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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It is my pleasure to welcome back Zadie Smith for the third time. The first time when she delivered just about the most remarkable Robert Silvers Lecture, Speaking in Tongues, the second time when I interviewed her here for her book Changing My Mind, and today with Chris Ware, who is LIVE for the first time at the New York Public Library, but I hope not for the last. The excitement for me tonight is great. And the sadness also is great, because whenever there is a season that ends I am very sad. But it’s mainly excitement, and the main excitement is I do not know what will happen. I really do not know what Zadie Smith and Chris Ware will do onstage. I will discover that with you and I cannot wait, for having the idea of bringing them together, I would like to thank Mariel Fiedler, who works on the staff here at LIVE from the New York Public Library. (applause) Mariel Fiedler, many many thanks. What I do know is that Zadie and Chris will converse and after the conversation will take some good questions. Questions take about fifty-two seconds to ask, I’ve discovered. They will then sign books and help us bid farewell to the LIVE from the New York Public Library fall season till we start again at the very end of January.

For the past seven years or so, I’ve been asking guests, talent I invite, to give me a biography in seven words, and, for the first time, both Chris Ware and Zadie Smith declined my very kind and generous offer, (laughter) so I only have four words plus three to offer to you, which is Zadie Smith, Chris Ware, Building Stories, together. Please welcome them.

(applause)

CHRIS WARE: Okay, thank you very much. Yeah, sorry we didn’t write the seven words thing, it just seemed too painful. So this is like the reason I became a cartoonist, is so I don’t have to do things like this, (laughter) but it’s still very flattering to be asked. Zadie and I have been kind of panicking about how we were going to handle this, and we are honestly terrified to be here, we hope we will not make asses of ourselves or bore you or say stupid things, although in that case I am about 150 times more likely to do it than Zadie is. But I thought what we’d do is kind of speak in a more concrete way about what writing and whatever the heck it is I do is, without being too flouncy, I guess. We will have a little bit of flounciness in the middle where we can talk a little more about bigger issues, that sort of stuff. But—I don’t know.

ZADIE SMITH: We’re going to start concrete. We’re not going to talk too much about inspiration, we’re going to talk about how writers and cartoonists are made, or how we were made, one way or another, in basic terms.

CHRIS WARE: Forged in the crucible of loneliness. 

(laughter) 

ZADIE SMITH: Yeah. 
CHRIS WARE: Since we don’t have an interlocutor, it’s a little like, it’s little like—it’s like trying to put up a tent without poles. So hopefully—should we start? And time will pass, (laughter) I have learned this now.

ZADIE SMITH: It’s going to happen.

CHRIS WARE: So we figured this is a good place to start here, because frequently when authors get up and talk about stuff or just sitting here talking and it gets boring pretty quickly just looking at, like, my reflective forehead and hearing my nasal voice. So we thought we would show some family photos.

ZADIE SMITH: Yeah, this is me. A lot of these photos both of I and Chris are going to involve hair issues of various kinds. (laughter) This is an early hair issue of mine, the wind/Afro nexus. That’s me and my youngest brother Luke and my father Harvey, on some English holiday somewhere, you can tell from the beautiful weather. I guess I asked my mum to send me photos of me in my childhood and awkward adolescence and she really went to town on that premise, also including lots of photos where she looked stunning, so that was nice of her. 

(laughter)
CHRIS WARE: What year were you born?

ZADIE SMITH: There you go. There’s a good example. Triangular Afro there. Sorry, go on?

CHRIS WARE: What year were you born?

ZADIE SMITH: I was born 1975.

CHRIS WARE: Okay, right.

ZADIE SMITH: So I guess we were thinking about—it’s hard to avoid when you read comic books, graphic novels, and maybe bildungsromans, first novels, this idea, this archetype of the writer as a deeply lonely, isolated child, and I did have some of that. I mean, I had siblings and Chris is an only child, but when you look like that at thirteen, I don’t know what I was attempting there, you do have a lot of alone time, basically.

(laughter)

CHRIS WARE: You look cute.

ZADIE SMITH: Alone time. Yeah, gloves, and waistcoat. This is a good one, too. I think Prince was the inspiration for the hair. 

CHRIS WARE: What does the shirt say? Universal?

ZADIE SMITH: It fit me, that’s what it was important about it. It didn’t matter what was on it. That’s my dad. To kind of—tracing a complete visual blindness that goes through my life. This is my family’s idea of hanging pictures. That’s not the camera, (laughter) that is the way the pictures are hung. And that is the sofa. Gorgeous.

CHRIS WARE: Works.

ZADIE SMITH: Yeah, yeah. So a lot of time spent alone, a lot of time spent reading. This I don’t know what I’m wearing or why, but I had broken my leg trying to smoke a cigarette out of my window, actually, (laughter) and I fell three stories.

CHRIS WARE: Oh, my God.

ZADIE SMITH: Which was again then a long period of alone time. Time in hospital, I was on crutches for a year and a bit.

CHRIS WARE: Why did you fall out of a window?

ZADIE SMITH: I was right on the ledge, to avoid my glamorous mother there, and I thought she was coming up the stairs and I just—I fell out (laughter) into the back garden.

CHRIS WARE: Wow. 

ZADIE SMITH: Three stories, it was high, it was like sixty feet, but I was lucky to live. We can talk later when we talk about theory and practice, some of the themes in Building Stories and NW but in my life I think those three things of being alone a lot, or feeling that I was alone a lot, having a much older father who you saw a moment ago, and actually that strange kind of near-death experience, that feeling of having almost seen over the wall at something else were a few things that seemed to me shaped me in one way or another.

CHRIS WARE: How old were you when that happened?

ZADIE SMITH: Jesus, the wind in my hair, it’s not fair. It was sixteen when that happened. 

CHRIS WARE: Sixteen.

ZADIE SMITH: There’s my mum looking great again. 

CHRIS WARE: All right. 

ZADIE SMITH: Oh, here we go.

CHRIS WARE: Sorry.

(laughter)

ZADIE SMITH: Your turn!

CHRIS WARE: Okay, so I was born in Omaha, Nebraska, in 1967, (applause) so I’m eight years—someone else was born in 1967 here—and I grew up reading comic books and thinking I was going to get muscles and be a superhero. This picture was taken by my grandmother. That’s my Snoopy doll; I made a costume for him as well. I didn’t really read superhero comics, I read Peanuts more than anything, and it’s Peanuts that’s kind of stuck with me. Mostly I just copied superhero comics and designed my own costumes and thought that if I drew it enough, like my muscles, I would just become more masculine, but that clearly did not happen. 

This is my mom and my biological, “real” father, or as he termed himself, in the one phone call I think I had with him, I think he did call himself the sperm donor. Which at that time I thought, “jeez,” but now when I look back on it it breaks my heart, because he obviously so awkward and upset and it had taken him so much to call me to say that, now I just feel terrible that he was so uncomfortable, so this was taken two years before I was born in my grandmother’s driveway. 

That’s my mom, my grandmother, and my grandfather. Later on, both my mom and my grandfather were journalists. My grandfather was a newspaper editor and managing editor, and my mom was a reporter and an editor. They both worked for the same newspaper, the Omaha World-Herald. My grandfather was actually responsible for picking a lot of the comics that went into the newspaper itself. My grandmother was an amazing storyteller. I used to like to sit and listen to her at the kitchen table and tell stories about meeting my grandfather when they were in their late teens. It was almost like time travel listening to her talk. 

This is a drawing by my grandfather for me when I think I was about maybe five or something like that. He actually wanted to be a cartoonist and went to college telling his parents that he was studying mathematics but he was taking art classes. And he got thrown out of college then for stealing the dean’s stationery and sending out letters to all the fraternities on campus telling them to come in to the gymnasium on Sunday morning for mandatory VD testing (laughter) and so then he was kicked out. And ended up getting a job then as a newspaper reporter. But he could draw these sort of like weird turn-of-the-century faces. This is 1973, like, you know, nobody really knew what Fu meant or long mustache or a stiff collar was at that time. 

This is my mom, she’s always very, very encouraging to me and very warm person, signed me up for art classes and to this day continues to encourage me in every endeavor. I think I had a happy childhood, actually, for the most part, but you know. (laughter) I don’t know what happened exactly, it just get worse as time goes on. (laughter) I used to get mistaken for a girl, when I’d go out to dinner with my mom, the waitress would say, “What would you like, miss?” with my pouty red lips or whatever, so I guess I tried to make up for that with plastic glasses or something. Things got really bad then after college. 

This is my grandmother—this is probably the least flattering picture taken of grandmother and me coming back from, I think this is in 1989 or so. Just, finally, here, this is when my grandmother decided to move out of her house in Omaha, Nebraska, and move down to Texas, where we were living. She moved into a retirement community. And we went through all of the liquor bottles in her cabinet one by one. (laughter) This is my stepfather David there on the right. He’s been married to my mom now for almost thirty years. He’s a really great, funny, warm guy, who’s basically been my dad for all this time. Wonderful guy.

ZADIE SMITH: Can I ask you a few questions first, before we zip along? 

CHRIS WARE: Sure, if you want.

ZADIE SMITH: I was just wondering about the way you drew as a child. I was thinking of that Crumb documentary and watching those boys obsessively go over the comic books again and again, almost instinctive copying, they don’t really add anything, they just do the same thing over and over. It’s interesting to see with the Crumbs, that Robert at some point pulls ahead in some way, or he’s able to move into a next stage, and the brothers keep obsessively copying and I wondered what your experience was.

CHRIS WARE: Yeah, I just drew. Mostly it was like these weird kind of almost homoerotic drawings of just guys in tights with muscles and trying to get like the six-pack down, you know, and I don’t know what I was thinking, honestly, it was just repetitive, there was no storytelling to it at all. Meanwhile the cartoonist Seth, I don’t know how many people know his work, he’s a great Canadian cartoonist. I think he drew a thousand pages of comics until he was sixteen years old or so.

ZADIE SMITH: Fully narrativized.

CHRIS WARE: Fully narrative, really funny by adult standards, really, sentimental superhero stuff, but really accomplished, you know, so I don’t think I drew my first story until I was maybe eighteen.

ZADIE SMITH: So what do you think all that copying was about? That figure over and over again.

CHRIS WARE: Probably just like the lonely kid trying to prove himself and hoping that some girl would come and look over my shoulder and see the drawing.

ZADIE SMITH: Because they love that stuff, girls.

(laughter)

CHRIS WARE: Yes, it’s guaranteed. So. I still am deeply ashamed at the clear confusion that I was working under the muddled thinking. To this day, I’m probably still doing the same thing. Does that answer your—

ZADIE SMITH: Yeah. Maybe the thing about college and university, like from the obsessive point of childhood, where you think you are the only person interested in this stuff or the only person who would be concerned with what you’re doing. Supposedly college, university is meant to be a great drawing out, no, a kind of release? Was it that way for you?

CHRIS WARE: I guess a little bit, mostly it was just I felt really outclassed. I didn’t as a kid, I mean I went to the art museum and took art classes, but it seemed to me like art was something that had already happened, like it was over, basically, and that it was now—it was just all advertising and movies and TV shows and that nobody did that sort of stuff anymore. By the time I got to college, I’m exaggerating a little bit slightly here, but by the time I got to college, I was totally ill acquainted and un—unacquainted and ill-equipped to deal with contemporary art, so it was kind of like a crash course in figuring out what had been happening for the past three hundred years or so.

(laughter)

ZADIE SMITH: But your first concern then was with craft, no? Making something small, beautiful, precise, it wasn’t with the ideas of art?

CHRIS WARE: Yeah, I think so, definitely, and I guess that’s kind of continued and then that’s not exactly like—that’s not something that is looked upon favorably in art school, certainly not in the eighties or nineties. So I guess I’ll just keep going here. We’ll switch back—

ZADIE SMITH: You look like a normal adult there, things have improved.

