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Q&A with Martin Amis: "There's only
one way of judging quality and that's
time"
Posted: August 01, 2009, 4:15 PM by Mark Medley
Q&A, Martin Amis, Humber School for Writers

For the latest installment in our series on The Ecology of Books, I enrolled in
the Humber School for Writers Summer Workshop. The story appears in
Saturday's National Post. One of this year's star instructors (and the
Timothy Findley Visiting Chair in Creative Writing) was the novelist Martin
Amis. I wrote about my time in Amis's workshop on The Afterword a couple
of weeks ago, but didn't include the more formal interview we conducted at
breaks during the class. Below is the complete transcript.

National Post: Did you read the essay on creative writing
programs in the New Yorker a few weeks ago?

Martin Amis: No.

I have a copy of it upstairs. I’ll give it to you.

Great.

It was a book review. A [UCLA] professor has just done a history
of creative writing programs in North America, and it talks
about the explosion of programs. Something like, since 1970
there was 40, and now there’s over 800.

Really?

And I was wondering, in Britain, is it the same thing? Have you
gone through an explosion of these MFAs.

Yeah. You know I teach in Manchester? I’m professor of creative writing at
Manchester University. And yeah, everyone says they’re all over the place.
Every university has one. What was his slant, the New Yorker writer?

He actually thought they were a good thing. He said the state of
contemporary fiction has never been higher because of these
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programs. You listen to the critics and they’ll say there’s such a
thing as a “workshop novel” or a “workshop short story.” They
have a sameness to them. You can tell it’s been picked on by the
six or eight people in that class. Do you get that sense?

I wouldn’t come across it. I read very few contemporaries. I read my friends.
But I’m always reading a generation back, at least, because the idea of
reading the latest hot novel, there’s no interest to me at all. There’s only one
way of judging quality and that’s time. So if a writer’s survived a generation
and is still very present, then it’s much more likely to be good then if he’s
got a few good reviews for his first book.

How does that tie in to your own work, then? Are you telling
people not to read your books because they haven’t been tested
by time?

No, I’m telling young people to read my books.

In that same piece, and I’ll quote the writer, Louis Menand, says
“virtually no one has ever tried to lay down rules for what
should go on in the classroom.” So I was wondering: do you
have any rules when you teach creative writing? How do you
approach the workshop?

In Manchester, my rule is I don’t look at their work (laughs).

What?

It’s not like that. We don’t do it that way. We read great books and we talk
about them. And then there’s general conversation about general things
about writing, and I ask what they are and what they’re trying to do, but I
don’t look at their work. We look at Conrad, we look at Dostoyevsky. So
that’s my rule there. But, I mean, it’s always detail, detail, little things, trying
to work on the surface, to bring it up a level. That’s what I think the job is.

So how do you approach a week like this, when are you going to
be looking at student’s work?

Well, this is the first time I’ve ever done it.

Really?

Yup. And it’s interesting. Part of the fun and the appeal of teaching --
anything, I suppose -- is to find another milieu and to see other people’s
characters. And nothing reveals you more than a bit of fictional prose. You
find out a lot about people within their prose, and putting that to a face is a
good sort of novelistic exercise in itself.

David Mitchell said, when I was talking to him yesterday, that he
was surprised he’d gotten a lot out of this. He’s learned from his
students, in addition to teaching. Have you learned anything?

It’s too early to tell. But all experience, especially new experience, teaches
you something.

After working on your students writing this week, do you think
you might bring that back to Manchester and start taking a look
at their writing?

No.

Why did you decide to come here, then, if you’ve never done this
before?

For the experience. Curiosity. At a certain age you want another milieu. I’m
by myself all day, all year long. And I like literary people. I’m very fond of
my colleagues at Manchester, and there’s a very nice crowd here, good
company.

Do you think there’s something brave about the workshop? You
have students here who are, for the most part, beginning or
emerging writers, and they’re putting their work out there to
some of the best writers in the world. Do you respect that?

