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WORKBOOK ANSWERS 

AS/A-level English 
Literature Workbook: 
Atonement 

This Answers document provides suggestions for some of the possible answers that might be 

given for the questions asked in the Workbook. They are not exhaustive and other answers 

may be acceptable, but they are intended as a guide to give teachers and students feedback.
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1  

CHARACTERISTIC 1 2 3 1999 

A 1st person narrative     

B Several characters’ narrative perspectives     

C Includes violent attack and physical danger     

D Contains much description of things happening regularly, as 
opposed to unique events 

    

E 3rd person but told completely from one character’s perspective     

F Reveals ‘truth’ about other sections     

G Includes details that must have been carefully researched by 
Briony (and McEwan) 

    

H Shows how differently an incident can be interpreted     

 

2 

EVENT ORDER 

A A wedding 6 

B A burial 3 

C Briony is driven to a hotel 7 

D A vase is broken 1 

E A pig is caught 4 

F A play is performed 8 

G Twins run away 2 

H Briony tells a young Frenchman she loves him 5 

 

3 (c), (g),(i) 

4 Point 1: It could be seen as Robbie and Cecilia breaking the vase, or him writing the 

incriminating letter, or him mistakenly giving it to Briony. Without these things, he and 

Cecilia would not make love in the library, and it is reading the letter and witnessing the 

library incident that convince Briony that Robbie is a ‘sex maniac’. However, the assault or 

rape is also a contender, as subsequent events would not happen without this crime. 



Plot and structure 

AS/A-Level Literature Workbooks: Atonement 3 

© Steve Eddy 2018 Hodder Education 

Point 2: She fails to put on her play, but then succeeds (in her terms) in ‘helping’ Cecilia 

and Lola, and in being believed in her accusation. Things go wrong for her when Cecilia 

will not believe her accusation, and then cuts off from her, then when Lola and Paul 

Marshall marry, so that she can never testify against him. She succeeds in at least getting 

Cyril Connolly and others at his magazine interested in her writing, and she has some 

success as a nurse. 

Point 3: This could be when Briony goes to the Marshall wedding. There is a lot at stake, in 

that she could speak out and perhaps succeed in stopping the wedding, or at least 

shaming the couple. However, it is debatable whether this incident ‘really’ happens, or 

whether it is simply part of Briony’s fictional narrative. 

Point 4: This could be seen as when Briony goes to visit Cecilia and meets Robbie. Both 

are angry and unfriendly towards her. Robbie even seems as if he might attack her. 

However, we later learn that this episode is part of Briony’s novel: it is difficult to apply the 

normal five-point structure to Atonement. 

Point 5: This has to be the whole ‘London, 1999’ section. Briony seems to have found a 

degree of inner peace, as suggested by the relaxed style. She has become a successful 

novelist and been married, and has finished her autobiographical novel, though it will not 

be published in her lifetime. There is resolution for the reader in that the structure of 

McEwan’s novel is now fully revealed. 

5   (a)  We never learn about Robbie’s trial, his life in prison (in any detail), events from the 

start of the war leading up to Dunkirk, life for Briony at home before starting to train as 

a nurse – including what must have been a gradual process of realising her error. 

(b) Answers will vary. 

(c) It would have been hard for Briony to research prison conditions. Covering all the 

‘missing’ parts would make the novel longer, or at least less focused. Also, after the 

relatively slow-moving Part 1, it is helpful to make Part 2, and even Part 3 to some 

extent, active and fast-paced. It would be difficult to cover the prison sentence in the 

same way. Much of Briony’s life as an author would have been uneventful, and to 

introduce her marriage would very much take away from the tight focus of the novel 

on Cecilia and Robbie. 

6–7 Answers will vary. 

8 This implies that the Marshalls are dead (and therefore cannot sue Briony’s publisher); 

Briony is probably dead too because of her vascular dementia. 

9   (a)  Part 1 calls the vase ‘Meissen porcelain’, not Ming, so Briony must have taken Cyril 

Connolly’s advice. This is one of the clues that Part 1, at least, is Briony’s novel. 

(b) This is another clue to the metafictional nature of McEwan’s novel: Briony’s error has 

been corrected in Part 2. It is now called a ‘thousand-pound bomb’. 

(c) Further evidence of Briony’s research: she has corresponded with Corporal Nettle, 

and presumably has got a lot of the details of the retreat to Dunkirk from him. 



Plot and structure 

AS/A-Level Literature Workbooks: Atonement 4 

© Steve Eddy 2018 Hodder Education 

10 (a)  This is a good example of Briony being influenced by Virginia Woolf’s stream of 

consciousness writing. It also gives us insights into the whole family, as well as 

showing Emily’s flawed interpretations – such as her judgement of Paul Marshall. 

(b) In the novel, the events on the road to Dunkirk take up more space, so there is more 

of a sense of balance between this and Part 3. We also learn more about Robbie 

through his interaction with the corporals. 

(c) This is an exciting scene, and although Mace is the real hero, Nettle and Robbie also 

share in his rescue of the innocent man. The scene also helps to show the chaos at 

Dunkirk, and how easily an innocent man can be accused and found guilty (a parallel 

to Robbie). 

(d) We see Robbie’s thinking gradually changing in the scene as his wound makes him 

feverish. His sense that they have to find the pig helps to create a sense of doomed 

inevitability to this section, even though we are not actually told that Robbie has died. 

(e) In the novel, this journey is part of Briony’s atonement; it is like a pilgrimage. Even her 

pinching shoe is a necessary part of her suffering. Her difficulties in finding her way 

reflect her moral struggle. 

(f) This gives a sense of resolution that is lacking in the film, and makes it clear, finally, 

that the whole story has been Briony’s. 

11–12 Answers will vary.
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1–2 Answers will vary. 

3 A Misinterpretation: Robbie misinterprets Cecilia’s intentions in plunging into the pool. 

B Conflict: This shows the random horror of war. 

C Innocence and experience: Briony is an innocent child, unaware of adult sexuality. 

D Justice: Paul Marshall patronises the police officers and demonstrates his wealth and 

class superiority, making it more likely that they will believe him. 

E Atonement: Briony has to write the novel in order to atone. 

4   (a)  This relates to conflict: there is antagonism, partly based on class, between Cecilia 

and Robbie; it also relates symbolically to innocence and experience, as it could 

symbolise the pre-war years, Cecilia’s virginity, and Robbie’s hopes. 

(b) This is the ‘crime’ for which she has to atone, but it could also be called 

‘misinterpretation’, as she does not think of herself as a liar. It also leads to a 

miscarriage of justice. She is only 13, so arguably innocent. 

(c) Nettle is using a parody of educated language to get out of the Major’s order, and to 

mock him, so this relates to social class. The Major hears Robbie’s accent and style 

of speech and misinterprets this as indicating that he is an officer. 

(d) She lies to him (in French) because he thinks she is his fiancée, so this relates to 

misinterpretation, but her saying she loves him is justified as he is dying; it is part of 

the process of her atonement. The experience is part of war – conflict. 

(e) The war museum relates to conflict; the Marshalls being successful and respected is 

unjust, given that they allowed Robbie to go to prison for Paul Marshall’s crime. 

Atonement 

5 Answers will vary. 

6 Answers will vary. However, some possible points are: 

(a) She may be a child, but she is very intelligent, so she should know better. She does 

lie to the police officer, saying she actually saw Robbie. She takes a long time to 

decide that this was not the case, and then to decide to act on it. 

