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Transcript

Kingsley Amis, interviewed by Stephanie T. de Pue

9 March 1975


Q: Do you always eliminate internal rhymes in your writing? 
A; Yes, I do. I do whenever I notice it. The trouble is that no, that my eye isn’t perfect, and it’s horrible, it’s like biting on a rotten tooth, to pick up a finished book, to start reading it in admiration of your own genius, and then you come across some horrible solecism of rhyme or repetition. You know, a thing like this: ‘he picked his way through the deck chairs and then made his way to the rail of the ship.’ Picked his way, made his way. 

Q: You would cut that? 
A: Oh, yes, I would indeed. There are so many things to look out for. But certainly I pay a lot of attention to euphony because I think it starts the reader listening to pick out what you’ve done, consciously. He’ll knit his brows and say, ‘it doesn’t seem to run properly, there’s something wrong here.’ Since he’s probably reading quickly, he doesn’t pause. Only a very small percentage of readers will say, Ah, what’s wrong here, this is repetition, this is rhyme. But I find in reading other people that use these things, I say hello, what’s wrong here, and it’s one of these things. And it’s all very well if you’re interested in the subject matter, but if you’re not, there’s a wonderful remark by an American, Wilson Follett. Very good book on the English language and the use thereof. Modern American usage, actually it’s modern good English usage. But he said that, people who say that things like paying attention to the sound, avoiding repetitions and so on, avoiding bad constructions, people who say that such things don’t matter are overconfident. If the readers are interested in the subject matter they will follow such a writer with pain, and if they’re not, they won’t follow him at all. I think that’s really so. That’s what takes such a long time. As soon as you step out of one mistake, you let yourself right into another, somewhere else. And you read it through, and you say, ‘what’s this absurd word doing here?’ You’re sure the natural word would be something else. You realize it’s there because the obvious word rhymed with something, or clashed with something. Or was ambiguous, or whatever. 
Q: Do you work with a dictionary to hand? 
A: Yeah, I use it all the time. My wife bought me, oh say three Christmases ago, bought me the big Oxford dictionary, not the modern one. And I thought, ‘oh, what a very nice present. I’m sure I shall consult it probably oh, as often as once a week. I consult it, well, I don’t want to exaggerate, ten times a day when I’m working. And the thesaurus, the old Roget one. Of course the modernized version is no good at all. It’s the old one, even though they haven’t heard of words like, you know, ‘basic’ which we think is so basic. Look up basic and it says base. Then you look there and it says ’triangle, apex, angle, base.’ Still, I suppose the last good edition was, oh, the 1930’s one when people took trouble over things. Do you want to hear about the book I just finished yesterday? 
Q: Yes, by all means. 
A: You needn’t, if you don’t want to. 
Q: I think it’s very exciting. 
A: It was particularly slow to write. I don’t know how much detail you want——do you want to stick to style? 

Q: Tell me whatever you like. I’m really easy. I’ve got a whole day free with nothing but Amis scheduled. I’m just worried about your time. 
A: Well, anyway, usually when people say ‘what made you think of such a, how did you get the idea of writing, Take a Girl Like You, or Green Man,’ or something, I usually have to say I’ve no idea. It seems in retrospect one moment I hadn’t got an idea in my head, the next moment I knew quite a lot about it. Not everything, but enough to start, all you have to have is an idea. But on this one, it’s very clear. There’s something called EMI, I don’t know whether it exists in the states—— 

Q: You mean the big record company? Yea, I know it, but I don’t know whether it’s in the states either—— 
A: Had it’s 75th anniversary about two or three years ago. They brought out an album, two records, extracts from their archives, including a, with a spoken commentary by Alistair Cooke. It’s very nice to hear the first time, but you know, it means that you can only play the record two or three times before you know what he’s gotto say—— 

Q: Yes, that’s always the problem with spoken records... 
A: What I mean is, my point is that, he got to about the early 1900’s, 1898 was the first, so it must have been 173 and he said, ‘now I want you to get your self ready for a very strange noise, and a piano started tinkling away, and there was a lot of, you know shhhhhh in the background and the foreground, and the opening bars of Ave Maria, Bach, Gounod, you know, and somebody started singing it. Soprano voice. And then he turned the sound down and he said ‘now that is the voice of a 46 year old man. The last, one of the last, in fact I checked out that it was the last, of the so—called castrati. I don’t know what’s so called about it, as far as I can see—— 

Q: Just a politer euphemism, I guess 
A: Yes. He said, these people, they were surgically treated, no, surgically adjusted, sorry—- 

Q: Sounds very Alistair Cooke—— 
A: And, he told us who the chap was, at the end he told us who he was, he was called Alessandro Morisky, and he was very successful he was the director of the Sistine choir in his day, I found out when I looked him up, it was hard to find, I got him eventually, he died in 1932, which is the year I was born. I thought the castrati were 8th century, didn’t you? 