Yeah, and I’m very careful, always positive...I would hate to put an end to
anyone’s ambitions. So you say what you can. You don’t lie. But there’s
always something to be said. And sometimes you don’t quite praise as much

Hampton teaming up to bring "Netherland" to the big
screen

–Brad Frenette
The Afterword

The Last Supper: A fiction serial — Part 12
–NP Editor

The Afterword

Open Book: Philip Marchand bemoans the lost art of
creating vivid characters

–Sarah Murdoch
The Afterword

Book Review: The Wife's Tale, by Lori Lansens
–Sarah Murdoch

The Afterword

Buy It or Skip It? The Peep Diaries
–Becky Guthrie

The Afterword

Circumstances under which National Post writers toot
their own horns

–Adam McDowell
The Afterword

Buy It or Skip It? The Last Supper
–Becky Guthrie

The Afterword

Bookmarks: De Botton to write Heathrow book, where
to put controversial books, SXSW publishing panels

–Ron Nurwisah
The Afterword

Recent Comments

Bukowski's right. We should stop letting lesser
writers review better-known authors' work. Their

jealousy (and condescension) shines through in every
sentence. Grainger...

–litman
The Afterword

This reviewer is completely wrong (and her envy of
Lansens' talent and success is laughably

transparent)...The Wife's Tale is a great book, like
Lansens' first two...a...

–litman

http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/22/the-last-supper-a-fiction-serial-part-12.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/17/the-history-of-libraries-is-the-history-of-humanity.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/17/the-history-of-libraries-is-the-history-of-humanity.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/17/the-history-of-libraries-is-the-history-of-humanity.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/19/writing-scotland-ifoa-receives-50-000-in-funding-and-its-own-tartan-from-scotland.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/19/writing-scotland-ifoa-receives-50-000-in-funding-and-its-own-tartan-from-scotland.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/19/writing-scotland-ifoa-receives-50-000-in-funding-and-its-own-tartan-from-scotland.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/19/writing-scotland-ifoa-receives-50-000-in-funding-and-its-own-tartan-from-scotland.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/19/writing-scotland-ifoa-receives-50-000-in-funding-and-its-own-tartan-from-scotland.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/17/new-william-golding-biography-contains-confession-of-attempted-rape.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/17/new-william-golding-biography-contains-confession-of-attempted-rape.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/17/new-william-golding-biography-contains-confession-of-attempted-rape.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/17/new-william-golding-biography-contains-confession-of-attempted-rape.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/19/buy-it-or-skip-it-tracing-your-family-history.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/19/buy-it-or-skip-it-tracing-your-family-history.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/19/buy-it-or-skip-it-tracing-your-family-history.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/24/bookmarks-weird-stuff-on-amazon-korea-s-city-of-books-mini-fiction-on-iphone.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/24/bookmarks-weird-stuff-on-amazon-korea-s-city-of-books-mini-fiction-on-iphone.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/24/bookmarks-weird-stuff-on-amazon-korea-s-city-of-books-mini-fiction-on-iphone.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/24/bookmarks-weird-stuff-on-amazon-korea-s-city-of-books-mini-fiction-on-iphone.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/24/bookmarks-weird-stuff-on-amazon-korea-s-city-of-books-mini-fiction-on-iphone.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/18/bookmarks-debating-book-trailers-lolita-covers-knitting-poetry.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/18/bookmarks-debating-book-trailers-lolita-covers-knitting-poetry.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/18/bookmarks-debating-book-trailers-lolita-covers-knitting-poetry.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/18/bookmarks-debating-book-trailers-lolita-covers-knitting-poetry.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/18/bookmarks-debating-book-trailers-lolita-covers-knitting-poetry.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/19/details-for-eden-mills-writers-festival-announced.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/19/details-for-eden-mills-writers-festival-announced.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/19/details-for-eden-mills-writers-festival-announced.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/20/circumstances-under-which-national-post-writers-toot-their-own-horns.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/20/circumstances-under-which-national-post-writers-toot-their-own-horns.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/20/circumstances-under-which-national-post-writers-toot-their-own-horns.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/20/circumstances-under-which-national-post-writers-toot-their-own-horns.