(b) She has had quite a sheltered upbringing, with inadequate guidance from her parents 

– her father being mostly at work and her mother suffering from migraines. Her 

imagination makes her think she has actually seen Robbie, when this is very much 

influenced by her misinterpretation of his letter and the library incident. The real 

criminal is Paul Marshall, aided by Lola who must have realised it was him, not 

Robbie. 
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7 A It raises the question of whether one can atone and yet not be forgiven. 

B Robbie feels guilty too, when he fails to save the woman and her son, as if he also 

has to atone – suggesting that everyone is guilty, especially soldiers who have 

inevitably killed enemies in combat. 

C Perhaps she has hoped to be forgiven or excused on the grounds of her having been 

a child. Having Cecilia confirm it makes it more real. 

D She is genuinely sorry and is trying to make up for her actions, even though this is too 

little, too late. 

E Her novel is an act of atonement, attempting to make things right through fiction, 

paralleling her making things go wrong by her fictionalising of her experience. 

F Briony speculates about Marshall’s inner life, as a novelist must do. She at least 

considers that he might have felt guilt. 

8 Answers will vary. 

9 Answers will vary, though it raises a philosophical question about whether Briony will still 

be ‘guilty’ if she no longer has any memory of the crime. Her illness could be seen as a 

sort of punishment. 

Justice 

10–11 Answers will vary. 

12 It is harder for the poor, like Robbie, to get justice. In 1935 Britain, there was even more of 

a tendency than now to assume that the wealthy and socially successful are innocent. The 

13-year-old Briony has a keen belief in justice, but she succumbs to the glamour of being 

the one who can bring it about by being a key witness. In her mind, the letter and the 

library incident already make Robbie guilty. Her misinterpretations lead to a terrible 

injustice. She gradually grows up as she realises and owns her crime. 

13 

APPARENT EVIDENCE WHO HOW 

A Robbie enters house 
barefoot 

Cecilia She thinks he is play-acting being humble, when in 
fact he has removed his muddy shoes, and then his 
socks because they have holes in them. 

B Cecilia’s stripping to her 
underwear at the fountain 

Briony She thinks Robbie has ordered her to do this. 

C Figure leaving Lola in the 
park 

Briony She persuades herself that it is Robbie, because 
she expects it to be him. 

D Frenchmen with Robbie, Nettle They suspect that the Frenchmen have weapons; in 
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APPARENT EVIDENCE WHO HOW 

‘something in their hands’ and Mace fact, they have food for the British soldiers. 

E Robbie’s accent and style 
of speech when asked to 
‘flush out’ some Germans 

The Major He thinks Robbie must be an officer and therefore 
lets him and the corporals go on their way. 

F Absence of RAF planes 
over Dunkirk 

The British 
soldiers 

They assume that the RAF is doing nothing to help 
them. (Reports vary as to how much they were able 
to help.) 

 

14 (b) and (e) 

15 Briony sees ‘dark shapes … immobile’ but has the impression that she has ‘interrupted an 

attack’. She even hopes that she is wrong. Significantly, she thinks that her imagination 

(fed by her reading) has projected what she expects to see onto the library books. She 

then returns to her first idea, seeing her sister’s eyes as ‘terrified’. Either this is a 

projection, or Cecilia is just horrified at Briony seeing her. Briony interprets their 

lovemaking stance as one in which Robbie, the attacker, has pinned Cecilia to the wall. 

16 delusion; emerging; superstitious; demonic; inhuman; anticipating; legal; monster; 

depravity 

17–18 Answers will vary. 

19 A  In Briony’s stories, courtship ends with marriage. She has no knowledge of sex. The 

older Briony’s wording is ironic – relating to sexual ‘climax’. It also anticipates the 

Marshall wedding, based on guilt. 

B Briony is astute enough to sense that Lola is not actually as innocent as she makes 

out. 

C Robbie later gains painful knowledge of the world by being falsely accused, going to 

prison and fighting a war. 

D It is as if he will become innocent again in a wider sense – with even his war killing 

being wiped away. 

E The time referred to was before the influx of wounded from Dunkirk, and before 

Briony’s decision to find Cecilia and confess. 

20 (a) Bruising on her wrists and scratches on her arms. Paul Marshall. 

(b) The vase is broken. It could symbolise the end of innocence (personal and pre-war 

social) and virginity. 

(c) Robbie and the corporals mistakenly fear attack by the French brothers; Robbie 

almost attacks a French motorist; the corporals risk a fight with Scottish soldiers by 

imitating the bagpipes; the soldiers in Dunkirk start to attack a lone airman. 
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21 Briony and the other young nurses are expected to follow strict orders, some of which 

seem to be about regimentation for its own sake. They wear uniforms and get into trouble 

for not wearing them correctly. They work long hours, suffer physical discomfort and face 

horrifying injuries. They will also, in due course, be in danger from German planes. (Cecilia 

dies in a bomb blast at an underground station.) However, they do not have to fight and 

are not usually in physical danger. 

22 A She knows (or assumes) her son is innocent and wants justice. She is working class 

and knows that the wealthy will close ranks and ignore her, and be believed by the 

police. 

B They are acting as friends to him, perhaps showing how conflict can bring out virtue. 

The sergeant will be fooled – misinterpreting the limp. 

C The horses are innocent victims of conflict. They are shot to avoid them being used 

by the Germans. They could symbolise the madness of war. 

D The wedding prevents justice, in that Lola will not now be able to testify against 

Marshall. It also confirms their guilt. Lola wears white, symbolising innocence and 

purity. 

E This is part of Briony’s atonement, bringing the novel full circle. There is a simple, 

innocent justice in the play, of the kind that young Briony hoped to bring about. 

23 (a) Answers will vary. However, some of the following points could be included: 

• Leon Tallis and Paul Marshall: Leon’s naïve belief in everyone’s goodness makes 

him blind to the immoral character of Marshall, and to the danger of introducing 

him to the Tallis family home. 

• Briony and Lola: Briony is right to feel manipulated by Lola, and Briony’s nettle-

thrashing shows her justified objections to her, but Briony is fooled by Lola’s lies 

about her bruises and scratches, perhaps because she is sympathetic, and 

perhaps because she is seduced by the drama – even more so when it comes to 

the assault. 

• Briony and Fiona (the nurse): Their friendship is based on shared experience. 

Fiona is innocent in the way that Briony cannot be. 

• The corporals and Robbie: They become friends because they are thrown 

together by war. Mace prevents Robbie from attacking a Frenchman; Nettle looks 

after the feverish Robbie in Dunkirk. They also combine to rescue the airman. 

(b) Answers will vary. 

24–25 Answers will vary.
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Character overview 
1 (a) Robbie 

(b) Jackson 

(c) Briony 

(d) Cecilia 

(e) Robbie 

(f) Mace 

(g) Sister Drummond 

(h) the young Frenchman 

(i) Briony 

(j) Paul Marshall 

(k) Lola 

(l) Briony 

2 (a) migraines 

(b) doctor 

(c) Arabella 

(d) saw 

(e) boring 

(f) women 

(g) sleep 

(h) wedding 

(i) accuses 

(j) nursing 

(k) Stuka 

(l) enjoys 
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3

 

 

4 Answers will vary. Some points are: 

They are an upper middle-class family who have inherited wealth made through 

manufacturing. Cecilia’s grandfather ‘made the family fortune’. Jack Tallis works as a 

senior civil servant. Their values are more or less those of the upper classes. They believe 

in keeping up appearances – for example, sustaining the fiction that Lola’s mother is 

having a breakdown, not an affair. They evidently value education to some extent, but 

Emily thinks that it is silly for girls to go to university, when they should just be aiming to 

marry into money. The family is quite dysfunctional, in that Jack is rarely home (and may 

be having an affair), and Emily has migraines that prevent her from being a very active 

parent. 

