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Atonement as a Postmodernist Novel

1. Ian McEwan and Atonement
Ian McEwan is an English novelist and screenwriter whose achievement is so outstanding that he was listed as one of ‘the 50 greatest British writers since 1945’ by The Times, and ranked Number 19 in the list of the ‘100 most powerful people in British culture’ by The Daily Telegraph. He has published 15 novels and numerous short stories and screenplays. He is a Booker Prize winner with his 1998 novel Amsterdam. And another four novels are nominated for the prize. Atonement is one of them.
As one of Ian McEwan’s best works, Atonement achieved a great commercial success. It had stayed at the top of the best seller lists of the New York Times for many weeks upon its publication and received overwhelming praise from both readers and critics. In 2001, it was shortlisted for the Booker Prize. In 2007, it was adapted to a film of the same name which won both Oscar and Golden Globe Awards. 
The novel depicts the theme of love and war as well as guilt and atonement. It is set first in the Tallis family’s country house in the summer of 1935, where the 13-year-old daughter Briony, who is full of imagination, misinterprets the love between her sister Cecilia and Robbie the charwoman’s son. She falsely accuses Robbie of raping her cousin Lola, which leads to Robbie’s imprisonment. Then the setting shifts to the battlefield in France and Britain during World War Two, where Robbie is a soldier and Briony works as a nurse. Robbie and Cecilia are separated but their love remains. Briony realizes her serious mistake and sublimates her guilt into working in hard conditions and writing memoire fictions. The cruelty of the war is also depicted from both Robbie’s and Briony’s perspective. The last setting is in London in 1999 when Briony is seventy-seven years old and reveals what we have been reading is just a fiction she wrote. We are reading a novel written by a character within the novel.

2. Review of Postmodernism
We see the term ‘postmodernism’ increasingly appearing in almost every sphere of our culture and media. But is it a concept or a practice, a matter of local style, or a whole new period of economic phase? 
Postmodernism is a term too difficult to define, for the term draws attention to a mixture of historical period and ideological implications. Criticism of postmodernism are also intellectually diverse. Even the origin of postmodernism is rather vague. 
However, it is generally agreed that the publication of Benard Bell’s Postmodernism and Other Essays in 1926 marks the first use of the term to describe the historical period following Modernity. Postmodernism began to develop in the late 1950s and became increasingly influential in fields such as architecture, art, literature, history, politics and philosophy. In the 1970s, a group of poststructuralists in France developed a radical critique of modern philosophy and greatly promote the trend. Among whom, the French literary theorist Jean-Francois Lyotard is credited with being the first to use the term in a philosophical context in his 1979 work The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge. He defines philosophical postmodernism as ‘incredulity towards metanarratives’. By metanarrative he means something like a unified, complete, universal, and epistemically certain story as everything that is. He argues there is no absolute and universal truth. Instead, truth is contingent on historical and social context. Therefore, there should not be any putatively rational or overarching ‘grand narrative’ that can decide how the world is or ought to be. 
[bookmark: _Hlk28208554]Other important contributors include the cultural critic Roland Barthes, the philosopher Jacques Derrida, and the historian Michel Foucault and so on. In his essay The Death of the Author, Barthes argues that writing is beyond the control of the individual author who is, instead, simply the means by which a text emerges. Derrida develops a form of semiotic analysis known as deconstruction, which is a significant contribution to postmodernism. Like Lyotard, he rejects any absolute truth. He maintains that any text can be interpreted in an indefinite number of ways, so it is impossible to assert anything as objectively true. Foucault explores the relationship between ‘power’ and ‘knowledge’. He sees power as something that is exercised in society through disperse set of discourse and asserts that political conflicts in contemporary societies reflect the clash of incommensurable values and perspectives and are therefore not rationally decidable. There are more philosophers and theorists who make their contributions to the development of postmodernism, such as Jean Baudrillard, Judith Butler, and many more who explore the concept from different perspectives and in different fields of culture or ideology. 
With such complexity and diversity of philosophical foundation, it is no surprise that it is difficult to secure a unified theory of this term postmodernism. However, since the prefix ‘post’ suggests it is some chronologically later period following modernism, some knowledge about modernism will be of help for a better understanding of postmodernism.
Both are movements based on changes in cultural and social behavior around the world. They are of different vintage. Modernism is a concept that dominated the arts and culture of the first half of the twentieth century, while postmodernism has only become current since the 1980s. However, it is not simply a matter of time but most importantly a matter of attitude. The basic attitude of postmodernism is a skepticism about the claims of any kind of overall, totalizing explanation. 
[bookmark: _Hlk28611696]Modernism usually refers to Neo-Classical, Enlightenment assumptions that reason, rationality or scientific reasoning play an important role in guiding our understanding of the human conditions. Postmodernism, on the contrary, challenges these assumptions and believes that there are no such universal rationalities and no eternal truth. 
With regard to literature, modernist literature often describes the world as fragmented, troubled and on the edge of disaster, which can be found in works by modernist authors such as Ernest Hemingway, Albert Camus, Virginia Woolf. However, postmodern literature is related to the stylistics and ideology emerged after the two world wars and the 1960s Cold War environment,[footnoteRef:1] they believe that the world has already fallen apart and that literature is supposed to reveal the world’s absurdities, countless paradoxes and ironies. Therefore, they tend to depict the world as having already undergone countless disasters and being beyond redemption or understanding.  [1:  Tim Woods, Beginning Postmodernism (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1999), p.49.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk28614261]
3. Postmodern Characteristics in Atonement
To address the question what makes Atonement a postmodern fiction, we can first review the typical features of a postmodern text.
As postmodern philosophy tends to conceptualize the world as being impossible to strictly define or understand, postmodern authors reject the overarching ‘grand narrative’ and celebrate fragmentation and the possibility of multiple meanings as well as different genres and forms of writing. Stylistic techniques such as pastiche, intertextuality, metafiction, etc. are often employed. 

