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Literature in the New Matrix 
or 

a draft of literary critical remarks on the state of present fiction, 

which might 

form a collection of pieces to be entitled, or rather called, either the 

above 

or 

Martin Amis and Ted Hughes 

The Difference, The Misery 

Journalism, fiction, the academy and the state of the English 

Language, 

not to mention the wretched “English”, their “novels” and their 

“poetry” 

By a Gentleman of Leisure, an alien to modernität, (retd.)  

* 

To begin at a beginning, a point where one might begin: 

Professor John Carey, the very well-known Merton Professor at 

Oxford, when chairman of the Booker Prize Fiction Committee 

2004, made the following remarks about the winning novel Vernon 

God Little, by D. B. C. Pierre, in comparison to the other entries: that 

the language of it had simply bowled him over, it was so full of life, 

in contrast to all (sic, that is our main point, even) the other entries 

(and since those might amount to many dozens it is a very significant 

point), which seemed otherwise to be dead and inert. 

     He said this in full public view, with a microphone held to his 

face, by one of those people who all the people who count consider a 

real interviewing intelligence, Kirsty Wark of the BBC. Better even 

than Melvyn Bragg. And it is easy to lurch into agreement with the 

Professor (despite other knowledge if him which might make one 

hold back), even without beginning to read all the novels submitted, 

rejected, and shortlisted: if you have read Vernon God Little, it is 

different, and if you have read just a few of the modern novels 

reviewed every week, and which, say, your wife or chilren have read 

and told you aren’t worth reading, you will know that the difference 

is a significant one. The novel has got some language in it, whether 

or not it would drive you, as it drove John Carey, to say that he was 

reminded of the use of language in Shakespeare’s day—though that 

is not entirely untrue, and one can forgive him for saying it. Good 

that he said it. And what a relief to find that there is a public literary 

figure left who can make the distinction, who can see it. 

     Whether he sees beyond it, to where it leads, is a different matter: 
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he might. But on the occasion he said nothing, and that all of his 

opens a field of questioning that it is doubtful if an Islington or 

Hampstead garden party of Warks, Braggs and Marrs would be able 

to open: a real can of worms here. The question, and it stares anyone 

in the face who is not one of the interviewing- enlightened, is this: if 

everything else but that one winner (which it is agreed deserved to 

win) was dead or inert, and if the difference is a distinction of 

language, what is, or more likely, are the causes? We can’t just go to 

them and say (as Lawrence said to Forster) you’re dead Forster, or 

X. One has to sympathize (could you or I write a real novel?) and try 

and find some reasons. (And might it not be the case that past 

winners of this “prestigious” financially productive award (and other 

awards) were dead and inert, unnoticed by those unable, like 

Professor Carey, top notice and essential difference?) 

     Perhaps the conditions aren’t right? 

* 

     A bit of context: 

     So much gratitude to Professor Carey...the sharp-minded and 

sharp-tongued Professor, so described by others, whose own essays 

were reviewed by Martin Amis, in one of the latter’s collec- tions, 

perhaps The War against Cliché, where Amis had the point of 

criticism that, with all his intel- ligence, the Professor took the high 

view (even in writing of Donne) that he possessed a cleverness 

superior to most of his subjects, to sort them out and reduce them. 

     Martin Amis’ novel Yellow Dog (to be largely a subject of what 

follows) was on the “long-list” for the Booker Prize, but did not get 

through Professor Carey’s short list, a topic of surprise to some, 

approval to others (the book had very mixed reviews). Like his other 

novels Money and London Fields, Yellow Dog is a novel, an attempt 

at a real novel, which makes (not all, but most) other novels, or 

“novels”, look dead and inert. 

* 

     Two quick bits, without comment, to make the immediate, 

necessary point, the first by Pierre, the second by Amis:  

        

You have to quiver on TV, its a fucken law of nature. You 

have to quiver and be fucken devastated all the time. I 

know it for sure, and you’d know it too if you saw Mom 

watching Court TV. ’See how inpassive he is, he chopped 

up ten people and ate their bowels but he doesn’t show a 

care in the world.’ I personally don’t see the logic in 

having to quiver if you’re innocent. I you ask me, people 

who don’t eat your bowels are more likely to be 

impassive. But no, one learning I made is that juries watch 

the same shows as my ole lady. If you don’t quiver, you’r 

fucken guilty. 
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[Ancestor: Huckleberry Finn, as educated to a certain 

level by The State.] 

