The Crown and the Crowd
Rev. of House of Meetings, by Martin Amis

By Carl Shuker


CRITICS CAN SAY WHATEVER THEY'D LIKE ABOUT MARTIN AMIS--AND THEY WILL--BUT THE BAD BOY OF BRITISH FICTION IS BACK WITH MORE THAN JUST HIS ELEVENTH NOVEL. MUCH MORE. 

HE REALLY does have a big heart.

That's something that has probably never been written about the British author Martin Amis-at least not without the writer's tongue planted firmly in cheek-and it's something not likely to be written in the future, but it is also the case. "It is also the case," an expression used to excuse and emphasize a remark that might be accused of being facile or obvious (or unfashionable). "It's a cliché to say that an awful lot of people live in China, but it is also the case," Amis says. It's the phrase of a debater, a littérateur, a rhetorician. It's also the tone of the author in conversation and in his writing-dry, emphatic, irreducibly upper-middle-class English. Amis in person and in prose is so fully realized that he seems to incite instantaneous and constant controversy.

Amis has written some of the most compulsive, frustrating, and semiessential novels of the past thirty-plus years. His debut novel, The Rachel Papers, was published in the U.K. by Jonathan Cape in 1973, and he won the Somerset Maugham Award in 1974, exactly twenty years after his father, Kingsley Amis, published Lucky Jim (Doubleday, 1954), the novel that won him the same award and made him one of the most famous novelists in England. (He died at the age of seventy-three in 1995.)

Published when Amis was just twenty-four years old. The Ruchel Papers is the story of nineteen-year-old Charles Highway, who becomes enchanted with, plans to seduce, then abandons his obsession with the lovely Rachel. It is lurid, harsh, and glittering. Every sentence is a chisel or a maul hacking at the adolescent emotional muck, half-starved social observations, invalid certainties, and multifarious self-obsessions. The Ruchel Papers is a fascinating first novel it only for the glimpses of the realized and self-sufficient Amis that would emerge later.

This month Knopf is publishing Amis's eleventh novel, House of Meetings, the story of a love triangle between two brothers and a Jewish girl. Set in Norlag, a slave labor camp above the Arctic Circle, in 1946, and interspersed with the older brother's remembrances nearly half a century later, the book is, of course, about more than just love. It is about envy, violence, politics, and fraternal conflict. Amis's previous novels, all of which have been published in both the U.K. and the United States, include the best-sellers Money (Jonathan Cape, 1984; Viking, 1985), a relentless satire of '80s culture; London Fields (Jonathan Cape; Harmony Books, 1989), a tale of murder at the end of the millennium; and The Information (HarperCollins UK; Harmony Books, 1995), which follows two writers-one fabulously successful, one not.

Apart from the best-selling novels, singled out for attention must be the spectacularly realized linguistic play and disturbing economy of Time's Arrow (Jonathan Cape; Harmony Books, 1991) and the noir detective fiction Night Train (Jonathan Cape, 1997; Harmony Books, 1998), a book that was partially savaged in England for its choice of patois-American English. Amis has also published two collections of short stories and six nonfiction books, including Experience (Jonathan Cape; Talk Miramax Books, 2000) and Koba the Dread (Jonathan Cape; Talk Miramax Books, 2002). The Washington Post Book World once called him "a force unto himself"; Time labeled him "one of the most gifted novelists of his generation"; the Wall Street Journal, "a stone solid genius."

And all the while Amis was producing meaty, stellar essays and reviews of the literary greats-of Bellow, Larkin, Nabokov, and Vidal, as well as the occasional Michael Crichton novel-for the Times Literary Supplement, the Observer, the New Statesman, the New York Times Rook Review, the Atlantic Monthly, the New Yorker, the Guardian, and others. At the close of the '90s Amis was widely considered England's best practitioner-critic of prose. The critic who, on first encounter, anyone interested in literature would have to admit, "almost with a sigh," that they "will have to read everything he writes," as Amis himself wrote of John Updike, in an essay in The War Against Cliché (Jonathan Cape; Talk Miramax Books, 2001), the winner of the National Book Critics Circle Award for Criticism.

So it is more than a little sail to hear Amis talk ahout what he reads now. Or, more specifically, what he doesn't.

"Now I'm riveted by history and don't read fiction as much as I did," the fifty-seven-year-old author says. "The world of ascertainahle facts now seems irresistible rather than the imaginative world. Still read poetry, but fiction-not so much. I do a lot of rereading. The body of work you attend to, from all writers, tends to shrink. Doesn't constantly expand as one might expect it to."

So, to his readers' disappointment, the stream of reviews has dried up, reviews that one read for the devastating sentence structures and revolutionary adverbial phrases as much as for the books critiqued. Since 9/11, the energies of Amis on literature have turned to Amis on history-recent history, with its continuous reverberations.

