Unpublished Interview with Kingsley Amis

by Stephanie T. de Pue, 1975

It was 1975, and “Publisher’s Weekly” remarked that the one millionth American copy of “Lucky Jim,” the landmark book that hit the States  a couple of decades before,  had just been sold.   Had business in England, decided to interview the author, Kingsley Amis.  That interview was never published; it follows substantially as written then.
For a book that aroused great controversy in the British literary establishment when published, “Lucky Jim” is often now required reading for American college courses ranging from English literature to sociology.  However, though “Lucky Jim” has been taken to the establishment’s heart,  Amis is still held at arm’s length.  No longer for the once-heretical opinions expressed in that book, he’s won that battle, but for being perhaps the last writer of stature in the western world to say that the United States had treaties with South Vietnam, and ought not to just walk away from them.  While describing himself as a thorough-going old-fashioned liberal.

Furthermore, though “Lucky Jim” was Amis’s first published novel, and he’s undoubtedly made a fortune on it, he has not, in contrast to similarly-situated American authors, abandoned the lonely life at the typewriter for the more amusing one of the late night television talk show.  The man keeps writing, publishing several columns, and nearly a book a year—“One Fat Englishman,” “Take a Girl Like You,” “The Green Man,”—and, though none of them has had the impact of “Lucky Jim,” “Ending Up,” 1975’s effort, sold a respectable 75,000 copies in the States.  So, I wrote Amis and asked to see him.  

He told me to ring when I reached the station, in comfortable almost-suburban High Barnet, London; he lived at a distance from town, and someone would pick me up.  The someone was the second Mrs. Kingsley Amis.  A tall, slim-enough, handsome woman, wearing a smart black velvet jacket and skirt.  Her dark blond hair in either a very dated-, or a very trendy-looking, 1940’s-style pageboy.  A lot of powder and lipstick, no eye makeup, cosmetics philosophy that’s common among Englishwomen of  a certain age and class.  Mrs. Kingsley Amis is otherwise known as Elizabeth Jane Howard, a highly-regarded writer with six published novels to her credit (“After Julius,” “Odd Girl Out,” etc.)
The Amises live in a large, rambling, but not particularly old house, not one of your historic “Manderley”  houses with pillars and porticos such as you might see in the movies.  Just an English country house, surrounded by low brick walls, sitting on quite a lot of land, with a curving drive up to the front door, and a view of the common, around which, discreetly spaced, were several more big houses: none as big as the Amises’.

The front door opened into a room in which a piano, various boxes, and odd pieces of furniture stood about at random; you might think the occupants were moving.  Mrs. Amis then took me into the library; a large, light, handsome room, with a white marble mantelpiece and French doors looking out on a pleasant lawn and garden, to meet her husband.   The library’s walls were blue, its lamp shades and curtains, lavender.  And layers and layers of furniture stood around the room, like the rings of a tree in reverse, as if the furniture had just been gotten tired of, and pushed back against the walls to make room for newer things in front.  The Amises, evidently, were not House Beautiful people. 
Mrs. Amis kissed her husband, and asked if he wanted anything from London, as she was off to do some shopping.  He’s a short man, shorter than his wife, perhaps 5’7” or 8”.  Furthermore, he’s small-boned and slim, though he gives the impression of having been, at one time, much heavier.  He seems older than his 53 years, moving more stiffly and slowly than expected.  His once blondish hair has faded and grayed; his blue eyes seem faded, or, at any rate, rather pale; his teeth have rather yellowed.  He looked, all said, older and frailer, less attractively arrogant, than the publicity stills and book jackets.  He also had a rather touching cast to one eye that the photos never showed.  His appearance also suggested a fondness for drink.
He’d finished a novel just the day before; didn’t I want to hear about it?  Of course.  It could be considered science fiction, one of those what would things be like if this had happened instead.  If, in this case, Katherine of Aragon had produced a son by her first husband, Prince Arthur; a son that Henry VIII tried unsuccessfully to kill.  So England remained Catholic, and there were still castratos.

