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THOSE who enjoy reading Martin Amis's fiction must wait a long time between their treats. In the last few years, he has produced just one novel, The Information, and a handful of short stories. People who like reading Martin Amis facts, however, are kept much better supplied. This week's news that Amis has signed a four -book deal with the publisher Jonathan Cape is the fifth major Amis story - covered with equal enthusiasm by broadsheets and middle-market tabloid newspapers - since late 1994. 

First there was the breakdown of his first marriage, to Antonia Phillips, and his departure from the Notting Hill home he shared with her and their two sons for a Regent's Park house shared with the writer and critic Isabel Fonseca. Next came reports of extensive and expensive dental surgery in America, followed by a row over Amis's replacement of his long-time agent, Pat Kavanagh, with another (the American Andrew Wylie) and his departure from his career-long publisher Jonathan Cape to another (HarperCollins), reputedly in pursuit of a pounds 500,000 advance for The Information. This year, news of Isabel Fonseca's pregnancy was rapidly followed by the revelation that Amis had discovered a previously unknown teenage daughter, Delilah Searle. Now, just when it seemed safe to close the Amis cuttings file for 1996, comes the surprising news of his return to Jonathan Cape, for another vast wad. 

As a general rule, writers either have a talent for literature or a talent for publicity. In English letters, the extremes are probably best represented by Graham Swift at the writing end and Jeffrey Archer at the promotional end. Swift - scholarly, shy, reclusive - may become the recipient of publicity by winning the Booker Prize, but could safely visit any top London restaurant without it being reported in Dempster's Diary. Conversely, a writer like Archer can generate almost any newspaper coverage he wants, with the exception of a review praising his fine prose style. What gives Martin Amis his special position among contemporary English novelists is that he displays nearly equal skills at writing and being written about. And yet he is not, in the conventional sense, a publicity-seeker. Amis, far more interestingly, is someone whom publicity seeks. He is judged newsworthy in a way no other serious English literary novelist has managed without the inconvenience of being sentenced to death by an Islamic regime. 

The degree of fascination which Amis attracts results mainly from the fact that he was the possessor of a highly original and enviable prose style and a highly original and enviable lifestyle. At the typewriter, he engineered an intoxicating merger between the stately regulations of English prose and the quicker rhythms and jazzier vocabulary of American writing - to produce sentences of intoxicating freshness. It was a voice with no obvious antecedents in English prose and almost every young male writer has imitated it, while feeling a confusing combination of admiration and resentment towards the author. 

But, from very early on, Amis's life away from the typewriter proved equally attractive and influential. Young Martin's manner and activities had more in common with a rock star or sports professional than an author. Photographed at parties and linked with glamorous women, he made the novel cool and the novelist's existence - in truth, a tedious vigil at a desk - seem enviable. 

Many of those literary types in their 40s and 30s who were heavily influenced by Amis have risen to positions of prominence in newspapers; widespread coverage of Amis's activities is partly a reflection of their obsession with him. But, beyond such parochial concerns, Amis is a genuinely good story. More than any other public figure - except, perhaps, Bill Clinton - he represents the post-war generation's struggle between conventionality and hedonism. With his marriage to Antonia Phillips and the birth of their sons, he attempted to embrace middle-class fidelity and paternity, and wrote articles - his trademark bleakness suddenly suspended - of the joy of the family. Yet, at 47, he finds himself with three of them. 

At least some of the recent shuttling between publishers must be attributed to these responsibilities. There is a good book to be written about the effect of alimony and child maintenance on the shape of modern artistic careers. The point about the latest deal with Jonathan Cape is not at that it will make Amis very rich. The average gestation period of his recent novels has been three years, so pounds 1 million for four books may work out at little more than pounds 80,000 a year. Writers like John Grisham and Michael Crichton spend more than that each year on yachts. What the Cape deal may provide is regular income over the next decade, which could suit Amis's obligations. 

It's also rumoured that the author was unhappy with HarperCollins's handling of The Information. It topped the bestseller lists in hardback, but flopped in paperback. Many attribute poor sales to the publisher's decision to omit the name of the book and the author from the jacket cover and advertising posters, which, with modish typography, bore only a large white letter "i". This was perhaps the first time that the author had ever been a victim, rather than beneficiary, of fashion. 

Surprise has been expressed that Cape has taken Amis back, as publishers have traditionally shown an unbiblical attitude to prodigals. But, in breaking that literary convention, he is only proving true to form. Cape has turned out to be as obsessed with Amis as are most others in the literary world. 
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