Edinburgh International Book
Festival - Ali Smith warns
against cutting back on
public libraries
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At the Edinburgh International Book Festival Scots author Ali
Smith warned that the axing of public libraries by local
authorities threatened the “democracy of reading” and would
have an impact on the next generation of writers.

In Charlotte Square Garden she was talking about her new
novel How To Be Both.

The importance of the libraries in British literature forms a
running theme of her next work, Public Libraries and Other
Stories, a collection of her short stories due out in
November. She said: “I’'ve given the stories a spine,
whereby, in the three or four weeks that I was pulling them
together and editing the book, I asked everybody I met to tell
me something about their public library experiences in their
lives and what they thought about the closures that have been
happening in this country to public libraries.

“In the space of me doing that, asking, 28 libraries closed.
In the space of me writing those stories [in the book], seven
years, a thousand public libraries closed.”

Smith said that the withdrawal of public funding was
“happening under the radar” and that the results would be
profound: “It’s very important we all think about it, because
councils who have had the draconian effect of the cuts on them
don’t like to say libraries are closing, they like to say that
they are becoming ‘community libraries’. That means nobody
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gets paid to look after them and it does mean that in the end
they will fall apart.”

She said that public libraries represented a “furiously
important tradition” within Britain of “democracy of reading
and democracy of space”, and that in talking to writers about
the significance of public libraries to them, she said that
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“everybody I asked said ‘Oh my god, the library made me’.

The targeting of public libraries by local authorities seeking
to make budget cuts has caused a public backlash, with
grassroots protest groups springing up against them. Local
authorities have a 1legal obligation to provide a
“comprehensive and efficient library service” — a legal
obligation under the 1964 Public Libraries and Museums Act,
which also prohibits charging for book loans. While some
councils have suggested that library services can be run by
volunteers, campaigners have said that this does not take
account of the professional and ethical standards to which
professional librarians must adhere.

Ms Smith stressed how important literature was in personal
development. She said: “We know that books make us. We know
that they are the things that pull us together, we know that
they are things that give us life and understanding and
knowledge.”

During her appearance at the festival, the writer also talked
about the inspiration and challenges behind writing How To Be
Both, which has been critically acclaimed for its testing the
boundaries of the literary form. Written in two parts, both
ostensibly represent Part One, but are randomly bound with
sections in either order, creating a dual-narrative. One of
the interconnected stories focuses on a teenage girl called
George who struggles to make sense of her mother’s sudden
death with her younger brother and her emotionally
disconnected father. The other is about an Italian renaissance
artist, Francesco del Cossa, a real-life figure of whom little



is known, but who was responsible for a series of frescoes in
the Palazzo Schifanoia in Ferrara, Italy.

Smith said that though the book was written in “a swivel-able
form” where neither past nor present held pre-eminence, she
had to resist efforts by some to dictate a set order.

“Lots of publishers have wanted me to publish it one way,” she
said. “America particularly wanted it with George at the
front, they think it’s easier, and I just said no. This book
was written, from its genesis to be able to be two things.”

Smith also said the she planned that her next four book would
come together to form a single larger novel.
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Today in the Garden highlights include:

10.00am Magnus MacFarlane-Barrow — the remarkable
man behind Mary’'s Meals, the charity delivering meals and
education to over a million of the world’s poorest children.

11.45am Paul Merton One of the most intelligent and
likeable comics in the land, Merton has had his fair share of
darkness and tragedy — including the death of his 2nd wife and
his own manic episode which resulted in him being
hospitalised.

12.30pm Andrew Cockburn has been quietly researching
the US policy on drones. Despite the lack of evidence for
their effectiveness in both Afghanistan and Iraq, these high-
tech assassins have become a crucial weapon in Obama’s wars.

5.30pm Andy Wightman Following the Smith
Commission’s work, Scotland’s recent political changes may end
up altering this country’s physical landscape too — not least



because of the full devolution of the Crown’s property
interests in Scotland. What impact might this have?

6.45pm The James Tait Black Prizes The world
renowned, and the UK’s oldest, literary prizes for best novel
and best biography will be announced tonight by Sally
Magnusson. Sally will be joined by shortlisted authors
Samantha Harvey, Zia Haider Rahman and Matthew Thomas for the
Fiction Prize, and Richard Benson, Dan Davies and Rachel
Holmes for the Biography Prize.

7.00pm Helle Helle In Denmark, Helle Helle's
novels have garnered a mixture of critical acclaim, literary
awards, and popularity with readers. Now, the highly-respected
Danish author’s work has been translated into English for the
first time by Martin Aitken.

7 .15pm Mexican Writing: An Insider’s View with
Gabriel Orozco Orozco is a hugely successful Mexican artist
who has exhibited at MoMA New York and Tate Modern. Here he
has selected two stellar authors from Mexico whose work 1is
worthy of international acclaim. Pablo Soler Frost is a
novelist and poet, while Eduardo Antonio Parra is a multi
award-winning novelist and short story writer.