5 

CHARACTER HOW AN OUTSIDER EFFECT 

Robbie He is the son of the cleaning lady, and 
his father has gone missing. Jack 
Tallis has funded his education, 
making him a social anomaly – 
educated but poor. 

He has naïve expectations of the 
world. He is an easy target for a false 
accusation. 

Paul Marshall He is brought to the family as a visitor 
by Leon. 

He is an unknown quantity. His 
immoral character is hinted at by 
descriptive language, but no one 
suspects him. 

Lola She is visiting the family while her 
mother has an affair in Paris. 

She uses manipulation to try to 
improve what must be an awkward 
situation for her. 

Senior Inspector He has official authority but lacks the 
social authority of wealth and class. 

He probably has a tendency to 
believe the wealthy rather than the 
poor. 
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6   (a)  Paul Marshall and Robbie Turner: Similar ages. Both educated – Marshall in 

chemistry, Robbie in English Literature. Robbie is morally virtuous, even heroic, and 

has great hopes for his future. He wants to do good, as a doctor. Marshall is morally 

corrupt and hopes to make a fortune by selling chocolate that is itself essentially fake, 

containing no cocoa powder. 

(b) Briony and Lola as teenagers: Briony is imaginative and intelligent, and longs to have 

things neatly organised and explained. She is basically honest, but can be led astray 

by her devotion to fiction. Lola is manipulative, though perhaps also insecure. She 

has a veneer of sophistication, but may be too frightened to tell the family what 

Marshall has done to her. 

(c) Leon and Cecilia: Leon is naïve, positive about everyone, friendly and completely 

lacking in ambition. Cecilia is more knowing, suspecting people’s motives, perhaps 

frustrated by the lack of opportunities for women in 1935. 

Briony Tallis 
1 Answers will vary. Perhaps: 

ambitious, imaginative, attention-seeking, judgemental, passionate, decisive, deluded, 

tidy-minded, frustrated, self-important, determined, self-righteous. 

2 She has recognised her ‘crime’ in accusing Robbie, and wants to make amends for it. She 

perhaps also wants to do good in the world by nursing, forgoing university – which would 

be easier and might help her to become a novelist more quickly. It is hard to say whether 

she has developed the bravery to visit Cecilia, or only wishes she had. The same applies 

to her plan to disrupt the Marshall wedding. 

3 She takes Cyril Connolly’s advice, and is encouraged to persist in her writing. Someone 

less determined and committed might have been put off by rejection. 

4 She wrote Part 2 (in McEwan’s metafictional narrative framework). She must have 

researched wartime conditions for soldiers on the way to Dunkirk, and on the beach itself, 

very thoroughly. She also shows a lot of insight into Robbie’s likely thoughts and feelings. 

5 (b), (c), (d), (f). 

6 

THEME CONNECTION 

Atonement She commits the ‘crime’ of falsely accusing Robbie, ruining his life and 
Cecilia’s, and the novel is her attempt to atone. 

Justice She wants justice for Lola and Cecilia, wrongly thinking that they have both 
been assaulted by Robbie. She is part of the judicial process in being 
interviewed by the police. 

Misinterpretation She misinterprets the scene by the fountain and misunderstands Robbie’s 
letter; she misinterprets the library scene and the figure in the dark leaving 
Lola, in the light of her expectations. 
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THEME CONNECTION 

Innocence and 
experience 

At age 13, she has no understanding of adult sexuality. In the hospital she 
experiences, second-hand, the horrors of war. She also comes to realise 
how wrongly she behaved, and the consequences. 

Conflict She is at one point in an unspoken conflict with Lola. She becomes a 
source of family conflict. She sees the results of conflict. She experiences 
inner conflict – especially at the Marshall wedding. 

 

7 Answers will vary. 

8   (a)  On the physical level she likes things to be tidy and well-ordered like her model farm. 

In a wider sense she likes to find explanations for everything, so she theorises and 

therefore sometimes gets things wrong. This suggests she is a controlling character. 

But the fact that the desire ‘possesses’ her suggests that she is herself under its 

control: she cannot help herself. 

(b) She is a victim of her own need to be in control, perhaps arising from insecurity. The 

shrine image suggests that she is devoted to her need to control; it is a passion. 

(c) Her desire for order makes her try very hard to behave correctly. When she accuses 

Robbie she thinks she is behaving in a morally upright way. A more normal 13-year-

old might enjoy being rebellious at times. 

9 

QUOTATION CHARACTER WHY THEY SAY/THINK POSSIBLE COMMENT 

A Emily As her mother, she loves and 
feels protective towards her 
youngest child, and fails to see 
her faults. 

Briony doesn’t so much try to 
entertain her cousins as try to get 
them to serve her ambition by 
being in her play. 

B Leon He cites Briony’s decision to 
drop the play as being 
influenced by the summer heat. 

He is partly correct: she has 
made a sudden decision, acting 
on her keen sense of 
disappointment. 

C Cecilia She is objecting to Briony’s 
complaint about Cecilia taking 
her socks for the twins. 

There is some justification. 
Briony is quite self-obsessed. 
She would put her own needs 
before those of the twins. 

D Cecilia Cecilia, writing to Robbie, thinks 
Briony will make a poor nurse. 

Briony is a fantasist. After all, she 
becomes a novelist. But she 
does manage to be good nurse. 

E Robbie He cannot forgive her, as if her 
persistence shows that she is 
not a normal child. 

It is probably unfair to call Briony 
‘malign’: she has only done what 
she thought was right. 
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10 Answers will vary. 

Cecilia Tallis 
1   (a) She looks down on Robbie, misinterpreting his entering the house barefoot. In Part 

3, she assumes that Lola’s rapist was the servant Danny Hardman, not the wealthy 

Marshall. 

(b) She knows she is ‘wasting her days in the stews of her untidied room’; she has only 

got a third-class degree; she takes hours to get round to putting flowers in a vase. 

(c) She plunges into the fountain to retrieve the broken piece of porcelain. She chooses 

to become a nurse, despite her family’s money. 

(d) She looks after the twins, tidying their room and finding them socks (page 100). She 

also tries to sympathise with Briony when she is upset about the play. 

(e) She snaps at Briony that she is a ‘tiresome little prima donna’. 

(f) She organises the twins. She sorts out the problem of Emily having ordered a roast 

when the weather is so hot (page 105). 

(g) She stands by Robbie, defending him and cutting off from her family because they 

joined in condemning him, living in a bedsit and becoming a nurse. 

2   (a)  Leon: She loves him dearly and relaxes into his positive, optimistic view of people 

and things. 

(b) Briony: She is sympathetic to Briony, but becomes irritated by her. 

(c) Emily: She knows her mother cannot manage the domestic arrangements, so she will 

have to take over. 

(d) Robbie (before his letter): She seems annoyed with him, possibly resenting the fact 

that her father has paid for his education, and not wanting him to join the family for 

dinner. 

3 Main points: 

• Briony is training to be a nurse and may want to change her evidence and recant. 

• If Briony can do nothing legally, she can at least tell her parents she was wrong. 

• Briony has had a piece of writing turned down by Cyril Connolly. 

• Cecilia talks about a baby having died on her ward, and her father being 

handsome and gentle. 

• She responds with amusement to points Robbie must have put in his letter. 