CHRIS WARE: Yeah sort of I guess. I went to the University of Texas in Austin, it was really, really, really, really hot there, so occasionally I’d go swimming with my friends. Off to the right there is my friend John Keene, who drew comics for the student newspaper, as did I. We sort of influenced each other and bolstered each other, very, very, incredibly smart guy, sort of directed my thinking in a lot of ways and introduced me to a lot of earlier comics. My girlfriend and another friend there on the left. It was so hot I spent almost all my time just sitting next to an air conditioner drawing or making stuff. That’s actually me in my grandmother’s basement there on the right, where I used to sit as a little tiny kid and when I would go back and visit her I’d still work at the same table.

ZADIE SMITH: So Quimby was already happening when you were in college? 

CHRIS WARE: Yeah.

ZADIE SMITH: And was Quimby something from childhood, something that continued on? 

CHRIS WARE: No, it was just something I started drawing when I was about nineteen, twenty or so. Really self-conscious stupid art ideas. This is a big crappy painting that I spent a whole semester doing and I put Peter Saul to sleep doing the final critique, he was standing there trying to stay awake talking about it. I feel guilty about it to this day. These are just some life drawings. I did know about Renaissance art and life drawing and trying to actually see and I really wanted to do that, so I still continued even through graduate school to take life drawing classes and to this day I kind of feel like they were the classes from which I learned the most, actually just looking at the human body. 

This is a crappy painting I did, it’s about eight by twelve feet, of—when I was in school I think the painters who were most talked about and who I liked, David Salle, Robert Longo, and Julian Schnabel, I was trying to do stuff that had a sense of both the internal but also to try to introduce a little bit of embarrassment, maybe, and to get more in touch with my internal feelings and I thought, “Well, I’m going to do a painting about my grandfather, you know, it may not make sense to anybody,” and there’s a little doll there that I made based on a superhero figure, it’s a shelf, there, and then I made an animated cartoon that’s projected on it and that’s his hat.

And this is a kind of a sculptural painting with movable pieces on it, inspired by the artist Öyvind Fahlström who did these paintings called, I think they were called Movable Krazy Kat, I might have the name wrong, but it was just a great idea to make a painting that you could touch and move around. Then on the corner there is a little mechanical toy that a built, if you push the button it’s like a joke about Abstract Expressionism, it’s a painter who just makes a mark over and over again. (laughter) You know, kind of childish. This is again my grandmother’s house here, unlikely to mean anything to anybody other than me. 

ZADIE SMITH: Oy.

CHRIS WARE: So how old are you there? 

ZADIE SMITH: I think I’m just about to go to college, actually, I’m just eighteen, probably singing “Wonderful Tonight” or something, (laughter) some great classic like that. I had the thing at that point I kind of had the same feeling when I’m talking to other artists, writers, who wrote a lot when they were teenagers, and somehow I didn’t do that at all. I maybe wrote four stories throughout the whole of my adolescence. They were perfect copies, that’s what I did—I copied a Agatha Christie story or a P. G. Wodehouse story, sometimes to the extent of typing out the story itself. And sometimes changing it in one way or another but for some reason that was my main instinct, and the first thing I really wrote seriously was in college, two stories and then White Teeth, so there wasn’t a lot of—writing was not really a part of my life, (laughter) but the thing about that is that’s it’s reading that is the practice, it’s not writing. I was reading obsessively all the time forever, every day, and that’s I think where you learn to write, not in the actual writing. The writing was an explosion of eighteen years’ worth of reading all the time.

CHRIS WARE: What were you reading, Keats, when you were like fourteen or something like that?

ZADIE SMITH: But you know, it was nothing unusual about it in the sense that that’s how the schools worked, you know, in a normal comprehensive school, the kind I went to, two thousand kids, total madhouse, but an English A-Level, they still had this idea that you’re going to learn eight books and they should in some way represent the history of English writing, so we did Keats, Milton, Austen—one book each, you understand, of each these people, a Shakespeare play, maybe a contemporary poet like Seamus Heaney, for example, but that kind of exercise, I mean, it’s incredibly useful, no? And it’s extraordinary to watch a load of fifteen-year-olds learning Antony and Cleopatra or Milton. You know, kids who have absolutely no interest in it really or never have an interest in it again, but it was just a training.

And then college, then at Cambridge, the summer before you go—which is kind of horrifying, this is another great hair episode in my life, flat iron—before you turn up they send you this list of books that you ought to read before you turn up. I mean, it’s scandalously long—it’s like starts at the Bible and ends conservatively around 1960, and there’s no way you can read them all, but I didn’t realize that you weren’t meant to—I tried as hard as I could over that summer to read all of them and that experience really is what—

CHRIS WARE: You’re probably the only student in the history of—who ever did that. 

ZADIE SMITH: But it came out of ignorance, I didn’t know anyone who’d gone to university, really, I thought that was what you had to do, so I did it, and it was a good exercise, but almost all the training was not—I guess I want to talk to you about it later, was not this obsession with originality. Like, I notice with my students they’re very concerned with being original or their creativity. And that was just not my experience of coming to writing. It was more taking in the work of other people entirely, like swallowing it whole.

CHRIS WARE: That’s interesting. I never would have thought that writers would do that, but I guess it makes sense.

ZADIE SMITH: I thought that boy was very good looking at the time, and I was right, but I also thought I looked great, and I was wrong. (laughter) There was a delusion there halfway. Explains a lot of the reason he’s not even looking at me at that moment. (laughter) That’s just me thinking about Sylvia Plath as usual. (laughter) I was always thinking about Sylvia Plath. That’s White Teeth, which was just toward the end of college.

CHRIS WARE: You said you wrote two stories and then White Teeth, so you sat down to write those two stories, were you intimidated and freaked out and panicked or did you think, “All right! Here I go!” Do you remember?

ZADIE SMITH: No, I wrote them for a reason. There was a competition in college where you could write stories and if they got through this process they would be published in this little book that contained stories from Cambridge and stories from Oxford. Like ridiculous elitist affair, really, but I desperately wanted to be in it. So that was my reason. I never would have, maybe I would have later in life, but I can’t imagine sitting down and thinking, “I’m just going to write for no purpose.” I had no reason to think that that was something that you would do.

CHRIS WARE: Basically it was print. 

ZADIE SMITH: I needed to have a structure or somebody to ask me for something. Even to this day, I don’t often sit down and just write an essay. I need someone to say, “can you do this and do it by this point?” I need some kind of restriction. 

This is my mum and me at the launch of White Teeth, which happened in her flat in Willesden. Poor Mum. I looked agonized, I don’t know why. I think it was a mixture of the feeling of having your family life, this childhood existence, suddenly mixed with this professional life, which I found totally horrifying, you know, like a wedding when you wonder how your husband’s family and your family are going to get on. I couldn’t imagine my past life and this new odd thing that happened to me jelling in any way. Of course, everybody was perfectly happy. I was completely paranoid and in hell. My mother was delighted.

CHRIS WARE: Defines my life, right there.

(laughter)

ZADIE SMITH: But it was a nice thing. Also—maybe we could talk about it in relation to houses later. It was that feeling of being in a place. I’d been in that flat since I was eight, I suppose, eight or nine. And you have these kind of layers of life in it. So weird to be a kid and then the adult and then to have this adult thing happen in it. I’m always fascinated by people, for instance, who live in a flat as a child and then grow up in and then have children in it. I think it’s the most extraordinary to live in the one space. Our neighbors do that at NYU.

CHRIS WARE: Less and less happening in America.

ZADIE SMITH: So that’s me, uncomfortable with my mother. Professional life.

CHRIS WARE: Also then, from there, then, like how, I’m just curious, and I kind of know, but I’m just curious to hear you talk about it. How then from writing those two stories how did White Teeth come to be, how was it published? It’s like, it just—

ZADIE SMITH: It’s kind of—it’s not a very typical story because I didn’t really do anything for that—to make it professional. I was such a student and to me writing was something, which happened in classrooms and in university or at school. I was just writing. I was writing in my room and I got a letter. The story that I’d been writing for this thing, and this editor in London had read it and he said, you know, “It’s good, why don’t you—do you ever think about expanding it or doing something longer?” And it was that prompted thought, “Yeah, well, maybe I could do something longer,” and that’s what happened with White Teeth and then I brought it to him. He was actually about to buy it for a thousand pounds, and I was absolutely delighted, beyond belief delighted—

CHRIS WARE: Wow!

ZADIE SMITH: And just by accident I went to dinner a few nights later with a kid from university who was a fancy family, academic family, writers and publishers, and I told them my amazing story, “I’m going to sell this book for a thousand pounds, can you believe it?” and they were like, “Oh, no, honey, don’t do that. (laughter) You need an agent,” which I’d never even heard of. And so that’s how it happened. I got an agent and then we sold it. And then I hadn’t finished it, so I was in this odd situation of I was completely broke, they hadn’t paid me anything, I was living in this friend’s spare room, I was collecting the dole, and I remember going to the bank, and saying, “Look, you’re not going to believe this, but I’ve written this novel and these people are going to pay me money, could you forward me a thousand pounds?” (laughter) Not a cent, they would not give me a brass cent.

CHRIS WARE: Jeez, I wonder why.

ZADIE SMITH: It didn’t look like it was a real thing. So I went on the dole and I kept on writing for that year and then I guess I broke up with a boyfriend and moved back into my mother’s flat and finished it there. And then it was published, but it was a very surreal experience. I think it was the same year as Jimmy Corrigan, no? Just about 2000?

CHRIS WARE: I guess, but that’s just astonishing, and I don’t mean to backtrack, but it was one of your teachers sent it to the editor or something like that?

ZADIE SMITH: No, he wrote to the college, he wrote to me because he had also been at the university, so it’s just a classic case of this small community in England who all circulate around this university. I was just lucky. He wrote and said, “I’ve seen this story, do you think about doing anything longer?” I never know whether I would been pushy or whether I would have done it by myself, I don’t know. I wanted to be an academic and I think I probably would have gone that way.

CHRIS WARE: So you just like narrowly scraped that fate?

ZADIE SMITH: But for a long time at age twenty-four, it was just a complete shock. Like I didn’t—For me, and particularly for my family, like when I told my family what had happened, both my parents’ main concern was that I was going to be sued. They’d phone all the time and say, “Have you finished this thing? Because if you don’t finish it, then they’ll sue you, they’re going to sue you!” (laughter) They couldn’t get their mind around the idea that it wasn’t going to become a legal mire, that someone was paying me for this thing that they didn’t really imagine anyone would pay me for. So it was very odd for all of us.

CHRIS WARE: You were like twenty-two years old, right?

ZADIE SMITH: Yes, it was very odd. And it took a lot of—Also because of that childhood experience when you conceived of yourself as one of life’s losers one way or another or, at least, you think of yourself as a loser and then you think of yourself in that graphic novel way as a kind of proud loser, like, you’re a loser, but they’re all worse losers because they don’t understand me.

CHRIS WARE: I don’t know what you’re talking about!

(laughter)

ZADIE SMITH: You have no idea. Yeah. That was my mind-set to then have to switch on a dime and realize that I had been successful, I had to become, you know, gracious and decent and an adult when I was so used to being a sulky, Sylvia Plath–reading, polo-necked teenager. It was a tough switch for a while.

CHRIS WARE: Your writing has the maturity and wisdom and voice of what I hope to have when I’m seventy-five years old, (laughter) and that came fully formed in your first novel. You were supposed to explain to me how that happened. 

(laughter)

ZADIE SMITH: I feel, it’s a mutual compliment session. But I mean, I read Corrigan I think I feel like when I was on the road maybe with Dave Eggers the first time I came to America for a book thing. And I was struck by the same thing, this idea of the historical depth and looking through something, through an age, like the one thing I’d felt very much amongst my friends, or my generation, I felt uncomfortable that we were all so stuck in the contemporary, I didn’t feel that way, partly because of my father and that distance in age, I couldn’t feel that way. When I was reading Jimmy Corrigan, it was the same thing, you have Chicago, but you also have Chicago going back, the World Fair, I’m also obsessed with World Fairs.

