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Praise for Bread of Angels

A SUNDAY TIMES, GUARDIAN AND IRISH TIMES
BOOK OF THE YEAR

‘Her greatest creation – the idea of what an artist should be – will live on for decades yet’ The Times

‘The post-pandemic flood of artist memoirs continues, but Patti Smith stands apart. You see the rebel artist being born in stop-motion. The narrative is radiant and intimate. A transcendent sequence that follows – like those moments in her songs when poetic incantation takes flight – displays her eccentric writing style not as a tic but a superpower. She sang herself into being. She’s written – is still writing – her own story’ Guardian

‘A fantastic read – a portrait of an artist who was at the heart of New York’s counter-cultural scene in the 1970s . . . A warm and thoughtful person, with an intense aesthetic sensibility and a – just as intense – love of family. Her losses have shaped her. Her poetic artistry has shaped us all’ BBC News

‘Smith’s life has a feeling of something from a lost world . . . In these pages, “the hourglass overturns. Each grain a word that erupts into a thousand more.” It is a deep pleasure to spend time lost in this world of memories, ideas and poetry’ Spectator

‘Smith’s eye for life’s everyday transcendence rarely fails her’ Sunday Times, Books of the Year

‘A triumph’ Irish Times, Books of the Year

‘Soulful and intimate . . . Details her childhood, her decade away from music raising a family and her return to work following a series of devastating personal losses’ Guardian, Books of the Year

‘Smith has already issued a handful of memoirs over the decades. Bread of Angels feels like the big one . . . She isn’t a rock star writing memoirs. She’s a memoirist who happens to have been a rock star. Instead of reading her books to better grasp her music, we should be listening to her records to better understand these books’ Times Literary Supplement

‘Riveting  . . . We love her because of her aura of rough authenticity, her earnestness, her seer’s way with words and her occasional snarl . . . Bread of Angels augments the list of romantically crumbling places that Smith treasures’ Washington Post

‘An expansive cradle-to-late-life account of Smith’s experiences over eight decades . . . Remarkably fresh, with long sections on subjects about which Smith has rarely written or even said much publicly . . . Enlightening’ New York Times Book Review

‘Just Kids  is the memoir we’ve name-checked as a favourite read for the last 15 years, but just wait until you’ve sunk your teeth into Patti Smith’s latest . . . Her most intimate memoir to date’ Elle

‘In her lyrical, moving memoir Bread of Angels, rock goddess Patti Smith tells the story of how she “found her voice” – both the singing and writing kind’ Independent

‘Reads more like a gospel or a beat prose-poem than a conventional autobiography. Smith is acutely aware of being part of a dying breed, those who grew up outdoors, devoured books – and fell in love. At a time when love has never been so undervalued, when “boyfriends are embarrassing”, according to Vogue, when the union of two humans is mere content, it is lovely to read about love as sacred. Smith, once again, shows us a better way to be ourselves’ Evening Standard

‘Quietly sacred, utterly beautiful’ Service95

‘There is no one like [Patti], though many have tried to emulate her. Swimming ecstatically in the “sea of possibilities”, she created entirely new vistas of what women could do in rock and she unveils in Bread of Angels a literary voice as unique and mesmeric  as the voice we heard on that first album’   Literary Review

‘Poetic and immersive . . . Bread of Angels is both a prequel and a sequel to the bestselling Just Kids . . . from “rock’s renaissance woman”’ i Paper

‘Fans will devour it’ Grazia

‘Mesmerizing.  Transcendent. Like Jeanette Walls’ classic, The Glass Castle, Smith’s saga begins with a hardscrabble childhood . . . and unfolds as a bohemian fairy tale. I wish I could simply reprint those pages here – they moved me deeply’ Los Angeles Times

‘Some of the National Book Award winner’s  most intimate recollections to date – as sweeping in scope as they are pivotal to understanding the woman behind the accolades’ Hollywood Reporter

‘If Just Kids is about innocence and ambition, Bread of Angels – a sister to that book . . . deals with the more painful realities of experience. She fills in what the earlier memoir leaves in the background: her childhood, her marriage, her fame’ The Atlantic

‘Essential reading . . . Bread of Angels is the latest in Patti Smith’s series of memoirs. This one focuses on her teenage years, where the beginnings of her creativity emerged in the poetry and lyrics that went on to form her unique style’ The Gloss

‘An intimate journey through Smith’s life’ People
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Obstacles are our wings.

