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Tod T Friendly, doctor and sometime philanderer, is a man whose inner
self seems hidden from his passing conquests. "I don't feel I really know
you," (or something similar) they say. His longtime girlfriend has an old
word for what seems absent. "Perhaps Irene puts it best – she certainly
puts it most often – when she tells Tod that he has no soul." Amis's
protagonist, revealed in the novel's reverse chronology to have been a
Nazi doctor called Odilo Unverdorben in his previous life, has no known
inner life. We do not get told his thoughts. But he does have a soul. For
the novel is narrated, in the first person, by some observer of his
reversed career who is attached to him, who shares his inverted fate,
who cares about what he does.

The narrator calls himself "an ardent ghost".
Tod is "the body I live and move in". When he
comes back from the effects of a heart attack in
his garden, it is with inner sensation – "an
audible pop in the ears" – and a kind of self-
spectatorship: "a rich consciousness of
solitude, and a feeling of love and admiration
for this big stolid body I was in". Sometimes the
narrative voice is proprietorial, using a royal
"we" to speak of Tod. Sometimes narrator is
distant from character. "Beneath, the body
does what it does, in mechanical exertions of
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will and sinew, while the soul waits."

The narrator begins in perplexity at a spectacle
run the wrong way, in which he is inescapably
playing a part. "Wait a minute. Why am I walking
backwards into the house?" The reader might
understand (there is a cover blurb, after all, to
tell us what is happening) but the sequence of
events is at first a puzzle to whoever is telling
the story. "What are its rules? Why are the
birds singing so strangely? Where am I

heading?" Or rather, not telling the story so much as watching it. Amis's
narrator just watches and listens – mostly the former; only occasionally,
in the fragment of a reversed dialogue with a lover or a helper on the
postwar escape route for Nazis, do we hear Tod/Odilo speak.

What he sees unsettles him. Tod likes to go to church, perhaps, the
narrator guesses, because he needs "the forgiving look you get from
everybody on the way in". But at collection time you see what he is after.
"Christ, he's so shameless. He always takes a really big bill from the
bowl." He gets better at divining the logic of the novel's reversed events,
but many things continue to puzzle him. As we rush back in time towards
the war, the narrator is puzzled to find Odilo hiding in haylofts and
cowsheds in the mountains between Austria and Italy. "Personally I
longed for human society and for exercise (a good long tramp for
example), but no doubt Odilo had his reasons". Yet the narrator has
intimations of horror, a kind of subconscious that he cannot plumb. "How I
hate doctors. Any doctors," he says in the first paragraph. The image of
a man in a white coat with black boots haunts his dreams. An antipathy to
doctors seems one of his "preselected feelings", and the narrator takes a
parenthesis – "(now where did that come from)" – to acknowledge that
there is something behind this.

"How many times have I asked myself: when is the world going to start
making sense?" By the most savage irony, it is only when we go back to
Odilo's time as camp doctor at Auschwitz that it does. Only the utterly
perverse becomes comprehensible. Odilo is hard at work restoring Jews
to life and reuniting them with their loved ones. The narrator feels at one
with his character. "For a while it worked (there was redemption); and
while it worked he and I were one, on the banks of the Vistula." But in the
end the two must part, for there is no comprehending this character.

Trying to understand the backwards film spurs the narrator to flares of
inventive phrasing, but his voice has something else, too: a crackle of
cliché.The narrator is cheerily ready with "no bowl of cherries . . . swings
and roundabouts . . . head over heels . . . flattering to deceive . . . like a
house on fire". They are all there. Why such fondness for the worn and
familiar form of words? Because, while catching the strangeness of what
he observes, the narrator must try to find it comprehensible.

Watching Josef Mengele restore women to health and youth in Hut 1 of
Auschwitz he reaches for a cliché made appalling by the novel's
chronological trick: "Women went out of that lab looking twenty years
younger." But still, in this work of life-restoration, there is much to be
endured. "You know it isn't all sweetness and light here, not by any
manner of means." You can almost imagine the ordinary grumbles of the
everyday murderers. As he pursues his "war on death", extracting phenol
and prussic acid from his Jewish patients, he gets no thanks. "Oh, I'm not
complaining. But it would have been nice." Out on the ramp, where, with
the "the madhouse tannoy squawking links and rechts", the selections
are reversed as reunions, the narrative voice commiserates with the
protagonist. "I thought: It's all right for some." For some.