CHRIS WARE: You are?

ZADIE SMITH: Yeah, completely, there was one in Willesden; we’ll talk about that later. 

CHRIS WARE: I didn’t know that. All right.

ZADIE SMITH: That kind of knowledge that you’re in the world, but also the world goes back some way, and that every step you take, someone else stepped on this piece of pavement or lived in this room, that was always my preoccupation, I always thought it was yours, too, you can see it in that book.

CHRIS WARE: I suppose, yeah, I didn’t think it was that unusual, necessarily. Okay, it’s my turn here, so I’ll go through this quickly here. When I was doing strips for the Daily Texan, again the student paper at the University of Texas at Austin, I got a phone call one day from Art Spiegelman, who had seen one of my horrible strips on the back of a press clipping about Maus, which had been I think the first book which had been published then. And I thought it was a joke at first, actually. I thought it was possibly one of my friends calling just pretending to be him, but it was actually Art, and from that point on, Art and I corresponded and he encouraged me and I eventually was published in his and Françoise Mouly’s Raw magazine, which for me was like the best thing that had ever happened to me. It was a magazine that I had been reading since I had been in high school, which I discovered one day while searching for pornography in the back room of the comic shop that I’d been going to for years, I pulled it out and saw the word, “Raw,” I thought, “All right! This is it,” (laughter) but instead it just ended up being a very avant-garde and literary and challenging experimental comics, which I nonetheless took home. And it was where Art was first serializing Maus, so to that day, and Françoise works now as the art editor of the New Yorker and continues to be charitable to we cartoonists. This is a couple of covers that I’ve done recently for them, that’s of course jumping ahead like three hundred years there. 

So this is the cover for Jimmy Corrigan which I started serializing—once I moved to Chicago to go to graduate school I continued doing a strip on a weekly basis for a free weekly called New City and that’s where I started doing Jimmy Corrigan. I never thought it would a long book, I just thought it would be a few pages about a guy meeting his father for the first time, which as you can guess based on the earlier photographs, was sort of biographical, and then as Zadie said it toggles back and forth between 1983 and 1893, and it goes like sprawlingly all over the place because I am not a writer and I didn’t really plan too much but I discovered that as I was working on it there was something about comics that sort of created this sort of, for lack of a better word, buoyancy, because there’s not a lot of buoyancy in the act of drawing comics. It’s a lot of sort of like kind of an awkward carpentry, like the way you might imagine Gilligan or something making a bookshelf or something out of twine and sticks or something. It’s just not a very satisfying kind of medium in which to work. 

Since Zadie brought up the idea of time going back and forth. All this was influenced by a fantastic cartoonist who very few people know about at the moment but in about a year and a half everybody will know about named Richard McGuire, who did an amazing strip in Raw magazine called Here about the corner of a room and all of the historical events that happened in that, going forward and backward in time. And that strip, I mean, if I can say it completely unironically, blew my mind when I first read and to this day remains sort of a focal point in my thievery, and I’ve been stealing from him basically, but he’s a good friend—

ZADIE SMITH: I have to add my voice to that, too. I have the same reaction to that strip and it’s really—I read it in my friend Josh’s dorm room just before I started writing White Teeth and it had exactly the same effect, just the thought of a lived life in a room. It’s so beautifully done. I wish we had an example to show you.

CHRIS WARE: I would have brought it, yeah.

ZADIE SMITH: But the idea of these years passing in one space really preoccupied me, it’s a fantastic piece of work.

CHRIS WARE: He’s been working on a book version of it now for a number of years and it will come out in a year and a half from Pantheon. Again, it’s called Here. I think, anyway. Actually and this is somewhat—entirely inspired by that strip, so that gives you an idea. There’s the street corner in Jimmy Corrigan that is sort of a focal point for the two differing narratives to meet up. This is from the very beginning of the book and the very end of the book. 

ZADIE SMITH: You see it in Building Stories again, though, the sense of the house having these different time codes, different people at different moments.

CHRIS WARE: Yeah, and even when I was younger, I thought about trying to get at more the four-dimensionality of space in comics because comics really are a medium of flattening. I think Art has even put it, comics are an art of turning time back into space and flattening it out and trying to see everything all at once, so that’s been a concern of mine, though that sounds like I’m a real artist. 

So there’s proof that we actually know each other, (laughter) my horrible fat head. We met in 2001, when I came—I was—You had won the Guardian first book award in 2000 and then there was a horrible clerical error and they awarded it to me the following year (laughter) and I went and very nervously accepted the award and then we met each other.

ZADIE SMITH: Yeah, and I was getting—I guess like a lot of people, getting increasingly preoccupied with graphic novels, which was the new posh word for comics that we’d been reading as teenagers. I was so excited to meet Chris, and we went to—I had to think of somewhere to go, to take him, and I was aware—I assumed from the comic books that he might not be the most gregarious soul, and we weren’t going to go clubbing or anything, (laughter) I had to think of something that we could both enjoy and it happened that the Turner Prize was on that year and there was the exhibition I guess at the Tate Britain. 

And we met up and we went around it, and I actually like and admire Martin Creed, but it was the year his light going on and off won, and I remember ushering Chris into this room and saying, well, this is what’s just won our premier art prize in England, the light’s going on and off, and there was a look on Chris’s face of true horror, and I felt it a little bit too, because we’d been talking so much about the idea of craft and care and I’d also learned what I didn’t know about the making of comic books at the time, which might thing a very banal thing to say, but I hadn’t realized how much time it took. He talked a little bit about how long it takes to make a single page, and I was so blown away by the kind of applied effort. Like, when I’m writing there is that effort but there is a secondary effort in these graphic novels of the visual and the combination of the two and what an incredible obsessive act of craft it is. It was just funny to have been talking about that and then to be in front of this light going on and off.

CHRIS WARE: It was nice. It was fresh.

(laughter)

ZADIE SMITH: It was but then I guess we were thinking, where I felt a communion with Chris is the idea that we’re both moderns, in that we live in a modern period and have an understanding of what that demands but whether it would be possible to make a kind of art which was both formally interesting but made you feel full instead of like some joke had been played on you. I think that was part of the feeling that I had going through the Turner Prize was that the ideas were smart and the concepts were fascinating. A lot of the time your affective experience was shallow, no? You got the joke and you walked on. So that question of whether you could find some form which would be both innovative and interesting but also still concerned with human beings, still concerned with them in their entirety. When I first read Chris, I thought, “Well, there’s someone who’s doing that,” and that was really exciting to me.

CHRIS WARE: Well, in art school, I mean—

ZADIE SMITH: That’s from that day. I forced you to do that. I remember in the café and you looked so—

CHRIS WARE: Terrible drawing.

ZADIE SMITH: I was so excited. To this day—

CHRIS WARE: You have a low threshold.

(laughter)

ZADIE SMITH: Wherever I move, wherever I go, I take it with me first. I love that picture so much. My mother kindly scanned it.

CHRIS WARE: I’ll have to do a better one for you or something.

ZADIE SMITH: I love it. I have my own Jimmy Corrigan, it’s amazing. So lucky.

CHRIS WARE: My wife would very much argue with you, she would say that’s not so amazing, she has to live with me every single day. (laughter) I was just going to say when I was in art school—I mean, the worst thing you could have been called in art school was an illustrator. It was like, you know—If you drew a picture that meant what it meant, then you were illustrating something and that was wrong. It was almost worse than being called a pornographer or something, so—and I mean that seriously. So I felt like, this confusion of how to communicate with images directly. I wanted to communicate feelings. Really, I was interested in ideas, but I didn’t feel like that’s what—I wanted to try to re-create the sense of depth of feeling that I got from artwork that moved me the most profoundly. Most of the time I’ve only ever been moved by books and music anyway, so.
ZADIE SMITH: But I think that’s the best argument. When you’re in those debates, I actually—the reason I went to that Turner Prize thing, which Chris knows, up to now was a secret, was because I knew Madonna was presenting, (laughter) which is a terrible reason to go but I really—she was a hero of mine when I was a kid, and I really wanted to see her in the same room, but in order to do that I was forced to talk about the Turner Prize for five minutes on television, which I really didn’t want to do.

CHRIS WARE: What did you say?

ZADIE SMITH: Well, I found myself immediately forced into the kind of discussion I’m sure you had at art school and I used to have a lot in college, where you find yourself in this conservative position because you’re interested in craft, and it’s annoying because actually you might have ideas which are in some ways formally innovative, but you’re kind of backed into a corner and you’re the painter or the illustrator or the person who’s sitting around reading Tolstoy or whatever it is. So, but I think the best argument against that is exactly as you said, the affective experience, it’s about the difference between fullness and thinness, it’s about wanting to have that feeling you’ve had in front of great works of art. They don’t have to resemble those great works of art, you don’t have to write Anna Karenina again and you don’t have to see you paint like Leonardo da Vinci, but you need to have the feeling—some aspect of that feeling in front of those artworks needs to be reproduced because that’s why you got into the game in the first place, is to have those kind of feelings.

CHRIS WARE: What is the first piece of art or writing or music that moved you to tears? That you really remember just affecting you. I don’t mean to put you on the spot if you can’t think of it.

ZADIE SMITH: Probably Jane Eyre. Jane Eyre in the red room. I read it when I was twelve or thirteen. I also think when people say that they underestimate the children’s stuff, the stuff you read really young, now I’m reading to my daughter some of the books, like Are You My Mother?, for example, which Alison Bechdel made such a good use of recently. You realize that they’re the books which really had the fundamental influence on you, it’s just hard to say on the stage, of some book when you were four or five.

CHRIS WARE: The poor children’s book authors in the audience.

ZADIE SMITH: They’re geniuses, and also the young adult writers, people like C. S. Lewis, the Narnia selection, or like Tolkien, there are no larger influences than those, I don’t think.

CHRIS WARE: When I was in I think sixth grade, or something, I’d been assigned Out of Africa to read, and I was supposed to do like a drawing or something based on it, and I just didn’t read it, and I did some BS drawing—

ZADIE SMITH: You didn’t read it?

CHRIS WARE: No, I don’t know what I was thinking, “Maybe she’ll notice I didn’t read it,” and I like handed it into the teacher and she looked at me and said, “You didn’t read this, did you?” And I was like, “God, how can she see through me like this?” (laughter) And she handed me Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men and said, “Take this home, and I want you to read this,” and I was like, “Oh, man, you know, I don’t want to do that.” And I took it home and I sat at my mother’s old-fashioned secretary in the living room, and I thought, “Okay, I’m going to do this and then I’m going to watch, you know, Battlestar Galactica,” or something, I don’t even know, and I sat and I read it and it was the first time I had been moved to tears by a book, and to this day, that still sticks—I think in a lot of ways that teacher probably changed my life. It was the first time I thought—that I felt that you could be moved by writing like that. Anyway. Where do we go from here? Sorry.

ZADIE SMITH: We’re going to talk about theory, and characters, and I wanted to maybe start—we were talking a bit backstage about the idea of natural facility, so I think that must be much more stark in drawing, the way it is in music, for example, but at a certain point you have to stop—you have to leave childish things behind, one of the childish things is a sense that, “Wow, I can draw!” or “Wow, I can” in my case “read.” I always noticed from a young age that I could read very easily, take in a whole page rather than put out the words one by one like many children do, so you feel like you have what’s called a talent, but as you become an adult if you hope to make work—no one’s going to say art on this stage at all—you have to make things, you have to kind of give up the idea of preoccupation with talent, though, because otherwise you would just spent your life painting beautiful fruit bowls that look exactly like fruit bowls and I would have spent my life writing stories that sounded exactly like Agatha Christie or whatever than what I was doing. You have to move from facility to something else.

