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IT HAS been Martin Amis's fate as a celebrity journalist to reach his subjects long after they have discovered the importance of never being earnest with an interviewer. On the evidence of the work in his new collection, he has relished the challenge. Yes, he concedes, the form itself is tired ('It was with dread / detachment / high hopes that I approached X's townhouse / office / potting shed. The door opened. He is fatter / smaller / taller / balder than I expected') but it is still possible to entertain the reader and do justice to a very important person without breaking the rules. 

His own code of conduct is rigorous. He is at pains to make his point of view clear. If he likes the subject he says so. If he dislikes him, he explains why. He describes the circumstances and the mechanics of the interview precisely - although he is careful not to step without permission over the privacy line, we find out who insisted on buying lunch, who let Martin pay for coffee, and who ordered the most expensive thing on the menu after making sure it was on expenses.

He never confuses the man (and it is nearly always a man) with the work. The interview is an opportunity for Amis to comment on the trappings of publicity while examining the smooth promotional patter for twitches of personality. Then it's back to the books for a keyhole view of what goes on inside the author's head.

His assessments of eminent authors are forceful and knowing, but at the same time deferential - even on those rare occasions when the case for treatment is not a friend of his father's. The interior worlds of Bellow, Burgess, Ballard, Larkin, Rushdie, Pritchett, Updike and Nicholson Baker get the tour guide they deserve. Even when Amis is dismissing Isaac Asimov's wordiness or Polanski's blind spot vis-a-vis sex with the under-aged, he is careful to present the flaw as part of a complex character.

He is as entertaining as John Self ever was when it comes to American mass culture. His account of his visit to the set of Robocop II has more drama in it than the movie, and he does a good job of getting Madonna's number in spite of the slight setback of not actually managing to see her. But the more he travels away from the literary, the more prone he is to grope for universalities, and he throws irony to the winds when discussing football and other male pursuits.

'Can darts progress?' he asks in one particularly earnest essay. In another, he asks, 'How do you cheat at chess? It strikes me as a contradiction, like cheating at the violin . . .' 'Is it an art', he goes on to ponder. 'Or is it a science? Or a sport? Is it . . . the perfect metaphor for life?' After much agonising, he decides it is a fight - unlike snooker, which could, if he worked at nothing else for the rest of his life, 'feel like writing,' - though not, I hope, like his own writing about a tennis tournament in Boca Raton, Florida: 'Although it's still a fight, it's a woman's fight, settled not by the muscles but by the subtler armaments with which women wage their wars. Women's tennis is Dynasty with balls, bright yellow fuzzy ones, stroked and smacked by the Fallons, Krystals and Alexises of the lined court.'

If only. Poor Martin can't figure women out. When he sees them doing things that women of his acquaintance say they never do, he's flummoxed. 'Who are they all?' he asks of the topless bathers in Cannes. That also sums up his attitude to foreigners. He is not so much arrogant as mystified.

The most revealing essay in the book is an account of his time in a rough Battersea grammar school. It ends with his expulsion - which came about, apparently, because of who he was rather than what he did. Although the shame is as raw in the telling as it must have been at the time, he claims to have recovered from the experience by the time he headed for home across Chelsea Bridge: 'I had far less to fear than those who remained.'

Just about everything in this collection is written in the spirit of bravado, inside the same imagined bubble of maligned privilege. The essays are not excursions into the big, bad world so much as hurried little visits to other embattled outposts of the elite. Like so many of his subjects, he is far more daring when he stays at home inside his own head.
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