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Series Editor’s Introduction

Each study in this series presents ten original essays by recognized subject specialists on the recent fiction of a significant author working in the United States or Canada. The aim of the series is to consider important novels published since 1990 either by established writers or by emerging talents. By setting 1990 as its general boundary, the series indicates its commitment to engaging with genuinely contemporary work, with the result that the series is often able to present the first detailed critical assessment of certain texts.

In respect of authors who have already been recognized as essential to the canon of North American fiction, the series provides experts in their work with the opportunity to consider their latest novels in the dual context of the contemporary era and as part of a long career. For authors who have emerged more recently, the series offers critics the chance to assess the work that has brought authors to prominence, exploring novels that have garnered acclaim both because of their individual merits and because they are exemplary in their creative engagement with a complex period.

Including both American and Canadian authors in the term “North American” is in no sense reductive: studies of Canadian writers in this series do not treat them as effectively American, and assessment of all the chosen authors in terms of their national and regional identity, as well as their race and ethnicity, gender and sexuality, religion and political affiliation is essential in developing an understanding of each author’s particular contribution to the representation of contemporary North American society.

The studies in this series make outstanding new contributions to the analysis of current fiction by presenting critical essays chosen for their originality, insight, and skill. Each volume begins with a substantial introduction to the author by the study’s editor, which establishes the context for the chapters that will follow through a discussion of essential elements such as the writer’s career, characteristic narrative strategies, themes, and preoccupations, making clear the author’s importance and the significance of the novels chosen for discussion. The studies are all comprised of three parts, each one presenting three original essays on three key recent works by the author, and every part is introduced by the volume’s editor, explaining how the chapters to follow engage with the fiction and respond to existing interpretations. Each individual chapter takes a critical approach that may develop existing perceptions or challenge them, but always expands the ways in which the author’s work may be read by offering a fresh approach.

It is a principle of the series that all the studies are written in a style that will be engaging and clear however complex the subject, with the aim of fostering further debate about the work of writers who all exemplify what is most exciting and valuable in contemporary North American fiction.

Sarah Graham
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Introduction: The Value and Values of Bret Easton Ellis

Naomi Mandel

This collection of critical essays on US novelist Bret Easton Ellis examines the novels of the author’s mature period: American Psycho (1991), Glamorama (1998), and Lunar Park (2005). Though his earlier novels established Ellis’s reputation as a popular writer and accomplished stylist, this collection treats American Psycho as his definitive work. A notable departure from Ellis’s previous novels in size, scope, and ambition, American Psycho is easily one of the most controversial novels of the twentieth century. Its impact on contemporary literature and culture was seismic. This study pursues the shock waves of this impact into Ellis’s sub sequent work. The goals of the volume are to examine the alchemy of acclaim and disdain that accrues to this controversial writer, to direct critical attention to the literary and artistic significance of Ellis’s recent work, and to confirm the increased scholarly interest in Ellis as evidenced by the prevalence of his novels on University syllabi in the US and abroad and in studies of contemporary literature and postmodernism.

Ellis is an important but underappreciated artist. His novels are greeted with equal portions of condemnation and praise. His books have been translated into 26 languages and are studied and taught throughout the world though he has yet to win a major literary award. But the tide is turning. His name appears with increasing frequency in recent scholarship on violence and representation, literature and ethics, writing and responsibility, globalization and terror. Critics within academia and outside it attest to Ellis’s growing significance. Marco Abel, in a scholarly study of violence in film and literature, treats American Psycho as an opportunity to articulate crucial philosophical questions about judgment, representation, and critique (Violent Affect). A.O. Scott of the New York Times considers American Psycho to be “one of the most misunderstood books in all of American literature” and describes Glamorama as a book that “in 100 years might be understood as a masterpiece” (qtd. in Tinberg). In an online review of Lunar Park, Steven Shaviro describes Ellis as “an extraordinarily literary and writerly writer,” and adds, “few artists of any sort have gone as far as he has in exploring and reflecting upon our current post-literary, multimedia culture” (“Lunar Park”). The contributors to this collection participate in the current critical reevaluation of Ellis, exploring how his work has challenged and transformed contemporary literature in the US and abroad.

