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INTERVIEWED
BY
CAROLINE
SMITH

HHooww  hhaavvee  yyoouu  ddeevveellooppeedd  aass  aa  wwrriitteerr  ssiinnccee  FFrreeee  LLoovvee wwaass  ppuubblliisshheedd??  
I can’t think about it. It’s stupid. If I had on a critical hat, I would be able to say:
these themes are the same, but I can’t even read my work after it’s published: all I
would see are the mechanisms. I’ve only read Hotel World because I had to do some-
thing with an audience and I had to read it over in case I got it wrong. 

TThhaatt’’ss  ssuurrpprriissiinngg  bbeeccaauussee  wwhheenn  II’’vvee  hheeaarrdd  yyoouu  rreeaadd,,  II’’mm  ssttrruucckk  bbyy  hhooww  yyoouurr
wwrriittiinngg  ffiittss  yyoouurr  ssppookkeenn  vvooiiccee..  YYoouu  sseeeemm  aatt  eeaassee..
Really? I distrust strong voices. I don’t distrust proper strong voices in literature but
I naturally distrust the link between the person who has the voice and the reading
of it as being the only connection. As a writer, I would rather not exist as a person,
not have a voice as a person. The worst thing is when something about you gets in
the way which is why I avoid reading my work because it makes me think: what
am I supposed to do next?  

TThhaatt’’ss  hhaarrdd  wwiitthh  tthhee  ddeemmaannddss  ooff  aann  iinndduussttrryy  hheellll--bbeenntt  oonn  aauutthhoorrss’’  pprroommoottiioonnaall  ttoouurrss..
I do them with good grace until three days in and then I get depressed. It has noth-
ing to do with what you make on the page. It only gets in the way. It’s a problem
for writers now because the pressure is on. People expect you to be something which
is something to do with celebrity which is anathema to writing anything at all
because it means some other self is in the way. I prefer the idea of merging into what

AliSmith
Inverness-born Ali Smith’s first collection, Free Love and Other Stories (1995) was
awarded Saltire Society Scottish First Book Of The Year Award. Her short stories and
novels including the Man Booker Prize nominated Hotel World (2001) and 2005
winner of the Whitbread The Accidental (2004) are known for their visceral lan-
guage play and dynamic shifts in view point and time scale delivered in a tightly
constructed form. She often treats universal themes – love, death, guilt and illness
– with a fleshy, fresh touch that surveys the commonplace and idiosyncratic along-
side the monumental.  She is currently working on a rewrite of a myth for
Canongate’s myth series.
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you are writing. You have to have no self. One of the interesting dichotomies or
dualisms that turn up in life is that opposites are always linked by some kind of equi-
librium, so that no self means very loud voice. No self means merging with a voice
that can really be heard because so much of writing is about finding voices, finding
things which have no voice or finding things which previously haven’t had a voice.  

TThhee  cchhaarraacctteerr  ooff  EEllssee  iinn  HHootteell  WWoorrlldd iiss  iinntteerreessttiinngg..  YYoouu  uussee  aa  nnuummbbeerr  ooff  iinntteerr--
ffaacceess  ttoo  pprreesseenntt  lliiffee  ffoorr  aa  wwoommaann  lliivviinngg  oonn  tthhee  ssttrreeeettss::  sshhiiffttiinngg  ffrroomm  lliimmiitteedd  tthhiirrdd
ppeerrssoonn  ttoo  hheerr  bbeeiinngg  sseeeenn  aanndd  ddeessccrriibbeedd  tthhrroouugghh  tthhee  eeyyeess  ooff  aa  bboorreedd  jjoouurrnnaalliisstt..
DDiidd  yyoouu  rreesseeaarrcchh??
I had a clear structure in mind for Hotel World. Outside the building was someone
who couldn’t afford or had no right to be in the building. Inside was someone who
worked there and also someone who couldn’t afford to stay there as a guest. Else
was always an outsider but with that structure, you immediately have all the inter-
faces. There’s a view from here, there, views from people outside. She came about
in two ways. Firstly, she really loves words. She was a clever girl who was an out-
sider. I wonder if clever girls are often outsiders. Secondly, she’s truly homeless. For
the first and maybe last time I did some research into someone who wasn’t me. I
asked a girl I saw on the street some facts about what it was like and in return, I
gave her money and books. She talked to me about the police, how they move you
on, the kind of places you would stay. The rest I made up. 

