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             Amis was shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize three times in his writing career 
for Ending Up (1974), Jake’s Thing(1978), and finally winning the prize for The Old 
Devils in 1986. Kingsley Amis's 1986 Booker winner shows an unexpectedly sweet side 
of a writer often accused of misogyny and bitterness.The Old Devils is first published in 
1986. The book presents a series of interactions between the characters, usually musing 
over their gin, or wine, or scotch, or whatever else they can find. The Old 
Devils combines the author’s trademark wit and bile with analtogether less characteristic 
warmth. Few novels have described the physical and emotional attrition of ageing with 
the candour, sympathy, and moral intelligence that Amis brings to bear on his old devils. 
The Old Devils is not an easy book to read, but it is an almost irresistibly easy book to 
reread. It is one of Amis’s densest novels. 
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The Old Devils: 
           Kingsley Amis is one of the most prolific and versatile twentieth century writers. 
He is known as a novelist, poet, short-story writer, editor, nonfiction writer, biographer, 
scriptwriter, and journalist. Amis is, in fact, passionately concerned with intellectual, 
educational and cultural standards. The academic novel is realistic. As reputation grew, 
Amis received many literary awards and prizes, including a Booker Prize nomination in 
1974 for Ending Up.Amis was shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize three times in his 
writing career for Ending Up(1974), Jake’s Thing(1978), and finally winning the prize 
for The Old Devils in 1986. 
Kingsley Amis's 1986 Booker winner shows an unexpectedly sweet side of a writer often 
accused of misogyny and bitterness.The Old Devils is first published in 1986. The book 
presents a series of interactions between the characters, usually musing over their gin, or 
wine, or scotch, or whatever else they can find. The Old Devils combines the author’s 
trademark wit and bile with altogether less characteristic warmth. Few novels have 
described the physical and emotional attrition of ageing with the candour, sympathy, and 
moral intelligence that Amis brings to bear on his old devils. 
The Old Devils is not an easy book to read, but it is an almost irresistibly easy book to 
reread. It is one of Amis’s densest novels. As Dale Salwak quotes Barbara Everett’s 
opinion on this novel: “The success of The Old Devils was just; it’s a considerable novel, 
and if anything improves with re-reading. But there’s a certain disjunction between the 
book and what might be called its notional character.” (Salwak, 1990, 89). On the 
Wikipedia website it is said The Old Devils is Amis at his best and most congenial. Then 
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it also quotes William Pritchard’s review in the New York Times was headed “Amis 
Behavin” (WEB). Reviewers agree that The Old Devils is Amis’s least vitriolic and most 
humane novel. Some reviewers also comment that The Old Devilsfutures Amis’s most 
accomplished work from a technical standpoint, involving the reader in the story with his 
impressive prose, engaging dialogue, and startling paradoxes (WEB). Anthony Burgess 
declared in his review : “There is one old devil who is writing better than he ever did.” 
(WEB) By the close of his career, critics had become more uniformly hostile. They 
attacked Amis’s books for their dated political and social viewpoint, especially his 
derogatory treatment of women. Critics seem to agree that the book is not only set in 
Wales but it is actually about Wales and Welshness. In The Old Devils, uncertainty about 
Wales and Welshness, and indeed about the whole characterization of individuals, can act 
more as a positive than a negative, and lead the attention to where the book has its real 
strength and character. Amis is concerned here, as he has mostly been with love and 
friendship: in case of the love of men for women and the friendship of men for men – and 
theoretically, too, the love of women for men, and the friendship of women for women. 
           The Old Devils of the title are old friends from Wales. Because they are mainly 
retired, their day starts winding down shortly after breakfast and so they start drinking. 
The men imbibe dangerous amounts in various unpleasant pubs, the women in various 
unpleasant kitchens. They bitch and moan and say outrageously rude things about 
anything and everybody, but – crucially – they all tolerate each other. They even put up 
with a chronic alcoholic called Dorothy. They just desperately try to keep talking 
whenever she's around so she isn't able to cut in with one of her interminable monologues 
about New Zealand tribal customs. 
The novel has no central hero-narrator. On the other hand, each of the major characters 
claims his (or her) own share of reader attention. Though their talks and thought wonder 
from topic to topic casually,they appear aimless and undirected. In terms of narrative, the 
story itself is painted in muted tones. Amis has interwoven the peculiar relationships with 
the familiar between his principal characters and himself. In The Old Devils, we find 
continuous echoes of this technique, but with each character and in each set of 
circumstances there is something close to subjective correlative : their past, or to be more 
accurate, an embodied reminder of unfinished business.  
