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BYLINE: By JAMES WOOD 

BODY: 


PRODIGIOUS, electric, and now comfortably afloat on a steady sea of work, Martin Amis has nevertheless looked like a writer searching for his best book, his uncontested triumph. Time's Arrow, his latest novel, seems to be that book: after lounging on some plush cushions, Amis has finally climbed on to the throne. He has trimmed his style of some of its lace (it now has a beady moral hem); his new subject - the Holocaust - is big enough for sure, but doesn't have the global sponginess of his millennial last novel London Fields. Even Amis's fondness for raps, digressions and corrective digs, has been belted in. Amis has long been a moralist in search of a morality. His last three books of fiction - Money, Einstein's Monsters, and London Fields - have imported morality but have not generated their own. In these books, Amis links his characters with the vicissitudes of the late 20th century - his creations are emblematic, world-historical. 'I am a thing made up of time lag, culture shock, zone shift', says John Self in Money. Amis got some of this from Saul Bellow, an admired friend. Bellow's characters are heroes of the late 20th century, filled with the age's bewilderments and plenitudes. This provides not just grandiosity, but moral enlargement, a moral edge. The novelist condemns and preaches, in the largest terms. The novelist holds the moral compass or spirit-level simply by virtue of his godly ability to make these large sweeping connections and denunciations. These linkages, in Amis, have always been stated, not suggested. A sense of forcedness, of exteriority (the godlike artist spilling his nail-parings all over his characters) has always been there. 



In Time's Arrow, morality builds up like a back-draught from within the novel's fiery world. We never did need Amis to tell us how sick money was, how late the 20th century was, how old the poor planet was; but even Amis realises that he does not need to tell us how evil the Holocaust was. Indeed, he doesn't: in this book, by way of compensation, he tells up how good the Holocaust was. His new novel is the story of a Nazi war criminal forced to live his life backwards, in a world in which time goes backwards, like a reversed film. We begin in the present day, with the old man's birth from death into life. We see him in America, using (what we later learn) is an assumed name; at length we see him leaving America and setting sail for Europe, and the Vatican (where he drops his American name, and acquires a European one); finally we go back with him to Autschwitz. Running backwards, the death camp goes from 1945 to 1939: in other words, Jews come into the camp dead, or in bad shape, and are repaired and fattened up . . . Amis turns the story of the concentration camps into a Utopian narrative. Most remarkably, Amis has created a world in which the smallest human action is grotesquely difficult. Think about it for a moment: if everything goes backward, then so do we - we absorb shit, we don't excrete it; we excrete food, we don't absorb it. Morally, this world is upside down. Good acts are bad and bad acts are good. We go to the doctor at the end of an illness, fit and well, and the doctor proceeds to rough us up; we go into a camp and come out smiling. The book's world mimics the very inversion or explosion of moral values that the Holocaust enacted. It is a stunning achievement, perilous and daring. 

I met Amis at his work flat in Westbourne Park. It was August - the light falling unevasive and wide - and inside, the main room was darkened. In a smaller room, you can see the dartboard and pinball machine that have launched a thousand articles. One wall of the main room is covered in hardback books, a picket-fence of vertical spines, each with its influential name - Bellow, Roth, Nabokov. 

Amis is small, but his voice is big - bigger certainly than he is. His voice is deep and froggy, busted by cigarettes. He drawls madly and his vowels are restored antiques (Hackney becomes Heckney, for instance). In Money, John Self looks at the character called Martin Amis, and sees 'the areas of waste and fatigue, the moonspots and boneshadow you're bound to get if you hang out in the 20th century'. Presumably, Amis has done his share of hanging out in the 20th century, but he seems to have skipped its more decisive corruptions and dents. He looks younger than 41. There are no moonspots. His skin is good, tautly inhospitable; his frame is boyishly compact; his mouth is voluptuous, pampered, sluggish. His head is large. He once wrote that Saul Bellow looked like 'an omniscient tortoise': Amis looks like a knowledgeable gargoyle. 

We talked first, as we should, about his style, his language, the brag and pitch and dash of his original voice. Much contemporary English fiction at present seems without style or verbal emphasis. In Barnes, in Byatt, in Ishiguro you encounter the same becalmed surface, the plain sailing of literary English. There is above all, a placidity about this style: it seems incapable of absorbing contemporary energies and rhythms (colloquial English, street slang, American English: what Arthur Miller called 'emergency speech') material eruptions, large swathes of experience, explosions of the heart. Amis is different, almost unique. His style rocks and sways. It has vitamins, it has enhanced flavourings. It is intrusive and self-regarding: it knows it's good. 

