Martin Amis: Why I'm headed north
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MANCHESTER University's next intake of creative writing students will learn a very simple lesson from their new tutor.

Not only is Martin Amis a little more high profile than the average lecturer - being a celebrated author of some 30 years - but he's also harsher than the average critic.

He's keen to make his feelings known on the `dos and don'ts' of writing a best-selling novel before he joins the School of Arts, History and Culture in September, as professor of creative writing. And he believes that it's individuality that is crucial.

He said: "If all this does turn out to have a theme, it'll be, `Don't go with the crowd, don't do anything for the crowd, don't be of the crowd or with the crowd'. Place an enormous stress on individuality, don't use novelty phrases that bob around in the atmosphere for a few months, like `no-brainer' or something like that, which are ways of signalling to your peer group that you're just like everyone else. Make it fresh, make it your own, make it individual: that will be an emphasis."

Amis, 57, who has written 11 novels, has learned his standards from one of the best - his father, Sir Kingsley Amis.

Sir Kingsley was a hugely successful poet, writer and university professor too. But his son plays down any parallels.

Teacher
He said: "I was aware that he was a teacher and he was good at it, but it was the other way round with him; he started off as a teacher and I'm coming to it much later."

Amis, best known for his 1980s works Money and London Fields, says he has a number of reasons for taking the job.

"I wanted to find out more about the young. At a certain age you feel like they're creatures not from another planet but definitely another country and it's important to have some sense of where it's all going."

After living in Uruguay for more than two years, he decided to return to Britain. At the same time, Manchester was on the look-out for lecturers. 

"The truth is I have never been asked (to lecture) before," he said. "I must have spent about five or six days here in my life, giving readings and disappearing the next morning. 

'Ignorant'
"I realised I was pretty ignorant about the north - I grew up in Swansea in South Wales. England is such a capital-centric country in that it's an enormously dominant capital that seems to control the gravity of this island.

"Manchester is expanding, the university is expanding and I think the intention is to shift that centre of gravity northwards for the general good of the country. But I very much like the idea of it being not Oxbridge, but a red brick university."

Amis won't be moving to Manchester to take up the role, but will he be seeking inspiration here for his next novel? "With luck; you never know what's going to catch in your subliminal mind, which is where it has to be born."