• She ends, as ever, with ‘I’ll wait for you. Come back.’ 

She shows no signs of forgiving Briony. She has a sense of humour. She assumes that 

Briony’s writing will be no more than ‘wretched fantasies’. She had slightly snobbish 
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expectations about the man whose twin died, but is generous in admitting she was wrong. 

She is loyal. 

4 Answers will vary – but the fact that Cecilia is far from welcoming shows that Briony is 

realistic; she does not give way to mere wishful thinking. 

5–6 Answers will vary. 

Robbie Turner 
1 mother; Cambridge; English; gardening; father; doctor; resents; anatomy; love; finds; 

monster; save; forgive. 

2 Suggested answer: 

(a) He’s a bright young chap with prospects, despite his father being no good. I’m proud 

to have helped him. 

(b) He’s so irritating and presumptuous – just because he got a first-class degree! 

(c) He’s a monster. He wrote my sister a sex maniac’s letter and then attacked her. 

(d) He’s not a bad bloke for a toff. He certainly came up trumps getting us to Dunkirk. 

3 Answers will vary, but could include: 

• Sending the wrong letter is a stupid mistake. 

• He has had sex with Cecilia in the library, where anyone could walk in and 

discover them – as Briony does. 

• He does not try to put things right by speaking to Briony or asking Cecilia to do so. 

4 Answers will vary, but could include: 

• Sending the wrong letter is a mistake that anyone could make, and which he tries 

to rectify by calling after Briony. 

• Cecilia draws him into the library, and in a sense seduces him. 

• He has no opportunity to speak to Briony. 

• His poor background makes him an outsider; the police are bound to blame him 

rather than someone wealthy. 

• Emily resents the fact that her husband paid for his education, which might make 

her ill-disposed towards him and liable to believe in his guilt. 

5–6 Answers will vary. 

7 Answers will vary, but could include: 

• He has developed practical skills. 
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• He was naïve and hopeful; now he is bitter and cannot forgive. 

• He can get on with uneducated people like Nettle and Mace. 

• He appreciated simple pleasures more after being in prison; anything is preferable 

to that. 

Leon Tallis 
1   (a)  He has no ambition, and is happy to work in a humble role and enjoy his weekends. 

He rejects the offer of help from his father – perhaps not wanting a job with more 

responsibility. 

(b) He is good-natured, happy, and has successful friends. 

(c) There is no challenge or cause for unhappiness to challenge him. 

2   (a)  He sees everyone in a positive light and gives them the benefit of the doubt (but fails 

to do this with Robbie later). 

(b) He listens to his friends attentively and portrays them in a good light. 

(c) He sees Marshall in a positive light too, failing to suspect his moral depravity. 

(d) He cannot be ruffled; he takes misfortunes in his stride, remaining calm and content. 

(e) He is positive but lacks insight or originality, seeing people in terms of simple clichés. 

(f) It makes her more good-humoured in her accounts of her own life but, because she is 

a fundamentally less contented character than him, her accounts emerge as self-

mockery and her comic exaggeration becomes desperate. 

3 He is seen, surprisingly, as a decisive man of action, taking charge in a very competent 

way. 

4 One might expect him to avoid accusing anyone – perhaps trying to suggest that it must all 

have been a misunderstanding. 

5 An account from Leon’s viewpoint would be boring, given that he seems to think in benign 

clichés. 

6 Answers will vary. However, it could be noted that Leon functions as an object of adoration 

for people around him, and as a contrast to them. He could also be seen to represent 

upper middle-class complacency, and perhaps even the complacency of people who in 

1935 were convinced there would be no war – like Neville Chamberlain. 
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Emily Tallis 
1 

POINT EVIDENCE 

B She is critical of Cecilia. She thinks of her as ‘an impossible prospect, with her 
pretensions to solitude’ (page 64). She is ‘too wrapped up in 
herself’ (page 66). She has taken hours to fulfil the ‘simple 
errand’ of putting flowers in a vase (page 67). 

C She is far from being a feminist. She thinks that university education for women is ‘at best an 
innocent lark’ (page 65). 

D She is aware of what goes on in 
the house, even while suffering 
from a migraine. 

For example, she hears and interprets ‘a careful tread on the 
stairs’ (page 67). 

E She disapproves of her sister 
Hermione. 

Briony has heard Emily criticise Hermione’s ‘impulsive 
behaviour’ (page 8). Emily asks, rhetorically, ‘how could she 
choose silence and fear and sorrow in her children?’ (page 69). 

 

2   (a) She thinks he ‘might not be such a bad sort, if he was prepared to pass the time of 

day entertaining children’ (page 69). 

(b) She orders a roast dinner on the hottest day of the year; she thinks there is no need 

to phone the police when the twins run away. 

(c) All the imagery suggests that she sees herself as a passive victim who can only wait 

for the prowling animal of migraine to attack. 

(d) This is, of course, meant to be the adult Briony’s view of her mother. Migraines can 

be very debilitating, but it may be that to some extent they provide her with an excuse 

to withdraw. 

3 Answers will vary. However, Emily is inevitably only partly present as a mother, because of 

her migraines. On the other hand, she thinks very lovingly of Briony and is kind to her 

about her play. She thinks rather unkind thoughts about Cecilia. 

Lola and the twins 
1 (b), (d), (e), (g), (j) 

2 Pierrot; ear; taunted; hate; Shakespeare; sock; messy; ashamed; sheets; note; Betty. 

3 Suggested answer: 

Lola, even more than Briony, is poised between childhood and adulthood. This is revealed 

by the way she dresses, wearing ‘a green gingham frock to offset her colouring’ and an 

ankle bracelet, and painting her toenails ‘vermilion’. Her using perfume ‘liberally’ shows 

that she is old enough to use it, but not old enough for moderation. Similarly, she tells 
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Marshall off for speaking about her parents, using an adult expression, ‘I’ll thank you not to 

talk about them in front of the children’. She excludes herself from being one of ‘the 

children’, but it is merely a phrase she has overheard, and which she speaks with the 

‘blind faith’ that it will have the desired effect. 

Emily expects that Lola will be manipulative like her mother, and this proves to be true 

when she gets Briony to give her the star part in her play by wrong-footing her 

conversationally and pressing home her advantage by implying that she deserves 

sympathy for a ‘long illness’ and for her parents’ difficulties. She could also be said to be 

flirting with Paul Marshall, or at least trying to impress him – by claiming that she has seen 

a performance of Hamlet, when in fact it was a pantomime. 

After the assault, Lola seems to retreat into the role of helpless victim, rocking and hugging 

herself, meekly agreeing to Briony’s suggestions. Later, she retreats ‘behind an air of 

wounded confusion’, as the ‘recovering victim’. 

For 18-year-old Briony, Lola’s complicity in the crime of perjury is confirmed when she 

takes a day off from the hospital and attends Lola’s wedding to Paul Marshall, in a church 

whose neoclassical architecture echoes that of the Tallis temple by which the rape or 

assault took place – both suggesting a façade of truth and virtue. 

Our final view of Lola, aged almost 80, is of a vigorous woman who has survived and 

flourished. She still wears high heels, and her fur coat, elegant fedora hat and ‘indoor tan’, 

as well as the Rolls Royce into which she climbs, confirm her wealth and social status. 

4 Answers will vary, but note: 

• At 15, Lola is old enough to have some romantic and even sexual feelings towards 

Paul Marshall, and she does try to impress him, partly by trying to make herself 

seem older than she is. However, she is still below the age of consent, and is 

particularly vulnerable because of her parents’ break-up. 

