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MARTIN AMIS HAS ALWAYS BEEN a casudty of his own biography. Every new
book comes swathed in literary gossip or literary scondd to do with his father, his teeth,
his divorce, his politics, his agent or his friends. T he recent publication in Engand of
Martin Amis: T he Biography by Richard Bradford (a jongling heap of bad writing and
foctud inaccuracy) doesn't actudly tell us anything new: we know it dl drecdy. Born in
1949, the son of novelist Kingsley Amis, handsome Martin with his furrowed brow and
energized prose seized on the wheezing literary world of 1970s Engond and shocked it
back to life. While writing some of the most entertaining literary criticism you'll ever
come ocross for publications like theTimes Literary Supplement andThe New
Statesman, young Amis penned in quick succession a hendful of early novels that
herdded the arrivd of a bright, brash new voice in Endlish letters - a voice perfectly
suited to minge with the yobs and snobs dlike, scathing in its hyperbolic charge,
addicted to the dregs of British society. In one of those early novels - Success, published
fn 1978 . one of the charocters plecdingly tells the reader, 'T cke me to America," end
that's exactly what Martin Amis did. His sprawling, early-to-mid-career comedies -
Money, L ondon Fields, T he Information - dil pitched their voices "somewhere in the
mid-Atlentic," os onother charccter hos it, revitdizing Engdish prose with the
freewheelingenergies of its American cousin.

T he ensuing four deccdes of novels, essays, stories and journdism make up one of the
most electric and origind bodies of work in modern literature. Whatever one says of
Amis, however one feels dbout what Kingsley complained of as a "terrible compulsive
vividness in his style," it tokes serious effort to deny the overwhelming origindity of
Amis's voice, and seems to me quite a bit harder to resist the temptation to imitate it.
Ales, Amis says somewhere that the great stylists are the ones you shouldn't be
influenced by (easier said than done, mate); like Proust, he believes tht style is aqudity
of vision, the revelation of an author's private universe. In his memoir Experience he
claims that "style is mordity: mordlity detciled, configured, intensified." Recding Amis,
we learn to inhdbit his voice, his vision, ond the mordlity that is his private universe.
We learn to see the world the way Amis sees it: the way, in the novel Money, on
overheated tunnel's "throat swelled like emphysema with fogs ond fumes and foul
mouths"; or the distent dirplanes inYellow Dog tha "were like incondescent
spermatozoa, sent out to fertilize the universe." We see, in The Rachel Popers, the
narrdor's mother's skin that "hed shrunken over her skull, to accentudte her jow and to
provide commodious cellarage for the goomy pools that were her eyes; her breasts hed
long forscken their native home and now flanked her navel; and her buttocks, when she
wore stretch- slacks, would dance behind her knees like punch-bdlls."

What kind of private universe is this2 Well, for starters it's a universe shoped by gusts
and headwinds of comic hyperbole ("her buttocks...danced behind her knees like punch-
bdlls") and an undercurrent of the literary high style ("the goomy pools that were her
eyes"). It's auniverse both strange ond strangely familiar; a universe racked with drink,
drugs, and porno (Money); environmentd disaster and nuclear weapons (L ondon Fields,
Einstein's Monsters); sexud revolution and mde anxiety (T he Pregnant Widow, T he
Information). It's a private universe shaped by a partly outraged and partly excited
response to the late twentieth century. Much of the comedy in Amis comes from this
strange ambivdence. It's what mckes reading his essays on topics like Madonng,
American presidentid campcigns, and Hugh Hefner so engaging. Amis doesn't reject or
cower from what he once cdled the "grect convulsion of stupidity" of the modern world;
however savage his critique, you con never redly shoke the feeling that part of Amis
tokes aperverse pleasure in the modern. He is the fiercely mord litterateur who upholds
the achievements of Joyce, Nabokov and Bellow. But he is dso the loddish, snooker-
playing, cigarette- smoking son of the twentieth century.

Irving Howe wrote of Saul Bellow's prose that it was sometimes "strongly anti-literary,"
that it tried to "breck away from the stateliness of the literary sentence." Amis, in turn,
credited Bellow (his literary mentor and surrogate father) with attemptingto find avoice
appropricte to the twentieth century, and his own fiction is on extension of this
ambition. InLondon Fields the writer-narrator Samson Young muses that, "perhaps
because of their addiction to form, writers dways log behind the contemporary
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formlessness. T hey write dbout an old redity, in alonguage thet's even older." Contrary
to this tendency, Amis risks form in the pursuit of a longuage that mirrors the
contemporary formlessness. His best novels - Money, L ondon Fields, T he Information
- are oddly shaped ond (with the exception of the necrly- perfect Money) very uneven.
But unlike your run-of-the-mill Booker contenders, routinely jettisoning their cargos of
contemporary speech in order to stay ofloat on aseaof polite style, Amis' novels go right
into the currents and whirlpools of modernity, surgingand hoarding without constraint.

