ATONEMENT (2001)
"Atonement" was published in 2001 and it was filmed in 2007.
"Atonement" is a story about love, guilt, shame, forgiveness, war, social class,
identity, and loss of innocence. It follows Briony Tallis, who, on a hot summer day in
the 1935 upperclass countryside, witnesses events between her elder sister Cecilia
and the son of of her father's housemaid Robbie Turner. Briony's innocence gives way
to a misinterpretation of what she sees, triggering an imagination to run wild and
leading to an unspeakable crime that changes all of their lives.
Briony's search for her own identity, the meaning behind what she has done, and
forgiveness in her own heart runs through the chaos and horror of World War Two
and all the way up to the close of the twentieth century.

THEMES
GUILT ATONEMENT

The theme of guilt, forgiveness, and atonement should be extremely obvious to
anyone who reads the book. The entire plot of the novel centers on a woman who
devotes her entire life repenting a crime she committed while stili a young girl.
But Briony is not the only guilty person in the novel. Many other people are guilty:
Paul Marshall, the real raper who stands silent while an innocent man goes to prison;
Lola who is guilty for not saying anything and many other adult people who are
capable of understanding so much more than a thirteen-year-old girl, but don't
contradict or deny her false accusations.
The question is left open at the end of the book. Does Briony finally achieve her
atonement by writing her story and keeping her lovers and allowing their love to
survive?
The second layer to the guilt theme has to do with the history of literature. Aside from
the crime she committed as a child, Briony feels guilty for her powers as a writer. She
knows she has the autonomy to write whatever she wants: she could send Robbie to
prison, she could make him survive the war, etc.
According to McEwan true atonement is not possible. Although atonement is
desirable, it's not realistic. A person's actions and the subsequent effects remain
forever, seen in evidence that water doesn't always truly cleanse. Water is an everpresent substance in our lives. When Robbie washes his face and dirties the water, it

represents that his sins and mistakes will always be with him. Aithough they are gone
from his face, they won't truly go away. He cannot change the past, but only move
forward.
Likewise, Briony cannot change her past either. Her desperate want for atonement is
shown in her job as a nurse where she must serve others and help wounded soldiers,
but this stili isn't enough; she cannot achieve atonement.
it is impossible to achieve atonement and change the past, but we can move forward.
We see this also in Atonement - although Robbie was not given the change to move
forward with his future, Briony told the story of her wrongdoings in a novel for
millions to read. Therefore the story Atonement serves as a iesson for the future not
to repeat mistakes that cannot be reversed even if true atonement cannot be
achieved.

LITERARY TRADITION
There's a lot of literary tradition in this nove!:
1 - Mari Shelley's "Frankenstein" marked a new literary form in Romanticism
literature in that it was a story, inside a story, inside a story. At the very centre of the
nota ble novel, the monster is telling his story in the first person to his creator who is
telling his story to a ship captain who is writing his story to his sister who is the author
of the book. We can see the same structure here: a story being told by one of the
characters (not revealed until the end) in the third person, that shifts to the first
person in the final section of the book when the reader realizes who the narrator is.
During this chapter, we learn the story was told through letters between Cecilia and
Robbie, and between Corporal Nettles and Briony. it leaves the question very open:
Whose story is this? "what really happened?" All authors are subject to their own
interpretation of events and it is this in-empirical science that is literature that can
cause so much power over other human beings.
2 - The book starts with a Romantic novel's quote taken from Jane Austen's
Northanger Abbey.
PERCEPTION/MISUNDERSTANDING
Briony is at a point where she is too young to fully grasp the adult world, yet old
enough to presume she understands her social environment on a mature leve!. Briony
is stili a child and she is too young to see the world beyond her own existence.

Notice how so much of the action takes piace in a state where some senses are absent
while others are available. Briony can "see" the incident between Cecilia and Robbie
at the fountain, but she can't hear it. Briony "reads" the word in the letter, but she
doesn't "know" what it means. Briony "sees" the sex in the library, but nobody "says"
anything about it. And finally, Briony "hears" Lola being raped, but can't completely
"see" what/who it is because it is dark. Part One is all about perception and
misperception. Objects in this section are metaphors that serve as agents to this
theme--windows, doorways, light, darkness, etc.
Even the narration of the novel plays on this idea. The author is continuously having
to go back and repeat the same episode through different eyes so the reader can get
the whole picture.
INNOCENCE
Briony "loses her innocence" but when? There are a few moments in Part One that
can be attributed to such a notion:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

when she saw the scene at the fountain
When she reads the letter from Robbie to Cecilia
When she mistakenly observes Robbie and Cecilia making love in the library
When she witnesses Lola's rape
When she officially accuses Robbie of the rape to authorities