It was in the Avenger that they now sat, the two of them, 

Clint and Mal. The engine was whirring (like a sewing-

machine) … and Clint, now contritely dressed in chinos 

and polo-neck, had produced a thermos of coffee. Both 

men were smoking with dedication, perhaps becuase the 

Avenger smelt so strongly of human feet. Clint couldn’t 

understand why; the great tugs of his shoes with their 

claws and cleats, featured moisture-wicking fleece-lining 

and ozone-resistant solebeds leavened for superior sweat-

management, and his semi didn’t smell of human feet, so 

far as he could tell … 

[Ancestor: Ben Jonson. The standardized academic-

reviewer who writes in all newspapers will talk about 

satire: they will, they will. But that is not the whole of it. 

Both books are really just agin it; what the it is, remains to 

be seen. Some of it has to do with the media itself.)  

 

     So the reason Professor Carey gave, that all the other entrants 

were inert and dead, can’t be true. Amis’s, like D. B. C. Pierre’s 

novel (for half or so of its length, after which it declines into 

confusion : something else that has been unnoticed), defines a 

difference, the difference, between what is alive and what is dead. It 

is as if, suddenly, there are two kinds of novel, those that have “got 

some language in them” (what do we mean by that?) and those that 

haven’t. Not two genres, but kinds within a genre—there’s a new 

task for the English “schools”. 

     We must ask (Professor Carey even) what is the nature of the 

deadness, the inertness, shared by so many? 

     And if Pierre, and Amis, are different: What is the sameness? the 

sameness they differ from? the sameness that causes the deadness 

and the inertness? Against which they have to write. Which might be 

the real reason they write. For the sake of writing. 

* 

     Up until these recent events, public, newspaper, publicity events, 

real events, Martin Amis might have been, then, the only one of his 

kind. It might have been possible that sometimes, in his criticism and 

reviewing, an Observer man, a Spectator man, earning a bit extra 

doing what all have to do to get on, writing the language of 

journalism, he did not give the appearance himself of being critically 

aware of his own position … could not see that he is at odds with 

something (the something we have to define) … when for example 

he is praising a friend (say William Boyd of Armadillo, a novel of an 
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interesting idea, where the language is uninteresting)—he doesn’t 

quite know that he is different, and he praises something as 

something it isn’t without himself recognizing the difference. This 

might be modesty or kindliness, but even if so it is more likely—

from his consistent praise of Nabokov and Bellow—that he does 

know the difference, that he has aspirations to the idea of “novelist” 

that others don’t have, a sense of the importance of style, that 

nothing can be done without it, and yet he has to live in a publishing 

world where even praised fellow novelists don’t, or if they do don’t 

want to, see the significance of the difference. In these cicumstances 

he probably knows why he hasn’t done much in the way of 

prizewinning though he probably wants to (the son of a previous 

prizewinner, the recorded competitiveness and emulation with regard 

to Amis-peré, the remnant-notion of being a literary figure) and why 

so many reviews of the book (and also of The Information) took a 

headshaking oh-dear-me- ing Islington line: to the extent that now, 

or so we read in Private Eye, the paperback edition of Yellow Dog 

has a new blurb which ends by saying that Martin Amis doesn’t give 

interviews. Which means more merely than my feelings are hurt, or 

that I am angry: it means that he recognizes that there is something, a 

world perhaps, he doesn’t belong to (any more?). He is now 

different. (He has moved to Uruguay.) Perhaps he knows it, as a 

critical distinction, not as a mere record of jealousies enmities, likes 

or dislikes, into which these thing are usually by report, and 

reporters, subsumed. The personal: the private made public: of the 

media-world: the new matrix. 

