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Question and answer 

Ian McEwan’s Atonement 
Clare Middleton 

We asked a teacher about her experiences teaching a popular set text, Atonement by Ian McEwan. 

What are the main things that students like about the novel? 
One of the things the students most enjoyed about the novel was the ways in which their 
understanding of it and responses to it changed between their first reading of it, their subsequent 
readings and our study of the novel.  

Multiple meanings and new concepts 
They found multiple meanings at these different stages, and also found that their enjoyment of it 
increased as they became more knowledgeable about its contexts and ideas. For example, after a 
lesson on intertextuality in which we looked in detail at some of the texts referred to or alluded to in 
Atonement, they found their understanding enriched by their new knowledge of Northanger Abbey and 
The Go-Between. They also relished the challenges it posed to them as readers, meaning that they 
had to work hard to fully understand it and grasp concepts such as 'metafiction' and 'postmodernism'.   

What might you say to a student who disliked the way that the novel changes: 
the way it seems to be a love story and then seems to become more concerned 
with war? 
Some students did struggle when originally reading the text when it shifted from Part One into Part 
Two, and the tone and focus changed significantly. They found the mood and tone of Part Two much 
more stressful and tense compared to the slow, languorous mood of the first part of the book. When 
we discussed this, I suggested that perhaps this change in reading experience enables them to begin 
to understand on some small level what must have been a terrifying and incomprehensible shift from 
peacetime into war in 1939 — the certainties and routines of life suddenly and brutally torn away and 
replaced with uncertainty, fear and horror.  

Historical and biographical contexts 
Some also found it helpful to know that Ian McEwan's father had been at Dunkirk and that McEwan 
had drawn on his experiences in his depiction of the events of Part Two, even as far as including a 
snapshot of his father within the description of the scene at one point. Understanding why McEwan is 
interested in recreating in words some of the experiences of his father also helped them to consider 
questions about the interplay between history and fiction. Those studying history A-level found it 
particularly interesting to think through their definitions of history and fiction, and to consider the extent 
to which Parts Two and Three could be argued to have historical as well as literary merit.  

How easy is the novel for students to write about? 
The students found it both easy and difficult to write about Atonement in exam conditions. Easy 
because there is so much to say about it. They were never short of interesting ideas about McEwan's 
use of Briony as narrator, the shifting locations and the varied genre elements which gave the text a 
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postmodern unpredictability. Difficulties came more in managing the dense text for their purposes. It 
was sometimes difficult for students to recall specific parts of the text appropriate to the focus of their 
writing. 

Which specification do your students follow and how does that influence the 
way they study the book?  
We follow the AQA B syllabus so we study Atonement as part of the crime-writing genre. This has 
significantly influenced the way we have studied the book. I chose to teach Atonement because I knew 
it to be a challenging, rewarding postmodern text which individual students had enjoyed writing about 
when I put it their way as a coursework option.  

Questions of crime 
Reading the novel through the lens of crime was a new experience for me as well as the students. We 
embarked on it together and enjoyed the challenge of connecting the novel with the elements of crime 
alongside more conventional textual analysis of language and structure.  

We had to consider questions such as:  

• Who are the victims in this book? 

• Who are the criminals, and what exactly are their crimes? 

• To what extent is justice served on the wrongdoers? 

• How does this affect the way readers respond to the ending of the novel? 

• Do we, twenty-first century readers, have similar or different answers to these questions 
compared to the characters in the text?  

Some readers think of Atonement as being primarily a love story, but a rather 
distasteful one, with some shocking sexual language and some shocking 
sexual behaviour. What do you/your classes think of the novel as a love story?  
I think Atonement is a love story about the relationship between writer, text and reader as much as it is 
about Robbie and Cecilia — although I will admit that I really, really wanted things to turn out well for 
Robbie and Cecilia. I thought my students might find reading the explicit sexual encounter in Part One 
a challenge. But perhaps they had been well prepared by studying Small Island in the AS course. 
They had enjoyed — and frequently written about — Andrea Levy's hilarious description of an 
unsuccessful wedding night. Many of them felt that while McEwan's description was unarguably 
explicit, the fact that it was combined with a focus on the deeply held — and suddenly emerging — 
feelings of love between the couple meant the encounter conveyed both passion and emotion.  They 
were more shocked by the character and behaviour of Paul Marshall, and by the suggestions that Lola 
was the willing recipient of his attentions. The moral ambiguity and narrative ‘black hole’ surrounding 
the start of this couple's relationship was much more troublesome to my students than the expression 
of Robbie and Cecilia's love. Like me, on first reading they invested heavily in Robbie and Cecilia's 
relationship, meaning that the revelations of Part Four hit them hard — I'm not sure that some of them 
ever forgave McEwan. 
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Sometimes Atonement is described as a ‘postmodern novel’. In relatively 
student-friendly language, can you explain briefly what that means and say 
whether you find that a helpful label for the book.  
For me the term ‘postmodern’ signals a number of elements within a text, many of which are 
exemplified in Atonement. For example, a narrative voice which is not all that it appears to be, 
constant references and allusions to other works of fiction, and an explicit focus on the process of 
telling stories, writing and reading fiction. Terminology is not always helpful, but many students found 
the concept of metafiction — an exploration of the process of writing and what it is like to be a writer —
very helpful when thinking and writing about Atonement. They also found that they had a strong sense 
of the writer as a presence beyond the text, manipulating and shaping their reading experience, which 
is also another aspect of postmodern writing. For the students, the label ‘postmodern’ was also helpful 
in ensuring they moved beyond social/historical/biographical focuses when writing about the context of 
the novel. 
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