Q: Yeah, pretty much so. I didn’t think they were doing it till that late 
A: That’s what I wondered, you know, what they were like. And I thought well, probably very good, because highly acclaimed at the time, and a man’s thorax, on the average, is likely to be larger than a woman’s and so on, so perhaps a more powerful voice. But the noise this man made was indescribably doleful. I mean musically, so far as I can tell very good, and at the end of that piece gets quite high, he’s hitting these high notes right in the middle with no strain. But I thought this poor creature, the thought of it was enough to make me ill. It bothered me for days, things like that don’t usually affect me. Well, I don’t know things like that, but I’m seldom much affected by something that doesn’t touch me personally. But I couldn’t shake this off, and I found out by inquiring curiosity that if somebody’s going to have this operation they must have it when they’re about ten—— 

Q: Yes, I recall it was always done on young boys—
A: Before, long before the voice starts to break. Dr. Childe explained the hormones and so on are already at work, on things like the voice, before, actually, you can say it’s breaking, or starting to break. And I thought, 10. Imagine putting that proposal to a boy of ten. Because you’ve got, virtuallv, all the important themes are there, on one side or the other, aren’t they?  On one side you’ve got fame, money, art—— 

Q: Glory. 
A: Glory. And perhaps God, as well, if you’re that way inclined. And on the other side you’ve got sex, love, marriage, children, the world’s things. So I thought, how on earth do you explain to a ten year old boy what those things are like? So, I thought well, first of all, one must, historical novel set in the 18th century, in Venice. I immediately said, well, to hell with that. I can’t do, or won’t do, the research necessary for that.  I know nothing about, know little enough about English history, let alone any Italian, etc., history, to start with. So thought two was the coward’s, or John Fowles’s way out, which is to make it all happen on a—— 

Q: Greek island? 
A: Remote Mediterranean island, presided over by an eccentric millionaire who has things just as he likes. And then thought three was, of course, science fiction of a sort. You see, this could happen, conceivably, today, if the Catholic Church still ruled everybody. So today might not have happened. So I went back in History and made Katherine of Aragon produce a son by Prince Arthur, who Henry the Abominable tried to kill, but failed to kill, and young Prince John, at the head of a Papal Armada appeared in Engand, and there followed the War of the English Succession, in which Henry killed, and most of his followers put to death, and the rest, by an act of mercy, deported to North America. Similar things happened in Germany and Holland. And when the Pope summoned Luther to his presence, and Luther didn’t go, I changed that around and made it that Luther did go. 

Q: You really messed around, didn’t you? 
A: Yes. And when he got to Rome, they said, well, it’s like this Martin, it’s the red hat, or the stake. So he said, no stake, thanks, and the red hat isn’t enough. I want the papacy, and I want at least the next one after me to be North European, which is why, of course, Hadrian VIIth came to be Sir Thomas More. So there we are. So these places also expelled their schismatic heretics, and sent them to New England, which still exists today. 

Q: Yes? 
A: It’s bigger than the real New England, it incorporates all the States on the Eastern Seaboard. 

Q: Down to the South? 
A: Yes, minus Florida though, which still belongs to Spain. And, of course, minus Texas, which still belongs to Mexico. 

Q: Did you also undo the American Revolution when you were playing? 
A: Well, there are, there has been a sort of, they are independent. They’ve got powerful hostile states to the West and to the South, Mexico, and Louisiana, but it’s only, they’re Christians, they’re schismatics, they don’t recognize the Pope. Only place in Christendom the Popes themselves can’t go. The Pope, the papacy, has, after all __________, but New England hasn’t. So it started off rather like Australia, if you see what I mean. Sort of throwouts from Western Europe. 

Q: That’s pretty much the way they did start, anyway. 
A: Well, hardly throwouts. 

Q: Well, religious schismatics. And criminals and so forth. 
A: Oh, yes, a few criminals got there, but it didn’t start as a penal colony. 

Q: I think Georgia was. 
A: Maybe. Yeah. 

Q: Georgia was. Pennsylvania was Quakers, Maryland were Catholics, and New England were all Puritans. 
A: Well they were, a lot of them were Pilgrim fathers, as was very funnily maintained in a book I wish I had, called Bits of History, and one was that the pilgrim fathers left because the English Church was too intolerant. An anachronism firstly, and secondly they left because it wasn’t intolerant enough. So they left and went to North America so they could persecute more. Hence Rhode Island, and, you know, all that stuff. Anyway, in our Catholic world, the most powerful magnate in the world is the Pope, and the second most powerful is the Sultan of Turkey——their possessions stretch right up to the Danube. Well, the technology in Christendom minus New England is very advanced in some ways, but they’ve no electricity. It’s based on heretical concepts. 