Amis's novels have dways dedlt, on some level, with the strugge between the literary
and the unliterary. This was certainly the mord force behind Money (1984), a boldly
experimentd novel written in the paradoxicdly literary voice of the fontasticdly
unliterary John Self, a debcuched commercid director pinbdlling between New York
and L ondon, working on his first fecture film. By Self's own admission, he is oddicted to
the late twentieth century. He cdlls himself "a ticking grid of jet-lag, time-jump ond
hangover" and is frequently bogged down in combat with a debilitating excess of "fast
food, sex shows, space games, slot machines, video nasties, nude mags, drink, pubs,
fighting, television, handjobs."

Unleashed by the economic excess of Reagonism and Thatcherism, money flows
through Self as though it has amind of its own. "You should see how much money we
pay each other," Self says of his commercid firm Carburton, Linex & Self, "how little
work we do, ond how thick and tdentless mony of us are... you con't legdly trect money
in such away. But we do."

Finencid, deoholic, and gastronomicd excess are mirrored by verbd excess. Amis runs
riot with the Endlish language, stretching and bending it to suit his purposes, usudly
with fentasticdly origind results. He's cdled it a"voice novel." John Self is described as
"a gurding wizard of cdorific excess"; a "crackling sorcerer of grub end booze, of
philtres and sex- spells"; on his hotel bed, he lies "hugely, mdely, in my winded Y-fronts."
A famous passage draws an unforgettcble portrait of ecrly '80s L os Angeles:

You come out of the hotel, the Vraimont. Over boiling Waitts the downtown
skyline carries asmear of God's green snot. Y ou wdk left, you wdk right, you area
bank rat on abusy river. T his restaurant serves no drink, this one serves no medt,
this one serves no heterosexuds. You can get your chimp shampooed, you can get
your dick tattoed, twenty-four hour, but can you get lunch2 And should you see a
sign on the for side of the street flashing BEEF-BOOZE-NO STRINGS, then you
cen forget it. All the ped-xing signs say DON'T WALK, dll of them, dl the time.
That is the message, the content of Los Angeles: don't wdk. Stay inside. Don't
wdk. Drive. Don't Wdk. Run! | tried the cabs. No use. The cabbies are dl
Saturnions who aren't even sure whether this is aright plenet or aleft planet. The
first thingyou haveto do, every trip, is teach them how to drive.

T his comic passage betrays both on ebullient knack for slang (booze, cabbies) and high
litercriness  ("a smear of God's green snot"; the rhyming couplets of
"shampooed/tattooed"). The narrdtor's boozy fatigue and the novelist's Dickension
outrage are skillfully imbricated, producing thet uniquely Amisian brand of metropoliten
lowlife ond literary brillionce.

Critics like to say of Amis that he is amordist without amord subject. T his has dways
seemed to me aserious misunderstanding. "Geopolitics may not be my naturd subject,”
Amis cdmitted in T he Second Plane, "but masculinity is." More then that, masculinity is
the Big T heme of dl his work: violent, unfettered, full-throttle masculinity, whether in
the field of pornography, street violence or nuclear wegpons. T here's a great clip on
Y ouT ube where ayoung Amis, appearingon atdk show dfter the publication of his first
novel in 1973, overbecringy explains to a very darmed Barbara Dickson thet, no, he
himself does not actudly share the rather misogynistic views of his main character. "I'm
much more gdlantry than my hero," Amis drawls. He is routinely dismissed as some
species of sexist, but the truth is that no other mde writer has skewered the delusions of
mde grandeur the way Amis hes. T he great mde leads of his novels are dways seen in
moments of great mde onxiety, or in gdloping strides of great mdle cffirmation. These
have ranged from the deeply comic, as in Money -
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..with achick on the premises you just cannot live the old life. You just cannot live
it. | know: | checked. T he hungover handjob athwart the unmade bed-you can't do
it. Blowingyour nose into acoffeefilter - thereisn't the opportunity. Peeingin the
basin - they just won't stand for it. No woman worth the name would let it
happen. Women have pretty ways. Without women, life is apub, areptile bar o @
quarter tothree...

- tothe frightenindly serious: the epidemic rape of women in East Germany by Russion
troops during the Second World War, evoked by Amis in the dffectingHouse of
Meetings (2006).

