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1. INTRODUCTION

As members of society, we become engaged in conversations every day. A
conversation within a certain group would include discussions about mainstream
and acceptable topics according to our social norms to successfully fulfil our social
obligations without making others uncomfortable. Even today, there are topics
considered inappropriate and unacceptable for social discussions in the same way
as they were considered inappropriate or taboo in the 1970s. One century later,
society is still unprepared to include unconventional topics to protect our social
status.

Ian McEwan, who now belongs to a group of well-known British writers
gained his reputation through his early work, which was distinctively different in
terms of themes and issues. His writing career started with works that included very
unconventional and taboo topics for his time. Even though his writing underwent
significant changes and developments, he never stopped urging us as a reader to
stop and think about the life around us and reconsider our moral views. Later in his
work, those highly controversial topics were replaced by political views and
societal norms, still provoking thoughts, and reflection within his readers.

This thesis aims to demonstrate how his writing has changed, and what
development and in which direction can be observed within his work. The themes
of his works move from very uncomfortable and controversial topics to slightly
lighter topics focusing on relationships and returning to the less comfortable views
on society, their morals, the legal system and the consequences of our actions.

The opening chapter of the thesis covers the development of British
literature during the twentieth century, starting mid-1970s. Beginning in 1975,
moving forward through the years, related authors, and reaching twenty-first-
century publications. This chapter will provide a cultural overview and an overview
of authors and works related to the author and his works which will further be
discussed in this thesis. A subchapter about lan McEwan’s life will be included to
summarise his upbringing, family life, writings, and success. His works in
connection to postmodernism.

The next chapter is devoted to analysing several chosen works, dividing the
chapter into three smaller subchapters — Macabre Phase, Social Phase, and Political

Phase — according to the time of the work’s publications and topics and themes



relevant to connect those works. His early works, The Cement Garden and The
Comfort of Strangers marked the beginning of his career and set off his reputation
in the literary world. Their topics are heavy themes usually considered taboo and
inappropriate. The second subchapter focuses on the change in his writing, showing
the development forward to more socially focused topics. Emphasising relevant
everyday life topics, we frequently come across as human beings. The second
subchapter starts with The Child in Time, which presents the turning point in his
style, followed by Aronement. Both works incorporate a little bit of the political
situation, however, the main focus is on the inner feelings and relationships between
people. The last subchapter of this part focuses on the political influence over
people's morals in everyday decisions and the relationship between morals and law.
In Amsterdam and The Children Act moral decisions are the main focus of the
novels. Morals are connected to the political situation or law concerned with
children's welfare.

The final chapter presents the findings of the three previous chapters on the
author’s work and presents them in one big conclusion of the separate analysis.
Putting together the connection between analysed works, how the themes and
impact changed according to periods and general movements and changes within

the society and the political sphere.



2. THE BRITISH NOVEL

Trying to study, write and define contemporary British literature can be a
challenging process. It is a field that is constantly evolving, developing, and
producing new criticism as the years proceed. Thus, further, in the analysis of
British literature, I will avoid the term contemporary, it can become very subjective
depending on the point of view and defining the exact period becomes an issue that
could lead to never-ending discussions about what years should and should not be
included in the analysis.! However, the term contemporary usually refers to the
immediate present, the moment a literary work is published it becomes a part of
literary history and is a part of the canon. It can be potentially defined as a period
from the 1970s until the present.? The analysis will include British fiction, starting
from the mid-1970s and reaching the twenty-first-century mark, as this period is
relevant to the author discussed later. The beginning year is being chosen for several
reasons. The main reason is the election of Margaret Thatcher as the leader of the
Conservative Party in 1975, furthermore, this year marks a changing period in
British politics and connected social, cultural, and economic spheres. The division
of Britain in the political sphere into the Right and Left Wings is fundamental for
all three spheres that became the main topics. From the 1970s onwards several
authors responded to those changes with their literary works — writing novels within
contexts such as politics, class differences, sexuality and gender or the postcolonial
period.?

However, British writers were not solely influenced by their political
history, but also by international events that significantly impacted Britain. The
Cold War, specifically the ongoing tension between capitalism and communism,
raised concerns about the potential outbreak of another world war, casting a shadow
over British culture. As a result, these international events became an important
source of inspiration for British writers such as Graham Swift, J. G. Ballard, and
Martin Amis. The Cold War ended with the fall of the Berlin Wall and a series of
revolutions that spread across Europe. In lan McEwan’s novel Black Dogs (1992),

the fall of the Berlin Wall marked the beginning of his exploration of violence in

! Nick Bentley, Contemporary British Fiction (London: Palgrave, 2018), 1.
2 Nick Bentley, Contemporary British Fiction (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008),1-2.
3 Bentley, Contemporary British Fiction (2008), 2-3.



the post-World War II era. Similarly, Zadie Smith’s White Teeth (2000) examines
the impact of significant events during this period and the mixed reactions towards
the events in Berlin in 1989. The most traumatic event that has been incorporated
into literary works is the attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on
September 111, 2001. The context of terrorism and political and ethical questions
became a key feature in J. G. Ballard’s novels. In his novel Saturday (2005),
McEwan uses the context of 9/11 to describe an aeroplane on fire flying above
London.*

Class and politics are closely interconnected. In Britain, the division
between the Labour and the Conservative Parties was primarily based on social
class. The Labour Party represented the interests of the working class, while the
Conservatives appealed to the middle-class population. Based on economic status,
society can be divided into three classes: the working, middle, and upper classes.
These class divisions have their roots in the social issues of the 1930s, which were
then carried over into a different world post-World War II. In the 1950s, there was
a shift in how we can comprehend the concept of class, and it offered a new
perspective for literary works. This shift moved the focus from economic terms to
cultural ones, however, a reoccurring theme of a classless British society emerged
during the 1950s. The Thatcherite government took responsibility for attempting to
blur the lines between classes, providing a rich fiction source. Many successful
writers including Kingsley and Martin Amis, Kazuo Ishiguro, lan McEwan, Salman
Rushdie, and others have based their novels on working-class issues or set them in
working-class environments. While the working-class novel was the primary source
of British fiction from the 1950s onwards, it is also possible to identify and explain
it better by considering other social categories such as gender and sexuality,
ethnicity, or national identity.’

The feminist movement during the 1950s brought attention to the societal
constructs of masculinity and femininity. It was widely accepted that these
characteristics were shaped by society rather than innate traits. However, feminism
was not a uniform movement and many factions emerged in the 1970s. In Britain,
feminist writers and activists were closely linked to political and socialist

movements where women's rights were considered part of a larger class struggle.

4 Bentley, Contemporary British Fiction (2008), 7-8.
5> Bentley, Contemporary British Fiction (2008), 8-11.



During a particular period, a literary movement emerged where many female
writers focused on exploring feminist themes. However, there were some
challenges with how women expressed themselves, which often resulted in their
speech being dismissed as unimportant or lacking authority. As a result, some
women took a different approach by adopting characteristics typically associated
with masculinity. One such example is Margaret Thatcher, who openly disagreed
with the main ideas of feminists in the 1970s. Despite being an atypical feminist

figure, her masculine traits set her apart from conventional female figures.®

3. IAN MCEWAN

Ian McEwan, an acclaimed British writer, and screenwriter was born on
June 21, 1948, in Aldershot, England. The formative years of his childhood were
predominantly spent at military bases in England, Singapore, Libya, and other
countries, owing to his father’s service as an army officer. After returning to
England, he attended a boarding school and earned a B.A. in English studies and an
M.A. in creative writing at the University of East Anglia.” He is widely recognised
in the literary world for his exceptional storytelling skills, intricate plots, and
profound exploration of complex themes. McEwan's literary career began in the
1970s, and since then he has contributed significantly to the canon with numerous
novels, short stories, and screenplays. His novels cover diverse topics, from
scientific inquiry to moral considerations and the complexities inherent in human
relationships.

McEwan’s first three books — the short story collection First Love, Last
Rites (1975) included works he had written during his master studies; the second
book of short fiction In Between the Sheets (1978); and his first novel The Cement
Garden (1978) — earned him a reputation of a distinguished storyteller, recognised
for his masterful command of suspenseful narration, skilful use of imagery and
nuanced characterisation. Some of his novels focus on domestic themes, such as the
exploration of feelings of guilt and anger, after the abduction of a child in The Child
in Time (1987). Other works touch slightly political topics as in The Innocent (1990)

and Sweet Tooth (2012). Furthermore, certain narratives are set within a

¢ Bentley, Contemporary British Fiction (2008), 11-13.
7 Jahan Ramazani, The Norton Anthology of English Literature ed. Stephen Greenblatt (New York;
London: W.W. Norton & Company, 2018), 1154.



contemporary context, such as the Booker Award-winning novel Amsterdam
(1998), which delves into the subject of a euthanasia pact, or Saturday (2005) whose
events unfold against the backdrop of shadows cast by the event of September 11,
2001. Additionally, more recent legal novels The Children Act (2014) and Nutshell
(2016).8 Among McEwan's notable literary contributions is the acclaimed work
Atonement (2001), a novel that explores the profound themes of guilt, redemption,
and the effects of the Second World War on both individuals and society. This novel
was recognised by being shortlisted for the Booker Prize in 2001 and subsequently
adapted into an award-winning film. Enduring Love (1997) is another work that
delves into the complexities of human relationships, particularly focusing on the
thin line between love and obsession.

McEwan’s writing style is characterised by his powerful prose, vivid
imagery, and attention to detail. He has been praised for his ability to construct
dynamic literary landscapes and complex characters that can deeply connect to the
readers. His literary contribution has been recognised through various prestigious
awards he has received. Adaptations of his literary works to the screen proved
instrumental in the successful career of the talented scriptwriter. His prowess in
screenwriting was evident in his contributions to the British movie and television
industry, as well as in Hollywood.” Beyond writing, McEwan has been involved in
various forms of advocacy, including environmentalism, and promoting human
rights.

In the realm of success, public scrutiny is often an unwelcome companion.
In 2006, the celebrated writer lan McEwan faced allegations of plagiarism for a
second time in his novel Aronement. McEwan acknowledged that he drew
inspiration from the autobiography of the recently deceased writer Lucilla Andrews
in crafting certain portions of his novel, Afonement. This admission came in the
form of an Acknowledgment within the book itself. This accusation has raised a
question about the relationship between history and fiction and how novelists
incorporate historical material into their works.'® McEwan the character of Briony

and her point of view in Andrews’s narrative points out that “Dunkirk or a wartime

8 Ramazani, The Norton Anthology of English Literature, 1154,

° David Malcolm, Understanding Ian McEwan (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press,
2002), 3.

10 Sebastian Groes, lan McEwan: Contemporary Critical Perspectives (London; New York:
Bloomsbury Academic, 2013), 57-58.



hospital can be novelistically realised, but they cannot be re-invented.”!! This is
because writers of historical fiction rely on memoirs to ensure the accuracy of

historical events.'?
3.1. Postmodernism in Ian McEwan’s work

Postmodernism is one of the most prominent movements of the twentieth
century. The most prominent year of “popular postmodernism” was during the
1990s, when many fiction, TV series and films adopted techniques typical for this
movement. British writers such as Angela Carter, lan McEwan, and Salman
Rushdie embrace some of the energies coming from postmodernism, while Martin
Amis, Will Self and J.G. Ballard use postmodern techniques in their work but are
sceptical towards the “market-driven” culture.'* Some of the typical forms that can
be found in postmodern literature include intertextuality, self-reflexivity,
metafiction, and unreliable narrators and those usually include themes related to
historical or political issues.

How do we recognise postmodernism in the work? Some critics try to
differentiate according to used narrative techniques — modernism has purpose,
hierarchy, and depth while postmodernism includes play, anarchy, irony, or chance.
However, foregrounding the nature of fiction and its relationship with other forms
such as history and politics is among the most prominent features of
postmodernism. Metafiction is used in postmodern texts, allowing the author to ask
questions about the nature of reality.!* Linda Hutcheon uses the term
“historiographic metafiction” to refer to novels combining history and fiction.
Those novels are “both intensely self-reflexive and yet paradoxically also lay claim
to historical events and personages.”!> Postmodern novels are “deliberately
fragmented, playful and experimental.”!®

Ian McEwan is being influenced by postmodernism and its techniques, like
many writers of the second half of the twentieth century.!” He is also a

contemporary of Martin Amis, together they are considered the best-known yet the

1 Quoted in Groes, lan McEwan: Contemporary Critical Perspectives, 58.

12 Groes, Ian McEwan: Contemporary Critical Perspectives, 58.

13 Bentley, Contemporary British Fiction (2018), 14.

14 Bentley, Contemporary British Fiction (2018), 15-16.

15 Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism (London; New York: Routledge, 1988), 5.

