
  [image: ]


  
    ZADIE SMITH


    ENGLISH WRITER


    
      	Born in London in 1975.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	White Teeth (2000), novel


          	On Beauty (2005), novel


          	Swing Time (2016), novel

        

      

    


    Zadie Smith is an English writer of fiction and non-fiction. Her first novel, White Teeth, was highly successful and established her as one of the most prominent writers of her generation. Her successive works have helped to consolidate this.


    Smith is the daughter of a Jamaican mother and an English father. She grew up in London, which is the setting for many of her works of fiction, and studied English literature at the University of Cambridge. She is an acclaimed writer who has received several prizes for her books, including the Whitbread First Novel Award for White Teeth in 2000 and the Orange Prize for Fiction for On Beauty in 2006. Smith’s literary style varies from different forms of realism to highly experimental fiction. She is known for her social satire, sharp observations and lively dialogues, and for her handling of subjects such as race, class, immigration, gender, identity and religion.

  


  
    NW


    PORTRAITS OF LIFE IN NORTHWEST LONDON


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Smith, Z. (2013) NW. London: Penguin Books.


      	1st edition: 2012


      	Themes: social class, gender, sexuality, identity, multiculturality, race, adulthood, time

    


    NW portrays life in northwest London. The novel’s title designates a postcode of this area, which is the centre of its characters’ world. The characters, now adults, have grown up in a council estate in the area, and the novel follows the turns their lives have taken and shows how their background keeps defining them in many ways. Leah Hanwell, Natalie Blake and Nathan Bogle were in school together, but their current lives are very different from one another. However, their common past and social background remains significant.


    Smith explores themes such as social class, immigration, multiculturality, gender, adulthood and the passage of time in this novel. NW is stylistically remarkable, and the multitude of different kinds of people in London is matched with a variety of literary devices. Smith experiments with mixing different narrative techniques: relatively traditional third-person narration, stream of consciousness and stage direction-like passages find their places in the novel, along with unusual punctuation and use of space on the pages of the book, creating a whole which is fragmented but interconnected.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    VISITATION


    The novel is divided into sections which focus on different characters. The first section, Visitation, depicts the life of Leah Hanwell, a Londoner of Irish descent. At the beginning of the novel, Leah is alone at home. She opens the door when a distressed-looking woman, Shar, comes asking for help. Shar claims her mother has been taken to hospital because she had had a heart attack and she needs help. Shar and Leah realise they know each other (although not well) from school. Leah lends Shar some money, and Shar promises to pay her back the next day. Leah’s husband, Michel, and her mother Pauline think that Leah was being naïve when she gave Shar the money. Leah is aware of the possibility that Shar might be lying, but prefers to act with empathy towards her. It turns out that Michel and Pauline were right: Shar is a drug addict, and was lying about the nature of her distress and does not pay Leah what she owes. Leah feels betrayed, but also wants to help Shar. She works at a local organisation that distributes money to charities and small non-profit organisations, and suggests she could help Shar find help for her problem, but Shar does not want this kind of help.


    Leah has grown up on the same council estate where she now lives. Compared to Shar she seems to be successful in her life, as she has a degree, a job and a loving husband. However, when compared to her childhood best friend Natalie Blake (who used to be called Keisha), who works as a barrister and has married up, Leah has stayed closer to her working-class origins. Leah and Natalie have remained friends, and Leah and Michel often visit Natalie and her husband, Frank, but Leah feels that their lives and social circles have become too different. Besides the differences in their social status, Leah and Natalie are separated by motherhood: Natalie has two children, and Leah does not have any. In fact, Leah does not want any, although she does not tell this to her husband. At the beginning of the novel Leah is pregnant, but she keeps this a secret and finally has an abortion. After this she secretly takes a contraceptive pill. Michel would like to have children and move on with their lives. Leah does not want to move on, as she equates it with ageing and ultimately with death. However, she does not share these thoughts with other people, and attempts to behave as is expected of her.


    GUEST


    This section focuses on Felix Cooper’s experiences. Felix too lives in northwest London, but does not know Leah and Natalie. He is a black, working-class man. He has had a difficult life and has struggled with drug addiction, but he seems to be getting his life on track. He has stopped taking drugs for a while now and is in love with Grace, a woman who encourages him to make positive changes in his life. In the course of the day that is described in the novel, Felix visits his father, buys an old car he plans to repair and goes to break up with an old lover from his drug-fueled past (whom he has not seen for a while). On his way back he tries to ask two men sitting on the tube to move so that a pregnant lady can sit down, but the men respond negatively, and Felix gives her his seat. When Felix is almost home, he is mugged and killed, apparently by the same men he asked to move earlier.


    HOST


    This section is dedicated to Natalie Blake’s experiences. Natalie, who was originally called Keisha, comes from a working-class family of Caribbean origin. Natalie/Keisha and Leah have been friends since early childhood. This section shows how the two of them grew up together, and what makes them close, even though in the present of the novel they are going through a period in which they seem less connected than before. Keisha was always a smart and ambitious child, determined to succeed and to finish any project that she starts. In her youth she is torn between her religious family background and her curiosity about other ways to live and her awakening sexuality. When Keisha finishes school, she goes to study law with her boyfriend Rodney Banks. Rodney is hardworking, religious and kind to Keisha, but also somewhat boring. Keisha eventually becomes less conservative and her relationship with Rodney comes to an end. She enjoys her freedom and has some more adventurous relationships before finally settling down with Frank De Angelis, who is of Italian and Caribbean origin and much wealthier than Keisha. It is during the period of becoming a successful law student that she changes her name as part of a process of reinventing herself. After her studies and after a brief period of having a small paralegal job, Natalie becomes a successful barrister. She is now married to Frank, and the two of them buy a nice house and finally have two children. It seems like Natalie has achieved everything she had worked so hard for, but she is secretly restless. She seeks couples to have sexual relations with online, and goes by her old name for these encounters (many of which do not lead to actual sexual relations). Frank discovers her infidelity and confronts her. After an argument Natalie leaves her house, taking nothing with her.


