the example of the polysemy of “order” in Atonement to substantiate the generic playfulness at work therein. Between playing and ordering, Atonement toys with the notions of pretence, tableaux vivants, theatricality and blocking, so as to play with genres but also order (i.e. organise) the world, order (i.e. control) the others and order (i.e. reshuffle) events in a metafictional manner. Chapter II addresses the possible linguistic adjustments at the heart of writing in the novel and the way they are adapted on screen, around three main issues: the familiar, distance and “the chasm that lay between an idea and its execution” (17), and the meanings of shrinking in McEwan’s book and of scale in Wright’s film. The next chapter documents the claim that Atonement breaks the medium, building on the motifs of emptiness and fragmentation, leading to particular rhythms in both writing and filming. We also address the tragic acceleration of time and the other fragmentation of the medium at work in the suturing, or stitching aesthetic in both versions. This gives a framework within which a particular interpretation of the long take in Bray-Dunes is provided. Chapter IV deals with the ways Atonement and its three authorial sources also endeavours to sex the medium, that is to turn each medium into the only possible space and time for the lovers to make (and be in) love. Through another linguistic interpretation of what is at stake in writing (predicated on the concept of actualisation), we suggest that many words in Atonement are eroticised, whether it be in their shape, their meaning, their reception or the way they are used by their recipients. We show that what Briony “ha[s] made […] possible” (285) is not just Lola and Paul’s wedding, but also the reparation and completion of the tragic coitus interruptus at the heart of the story, and the transformation of Cecilia and Robbie into a quintessentially literary or cinematic legendary couple. 

The last part tackles the complexity of the formal and ethical quandaries of Atonement, and of atonement. In chapter I, the modernist intertextuality of the novel is evidenced and then questioned in terms of formal strategy on the part of Briony, for whom “the age of clear answers was over” (281). The conversation with modernism McEwan has said he wanted to enter into is then deciphered in the manifold features of reality and forgery in both book and film. We argue that this leads to a critical or theoretical conversation with modernism in Atonement itself, but also in its often contradictory readings and academic analyses. The artificiality of the film’s aesthetic is here construed as a cogent adaptation of Briony’s distortion of reality, though we show that while the novel questions realism above all, it is reality that the film plays with to mislead us, eventually being very “faithful” to what McEwan does in his own Atonement. Building on these first conclusions, chapter II elaborates on mistakes, manipulation, hidden hints and misleading strategies, and suggests that the ultimate form of manipulation in Atonement is once again located in each medium, and in the way they become the channel for both lies and truth. In the last chapter, we address the ethical contradictions of atonement, providing open conclusions to the interpretation of Briony’s “illogical certainties” (246) in the following terms: atonement and forgiveness vs self-punishment; atonement and action vs identity transfer; responsibility vs not Briony’s fault; being the other vs clearing her name; the ethical teleology of atonement vs a selfish quest for reconciliation. In the conclusion, we claim that Atonement evinces an aesthetic and political development of these ethical quandaries involving the demise of empiricism since, as Briony admits, “we will only exist as my inventions” (371). 
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