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Dear Everyone, 

 Zadie Smith has been acclaimed  worldwide as a terrific new muticultural talent writing in English. 

She's very beautiful and exceptionally young to have had a hugely successful first novel "White Teeth". I 

was intrigued to find out how popular Zadies' third novel "On Beauty" would prove to be with our groups.. 

I had tried to read "White Teeth" a couple of times . Each time I hadn't been engaged by the characters 

and had had no desire to finish reading it. Her second novel "The Autograph Man" had disappointed her 

critics and readers. Then "On Beauty" received rave reviews and went on to win the 2006 Orange 

Prize .It's very unusual for me to not enjoy an Orange Prize winner. So I decided that it was time to 

swallow my  former reluctance.  

  

Yet on  beginning reading I was disappointed, I still had difficulty in caring about the characters.. If we 

hadn't been  discussing "On Beauty" I might not have bothered to read past the first hundred 

pages.Then I discovered from the groups that I hadn't been alone, lots of us had found the first part 

rather boring but when we had persevered, we had mostly been richly rewarded. 

  

 Central to the story is the thirty year marriage of Howard and Kiki Belsey- a previously strong, happy 

marriage originally based on love and passion. As the novel opens it is in crisis. Howard has had an 

affair with a colleague and mutual close friend and Kiki feels betrayed and very hurt. Kiki is a vital, 

warm and feisty woman. Her black ancestors were slaves and she has inherited a grand house from her 

grandmother. Kiki is often the only black woman amidst the predominantly white academic world in 

which she lives. She describes herself as being in a sea in of white academics. Howard is a white British 

professor at Wellington College, near Boston, ( which is an imaginary college based on Harvard.)  

  

Kiki is not an intellectual but has her own brand of emotional intelligence. We all liked her and, with 

only one exception, she seemed to be everyone`s favourite character. We responded to her warm 

exuberant personality and her refusal to be worried about her weight.. She is big and beautiful and 

proud of it. We looked at the different types of feminine beauty Zadie Smith portrays- . Kiki is a large 

woman, comfortable in her own skin, magnificent like an African queen. Her husband's mistress Clare is 

very thin, almost anorexic. Kiki`s daughter Zora is not a beauty but fiercely intelligent and determined. 

Nineteen year old Victoria is stunning to look at but needing to constantly prove to herself that she is 

attractive to men. Her mother Carlene is skinny, rather withdrawn and often martyrs herself.. She is 

dying of cancer but she suffers alone and does not even tell her own family how ill she is..Carlene states 

that she has lived her life for love and for others . "I ask myself whom have I lived for not what have I 

lived for- as most men would say." 

  

This statement prompted discussions about the way women are brought up to put others first. We agreed 

that our mothers especially were expected to live primarily for their families and for others. Often 

putting their own needs last when making choices. The nurturing aspect of motherhood lends itself to 

being unselfish. Women today have more freedom than their mothers  but we still are the primary 

carers. We discussed at some length the potential rivalry between women . Kiki had been devastated  to 

discover that Howard had slept with her friend Clare. Clare had not even really enjoyed the affair with 

Howard, . I found her very difficult to understand. She seemed to be punishing herself by sleeping with 

Howard and yet she is very fond of Kiki. We wondered how she could have chosen to betray her friend. 

  

 We agreed that, as women, there are moral boundaries we should set- to put out of bounds to us- the 

husbands and boyfriends of  our girlfriends and families and close colleagues . If we are to trust other 

women, we have to be able to expect their loyalty. It seems harder for women to network. Men seem able 

to use each other in the workplace without having to become friends, women seem to need to make a 

more personal contact with each other. It can often be other women who are bitchier and more bullying 



to each other then men are to women .  

  

But there is tremendous rivalry and bitchiness betwen Howard Belsey and the visiting professor Monty 

Kipps. Both are art history specialists on Rembrandt. Monty has earnt a higher respect for his work than 

Howard . He has published a highly praised book on Rembrandt, Howard after ten years is still 

struggling to finish his own book on Rembrandt. And  those ten years have been at the same university 

without gaining tenure. He has also criticised Monty's work (publicly making a mistake )which Monty 

ruthlessly exploits  Howard is humiliated and shamed academically.Then Monty Kipps is invited as a 

visiting professor to Howard's university.There should be no love lost between the two families. 

  

 In addition, during an earlier visit to London, Jerome Belsey  falls madly in love with Victoria Kipps 

and is then coldly rejected by her. The Belseys and the Kipps families have reasons enough not to 

socialise with each other. Surprisingly,a firm friendship develops between the two mothers Kiki and 

Carlene. "they find shelter in each other." What brings the two women together? Why do they 

understand one another so well? Is it their joint search for beauty in their lives? Kiki reminds Carlene of 

the Haitian woman in her favourite painting and leaves the painting to Kiki after her death. Is it 

because they are both black women in the midst of a stuffy white academia? There is an honesty in their 

conversation, a meeting of minds,  it's not clouded by academic competitiveness. 