• Modern readers, in the present moral climate, might be more sympathetic towards 

Lola than a court might have been in 1935 if all the facts leading up to the assault 

had been revealed. 

• Our view of Lola is likely to be influenced by her having apparently flourished in life 

as Marshall’s wife. 

Paul Marshall 
1 If McEwan had told the story from Marshall’s narrative viewpoint, it would have revealed 

too much – particularly what really happened between him and Lola. This would have 

removed the element of uncertainty that stays with the reader, despite out being almost 

completely convinced of Robbie’s innocence. 

2 (b), (d), (i) 

3 He has a cruel face but a pleasant manner. 

4  (a)  He tells her that he is sorry that the play has been cancelled. He reassures the twins 

that their parents are ‘absolutely wonderful people’. He tells Lola that she has good 
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taste in clothes, and particularly admires her trousers – implying that he appreciates 

their contents. He says that Hamlet, which she claims to have seen, is one of his 

favourites. He tells her she reminds him of his favourite sister. He gives her an Amo 

bar to taste. 

(b) She finds his ‘cruel face’ and ‘pleasant’ manner ‘an attractive combination’. She tries 

to impress him by claiming to have seen Hamlet. She is ‘pleased rather than 

embarrassed’ by his compliments. She guesses that he must be a singer because he 

has a ‘nice voice’. 

(c) The moment when they both claim to have seen Hamlet anticipates their shared 

duplicity over how Lola received bruised wrists and scratches on her arms, and 

probably over the assault or rape. 

5 They seem to conspire, without any previous agreement revealed to the reader, to conceal 

the fact that Marshall has already forced himself in some way on Lola, and that she has 

been hurt in struggling. Perhaps he has held her wrists while trying to kiss her, or worse. It 

is hard to say why Lola protects him – perhaps because she feels implicated, as if she had 

encouraged it. The shared lie suggests, and develops, a bond between them. 

6 Suggested points: 

• He is nearly cruelly handsome, yet his face looks ridiculous – like the comic 

character Desperate Dan. 

• He wears a white suit, as if clean-cut and innocent. 

• He is polite and apparently kind, reassuring the twins. 

• He has inflicted bruises and scratches on Lola. 

• He tells her she is like his favourite sister, but he has just woken ‘uncomfortably 

aroused’ by a dream about his sisters. 

Corporals Nettle and Mace 
1 Mace: A, C, D, F. Nettle: B, E, G. 

2 (a) Nettle 

(b) Warehouseman 

(c) ‘Frog crumpet’ (French women) 

(d) Cigarettes 

(e) They say they have been ordered by GHQ to proceed without delay to Dunkirk. 

(f) Mace; he rescued the airman. 

3 Robbie gets them to Dunkirk by using his skills with a map and compass. He also speaks 

French to the French brothers. The corporals keep Robbie out of trouble with the French 
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motorist, the Major, and the Sergeant (they get Robbie to limp). They co-operate to save 

the airman, though it is mostly Mace who does this. 

4 Some possible points: 

• They add comic relief, partly by their sceptical attitude towards authority and ‘toffs’. 

• They shed an interesting light on the army ranking system, and the class system, 

in that they are higher-ranking than Robbie but have to let him guide them. 

• They are examples of working-class, uneducated but good and kind-hearted 

Englishmen. They could be summed up by the popular phrase ‘the salt of the 

earth’. 

• Robbie gets on with them and appreciates them despite their lack of education. 

This makes him a more noble character.
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1 

GENRE WHEN AND HOW INFLUENCE ON STYLE 

A Crime/detective 
(e.g. Agatha 
Christie) 

Mostly Part 1. In Part 3, 
Robbie and Cecilia still think 
the perpetrator was Danny 
Hardman. 

There are clues for the alert reader that Marshall 
has struggled with Lola, even before the rape. 
Marshall is presented in some detail, but the 
narrative is never from his viewpoint, so that he 
remains a mystery. 

B Country House 
(e.g. Jane Austen) 

The Tallis house and 
grounds are described in 
some detail. All of the action 
of Part 1 takes place there. 

There are quite long descriptions of the house 
and grounds (especially the temple). McEwan 
gives us extensive insights into the minds of a 
few characters. The language is often self-
consciously elegant. 

C Bildungsroman Parts 1 and 3 There is in-depth coverage of the process of 
Briony developing her views on writing and life. 
We follow her ‘atonement’ in Part 3, with harsh 
evocations of Cecilia and Robbie’s animosity 
towards her. 

D War Part 2 The narrative viewpoint is mostly Robbie’s, but 
the style tends to be more gritty, with more 
action, shorter sentences, almost in the style of 
Hemingway (who wrote, for example, For Whom 
the Bell Tolls). 

E Journey Part 2 (Dunkirk), and 
Briony’s journey to Clapham 
and Balham 

There are frequent details of passing setting, 
indicating progress; e.g. the leg in the tree seen 
by Robbie, and the milkman who gives Briony 
directions to Clapham. 

 

Settings 

2 Answers will vary, but some key settings are: 

• the Tallis house and grounds 

• the road to Dunkirk 

• the beach and surrounding area at Dunkirk 

• Briony’s hospital 

• the Church of the Holy Trinity, Clapham Common 

• Cecilia’s bedsit in Balham 

• the Imperial War Museum 

• Tilney’s Hotel (formerly the Tallis house). 
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Viewpoints 

3 Briony, Cecilia, Robbie, Emily 

4 

 STAGE PERSPECTIVE 

BRIONY  

               1 

The 13-year-old girl 
with her family 

Intense, and with hints of a precocious child obsessed 
with stories and words; e.g. ‘dastardly antithesis’ 

 

2 

Nursing in London Sometimes poetic, much use of past imperfect (what 
‘used to’ happen generally); basic physical details of 
nursing (e.g. ‘scoured, wiped and dried bedpans) 

 

3 

Successful author 
in old age 

First-person, conversational, relaxed 

ROBBIE  
               1 

Hopeful young 
Cambridge 
graduate 

Positive, confident, almost smug 

 

2 

Soldier on road to 
Dunkirk 

Usually grittier, shorter sentences, more with more action 

 

3 

Increasingly 
feverish, nearing 
death 

Disjointed, almost random, short sentences as thoughts 
occur 

 

 

5 Choose from Leon, Paul Marshall, Lola, Sister Drummond, Mace, Nettle. 

6   (a)  Suggested answer: ‘This Tallis girl’s a bright spark and no mistake – almost too 

confident. Not like her cousin – just seems to mope and cry. But the poor girl’s been 

through an ordeal. I’d better ask the Tallis girl one last time. I’ve got a niggling doubt – 

but, well, it’s got to be Turner, hasn’t it? 

(b) Going inside the inspector’s mind would turn the novel into more of a crime drama, 

with the inevitable suspense of the criminal investigation detracting from the main 

themes. The inspector is also an outsider. There is coherence in only family (or quasi-

family in Robbie’s case) having a narrative viewpoint. 

7 

NOTE OR LETTER HOW THEY ARE USED 

Twins’ note saying they are 
running away 

A spur to action, obliging the family (and Robbie and Marshall) to 
go out looking for them. 
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NOTE OR LETTER HOW THEY ARE USED 

Robbie and Cecilia’s 
correspondence while he is in 
prison 

Sustains and develops their relationship. We hear of the absurdity 
of censorship on the grounds that he is ‘morbidly over-sexed’, so 
they cannot even express affection and must use coded 
messages. 

