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Summary
The article is an attempt to settle a matter of what art demands from the artist and whether the artist
has a right to sacrifice others for the sake of their work. It discusses the escapist attitude to life of the
artists who are characters of Ian McEwan’s three novels. Amsterdam, On Chesil Beach and, to a lesser
extent, Atonement present this particular art-artist relation. The article also demonstrates McEwan’s
accomplished use of auditory images as well as musicology terms as character and atmosphere-building elements which make the narration harmonise with the narrative.
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In his three novels Amsterdam, Atonement and On Chesil Beach – although they focus
on different artistic disciplines, namely composing, novel writing and violin playing respectively – Ian McEwan presents art in a very peculiar way. On the one hand, it seems to be
nothing but passion and one of the greatest human achievements, in which one gets close
to nearly a mystical experience. On the other hand, art seems to be a very demanding discipline, with a touch of sinister quality about it. Art expects utmost care and attention to the
extent of self-sacrifice of the artist who must devote not only his time and efforts but all of
himself to satisfy the art’s needs. Moreover, for the art’s sake, the artist will not hesitate to
sacrifice the others. Finally, art may be a tempting choice of living, a way of shutting oneself
from the real life and getting away from its problems and unresolved matters.
Amsterdam shows Clive Linley, a renowned composer, though of a rather passing glory,
Atonement presents Briony Tallis, an aspiring writer (who by the end of the book turns out
to be a famous novelist and the implied author), while On Chesil Beach focuses on a young
and talented violinist, Florence Ponting. And although these three at first glance seem to be
totally different persons, they have, in fact, much in common, which this analysis will try to
prove. The article will focus on the novels Amsterdam and On Chesil Beach. Atonement will
be discussed briefly towards the end of it.
Clive is one of these McEwan’s peculiar characters who does not evoke any positive feelings. Despite the fact that even in his best times in the ‘70s he was seen by critics as a “throwback” (McEwan 2005, p. 21) and that his works aroused mixed feelings being “loved and
loathed in equal measure” (McEwan 2005, p. 23), he clearly, though with fake modesty,
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perceives himself as a genius (McEwan 2005, p. 133). Composing, this “varied and rich”
(McEwan 2005, p. 82) work is his duty, especially when he misses the deadlines. And even
if he must compose under a great pressure to finish the millennial symphony, which will
surely be his masterpiece, he is determined to work day and night “in a near hallucinatory
state” (McEwan 2005, p. 134), pouring into himself a large dose of alcohol, until he reaches
the symphony’s “awesome finale” (McEwan 2005, p. 135). And when he does, there is “still
so much to do” in the art of composing (McEwan 2005, p. 82). In his self-centredness which
later turns out to be self-delusion, Clive imagines himself to be a subject of a documentary
film which shows a great artist, extremely tired but satisfied, who sacrificed himself in order
to create a work of excellent value (McEwan 2005, p. 134). Being full of “the overreaching
ambition, the self-delusion and the self-importance” (Leith 1998, p. 8) and “seeing himself
as a latter-day Beethoven” (Malcolm 2002, p. 194) he wants the symphony to be a success
and dreams that thanks to it the memory of him as the great composer of his times will last
forever, with the symphony remaining “as the dead century’s elegy” (Malcolm 2002, p. 20).
Florence is a much more likeable character. As opposed to Clive, she is reserved in her
feelings about herself as an artist. Therefore, the reader learns not from her but from Edward,
Florence’s fiancé and later her husband, what kind of musician she is. He describes the girl as
a very ambitious and hard-working person, with a self-discipline and determination. When
not pleased with her playing she “sigh[s] over some imagined imperfection of tone or phrasing and repeat a passage over and again” (McEwan 2008, p. 122). If Florence ever speaks of
fame and success she always means not only herself but rather the whole Ennismore Quartet
which she founded. The quartet means everything to her and she is prepared to work very
hard, “in a state of trance-like contentment” (McEwan 2008, p. 125), as Edward once observes, since she knows that what she will get in exchange, “the music so beautiful and rich”
(McEwan 2008, p. 124), will be the greatest reward.
Both Clive and Florence are ambitious artists who would like their talent and work to
serve the highest purpose. That is why Clive feels depressed and treats it as a blow to his
pride when he learns that children play his music (McEwan 2008, p. 10), or shudders with
fear when he thinks of himself as being “as domesticated and tame a talent as some of
his younger critics claimed” when the Foreign Secretary tells him his wife knows some of
Clive’s pieces by heart (McEwan 2008, p. 13).
