/

re-

\ 4

You have downloaded a document from
RE-BUS
repository of the University of Silesia in Katowice

Title: "Narrative and narrated homicide" : the vision of contemporary
civilisation in Martin Amis's postmodern detective fiction

Author: Joanna Stolarek

Citation style: Stolarek Joanna. (2011). "Narrative and narrated homicide" :
the vision of contemporary civilisation in Martin Amis's postmodern detective
fiction. Praca doktorska. Katowice : Uniwersytet Slaski

© Korzystanie z tego materiahi jest mozliwe zgodnie z wlasciwymi przepisami o dozwolonym uzvtku
lub o innvch wvjatkach przewidzianvch w przepisach prawa, a korzystanie w szerszvm zakresie
wvmaga uzvskania zgodv uprawnionego.

W UNIWERSYTET QLAESL\I m Biblioteka "\ Ministerstwo Nauki

== Uniwersytetu Slaskiego i Szkolnictwa Wyzszego




University of Silesia
English Philology Department
Institute of English Cultures and Literatures

Joanna Stolarek

»Narrative and Narrated Homicide”’: The Vision of Contemporary

Civilisation in Martin Amis’s Postmodern Crime Fiction

Supervisor: Prof. dr hab. Zbigniew Bialas

Katowice 2011



Uniwersytet Slaski
Wydziat Filologiczny
Instytut Kultury 1 Literatury Brytyjskiej 1 Amerykanskiej

Joanna Stolarek

»Narratorska i narracyjna zbrodnia: Wizja wspolczesnej cywilizacji w

postmodernistycznych powiesciach detektywistycznych Martina Amisa

Promotor: Prof. dr hab. Zbigniew Bialas

Katowice 2011



Contents

INTTOAUCTION «eeeeeeeeeereeeeereeeneeeeeeeseereesseseesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssse

Chapter 1: Various trends and tendencies in 20™ century detective
fiction CritiCISIN ..ccceveeceisecsnncsnnsuecsuecsnncsnnsnncsnecsnnsancssesssnssncsecssssnne
1.1. Crime fiction as genre and as popular [iterature ...........ccccceeevveeerveerrunenene
1.2. A structural approach to detective fiCtion ..........cccceecveeerieeerieeeniieeieeennee,

1.3. Traditional and modern aspects of crime literature in hard-boiled

dEteCtiVE TICTION .eeuiiiiiiiiieiieeie et s
1.4. Contemporary approaches to detective literature .........c.cceeevveeeerieeenneennnee.
1.4.1. A metaphysical approach to detective fiction ..........cccccceeveuveennnenns

1.4.2. Deviance in contemporary crime fiction: linguistic, social,

ENETIC AEVIANCE ....vveeniiieeeiiieeeiie ettt et et e ettt e et e et e e et eesabeesaeee s

Chapter 2: Metaphysics, cosmology, existentialism and ethical
philosophy in Martin Amis’s fiCtion .......ccc.cceecvercssnncscnrcscnnecsnnees
2.1. A crime story or metaphysical game? — a definition and redefinition of
the status of the detective novel in Martin Amis’s London Fields and
Tzvetan Todorov’s The Typology of Detective Fiction ..............ccceeeeuveeennee..
2.2. Martin Amis’s Night Train as a melange of a hard-boiled crime story
and metaphysical thriller ............ccoooiiiiiiiii e
2.3. Between hardboiling metaphysics and existential fiction in Martin
Amis’s Night Train and Paul Auster’s The New York Trilogy .....................
2.4. Killing for the sake of healing? — a psychological, philosophical and

metaphysical dimension of genocide in Martin Amis’s Time’s Arrow



Chapter 3: Acts of narration or annihilation? — authorial murder and
narratees’ victimisation in Martin Amis’s fiction ..............ce.... 97
3.1. Writing as an act of crime: hell, alienation, estrangement and double
identity in Martin Amis’s Other People ..............ccccoovcueevvceinieiniieineeane, 98
3.2. Violence, manipulation, sadism and autonomy in the process of writing
and reading of Dead Babies, Success and MOREY ...........ccceeevueeevcuveencneeane 113
3.3. Defeat of detectives-artists in the process of storytelling and the

imprisonment of the narratees in Martin Amis’s selected novels

with reference to Somoza’s, Borges’s and Nabokov’s fiction .................... 127
Chapter 4: Power relations in Martin Amis’s Writing.......cecccecseecssnccssancesenns 141
4.1. Political, social and cultural totalitarianism in Martin Amis’s works........... 141
4.1.1. Dictatorial ideologies and their agonizing SOCIELIES .........ccevvuveeriureerueenne 141
4.1.2. Money: “free” society and cultural enslavement ...........c..ccoceerieeniennenne. 149
4.1.3. Islamism and Otherness. .........cceueeruieriiiriieniienie ettt 159
4.2. Nuclear anxiety and cosmic oppression in Martin Amis’s fiction ............... 162

4.3. The Information: cosmic, existential angst and postmodern literary

COMERST .eteeniiteeiite ettt ettt ettt e et e ettt e ettt e st e sabe e e sabeeesabeeesabeeesaneeenanis 172
4.4. Femininity and masculinity in Martin Amis’s nOvels ........cccccceeeevvevrveennen. 180
4.5. Father and Son: The Amises’ genealogical dissent .........c.cccceveeeeriieenieene 201

4.5.1. Money, Stanley and the Women and Jake’s Thing: chauvinism, feminism

and paternal-filial CONTICE .......ccoeevviiiieiiiiiiiee e 202
4.5.2. The Amises on Satire: Dead Babies and Ending Up ............ccccecuveeeuvennn. 208
CONCIUSION aeceriinrisnecsrissecsrnsncssncsansncssnssssssnssssssssssssssssssessssssssssssssssssssassssssasssassns 224
BibDlIOZrapRy ..cccceicernicseicssnicssanicssanesssasesssnsessssscssasssssasssssasssssasessssssssasssssasssssans 228
SEIESZCZEIE ..uuueecureiseiisnrinssnesnnsssncsnnsssnssnnsssessssssssnssssssssssssassssesssssssssssssssssssssase 238



DB

EM
HM

KD

LF

MI

NT

OP
SP

TA

List of abbreviations (works by Martin Amis)

Dead Babies. New York: Vintage International, 1991.
Experience. New York: Vintage International, 2001.
Einstein’s Monsters. London: Jonathan Cape, 1987.
House of Meetings. London: Jonathan Cape, 2006.
The Information. London: Flamingo, 1995.
Koba the Dread: Laughter and the Twenty Million. New York: Vintage
International, 2002.
London Fields. London, New York: Penguin Books, 1990.
Money: A Suicide Note. London: Penguin Books, 1985.
The Moronic Inferno and Other Visits to America. London: Penguin Books,
1987.
Night Train. London: Jonathan Cape, 1997.
Other People: A Mystery Story. New York: Vintage, 1994.
The Second Plane: September 11: Terror and Boredom. New York: Vintage
International, 2008.