What is certain, however, is that somewhere during Part One of the novel, Briony
ceases to exist as a protected child in this world and enters the exposed world of
adulthood.
There is a greater loss of innocence in the novel, that caused by the war. War rips the
entire country apart, and eventually the world.
War

War is a very important part of "Atonement" and something that needs to be
addressed as a separate component to the overall themes of the book.
lan McEwan is a known activist against war. His father was a Major in the British
Armed Forces and McEwan grew up in different areas of the world, in Army camps,
while his father was serving his duties.
There is an irony that Robbie must fight in the war to exonerate himself from a crime
he did not commit. This highlights the injustices of any war.

The story is a fictional tale but the scenes involving the war, both in France and in the
hospitals in London are historically accurate.
The two world wars that took piace in Europe in the first half of the 20th century are
events that changed the course of human history. lan McEwan's "Atonement" draws
focus on the lasting effects these events had on the British psyche in hopes of assisting
in the prevention of it from ever happening again.
Social Class
The inequities and injustices of social class appear throughout the novel. The most
obvious example is the relationship between Robbie Turner, son of the Tallis
charwoman, and Cecilia Tallis, daughter of the ministry-employed and wealthy Jack
Tallis.
Social distinction is very important for Briony, more important than love. Only Cecilia
thinks it different: she has the courage to announce her love for Robbie, even when
he is arrested; she disowns her family to become a nurse living in a "terrible fiat" in
London.
The real responsible person for the rape/crime is Paul Marshall, a very rich guest, who
is never even considered or questioned

THE MAIN CHARACTERS
Briony Tains

Briony is the main character of the book. She is the author and the story is told
through her eyes. When the story begins, Briony is 13 years old; she has a brother,
Leon (who lives in London) and a sister, Cecilia who lives at home having just returned
from school in Cambridge.
Early on her life, Briony discovers her passion for words and secrets. When we meet
her, she has written a play called "The Trials of Arabella". Briony is a girl with an
extended and vivid imagination. Briony is losing her innocence from the moment
"Atonement" begins. She misinterprets the motives and intentions of adult behavior.
This causes her to trigger a series of events that will have long-lasting and incredibly
damaging results for the parties involved.
Briony grows up to serve as a nurse in London during World War Two. She also begins
to write while in London, and by the end of the book we meet Briony as a 77 year old
who has just learned of a terminal illness (vascular dementia). She is being celebrated
by her family for her successes as a writer. !t is during this final chapter that we learn
Briony to be the author of our tale.

Cecilia Tallis
Cecilia Tallis could be considered the second heroine of "Atonement." She is Briony's
elder sister, and suffers in love by the misguided crime of her young sister.
Cecilia has a maternal affection for her younger sister. It is Cecilia who comforts Briony
when she has her terrifying nightmares. During these nights Cecilia runs to her sister's
room and holds her, repeating the phrase "Come back"--words that will carry plenty
of weight throughout the entire nove!.
Cecilia studied at Cambridge where she learned the unfortunate separations between
gender and social class. Robbie Tuner was at the university at the same time she was,
but they didn't become friends because of the clear social-class distinction between
the two.
Cecilia discovers Robbie Turner's love for her after receiving a letter by the hand of
Briony. Surprisingly (especially to Robbie) she embraces his desires and mirrors his
sentiments. When Robbie is accused of raping Lola Quincey, Cecilia is the only one
who stands by him, insisting on his innocence.
Following the incredulous accusations towards her lover, Cecilia exiles herself from
the Tallis family. She moves to London to become a nurse and we only hear from her
through her love letters to Robbie Turner while he is fighting the war off in France.
In the final section of the book, Cecilia is surprise-visited by Briony. She receives her
little sister and we find Robbie and her living together in a small flat in London. The
last we see of Cecilia is when she and Robbie escort Briony back to the subway station
following a visit in which forgiveness for her sister's malice crime is never granted.
In the end, we learn Cecilia was killed in a bombing in a London train station during
the war.
Robbie Turner
Robbie is the main male character of the novel.
Robbie Turner is the son of the Tallis charlady Grace Turner. During childhood, all the
children were too young and innocent to recognize any difference between
themselves and Robbie was close friends with Leon and Cecilia. When we met him in
the book he is 23 years old and has just returned from Cambridge where he earned a
literature degree. Robbie's father Ernest left him and his mother when he was six
years old with no real explanation and the generous Mr Jack Tallis offered a position

on the house staff to Grace and over the years both mother and son became an
extended part of the Tallis family (Mr Tallis paid for Robbie's studies)
Robbie is accused of raping the young cousin Lola and he is sent to prison for three
years. When Britain enters the war in 1939, Robbie has an opportunity to emancipate
himself by fighting in France. During the war he is injured. At the end of the book we
find him in Cecilia's flat in 1940 when Briony visits, seeking her "atonement." Robbie
is furious with Briony for the crime she committed and refuses to forgive her. Robbie
died in the war as a result of his wounds.

