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Time's Arrow, by Martin Amis (Jonathan Cape, pounds 13.99) 

MARTIN Amis is a better writer than he is a novelist. He paddles in character, splashes in the world, but immerses himself in waves of language. Language is his real energiser, his distraction, his fatal Cleopatra. We read him for his language, and for his presence as an author - that jousting voice, that glossy, contemporary, almost synthetic vocabulary, that curling, languorous wit. But writers who are more interested in words than people have difficulty in generating significance - human, moral significance. Amis's recent books have only achieved it by insisting on their own significance (the 20th century is a mess because Amis tells us it is). His latest novel is his best book for several reasons, but the chief one is that it does not need to insist on anything; others are that Amis's language, though still rich, has shed some of its narcissistic glitter, and that form and content, usually estranged, here achieve conjugal compactness. 

It tells the story, backwards, of the life of a Nazi war criminal. The novel begins with the man's birth from death into life, as an old man, somewhere in contemporary America. We move back through the years, watching this man move from the country to New York (where he drops one bogus name and picks up another), from New York to the Vatican (ditto), from the Vatican to Auschwitz. The novel is narrated by the man's soul, a spirit who is aware that a dreadful secret awaits the man it inhabits. This is complex, and somewhat illogical, since the spirit is both full of a nervous foreboding (at what is sure to happen) and a sense of (retrospective) guilt. How to feel guilt at what has not yet happened? One is forced to imagine - though Amis does not suggest it - a backwards version of Nietzsche's doctrine of Eternal Recurrence (in which we are condemned to repeat our lives, again and again). Amis's Nazi is speeding backwards towards a monstrous secret; but his soul has already lived his life forwards. Some distant memory, some guilty secretion from this former life floods his soul. 

Amis's backwards world is rigorously imagined. It is a world of pathos and cruel hilarity. At church, one takes money from the collection boxes, not the other way around; doctors wound, they do not heal; garbage men spread rubbish over the streets; we vomit our food daily, we do not ingest it. But the crux, the test of Amis's vision - that which not only tests its rigour and comprehensiveness, but also tests its moral worth, its redemptive artistry, its capacity to go beyond the mere novelty of inversion - is what he does with Auschwitz. Shockingly, Auschwitz in a backwards world becomes a good place. History flows sweetly, from 1945 to 1939, and the Jews are healed in Auschwitz. 

Amis's literary precursor is Kurt Vonnegut's Slaughterhouse 5, in which the hero watches a second world war movie forwards, then backwards. Vonnegut, like Amis, turns this backwards narrative into a Utopian fantasy: '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 day and night, dismantling the cylinders, separating the dangerous contents into minerals . . . The minerals were then shipped to specialists in remote areas. It was their business to put them into the ground, to hide them cleverly, so they would never hurt anybody again.' 

As Vonnegut does, so Amis grates his Utopian vision against the dystopian historical event. A charge of sadness and yearning flickers and sparks. There is something wistful, wildly naive about this backwards world, in which Nazis help poor Jews on to their feet and out of the gas chambers into innocent air. When Amis's benign Nazi looks at his prospering Jews, and asks, 'Our perpetual purpose? To dream a race,' he means the Jews, not the Aryans. Such ironies are almost unbearable, and yet this is not tasteless - how can it be more tasteless than Auschwitz itself? There can be no poetry after Auschwitz, declared Adorno: Amis's grotesque inversion proves him right. There can, certainly, be no conventional poetry, conventionally judged and evaluated. Auschwitz overwhelms and distorts any literary representation of it; Amis's ironies are possible only because the historical horror looms so powerfully. By reversing the narrative, Amis not only moves us with a vision of what might have been in some benign world, but hints also at the very moral delusion of the Nazis. Did not these evil men believe precisely that they were doing good, dreaming a race, turning back history and time? The Nazis first attempted to turn the Holocaust into a Utopian narrative, not Amis. 

These are moral complexities, not simply technical or literary complexities. The reader is strangely torn - between seeing the Utopian bliss of an Auschwitz reversed, and realising that this reversed vision is itself a Nazi vision of history (it depends who's doing the envisioning). Again and again, in moments like this, Amis's novel seems to me to transcend its own virtuosity. For one thing, the book is exquisitely written. Amis's sometimes raucous Americanisms are starved down into sentences of shy purity and elegance. Amis's fanatically imagined world, in which good acts are bad, and bad acts are good, mimics the moral inversion and confusion that Nazism enacted. The world that followed the Holocaust was a world turned upside down morally. Amis's novel also achieves an oblique evocation of the guilt and the tyranny of memory. The backwards momentum of the Nazi's life, narrated by a soul who knows what has already happened, is not unlike the way in which a guilty man (say a Nazi war criminal) goes back, again and again, over past crimes. Memory, especially guilty memory, forces us to live our lives backwards. Amis's narrator-soul seems to understand this (though he does not say it). 

Nietzsche's Zarathustra wrote: 'I do not want to live again.' Reading this novel, one thinks often of Nietzsche's revulsion at the idea of being condemned to live one's life again and again - but imagine living one's life backwards again and again! Nietzsche also thought that only the Superman, only the Ubermensch, would survive the gloomy repetition of Eternal Recurrence. Amis's profound book, which adds a new and terrifying dimension to the Shakespearean tragic conception of time being 'out of joint', reminds us, on the contrary, that the Ubermensch survives not even time's arrow itself. 
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