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Autumn published in 2016, is the second most recentlnoyéli Smith and the first
book of an upcoming tetralogy, whose stories aoséty connected by the theme of the four
seasons. The next book in the series, which ispofse, titledVinter, came out just a couple
of days before this review was written. Smith beghutumnby quoting the very famous
introductory sentence from Charles Dickemale of Two CitiesHowever, her version is
slightly altered. It reads: "It was the worst oh#s, it was the worst of times.” And it is the
difference between the two that seemingly setddhe for the whole book. While Dickens
viewed the time of his novel, the 18th century,casfusing and conflicted, horrible and
amazing all at once, Smith's time, the early 2gstury, appears much bleaker. Ours are the
worst of times, squared, she seems to be sayingfilBtimpressions might be misleading
and this is definitely the case wifutumn because, ultimately, this novel is a very uplti
read.

The book tells the story of a friendship betweeo wery different characters. Daniel
Gluck is 101 years old. He is a retired songwrdted free spirit who has lived through much
of the turmoil that wrecked Europe in the 20th oent Elisabeth Demand is a 32-year-old
junior lecturer of art history at a London univéysiShe temporarily returns to her hometown
and to her mother's house in order to be closer tomatose Daniel, who is spending what
seem to be the last days of his life in a care hdrhe two first met when Daniel moved into
the house next door to Elisabeth. At that time, iBlamas already an old man while Elisabeth
was a little girl, just 8 years old. Despite theybawage difference, they were instantly drawn to
each other. Daniel admired Elisabeth's perceptas®rand sincerity, whilst Elisabeth was
fascinated by his imagination and by how he wag ablmesmerise her with stories. Now
they are reunited after a long period of estrangeyrend Elisabeth clings to the hope that
despite Daniel's age and obvious fragility, thegmistill be able to snatch a few moments of
togetherness from the tight grip of passing time.

Although the book is undeniably a story about Daaied Elisabeth, it is also much
more than that. It is a story about friendship,etinransience, history, humanity, art, and
nature. Elisabeth is every young woman, lookingkbat her short life and evaluating it,
trying to find meaning. She is also a member of Bnésh generation at a time of historic
change, upheaval, and uncertainty. She is a hurearg bn a world on the brink of an
environmental disaster. And she is a female in gliktseems to be a man's world. Daniel is
not only a dying man, he is also a dying centungh ws history, its struggles and conflicts,
but also its breakthroughs and achievements. Daneelstory, a long and complex narrative
that offers numerous options for interpretatiomaarative that seems to be almost over, but
still, somehow, goes on. In these two charactarg{fSwas able to masterfully blend a very
human, everyday story with deep and complex palitiphilosophical, and metaphysical
observations.

"And if I'm the storyteller | can tell it any wayike, Daniel said. So, it follows. you are —
So how do we ever know what's true? Elisabeth said.
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Now you're talking, Daniel said.”
(p. 121)

One of the themes that feature most prominentlyhan novel is that of dream and
imagination versus reality. The book opens witheaaiption of one of Daniel's visions. At
first, he believes he might be dead, but he grédyluehlises that he is merely asleep. He
already has experience deciphering situationsthig as his mental existence is now largely
made up of such liminal states between hallucinadiod consciousness, between being here
and being on the other side. Elisabeth also haamtyeand visions. It is in them that she is
able to investigate her emotions and look baclostt inemories. But it is not just the two
characters who frequently find themselves on theldxtine between dream and reality. The
world itself is presented as illusory and absurcheW Elisabeth tries to apply for a new
passport, she enters a truly Kafkian realm of burescy and absurdity. The post office, with
its sleepy atmosphere, desperate customers, angordEsnt employees is a surreal,
nightmarish space that seems to fit more Briave New Worldthe novel Elisabeth is reading
while she waits in the queue, than into the mundameryday reality. The structure of the
text clearly echoes this theme. At times, the winmleel seems like a dream sequence whose
fragments are occasionally brought to the surfackethen allowed to fade away. This is just
one of the ways in which Smith integrates meanirig form. The disjointed narrative is like
the disjointed memories the characters retainaif thves, but it is also just like the disjointed
present in which they find themselves: a presergreviBritain has become a split nation and
the future seems even less real than a dream.

"whoever makes up the story makes up the world"
(p- 119)

In a world where it is not possible to distingurglality from imagination and dreaming
from consciousness, life and history turn into @yspeople are in charge of. Thus, art and
fiction become legitimate means of changing or ewerating reality. Throughovkutumn
Smith emphasises this formative potential of antariks to their ability to produce beauty and
meaning, artists and storytellers can fight agaabsurdity, hopelessness, futility, or even
evil. Daniel is presented as one such visionargtore He adopts the postmodern view that
"whoever makes up the story makes up the world"1(®). In Autumn however, this
standpoint does not lead to cynical relativism, fagher to an optimistic belief that we are,
after all, able to shape our reality and createwa world, if the current one is not living up to
our expectations. Daniel not only transforms rgailitto song lyrics, he also changes and
moulds young Elisabeth with his stories about ad li#e. Later, Elisabeth discovers a similar
creative power in the work of Pauline Boty, a Biitipop art painter, who used snippets of
life's ugliness to create humorous colourful cakgElisabeth describes Boty as a kind of
vitality goddess who "arrives on earth equippedhwthe skill and the vision capable of
blasting the tragic stuff that happens to us atb ispace, where it dissolves away to
nothingness whenever you pay any attention toiféddrce in her pictures” (p. 239).