Florence also feels she cannot waste her talent. Though she has some doubts as regards
her future, fascinated by the Wigmore Hall with its “dark seriousness” (McEwan 2008, p. 40)
that soon becomes her second home (McEwan 2008, p. 42), she chooses her quartet rather
than “a rear desk job with a provincial orchestra” or “a full-time job [...] with a Palm Courtstyle trio in a seedy grand hotel [...] [where] no one would be listening” (McEwan 2008,
pp. 51-52). She has promised herself that one day her quartet will perform in the Wigmore
Hall, “play beautifully and triumph” (McEwan 2008, p. 125).
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Another feature Clive and Florence share is their, conscious or not, preoccupation with
music. Wherever they are and whatever they do, music is always on their minds. It seems
that Clive composes all the time even when he is outside his studio and if he stays away too
long all he wants to do is to go back to his work – “the warmth, the silence of his studio, the
piano, the unfinished score” (McEwan 2008, p. 6). When he attends the burial of his lover
from the past, Molly, which must be a tough experience for him, instead of fully focusing on
the sad, depressing event, he appears to be overwhelmed by the creative process and preoccupied with sounds in his head. Music he creates adds an inner and imaginary, interpretative
element to the scene. Composing comes as naturally to Clive as breathing: “[...] a falling
figure, an oboe, nine notes, ten notes. Clive had the gift of perfect pitch and heard them
descending from the G. There was no need to write them down” (McEwan 2008, p. 4). As
he marches in the funeral procession, the pace and rhythm of the movement is also a source
of inspiration to him. Another imaginary music appears: “Clive was losing the sensation in
his feet, and as he stamped the rhythm gave him back the ten note falling figure, ritardando,
a cor anglais, and rising softly against it, contrapunctually, cellos [...]” (McEwan 2008, p. 6).
It is worth noting that the second passage contains even more professional terms referring to
the system of musical notation which proves McEwan’s thorough knowledge of the subject.
Indeed, the narration in Amsterdam perfectly harmonises with the narrative through various
allusions to music, many of which surprise the reader with their originality. McEwan’s stylistic abilities are at the highest level here.
A fine example of McEwan’s talent, as well as his outstanding skill to make the most of
the theme he works on, is the scene of Clive and Vernon Halliday’s (Clive’s friend and another
Molly’s lover) conversation at the funeral. The old friends’ talk is, in a very subtle way, compared
to a musical variation of which Molly is apparently the theme: “As they strolled up and down,
the two old friends resumed the conversation they had had in various forms a half dozen times
before but which gave them rather more comfort than singing ‘Pilgrim’” (McEwan 2008, p. 4).
Another passage shows Clive at a drinks party preceding the premiere of his symphony,
trying to force his way through the crowd. The people around him, mostly orchestra musicians, are called accordingly to their function in the orchestra or the instruments they play.
This is how Clive perceives them. Being already aware of the symphony’s complete failure,
he cannot think of anything else and is clearly overwhelmed by their presence. Moreover,
some of these people seem to form groups and actually perform some musical piece, if only
imagined by Clive. The passage is an excellent example of McEwan’s skill at using synecdoche and appealing to different senses by combining visual, auditory and olfactory images.
The people’s voices are in fact focalized in the auditory sense by Clive:
Champagne slopped over his wrists as he edged round the loud brass section, and he had to go a long way
back up the gallery to avoid getting close to the basses who already seemed drunk, in competition with
the timpani. At last he attained the tempered sodality of the violins who had permitted flutes and piccolo
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to join them. There were more women here to exert a tranquilising effect. They stood about in softly
trilling duets and trios, and the air was pleasantly heavy with their perfume (McEwan 2008, p. 163).

A while later, when Vernon tries to help Clive free himself from a particularly malicious
critic, which brings quite an unexpected effect, the scene is described in a similar fashion,
with an addition of a witty and picturesque cluster of images and again a borrowing from the
musical notation: “The gallery was suddenly silent. Then, with an extended falling glissando
of disgust, the whole string section, plus flutes and piccolo, surged towards the brass […]”
(McEwan 2008, p. 165, italics added).
Florence’s thoughts, similarly to Clive’s, even at the most unexpected moments, turn
around her music and the quartet:
Often when she was unhappy, she wondered what it was she would most like to be doing. [...] She saw
herself on London-bound platform of Oxford railway station, nine o’clock in the morning, violin case
in her hand, a sheaf of music and a bundle of sharpened pencils in the old canvas school satchel on her
shoulder, heading towards a rehearsal with the quartet, towards an encounter with beauty and difficulty,
with problems that could actually be solved by friends working together (McEwan 2008, p. 149).

It is significant that Florence sees her music and the work with her quartet in terms of
a totally different, almost magical, realm of life in which there are difficulties, but clothed
with beauty; there are problems, but a solution to them can always be found by means of
friends’ cooperation.