Cecilia’s letters recalled by 
Robbie in the French barn 

Giving him hope, with ‘I’ll wait for you. Come back’ at the end of 
each one. 

Cecilia’s letter carried by Robbie 
in France, quoted in full 

Reveals that Briony is training to be a nurse and may want to 
change her evidence. 

Cyril Connolly’s rejection letter 
to Briony 

Gives a detailed analysis of an earlier draft of Part 1, making the 
metafictional nature of the novel clearer. 

Nettle’s letters to Briony Showing her conscientious research, and that Nettle survived. 

Colonel’s corrections to Briony’s 
manuscript 

Showing, again, her research and subsequent revision of her 
earlier draft of the novel. 

 

8 Answers will vary. 

Briony’s viewpoint 

9 ‘dastardly antithesis’; ‘imposing unpleasant ordeals on a helpless little fellow’. 

10 (a)  Many people have never slashed at nettles, and probably few have done it and found 

a narrative emerging. However, this is probably for the literary-minded Briony. 

(b) ‘a tall nettle with a preening look’; Briony suspects that Lola is vain and self-satisfied 

‘protesting innocence’; Briony has detected Lola’s manipulative ability to appear 

guiltless 

‘worthless torso’; Briony feels violent towards Lola – ‘torso’ suggests that she would 

like physically to dismember her. 

(c) Careful irony, the language of officialdom denying responsibility for a massacre. 

(d) ‘sickly dependency infancy’ – Briony wants to become an independent adult 

‘eager to show off and be praised’ – ‘eager’ implies naïve enthusiasm, and the 

passive form of ‘be praised’ implies a passive reception of adult approval 

‘silly pride’– dismissive. 

(e) Her imagination takes her from her feelings about Lola, and her own childhood, to 

equally childish fantasies of success and acclaim. 
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(f) McEwan describes her fantasy fading in physical terms, and then shifts from a 

viewpoint closely identified with Briony, to an objective view of her as merely ‘a 

solitary girl swiping nettles’. 

11 (a)  The writing style is elegant and controlled, but it could be seen as a little overblown – 

like the work of a very talented young writer demonstrating her facility with words. 

There is also a sense of drama: the opening sentence immediately begs a question. 

Some of the vocabulary is rather grandiose: ‘turbulent’, ‘malign thickening’, ‘spreading 

beneficence’. 

(b) The mood is tense, threatening. The opening sentence creates a sense of anxiety 

without explaining that the unease comes from people worrying about invasion. The 

extended image of the unease rising with the river and lying across the city ‘like a 

mental dusk’ is fanciful but mysteriously ominous. It is a little like the lines in Macbeth, 

‘Light thickens and the crow/ Makes wing to the rooky wood.’ 

(c) It identifies her as not one of the senior staff: she is a junior nurse, not privy to the 

secret that they are ‘nursing’ (the pun is probably intended by McEwan). 

(d) They might be thinking patriotic thoughts about repelling the German invaders. The 

consultant is probably imagining German boats sailing up the Thames. 

12 Points might include: 

• ‘London, 1999’ is first person, whereas Part 3 is third person. 

• Part 3 is quite literary, using imagery (e.g. ‘like a mental dusk’, ‘like deaths in the 

night’, ‘a large, slow-moving girl with a cow’s harmless gaze’); ‘London, 1999’ is 

much more casual and conversational, intimate (‘It was a birthday present to 

myself, I suppose.’). 

• Part 3 gives the impression of a talented young writer trying to use language 

interestingly; in ‘London, 1999’ Briony has nothing to prove, and therefore can use 

clichéd expressions like ‘I pottered about’. 

• Part 3 focuses on the present – the work in the hospital; ‘London, 1999’ looks 

forward to Briony’s anticipated gradual decline from vascular dementia (‘The 

process will be slow …’) and reflects on the past. 

Robbie’s viewpoint 

13 Points might include: 

(a)  

• In Part 2 there are simple practical details, such as navigational features that 

Robbie notices in the process of map-reading; there are also the shocking details 

of the leg. 

• The narrative is much more closely focused on Robbie’s viewpoint than Part 3 is 

on Briony’s; e.g. we see his thinking process in the question ‘Had he dropped it 

…?’. 
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• Sentences tend to be short and simple, as in ‘It was still in his hand’, perhaps like 

the thoughts of a tired man trying to achieve a practical goal; some are even minor 

sentences, such as ‘Probably goat’s’. 

• The vocabulary of Part 2 is relatively simple, fitting to a soldier. 

• There is very little imagery. 

(b) Robbie is exhausted, in danger, focused on trying to find the route to Dunkirk. The 

plain style reflects this, as if to use metaphors or similes would be the kind of literary self-

indulgence that a soldier cannot afford. 

Imagery and symbolism 

14 Suggested answers: 

(a) The image of Cecilia’s nicotine craving ‘blossoming’ is rather fanciful, playing on the 

incongruity of linking tobacco to a metaphor of healthy natural flowering. 

(b) The metaphor of the ‘breaking wave’ of consciousness conveys the idea of a 

continuously moving present moment. 

(c) The metaphor of the grass being ‘stalked by the leonine yellow of high summer’ is 

self-consciously literary, but nonetheless effective because it makes the Tallis 

house’s grounds seem dangerous, like the African savannah, with hunting lions. 

(d) The simile comparing Emily’s senses to ‘the cat’s whiskers of an old wireless’ is 

appropriate because a ‘cat’s whisker’ was a springy length of wire in an old crystal 

radio, and it was as delicately receptive as her senses, and as fragile as her health. 

(e) The metaphor of the ‘sharpened kitchen knives’ brutally conveys the sense of pain 

that Emily will suffer from her migraine. The fact that they have been ‘sharpened’ 

implies that a malevolent force is engineering her pain. 

(f) This fanciful image describes the household as if it were America soon after its 

discovery by Europeans, implying that to Emily it is alien and challenging. 

(g) The oxymoron of pleasures being heavy, burdensome, as if they are a responsibility, 

perhaps anticipates the awful event that is going to occur on this beautiful evening. 

(h) This simile is one that the adult Briony might think of, perhaps based on her own 

experience, to describe her teenage self having to stick to her version of events. The 

force of ‘sickening qualms’ might create some sympathy for her in the reader. 

(i) This metaphor describing Briony’s accusation suggests that she is very sure about it 

at first, but that once caught up in it, it is impossible to find her way out. In addition, 

the well-read Briony would know that at the centre of the labyrinth in Greek myth was 

the dangerous Minotaur. 

(j) The simile of the ‘oriental dinner plate’ for the landscape recalls more civilised times, 

and the comfort of the Tallis household, contrasting with the present. It also signifies 

a moment of calm in the soldier’s journey. 
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15 Image A: ‘like the ribs of a starving animal’ 

Type of image: simile 

Analysis: The image suggests that the temple is neglected, and perhaps even that the 

rationalist values of the Enlightenment, that the temple represented, have been lost, or are 

going to be threatened, in the Tallis household. 

Image B: ‘The temple was the orphan … let itself go.’ 

Type of image: personification (a kind of metaphor) 

Analysis: The rather laboured image pictures the temple as the child of the original house, 

now burned down, perhaps suggesting the old social order being in decline. 

Image C: ‘the temple, wearing its own black band’ 

Type of image: personification 

Analysis: The image personifies the soot-stained temple as someone wearing a black 

band to show they are in mourning. This perhaps signifies Briony’s childhood innocence, 

about to be lost. 