WWhhiicchh  ppooiinntt  ooff  vviieeww  aarree  yyoouu  mmoosstt  ccoommffoorrttaabbllee  wwiitthh??
Third person. It’s a gift to the writer as you can do more things. You can tell the
reader five different things by saying one thing. First person is really difficult
because everything is questionable but you also have to have trust with the reader. 

HHooww  ddiidd  tthhee  ssttrreeaamm  ooff  ccoonnsscciioouussnneessss  eevvoollvvee  aass  aa  ssttrraatteeggyy  ffoorr  tthhee  ssiisstteerr’’ss  sseeccttiioonn
iinn  HHootteell  WWoorrlldd?? YYoouu  uussee  tthhiiss  wwiitthh  aannootthheerr  yyoouunngg  ggiirrll,,  AAssttrriidd,,  iinn  TThhee  AAcccciiddeennttaall..
All third person is really stream of consciousness. Even when it is structured. All of
those characters in The Accidental are written in stream of consciousness, in that
they are sorting out their unconsciousness with an enhanced consciousness. Astrid’s
off the hook – nothing’s made her sort anything out yet and Michael has lost the
word ‘and’, so the continuum has gone for him. I think characters announce them-
selves by their sentence structures.  When I was working on the sister’s section in
Hotel World, I kept looking at it and it wasn’t working so I put it on the ground and
drew lines where I thought things stopped, then cut and arranged the lines so I
could see the links. I wanted to allow the chapter’s own consciousness to work on
me which I hadn’t seen clearly through its structure. 

DDoo  yyoouu  oofftteenn  uussee  tthhaatt  pphhyyssiiccaall  ssttrraatteeggyy??  
Never. 

AArree  yyoouu  aa  wwrriitteerr  ooff  rroouuttiinnee  aanndd  ddiisscciipplliinnee??
No. I get up in the morning, mope about and make excuses. But if I’m working on
something I start working on it really fast. I’ll be at my table straight after break-
fast. If not, I have to make myself. The impetus is always the piece of work. Once
you are in it, you can’t come out of it. 
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TThhaatt’’ss  tthhee  pprroocceessss  ooff  nnoovveell--wwrriittiinngg..  IItt’’ss  rreelleennttlleessss..
A novel won’t go away. Everything you do is a wrong decision. Everything is a
negotiation; it’s a conversation that never goes away. At least with a short story, it’s
over faster. With a novel you have to tell yourself not to mind. I think there’s a
proper relationship between instinct and editing. You have to let your instinct go
but you also have to know when to edit your craft. 

HHooww  ddoo  yyoouu  aacchhiieevvee  tthhaatt  bbaallaannccee??
It’s a working question. The uncertainty never goes away. When you look back -
having crossed the tide- and you ask yourself how you did that. In a way, it was-
n’t me, it was the book, because books are made by books. That stream of con-
sciousness in Hotel World is straight out of other books. I don’t mean that I’m copy-
ing things, I mean we write to pay homage to everything we have read.

DDoo  yyoouu  pprreeffeerr  tthhee  sshhoorrtt,,  sshhaarrpp  eenneerrggyy  ooff  tthhee  sshhoorrtt  ssttoorryy??
It’s a relief. 

IInn  FFrreeee  LLoovvee,,  tthhee  ffiirrsstt  ssttoorryy  iiss  bboolldd  aanndd  sseettss  tthhee  ppaaccee..  IItt’’ss  nnoott  kknnoowwnn  iinniittiiaallllyy  tthhaatt
tthhee  nnaarrrraattoorr  iiss  aa  wwoommaann..
The publishers didn't want me to call it Free Love, but something else. They were also
uneasy about that being the first story. But that story is fundamental to the book.