Success. London: Penguin Books, 1987.

Time’s Arrow, or, The Nature of the Offense. London, New York: Penguin
Books, 1992.

VMN Visiting Mrs Nabokov and Other Excursions. New York: Vintage, 1995.

WAC The War Against Cliché: Essays and Reviews. New York: Vintage, 2002.

YD

Yellow Dog. London: Vintage, 2004.



Introduction

The present doctoral dissertation undertakes to scrutinise the literary output of Martin
Amis, a special emphasis being placed on the author’s redefinition and reevaluation of
British and American detective literary tradition together with his concerns over social,
cultural and political menaces in the second half of the 20" century and at the threshold
of the third millennium. While exploring and analysing the works of the British writer
one cannot fail to identify and situate his fiction within postmodern literary and cultural
trends and tendencies and therefore his oeuvre requires miscellaneous intertextual
interpretations and involved reading. Martin Amis is widely known for his
nonconformist, even provocative writing, linguistic experimentation, stylistic innovation
and equivocal attitude towards his characters, narrators and the reading public. As
regards the themes and issues raised in his oeuvre, the novelist distinguishes himself by
delineating the atrocious, villainous, degenerate sides of human nature and of the
homicidal facet of contemporary civilisation. Such a dismal vision of mankind
transpires from his sundry novels, non-fictional works and various literary articles, yet
in the interview with the author of the dissertation Martin Amis expressed his profound
belief in humankind (Amis, 6 December, 2010) and in people’s perpetual struggle with
the wickedness and heinousness of the contemporary world. The British writer
invariably outlines tense, stormy male-female relations and exhibits his highly
ambiguous attitude towards women as well as foregrounds controversial subjects
related, among others, to genocide, Soviet dictatorship, and currently, to Islamic
fundamentalism, and therefore he provokes ceaseless acrimonious discussions and
polemics in manifold literary, cultural and political circles.

Amis’s oeuvre comprises his novels, collections of short stories, literary essays,
political and philosophical discussions as well as numerous interviews with prominent
contemporary critics and theorists. As for the novels, the aim of this dissertation is to
scrutinise the following ones: Dead Babies (1975), Success (1978), Other People: A
Mystery Story (1981), Money: A Suicide Note (1984), London Fields (1989), Time’s
Arrow, or, The Nature of the Offense (1991), The Information (1995), Night Train
(1997) and House of Meetings (2006). Taking into consideration his fiction, collections

of stories, political-philosophical texts and literary essays, I am going to make the



analysis of Einstein’s Monsters (1987) comprising five stories and a polemical
introduction, Koba the Dread: Laughter and the Twenty Million (2002), Yellow Dog
(2003), as well as to refer to Visiting Mrs Nabokov and Other Excursions (1993) which
is a collection of occasional journalism, Experience: A Memoir (2000), The War Against
Cliché: Essays and Reviews (2001) and a collection of stories The Second Plane:
September 11: Terror and Boredom (2008). Apart from these works, Amis is famous
for having written and published: The Rachel Papers (1973), his first novel, non-fiction
books, such as Invasion of the Space Invaders: An Addict’s Guide (1982), The Moronic
Inferno and Other Visits to America (1986) which constitute a collection of twenty
seven essays and reviews on American subjects, Heavy Water and Other Stories (1998),
a collection of stories dating from the 1970s to the 1990s and Vintage Amis (2004), a
selection from his fiction and nonfiction.

Owing to huge popularity Martin Amis has acquired, mainly in Western literary
world, numerous books, essays and articles have been devoted to the life and literary
output of the British writer. Among miscellaneous critical works that have been
published in the last two decades suffice it to mention Gavin Keulks’s (ed.) Martin
Amis: Postmodernism and Beyond (2006), Brian Finney’s Martin Amis (2008), James
Diedrick’s Understanding Martin Amis (2004), John Dern’s Martians, Monsters and
Madonna. Fiction and Form in the World of Martin Amis (2000) or Gavin Keulks’s
Father & Son. Kingsley Amis, Martin Amis and the British Novel Since 1950 (2006). In
addition, one may encounter critical articles, essays and interviews with Martin Amis in
his web pages: http://www.martinamisweb.com or http://amisdiscussion.albion.edu.
When set aside his fiction from the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s, a considerable number of
reviews and articles have been written about the novelist’s current socio-political works,
such as The Pregnant Widow (about 20 reviews), The Second Plane (more than 20),
largely on account of the contentious and polemical themes in his recent fiction, pre-
eminently those concerning islamic terrorism and the reassessment of Stalinist
totalitarianism.

In comparison with the international acclaim and broad spread of Amis’s oeuvre, in
Poland relatively little has been written and published about the British novelist. Polish
critics and reviewers seemingly devote little attention to his fiction whereas the majority
of the readers in our country still associate his surname with his prominent father,
Kingsley. With reference to Polish translations of his books and essays, suffice it to

mention Aleksandra Ambros’s Doswiadczenie (2006), Krzysztof Zabtocki’s Forsa



(1995) and Informacja (2000), Przemystaw Znaniecki’s Strzata czasu albo natura
wystepku (1997), Anna Kotyszko’s Pola Londynu (1995), Dariusz Wojtczak’s Sukces
(1994) or S. Kowalski’s 2006 translation of Amis’s essay “Wiek horroryzmu” published
in Gazeta Wyborcza, dated to 2-4.03.2007 and 10-11.03.2007. Moreover, Martin
Amis’s oeuvre became analysed by the English teacher and translator, Magda Heydel
whose article “Jeszcze nie w Polsce! Przemiany cial. Martin Amis, The Pregnant
Widow. Inside History” has been published in Textualia literary magazine in 2010. As
regards Amis’s earlier works, one may benefit from Beata Piatek’s 2004 article
“Bullshit TV Conversations or Intertextuality in Night Train” (in Mazur and Utz 157-
173) and from Magdalena Maczynska’s 2004 article “Writing the Writer: The Question
of Authorship in the Novels of Martin Amis,” in Michael J. Meyer (ed.), Literature and
the Writer, Amsterdam and Atlanta, Ga.:Rodopi, pp.191-207.