Playing violin, her true passion and love for it, has shaped her whole life and taken
control over her plans and dreams. She gives all her time to the quartet and, according to
Edward’s as well as her own observations, she is only sure of herself and knows what to do
in the sphere of music, as during the quartet rehearsals when she is “the undisputed leader”,
always having “the final word in their many musical disagreements”, while “in the rest of
her life she [is] surprisingly clumsy and unsure” (McEwan 2008, p. 15). Florence gives an
impression of a person isolating herself in the world of music who does not integrate herself easily with people who do not belong to that world: “[i]t is difficult for her to regard
herself as part of a group or community outside her professional occupation with music”
(Puschmann-Nalenz 2009 p. 204). Also, as Edward notices, she is never so concentrated as
when practising: “He was stirred, almost impressed, by her obliviousness to him – she had
the gift of total concentration [...]. An hour might go by before she appeared to remember he
was there” (McEwan 2008, p. 122).
Musical references in On Chesil Beach, naturally, constitute a large part of the narration. They obviously complete the image of Florence, as well as Edward, but also serve as
metaphors or create a particular atmosphere. There is a passage in the novel which presents
Edward’s affection for Florence through his changing attitude to her music and growing
awareness of the musical jargon: “Edward had never cared for classical music, but now he
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was learning its sprightly argot – legato, pizzicato, con brio […] she practised her scales and
arpeggios […]” (McEwan 2008, p. 14). Florence and her music are inseparable for Edward.
In his eyes, she is both a girl he loves and a musician. He speaks of her “pale and powerful”
“violinist’s hands”, “a vibrato all men must adore” and kisses her “violin player’s calluses”
(McEwan 2008, p. 103). Observing Florence’s during practice, Edward loves “the sweet little tilt of her chin as she tucked the instrument under it”, and “the way the hem of her cotton
skirt swung against her tanned calves with the movement of her bowing” (McEwan 2008,
p. 121). The novel’s last pages show Edward many years later. Everything has changed but
one remained the same. When he thinks of Florence and recollects all that happened between
them, he still sees her as “that girl with her violin” (McEwan 2008, p. 165).
Contrastingly, musical allusions sometimes bring pejorative connotations. For instance,
there is a passage where Edward, worried and irritated by Florence who seems to complicate
everything, wants to “slap her out of her straight-backed music-stand poise” (McEwan 2008,
p. 95-96). The poise, as it turns out later, stands here, metaphorically, for the girl’s sexual
inhibitions. Another musical metaphor of this kind appears when the pair quarrels on the
beach. This is how Florence explains herself, after she has said something which she knows
must have hurt Edward, but which, according to her, came automatically, only as a reaction
to his accusations. The whole scene seems to her unreal, as if it was only a bad dream: “But
it was not what she meant, this cruelty was not her at all. This was merely the second violin
answering the first, a rhetorical parry provoked by the suddenness, the precision of his attack
[…]” (McEwan 2008, p. 144-145). The scene on the beach alludes, through another musical
reference – “a song of a single bird, convoluted and fluting” (McEwan 2008, p. 150) – to
the pair’s happy past, a Saturday afternoon, when “[a] thrush sang intricately, repeating each
phrase with care” (McEwan 2008, pp. 57). Florence guesses this time it might be a nightingale but she is not sure and, moreover, “in no mood to ask” Edward (McEwan 2008, p. 150).
Florence tends to describe other people around her in terms of music. Her mother irritates
her with her negative attitude and lack of understanding to Florence’s practicing – she calls it
“screeching” – which the girl takes as a sign of “her mother’s disapproval of her career and
hostility to music in general and therefore to Florence herself”. Moreover, Violet is a person
totally devoid of any musical skills. That would have brought to her daughter feelings of
compassion if it was not for Florence’s experience at the Royal College of Music which had
given her a sense of detachment from home matters:
She knew she ought to feel sorry for her mother. She was so tone-deaf she was unable to recognise
a single tune, even the National Anthem, which she could distinguish only by context from Happy
Birthday. She was one of those people who could not say if one note was lower or higher than another.
This was no less a disability and misfortune than a club foot, or a harelip, but after the relative freedoms
of Kensington, Florence was finding home life minutely oppressive and could not muster her sympathies
(McEwan 2008, p. 49).
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It should be noted that Florence’s “thin and bony”, unfeeling mother who “had never
kissed or embraced Florence, even when she was small” and, moreover, “had barely ever
touched Florence at all” (McEwan 2008, p. 55) is strongly contrasted with the image of
Florence’s nanny, “plump and motherly, with a musical Scots voice” (McEwan 2008, p. 141,
italics added).