AMIS is back in London after living for two and a half years in José Ignacio, a small town in Uruguay, east of Montevideo. But returning to London is no restoration, and the king has not returned home to take his throne. For about ten years now England has taken great delight in hating-really hatingr-one of its most famous living writers. In the mid '90s, Amis received a healthy and muchpublicized advance for The Information (around a million dollars-a figure that is not unheard of in the United States but is still rare in the U.K.). His subsequent trip to America to have his jaw reconstructed-he had a possibly life-threatening tumor removed, along with his notoriously rotten teeth that were long a topic of conversation-was characterised in the popular press as an indulgent vanity, an orgy of overpriced cosmetic surgery paid for with a vulgar and gratuitously huge advance.

Then there was the means to that famous advance-the firing of longtime friend and U.K. agent Pat Kavanagh in lieu of sole representation by Andrew Wylie, and the subsequent falling-out with Kavanagh's husband and Amis's old friend, novelist Julian Barnes, who signed oft with two words on the letter that ended their friendship. "The words consist of seven letters," Amis wrote in Experience. "Three of them are fs." For journalists reporting on the split, the two rival writer characters in The Information seemed too juicily close to the marrow of the matter, and Amis's press dossiers grew tat with synonyms for avarice, betrayal, and unscrupulousness.

After a seemingly charmed career, he saw the critics' knives come outprobing and poking ambivalently at the memoir Experience, slashing at Koba the Dread, and, with the publication of the novel Yellow Dog (Jonathan Cape; Talk Miramax Books, 2003), they found their mark with his fiction. Novelist Tibor Fischer's line that reading the novel was "like your favorite uncle heing caught in a school playground, masturbating" got rehashed in almost every review.

"It affects your confidence," Amis admits. "It is very unpleasant indeed to feel that level of hostility. It's harder when it's directed at a novel of yours than when it's directed at you personally. I can take any amount of that. But when it's your novel it's like watching your child being scragged in a playground. I thought it was sort of unprecedented, the level of hostility. You can try and avoid those reviews, hut you know, you're walking down the street minding your own business and you pass a newspaper stand, and it says, 'Martin Amis Is Shit,' or something like that. There you were, minding your own business, and then there's that. A terrible tone of self-righteousness, as well as the hostility. They're feeling really comfortable about it."

The start of his hiatus in Uruguay coincided with the release of Yellow Dog, but Amis did not "leave the country to get away from bad book reviews," he says. "Although it was sort of nice to be out of that." But the criticism does, over time, take its toll-even on someone as thick-skinned as Amis. "I'm not ashamed to say that for a while I was more unsure than I've been, at my desk. But I got over it, and got through it. And then embarked on a very different kind of crisis over that book," he says, indicating a copy of House of Meetings on the table between us. Drawing on material last seen in Koba the Dread-late Stalinism and the gulag-and narrated in the post-Beslan Russia of Putin, House of Meetings, which was published in the U.K. by Jonathan Cape last September, is a novella-confession, a gulag survivor's address to his American daughter, telling of his crimes in the Red Army's retributive rapefest in the invasion of Germany, his increasing and chameleonic brutality in the camp, and his helpless desire ("like a clever dog that knows it's going to be thrashed") for a Jewish woman, whom his half-brother, Lev, marries.

Lev, a "Mandelstamian" poet, soon arrives at the gulag too, and fights tor his own individuality and conscience, thereby adding to and revealing the narrator's various depravities and tortures, internal and external-his ingestion of the terms of an absurd and surreal confinement apparent in his brutalism and violence in the camp. As is fitting, the novella is austere, shorn clean of humor and the slightest misstep of the old satire in books like Dead Babies (Jonathan Cape, 1975; Knopf, 1976) and Heavy Water and Other Stories (Jonathan Cape, 1998; Harmony Books, 1999). Of all his work, it most resembles what is really Amis's best novel, Time's Arrow-the backward tale of a Nazi doctor, beginning with his death, then through his reanimation and "healing" of Jews through medical experiments, his childhood, and death through birth. House of Meetings resembles Time's Arrow not merely for the material hut for the tone of Amis's icy prose when he tackles this kind of material. No jokes, but still the sound of a horrified, infested, but brutally focused wit getting down on the mat with atrocity, and wrestling. It is something that can be heard in Jonathan Swift, too-that bright and cold appall-as in the following passage from House of Meetings:

In ones and twos the shiteaters had started drifting off, hack into the sector. Of those remaining, some seemed discouraged by the detection, and the aggregate loss of hope; others freshly twinkled-dreaming of the lion's share, with Irish eyes....

My breath hung in the air. Even in June your breath bung in the air as if you were smoking an enormous and fiery cigar. They went out six feet and curled back around you, these scarves of breath.

