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    Ian McEwan is an English novelist who is widely regarded as one of the most acclaimed contemporary writers. He has published 14 novels to date, with another – Machines Like Me – due to be released in 2019, as well as several screenplays, short stories, and children’s stories. Although widely praised, his works, particularly in the earlier years of his career, have sparked controversy for their often explicit, extreme or political themes, earning him the nickname “Ian MacAbre”. As his career has matured, his work has become less sensationalistic and more focused on character studies set in times of political and social upheaval. McEwan attended the prestigious MA Creative Writing course at the University of East Anglia, which was set up by Malcolm Bradbury (English writer, 1932-2000) and Angus Wilson (English writer, 1913-1991) and has launched the careers of many popular writers. McEwan has been nominated for the Man Booker Prize six times, winning the Prize once for his 1998 novel, Amsterdam. Several of his novels, including Atonement, have been adapted into films.
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    Atonement is Ian McEwan’s eighth novel. Its complex narrative voice, sense of historical awareness and nuanced portrayal of the characters means it is widely considered one of McEwan’s best works. It was first published in 2001 and was nominated for the Man Booker Prize.


    The story is told from the perspective of Briony, an elderly novelist in the 1990s, but writing from the perspective of her young self in the 1930s and 40s, when the events of the novel take place. It follows her jealousy at the blossoming relationship between her sister and the family’s young groundskeeper, through her betrayal of the young lovers, to the deadly consequences as World WarII unfolds.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    PART ONE: LOVE AND BETRAYAL


    Atonement opens in 1935, in the large country home of the Tallis family. Briony, the youngest member of the family, has written a play in anticipation of a visit from her three young cousins, as well as her brother Leon Tallis and his friend, Paul Marshall. The house is in turmoil as everyone prepares for the guests, and Mum (Emily Tallis) and Dad (Jack Tallis) are largely absent.


    Briony’s elder sister Cecilia is home from her studies at Cambridge for the summer. Unresolved sexual tension starts to build between her and childhood friend Robbie Turner, the son of the Tallis family’s housekeeper. The tension between them is realised in a fraught episode in which Cecilia tries to fill a vase with water from the fountain in the garden, and Robbie offers to help her but she refuses. In the ensuing tussle between them, the vase breaks and part falls into the water. Cecilia strips brazenly to her underwear and jumps in to retrieve it, while Robbie watches helplessly.


    Robbie has been invited to dinner with the Tallis family that night, and tries to write a letter of apology to Cecilia. While writing, he cannot help but write a sexually explicit letter – which he intends never to send – about his desire for her. He rewrites a more sensible apology, and asks Briony to deliver it to Cecilia before dinner. He realises, too late, that he has accidentally sent the explicit letter. Briony reads the letter and, shocked by the vulgarity, starts to see Robbie as a threat to Cecilia and decides she must protect her.


    On her way to dinner, Briony opens the door to the family library, and sees Robbie and Cecilia embracing, which she misinterprets as an attack. They all go to dinner. During the dinner, the two young twins who make up part of the trio of visiting cousins excuse themselves from the table. Briony sees a letter they have left on the table and realises they have actually run away. The family breaks into search parties to look for them.


    While Briony is searching for the twins, she sees two figures on the ground in the darkness. One of the figures quickly runs away before Briony can identify him, and the other reveals herself to be Lola (sister to the twins), who tells Briony she has been sexually assaulted but that she does not know who by, as they sneaked up from behind her. Briony instantly assumes it was Robbie, and tells her family and then the police. We later discover that the attacker was actually Leon’s visiting friend Paul Marshall. Robbie finds the missing twins, but as soon as he returns to the house he is arrested. Cecilia does not believe the accusation, and she and Robbie share a tender moment before he is driven away.


    PART TWO: JOURNEY TO DUNKIRK


    It is 1940, and Robbie has been released from his prison sentence to join the army to fight in World WarII. He is traipsing across the French countryside to Dunkirk. Delirious and wounded, the only thing that keeps him going is the thought of seeing Cecilia again. During his reflections, he remembers the short meeting he had with Cecilia before he went to join the war effort. Their exchange was awkward after so much time apart, but ended with a tender kiss. He reveals that she has cut herself off from her family in solidarity with him.


    He also reminisces about an episode with Briony a few years prior to the event, in which she confessed that she loved him. He concludes that this meant she was jealous of his feelings for Cecilia, which led her to make the false accusation. When he and his friends finally arrive at Dunkirk, Robbie has a strong fever and delirium as he falls asleep waiting for the evacuation the next day.