     Amis is part of a world, a world in a certain condition. The 

interviews that he won’t or doesn’t give to it would have to be given 

to this one or that one of the well- known names from the many 

pages of literary reviewing in the literary reviews of the well-known 

(up-market A-B category advertisees of the broadsheet/new tabloid 

newspapers, targeted at this or that group, political, socially 

positioned, interest-oriented) dailies, Sundays, weeklies, monthlies, 

colour-supplements, where the well-known names circulate within 

this their own sphere or field in lubricated contact with their 

particular contacts (Martin Amis has done it all, the interesting 

interviewing and the reviewing—along with pals like Julian Barnes 

and Clive James, the acknowledged most intelligent and civilized 

and witty)—and since we are dealing with literature, something 

assumed to be above, critical of (but not by deconstructionists of 

course) the social and political and class web (even of modernity) 

where those same well-known names appear again and again. 

* 

     Journalism’s a field, and you learn how to exist in it: there is a 

sameness among so much too much in so many too many ways, 

where you have to keep up with it all, all the time, appearing here, 

and interviewing there, and writing the odd book there which is 

reviewed here—and there..so that it comes out, so much of it, as 

more or less the same. It’s an economy. The economy forms a 
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system. (In these things let us happily be playful Marxists). And the 

system can be sociologically analyzed. The sameness is most 

observable in a style, which must be a serviceable style, an economic 

style, one in which there must be no waste of words, but which must 

allow you - the “writer”—to supply sufficient quantities of writing to 

keep the machine satisfied, the machine that is your editor, the paper, 

the publisher, the book, your income, the productivity … and if the 

style you write in is not the serviceable style corresponding to the 

economy it will be recognized at once. At the best you will have to 

be re-written: at the worse (normally) you will be recognized and 

rejected without much thought having been given to it. Mostly this 

judgment of style will be made without any interference from the 

content. It might even be instantaneous … as in the past, this person 

was not a member of our class, a matter of your style, for though it 

would be almost invariably denied, your style, darling, is still the 

first sign of being unfitted, in the Academies of modernity, where the 

student who cannot speak the jargon cannot get the first … 

     Conform to the stylebook, son … write your articles according to 

the PMLA handbook, boy … 

* 

     Oddly, among so much, so many, (too much?), so much of 

vaunted diversity/choice/ selection, there is a deep palimpsest of 

sameness, just as there is when one listens to (say) Today, where 

there is so little difference between what Sarah and and John and 

James and Andy and Ed (the “civilized” sinner), have to say and the 

way in which they say it … Is there any reason why Ed should do 

this and not Sarah … not really (one f. and one m.? not really … that 

is even more reason for them doing the same) except Ed’s religious, 

which is the same thing (to them) as saying that he is “a catholic” or 

that he “goes to church”, not that his style is different because of the 

way he looks at the world (the world of journalism too, that reflects 

and is the world, now), imitated in his style—he doesn’t sound like 

the Bible, or the Book of Common Prayer, does he? 

* 

     What is the sameness? Here are a few bits out of recently-

published novels. 

     The novels are different, the subjects/contents are different, they 

might be by people of different sex (one might even be translated) 

one might be by a West Indian, or an Indian: the facts, that is, about 

them them might indicate what one could also read on the covers, 

that here is a “distinctive voice” here we have something “new” … 

near-perfect prose (near? what’s wrong with it)—this of a “great 

novelist” Anita Brookner, or outstanding, a “masterpiece”—this 

comes from the last, a Booker finalist, where Martin Amis did not 

get on, the book was said to put her up there with the finest, Amis 

and McEwan (but Amis is different from McEwan, too (the second 

example is from him), the third from Brookner, the fourth from 
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someone everyone was surprised did not win the Booker, Monica 

Ali. The extracts are as short as possible, and as few as possible 

(doing this necessary presentation is as boring as necessity makes 

it—the only surprising—and interesting—thing being that the 

examples come from works judged as “exciting”):  

        

When the moment arrived, what I actually inhaled was 

soap, tumble-dried laundry. He smelled of scrupulous 

self-maintenance. You know the washing machine fug that 

envelops you sometimes, walking past the basement vents 

of mansion flats? Like that. So clean Barbara. Never any 

of that cheese and onion breath that the other kids have … 

     Every night since we came to Eddie’s house, Sheba has 

been talking to me like this. She sits at the kitchen table 

looking out at the green darkness of Eddie’s garden. I sit 

across from her, watching her nervous fingers score ice-

skating loops in the plastic tablecloth. It’s often pretty 

strong stuff she tells me in that newsreader’s voice of 

hers. But then, one of the many things I have always 

admired about Sheba is her capacity to talk about low 

things and make them seem perfectly decent. We don’t 

have secrets, Sheba and I. 