We then discussed his first novel, never published, that he described as a grim story of an artistic young man forced to come to terms with the bourgeoisie.  It was rejected 14 times: how did he carry on after that?  “Overweening vanity and pride.”

It’s hard, now, to imagine the sensation “Lucky Jim” caused in the 1950’s.  The Brits are really, you see, the most terrible snobs.  They prefer their writers to have hyphenated names, Oxbridge educations, faultless accents, and country houses filled with fine French furniture.  Every now and then, unfortunately, they would get a working class writer, it couldn’t be helped.  But they were easily quantified, either, like D.H. Lawrence, out and out weirdoes worshiping horses in Taos, New Mexico.  Or else, like Willie Somerset Maugham, they set themselves to acquiring  accents, houses, and Ming vases with their first royalty checks.  The English have an expression, “Champagne tastes on a beer budget,” and that’s what, at the very least, literary respectables like Somerset Maugham always had.  As soon as they got the budget, the Champagne flowed.

Then, along came Kingsley Amis with his “Lucky Jim,” “Time magazine”  said, of Jim,  in anointing the book “the most significant post-war novel, “ “He  has one skin too few, but his isn’t the sensitiveness of young men in earlier twentieth century fiction: it is the phoney to which his nerve ends are tremblingly exposed, and at the least suspicion of the phoney, he goes tough.”
All the sudden, you had working class writers who didn’t sound like they were longing to collect “famille rose” china—John Osborn, John Wain, Alan Sillitoe.  They were writing about working class guys, with beer tastes on beer budgets, who got sloshed on Saturday nights, and acted out.  They weren’t romanticizing the working class, seeing them as dreaming socialists or tubercular communists, or as gardeners who possessed mysterious forces because they understood the dark satanic powers of Mother Earth.  These writers were called “The Angry Young Men,” and they came as a very rude shock to the British literary establishment.  Somerset Maugham wrote “The London Sunday Times” about “flabby spiritual barbarian(s) ignorant of Higher Things, having no use for ‘culture’ except as possibly helpful in job-getting.”
And yet, “Lucky Jim” won the W. Somerset Maugham Award for best first novel.  Huh?

“That actually wasn’t personal criticism, it was criticism of the character, Lucky Jim.  He praised the book, 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.  When I got the award, I wrote a letter of thanks, and got a very amiable letter back, saying that I was only the second writer to have had the politeness to thank him since he’d instituted the award and saying how much he’d liked the book.  He thought I was attacking the characters.”
“As men of insufficient culture?”

“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 that observation about myself, I’m an old-fashioned writer that way.  But he’d got it wrong.  I was attacking the people with cultural pretensions, those were the villains.  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 clearly characters who are worse than they are.”

Shortly after “Lucky Jim,” Amis published a pamphlet on socialism and intellectuals that made him almost as many enemies as the book had.  What had he to say about it?  “I’ve always been opposed to what I call romantic socialists and communists.  You know, the people who fought in Spain, and made a religion of  it the rest of their lives.  Your well-to-do, well-educated  people who are thoroughly certain they know what’s best for the working classes, and manage to be thoroughly intolerant about it.  If the working classes really prefer beer and skittles, it’s just too bad, they shall be educated to play chess.

“I don’t believe they 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’s a perfectly awful place for the working classes.  But it’s very nice if you’re one of the privileged intelligentsia.”

“Well, would you like a drink?”

“Sun’s over the yardarm, is it?”

“ Oh well, well-past now.”

“Well, I don’t know about drinking with a fascist pig, come to think of it.  That’s what you’re supposed to be these days, you know.”

He almost choked on his scotch.  “Yes, well, that’s how language changes.  Pigs are much-maligned animals, and fascism once meant a very specific form of government, which originated in Italy.  It now means anybody who does not actively promote extreme left-wing causes.  The person who’d be most amused by all this, of course, is Orwell.  Have you seen this?

He showed a recent clipping from one of England’s leading little left-wing journals, in which the author began by attacking him, and then, so long as he was at it, went on to Orwell.

