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HEADLINE: 'I'm looking for money. Give me some. Go on. Do it'

BODY:
'Maybe money is the great conspiracy, the great fiction. The great addiction, too: we're all addicted and we can't break the habit now. You just can't kick it, that junk, even if you want to. You can't get the money monkey off your back.''

So wrote Martin Amis in his acclaimed satire of 1980s greed, Money. If Amis's recent behaviour is anything to go by, however, he is not even attempting to kick the habit, but has simply slid further into a state of chronic addiction: last week he engaged the services of Andrew Wylie, an American agent known as ''the Jackal'', to help him secure the Pounds 500,000 advance he feels is his due.

He first let this huge asking price for his new novel, The Information, be known last November; but when a publishers' auction failed to secure the desired jackpot, Amis went over the head of his English agent, Pat Kavanagh, and called in ''the Jackal''. Many publishers have denounced Amis's demands as ridiculous. The author AS Byatt dismissed the affair as: ''A kind of male turkey cocking which is extremely bad for the industry.'' 

For many it marks yet another instance of British publishing following the heavy-handed example of its big American brother, an example first set by Wylie when he poached Salman Rushdie from his British agent, Deborah Rogers, in 1987 and secured him an $850,000 advance for The Satanic Verses.

Not all are as adept at playing the literary stock market. When Timothy Mo tried to auction his new novel for a hefty sum, his bluff was called; nobody coughed up, he was forced to step down and has refused to release the manuscript. However, Jim Crace recently received Pounds 400,000 for a three-book deal with Viking, and Amis's father Kingsley secured a Pounds 270,000 advance from HarperCollins. Can his son beat them all? As his magnificently greedy creation, John Self, once cried: ''I'm looking for money, I'm looking for money. Give me some. Go on. Do it.''

The new novel is, by all reports, ''very good indeed''. But even so Amis does not look as safe a bet for such an advance as a writer like Roddy Doyle, whose Booker-winning Paddy Clarke Ha Ha Ha outsold all previous Booker winners and crossed the magic line dividing ''literary'' from ''commercial'' fiction. Amis, by contrast, has never won the Booker and, several years ago, received the ignominy of TV-am cancelling an interview when it was found that the majority of its viewers had never heard of him.

His plan may, however, be cannier than it first seems: the request for half a million may go further to rectifying this situation than the novel itself. He may be about to pull off the literary bluff of the century.

Amis, a keen poker player, is one of the literary stock market's most eagle-eyed observers; when it comes to reputation-brokerage, he is unsurpassed, particularly when his own reputation is involved. Since his early success, aged 26, with his first novel The Rachel Papers, he has become increasingly interested in the trappings of his own fame. In London Fields, the American narrator, Samson Young, a journalist who dreams of writing his first novel, finds himself flat-sitting for the successful English novelist Mark Asprey, whose coffee table bears ''A dozen photographs of Mark Asprey, making acceptance speeches, being fawned over by starlets, or in frowning conversation with fellow bigbrains...'' Asprey, it should be noted, shares Amis's initials as well as his ego.

As Amis confessed to Rolling Stone magazine upon the novel's publication: ''The writer's ego is, I'm afraid, a shamingly vast subject''. Which is why he has now decided to devote an entire novel to the subject. His new book is all about authorial vanity.

It opens on the shared 40th birthdays of Richard Royce, an ''epiphanically tragic'' literary hack, and Gwyn Barry, a globally successful novelist whose desk provides the snooping Royce with a series of envy-inducing letters: ''Tristar's terms are, we feel, more than generous. Quite a rarity for a living author to have any, let alone several, works in the Livres de Poches edition. The judges were unanimous ...'' Royce, meanwhile, is saddled with a wife who continually harasses him about the amount he earns. ''How much money have they earned you? Your novels,'' she demands. Royce works it out at a measly 60p per hour. Clearly a fate which Amis will not tolerate. ''Without money, you're one day old and one inch tall,'' he wrote in Money. ''And you're nude, too.'' In which case, ask for enough of it and the emperor appears suddenly, and miraculously, clothed.

Peter Strauss, the head of Picador, has said: ''I just wish people would concentrate on the quality of the work, rather than the price tag.'' It is, in this instance, a rather misguided comment, for as Amis has intimated, self-promotion and substance are, in his case, all but indistinguishable: ''Writers' lives are all anxiety and ambition,'' he said during an interview with Nicholson Baker, the American author. ''No one begrudges them the anxiety, but the ambition is something they are supposed to shut up about. The two strains are, of course, inseparable and symbiotic.''

Amis's ego is, in many ways, one of his finest literary creations, his famously baroque style its own advertisement. In Money, he even introduced himself as a character. The narrator, John Self, first sees ''Martin Amis'' en route to the laundry and concludes: ''I don't think they can pay writers that much, do you?'' Meeting him later in a pub, he asks him, cheekily: ''Sold a million yet?'' ''Oh, a reasonable amount,'' replies Amis.

For once, he wasn't being immodest. ''Reasonable'' is about the sum of it. His follow-up to Money, London Fields, sold fewer than 40,000 in hardback and, at most, 250,000 in paperback; his last novel, Time's Arrow, sold 200,000 in hardback and only 10,000 in paperback. Based on these sales, estimates for The Information put its potential earnings at Pounds 250,000 leaving a shortfall of Pounds 250,000. It is this which has most angered British literati. Byatt has threatened to change publisher if any of the publishers in the Random House group pay up. ''I always earn out my advances,'' she has said, ''and I don't see why I should subsidise his greed simply because he has a new divorce to pay for and has just had half his teeth re-done.''

The last two may well be related: last year Amis left his wife for the beautiful American heiress Isobel Fonseca, and it is Fonseca who reportedly persuaded him to spend Pounds 20,000 on his teeth.

Amis's decision to employ Wylie might be seen as the latest in a long line of attempts to transform himself into an honorary ''American'' author. His admiration for John Updike and Saul Bellow is well documented, and most critics agree that he is single-handedly responsible for importing the rhythms of American speech into the English novel. Now, completing the makeover, he has an American girlfriend, an American agent, some gnashers of which Jimmy Carter would be proud and he's going for the American-size advance.

Then, of course, there is his sky-scraping ego: ''Shamingly vast'', as he himself put it. Not perhaps as vast as the sum he is now seeking, but certainly sizeable enough to provide his book with its subject. Who knows? Amis may have just put the finishing touches to a work of genius. The new novel might be quite good, too.

LOAD-DATE: January 11, 1995