     The first time I saw him undress, you know what I 

thought of, Barbara?Fresh garden vegetables wrapped in 

a clean white hanky. Mushrooms from the soil. No, really. 

He was edible. 

(Context: Zoe Heller (journalist, university) Notes on a 

Scandal, Booker shortlist, “Deliciously sinister” (Daily 

Mail) Brilliant, nasty, gripping, Zadie Smith, Cambridge, 

novelist, Observer. See how they do wiggle. Oooh. 

Pathetic, innit?) 

        

           There are two narrators here, part of the general cleverness (a 

word that comes up all the time, nowadays, the word intelligent 

mostly when it means clever, or ingenuity) of the book: two people, 

two personalities, and not much distinction between them. Nothing 

that much matters: both speak within a form of language: both report 

on experience distanced, having been thought about by Sheba, who 

nevertheless is said to be nervous, and then further considered by 

Barbara, without sign of emotional disturbance in linguistic 

representation. Where emotion is rendered it is done by description 

of sensation, by pointing, as if the appeal to share sensation (“you 

know how it feels”) substitutes for metaphor (the one success here is 

He was edible, a consumerists version of a mother’s response to her 

baby’s natural beauty: Oh, I could eat you up). The reportage which 

this essentially is, unexceptionable as such (“distanced” 

“objectivizing” “cool” would be the words of praise) is composed of 

a phraseology clear of cliché (a good quality of the prose) possessing 

in fact quite a number of negative virtues (most of the qualities 
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claimed for modern prose are the absence of vices) and otherwise 

composed (or should the word be but?) of something the 

linguisticians call collocation )the train gathered speed) free of the 

inoffesiveness of cliché, but actually something other than 

collocation, phrases so well worn and so necessary to saying 

anything at all in the way of telling anything that they can not be 

criticized they are just hammers for knocking narrative in: see them 

above—when the moment arrived, what I actually, never any of that, 

every night since we came to Eddie’s house, she sits at the kitchen 

table, I sit across from her, it’s often pretty strong stuff, but one of 

the many things I have admired about—the only distinction here is 

that some are a bit more colloquial than another. Everyone uses these 

phrases, we all use them all the time, here they are now … but they 

can seem like a prison, one can grow tired of hearing the same stuff 

(it is only a finger-paring away from phatic communion) and 

particularly in the pages of a novel, which is at least presumed to be 

a heightened representation in language of the predicaments of 

human life. There’s no language here. Just usage, common usage, 

common usage in a certain state. Where’s is the linguistic play? But 

a reader looking for literature will ask himself isn’t the entire style 

some sort of limitation which it would take a special thought to 

overcome (it has been done in poetry—William Carlos Williams 

began it). Some people have become capable of putting down any 

recommended modern novel from looking at the first page and 

seeing that it is written very effectively (on the radio a moment ago 

our “culture” minister Ms Jowell, whose language deserves study in 

itself has been praising our “prime” minister for being “good” 

because he is the most effective one that “new” Labour has got.) 

     But another example is no doubt immediately required, according 

to the analytic conventions of criticism if assertions such as these are 

to be seen as having any “grounds”:  

        

There comes a time in a woman’s life when she no longer 

wants to make an effort, wants to let her hair go, wear 

comfortable shoes, stop trying to attract men. And yet 

there’s a sadness in this. You lose a future. I’ve noticed 

this in women who give up. Men seem to go on for longer. 

You see quite old men looking at younger women as if 

they had something to offer. The men, I mean. 