Florence’s younger sister also annoys Florence with her “cultivated stupidity at the piano” (McEwan 2008, p. 50) which she another time calls “abysmal piano playing” (McEwan
2008, p. 83). As regards her father, although he must be the one who really cares for Florence’s
playing, she feels a mixture of opposite feelings and describes him as the man of “the high
tenor voice [...] with its eccentrically distributed stresses” (McEwan 2008, p. 50). And as for
Edward, because she loves him she forgives him his ignorance of classical music, and his
nights spent at clubs that used to be “the peak of his cultural experience” (McEwan 2008,
p. 38). Yet she is very pleased and happy when, at last, he is honestly moved by some piece
of classical music (McEwan 2008, p. 121). Edward’s ignorance towards music and other
forms of art contrasts strongly with his mother’s behaviour and interests. In this particular
case, though, art appears in the context of mental illness as Edward’s mother is “brain damaged” (McEwan 2008, p. 69). Thus, her complete evasion from life of her family and its
simple every-day activities into piano playing, painting or embroidery is unintentional and
conditioned only by her emotional state.
For both Florence and Clive music is a wonderful and passionate sphere of human existence which also demands from them a lot of effort and self-discipline. We learn that
Florence, before she meets Edward, “practise[s] five hours a day” and spends nearly all
the rest of her time working with the quartet and attending concerts (McEwan 2008, p. 40).
When Edward describes one of the quartet’s rehearsals, the reader might get an impression
that leading a group of musicians is a difficult work which demands not only musical but
also interpersonal skills: “Then Florence called a halt and quietly gave notes, and there was
a general discussion until they began again. This happened several times […]” (McEwan
2008, p. 120).
Clive also puts a great effort into composing and is aware of the fact that he is not young
any more and with time it has got more difficult for him to write something fresh and beautiful. There are long, detailed passages in the novel which focus on Clive’s composing. A creative process is always shown as a hard physical work:
Creation apart, the writing of a symphony is physically arduous. Every second of playing time involved
writing out, note by note, the parts of up to two dozen instruments, playing them back, making adjustments to the score, playing again, rewriting, then sitting in silence, listening to the inner ear synthesize
and orchestrate the vertical array of scribbles and deletions; amending again until the bar is right, and
playing it once more on the piano (McEwan 2008, pp. 23-24).
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Clive spends many hours over his piano, working mostly “through the night” (McEwan
2008, p. 19) until the morning hours, trying to finish his symphony. Finally, he comes to the
conclusion that he needs to find its final theme. He will build its finale, a “melody of piercing
beauty” (McEwan 2008, p. 20). In order to do it, however, he must get inspired. He is sure it
will come to him “in its own time” but to let it happen he must go somewhere and search for
it, or rather clear his mind completely to let it find him.
Clive realizes there is only one place that this is possible – the mountains (McEwan 2008,
p. 24). [It is worth noticing here how McEwan’s idea of composing has been channelled into
the novel: “In Amsterdam I tried to imagine what it would be like to compose a piece of music. I saw it in visual terms, of something half-seen, a shape, a set of stone steps, a plateau”
(Roberts 2010, p. 196)]. Deeply convinced that only if he separates himself from other people he will be able to overcome all the difficulties in the process of the symphony’s creation,
Clive goes to the Lake District. In the manner of romantic poets, and in a clearly hypocritical
way as he despises other artists and their arrogant playing “a genius card” whenever it is
convenient (McEwan 2008, p. 62), he seeks inspiration in the natural world.
It is there in the mountains that Clive wishes to regain control over his life. He wants
to forget about his health problems or arguments with his friend Vernon, over Vernon’s immoral plan to publish Julian Garmony’s (Foreign Secretary as well as Molly’s another past
lover) private and scandalous pictures. But, above all, Clive wishes to free his mind and open
himself to an inspiration he so badly needs in order to finish his symphony. “He [will] be
large again, and unafraid” (McEwan 2008, p. 78) and will prove to himself and all the others
that he is a great and prolific composer. Irritated by some other walkers and by the fact that
the Lake District is no longer a wilderness, he finally finds a place where he is alone. That
what he craves for, “an act of inspired synthesis” (McEwan 2008, p. 76) that shall lead him
to his successful and original finale, appears, quite unexpectedly, as the sound of a bird:
It came as a gift; a large grey bird flew up with a loud alarm call as he approached. As it gained height
and wheeled away over the valley it gave out a piping sound on three notes which he recognised as the
inversion of a line he had already scored for a piccolo. How elegant, how simple. Turning the sequence
round opened up an idea of a plain and beautiful song in common time which he could almost hear. [...]