    CROSSING


    This section follows Natalie as she walks in northwest London after her argument and meets an old classmate, Nathan Bogle. Nathan has become a drug addict who lives on the street. He and Natalie/Keisha, who started their life in the same school, have gone on to have very different lives, but they spend some time together and smoke cannabis together. Natalie remembers that her friend Leah was in love with Nathan when they were children. After spending some time together on what seemed like amicable terms, Nathan tells Natalie that she cannot understand what life is like for him, and has no place talking to him and judging him. They keep talking, but now on less good terms. Natalie contemplates jumping off a bridge but does not.


    VISITATION


    The last part of the novel returns to the first story line, Visitation. Natalie’s relationship with Frank seems to be coming to an end, as they take turns to be with their children. Michel has found out that Leah has been taking contraceptive pills behind his back, and Leah seems to be having some sort of breakdown. She lies in the sun, although she usually avoids sun because her skin burns easily, and does not respond when Michel talks to her. Michel has called Natalie asking her to come over. Natalie tells Michel that Leah loves him but does not want children. It is not clear where Leah and Michel’s marriage is headed, but Natalie gets Leah talking again. The conversation turns to the killing of a man in the area (the victim is Felix). Natalie thinks Nathan Bogle is involved. The novel ends with Natalie and Leah calling the police to tell them about Natalie’s suspicions.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    LEAH HANWELL


    Leah is one of the novel’s main characters. She is a red-haired woman of Irish origin. She grew up on a council estate in northwest London, and still lives in the area as an adult. In terms of social mobility, she has climbed up slightly. She has a degree and lives in a flat that is “nice for council” (p.8). The fact that she is living in a council flat not far from where she grew up and works for a local organisation means that essentially, nothing much has changed (especially as her childhood family already was slightly better off than many other families in her area). When compared to her former classmates from university, who are now bankers and lawyers, Leah has not been successful: “Meanwhile Leah, a state-school wild card, with no Latin, no Greek, no maths, no foreign language, did badly – by the standards of the day – and now sits on a replacement chair borrowed six years ago from the break room, just flooded with empathy” (p.32). Leah, however, values other things above material success: love, friendship and empathy, for example. Leah, unlike her husband and her friend Natalie, is not very concerned about moving forward with her life. In fact, she fears change, adulthood, aging and having children. This has to do with her fear of death. Leah struggles with many difficult feelings: she fails to live up to the expectations of her society and those close to her. Moreover, she does not want to live up these expectations. She is now in her mid-30s, but would like to live as if she would be young forever. She is aware of the irrationality of this, and does not voice these feeling to others. On top of her personal struggles, she is flooded with feelings of empathy towards people in her part of London who are less fortunate than her.


    NATALIE/KEISHA BLAKE


    Natalie Blake is Leah’s childhood friend. She comes from a religious working-class family of Caribbean origin. Despite being a black woman from a working-class home, Natalie is very successful in her life. She is intelligent, hardworking, goal-oriented and organised. She studies law and has a successful career. She reinvents herself to suit her middle-class aspirations, she even changes her name from Keisha to Natalie. She also marries a man who is from a rather wealthy family, buys a house and has two children with him. Her friend Leah describes her current circumstances by saying: “Lives just over there, in the posh bit, on the park. She’s a lawyer now. Barrister. What’s the difference?” (p.10). Although everything seems perfect, Natalie is not content with her life. She seeks sexual encounters with people she meets online, although many of these meetings do not actually end in sex. When Frank, Natalie’s husband, catches her cheating, her seemingly ideal existence comes to an end of a kind. Interestingly, Natalie uses her old name and dresses like someone from her original background might do during her secret encounters. This suggests that she is not ready give up on her old self and background. It is, however, not a simple question of reviving a past self, as Natalie was religious and did not have many sexual encounters in her youth. She experimented more freely with her sexuality when she was a student, but as she was already in the process of reinventing herself at that time, her past self from this period does not correspond to her secret alter ego either. Natalie’s most striking feature is that she attempts to live up to certain expectations that her society and family have, performing extremely well in different scenarios, but does not see to her own emotional needs. Essentially, Natalie plays different roles, but has no clear sense of who she actually is underneath it all.


    FELIX COOPER


    Felix is black working-class man who also lives in northwest London. He has previously struggled with problems such drug addiction and a difficult relationship with his unreliable mother. His father, Lloyd, on the other hand, has cared for him and his siblings with love. Another, more recent, positive person in his life is his girlfriend, Grace. Felix is now clean and attempts to move forward with his life. Grace encourages him forward, using methods such as telling him to write “a list of things he wanted from the universe” (p.100). While Felix has his reservations about what this list could actually achieve, he is grateful to have a woman like Grace in


    NATHAN BOGLE


    

    MICHEL


    

    FRANK DE ANGELIS


    

    SHAR


    

    PAULINE


    

    MARCIA BLAKE
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