  

Zadie Smith has paid homage in her third novel to the writer E.M Forster. She has said that he was the 

inspiration for her writing. Much of the plot mirrors the plot of  Forster's"Howard's End." Characters 

are moulded on the two major families found in Forster's classic. We could have spent our entire time 

comparing the two novels but then we would have had to read both novels for the groups. Instead, we 

touched on the similarities. If anyone feels inspired enough, it might be fun to go on and read "Howard's 

End" and look for the parallels.   

  

Howard's End", set in 1910, examined issues of class, behaviour, ambition and opportunity in a British 

society with proscribed rules and roles. "On Beauty" , set in the present day , examines the same issues 

in the US and Britain. Sometimes referred to as a" campus novel", Zadie uses an upscale, east coast 

American university as the backdrop for liberal America. She shows how the academic bubble is almost 

wholly estranged from the forces that move outside of it- poverty, prejudice, crime, terror and fear.  Levi, 

the youngest Belsey son, searches for his black roots . He adopts street and rap language and hangs out 

with other youths "from the wrong side of the tracks." There he meets the hip hop poet Carl who is given 

a place in Clare's poetry class at the university and eventually a job. But Monty Kipps is strongly 

opposed to discretionary treatment for kids like Carl, even though he is from a humble black background 

himself. Monty is a conservative , Howard is a liberal. Monty is a Christian, Howard a non believer. The 

clash between these opposing views comes to a head in a faculty meeting, which is brilliantly and 

humorously described. 

  

We enjoyed Zadie's writing very much - We noted her descriptive powers- the evocative scenes of 

Hampstead Heath, Kensal Green Cemetry, Willesden and Kilburn- were rich with imagery and colour. 

And the remarkable musicality of the prose depicting Mozart's Requiem. Zadie included the poem "On 

Beauty" by her husband Nick Laird. Is it just a tribute to him or a clue as to the reason for the title? 

  

Is she asking us to look at how we live our lives? Should we be living intensely, following an ideal of 

beauty? William Morris, a comtemporary of EM Forster, is famous for suggesting "to only have things of 

beauty or of practical use in one's home." Howard Belsey refuses to have paintings in his house, he 

cannot see the essence of beauty in Rembrandt's paintings. Is he locked in a theoretical, practical 

approach to life, lacking the ability to gain aesthetic pleasure from life? 

  



We were all shocked by the scene of fifty seven year old Howard sleeping with his nineteen year old 

student Victoria at her mother's funeral. He is flattered by Victoria's attentions. She deliberately seduces 

him ( strutting her stuff like Tina Turner) and he can't seem to resist her. Even though he does really 

love his wife. It is ironic that Howard seems more in love with Kiki than she is with him Kiki confesses to 

Carlene that she may have chosen to live with a woman but she decided to marry a man and have 

children. Perhaps Kiki has never truly desired Howard and that is why he has needed to prove his 

sexuality with other women. We found ourselves forgiving him even though his unfaithful acts had 

seemed outrageous at first. But we all hoped that our partners would be able to resist the temptations of 

a "Victoria" in a similar situation.It was generally thought wise to give these kinds of women a wide 

berth!! Certainly to think twice before inviting them into our homes 

  

All of our discussions could have continued way past the time that we had together. We often didn't get 

round to talking about the political themes or the class differences between the US and Britain. I hope 

that I have combined the essence of the three discussions effectively. And I have introduced as an 

experiment quoting directly some comments made during the groups. 

  

We agreed that we had mostly very much enjoyed reading "On Beauty" and those of us who hadn't 

managed to read the whole book before the meetings would still want to finish it .I was pleased that I 

had persevered. If I hadn't had the responsibility of leading the groups , I probably wouldn't have done. 

So thank you to the groups for giving me the fillip (see below) to read on past the first hundred pages. 

  

DIRECT QUOTES FROM THE GROUPS 

  

" A literary soap opera- very colourful." 

"I liked the dialogue- especially the rather fake style of American conversation." 

"The first 120 pages were rather slow and boring but then I got into it." 

"the facets of life were very real- I could imagine the differences and the thoughts - I liked it very much."" 

To me- the two daughters were too exaggerated" 

"It was humorous but could seem superficial." 

"As an American, it was very realistic for me." 

"I found some of the literary references irritating." 

"The picture of academic life felt right." 

"The setting didn't feel quite right- but I loved the art and craft of the writing." 

"I didn't want to read past page 317" 

"I enjoyed it very much - especially the handling of the moral choices of the characters." 

KIki was my favourite character- I just loved her" 

"Kiki seemed too perfect for me."  

  

WORDS OF THE MONTH 

  

P8  frowsy- slovenly, uncared for appearance 

p115- skulking-- hiding oneself away 

p134  frizzled-- curled or burnt 

p140  fiddled with-- messing/ playing with something with fingers 

p144- clomping-- treading clumsily 

p325--fillip-- an encouragement, stimulant 

p322- horse sense--common sense- 

p348  crepey-- wrinkled 

p395  stonewall-- to use delaying tactics 

 strutting one's stuff-  showing off (especailly in a sexy way )  can also mean showing off one's work  