CHRIS WARE: I suppose it’s true, yeah. I still sometimes feel like I gave up somehow, like maybe I should have tried to be a painter. Even though I was a really bad painter, but I felt like maybe if I’d just kept trying a little bit harder, like I really—there’s something about painting to me though where you’re trying to see—like, painting in the simplest sense of the word of just trying to see something, which very few people do now, just the fact of trying to reproduce that, and bring back that feeling that you have as a kid almost of just trying to—of experiencing the world in all its richness, and even though that sounds very overblown, sorry, but I think it’s true.

ZADIE SMITH: You don’t paint anymore, not even for your own—?

CHRIS WARE: No, good lord, no. When I was in school I felt like every mark I made was just like a self-accusation, literally, I could hear the voices in my brain saying, “You suck! You’re terrible! Look at that! Oh my God!”

(laughter)

ZADIE SMITH: But I think it’s true in a way, like the difference between the visual and the literary arts is that, if you’re a visual artist, the fact of Caravaggio, they’re overwhelming as facts. In the literary world, of course, the fact of Tolstoy or the fact of Shakespeare are overwhelming. But there’s still the possibility-
CHRIS WARE: Just a little bit.

ZADIE SMITH: But there’s always variation within language, but the idea that you get to a certain point of perfect realism, as those great artists did. And as you said when you got to college you felt that art was over, that feeling is really possible in the visual arts, and well, “this has been done to the point that it cannot be done anymore.” In language there’s always the possibility just from the recombination of words or elements that maybe there’s another step, but I always thought for visual artists there’s something crushing in art history. It’s quite hard to—

CHRIS WARE: Since 1917 or something like that. We had our eyes gouged out by the Armory Show. But well, I don’t know, I think, you know, Tolstoy’s a pretty good—you know, that’s a tough wall to climb.

ZADIE SMITH: I don’t say he doesn’t depress me when I wake up in the morning. He does. But I think Caravaggio might depress me more somehow.

CHRIS WARE: Are you then, are you aiming to reproduce a feeling of what it feels like to be alive? Do you want to—Is reality your ultimate standard by which—

ZADIE SMITH: Absolutely. But I think that you have to jolt people in different ways in different decades and different periods. You can’t keep giving them the same thing and expecting the same reaction because it becomes formulaic and they become used to the various strategies or they’re not challenged in a way, they think they’re feeling something, but it’s kind of a simulacrum of a feeling of a feeling of a feeling. But you do have to find some fresh way to approach them, because people are ingenious in kind of protecting themselves from reality, you know. They find lots of ways not to deal with the real, so I think writers have to become ingenious to get through it.

CHRIS WARE: You’re—well, your most recent book obviously is the best example of that. It’s broken into five parts, by the standards of your previous books, the prose in at least in a couple of the sections could be described as fragmentary. I remember when I first read it I would go halfway through a sentence and then zip back and then go to the end of the sentence. I would go and I would reread a page, I found myself reading it much more slowly and I think I described it to you somewhat. May be overblown, but it reminded me of like those little concentrated dyes in a pellet as you drop it into water they sort of blossom. I felt as I read it they sort of bloomed in my mind a way—they’re incredibly condensed, so that is that like a—

ZADIE SMITH: If that’s true, it is partly your fault, I have to put it at your door, because you were partly the inspiration for this, particularly when I read Jimmy Corrigan, I really did love that book, and the thing about Corrigan which is so striking at first—I used to read those Donald Duck comics, for instance, a lot of that kind of stuff, and the Beano and all these terrible English comics but I loved them, and the thing you expect from a comic is absolute speed, you know, it’s like part of the form that you can read very quickly. And when you first pick up Corrigan, you’re kind of shocked that the comic is making you look, read, comprehend in ways that don’t seem natural, or don’t seem fluid, or at least don’t seem linear, and I remember those first few pages of Corrigan, being frustrated or confused or “why is this treasure being hidden from me, this thing that I want to do which is to pass through a comic with swiftness and with enjoyment?” 

But immediately you stop demanding the thing that you’re used to, and in Corrigan this is so true, particularly the way your eye moves across the page, and you allow yourself just to take in the thing and stop stressing about whether you start here, whether you start there. I’m sure the readers in the audience have had this experience with Chris’s pages, if you just let your eye pass, then there’s something about the way you work, the story is always told, you never miss anything, it doesn’t matter if you read the page in two different orders, it’s still there and that kind of break with linearity, I just found so exciting and the more I read it the more I was concerned with how could this be done without pictures, linguistically? And it has been done obviously in prose before, many times, but I just loved the idea of not being told left to right in a very standard way, maybe there’s another way to take in something, so it is your fault.

CHRIS WARE: I’m very flattered, I didn’t expect that, but okay. What about the fourth section, it’s called “Host,” I think it is? Where it’s 185 sections. That to me feels very much like the way that—like, what’s left of reality, these are the main memories that define a person. Is that what you were thinking or am I completely off base there?

ZADIE SMITH: I like, again, I’m sorry, I know it pains you when I talk about your work, but I’m going to do it. Those pictures in Corrigan also you have moments where there are—a scene will be happening between Jimmy and his father and the bacon on his plate says “hi” or the number one dad T-shirt that the father is wearing, and then those moments are abstracted, though, the way I think they generally are in memory, that they stick with you, images, moments, and often when we’re writing prose we kind of disguise that fragmentariness, no? We make it fluid, everything is mixed up in a beautiful, full narrative, and we forget the way we actually remember, which is in pieces, and also we remember subjectively, you know. The thing about the Natalie section is she remembers the things which are important to her. It’s a kind of narcissistic narrative, she’s marching into the future and these are all the elements that were significant to her, and what doesn’t interest her is kind of left out, but I don’t think that’s an inaccurate representation of the way we remember. 

CHRIS WARE: It’s very accurate.

ZADIE SMITH: We’d like to think we remember like Tolstoy with great sympathy with every human in our past, but it’s not true. We look back in our past and we see what concerns us. I just wanted that discontinuity and the feeling of sudden change. Because also the idea that people’s perspectives are radically singular, so it was just a thrill to try and have a different, you’d say maybe in comics, a different visual code for a different character, the difference between Quimby and Jimmy Corrigan, or between Branford the Bee in Building Stories and the men and women who live in that house. There’s nothing silly about Branford the Bee, he’s fantastic.

(laughter)

CHRIS WARE: That’s very nice of you say, thank you.

ZADIE SMITH: Well, it’s true. You can’t compliment this man, it’s impossible.

CHRIS WARE: Well, okay. It seemed to me you cut out the fat in a way in the story, and I was amazed when I was reading it, and I read it a couple of times now the amount of time that passes in it that still feels real. I think Nabokov in his Lectures on Literature said that Tolstoy was the first writer to really get a sense of the real passage of time, it’s almost a sort of magic trick he does where everything that happens feels the way that we remember it, and that in a way it felt the same way to me, too, and I was going back and forth and checking pages against each other to see, “when did this happen, I think like that was four hundred pages earlier,” it was five pages earlier or something and you realize that a character has aged twelve years or something in a very short period of time. It’s really amazing; I don’t know how you pulled it off.

ZADIE SMITH: There’s some fantastic writers, Richard Yates, is a really good example who moves times with incredible alacrity when he wants to or Muriel Spark, The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie, which I teach every year, fantastic use of time, flashing forward, flashing back with this complete sense of control. The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie is the kind of book I would love to write, I probably never will write, 210 pages maybe, maybe, might be under 200, but you have a woman’s whole life almost and the life of all the kids in her class. You don’t need great length to create that kind of depth if you have the abilities that Spark had. So part of it was just wanting to try and get that speed and that bounce and that lightness. You ever read those Calvino essays about different qualities in art? He has an essay on lightness. I like that idea that you can just choose a different flavor, a different color, for a certain book and write in that mode and then the next book will be a different color and a different—something else will be emphasized, something new.

CHRIS WARE: As a cartoonist, I have like—you have like four books and then you’re dead because it takes so long. Being a writer, I feel like—do you feel almost like you can write sometimes at the rate you’re thinking?

ZADIE SMITH: Occasionally it can happen.

CHRIS WARE: Wow.

ZADIE SMITH: We went before we went on stage, we saw the manuscript to To the Lighthouse, Virginia Woolf, I’m actually reading her diaries at the moment, so I just read the section where she’s writing To the Lighthouse, and she did feel that her thoughts were as fast as her hand, and of course she was writing all the goddamn diaries in the afternoon, and all the letters, too. So you can have that kind of speed, but she was a natural—she had a natural facility. But I do feel that with comic books, like I always aware when you finished one that I’d be waiting a decade before I could read them again despite this great desire to read them. But what about the patience it requires? Because this is another thing which—for instance, my students who think often about creativity in this quicksilver quality don’t realize that most of it is really slow and obsessive and for you guys worse than anybody.

CHRIS WARE: We guys. I forget, I mean every time I sit down to draw a new page, it might even be twenty-four hours before I finished the last one, and I’ll just think, “Oh, Jesus, I forgot how awful this is, (laughter) you know, like how long this takes, and I'll just think, “I thought I could write faster than this, and good Lord, it’s one p.m. and I’ve only done the dialogue balloons,” so it’s not an efficient way of communicating information necessarily.

(laughter)

ZADIE SMITH: But I have a quick technical question I want to ask you: the dialogue is written separately just as any writer would write it in a separate document, or you work on the page, you don’t think of it before and then—

CHRIS WARE: Oh, yeah, no no, some cartoonists, I mean that was a traditional way of doing it, it was sort of reduced by the Taylorist way of trying to crank out stuff as much as possible trying to cheat children out of their milk money during the Depression, but as an aesthetic charter I think it’s fatally flawed. I mean, to me the most interesting thing about cartooning is that it’s a person sitting at a table drawing pictures entirely alone, and it’s the act of one person and one mind. So and in my own case, I try to allow, I write with pictures, and as I draw and I write, the words and the pictures happen at the same time, so there’s no scripting or anything like that, but, so anyway, we get more. Why is this in here, let’s get past this crap.. This is a previous book I did we don’t need to talk about. Sorry.

I mentioned Nabokov earlier. This is a drawing that he did that was reproduced again in the book Lectures on Literature, which I think a lot of people have probably read. This is an example, this is a character in Anna Karenina, Kitty, and it’s a drawing of her skating costume and just trying to impress upon his students and the readers of the book the importance of detail and what basically—and of imagery. In a way, even if you’re writing with words, you’re still in a way you’re writing with pictures, you’re creating the pictures with words. But I’m showing this here because he’s just using drawing purely as a tool, as a way of seeing and a way of thinking. He’s not trying to be a fancy artist or anything, and his generation, as well, would have been expected to know how to draw, it wasn’t an unusual thing. Everybody could do, it everybody could paint a landscape, et cetera.

ZADIE SMITH: And he was also a fantastically visual writer anyway, no? In those lecture notes at the end, you see the questions that he asked his students and I always showed them to my students because they’re so used to questions like, I don’t know, “What is the patriarchal structure of blah blah blah,” and Nabokov’s question was, “Well, what color were Anna Karenina’s eyes? What color are they?” And if you’d that book and you couldn’t remember then you got an X, that was how he worked. So he was concerned with detail, also obviously concerned with the big ideas of creativity and inspiration, but the thing he wanted to implant in his readers and in his students was an appreciation for detail, for all these tiny moments in the book, which aren’t even thematic, the kind of clothes someone wears. Bleak House—how many rooms are Bleak House? He wanted to know these things. Or what the beetle looks like in “The Metamorphosis,” which he drew so carefully. That seems to me a great instinct in a writer. I always say to my students stop worrying so much about this macro issue, the theme of the book. Concern yourself with these details, because that’s what read for and what we love in what we read.