16 Fiona Tolan, New Directions Writing Post 1990 (London: York Press, 2010), 207.

17 Lynn Wells, Ian McEwan: New British Fiction (Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 16.
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most controversial contemporary British writers. Martin Amis is known just like
his father for catching mores, concerns, and controversial mannerisms of the
beginning of the 1970s with excellent accuracy.'® Unlike many contemporaries, he
is not unsettled and shocked by the political development in England. There are no
better writers to look at if we want to see how differently this topic can be
approached. McEwan’s characters are less grotesque and more tragic, whose lives
get disrupted by a tragic event.'’

The political and social conditions become the subject of discussions, and
many society-related issues are being addressed including issues of globalisation,
multiculturalism, identities, experimenting with tradition, also gender, class
ethnicity or sexuality is the topic too. Even though there is great diversity, many
authors deal with the relationship between fiction and history or reality. They
incorporate self-reflexive forms, historiographic metafiction, and intertextuality to
dear the relationship between reality and fiction. The use of self-reflexive forms
and metafictional writing devices are connected to the role of the author in the
story.?’ The 1990s are regarded as the most popular postmodern period, according
to Bentley it is a decade known for its “fascination with parody, pastiche, retroism,
a knowing self-awareness of previous forms and its general scepticism towards
grand narratives.”?! These tendencies affect other areas of cultural life not only
literature.

McEwan’s interests are at the beginning about obsessive behaviours, sex or
moral corruption and later he becomes also interested in the relationship between

fiction and reality.?> The Cement Garden is not just a bizarre gothic tale?’ as it can

18 Richard Bradford, The Novel Now: Contemporary British Fiction (Malden: Blackwell
Publishing, 2008), 12.

19 Bradford, The Novel Now: Contemporary British Fiction, 36-38.

20 Nick Bentley, British Fiction of the 1990s (London; New York: Routledge, 2005), 1-5.

21 Bentley, British Fiction of the 1990s (2005), 4.

22 Han and Wang, “Postmodern Strategies in Ian McEwan’s Major Novels.” Advances in Literary
Study 2 (2014): 134.

23 Gothic literature beginning in 1764 with Walpole’s The Castle of Ontario, experienced a peak
during the 1790s, continuing to its present-day alternations. The word “Gothic” has been used in
many different contexts. During the 18" century as a combination of Gothic and Romance, later in
the 19® century it became preoccupied with issues of sexuality, gender, violence, and desire, drawing
from Sigmund Freud. (Angela Wright, Gothic Fiction: A Reader’s Guide to Essential Criticism,
Hampshire; New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007, 1-6.) The gothic in McEwan’s novels work with
a connection to psychological and crime fiction. In the 20™ century, the genre was automatized but
not fully acceptable in the literary hierarchy. McEwan like many of his contemporaries treats the
genre with caution surrounding it with trivial things, a treatment that helps to refresh such an
automatized genre. (Malcolm, Understanding lan McEwan, 79-80.)
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seem within the few first pages, but it is marked by “Freudianism”, the Oedipal
complex with the death of the father. More importantly, McEwan raises the
question of plausibility.?* The novel deals with childhood, similarly to The Child in
Time, but from a different perspective. Here the children are becoming adults except
for Tom who regresses to the infantile stage, and not adults who regress into
childhood. The children’s indifference to social norms is seen by Malcom as a
metaphor for “a specifically British rejection of a sterile authoritarian and
patriarchal past.”> Another issue treated is gender differences, we come across the
patriarchal view and the enormous gap between men and women. This gender
problem is also present in The Comfort of Strangers, where Mary embodies feminist
views which are not welcomed by Robert. The topic itself is the most postmodern
feature, the precise description of human perversion which leads to extreme
violence and murder in the end. We read from the point of view of the characters,
those are never shared. There is a sense of coolness towards events, separation, and
a feeling of detachment the whole time.?¢

The Child in Time marks a change in McEwan’s work but still shares some
features with his previous works from a different point of view. He deals with
childhood and regression into it, the relativity of time, gender roles and a bit of
science and politics are involved too. Hi himself admitted in an interview he was
“aware of the danger that in trying to write more politically ... might exclude that
rather exclusive element that is so important in fiction...”?” He reacts to Thatcherite
Britain and incorporates the political practices and behaviour of the society. More
importantly, he is concerned with the public and private and how they intertwine.
Everything is relative and nothing is sure in life, as portrayed through the search for
a child, not only the lost child but also the one within us.

Barry in his chapter on postmodernism comments on the role of

fragmentation:

For the postmodernist, by contrast, fragmentation is an exhilarating,
liberating phenomenon, symptomatic of our escape from the

claustrophobic embrace of fixed systems of belief. In a word, the

24 Bradford, The Novel Now: Contemporary British Fiction, 20.

25 Malcolm, Understanding lan McEwan, 65.

26 Malcolm, Understanding lan McEwan, 69.

27 Quoted in Bradford, The Novel Now: Contemporary British Fiction, 37.
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modernist laments fragmentation while the postmodernist celebrates

it.”8

Ian McEwan in his work does not only focus on fragmentation and disorientation
but includes many other themes such as guilt, class and gender differences, social
pressure, and the past. We can experience the disorientation and fragmentation
through the characters’ points of view and how they deal with life events. The
technique used in Afonement shows the typical metafictional narrative, readers get
challenged with the fiction-within-fiction. The novel can be referred to as a
“historiographic metafiction,” McEwan mixes here fiction with history. Except for
the fragmentation presented by the three main characters, we encounter many
examples of intertextuality throughout the novel. The character of Robbie quotes
several times from distinct works such as Malvolio’s lines from Twelfth Night or
Auden’s “In Memory of W. B. Yeats.” Another allusion is to an even earlier novel,
Richardson’s Clarissa. The main character of Briony’s play The Trials of Arabella,
Arabela is Clarissa’s sister's name, this reference places the play within the tradition
of sentimentality and sensationalism. McEwan uses these intertextual references
and allusion in most of his works.?’

In Amsterdam, disorientation influences the characters through their
personal problems, when they suddenly lose the right direction in life. The lives of
the two main characters Vernon Halliday and Clive Linley are influenced by their
shared lover Molly Lane. They become occupied with their own thoughts, and
feelings and start reflecting on life and creating a pact with unpredictable results. A
similar process of thoughts can be found in The Cement Garden, in Jack’s character
who at some point rethinks his point of life not knowing what to do next. McEwan
touches on another controversial topic Euthanasia®® and the right to decide to leave

the world under certain circumstances in this novel.

28 Peter Barry, Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory, 2nd ed.,
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2002), 84.

2 Brian Finney, “Briony’s Stand Against Oblivion: The Making of Fiction in lan McEwan’s
‘Atonement,”” Journal of Modern Literature 27, no. 3 (Winter 2004): 72-73,
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3831941.

30 Interestingly Tan McEwan chooses for his novel Amsterdam the capital city of the Netherlands,
where euthanasia became legal in 2002. The Netherlands were the first country to legalise
euthanasia and assisted suicide under very strict conditions. (Guardian Stuff, “Euthanasia and
assisted suicide laws around the world,” The Guardian, July 17, 2014.)
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The novel The Children Act presents to us a court case related yet again to
the situation of children. A problematic relationship between religion, legal
regulations but also adults’ personal beliefs and decisions. McEwan again looks
into the problems of public and private like in The Child in Time, here we look at
the issues of authority and personal autonomy, the relationship between them and
the consequences on the lives of others. The freedom to choose whatever religion
we want, and what influences and clashes it can bring upon someone’s life.

McEwan presents society's flaws and reflects on ethics through his
characters. His novels are occupied with the realistic picture of situations we can
come across in day-to-day life. Ian McEwan is an author who can write about

something unnerving with such ease.’!

31 Bradford, The Novel Now: Contemporary British Fiction, 19.
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4. THE ANALYSIS OF IAN MCEWAN’S WORKS

Ian McEwan’s earliest works, a short story collection First, Love, Last Rites,
with his first longer work In Between the Sheets and The Cement Garden, earned
him the nickname “Ian Macabre.”*?> Those first publications helped establish his
reputation as one of his generation's most controversial yet exciting writers. His
career started in the mid-1970s, with works that showed a certain obsession with
controversial or even taboo topics of that time, works that were concerned with “the
perverse, the grotesque, the macabre.” The incorporation of themes of sexual abuse,
incest, sadistic moments, insanity, and sexual needs was done with style and
detachment that chronicled those experiences of the characters.>?

As an author, he slowly moved from these adolescent fantasies to a more
responsible and conscious novelist. A transition can be identified between his early
novels and his more recent fiction, abandoning those dark suffocating gothic
themes, and moving towards a wider scope of topics including social norms or
political concerns that were relevant to that time. However, in his work, we can
identify one common thing that creates a connection between them, it is their power
to question our morals, confidence and more importantly judgement.** As Kiernan
says in his analysis of lan McEwan “His writings are adventures in the art of unease,
the art of playing havoc with the preconceived.”* McEwan is forcing his readers
to stop and rethink their perception of the world and the principles surrounding
them.

It can be challenging to definitively determine whether Ian McEwan's
personal experiences have significantly influenced his writing throughout his
career. While he has not explicitly claimed a direct correlation between his works
and life experiences, there are subtle nuances within the themes of his writing that
suggest an influence. Much like any other author, McEwan will likely draw from
his observations of human behaviour, relationships, and societal dynamics to
develop his stories or life experiences. In his novel Atonement, lan McEwan draws
a parallel between the character Briony and his mother's illness, which he

intentionally chose to include in the story. Briony suffers from vascular dementia,

32 Groes, Ian McEwan: Contemporary Critical Perspectives, 22.

33 Ryan Kiernan. Ian McEwan (Plymouth: Northcote House, 1994), 1-2.
3 Kiernan. Ian McEwan, 2-5.

3 Quoted in Kiernan. lan McEwan, 5.
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an illness that gradually erases all memories, just like McEwan's mother. In an
interview for The Guardian, McEwan revealed that he was inspired by his mother's
struggle with dementia. During one of their drives together, his mother used a
phrase from a different era, “Lady Muck”, which perfectly fit the time of
Atonement. In an article, McEwan explained why he incorporated his mother’s
illness into the novel: “Then I'll always remember that she said it. I have a character
just coming to life who can use her words. So thank you, Rose, for that - and all the

rest.”3¢

4.1. Macabre Phase

The first chapter will focus on lan McEwan’s early phase of writing, the
very beginning of his literary career. Two of his first longer works, novels The
Cement Garden and The Comfort of Strangers, will be discussed in more details
below, focussing on their themes, topics, narration, and related symbols. His early
works do not include much of a political involvement, statements or opinions in this
social area which can be observed in his later works in the following chapters. On
the other hand, they are introducing to us uncomfortable themes and taboo topics
which are still to this day considered rather inappropriate as topics for discussion in
society. Topics people would rather ignore instead of discussing and
acknowledging them in some manner because there is nothing happy about them.
Even though these works are not occupied with the same themes or similar
characters, the main theme of inappropriateness, uneasiness and discomfort prevails
in both.

In these works, themes such as death followed by decay, incestuous
relationships, and unusual sexual needs that are outside the normal acceptable scale
within society, including perversion are emerging. We can also observe the
problems connected with masculinity in his early writing, which is set in the post-
patriarchal era. These novels challenge traditional patriarchal roles along with
gender concepts, showing a change in the author's work towards a new social

condition. This change is referred to as “the process of maturation” by Hosseini in

36 McEwan, “Mother Tongue,” The Guardian, October 13, 2001.
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her article, with a focus on masculinity.37 The fall of certain masculinity roles is
evident through the consequences of the terrible events that take place during the
narration, such as death, murder, or regression.38

The novels, The Comfort of Strangers and The Cement Garden present
dysfunctional behaviour and serious themes that will provoke the reader’s thoughts.
The first novel portrays a murder for pleasure, showcasing the brutality of the
characters.*® The couple has a strong connection through physical pain. The second
novel depicts the development of an unusual relationship between a brother and a
sister, which leads to trouble and eventually to a separation by the authorities. While
the settings and characters differ — one is about orphaned children, and the other is
about an adult couple exploring their needs and life — both novels urge us to

consider the initial trigger for the characters' actions. These thought-provoking

books present darker themes and serious topics that encourage reflection.
4.1.1. The Unease and Suffering in The Cement Garden

Ian McEwan’s first novel, The Cement Garden, is a thematic continuation
of his shocking tales of incest, paedophilia, sex, erotic violence and death in First
Love, Last Rites and In Between The Sheets,*® and some of these themes can be also
found in The Cement Garden. What connects these works is not only those themes
but also the strength of McEwan’s writing in a way that forces the readers to some

extent to a process of self-reflection as Kiernan points out in his work on McEwan:

Far from disguising the tainted pleasure they take in their more lurid
themes, his best tales confess the ambiguity of their attitude and
oblige us to reflect on the mixed motives governing our own

response as readers.