His most precious secret, and one he must keep to himself, 

was that after years of inanition (sic) he was able once 

again to feel desire. He doubted whether any woman 

could appreciate this fact, this unexpected gift. He 

understood for the first time that the world was not a well-

ordered place in which one was bidden to do one’s best, 

but an arena of anarchy, of impulses that ran counter to 

the public good, and that men and women were divided 

into those who shared this knowledge and those who 

merely failed the test … .He looked at … .he marvelled at 
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… it was enough to know that, that there was as yet no 

recipient for these new untethered feelings … 

[Context: Anita Brookner, Art historian, Courtauld, 

Booker Prize Winner, “a great novelist”, Evening 

Standard, from The Next Big Thing, “her prose near 

perfect”, Sunday Independent (what makes it not perfect? 

or would make it perfect?)] 

           One extract speech, the other internal thinking. One female, 

one male. And what distinction between the two, in a literary 

“genre” (another analytic term), supposed to render distinctions of 

character in narrative-dramatic form. Where is James’s “scenic art”, 

his “dramatize, dramatize!” in an author often compared to James? 

The language is the issue—the language available to the novelist 

from the public world, that is also private; judgement of the novel, 

relatively good or bad, diachronically or synchronically within 

English, follows on this; the judgement might be: well, they did the 

best they could, poor people. The necessary word here is analytic—it 

refers the reader to the nature of the discourse … and discourse—for 

an exchange between two “civilized” actors—is also a necessary 

word. Analytic, explanatory, statement making, telling, 

counselling—one explains herself and counsels another, the other 

counsels himself: he doubted, he understood, he looked at, it was 

enough to know … the untethered feelings (of life, love, motion, 

excitement), none of them rendered in prose, are then seen as 

looking for a receptacle, container for the things contained, a filing 

cabinet might be better … . It might be that the form of language is 

seen as a sign of character weaknesses, but if so this judgment would 

have to extend to the language of the entire novel, for it is all made 

out of essentially the same stuff, the standard prose of everyday 

English of all mediums, as good for the school essay, as a Guardian 

leader. The first extract, where someone speaks, is marginally better, 

but only as an illustration of the way in which the sameness 

infiltrates even our more personal expressions: she tells us, again, 

she notices, she sees, she points … . The prose in both cases is an 

inflexion of the same verbal habit, in itself incapable of carrying any 

sustained, deep feeling. The idea of thinking it presents is the limited 

one. A great novelist can have no being in these terms: anyone who 

thinks so has no idea what has happened to English, the productivity 

of words. 

     If one wishes to say that this is the common run of English now, 

that all novels are thought in it, written in it—or, if that goes a bit too 

far (all right, reasonable reader), nearly all—and that those that 

aren’t are engaged, must be from the first, in a fight, a fight against 

an automatic norm … then, of course, we must have more 

examples—it is the done analytic thing. But one can’t go on for ever 

… and what is to be said about it must get shorter and shorter … . 

It’s the same stuff … and it lasts nearly every book through, leaving 

in most cases the only resource for the reader to read for “the plot”, 
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or rather, “the storyline”, where things (the real things) happen, the 

events occur, in the way that facts exist, as if you could actually do 

without the labour of words (it is why so many “novels” are written 

for the cinema, and why the truth is that bad novels, or good bad 

novels, or “novels” make better films than novels—the words don’t 

really matter … . So, from a book that would make quite a good spy-

film, at random, my third example:  

        

Their laughter sounded loud in the empty street. Coming 

up the stairs at number eighty-four their hilarity echoed on 

the bare wood. On the fourth floor someone opened a 

front door a few inches, then slammed it shut. They made 

almost as much noise the rest of the way up, shushing 

each other and giggling. 