Q: Without electricity? 
A: Because there’s nothing else to do, you see. They have magnificent trains, powered by diesels, because diesels don’t need electricity, you know. The only nonheretical engine, apart from clock work. So they have a, you get into the train at Bayswater Station, and it creeps through London, and it’s not till it’s passing the town of Canterbury that it attains its full speed of 195 miles an hour, bracket, to be raised in 1980 to 212 miles an hour, and, of course, it crosses the Channel Bridge, which was built by Sopwith, the real Sopwith, who designed airplanes, as you know. And it gets to Rome in six hours, I think, that’s very the Eternal City Rampant. It’s not a very funny book, because a lot of it is rather painful, but the fun is from that sort of thing. As they’re crossing, the hero of course is my ten year old boy Hubert, as they’re crossing, Hubert notices no fewer than four aircraft, great gas, on the long run to Capetown or Australia. Later, I’ll have to tell you the story, I’m afraid. He’s got a marvelous voice so the, he’s at a sort of choristers school which supplies the choir for St. George’s Cathedral, the mother church of Cowley, which is now the capital of England. It’s called England by the way, not Great Britain. Scotland is North England, Ireland is West England. And he’s met the New England Ambassador to England. His ancestors were Dutch, of course. He’s a decent chap who likes music and invites Hubert to sing at his house, and then disappears from the story for a while. Hubert tries to find out what sex is like. 

Q: At the age of ten? 
A: He must, he’s an intelligent lad. So he asks his friends. His friends say, ‘well, I don’t really know.’ They’re frightfully interested of course, they’re a little bit older. Look, kids of ten and eleven, twelve felt quite strong sexual urges, literally, unspecific and impersonal, as it were.  And his senior friend, the one he defers to, says Look, I don’t know, really, but. You know I live in the village of Barnet. Well, a monk there was given the strappado for unchastity——it was his third offense. Well, I don’t know what it’s like, but it must be pretty important if he was prepared to risk the strappado for it. Now, Hubert also sees the brewer’s boy making love to some girl around in the woods, which he finds very strange, unbelievable really. He asks his brother, who’s about twenty, and his brother’s sort of vaguely romantic about it, and he asks his mother, and his mother’s very, very forceful about it, because she’s just fallen in love with priest. And he also talks to his music master, he’s a composition student as well as a singer, and his music master, a very stern stiff old boy says “I’m sorry to hear that you’re going to be altered,” as the expression is, that means “because that means you’ll have a career as a singer and that means you won’t have one as a composer, and that’s a great loss to me, because I can’t tell you how you’ll turn out, but I can tell you that already I can teach you nothing more. “So it’s that, that we don’t know at the time, it’s that which makes Hubert make up his mind to run away, which is a terrible offense, you see. In such a society. So he goes to Mr. VandenHaag, and asks for his protection and Vandenhaag arranges to smuggle him out of the country, as part of the entourage of the Archpresbyter of Arnoldstown, the capital of New England. 


Q: Arnoldstown?
A: There’s a reference made to the great Benedict Arnold memorial. And he nearly gets out, he’s taken on the train somewhere or other, we don’t quite know where at first, it’s a large place, somewhere or another, an anchorage and a dockyard and a small but flourishing town, and a manufactury, and all that, and they approach the largest vessel in the anchorage which is the Edgar Allen Poe, her nation’s pride, a worthy memorial to the brave young general who died in the momentous victory over the allied forces in Louisiana in 1846. And then of course you find out that the Edgar Allen Poe’s sister ship is the James McNeill Whistler. As you probably know, Whistler was at West Point, just like Poe. So they became soldiers. 
But thanks to the intervention of God, poor Hubert’s testicles start hurting a lot. That occasionally happens to boys of that age, very rare, but it does happen. The testicles turn over and the blood supply is cut off. And it can be undone, but surgery has to try to turn it back. And it sometimes happens, sometimes works and sometimes it doesn’t. And of course in this case, it doesn’t, and so he’s altered anyway. 

Q: That’s a deus ex machina if ever I... 
A: That’s it, yeah. Well the Pope at this time is a bluff, tough Yorkshireman, who slaps everybody on the back and is an absolute monster of cruelty. In his shell-shocking common sense way, he says, well, that’s one of the more bizarre attempts to control the population. We’ve tried, you know, putting that stuff in the drinking water in Corsica, we got deformed children. The plague, we tried, it was too lethal, and then we fight the Turk. Anyway, that’s a sort of side issue, I don’t know what the book’s about. A lot of this sort of action stuff. But this is also a terrific stylistic problem, people can’t talk as they do now. So you have to invent the idioms. In tiny details, and its got to be consistent. So you don’t say “May I introduce my chaplain,” you say “May I bring forward my chaplain.” So you must never say “introduce.” You don’t say, ‘is he of any importance,’ you say, ‘what mark has he?’ So you’d never say ‘this is of great importance. So I’ve got several, several hundred idioms which are intelligible, but aren’t what we’d say. And, of course, here’ve got to be New England idioms, with French, Dutch idioms translated into English. You see, they practice apartheid, a policy of separation, they’ve got a large redskin population. And people come from all over North America to work in New England, because the pay is so good. So they use French expressions, because there’s particularly a lot of redskins from Louisiana who are particularly good as nurses, nannies, with the kids. So you’ve got to have that, and then there’s a bit where Hubert is helped to escape by two redskin servants from Louisiana who’ve got to talk a kind of patios. And there’s a very powerful friar who works for the Archbishop of Canterbury, very 
much in the top hierarchy, and he speaks, he’s a sort of fag, and he speaks a flip version of this. So you have his idioms. And you’ve got to have school boy slang, and all that. 
So, normally, when I’m writing dialog, I can write it almost as fast as I can talk, but here every sentence has got to be checked. And in the narrative too, you’ve got to give alternate names for things. So the railway or the railroad is the railtrack, and the engine or the locomotive is a tug, and so on. And there’s hundreds of those involved. So I was between the dictionary, the thesaurus, and the encyclopedia all the time. But sometimes one gets mild strokes of luck. People show each other photograms. The camera ought to be a photograph. In the same way as an encephalagraph machine produces an encephalogram. Telegraph and telegram, and so on. So that was all that. 
And I always find writing a very nervous business, but this was more nervous, anxiety producing than anything. Because there were no places, until the last chapter, there were no places which I could fee that the vehicle was moving under its own power, you know what I mean? That you could just be carried along by it, without having to push all the time. 