16 Suggested answers: 

(a) The vase, broken in the tussle between Robbie and Cecilia at the fountain, could 

symbolise Cecilia’s virginity, the old social order, about to be broken by the war, and 

even art itself, being fractured by postmodernism. 

(b) The Amo bar is the brainchild of Paul Marshall. It seems to symbolise the fakery of 

the modern age, as it is fake chocolate, made without the essential ingredient of real 

chocolate – cocoa powder. This could symbolise the false appearance of Marshall. 

(c) The leg in the tree is both like a detail from a Goya painting, in its depiction of wartime 

horror, and like one from a painting by Surrealist Salvador Dali, showing the shocking 

absurdity of war. 

(d) Traditionally, these symbolise marriage. This is the nearest that Robbie will ever get 

to being married. 

17 (a)  The values associated with ancient classical Greece and with neoclassical 

architecture are rationalism, moral virtue and humanism, suggesting that human 

beings can perfect themselves through the mind. 

(b) In architecture, buildings are often given neoclassical facades. The apparent 

respectability of the Marshalls, with Marshall’s donations and philanthropy, can be 

seen as a façade – disguising moral corruption. 
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Foreshadowing 

18 (a) 

(i) This reveals, for the observant reader, that Briony will in due course become an 

author who is successful enough to be interviewed about the development of her 

writing. It also suggests that in a sense she is making up her own life. 

(ii) This makes it seem, at least to Cecilia, that the future is already determined, 

which in the metafictional framework of the novel, in which Briony is the 

omniscient author, it already is. 

(iii) This tells us that there will be ‘years to come’, but also that things must be about 

to change, so the reader is prepared for Briony’s ‘crime’. 

(iv) This seems to play with the idea of time. At this point the ‘crime’ has not yet 

happened, yet somehow it is predetermined. Again, the reader is prepared for 

unhappy events, so that it becomes emotionally easier to accept them. 

(b) Answers will vary. 

Stream of consciousness 

19 (a)  Emily is a thoughtful person and spends a lot of her time lying on her bed thinking 

about her family. 

(b) Points to include: 

• Nothing happens in this paragraph; it is composed only of Emily’s thoughts. 

• We see her thoughts connecting to each other. Thinking of the heat makes her 

think of hot railway tracks, and then of Leon travelling on them. She hears the 

house creak, perhaps from rafters shrinking – which leads her to think of Leon’s 

prospects shrinking. 

• The critical, judgemental language is very much as Emily might think; for example, 

her thinking of university for women being ‘at best an innocent lark’, and as 

women lecturers as ‘silly, ignorant ladies’. 

• The questions and exclamations show Emily wondering about things and being 

indignant. 

• The use of dashes suggests the fragmented nature of thought. 

• The use of minor sentences also suggests actual thought processes, as if they are 

only for the thinker, not the reader. 

(c) Answers will vary. 

20 (a) Answers will vary. 
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(b) The metaphor of the grass being ‘stalked by the leonine yellow of high summer’; it 

makes the Tallis house’s grounds seem dangerous, like the African savannah, with 

hunting lions. 

(c) She has introduced more action, from the dramatic developments leading to Briony’s 

accusation, to the wartime urgency of Part 2, in which the journey to Dunkirk adds a 

dynamism lacking in the relatively static Part 1. 

21 Answers will vary.
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Historical and social context, 1935–40 
and 1999 
1 They are upper middle-class (not upper class). Their house is large and comfortable but 

ugly, suggesting a lack of taste and perhaps a desire to display wealth rather than create 

an aesthetically pleasing building. 

2   (a)  They would disapprove of sex before marriage. Robbie is in effect partly condemned 

for having sex with Cecilia. 

(b) They would regard marriage as being for life, and divorce as socially stigmatising. 

Emily puts up with what appears to be an unhappy, mutually remote marriage rather 

than face the stigma of divorce. 

(c) Servants were simply there to do a job, but Jack must be slightly broad-minded, 

perhaps open to ideas of meritocracy and charity, as he funds Robbie’s education. 

(d) They would look down on ‘lower classes’ generally. Even the relatively broad-minded 

Cecilia assumes that Danny Hardman must be the rapist. 

(e) Emily treats the police as servants. 

(f) They would be patriotic. Jack’s job involves preparing for war against Germany. 

(g) Emily thinks education for women is ‘childish’. In her view, Cecilia should try to make 

a ‘good’ marriage: rather than work to support herself, she should marry a wealthy 

man who can give her a comfortable lifestyle and social status. 

3 At this point, the British army is being beaten by the Germans and has been ordered to 

retreat to Dunkirk to be evacuated. 

4 (a), (c), (e), (g), (h), (i) 

5  (a)  Robbie and the two corporals have been detached from their regiment in the general 

chaos of their retreat in the face of German military superiority. The Germans are now 

able to mount air attacks on the road to Dunkirk. 

(b) The corporals tell the major that they are following Gort’s orders in retreating to 

Dunkirk, and therefore cannot help him ‘flush out’ some Germans. 

(c) In Atonement, there is no evidence of French naval support of the men at Dunkirk, or 

of the RAF defending them against the Luftwaffe. 

6   (a)  McEwan’s account matches this one in that it shows large numbers of demoralised 

and exhausted troops waiting to be rescued, and a sergeant is ‘pulling out men for 

perimeter defence duties’. Robbie and the corporals hear in the distance ‘the 

perimeter line under heavy artillery fire’. He comments that ‘The line can’t hold much 

longer’. They anticipate being ‘overrun’ if they do not get on a boat the next day. 

(b) The embarkation would be too dramatic, distracting from the main narrative. It would 

also be frustrating to have Robbie get on a boat and not make it home. 
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7   (a)  Robbie and the corporals are in danger as they approach Dunkirk, and will be 

increasingly in danger even once they arrive, because of German advances and 

attacks by the Luftwaffe. 

(b) The men who attack the airman want to hold him personally responsible for the failure 

of the RAF to defend the infantry on the ground from German air attacks. Some 

historical accounts do say that at this point in the war the Luftwaffe had the 

ascendancy over the RAF. However, what this article claims may well be at least 

partly true: the fact that the soldiers see no RAF planes over Dunkirk does not mean 

that they are not attacking the Luftwaffe further inland. 

8   (a)  She has heard that German spies may speak English very accurately – even more so 

than real English people, which may reveal their identity. 

(b) These are subversive groups who work to undermine the governments and forces of 

their own country. Robbie and the corporals think that the sons of the elderly 

Frenchwoman they meet may be fifth columnists; when Briony is trying to find her 

way about London, government propaganda is already warning against them. 

(c) Briony and Robbie are both trying to use a map to navigate their way in unfamiliar 

territory. 

(d) Briony is trying to find her way morally – to work out how she can try to put right the 

wrong she did by accusing Robbie when she was 13. 

(e) The article reveals that street names and road signs have been taken down to 

prevent German spies from finding their way around, and also to confuse German 

troops if there is an invasion. Confused and misinterpreted messages are a major 

motif of the novel. 

9 Answers will vary. 

10 London now seems more relaxed and egalitarian. There is also more ethnic diversity: the 

minicab driver is West Indian (we might now say Afro-Caribbean). However, there is still 

an imbalance of wealth and power, as represented by the Marshalls. 

11 Answers will vary. 

Literary context 
1–2 Answers will vary. 

3   (a)  Tilney’s is the name given to what is now a hotel, formerly the Tallis house and 

grounds. 