With regard to the motif of crime and detection, numerous critics emphasise the
presence of murder and violence in Amis’s fiction, yet they simultaneously remain
cautious in interpreting his oeuvre exclusively or predominantly in terms of a detective
story tradition. It is, in fact, a few of his novels which undergo an in-depth analysis with
reference to the crime genre: Other People: A Mystery Story, London Fields and Night
Train. The analysts and literary theorists, such as Brian Finney, assert that although it is
hard to label the British author as a crime writer, his oeuvre is saturated with homicide,
victimisation and ferocity (Finney, “Narrative”: 1995). The American critic draws the
attention to the so-called narrative and narrated homicide in Amis’s novels, the motif or
aspect that governs almost every work of the novelist, not only his books dealing with
crime, murder and violence. In his sundry books, articles and essays devoted to Martin
Amis, among others “Narrative and narrated homicide in Martin Amis’s Other People
and London Fields,” “What’s Amis in Contemporary British Fiction? Martin Amis’s
Money and Time’s Arrow” (http://www.csulb.edu/ bfinney/MartinAmis.html) or Martin
Amis (2008), Finney presents the author’s linguistic and stylistic mechanisms as the
forms of manipulation of the characters, narrators and the reading public. The critic
stresses the equivocal relationship that pertains between the writer and the characters
whom he torments and persecutes and at the same time encourages his readers to share
with him his anxiety at the role he is requested to play as novelist (Finney 1995).
Victoria Alexander, analogously to Brian Finney in “Martin Amis. Interview”
(http://www.dactyl.org/amis.html/), examines Amis’s attitude towards his narratees by

referring to his viewpoint on the role and function of a contemporary writer that he



expressed in an interview with Ian McEwan on “Writers in Conversation”: “[Life] is all
too random. [I have] the desire to give shape to things and make sense of things...I have
a god-like relationship [with] the world I’ve created. It is exactly analogous. There is
creation and resolution, and it’s all up to [me]” (“Writers”).

The authorial sadism and inclination to torment and humiliate his narratees,
probably best conspicuous in Money, Dead Babies, Other People, Success, London
Fields, The Information or Night Train, come to the fore in Brian Finney’s afore-said
articles and book as well as in Elsa Simdes Lucas Freitas’s conference paper “Lessons
in humiliation in three mystery novels: Martin Amis’s Money, The Information and
Night Train” (2008), James Diedrick’s Understanding Martin Amis (2004), John A.
Dern’s Martians, Monsters and Madonna (2000) and The Fiction of Martin Amis edited
by Nicolas Tredell, to name but a few.

With reference to Money the analysts highlight a literary duel between the Amis
character playing the role of the author’s alter-ego and the main character and
simultaneously narrator, John Self, during which the former persecutes the latter,
encouraging to ruin and mercilessly degrade him and lead him to commit suicide using
Self’s most awoved cunning enemy, Fielding Goodney. Interestingly enough, the
author-narrator’s struggle constitutes a prelude to Amis’s discussion on the function and
condition of art and literature in the contemporaneous era, prevailingly the question
concerning the role of a postmodern writer and fiction in the face of cultural debasement
and degeneration of contemporary society.

Success and The Information, the works apparently dissimilar and not classified as
detective novels, although the second one is called by Simdes Lucas Freitas a mystery
story, nonetheless picture the main characters’ humiliation and debacles, predominantly
in the context of their vying with other protagonists. In these two books the author
employs the motif of doubles and doubling — the exposition of two pairs of contrastive
characters embodying two opposing aspects of reality where one of the protagonists
gains success exclusively at the expense of another. In other words, the novelist strives
to prove that in contemporary world humiliation and failure of the other is crucial for
the other part to ascend in a social, cultural or political ladder. Such a premiss
seemingly governs the two above-mentioned novels even though they reflect different
realities and distinct literary realms. In the first one a personal rivalry of the two feuding
foster brothers, situated, as Diedrick remarks, within the context of social and political

tensions in England in the late 1970s, symbolises a parody England’s class war, in



particular “the spiritual decay of the landed gentry and the greedy self-betterment of the
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‘yobs’” (Fuller 66) as well as the increasingly intertwined, hostile relationship between
the monied classes and their resentful, entrepreneurial adversaries (Diedrick 54). The
Information, on the other hand, foregrounds a ruthless, unscrupulous facet of literary
rivalry in the light of mass culture and media technology, and simultaneously broods on
the metaphysical dimension of human existence.

It is undoubtedly Dead Babies, Other People, London Fields and Night Train in
which the motifs of homicide, victimisation and detective investigation, together with
the author’s manipulation and torturing of his characters come to the fore, yet the
interpretation of these works in terms of a detective story tradition considerably varies
or remains explored to a larger or lesser degree. Taking into account the first afore-
mentioned book, one can hardly detect any well-known critical examination of this text
in the context of crime literature, though the omnipresence of violence, murder and a
final revelation of the criminal figure as well as the elements of the carnival saturating
the story and evoking Bakhtin’s concept of the carnivalesque, the phenomenon linked
by some contemporary critics, most visibly by Christiana Gregoriou, to the theory of
social deviance, invite the critics, reviewers and theoreticians to look into the book from
the perspective of crime literature. Dead Babies are examined largely in view of its
satirical and philosophical side, especially in terms of its allusions to the Menippean
Satire, Denis Diderot’s Rameau’s Nephew or Jonathan Swift’s A Modest Proposal.

