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‘I have never read anything like this, and I’m still trying to figure out what Ali Smith has done and how she has done it. Artful promises to be a series of lectures about literature, and it is that, but then it is also an astounding, moving depiction of something very rarely seen – the return of a dear departed friend, back among the living to brood over unfinished projects. This is a powerful, uncanny evocation of something not exactly fictional, but rather emotionally very real – a powerful and unprecedented work’ Lydia Davis

‘Playful, full of insight and humanity, constantly surprising … another genuine attempt to bust open the boundaries of literary form’ Jonathan Coe, Metro

‘Joyful and optimistic. Will be entertaining reading for anyone interested in the art of writing, also of living, well’ New Statesman

‘Glittering inventiveness. Not just a ghost story, but also a love letter. As emotionally freighted as a piece of storytelling, as intellectually rigorous as an academic’s essay’ Independent

‘Smith’s exuberance and cleverness delight. This is a sparky, inspiring, charm-laden little book that makes you want to read more and differently’ Scotland on Sunday

‘An insight into an author who is in love with books, invention and words in all their depth and shiny surface’ Herald

‘A revelation, a new kind of book altogether, a book that defies categorization and leaps out of every box anyone could try and put it in; a book that marries fiction to non-fiction, literary criticism to essays; a book that is as serious as it is witty, as light as it is enlightening. Artful makes you glad to be alive’ Observer, Books of the Year

‘One of the marvellous things about this book is its reconciliation of the serious – both in the form of this crumbling, smelly guest and in its ardent advocacy of art – and light. Smith, whose love of words and skill at wordplay has already been made apparent in her stories and novels, performs dodge after dodge after dodge … what Smith has done with Artful is to invent a new form apart from form, to build a kind of Frankenstein’s monster inside the act of art’ LA Review of Books

‘Engrossing, funny. A kind of magic – artful, witty and wise, Smith, like Hermes, like the Dodger, makes a charming, elusive companion’ Daily Telegraph

‘Smith is a trickster, an etymologist, a fantasist, a pun-freak, an ontologist, a transgenrenatrix … A wordsmith to the very smithy of her soul, she is at once deeply playful and deeply serious. Artful, in which she tugs at God’s sleeve, ruminates on clowns, shoplifts used books, dabbles in Greek and palavers with the dead, is a stunner’ The New York Times

‘These brief, acrobatic lectures … perform spectacular feats of criticism. Each is as playful as it is powerful, as buoyant as it is brilliant’ NPR

‘Contemplative, electrifying’ Publishers Weekly

‘An extraordinary journey … a soulful intellectual inquiry and reflection on life and art, artfully done’ Kirkus Review
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Don’t try to hold on to the wave

That’s breaking against your foot: so long as

You stand in the stream fresh waves

Will always keep breaking against it.

Bertolt Brecht

translated by Gerhard Nellhaus
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Some sources used in the writing of these talks

The epigraph is from the Song of the Flow of Things in Bertolt Brecht’s Man Equals Man (1926).

On time

Angela Carter resees Blake’s Tyger as a pyjama case in her 1978 essay, Little Lamb Get Lost; George Mackay Brown imagined the land of Tir-Nan-Og in midsummer of 1981 in one of his newspaper columns for The Orcadian, collected in the 1992 volume, Rockpools and Daffodils; Walter Benjamin writes about the storyteller’s authority in his 1936 essay, The Storyteller; the quote from Margaret Atwood about time comes from her 2002 book of lecture-essays, Negotiating with the Dead: A Writer on Writing; all the Shakespeare references here to Time with a capital T come from the sonnets, and the two lines quoted in full are from Sonnet 64. The letter by Katherine Mansfield is dated 1909, to an unidentified recipient; in it she is worrying about the strange and changeable nature of her heart. Michelangelo’s urgent instructions to his assistant, Antonio Mini, can be found on a Virgin and Child sketch held in the British Museum; the Montale / Morgan translation comes from the poem called Brief Testament; Three Wheels On My Wagon was written by Bob Hilliard to music by Burt Bacharach in 1961 and was a hit for the New Christy Minstrels in 1962; the quote from Victor Klemperer comes from the volume of his diaries entitled The Lesser Evil; and Jackie Kay kindly wrote http://www.google.co.uk especially for these talks.