One note lay over and suggested the next. […] There was a glow of a tantalising after-image, and the
fading call of a sad little tune. This synaesthesia was a torment (McEwan 2008, p. 84).

The passage shows Clive at the moment of absolute epiphany. It presents the composer
literally during a creative process which turns into a pure synaesthetic visual-auditory experience. That what he sees automatically stimulates his sense of hearing and the other way
round: the sounds build images in his head. The bird gives out some sounds which are
natural for its species but Clive hears only what he wants to hear. The bird’s sounds are read
by Clive as “notes” of his symphony, only – as Clive specifies – the bird’s version is an
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“inversion” of Clive’s previously written “line”. One code – the ‘language’ of the nature – is
changed in his head, apparently with no interference of his thought and will, into another
code – the ‘language’ of music, its written system describing the pitch and length of sounds.
The bird’s call thus indeed “comes as a gift” and becomes an artistic inspiration for Clive,
a missing element he has so long searched for. Nevertheless, the scene is so strange and
Clive’s reaction so peculiar that it seems that behind the romantic idea of nature’s immediate
inspiration, Clive, in fact, conceals his artistic block, or impotence. Clearly, although aware
of being “stalled in his work” (McEwan 2008, p. 62), Clive is unable to accept the fact that
he is finished as an artist. That is why he clings to the idea of the sublime moment which in
his imagination becomes absolutely crucial for the symphony’s completion.
Clive is convinced that the moment is his only chance of finishing his composition
but, to his great disappointment, he suddenly gets interrupted by a woman calling for help.
Strangely, he is so concentrated on his ‘inner melody’, which is after all just a figment of his
imagination, that the whole scene happening before his eyes, and surely belonging to the reality, seems to him unreal, “as if [the woman and the man attacking her] were actors striking
up a tableau” and his first thought is “I am not here” (McEwan 2008, p. 85). From the very
beginning it is clear that the symphony is more important to him than somebody else’s life.
Although the scene of attack attracts his attention, his highest priority is composing and he
feels he should not allow to be distracted by anything right now at this extremely important
moment of nature’s miraculous inspiration: “He knew it was a mistake, he knew he should
have kept writing but once again he peered over the rock” (McEwan 2008, p. 86, italics
added). Being morally twisted, he is unable to evaluate the situation in the right, ethical way.
For Clive, it is “a mistake” that he pays any attention to the woman’s fate.
Therefore, it is not at all surprising that instead of helping the woman he leaves her at her
attacker’s mercy and turns away, trying to recall the moment of inspiration. He and they are
like two separate worlds that should never intertwine: “His fate, their fate, separate paths.
It was not his business” (89). He chooses not to see them, not to hear them for the sake of
his masterpiece and its final variation, a “little jewel [...] rolling away from him” (McEwan
2008, p. 87). Irritated and angry, with the whole world, and especially the woman who dared
to shout for help at the very moment when he needed to concentrate, he sums up the whole
scene by explaining that “[t]his was his business, and it wasn’t easy, and he wasn’t asking
for anyone’s help” (McEwan 2008, p. 89).
Clive makes a moral choice by putting his ego and selfish ambitions ahead of another’s
life. His “moral shabbiness and delusive self-esteem” win over compassion and simple human sense of decency (Malcolm 2002, p. 194). He walks away from the scene of crime
choosing his music – “the wondrous transformation of thought into sound” (McEwan 2008,
p. 158-159) and right to care for “the pivotal moment in his career” (McEwan 2008, p. 88),
seemingly devoid of any sense of empathy that forces one to stand in defence of somebody
else’s life. But once Clive walks away, he gets punished for his cruel neglect of the woman
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and his selfishness as the moment of nature’s inspiration is gone for good, so he cannot recall
what it was exactly that a while ago he wanted to write down. Moreover, the choice he has
made leaves him trembling with emotions. He seems to have regrets and guilty conscience.
And yet he keeps repeating to himself in the act of frantic self-justification that it is “surely”
just “creative excitement” that he feels, “not shame” (McEwan 2008, p. 89-90).
Florence also experiences a moment full of strong and mixed emotions. It is a moment,
McEwan is trying to say, when you burn the bridge behind you only to discover that you can
never go back. As in his earlier novels, McEwan shows, on the example of Edward’s and
Florence’s wedding night, how one’s life can be totally changed and destroyed in an instant
of time.
Edward and Florence are like fire and water. They differ so much that it is quite unusual
they have ever decided to spend the rest of their lives together. And yet here they are, together in a hotel room, both unaware of each other’s feelings and unable to express them.