(1) Grand narrative
A grand narrative (also metanarrative) in postmodernism is a narrative about narratives of historical meaning, experience, or knowledge, which offers a society legitimation through the anticipated completion of a master idea.[footnoteRef:2] Postmodernists is skeptical about grand narrative and attempt to replace grand narratives by focusing on specific local contexts as well as on the diversity of human experience. They argue for the existence of a ‘multiplicity of theoretical standpoints’[footnoteRef:3] rather than for grand, all-encompassing theories. [2:  The Columbia Dictionary of Modern Literary and Cultural Criticism，ed. by Joseph Childers & Gary Hentzi (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995), p.186.]  [3:  Michael Peters, Poststructuralism, Marxism, and Neoliberalism: Between Theory and Politics (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2001), p.7.] 

Atonement suggests a challenge to such a grand narrative. The epilogue shows a dramatic ending: the old Briony reveals that the real fact is:

Robbie Turner died of septicaemia at Bray Dunes on 1 June 1940, or that Cecilia was killed in September of the same year by the bomb that destroyed Balham Underground station. That I never saw them in that year. That my walk across London ended at the church on Clapham Common, and that a cowardly Briony limped back to the hospital, unable to confront her recently bereaved sister.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Michael Peters, Poststructuralism, Marxism, and Neoliberalism: Between Theory and Politics (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2001), p.370.] 


In the context of Atonement, a reasonable ending that can fulfill the grand narrative should be that the true love ends well, and the one who spends her whole life seeking atonement should be exempted. However, McEwan feeds it to us in the first place, but then takes it away in the end. Moreover, old Briony’s brief encounter with the Marshalls is also a turning away from the grand narrative. Lola married her real rapist Paul. The man who committed the crime are now living happily as respected philanthropist and socialites. Even worse, Lola, although in her eighties, is still ‘as lean and fit as a racing dog’, which means Lola will outlive Briony and the real account of the rape story can never be published in Briony’s lifetime. 
However, such a heart wrenching ending is not surprising if we interpret the story as a postmodern one, for grand narrative is what postmodernists reject. 

(2) Intertextuality
[bookmark: _Hlk28537115][bookmark: _Hlk28537171]Intertextuality is the acknowledgement of previous literary works within another literary work. Atonement is a novel of interaction with numerous other works. Some are directly mentioned, such as the books Robbie has read: D. H. Lawrence’ Lady Chatterley’s Lover, books that now filled the cubby hole in the bungalow attic such as his third-edition Jane Austen, his Eliot and Lawrence and Wilfred Owen, the complete set of Conrad, the priceless 1783 edition of Crabbe’s The Village, … (McEwan, 2002: p.92), and W. H. Auden’s poetry, Shakespeare’s The Twelfth Night, etc.
[bookmark: _Hlk28806257]Atonement is notable for its very frequent use of allusion. Allusion is an implied or indirect reference in literature. Most allusions are based on the assumption that there is a body of knowledge that is shared by the author and the reader. Therefore, the reader will understand what the author refers with their prior knowledge. The epigraph of the novel is an extract from Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey, which is about Austen’s protagonist Catherine Moland being reprimanded by her boyfriend Henry Tilney for her wild imagination. Catherine is too addicted to Gothic romances and cannot distinguish between the fictive and the real and falsely believes that Tilney’s father has imprisoned or killed his mother. It is obvious that such an epilogue suggests some similarity between the protagonists of the two novels. Like Catherine, Briony has the same over-active imagination which can cause havoc to people around her. Furthermore, ‘McEwan ironically has the Tallis country house renamed Tilney’s Hotel as a sly tribute to this fictional precedent’. [footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Brian Finney, ‘Briony’s Stand Against Oblivion: The Making of Fiction in Ian McEwan’s “Atonement”’, Journal of Modern Literature, 3 (2004), 68–82 (p.70).] 

