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HEADLINE: ARTS: ON A WHIMSICAL CAROUSEL RIDE BACK TO BOYHOOD 
HIGHLIGHT:  Philip Amis inhabits a different world from his novelist brother Martin but they share a fascination with the images and artefacts of American pop culture. A comic-inspired collage represents the playful side of a serious artist, writes Andrew Billen 


'TRY AGAIN DOC!', the most expensive exhibit in a London show featuring the work of more than 30 collage artists, is the iconography of an Amis. The 32in by 48in collage is by Philip Amis, 45-year-old brother of the more famous Martin. Crowded with images of American pop culture from Superman to Alfred E. Newman, it turns Martin's moronic inferno into a whimsical carousel stripped of all but the gentlest ironies. 

Discussion with Philip does not reveal a soul much sunnier than the novelist's. Trapped, for example, in Archway by a mortgage bought at the wrong moment in the Eighties, Philip hates London. 'It's so limiting. Especially Archway. You can't buy garlic or an avocado. They've never heard of them. All they sell is potatoes and bacon.' The playful optimism implicit in the title of 'Try Again Doc!' (it comes from a detail of a Superman comic in which a medic is hopelessly attempting to puncture the man of steel's arm with a hypodermic) finds its source in prelapsarian, prepubescent Amis. When Philip was 10, Kingsley, his father, taught for a year at Princeton University, New Jersey, and Philip and Martin were evacuated from the monochrome of Fifties England to be exposed to a bombardment of overlit images from the American entertainment industry. 

At the centre of the collage is a black and white photograph of a cherubic Philip through whose eyes we see the surrounding spiral of consumption Spam, Holiday Inns, cigarette packets, a 1958 Chevrolet, a home-movie camera and prefigurings of the space age. Even the darker images, such as Boris Karloff's Frankenstein's monster and an electric chair (the representation is in fact Warhol's), spring from the indulgently scary dreams of childhood rather than adult paranoia. Only Monroe and Presley, the darkest stars in the firmament, carry the force of their tragic futures and momentarily chill. 

Was his year in America as much fun as it looks in 'Try Again Doc!'? 'It is a fantasy about my childhood,' Amis says, 'like the image from the catalogue of the Ideal Home Exhibition. There's me and Martin on bunk beds, except it wasn't ever really like that. It's an ideal childhood that never really happened.' 

Philip is a year and 10 days Martin's senior and their relationship, he says, was both close and competitive. 'Having a brother that soon after you means you are ousted straight away. You develop a huge chip on your shoulder about being second banana, but that has all gone now. 

'I haven't seen Martin for a couple of years but I know if we met we would carry on the relationship just as before. We are good friends. We just happen to be in a different worlds. He is in the world of literature and I am in a world of my own.' 

Yet Philip's fascination with America and pop culture has obvious similarities to Martin's imagination. One image is from the film of Lolita, Martin's favourite novel, and the whole work is studded with beads of fake jewellery, giving it the look of a pinball machine, one of the arcade amusements at which both brothers are proficient. 

Success, Martin Amis's second novel, is about the acrimonious relationship between two brothers. 'You could say I was the taller one who got his comeuppance in the end,' says Philip. 'But that's simplistic. It was probably about Martin and someone else, a friend, say. I happen to be taller than Martin but there the resemblance ends. When he dedicated the book to me I was outraged, but it's water off a duck's back now.' 

Amis has been making collages for three years. 'Try Again Doc!', for sale for pounds 1,850 in the Collage Show at the England & Co. gallery in Notting Hill (firmly Martin Amis territory), took six months' unconcentrated work. The images were cut from magazines, some of them 20 years old, and then pasted against a photocopied night sky. His other work on show, featuring ripped fragments of Salvador Dali paintings against a background of dollar bills, sold last week for pounds 950. He has another 30 collages at home and is working on a one depicting what he calls the Michael Jackson 'tragedy'. 

Philip, who is noticeably inarticulate in comparison to his noticeably verbal younger brother, was identified as 'the artistic one' by an enthusiastic art teacher at primary school. His mother, Hilly, drew when she was younger. On graduation from Camberwell School of Art, he became a professional graphic artist; the Rebel Yell Whisky label was designed by him. He gave up the job when he was 40 to pursue his own art and has previously exhibited abstract watercolours and flower paintings, only ever breaking even. 

He is an admirer of the great Dadaist collagist Kurt Schwitters, the inventor of Merz, huge assemblages of papery rubbish, whose master work, 'Merzbau', expanded three-dimensionally until it finally all but filled his house in Hamburg. A more obvious influence is Peter Blake, three of whose collages, including one of Madonna, are also in the exhibition. Amis believes his collages are his most successful work to date but is not sure how many more he will attempt. 

'Maybe I have few more in me or maybe I'll go back to painting again,' he says. 'I feel as if I have done collage now. I'm waiting for something else to happen. It is a very boring time for me and a very frustrating time.' His Archway home is unlikely ever to sag under the weight of an Amisbau. 

The Collage Show runs until 18 December at England & Co, 14 Needham Road, Westbourne Grove, London W11 (071-221 0417) 
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