Q: How long did you work on it? 
A: Well, the actual writing, several months and a bit. First of last year. From that one should take three weeks in Italy, interruptions to write other things, so it’s about four working months, probably. I should think, which is as fast as I can go, really. 

Q: That’s really pretty fast. 
A: Of course, I’d done a lot of thinking before hand. And I got my share of luck. For instance, the thing I find, one of the oddest things in the world, is that you introduce a character for no reason at all, or for insufficient reason and then you find out later what he’s for. In this case, it was the archpresbyter, who comes along with the ambassador to St. Cecilia’s Chapel, which is the school were Hubert is. The Ambassador merely wanted to say how much he enjoyed the singing, he wants to shake the boys hand, tell him how good he is. But, I thought, he can’t come on his own, and I’d already mentioned the Archpresbyter was with him, so he can take the archpresbyter along. He doesn’t actually say anything, you see, he’s just there. But then, of course, I realized later, when the 

ambassador’s trying to arrange Hubert’s escape, he can’t take him himself, so what he does is to send him back with the archpresbyter as a redskin page, whom of course, nobody looks at. They go this complete KGB type of network the boy, to trace him, who murder the family priest his mother’s in love with because he’s been rude to them. He’s been defiant, you can’t have that. Unfortunately, he hasn’t committed any offense. Nevertheless, he’s got to be disposed of, so he’s murdered, and castrated, incidentally. 

Q: Before or after? 
A: During. By means of, so to speak....There you can have a lot of fun, you see. The names. There’s great stuff. The two officers of the secular army are called Foote and Redgrave, who are the two leading Trotskyists of our time in England. The boss over all that side of things is called Stansgate, what Wedgewood-Benn used to be, and he was, of course, the terror of London when they ran things. The first principal assistant, Cardinal Berlinger. Senor Berlinger is the head of the Italian Communist party. So that’s what you’d be if you couldn’t be what you now can be. And you muck about with irrelevant bits of mischief. So the, it opens in Calais Cathedral, St. George’s Cathedral, where the requiem mass for his most devout Majesty, King John III of England is being sung, and all sorts of people are there, including two representatives of the Holy Office, high inquisitioners, Monsigs. Henricus and Monsig. Lavrentius. When they leave they resume their ordinary names of Himmier and Beria. And the cathedral has got a wonderful stained glass window by Gainsborough and some frescos by Blake. And the music is Mozart’s Second Requiem, K 878, which he wrote in his old age. 

Q: In Latin or vernacular? 
A: Oh, they’re singing in Latin, all right, that’s taken for granted. 
Q: I assumed as much, but thought I’d nail it down. 
A: All that has been retained. And of course, you have fun over inflation too. You toss the driver sixpence, and the man swept off his hat in a bow at this munificent tip. Well, that’s it, really, it’s been, you know, very—— it’s not a new idea, there’s an awful lot of good stuff—— 

Q: Burgess created new language for Clockwork Orange— 
A: I mean changing history. There’s some excellent American ones. There’s one called Ring the Jubilee, which shows what a horrible, set in 1957, which is when the book was published, which shows what a horrible, poor dreary agrarian little country the USA., with Only 26 states in it. The other states are in the CSA, which is a huge, powerful, prosperous nation because General Lee turned the scale at Gettysburg, you see. 
And there’s a wonderful book by a fellow called Digg, you gradually realize where he was, it seems to be the USA but you find it’s actually called the PSA, which stands for Pacific States of America, run by the Japanese. And then you’ve got the ASA, 
Atlantic States of America, which is run by the Nazis. It’s wonderfully ingenuous, because you find out what’s happened, well, clearly the States have lost WWII, you get that fairly quickly, but everybody’s reading a book, a sort of science fiction book, it’s a romance, a changed history romance, which is what would have happened if the United States had won World War II. 

