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A Diamond that is Rough: The Attraction of the Flawed in Zadie Smith’s On Beauty 

 

“Beauty belongs to the sphere of the simple, the ordinary, whilst ugliness is something 

extraordinary, and there is no question but that every ardent imagination prefers … the 

extraordinary to the commonplace” – Marquis de Sade, “The 120 Days of Sodom”, 1785 

 From the perspective that the Marquis de Sade expressed above, would a diamond then 

be simple and uninteresting to the eyes of the imaginative? Or can a diamond signify much more 

than an object of flawless beauty? As a symbol of affection, the blood of the people killed in 

securing and selling them, or a value that is related to its comparative rarity on earth: the 

meaning of the diamond is different to each observer. Yet the diamond would be meaningless 

without the values that are attached to it. Perhaps a diamond, like a tomato, is something that, as 

one of Zadie Smith’s characters argues, “people, for totally selfish reasons of their own, have 

attached cultural – I should say nutritional – weight to” (Smith 312). 

 Yet this “value” signifies the only human connection that the object can ever possess. Is 

this value then more important than the object itself? British author Zadie Smith’s tendency to 

focus on multicultural, familial and social struggles suggests that she would agree. Her third 

novel, On Beauty, is no exception. On the surface, the title suggests that the novel is going to 

examine the nature of beauty and its relationship with human identity. Fiona Tolan, in her article 

for British Fiction Today, follows this line of thought and seems convinced that Smith is 
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primarily concerned with the “aesthetic appreciation,” the “commodification,” and the 

“politicization” of beauty that defines what is “precious” to her characters (Tolan 129). What 

Fiona Tolan fails to recognize is that the use of “aesthetics [as a literary device] does not often … 

describe any experiences with determined fidelity” (Jarvis 3). Smith’s story reflects this idea by 

focusing on the individual struggles and experiences that each of her characters must come to 

terms with throughout the novel. Her examination of particular works of art focuses on aspects of 

life that are not beautiful, but often painful, and honest. Indeed, Smith’s On Beauty really isn’t 

on beauty at all. Rather, it is a complex examination of the flaws that make us human, that make 

us interesting, and that make us undeniably real. Smith is not trying to write an after school 

special, nor does she claim that ugliness is actually beautiful. What Zadie Smith is really trying 

to say is that beauty in art is unimportant, and that by focusing so much of our lives on the 

aesthetic we risk ignoring the imperfections and experiences that are truly important. 

 This does not mean that beauty does not exist. However, the idea that beauty is less 

interesting than the meaning of the object it embodies is repeated throughout the text of the 

novel. Consider Smith’s descriptions of the two central houses in the novel. Jerome Belsey’s 

impression of the Kipps’ family home is derived not from how the house looks, but rather how it 

feels to him. He states that it is “unassuming-looking outside but massive inside – but there’s still 

a kind of humility that really appeals to me” (Smith 3-4). This description shows two important 

ideas that connect with the remainder of the text. First, that the exterior is less significant than 

what lies within. Second, that it is his connection to the house (a feeling of humility) that is 

important to him. The description of the Belsey house is extremely similar. It is seen as “shabby” 

and “ennobled by the work” that it had done for the Belsey family (Smith 17). In both cases, the 
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house is not only depicted as not especially beautiful, but also having value in something other 

than its appearance or monetary worth. 

 The presence of paintings in the novel follows a similar pattern. Smith uses oppositional 

viewpoints on the nature of Rembrandt’s paintings through Monty Kipps’ and Howard Belsey’s 

academic dialogue. The Hippolyte painting of Maitress Erzulie begins as something to be looked 

at within the Kipps’ residence. By the end of the novel, it adopts many more human concerns. It 

becomes a matter of inheritance, the object of Levi’s failure in his mother’s eyes, the exploitation 

of the poor by the rich, hope for the Haitian people, and the sole valued possession that Kiki 

retains following her separation with her husband. Yet neither of these paintings directly address 

Smith’s personal views on the meaning of art in the novel. The Wellington student, Katie, is 

Smith’s genuine messenger. Katie’s comparison between Rembrandt’s paintings Jacob Wrestling 

with the Angel and Seated Nude are especially important in Smith’s analysis of the importance 

of underlying human value above that of aesthetic interpretation. The former represents a 

struggle that is not human, but transcendent. Its biblical implications, as well as its general 

reverence in artistic criticism would seem to make it out to be something to be valued. Yet the 

description within the book calls it “impressive, beautiful, awe-inspiring – but not truly moving” 

(Smith 251). What is even more important is the fact that Katie is unable to relate to the battle 

depicted in the painting. It is unlike anything “she herself has experienced” (Smith 251). 

Rembrandt’s etching, Seated Nude, on the other hand, is able to resonate with Katie (and Smith 

herself) on a much deeper level. It is the “exterior, human information, not explicitly in the 

frame, but implied” that is critical to the connection between the image and the observer (Smith 

251). By depicting a woman who has lived what many women will experience throughout their 
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lifetimes, Rembrandt is able to make a connection that is more truthful than one based upon an 

imaginary battle. And although this woman is often seen as “ugly” she is extraordinarily real. 

 While Smith’s analysis of the human value in art is important to the story, the real heart 

of the novel lies in its characters. Each character represents an archetypal “flaw” of human 

nature. Whether it is Levi’s racial self-hatred and search for identity, Jerome’s relationship 

naiveté, Kiki’s dependence upon the past, Claire’s self destructive tendencies, Veronica’s vanity 

and promiscuousness, or Howard’s self-absorption, the struggles that each character must face 

during the story are interesting because they are struggles that on some level, we must all face. In 

particular, Howard Belsey’s failures and flaws serve as a crux to the story as a whole. The 

majority of the story revolves around events that are directly related to the consequences of his 

actions. He is seen by others as “sad, frank, abashed, almost confessional,” without “beliefs,” 

negligent, opportunistic, “self-obsessed,” and as someone who has never “given a fuck about 

what anyone wants” (Smith 32, 392, 46, 337, 433). Howard sees himself with “shame,” but at the 

same time is unafraid to lie in order to protect the stability of those he loves, even if his motives 

are selfish (Smith 24). 

 Therefore Howard, like an uncut gem, is genuinely compelling because of his 

imperfection, and for his potential for change. We want to see him make the right choices. When 

he fails, we are frustrated, disgusted and compelled towards emotion. When Kiki states that, 

“suffering is real. When you hurt people, it’s real,” we are given an experience to which we can 

relate (Smith 394). If Howard was a perfect being who did nothing but good, and had no 

discernable flaws we would be completely uninterested, we would be unable to relate. What 

Zadie Smith ultimately concludes is that what is “precious” is not a work of art, piece of music, a 

novel, or a house, but rather the complicated nature of being human. 
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