As a contrast, the remaining three novels are much more frequently scrutinised in the
context of crime fiction. In Other People, for instance, the critics invariably detect the
syndrome of Dr Jekyll/Mr Hyde with reference to the main female character and the
traces of the gothic tradition. However, they simultaneously perceive other motifs in the
text, principally the influence of “Martian School” on the language of Amis’s story as
well as the impact of Jean-Paul Sartre’s play No Exit with its well-known phrase “hell is
—other people.” On account of the author-narrator-characters relations and the aspect of
narrative homicide, one could draw the analogy between Other People and London
Fields, the novels in which the two female protagonists, being at the same time narrators
or co-narrators, perform the roles of murderees, yet their oppressors feel unceasingly
persecuted and finally overwhelmed by their victims. It is worth noticing that the
author’s sadism, aggressive tone and inclination to torture and denigrade his

protagonists become assuaged in these two stories and even effaced in Night Train.
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The last of the afore-said Amis’s books has frequently undergone the analysis with
reference to detective literature. Night Train, regarded by some reviewers, such as Allen
Barra, as an ambitious postmodern crime story and by the others as an entertaining
holiday crime novella, is the writer’s best known pastiche on hard-boiled crime fiction,
a dismal Chandleresque anti-detective novel or neo-noir novella. Such a viewpoint is
expressed by numerous reviewers, among others James Diedrick, Brian Finney, Nicolas
Tredell, Gavin Keulks, to name but a few, whereas others, like John A. Dern situate the
novel within a larger realm of postmodern literature which exceeds the boundaries of
crime fiction. In Martians, Monsters and Madonna the critic emphasises Amis’s
redefinition of traditional fictional constituents, such as time, voice and, above all,
motive which plays a decisive role in a detective story as well as ruminates on the
author’s ceaseless altering form or genre of this novella which shifts from a
“whodunnit” into a”whydoit” or rather a “whynotdoit” and concludingly becomes ‘a
psychological thrill ride to the depths of gratuitous violence’ (Dern 141).

When examining Martin Amis’s oeuvre one cannot fail to notice their ironical tenor.
All his novels and non-fiction works are saturated with lampoon, yet it is a ‘black sense
of quixotic humour’ (Finney, “Narrative”: 1995), a farce, sarcasm mingled with a
striking caricature which the author employs when delineating the fictitious reality and
the characters. The writer’s preference for treating his protagonists with scathing,
pugnacious satire and his predilection for ridiculing and mocking them and
contemporary world constitute his response to the amoral, corrupted picture of modern
civilisation. Marin Amis, finding himself unable as a postmodern novelist to depict the
heinousness of today’s reality in a traditional realistic manner and rearrange life’s
haphazard nature to fit a fixed moral order, resorts to black humour and caricature
which are, in his view, the most forceful and effective means of reflecting the world’s
vileness. In this respect he sharply differs from his father whom he continually contests.
Numerous critics, most notably Gavin Keulks, Brian Finney or James Diedrick,
accentuate Martin’s gallows humour which greatly differs from Kingsley’s much
milder, more humanistic parody, yet at the same time the analysts stress the two
novelists’ altering styles. In Father and Son. Kingsley Amis, Martin Amis and the
British Novel Since 1950 Keulks draws the attention to The Amises’ intense rivalry,
largely in the field of satire, in particular to Martin’s yearning to compete with or
challenge Kingsley’s comedy techniques, and simultaneously illustrates a gradual

process of the writers’ changing forms and styles from more moderate, ‘pacific’
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comedies in their early novels, like Kingsley’s Lucky Jim and Martin’s Rachel Papers
towards much more scathing satires, most notably Kingsley’s Jake’s Thing and Ending
Up and Martin’s Money and Dead Babies. As a matter of fact Amis the Son always
spoke highly of his father’s impact on his literary output which becomes visible in
almost all his novels, though he unceasingly expressed in miscellaneous interviews,
essays and memoirs, such as the most well-known Experience: A Memoir, his
resentment to Kingsley’s indifference, all the more hostility towards his son’s oeuvre,
principally his inability to accept Martin’s gradual literary ascent and his own eclipse.
Regardless of The Amises’ artistic duel, Martin frequently accentuated his father’s
shaping and affecting his works and therefore his works, despite their exhibiting
contrastive literary assumptions and philosophical standpoints, have always directed or
constituted a response to Kingsley’s texts. Amis the Son’s interaction or dialogue with
his father is often compared to Harold Bloom’s Freudian concept of writers’ “anxiety of
influence” (Finney, 2008: 87), the term which becomes thoroughly examined in the
fourth chapter of the dissertation. Nevertheless, The Amises’ genealogical dissent, the
novelists’ opposing approaches to satire, comedy, literary styles, techniques and themes,
especially their divergent depiction of death, crime and human depravation as well as
their discrepant philosophical, cultural and political worldviews, lead us to other literary
influences on Martin’s fiction, mostly to the impact of Vladimir Nabokov and Saul
Bellow on the British author as well as to Philip Roth, J. G. Ballard, lan McEwan or
Norman Mailer. It was the first of the above-mentioned American novelists who shaped
to the greatest extent Martin Amis’s works, his literary style, technique and narrative
structure. Nabokov’s was the contribution to the British novelist’s definition of the role
of the author, his god-like relationship with the narratees and the created world, and the
most prominent statement of the American novelist, “style is morality,” comes to the
fore in all Amis’s fiction and non-fiction. As regards Bellow, the author of Money,
London Fields and Night Train derived the inspiration from the writer’s preoccupation
with the decline of social values, the meaninglessness and directionlessness of modern
life and the rise of gratuitous violence. Analogously to the American novelist, Amis
expressed his deep concern with the existential angst of a contemporary man, yet,
contrary to his prominent forerunner’s perception of the writer as a prophet, visionary, a
medium who interprets the world, the British author views the writer as an artist-creator
of this fictional world. Furthermore, the British author speaks highly of Bellow’s

profound belief in human decency, in people’s ‘“struggle to retain a semblance of
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[humanity] in a world that fights them at every turn” (Dern 168). The critics underline
the fact that similarly to Bellow’s characters, Amis’s protagonists, particularly those
portrayed in his later works (The Information, Night Train and to some extent Money)
endure everything the deteriorating world throws at them and that they testiy to their
realisation that “being human [...] is not a given but a gift, a talent, an accomplishment,
an objective (Amis, MI: 2008).