CHRIS WARE: That’s like saying, “What’s the theme of your life?” How are you going to answer? You’re going to be in the hospital and some guy’s going to come up and ask you that. (laughter) “I don’t know?” “Well, you better get on it. You’ve got about a day left!” (laughter) 

This is Vanity Fair by Thackeray. He actually did all of his own illustrations and this is just an example of how they were published initially, is these little chapbooks, and they were colored yellow to distinguish them from Dickens, which I guess were like a pale green or something like that. I’m only including this just because I wanted to ask Zadie, and this is a spread from The Autograph Man, where you hired somebody to do drawings as well. If—I wanted to ask you. Do you do drawings? Do you do sketches just to work out visually where the spaces in your—do you draw apartment plans, do you draw what somebody looks like? And unfortunately I asked you this over e-mail and you answered it so its kind of stupid to show these now, so instead what she did is came back with this—

ZADIE SMITH: I can’t even draw a stick man; I have an absolute visual blindness.

CHRIS WARE: You can draw. You can draw. Anybody can draw. You can draw. Anybody can draw. Even a stick man is drawing.

ZADIE SMITH: My love for graphic novels is mainly awe. I just—I can’t believe that anyone would be able to have both skills at the same time, it’s inconceivable to me, from the first time I read Maus onward, it’s just insane. I can’t draw at all, but I—and I thought when you asked me the question, “No, I’m not a visual person, I don’t care about visual things very much,” but then when I looked into the file for NW, you know, after you finish a novel, on a Mac anyway, there’s usually a folder with all the—you don’t want to see any of it. No, it’s my experience as well, when a novel’s finished, everything that was to do with the novel, all the books you read, everything, has to go from my study, and all the files in the desktop have to disappear into one folder, which is then buried somewhere, I never want to see it again. So I dug that folder out and it was full of photos. 

And I realized I thought we could talk a little bit maybe about the novel in the age of Google search, because it’s quite significant. This is Thomas More, who is a kind of presiding spirit over NW one way or another, a man who thought about uptopias, and this, there are some disturbing themes in the book of anonymous sex in grim flats and one thing I went to interview Ian McEwan a long time ago, and we were in his house and I said to him, “You know, the funny thing is that this house seems to be very much like the house in Saturday,” and he said, “At my age, you stop being able to imagine interiors.” (laughter) And I thought it was such a good answer. And it’s completely true. You can imagine a lot of things, but sofas is not one of the things I can imagine anymore. That’s gone from my capacity. So I guess I was looking on the Internet for the most grim looking spaces, North London spaces I could imagine.

CHRIS WARE: What were your search words?

(laughter)

ZADIE SMITH: You know what? I just looked for—I went to North London property sites and just looked for the kind of flats I was trying to rent when I got out of college, and this is what you get. This is in Wembley—and that was Camden.

CHRIS WARE: Wait, so there was actually a picture of somebody’s leg?

(laughter)

ZADIE SMITH: You’re meant to be looking for real estate, right, but they haven’t even moved the guy from the bed. (laughter)

Fantastic.

CHRIS WARE: Comes with my seventeen-year-old son. Wow.
ZADIE SMITH: These, I’m so embarrassed. My husband’s very lovely parents, but when I first went round there, when we first started dating, before we were dating, we were friends, I walked into the hallway and in the hallway there was this little statuette, “A Dark Secret,” with these two kids, I thought, “this is going to be interesting,” (laughter) so that ended up in the book just because it’s such a funny thing. So those—this is St. Mary’s, which is—when I was reading Building Stories, I think maybe Chris had the same feeling. There was a lot of thematic overlap one way or another between these two books even though I hadn’t seen Chris in a long time, and I thought it was so strange, but one of the things, this sense of this modern street you’re living in having this history, like in the Richard McGuire, going backwards, having his ancient things in it. And in Willesden there’s just this odd church, that’s it now, but it was built in 1120, I think, and what you can’t see from this photograph is that it’s literally surrounded by like a traffic island, horrible blocks of flats, it’s a complete nightmare, but this tiny church has been preserved in the middle of this urban wasteland, I guess it looks like to most people. There it is, I’m not sure, I think in the 1890s maybe. I can’t quite see the text beneath it. It was a place of pilgrimage, it was a big deal, Queen Elizabeth I went there once, for example. It was a kind of extraordinary place, and now people walk by it without even thinking. And that’s the Virgin Mary and Jesus in 1970s, a black Madonna, which is in the church, which appears in the book.

CHRIS WARE: Wow.

ZADIE SMITH: I think this is on the wall of one of the couples in the book who Natalie goes to have an encounter with. It’s the kind of thing that used to be all middle-class wall in London in the nineties and again that’s also a thing if I have any visual sense, it’s that those little class signifiers, I guess when I was a kid I was particularly attentive to that kind of stuff.

CHRIS WARE: So this is like a joke where all the stops have been replaced by famous people—

ZADIE SMITH: Yes, famous people at various stops. I think my stop is Pelé I think on that. So that I always have been quite—I’m not good with I think art particularly, I’m not particularly visual, but the interiors of people’s houses, just because it was such a concern of mine when I was a kid, I guess being self-conscious of my own, I think that turns up a lot one way or another. Some fancy beds.

CHRIS WARE: Was that from like the Restoration Hardware catalog?

ZADIE SMITH: Again the inability to imagine furniture was happening to me quite badly. So I had to look at pictures of beds. It’s got that bird.

CHRIS WARE: So regal.

ZADIE SMITH: This is a weird coincidence in both books that they both involve an almost-suicide at bridge. This turns out to be the one on Chris’s computer.

CHRIS WARE: Yeah, when Zadie sent me that picture, I was like, “Oh my God, I have a”—I just had like a Valley Girl thing, I can’t believe I said that, (laughter) “Oh my God, I’ve got a picture like that.”

ZADIE SMITH: Yeah, they’re very similar.

CHRIS WARE: I guess there’s lots of opportunities for self-destruction in our two respective cities.

ZADIE SMITH: Both over a motorway, it’s very interesting to me that we both end up there in our imaginations.

CHRIS WARE: Right. 

ZADIE SMITH: Oh yeah!
CHRIS WARE: And these are some of reference photos that I used. Of course, because as a cartoonist I really have to—I really admire, well, I don’t know if I admire, I envy, the ability of the novelist to be able to say, you know, “this person walked into a room and walked past the telephone table and out into the backyard and the whatever was blossoming and then somebody came outside,” and you know if I had to draw that, you know, two weeks of hard work figuring out “telephone table, let’s see, what does that kind of tree look like?” I have lots and lots and lots and lots of photos that I’ve gotten from the Internet, and—for the book, the main character works as a florist for a while. Flowers are a sort of subtheme of the book; they represent the idea of hybridization and of marriage and et cetera. These are some other pictures. Here, the one on the top left I used as a prom photo. Again this is all just, you know, on the Internet for everybody to see and the picture on the right there is how she grew up and the doctor fitting a prosthetic leg to a little girl, and it’s very banal image.

ZADIE SMITH: It’s so interesting to me the flowers thing because for those of you who have read Building Stories because to me the story with the woman who works in a flower shop is so entirely convincing it felt like art from experience, though we’re in this weird age of art where it’s not actually directly from experience, even from the image of experience, it’s from photos on the Internet, from which we are able to extrapolate stories.

CHRIS WARE: My wife is very interested in stories of flowers. My mom is a—she always uses the Latinate when she describes any of the flowers. She’s got like seven hundred pots in her backyard, they’re all labeled and everything, it’s actually quite impressive, and they’re beautifully laid out. So I think I’ve internalized a lot of that. I actually feel like I’ve failed in this book. I feel like everything, like any of the flower imagery should have been that more specific, because that’s how somebody who was thinking about flowers would see the world, you’d see that much more condensed and much more vibrant.

ZADIE SMITH: There’s a line that Nabokov says about the lily—that there are different levels of reality. A lily is real to you and more real to a scientist and more real to someone who specializes in flowers, there’s these degrees of reality the more you know and the more you care. 

CHRIS WARE: And in Updike, too, any time he would write about a particular person who had a trade that trade would somehow enter into the shape of that person’s thinking. And this is also a photo reference here, this is my daughter and my wife actually, who are in a way physical models for two of the characters in the book. That’s the ultimate photo reference across the dinner table every single night. So I guess we can just keep—should I show these, even, or is this too much talking about me, then.

ZADIE SMITH: No, go ahead, please.

CHRIS WARE: I’ll go through these really fast then, this is this book. It’s as we’ve said, it’s a box of fourteen different elements—books, pamphlets, folded-up pieces of paper, et cetera, about a Chicago apartment building and the inhabitants therein, though it tends to focus much more predominately on the woman on the top floor. I was originally inspired by the movie The Decalogue, by Krzysztof Kieślowski in that I kind of thought that originally the story would be very democratic and sort of about, everybody would be treated on an equal level, but as I worked on it, I just became much more interested in this particular character and eventually the entire book became filtered through her consciousness entirely, so. As I worked longer on the story, it became more about her, being inside her head. This is a particular strip about the thoughts that are circulating through her head, this sort of literally circular thinking that can go through your mind when you’re really depressed and feeling hopeless. This is to kind of get a sense of how she feels like her life isn’t going anywhere and these are kind of transcriptions from some of my own thoughts at a certain point in my life, too. And I tried to use the colors a little bit to try to get a sense of the colors that you see when your eyes are closed. 

This is a strip without words, sometimes they’re called “silent strips,” it’s a weird thing to talk about comics being silent, because of course they don’t make sound, but they do make sound even in your mind, even comics without words still make sounds in your mind, not just sound effects, but there’s something about the rhythm and the pattern and the gesture that creates these sort of weird invisible sounds in your mind. So this is an attempt to get at a sense of this character’s life. She’s gone to art school and feels like her life is kind of going nowhere, and she still has this creative urge, so she starts keeping a diary, and these are sort of comic strip transcriptions of her diary, which is kind of a weird idea, but it’s more like to me the comic strip represents more of the thought. So she actually signs up for a creative writing class at a university in Chicago, which to me is just terrifying, I would never want to do that, so. 

And if you look in the upper left-hand corner, you know, where I’m pointing here, in the upper left-hand corner of the strip there then is where I used the photo reference of her crossing, and then she actually leans against the fence there. And in the creative writing class she writes a couple of stories, one about her first job after being in art school, where she works as an au pair for a suburban family living in Oak Park, Illinois, and also a story about a failed relationship she has with her first and really only long-term boyfriend that ends in an abortion. But then later on she actually is married and living in the suburb where she’d worked as a babysitter or au pair and has a child of her own. 

And this particular strip is printed in the book on a large piece of paper that then is sized and scaled exactly so that the child printed on the page is the actual size of a child. And this is a little bit later on in the story, clearly. Children grow up very quickly. And then this particular strip echoes that earlier one I showed of what her daily life is like living alone. This is an attempt to show what her daily life is like married and with a child but also to try to capture a sense of how quickly children grow up, and this was inspired by a conversation I had with my friend the radio host Ira Glass where we were catching up on each other’s lives and I said to him, I said, “Yeah, it’s just amazing how quickly kids grow up,” and he looked up and he said, “Cliché,” (laughter) and I thought, “Well, you know, jeez, you know, sorry,” you know, (laughter) but then I realized he was actually entirely right, it is a cliché to say that and I thought I should try to do a story that is not a cliché about that very thing, so this was an attempt to do that and I am very grateful to Ira for his prompting me into that. So anyway, so those are some—I think, should we go on to the last bit now? Oh, wait, you wanted me to show this, right? This is too much talking about me.

ZADIE SMITH: No, what I loved about this, I mean, I loved the whole book, but it’s too tiny for me to read though from here.

CHRIS WARE: Well, that’s on purpose.

(laughter)

ZADIE SMITH: It’s on the browsing section. Can you read the text in the browsing? 

CHRIS WARE: No, they don’t want to read that. 

