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He's brisk and effective and gives straight answers

The star interview is dead, as a form. The great post-modern celebrities are part of their publicity machines,'' wrote Martin Amis in the introduction to his Visiting Mrs Nabokov and Other Excursions, ''and that is all you are ever going to get to write about: their publicity machines.''

Dead right, Mart. Amis who will not talk about it has this week ditched his old agent and his old publisher, and had his next novel sold for him, for an undisclosed sum, by a literary agent named Andrew Wylie.

Like the theatrical world, the backstage literary world is often more interesting than its products, and ''Amis Changes Publisher'' has great themes of disloyalty and avarice, a villain known as The Jackal, a Peter Pan protagonist, at least two beautiful women, and as one literary agent remarked ''there is a lot of testosterone in this story''. 

The arrival in London this week of Andrew Wylie sent the fax machines whirring. Quite without asking, I found agents and publishers curiously eager to proffer their views on Wylie. ''The Robert Maxwell of agenting and a bore to boot,'' one publisher faxed me. ''Deeply sinister and unpleasant.'' ''Gives literary agency a bad name. We're all villains but some are more villainous than others. Do ask him what his hair is made of.'' Wylie's sin is to raid other agents' lists and to promise big bucks. Like all ogre-figures in this business, which is full of less than charming people who prosper mightily, he is probably a good deal less fascinating than the myth suggests.

By Wednesday night the deal was done, and Martin Amis apparently spent the evening playing poker with Salman Rushdie and Bill Buford in a final poker game before Buford's departure to be literary editor of The New Yorker. Another writer, Charles Glass, was invited to play at the last minute.

Glass, Rushdie and Buford all happen already to be Wylie clients. As is Isabel Fonseca, the American writer for whom Amis left his wife. She founded the NB column on the TLS, and has just delivered her manuscript of a book on gypsies. Glass this week leapt to Wylie's defence in The Guardian, in a piece entitled ''It's best to roll with the big cats''. ''The unfounded abuse of Andrew Wylie is just absurd,'' he said. ''His folly is that he wins big advances for his author. Surely that is what writers hire agents for. He has negotiated huge sums for Philip Roth and Salman Rushdie, both of whom left their agents for him, and he has also negotiated respectable, if modest, sums for writers as obscure as myself.''

''He has supported me through terrible times and never abandoned me,'' Glass told me. ''Agents today have taken over the relationship that publishers used to have like Maxwell Perkins and Scott Fitzgerald. I don't know if Andrew Wylie plays poker, but I bet he'd be good at it.''

The benefit of being hissed at like the demon king is that even normal courtesy is greeted as a pleasant surprise. Anthony Cheetham said: ''To call him 'the satanic one' is nonsense. He has always treated me with courtesy and consideration.'' When I spoke to Wylie at Brooks's Club in St James's, where he was staying, he turned me down with the utmost courtesy. He'd done the deal; he jus wanted to get back home.

Andrew Wylie long ago twigged that it is better to generate excitement and malice than be unnoticed. What does it matter to him if he is disliked and envied? He is a Boston Brahmin with a babyish face, pale-eyed, balding. His father was a gentleman publisher with Houghton Mifflin. Wylie went to Harvard, won a Latin translation prize, wore shades and rode a motorbike, and spent years on the druggy left-wing book scene, starting up small fringe publishing ventures and hanging out with beat poets and Andy Warhol.

Then he turned himself into an agent simply by cold-calling I.F. Stone and offering to handle him. In 1986 he proposed himself as the New York arm of Aitken and Stone, Britain's smoothest literary agents who represent Germaine Greer, V.S. Naipaul, and the estate of Agatha Christie.

This week's deal-mongering at Cape and at Penguin was prolonged. In an ideal world Amis would probably have been happiest to stay with Cape an author should stay with his backlist. At that stage Pat Kavanagh was still expecting to be involved as Amis's London agent, until she received a telephone call from him, dispensing with her services. Meanwhile Cape though offering staggeringly larger sums than they had ever had to pay him before failed to come up with what was required.

Another possibility was a VikingPenguin deal. But by Tuesday evening nothing had materialised. Orion hoped to make an offer, but finally, on Wednesday, Wylie and his London partner, Gillon Aitken, sat down with Stuart Proffitt and Malcolm Edwards, of HarperCollins, and John Sadler of Flamingo, the paperback arm, and the deal was struck. Proffitt says they found Wylie ''brisk, businesslike, very effective. Gave straight and credible answers''.

HarperCollins will now have to work on Amis to go on the campaign trail, about which Amis usually applies a steely control, allowing only unsmiling photographs that show no teeth. When Money came out, he did a conversation session at the ICA and gave his tetchy little spiel about journalists who, after a friendly interview, would ''go home and kick you round their study''. (Clive James once furnished us with the parody Martin Amis interview, starting with the interviewer approaching his door in trepidation, being shown into a study where the works of Shakespeare are left oh-so-casually open, and being relieved to discover that Amis is, after all, only two inches high, barely visible over the typewriter keys.)

When someone in the audience pointed out that he obviously wanted to be famous or he wouldn't bother, he replied that fame was not, actually, the aim.

''But people's interest is so volatile, so short-term, and so much is competing for their attention, you have to get fame just in order to get readers. I don't want to sell books,'' he said, ''but I do want a readership.''

Sharing a publishing house with his father prolongs an unshakeable filial connection. Both father and son won the Somerset Maugham award for their first novels, 20 years apart. But at first nobody was quite sure whether Martin would have had quite the notice he immediately got if he hadn't been the son of Sir Kingsley.

Did Martin Amis need something like this? Perhaps. He once told A.N. Wilson: ''I'm not interested in money. My wife does all that. I could not open a letter from an accountant. Just couldn't physically do it.'' Times change.

The mystery is the ditching of Pat Kavanagh. Some may shrug and say that, in middle age, men do ditch their wives, publishers and agents. But the relationship with Pat and with her husband, Julian Barnes, is a long one. Julian is one of his closest friends. Pat is godmother to one of the Amis sons, and besides, had not Pat got him an offer of Pounds 460,000 from HarperCollins anyway, before Christmas? Pat Kavanagh told me yesterday: ''The ironies inherent in this outcome will not be lost on any of the participants.'' Perhaps it is very telling that the novel will be about a writer who envies another writer's success.

Amis is the leading novelist of this generation. He keeps a cool profile and, most cleverly of all, he has managed to retain an aura of danger. He looks out of his window on to the land of London Fields. He is 44, the right time in life to pull off a dramatic coup, with a book that even Pat Kavanagh still says is ''unequivocally terrific''. A.N. Wilson once said Martin Amis has enjoyed a career more like that of a pop star than a writer. He was once sent by The Observer to interview Madonna in New York. But when he arrived, she refused to see him. ''She is the self-sufficient post-modern phenomenon: even her publicity gets publicity,'' he wrote.

So it doesn't matter, now whether The Information recoups its advance, which many think impossible. The tough bit will be that reviewers will ask not just whether it's good, but whether it was worth the money too a different matter. As Amis would say: ''It would be a bit much if it turned out to be good as well, wouldn't it? A bit too bloody much.'' Meanwhile Amis remains invisible except to his tennis and poker coteries around W2; and the hype is well under way.
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