Apart from Nabokov’s and Bellow’s immense impact on Amis’s novels, prevailingly
on those dealing with murder, victimisation and human degeneration, one ought to
mention J. G. Ballard and Philip Roth. The influence of these writers becomes
irrefutably visible in the novelist’s exhibition of controversial, taboo issues, such as
eroticism, sexual deviation, tempestuous male-female relations, domestic violence or
drug abuse. Together with these contentious themes, Amis models on these writers’
postmodern literary assumptions, particularly on Ballard’s notion of the death of effect
defined by the critic as the contemporary decline in the ability to feel deeply which
leads to the depthlessness of postmoden art as well as on his divagation on blurring the
boundary between fiction and reality and on the reversed roles of the external world
which represents reality and the inner world of our minds and dreams (Ballard 5). As far
as other writers are concerned, Amis analyses their literary output in his critical works,
largely in The Moronic Inferno and The War Against Cliché. While assessing their
works, Amis simultaneously discloses the anxieties about his own fiction. In the case of
Burroughs the British writer, known and frequently criticised for paying insufficient
attention to plot in his novels, contrasts the American author’s surplus of action or its
extreme proportions. Norman Mailer’s works are juxtaposed by Amis in Observer and
in The Moronic Inferno, mirroring the novelist’s evaluation of the American writer’s
fiction which is, in view of the author of The War Against Cliché, at once comical,
critical and self-reflexively admiring (Diedrick 203). Taking into account Amis’s
critical examination of John Updike, pre-eminently his essay on Rabbit trilogy written
two years prior to the publication of Money, one may notice that the British author
exposes both the advantages and difficulties inherent in the type of comedy Amis
himself repeatedly practises and his assessment of Updike’s style likewise mirrors the
acute cognizance of his own tendencies: “in every sense it constitutes an embarassment
of riches-alert, funny and sensuous, yet also garrulous, mawkish and cranky. Updike
often seems wantonly, uncontrollably fertile, like a polygamous Mormon” (Amis, MI:

157). With regard to Philip Roth, Martin Amis exhibits his fascination with the
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American writer, prevailingly his literary vigour, fearlessness, “novelistic ear” (Amis,
MI: 45) and nonconformist treatment of contentious issues, such as eroticism, and the
ironic and exhibitive portrayal of highly ambiguous male-female relations. In terms of
social concerns, prevailingly a depiction of the atrocious, debased side of modern
civilisation along with innovatory narratives and techniques, the novelist owes much
debt to Kurt Vonnegut, which becomes visible in Amis’s use of a time-reversed
structure in Time’s Arrow as a partial modeling on the bombing scene’s temporal
reversal in Slaughterhouse Five.

When referring to a crime story tradition, a redefinition and reassessment of the
genre’s thematic and narrative principles, Martin Amis’s writing echoes the fiction of
Paul Auster or Elmore Leonard as well as the novels of sundry European and South
American writers, most notably Alain Robbe-Grillet, Umberto Eco, Jorge Luis Borges
or Jose Carlos Somoza. Although critics rarely perceive a generic parallelism between
Amis’s and Auster’s novels and the British writer does not or seldom stresses his
affinity with the author of The New York Trilogy or Moon Palace, the impact of
Auster’s fiction on his works and the intertextual link between his texts and the fiction
of the American writer, though the British author expresses his great admiration and
passion for Auster (Amis, 6" December, 2010), one may draw some analogy between
certain Amis’s and Auster’s stories. Despite the fact that the former and the latter are
barely regarded as emblematic crime story writers, the themes of homicide,
victimisation and detection repeatedly occur in their works, and their propensity for a
merciless manipulation of their characters and a shrewd, deceitful hide-and-cheek game
with the reader betoken their similar postmodern approach to literature and art. It is
undoubtedly Amis’s London Fields, Other People and Night Train and Auster’s The
New York Trilogy, Travels in the Scriptorium and, to some extent, Squeeze Play which
best illustrate the authors’ manipulative tendencies and outline, above all, redefinition
and playing with classical crime literature, prevailingly with the Chandleresque hard-
boiled detective fiction. Amis’s and Auster’s reassessment and subversion of the
American crime story tradition, their evoking or references to metaphysical detective
fiction or hard-boiled metaphysics with its foregrounding a textual labyrinth, the
existential angst of the protagonists, quest for identities and a parallel between a
detection and the process of reading constitute a considerable part of the present
dissertation, especially the sections devoted to the analysis of the acts of creation and

annihilation in Amis’s fiction.
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When reading the British novelist in the light of a metaphysical crime story tradition
as well as of his postmodern philosophical worldviews, one can easily link his novels to
the works of the afore-mentioned French, Spanish and South American novelists and
theorists. Amis frequently speaks highly of Alain Robbe-Grillet, prevailingly of his
immense contribution to the theory of metaphysical crime fiction as well as of his
innovative writing, and analogically, extols the linguistic complexity and textual maze
of Jorge Luis Borges’s prose to which he often alludes, among others, in The
Information. Jose Carlos Somoza’s texts, primarily The Anthenian Murders, though
barely mentioned in the interviews and essays of the British artist, seemingly echo
Amis’s literary concepts, themes and concerns, most notably the author’s astute
metafictional game with the reader and characters, a nebulous distinction between a
detective and a criminal, author and narrator, a maze-like aspect of the text, blurring the
boundary between fiction and reality, and a cosmological dimension of human life.

When examining Amis’s oeuvre, one cannot fail to notice the author’s awe for some
classic novelists and artists, mainly for Charles Dickens, Jonathan Swift, Jane Austen,
Robert Louis Stevenson, Robert Browning, John Milton, Francgois Rabelais, Charles
Baudelaire, and, with respect to the 20 century, to Franz Kafka. Amis undeniably feels
attracted to the first of the above-said British writers with regard to his depiction of
physical and mental defects of his protagonists, a caricatural portrayal of social
corruption, degeneration and the discrepancy between the affluent and the destitute.
Analogously to Dickens, the author of Success, Money and London Fields exposes
moral debasement of the contemporary society by means of satire and irony. By the
same token Amis models on Swiftian mocking exhibition of social and political
decadence of the 18" century, prevailingly when referring in his atrocious, barbaric
mass-murder carnage of Dead Babies to the tortured nightmare in The Modest Proposal.
It is the impact of Swift on Martin Amis’s literary output which distinguishes and
contradicts his satire from that of his father. Taking into account a moral aspect of
Amis’s oeuvre, one may perceive other clasical authors’ impact on shaping the
novelist’s texts, most prominently John Milton to whom he alludes, among others, in
The Information.