McEwan’s writing has been labelled by Ryan as “Art of Unease” and his first free
published works can be better understood if we look at them as experiments in the

form of “dissident Surrealism.”** The desire is one aspect that the Surrealists were

37 Fatemeh Hosseini, “‘Filiarchy” and Masculinity in the Early Novels of Ian McEwan,” Configuring
Masculinity in Theory and Literary Practice, ed. by Stefan Horlacher (Brill, 2015), 191-192. [191-
216] http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1163/j.ctv2gjwtlm.13.

38 Hosseini, “*Filiarchy” and Masculinity in the Early Novels of lTan McEwan,” 194,

% Dominic Head, Ian McEwan (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007), 30.

40 Groes, Ian McEwan: Contemporary Critical Perspectives, 13.
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concerned with, inspired by Freudian theories of sexuality®, in literary art became
engaged with the “polymorphous perverse”** — masturbation and incest tendencies
in children.

With the publication of The Cement Garder came accusations of plagiarism,
that his novel resembles too much a work by Julian Gloag’s Qur Mother’s House.
McEwan defended himself and there was no aftermath of these accusations.
Another literary work, Lord of the Flies by William Golding, bears significant
resemblance to the novel that we are currently examining. Unlike the boys who are
stranded on a deserted island, the children of McEwan’s book have to continue to
live their ordinary lives. The four siblings gradually create their own world in
isolation. A world without any rules, no traditional morals applied, no social
standards, and more importantly no authority figures that would keep an eye on
their behaviour, and relationships. The innocence of childhood is successfully
destroyed in the ruleless household of the orphaned children, much like the boys in
Lord of the Flies governing themselves on an isolated island.*’

The story is divided into two parts, written from the point of view of a
fourteen-year-old Jack who later turns fifteen. These two parts of the book represent
the life of a family (no surnames are mentioned) before and after the death of their
mother. The novel opens with the death of the father which is later followed by the
death of the mother, the influence of death will be discussed later. A home without
parents, usually means freedom for children, however, this freedom will turn into
great suffering for them, as it takes some time before they realise the consequences
of their actions. To stay together, they create their own little world, connected by
an unconventional relationship which grows stronger between the two oldest
siblings. The gothic elements such as death, decay or rotting corpses are present
throughout the whole piece of work. The story revolves around death and the dead
body of the children’s mother, which they have decided to bury in the basement
using the cement their father had bought before dying.

43 Sigmund Freud’s theories of the human psyche and the unconscious mind have a significant
impact on literature. Freud’s ideas about the Id, Ego, and Superego, as well as his theories of
repression, the Oedipus complex, dream analysis, and the concept of the uncanny, or the sense of
something being both familiar and strange, have been explored in works. For him the home is the
place where the Oedipal desires are born, thus the home stops being a safe place due to the sexual
tension. Since it involves incestuous feelings, it becomes uncanny and traumatic as a result. (Andrew
Smith, Gothic Literature, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press 2007, 13.)

4 Quoted in Groes, Ian McEwan: Contemporary Critical Perspectives, 14.

45 Nick Rennison, Contemporary British Novelists (London: Routledge, 2005), 108.
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The narrative technique of Jack is described by David Malcolm as “Jack
speaks what is almost a British Hemingwayesque”*® when he is describing his
father’s garden: “There were narrow flagstone paths which made elaborate curves
to visit flower beds that were only a few feet away. One path spiraled up round a
rockery as though it were a mountain pass.”*’ This type of speech is not something
the reader expects from a teenage boy, on the other hand, his style is inconsistent.
Jack uses the styles as he pleases even mixing them within one sentence. Sometimes
his speech is resembling an educated person saying things like this “weary
admonition”® but within the same sentence, he uses words like “shit... piss...
arse”* which are part of the typical teenage vocabulary we are expecting more from
him as readers.

The setting of the novel is typical 1960s urban Britain recognisable to
anyone who lived during 1960 in Britain.® The description of the place where Jack
lives with his parents, and siblings Julie (17), Sue (13) and Tom (6), even in the
beginning reminds us of a wasteland, disorder and decay. “Our house had once
stood in a street full of houses. Now it stood on empty land where stinging nettles

were growing round torn corrugated tin,”>!

indicates the beginning of the decay that
will follow for the rest of the story.

Their father, who is the only one without a name, suggests a complicated
relationship and less importance. He is very fond of his garden and the space he has
created and before his first heart attack he intended to “build a high wall round his
special world”** therefore isolating the whole family from the rest of the world. The
isolation is not only caused but their father, or the place they have lived but the
parents no longer have any close family nearby and there is an unspoken family
rule that “none of us ever brought friends home.”>* The only people who ever visit
their house are Julie’s boyfriend Derek and Tom’s friend, but this only happens

after both parents are dead. The isolation is highlighted by Jack’s statement, that

“there was not even a milkman in our road now. As far as I could remember, the

46 Malcolm, Understanding lan McEwan, 49.

4T McEwan, lan, The Cement Garden (New York: Anchor Books, 1994), 19.
48 McEwan, lan, The Cement Garden, 27.

4 McEwan, lan, The Cement Garden, 27.

30 Malcolm, Understanding lan McEwan, 55.

SI McEwan, The Cement Garden, 27-28.

32 McEwan, The Cement Garden, 19.

3 McEwan, The Cement Garden, 26.
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last people to visit the house had been the ambulance men who took my father
away.”>* Their house becomes the representation of the ultimate decay and death.
The relationships between them are not so good either, especially the
father’s relationship with his children and with his wife. He only sees his daughter
as an ambitious athlete and shows no interest in Julie’s achievements. His
relationship with Jack is marked by Jack’s Oedipal hostility, which he expresses
when they move the bags of cement into the basement. He lets his father carry as
much as he does, knowing his father has suffered from a heart attack and it could
hurt him. What we see in Jack is not a typical Oedipal complex, when a boy fights
with his father over the love of his mother. This Oedipal complex is not only
portrayed by the boys but also by the father who fights for their mother’s love too
like a boy. A fact that we learn from Julie who usually knows the most about what

is happening in the family, Julie tells Jack about their father and Tom:

Julie had told me recently that now Father was a semi-invalid he
would have to compete with Tom for Mother's attention. It was an
extraordinary idea and I thought about it for a long time. So simple,
so bizarre, a small boy and a grown man competing. Later I asked
Julie who would win and without hesitation she said, "Tom of

course, and Dad'll take it out on him.">’

Even though Jack is most of the time rude to his mother, from one of the flashbacks
we learn that he pretends to be sick to get her full attention when no one else is at
home. However, he does not develop a sexual desire for his mother but instead an
unhealthy fixation on his older sister Julie, a romantic one. His behaviour is
supported even more by the game they used to play together all the time with his
other younger sister Sue, they pretend to be “scientists.” “We rolled Sue on to her
side and then on to her belly. We stroked her back and thighs with our fingernails.
We looked into her mouth and between her legs with a torch and found the little
flower made of flesh...,”%° Jack and Julie undress her together and touch her naked
body in a way partners usually do with each other. However, this game suddenly

stops after the father’s death.

3 McEwan, The Cement Garden, 28.
3 McEwan, The Cement Garden, 17.
36 McEwan, The Cement Garden, 16.
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The father’s death does not influence much the family life, at least not on
the surface. Later we will see that his death is marking the beginning of chaos,
disorder, and the collapse of social norms, which result in Tom’s regression to the
infantile stage and the incest between Jack and Julie. More importantly, the way
how Jack comments on his death shows his feelings for him; his death has no bigger

significance for him, and he is more interested in his personal growth.

I did not kill my father, but I sometimes felt I had helped him on his
way. And but for the fact that it coincided with a landmark in my
own physical growth, his death seemed insignificant compared to
what followed... I am only including the little story of his death to
explain how my sisters and I came to have such a large quantity of

cement at our disposal.’’

Jack’s indifference towards his father is even more evident after the ambulance
takes him away and he decides to fix the fresh cement “I did not have a thought in
my head as I picked up the plank and carefully smoothed away his impression in
the soft, fresh concrete.”>® Their bad relationship suggests some unresolved conflict
between them, Oedipal conflict but it also portrays a subtle resemblance to Freud’s
“primal herd.”” The father’s behaviour and his beliefs in superiority over women,
explain Jack’s behaviour later when he tries to be the male of the “herd.”

They talk a little bit about their father a week after his death but not much
after that. They do not miss him much or need him for anything. The situation has
not changed much since his passing, as he never showed much interest in his
children’s lives and accomplishments. Nevertheless, certain topics should be
addressed with teenagers, and it is often more comfortable for a same-sex parent to
have these conversations. It can be an uncomfortable situation when Jack's mother
attempts to discuss the sensitive topic of masturbation and its potential negative
effects on his health. What becomes even more awkward is that Jack is having a
recurrent dream about his mother’s talk even after she dies. However, from what
we learn about his father, we assume he would not be able to have this talk with

Jack even if he was still alive and Jack would probably not care about it much

5T McEwan, The Cement Garden, 13.
33 McEwan, The Cement Garden, 24.
% Hosseini, “*Filiarchy” and Masculinity in the Early Novels of Tan McEwan,” 195.
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anyway. Soon after the father’s death, their mother becomes bedridden over time
due to her unspecified illness and since Jack’s birthday, she would not leave her
bed at all. Somehow, she remains the main source of authority for the children,
keeping the house and them in order. However, the children are coping with this
new situation surprisingly well, keeping the house clean. “We adapted well enough.
We took it in turns to take up the tray, and Julie shopped on the way back from

school. Sue helped her cook and I washed the dishes,”®°

everyone is doing their part
but that is something that will not be possible anymore after her death, it feels like
with her death her invisible authority disappeared as well.

We can see that Julie is showing her strong character even during the time
their mother is still alive but bedridden. Julie is already starting slowly to take over
the motherly role, probably because she is the oldest sibling. When her younger
siblings start to avoid their mother because of her sickness it makes Julie angry and
while she snaps it helps improve the situation at home and the attitude of her
siblings. Even Jack tries to talk to his mother, but it is visible that it is hard for both
of them to keep the conversation. As Jack's birthday is approaching, there is a
possibility to have friends over for a party. However, he decides to celebrate with
his family only, not because of generosity but due to the lack of friends. After the
birthday party, their mother passes away, and Jack informs them about the news in
a straightforward manner, without showing any emotions: “Three days later she
was dead.”®! Later he shows some emotions, they go from anger to crying after the
initial shock and then he becomes selfishly angry at her not for dying and leaving
them alone as people normally do but he is angry because she has not told Julie that
he is also in charge of the household. In addition, it seems that Jack has difficulty
expressing his emotions and grieving for his own mother's death. He only becomes
emotional and cries when he imagines someone else's mother passing away, which
is concerning and suggests that he may have unresolved issues and complex
feelings towards his own family members. When Sue discovers the news about their
mother and cries alongside Julie, Jack attempts to console her but is unsuccessful,
as the sisters do not seem to notice him at all.

Even in such a hard time, there are some comic moments during the

manipulation of their mother’s dead body. They have trouble staying serious when

%0 McEwan, The Cement Garden, 49.
61 McEwan, The Cement Garden, 59.
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they are trying to cover her body with a blanket because she was in a sitting position

before and the blanket is now too short to cover her whole body.

Sue and I giggled again. Julie pulled the blanket over the feet and
Mother's head was revealed once more like an unveiled statue. Sue
and I laughed uncontrollably. Julie was laughing too; through
clenched teeth her whole body shook.5?