Q: They’re allowed to read such things? 
A: Oh, no, it’s very secret. It’s passed from hand to hand, like the samisdat kind of thing. And, of course, the author’s got part of it right and part of it wrong. He said, well, the turning point came, of course, when Churchill recaptured Malta. This meant that the British were able to defeat the Germans in the desert, and take their armies up through Turkey and into Russia, just in time to turn the scale at the battle of Stalingrad. And the girl who’s telling the story says, ‘it’s on the map, it’s not a very big place.’ So, of course, in my novel, Diggs hook is called The Man in the High Castle, it’s a wonderful title, as a matter of fact, that was the man who wrote the book in the book. So my kids are reading a novel called The Man in the High Castle, which is all about what would have happened if Henry the Abominable got to be Henry VIIIth. And he doesn’t get it quite right. And at the end of the chapter, one of the kids says, who’s, you have to have one kid telling the others about it——who is the Man in the High Castle? So the boy says I don’t know, I haven’t come to it yet, but he’s obviously somebody great, some sorcerer. And right at the end, the last chapter but one, the Pope is planning a war, but not at his, not at the Vatican, he’s using his summer palace, the Castel Alto, with Cardinal Berlinger in attendance. Because the Castel Gandolfo, which is the real papal summer residence, you see, was burnt down by a heretic and minor versifier, Percy Bysshe Shelley in 1853, which is some years after Shelley wasn’t drowned. 

Q: He had time to live to a tedious old age, did he? 
A: Yeah, well, we don’t know what happened to him. He was probably executed. Well, that’s it. 

Q: Have you rewritten history as you would have preferred it? 
A: Certainly not. I hoped to make the reader feel that this is how he’d like it to be in the beginning, the peace and order, but as he goes on, he finds out that the place is a total police state. And, unfortunately, though New England is better, it’s not ideal, by any means. The British never had any possessions in the New World, but they’ve got hold of Indochina. Hubert says he’d like to go to Indochina because the bishop of Hanoi Was dining with his father recently, he said it was like the Garden of Eden, nothing nasty ever happens. 

Q: I interviewed Paul Theroux last week, he said Vietnam was a Garden of Eden in its beauty—
A: Oh, of course, I’m sure, I’m sure it is. Just that its very unlivable right now... There is another railroad station, where Waterloo station stands. It’s called Dan Nang station, which is where the British finally defeated the French in the battle for control of Indochina in 1815. There are a lot of paintings. 
Q: Do they have cars? 
A: Yeah, diesels. And there’s special terminology to that because an ordinary private car is called an express, a taxi is called a public, short for public express. It’s called a public everywhere, you call for a public in Rome. And there’s the express omnibus, but that’s really only for the gentry, people have to rely on horse transport. So there’s a tremendous amount of money about, very very highly unequal society. But things like, oh, the Channel Bridges, they think nothing in the world of building them. Because there’s a lot of skill, and there’s so few things you can put the skill to. 

Q: Birth control? 
A: That’s the trouble, you see. The Pope explains this, he’s given to, again, that’s an odd thing, when I introduced the Pope the first time, he summons Hubert to Rome and his father too, and he’s a man who takes nothing for granted, especially when there are people around. He’ll say Rome is the center of Christendom, ramming home things everybody knows. We are the Holy Father. And so later, he tells all these chaps what they already know, but he’s telling the reader. It’s always an awkward thing, it’s boring to tell the reader, the obvious way is to make one character tell another character. But very often it’s spoilt by the fact that the other character would probably know all along, So you have to make the character doing the telling into a bore. Since he’s the Holy Father he can say what he bloody well likes. So what he says is, you know, to concentrate on worldly pomp and show would be a sin, and if there’s one thing we can’t abide, it’s sin. Yes, we think 

we can say that without fear of contradiction. Indeed, he can. The way that he explains it about birth control, it seems that an earlier Pope, Innocent XVII was told, at some unspecified time, probably earlier than the twentieth century, that the population was increasing so fast, something would have to be done, some form of birth control. And being a Switzer you can’t beat a Switzer they’re the contrariest, you knew what he did? And of course, the chap says no, but of course, he knows what he did. You know what he did? He published an edict saying that any form of artificial interference with fertility is a mortal sin and renders the perpetuator to eternal damnation. Well, you see where that lands us. If a really powerful Vicar of Christ could perhaps reverse that edict and escape charges of heresy. But he’d have to be very powerful, no enemies at all, no rivals in the College of Cardinals. In fact, powerfuller than we are ourselves, and that’s saying something. So it’s got to be done in other ways, secret ways. You see, you’ll control population, but you don’t say you’re doing it.  Mrs. A: News of Eliz Taylor(novelist) Funeral Tuesday. Affect-connubial byplay. 

Q: Just read my first Elizabeth Taylor novel a week ago. 
A: Which one? 
Q: Mrs. Paifrey 
A: Oh, yes, isn’t it a marvelous book. I call it Claremont, don’t know why everybody else calls it Claremont (pronunciation distinction). 
Q: Been meaning to get around to her for a long time. 

