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'I am not a character in a novel,' the narrator of Martin Amis's latest novel announces on page 19. The reader has already begun to gather as much. Nominally the chronicle of a gulagged Russian and the love triangle he forms with his brother and the sack artist, Zoya, House of Meetings reads like what it is: the work of an Oxford-educated littérateur taking a tour of Stalin's labour camps, digging up material for aphoristic pith: 'In the end you finish with self-pity. It's too tiring. You want someone else to do it for you.' 

The benefits of being a writer are few. You can stay in bed as long as you want. You can wear any old clothes. And last, but perhaps most important of all, nothing is wasted. Infuriated at the post office? Bored by a relative? Stuck on a cold railway platform? Sooner or later, anything you experience can be ushered into your work. Amis had a go at a bioessay on Stalin in Koba the Dread which obliged him to do some strenuous background reading, and clearly he felt could reheat the leftovers and serve it up once more in an invention sauce.

The fictional element of House of Meetings comes light. There's a lot of throat-clearing, presaging and repeated assurances that quite a yarn is on the way. 'Now that wouldn't be a bad opening sentence for the narrative proper, and I am impatient to write it. But not yet.'

The theme which eventually emerges is the standard Amisian battle of one-upmanship between two brothers. Amis has 200 pages to flesh out the narrator, but for most of the book he remains as substantial as a wet Kleenex. Every now and then there's a flicker of character and story, but this isn't a bona fide novel; it's a notebook charting Amis's current interests and musings with a few dollops of imagination tossed on top.

Geoff Dyer once referred to the anticipation of a new work by Amis as akin to the evaluation of 'the homework of the cleverest boy in the class'. And it's true, with the heinous exception of Yellow Dog, there has always been something to admire even in Amis's duller presentations. On the tundra that is the House of Meetings, you will certainly spot clumps of urbanity, acuity shrubs, gorgeous verbal flowerings.

The English language bows deeper to Amis than anyone else; Byatt, Barnes, McEwan, Rushdie et al, none of them have the reach Amis has (but then he was raised by two novelists). However in this case, his unbridled virtuosity lumbers the narrator with a preposterous register of English. Amis carefully engineers a poetry-loving British wife for him and a stint in Chicago to justify the intercontinental vernacular, but the hand of the puppet-master is painfully visible.

Amis had two possibilities of greatness: as a comic novelist or as a journalist. He has shunned those avenues and become an atrocity-chaser. He is now constantly on the prowl for gravitas-enlargement offers (the Holocaust, serial killers, 9/11, the Gulag, the Beslan siege) as if writing about really bad things will make him a really great novelist; regrettably the equation isn't that simple.

The past tense frequents his name. 'I used to love his books.' 'Amis was so good.' These are the remarks I hear all the time. I doubt if House of Meetings will change that consensus. It's a pity that someone with Amis's firepower can't deliver a better product.

For those who know nothing about the gulag archipelago, the book will prove a reasonable introduction. Amis has magpied some great lines and folded up history neatly, but as a novel it barely qualifies. If you're curious about Stalin's camps I'd recommend Zsolt Csalog's Lajos M. Aged 42 (though finding a copy might be tricky); the prose is ghastly, but it's a much better book: it takes you there. 
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