"It's yet another day, weather, time, news, stafijgening all across the country/countries,
etc."
(p. 253)

Although life and history are stories we can chowserite and rewrite, they also seem

to be endlessly repeating themselves. Time is pgsbut it is reborn with each new human
being and each new generation. On the one harsl,mbkans that the same mistakes are
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constantly repeated and replayed, and the saméeprslmeed to be solved again and again.
On the other hand, the cyclic nature of time ersmll@ch new generation to rediscover and
build the world anew, find new excitement in thensaexperiences, be inspired by the same
books, but learn new truths from them. Tlrave New Worlda novel that is old and boring
for Daniel, can seem fresh and enthralling to Blth.

Smith implies that the ruling principle of time atite force that creates variation and
surprise in the fixed cycle of life is incidentglitSuch as when, one day, while Elisabeth was
aimlessly wandering the streets of London, sheredtan art shop and found an old catalogue
from one of Pauline Boty's exhibitions. Boty wagpianeer British feminist painter she had
never been taught about in art school. So Elisatbetided to take her up as the topic of her
dissertation. She quickly realised that the pidubaniel used to describe when she was a
child were actually paintings by Boty. Boty was theman Daniel was in love with a long
time ago. As he later reveals to Elisabeth, sheagagslly the only woman he has ever loved.
This is when Elisabeth realises that the love sleésffor Daniel has never been mutual. Thus,
a little random incident forever altered the coun§&lisabeth’s life, as well as the nature of
her friendship with Daniel. Smith's fascination lwihcidentality and fluidity of time is also
reflected in the formal structure of the novel,tlas events and chapters are joined together
based on associations, rather than chronology.cbhelusion of the novel is left open, as
well, as if to bring home the point that each egdin fact just the beginning of yet another
time cycle.

"It's as if the Angel Gabriel has appeared at thmodof her mother's life, kneeled down,
bowed his head and told her: in a shop full of juptimewhere among all the thousands and
thousands of abandoned, broken, outdated, tarnisisett-on, long-gone and forgotten
things, there is something of much greater wor@ntlanyone realizes, and the person we
have chosen to trust to unearth it from the drddsnee and history is you."

(p. 129-130)

Autumndeals with the theme of time in many ways. Besitles interest in time's
circular character and with the incidentality ofeats, Smith also explores the nature of
memory and our complex relationship to the pasttaruistory. This focus is very logical in
the British context, not only because of the Bhnitedbsession with tradition and heritage, but
also because in 2016 much of the nation seemed tuided by a strong sense of nostalgia,
which made them look for solutions to their probéem the past, rather than in the future.
Smith subtly criticises this infatuation with thenes gone by, which is embodied in the
recurring image of a junkshop. She points out timtmatter how fond our memories, we
should not cling to them too much, because memsryat reliable. As Daniel puts it,
"memory and responsibility are strangers. Theyreifjn to each other. Memory always goes
its own way quite regardless"” (p. 160). Insteadsedrching dusty cupboards and antique
stores for long lost treasures, what Smith suggestshould do is embrace the inevitable
forgetting and move on from the past. In fact, tngght be the only way to survive: "we have
to forget things sometimes. [...] It means we gbttaf rest. [...] We have to forget. Or we'd
never sleep ever again” (p. 210).

"There's always, there'll always be, more storyathwhat story is.
[...] It's the never-ending leaf-fall.”
(p. 193)

The inevitable loss of the past and the eternalvdod motion of time are both
connected toAutumrs central concern, which is transience. Whetheas iDaniel's slow
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progress towards death, or the change of seasons dutumn to the inescapable winter,
Smith reminds us throughout the novel that things anything but permanent. People are
here and then they are gone, amazing artists caedtare forgotten, and even huge historical
changes, like world wars or Brexit referenda evalhyufade into insignificance. The only
thing that remains constant is nature, in its neveting cycle of birth, growth, decay, and
rebirth. That is why trees reappear in the novagjdiently, always in contrast to humanity, its
frivolousness, cruelty, and fragility. However, nséence is not depicted as something
depressing or demoralising. On the contrary, jist forgetting, the inevitable passing of
time brings relief. It gives humankind an opporturid erase and forget our mistakes and to
move on into a future that might hold somethingttéelbit brighter than the present. Thus,
while the decay of autumn and the decay of Danddy seem to mirror the decay and
dissipation within contemporary Britain, Smith rew$ us that even on the darkest and
shortest winter day, there is always the certaofty spring to come. Rebirth is possible
through art, through imagination, but above aleetarough the unparalleled power of nature.
The way out of despair is to remember that thersoimething larger than humanity to fall
back on, and that nothing is ever completely [d8he is infinite, and thus, there will always
be more story.

Autumnis a complex novel. It explores themes that affcdit to think about, and
undoubtedly also difficult to write about. It isn@vel about art, time, memory, history, and
death. But despite the philosophical weight ofitbject matter and the density of metaphor,
the writing never feels laboured or dull. Rathée teader might have an impression that the
book was written in one sitting, propelled by argjaneous burst of inspiration. What is even
more astounding is that it is actually possiblegad the novel in one sitting, and still have a
profound experience. Ali Smith manages a great féaé paints heavy themes with a light
hand; she injects humour into despair and creatastyp from ugliness. What is more, she
edits herself ruthlessly. The formal structureh@ hovel is in alignment with the message at
all times. There is no redundancy or superfluousimentation. The experimental elements
are not pretentious, but serve a purpose. This igpdifting book because it does not let the
narrative slip into depression and gloom, but imdteffers a plausible solution to some very
tricky questions. Finally, it is a beautiful bookdause it aims to do good in the world and
make it a more beautiful place. In this waytumnis an actual, physical realisation of one of
its own central ideas: that art can transform tbedavfor the better.
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