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After making a career of attacking hypocrisy and unfaithfulness, Martin Amis has walked out on his own wife and children. So much for the moral responsibility of the novelist.

It's difficult to suppress a hint of Schadenfreude on hearing the news about the collapse of Martin Amis's marriage. Not that it is a particular misfortune to be having an affair with Isabel Fonseca, one of the great beauties of literary London. But to have abandoned his wife, Antonia, and their children for a younger woman, particularly after droning on about the joys of fatherhood, makes it that much harder to take him seriously. For those of us who find literary novelists insufferably self-righteous, this is undoubtedly a source of real pleasure. 

There is a tendency among serious writers, particularly those of Amis's generation, to present themselves as bastions of moral responsibility, frequently lecturing the rest of us on the dangers of nuclear annihilation or environmental catastrophe. Their vocation as novelists, they believe, provides them with more sensitive moral antennae, capable of divining the problems afflicting our society light years before the rest of us. But if they are going to come on like a secular priesthood, they really ought to take a vow of celibacy or at least remain faithful to their loved ones.

Amis has even been rash enough to pour scorn on those who give in to the temptations of the flesh. Writing about Norman Mailer in The Moronic Inferno, he sniffs at his ''six wives and eight (or maybe nine) children'' and ridicules him for ''divorcing his fourth wife, marrying and divorcing his fifth, and then marrying his sixth in the space of a week''.

On visiting the Playboy mansion, Amis affected a lofty indifference to the ''sunbathers, Jacuzzi-fillers, party prettyfiers'', who grace the magazine's pages. ''Compared to these girls,'' he wrote, ''the ordinary woman (the wife, the secretary, the non-goddess) looks lived-in or only half-completed, eccentrically and interestingly human.'' Evidently not interesting enough, it would seem.

Closer to home, Guy Clinch, one of the characters in Amis's novel, London Fields, suffers a terrible fate after straying from the arms of Hope, his formidable American wife, into the clutches of Nicola Six, a brazen seductress who favours crisp, white underwear.

Antonia Phillips, whom Martin married in 1984, was described by Clive James as ''one of the great beauties of her generation''. She was the widow of Gareth Evans, the brilliant linguistic philosopher, whose life was cut short by cancer, and enjoys a reputation for being extremely clever and cultivated.

She is a far more serious person than the glamorous London socialite whom Martin has taken up with. At Oxford, where Fonseca was a graduate student, she was known as ''Funseeker'', due to her apparently prodigious appetite for the high life. She numbers Salman Rushdie and John Malkovich among her previous admirers.

It might not be so compromising if Amis had no children. But Louis, eight, and Jacob, seven, are frequently paraded by the author as a sign of his maturity. He once described having children as ''an evolutionary moment'' in his life which gave him a stake in the world's future. Indeed, becoming a father was, he said, the reason that he became concerned about the bomb. ''I am sick of nuclear weapons,'' he wrote in the introduction to Einstein's Monsters (which is dedicated to Louis and Jacob). ''They make me feel as if a child of mine has been out too long, much too long, and already it is getting dark.''

Most ironic of all is Amis's criticism of his own father's infidelity. Kingsley Amis left his wife, Hilly, when Martin was only 12, something his son has never ceased to complain about. ''The strongest memory I have of the time when my parents got divorced,'' he said in one interview, ''is feeling grimly determined that it would never happen to me, because it is so violent doubly or trebly so when there are children and chaotic.''

It would be wrong to criticise Amis too brutally. After all, he is not Jimmy Swaggart, even if he does get a little preachy sometimes. But it is gratifying to discover that this cocksure little dynamo, one of the most confident and outspoken writers of his generation, suffers from the same temptations and foibles as the rest of us.

In the edition of The South Bank Show devoted to him, he told Melvyn Bragg that nothing had prepared him for ''the unqualified nightmare of early middle age''. He described his youth as a ''40-year holiday'' and said of growing old that ''there's absolutely nothing to be said for it''.

No doubt his next book will be about the appalling injustice of the ageing process, perhaps presenting it as metaphor for the ecosystem. But the rest of us will recognise falling for the other woman for what it is: a tell-tale sign of a midlife crisis.
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