
Misinformation in Reviews of The Information 

© 1997 by Simon Brockwell (posted November 10, 1997) 
(Site manager's note: In Simon Brockwell's own words: "I am a Sydney lawyer with a degree in Town Planning, married, with a Staffordshire bull terrier called 'Blossom'. I can't admit how many times I've read Money or The Moronic Inferno and my ideal world is one in which Martin Amis would clone himself into a score of writers so that a new Amis novel came out every month. I've tried to read Will Self but regard him as a poor exaggerated imitation").

As a devoted reader of Amis I am no longer deeply distressed by the hostility he generates in the trans-Atlantic literary press. What does distress me is when the reviewers are simply way off the mark, even when their reviews are generally positive. Take the case of three reviews of The Information, by E. Scott Slater, Peter Bavis, and Phillip Caveney.   All three betray some basic misunderstandings of Amis's aims. 
Slater, in identifying Keith Talent as the star creation in London Fields, states that he might have been the older brother of John Self (the protagonist and narrator of Money). Talent is intended by Amis to be a rendering of a relatively commonplace English 'type': unreflecting, barbaric, amoral and conniving gutter rat that occupied the criminal margins of the entrepreneurial culture of Britain in the 1980's Men like Talent inhabit a mental world that is so far removed from that of Amis's own social milieu that they appear to Amis as almost subhuman. 

 Self on the other hand is human, all too human, addicted to the fast food, pornography and drugs (predominantly cigarettes, alcohol and caffeine) --the meretricious offerings for instant gratification of the money culture. But he is far from unreflecting: "Whoever wrote this ['scabrous hate sheet' in the peep-show booth] is clearly on exceptionally cool terms with the opposite sex". In the opening pages Self is thrown out of a cab in Manhattan for responding to the driver's suggestion that they should " get some guns and take out all the Niggers and PRs in this town" by calling the driver a scumbag. Keith Talent would have agreed to be agreeable and sold them the guns. They would have been mostly defective but he would have participated in the enterprise. 

Self knows he has yob genes and unpleasant habits; he is trapped by them. After Self and his nouveau riche partners in the advertising agency drive a couple of elderly patrons out of a posh restaurant by their boorish antics, he reflects that it must have been a lot nicer for people like them before people like Self and his cohorts had the money to frequent these sort of places. Self knows his relationship with Selina is fundamentally unhealthy, being based on money, and that Martina offers real nourishment in the man-woman relations sphere. But he can't help himself-just like the stray dog that Martina has adopted who is compelled to return to the dark existence in the bad part of town where it lived before Martina. The dog metaphor seems to be there in case one misses the point.

The enormous difference in character between Self and Talent is necessitated in part by the fact that Money is written in the first person and Self is the narrator; Amis gives Self exceptionally acute observational and descriptive powers to make the novel work. To not recognize the gulf between Talent and Self as examples of our species seems fatal to an appreciation of Amis' work.

In another less favorable but not wholly hostile review of The Information Peter Bavis states that "once the setting of the novel shifts to America The Information collapses." It is true that the novel shifts into a new gear which doesn't have the torque of the London setting. And just maybe "the prose that engages and drives the novel is missing" in this middle section. But Bavis is simply being frivolous and predictable when he states that "perhaps he decided to tack on a section on America to boost sales in the States." No Peter. It goes like this: the America section was necessary to elaborate the fact that when Tull acts on his envy of Barry, he paradoxically brings about the very thing that tortures him: Barry receives even more literary fame and recognition. 

In a novel about literary envy where the talented one is losing and the untalented one is winning, it is a wicked irony if the loser causes the winner to make a quantum leap in fame, not to mention wealth. Enter the "Profundity Requital," which, given the fact that America is the big place of contemporary arts philanthropy, has to be an American award. 

Barry was not going to get the award; the three judges regarded his work as lightweight. It's all Barry's ego in the stratosphere until Tull sets out to whiteant* whatever chance Barry has by poisoning the judges' minds against him. Unaware that the judges' public positions on racism, sexism and criminology are at variance with their private views, Tull's concocted tales of Barry as an sexually exploitative racist who supports public capital punishment drives them to select him for the award on the basis that he is not who his vapid work would have him appear to be but rather his novel is the product of struggle. This is like Richard Wright writing a non-satirical novel set in rural Alabama in the 1930's in which black and white live in mutually respectful peace and harmony. 

The American section was essential to the escalation of Barry's success and Tull's misery. Besides, it gave Amis the opportunity to make the delicious observation that the American use of 'sir' by retail and service personnel to all and sundry has made it akin to being addressed as 'mac', 'bub' or 'scumbag'.

Slater, in a glib effort to create symmetry that simply doesn't exist, suggests that Richard Tull might be the third brother in the Talent/Self family! Jesus wept! The one that went to college no less. As if simply attending a tertiary institution for a spell could turn a Talent into a Tull--the erudite, excessively cerebral son of Home Counties landowners who had the relaxed expectation of his class that he would read English at Oxford. Tull couldn't be further removed from Talent--reflection is his biggest problem. The only basis for Slater's superficial likening of the three characters could be some shared vices: drugs with Tull and Self; pornography with Self and Talent. In terms of literary characters this is simply ludicrous.

Caveney, meanwhile, betrays his misunderstanding of the comic device Amis employs with Demeter Barry to drive the plot. Demeter habitually mixes up the form (and meaning) of popular expressions. Amis makes a point of telling us this in the novel and lists a few examples of her common malapropisms. Then when she tells Richard that Gwyn "Can't write for toffee," instead of "Can't write for peanuts," which she understands to be shorthand for "deserves to be paid properly," Richard (and later Gwyn, up until he confronts his wife with her "betrayal"), familiar with the expression's common meaning, understandably takes this as her recognition of her husband's talentless writing and, much fortified by this admission, proceeds on that basis. Caveney seems to miss this when he borrows Demeter's malapropism to describe Barry's writing abilities. Maybe Caveney didn't want to re-use the "Amelior would only be remarkable if it had been written with his foot" line from the book as other reviewers have done. 

* As Simon Brockwell explains, "WHITEANT" is an Australian expression meaning to undermine its structural integrity by concerted, subtle effort the purpose of which is not readily discernible to outsiders.