Amis’s esteem of the classics and his references to their texts seem valuable
especially in the light of the novelist’s crime stories. Apart from his focusing on the
American crime story tradition, in particular his reevaluation of the hard-boiled fiction

and modeling on postmodern American representatives of this genre, Amis’s novels
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remain under a lasting influence of British classical mystery writers, such as Robert
Louis Stevenson as well as of British and French poets, novelists and playwrights
whose works abound with violence, vengeance, persecution, obsession and death, most
notably in William Shakespeare, Robert Browning and Charles Baudelaire. Stevenson’s
legacy saturates almost every work of Martin Amis, principally Dr Jekyll/Mr Hyde
motif. Although the critics and the majority of his readers relate this illustrious theme
largely or exclusively to Other People, there is no denying that the motifs of split
personality, double and doubling feature in almost all of his novels, both those which
deal directly or indirectly with homicide. As for William Shakespeare, the British artist
recurrently alludes to his tragedies and tragicomedies, mostly in the context of his own
satirical works. Amis’s evoking Shakespeare’s plays in his well-known satirico-
comedy, Money, endeavours to deepen his satirical themes on the one hand and to create
and augment the atmosphere of fright and menace on the other hand. Analogously to the
depiction of human malevolence and obsession with regard to Shakespeare’s plays, the
British novelist foregrounds dark sides of his protagonists frequently employing Robert
Browning’s dramatic monologue. The influence of the Victorian poet becomes visible
not only in Amis’s revealing human wickedness, quiescent maniac and the psychopatic
inclination but, first and foremost, in his ironic distance from the narrators and
characters, and in simultaneously building the intimate relationship with the reader. In
terms of the exorbitant delineation of crime and violence, Amis’s fiction, mirroring
Bakhtin’s concept of the carnivalesque, parallel Rabelais’s exposition of a man’s
carnality and Baudelaire’s suggestive description of bodily decay and of the aura of
oncoming death.

Martin Amis’s prose is frequently associated with Kafkaesque writing, mostly with
respect to his outlining of the distorted world and reality, and of the employment of
disorientating narrative techniques. Katka’s legacy apparently saturates the fiction of
the British writer, chiefly when considering his preoccupation with social and political
issues. Among miscellaneous subjects the novelist undertakes to analyse, one may find
his debate on the 20" century totalitarian regimes, pre-eminently Nazi ideology and
Soviet dictatorship, nuclear cataclysm, and currently, the anxiety about Islamic
fundamentalism. The majority of the themes Amis raises in his fictional works, essays
or interviews generate lively controversies and polemics, most notably over the subject
of genocide and Islamism. Time’s Arrow, the novel devoted to Jews’ extermination,

remains puzzling and contentious on account of its experimental time-reversed
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structure, a narrative perspective (splitting the protagonist and narrator), and the irony
that produces black humour. As a response to the criticism, accusations of antisemitism
and the unethical treatment of the genocide subject matter, Amis underlines a highly
moralistic facet of his irony and temporal reversal by means of which he endeavours to
expose an ideological perversion of the Nazis and a historical nescience of Western
society. The writer, referring particularly to Robert Jay Lifton’s The Nazi Doctors:
Medical Killing and the Psychology of Genocide (1986), foregrounds a history of
“medicalized killing” during Hitler’s regime and a linguistic deviation of the Nazis. The
controversies aroused over Amis’s ironic and equivocal treatment of the history of
genocide become aggravated with regard to his handling the theme of Islamic terrorism.
The Second Plane: September 11: Terror and Boredom as well as Yellow Dog mirror
the writer’s deep concern with the Islamic militant ideology and their terror, yet they
simultaneously bring into light the novelist’s biased attitude towards the terrorists’
culture and their religion. Nevertheless, the writer, having encountered adverse, even
hostile reactions to his contentious depiction of the islamic world, maintains that his
criticism is aimed not at Islamic culture but at deriding the manic polarity between
Islamic and Western civilisation and at terrorism which undermines rationality and
ethnical distinctions.

When set beside the above matters, Amis’s delineation of Soviet dictatorship appears
less disputable and more sanitised. However, Koba the Dread: Laughter and the Twenty
Million and House of Meetings which portray the Stalinist Russia reflect two divergent
aspects of this issue. Generically and linguistically dissimilar, these two works outline,
on the one hand, the Soviet realia during and after World War II and bring into
prominence, on the other hand, the artist’s polemics with prominent Western thinkers on
the assessment of the Stalinist regime and the communist system. Koba the Dread,
constituting partly “a political memoir” and partly “ a site memoir” (Richards 2000)
which grotesquely pictures the Soviet dictator is at variance with a tragic or melancholic
account of the lives of Russian camp prisoners recounted in House of Meetings. It is the
latter work in which the critics emphasise Amis’s departure from the use of the comic
genre in favour of tragedy (Finney, 2008: 65).

Apart from the theme of Soviet totalitarianism, Martin Amis expresses his concern
with nuclear and ecological threats, the issue to which he devotes London Fields,
Einstein’s Monsters, Visiting Mrs Nabokov and Other Excursions and The War Against

Cliché: Essays and Reviews, 1971-2000. In his fiction and non-fiction the author
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outlines the atmosphere of the oncoming planetary disaster and creates a bleak vision of
the world after a nuclear cataclysm. While picturing the pre- and post-nuclear reality,
the novelist mingles the economical disquiet with existential and cosmological angst, as
well as provokes a lengthy discussion about the future of the earth in the face of the
nuclear arms race.

The exploration and estimation of Amis’s oeuvre seems patchy when we fail to
analyse the artist’s contentious, highly ambiguous portraits of female protagonists
pervading his prose. It is Amis’s suggestive language, provocative erotic subject matter
and delineation of equivocal men-women relations which have recurrently undergone
sweeping criticism in feminist circles. The core of the charges and controversies lies in
the artist’s objectionable picturing of female characters who assume largely the roles of
femmes fatales, victims or male sexual fantasies. Such a viewpoint on Amis’s women
characterisation are expressed by the critics like Laura L. Doan, Maggie Gee, Helen
McNeil, Gloria Steinem, Penny Smith or Sara Mills. Feminist scathing attacks mounted
on the novelist concern mostly Money, Dead Babies, Yellow Dog, Einstein’s Monsters
and London Fields. Due to the supposed sexist offensiveness of the last mentioned
novel Amis was excluded from the Booker shortlist in 1989. Nevertheless, certain
reviewers, like James Miracky or Eric Korn stress the writer’s ironic distance from his
misogynist male protagonists who become the chief target of his satire and argue that
the novelist, by focusing on his male characters, their obsessions, pre-eminently their
sexual and professional quandaries, while placing their female counterparts in the
shadow, attempt to reveal the crisis of masculinity in the light of a gradual social and
cultural feminist dominance. Furthermore, the analysts and attentive readers may easily
observe Amis’s steady attenuation of a male-female conflict, chiefly in his late literary
phase, which coincides with the artist’s greater exhibition and more profound
examination of women characters whose most illustrative example is Night Train.
Needless to say, with regard to both feminist critics’ charges and other analysts’
enthusiastic response to Martin Amis’s prose, there is no denying that the novelist’s
portrayal of women has invariably fueled controversies and polemics, particularly in
view of the influence of his father’s disputed, allegedly misogynist writing.

