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This is NPR's MORNING EDITION. I'm Bob Edwards.

Martin Amis is Britain's most famous comic novelist and one of its finest. He's best-known on this side of the Atlantic for such wickedly funny works as "Money," "The Information," and the more experimental "Time's Arrow." His father also was a literary star. Novelist Kingsley Amis died five years ago. Now Martin Amis is out with a memoir. NPR's Renee Montagne spoke to him about his book "Experience" and about his relationship with his father.

RENEE MONTAGNE reporting:

Martin Amis' father Kingsley is barely known in America, but think Norman Mailer or Philip Roth. In England, Kingsley Amis was a writer of literary best-sellers who still managed to be as much talked about as read. Martin Amis writes that when he came to commemorating Kingsley, he knew this would involve him in, quote, "certain bad habits. Name dropping is unavoidably one of them, but I've been indulging that habit in a way ever since I first said 'Dad,'" unquote. 'Dad' is the very first word in "Experience." On page one, Martin Amis begins quoting from one of his father's novels, which features a child called David, based on little Martin. 

Mr. MARTIN AMIS (Author): '"Dad." "Yes?" "If two tigers jumped on a blue whale, could they kill it?" "Ah, but that wouldn't happen, you see. If the whale was in the sea, the tigers would drown straight away, and if the whale was--supposingly did jump on the whale, oh, God, well, I suppose the tigers would kill the whale eventually, but it would take a long time." "How long would it take one tiger?" "Even longer. Now I'm not answering any more questions about whales or tigers." "Dad?" "Oh, what is it now, David?" "If two sea serpents..."'

MONTAGNE: Kingsley Amis became a celebrated writer with his very first novel back in 1954. It was a satire called "Lucky Jim," a laugh-out-loud send-up of academia and all manner of pretension. The press immediately labeled him one of the 'angry young men,' a movement of writers whose work savaged the complacencies of post-war Britain. Kingsley Amis himself preferred the funny bits to the often brutal message his words delivered. Once on the BBC, he gave a demonstration of how hilarity could be extracted from the most terrible events. 'Imagine,' he told the interviewer, 'you're huddled around the radio during the darkest days of the blitz, and a friendly voice appears, say President Roosevelt from America.'

(Soundbite from the BBC)

Mr. KINGSLEY AMIS (Author): ...goes--remember, this is short-wave radio with a lot of distortion. Then picture us all, you know, listening very carefully to these words from a fellow democracy thousands of miles across the ocean. '(Mumbles) history, we Americans have always defended liberty against the forces of tyranny, despotism, (mumbles). It grieves me to have to say that democracy is once more in danger as England bravely faces the onslaught of Hitler and his (mumbles). Britain wants more planes, more guns, more tanks. Britain will get more planes, more (mumbles) time when--I say when, I do not say if--dictatorship and dictators are finally (mumbles). Ladies and gentlemen, our national anthem.' (Hums anthem, static noises)

(Soundbite of laughter)

Unidentified Man #1: Is that how you'd prefer to be remembered? Would you prefer to be remembered as Kingsley Amis, the critic, the poet, the serious writer, or Kingsley Amis, the man who was able to write books that made people laugh?

Mr. K. AMIS: Oh, I'd like to be remembered as somebody that made people laugh, I think.

MONTAGNE: When Martin Amis crashed upon the literary scene in the early 1970s, he wrote from the same antic sensibility almost as if it were in the genes. Kingsley's angry young man was updated. Martin was quickly dubbed 'the bad boy' of British fiction amid a pervasive sense that two generations of acid-tongued Amises were perhaps a bit much.

Mr. M. AMIS: I mean, there's always been the joke that the least likely book title of all time is "My Struggle" by Martin Amis, you know, which is sort of ridiculous because, you know, if it were very easy for sons of writers or daughters to pick up the mantle, if it were that easy, then there would be thousands of examples of it, and there isn't. And I think that's ex post facto proof that I have done a bit of work.

MONTAGNE: Your father, from reading this, I gather didn't want you or didn't especially encourage you to be a writer.

Mr. M. AMIS: No, he certainly didn't. And, you know, we had a sort of bantering relationship about my stuff, because I was always a fan of his. But whatever he did, it worked, didn't it? He used to say to me, 'You're the best of a bad lot.' He didn't like modern prose. He didn't like prose, period. He was a poet, as well as a novelist, and poetry was actually his passion. And he hated it if I did any kind of modernist tricks, like unreliable narrators or anything of that kind, which had him hurling the books through the air. He has very strict rules about not messing the reader around, as he said.

MONTAGNE: But if the reader was sacred, Kingsley Amis managed to mess around those closest to him. Always a relentless womanizer, he abandoned Martin's mother for another woman, a novelist as well. His endless drinking, in turn, drove her away, which made him both heart sick and vicious. Amis' next novels were bitter and one so misogynistic, he had trouble getting it published in the US. By 1980, Kingsley Amis was dangerously overweight and often drunk, spiraling downward until his sons came up with an unusual plan. They convinced their mother and her current husband to move in with Kingsley and care for him.

Mr. M. AMIS: We thought this might last for six months, but, in fact, it lasted for 15 years until his death. But the return of my mother cured him, and he then went on to write five more, you know, very romantic novels, because my mother had reminded him of the great love of his life.

MONTAGNE: Kingsley Amis' triumphant second act did not save him finally from a sad end. Martin Amis watched, as many children must, his parent disappear into a fog of senility. In the Amises' case, it was also a writer watching a writer.

Mr. M. AMIS: He was a great engine of comedy, and it was, you know, very dreadful to see that engine winding down. He became humorless and reduced to cliches and tortologies. You know, he wrote in one of his novels--he has a psychiatrist say, 'The rewards of being sane are not many, but knowing what is funny is one of them.' And he lost that ability. Humor just sort of left like it--you know, fled him. You know, he began to sound like "Finnegans Wake," as if he were a string of multilingual puns. And I was confronted not by Kingsley but by a kind of anti-Kingsley, and Kingsley's death was like a, you know, travesty of his life. But, you know, when you read--if you read passionately, you are communing with the writer. You're not just taking in the propositions and the arrangements of words on the page. You're actually, you know, throwing a line directly to the writer, and this is why, when we finish a novel we admire, we sort of want to ring the writer up. So, you know, he's still there in the sense that his books are still there, and they're the best of him, and I've still got that.

MONTAGNE: Novelist Martin Amis speaking of his father, the late poet and novelist Kingsley Amis. The son's memoir is called "Experience." I'm Renee Montagne, NPR News, Los Angeles.

EDWARDS: It's 11 minutes before the hour.
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