A: I think she’s one of the, that book on the mantel is one of hers, I started rereading it the day before yesterday, for about the third time. I meant to tell her how good it was, she wrote like an angel. It starts in about 1900, with a rather ridiculous best selling novelist. Anyway, we’re not here to talk about her. 

Q: Bad luck going the same time as Franco. 
A: Is he gone? When was that? 
Q: Last night, apparently. I was beginning to think he was going to live forever, him and Howard Hughes, stuffed and still walking. 
A: Well, anyway, that’s your birth control. You’ve got to control it somehow, but mustn’t be seen to be doing it. 

Q: YOU could kill off a lot of young men at various wars, a la 1984. 
A: Yes, and also lots of civilians when the Turk sweeps through Europe with fire and sword. It’s all artificially kept in being by the Pope, this warfare with the Turks. Well, would you like a drink? 
Q: It’s past noon, is it? 
A: Well, well past now. 
Q: Yes, please, 
A: What would you like? 
Q: I see some vodka on the mantel piece. 
A: How would you like it? 
Q: Tonic. 
A: And ice? 
Q: Yeah, I guess so, 
A: Well, you needn’t have It if you don’t want it, 
Q: Well, a little bit. One or two. Living between England and. America, I’m half way between English and American fashions. No matter what continent I’m on, it’s too much or too little ice. 
A: Two smallish, does that sound right 
Q: Perfect. 
A: Ideally speaking, the host should be out of the room, or have his back turned, while the guest’s pouring himself a drink....I must compliment you, you’re a good interviewer, and have obviously done your homework. 
Q: Thanks you. I try. 
A: Of course, this isn’t television, when it’s so crucial that things keep moving quickly, but, still, one likes to do one’s best. I can’t bear people who haven’t prepared. Two chaps came down the other day, to record what I had to say about decadence, or something. And they’d done no preparation at all, and they asked me questions, they said do you think decadence in English speech is connected with decadence in other matters? And I said on the whole, yes. They said, could you be more specific? Then, well, how about decadence in dress, do you think there’s decadence in dress? And I felt terrible afterwards, every interview is still a bit like a tv one, even though this isn’t going out on anyone’s screen. And if you do a lousy one of those, you feel awful, Even though you know it’ their fault, you try a little harder, trying to think of something to say. 

Q: Well, you can’t do other people’s preparation for them. I find you’ve just got to ask specific questions, human story. 

A: Rosie, behave yourself. [The dog. Some dog chat.] 
Q: I read back to 1957 and found a little piece in the Saturday Review. A couple of graphs: you, Iris Murdoch, and John Wain as the three young comers of English letters. 
A: That’s it. 

Q: Well, in Holiday, 65, you were writing about science fiction, and you described the meaning of the word uncanny. You said what was particularly frightening in the concept is that you’re not sure if the object is alive or not. I was wondering if that was a seed of the Green Nan, where the protagonist wonders to himself whether the Green Nan is alive or not. 
A: That was Freud’s definition, not mine. It’s true. It’s a brilliant observation. Rose, you’ll just have to go out. [More dog chat.]  All these properties that we find sinister, like dolls, dummies, corpses, not to mention vampires, all those creatures, I think that I wasn’t conscious of any following up of what I’d said there, but it would apply. 

Q: I was wondering if it was a seed? 
A: It may well be. As I was saying, all these mysterious linkups. Not only this sort of thing, but to finish the point I was making earlier, the archpresbyter, may be standing around one moment, and becomes absolutely vital the next. Graham Greene, who’s a magnificent writer, said he’ll introduce a character early on, which he can’t see the point of, and as he continues writing, he’ll realize that he not only sees the point, but he’ll realize it’s quite essential. 

 
Q: Well, It sounds like, in contrast to some other writers I’ve spoken to, who say they have the whole novel down in their heads before they put pen to paper, you leave yourself a lot of leeway.
A: Well, I know a lot about the beginning and I know more or less where the end Is. And I know a little of the way. It’s very much like, I’m trying to make a comparison without being too fanciful, driving a car from here to Scotland. At the beginning, of the journey, everything’s very clear, and you know where you’re roughly making for, and you know some of the places you will pass through. But there are diversions, detours. I get so that I know exactly at what point to begin. Well, you find you might have to wait around for that, you know the waiting, like in anything else, is hard. But when you’ve got that, you not only can start, you should start, you’re on the boil. I always have started, I’d feel like a slacker if I didn’t. You’ve got to start. But that isn’t true in any kind of writing. Henry Fairley, a marvelous journalist, says that really, in writing a piece of literature, in theory, when you’ve written the first sentence, you can take a break for a cigarette, because you’ve done half the work. To get that first sentence, you had to think everything through. And. once you’ve got it, you close off so many other possibilities. 

Q: Well, Somerset Maugham said a great many nasty things about you back in the 50s 
A: That actually wasn’t personal criticism, he wrote the Sunday Times (after Lucky Jim). He praised it, saying what I’d done was portray clearly these horrible new young people who had come along with no respect and no culture, and I should be congratulated on having actually isolated this personality. But when I got the award I wrote a letter of thanks and a got a very amiable letter back, saying that I was only the second writer to have the politeness to thank him since the award had been instituted and saying how much he liked the book. He thought that I was attacking the characters. 