The aim of the dissertation is to explore Martin Amis’s literary output with respect to
British and American crime story tradition. I attempt to prove to what extent his fiction
conforms to the classical, modern and postmodern models of this genre and likewise to

brood on the writer’s postmodern literary techniques which reflect contemporary trends
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reevaluating and questioning the convention of a novel. The phenomenon of Martin
Amis’s prose lies, as the critics, such as John Dern assert, in his ability to discover an art
form in the literature of decay, where traditional fictional constituents, like time, voice
and motivation, have been corrupted by the 20" century and the re-vitalised anti-novel
and where style and language have surmounted story. Regardless of the fact that the
British novelist is barely regarded as the forerunner or originator of postmodern
experimental fiction but, instead, the follower of miscellaneous widely known trends
and approaches to art his innovative prose, pre-eminently the contingency and
forcefulness of his innovative, intriguing yet provocative language, gallows humour,
controversial themes and non-conformist, disputable treatment of current thorny
literary, cultural and social issues, make an invaluable contribution to present-day
literature, mostly to the reassessment of noir fiction. The thesis entitled ‘“’Narrative and
Narrated Homicide’: The Vision of Contemporary Civilisation in Martin Amis’s
Postmodern Crime Fiction” is organised around multifarious subjects and diverse facets
of Martin Amis’s oeuvre. The beginning of the title which contains a quote from Brian
Finney’s article devoted to the British Author (Finney, “Narrative”: 1995) constitutes
the first part of the dissertation comprising its initial three chapters, embraces various
references to a crime story convention preceded by the theoretical framework of the
genre whilst chapter four illustrates the author’s apparent divergence from the tradition
of detective fiction in favour of illuminating 20" century civilisational menaces, pre-
eminently socio-cultural, political and ecological conflicts as well as gender troubled
relations. This thematic diversity or polarity of the thesis further mirrors different stages
in Martin Amis’s literary output and simultaneously the author’s non-conformist writing
and his incessant experimentation with any literary canon and genre, including a crime
story tradition.

Chapter 1: “Various trends and tendencies in 20" century detective fiction criticism”
deploys classical, modern and postmodern theories of crime writing, most notably
Tzvetan Todorov’s structural approach to detective fiction, the crucial aspects and
constituents of hard-boiled literature and ultimately contemporary literary assumptions
on the genre, prevailingly a metaphysical approach to crime fiction and deviance theory.
At the outset of this part I endeavour to delineate the critics’ perennial speculation over
a bipolar status of a detective story, the accent being placed on Christiana Gregoriou’s
examination of its ‘serious’ and ‘popular’ or entertaining function. The scrutiny of the

twofold facet of the genre is protracted in the succeeding subchapter in the contex of
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Tzvetan Todorov’s categorisation of crime fiction and the investigation of its key
constituents. The critics’ structural approach, preceded by a historical-cultural
introduction into the British detective story, becomes juxtaposed by the analysis of post-
war, predominantly American crime fiction, largely in view of hard-boiled literature.
The ultimate sections are devoted to the outline of the theoretical grounding of selected
postmodern detective fiction, prevailingly a metaphysical approach presented by
Particia Merivale and Susan Elisabeth Sweeney and the theory of deviance delineated
by Christiana Gregoriou. The entire chapter aimed at foregrounding a theoretical
framework for selected divergent approaches to detective literature constitutes a prelude
to Martin Amis’s crime prose. In the ensuing three chapters, mainly in part two and
three, I attempt to demonstrate to what extent the author’s oeuvre reflects the above
theories and whether it conforms to or remains within the convention of the genre in
question or whether it exceeds its boundaries heading for uncharted literary territories.
Chapter 2: “Metaphysics, cosmology, existentialism and ethical philosophy in
Martin Amis’s fiction” incorporates the examination of Amis’s three diverse novels in
terms of several preferred theories on this genre outlined in the preceding chapter. On
the outset I am going to scrutinise London Fields, its structural and thematic
components referring primarily to Todorov’s The Typology of Detective Fiction and
partly alluding to the metaphysical facet of the book. The two following sections of the
chapter comprising overlapping theoretical assumptions bring into prominence Night
Train and collate it with Paul Auster’s The New York Trilogy. The former part
undertakes to interpret Amis’s text as the coalescence of a hard-boiled crime story and
metaphysical thriller whilst the latter foregrounds a comparative reading of Night Train
and The New York Trilogy with regard to a metaphysical approach to detective literature
and likewise to their existential dimension. While scrutinising these two works, I brood
on a structural boundary between postmodern detective and non-detective fiction. In the
final section in which Time’s Arrow comes to the fore I prolong the debate over a crime
story convention. Needless to say, due to the contentious theme of genocide this part
oversteps the bounds of the crime genre rendition and aspires to explore a
psychological, philosophical and metaphysical dimension of World War II mass killing.
Chapter 3: “Acts of narration or annihilation? — authorial murder and narratees’
victimisation in Martin Amis’s fiction” undertakes to examine the parallel between
fictive crime, detection and victimisation and the process of writing and reading of a