John Mullan is professor of English at University College London. Join
him and Martin Amis for a discussion on Monday 25 January at 7pm, Hall
One, Kings Place, 90 York Way, London N1 9AG. Tickets are £9.50
online (www.kingsplace.co.uk) or £11.50 from the box office: 020 7520
1490.

Printable version Send to a friend Share Clip Contact us Article history

Encounter: Essays by
Milan Kundera

FREE Strawberry
'Florence' + mixed
vegetable seeds

Visit the Guardian reader offers shop
Green & ethical shopping at Guardian ecostore

Last updated two minutes ago

Buy it from the
Guardian bookshop

Search the Guardian
bookshop

Search

Short is sweet when it
comes to fiction

25 Feb 2010
Letters: Ford, Amis and a
dance to the music of
time

converted by Web2PDFConvert.com

http://www.guardianbookshop.co.uk/BerteShopWeb/viewProduct.do?ISBN=9780099455356
http://www.guardianbookshop.co.uk/BerteShopWeb/viewProduct.do?ISBN=9780099455356
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/martinamis
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2010/feb/25/anna-ford-martin-amis-christopher-hitchens
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2010/jan/16/times-arrow-guardian-book-club/print
http://www.guardian.co.uk/email/357946126
http://www.guardian.co.uk/share/357946126
http://www.guardian.co.uk/users/clippings/add?r2PageId=1335813
http://www.guardian.co.uk/contactus/357946126
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2010/jan/16/times-arrow-guardian-book-club#
http://www.google.com/url?ct=abg&q=https://www.google.com/adsense/support/bin/request.py%3Fcontact%3Dabg_afc%26url%3Dhttp://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2010/jan/16/times-arrow-guardian-book-club%26hl%3Den%26client%3Dca-guardian_js%26adU%3Dwww.AuthorHouse.com%26adT%3DWriting%2Ba%2BBook%253F%26adU%3Dwww.TheArtlessDodgesPress.com%26adT%3DI%2BAwoke%2Bin%2Ba%2BHouse%2BAfire%26adU%3Dwww.CBOMC.com%26adT%3DCBOMC%25C2%25AE%2BBook%2BClub%2BFor%2BKids%26gl%3DUS%26hideleadgen%3D1&usg=AFQjCNE7lLp3xod7R8OVvqvokSmnQfi4pw
http://tpr.ly/dkPrPB
http://search.twitter.com/search?q=%23books
http://twitter.com/Sarah_Crown/statuses/22091986101
http://twitter.com/Sarah_Crown
http://twitter.com/Sarah_Crown
http://twitter.com/brenstrong
http://search.twitter.com/search?q=%23books
http://twitter.com/Sarah_Crown/statuses/22085645165
http://twitter.com/Sarah_Crown
http://twitter.com/Sarah_Crown
http://search.twitter.com/search?q=%23books
http://twitter.com/andydickson,
http://twitter.com/catherineshoard)
http://bit.ly/b9YfGl
http://twitter.com/Sarah_Crown/statuses/22007211938
http://www.guardian.co.uk/twitter/list/guardianbooks
http://twitter.com/guardian/books-staff
http://www.guardianbookshop.co.uk
http://www.guardianbookshop.co.uk/BerteShopWeb/viewProduct.do?ISBN=9781847920027
http://www.guardianbookshop.co.uk/BerteShopWeb/viewProduct.do?ISBN=9781846142628
http://www.guardianbookshop.co.uk/BerteShopWeb/viewProduct.do?ISBN=9781845965570
http://www.guardianbookshop.co.uk/BerteShopWeb/viewProduct.do?ISBN=9781408808870
http://www.guardianbookshop.co.uk/BerteShopWeb/viewProduct.do?ISBN=9780747599777
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2010/aug/22/encounter-essays-review
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2010/aug/22/encounter-essays-review
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2010/aug/22/deception-harry-houdini-euan-ferguson
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2010/aug/22/electric-eden-rob-young-faber
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2010/aug/22/seamus-heaney-human-chain-faber
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2010/aug/22/john-williams-miss-shirley-bassey-book-review
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/books+tone/reviews
http://www.guardianoffers.co.uk/mall/productpage.cfm/GuardianOffers/69828V/119280
http://www.guardianoffers.co.uk/
http://www.guardianecostore.co.uk/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2010/aug/25/bp-arctic-greenland-oil-drilling
http://www.web2pdfconvert.com?ref=PDF
http://www.web2pdfconvert.com?ref=PDF