Q: Men of insufficient culture 
A: In fact, of course, I was attacking some of the characters. I’m very much the kind of writer who takes sides, if I can make an observation about myself, an old-fashioned writer that way. But he’d got it wrong, what I was objecting to was people with cultural pretensions, those were the villains. People who used their cultural knowledge to get ahead, in life struggle. To humiliate others. Aldous Huxley talked of writing books where everyone is equally good or bad. Then you have the older tradition, where characters were tremendously good or tremendously bad. I don’t say that my good characters are all worthy, but there are characters who are clearly worse than they are. 

Q: Villain in Ending Up--a very bleak book 
A: Yes, it is a bit. Well, Bernard, I think is the most unpleasant there, and the most like me. And. clearly there are good characters in Ending up, the young people. 
Q: Found them rather tedious. Meant to be tedious and admirable? 

A: Yes, worthy. They were, at least, doing their duty. 
Q: I read a rather impassioned defense of yours of James Bond, on the question of sexism. It seemed a lot of trouble for one writer to take to defend another, unless you felt somehow personally implicated 
A: I don’t know. I think I felt indignation that such a good writer should be attacked so inaccurately without regard to facts. People who never read him declared him a sexist. I began by reading him. 

Q: Well, you did cite cases. It could be that the movies misinterpreted him, but still, the impression remains 
A: Yes, it’s very difficult to drive out that. Still, read the end of Casino Royale. One of the things that’s always clucked over, that line, ‘the bitch was dead.” People say cold, horrible. But I see it as a valid way for the character to express his hurt, his disappointment. He’d cared for her, at some risk to his own skin. And she was dead. 

Q: During the 50’s you wrote a pamphlet Socialism and the Fabians which is still getting you into trouble, you seem to be accused of fascism daily—— 
A: Yes, well that’s just how language changes, Fascism once meant a very specific form of government, originated in Italy. It now means anybody who does not actively promote extreme left wing causes, instead of a supporter of a specific form of government. I believed that your government was duty bound to honor its treaty obligations to Vietnam. That, apparently, is enough to make me a fascist. The person who’d be most amused by all this is, of course, George Orwell. Have you seen this? [He shows me a recent article in an English highbrow left wing publication, wherein a leftwing academic attacks him by name, and brings Orwell to the attack]. First of all, no published piece ought never to refer to a public figure by his first name, unless he’s your brother. Even if they were the closest of friends, he ought not to be calling him George in print. Secondly, of course, 
Orwell’s real Christian name was Eric, and he often mused about how uncomfortable he was made, after he started acquiring a reputation, by would-be tweedy left wingers hanging about calling him George. So this fellow loses on both counts. Not to mention that Orwell couldn’t abide doctrinaire leftwingers in his later years. But I would describe myself as an old-fashioned liberal, in the fullest sense of that word. On matters of race, class, and economics, on all the human issues, my attitudes have always been the classically liberal ones. 
I don’t believe any Communist can be sincere. They are closing their eyes to the most repressive governments on earth, claiming they’ll do the workers’ good. That’s utter nonsense, Russia is perfectly awful for the working classes. But it’s very comfortable if you’re one of the privileged intelligentsia. I call that attitude hypocrisy of the worst order. 
I’ve always opposed what I called ‘romantic’ socialists and communists, Well-to-do, well-educated people, out of touch with things as they are, intoxicated with power, thinking they know what’s best for the working classes, and thoroughly intolerant about it. 

Q: But it seems, at the reality level, that some things really are stubbornly there. You’ve had a socialist government for years here, yet this country is still incredibly class- conscious. 
A: Oh, I don’t believe that at all. How good are you at spotting English accents. 
Q: I’d never say I was expert. 
A: Well, how would you describe mine? You probably think I sound upper class. 
Q: No, I’d say educated London. 
A: Precisely. I don’t have an upper class accent at all, which is quite reasonable, as I am not upper class. I come from lower middle class suburban London origins, yet class has never been any barrier to me, I received a first rate education, I’ve had financial success beyond my dreams, I live quite comfortably in this house. My class origins have never stood in my way. 

Q: I do find that a bit hard to believe … [Digression to subject of Australian newsreaders on tv and their accents]
A: Well, of course, those that are there will stick out, in the media, and seem more. And, as it stands to reason that only the brightest and most able and competitive of the colonials will bother to come here, your native Englishmen, who get lazier by the day, will obviously find them tough competition. 

Q: Despite your class disclaimers, the current Mrs Amis, your second wife, is a Howard of the Howard family, isn’t she? 
A: What Howard family is that? 

Q: That which goes back beyond Henry VIII? 
A: No, she isn’t. She’s a plain, ordinary Howard. 