detective text. In the initial section the accent is put on the homicidal facet of writing,
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the exposition of a double role of the author and murderer and on the ambivalent
relations between the writer, narrator and narratees. Here, I am going to focus on Other
People, on the link between writing as an act of crime and the process of alienation,
estrangement and double identity referring to other prominent works, most noticeably to
Jean-Paul Sartre’s No-Exit, Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde and,
above all, to Paul Auster’s Travels in the Scriptorium. In the subsequent part which
undertakes to examine Dead Babies, Success and Money the aspect of violence,
authorial sadism, manipulation, dominance and likewise reader’s and characters’
autonomy come to the fore. Analogously to the prior section, the emphasis here will be
placed on the writer’s equivocal attitude towards his narratees and the reading public,
yet the discussion of the issue will be extended into the rendition and collation of
Amis’s oeuvre with certain postmodern and classical British and American texts. The
illustrative examples of this juxtaposition are the interpretation of Dead Babies with
reference to Ballard’s fiction and Kingsley Amis’s Ending Up, the impact of Robert
Browning’s dramatic monologue and of Charles Dickens’s social concerns on Success,
and finally, Shakespearian and Orwellian motifs in Money. The concluding section
centres on the scrutiny of the investigation and detection in the process of storytelling
and the confinement of the protagonists by the author in Martin Amis’s prose with
reference to Somoza’s, Borges’s and Nabokov’s fiction. I attempt to exhibit the defeat
of narrators playing the roles of detectives and simultaneously artists in the works which
could constitute, in my view, the intertextual parallelism, such as Amis’s London Fields
and Somoza’s The Anthenian Murders and Borges’s Death and the Compass, likewise
the correlation between Money and Nabokov’s Despair. My twofold categorisation of
the novels is due to the thematic duality of the section whose first part explores a
detective-artistic facet of homicide whereas the second one examines the process of
literary imprisonment of Amis’s characters. Needless to say, the boundary between
these two themes is not fixed and therefore it could be negotiated among the critics and
the audience.

Chapter 4: “Power relations in Martin Amis’s fiction” is organised around multi-
faceted issues which mirror the menaces and atrocities of the contemporary civilisation.
When set beside the former chapters delineating literary crime inside a story as well as a
homicidal facet of storytelling, this part aims at foregrounding the amplified political
and socio-cultural dimension of villainy which constitutes a crucial element of Amis’s

oeuvre. It incorporates polemical historical and current political and social issues, like
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20" century totalitarian regimes, Islamic fundamentalism, nuclear cataclysm, eroticism,
pornography and male violence in the face of the increased status and gradual
ascendancy of feminist culture as well as Martin Amis’s literary, philosophical and
ideological struggle with his father, concerning predominantly satire and humour. The
initial part of the chapter handles a political, social and cultural dimension of
totalitarianism in Martin Amis’s prose, the accent being placed on the illustration of
Stalin’s dictatorship, Hitler’s genocidal politics and Islamic militancy. At the outset |
draw the analogy and collation between House of Meetings and Time’s Arrow, the
novels outlining the two totalitarian systems and ideologies, and likewise House of
Meetings and Koba the Dread, the books structurally and stylistically dissimilar
mirroring divergent sides and outlooks on the Soviet regime. The motif of
totalitarianism becomes protracted in the ensuing part and mingled with the threat of the
invasion of personal autonomy and curtailment of freedom in a democratic society at
the examples of the three intertextually parallel novels: Money, Animal Farm and 1984.
Furthermore, Amis’s work, analysed in the context of violence, personal humiliation,
groundless jealousy and virulent hatred, is juxtaposed with classical works, pre-
eminently with Othello and Hamlet. The ultimate aspect scrutinised with reference to
political and socio-cultural totalitarianism brings into light a contemporary polarity
between Islamic and Western world delineated in Yellow Dog and The Second Plane.
The following part of the chapter devoted to nuclear angst and cosmic oppression
foregrounds the ecological, cosmological and metaphysical dimension of Einstein’s
Monsters and partly London Fields. Analogously, cosmic and existential anguish
intertwined with cultural consumerism and postmodern literary contest constitute the
crucial motifs of The Information, the book laced with numerous allusions to
mythology, astronomy, classical and metaphysical literature. In the subsequent section
the attention is drawn to Amis’s portraiture of women characters and the ambiguous
male-female relations in his oeuvre. While bringing out a gender issue, I aspire to put
forth feminist viewpoints and other, mainly male theorists’ and reviewers’ assessment
of the British novelist’s fiction. The closing section of the fourth chapter exploring
Martin and Kingsley Amis’s genealogical dissent is divided into two parts, the former
one handling chauvinism, feminism and paternal-fillial conflict, and the latter, raising
The Amises’ contrastive outlook on satire. The works to be investigated with reference
to a gender issue comprise Money, Stanley and the Women and Jake’s Thing whilst

those centering on The Amises’ pére-et-fils’s antithetical approaches to satire include

22



Dead Babies with its allusions to Jonathan Swift’s prose and to Denis Diderot’s
Rameau’s Nephew and Kingsley Amis’s Ending Up.

The entire dissertation attempts therefore to outline multifarious facets of Martin
Amis’s fiction with respect to a crime story tradition. It simultaneously aims at
demonstrating how the novelist oversteps the boundary between postmodern detective

fiction and non or anti-detective fiction in pursuit of new literary territories.
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Chapter 1: Various trends and tendencies in 20™

century detective fiction criticism

In the good mystery there is nothing wasted, no sentence, no word that is not significant...
The world of the book comes to life, seething with possibilities, with secrets and
contradictions. Since everything seen or said, even the slightest, most trivial thing, can bear
a connection to the outcome of the story, nothing must be overlooked. Everything becomes
essence; the centre of the book shifts with each event that propels it forward. The cenre,
then, is everywhere, and no circumference can be drawn until the book has come to its end.

(Paul Auster: The New York Trilogy)

As a literary form, the detective story has constituted a crucial part of the 20"
century British literature. Dating back to the 18" century and flourishing after World
War I it became one of the most popular genres of English literary fiction as well as a
determinant of social relations in the first half of the 20th century. The underlying
pattern of a classical detective story with its murder, culprit and detective reflected the
thirst of the middle and upper classes in British society for a firm, practically
hierarchical social order, and for a competent, well-organised police force (Symons 9).
From a literary standpoint, this genre, despite the heterogeneity of its forms, has
frequently conformed to the realm of popular literature. Nevertheless, contemporary
critics highlight a miscellaneous quality of detective fiction and therefore make the
distinction between the “serious” novel, the examples of which are the works of Wilkie
Collins, Agatha Christie, G. K. Chesterton and others, and the detective story which is
regarded, according to Howard Haycraft: “as a frankly non-serious, entertainment form

of literatur