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/17/bookmarks-just-one-book-sherlock-holmes-goes-pulp-poetry-aggregrator.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/17/bookmarks-just-one-book-sherlock-holmes-goes-pulp-poetry-aggregrator.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/17/bookmarks-just-one-book-sherlock-holmes-goes-pulp-poetry-aggregrator.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/17/bookmarks-just-one-book-sherlock-holmes-goes-pulp-poetry-aggregrator.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/19/bookmarks-de-botton-to-write-heathrow-book-where-to-put-controversial-books-sxsw-publishing-panels.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/19/bookmarks-de-botton-to-write-heathrow-book-where-to-put-controversial-books-sxsw-publishing-panels.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/19/bookmarks-de-botton-to-write-heathrow-book-where-to-put-controversial-books-sxsw-publishing-panels.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/19/bookmarks-de-botton-to-write-heathrow-book-where-to-put-controversial-books-sxsw-publishing-panels.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/19/bookmarks-de-botton-to-write-heathrow-book-where-to-put-controversial-books-sxsw-publishing-panels.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/19/bookmarks-de-botton-to-write-heathrow-book-where-to-put-controversial-books-sxsw-publishing-panels.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/19/bookmarks-de-botton-to-write-heathrow-book-where-to-put-controversial-books-sxsw-publishing-panels.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/18/buy-it-or-skip-it-zeitoun.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/18/buy-it-or-skip-it-zeitoun.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/20/buy-it-or-skip-it-the-last-supper.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/20/buy-it-or-skip-it-the-last-supper.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/18/animated-trailer-for-the-walrus-released.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/18/animated-trailer-for-the-walrus-released.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/24/oprah-winfrey-sam-mendes-and-christopher-hampton-teaming-up-to-bring-quot-netherland-quot-to-the-big-screen.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/24/oprah-winfrey-sam-mendes-and-christopher-hampton-teaming-up-to-bring-quot-netherland-quot-to-the-big-screen.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/24/oprah-winfrey-sam-mendes-and-christopher-hampton-teaming-up-to-bring-quot-netherland-quot-to-the-big-screen.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/24/oprah-winfrey-sam-mendes-and-christopher-hampton-teaming-up-to-bring-quot-netherland-quot-to-the-big-screen.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/24/oprah-winfrey-sam-mendes-and-christopher-hampton-teaming-up-to-bring-quot-netherland-quot-to-the-big-screen.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/24/oprah-winfrey-sam-mendes-and-christopher-hampton-teaming-up-to-bring-quot-netherland-quot-to-the-big-screen.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/24/oprah-winfrey-sam-mendes-and-christopher-hampton-teaming-up-to-bring-quot-netherland-quot-to-the-big-screen.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/21/buy-it-or-skip-it-the-peep-diaries.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/24/oprah-winfrey-sam-mendes-and-christopher-hampton-teaming-up-to-bring-quot-netherland-quot-to-the-big-screen.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/24/oprah-winfrey-sam-mendes-and-christopher-hampton-teaming-up-to-bring-quot-netherland-quot-to-the-big-screen.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/default.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/22/the-last-supper-a-fiction-serial-part-12.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/default.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/22/open-book-philip-marchand-bemoans-the-lost-art-of-creating-vivid-characters.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/22/open-book-philip-marchand-bemoans-the-lost-art-of-creating-vivid-characters.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/default.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/22/book-review-the-wife-s-tale-by-lori-lansens.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/default.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/21/buy-it-or-skip-it-the-peep-diaries.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/default.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/20/circumstances-under-which-national-post-writers-toot-their-own-horns.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/20/circumstances-under-which-national-post-writers-toot-their-own-horns.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/default.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/20/buy-it-or-skip-it-the-last-supper.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/default.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/19/bookmarks-de-botton-to-write-heathrow-book-where-to-put-controversial-books-sxsw-publishing-panels.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/19/bookmarks-de-botton-to-write-heathrow-book-where-to-put-controversial-books-sxsw-publishing-panels.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/default.aspx