The last kitchen light went out, the last internal door slammed shut, and the last lingering shiteater wandered off crying childishly into his fists.

"Shiteaters" are those prisoners at the bottom of the hierarchy of debasement and misery who have lost all self-control and entered a kind of frenzy of hunger. They have "shining eyes" and they are far from funny. It makes one wonder if, in the new writing, and in the geopolitics of what Amis has called "the Age of Vanished Normalcy," there will be no more satire, no more good jokes.

"When the subject is about as serious as a subject can get, then style itself naturally, politely withdraws. It is very hard to write satirically now," Amis says. "Everyone likes a good laugh, but painful satire is so against the mood of the time, you can actually imagine the disappearance of humor, given the advance of democratization, egalitarianism. All jokes are unegalitarian. All jokes presuppose a but. With a double t. And jokes are heartless. I quote this in Experience: Nietzsche said a joke is an epigram on the death of a feeling. Everyone is so woozy with the prevailing ideology that satire is very grating. This is not a reason to abandon satire. You can actually imagine a committee now, humorlessly deciding to end humor. 'No more humor. It's divisive.' And it is! It should be. But you can't and shouldn't he impervious to the mood of your times. You should never be thinking and feeling with the crowd. Don't do anything for the crowd. Don't do anything with the crowd. But you've got to be aware of the crowd."

WITH Amis, however, style never completely withdraws-even in his recent nonfiction, which has focused on Islamism, fundamentalist Islam, or what the pleasant, super-pedant William Satire calls, in his On Language column in the New York Times Magazine, "Islamofascism"-"those terrorists who profess a religious mission while embracing totalitarian methods." Snorting at sensitive debates on what to label "the enemy," fired up by the "woozy" moral equivalence of what remains of the Left, Amis charged in on the eve of the fifth anniversary of 9/11 with his essay "The Age of Horrorism," a gigantic three-parter in the Observer that analyzed the rise of extreme Islamism and questioned the West's response to it.

The essay was published to the howls of bloggers and equally long essays of disapprobation from almost everyone from Islamic specialists down to agnostic laymen. In the Guardian, author and Journalist Laila Lalaini wrote that Amis had fallen prey to "the worst kind of orientalist cliché, which is that the East is not to be understood, but dominated."

Amis literally shrugs.

"Well, I've been accused of neocolonialism. It's a cliché to say that an awful lot of people live in China, but it's also the case," he says. "What I think is to be resisted is automatic moral equivalence, which is almost a first principle now. 'See it from their side.' 'Understand their grievances,' and so on. To regard Islamism as a reactive wave is, I think, to mistake its nature. It's a psychopathic episode. We have some experience of death cults. Nazism and early Communism; ideologies that feed on death. And this is one of them. And it's to be distinguished from the others in that it has a religious basis, which the others don't, and therefore death is not death, defeat is not defeat. It's tremendously radical."

Amis's characterization and unrestrained condemnation of Islamism has a lot in common with that of his old pal-lapsed Trotskyist, Iraq war advocate, Washington, D.C.-based political pundit, Kissinger-nemesis, and prose whiz Christopher Hitchens, "the Hitch." It's when the discussion bridges politics and friendship that it starts to become a little clearer just how those particular scales work within Amis-the peerless plastic writer (in the Nietzschean sense), the Protean provocateur and full-time shit-stirrer, the shiny thing of press and publicity invention, and also, as revealed in Experience, and in person, the man unembarrassed to be passionately protective of his pals, and, well, his feelings.

"I always disagreed with the Hitch about Iraq. We never had an argument about it. It was more that he was trying to engage me in the literal sense. I've got very little political steel in me. As soon as people start dying I just sort of...I was against Iraq from the start. I just thought it was an adventurous war. The Hitch said [Iraq] is the place to use those resources. He still argues that. I don't think that's ever been true. I agree with people who say that Iraq is one of the greatest blunders in world history. The demerits of the war are fantastic."

When asked if the two could have a personal falling-out over the issue, Amis visibly softens. "Oh, no, it's never been that sort of issue between us. We could never fall out over that. We could never fall out anyway."

IN PERSON and in prose (no matter the genre), Amis has been and remains refreshingly vital, frank, and controversial-no longer the critic but still the writer, it seems, whose books must be read. While reviews of House of Meetings in the U.K. have been, on the whole, positive, the author is already creating a stir with plans for his next book, a novel that features some "recognizable" characters, forthcoming later this year from Jonathan Cape. He recently told the news agency Reuters that the autobiographical novel is "very indiscreet and it will be much hated, and I will be, again."

And though there's no regret in that "again," there might be just a little sadness. It may not seem like he has a big heart, but it is also the case.

"Everyone likes a good laugh, but painful satire is so against the mood of the time, you am actually imagine the disappearance of humor, given the advance of democratization, egalitarianism." 
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