This weird time of giggles is interrupted when Tom enters their mother’s bedroom
and finds all his siblings there. They lie to him and tell him that their mother is just

asleep.

For a moment it seemed that through sleep, a very deep sleep, we
might initiate Tom in the concept of death. But we knew no more

about it than he did, and he sensed something was up.%

On the other hand, it is surprising how the children have reacted, there is no panic
but maybe this is caused by the fact they have been used to their mother’s absence.
Jack captures the feelings of all of them when he says: “I had accepted without
curiosity the fact that Mother was rarely out of bed now. She became bedridden so
gradually we hardly commented on it.”® This becomes over time their standard,
the way it has been like this for a long time that they no longer think it is something
unusual. They do not realise the situation is not normal and the way they act after
can be seen as strange. Sue suggests they should tell someone and have their mother

properly buried with a funeral to which Jack replies with his mother’s words:

“If we tell them,” I began again, “they'll come and put us into care,
into an orphanage or something. They might try and get Tom
adopted.” I paused. Sue was horrified... “The house will stand

empty,” I went on, “people will break in, there'll be nothing left.”®

They cannot leave their mother in bed, so they have to come up with some
solution, and Jack comes up with this idea inspired by his book Commander Hunt.

Kiernan states that their mother “mutates like Commander Hunt’s monster,

62 McEwan, The Cement Garden, 63.
63 McEwan, The Cement Garden, 63-64.
64 McEwan, The Cement Garden, 49.
% McEwan, The Cement Garden, 66.
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becoming a gargantuan, enveloping presence. By secreting her body in the home,
the children deny her death... Their ghoulish act is a doomed attempt to make time
stand still, to ward off the advent of growth and decay.”%® Surprisingly in this absurd
situation, Jack is the one who shows some rational thinking. He comes up with the
idea to bury their mother in the basement in the cement their father ordered, while
Julie wants to bury her in the garden. He argues that if someone would come looking
for her, the garden would be the first place they would start digging. So, the decision
is to bury her in the basement of the house. When Jack and Julie do, they work
mechanically the whole night without any thinking. It feels normal for Jack as he
says: “There was nothing odd about mixing cement.”®’

Now the role of a mother falls completely on Julie who accepts it as she has
already been stepping up since their mother fell ill. Tom’s behaviour worsens after
their mother dies. He slowly starts to have setbacks, eventually regresses into his
infantile stage, and would like to be mothered. There Tom starts to demand Julie’s
attention like he did when his mother was still alive. Julie is aware of the fact that
Tom requires attention so one afternoon when he is super annoying and clingy, she
snaps at him providing him with what he longs for, a mother figure telling him what

he has to do. She makes him go to bed early, he does so with no objections.

“If he wants to be mothered,” Julie shouted, “then he can start doing
what I tell him. He's going to bed.” ...Ten minutes later Tom was
back before us in his pyjamas and, utterly subdued, allowed Julie to

lead him upstairs to his bedroom.%

At first, we can see his regression as a way how to get attention and protection, his
behaviour regresses too far. He starts to behave like an infant, sleeping in a cot,
wearing a bib, or crying like a baby. While attempting to stay united and maintain
the whole household, the children suffer from the lack of “emotional assurance”

that parents provide for their children and from “mother deprivation”.® Even Jack

66 Kiernan. lan McEwan, 21.
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in the end ends up with Tom in his cot, because it reminds him of security, this
regression is more visible in Jack than in younger Tom.

We do not learn much about the relationships among the siblings. Mostly
we learn about Jack and Julie and then Sue when they are playing their little game
together behind closed doors. This is caused by the fact that Sue and other members
are on the periphery of Jack’s interest, Sue is for him “merely a sister, a person,”’"
unlike Julie who has his full attention and interest. We can say that Sue might be
the only normal person out of the four children, she has no problems with
expressing her emotions and keeps a diary that helps her track time. Suddenly after
the death of their mother, Jack sees her differently and admires some of her skills.
Tom, the youngest sibling, undergoes the most significant change and the
regression is only one reaction. Tom wants to become a girl because he is being
bullied at school and this seems like a good solution to him because he says: “You
don’t get when you’re a girl.””! While his sisters are thrilled and there is excitement
in the room for a while, Jack is not pleased about Tom being dressed in pretty girl’s
dresses and says “he’d look bloody idiotic.””* Jack has a very strong masculine
point of view on the works and his reaction makes his sisters angry. He is dealing
with this whole situation by sleeping, masturbating, and doing meaningless
activities. He gets to a state where he no longer knows what his wants and desires
are when he has a chance: “I had no idea what I wanted. I thought I would know
when I saw it, and even if it cost more than two pounds, then at least I would have
something to want, something to think about.””* His behaviour suggests he is trying
to avoid unpleasant situations but his responsibility too at the same time.

From the beginning, we notice that Jack has a desire for his sister Julie in a
way that a lover would have. That becomes a bigger issue when Julie brings home
her older boyfriend Derek. Derek is seen as an outsider who is trying to become a
family member. Jack immediately hates him and becomes frustrated when others
do not support him. The position of being the only male in the family is being
threatened. Jack thinks Derek is trying to become the head of the family to be in

charge together with Julie. Derek’s influence is quite the opposite, he brings the

70 McEwan, The Cement Garden, 40.
"I McEwan, The Cement Garden, 54.
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siblings closer together as they have to clean the house before he comes for dinner.
When the three of them — Julie, Sue, and Jack — are cleaning tighter it brings him
joy and happiness: “For the first time in weeks I was happy... I felt safe, as if I
belonged to a powerful, secret army.”’* From now on Julie becomes more interested
in Jack, making Derek jealous, who now feels excluded while Jack is now more
included. Derek only wants the same thing as Jack, trying to become the father
figure and to belong somewhere.

Their situation is exceptional, and their thinking is not rational or traditional.
During the summer Jack was thinking about what they had done: “Why we had put
her in the trunk in the first place. At the time it had been obvious, to keep the family
together. Was that a good reason? ... Nor could I think whether what we had done
was an ordinary thing to do...””> It is not so clear to him, and over time he lost his
judgement about what is normal and what is not anymore. Their little world
collapses in the hands of Derek who calls social services when the growing intimate
relationship between Jack and Julie climaxes and they are caught by him. His
reactions are normal: “Now I've seen it all... It's sick... he's your brother.”’® In the
end, the children no longer remember why they have buried their mother in the
basement in the first place and Julie finds the situation rather amusing and
comforting: “I've lost all sense of time. It feels like it's always been like this. I can't
remember how it used to be when Mum was alive and I can't imagine anything
changing. Everything seems still and fixed and it makes me feel that I'm not
frightened of anything.”"

Malcolm points out the presence of gothic elements in the novel. The dark
basement, the burial of their mother, and the smell and state of their house signalling
decay. Not only the decay of the house as an object but the whole family has been
falling apart since the beginning of the novel. The love between the siblings keeps
them together, until the final incestuous scene. They get caught by Derek, who takes
their fate into his hands and calls the authorities. They have let an outsider into their

lives, which led to the end of their little world.
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4.1.2. A Strange Attraction in The Comfort of Strangers

As Malcolm points out, the technique used in The Comfort of Strangers is
similar to the one used in The Cement Garden. McEwan draws attention to human
evil at the same time we as a reader are struck by how much he can achieve within
a shorter work.”® The Comfort of Stranger just like its preceding novel tells a rather
sordid tale as well.” McEwan himself felt a bit uncomfortable about the whole story

as he said:

‘I felt very strongly identified with Colin, as if I was writing my own

death in some strange way. I felt terribly sickened by it.”%°

The author's research delves deep into the underlying motivations of individuals,
requiring a closer examination of the realities of power and sex. Through the
observation of human behaviour in unconventional and violent situations, he sheds
light on the sexual drives and needs of both men and women. His exploration of the
nature of unconsciousness and how social interactions shape it is a fascinating area

of study,

It wasn’t enough to be rational, since there might be desires —
masochism in women, sadism in men — that act out the oppression
of women or patriarchal societies but which have actually become

related to sources of pleasure.’!

The Comfort of Strangers traces the horrifying fate of a young and
unmarried English couple, who are enjoying their holidays in a warm foreign
country in an unnamed city, however, the description of streets and buildings
suggests it can be Venice, the city of lovers. But Colin and Mary’s love has lost its
drive and edge, and they are left with their “repressed appetites.”? One night they
meet a local and charismatic Robert who introduces them to his wife Caroline. The
couple starts dominating their lives, even in their subconscious thoughts. After their
meeting, Colin and Mary start to rethink their intimate relationship and even let

some fantasies in. Nevertheless, their meeting is not coincidental at all, Robert

8 Malcolm, Understanding lan McEwan, 66.
" Malcolm, Understanding lan McEwan, 66.
80 Kiernan, Ian McEwan, 33.
81 Kiernan, fan McEwan, 33.
82 Kiernan, lan McEwan, 34.
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chooses Colin as his victim, from the moment he first sees him. Colin and Mary are
lured into a trap in which Robert and his wife Caroline fulfil their sadistic fantasies.
Their relationship is built on violence, and their little erotic game ends with the
death of Colin. Robert kisses Colin’s lips, then proceeds to murder him while
drugged Mary watches them with terror. “‘See how easy it is,” he said, perhaps to
himself, as he drew the razor lightly, almost playfully, across Colin’s wrist, opening
wide the artery. His arm jerked forward, and the rope he cast, orange in this light,
fell short of Mary’s lap by several inches.”®® The act of murder, violence and sex
makes the reader more conscious about their desires, McEwan is suggesting that
those “abnormal” acts are within all human beings, just in more control.

What makes the story, so unnerving is the narration and the couple’s
passivity towards events. The story uses a third-person narrator and many times it
is limited providing the scenes through the eyes of Colin or Mary. As the story
progresses, the narration switches between the points of view of its protagonists.
There are no shared points of view, even intimate moments between Colin and Mary
are perceived separately. When they are walking together, Mary observes the
mannequins while Colin is on the other side of the street. Not the entire novel is
written from its character’s point of view, we as readers are aware of a third-person
narrator that is distinct from the characters. “Alone, perhaps, they each could have

explored the city with pleasure...”%*

could be seen as their connected thought or
just a simple observation of the situation and relationship between Colin and Mary.
Thus, this detached figure provides several important observations with a “sense of
coolness towards events and characters.”3

The representations of space and time signify some uncertainty, we know
the location, but we also do not, it’s not really specific and, in a sense resembles the
wasteland setting of The Cement Garden.3® Mary and Colin’s vulnerability is tied
to the location, they are abroad, most of the time isolated in their hotel room and
away from their normal routines. Their emotions and mental state can be
represented by the city itself, its narrow streets resembling a maze. They get lost

without maps to navigate their way back and are just wandering among the streets

83 Jan McEwan, The Comfort of Strangers (London: Picador, 1982), 121.
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until they meet Robert. Their relationship with time is vague, and they are reluctant
to discuss the past while Robert and Caroline talk about how their past has shaped
their present. Although the city is never named, we can guess it from the
descriptions of everyday life and situations outside their hotel room. It is important
because it places the evil within the everyday, and Mary still can hear the outside
sounds when the novel reaches its violent climax.

Similarly to The Cement Garden, our protagonists are missing their
surnames, which is in favour of the evil plan of Robert and Caroline and not giving

Mary a chance for a bit of justice. This also leaves the reader with,

“The discomfort of being lured into an unknowing intimacy with
strangers, into a meeting-place which is fiercely lit and surrounded

by shadows.”%’

However, we learn enough about Colin and Mary to recognise they are a typical
modern couple. They have been together for seven years, but do not live together,
and act more like individuals avoiding serious and deep talks about sex politics, and
if they did discuss this, they never talked about themselves. “When they looked at

each other they looked into a misted mirror,”%8

caused by arguments by Mary’s
feminist opinions. Mary engages in feminist work, used to work in an only female
theatre group and is extremely delighted by radical feminism “‘They want

convicted rapists castrated!’”%

she sees on flyers while walking with Colin through
the city.

From the first moment, they meet Robert, he tests Mary’s judgement. For
the couple, Robert portrays everything they refuse, however, when he emerges from
the shadows to claim them, we realise there is nothing accidental about this meeting.
There is a contrast between these couples. Mary challenges male superiority,
especially Robert’s views on male dominancy, he hates feminism and is explicit

about his opinions in an apologetic way.