YYeess,,  aanndd  iinntteerreessttiinnggllyy  tthheeiirr  rreellaattiioonnsshhiipp  iiss  aammbbiigguuoouuss  bbuutt  nnoott  cclloosseetteedd..
Yes because everything means lots of things. The culture we live in now wants us
to see meaning on the surface which doesn’t allow for any shadow let alone ambi-
guity. We can’t live like that. It’s like being dead with a mobile phone in our hands. 

WWhhaatt  ddrriivveess  tthhee  sshhoorrtt  ssttoorryy  ffoorrmm??
The form is exciting because you can do anything with it. In a finite space, you can
do the infinite. It’s a bit like listening to something on the radio where you can be
anywhere in the world, it can take any shape, any voice. With a novel you are much
more constrained because it has to be chronological to some extent. It has to be about
time. Short stories are about time, but they are about spatiality, something moving
out or away from us as a still point. A novel has to be about sequence because it has
to move at length from one thing to another. Short stories do that too but within the
form you can go any direction and the form will hold it. It’s like a mythical beast that
can change at any time but you know it will always hold the shape.

WWoouulldd  yyoouu  jjuusstt  wwrriittee  sshhoorrtt  ssttoorriieess??
No, the novel is too seductive. It’s a social form. Writing in English, living in Britain,
it’s impossible to escape class and the British novel is always about class and lev-
els of hierarchy. If there’s ever a self that gets in the way of what I am doing, it is
that political self and the political consequences of how stories work. And the
notions of how you tell a story and it can never not be political. Everything belongs
in time and place and history – and we are in it. If we can’t see where we are, then
more fool us. The self that I was worrying about at the beginning of this is the
social, is the person who realises those things – and I always treat those as my par-
ticular quandary. That’s the self that comes between me and the work. 
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IIff  yyoouu  mmeerrggee  iinnttoo  yyoouurr  cchhaarraacctteerrss,,  II’’dd  hhaazzaarrdd  aa  gguueessss  tthhaatt  AAmmbbeerr  iinn  TThhee
AAcccciiddeennttaall iiss  cclloosseesstt  ttoo  yyoouu..
It’s interesting that you think she’s me because she is complete artifice! She has no
self at all. As well as being the most earth-stampingly bodily character, she is also
in dreams and cinemas. She is a trick of light. Each one of her sections is first per-
son and sets up an immediate distrust and immediate self entry. You can place any-
thing or read anything onto this character: she might punch you for it, you know,
but you can still carry on doing the reading. I had a number of things from the
Alhambra that I wanted to bleed into the section and, using the cinema motif, one
of them was the palace. Compare notions of grandeur: the Alhambra is a palace, it’s
also a six-seater car and it’s a person (Amber). Everything we believe resides in a
car, cinema and a palace. It resides in all of history: the empire buildings and shift-
ings that are happening now and happening through that book.

YYoouu  rreeffeerreennccee  tthhee  pphhoottooss  sshhoowwiinngg  tthhee  hhuummiilliiaattiioonn  aanndd  ttoorrttuurree  ooff  IIrraaqqii  pprriissoonneerrss
aatt  tthhee  hhaannddss  ooff  tthhee  UUSS  aarrmmyy..  IItt’’ss  aaggaaiinn  ssiiggnnppoossttiinngg  aann  iinntteerrffaaccee;;  aanndd  ssuuggggeessttiinngg
oouurr  ccoommpplleexx  aanndd  yyeett  aammbbiivvaalleenntt  rreellaattiioonnsshhiipp  wwiitthh  tthhee  mmeeddiiaa..
The interface notion is interesting because all of those characters have something
between them and the world and questioning if that’s a good thing or whether you
should see, whether you actually see anything. When we look at a TV screen, do we
actually see anything any more? 

