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Martin Amis, author of the new book "The Information", looks at the business of fiction and wonders where the novel is heading. He examines easy success and the fear of taking his work too seriously.

BODY:
ALEX CHADWICK, Host: Once upon a time serious novels were important in popular culture. Lots of people read them and talked about them and even wrote about them. Now, we talk about TV and movies and pulp fiction. It's enough to drive a writer of serious fiction like Martin Amis to despair or to satire. The British author of Money, Times Arrow, and London Fields, has a new novel called The Information. This book looks at the business of fiction and raises the question, 'What happens to the novel now?' From London, NPR's Michael Goldfarb reports.
 
MICHAEL GOLDFARB, Reporter: At a party given in his honor, Richard Tull, a failed novelist, gives a speech to the three people who've bothered to turn up. It's a speech about the future of the novel. It's the speech Richard Tull might have given at a literary award ceremony if he'd ever written anything enough to win an award.
 
MARTIN AMIS, Novelist: 'Literature,' Richard said, 'describes a descent, first Gods, then demi-Gods. Then epic became tragedy, failed kings, failed heroes, then the gentry, then the middle class and its mercantile dreams. Then it was about you - Gina, Gilda, social realism. Then it was about them - low life, villains, the ironic age.' And he was saying, Richard was saying, now what? 'Literature for a while can be about us,' nodding resignedly at Gwen about writers, 'but that won't last long.' 
 
MICHAEL GOLDFARB: The future of the novel is a question that weighs heavily on Martin Amis. Amis is that rare bird, a successful novelist who is the son of a successful novelist. His father is Kingsley Amis. Writing is the family business. But when he surveys the scene today, he sees a world where the family business is increasingly unimportant. He says the mass media is the place for old-fashioned popular story telling and that the natural subject for today's novelist is writing about writing. Which, for the author, means writing about some aspect of himself.
 
MARTIN AMIS: You know, what I feel I've been doing all along is satirizing various selves that are inside me. The way you do this is by taking one part of you and imagining that that was it, that there was nothing else. And then exaggerating that part of you in the direction of comedy.
 
MICHAEL GOLDFARB: In his new book, The Information, Amis looks at two sides of himself, the one that feels success has come too easily and the one that fears that if he took his work too seriously, he'd end up being a failure like Richard Tull, a fellow who's reached the age of 40 a human wreck.
 
MARTIN AMIS: [reading from 'The Information'] If the eyes were the window to the soul, then the window was a wind screen, after a transcontinental drive and his cough sounded like a wiper on the dry glass. These days he smoked and drank largely to solace himself for what drinking and smoking have done to him. But smoking and drinking had done a lot to him so he drank and smoked a lot. If you went up to Richard Tull and told him he was in denial, he would deny it, but not hotly.
 
MICHAEL GOLDFARB: For almost 500 pages, Amis shows Tull desperately running around literary London and the U.S. trying to ruin the career of his successful old friend, Gwen Barry, an author of best selling pseudo-intellectual pap. Amis doesn't miss many chances to humiliate his fictional alter ego and to remind Richard of the inevitably of money triumphing over art in this most market oriented of all possible worlds.
 
But nothing Amis writes in The Information is as interesting as the controversy surrounding its publication. Having finished the novel late last year, the writer informed his agent Pat Cavanaugh [sp] he wanted an $800,000 advance from his publisher. Cavanaugh happens to be the wife of Amis' close friend, novelist Julian Barnes [sp]. When Cavanaugh failed to secure the advance, Amis changed agents, signing on with the notoriously aggressive Andrew Wiley [sp] of New York. Julian Barnes was furious and broke off the friendship.
 
It was truly a case of life imitating art. The British tabloid press lapped the story up. Amis was pilloried for his piggishness. Booker prize winning novelist Antonia Biet [sp] said the demand for a big advance was a form of male turkey cocking and suggested that Amis needed the money because he had spent $40,000 getting his teeth capped. Amis admits to be shaken by the vitriol. He sees it as a perfect example of the English attitude that serious writers should be above such base concerns as money.
 
MARTIN AMIS: No one minds writers getting a lot of money for crap. That's just seen as servicing some proletarian addiction. And if that- there turns out to be no other activity that forbids a higher reward - only literary fiction.
 
MICHAEL GOLDFARB: Given the noise surrounding the book's publication, the critical response to the work has been quiet. Novelist and critic Ian Sinclair [sp] says The Information is a well written book.
 
IAN SINCLAIR, Novelist and Critic: It's an engaging read. There's a lot of intelligence and wit and humor and in a control and it is- he's a professional writer at the kind of height of his powers and he knows exactly what he's doing.
 
MICHAEL GOLDFARB: But Sinclair questions whether writing about writing is a big enough subject. On the one hand, a big advance means you have to sell a lot of books. On the other hand, the critic points out The Information seems to be aimed at a very narrow audience.
 
IAN SINCLAIR: In truth, Martin Amis is really writing for the literary crowd. He writes kind of sample prose. The page is the unit. The sentence is a beautifully polished thing. He can't bare to write a dull sentence. MICHAEL GOLDFARB: And Sinclair wonders if Amis is aware enough of the bigger world to be able to write a serious and popular book.
 
IAN SINCLAIR: He's like a man, a hermit, who's lived in this room in Notting Hill Gate for years, transcribing very small sketches of life from outside and doing cartoon versions of low life and low life reality. But it's just a kind of eavesdropping on it. It doesn't engage on a kind title level.
 
MICHAEL GOLDFARB: Martin Amis disagrees, of course. Ask him why he doesn't engage with big questions outside of himself and he says he's not interested. Point out that perhaps one reason for serious writing being marginalized is that writers of talent seem to be more involved with themselves and their style. And he points out that in this cynical world, it's no longer possible to write like Charles Dickens and tell stories where villains are given their just desserts and the readers come away with a sense of moral satisfaction that the wicked have been punished.
 
MARTIN AMIS: The way a writer punishes a mob boss is not having a tip toeing conspirator with a raised pistol coming up behind him. That's how Dostoevsky would have done it. The way you do it is by having him, you know, searching his left nostril with his little finger, by humiliating him with your use of language.
 
MICHAEL GOLDFARB: Perhaps. But one comes away from a conversation with Martin Amis, wondering if at this point in history, when no one's quite sure who the good guys and the bad guys are, that serious writers should go back to the Dostoevsky method of tip toeing conspirators and raised pistols. I'm Michael Goldfarb in London.
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