Books
Martin Amis

Culture

Series
Book club Video (10min 23sec),

Martin Amis on
euthanasia
1 Feb 2010:
Video: Controversial
author Martin Amis joins
the Guardian book club to
discuss his 1991 novel
Time's Arrow and is
asked about his views on
euthanasia

More video

30 Sep 2006
Review: House of
Meetings by Martin Amis

24 Mar 2001
Ian Mayes on Martin
Amis's hard-core porn
exposé

23 Jan 2001
Arts: Andrew Pulver
meets Martin Amis

12 May 2000
Taking aim at Amis

Gallery (14 pictures):
Martin Amis at 60
25 Aug 2009:
Martin Amis, the one-time
enfant terrible of the
British literary
establishment, turns 60
today. Take a look at a life
in pictures of the author
of Money, London Fields,
and Time's Arrow

More galleries

Book news Book reviews

Writing a Book?
Expert independent publishing help- editing & marketing. Free guide!
www.AuthorHouse.com

I Awoke in a House Afire
The new novel by Orhan Miloshe "Like Kafka with an LSD chaser."
www.TheArtlessDodgesPress.com

CBOMC® Book Club For Kids
Get 6 Books For $2 When You Join. Save on Books Today! Official Site.
www.CBOMC.com

arts

Arts & heritage

Charities

Education

Environment

Government

Graduate

Health

Marketing & PR

Media

Sales

Senior executive

Social care

Browse all jobs

Legacy Development
Executive
London | £22,472 pa
ENGLISH HERITAGE

BP frozen out of Arctic oil race following Gulf spill

Sport
Tottenham Hotspur 4-0 Young Boys

Sponsored features

Find the latest jobs in your sector:

Search

Hosted by John Mullan, professor of English at
University College London, the Guardian's Book Club
examines a book a month, via a weekly column in the
Guardian Review. The first three weeks discuss the
book in question; the final column consists of a
selection of your comments from the Book Club blog

Latest:
 Audio (57min 00sec), 23 Aug 2010: Guardian book

club: John Mullan meets Sarah Waters

Next:
20 Jan 2010: Guardian book club: Time's Arrow by
Martin Amis

Previous:
9 Jan 2010: Time's Arrow by Martin Amis | Bookclub

Book club index

More from Book club

Related information

License/buy our content | Privacy policy | Terms & conditions | Advertising guide | Accessibility | A-Z index | Inside guardian.co.uk blog | About guardian.co.uk | Join our dating site today
guardian.co.uk © Guardian News and Media Limited 2010

