“The English aristocracy is pathetic”
Martin Amis, England’s most hated writer, speaks less than affably about the royal wedding that will unite Prince William and Kate Middleton on the 29th April. He takes the opportunity to express his scorn for the royal family. Shock interview.

Nouvel Observateur. - Does the upcoming Royal Wedding irritate you?

Martin Amis. - There is indeed something that doesn’t work in this story. We can’t, in the era of media supremacy, make our children go through everything that a wedding like this entails: not only the loss of one’s private life but also the sacrifice of one’s self pure and simple. The Royal Family is so spied upon, so scrutinised by the media, that the life of these children becomes quite unbearable.  Harry and William rebelled eight or nine years ago, and more or less made it known that they wouldn’t continue to sacrifice themselves to the needs of the crown. Someone probably told them that this institution is the oldest in Europe and that they had to preserve it by all means possible. The princes gave in, in the end. But how can we, today, ask for so much from a human being?

N.O. – Still, public enthusiasm seems genuine…

M. Amis. – Undoubtedly so. The atmosphere will be very irrational, very British, in a sense. Normally when the mob descends on the streets, it’s to find windows to break. In this case, the crowds will stay peacefully outside. Difficult not to be moved by that spirit. Difficult not to see it in a positive light. And that’s without even considering that in the crowd there will be lots of immigrants, Pakistanis… Africans perhaps will be the most enthusiastic. It’s certainly a good thing for social integration.

N.0. – Do you know any members of the Royal Family personally?

M. Amis. – I met the Queen, actually, with some other writers - I can’t remember what the occasion was. The problem is that the Queen doesn’t listen to what you say to her. Because she’s not supposed to understand the remarks you make to her. Despite this, I allowed myself to say to her, impetuously, “You knighted my father” (the writer Kingsley Amis, ennobled by the Queen in 1990, NDLRC). Her only reaction was to look into the distance, staring vaguely at a painting on the wall. That was all. Another time I was at a lunch with the Duke of Edinburgh. He seemed very surprised by my profession: “Oh, you’re a writer?” 

N.O. - And Prince Charles?
M. Amis. - We’ve dined together two times, as part of quite small groups, four or five people. He was still married to Diana but he never mentioned her name. He’s charming; he has an extraordinary laugh, like a pig’s snore. I recall quite a memorable conversation with him about Salman Rushdie, just after the fatwa, in 1989. He was very anti-Rushdie. I asked him why. He said, “I’m sorry, but when someone insults the profound beliefs of a people…” He always talks like that, very knowledgeable. He’s very susceptible to religious questions of any kind, because the King of England is supposed to ‘protect the faith.’ I told him what I thought: that a novel doesn’t take a position. It insults no one. It affirms nothing. A novel is a game, a mind-play. And if Rushdie’s book has been targeted by Ayatollah Khomeini, it’s less because the book was shocking than because targeting it gave new energy to the Islamic revolution, to fight their enemies within.

N.O. - You’re severe on the Royal family.

M. Amis. - They are philistines.

N.O. - Could you become a knight one day, like you’re father?

M. Amis. - I’ve already said that I wouldn’t accept it. I don’t want to be associated with the British Empire. It’s so ridiculous. No, there’s no chance of that happening. To be honest, I would prefer not to be English. In fact, I’m leaving England very soon and moving to America, for family reasons. When you live in the USA (and I’ve spent all my summers there for many years) you become conscious of how increasingly rare it is for British affairs to make the front page of the New York Times. Every two or three weeks, there’ll be a little article at the bottom of the page. Since the Second World War, what happens in Britain isn’t very important. The biggest Empire that has ever existed has become a power of the second or third order. Even at the time that Stalin, Roosevelt and Churchill were meeting, there were really only two superpowers. And Stalin and Roosevelt couldn’t have cared less about Churchill.

N.O. - When you returned to England after an extended stay in South America, how did you find it?
M. Amis. - What struck me was the omnipresent power of the media. The other outstanding thing was the evolution of society towards a weak left-liberalism, in the face of insoluble problems like debt or terrorism, or the anti-Israeli feeling that has become increasingly prominent. The politics of Israel may be difficult to support, but how can you expect a people who have suffered so much to behave completely rationally? British society today is undermined by inept moral inquisitions. I remember having posed the question, in 2006, in front of an audience of 150 people, who among them felt morally superior to the taliban. About 40 trembling hands rose up. Not even a third! That says a lot about the state of mind of British people today. There has been a movement of political opinion towards the left, and people like me, who had been considered to be people of the centre, now seem to be markedly to the right.

N.O. - And David Cameron?
M. Amis. - Cameron or another one. They’re nothing; they can’t do anything without America.

N.O. - Will you ever make peace with the people of your country?
I’ve never had a problem with the English. I’ve had problems with the English press. That’s getting a bit better now. The truth is, I love the English. They are have spirit, they are tolerant, full of good humour. But the press is dirt. I’m working on a book that will be subtitled ‘The State of England.’ I’m sure it will be taken as the final insult to my country. It tells the story of a violent criminal who wins millions in the lottery. It’s a metaphor that perfectly captures, I find, our state of moral decrepitude: an immense reward in exchange for no effort. You can have no talent, no ambition, and you win all the same. All young people dream of that. Young girls dream of becoming models. Celebrity is a new religion. But we want everything to fall down in front of us without our making an effort, without doing anything to deserve it. So it’s a book about the decline of my country, and the anger, the dissatisfaction, and the bitterness, even if subconscious, caused by that decline. It’s possibly subliminal. You can get the impression that life in London is fairly pleasant. But it’s rotten on the inside.

N.O. - What is it to be English, in your opinion?
M. Amis. - In my youth, Britain was a class-based society. It isn’t any longer. Now it is a society founded on money, like everywhere else. And it’s founded on the difference between ages. Your class and the colour of your skin don’t count anymore, what counts is to be thirty years old. That’s universal in Western societies. At least it’s a better system than one based on class. If society must by nature be unequal, it is better that the privileges aren’t those of aristocracy or race, but of age: we are all young once. As for the British aristocracy, it’s pathetic. All that snobbery is ridiculous now.

N.O. - What makes you proud to be British?

Shakespeare. An absolute giant. And our political system, very advanced. We had our revolution one hundred years before the French did. And our civil war wasn’t as horrible. We can, I believe, congratulate ourselves for the political life, measured and peaceful, that we’ve known for a long time. Not to mention decolonisation, which, by our country, was managed relatively well. Who in India today would tell you that the effects of colonisation were entirely negative?

N.O. - And what makes you angriest?
M. Amis. - The superficiality. The tabloids. All those excited models. Those rockstars in short shorts.
N.O. - Is Britain, as we used to know it, gone?

M. Amis. - Certainly, even if the British believe, as we do, in the distinctive spirit of each nation. Does England remain elegant, at heart? Orwell said that the British, above all else, are attached to flowers. And my father had quite an amusing point of view on the subject. He wanted to know if there was a link between the character of a nation and the quality of its food. What he came up with was something like this: England: good people, rotten food. France: rotten people, good food. Spain: good people, rotten food. Italy: good people, good food. Germany: rotten people, rotten food. What marvellous irony! That, at least, is still a national sport.