Emily Tallis and Jack Tallis
Emily is mother to Briony, Cecilia, and Leon, and wife to Jack Tallis. She is defined as
distant and unfriendly and seems to let the Tallis household be managed by the staff
that is employed there. To her defense, Emily is pretty much a single mother--her
husband Jack is never around, devoting more of his time to his work in the Whitehall
ministry than to his family.
Emily suffers from severe migraines, an illness that began after the birth of her
youngest child Briony. She was educated at home by herself until she was 16, then
she was sent to Switzerland to boarding school. Her view about woman and class in
society is traditional. She feels woman are subservient to men and social classes
should not mix romantically.
Jack is the father of the household and a minor character in the novel. We know he is
an extremely hard-working and generous man. He is never home, spending all of his
time at the ministry in London where he works.
Jack values family and patriotism. When Briony accuses Robbie of rape, he stands by
his daughter's word and disowns the Turners from his family, his daughter Cecilia
included.
Leon Tallis
Leon is Briony's older brother and the eldest of the three Tallis children. He is the
typical 1930s playboy.
When Leon returns home from working in London to visit his family, he brings his
new wealthy friend Paul Marshall with him.
Leon is the voice of optimism and hope, although somewhat blind and ignorant,
during this period leading up to the war in Europe.
Lola Quincey

Lola is Briony's cousin who comes to spend the summer at their estate while her
parents go through a divorce. Her mother left for France with a lover, leaving her
husband to return to Oxford for schooling and her sister to look after her three
children. She is 15, two years older than Briony. Briony dislikes her and is jealous of
her.
Lola is ginger haired and freckled, she manipulates Briony from the start, trying to get
what she wants.
Lola is the victim of the rape. When Briony witnesses the rape, she convinces Lola it
was Robbie Turner who was her attacker. Lola appears to know this to be false, but
never reveals the truth. At the end of the novel we learn that she married Paul
Marshall, her attacker.
Paul Marshall
Paul is Leon Tallis's Cambridge/London pal. Leon brings Paul back to the home for the
weekend dinner he has planned with his family.
Paul comes off as smug and pretentious to the rest of the Tallis crowd. He wishes a
war because it will provide him with so much opportunity as a business man. His
wishes come true, and as a result, Paul Marshall makes millions.
He is the one who raped Lola and there is evidence of this (bruising on Lola's arms
and some sratches on Paul's face) but noone accused him.
Corporal Nettle
One of the two men travelling through Belgium and France with Robbie Turner. He
corresponded with Briony via letter to inform her about Robbie's last days in the war.
Chapter ThirteenChapter Thirteen
This is the chapter when Briony commits her crime.
Briony's interpretation of Cecilia and Robbie's love leads her to believe she must
"protect her sister." This is an inversion to the way that Cecilia used to protect Briony
after nightmares, and instead of protecting her by imploring "come back," the failed
attempt causes her to go away.
Again, we have the theme of misunderstanding or misinterpreting a sensory
experience. What Briony "sees" by the lake isn't enough to overcome what she
"imagines" to be true. This visual confusion in the dark (literally and figuratively)
contributes to Briony's false accusation of Robbie, proving she trusts her literary

instincts more than visual data. Briony's crime then, is not that she lies, but that she
confuses fact far fiction through her talent for artistic creation.
In the passage we read in class the scene takes piace in a dark wilderness. McEwan is
making obvious references to literary allusion here, specifically to William Blake's
Songs of Innocence and Songs of Experience--the lamb and the tiger. Briony is now a
participant in real life, in the wild, by a lake, instead of a player in a childhood fairytale.
Briony is not the only one to commit a crime here: Lola's silence when she very well
knows Briony is lying. As well, when the authorities arrive and the adults are involved,
everyone relies on the testimony afone thirteen-year-old girl, instead of investigating
to find out the real criminal.

An interesting anecdote to his own family life is that McEwan's mother suffered from
vascular dementia -the same disease diagnosed to heroine Briony Tallis in
"Atonement."An interesting anecdote to his own family life is that McEwan's mother
suffered from vascular dementia -the same disease diagnosed to heroine Briony
Tallis in "Atonement."

(*vascular dementia is a decline in thinking skills caused by conditions that block or reduce blood flow to the

brain)