“These are women who cannot find a man. They want to destroy

everything that is good between men and women.” He added matter-

87 Quoted in Kiernan, Ian McEwan, 35.
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of-factly, “They are too ugly.” Mary watched him as she might a
face on television.

“There,” Colin said, “meet the opposition.””’

Robert believes women should understand male energy and he says to Colin:

“My father and his father understood themselves clearly. They were
men, and they were proud of their sex. Women understood them

t00.”°!

These couples are opposites, Robert’s thinking is rooted in his upbringing, he is a
child who grows up from adoring his mother to sadistic tendencies, hurting his wife,
and never admitting he likes men too.

However, this meeting sparks some fantasies in Mary and Colin’s
relationship. Their intimacy has its passion back, and they become more connected.
Their fantasies show the dynamics between men and women. When Mary mutters

in her fantasy that:

...her intention of hiring a surgeon to amputate Colin’s arms and
legs. She would keep him in a room in her house, and use him

exclusively for sex, sometimes lending him out to friends.””

She reduces Colin to a mere sex object taking away his masculinity and all the
values of human beings in her fantasy fulfilling only her needs. While Colin in his
fantasy replaces himself with a machine purely to serve Mary’s pleasure: “...the
machine would fuck her, not just for hours or weeks, but for years, on and on, for
the rest of her life, till she was dead and on even after that, till Colin, or his solicitor,
switched it off.”* Colin’s fantasy shows his low self-esteem and uncertainty about
his masculinity. He would rather provide Mary with a machine than himself for her
pleasure. His behaviour might be the deciding factor for Robert who chooses Colin
since he first saw him.

The relationship between Robert and his father is not optimal, and it plays
a significant role in shaping their behaviour, similar to that of Jack's in The Cement

Garden. Robert probably wishes at some point in his childhood that his abusive

% McEwan, The Comfort of Strangers, 28.
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93 McEwan, The Comfort of Strangers, 81.
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father would die, for the beating he had to endure. Robert’s relationship with his
mother is special, he adores her, and they are close. “She knew I had to have an
excuse to call out to her in the middle of the night. But there was no need to

explain.”**

as a child, Robert suffered from nightmares and bad dreams, often he
would call his mother to him or sleep in her bed whenever his father was away for
work. As Robert grows older his views on the relationship between men and women
shift, and he longs to be just like his father. Starts showing feelings of regret in his
Oedipal behaviour, seeing his father as a rival and a competitor for his mother’s

attention.

Robert was desperate to be a father, desperate to have sons, but
nothing came of it. For a long time, the doctors thought it was me,
but in the end it turned out to be Robert, something wrong with his

sperm.”

This situation in their marriage is the starting point for Robert’s domination,
masochism, and violent behaviour. The inability to fulfil his duty as a husband, to
have children he can pass down the values and knowledge so the next generation
can preserve it. He fails to pass down the patriarchal values his grandfather and
father taught their children. From now on Robert is being violent towards his wife

during their intimate moments.

Robert started to hurt me when we made love... One night I got
really angry at him, but he went on doing it, and I had to admit,

though it took a long time, that I liked it.%®

Caroline is very open with Mary, sharing her life story in a very detailed
way. Although she admits she hates what her husband is doing to her, at the same
time she cannot make herself leave him and this unusual marriage behind. Robert
becomes very violent over time and even breaks her back during one of their
intimate moments. But on the other side, she is fascinated by his wants, and tells

Mary:

% McEwan, The Comfort of Strangers, 39.
95 McEwan, The Comfort of Strangers, 108.
% McEwan, The Comfort of Strangers, 108-109.
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“He wanted to kill me, as we made love,””’

in some sick way, she is
enjoying what they are doing. She hates it but because of the
excitement and fear of death and “because of that possibility hanging

over us, we made love like never before.””®

Her behaviour and approach change, and she sinks into submission, with the feeling
of being ashamed for liking the way their intimate moments happen for their friends
and family she is the abused wife. Together they create this game for Colin and
Mary, she listens to Robert and supports him no matter what. Robert has complete
power over her, as it used to be a long time ago when women were to obey men’s
orders.

Mary can see through her and recognise what is happening with Caroline.
However, she is oblivious to what they are about to face when they return to
Robert’s place despite her weird feelings. Mary admits this to Caroline saying: “We
didn’t exactly plan to come, but it wasn’t completely accidental either. I wanted to
talk to you.”® There is something they cannot resist and fight, so they lead
themselves towards the horrible act. This sense of domination becomes the ending
of Mary and Colin’s relationship. Just before they start with Colin, Mary is already
drugged after talking with Caroline. Right in the violent act, Caroline tells Colin:
“Mary understands. I've explained everything to her. Secretly, I think you
understand t0o.”'% Mary is forced to witness Colin’s murder, she still drifts several
times away due to the special tea, but she knows what is going on unable to help.
For the first time since their relationship Mary looks directly into Colin’s face,
unfortunately for the last time as well. When she wakes up, Colin is dead, and

Robert with Caroline are gone—no traces left behind them for the police.

4.1.3. Conclusion

Both works deal with outlandish personal and sexual relations placed in a
context that is far removed from everyday life. As readers, we get our morals
challenged and we should be feeling sorry for the children’s faith and Mary after
Colin’s murder. Nevertheless, our emotions are challenged, we rather experience a

lack of them in both novels. The gothic elements appear in both works respectively,

97 McEwan, The Comfort of Strangers, 110.
9% McEwan, The Comfort of Strangers, 110.
9 McEwan, The Comfort of Strangers, 106.
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elements such as death and decay, obsession with sadistic tendencies, violence and
murder or immoral and irrational responses in normal situations. In The Cement
Garden children instead of burying their mother the usual way, they have buried
her in cement in the basement of the house. Later her rotting corpse becomes the
ultimate sign of decay in the family of four children. Their lives have no order, and
no rules and death are mirrored in their behaviour of them all. The feeling of
exclusion is present in Jack and Derek as well, with Jack being excluded from the
conversation by his family while Derek is not being let in by Julie’s siblings.

Mary and Colin in The Comfort of Strangers let the strangers dominate their
decisions, Robert from the first meeting tells them where to go and to visit him.
Even if they decide not to go there again, they end up in their house for the second
and last time ever. This night results in a planned murder of Colin. The death in
both novels draws attention to human evil, presenting a sordid tale'?! for readers.
The death in The Cement Garden is the beginning of an end for one family, while
in The Comfort of Strangers, we can say it represents the end of a new beginning
for Mary and Colin.

The relationship between father and son shapes the behaviour of Jack in The
Cement Garden and Robert in The Comfort of Strangers. In both characters, a
version of the Oedipal complex can be observed. Jack’s father believes that men
are superior to women, therefore Jack does not have a typical Oedipal complex,
instead of being fixated on his mother, he is rather rude towards her. However, he
develops a strong fixation on his older sister Julie, leading us to the final scene
where they share a bed and touch each other. While Robert, as he grows older, starts
regretting his Oedipal behaviour, instead of seeing his father as a competitor he
wants to be more like him. This is caused by the fact he cannot have his children,
thus he fails to continue his line and he becomes violent towards his wife Caroline,
who accepts his behaviour and becomes submissive.

The views on men versus women and masculinity versus femininity are

challenged. There is a representation of more “womanly times”!??

as Hosseini says
in her work. Those patriarchal values are challenged through the character of Mary,
who believes feminist work is important and presents a challenge for Robert who

hates and despises them because they ruin everything good that has been established

191 Malcolm, Understanding lan McEwan, 66.
102 Hosseini, ““Filiarchy” and Masculinity in the Early Novels of Ian McEwan,” 210.
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before. Mary undermines masculinity by reducing Colin to just a male sex object
in her fantasy, striping him of the purpose and reversing the patriarchal view.

Both novels are remarkable, the ease with which McEwan can describe even
the most bizarre and morbid things detached from everyday life, as Rennison says
about both early novels in his book “the meticulousness in the description of
unsettling events and a remarkable ability to create and control a feeling of

mounting unease in the reader.”!%?

4.2. Social Phase

A few years passed before McEwan published another novel, his third work
The Child in Time marks a change in his style showing an important step forward
in the development of his fiction. Although those previous works show great talent
and technical precision, they have been preoccupied with the literary exercise of
Gothic.!%* In the 1980s, Ian McEwan started slowly raising his own family, thus his
writing style shifted a little bit, from provocative themes to more family-related
incorporating political views into his work. The Child in Time represents a turning
point in his writing career, marking his first attempt at a social novel, where the
public and private are constantly intertwined. Unfortunately, readers and critics
perceived him as a “perverse, macabre” writer, instead of focusing on the newly
introduced topics, they focussed their comments on the lack of this element in his
third novel. %

This second chapter will focus on two of his later novels, The Child in Time
and Aronement. We will find several themes that appear in his previous works as
well. Here he treats them from a different perspective, these are the themes of
adulthood and childhood and the relationship between these two, society or the
treatment of time and change. The notion of time in both novels plays a crucial role
in healing and accepting the situation.

The Child in Time criticises Thatcher’s Britain but at the same time depicts
love, loss and reconciliation that is centred around a very painful topic such as the
abduction of a child. Child abductions and paedophilia were the main

preoccupations of 1990s Britain’s society, which grew into a media obsession.!%

103 Rennison, Contemporary British Novelists, 108.
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McEwan becomes more politically conscious and incorporating it into his works
marks a turning point in the middle phase of his career. Through the characters, we
can explore the thoughts and feelings of parents who suffer great pain. Each parent
will have their own method how to mourn and deal with this enormous loss. In the
interview, McEwan reveals his intentions for themes for this book. He says he is
interested in “how private fates and public events collide.”!"

Even though Aronement is not as politically involved as The Child in Time,
the novel still touches on the topics of law, courts and how certain people will be
considered suspects while others are not even mentioned. McEwan portrays how
little is sometimes enough to ruin an innocent life if you are someone others believe
without further questioning. The main focus is placed on the feelings of guilt and
the search for some sort of atonement in the end. The themes of guilt and atonement
are linked to the writer’s authority and the question “How the writer can reach
atonement if above him is only God?.” This process is conducted through the
character Briony Tallis, who is trying to fix her teenage mistake.!® A part of the
book is devoted to the horrors of the Second World War, during the Dunkirk
operation.

The narrative technique used in Afonement can be said to be postmodernist,
so-called metanarrative, where fiction and reality merge and the reader is
challenged with the decision of what is true and what is fiction. Furthermore, both
novels give insight into society, relationships and behaviour and a great loss and
feelings of guilt. In The Child in Time, we experience how everyone is dealing with
loss in different ways but in the end, if the love is strong enough to worth fighting
it can have a good end. In the character of Charles, we see how life expectations
can take one’s life away. In Atonement, we are following Briony’s attempt at
atonement for her previous crime, a false accusation that ruins one innocent life and
turns the lives of the rest of them around. It is harder to fix what has been broken.
In both we experience that nothing is as simple as we see it, there can be much more

going on that we cannot see or comprehend.

107 Margaret Reynold and Jonathan Noakes, lan McEwan: The Essential Guide (London: Vintage,
2002), 12.
198 Head, Ian McEwan, 156.
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4.2.1. A Search for a Child in The Child in Time

The Child in Time also deals with a horrifying and unpleasant situation — the
loss of a child — on the other hand the novel includes themes such as faith,
redemption through love and hope, and politics. The Gothic and dark are no longer
the main elements of the novel. In McEwan’s essay “Mother Tongue,” we learn a

lot about his family, but he also states this:

I read The Female Eunuch in 1971 and thought it was a revelation.
The feminism of the 1970s spoke directly to a knot of problems at
the heart of our family's life. I developed a romantic notion that if
the spirit of women was liberated, the world would be healed. My
female characters became the repository of all the goodness that men
fell short of. In other words, pen in hand, I was going to set my

mother free.'?”