All this has made him, by a long way, the most infuential English writer of the last 10 years. A dozen imitators have novels out at the moment; a score of journalists have learnt how to borrow his mean lucidity and American swagger; interviewers come away from him trying to out-Amis Amis. As Amis himself might put it: you can't stop people once they start creating. 'One never knows, with some of my contemporaries,' he drawls, 'if they considered a style and rejected it, or if they're just incapable of it. It would be nice to know - I mean, in abstract art, it's nice to know that these guys who do things with blotches and sequins can actually draw . . .' I ask him if he knows how influential, how iconic he has become to a younger generation of writers. 'Well occasionally I do read in book reviews, references to 'the baleful influence of Martin Amis'. May be it's the attitude of the prose that people copy - the prose responding helplessly, but intensely, to the society around it. Reading some of my contemporaries I feel that their novels could be set any time in the last 30 or 40 years.' 

Amis began writing shadowed by Dickens; later in his career he would learn from Bellow, and go American - 'the American stuff began later.' Fresh out of Oxford, he maundered at the TLS as an assistant, moonlighting on his first novel, The Rachel Papers. What could be more Dickensian than this passage from that novel: 'The skin had shrunken over her skull, to accentuate her jaw and provide commodious cellerage for the gloomy pools that were her eyes; her breasts had long foresaken their native home and now flanked her navel; and her buttocks when she wore stretch-slacks, would dance behind her knees like punchballs . . .' The writing is excitable and melodramatic - Amis had yet to learn how to stay cool, how to leer, how to smirk rather than giggle. 

At this time, Martin Amis was young, shimmeringly precocious, doubtless insufferable, cleverer than most novelists (he still is - it is one of his motors, and perhaps one of his brakes too) and ambitious as hell. 'Allied with the routine iconoclasm of being 22, there was a feeling that there were places to go that the English novel didn't go, and was being too fastidious about.' So began Amis's obsession with sex, with bad behaviour, with tumultuous excess and riot (in his fiction that is). Excess indeed, became the very intonation of his comic voice. Amis uses exaggeration and repetition, as Dickens does, like a rhyme, like a beat. His American influences have not affected this very English style - this debating room, browbeating, almost parliamentary rhetoric (Dickens certainly learnt it from doing parliamentary sketches). So he begins sentences with the same opening words, he repeats phrases, he squeezes a subject for its pungent comic essences. The effect, as in this superb passage from Money, is of a rap, a riff: 'You just cannot park round here anymore. You can doublepark on people: people can doublepark on you. Cars are doubling while houses are halving. Houses divide, into two, into four, into 16. If a landlord or developer comes across a decent sized room he turns it into a labyrinth, a Chinese puzzle. The bell-button grills in the flaky porches look like the dashboards of ancient space ships. Rooms divide, rooms multiply. Houses split - houses are tripleparked. People are doubling also, dividing, splitting.' This is pure Dickens, but cleverer, more nimble, less blundering. 

Meanwhile, Amis was learning from Nabokov. Like him, he is not so much a good observer of detail, as a great transformer of detail, an imaginer, a metaphorician. Certainly, he has produced some of the finest sentences in English writing of the last few years: 'She sat up suddenly and drank most of the pint of water that had colourlessly monitored her sleep.' Or this, on smoking a cigarette: 'Slowly I sipped its fire'; 'A pigeon clockworked past on the pavement'; a limousine seen with its 'zooty chauffeur.' Sometimes, like his friend and former Oxford tutor, the poet Craig Raine, Amis goes Martian, forcing and pressing his weird flashbulb metaphors on the dazzled earthling: 'The rain made toadstools of the people on the street . . . Faceless stalks in mackintoshes, beneath the black flowers of their umbrellas.' 

At some point in the late-Seventies or early-Eighties, in time for Money (1984), Amis got Bellow. Few English readers realise the size of Bellow's influence on the younger writer. The two are friends now - Amis drops in on his second literary father in Chicago, or drives up to Vermont to see him at his summer house. Like the good thief (using this word as Eliot does, to distinguish the minor poet who imitates from the major one who steals) Amis understands his subject well: he is by far the best English commentator on the American writer. Since he has been warming himself in Bellow's generous rays, his novels have become more ambitious, more Bellovian and given to a certain amount of moral inflation; Bellow has refined Amis's sense of the menace and thrill of modernity ('So late in the century, so late in the goddamned day'); above all Bellow has disrupted Amis's rhythms, flooded his syntax. Amis's sentences now have an American spring. 'When I wrote Money', says Amis, 'I wanted a character who didn't, like so many guys in English fiction, go to America and look down on Americans. I wanted one who looked up to Americans - and that's me all right. I look up. After all, the novel this century has been American.' 

Money prefigures the inverted world of Amis's latest novel. Whenever Amis seeks to evoke the moral chaos of John Self's life, he makes it go backwards: 'As I tunnelled backwards into my cab . . . I backed off into sleep for the second night running in this town where the locks and light switches all go the wrong way . . . I have to get up in the middle of the night to check out the can. My daily tiredness peak arrives exactly when it wants to, often after morning coffee . . .' This is moral tumult, life-tumult: it's not so far from this to time-tumult itself. 