           The plot of the novel centres upon Alun Weaver’s return to his Celtic roots. He 
was once Alan, now he is a media Welshman. He is a television front man and writer. His 
professional success has been based upon the ruthless exploitation of other people’s 
images of Wales. This allows Amis to revive his assault on a variety of cultural 
tendencies.The novel is also satire of the highest quality. Alun Weaver has chosen to 
retire from his successful television career in London as a kind of “professional 
Welshman” and third-rate poet and his return after thirty years with his beautiful wife, 
Rhiannon, to South Wales i.e. to "this land of river and hill". He has carved out in 
London by banging on about his affinity to "Brydan" (a thinly disguised stand-in for 
Dylan Thomas). Alun Weaver, a writer of modest celebrity, returns to his native Wales 
with his wife Rhiannon, sometime girlfriend of Weaver's old acquaintance Peter Thomas. 
Weaver begins associating with a group of former friends, including Thomas, all of 
whom have continued to live locally while he was away. While drinking in the house of 
another acquaintance, Weaver drops dead, leaving the rest of the group to pick up the 
pieces of their brief reunion.  
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           It took some time, but the characters in The Old Devils -elderly friends in South 
Wales who spend most of their time discussing the condition of being Welsh—grew. The 
old devils – a group of Welsh married couples all in their sixties and seventies – include 
Malcolm Cellan-Davies, an unsung local writer, and his wife Gwen; Peter Thomas, a 
chemical engineer, and his wife, Muriel; Charlie Norris, the proprietor of a restaurant, 
and his wife, Sophie; Percy and Dorothy Morgan; and his wife Garth Pumphrey, a former  
veterinarian who with his wife, Angharad, now attends to business at a local pub. Of the 
five couples, the first three have left their home town or accomplished anything very 
remarkable. Their lives have passed then by. They are old now, retired from their 
professions, and do little else but drink heavily.Amis is a master of dry wit. Fortunately, 
Amis found a number of other targets for his wit that transcend nationality: lecherous old 
men, the women who encourage them, gossips, hypocrites, drinkers, academics and poets 
among them. He also teases wonderfully comic moments from malfunctioning bowels, 
adulterous desires, social posturing, road trips, and inebriation. 
Most of the central characters in the ensemble cast have full and distinct personalities and 
unique sets of behaviours. Some of the personalities are quirky, some introspective. Most 
are repressed but some manage to experience and display emotions. Some are funny and 
some are a little sad and most are sometimes a little annoying--but who isn't? (WEB) 
That seems to be one of the points Amis explicitly attempted to make. They became kind 
of like the relative you care about but don't want to visit very often.This isn't a plot-driven 
novel. The story unfolds at a leisurely pace, following slow-moving people with aging 
minds and bodies. Other than a couple of big events, both near the end of the book, 
nothing much happens. 
On the Wikipedia website it is said, “Age has done everything except mellow the 
characters in Kingsley Amis’s late masterpiece The Old Devils, which turns its humane 
and ironic gaze on a group of Welsh married couples who have been spending their 
golden years—when “all of a sudden the evening starts starting after breakfast”—
nattering, complaining, reminiscing, and above all, drinking” (WEB). This more or less 
orderly social world is thrown off-kilter, however, when two old friends unexpectedly 
return from England: Alun Weaver, now a celebrated man of Welsh letters (but still, 
nevertheless, a “frightful shit”), and his entrancing wife, Rhiannon. It is shown in the 
novel that long-dormant rivalries and romances are rudely awakened, as life at the Bible 
and Crown, the characters’ local watering hole, is changed irrevocably. 
           The first chapter gives us the information of the several domestic tableaux of semi-
retirement and personal compromise. All of these are tinged with a combination of 
anxiety and frisson at the thought of Alun’s arrival. He enters the lives of the other 
characters as rejuvenation personified. He arouses a mixture of feelings ranging through 
lust, jealousy, contempt, admiration, and friendship, which before his arrival had been 
submerged beneath a weary catalogue of mutually agreed protocols – a kind of civilized. 
On the other hand, the third chapter says about the controlling hand of Charlie. He looks 
on with grim admiration as Alun mocks, jokes and humiliates his way through a series of 
social encounters. At one point Alun deals with LlywelynCaswallon Pugh, ‘an official of 
the Cymric Companionship of the USA’, by playing off his tedious on Pennsylvanian 
Welshness with slyly ironic rejoinders and a final promise to visit him in 1995. Here we 
see Charles observation: 
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The fluid, seamless way Alun converted his unthinking glance towards the 
waiting car into an urgent request for assistance for somebody to accompany his 
Mr Pugh, was something Charlie was quite sure he would never forget …… At 
the moment before he ducked his head under the car roof Charlie caught a last 
glimpse of Pugh, looking not totally unlike an inflated rubber figure out of whose 
base the stopper had been drawn an instant earlier. Charlie might have felt some 
pity if he had not been lost in admiration for Alun. 
