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Zadie Smith’s novel, On Beauty, has a little bit of everything: Academic competition, intra- and inter-racial politics, culture wars between the right and the left, adolescent angst, marital and intellectual infidelity and even a British “fish out of water” at a New England college. 
Sounds like a lot?  Well, it is, but if anyone can handle it, it is literary darling Zadie Smith.  She is adept at weaving stories that seem from the outside like a bowl of ice cream with too many toppings, but from the inside those flavors all work together to produce a pleasurable experience.  
The novel tells the story of Howard Belsey, a middle-class white liberal Englishman teaching abroad at Wellington, an exclusive New England college. He is a Rembrandt scholar who can't finish his book, and he’s just ended a regrettable affair that has placed his marriage in serious danger. His black wife, Kiki, is a Floridian, a warm, good-natured wife, mother and medical worker. Their children are Jerome, who is disgusted by his father's behavior; Zora, a Wellington sophomore and feminist activist; and Levi, who mimics the customs of hip hop culture. 
The other half of the story is that of the Kipps family, led by Monty.  He is a stiff, wealthy, ultra-conservative Christian and Rembrandt scholar.  He has not only finished his book but is enjoying critical acclaim and lectures frequently. Monty and Howard are longtime rivals both political and academic. The conflict rises when Howard’s son Jerome leaves Wellington to get away from his father, embraces the Kipps as a substitute family, falls for Kipps’ daughter Victoria and has his heart broken. Howard makes things worse, as he often does, by trying to fix things. When Kipps is granted a visiting professorship at Wellington and the whole family arrives in Massachusetts, the two families’ lives and futures collide with both funny and upsetting results. 
Not only is this a story that is at various times funny and poignant, the characters feel real – they are frustrating, irrational, kind, loving and clueless all at the same time.  Smith has mastered all types of dialogue, and when the characters speak, I felt as if I were sitting next to them, listening in.  Howard Belsey is a difficult protagonist – as reader, we want to like the main character of a novel, and Howard spends much of the story doing things that are tough to like.  But that was okay with me – I didn’t always like him, but Howard was always interesting to watch.   
I enjoyed this sweeping novel – in fact, I found myself wishing it wouldn’t end because I so engrossed in the story.  And, it made me think as well.  As Publisher’s Weekly wrote: “The book is funny and infuriating, crammed with multiple shades of love and lust, midlife and teenlife crises. Class, race and political conflicts are generally an integral part of a story that occasionally strays from its center. The theme of beauty as counterpoint to individual, family, cultural and social foibles and failures ribbons through the novel and wraps it up, perhaps to say that Beauty is, finally, the only Truth.”  