    PART THREE: AN AWKWARD ENCOUNTER


    Briony is training to become a nurse. At this point she has realised she was wrong to accuse Robbie, and has given up her place at Cambridge in an act of penance. She is still writing though, and has just written a story about the fountain episode between Cecilia and Robbie. The hospital where she is working receives a huge influx of wounded soldiers and she comes face to face with the realities of war. She attends Marshall and Lola’s wedding, knowing that she will not be able to clear Robbie’s name now that Lola has married the man who assaulted her and will presumably not testify against him.


    Briony visits Cecilia after a long time apart and tells her that she wants to recant her accusation and find a way make sure justice is done to Robbie. Cecilia tells her it is pointless, as the courts will not believe her after so much time. Robbie is unexpectedly there on leave, and is understandably angry with Briony. She leaves, but is pleased their relationship has continued.


    LONDON 1999


    The novel makes a huge shift in terms of time and style here. A long time has passed – it is Briony’s 77th birthday, and she is now narrating in first person. She has dementia, and only has a couple of years to live. We learn that everything we have just read is actually a novel she has written, based on real events.


    Reflecting on the story, she reveals, tragically, that some parts are false. Robbie Turner died of an infection while waiting for evacuation from Dunkirk, meaning that he was never reunited with Cecilia, who herself died shortly afterwards when the London Underground station where she was sheltering was bombed. Furthermore, Briony never actually visited Cecilia as she wrote in the novel. She explains that her decision to keep the lovers alive in the novel is an attempt at atoning for what she did to them.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    BRIONY TALLIS


    Briony is the novel’s protagonist and is revealed, in the end, to also be the narrator, and, therefore, the lens through which we see the other characters.


    In the first part of the novel, she is only 13 years old, but believes she is much more mature. She is significantly younger than her two siblings, who are 10 and 12 years older than her, respectively. She is highly creative and an aspiring writer, which causes her to project her own dramatic narratives on real-life events. This underpins her betrayal of Cecilia and Robbie.


    She is unsettled when life deviates from the patterns she expects it to follow, and manipulates situations to make them fit into her narrative. This is illustrated when she becomes certain she saw Robbie assault Lola, even though in reality she did not see the attacker clearly.


    In the second part of the novel, Briony is around 18 years old and makes the decision to pass up her place at Cambridge to become a nurse. Given that she is portrayed as extremely introverted and introspective in the first part of the novel, seeming almost to find other people distasteful, it seems unusual that she has chosen such a sociable and practical career. Though it is not explicitly revealed to the reader, we are led to believe that this is an act of penance for what she has done to Robbie.


    Briony writes the story of Robbie and Cecilia because she wants to atone for what she has done to them, and give them the life they deserved (though this can still be interpreted as her manipulating events to fit her desired narrative).


    CECILIA TALLIS


    Cecilia is depicted as markedly different from her sister. While Briony likes order, Cecilia is disorganised and lacks a clear purpose in life. In Part One of the novel, she is restless and seems as though she is waiting for something to happen to her. Both she and her family seem concerned with the idea that she should meet someone suitable and get married.


    She is initially in denial about the fact she is in love with Robbie, finding any excuse to criticise him and getting angry with him over the broken vase incident. It is only when she receives his explicit letter that she starts to understand that her emotions have been so turbulent because she is in love with him.


    Her love for Robbie seems to give the lost Cecilia a purpose in life. Although unsure of her feelings in the beginning, once she has her ‘eureka’ moment, Cecilia is fiercely committed to the idea of being with Robbie, waiting for him throughout his prison sentence and while he is fighting in the war, and even renouncing her family when they do not believe that he is innocent. It is tragic, then, that her dreams for them are never realised.


    ROBBIE TURNER


    Robbie is the son of the Tallis family’s housekeeper. While this places a class barrier between him and the Tallis family, he is confident enough not to feel as though it defines him. Jack Tallis, the father of Cecilia and Briony, paid for Robbie’s Cambridge education. He is described as handsome and intelligent, has achieved first-class honours in his degree and is planning to go to medical school. His intelligence earns him respect from other characters throughout the novel, enabling him to rise above his social status.


    When Robbie is falsely accused of rape by Briony, he is imprisoned, before being sent to join the British forces fighting in France. Part Two of the novel offers the reader the most insight into his psyche: in it, he is hungry and wounded, and is leading two fellow soldiers across the French countryside. His story ends, Briony eventually reveals, in Dunkirk, where he dies from his wounds shortly before the famous evacuation.
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