McEwan continues to challenge the stereotypical roles of men and women and tries
to fight for equality. Jack in The Cement Garden embodies traditional patriarchal
values, creating a clash between him and his sister Julie. In The Child in Time Julie
also portrays the stronger person in her marriage with Stephen. Even though it
shares some themes with McEwan’s previous works such as regression, trying to
keep the relationship and love, it sets a different mood and focus. The biggest
difference from his previous works is the setting, this time the setting is not an
unnamed urban wasteland or half-specified Venice, The Child in Time is set in
London and the Home Counties.!''°

The Child in Time is situated within a distinct moment in British history.
Published during the era of Thatcherism in 1987, the story takes place in a not-too-
distant future. The book offers insight into the political climate of the Thatcherite
government,'!! a period of distinctive social and economic policies'!?, creating a

unique connection between personal and political life. It provides a vision of

109 McEwan, “Mother Tongue.”

110 Malcolm, Understanding Ian McEwan, 90.

11 Thatcherism, the political and economic ideas, and policies advanced by Margaret Thatcher,
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Thatcherite Britain, with examples such as the change in school education which
became “a dingy, shrunken profession; schools were up for sale to private investors,
the leaving age was soon to be lowered... The idea of the more educated the
population the more readily could its problems be solved had quietly faded
away.”!13

Here we also have characters that are ordinary people facing an
extraordinary life situation as in the previous works — The Cement Garden, and The
Comfort of Strangers. The main character Stephen and his wife Julie have to deal
with the loss of their three-year-old daughter Kate who is kidnapped. The novel
describes Stephen’s tries for reunion and acceptance of the hard fact his daughter is
gone forever. The story is narrated in the third person from the point of view of
Stephen, again we get situations where the narrator analyses a situation or addresses
the readers directly “But time — not necessarily as it is, for who knows that, but as
thought has constituted it — monomaniacally forbids second chances.”!!'* The novel
is divided into nine chapters, corresponding to nine months of pregnancy, and each
chapter starts with a quote from the fictional The Authorised Childcare Handbook
“More than coal, more even than nuclear power, children are our great resource.”!!

Stephen Lewis is an accidental writer of children’s books, who is not
entirely sure how this happened in his life. Lemonade, his first book, becomes a
successful book for children despite the fact it is not meant for them. During his
struggle to get his book published, he meets Charles Darke, who will intertwine
with Stephen’s life. Charles is a young senior editor, who later becomes a junior
Minister in the Cabinet. Under Charles’s influence, Stephen becomes a member of
the Subcommittee of the Official Commission on Childcare that works on preparing
a new children's manual. However, the committee's work is pointless since the
manual has been already written by Charles and printed in a few copies for the men
in higher places.

Even two years after the horrible incident, Stephen is still looking around
during his regular weekly journey to Whitehall and is “on the watch for children,

for a five-year-old girl. It was more than a habit, for a habit could be broken.”!!¢

113 Tan McEwan, The Child in Time (London: Picador, 1988), 28.
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Stephen wants to let his wife rest and takes his daughter with him to the
supermarket, but this nice selfless act turns into a nightmare as he loses his daughter.
Since then, their lives turn around and his work for the committee becomes the only
obligation of his life. Other aspects of his life are put on hold “Much of this freedom
he spent in his underwear, stretched out on the sofa in front of the TV, moodily
sipping neat Scotch, reading magazines back to front or watching the Olympic
games. At nights, the drinking increased.”!!” This job provides at least some human
contact and keeps him on the sane side, if he is not at Whitehall, he is at home
avoiding people and spending his alone time by daydreaming.

The committee’s set-up is of minimal concern to the Prime Minister. From
their meetings, we can see the ridiculousness of the whole setting. Their conclusion

»118

that “Boys will be boys,”" '° shows it is not a serious business for them, as well as

saying that children “were averse to soap and water, quick to learn and grew up all
too fast”!!” is not a convincing way of use the manual that is supposed to be created
by the committee. They all sound rather ridiculous during their meeting and
arguments. We learn later that the committee serves as a coverup for the public
because the manual has been already written by Charles Darke, someone who is
childless. The Prime Minister fancies Charles, and we can see a resemblance
between Margaret Thatcher and the Prime Minister in the book, however, we do
not know the gender so we can only guess if it is a woman or a man because “there
was a convention in the higher reaches of the Civil Service never to reveal, by the
use of personal pronouns or other means, any opinion as to the gender of the Prime
Minister.”!2

Charles works as the young senior editor when he and Stephen meet for the
first time and Charles becomes obsessed with Stephen’s book. Charles and his wife
Thelma will be the only people outside Stephen’s family that he will keep on seeing
after Kate’s kidnapping. Towards the end, Stephen becomes the only person who
will know about Charles’s real reason for leaving politics and his only friend except

for his wife Thelma who shows enormous patience and tolerance. We can find a

child within every adult, however, in Charles’s case it has a darker turn. He is aware

7 McEwan, The Child in Time, 11.
18 McEwan, The Child in Time, 11.
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of the child within him, but later this turns into a regression when a grownup man
starts acting like a ten-year-old boy playing in the woods and building tree houses.
Charles tells Stephen that he knows that Lemonade is not supposed to be a children's
book, but it is meant for a child, he says to him: “You wrote it for yourself. And
this is my point. It was your ten-year-old self you addressed... This book is not for
children, it’s for a child, and that child is you.”'?! We can see Stephen’s book as a
trigger for Charles’s regression.

Charles has moved from the television business into politics just from mere
curiosity. To our surprise politics is not influencing his marriage as much as it
influences his mental health. After climbing a tree and tasting Charles’s homemade
lemonade Stephen is left speechless. He is desperately trying to look for the traces
of an adult when Charles is showing him the treasures in his pockets. There is no

evidence of humour or so, which leaves Stephen:

...impressed by what appeared to be very thorough research. It was
as if his friend had combed libraries, diligently consulted the
appropriate authorities to discover just what it was a certain kind of

boy was likely to have in his pockets.'*

Thelma, Charles’s wife, is very supportive of him even in these hard times,
they move to a cottage after he resigns from politics. She despite being childless is
behaving like a mother, after Charles’s regression it feels like it more than ever
before. “Thelma had arrived in a snow storm to collect Stephen...He could carry
out simple commands so long as he did not have to reflect on their rationale,”!*
when Stephen needs it the most, she represents the figure in charge to help him, and
can be seen as motherly care too. For this act of kindness, it is expected of him to
help them as well, especially when Charles’s regression gets worse. Stephen has a
hard time dealing with what has become of Charles, his visits are rare after
witnessing Charles’s regression state. So, when Thelma calls and asks Stephen to

come as soon as he can it is because Charles is dead. Thelma asks Stephen to carry

him back from the woods, and as he does, he regrets his poor visits, and he tries to

121 McEwan, The Child in Time, 33.
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“atone for his poor showing as a friend. He had dropped his friend before, he would
not drop him now.”!?*

Charles has been battling his illness for quite some time, it is also the reason
why he is constantly changing the field of his work, probably to find purpose and a
source of happiness. Thelma admits to Stephen that he already tried once to take

his life while they were still living in London. She says:

‘It’s how it usually is. The manic side, the energetic, successful side
was public, and the rest, the mad lows, was all for me. Moving out
here was supposed to reconcile the two.” She had walked back to
where Stephen stood. ‘Except,” he said, ‘out here I was the only

public.’1?

After this Stephen realizes that climbing the ladder with Charles when he first
visited represents a little bit of public performance for him, because Stephen is the
public there, just like Thelma. Charles’s regression might have been caused by his
childhood more like the lack of it, his mother died when he was young, while Tom’s
regression in The Cement Garden is triggered by the death of his mother.

Again, we get to the theme of time, sometimes we can have the feeling that
time has been slowed down on several occasions, car accident Stephen witnesses in
slow motion. Everything that happens has an impact on Stephen’s life. Starting with
the incident in the supermarket, he feels like he saw someone behind Kate, but does
not acknowledge the person completely. When she is taken, he is looking after a
girl not a strange person with a coat. Suddenly everyone gets involved in looking
for her, Stehpen feels alone in the situation because his daughter “the lost child was
everyone’s property.”!?® Yet the worst is about to come, Stephen has to go home
and tell his wife he has lost their only daughter. There are no words, it is described
through emotions and gestures. Stephen describes his wife to us as a “calm,
watchful woman, she had a lovely smile, she loved him fiercely and liked to tell
»127

him she is a violinist. What makes them closer at the beginning of the tragedy

also sets them separate “Their sorrows were separate, insular, incommunicable.”!?

124 McEwan, The Child in Time, 198-199.
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As readers, we can observe the ways how men and women cope with difficult
situations. The loss of their child creates two extremes, while Stephen is trying hard
maybe even obsessively find his lost daughter, Julia stays at home and does nothing.
Eventually, it becomes impossible to eat together or talk to each other, this great
loss created a wall between them. “Their loss had set them on separate paths...
Being together heightened their sense of 1oss.”'? in the heat of the moment, this is
the best solution for them, to be able to reconcile later.

While they live separately, they still keep in touch by exchanging postcards,
based on these postcards Stephen decides to visit her after several months of no in-
person contact. On the way he experiences something weird related to time, he ends
up outside the pub called The Bell. Through a window, he thinks he sees his parents
when they were young and later his mother confirms that it happened some time
ago. Stephen sees himself as a foetus who decides his own fate, and this experience

leaves him in shock. He feels terror standing outside The Bell, when he wakes up

in Julie’s (their) bed, the feelings between them are different, suddenly closer.

Stephen took Julie’s hand and felt the sinuous compliance of her
body communicated along the length of her arm, and as he drew her
across his lap and kissed her, he did not doubt that what was
happening now, and what would happen as a consequence of now,

was not separate from what he had experienced earlier that day.!'*

Those two moments are without any doubt somehow connected, the desire to
belong is for a few moments stronger than the loss they have both experienced. We
will learn the consequence of this meeting several months later, it will be a very
happy one in the end which was caused by their intimate moment when everything
felt a little bit different for a moment until it is again the same feeling they have

experienced before:

They squeezed into the narrow, lukewarm bath, taking with them

wine which they drank from the bottle... The lost child was between

129 McEwan, The Child in Time, 52-53.
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them again. The daughter they did not have was waiting for them

outside. Stephen knew he would be leaving soon.!3!

Both still have a lot to deal with, and this requires some time to heal.

Stephen still holds onto the idea of Kate getting older, and in the end, this
might lead to moving on. He fully realizes it is a fantasy, but it keeps him going.
When Kate’s birthday approaches, he does a very irrational thing, he goes out and
buys her presents. Deep down Stephen knows it is a step back, but he makes a
justification for it, this is “an act of faith in his daughter’s continued existence.”!
Instead of getting one symbolic present, he goes insane with presents, later when
he is packing them, he comes to the realization of how hopeless this whole act is he
turns back to drinking. He and Julie have their way of coping with their loss, while
he drinks and continues his search, Julie is trying to find her solitude alone to come
to her terms with the loss. On his way to lunch with the Prime Minister, Stephen
experiences an event that turns things around for him. He mistakes another girl for
Kate, and he follows into a classroom. This encounter marks a fresh start, he starts
being more rational.

Stephen learns surprising news about Julie, while he is visiting and helping
Thelma. The whole time he has been thinking that Julie is completely lost for him,
but the opposite is true he was just too blind to notice that Julie was in front of him.
After a call, he is on his way to Julie where there is a big surprise waiting for him.
On the way he manages to fulfil his boyhood dream, travelling on the railway
engine. When they are together, after three years they can talk openly about the

loss:

It was then, three years late, that they began to cry together at last
for the lost, irreplaceable child who would not grow older for them,
whose characteristic look and movement could never be dispelled

by time. !

While their second child is being born, they realize that “they could never

redeem the loss of their daughter, they would love her through their new child, and
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never close their minds to the possibility of her return.”!** The gender of the baby
is never mentioned, but it is not an important thing at the moment. The most
important thing is that they are connected again, and the family is restored.
Primarily we are concerned with the child and the search for it. In the novel,
the search is not only for Stephen’s lost daughter but also for the child that lives
within us. Charles, as I already mentioned is not only looking for it, instead, he is
embracing this little voice inside him and regressing into this carefree world of a
ten-year-old boy. On the other hand, Stephen is trying to fight this feeling, however,
in his search for Kate, he reaches some sort of innocence through the memories of
her. It has been interesting to watch how the spheres become connected, private,
and public. “The Child in Time was very much an attempt to write about something
quite intimate, like childcare, and something quite public, like a childcare

manual '3

4.2.2. The Truthfulness in Atonement

Atonement belongs among the number of McEwan’s successful novels, in
Natasha Alden’s essay, we learn what the novel’s publication has brought upon
McEwan. He was accused of plagiarising some parts of the novel from an
autobiography by Lucilla Andrews No Time for Romance. lan McEwan had to
defend himself, in the newspaper he admitted he had used Andrews’s
autobiography as a source of inspiration, however, he mentioned her in the
Acknowledgements. The reason for using Andrews’s work was due to historical
accuracy, and out of respect so McEwan could portray the suffering of the
character’s generation.!*® Of course, there were voices supporting him and those
who were against him, which raises a question about the use of historical material
for accuracy in historical novels.

