Ryde Library Service Community Book Club Collection

Sweet tooth
By Ian McEwan
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Genre & subject
Great Britain - Fiction
Women spies - Fiction

Synopsis
Serena Frome, the beautiful daughter of an Anglican bishop, has a brief affair with an older
man during her final year at Cambridge, and finds herself being groomed for the intelligence
services. The year is 1972. Britain, confronting economic disaster, is being torn apart by
industrial unrest and terrorism and faces its fifth state of emergency. The Cold War has
entered a moribund phase, but the fight goes on, especially in the cultural sphere. Serena, a
compulsive reader of novels, is sent on a 'secret mission' which brings her into the literary
world of Tom Haley, a promising young writer. First she loves his stories, then she begins to
love the man. Can she maintain the fiction of her undercover life? And who is inventing
whom? To answer these questions, Serena must abandon the first rule of espionage - trust no
one.

Author biography
Ian Russell McEwan, was born 21 June 1948 in Aldershot, Hampshire, the son of David
McEwan and Rose Lilian Violet. His father was a working class Scotsman who had worked his
way up through the army to the rank of major.
He spent much of his childhood in East Asia (including Singapore), Germany and North Africa
(including Libya), where his father was posted. His family returned to England when he was
twelve. He was educated at Woolverstone Hall School; the University of Sussex, receiving his
degree in English literature in 1970; and the University of East Anglia, where he was one of
the first graduates of Malcolm Bradbury and Angus Wilson's pioneering creative writing
course.
McEwan began his career writing sparse, Gothic short stories. The Cement Garden (1978)
and The Comfort of Strangers (1981) were his first two novels, and earned him the nickname
"Ian Macabre". These were followed by three novels of some success in the 1980s and early
1990s. In 1997, he published Enduring Love, which was made into a film.
He won the Man Booker Prize for Amsterdam (1998). In 2001, he published Atonement,
which was made into an Oscar-winning film. This was followed by Saturday (2005), On
Chesil Beach (2007), Solar (2010), and Sweet Tooth (2012). In 2011, he was awarded the
Jerusalem Prize.

Discussion starters
•

What is the significance of the epigraph taken from Timothy Garton-Ash’s The File: “If only I
had met, on this search, a single clearly evil person”? How does it tie in with the major
themes of Sweet Tooth and McEwan’s method of characterisation?
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•
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•

•

Why do you believe that the author chose to set a contemporary novel in the England of the
1970s during the lingering Cold War? What contemporary or otherwise timeless themes are
McEwan able to treat by adopting this political-historical backdrop? In Chapter 18, Pierre
speaks to MI5 of “the softest, sweetest part of the Cold War, the only truly interesting part,
the war of ideas” (241). Does McEwan’s novel seem to support this sentiment? How does it
treat the subject of a “war of ideas”?
McEwan chooses to employ a female protagonist. Is she convincing? What surprises you
about her character? Is she likeable? Are you sympathetic to her? How does the author elicit
this response from readers? How is she viewed by the other characters in the novel and how
does this affect your own interpretation?
Is Sweet Tooth truly a spy novel? How does it fulfil or defy your expectations of this genre? In
addition to portraying spying for political purposes, how else is the theme of spying treated?
Who in the novel is a spy? Who is spied on and for what purpose?
McEwan uses espionage as a device to talk about a wide range of subjects, including secrecy,
trust, deception, seduction, betrayal, and truth. Who is betrayed or deceived in the novel?
How do they react to these deceptions or betrayals? Are there any characters that can be
trusted? How does espionage become a metaphor for the deeper concerns of the novel—in
other words, how does genre come to serve as both a symbol of and disguise for theme?
Serena says that “[a]ll she wanted was [her] own world, and [herself] in it, given back to
[her] in artful shapes and accessible form” (105). Later in the novel she explains that she
believes that “[t]here is, in [her] view an unwritten contract with the reader that the writer
must honour. … The invented had to be as solid and as self-consistent as the actual.” How do
her statements correspond to Haley’s works? And to Sweet Tooth itself? Do both abide by
this contract?

•

In Chapter 8, Serena says that “Haley had got under [her] skin, and [she] wondered if he was
one of those necessary men”—an “impermissible” thought, she adds (105). What does she
mean by this? Why might this characterisation of Haley be considered “impermissible”?

•

Serena accuses Haley of “easy nihilism” (196). What does she mean by this? Does Haley’s
own world-view, in fact, seem consistent with the view touted in his apocalyptic novel? Do
Serena’s observations about “easy nihilism” affect your reaction of her actions throughout the
novel?
Pierre speaks to the employees of MI5 of “the hazardous terrain where politics and literature
meet” (244). How does the novel speak to the subject of cultural freedom or control of
cultural conversation? Is this topic still relevant today?
Why doesn’t Serena tell Tom about her work? Could she have told him? Should she have?
Consider Tom’s account of his discovery of Serena’s role in Operation Sweet Tooth. What
does her dilemma and Tom’s reaction seem to indicate about ethics and morality? Are the
views evinced by each character consistent with or in opposition to one another?
What view of religion and faith is presented in the novel? Consider the descriptions of the
church and evaluate Serena’s relationships with her father, The Bishop. How does his
character—and her relationship with him—seem to shape Serena's character and affect her
relationship with men henceforth? Revisit the scene where Serena returns home and cries on
her father’s shoulder. What is his response? Is it one we might expect? What other kinds of
faith are evidenced—or absent—in McEwan’s novel?
How does the conclusion of the book change your view or perception of the preceding events
and of the characters involved? Of the book’s overall messages and themes?

•

•

•

•
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•

•

•

•

•

McEwan seems to be employing first person narration, presenting an accounting as memoir.
How does the shift in narration and voice affect your interpretation of the story? Are the
narrators reliable? Consider the delivery of information and the relationship of this delivery to
what we believe as readers and perceive as truth. How easy it for the characters to distort the
truth but gain or preserve trust? How do these questions tie in with a larger conversation
about propaganda treated in the novel?
McEwan confirms that Sweet Tooth contains semi-autobiographical elements. What are
these parallels and where do these parallels diverge or end? How alike are Haley and
McEwan? McEwan and Serena? What does this tell readers about the relationship between
reality and fiction—or else the disparity between the two?
The novel contains information about writing and reading, but it also creates a dialogue about
literary criticism. How do Serena and Tom differ as critics? What seems to shape their
opinions? How is Tom’s own novel received by critics? How does this compare to the critique
of the book by Serena or other employees of MI5? Likewise, how do Serena’s literary tastes
change throughout the novel?
Subversion plays a major role in Sweet Tooth. Consider not only how readers’ expectations
are topped, but how the characters’ expectations are consistently defied. Many of the
characters are not who we expect. In addition to the complexity of Serena’s character,
Canning is revealed as a spy, Jeremy confesses that he is homosexual, and Max is engaged
and so forth. What, then, does the novel suggest about what we can know—or what we
cannot know—about others? About our own identity?
What does Sweet Tooth reveal about the process of writing itself and the genesis of a work of
literature? What does it reveal about reading? Consider Serena’s description of writing in
Chapter 5, but also, what do Haley and his stories lend to this dialogue, or the account of
Operation Mincemeat? Finally, what does the form of McEwan’s own novel contribute on this
subject?

If you liked this book, you may also like…
Man in the dark by Paul Auster
The canceled Czech by Lawrence Block
If you are looking for something new to read try NoveList! It is a free database to help
you find that perfect book. Visit www.ryde.nsw.gov.au/library
Author biography from wikipedia. Discussion starters from publisher.
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