On form

begins with a poem made of lines from famous poems by, consecutively, Wallace Stevens, Emily Dickinson, William Blake, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Stevie Smith, John Keats, Dylan Thomas, WB Yeats, Sylvia Plath, WH Auden, Edward Thomas and Philip Larkin. Ted Hughes meets Ovid in Hughes’s 1997 collection, Tales from Ovid; the Graham Greene comment on Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida comes from Shirley Hazzard’s book Greene on Capri (2000); its original source is an essay on British dramatists which Greene wrote in the 1940s. Later in this chapter I quote again from this memoir (whose slimness belies its richness), from a conversation Hazzard had with Greene about the impression reading War and Peace made on him. Thom Gunn’s definition of poetry comes from My Life up to Now, the autobiographical introduction to his bibliography in 1979; this can also be found in his collection of essays, The Occasions of Poetry (1982). It’s Kasia Boddy, decades ago, who drew my attention with her usual unique, generous and fruitful eclecticism to the confluence of Shakespeare and Stevens in Morgan’s Not Marble; the Horace reference comes from the Odes, III.30; Woolf’s quote about the born writer and the husks of words comes from her essay on Oliver Goldsmith; the heart as metaphor, or not, comes from Elizabeth Hardwick’s 1979 novel Sleepless Nights. I’ve purposefully misquoted the line from the song Smile, for which Charlie Chaplin wrote the tune (it was music that featured in his 1936 film, Modern Times); the true first line is slightly different, though I’d bet it’s more often remembered as this misquote. The lyrics for Chaplin’s piece of music were written by John Turner and Geoffrey Parsons nearly twenty years after Chaplin composed it. The lines about the singing bird and the apple-tree are from Christina Rossetti’s poem A Birthday; the Ovid references a paragraph later come from the stories of Apollo and Daphne and Philemon and Baucis, in Metamorphoses; the quotations from Pound come from his poem The Tree, and from New Age, 7 January 1915; the lines about the star-eaten blanket of the sky come from the poem The Embankment, by TE Hulme. This is Katherine Mansfield on the hotel’s-worth of selves: ‘True to oneself! Which self? Which of my many – well, really, thats what it looks like coming to – hundreds of selves. For what with complexes and suppressions, and reactions and vibrations and reflections – there are moments when I feel I am nothing but the small clerk of some hotel without a proprietor who has all his work cut out to enter the names and hand the keys to the wilful guests’ (The Katherine Mansfield Notebooks, Vol. II, ed. Margaret Scott, University of Minnesota Press, 2002). The quote from Woolf is from the last pages of A Room of One’s Own; the one from Yayoi Kusama, translated here by Ralph McCarthy, comes from her 2002 autobiography, Infinity Net. The quotations from Italo Calvino are from Six Memos for the Next Millennium, translated here by Patrick Creagh; these stories about Cézanne – and many more – can be found in Paul Cézanne: His Life and Art by Ambroise Vollard, which I read in the translation by Harold L. Van Doren published in 1924; and it’s the character of the Beadle, Mr Bumble, who lays claim to naming Oliver Twist alphabetically.

