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‘Amis shuddered to his desk, desky in its deskiness. What to write? To write, what? Write what to? To what write? In his novelist’s loins, he yearned to be taken seriously. To be taken. Seriously. To be taken, again and again, but seriously. But how? He tried writing one word, then another. Word-word-word. Soon the words were piling up, like piled-up things in a pile…’

Okay, that wasn’t actually Martin Amis, but an excerpt from Craig Brown’s most recent Amis parody in Private Eye. As well as being a near-perfect pastiche, it identifies precisely the problems with Amis’s recent work – how Amis demands respect as a literary and political polymath, while his work reveals rather more than he might like about his own sense of self-loathing.

Amis is no longer the cocky young turk of English literature. The godfather of highbrow ladlit is now 57, and increasingly ill-suited to the sneery register of novels like ‘Money’ and ‘London Fields’. Since he hit paydirt with 1995’s ‘The Information’, Amis has delivered just one full-length novel – 2003’s best forgotten ‘Yellow Dog’ – and seems to have slowly reinvented himself as a Man of Letters. He has built up an impressive body of non-fiction, in particular ‘Experience’ – a fascinating memoir about his relationship with his father Kingsley – and the underrated ‘Koba the Dread’, a complex meditation on Stalinist Russia and its apologists. He is also indulged to write lengthy journalism. In the last few months alone we’ve had an epic review of Paul Greengrass’s movie ‘United 93’, several pieces on 9/11 for the Times, a faintly absurd imagining of ‘The Last Days of Muhammad Atta’ for the New Yorker, and a 12,000-word piece on Islamism for the Observer. 
Despite obvious flaws in many of these pieces, this kind of discursive journalism suits Amis well. It at least shows some engagement with the real world, supplying an emotional anchor for his spectacular prose. 

Conversely, his fiction has degenerated into a series of grotesque satires about characters he appears to despise; fiction that, as Craig Brown suggests, increasingly sounds like bad self-parody. 

‘House of Meetings’ is Amis’s (slight) return to the novel. It is about two brothers in post-war Russia who fall in love with the same girl, a 19-year-old Jewess from Moscow, shortly before both brothers are banished to a labour camp in the Arctic Circle. Using Anne Appelbaum’s ‘Gulag: A History’ as a key source, the novel hopscotches between the gulags of the ’50s and the Russia of the next five decades. You could see it as a fictional companion piece to ‘Koba the Dread’; but where ‘Koba’ was able to refract the historian Robert Conquest’s devastating accounts of Stalinist genocide through a personal prism – why did the ‘useful idiots’ on the Left, like his father, not condemn the Soviet Union in the same way they condemned Nazi Germany? – ‘House of Meetings’ seems deliberately to eschew any personal resonance. 

It certainly doesn’t help that all Amis’s characters speak like him. It doesn’t matter whether his narrator is a Thatcherite jetsetter, a Nazi doctor, a sex-obsessed A-level student, an Islamist terrorist or a wife-beating QPR fan who smells of cheese and onion crisps – you can always hear Amis’s posh, deadpan, sarcastic, lisping voice droning out every sentence. In ‘House of Meetings’ – ostensibly a lengthy letter written by an elderly Russian exile to his American stepdaughter – these verbal tics are like watching Eric Morecambe doing Napoleon, or Bugs Bunny dressed as George Washington. Amis’s narrators all punctuate their long, pompous sentences with staccato repetition, exotic slang and laddish vulgarities. They all deploy ingenious, Craig Raine-ish poetic metaphors in everyday speech (‘youth will be smelted out of them… as nickel is extracted from ore’). They have a deep aversion to cliché that is itself a cliché – they make up new words (‘autogarch’, ‘olicrat’, ‘bijouterist’) and new compound adjectives (‘new-broomism’). It’s all rather wearying.

And yet, and yet… there are moments of clarity, moments where Amis’s casually sociopathic voice starts to chime with the brutal society he depicts. The narrator is a former Soviet soldier who cheerfully admits to raping his way through central Europe towards the end of WWII: ‘I lost my virginity to a Silesian housewife, in a roadside ditch, after a ten-minute chase.’ This climate of ‘spasm savagery’ fits Amis’s misanthropy like a glove, licensing him to indulge his usual hatred of his characters. ‘I worship generalisations,’ says the narrator. ‘The more sweeping the better.’ Here, all Russians, even the lead characters, are faceless, ripe for conversion into Amisian archetypes. The inmates of the gulag are stratified, with some relish, into ‘pigs’, ‘brutes’, ‘bitches’, ‘snakes’, ‘leeches’, ‘fascists’, ‘locusts’ or ‘shiteaters’. 

Later, the Russian narrator explains why he fell in love with a British woman and became ‘a disgusting Anglophile’, going on to opine that English literature ‘gains no legitimacy from the gruesome’, unlike Russian literature, which ‘is grown on the mulch of blood and shit’. Perhaps it is this which attracts Amis to the bleak backdrop that is Russia. It grants ‘House of Meetings’ a ruthless internal logic that’s intellectually comforting but impossible to enjoy.