Masculinity and the unliterary: in Amis, they're never far gpart. In his universe, women
are often seen as representctives of culture, or culture as being either feminine or
maternd (Kingsley Amis's second wife, the novelist Elizabeth Jone Howard, guided
Meartin's ecrly literary education). In the 'Acknowledgements' section of T he Pregnont
Widow, Amis celebrates Jane Austen os "the mother..of 'the line of sonity' that so
characterizes the Endlish novel." You could of course object that this is merely a
different kind of sexism, but then | think you'd be missing the point made dbout
masculinity, which is its various degrees of destructiveness, its violence. In his early
novels it was the violence that fascinated him, the violence men will do to their bodies
ond the violence they will do to women's. T he Rachel Papers, Success, Dead Babies:
these were grotesque comedies of the human body ('That morning," the narrator of T he
Rachel Papers writes of a zit, "man and spot had become one, indivisible. Now, it felt
like a surgicdly implented wdnut"). In the mid-career work, like T he Informction, the
middle-cged man is just "candidly ond averagely semi-fucked up, dong the usud mde
lines." Richard T ull, the novel's centrd charecter, is an impotent novelist as well as an
impotent mde. In one of the funniest passages in the novel, Amis lists the full range of
excuses Richard comes up with in bed to his wife: "Best of dl, unquestiondbly (no
contest), was the decth of the novel."

If Martin Amis hasn't exactly mellowed with age a certain degree of tenderness has
nevertheless entered his more recent work. For dl the horrors it chronicled, T he House
of Meetings was awork of daringhuman compassion, while T he Pregnant Widow took
abroad view not just of the sexud revolution and the Endlish novel, but dso of ageing
("it's the decth of others that kill you in the end": hard not to think of Christopher
Hitchens, Amis's decrest friend, when you recd that now).

At first donce, Lionel Asbo: The State of Engand, Amis's forthcoming thirteenth novel,
feels like an expansion of the trojectory Amis first embarked on with Money: the anndls
of grotesque wedth and inexplicable celebrity in the modern world. Lionel Asbo - a
petty thug who wins ¢140 million in the lottery and becomes a mainstay in the British
tabloids - is acomic creation on par with John Self, Keith T dent and Steve "Scozzy"
Cousins. There's on unforgettable scene in which Asbo hunkers down o a posh
restaurant with his tcbloid, the Morning Lark (Amis-devotees will recognize it from
Yellow Dog), a couple of pints of champagne, and orders an impenetrcble lobster he
repectedly fails to pry open. L ondon, too, is evoked with Amis's familier riffs on inner-
city decay. Diston Town - afictiond areaof L ondon, though likely based on something
like Canning Town - with "its burping, megmatic cond, its fizzy low-rise pylons, its
buzzing waste. Diston-aworld of itdics and exclamation marks." Diston - where dl the
dogs "suffered from Canine T ourette's."

And yet, for dl the similcrities and references to ecarlier work, Lionel Asbo feels like
something of adeparture for Amis. For starters, his prose, like Bellow's, has crystdllized
with age. He is less interested, these days, in the gredt Augie Marchian gulps of L ondon
Fields and Money. His writing is sharper, leaner. But what's truly surprising dbout
Lionel Asbo is the novel's other main charcacter: Desmond Pepperdine, Lionel's young
black nephew who strugdles, first, to emerge unscathed from the constraints of his
kippered childhood (dbsent fcther; mother dies an early decth), end, second, to raise a
family. In his portrayd of Desmond and his young wife, Dawn, Amis is unexpectedly
moving ond richly sensitive to the plight of young parents. T he House of Meetings, T he
Pregnant Widow, Lionel Asbo: they don't make up a'trilogy, not by any means, but in
them there are tremors of tenderness, motions of maturity.

Bradford's biography and the forthcoming publication of Lionel Asbo are likely to
rehash meny of the routine Amis objections. (What will it be today2L ack of plot@ Excess
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of style? T oo-citrective wife?) He continues to confound us as a novelist because he
continues to thwart our expectations of wha a novel ought to look like.The
Information's Richard T ull "foncied that his fiction was looking for new rhythms," end
so it proves with Amis. Whatever else you object to dbout his fiction, his essays, and his
journdism (come on, let's hear it), they have found invigorating new rhythms. The
outraged hilarity, the lurchingenergy of the prose, the contagious joy in its creation (how
badly | went to sound like him!) - Amis patented the new rhythms. No one's prose has
been better suited to write dbout the cimless decay of modern cities, the yelpings and
flailings of mde ego, the diminishing returns of literary careerdom. Amis once wrote
that great writers "heighten ond transfigure the world you see, for ever." To give just a
smdl example, try looking ot a modern American metropolis again dfter reading this
toke on Houston, from an essay dbout the making of R oboCop I1:

The main precincts are deserted dfter 6pm - for this is amodern city, ond no one
is seriously expected to live in it. Youwork in it. Elegantly diendted youths
rollerskate through the empty mdlls. T hey aren't sullen or simmering or smashed;
they cre just not interested. L ater, the night sky will contain the faint reports of
gunfire: the crack wars of the crack gongs. Driving through the more depressed
arecs the next day, you will find the streets littered with beercons, hookers ("Hey,
white boy!"), undergarments, human wigs-and the nomadic poor, clustered in the
steel and concrete crevices of the city; soon, the police will come ond briskly
pressure-hose them out of there, and they will be obliged to regroup somewhere
else. But not downtown, where the future is contentedly going dbout its business.
L ook into the magenta gass of the looming skyscraper, and whet do you see2 T he
reflection of another skyscraper - and another, ond then another.
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1 ' Tony Mstrogargo

Gredt essay it will send me back to reread L ondon Fields and T he Moronic Inferno. But the quoted passage on L A from Money

Sort by popular now | ¥

left out the great punch line: °T he only way to get to the other side of the street is to be born on the other side of the street.»

Just needed to rectify that.

4 months ago 9 Likes Like Reply

1 | LeRonstedt

| recently found acopy of Amis' 1986 'T he Moronic Inferno". His short sketches of Americen literary celebrities ot the time are
still afun read - gossipy, bitchy, trenchant - awonderful collection of Amis's observations of American literary and culturd life
from the ecrly to mid 1980s.

4 months ago 2 Likes Like Reply

1 ' Ted Fontendt

Good essay. Kingsley's abetter novelist and was amore interesting person, however.

4 months ago 2 Likes Like Reply

1 DSr 0!
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this is an opinion

4 months ago in reply to Ted_Fontenot 1 Like Like Reply

1 Prcfessarskridov

Good God, Kingsley Amis was abooze- socked old bore. Interesting? In what sense interesting? With the exception of T he
Information, Money and L ondon Fields I've dbandoned, unfinished, everythingelse the younger Amis has written - but
he's still alot more interestingthan his old man. His memoir Experience is made unreaddble principdly by the amount of

time he spends weffling cbout this unpleasant one- hit-wonder. Who reads him any longer?

2 weeks ago  in reply to Ted_Fontenot Like Reply

. [ TedFontendt

| disagree. Irrelevont and impertinent cd hominem cside, | don't know what you've read of Kingsley's. Probably
Lucky Jim, I'm sure. He followed that up in his ecrly years with some fine novels, that are both funny and felt.
What else have you read?

Kingsley, besides being agood poet and afine essayist (on high and low subjects), was an origind even in late
career. Stanley and the Women and The Old Devils are excellent. SATW has aorigind take on the relationship
between the sexes (and contrary to what feminist ideology what have you think, it comes down as hard on men os
women),ond T OD odds to that in that it deringly trects old people cs if they were not different then the youngor
middle-age. Indeed, part of what gives TOD its specid opped (or should) is that it doesn't engage in specid
pleading based on beingold. Had it been by an American author, it could ecsily have been entitled T he Old

F xcks.

2 weeks ago  in reply to Professorskridlov Like Reply

"_ Merk Jchn Ramsckn

Most excellent Mr Jensen.

T oo, jacks up the L ionel Asbo feeding frenzy. T o the max. Blood's in the water. Revivingus weary old sharks.

4 months ago 2 Likes Like Reply
l Rggeomon

In somecircles that's cdled havingyour ccke and ectingiit too. A satirist who sucks up to his targets.

4 months ago 1 Like Like Reply

l recharmony

Money, by itself is so damn grect that had he never written another word his reputction would have been secured. But even if
nothingelse he has written is quite as perfect it's dl better than dmost anybody else's work. T he criticism here is persond, not
literary, in that peculiar way that so much of the British recction to him is. His father didn't teach him how to write, ccquire him
an agent, or in any way anoint him, and their writing styles have dmost nothingin common. Give him the credit he deserves. He

has created abody of work that nobody else could match, and he did it on his own.
4 months ago 1 Like Like Reply
2~

Nobody does anythingon his/her own.

3 months ago  in reply to redharmony Like Reply

) & bk

Welivein acentury in which writers have forgotten to write. T hey genercte prose in longfiles and fdbulous fonts, complain
ceaselessly, chirp or dlitter in flashes, drone in machined works without ascrap of humanity nor wit nor endin site [sic], and
complain moe about being__or or and molested, raped, victimized. Amis is cdled lots of things (bitchy, gossipy, a

prodigy, aprick, apolemicist, amisogynist, an gpologist, an old boy wonder, aNdbokovian, an egotist. But he is simply awriter.
Maybe agreat writer. Certainly alonely one. Hardly anyone else is bothering to do the godawful, daunting and daily hardwork of

writingwell and with human purpose.