The literary work Atonement presents a unique hybrid of memoir and
fiction, wherein the character of Briony plays a pivotal role in the narrative. First
Briony’s attempt to prove that Robbie is innocent and has not committed the crime
she accused him of, secondly it is her try how to atone for the wrongdoing by giving

Robbie and Cecilia a happy ending. This is presented through a “novel-within-a-
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novel” format, which allows Briony to explore her guilt and strive to make amends
for her actions.!'?’

The novel is divided into four parts — three major parts and an epilogue. The
first part which is set in 1935, shows the modernist technique, the absence of
omniscient narration. Although this part is narrated in the third person, in each
chapter we see the events through the eyes of different characters with the exception
in chapter five when we get both Lola and Paul. Briony Tallis narrates most of the
first part, later we realize she plays the central part of the plot and its telling. Her
narrative raises the question of whether a happy ending is possible, and whether it
depends on our point of view. Briony’s earlier thought “...how can a novelist
achieve atonement when, with her absolute power of deciding outcomes, she is also
God?”!®8 leads the reader to a question of what had really happened, whether the
happy ending is real, or a fiction created by Briony to reach some atonement and
ease the guilt.!*

Part One is set at the Tallis family estate, it recalls events of one summer
day/night in 1935, and it is influenced by contemporary writers such as Virginia
Woolf, Rosamond Lehmann, and Elizabeth Bowen. It follows the story of Briony
Tallis, a thirteen-year-old girl, with a vivid memory, which later causes unhappiness
and sadness to many people. In the interview, lan McEwan comments on the danger
of imagination, where finding the line between reality and something unreal is very
unclear.'” Briony is the youngest child of the family, but she has a great
relationship with her older brother Leon and sister Cecilia. For the arrival of her
beloved brother, Briony writes a play The Trials of Arabella to play with her cousins
Lola, Jackson, and Pierrot Quincey.

Briony loves writing, it is her passion and a source of her pleasure. She has
found a new satisfaction ... miniaturization. A world could be made in five pages,
and one that was more pleasing than a model farm.”!*! She enjoys creating a whole
world within a few pages, unlike her sister she is a very tidy person which is

reflected in her writings. Secrets are another great passion of Briony, even if she

has some herself nobody would know. Her world full of order will come to an end
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when her cousins move in with them because their parents are getting a divorce.
Since Briony always looks up words for her writing she knows what “divorce”
means but does not find it interesting for her writings. She tries to involve her
cousins in the play but realizes there are differences between them, and they do not
understand her intentions.

Her sister, Cecilia is home from college and most of the time she is bored
and looking for an adventure. She admits that Cambridge changed her, but she is
still indecisive about whether she should stay or leave home. Honestly, nothing
holds her back there, her father also spends most of the time in London in the office.
She is aware but she also “simply liked to feel that she was prevented from leaving,
that she was needed. From time to time, she persuaded herself she remained for
Briony’s sake, or to help her mother...”!*? Her desire to be needed is fulfilled later,
she helps Robbie to survive in the prison and the war, and her sister Briony decides
to study to become a nurse just like her.

There is a vase in the family that has greater significance, it was given as a
gift for saving a life. In the most important scene by the fountain, it gets damaged
a bit but still can be repaired. Later we will read this scene from three different
perspectives, and it will change those lives forever. It is interesting to observe the
difference between Briony’s view and her thoughts compared to how things
happened. Nothing is really how it looks at first glance. Later we learn that the vase
gets broken beyond repair, signalling that Cecilia and Robbie will not be together
as they both die during the war. Briony will never be able to earn their forgiveness
to ease her guilt.

We can see that the father figure in Atonement has a similar function as the
mother in The Cement Garden, the hidden authority. Mr. Tallis spends a lot of time
in London, but he calls every day. Although Cecilia obeys his father’s rule about
cigarettes and women, she does so only in his presence. In the presence of her
mother, she does not care at all, smokes in the house and addresses her as Emily
instead of her mother. Robbie’s father is not present at all, he left when he was
young. He is thinking about him during the war on his way to Dunkirk. He has this
distinct memory of his father “of being carried on his father’s shoulders... He would

like those shoulders now. His missing father had left few memories ... Nearly every
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man here had a father who remembered northern France... He wanted such a father,
dead or alive.!*} Mr. Tallis presents a small substitution for a father but mostly only
on the financial side, he pays for Robbie’s studies but is not a proper father figure.

When the children are rehearsing the play, Briony gets disappointed as
nothing goes according to the original plan. Lola gets the leading role by
blackmailing Briony and being a little manipulative. In the end, Lola takes over
every role, being the leading role and the director. Briony can only watch how her
control over her play is slipping away. Although Lola is better at managing her
younger brothers, Briony wishes she had just given her brother Leon the script

instead of creating the performance. She sadly says:

The simplest way to have impressed Leon would have been to write
him a story and put it in his hands herself, and watch as he read it...
A story was direct and simple, allowing nothing to come between
herself and her reader—no intermediaries with their private
ambitions or incompetence, no pressures of time, no limits on

resources. '#*

Briony has a romantic soul, therefore it makes her overprotective of her
family. The fountain situation marks Briony’s entry into the adult world “This was
not a fairy tale, this was the real, the adult world in which frogs did not address
princesses...” !4 However, Briony misinterprets a simple situation of retrieving a
vase from the fountain during this scene where Cecilia declines Robbie’s assistance
in retrieving the vase and instead, she undresses and performs the task herself. It a
crucial to acknowledge that there is no actual danger or a threat to her sister’s life,
and the limited view of Briony’s window fails to provide her with the complete
context, she can only see what is happening, but she cannot hear any conversation.
She finds it inspiring for her new story, giving her the idea of three different points
of view.

Robbie and Briony share their love for literature, he writes poetry and is a

dreamer just like her. That is a reason why Briony likes him so much. He studied
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literature but now decides to become a doctor because he sees something romantic

behind this change:

Birth, death, and frailty in between. Rise and fall—this was the
doctor’s business, and it was literature’s too. .. feel the fevered hand
begin to cool and reflect, in the manner that only literature and

religion teach, on the puniness and nobility of mankind . . .!*®

When Robbie gives her a letter for her sister Cecilia, where he expresses his deepest
desires. Briony knows it is wrong to open it and read it, but she does it anyway and

reading it stirs unpleasant emotions in her:

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.!'*’

Briony has just entered the adult world, and it is obvious that she cannot recognize
a love letter and does not comprehend many things in the right way. She is still too
young to understand fully how adult relationships work.

The second time she encounters Robbie and Cecilia is in the library, where
they have reckless sex in a house full of children and guests. A situation that tests
and shows again Briony’s immaturity. Unfortunately for Robbie, she has already
decided who he is based on their previous encounters. Based on what she sees, she

thinks Robbie is a violent person who decided to hurt her sister:

Briony stared past Robbie’s shoulder into the terrified eyes of her
sister. He had turned to look back at the intruder, but he did not let
Cecilia go. He had pushed his body against hers, pushing her dress
right up above her knee and had trapped her where the shelves met

at right angles.'*

The aftermath of her misjudged interpretations becomes a lens through which
McEwan explores deeper themes of guilt and the enduring consequences of one’s

actions.
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Robbie also recalls the scene from the library, he sees Briony in general as
a good person but at that moment, he realizes that “he had never hated anyone until
now,”'* for interrupting them. On the other hand, we can see that he understands

Briony’s thinking well and why she has entered the library:

He saw it clearly, how it had happened: she had opened a sealed
envelope to read his note and been disgusted, and in her obscure way
felt betrayed. She had come looking for her sister—no doubt with
the exhilarated notion of protecting her, or admonishing her, and had

heard a noise from behind the closed library door. !>

When the boys disappear leaving behind them just a goodbye letter,
everyone goes outside looking for them. During this time Lola gets raped and
Briony finds her but cannot see who the person running away is. Although Briony
has already encountered sexual intercourse twice during one day, she cannot
distinguish between rape and consensual sex. The following conversation between
Briony and Lola is purely directed by Briony, she is sure she is right and that it was
Robbie whom she saw. She manages to persuade Lola, that it must have been
Robbie who assaulted her. She has this image in her head of him based on the
previous encounters of the day. Lola takes on the role of a victim, unsure about who
did that but waits for Briony's statement and plays along. Briony’s statement breaks
the whole Tallis family. Cecilia is the only stands behind Robbie, believing him,
unlike the rest of the family. Interestingly Paul Marshal, Leon’s friend is never
mentioned as a potential suspect, probably due to his wealth of course.

The second part of the book unfolds against the backdrop of the Second
World War, providing an opportunity to delve into the broader implications of
human action. McEwan’s tone has changed now, writing about death, and casualties
of the war, his words got less complex as Robbie is serving in the war, entering a
darker theme, portraying the saddest parts of the war — “Minutes later they passed
five bodies in a ditch, three women, two children. Their suitcases lay around
them.”>! During those horrifying times, Robbie’s mind is with Cecilia who helps

him survive. Before the war, Robbie had served three years in prison, and we learn
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that the whole time he was in touch with Cecilia by letters. After his release and
before his departure they spent a day together. Their love is still there, this has not
changed however prison has left a mark on Robbie.

In one of Cecilia’s letters, we find out that they — she and Briony — plan on
clearing Robbie’s name. Cecilia is surprised that Briony becomes a nurse at the
same hospital as she was. They plan on being finally together and happy, and she
would always tell Robbie: “I’ll wait for you. Come back.”!>? The second part ends,
and we are not sure whether Robbie lives or dies.

In the third part, Briony now works as a nurse in London, after one horrific
night, she comes to the realization, that everyone knew, even she “that a person is,
among all else, a material thing, easily torn, not easily mended.”!> During this night
spent with soldiers at the hospital, she learns how easily can one’s life become
destroyed but fixing it is almost impossible. That is what she has caused to Cecilia
and Robbie, Briony ruined their lives within one day, not being able to fix it, even
after all the time has passed. After seeing all the wounded soldiers that night, and
not being able to help them besides offering some comfort, she sees how hard it is
to fix what has been broken, just like a vase, even if you manage to fix it, it can
leak, and never will be the same as before. The vase and the war become the
metaphor for the fragility of human life and relationships and the challenges of
achieving redemption in a world torn apart by a conflict.

Briony has never met with Robbie and Cecilia again, and Cecilia could not
do what she told Robbie about in the letter. Instead of attending Lola’s wedding,
Briony goes back to the hospital. We learn the timeline of events, Briony is in
London, after Robbie’s and Cecilia’s deaths.!* Briony has changed, for someone
who loves order and tidiness, she works in a hospital carrying bedpans and so much
more. She no longer is the baby of the family and is taking care of herself alone.

Her job still requires order, but the nurses only have surnames on their tags
and an hour break during the training days. When Briony was a child, she used to
write and had a lot of imagination, now when she writes to her family, she is very
brief in her letters. However, she keeps a diary, where she writes but of course,

changes the names and it is purely for her purposes to get rid of thoughts. In the
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hospital, she runs from one duty to another with less or no free time. After Briony
has to take care of the soldiers from Dunkirk she realizes how she “had been too
wrapped up in her own tiny concerns.” !>

In the epilogue, we learn the author is Briony herself. She is now old and
suffering from the same disease as McEwan’s mother, dementia. Followed by a
final twist, Briony informs the reader that she had made up the part about Robbie
and Cecilia living together, they both died during the war. Her act of letting their
love last forever on the pages of the book was her atonement for her crime. She
explains what the novel means for her and asks: “How can a novelist achieve
atonement when, with her absolute power of deciding outcomes, she is also
God?”!%% She is the one creating the whole story. Only readers can judge and decide

whether it is enough to deem her actions to be forgiven for the mistake she made as

a child.