Comic-ConHot topics

converted by Web2PDFConvert.com

http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BNQ8nXaB1TOa5AsSdmgfRm-WYCI6Kq9sB_qmy6RTAjbcBkMBYEAEYASCFu-gPKAM4AFDE153zBmDJxqmLwKTYD6AB8LbC_wOyARJ3d3cuZ3VhcmRpYW4uY28udWvIAQHaAUpodHRwOi8vd3d3Lmd1YXJkaWFuLmNvLnVrL2Jvb2tzLzIwMTAvamFuLzE2L3RpbWVzLWFycm93LWd1YXJkaWFuLWJvb2stY2x1YoACAcgC_JSbBqgDAegDFugD4QLoA5gD9QMEAAAE&num=1&sig=AGiWqtyUdYOLTF0bQMP77HEkMXPuQCo9wA&client=ca-guardian_js&adurl=http://www.authorhouse.com/AH%2BImagine%2BYour%2BBook.aspx%3Fsource%3DGOOG%26keyword%3DAuthorHouse%2BShort%2BForm
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BNQ8nXaB1TOa5AsSdmgfRm-WYCI6Kq9sB_qmy6RTAjbcBkMBYEAEYASCFu-gPKAM4AFDE153zBmDJxqmLwKTYD6AB8LbC_wOyARJ3d3cuZ3VhcmRpYW4uY28udWvIAQHaAUpodHRwOi8vd3d3Lmd1YXJkaWFuLmNvLnVrL2Jvb2tzLzIwMTAvamFuLzE2L3RpbWVzLWFycm93LWd1YXJkaWFuLWJvb2stY2x1YoACAcgC_JSbBqgDAegDFugD4QLoA5gD9QMEAAAE&num=1&sig=AGiWqtyUdYOLTF0bQMP77HEkMXPuQCo9wA&client=ca-guardian_js&adurl=http://www.authorhouse.com/AH%2BImagine%2BYour%2BBook.aspx%3Fsource%3DGOOG%26keyword%3DAuthorHouse%2BShort%2BForm
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=B2kxWXaB1TOa5AsSdmgfRm-WYCO6xkcUB_uresxbAjbcB0J0lEAIYAiCFu-gPKAM4AFDhtIsYYMnGqYvApNgPsgESd3d3Lmd1YXJkaWFuLmNvLnVryAEB2gFKaHR0cDovL3d3dy5ndWFyZGlhbi5jby51ay9ib29rcy8yMDEwL2phbi8xNi90aW1lcy1hcnJvdy1ndWFyZGlhbi1ib29rLWNsdWKoAwHoAxboA-EC6AOYA_UDBAAABA&num=2&sig=AGiWqtzkkIeO2BOd6CgOuE1TMCHLXZkz3g&client=ca-guardian_js&adurl=http://www.theartlessdodgespress.com/I_AWOKE_IN_A_HOUSE_AFIRE.html
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=B2kxWXaB1TOa5AsSdmgfRm-WYCO6xkcUB_uresxbAjbcB0J0lEAIYAiCFu-gPKAM4AFDhtIsYYMnGqYvApNgPsgESd3d3Lmd1YXJkaWFuLmNvLnVryAEB2gFKaHR0cDovL3d3dy5ndWFyZGlhbi5jby51ay9ib29rcy8yMDEwL2phbi8xNi90aW1lcy1hcnJvdy1ndWFyZGlhbi1ib29rLWNsdWKoAwHoAxboA-EC6AOYA_UDBAAABA&num=2&sig=AGiWqtzkkIeO2BOd6CgOuE1TMCHLXZkz3g&client=ca-guardian_js&adurl=http://www.theartlessdodgespress.com/I_AWOKE_IN_A_HOUSE_AFIRE.html
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BBBO-XaB1TOa5AsSdmgfRm-WYCKDHsagBkI6YwQ3AjbcBgIgnEAMYAyCFu-gPKAM4AFCDxfHD-P____8BYMnGqYvApNgPoAHCmMf3A7IBEnd3dy5ndWFyZGlhbi5jby51a8gBAdoBSmh0dHA6Ly93d3cuZ3VhcmRpYW4uY28udWsvYm9va3MvMjAxMC9qYW4vMTYvdGltZXMtYXJyb3ctZ3VhcmRpYW4tYm9vay1jbHViyALW4d0JqAMB6AMW6APhAugDmAP1AwQAAAQ&num=3&sig=AGiWqtxjZ4gi3FVotrVuHg_1Dub7YS-k-Q&client=ca-guardian_js&adurl=http://www.cbomc.com/ecom/nm/link/home%3FYSID%3D1277%26WT.srch%3D1%26YIXL%3Dacronym_googlecontent%26YTYP%3Dnet%26YTID%3DAR6_90_40_a2329_A12
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BBBO-XaB1TOa5AsSdmgfRm-WYCKDHsagBkI6YwQ3AjbcBgIgnEAMYAyCFu-gPKAM4AFCDxfHD-P____8BYMnGqYvApNgPoAHCmMf3A7IBEnd3dy5ndWFyZGlhbi5jby51a8gBAdoBSmh0dHA6Ly93d3cuZ3VhcmRpYW4uY28udWsvYm9va3MvMjAxMC9qYW4vMTYvdGltZXMtYXJyb3ctZ3VhcmRpYW4tYm9vay1jbHViyALW4d0JqAMB6AMW6APhAugDmAP1AwQAAAQ&num=3&sig=AGiWqtxjZ4gi3FVotrVuHg_1Dub7YS-k-Q&client=ca-guardian_js&adurl=http://www.cbomc.com/ecom/nm/link/home%3FYSID%3D1277%26WT.srch%3D1%26YIXL%3Dacronym_googlecontent%26YTYP%3Dnet%26YTID%3DAR6_90_40_a2329_A12
http://www.guardian.co.uk/sport
http://www.guardian.co.uk/football/2010/aug/25/tottenham-young-boys-champions-league
http://oas.guardian.co.uk/5c/www.guardian.co.uk/books/2010/jan/16/times-arrow-guardian-book-club/oas.html/1461330493/x31/default/empty.gif/536e6241645578316f467741417a767a?x
