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    ZADIE SMITH


    ENGLISH NOVELIST AND ESSAYIST


    
      	Born in London in 1975.


      	Notable works:


      	White Teeth (2000), novel


      	NW (2012), novel
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    Zadie Smith is a British author who shot to fame at the tender age of 24 after her debut novel, White Teeth, was published to rave reviews and won a slew of awards. A string of critically acclaimed novels, short stories and essay collections followed, including her most recent novel, Swing Time, which was longlisted for the Man Booker Prize (her second nomination, after On Beauty was shortlisted in 2005). She is also a tenured professor of Creative Writing at New York University.


    Smith, who changed her name from Sadie to Zadie aged 14, grew up in Willesden before reading English Literature at Cambridge. Her novels tend to incorporate characters with similar life experiences to herself (for example, much of her fiction is set in north-west London and features characters of British-Jamaican heritage), although she has stated that her work is not explicitly autobiographical. She has been hailed as the literary face of multicultural Britain.

  


  
    SWING TIME


    A NON-LINEAR BILDUNGSROMAN


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Smith, Z. (2016) Swing Time. London: Penguin Random House.


      	1st edition: 2016


      	Themes: friendship, dance, race, international development, West African society, revenge

    


    Swing Time is Smith’s fifth novel, and her first written with a first-person narrative voice. It is notable for the fact that this first-person narrator remains nameless throughout the entirety of the novel. Also nameless is the West African country in which a large part of the novel is set, although geographical clues (“The river split this finger of land in half throughout its length”, p.170) strongly imply that it is the Gambia.


    The novel tells the coming of age story of two girls, the unnamed narrator and her friend Tracey, who share their mixed-race heritage and their love of dance. Their fluctuating friendship is described throughout the novel, as both women grow and find their own successes and failures. The narrator’s career takes her from London to New York and West Africa, and the chaotically structured novel finds its setting in these three places. As well as moving between these different settings the non-linear narrative jumps between different time periods in the narrator’s life (for the purpose of clarity, the summary below is in broadly chronological order).

  


  
    SUMMARY


    DANCING AND FRIENDSHIP


    The story begins with the narrator meeting her friend Tracey at a dance class. Although they do not talk to each other that much at first, their shared skin tone (they each have one black and one white parent) means that they tend to gravitate towards each other. The narrator’s mother is unhappy with the friendship as she looks down on Tracey and tries to dissuade her daughter from attending the dance class, going as far as making her walk through flour sprinkled on the floor to prove that she has flat feet. The narrator’s mother is primarily occupied with bettering herself through education, and is often clearly irritated by the presence of her daughter and her husband. On one awkward afternoon, the narrator is introduced to her father’s white children from a previous relationship, having never known of their existence. They are clearly distressed and do not see the narrator again until their father’s funeral.


    Tracey’s father, Louie, is largely absent, either in prison or in Jamaica, and Tracey becomes withdrawn and sullen when he is away. One evening when the girls are dancing to the Thriller music video, he comes to their flat and has a violent argument with Tracey’s mother. Tracey does not acknowledge this, and tells her friend a variety of tales to explain her father’s absence and behaviour, including that he is one of Michael Jackson’s backing dancers. Tracey even shows the narrator the gun that is kept in her bathroom and explains that her father is also Michael Jackson’s security guard as well as his backing dancer. It is strongly implied throughout the novel that Louie sexually assaults his daughter.


    The girls bond over their love of dance, and obsess over Jeni LeGon, a dancer from the black and white films they watch together, as she looks just like Tracey. The girls’ tastes in music begin to diverge, as Tracey begins to prefer modern music, such as Aimee, to the old musicals her friend loves. The girls get into trouble at their friend Lily Bingham’s birthday party. Tracey decides that she and her friend will ‘put on a show’ by dancing to Aimee’s debut single (their gift to Lily). They film this and dance in a very sexualised manner in Lily’s mother’s lingerie. Although the girls go to the same high school, where Tracey saves the narrator from being sexually assaulted by two classmates, the pair begin to drift apart.


    TWO DIVERGING PATHS


    The narrator fails an entrance exam, which would have afforded her a better education, while Tracey flourishes at stage school. They meet again on a bad night out after the narrator, coming towards the end of her ‘Goth’ phase, has just lost her virginity and Tracey has had far too much to drink and ended up covered in vomit with a bloody nose. The narrator’s mother arrives just at the right time and takes Tracey to the hospital to have her stomach pumped. In her drunken state Tracey accuses the narrator and her mother of having always looked down on her. The next time they meet Tracey has adopted a rather posh accent, and the two 18-year-olds are asked to volunteer at a fundraiser for their old dance school. This they do, but the £300 raised goes missing, and the narrator’s mother and the dance teacher both assume that Tracey stole it. Tracey’s mother reacts with a violent counter-accusation of sexual abuse against Mr Booth, the dance school pianist, who is forced to quit.


    The narrator goes to university but does not know what to do with her life upon graduation. She moves in with her father, who is now divorced from her mother though clearly still in love with her, and works at a takeaway restaurant until she bumps into Tracey again. Tracey gets her work as a stagehand in the show she is dancing in. After the narrator tells Tracey that she has finally secured a job, Tracey sends her a handwritten letter which describes the narrator’s father having sex with a black sex doll described by Tracey as “like a golliwog” (p.350). The narrator is unsure of whether to actually believe that Tracey witnessed this, but it nevertheless destroys her relationship with her father, who dies a few years later.