Q: OK, now what do I ask 
A: Don’t be afraid of asking something obvious 
Q: Your first novel, which was never published. I read that it was turned down 14 times. How’d you manage to pick yourself up after that? 
A: Overweening vanity and pride. 

Q: From a brief description of that book, it seems to resemble Orwell’s Keep the Aspidistra flying—
A: That’s quite possible. I’ve never thought of it, but it might well be. I always admired Orwell’s work. 

Q: Well, what’s it like living with another writer. If you’re both writing flat out, who sends out the laundry? 
A: Oh, that’s easy. Elizabeth runs this household better and more efficiently than any man or woman could wish. She’s a splendid cook, and I think she needs and loves to cook. She’s remarkably organized. If something isn’t going well for her, she can always make jam, or do some gardening. If I have a problem I go out for a walk, and hope that I will have solved it by the time I come back. She, as I, really hates to write. But we find that the only thing worse than writing is not writing. She finds it particularly difficult to start, harder even than I do, but with her practical turn of mind, she can do things, run errands, until she’s ready, until she must start. 
It’s really wonderful living with another writer. Another writer understands, is an ally under the roof. When you are blocked, then everything is going wrong, you just can’t get something, you’re miserable and. touchy, grouchy, you doubt your worth, think you never have been able to write and never will, and are just terrible to have to live with. Another writer knows just what it’s like. We support each other at these times. Another person might find you entirely unbearable. When we are both working, it’s quite marvelous. You just pop in the other door, down the hail, when you want another opinion. To help you weigh the right word, or ask, is this clear to the reader, or is it, the worst sin of all, overwritten. Will the reader get it, or am I hitting him over the head with it? We’re each others best editors, as well as friends. 

Q: Well, I assume you’ve heard the aphorism about no second acts in American lives, particularly for writers. How come English writers go on so much longer, as you have? 
A: Oh, that’s easy. Writers are not so well thought of in England, we’re paid far less attention. If we choose to sit home and write, that’s our privilege, but the average man considers us rather eccentric for it. This is a basically conservative, working class country, you know. 
Q: Very well, indeed. 
A: The American public makes heroes of its writers, puts them on telly week after week, pontificating. Doing all that talking, it’s no wonder they dry up as writers, So often an American comes out with a first book, and I think, ‘hello, there’s going to be some tough competition for me.” As Norman Mailer, and The Naked and The Dead. That was a marvelous book. But he’s done nothing since. 

Q: Lucky Jim is now often used as a sociology text in American colleges. You sure didn’t write it for that purpose.  How do you feel about it? 
A: As a writer, can I object to my book being read as sociology? I think not. I never meant it as sociology, but I can’t object, so long as it’s being read. A couple of people may notice that it’s a story, that it’s literature. They may even read further into my work. Anything that moves people to read something is good, so far as I’m concerned. Writers moan about tv, but look how many people the tv series sent to Tolstoy’s war and Peace? TV encourages some people to read, and therefore does a useful thing. 
Q, Then you disagree with Marshall McLuhan? 
A: Look at how strongly the Forsythe Saga has been selling since it was on tv. Some of those readers will pick something up from it. 

Q Could you describe your working methods? 
A: I write on a typewriter. I do a complete first draft, then whatever rewrites are necessary. I try not to overdo the rewriting. I discovered, when first starting out, that I did too may rewrites. It was out of sheer nervousness, just shaping up you know, as a baseball or cricket pitcher would.  Feints, circling movements, etc. I compared a draft of a chapter, after ten rewrites, with the original. It was 5% longer, and not as good from any standpoint. So I try to go with the first, spontaneous writing. Of course, that requires doing your thinking beforehand. 
Miscellaneous Comments about Science Fiction and Jazz, summarized by Stephanie T. de Pue

Came back to the room to discuss sci fi and jazz, kind of dragging it into the conversation from left field, as I notice he has done in most interviews.  


Drew parallel between American novelists degenerating because they take themselves too seriously, and same thing happening to sci fi writers and jazz. Said (crocodile’s tears) that he bore “artistic and literary” some responsibility for making jazz and SF respectable, by “bringing critical attention to both” and writing about them.  He wrote first jazz column in major prestige magazine (English) and now every magazine must have one. 

Repeated an insight from one of his writings as to similarity of jazz and sf fans. Not that they’re the same people, but similar. Widely scattered individuals, enthusiasts from truck drivers to college professors, who just care for, read and listen to whatever they can, etc. 
Since sf writers have learned they are to be taken seriously, are writing literature, the genre has been self-conscious and work has been suffering. Ditto jazz men. Jazz has completely lost its energy in a matter of 30 years. Remarked in one of his books about seeing Modern Jazz Quartet record jacket. Four excellent musicians, in formal dress, with very serious faces, looking worried. Character says what happened to them was “somebody had told them they were creative artists.” 

Took classical music from Monteverdi to 1950 to die, run out of energy. Lasted till 1950 only if you count composers born late l9tb century and still working: no decent 20th century composers. 300 years of good concert music to run out vs, 30 for jazz, but jazz less complex, provides fewer possibilities and avenues to explore