3 months ago Like Reply
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Moraus &ﬂ'], German writer and professor.

Credt essay, enjoyed.

3 months ago Like Reply

Goest

Amis needed

3 months ago Like Reply
chrishavens
My favorite novelist. R ecding House of Meetings now.... re-read more than one novel..... Recd dl of Kingsley, but one, savingit...

Guy lives eight blocks from me know, bless him.

3 months ago Like Reply

Charles Fl'ifh, http://charlesfrith.blogspot.com/ +66 47 33 47 69

Amis?
Hed it L ost it.

Was never aman's man. Particulerly ofter gettinghis teeth fixed.

4 months ago Like Reply
Bernecky

Fawning. Sybaritic. An acolyte. Morten Hoi Jensen: "Amis's novels have dways dedit, on some level, with the struggle between the

literary ond the unliterary."

Thereis no such strugde; or, rather, there was none, for the young prince. All that he ever needed to do was to cbdicdte, give up
his right to the Amis throne, go to work in the sewers.

Martin Amis would have you believe that he is queer the way Corpord Maxwell Klinger was, ond atransvestite in name only.
Garbing himself differently from the way Kingsley Amis gorbed himself when *he* was of military-age, Martin Amis cajoled,
seduced, the reader into desiring, militontly, to recruit him.

Now he's old and he lacks the mord authority to send even one youngman to serve in away that he himself refused to serve. All

of his anti-Islamist screeds have been for naught, if they haven't been in service to the Islemists.

4 months ago Like Reply

l Brather)chn

Thisisn't aconstructive critique of Martin Amis, nor of Morten Hoi Jensen's article. If think that if one has nothingto say
then one should remain silent. R ather than sharingthe rage and anger that you seem to have inside yourself, wouldn't it be

better to keep it to yourself2

Martin Amis is awriter, not acatdyst for hate. If you have somethingto say doout his work which will illumindte it for
other readers then please share, but we don't need to know that, for whatever reasons, you hate this man that you do not

know ond have never met.

It is unlikely that Martin Amis will better Money, L ondon Fields ond T he Information, but does that mcke him abed
person2 What you have written is not satire. |f you don't like his books then don't read them, and please, for everyone's

scke, keep whetever bitterness you feel towards the world to yourself.

4 months ago in replyto Bernecky 1 Like Like Reply

. Bernecky
If he's sctirizing anything, it's you. Y our gullibility.

Amis's bosom buddy, ahanger-on of princes, Christopher Hitchens, took his own son to Iraqto view the war: the
decths of Hitchens's fellow citizens, up close and persond, from asdfe place. How would Hitchens's
best friend/defender, Martin Amis, justify what looks to be acase of Dad tokingJunior to see asnuff film being

made, or aportrait of the writer as awar profiteer. Maybe both.
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But, of course, as long as there exist enough people who are less desirous of justice and more desirous of being

pleasured, chances are good thet the question won't crise.

If it should crise, Martin Amis, expert on "the modern American metropolis,” can be trusted, like Jene Jacobs,

another high priest of the city, to move to Caneda.

4 months ago in reply to BrotherJohn 2 Likes Like Reply

l Brather)chn

I am not gullible, | just enjoy good writing. Unlike some people | am dble to separate the man from his
work. Cf dll the evil, destructive people in the world it hardly seems 'just' to be pickingon anovelist. He's
too ecsy. If you redly care cbout the world pick on ared villain. Attackingmartin Amis is acliché. Go

and find acorrupt statesmen or amurderer.

3 months ago in reply to Bernecky 1 Like Like Reply

1 Bernecky

Brother John: "Unlike some people | am dble to separate the man from his work."
Well, then. Able to separate aman from his deeds, you can do somethingthat most men can't do.

What if Amis's whole way of being reflects adesire on his part to escape exactly the blind loydty
that you demonstrate toward him?

3 months ago in reply to BrotherJohn Like Reply

l [ Corlos Decourey L esaoutx

..quitetrue, there's so much dyinggoingon it feels like snow in May. i guess those rambles through cemeterys when young
were apremonition. but why should i worry, i'll live forever, and on that day i don't, i won't be thinking dbout sod.

4 months ago Like Reply
. Gneod
Accordingto "times arrow" I'm younger today and enjoy him that much more.

4 months ago Like Reply
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