‘Bloody marvellous bit of timing’, he told him when they were settled in the back 
seats. (T.O.D.,Ch. 3). 

           What Charlie admires is the same disruptive skill with expectation and ‘timing’. It 
is a typically Amisian strategy to inject such a person into the calm atmosphere of 
middle-class semi-retirement. Amis is doing so here because he effects a very original 
demolition of popular stereotype of old people existing in a world where lust, ambition 
and egocentric drive are matters only of retrospective reflections. 
           We know that Amis is confronted with a major problem of narrative construction, 
since the revivalist influenceof the old-devil-in-chief cannot go onforever. The pub 
crawls, the romantic reawakening and their slipstream of interests in why someone 
married, deserted, betrayed or continued to put up with someone else are sown with its 
circumstances. He shows the devils are too old to sustain its physical and emotional 
effects. Thus, Amis kills Alun with a heart attack with typically sardonic logic. The most 
relevant eulogy comes, privately, to Charlie as the devils stand, glasses filled around the 
rapidly cooling presence. It is shown in the chapter eight : 

‘......Of course it was only those few seconds. But they don’t usually go off just 
like that, not with heart not as a rule.’ Charlie missed Alun’s being able to say, I 
suppose you mean sheep and bloody bullocks don’t. Not as a rule. (T.O.D., Ch. 
8). 

Charlie misses the snappy and socially disruptive response to something like death which 
has now been denied to Alun and the rest of them with ironic finality. 
The old Devils is about more than an aging present. It is also very much about the past 
and its impingements upon everyone. The memories of the aging characters touch various 
notes, some sweet, some sour, some true, and others a bit off pitch. Indeed, these old 
devils are bedevilled by worries and fears of all kinds that deepen their uncertainty about 
life and increase their preoccupation with past. In this novel, what remains is only the 
sense of lost happiness not to be regained, only the present and its temporary consolations 
of drink, companionship, music, and any other diversions they might create,only a blind 
groping towards some in substantial future.  
           Amis had injected the stylistic energy into the fabric of the novel via the mind of 
its characters. It gradually diminishes after this. Yet his visit seems to have had a 
strangely beneficial effect. The chapter following his departure begins not with a funeral 
but a wedding. And he goes on to trace a subtle process of reconciliation between the 
remaining devils and their offspring. But the most significant thingabout the concluding 
chapters is that everything is conveyed from a peculiarly off-centre perspective. We learn 
for instance that Peter has moved in with Alun’s widow Rhiannon, but only via snatches 
of conversation and third-party reflections. 
In this view, Richard Bradford says : “It seems that Alun’s removal from the narrative 
might bear comparison with Prospero’s departure from his own fictive domain. The 
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former’s sly manipulation of conventions and complacent expectations can hardly be 
regarded as magic, but the Amis protagonist’s influence upon his fictional world and his 
participants is just as powerful as his Shakespearean counterparts.” (Bradford, 1989, 98-
99). 
           Amis’s characterization in The Old Devils, however, goes beyond a study of that 
final form of human deterioration. Rather, the novel examines an often debilitating 
process of moral and spiritual decay, a lessening of these people as human beings as life 
goes on and their hopes have dimmed along with their physical and mental powers. 
Perhaps, Rhiannon, the most well-rounded of Amis’s female characters in the novel, has 
kept her spiritual core intact than any of the old devils. She emerges as the voice of 
common sense in the novel, serene and utterly down-to-earth. Alun is condemned by his 
actions and words. He is worldly a selfish man as a shallow. In the end, he meets death, 
while Rhiannon survives. In fact, she looks ahead to future happiness. The two are 
unreconciled at Alun’s death. No mention is made of hermourning, no homage is paid to 
his memory. 
At the end of the novel, Rhiannon turns to Peter, her lover of forty years before. She 
finally forgives him for his long-ago abandonment and tow begins to look forward to 
spending their last years together. In this view, Chinua Achebe remarks, “That event is 
one of two at the end of the novel that vitiate its undertone of pain, despair, and anxiety. 
The other positive event is the wedding of rosemary, the Weaver’s daughter, to William, 
the son of Peter and Muriel, suggesting the replacing of the older generation by the new, 
which in one sense is heralded by the author as a sign of progress and fulfilment. The 
readers feel that they will go on to live somewhat happy, placid lives.” (Achebe, 2000, 
65). In The Old Devils, Amis pictures two relatively attractive people who show promise 
of living and workingtogether peacefully. They use their energy to make a new world 
instead of destroying an existing one. 
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