Edward, though uncertain and unsure of himself, feels mostly love and desire for his young
wife, while Florence is extremely scared, feels oppressed by “claustrophobia and breathlessness” (McEwan 2008, p. 29) and has to fight with repulsion and disgust. And although she
loves Edward, she cannot see the way of opening her heart to him, how “to speak up, the way
she [does] at rehearsals” (McEwan 2008, p. 81) in an honest talk that would help them both
and would clear the heavy atmosphere.
It seems that Florence subconsciously turns to music during her wedding night – the
event which is supposed to be joyful and unforgettable and yet it is a totally opposite experience for Florence. Being utterly panic-stricken and helpless, she refers to music as it is the
only sphere she feels safe and confident in. This time, however, the music lets her down as
the sound she hears does not give her any comfort at all but only intensifies her sense of
terror. McEwan very skilfully transposes – if we may use terminology from the theory of
music – Florence’s feelings from the world of psychology to the world of music. The transposition is McEwan’s device allowing him to show the reader Florence’s inner life. It is also
a logical, credible and convincing corollary of creating such a character as Florence. What
could be closer than music to a musician at the crucial moment of her life? In what other way
should she experience her most intense emotions? Therefore, the whole passage below is, in
fact, an extended musical metaphor, if only imagined by Florence, which adds subjectivity
to the descriptive aspect of the scene. That what Florence ‘hears’ are her own mixed feelings
expressed in the ‘language’ of music:
And she could hear a sound, rising steadily, not in steps like a scale, but in a slow glissando, and not quite
a violin or a voice, but somewhere in between, rising and rising unbearably, without ever leaving the audible range, a violin-voice that was just on the edge of making sense, telling her something urgent in sibilants an vowels more primitive than words. It may have been inside the room, or out in the corridor, or
only in her ears, like a tinnitus. She may even have been making the noise herself (McEwan 2008, p. 32).
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It should be noted that the sound rises “unbearably”, is compared to “a tinnitus” and
called at the end of the passage “the noise”. Clearly, all these pejorative expressions in the
musical context are used to convey Florence’s most extreme negative emotions at the “hideous moment”: her fear and disgust. “She felt pinioned and smothered, she was suffocating,
she was nauseous”. A while later, though still in the same state of panic, she sighs with relief
that “at least that awful sound had ceased” (McEwan 2008, p. 33). In another similar passage
Florence’s fear and helplessness are again transposed to the language of music. Her feelings
are expressed and at the same time intensified by a specific and strange sound she hears:
[...] she had been aware of a stately, simple musical phrase, playing and repeating itself, in the shadowy
ungraspable way of auditory memory, following her to the bedside, where it played again as she took
a shoe in each hand. The familiar phrase [...] consisted of four rising notes, which appeared to be posing
a tentative question. Because the instrument was a cello rather then her violin, the interrogator was not
herself but a detached observer [...] There was no set of words she could match to theses notes; it was not
as if something were being said. The enquiry was without content, as pure as a question mark (McEwan
2008, p. 80).

Although the sounds form “the familiar phrase” at the same time they come from a cello,
not “her violin” which makes her all the more insecure. Moreover, it seems to her that the
sounds ask her some question to which she does not know the answer, if there can be any
answer at all. The sound of an unfamiliar instrument epitomizes her lack of confidence. And
yet she still tries to regain control over the situation, to return to herself from the rehearsals,
where she knows exactly what to do, where she shows strength and determination: “The
Florence who led her quartet, who coolly imposed her will, would never meekly submit to
conventional expectations. She was no lamb to be uncomplainingly knifed. Or penetrated”
(McEwan 2008, p. 81).
Florence is in a state of panic and her sense of hearing is sharpened to its limits in the way
that the sounds almost hurt her. McEwan makes her hear and interpret all the sounds in a very
subjective and pejorative way. She feels depressed by “the sound of a floorboard” (McEwan
2008, p. 81) when Edward moves close to her. Instead of his whispered words, she can only
hear “ a roar of warm moist air” (McEwan 2008, p. 82) and her own whispering “hissed in her
mouth like those of a stage villain” (McEwan 2008, p. 84). Even the sound of waves comes to
her as “hard smacks against the shore” (McEwan 2008, p. 83). Finally, “the sound of Edward
undressing” brings back a painful distant memory of Florence’s father undressing with “the
rustle of clothes, the clink of a belt unfastened or of keys or loose change” (McEwan 2008,
p. 99), which implies, though never directly, that Florence was molested by her own father.