Bret Easton Ellis was born in Los Angeles in 1964 and rose to prominence with the critical and commercial success of his first novel Less Than Zero (1985). Set in Los Angeles, Less Than Zero recounts the lives of cynical, overprivileged young people (most barely out of high school). The novel established Ellis as a representative writer of his generation, alternately described as the Blank Generation or Generation X, and (with authors Tama Janowitz and Jay McInerney) a member of the literary “brat pack”—a group of young, photogenic authors characterized by seemingly infinite media presence, popularity, and marketability. Ellis’s second novel, The Rules of Attraction (1987), which relocates its portrayal of affluent and jaded young people to a college in New Hampshire where they drink, do drugs, and exchange sexual partners with numbing frequency, was something of a critical and commercial disappointment. It was his third novel American Psycho that established Ellis as a central figure in contemporary US literature and culture. Set in Manhattan, American Psycho is narrated by Patrick Bateman, whose lifestyle is defined equally by conspicuous consumption and gruesome murders—both the consumption and the murders are rendered in excruciating, and chilling, detail.

The controversy surrounding American Psycho’s publication will be described below; for present purposes, what is most significant about the controversy is the extent to which it catapulted Ellis to the center of a media storm and elicited debates about violence, aesthetics, censorship, and ethics that echo to this day. In many ways, Ellis’s subsequent work reflects on the implications of the controversy by thematizing, theorizing, and parodying issues as diverse as identity, memory, subjectivity, fame, the media, and knowledge. Thus, Glamorama follows the fortunes of Victor Ward, a character from The Rules of Attraction, whose relentless pursuit of celebrity in the 1990s takes him from New York to London, Paris, and Milan, while his carefully cultivated public persona is systematically deconstructed by a combination of terrorism, cinema, and fashion. Lunar Park centers on a partially fictionalized Bret Easton Ellis, whose wholly fictional suburban family life is threatened when a copycat killer, inspired by American Psycho, stalks Ellis and his family. Like American Psycho, Glamorama and Lunar Park have been violently reviled and vehemently acclaimed.

It is this violence and vehemence that make Ellis so intriguing. He has been hailed as timely and significant and dismissed as substanceless and derivative. He commands a cult following and critical attention. His books routinely top the bestsellers lists. His fictional characters live virtually on MySpace pages, websites, and blogs. A New Yorker profile of the author noted that a number of Ellis impersonators claim pages on Facebook, and described Ellis’s difficulty registering for a Twitter account because several versions of his user name (accompanied by publicity shots) had already been appropriated. In scholarship on postmodernism, globalization, the posthuman, and ethics, Ellis is alternately hailed as an unacknowledged genius and dismissed as a flash in the pan; his works are combed for philosophical insights and evoked as cautionary tales. He is a moralist, an anarchist, a satirist, a bad writer, and a brilliant one. Clearly, this is an author about whom a great many people have plenty to say. For the scholars in this volume, the range of opinions and the intensity with which they are held are opportunities to investigate just what it is about this author that strikes so close to home. We are less interested in determining whether Ellis’s books are “good” or “bad” than we are invested in uncovering what these novels, and the debates they occasion, can tell us about such issues as artistic merit, social commentary, publicity, the media, and Ellis himself.

Between Generation X and the Blank Generation

Bret Easton Ellis’s first novel Less Than Zero was published with little media fanfare but became a runaway commercial success, quickly climbing to the top of the bestsellers lists and propelling its author into the position of celebrity and spokesperson for his generation—all before Ellis had graduated from Bennington College in Vermont. The novel’s stripped-down, minimalist, and sparse style has been compared to Ernest Hemingway’s, Raymond Carver’s, and Joan Didion’s; its iconic status has invited comparisons to J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye; its existential bleakness is reminiscent of European classics by Franz Kafka, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Albert Camus. But the novel is best understood in the context of the cultural moment in which it appeared. Alternately claimed as the spokesperson for Generation X and the Blank Generation, Ellis’s early work straddles the two and comments on each. Setting the novel in its historical context sheds light on his later work and indicates the direction that the mature novels will take.