        

     What does this do—what is realized? Statement, pointing, 

presentation of “facts” as detail. What is the point of the third 

sentence. Can a point be put into words? Like a simple algebraic 

formula, everything here could easily be reduced to a shorter 

narrative statement, another statement, one sentence: “They went 

noisily upstairs.” And that hardly seems worth saying, even though it 

might be necessary. We seem to be in a linguistic trap (begun in the 

days of Sprat, clear expressions etc.) where the worldly habit of 

denotation has swallowed up any capacity to realize, in a spirit a 

good way short of self-denial. This is writing? Or is it something 

else? Or perhaps there is now no meaning to the word. We could say 

it is as if the words above have no meaning beyond what 

Wittgenstein called ostensive meaning, as if for everything said, 

something must be pointed to. That is the only reality the modern 

novelist feels easy with. We are stuck in one language game—the 

same as that of the reporter, the journalist, the historian, the 

biographer, all the fact-assemblers who can only be congratulated on 

having done a good job … an uncreative one—and we can’t get out. 

     This isn’t quite true of the following novelist. He does struggle; 

and things can be made out of what we still think of as standard 

English, if one is ingenious enough. Joyce was the great instaurator 

of the struggle to be creative in modern English, from Dubliners, 

where he did it one way (by ”scrupulous meanness“) to Finnegans 

Wake, where he did it another (by elaborated obsessive and desperate 

word-play, an unreadable attempt—apart from moments of fun—to 

create a poetic style, the proof of the difficulty). Here the best that 

can be done is this:  

        

Was it ignorance or innocence that made him think that 

the accelerating thud of her heart against his arm was 

excitement, or that the wide stare of her eyes, the seed 

pearls of moisture on her upper lip, the difficulty she was 

having moving her tongue to repeat her words were all for 

him? He dropped his head closer. What she was saying 

was framed in the quietest whisper imaginable. Her lips 
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were brushing his ear, the syllables were furred. He shook 

his head. He heard his tongue unglue itself and try again. 

What he at last he heard her say was, ”There’s someone in 

the wardrobe.” 

 

     Now, that—there’s no denyng it—is pretty good (even if you do 

want to add, of its kind). Not many reviewers, probably, would find 

any fault with it. It is certainly much above Ian Fleming, the prose of 

a writer possibly here, but not generally as good as Geoffrey 

Household. But not half as genuinely exciting. The narrative 

situation is well worked at this point, the “relationships” are 

interesting (so they would say). But it is actually the same Style, 

raised probably to its highest level (by considerable “skill”—that’s 

what they’d call it), but it is still the fact that it is not a style, not 

even a personally plain style, it is simply the style that is styleless, 

the style of a world, as John Gray says [1], that still harbours the 

Enlightenment faith (it has some of the trappings of a religion, the 

religon of the Positivists) that, as societies came to be based on 

science, they were bound to become more alike. The style we are 

dealing with here is the early 21st century version, enshrined via all 

the media, the public medium of all that unthinking and unthought-

about belief. Something needs to happen to it before it is a style, 

before the author can be thought of as doing the same kind of thing 

Nabokov, or Bellow, or Amis, or Naipaul have done, to produce a 

novel, that is not a “novel” nor a product. 

     (This context: Ian McEwan (Booker prize winner for Amsterdam) 

The Innocent. “It ensures McEwan’s major status … plot crackles 

like thin ice with dread and suspense”: Sunday Times. “The sheer 

cleverness of the book is dazzling … but then cleverness is a real 

virtue here, the best guide possible to the questionable territory.”: 

London Review of Books, where they are very clever. Mostly they’re 

Oxbridge. (And they like a bit of the old questionable: sniff, sniff.) 