NIKOLAI GOGOL
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Prelude

THE PEN SCRATCHES across the page rebel hump rebel hump rebel hump. What do these words mean, asks the pen. I don’t know, replies the wrist. These are the words forming and the writer, stationed at Dolina Charlotty, in a valley in northern Poland will decide later. Charlotty, a name evoking the porcelain face of a doll, left in the grass by a child so that she might go off to pick wild berries. Not for very long, yet long enough to be forgotten, and through the passing of time the abandoned doll becomes Charlotty in the rain, Charlotty in the snow, Charlotty pulled apart by a playful dog. Her porcelain head swathed in the shadows of beech trees growing higher through seasons of snow, of red then dead leaves. Seasons of sun fade the pink of her cheeks yet fail to subdue the impassive intensity of her marble eyes.

Why a porcelain face? Why not a rag doll, such as my own, with button eyes on a face of cloth? This penchant for alluding to things I never had, where does it come from? This unaccountable attraction to the so-called finer things described in books: a linen waistcoat, kid gloves, soft leather boots. Combing through pages, as if imagined steamer trunks, for one velvet cloak, a dress to disguise the miniature Quasimodo trapped inside an awkward child’s body. My rebel hump, my unbecoming yet altogether necessary rebel hump.

Laying down my pen, I find myself humming a melody of long ago, a song of the swampy woodland where I once lingered beneath fast-moving clouds, beguiled by everything. Rebel hump rebel hump, tramping through the reeds, the uncompromising ferns, sidestepping the stinkweed and swarms of gnats and mosquitoes. There I tied a small hammer to my belt, together with a miniature flashlight. I cracked open rocks searching for their secret hearts, signaled for alien ships to take me far afield and waited patiently, willing to embark. I removed my shoes, followed streams laced with algae and rushing tadpoles, on alert for the glint of a certain coin that afforded entrance to the underworld. Or the jagged edge of a shard that when placed at an exact point would connect with corresponding fragments, fashioning the hand mirror of oneself, an ivory one at that.

I leave my work behind and enter the forest surrounding Charlotty, inspecting internal mechanisms of the oldest of trees. Encased in the concentric rings of growth are the fibers of four white dresses, the living cells of childhood. The starched folds of a Communion dress. The fragile remnants of the dress of art. A party dress, delicate as a handkerchief, possessing the upright naivete of rock and roll, given to me by my brother. Lastly, a pristine Victorian tea gown, my wedding dress, embodying vows and tears shed for my husband, whom I loved for a time more than myself.

God whispers through a crease in the wallpaper, a drop of water bursting as an equation. Light in the forest falls. An old man sits on a barrel singing, I found a gold coin in a field, who will change it for me? A child calls out to him. Maybe my doll when I find her. She has a purse filled with silver. By will alone, a doll materializes. Charlotty. First an arm then a torso then a small proud head whose fixed blue stare has witnessed the casting out of the seraphim and the burning of the reverberating stars.

Everyone is dead, all is forgotten, echoes a voice. I inventory those still with me. I go no further than the face of my sister, innocent yet all knowing. So long as she is here our memories are ensured. But what of the future when we are both gone? Write for that future, says the pen, for the sake of the cast-off lamb, swept away as ash in a burning attic. The hourglass overturns. Each grain a word that erupts into a thousand more, the first and last moments of every living thing.

I see myself on tiptoe reaching for a crimson book, the object of a toddler’s greedy curiosity. I wanted to know what was inside, and in time desired to write one myself. I believed I could write the longest book in the world, record the events of every single day. I would write it all down in such a way that everyone would find something of themselves. Some might stay with me, others take wing. For my part, I would spew from the edges of a radiant mound illuminated by the rays of a punishing sun, a singular traveler in search of the garden of childhood’s hour.




The Age of Reason

THE FIRST SENSATION I remember is movement, my arm waves back and forth, a small endeavor that results in the toppling of Bugs Bunny from my highchair tray. My silent partner, propped there before me big as life, disappeared like a Viking ship tumbling off the edge of the world. All but a blur well beyond my reach; the earliest consequence of an action. I remember being held by my father and how different it felt from being held by my mother. He was calm; I sought his reassuring shoulder. I gravitated toward him though it was my mother who was ever present, ever dominant. Not yet one, I took my faltering first steps across the kitchen floor, then kept going. My mother was continuously challenged by her inquisitive and mobile first child who could not resist exploring, disengaging from her grip, breaking free in the park, disappearing in department stores, and spurning her affection.