“First of all, no published piece ought ever to refer to a public figure by his Christian name, unless you’re married to him, or a very close relative of his.  Even if they were the best of friends, he ought not to be calling him George in print.  Secondly, of course, Orwell’s actual Christian name was Eric, and he often mused about how uncomfortable he was made when, after he started acquiring some reputation, people he hardly knew and didn’t wish to know began sniffing after him, calling him George.  
“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, mine are the classic liberal attitudes.”

Recently, Amis has also come under attack on charges of sexism, largely because he’s defended the late Ian Fleming, author of the James Bond series, against similar charges.  “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…  Read the end of “Casino Royale.”  One of the things that’s always clucked over, that line, ‘the bitch was dead.’  People say horrible, cold.  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.  I don’t call that sexism, do you?”

Mrs. McBrogue  stuck her head in to see about lunch.  She apparently was one of several servants in the household, that also included Mrs. Amis’s mother and brother, Amis’s two sons vby his first marriage, and near a dozen cats and dogs.

Going into lunch involved walking through a bedroom, and several other less identifiable rooms, making a number of sharp lefts and rights, and, finally, descending a short staircase to a ground floor room.  The kitchen was large, with a tiled floor, a number of small pantries, old-fashioned appliances, windows looking out on a walled herb garden, and a large hutch.  The hutch displayed a lot of gleaming Wedgwood china, and a great many home-made pickles and preserves, all put up in Nescafe freeze-dried instant coffee jars ( these jars are the Englishwoman’s favorites for preserves).
Martin Amis, the oldest son, who at 22 reviews sci-fi for one of the major British newspapers and has written a best-selling sci fi novel himself, was drinking milk  out of the bottle.

The table was set for two, and surrounded by animals doing their best to look starved.

“Will you have some wine?”

“Dry and white, please.”  Couldn’t ask for Pouille-Fuisse, Amis had made some very nasty comments about it in “The Green Man.”

He opened some Niersteiner, put out milk for the cats, took himself a beer.  “Try the apricot relish.  Elizabeth made it herself.”

“What’s it like living with another novelist.  If you’re both hot, who sends out the laundry?”

“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 she needs and loves to cook.  She loves to garden.  If something isn’t  going well for her, she makes jam, or weeds, until she’s solved the problem.  She, as I, really hates to write.  The only thing worse, of course, is not writing.  She finds it extremely difficult to start, harder even than I do, but with her practicala turn, the time always goes to good account.  Until she’s ready to start.  Until she must.”
He had another beer.  “When we’re both working, it’s marvelous.  You just pop down the hall, knock on the door, when you need an opinion.  To ask, is this clear to the reader, or is it, the worst sin of all, overwritten?  Will he get it, or am I hitting him over the head with it?

“It’s a marvel living with another writer.  Another writer understands, you have an ally under the roof.  When you’re blocked, when everything is going wrong, you just can’t get something, you’re miserable and touchy, grouchy, doubt your worth, think you’ve never written a good line and never will, you’re terrible to have to live with, anyone else would leave you, a writer understands, knows what it’s like.  We support each other at those times.  We’re each other’s best friends, as well as editors.”

He had another beer.

“Do you work with a dictionary?”

“She bought me, oh say three Christmases ago, bought me a 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 Roget, the old Roget.  Of course,  the modernized version is no good at all.  It’s the old one, even though they haven’t heard of words like basic, which we think 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 still took trouble over things.”
Amis has long had interests in science fiction and jazz.  He describes the two areas of endeavor as similar, in that they appeal to people, from truck drivers to college professors, who really like them, regardless of fashions, or the fact that they may be isolated, the only fans for miles around.  He seems to feel though, that by being one of the first important writers to recognize those areas – he points out that he wrote the first jazz column in a ‘prestige’ British publication—he’s had a hand in their growing self-consciousness, and feelings that they must be taken seriously, as high art.   He quoted one of his characters, who, while looking at a record jacket of The Modern Jazz Quartet, noting that they all wore tuxes, commented that they’d never enjoyed playing again since they were told they were ‘creative artists.”
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