On edge

The quote from Leonora Carrington comes from a story called The Stone Door, written in the 1940s. Doris Day’s Let The Little Girl Limbo, written by Barry Mann and Cynthia Weil, was recorded in 1963 but didn’t reach the public’s ears till 1997; I first heard it on an album from the series of rescued pop music from the Columbia vaults, Where The Girls Are (Vol. 5). Ady Fidelin, Man Ray’s lover at the time of the photograph taken by Roland Penrose of Miller, Carrington, Eluard and herself, was a dancer; she went on to become the first black model to feature not just in Harper’s Bazaar (1937) but (according to a 2007 New York Times article) in any major fashion magazine. Nusch Eluard, an artist and performer in her own right, was the poet Paul Eluard’s wife; she and her husband, members of the resistance during the Second World War, were hounded by the Gestapo, and Nusch (whose fragility and malnutrition after the pressure of the war can clearly be seen in Lee Miller’s late photos of her) died in 1946 at the age of forty. The famous Kafka quote comes from his letter to Oskar Pollak, 27 January 1904; Hitchcock talks about his plate-glass floor / ceiling and his thoughts on the whodunnit in a 1966 Granada tv programme called Cinema, introduced by Mike Scott; the story of Dalí diving comes from Antony Penrose’s 2001 book about his father, Roland Penrose: The Friendly Surrealist; the Hopkins lines come from the sonnet whose first line is ‘No worst, there is none. Pitched past pitch of grief.’ Edwin Morgan’s Orphean poem is part iii of a poem called Rider, from his 1973 collection, From Glasgow to Saturn; Katherine Mansfield wrote about writing and acid in a letter to John Middleton Murry on 19 May 1913; and jotted down Robert Louis Stevenson’s phrase ‘literary vagrancy’ in her notebooks; Stevenson suggested arriving was a lesser experience than travelling hopefully in 1881, in Virginibus Pueresque; and the Elizabeth Hardwick quote comes from her novel Sleepless Nights. The Greek myth about the musician in hopeless competition with Apollo is the story of Marsyas; the description of the Michelangelo drawing is of his Il Sogno (c.1533); the Werner Herzog documentary about Chauvet is called Cave of Forgotten Dreams (2010). I owe a big thank you to Artemis Loi, who kindly helped with all things Greek.

On offer and on reflection

The Tove Jansson story is The Golden Calf, and is the first story in her 1968 short story collection, Bildhuggarens Dotter, translated into English in 1969 as Sculptor’s Daughter. I hope Casanova did actually say this thing about women and pleasure; the only source I can find for it (apart from a 1984 book called Taking It Like a Woman by Ann Oakley, where it also appears to have been quoted) is the novel I first read it in, Elizabeth Hardwick’s Sleepless Nights; because of this, I can’t credit a translator, but I can send readers to this Hardwick novel and that’s another pleasure in the handshake between sources. Jan Verwoert’s comments on Giorgio Agamben, art and profanity come from Frieze, Issue 129, March 2010. An aside: if I think of a contemporary inheritor of this fused literary force of coincidence / generosity found in the work of Dickens and Shakespeare, it’s Kate Atkinson. The two song lines here about the cup o’ tea for all are from Lionel Bart’s Consider Yourself; the writer whose work first suggested to me this confluence of notions of kindness and family in the word kind is Sebastian Barry; the combination is one of the driving forces of his fiction, drama and poetry. The Marlowe translation of the Ovid Elegy is from Elegy 8: He curses the bawd who has been instructing his mistress in the arts of a whore. The story goes that Marlowe’s translation of Ovid’s Elegies of Love, done in the early 1580s when he was still an undergraduate at Cambridge, was thought so ‘unsemely’ by the Archbishop of Canterbury when published that it was banned and burned. All my dictionary definitions throughout these talks come from The Chambers 20th and 21st Century Dictionaries; the Michael Ondaatje quote comes from The Cat’s Table (2011); I found the Oscar Wilde story (which Wilde called The Disciple) in Richard Ellmann’s 1987 biography; the Atwood quote about Alice and the mirror is from Negotiating with the Dead; George Mackay Brown talked about the leafing of the imagination in an aside in an article about short story writing in The Orcadian, December 1983; David Constantine allowed me to quote from a piece he was writing, at the time of these lectures, about the crucial purpose and workings of the humanities (in an era where the fact that studying the humanities has to be rhetorically and economically justified tells us a great deal about contemporary state, mindset and philosophy); last of all, the piece about the thread of these adventures nearing its end is from a page or two before the close of Dickens’s Oliver Twist.
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