http://oas.guardian.co.uk/5c/www.guardian.co.uk/books/2010/jan/16/times-arrow-guardian-book-club/oas.html/583888266/x32/default/empty.gif/536e6241645578316f467741417a767a?x
http://jobs.guardian.co.uk/
http://jobs.guardian.co.uk/arts/?INTCMP=JB2_ARTS
http://jobs.guardian.co.uk/charity/?INTCMP=JB2_ARTS
http://jobs.guardian.co.uk/education/?INTCMP=JB2_ARTS
http://jobs.guardian.co.uk/environment/?INTCMP=JB2_ARTS
http://jobs.guardian.co.uk/government/?INTCMP=JB2_ARTS
http://jobs.guardian.co.uk/graduate/?INTCMP=JB2_ARTS
http://jobs.guardian.co.uk/jobs/health/?INTCMP=JB2_ARTS
http://jobs.guardian.co.uk/marketing/?INTCMP=JB2_ARTS
http://jobs.guardian.co.uk/media/?INTCMP=JB2_ARTS
http://jobs.guardian.co.uk/jobs/sales
http://jobs.guardian.co.uk/jobs/senior-executive/?INTCMP=JB2_ARTS
http://jobs.guardian.co.uk/social-care/?INTCMP=JB2_ARTS
http://jobs.guardian.co.uk?INTCMP=JB2_ARTS
http://jobs.guardian.co.uk/job/1019280/legacy-development-executive/?INTCMP=ILCJOBTXT1049
http://jobs.guardian.co.uk/job/1019280/legacy-development-executive/?INTCMP=ILCJOBTXT1049
http://jobs.guardian.co.uk/employerjobs/english-heritage-1/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/series/bookclub
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/audio/2010/aug/19/sarah-waters-guardian-book-club
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/booksblog/2010/jan/20/times-arrow-martin-amis
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2010/jan/09/bookclub-martin-amis-times-arrow
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/series/bookclub
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/martinamis
http://www.guardian.co.uk/culture
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/series/bookclub
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/belief/video/2010/feb/01/martin-amis-euthanasia-assisted-suicide
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/belief/video/2010/feb/01/martin-amis-euthanasia-assisted-suicide
http://www.guardian.co.uk/video
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2006/sep/30/fiction.martinamis
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2001/mar/24/martinamis
http://www.guardian.co.uk/culture/2001/jan/23/artsfeatures.fiction
http://www.guardian.co.uk/theguardian/2000/may/12/guardianletters3
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/gallery/2009/aug/24/martin-amis-at-60
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/gallery/2009/aug/24/martin-amis-at-60
http://www.guardian.co.uk/inpictures
http://www.guardian.co.uk/culture/comic-con
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/books+tone/news
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/books+tone/reviews
http://syndication.guardian.co.uk/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/Users/help/article/0,,933905,00.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/Users/help/article/0,,933909,00.html
http://adinfo-guardian.co.uk/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/help/accessibility
http://www.guardian.co.uk/index/subjects/a
http://www.guardian.co.uk/help/insideguardian
http://www.guardian.co.uk/Guardian/information/0,,711853,00.html
http://dating.guardian.co.uk/s/
http://www.web2pdfconvert.com?ref=PDF
http://www.web2pdfconvert.com?ref=PDF