When the moment that is supposed to be a wedded bliss turns out to be a complete disaster, Florence and Edward, full of shame and resentment, finally try to talk to each other but
there is so much pressure, ignorance, anger and mutual accusation that lay between them that
their life together comes into question. And then Florence, having nothing to lose, decides
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to speak her mind and describes to Edward a kind of life she would like to have with him.
She offers to him sexual freedom in return for his love and for the possibility for her to focus on playing violin, nothing else. Florence identifies absolute happiness with her love for
Edward, however mistakenly she understands it, and the development of her musical career:
We could be together, live together, and if you wanted, really wanted, that’s to say, whenever it happened,
and of course it would happen, I would understand, more than that, I’d want it, I would because I want
you to be happy and free. I’d never be jealous, as long as I knew that you loved me. I would love you and
play music, that’s all I want to do in life. Honestly, I just want to be with you, look after you, be happy
with you, and work with the quartet, and one day play something, something beautiful for you, like the
Mozart, at the Wigmore Hall (McEwan 2008, p. 155).

Edward, deeply offended and outraged, cannot accept this proposal and, suddenly, their
life together falls apart. One moment changes everything. Florence passion for music, however pure it may seem, somehow contributes to the tragic night and its consequences. She
chooses music, the only sphere that she feels fully safe in, and sacrifices all the rest: Edward,
their love and their life together. Therefore, she also subconsciously sacrifices a part of herself as her feelings for Edward seem to be powerful and true. After years, “[t]owards the end
of that celebrated decade”, “[i]n the new circumstances of the day”, Edward sees Florence’s
offer differently – as “liberated, and far ahead of its time, “innocently generous, an act of
self-sacrifice that he had quite failed to understand” (McEwan 2008, pp. 160-161). Now,
however, he does nothing to understand Florence and lets her vanish from his life. Who
knows what would have happened, how this night would have ended, if these two really
talked to each other and tried to understand one another. Jerzy Jarniewicz (2008) describes
Florence and Edward as “innocent lovers” who are “tragically helpless” in their attitude towards sexuality and who both flee from the reality, each in their own way: “both history and
music offer to them a safe refuge into the world which is pure and discarnate”. The novel
ends bitterly with Edward’s regrets and conclusion: “This is how the entire course of a life
can be changed – by doing nothing” (McEwan 2008, p. 166).
Although their reasons are different – Clive being a selfish man overwhelmed by his
self-delusive dreams of greatness and Florence acting out of fear and confusion – they both
decide to do basically the same. They choose to hide in the world of music, the world they
know the best, away from the problems of the real life. It is worth adding here that music
in the case of both Amsterdam and On Chesil Beach has a function of a character-building
device as well as it plays an important role in making possible for McEwan to fulfil his idea
of the moral potential of the novel. As he explains:
On Chesil Beach was my first attempt at using music as a marker of character and also as a vehicle for
misunderstanding. Edward’s love of rock and roll and Florence’s love of the classical repertory are part
of their mutual incomprehension. I’ve used it in […] Amsterdam as a means of talking about overweening ambition […] (Roberts 2010, p. 195).
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Both Clive and Florence are somehow punished for their evasive attitude and for their
choice. Clive’s best friend Vernon cannot stand his selfishness and criticises Clive for his
refusal to go to the police and tell what he saw with a bitter conclusion that “[t]here are
certain things more important than symphonies. They’re called people” (McEwan 2008, p.
119). Above all, however, Clive’s symphony – just like his book Recalling Beauty, published
at the height of his career, in which he lacked his own original ideas and borrowed largely
from Ecclesiastes and Noam Chomsky (McEwan 2008, pp. 22-23) – turns out to be a failure.
Clive suddenly realises that its final theme is “fatally unvaried”, therefore it is a “bombast”,
and “bathos”, even “a void” (McEwan 2008, p. 159-160). To make matters worse, it is actually a copy of Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy” (McEwan 2008, p. 176), but Clive never hears that
as he is murdered before the premiere of his symphony. And it is true that Florence achieves
professional success and makes a great career with her quartet, but when her dreams come
true and she stands on the scene of Wigmore Hall, she cannot help looking at a place where
Edward once promised her he would be (McEwan 2008, p. 163). He would mean more than
the whole applauding crowd but he is not there and will never be for after the tragic wedding
night they never saw each other again.
What about Briony? Does the protagonist of Atonement have anything in common with
Clive and Florence? On the one hand, we may look at Briony as at an over-imaginative but
still innocent child with no awareness of the consequences of her deed; that her lie will soon
destroy her life and the lives of other people. On the other hand, there is also a possibility
that Briony, at the age of 13, is capable of a deliberate, calculated lie just for the purpose of
proving to herself and to others that she truly is a great artist who will not turn back before
anything that could raise her to the heights of art. If we consider the latter hypothesis, Briony
consciously sacrifices her intimates in order to create her masterpiece – the novel. And if we
accept that interpretation, it follows that she is very similar to Clive, as they both would do
anything for art’s sake treating art as an absolute priority.
