
How Late It Was, How Late
by James Kelman

About the Book

Winner of the 1994 Booker Prize, this witty, controversial, and brilliant bestselling novel has been compared to the 

works of Joyce, Beckett, and many other masters.

A raw, wry vision of human survival in a bureaucratic world, How Late It Was, How Late opens one Sunday morning in 

Glasgow, Scotland, as Sammy, an ex-convict with a penchant for shoplifting, awakens in a lane and tries to remember 

the two-day drinking binge that landed him there. Then, things only get worse. Sammy gets in a fight with some soldiers, 

lands in jail, and discovers that he is completely blind. His girlfriend disappears, the police probe him endlessly, and his 

stab at Disability Compensation embroils him in the Kafkaesque red tape of the welfare system.

A masterpiece of black humor, subtle political parody, and Scottish lower-class vernacularHow Late It Was, How Late is 

a classic-to-be from one of today's most talented novelists.

Discussion Guide

1. Kelman's novel begins with, "Ye wake in a corner and stay there hoping yer body will disappear, the thoughts 

smothering ye; these thoughts; but ye want to remember and face up to things, just something keeps ye from doing it, 

why can ye no do it; the words filling yer head: then the other words; there's something wrong; there's something far far 

wrong; ye're no a good man, ye're just no a good man." How does the opening sentence set the stage for the action of the 

novel? What kind of tone and message does this sentence prescribe?

2. Kelman has chosen to use the Glaswegian dialect rather than standard English. How does this affect the reader? Does 

it help create a stronger Scottish atmosphere pulling the reader into Sammy's world? Does it make the reader pay more 

attention to the language being used? Why did Kelman make this choice?
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3. What are the roles of blindness in the novel? Would Sammy's predicament and experiences be very different if he 

could see?

4. Many critics suggest that the language in How Late It Was, How Late is comparable to rap and hip-hop because 

Kelman uses the same unrelenting vulgarity even some of the same refrains ("Know what I'm sayin"). Kelman readily 

accepts this parallel. Discuss how his language meets this analogy and where it doesn't work.

5.How important is profanity to the text? Would the novel change if there were fewer obscenities?

6. Critics have described How Late It Was, How Late as a violent text. How can it be violent when there are no guns or 

knives and there is no brawling?

7. Discuss Sammy's relationship with Helen in the novel. How does his rage toward his blindness interfere with this 

relationship?

8. One of Kelman's great skills is taking his readers inside the complex mind of his blind character. One critic described 

this phenomenon by saying, "We think along with him, probing our way with a homemade white stick and a crude yet 

resourceful intelligence." What tools does Kelman use to produce this effect?

9. Why does Kelman create a hero like Sammy, a blind, alcoholic ex-convict, who has so many strikes against him?

10. The welfare bureaucracy in How Late It Was, How Late persecutes Sammy rather than helps him. Are there any 

clues in the text as to why Kelman's vision of society is so grim?

11. In his acceptance speech for the Booker Prize Kelman said, "My culture and my language have the right to exist and 

no one has the authority to dismiss that right." How does Kelman make his culture exist on the page? How does he 

ensure that it is not dismissed?

12. Why did Kelman choose to call his book How Late It Was, How Late? How does the title relate to the novel?  

Author Bio

James Kelman was born in Glasgow in 1946. His previous books include Not Not While The Giro, The Busconductor 

Hines, A Chancer, and Greyhound For Breakfast, which won the 1987 Cheltenham Prize. His novel A Disaffection

won the 1989 James Gait Black Memorial Prize and was shortlisted for the Booker Prize, and his collection of short 

stories The Burn won a Scottish Arts Council book award. He lives in Glasgow with his wife and two daughters.

Critical Praise

"Devastating irony...Kelman succeeds brilliantly. "
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