Copyright 2006 Newsquest Media Group
All rights reserved 


September 30, 2006


SECTION: THE GUIDE; Pg. 6

LENGTH: 1407 words

HEADLINE: Still life in the old dog; 
Martin Amis returns to form with a powerful, mature new novel set in Soviet-era Russia. He tells Rosemary Goring why age won't wither him
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After the critical mauling he received for Yellow Dog, Amis has adopted a more tender, understated approach for House of Meetings. Picture: 

Graham Hamilton

BODY:


On his way to interview Saul Bellow, Martin Amis captured the conflict of expectations many of us feel when about to meet a famous writer: "As a fan and a reader, you want your hero to be truly inspirational. As a journalist, you hope for lunacy, spite, deplorable indiscretions, a full-scale nervous breakdown in mid-interview."

My thoughts exactly as I approach the Soho Club in London, where I am to find the only English novelist of our times who can be called seriously influential. The Mick Jagger of the literary scene, Amis has been feted since the day his first novel, The Rachel Papers, was published more than 30 years ago. He is without doubt the writer most aspiring novelists would like to emulate. Or at least he was until his last novel, Yellow Dog, was so savaged by critics that the mauled remains of his career seemed destined for the high dependency unit, if not the morgue. Among the sharpest teeth sunk into the book were those belonging to Peter Kemp of the Sunday Times, who wrote with pleasure: "The impression it leaves is of a talent on its last legs." 

How foolish he, and the rest of the attack pack, now look. Not only is Amis unbowed by his pasting - what he describes as an "Eisteddfod of hostility" - but his powerful new novel will confound his detractors, cheer his admirers, and perhaps even coax those who have previously avoided him into discovering how good he can be.

In person Amis is nothing like the brash, aggressive characters who roister in his novels. Slight and tanned, with the physique of a man considerably younger than his 57 years, he talks with gentle insistence rather than strident bravado. There seems little chance of him having a nervous breakdown as we talk, even though he spends the whole hour rolling and lighting, relighting and rerolling a cigarette that looks more like a shopsoiled caterpillar. So absorbed is he by this Sisyphean task that he doesn't take a single sip of his black coffee.

One suspects there is a stubborn melancholic streak in Amis. Certainly there's no hint that he thinks he has just written a superb book. "I was just so anxious about it, " he says.

House of Meetings, the source of this angst, is a taut, understated and profoundly moving story set largely in the gulags of Soviet Russia where two brothers, the ugly Lev and the handsome unnamed narrator, spend 10 years wrestling with their demons. The narrator's misery comes from learning that Lev has married the woman he loves. For Lev, the fear is what the brutality of the camps will do to him. His decision to become a pacifist, says Amis, is "to protect what he is doomed to lose anyway, which is tender feeling, erotic feeling."

The narrator, meanwhile, tells how, as a soldier in the Second World War, "I raped my way across what would soon be East Germany". Compared with Lev he is a horrifying man, ruthless and violent. And yet, while there's no doubt Lev is the hero of the novel, the narrator has his redeeming features, among them his devotion to his adopted daughter, to whom he recounts his and Lev's story.

It's a tale that has its origins in Koba the Dread, Amis's controversial examination of Stalin. "After a couple of years all that reading and thinking goes down into the subconscious and something else emerges." The result is an extraordinary change of direction and tone. "I agree, " he says. "It felt a very different book, like nothing I'd done before. It was tremendously difficult."

Elsewhere Amis has confessed that hewas so miserable while writing that at times he felt suicidal. "I've already been ridiculed for that, " he says. "But it was a struggle to write about suffering when I wasn't suffering myself, living in Uruguay [where he has a house], in a stress-free world, really, and then having to imagine all this. The suffering you go through while writing is not a paroxysm of empathy, you're not thinking 'you poor sod'; it's more unhappiness in your skin as you're writing, a much vaguer sort of non-specific distress. I can't do the suffering of penal servitude in the Arctic circle, I can only do the suffering of the study."

The cause of Amis's discomfort was that for the first time he was writing genuine tragedy: old-fashioned mishap and blight, written around a very affecting romance. Is he going soft in his middle age? Well, he appears to be as devoted a father to the daughters of his second marriage, to writer Isabel Fonseca, as he was to his sons by his first, to Antonia Phillips. He even has the photo on his desk of the daughter he didn't know he had, until a few years ago, by a far-off girlfriend. But growing more overtly loving and emotional, in his personal life and his writing, suggest maturity rather than collapse, and the strength he brings to House of Meetings, which is founded on a love so strong and self-sacrificing it can gnaw off its own leg, is that of a writer whose reach has broadened, not diminished.

Amis has had an almost Damascene change of outlook. "I used to feel quite proud of not knowing anything about history, " he says, with a dry laugh, "which infuriates friends like Christopher Hitchens who couldn't understand why I was a quietist, didn't want anything to do with politics . . . And then I wrote the book about Stalin to give myself a political education, really. Yeah. And now I love it. History is the great subject now for me. I'm endlessly fascinated by it and it's so inexhaustible.

"Maybe it's an age thing, but Ian McEwan and I, we were agreeing about this: we're not so keen on reading fiction any more, you want something tangible from what you read. There are so many areas where you're ignorant, and filling out these enormous blind spots, it comes to feel very urgent."

The perspective Amis takes on Russia reflects this. "I very much didn't want to make it a novel just about the Soviet Union. I wanted it to have some sort of deeper grief about it." That deeper grief is the loss of Russia's soul. As the narrator of House of Meetings tells his daughter, "The conscience is a vital organ. And when it goes, you go." He is speaking equally of himself and his country.

"What do you do if you don't face up to it?" asks Amis. "It's true that the German crime is very slightly mitigated by half a century of transparency and huge scholarship and 30,000 prosecutions. In Russia it's about 11,000 I think. Germany has reworked itself so that it's transparent, whereas Russia, as we see, is hovering around the boundaries of the free society and the democratic society. And all the apparatus of the security services, you see they're all intact, and not prosecuting terror, as they see it. It could be reactivated.

"There's a big drive now in Russia for great power. Albeit Putin has said, 'We risk becoming a senile nation'. He didn't mean they'll all live to a great age: they don't. All the men die at 56. What he meant was they're at the wrong end of an evolutionary development, when a nation gets very sick and old, in the sense that it loses its forward drive, it loses its will to go on."

The subject of ageing is close to Amis's heart. When I comment on how often in our conversation he has mentioned his advancing years, he snorts: "Oh yeah, just you wait . . ." He is outraged at its approach. "It makes you think, why didn't people warn you about it. And of course, they have been. Literature warns you about it. Gogol, I think, said 'Age is bitter and implacable and gives nothing back. It gives nothing back.' I don't think that's quite true."

One of the few compensations he has found is being able to trust his subconscious to do a lot of the hard work for him. "You're more pragmatic when you get older, and you trust yourself physically, and you don't write when it's not there to be written. In other words, you wait a couple of days. When I was younger if I'd come up against a wall I would have smashed my head against it and maybe found myself in a blind alley. Now I find my feet aren't taking me to my work, they're taking me to an easy chair and a book. So you just wait till your feet take you there."

I leave Amis to his cold cup of coffee and step out into the wet Soho street. I have just met a writer not only at the opposite pole from lunacy or breakdown, but in truly inspirational form.

*House of Meetings, Jonathan Cape, GBP15.99. Martin Amis will be in conversation at the Edinburgh International Book Festival at the Queen's Hall, Edinburgh, on Wednesday at 8pm. Call 0131 668 2019.
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