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Martin Amis should stick to books, says Cosmo Landesman. Dead Babies is only his latest feud-ridden cinema disaster

Poor Martin Amis. The man who has been plagued by bad teeth, bad press and a decline in his literary prowess and critical reputation, has had another bad break. Dead Babies - the film of his 1975 novel, released last week - is set to become the worst movie of 2001. 

Dead Babies is the "satirical" tale of a group of Brits and Americans who spend a degenerate weekend at a country house. The film features drug abuse, animal abuse, sexual abuse and comedy that is simply too painful to watch.

At a press screening last Tuesday veteran critics, usually inured to such scenes, were seen bolting for the door before the film had finished. Others sat stunned with mouths wide open, shaking their heads in disbelief.

Cinemas, too, have been turning their backs on the film - only three in the country are planning to show it.

As if that wasn't enough to seal the film's failure, now a verbal punch-up between its writer and director, William Marsh, and its producer, Richard Holmes, has broken out. The source of conflict appears to be the perennial problem film-makers face when they adapt an Amis novel: how far can you go?

In a British movie magazine Marsh described Holmes in a way that would make the degenerates of Dead Babies blush. Holmes has retaliated by e-mailing accounts of their feud to more than 60 people in the movie industry.

"The producers acted unethically!" Marsh stormed, when I contacted him at his home in Los Angeles. "They rewrote the film's narration behind my back."

The problem is that Amis is a writer fascinated by the sleaze of the human soul. Marsh thinks that Holmes just chickened out. "We had this test screening of the film in a suburb of Manchester and a few orthodox Muslim women walked out and Holmes, who's like this public school boy, freaks and says: 'Oh gosh, people are walking out! That makes me terribly uncomfortable!' After that he wanted to cut out all the offensive bits. But this is a film called Dead Babies."

Holmes admits that Marsh's comments forced him to "take off the gloves". One of Holmes's circulated e-mails began, "Dear Satan". Over the issue of the disputed narration, Holmes says: "William kept writing and rewriting the narration and it just kept getting worse and worse. Something had to be done."

So where does Amis stand on all this? Conveniently, he's out of the country. But before he left he told journalists he admired the "wonderful energy" of Dead Babies and was, according to Holmes, "giggling like a schoolboy" at a screening.

I would have thought that, after seeing Dead Babies, Amis would be weeping like a man who has seen another one of his dreams bite the dust.

The 1989 film of his first novel The Rachel Papers was a critical and commercial flop. Now, with the film release of his second novel, I suspect that the disastrous love affair between movies and Martin Amis may finally be over.

Amis first caught the movie bug when he was 13 years old and cast in A High Wind in Jamaica, because his father Kingsley was friends with the director. What should have been a triumphant screen debut turned out to be a disaster when, midway through filming, Amis's voice broke and it transpired he couldn't really act anyway.

"Even at that age I realised I had no talent, in fact I had anti-talent ... it can still make me gasp with shame," says Amis.

In 1973 he became a literary hit with the publication of The Rachel Papers. Back in the 1970s it seemed an easy step from novel-writing to screenwriting: other novelists of Amis's generation - Ian McEwan (The Comfort of Strangers) and William Boyd (A Good Man in Africa) - had done it, so surely Martin could as well.

But his screenplay for The Rachel Papers - which was to star Rowan Atkinson - was rejected. He then wrote a short film, Mixed Doubles, starring Adrian Edmondson and Rik Mayall, which never saw the light of day. Amis also wrote a screenplay for Tim Burton's Mars Attacks, which was rejected. He claims his version was "too hip for the house", but then this is the man who once said Madonna refused to be interviewed by him because he was "too famous".

Amis's screenplay for Dead Babies was - surprise, surprise - rejected. Even more humiliating, and something Amis has hitherto managed to keep secret, was his attempt at writing the voice-over narrative. Most of that was rejected too.

To date, Amis has only one screenplay to his credit: his cringe-inducing, unintentionally hilarious sci-fi flop Saturn 3, starring Kirk Douglas. Among connoisseurs of bad movies, the film is considered a classic.

Over the past two decades there have been numerous sightings of film adaptations of Amis's novels, all of which seem to disappear without trace. Three years ago Gary Oldman was cast as the lead character in Money - a book Amis was anxious to see made into a film. For a moment Amis was in movie heaven: "Gary was so unbelievably good." But, alas, today Money still lingers in development limbo.

The film version of his 1989 book London Fields was set to star Minnie Driver, but never took off. Two years ago Paradigm Pictures had plans to make The Information, but so far nothing has materialised.

An unnamed orthodox Jew is said to be trying to make a film of Amis's novel Time's Arrow. This tells the story of the Holocaust - backwards. Next to a musical of Dead Babies, it's harder to imagine a project less likely to see the light of day.

Today Amis maintains that he is not really bothered by the rebuff he has suffered at the hands of the film world. "I don't mind," he says. "I've noticed some of my writer friends have been taken up, but it's not a frontline concern."

It must be hard for Amis, who considers himself extremely clever and knowledgeable about movies, to sit on the sidelines while so many other British films become so successful. "I've gone to see films that everyone says are great, like The Full Monty, Four Weddings, Billy Elliot," he said recently. "Well, it's so up your arse. It's so cute and nauseating."

So why is it that Martin Amis and movies don't seem to mix? His fans will tell you that he is perhaps far too clever for the crass commercialism of the cinema. As one of his adoring critics recently put it: "Maybe Amis's work is simply too delicately brilliant to survive the film industry meat grinder."

Or maybe the problem is that, while Amis is a superb stylist, he has no grasp of storytelling or the creation of characters.

Movies are about telling stories through pictures, not through the literary prose of the likes of Martin Amis. Until something changes, Amis will remain the unfilmable author notorious for unwatchable films.
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