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To help you enjoy your reading more and to suggest some points to consider as you read, we 
provide these ideas. Look them over closely before and during your reading. Take notes about 
them as you think about the book. Come back to school prepared to discuss these and other ideas 
that strike you as you read. 
 
We begin with a brief comment from Ian McEwan about novels as a literary form: 
 
Q: Briony’s writing is seen as a way for her to exercise a level of control over her life. What do 
you personally consider to be the purpose of the Novel? 
 
IM: I think, of all literary forms, and perhaps of all artistic forms, it is the most adept at showing 
us what it is like to be someone else. The novel is famously good at revealing, through various 
literary conventions, a train of thought, or a state of mind. You can live inside somebody else's 
head. Within one novel you can live inside many different people's heads, in a way that you of 
course cannot do in normal life. I think that quality of penetration into other consciousnesses lies 
at the heart of its moral quest. Knowing, or sensing, what it's like to be someone else I think is at 
the foundations of morality. I don't think the novel is particularly good or interesting when it 
instructs us how to live, so I don't think of it as moral in that sense. But certainly when 
it shows us intimately, from the inside, other people, it then does extend our sensibilities. It is 
also, as form, very good at marking out that relationship between the individual and a society, or 
the working out of a relationship – the interpersonal is very much its subject. Atonement, in 
particular for me, has been about the description of a character, particularly Briony. I think she is 
perhaps my fullest invention, as a person -deeply flawed and yet I hope still sympathetic.’ 
 

A. Do you sympathize with Briony? Can you understand why she acted as she did? A 
passion for order, a lively imagination, and a desire for attention seem to be Briony’s 
strongest traits. In what ways is she still a child? Is her narcissism — her inability to see 
things from any point of view but her own — unusual in a thirteen-year-old? Why does 
the scene she witnesses at the fountain change her whole perspective on writing? What is 
the significance of the passage in which she realizes she needs to work from the idea that 
"other people are as real as you. And only in a story could you enter these different minds 
and show how they had an equal value" [p. 38]? Do her actions bear this out? Briony also 
harbours delusions of adulthood which are challenged both by the homecoming of her 
newly graduated sister and the arrival of her glamourous cousin, Lola. To what extent do 
her feelings of inferiority brought on by these events drive Briony to make the rape 
allegations? Why does she substitute Cecilia and Robbie as the victim and the assailant? 
Why does Briony choose to enter nursing and turn her back on her family? As an elderly 
lady Briony reveals that much of what she has told the reader is not true. Is this 
atonement of the title for her benefit or for ours? Is it too late for her to be asking for 
forgiveness? 

 



B. What sort of social and cultural setting does the Tallis house create for the novel? What is 
the mood of the house as it is revealed in ch.12? What emotions and impulses are being 
acted upon or repressed by its inhabitants? How does the careful attention to detail affect 
the pace of Part One, and what is the effect of the acceleration of plot events as it nears its 
end?  
 

C. Having read Robbie’s note to Cecilia, Briony thinks about its implications for her new 
idea of herself as a writer: "No more princesses! . . . With the letter, something elemental, 
brutal, perhaps even criminal had been introduced, some principle of darkness, and even 
in her excitement over the possibilities, she did not doubt that her sister was in some way 
threatened and would need her help" [pp. 106–7].How do the events that result from this 
letter compare with the romantic ideals of love as harboured by young Briony in her 
play? 

 
D. A literary quest depicts a character searching for an elusive goal, meeting many obstacles 

en route, and finally reaching some type of self-discovery. Consider this in terms of the 
primary characters of Parts Two and Three. 