http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/24/298311.aspx#comments
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/24/298311.aspx#comments
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/24/298311.aspx#comments
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/24/298311.aspx#comments
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/default.aspx
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/24/314461.aspx#comments
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/24/314461.aspx#comments
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/24/314461.aspx#comments
http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/24/314461.aspx#comments


Q&A with Martin Amis: "There's only one way of judging quality and that's time" - The Afterword

http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/afterword/archive/2009/08/01/q-amp-a-with-martin-amis-quot-there-s-only-one-way-of-judging-quality-and-that-s-time-quot.aspx[8/25/2009 3:55:35 PM]

The Peep Diaries

Bookmarks: More

Lemony Snicket, A

book lover's guide to

Ikea seating, new

Sony reader

as you want to, so you don’t discourage the others. And then you take the
person aside and say ‘That was even better than I said.’

I wanted to get to that idea that you can’t teach talent, but you
can teach craft. But can you harness talent? Can you hone
talent?

I don’t believe there’s any undiscovered talent around. With the volume of
publication now, there’s no Mute in Glorious Milton on this planet. Anyone
who’s any good will get published. You can’t create talent. Talent is
originality. I don’t mean innovation, I mean having an individual voice that
hasn’t been  heard before. Of course, we’ve all got our individual voice, but
it’s a sort of resonant one. By clearing away all the second hand stuff -- the
cliches, the dead sentences -- I think you can make people a lot more alert,
and if talent is there, it will emerge quicker if the surface is very strictly
attended to. I mean, they’re not in isolation, these things. You could be a
wild talent. It’s just getting to know what’s good in you and what is not so
good. Playing to your strengths. You can’t create it out of nothing.

Have you talked to any of the other faculty about their
philosophies for teaching writing. I don’t know if you heard but
David Mitchell, in his speech yesterday, he kind of contradicted
you and said that sometimes you have to embrace cliche and use
it, and that was one thing you are very vocal about.

I don’t know if I said it during [my] speech but of course the great uses of
cliche -- Joyce in Ulysses is playing with cliches all the time, and beautifully
--  of course they have a place. But it’s got to a deliberate, an artful use of
cliche. Not a lazy use of cliche.  Not a cloth ear use of cliche.

To me, so far, what you seem to be hammering into students is
making sure the author always has control. Not leaving anything
up to the reader, what you called “the obliteration of any doubt.”

It’s the bit you can affect. I think everyone in this class will come out a
stronger writer because [they’ll be] a more careful writer. Earlier on, I told
them the most important book on their shelves is not the collected
Shakespeare, it’s the concise Oxford Dictionary. You should find out what
words mean and what their origins are and that will deepen the word for
you. For instance, what does obsess come from? Obsidere. To besiege. To
lay siege to. You know that, and you know the word better. You’re more
intimate with the word.

You feel more confident to use it.

Yeah. And you don’t say “dilapidated hedge” because dilapidated comes
from lapis, which means stone. So you can say a dilapidated building, but
not hedge. You zoom in a little bit more on precision, your intimacy with
words. You’ve got to become an expert at words. These are your tools.

I was told the other day the first assignment you gave your
students was to write a sex scene by the end of the week. Why
that assignment?

Because it’s uniquely difficult to do. In fact, some people believe that you
can’t do it at all. That you’re doomed to failure when you write a sex scene
because you de-universalize yourself. You’re supposed to be a kind of
Everyman, and the minute you start writing about sex, you’re sort of
following your preference. And it’s always going to be a bit different. No two
people are the same, sexually. When you watch pornography, and you keep
saying, no don’t do that (laughs). I told a very damaging story about myself.
I was having a really floundering failure of a love affair with a girl, and she
said, at one point, 'Oh this is hopeless. What’s your favourite?' (laughs).

What do you hope your students get out of this week?

That they’ll be more attentive to the detail of their sentences, and the sound
values within the sentences. I keep thinking I’m being a pedant, but it’s so
important. You really get the trust of your reader strengthened if you don't
make these little toe stubs all the time. A smoothness that isn’t slickness but
is confidence.

When did you feel that confidence?

Well, I started so young that I had the folly, recklessness and courage of
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youth. I just burst in. I ca n’t read my first novel. It pains me.

The Rachel Papers is sitting on my shelf. I picked it up a few
weeks ago.

(Shaking his head) No.

Well, how old were you when The Rachel Papers came out? 22?

I’d just turned 24. I wrote it when I was sort of 22, 23. So you just sort of
lurch in. It’s a good way of doing it, actually. There was a time when I was
having a bit of a struggle a few years ago, various things, where I thought I
started too early -- I didn’t let the tank get deep enough. But I don’t think
that’s true. I feel full of words now. [I’m] writing two novels at the same
time.

That’s what you’re doing right now?

Well, I started a novel [but] then I’m going to write a novella before I get on
to it. But I was in big trouble a few years ago, with a huge, dead novel. And it
took me a long time, and a lot of grief, to realize -- I thought I was clutching
at straws - it turned out it was actually two novels, and they couldn’t go
together. So I wrote The Pregnant Widow, [that’s] one half of it, and the
other half I started, and it will be very autobiographical, the next one. But
what you can’t do it sex and autobiography, even fictionalized
autobiography, you just can’t do it. So I changed the main character to a
million miles from me, and made him much more innocent, much less
experienced than I was, and I kept having to shave away at how many
girlfriends he’d had. Now the poor bastard’s only had 7 as he turns 21.
Whereas before he had three dozen.

[Martin Amis outside Revival night club in 2003. Photo by Kevin Van
Paassen/National Post]
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