But the thing to note is the word cleverness. A prime virtue in 

modern “literature”, as intelligence would be in literature. The two 

things are characteristically confused, and with good reason, 

ingenuously or disingenuously. Which is which? Cleverness is much 

more likely to get you through, or by, your course, your exams, your 

review, your career, your life … ? Intelligence would be more 

problematic. It might make you critical … . The reader (of this) will 

also note that rarely in a review (except those in Bookworm, in 

Private Eye) is there ever any thought about style, the analysis of it, 

the only thing that can constitute literature, read as many reviews as 

you like. Anything else can be included, from biography to plot-

description (the things you were told at University were not the right 

things to do) but not that. (This is not a conspiracy: Mostly they 

don’t do it because they can’t.) …  

* 



WORDS IN EDGEWAYS - 9 

… And what is this ‘thing’? It is a style, or rather a manner, not a 

content. The style or manner, or mannerism, an automatism, of those 

who do not think that there is any real distinction between style and 

content, and so are at the same time easily able to serve up the 

seamless social requirement of the daily contents of the paper in the 

style that is as (tautologically) close to a “concept” of “content” as a 

word can relate to facts, or opinions to events—a style as denuded as 

maybe of personality as is consistent with having a by-line or a 

brandname (It’s Melvyn Bragg, It’s David Starkey—My Name is 

Enquiry, My name is Assertion.), base, drugget. All different, all the 

same. Everything different, all nailed down to the same. 

     And given the “power of the media/fourth estate”, to which even 

our Prime Minister (whose favourite book, he says—education-

education-education, real literature—is Ivanhoe—the philistine) is a 

bigger slave than he is to anything else (and there is much), this style 

is everything and everywhere, largely the mental contents of present 

world-mind, and certainly not much to do with literature, which, 

thirty or years ago, journalists used unreflectingly to refer to. 

“Literature” and “poetry” is now largely made of it too. The likeliest 

way of being published as “a novelist” or a “poet” is by looking as if 

what you have to offer is a version of journalism. (These inverted 

commas are premediated too.) 

     It may have begun with Auden, the publicity side of it with Dylan 

Thomas (whose style was self-advertisement, a brand-style), an 

(unconscious) reference to the world of the media, in which the 

obeisance was made—before you even started (In subconscious 

recognition of rhythm and cliché-play, Amis’s last book of criticism, 

containing many good things, is called The War against Cliché,but 

how deep does he know that cliché can go, has he escaped? is he 

sure?)—to the pre-existing world of journalism and publicity 

thereby. Unless you recognized it, and it recognized you, you would 

be nowhere. And since then, the media, like football, like the 

Olympic games, has become an industry, a business, so how much 

more difficult the world has become for someone like John Keats, 

who thought that beauty was truth and truth beauty, and that was all 

he wanted—if he should have been given money. Or Keith Douglas 

(praised by Ted Hughes, of whom more later) who only wanted to 

write something memorably original and wonderful, a self-

expression for all, before he was dead. Couldn’t have been any 

money in that …  

     The style that announces our “literature”, and which declares the 

productivity of verbal modernity in a way Macherey and Walter 

Benjamin could not have foreseen, is the style of publicity, the 

selling of goods. But it takes strange “literary” forms, forms which 

aren’t literature but which have the aura of literature about them. 

They make a noise rather than state, but the noise is a kind of 

statement. Stuff like this, on the back of Amis’s Other People: Very 

funny, had me purring with pleasure (The Times); Powerful and 

obsessive … a metaphysical thriller, Kafka [nothing like him] reshot 

[sic.] in the style of Psycho (J. G. Ballard, a name one has to have on 

the back of your book, at Amis’s level, because the name itself does 
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what the other two names do, point: and generate, like the sound of a 

bell, the salivation. There is a new state of language here, where 

advertising values have gone beyond themselves (the first example is 

the more “normal”) into a mania where assertion is the equivalent of 

fact (bolstered by your name, which is a fact, as much as you are a 

fact, a fact with rights, and it is a fact that we have rights) which 

could only be the case if there was never a fear of being questioned, 

the fact of your own nominal value being enough to prevent that. 

Everything you say must be so. The value is fact-value. The value 

we possess is the value of facts. Which is the reverse of true—facts 

have no value, or their value to us is that they should be what they 

are “value-free”: consider the phrase “the truth of the facts”, used by 

Conrad once in Nostromo, to imply that truth might only be found in 

fiction. 