“Generation X” (or GenX) refers to people born in the 1960s who reached maturity in the 1980s. Unlike their parents (the baby boom generation) who grew up in the shadow of the Cold War and came of age in the turbulent Sixties, GenXers live in a world marked by the ascendency of the New Right which reached its peak with the election of Ronald Reagan to the US presidency in 1980. They are commonly derided as disaffected slackers, more attuned to the clamor of advertising than to the nuances of art, less likely to evince a strong moral code than to shrug and say “whatever.” In his celebratory “Introduction” to The GenX Reader, Douglas Rushkoff lists some of the qualities commonly attributed to GenXers: “illiterate, unmotivated, and apathetic couch potatoes [who] have no career goals, no cultural pride, no political ideology, no family values, and no discernable ambitions” (3–4). Rushkoff identifies two central characteristics of Generation X. The first is the centrality of images, particularly from advertising, that function as the main language of the postmodern cultural landscape. GenXers view images not as transparent vehicles for meaning but as complex texts; their much reviled passive spectatorship is but a guise for sophisticated dissection and keen, if detached, analysis. “Exposed to consumerism and public relations strategies since we could open our eyes,” writes Rushkoff, “we GenXers see through the clunky attempts to manipulate our opinions and assets … When we watch commercials, we ignore the products and instead deconstruct the marketing techniques” (5).

This cynical, ironic, hyper-literate spectatorship contributes to Generation X’s much-commented-on disaffection—dropping out, or opting out, of culture and ideology—and leads us to its second characteristic: political and cultural apathy, a lack of commitment to the causes and agendas that characterized the Sixties. “Our parents were rebels of the sexual revolution and Vietnam War veterans, hippies now turned yuppies,” writes Martine Delvaux; “we live through talkshows, sit-coms and email, condoms, and anti-depressants” (171). Peter Sacks describes GenXers as “reacting viscerally to the notion of complexity” and “proud of their ignorance” (148–9). Delvaux, more sympathetic, describes GenXers as “engaged in a profound disengagement” (171). This disengagement manifests itself in some cases as apathy, and in others as tacit compliance to an unacceptable status quo: as Kathryn Hume puts it in her discussion of Ellis, McInerney, and Douglas Coupland (all authors associated with Generation X), “American culture is McDonald’s and Nike, Microsoft and Armani, cellular phones and the World Wide Web. This is it, we live it, and they do not think we will find anything more worthwhile by looking further, looking backward, or trying to change” (281). For Hume these novelists, and their characters, “hardly celebrate this life, [but] they do not reject it in the name of some other values” (281).

Like the “X” in “Generation X,” which simultaneously signals undefinability and negation, the “blank” of “Blank Generation” connotes absence and disaffection. But true to Richard Hell’s punk anthem from which it takes its name, “Blank Generation” reverberates with the angst of a counterculture movement; it is informed by an ethos of resistance, however inarticulate or futile. Elisabeth Young and Graham Caveney in Shopping in Space appropriate Hell’s phrase “blank generation” for the work of the New York literary scene in the 1980s. For Young and Caveney, the term links this literature to its origins in Punk and conveys the affectless or “stunned” quality of the writing (iii). James Annesley in Blank Fictions extends the term to US literature of the 1990s in which “there is an emphasis on the extreme, the marginal and the violent. … a sense of indifference and indolence … The limits of the human body seem indistinct, blurred by cosmetics, narcotics, disease and brutality” (1). Annesley approaches this fiction with an eye to its relationship with commodity culture and contemporary capitalism’s relentless dialectic of articulation and co-option.

For Annesley, as for Young and Caveney, Robert Siegle’s Suburban Ambush is an important resource for establishing blank fiction’s origins in the 1970s and 1980s New York downtown scene. But Siegle’s book, subtitled “the fiction of insurgency,” contributes something else: it articulates the complex relationship between Punk’s ethos of resistance to an unacceptable status quo, and the pervasive quality of late twentieth-century US material culture in which resistance can never be more than a fiction. As Siegle puts it, “[i]nsurgency is a ‘fiction’ in comparison with our metaphysically inspired liberationist politics, the utopian dream of liberation with full sensation” (3). By forcing together the urgency of resistance and the inevitability of its failure, and locating the very real effects of social, economic, and political reality in fiction, the literature of the Blank Generation—whose authors include David Wojnarowicz, Lynne Tillman, and Dennis Cooper, as well as Ellis—underscores the stakes of the violence, subversion, and extremism that characterize many texts in this genre, and of which American Psycho is the most vehement example.

Less Than Zero and The Rules of Attraction: Ellis’s Early Work

Though Ellis insists that his







American Psycho: The Controversy










After Psycho: Ellis’s Mature Work







The Value of Bret Easton Ellis




ops/images/9781441152763.jpg
BRET EASTON

American Psycho | Glamorama | Binar.

BLOOMSU BURY







ops/images/title.jpg
BRET EASTON ELLIS

American Psycho, Glamorama,
Lunar Park

Edited by Naomi Mandel

BLOOMS®BURY

LONDOXN + NEW DELHI + NEW YORK + SYDNEY