HHaavvee  yyoouu  aallwwaayyss  bbeeeenn  iinntteerreesstteedd  iinn  llaanngguuaaggee  ppllaayy??
I can’t remember a time when I wasn’t. There’s nothing else to do in Inverness. I
love the many meanings that words can have and the whole structure we can make
when we just simply suggest. I love the imagination and what the imagination can
do. Growing up in a small town being gay and knowing that the world I was in
wasn’t really going to allow for me - well, not easily - meant that you could believe
in positive notions like there were worlds beyond, there were other things you could
do and that there were always other words, and that love doesn’t have to be
sequestered. Just unpack a word and see what comes from it. Words are versatile if
we let them be and if they become versatile then we become versatile. 

AAnndd  bbeeiinngg  ggaayy  aarrgguuaabbllyy  eeqquuiippss  yyoouu  wwiitthh  nneeeeddiinngg  ttoo  ccoonnssttrruucctt  mmeeaanniinnggss  oonn  mmuull--
ttiippllee--lleevveellss..
Yes, imagine the selves that we are supposed to have and the selves we are given.
The imagination and reality have always been closely linked. Someone said that the
novel gives us our imagined worlds, but actually it gives us our real world.
Language and fiction give us how we could be, how we can be, if there’s a realisa-
tion of other words, voices, structures. You just have to keep yourself open: all our
selves. Beyond the closed nature which is what society suggests we ought to have
– to close off all the time - or is more comfortable as a way for us to be, but it’s
like a denial of everything that matters. 

WWhhoo  ddoo  yyoouu  eennjjooyy  rreeaaddiinngg  nnooww??
That’s difficult. There’s the new novel by Nicola Barker. She’s an original writer and
I don’t think there are many in English fiction at the moment because in a way pub-
lishing works against originality in a way it hasn’t before because the weight on
writers to produce the next thing is heinous. Barker manages to have a voice and a
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style which is arguably beyond time, it’s absolutely of now and yet when you read
it you can’t quite keep up with it. It’s gone as soon as you have read. She’s found
an instamatic, traditional form that nobody else has found. She comes straight out
of writers like Chaucer and Carter. 

IInn  tthhee  UUKK,,  iiss  tthhee  sshhoorrtt  ssttoorryy  mmoorree  ppooppuullaarr  nnooww??
Not really. There’s noise that’s being made with the national short story prize with
the money attached to it now. You can live for a year on £15,000. But publishers
are still denying that short stories can sell. Imagine the difference if a collection of
short stories could be on the Booker Prize. In bookshops it’s hard to find short story
collections. Book sellers don’t think they can sell because publishers don’t put any
money into selling them. It’s the notion that readers don’t like short stories because
they take too much investment into a tiny little space. But this is a false supposi-
tion – everyone I know who loves books, loves short stories. 

IInn  tthhee  GGuuaarrddiiaann,,  ((TToo  CCuutt  AA  LLoonngg  SSttoorryy  SShhoorrtt,,  MMaarrcchh  2244,,  22000077))  wwrriitteerrss  iinncclluuddiinngg
yyoouurrsseellff  wweerree  aasskkeedd  ttoo  ccoonnssttrruucctt  aa  ssttoorryy  iinn  ssiixx  wwoorrddss..  SSoommee  rreeaallllyy  wwoorrkkeedd  aass
tthheeyy  eevvookkeedd  ddeepptthh  aanndd  hhaadd  aa  cclleeaarr  ssttrruuccttuurree..
In a tiny space, you can make everything happen. If you just simply attend to
words, they’ll do the work for us. And they’ll tell us everything we need to know
and we’ll be able to use them with much more skill. But what’s happened in the last
ten years is that words come to mean their opposites or mean nothing. For exam-
ple: ‘weapons of mass destruction’. Nobody trusts what words do. This first meant
a politician’s tool and then a politician’s lie. We have to find a way to re-enfran-
chise words.