     The style that follows, and precedes, that surrounds, the 

announcements of publicity-publishing-productivity (conducted on 

the analogy of former “industries” (mining, steel: now football is an 

industry—but cricket isn’t yet, nor tennis? why?—and so is fashion) 

and in the form of “novels”), and out of which Harry Potter was 

rapidly constructed, is composed of strips of language out of a kind 

of Ikea flatpack. Nothing wrong with it, as bookshelves or 

newspaper-columns, but as soon as it begin to think of itself as 

useable for literature, it becomes harmlessly disposable, or when the 

author hasn’t properly thought what literature requires—not 

publishers and agents—pretentiously rebarbative or ridiculously 

gestural, or a fact-packed substitute for significance: the more facts, 

the bigger the book, the longer it goes on, the more meaning it is 

bound to have … and we have passed into the new-market matrix, 

and into a new “world” which still has the words poetry and 

literature and art in it, but where the the nature of them has 

changed—they have been de-natured. 

     No real writer, or who wants to be one, could write stuff like this. 

The economic “base” in Marxian terms has developed a base style, 

productive, constructive, time-space filling, quick to write, 

compounded largely of cliché, but if not cliché what is called by the 

linguistics people (who have a jargon of their own) collocative, made 

of things which everyone has heard before, or if not is part of a 

seamless sameness, corresponding to the common speech of an age 

where the language of the reporting world has overtaken the 

language of personal exchange … . We all now easily fall into it into 

it, just as now lots of us behave as if we were on television, in a 

soap-opera: the soap-opera is on television and also beside you in the 

streets; life imitates art and art imitates life, and no one really knows 

where he is distinctly any more; fiction and reality are no longer, in 

the world of the media CLEARLY SEPARATE. A parergon to the 

style of journalism (advertising/journalism/narrative is the 

sequence). This lingo operates as much in reviewing as it does in 

publicity: in order to “place” a book, you “point” to other names and 

mean good or bad without having to say so, without making a 

judgment. Hardly ever is there any critical judgment of style or form. 

The word Novel, the word Poetry are taken for granted, just as facts 
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of language (it is by no means a matter of cliché or specialist jargon). 

The language of journalism has (with the vaguest notion of the 

language of science behind it: using language as THEY use it will 

guarantee it being true—we can’t get the idea out of our heads) 

become almost the whole of language. The whole of the language is 

jargon, or as near as makes no difference, except for those who 

remember what literature once was, and later was once thought to be, 

before it was hauled onto its deathbed in the Universities and we 

tried to keep it alive. Leavis was the first doctor of attempted 

resuscitation. 

* 

Things, in short, have moved into a new matrix, a general linguistic 

condition: here, and now, novels are “novels”, and poetry is 

“poetry”. Ted Hughes’s poetical life-history, from the early sixties to 

the last Birthday Letters, is that of a man slowly overwhelmed by the 

worldchatter of biographic facticity (he and she became their own 

fascination), more interesting first to the world (and then to Hughes 

himself) as biographies and sources of scandal, fact-titillation, than 

as poetry, until finally Hughes’s poetic language (and he knew the 

state of things: q.v.) subsided into the language of the reviewers, the 

newspapermen, the purveyors of advertising and chewed up 

newspaper, of the hectic and desperate hand to mouth productivity 

that is the day-to-day living (because it is now so hectic, it doesn’t 

look like drudgery: it looks exciting, though for those in the 

business, the creation of daily excitement might be drudgery). He 

became a hack, to his life, his first wife, and his own genius—for 

there was some. Martin Amis does try to write novels. Not “novels”. 

He knows the difference. But by the end, Hughes had forgotten it. 

Filled with his own mechanical charge of being, a poet, or shaman, 

he thought that everything he did was poetry. Bound to be, society 

had told him so, so he could not question the language that society 

used. He and Sylvia had started off wanting to “make it” (as if the 

field they were in was a profession) and they had succeeded within 

the terms given by by the new productive (she had all the drive of 

the American WASP Vassar intern, in the White House of Poetry). 

     For them and the rest of us generally, the language and the 

economy in daily use have become as one, and human personality 

subsides through it into a mental prison. Somewhere, everywhere, 

there is the electric hum of the one reference: science is true, 

everything is a mechanism. Or form of blindness. Dissociation is in 

the language, it is the being of modernity. The things that will be 

recognized are those that are recognizable. By those who live in the 

new matrix.  

1. Al-Quaeda and What it Means to be Modern, Faber 2003.  

 