Moreover, it is noticeable that Briony’s playlet The trials of Arabella is an ironic allusion to Richardson’s Clarissa, which McEwan mentioned in this book (McEwan, 2002: p.109). The name of the protagonist ‘Arabella’ is the same as Clarissa’s older sister. McEwan also echoes Virginia Woolf. Comparisons have been made between Atonement with Woolf’s Between the Acts in terms of the grand family party against the backdrop of the impending war in Part One. In general, the book is so full of allusions to other British writers that McEwan has been described by Geoff Dyer as ‘retrospectively inserting himself into the Pantheon of British novelists’ of the period.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Geoff Dyer, ‘Who’s afraid of influence?’ The Guardian, 22/09/2001.
] 

Another form of textuality is pastiche. Pastiche is a creative work that imitates the style or ideas of previous works. With the advent of postmodernism, pastiche has become positively constructed, sometimes deliberately, as a way to pay respect to great works of the past. And Sims believes that another reason for pastiche to come to prominence is that artists realized that there is little room for originality in the contemporary moment because everything has been said and done before, leaving postmodern artists to ‘pluck existing styles higgledy-piggledy from the reservoir of literary history’.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  The Routledge Companion to Postmodernism, 3rd edn, ed. by Stuart Sims (London: Routledge, 2011), p.173.
] 

Pastiche can be seen throughout this novel. For example, the dinner party in first part echoes the dinner party in Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse while the story as a whole suggests a pastiche of L.P. Hartley’s 1953 novel The Go-Between. 
Go-Between features a 12-year-old boy Leo who acts as a secret ‘go-between’ for Marian Maudsley and Ted Burgess who belong to different social classes as Cecilia and Robbie do. Both children are ‘letter-carriers’. Leo carries letters back and forth between the two lovers, while Briony once carries Robbie’s letter to Cecilia. Both are too young to understand the adults’ world and both of their meddling result in disastrous results: Ted commits suicide after being found the affair, Robbie is imprisoned due to Briony’s false accusation. Both suffer from the trauma of feeling guilty and try to seek atonement. Both feature an epilogue in which a character looks back on the episode many years later, after a world war. The only difference is the way of seeking atonement: Leo then suffers from amnesia and represses his emotion, while Briony sublimates her guilt into writing fiction. 
Pastiche is not plagiarism. Unlike in plagiarism the author tends to hide its imitative aspects, the author of pastiche always expects their audience to be aware of the works being imitated. In an interview, McEwan claims ‘In fact, one of the books I read at the age of 12 that in some way formed the seed for Atonement was L. P. Hartley’s novel The Go-Between. I was completely taken by that, partly because it was set in a country house and my boarding school was in a country house’.

(3) Metafiction
Metafiction is the act of writing about writing or making readers aware of the fictional nature of the very fiction they are reading. Like the postmodern architecture Pompidou Center with its inner structure exposed outside, the postmodern text does not mind exposing its own identity as a fiction. The novel constantly reminds its readers that it is fiction. For example, in Part One there are hints like:

Six decades later she would describe how at the age of thirteen she had written her way through a whole history of literature. (McEwan, 2002: p.41)

Within the half hour Briony would commit her crime. (Ibid.: p.156)
……

Such hints, seem to be made by some unknown narrator, appear all through the novel, which is not like the realist novels that always suggest the objectivity of the story. 
However, most noteworthy is the last part set in London 1999, where unexpectedly the third person narrative shifts to the first person and the character Briony surprised the readers that she is the pen behind what we have been reading. All that we are reading is simply a story told by a storyteller who is created by another storyteller. And she even gives us a bitter explanation that what we have been reading is not true. She explains that she only makes it up to meet the readers’ expectations. Such a nested structure is typical of postmodern literature which challenges the orthodox rules of narrative. And such a mixture of fiction and reality further echoes the Spanish painter Pablo Picasso’s famous quote ‘Art is a lie that makes us realize truth’. 

4. Conclusion:
[bookmark: _GoBack]To conclude, the novel’s magnificence lies not only in the author’s inheritance, but also in his innovation and subversion of tradition. Its style of hybridization, juxtaposition of 19th-century discourse with modern, and its combination of romance with thriller, its adept employment of the techniques of intertextuality, metafiction and its unique thematic concern all reinforce the artistic beauty and contribute to its identity of an excellent postmodern narrative.