She warned me of the cost of a thousand actions, but I had to see for myself and was thus bitten, stung, and exposed to all manner of insults and injuries. With little sense of the struggles surrounding me or the havoc I caused, I’d reach for the forbidden, a lit cigarette, a silver table lighter, flicking it to produce a pretty flame, sliding a tight rubber band on my wrist. A burned finger, a blue hand.

[image: A baby sits at a small table, outside in a garden with part of a house’s windows visible and tiled roofing. A hedge is right behind the baby, leaning against a trellis, and a bugs bunny doll stands next to her.]
Memorial Day, 1947, Chicago
Bit by bit I piece together an ever-expanding mosaic of my pre-existence. At the end of World War II, Grant Harrison Smith, emotionally broken and plagued with malaria-induced migraines, returned to Philadelphia from active duty in New Guinea and the Philippines. He never graduated from high school, instead joining his sister and brother as the principal dancer in their tap and acrobatic trio, but the war had cut short their prospects. Beverly Williams, a young widow who had lost a son in childbirth, was working in a nightclub. They had known each other as teenagers and found comfort and familiarity in one another after the war. He was uncertain about the times ahead but believed television was the wave of the future. In 1946, he applied and was accepted to a technical school in Chicago that included a postwar incentive of a twenty-dollar-a-week stipend. Following his plan, my parents wed in a simple civil ceremony and boarded a train to Chicago. They rented two rooms in a boardinghouse in a Polish neighborhood near Logan Square. My mother, pregnant with me, worked as a waitress for as long as she could stay on her feet.

I was due on New Year’s Eve, but arrived in the center of a huge blizzard, a day early, ruining my mother’s opportunity to receive a promotional New Year’s gift of an early freezer prototype. Instead, she continued using an old-fashioned ice chest, waiting each week for the iceman in his horse cart to deliver a large block of ice.

Within the pages of My First Seven Years, my oversized faded pink baby book filled with lists of illnesses, birthdays, and notations of my progress, my mother inscribed a poem entitled Patti. One could sense her joy giving birth to a little girl, though a sickly one with severe bronchial distress. My father said I was born coughing. He bundled me up, and together they departed the hospital in a swirl of snow. My mother said that he saved my life, holding me for hours over a steaming stand-up washtub. But I knew nothing of these things, neither the hopes of my father nor the labors of my mother, soon pregnant with another child.

My sister Linda was born thirteen months after me, during yet another Chicago blizzard. At two, I couldn’t pronounce Linda, so I called her Dinny, and for some time that name remained. I can picture my mother with her dark wavy hair and ever-present cigarette, with me toddling about, another in a carriage, and secretly carrying a third beneath an oversized Chesterfield coat. When she could no longer hide the pregnancy, our landlord forced us to relocate. With a third child on the way, my father was obliged to leave behind his vision of stepping into the fast-evolving technical world of television and find full-time work.

My mother listed all our addresses in my baby book. In the first four years of my life, we relocated eleven times, from rooming houses to furnished flats. We traveled by train to Philadelphia, stopping for a brief, unwelcomed stay with my father’s beautiful but mean-spirited sister, Gloria. I can picture my grandmother Jessie’s spinet, a small upright piano, and my aunt whacking me for attempting to play.

That winter we moved from Gloria’s to nearby Hamilton Street. My father found a job in a union factory, working the night shift; my mother continued to waitress. On Christmas Eve after a long day waiting tables, before she boarded the crowded bus home, my mother bought two large lollipops and two small hand-painted wooden penguins for our stockings, all she could afford. When she got off a strap dangled; someone had cut it and made off with her shoulder bag. She would recount the story over the years, still stricken that we had no presents for Christmas that year. Since then, I have found it impossible to pass up little penguins in flea markets or dime stores, as if to fill the vast ice field left in her sad sturdy heart.

Our new baby brother was born in June of 1949. He was named Todd, a small, wrinkled thing wrapped in a pale blue blanket. My mother set him in a wicker bassinet, and we were told not to disturb him. I remember standing over him staring, overcome with the sense that he needed protecting.

Soon after I was diagnosed with tuberculosis, spreading among poor immigrant children in our neighborhood. To safeguard the little ones and offer me a healthier environment, my maternal grandfather, who we called Daddy Frank

















[image: A young Patti, dressed in a chequered dress stands before an old-fashioned TV with her two smaller siblings in white seated on the right. Part of an adult’s trousered leg is visible, cropped out of the photo, seated on a floral print couch.]
Siblings, the Patch, 1951
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