If that, however, seems hardly probable in the case of Briony, another parallel possibility
should be taken into account; that novel writing constitutes for Briony, just like music for
Florence and Clive, an evasion from life though for each of them it means something different. That is a much more plausible interpretation, especially when we recollect that already
on the brink of her crime Briony, perceived by her family as a child of “a strange mind and
a facility with words” (McEwan 2002, p. 6), feels much better in the inner world of her
imagination than in the reality, preferring colourful and eventful daydreaming to life full of
routines and limitations, irritably boring in its predictability.
There is nothing unnatural or surprising then that it is writing that she devotes herself
to between the time of her crime and the time of the nurse training. At the hospital, though
she seems changed, conscious now of all she did in the past, it is again writing that saves
her from drowning in the sea of her guilt. It is a true and long lasting passion for her: “She
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had never lost that childhood pleasure in seeing pages covered in her own handwriting”
(McEwan 2002, p. 280).
And in the autumn of her life, when Briony is a famous writer, she confesses that she
has written “half a dozen different drafts” of the novel we keep in our hands and that finally the whole long process, “fifty-nine-year assignment”, has come to its end (McEwan
2002, p. 369). The final version shows Robbie and Cecilia resuming their love, thus we can
see that writing allowed Briony to escape from the bitter knowledge and painful thoughts.
In her novel she could reinvent, reimagine the truth. She shaped the events the way she
wanted them to happen, using all her imagination and freedom allowed to the writer. Only
in her novel could she go against the facts, making Cecilia and Robbie immortal and their
love timeless. And although she admits at the very end of the novel that she “[...] like[s] to
think that it isn’t weakness or evasion, but a final act of kindness, a stand against oblivion
and despair, to let [her] lovers live and to unite them at the end” (McEwan 2002, p. 370), it
seems that in all her sincerity included in the phrase “I like to think” she perhaps tries hard
to convince both herself and the reader of her good and noble motives. “I no longer possess
the courage of my pessimism” (McEwan 2002, p. 371), says Briony, as if excusing herself
of her escape into authorial imagination.
Amsterdam, Atonement and On Chesil Beach seem to be McEwan’s postmodernist
variation on the Künstlerroman convention. With a nod to famous modernist novelists,
such as James Joyce or Thomas Mann, McEwan explores through each of the novels (as
well as his other works, e.g. the novel Saturday, or the libretto to the opera by Michael
Berkeley For You) the life of an artist and the process of artistic creation. Another significant feature which relates to the modernist Künstlerroman is McEwan’s use of epiphanic
scenes. All three novels offer a series of revealing, spiritual insights by which they refer to
the quest-fiction, or epistemological fiction, in which the characters search for knowledge
and identity.
The world of music, the world of literature – these are two different spheres of art
which still in a similar way tempt artists to lose themselves in their sweet promises. Clive,
Florence and Briony are all the characters who for different reasons, either because of
being too egoistic and delusive, too weak and scared, or too engulfed in their own unhappiness, decide to go the similar way: they choose to treat art as evasion, a flight from their
lives in all their complexity and difficulties and often from that what hurt them the most.
On the one hand, such an attitude might easily be despised for being convenient and cowardly. On the other hand, if we try to go deeper into the meaning of art, it might occur to us
that an approach like this is inevitable. And a searching question might come to our minds:
is not that what great art truly demands from artists – their full commitment, dedication,
and sacrifice at all costs…?
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“This Genteel Escapism…”. Sztuka jako ucieczka od życia
w utworach Iana Mcewana Amsterdam, On Chesil Beach
i Atonement
Streszczenie
Artykuł jest próbą ustalenia, czego sztuka wymaga od artysty oraz czy artysta ma prawo poświęcić innych dla dobra swojego dzieła. Autorka rozważa w nim eskapistyczny stosunek do życia
artystów – bohaterów trzech powieści Iana McEwana. Amsterdam, Na Plaży Chesil oraz, w mniejszym stopniu, Pokuta prezentują tę szczególną relację sztuka – artysta. W artykule ukazano także mistrzowskie posługiwanie się McEwana obrazami dźwiękowymi, jak również terminologią z zakresu
muzykologii, jako elementami budującymi postaci i tworzącymi atmosferę, co sprawia, że narracja
harmonizuje z fabułą powieści.
Słowa kluczowe: sztuka, artysta, eskapizm, McEwan, Amsterdam, On Chesil Beach, Atonement.
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