But Kurt Vonnegut's novel Slaughterhouse 5 is the real precursor of Time's Arrow (Amis acknowledges this). At one point in Vonnegut's novel, its hero watches a second world war movie forwards and then backwards. Forwards the story has all the usual entropic doom and helplessness; backwards, and one glimpses Utopia. Here is Vonnegut: 'American planes, full of holes 

and wounded men and corpses took 

off backwards from an airfield in 

England . . . The formation flew backwards over a German city that was in flames. The bombers opened their bomb bay doors, exerted a miraculous magnetism which shrunk the fires, gathered them into cylindrical steel containers, and lifted the containers into the bellies of the planes . . . When the bombers got back to their base, the steel cylinders were taken from the racks and shipped back to the United States of America, where factories were operating night and day, dismantling the cylinders, separating the dangerous contents into minerals . . . The minerals were then shipped to specialists in remote areas. It was their busines to put them into the ground, to hide them cleverly, so they would never hurt anybody again.' 

Amis's genius has been to take Vonnegut's idea out of its celluloid conjecture and into a living world, then to imagine its grotesquerie as well as its Utopia (for instance, wars may end in happiness in a backwards world, but love affairs must always begin in tears and recriminations and infidelity; garbage would not be collected in a world going backwards but would be strewn all over the streets by special trucks, and then picked up by ordinary citizens; viewed backwards, Amis's career for instance, would look decidedly shaky, as if subject to some mysterious wasting disease). The real crux, the real dare of course, is Amis's writing about the Holocaust: how could it not be? Lord, a writer who imagines Auschwitz as good? Who's hero stands in the gas chambers, exulting that the Jews are being brought back to life? A writer who dares this murderous irony: 'Our perpetual purpose? To dream a race' - the Jews, that is. 

One suspects that this frightening but also moving book will bring some stormy weather with it. There are some Jewish writers (the American novelist Cynthia Ozick is one) who disapprove of any fiction about the Holocaust, lest it soften the historicity of the real event. Documentary representation is all. In fairness to Amis, one should say that his reverse fiction is so grotesque that it works to reinforce the actuality - the actual, forward momentum of the historical event. As we read, we grate Amis's Utopian version against our knowledge of the dystopian event, and a pathos, a charge of great sadness, flickers and sparks off this collision. As in the Vonnegut passage, the feeling is of glimpsing an unimaginable beauty: it could have been like this, in another world, in another time. 

Still, Amis is a little nervous, perhaps a little defensive. His novel has an afterword, which reads like a massing of Jewish friends on his behalf: 'My brother-and-sister-in-law, Chaim and Susannah Tannenbaum . . . Tom Maschler, Zachary Leader, Sholom Globerman, Saul and Janis Bellow . . .' Amis's defensiveness emerges as it did when talking about London Fields and Einstein's Monsters. He stops talking about being a novelist, and talks instead about 'reading up on the subject' - a bit of historical body-building for the puny artist or imaginer. Thus he says to me, shifting in his seat and lighting another cigarette: 'When I read Robert Jay Lifton's The Nazi Doctors, I knew that my subject had arrived. I thought, this is going to keep me busy. Have you read much about this?' he asks me. Then, suddenly, before I can reply, I get an Amis rap: 'Do you know about all the different permutations of response, when you have to read this stuff? You start off incredulous - how could the Germans do such things? Then you swear a lot, then tearfulness, coldness, vengefulness, then a dull acceptance - and that's just the mind. The body is different - your sleep is completely destroyed.' I asked him how he slept during the writing of the novel. 'Very poor, almost hysterically disrupted.' 

Amis is facing his picketfence of books now, as if in supplication. As he talks, his head - glowing and domed - seems to get bigger, while his body, folded into a chair, shrinks. Amis rarely looks at me, though when he does, his eyes are shrewd. I notice that his hand shakes when he lights a cigarette, or drinks his coffee. His voice, absurdly suave and granulated, booms. 'I think I'm obsessed by this subject. My father is, too. We hardly meet without discussing the Holocaust . . . In my civilian moments, I was worried while writing this book, about what right I have to go near this. Of all contemporary writers, I may well be the least qualified.' 

One of his achievements in Time's Arrow, has been to write comically about grotesque things. I suggest to him that Kafka does this too. 'Yes, Kafka is very funny. But so was Nazism. It was thoroughly ridiculous. I mean, leading Nazis really thoguh that they were descended from the ice-clouds, via Atlantis. This is National Enquirer stuff.' Always, Amis is darting about, throwing these comic javelins at every topic. 'Everything is ridiculous backwards,' he drawls, smokily, 'except talk between men and women, which can go either way and still be meaningless.' His face tightens into a smirk. 'It's true. It's the only true and real thing in this book.' G 
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