    The narrator works at YTV, a music television channel, for a short time before she is hired as one of pop star Aimee’s personal assistants. Aimee believes in fate, and hires the narrator after the YTV offices burn down, believing that the fire is proof that they were destined to be in each other’s lives. The narrator is sceptical of Aimee’s charitable ideals and her will to build a school for girls in West Africa. She finds that her mother, now an MP, tries to get to Aimee through her, as she is also interested in international development. The narrator is shaken when she sees Tracey in a West End show whilst on a date. She obsesses over her old friend to the detriment of her date, and laments the fact that the lead of the show is supposed to be mixed race but is being played by a Greek woman rather than Tracey.


    WEST AFRICA


    The narrator’s role as a personal assistant expands into the international aid sector when Aimee decides that she wants to open up a school for girls in West Africa. Aimee adores the attention she receives in the West African village they have chosen as the school’s location, but has a short attention span and has no qualms about cutting speeches short when she is bored. She finds herself far more interested in Lamin, a Senegalese teacher, with whom she embarks on a relationship. Rumours fly around the village that she will get him a visa to the UK or the USA. Unfortunately for Aimee, Lamin is in love with Hawa, an English teacher who hosts the narrator, and wants to be with a woman who is young enough to have children with him.


    The narrator adores living with Hawa, even though she cannot take part in most conversations where they live, which are all conducted in Wolof. Hawa and Lamin are both critical of her cousin Musa for eschewing tradition in favour of strictly following Islam. Hawa, however, then goes on to marry a devout Muslim man and does the exact same thing as Musa. Lamin is clearly devastated, both because of Hawa’s hypocrisy and because he is in love with her. Hawa criticises Lamin for using Aimee to get a visa and planning his escape to the West. Meanwhile, the narrator’s relationship with Fern, a Brazilian specialist in international development, develops when he professes his love for her, although she does not feel the same way.


    There are worries that the village is being neglected financially by central government due to Aimee’s involvement. Her focus shifts from helping lots of girls to adopting one baby girl, Sankofa, and taking her to live in the West. The narrator is also overwhelmed by love for the baby, even though she has claimed that she has no desire to become a mother. She begins an affair with Lamin, though they have no real feelings for each other, and is fired as a result. In a fit of rage she sends the adoption details (including the amount of money paid to the birth parents) to a gossip magazine. Her relationship with Lamin does not last.


    Meanwhile, in London, Tracey has contacted the narrator’s mother in the hope that, as an MP, she can help Tracey’s son fight his school expulsion. The narrator finds out that her mother is dying of cancer and asks Tracey to leave her alone. In the aftermath of her dismissal by Aimee, Tracey decides to kick the narrator while she is down by publishing the video of the two of them dancing to Aimee’s debut single that they filmed at Lily Bingham’s birthday party. Despite this, shortly after her mother dies, the narrator decides to return to Tracey and try to help her and her three children.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    THE NARRATOR


    The narrator (and protagonist) of the novel tells her story in the first person, but is clearly motivated to do so by the need to tell the story of those around her, namely her childhood friend Tracey. The novel begins at the chronological end of the story, when the narrator is fired in disgrace and goes to see a screening of Swing Time in London. Like Proust’s madeleine, the sensory experience of seeing the film triggers the narrator’s memory and plunges her back into her childhood with Tracey.


    While the two girls share many traits, the narrator is characterised as lacking Tracey’s confidence, flair and, crucially, her dancing ability. The narrator defines herself according to these shortcomings and sometimes forgets to appreciate the things that she has that Tracey lacks: a caring father, a stable home life and academic ability unhindered by dyslexia. The girls are simultaneously united and in competition. Their friendship is very inconsistent, although the narrator is often defensive of her friend even when they are not close.


    The narrator knows that she is searching for something but struggles to figure out what she wants from life. She is adamant that she does not want children, but is overwhelmed with maternal feelings when she sees Sankofa. On one of her earlier trips to West Africa she witnesses the Kankurang – a man dressed in orange rags who ritually circumcises young boys – amidst what resembles a street carnival. She thinks to herself “here is the joy I’ve been looking for all my life” (p.165), and yet she sabotages her position in West Africa by having an affair with Lamin and getting fired, in a hugely self-destructive move.


    The narrator is seemingly uninterested in her own love life. She often behaves recklessly, having unprotected sex with strangers, sabotaging dates with appropriate men and having an affair with Lamin that derails her career. She seems to find some peace towards the end of the novel and realises that her job with Aimee was not right for her. She even makes peace with Fern, and thinks that she might one day be able to have feelings for him. In lieu of starting her own family, she returns to Tracey’s flat in the hope that she might be able to help her old friend and her three children.


    TRACEY


    Tracey is a very troubled person. Her problems stem from her dysfunctional childhood, in which she is raised by her single mother and only occasionally sees her absent father, Louie, who, it is implied, sexually abuses her. She withdraws into herself whenever her father is in prison and makes up stories that explain his absence to make herself feel better. When her father has a violent argument with her mother, she very calmly plays Pacman and ignores the carnage going on outside her bedroom door.


    Tracey’s story is, initially, one of upward social mobility. Her talent for dancing gets her into a top stage school and she has some
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