(b) Catherine Morland in Northanger Abbey is overly influenced by the lurid novels she 

reads, perhaps compensating for the dullness of her life. This helps her to imagine 

that the General is a villain who has murdered, or imprisoned, his wife (who is actually 

dead). She misinterprets what she takes as clues to reach this conclusion. Briony is 

influenced by her reading, lives a very sheltered life in which she is left to her own 

imaginings, and completely misinterprets what she witnesses so that she decides that 

Robbie must be a sex maniac. 
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(c) There is a sense of confinement within the Tallis house. There are mysteries – such 

as what Briony witnesses happening at the fountain. There is a mysterious and, as it 

turns out, villainous visitor, Paul Marshall. 

(d) Both employ free indirect style, being in the third person but identifying closely with 

one character’s limited viewpoint. This makes the reader very aware of that 

character’s thoughts, but also of their limitations. 

4 (a) Answers will vary. 

(b) At times, Atonement is clearly a fiction. However, while at times it is hinted (and 

eventually fully revealed) that it is a fiction, even within the understanding of the 

whole novel as fiction, McEwan never steps right out of his concealed role to address 

the reader in the way that Jane Austen does. 

5 (a) It echoes the wedding of the Marshalls, attended by 18-year-old Briony. 

(b) The Marshall wedding is described in a similar way to the aborted wedding of 

Rochester and Jane Eyre. In Jane Eyre the witness who knows that Rochester has a 

living wife, Bertha (kept in the attic), puts a stop to the wedding. Readers may expect 

Briony to achieve this at the Marshall wedding, but she fails to speak out. 

6   (a)  This uncharacteristic passage in Part 2 of Atonement is similar to the Woolf opening 

in that it is delicately visual, with landscape described in detail as if it has been 

painted: using a ‘wash’ (Atonement) is a painting technique; ‘barred with thick strokes’ 

(The Waves) is also painterly. Both passages use imagery, McEwan describing hills 

as ‘ripples’ and using the ‘dinner plate’ simile. However, Woolf uses more imagery. 

(b) The stylistically self-conscious, visually descriptive and image-heavy opening of 

Atonement’s Part 3 (page 269) is similar to the opening of The Waves. 

7 Answers will vary. 

8   (a)  This seems to suggest that the style takes precedent over the creation of believable 

characters. 

(b) The revelation that there is really only one character, Briony, and that all the others 

are her creations, or at least are filtered through her perspective, surprises the reader. 

9 Both novels focus on events that spring from one disastrous key event that brings 

characters together and set them against each other. Both novels also explore 

misinterpretation and individual perspective, and truth-tellers not being believed.
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1–3 Answers will vary. 

4 

• New historicism: B 

• Feminist criticism: D 

• Post-colonial criticism: E 

• Psychoanalytical criticism: C 

• Marxist criticism: A 

5 (a) Psychoanalytical criticism 

(b) Marxist criticism 

(c) New historicism 

(d) Feminist criticism 

(e) Post-colonial criticism 

6–11 Answers will vary. 

12 (a)  McEwan’s novel is metafictional, in that it draws our attention to the fact that it is a 

fiction by its use of foreshadowing, and especially by the narrative device of making 

the novel Briony’s act of atonement, but McEwan never addresses the reader directly, 

in his own voice, in the way that Jane Austen does. 

(b) Answers will vary. 

13 Answers will vary.
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Fulfilling the Assessment Objectives 

1 A: AO2; B: AO5; C: AO4; D: AO1; E: AO3 

Preparing to answer the question 

(A01) 

2  (a)  ‘In prose fiction, love always involves misunderstandings – which often have tragic 

consequences.’ 

By comparing two prose texts, explore the extent to which you agree with this 

statement. 

(b)–(c) Answers will vary. 

3–4 

Structuring your essay (A01) 

5–6 Answers will vary. 

7 Additions are in bold. 

Ian McEwan is known to have been influenced by crime writers such as Ian Rankin, and 

the setting of Part 1 of Atonement seems to deliberately copy works by Agatha Christie in 

which the setting is a large country house and all the characters are introduced to the 

reader before a crime is committed and we join a detective in trying to establish which of 

these characters is guilty. However, McEwan subverts this genre by making it clear to the 

reader that the accused, Robbie Turner, is not guilty. In addition, the police inspectors 

seem to do very little detective work, other than interviewing Briony a number of times. 

Moreover, McEwan simply reports this as a fact rather than giving us the actual scenes in 

which Briony is interviewed, thus removing the focus from the question of guilt. Robbie is 

working class; therefore it is a foregone conclusion that he will be suspected and accused 

by the upper middle-class characters around him. 

There is also a sense in which the reader is made to do the detective work retrospectively. 

Looking back, we remember certain clues that point to Paul Marshall as the guilty party. 

He has a ‘cruel’ face, Cecilia thinks that he has touched her arm in passing, and he is 

identified as having ‘pubic hair growing from his ears’, which gives him a hint of comic 

villainy, as well as suggesting inappropriate sexuality. In addition, the scene in which he 

breathes heavily before telling Lola to bite the chocolate bar has sexual undertones. 

Finally, he is very quick to back up Lola’s story about the twins scratching her. 

 

 



Boosting your skills 

AS/A-Level Literature Workbooks: Atonement 33 

© Steve Eddy 2018 Hodder Education 

A good beginning (A01) 

 

8 Response (a) makes some good points, but (b) is better because it explores both sides of 

the argument, and offers an insightful argument relating to McEwan’s metafictional 

technique. 

Using textual references (A01) 

9 Answers will vary. 

Your conclusion (A01) 

10 Strengths: 

• It effectively compares both texts, linking them in the phrase ‘no such’. 

• It gives helpful references to each text rather than vague generalisations. 

• It finally refers back to the question in the phrase ‘truly tragic consequences’. 

11 Answers will vary. 

Close analysis of the text (A02) 

12 Answers will vary, but points could include: 

• Robbie’s thoughts are presented as stream of consciousness, not all making 

sense, moving forward by loose free association, as with the idea that the poets 

knew nothing about ‘survival’. 

• He imagines in some detail, and in a positive way, how he and the other men will 

get on the boats the next day, with the appealing ‘rolling surf’ helped by ‘willing 

hands’. 

• His imagining the ‘tranquil sea’ leads to him thinking that he is now calm himself. 

• His calmness enables him to recollect without regret about being taken away by 

the police. 

• His last thoughts are a happy contemplation of Cecilia. 

• His words ‘I won’t say a word’ are both a promise to Nettle and a response to 

Cecilia’s ‘It’s our secret.’ 

13 Early on in Part 2, Robbie has the presence of mind and sensitivity to rephrase Nettle’s 

drunken and potentially offensive comments on ‘Frog crumpet’. However, as his wound 
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and tiredness take their toll he loses his self-possession and his temper, and begins to 

attack a French motorist who has sounded his horn because Robbie is in his way. 

14 Answers will vary. 

Using context (A03) 

15 Text A makes some pertinent comments on Lola. However, the reference to ‘male 

ambivalence about women in the 1930s’ is not explained or developed. The penultimate 

sentence is a rather ‘bolted on’ and generalised piece of context. The final sentence does 

try to put it in context, but rather simplistically. 

Text B weaves context into its analysis more effectively. It shows an awareness of social 

context as constantly developing: ‘independence of spirit that women in Britain had 

increasingly developed since the First World War’. It uses a well-chosen quotation and 

makes subtler comments on the attitudes of the 1930s. The final sentence looks at the 

context of modern reception. 

Exploring connections across texts 

(A04) 

16–18 Answers will vary. 

Interpretations (A05) 

 

19–23 Answers will vary. 