ZADIE SMITH: It’s this extraordinary thing. She’s dreaming and she goes into a kind of bookshop and dreams she picks up a book that she’s written herself, and the description of the book is a kind of meta-description of Building Stories and when I read it I also thought it was a description of what I’d been trying to do in NW, like this idea of a text which in some ways has no beginning or end in some ways, it’s just is, and you’re kind of forced to pass through it ordering it yourself the way we order our memories or try to order our memories. It’s such a beautiful page, I wish I could read the text for you.

CHRIS WARE: That’s nice.

ZADIE SMITH: But I wanted to talk a little bit about that idea of form, because I’ve read Building Stories twice now, once in England, but I couldn’t transport it over here because it’s so goddamn big, and then I bought it again here—

CHRIS WARE: Sorry. Oh, jeez, I’m sorry.

(laughter)

ZADIE SMITH: As I was reading it—You owe me, but I was reading through it the second time I wasn’t sure if I was reading it in the same order, and the question I really wanted to ask you, which I’ve resisted asking you before tonight is whether every box is set in exactly the same order and if they’re packed that way and if it’s deliberately that way, as in the actual arrangement of the different pamphlets, books, et cetera. 

CHRIS WARE: You know, I don’t know. They probably are. But it doesn’t matter.

ZADIE SMITH: It doesn’t matter, right?

CHRIS WARE: No. The whole point is that the book has no beginning or end to it. You can start anywhere and end anywhere. The story has a chronology, but the actual experience of the story is not guided or directed by the books themselves except insofar as individual objects, and then this strip also points to the whole idea—the book itself, I’m just giving the whole thing away here, is that is basically it’s the dream object that she has in this dream that it represents the sum total of her creativity. It’s based on a dream that I had and every cartoonist or writer or artist or any people who aren’t necessarily artists or writer have. “I had a dream that I heard the greatest song and it was really moving, I was in tears,” but then you’re like, “Wait, I made up that song in my mind,” and you try to remember it and you can’t reproduce it, so I tried to take that and make this object and that feels sort of like a dream object in a way, so I really feel everybody has that creative impulse with them, and it’s just a matter of whether you try to carry that through or hold it within yourself.

ZADIE SMITH: What’s so extraordinary about reading in that way is I still am not entirely sure whether I ended at the same point, but both endings came as revelations, because your brain is so structured to think of a narrative as a beginning, a middle, and this end, which is the explosion. That even though I think they were different endings, the way I was reading, what happened at the end of the last bit I read seemed like the ending. You organize the material in a way that it’s kind of extraordinary; you bring story and shape to it. The way she lost her leg, for example, the first time I read it that was the ending of the book. I didn’t know that till the last thing I read. So that’s a completely different book than knowing about the leg loss in the second pamphlet or depending on where it is in the pattern.

CHRIS WARE: I guess I figured that once it’s in your brain, though, then it kind of falls into place or something. Wow, I didn’t expect it to, wow.

ZADIE SMITH: It’s a completely different reading experience than anything I’ve had and it was a kind of actualization of something that in NW is just theoretical, like what if you could read in this fluid way? You kind of already do that in language because the pages move in a linear fashion. But this box you can really do it and different from things like B. S. Johnson.

CHRIS WARE: Which I’d never heard of until I saw a review—

ZADIE SMITH: That’s the other famous example, which is a series of—It’s a novel, but it’s in parts and you can put it in any order you wanted. But there the reading experience is quite bitty, and you don’t have a sense of entirety. Actually it is a linear object, it’s just rearranged one way or another, but this isn’t a linear object. It can be made into a three-dimensional thing in your brain and it’s really extraordinary.

CHRIS WARE: Well, your book is the same way, though. I found myself going back and forth in it, and comparing things and I even made notes as to, like, “oh, no, wait, this is that day, and it says here it was two days after that,” and you use carnival as a very obvious and very visual marking point where, you know, that’s a—and you realize as you’re reading it, “Oh, wait, I’ve gone back in time here, I didn’t even realize it.” And the second time I reading it I found their friendship of Keisha/Natalie and Leah so incredibly moving. The first time reading it I was almost kind of, kind of on the wave just trying to balance myself, and it was emotional, but the second time through it was almost painful—really painful to read and to feel them as children and then growing up and to have a sense of that inevitability and almost this sort of a four-dimensional sense of their lives that is very powerful. I mean, I think you’re doing that, it’s just it’s, I mean you’ve got—it’s bound in the covers and that sort of thing, but it prompts that sort of reading.

ZADIE SMITH: Can I?

CHRIS WARE: Yeah, get that off the screen, please. We’d already sort of talked about this a little bit; shall we still talk about it more? 

ZADIE SMITH: Yeah.

CHRIS WARE: Okay. Well, it was your idea, but this is my picture that I put in here, so—

ZADIE SMITH: Chris’s picture by—oh my brain, Cassatt.

CHRIS WARE: This is Mary Cassatt, yeah, it’s called Maternal Caress from 1891. And earlier on Zadie talked about the sort of fullness that I think we’re going for in writing and it is very exemplified by your writing style. I think it’s like that word could describe what your writing style is, it feels full, it feels warm.

ZADIE SMITH: I think in a picture like this even though its technique is in some way minimalist, no, there’s this emotional fullness to it. I think it’s really comforting to know that those two things don’t have to be in violent opposition. As you move towards the minimal or the abstract, or you don’t have to strip away everything that you feel that you bring into your life, or pretend, even more so, that you don’t feel it. Which is kind of a nightmare, art that pretends that these feelings don’t exist or that they’re beneath contempt. And it’s something beautiful about this picture that it recognizes the most sentimental subject on earth, probably—a mother and child—but it’s not sentimental.

CHRIS WARE: I mean, it’s the most—To me this stood out for me when I was in art school as an image that no matter what teachers I had were saying about the death of the image or the death of painting or some such nonsense, this picture stood out in my mind as, “Nope, sorry, this is still emotionally affecting,” and it’s not—you could look at it and dismiss it I think if you were callous as being sentimental, even in On Beauty, your character, is it Howard?

ZADIE SMITH: Yes, Howard, claiming not to be moved by Rembrandt, it’s horrible.

CHRIS WARE: Right, that’s stuck in my mind in the last scene where he’s just flipping through the images. Very moving. This stuck with me, there’s something about this. The feeling of the mother holding the child there is just undeniable, but I also wanted to—to me this sort of feels like it’s a very accessible image, it communicates emotion, it transcribes and transmutes feeling, the Tolstoyan ideal or whatever. This is another one of my very, very favorite paintings by Philip Guston. And he was an Abstract Expressionist painter who was sort of frustrated by the art world and the feeling that maybe something was being overlooked. And his daughter found crumpled-up pieces of paper in his desk with words on them like, “Where are the light bulbs? Where are the single hanging light bulbs? Where’s the filth? Where’s the truth of America?” And he started painting these, for better or for worse, cartoony paintings, and had this famous show at the Marlborough Gallery I think in 1975 or something like that and was excoriated for it initially but then they’ve come to be seen as—to me this represents what it feels like to be inside a human head, if you’ve never seen a human head. If you could only do this, that is what you would think you looked like, and it gives off heat, and it’s one of the most moving images, I think, of the twentieth century. 

And that in a way though it’s still warm and filled out and full in the way that you’re talking about, it’s a different way of looking at something, it’s a way of trying to reproduce that feeling, which is also—and I wanted to ask you, actually, do you think it’s—versus the other way of working, where you’re kind of producing this sort of outward sense of reality, almost to the this sort of theatrical way of presenting a story, so when a reader is reading the story, they’re sort of filling in the consciousness of the characters. And an opposite example of that would be James Joyce, where you’re almost—you’re riding in the boat on the consciousness of the river of the character. Is—do you think—Is one way better than the other, do you think?

ZADIE SMITH: No, I don’t think so, and at the moment I’m writing a novella which is perfectly—it’s a comic novel about New York in the late sixties, early seventies, and it’s a completely different—you know, everything is fully embodied and for comedy often, you need that, no? You need the people to be there in order to make the jokes and the relational jokes between them. So no, it’s a different kind of thing. When I teach every year, I teach a great variety of books, so I might be teaching Kafka one week and then Muriel Spark another or bits of Joyce and then Graham Greene. To me it’s a very broad church. Each of those writers give me something completely different, a very particular sensibility, but the only thing I kind of disagree with perhaps in some of the ways that English is usually taught is that to me they’re all realists. Joyce is a realist. They’re all realists. They’re all trying to get to the real, one way or another, through their own intimate means. I don’t believe in a kind of experimental writing for the sake of it, or the idea of experimentalism as some kind of hipster badge of honor you wear. To me, Joyce is someone who really wanted to get closer to the way he experienced reality. He wasn’t faking it. That was his experience and he was trying to express it, so that’s what concerns me with all the writers I teach, that they’re in some way truthful to their experience of reality.

CHRIS WARE: I think yeah. Sounds good to me. (laughter) So, all right, well, we’re getting close on time here. So this is we figured here just because nobody—sorry, I didn’t know whether you got to read that. I don’t think we have a lot of time to ask these questions. I’m going to ask you just a couple, though. What’s an average workday of yours like? Like, just when do you get up? When do you write, what do you…?
ZADIE SMITH: I don’t have—I mean, I never really did have those fantasies that I think some of my students have of sitting on a bench in a park with a Moleskine and a beautiful fountain pen. I never thought that way about the creative moment. It was always about time, “how can I get the time?” First in a quite loud house with lots of children and loud parents, how can you just find a room where people will shut up and let you do something? And now with a child myself and having another one soon, it’s just about getting the time, any time carved out, so my average day is whenever I can get my daughter into day care, or for four, it’s mainly four hours a day, that’s the maximum I can hope for. 

And I think four hours is good, if—but you have to give up a lot of things—you have to give up Googling, wasting time, newspapers, you have to give up a lot to make those four hours work. Whereas before I had the whole day to ease into those four hours. Now that’s what I’ve got and I have to try and be focused. Doesn’t mean I always am, but once I’ve got Kit to school and if my teaching is over. I mean, teaching takes up most of the week, you know. In the two days that you’re not involved with students, I go to my university library and I just sit there. In that sense, it feels like no time has passed. You know, that’s what I did at twenty-six, or what I did at eighteen, it’s what I was doing at twelve in my local library, it’s the same every day in a carrel writing. So it’s very unromantic, but that’s always been the way I’ve done it, one way or another.

CHRIS WARE: So you work without an Internet connection? I think you even wrote a list of ten admonitions for writers, it says, “work without an Internet connection.”

ZADIE SMITH: I’m just talking personally of my own addiction, and I don’t think my addiction is rare or unusual. I think it’s shared by most people, so I was just trying to be honest. I can’t work well if I’m getting constant e-mails or—you’ll take any excuse not to work.

CHRIS WARE: No, it’s true, yeah, I feel the same way.

ZADIE SMITH: So anything you can do to get the Internet away from you for the period you’re working. But then sometimes I went to dinner at Jeff Eugenides’s recently with my husband and there was a poet there, a great poet, Michael Dickman, and we were talking, having a perfectly nice dinner and then somehow accidentally, I don’t think he meant it, in the middle, he mentioned the fact that he does not have the Internet, and he got the kind of look, you know how when people used to tell you don’t have television, you’d be like, “Oh, fuck off!” (laughter) so annoying, but he didn’t mean it as a boast or anything, it was just the truth. But as we all went home to our separate lives, I could see everyone was preoccupied with, “Wow, what an extraordinary thing, not to have Internet,” and he was explaining to us, “Well, it’s not that big a deal, when I go to work, I have e-mail, and when I go home, I don’t,” and we’re like, “aaaaah, I see,” (laughter) “so I just wait the night and I answer in the morning.” “Really?” (laughter)  It seemed extraordinary. I saw that as perhaps a vision of the future for people who are serious about writing that maybe you could just do without e-mailing someone at two in the morning. Maybe you could just live, do your Internet at work and have your home a space where you don’t do that.

CHRIS WARE: There’s an app for that.

(laughter)

ZADIE SMITH: Yeah, there must be an app for that, right? Could happen.