4.2.3. Conclusion

We can see the development from the most obscure themes like death or
murder towards socially oriented ones — family relationships — in both works. In
The Child in Time the main topic is the loss but also the love and hope for
reconciliation. The loss of a child is not a pleasant experience, and Stephen and
Julie adopt different ways in the healing process. We might feel sorry for Stephen
when his wife moves away, and their communication is reduced as well as their
time together. The truth is they both needed time, we realize that towards the end.
As parents, they need this time to come to terms with the loss of their daughter so
they can be ready for what is coming next in their lives: a new beginning, a new
life.

There is still a connection to his previous works too, Charles undergoes a
stage of regression just like Tom in The Cement Garden. His regression is not
connected to any traumatic experience, probably an illness combined with the stress
created in the political sphere. We read about his behaviour shifting from an adult
to a ten-year-old boy. He seems happy while he plays in the forest close to their
cabin where they move with his wife. All this time he spends in a regression state

is not healing only postponing the inevitable suicide that will come. We learn that
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Thelma, his wife knows, she just hopes it will not happen. Through both Charles
and Stephen, we see true about politics, and how it is manipulated to look the best
in the public eye. The commission is purely created for the public, it has no
significance in decisions.

In Atonement, we read about the before and after, the effect that is caused
by false accusation and the feeling of guilt afterwards. As readers, we learn that
seeing a situation does not mean we understood it correctly because there is always
more that is hidden from us. When a girl with her imagination ruins someone’s life
and causes the family to fall apart, we realize how important it is to pay attention to
the possibility there is more than we can see. Later in life, Briony tries to atone for
her wrongdoing by writing using her imagination to create a happy ending for them
and by becoming a nurse. Since McEwan includes historical moments, we read
about the horrors of the Second World War and Dunkirk. As readers, we wonder if
it is real or fiction until the epilogue where we find out the truth about the whole
story. The happy ending is Briony’s way how to get her atonement.

Both works underwent significant changes in themes and storylines, but
some remained. Julie in The Child in Time is presented as stronger than Stephen,
she is the same strong woman as the girl Julie in The Cement Garden. McEwan
keeps challenging gender roles is one of the most obvious in this novel, the motherly
figure we see in Thelma. The novel is not only about looking for a lost child but
also about the search for the child within us. The structure of Atonement is
particularly noteworthy due to its incorporation of metafiction, which results in
narrative experimentation that evokes uncertainty in the reader regarding the

truthfulness of the whole story.

4.3. Political Phase

Ian McEwan is known for his works that delve deep into complex social and
personal issues, along with many other uncomfortable themes. In many of his
works, one of the recurring themes is the male-female power relations that are based
on psychological differences and social dynamics. However, this theme is notably
absent in his novel Amsterdam.'”’ Even though the only influential woman

character dies, her influence over the men in her life remains, and the novel focuses
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more on their reactions and subsequent actions. On the other hand, The Children
Act is narrated from the point of view of a female judge. These two works both
touch upon the issues that surround medicine and medical ethics, such as euthanasia
in Amsterdam or the conflict created by treatment between religion and the welfare
of the child in The Children Act.">® We as readers are presented with new themes
and topics that will still leave a mark.

Amsterdam is often viewed as “an inferior Booker winner”’!>°

and has been
a subject of divided opinions. While some critics consider it to be an expertly
crafted satire, others view it as underwhelming. Nevertheless, inside the novella
Amsterdam a piece of an article from Sunday Times written by John Sutherland is

cited, he describes this piece in brief:

The novel twists and turns unexpectedly... Amsterdam is an
enigma...The narrative pivots on mystery and a blinding last-
chapter revelation. On the way, the reader can relish the black tints

of the prose... McEwan has a master’s control over his instrument.'®°

The Brooker Prize for Literature creates two poles, one group is praising McEwan's
ability to express societal struggles while others calling into question the award's
merit. The social satire is portrayed through two main characters — Clive Linley and
Vernon Halliday — both representing the successful men of the Thatcher-Major
era.'®! He delves into the depths of human nature, examining the darker corners of
desire, ambition, and betrayal. It is an exploration of the complexities of
relationships and the moral dilemmas that arise from them.

We will be continuing with the exploration of moral dilemmas, human
relationships and the British legal system in the novel, The Children Act. The story
follows the life of Fiona Maye, a judge who is presented with a challenging case
concerning a teenage boy who, due to his religious beliefs as a Jehovah's Witness,
refuses to undergo a life-saving blood transfusion. The novel explores themes such
as the conflict between religious convictions and medical treatment, the role of the

judiciary in society, and the intricacies of personal relationships. Moreover, this
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chapter delves into the character of Fiona Maye and how her personal and
professional lives intertwine throughout the book. We highlight the significance of
the novel's examination of the legal and ethical predicaments confronted by judges
and lawyers and their resultant impact on their personal and professional lives. The

Boston Globe has praised McEwan's writing and lauded his wit:

The Children Act manages to be highly subtle and page-turningly
dramatic at once... Only a master could manage, in barely over 200

pages, to engage so many ideas, leaving nothing neatly answered.'®?

McEwan's work is a thought-provoking and unforgettable journey through the
complexities of human relationships, the choices we make in our lives and their

inevitable consequences.

4.3.1. Morality and Hypocrisy in Amsterdam

The novel earned McEwan an international reputation as it won the Booker
Prize for Fiction in 1998, however, winning the prize raised mixed reactions among
critics. Generally raising the suspicion that it has earned the prize in connection to
his previous works and efforts rather than the novel Amsterdam itself.'®> And some

of the reactions are not positive and nice towards his work.

Will Self was right, on that live TV commentary show on the
Booker, to do his nut when this won the prize: it really is meant to
go to novels, not five-finger exercises. A more fitting award, we feel,

is that of the modestly coveted Paperback of the Week slot.!®*

On the other hand, others expressed their positive views. Nicholas Lezard in his
review for The Guardian reacts to Will Self’s comment, and considers Ian McEwan
“a damned good writer,” even though it is a shorter novel he says that due to its
“compulsive nature of prose: you just don't want to stop reading it.”'6> Those
comments in favour of the work are mostly concerned with the topic of the novel
and its readability. According to Alain de Botton the novel Amsterdam is “a pitiless

study of the darker aspects of male psychology, of male paranoia, emotional
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frigidity, sexual jealousy, professional rivalry and performance anxiety.”!%® The
examination of those characters and their morals is compelling, however, none of
us would wish to spend a day with them.

In Amsterdam we can observe the connection to his previous works, in a
certain way it recalls other works. When Clive has to attend the identity recognition
at the police station it raises the same question of “the fallibility of memory and

»167 as in Enduring Love or Atonement Briony’s accusation, while

perception
Garmony’s transvestism relates to little Tom’s behaviour in The Cement Garden
who dresses like a pretty girl, however, their reason for this action differs. While
Garmony knows what he is doing, Tom’s behaviour is a response to the trauma.
There is a difference between his first novels and Amsterdam, all the previous heavy
topics such as incest, violence, ritual murder, and paedophilia are not completely
forgotten but so much is present now. Instead, McEwan chooses other demanding
topics to write about — euthanasia, assisted murder and transvestitism. His language
changes a little bit, it is milder now and even though there still is a heavy topic
present the original shock and disgust of his previous novels it not there.
Amsterdam can be placed within the psychological novel among much of
McEwan’s work. We come across sections of three indirect thoughts — the form of
indirect speech without the introduction “he/she said that or he/she thought this” —
which gives us readers the inside into the character’s opinions, thoughts, worries or

plans. Such an example is at the very beginning when Clive observes Garmony:'®

What had attracted her? Garmony was a strange-looking fellow:
large head, with wavy black hair that was all his own, a terrible

pallor, thin unsensual lips.'®

Those thoughts do not belong to the narrator but to Clive himself. As the novel
proceeds, the readers enter the minds of the other characters at some point as well,
mostly the two main protagonists’ — Clive Linley and Vernon Halliday —

encountering their fears, uncertainties, moods, or thoughts on morality.170
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It is also a social novel, to be more precise a social satire with a political
dimension. It is putting focus mainly on a particular member of the generation of

men.!”!

Men from higher social circles like politicians, publishers, journalists,
musicians, or artists who were the young men of the 1960s and gained their
respectability during the 1980s and 1990s. Clive and Vernon are typical examples
of such a man. Clive makes an observation at Molly’s funeral about the mourning
people around him “many of them his own age, Molly’s age, to within a year or
two. How prosperous, how influential, how they had flourished under a government
they had despised for almost seventeen years. Talking 'bout my generation.”'’* Yet
again we see how the private and public intertwine, and social expectations fight
with the inner self of the characters. We can also say it is in a way a moral fable, as
the story develops Clive and Vernon are challenged with their own moral dilemmas
and they both will fail spectacularly.

The novel is divided into five parts, we notice unlike his previously
mentioned work, the women are not so visible, yet they still influence the main
events. They are not mentioned much only at the beginning we start with the funeral
of Molly Lane, later Garmony’s wife has some spotlight in the story only as a
supporter of her husband. Amsterdam engages with the Thatcherite Era, extending
to the premiership of John Major, putting focus on the entrepreneur's self-
promotion.173 It is set in the mid-1990s, centring around the moral dilemmas of two
good friends Clive and Vernon who are in the end punished for their morals,
stupidity, and ego, and so is the hypocritical Garmony. The only person who comes
as a winner is George Lane, who is equally immoral as the rest of them, and starts
a relationship with Vernon’s wife after his death. The world in the novel is corrupt,
there is not a single character that would provide any moral judgement or standard,
and all characters at some point act amoral without realising it.!”

We have a third-person omniscient narration, the narrator takes the readers
through the life and decisions of the main characters. The narrator speaks in an

educated way but remains simple. The story is full of sarcasm and irony, showing

the world of prominent people who are influenced by the political, social, and
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cultural life but on the other hand are the contributors as well. The story opens with
the funeral of Molly Lane, a famous reporter, photographer, and restaurant critic
and the important link between the characters — her husband and her former lovers.
At the funeral we get introduced not only to her obsessive husband George Lane,
but all her lovers too, Vernon Halliday, who is a successful editor of the broadsheet
The Judge, Clive Linley, a successful composer and Julian Garmony, Foreign
Secretary, and the candidate for the Prime Minister.

The novel opens with the description of the two men attending the funeral
of Molly Lane, who died after a rapid illness. “Two former lovers of Molly Lane
stood waiting outside the crematorium chapel with their backs to the February
chill,”'” Clive and Vernon are facing an unexpected event that will turn their lives
upside down and disorganize their lives. As the story unfolds, we meet all the men
characters that have to deal with the loss of the most important woman of their lives.

Molly is described as a “lovely girl”!7®

and a positive person, even though it is
common knowledge she had several lovers and cheats on her husband who never
truly has her just for himself until she falls sick. Clive remarks on her situation as

“brain-dead and in George’s clutches,”!”’

while he regrets not marrying her, it is
only a sentiment, he cannot know if it would make a difference in her behaviour or
her life. Her death causes both her former lovers to think about their health, and
both unexpectedly experience weird feelings within their bodies which evokes the
question of euthanasia. The more Clive thinks about Molly’s faith in the way she
dies and how helpless she is in the final stage, he realises how vulnerable they are
as human beings. Her memory daunts both of them, and they eventually become

paranoid. Clive invites Vernon over to talk to his best friend and shares this

unbearable pain with him:

Just supposing I did get ill in a major way, like Molly, and I started
to go downhill and make terrible mistakes—you know, errors of
judgment, not knowing the names of things or who I was, that kind

of thing. I’d like to know there was someone who’d help me to finish
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it ... I mean, help me to die. Especially if I got to the point where I

couldn’t make the decision for myself, or act on it.!”

It is a proposal to use euthanasia upon him in case he gets seriously ill in the future,
so he does not end up in the same situation as Molly. We can already sense this
favour placed upon Vernon will be the end of both of them, as he accepts it with
one condition that Clive will do the same for him, at this moment they place a death
sentence over each other without even realising the full consequence of this initial
conversation.

Throughout the story, we follow both of their lives, and we witness their
failures in both spheres, moral and professional, which leads to their death. They
commit a double suicide with medical assistance. Since euthanasia is forbidden in
Britain, the author chooses another state, the Netherlands, where the laws are being
liberalised. A direct connection between the title and the place where it takes place
is made, Amsterdam. The capital city of the Netherlands, where Clive’s symphony
rehearsal is taking place and where both former friends meet under the false pretext
of reconciliation, with no regrets on either side because Clive admits “his research
and planning had been meticulous. It was going to happen, and he experienced a
thrill.”!”®

Molly is the connect