CHRIS WARE: I think Dave—doesn’t Dave Eggers, he told me maybe he’s lying, that he doesn’t have the Internet. 

ZADIE SMITH: I think he probably doesn’t, because if he did he would not get nothing done, the amount of e-mails that he gets.

CHRIS WARE: He said he parks his car behind the local FedEx/Kinko’s and uses their wireless connection (laughter) and answers all his e-mails that way.

ZADIE SMITH: I haven’t heard that. Maybe that’s true. That’s insane.

CHRIS WARE: Do you—one more thing. Do you keep a diary?

ZADIE SMITH: No, I never have. Every year. I just tried it again, I try to—Virginia Woolf’s diaries I admire so much, and I manage this year, I just finished and five days I got through. I can’t do it. I just find it, just impossibly boring, like if I start doing it, then I feel like it would be concomitant with my life. I’d have to spend the whole day writing about the day to cover the day. There would be no space to live the life, I couldn’t do it. So it’s never going to happen. I think of my e-mail as my diary, basically. In e-mail everything is there, you know, everything you did, all the people you spoke to, intimate conversations, all kinds of things from the high to the low. It’s basically what Woolf’s diaries are full of, from little notes to long examinations, but I think maybe the answer for Woolf, in her writer’s diary, the one that is published and most often read, she stuck only to writing. 

If you’re married, 99 percent of your life is this other person, your relations with them all day long, and there’s none of that in her diaries. You know, Leonard is just “L” occasionally, and it’s just whether he’s brought her in a cup of tea, or whether they’re printing in the basement. She just decided not to write about that, and I think that’s a great freedom, because otherwise you’d write fifty pages over the argument over the washing-up, that would be the entirety of your writer’s diary, she only wrote about writing. But I don’t know, I can’t do it. What about you? Do you keep one?

CHRIS WARE: I keep a comic-strip diary ’cause I forget everything and I started keeping it ten years ago, so I just write down what’s happened and draw pictures and stuff, and it does take time—

ZADIE SMITH: Isn’t that more work?

CHRIS WARE: Yeah, it’s stupid, but now that I’ve started, I want to keep doing, now it’s a way of keeping a record of my daughter’s life, both before she was born and what’s been going on in her life now so when she’s older, she can go back and read it, so—who knows, I don’t know, she might just throw it away.

(laughter)

ZADIE SMITH: I doubt it.

CHRIS WARE: There’s no telling.

ZADIE SMITH: Can I touch, I want to see what’s next.

CHRIS WARE: Oh, well, there it is, actually. There is one. I can’t publish it, though, because it’s full of horrible stuff, about, you know, it would be not worth, nobody would want to read it.

ZADIE SMITH: You’re going to have to burn it, Chris. Someone will publish it.

CHRIS WARE: These are just sketchbook pages here, example of basically drawing versus cartooning, I guess. That’s the apartment that we lived in that I kind of based Building Stories on a little bit. So and it’s a real drawing as opposed to a cartoon drawing. That’s another sketchbook drawing there, that’s the same building turned into a cartoon. I’m going to go through these quickly since our little clock here tell us that we’ve been yammering for too long. This is just a page of notes that I might start with when I’m working on a page. Most of which won’t actually end up going into the page itself, but in a way it’s, you know, things that have occurred to me, et cetera. Basically I just start in the upper left-hand corner using non-photo-blue pencil, just because when I started drawing, the cameras that were used to photograph things and reproduce them didn’t see this blue so I became sort of sentimentally attached to it, so I sort of think in non-photo-blue now. And I write with, as I said earlier, with the pictures as much as the words. It’s interesting in your book of essays you talk about micromanagers and macromanagers or something like that. You actually really just start writing and you don’t have like an outline or—

ZADIE SMITH: I don’t plan, no.

CHRIS WARE: Oh, jeez, wow.

ZADIE SMITH: But I obsessively overwork. That’s what this process is as it gets darker.

CHRIS WARE: I do the same thing, but I always thought I was just doing it wrong, so it made me feel better when you said you did that.

ZADIE SMITH: It’s so amazing to see that. Isn’t that great? It’s incredible. Oh sorry. It’s amazing.

(applause)

CHRIS WARE: That’s very nice, boy. That just means they want to go home.

(laughter)

ZADIE SMITH: The last thing we are going to show is the largest thing that students romanticize I think is workspace, and everyplace I’ve ever worked, my husband buys an IKEA desk two sizes too small, no matter how many I ask him not to, and I face a wall, and then it’s just surrounded by—my husband bought that painting, it’s the only nice thing in the space, Urban Outfitter cushions stacked on the floor, my family I guess on the board one way or another. Nothing. But look at this. This is a study, my friends. That is beautiful.

CHRIS WARE: Well, I used to work in just corners of rooms and stuff. That’s my drawing table there.

ZADIE SMITH: It makes sense. You spend your life in a space, why not make it nice? I don’t understand what’s wrong with me. (laughter) One day I’m going to sort it out. So gorgeous.

CHRIS WARE: Like a businessman doodling all day, or something, (laughter) it’s not like a real artist or something. So we’re just showing kid photos now, it’s really just the dregs, here.

ZADIE SMITH: This is my daughter’s idea of mutual face painting. (laughter) Someone got much better out of that. Yeah. So, yeah, but that’s the truth of creative life now, most of the time is spent with your kid, writing in the margins.

CHRIS WARE: That’s true. This is a drawing by my daughter. It’s grammatically incorrect but it still makes me laugh. (laughter) I have absolutely no idea what inspired her to do this. I’m horrified to think it might be us.

ZADIE SMITH: Do you have a beard? What’s that?

CHRIS WARE: I don’t. No. I said, “Clara, who is that?” She said, “It’s a hippie!” (laughter) And then there’s this like gray-haired hippie lady and then this sad desultory cat in the middle. So I guess this is her vision of happiness or something.

(laughter)
ZADIE SMITH: That’s funny.

CHRIS WARE: Anyway.

ZADIE SMITH: I think that’s us, right, we’re done.

CHRIS WARE: Do we still have time to answer questions, if people wanna? I guess, I don’t know, yeah, a hour and a half of that, it’s a lot. Sorry. Thank you for your patience.

(applause)

ZADIE SMITH: Thank you.

CHRIS WARE: Thank you very, very much. All right.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: If you would come up to the mic here so that actually Zadie and Chris can see you and we can hear you.

CHRIS WARE: It’s like church.

ZADIE SMITH: Testify.

CHRIS WARE: Nobody’s going to come up. I’ll leave a little collection bowl. We scared everybody. There’s no shills out there, you didn’t plant anyone out there? Uh-oh, here comes a willing—

Q: Thanks to both of you. First, I just wanted to say that I have a feeling you probably are not big on compliments, but you really are my favorite not only illustrator but artist of any kind for the past twenty years, and I’ve been collecting your stuff for that long. And I came to Dallas just to hear you tonight.

(applause)

CHRIS WARE: Well, thank you. That’s very nice of you. Thank you very much.

Q: And I brought some of your Building Stories books to give to friends and it cost me a lot of baggage fees, so thanks for that.

(laughter)

CHRIS WARE: Want my credit card?

Q: My question is: I own a very obscure music museum; we have one in Dallas and one in New York. I wanted to briefly ask about the connection of your art and music, because that’s not talked about a lot. You have designed some music packaging, I don’t know what kind of music you like, but I want you to know that this week I gave a copy of Building Stories to Pete Townshend of the Who because he loves and collects fine books and he was really blown away by it.

CHRIS WARE: I bet. I bet he really loved trying to check that in his luggage just like you did.

(laughter)

Q: Now his baggage fees are going up. I guess my question is my museum; we’re actually releasing new releases on wax cylinder reel-to-reel eight-track tape.

CHRIS WARE: Cool.

Q: And I was just wondering what just generally what kind of music you like, what kind of music formats you prefer to listen to or would like to design?

CHRIS WARE: Okay, lately I’ve just been listening to what’s termed contemporary classical music, which is kind of a weird word. Morton Feldman and Vladimir Martynov, Arvo Pärt and Philip Glass’s 9th Symphony I think is just outstanding. For a long time I listened to ragtime. I grew up listening to ragtime in the seventies, for me it’s almost a nostalgia for the seventies, and I published a music magazine about it for a while before my daughter was born, because I really felt like it was like the last moment of composition in popular music and it tied into the whole horrible history of racism in America that still runs through popular music today, so that’s why I did that, and I do collect, I used to collect phonograph cylinders and 78s and that sort of thing, but they’re still in my house but I don’t listen to them as much as I did. But they’re there, so—

Q: Closing question. Would you consider designing say a cover for a contemporary rock band, even if—if you liked the band, or do you want to keep your music design further back?

CHRIS WARE: I did it a few years ago, but I haven’t done it lately. I find doing that stuff to be a little bit difficult sometimes, but at the same time it was just a way to make money and pay the bills for a while. My very good friend Chip Kidd, who’s the editor at Pantheon, who’s actually responsible for printing and having a lot of these comics go to Pantheon as well as being one of my very best friends, very generously would occasionally ask me to design book covers and do illustration work, and I would sometimes do CD covers, too, back in the nineties, but since then. It takes so long to draw comics, just doing any kind of side work is takes away one’s animus, so—

Q: That’s the end of my filibuster. Thank you both.

CHRIS WARE: Okay. Thank you very much!

(applause)

Q: I’m too short for this. Hi. You guys have both been talking about the three-dimensional and fourth-dimensional natures of comics, you know, if you incorporate time into them, so the release of Building Stories came with this three-dimension papercraft model of the building, so I was wondering, you know, how you sort of integrate that four-dimensional view of comics on the page with a three-dimensional sort of object, like, why you chose to do that?

CHRIS WARE: I did it mostly just for fun. I did an art show at the Adam Baumgold Gallery here in New York and one at the Carl Hammer Gallery simultaneously where I split the original artwork evenly in half—the book is also kind of symmetrical, there’s too much fancy thinking there, but and I wanted there to be a model of the building in both galleries and the only way to do that was to build two and it was easier to design a paper cut-out to do that, so I did, and I wanted the paper cut-out to have a kind of sense of kind of an ability to rotate in the mind in the same way that our memories do. There’s something about, really compelling to me about dollhouses, too, for that reason, of being able to see into a smaller space and imagine yourself in it, ’cause really in a lot of ways that’s what our memories are. So, that’s why, plus I like building paper toys, I don’t know, there’s just something kind of fun about it. It’s printed on paper, so why not? You know. You can get a little too fancy, I guess.

Q: It seems like I’m going to mess it up putting it together.

CHRIS WARE: You’re not going to build the thing? 

Q: We’ll see, all right, thanks, guys.

CHRIS WARE: No, don’t build it, Jesus Chris, I mean, don’t, life is way too short, you should get out of the house, you know, don’t.

(laughter)

Q: Hi, I’m Nicole, I’m a writer, and I actually just started writing full-time about five months ago, which is very different than writing part-time and having a great full-time gig. I have a few questions, and they’re really easy. One is you mentioned a writer named B. S. Johnson. What’s the name of the book?

ZADIE SMITH: Did I say Untouchables?

CHRIS WARE: The Unfortunates. Even though I haven’t read it.

ZADIE SMITH: Unfortunates, sorry, pregnancy brain, unfortunately.

Q: The other thing is we talked about writing in a linear form and nonlinear having nonlinear story types. How obsessed or non-obsessed are you about endings or an unending ending? You know, like even you talked about your work. I’ll be—I have no shame in saying this, I never heard of you until tonight and I’m fascinated by you and I think you’re brilliant. I came here for Zadie and I’m blown away by you. 

CHRIS WARE: Oh, that’s very nice of you. Thank you, I appreciate it.

Q: I think your work is fascinating, without getting emotional about it, it’s very cool.

CHRIS WARE: Thank you.

Q: And I want you to know, I don’t know why I’m so emotional about it. (laughter) Actually, I didn’t know why—I wish you could read it, please read it for me, the saying on the page. Could you please read that for me, because it touched me and I don’t what it said and it made me-
ZADIE SMITH: I don’t have the direct quote, but it’s kind of a description of the form of Building Stories and maybe a bit of NW, something which isn’t exactly—that doesn’t exactly have a beginning and an end, something which you enter in from different points. I think with endings. I’m not good with endings, but I guess I know the endings I dread. Like me and my husband used to have a game long before either of us were published where if we picked up a novel in a bookshop, we’d go to the last page and if the last scene showed anybody looking out to sea, we’d just put it down right on the shelf. (laughter) So you know the kind of thing that you don’t want. You also understand because of Gatsby, I guess, the sea is in everybody’s brain one way or another. But it’s hard to tell what kind of endings are satisfying. I think maybe I don’t find—like some people like endings which are all tied up, that’s what satisfies them. That’s not exactly what I like at the end of a book, actually—I do like to be dropped off a cliff sometimes, and I do like surprises, but endings are very, very tricky. It’s hard.

Q: I think you do them well and very unconventionally. When do you know, when do you put the pen down, when do you say, “Hey, I’m done?”

ZADIE SMITH: I usually have, though it may not seem that way in the novels, an idea of the ending first, of the final image. Like, to me, I just read this wonderful book, Train Dreams, by Denis Johnson and that novel ends thematically, I guess that’s what I mean, novels where the threads in the novel come together. It’s not that something very precise happens in the plot, but something emotional concludes, and I find that very beautiful when that happens, and I guess that’s what I’m looking for. Some graduate student who had been reading me once gave me this long, they give you a thesis that they’d written about your stuff and his argument was that all the end of all my novels celebrate ambiguity. I might take that, actually, that’s not a bad description.

Q: And do you have an ending when you’re putting all of your work together?

CHRIS WARE: No, usually not, no, when you get to the end of the page, that’s what’s going to happen anyway. (laughter) There’s really only one ending anyway and we’re all headed that way, so. (laughter) Everything else is just so—Thank you for your great questions.

Q: Good evening. I’m a little nervous, so excuse me if my voice starts to wobble. So something that I really like about both of your work is the way that you approach the subject of urban space, and for example, Mr. Ware, I went to Chicago for the first time last year, and it took me a couple of days of wandering around the city and not knowing why it felt so familiar, even though this was my first time there, until finally I was in the bookshop of the Art Institute and it struck me that it was because of Jimmy Corrigan and all of the exactitude with which you articulate cityscape. 

And the same thing for you, Miss Smith, when I went to London for the first time, I think I had an idea of the scope of the city much more having read your work, and so my question is do either of you think specifically about that through-line in your stories and how do you arrive at such lively descriptions, for Mr. Ware, and the architectural specificity of the drawings?

CHRIS WARE: You go.

ZADIE SMITH: I didn’t realize that cities were going to be so important to me. I actually remember walking around Chicago with Chris. And the thing which is notable about walking with you, is you always look up, when we were walking you were looking up at the tops of all the buildings, at the older part of them, and I do that a little bit too, just the idea of the history sometimes in places that seem to other people banal or not interesting or they’re not looking properly at what they’re living in and what they’re about and also, we didn’t even get to talk about this in Chris’s work, the kind of contentious nature of city places, like in a lot of Chris’s work, the tension between black and white people in cities, and the historical tension there, I really responded to that, and it’s something I guess I’m concerned with, too, the knowledge you’re living with people who were living in quite different circumstances even a hundred years ago or even fifty years ago and you’re meant to forget that and kind of live in this communal way, but it’s always there, this shadow of a shadow of a shadow, it’s in Corrigan, it’s in Building Stories, even if it’s by a mark of absence, when you walk into communities and see that people who used to live there are no longer there. I think that all preoccupies me, that's the history of my family, you know, being the people who arrived where other people once were and then moving on to another place, the whole process of gentrification, I don’t know why it preoccupies me, maybe it’s just the issue of the age, but it’s certainly in Chris’s work, too.

CHRIS WARE: And in NW too. Your—when Keisha and Leah discover—Leah takes Keisha to the church that her mom has been going to, the one that you showed the picture of, “I can’t believe that I’ve never seen that, I’ve been by here, you know, hundreds of times,” and it’s because she’s been in, you know, a car or a bus or something like that. People don’t see things, and then the penultimate chapter then of her walking around in the city, it’s really pretty amazing and the feeling that you get in that book specifically, too, I feel like I’ve visited London, you get this almost synesthetic quality of reproducing that sense of being in that neighborhood and the smells and the feelings.

ZADIE SMITH: It may be as simple a thing that I don’t drive—that might be the key. So I have to walk everywhere, and that is a kind of Walter Benjamin idea of the flâneur someone who walks and notices, kind of a nineteenth-century idea, but if you can’t drive, that’s always what it is, your life is always walking on city streets with your eyes open, so it’s maybe served me well, my inability to manipulate a car.

CHRIS WARE: So maybe New Yorkers are the last people in America who actually seeing cities and seeing architecture and experiencing cities the way they were sort of intended to be. Everybody else in America is just like half asleep changing their iPod or something—they’re not paying any attention.

ZADIE SMITH: Drink holders.

CHRIS WARE: Yeah, God. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Three questions together.

CHRIS WARE: Three together, I don’t understand.

Q: So Zadie you talked about reading a lot as a child and sort of reading as practice and I thought that was brilliant and I was wondering g if you could talk a little bit about what you read growing up, besides your English A-Levels.

ZADIE SMITH: I think again of Nabokov said this thing that everything important he read he read between the age of nine and fifteen. I think that’s a very accurate description, that’s the same for me. I read good things, like the Brontës and like Austen, I read a lot of silly things I guess like Noel Streatfeild, probably none of you will remember her, but she was a girls’ author, an English author, wrote about girls who skate, or girls who go on horses or girls who do ballet, I loved all that stuff. A lot of comic books, because my dad brought them back in the evening papers, which is something that people used to do. 

What else? Narnia. Narnia was I guess the big thing in my mind, and I think something maybe Jonathan Franzen said once about the difference between Tolkien readers and Narnia readers, because the thing about Narnia is it’s a fantasy world, but all the interest is in the moral lives of those children, that’s what it’s about actually, whereas Tolkien is really about orcs and whatever the hell Tolkien is about, (laughter) so I think it’s one of those like fundamental splits, a bit like the Tolstoy/Dostoevsky split, my mind was always turned to—like the most thrilling bit of Narnia to me is when Edward goes into Narnia and sees Lucy there and comes back and lies about it when Lucy says, “I was there and I saw the—” and “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” To me, it was the most horrifying thing. The horrifying moment in children’s fiction, that he would make her look ridiculous and do it so spitefully. So something about that really engaged my mind. 

And then a lot of Dickens, you know, obviously, a lot of, that’s what English kids read. And some Jamaican writing as well, this guy called Andrew Salkey, who wrote books for children in Jamaica that my mother gave to me, a fantastic book called Hurricane, which I think I mention in NW, which is just beautiful storytelling, Caribbean storytelling, that kind of thing.

Q: Hi. I’m afraid I’m sort of the counterpoint to that young hatching writer, Miss Smith, I’m sorry, I mainly know you from subway advertisements, but I guess one of the questions I had, the only one, I suppose, is when you were talking about the difference between a shallow experience and sort of the full richness of life, and I guess because of what I’ve read this is mainly directed at Mr. Ware, why is it assumed that the fullness of life conveys a feeling that “I want to slit my wrists” having read Rusty Brown, or the book about Mars, or Jimmy Corrigan or something like that. Why can’t there be a fullness of life like I’m a white male American in the twenty-first century, and that’s actually not too bad, I have a lot of friends and family and that kind of thing?

CHRIS WARE: Sometimes I feel pretty bad about that, actually.

ZADIE SMITH: The pessimism question. I told you this was going to come up. Why the long face?

(laughter)

CHRIS WARE: You know, I really—I’m not trying to depress people, I’m just trying to show life to me as it happens. My cousin right now was just diagnosed with Stage Four lung cancer. My wife’s mother died of alcoholism five years ago. These things happen. It’s a part of life, and to shy away from it is not right. And I don’t like the way that in popular culture we see stories of things that sometimes they might include things like this, but you don’t get engaged enough in the characters and the reality of them so that you feel like it really matters, necessarily, and I think part of art—the reason—we spend our lives not feeling life and not feeling the feeling of life. One of my favorite movies is Tokyo Story by Ozu, and I—the first time I was watching it I realized I had this weird feeling that I hadn’t felt since I was a kid, and I realized it was the feeling of being alive that I had not had since I was a kid and somehow in his story, which is a very moving and sad story, he had brought that feeling back to me. And it’s just simply the fact of existing that you know that is there at all times that we can kind of shush down a little bit or something. But I’m not writing about—I mean, I’m not writing stories about people whose families have all perished in some great conflagration or genocide or something like that, truly horrible. I’m trying to just write about something that’s pretty low-grade, I think.

ZADIE SMITH: Everyday sadness.

CHRIS WARE: I’ve got a woman who has a child and is happily married, so I don’t think it’s that bad, necessarily, (laughter) but I’m sorry, I’m not trying to make people sad, I’m actually trying to make something that makes you feel better about being alive. I’m doing something wrong, I don’t know. (applause) I’m sorry. That’s a great question.

Q: Zadie, Chris. I work in the public educational system in the city, and there’s a big push across the country to bring in informational texts into the classroom. I find it very dismal, very depressing. I came into teaching for literature. Now, the fact both of you retreat into the past in your own writing despite the present world and the situations we’re in. How were you able to do that psychologically, were you not inundated by things around you that bring you back into the current reality?

ZADIE SMITH: But I think partly, I mean, I’m going to sound extremely pessimistic about it. People of Chris’s age and my age, there is a big difference being the last generation who grew up substantially pre-Internet, you have a kind of training in your mind for boredom, the capacity to read things at length, all that kind of stuff, you’re kind of not distracted all the time. But that kind of present situation if you mean, if I understand you right, the difference between the idea of bringing books into class and having just educational checkboxes, that kind of material.

Q: Well, in other words, I’m writing about my life thirty years ago and there are times I can get there psychologically but then something of the present will come, and I’m wondering how you keep the present from intruding on your writing, I guess. 

ZADIE SMITH: I don’t really. I like the present, too. I want the thing to happen together, no? The thing about modernity is it doesn’t need to destroy everything that went before. That always annoyed me, the idea that if you’re on the cutting edge you have no interest in the past. I think that’s just a fake binary, it’s just not true, and neither is it the realm of conservative people to be concerned with the past. You can have both in your work and in your existence. That’s a lovely thing when I was writing this novel, is that it is fiercely contemporary, it is really about the now, but I wanted to be able to go back and remember how things were, remember what it was like not to be, for instance, inundated with this information culture, not to the same extent, to have those two things exist in a book at the same time. 

But sometimes it can be hard, because you feel like a responsibility to be newsy, no? To bring the news of what’s happening at this moment, at this second, to be basically a journalist, one way or another. I think it sometimes is hard to say, “journalism is all well and good but what I’m doing is not that, but what I’m doing is not that,” I have to do something different which takes a little more time and patience or something.

CHRIS WARE: I mean, I really think one of the reasons to make art is to write about something for people who haven’t been born yet and to leave that behind. And art is there to communicate to us about what it felt like to be alive, say, a hundred years ago and to feel the similarities not just now or then, it’s all part of the same thing, so—and maybe that’s not what you’re asking.

Q: Well, no, actually it is because what’s being pushed now is the opposite and to bring the reality of the past into the present and the significance of it I think is what’s missing and it’s definitely what you’re both doing, which I hope to do myself as well.

ZADIE SMITH: I hope you do it. 

CHRIS WARE: Thank you very much.

(applause)

PAGE  
1
LIVEWareSmith_12.11Transcript

