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American

FERESONAL: Borm Mavch 7, 19684, in Los Angeles, Calif.:; son of Foberit
Martin fa real sstate investment analyst) and Dale (a housewi fes
maiden name, Denniz) Ellis.

EDUCATION: Bernnington Colleogs, B.A., 1986,

ADDRESSES:

Home—-— Sherman Oaks, Calif.

Ggernt—— Amanda Urbarn, Intermational Creative Management, 40 West 57th
Bt., Mew York, M.Y., 10013,

CAREER: Writer.

MEMEBER: Authors Guild.

WRITINGS:

Less Than Zero (noveld, Simon & Bchuster, 19285,
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The RFules of Attraction (nowveld, Bimon & Schuouster, 13987,
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SIDELIGHTS: In 19285 twenty-one-vear-old Bret Easton Ellis jolted the
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Masello, who called it "startling and hyprnotic.” Eliot Fremont-Smith
of the Voice Literary Supplement, for instance, pronounced Less Than
Zero "a killer"-—he and other critics were almost unanimously
impreszsed not only with the novel itself but ales with its authorte
youth. "As a first novel, [Less Than Zerol is erceptional " John

- Eechy derlmred in the Los Angeles Times; it is "exwtraordinarily

accomplished,"” a New Yorker critic concurred. Less Than Zevo, wrote
Larry McCarthy in Baturday Review, "is a book you simply dontt
forget.” A college undergraduate at the time of the fovel's

publication, Ellis has been hailed by more than one critic as the
"voice of the new generation.”

Less Than Zero centers on Clay, an gightesn-year—-old freshman at an
gastern college who has returned home to Los Angeles, California, for
pyright 1924, Gale Research Inc. 811 riaghts reserved FAGE 2

Christmas vacation. After a four-month absence from the city's
youth-culture fast lane, Clay becomes reimmersed in a teenage world
of money, casual sex, drugs, boredom, and vocok and roll-—a world that
a Newswesk reviewsr described as "the seamy underside of the preppy
handbook . " Via Clay’s traumatized present—tense narrative, readers
experience the lives of "the rich, unloved, unloving teen—agers of
Los Angeles, " Mary Jo Balter observed in the New York Times Book
Feview. Critice were struck by the sordidness of Clay's environment.
Time's Paul Gray, for example, listing horrovs in Less Than Zero that
include rape, prostitution, and heroin, asserted that "Ellis conveys
the hellishrness of aimless lives with economy and skill." Michiko
Fakutani of the New York Times called Less Than Zero "one of the most
disturbing novels [she hadl read in a long time."

For Fakutani, the narrative was made all the more disturbing by its
"unnerving air of documentary reality, underlined by the author’s
coxl y deasdpan prose.” Other reviewsrs mentioned the documentary tone
of the novel as well, and several assumed Less Than Zevo to be
autobiographical. "Clay is all too obviously Bret Easton Fllis
himself," wrote Terry Teachout in the National Review. Ellis was, in
fact, also a young resident of Los Angeles who had gone away to a
small eastern college-—in his case, Bennington College in Vermont.
But Ellis deniss having written Less Than Zero about his own life,
turning widespread critical assumption to the contrary into testimony
for the convincing guality of his narrative veoice. Eakutani, among
aothers, praised Ellis’s voice for its frightening realism, moting his
"keen eye for grim details" and sernsitive ear for the vacuous
dialogue of jaded teenagers. Discussing Ellis’s prose in the Times
Literary Supplement, Alan Jenkins stated: "At timss it reproduces
with numbing accuracy the intermittent catatonic lows of a
peycho-physical system artificially stimulated bevond mormal human
endurance.”" And although the novel presents a nightmarish world of
"terminal boredom and mindless repetition,” Jenkins continued, Ellis
managers to keep Less Than Zevo itself from becoming boring or
mindless.

SBome critice drew cmmpwrismn: between Less Than Zevro and J. D.
malinger’s Catcher in the REye, an sarlier novel of disaffected youth.
Writing in the Detroit Free Fress, Anne Janette Johnson explained
that such comparisons could not sxtend "beyond the fact that both
[novelsl concern teenagers coming of age in America. Salinger's
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consuming automations, never energetic enough to be angry or
deepairing.” Less Than Zero reminded Johnson move of the nihilism of
cthe "lost generation” of 1920 and 19308 American avthors like Evnesst
Hemingway and F. Scott Fitzoerald; for other critics, the novel
browght to mind Jack Ferouaco and similar "beat generation’ writevs of
cthe 1950=. fAnd Kakutani found echoess of Faymond Chandler, Joan

Didion, and Nathanasl West in Ellis’s svocation of Los Angeles-—"too
many echoss, " she complainsd.

Fevieswsrs agreed, nonstheless, on the nmvel’s indebtedness to a new
medium that ualnpd popularity in the 1280s: the music video, a short,

lively visual production set to a rULL—dﬁd roll song. Reviswers
pointed in particular to MTY (Music Televisionl, a cable television
station that broadeocasts such videos nationwids Hld around-the—clock.
The characters in Less Than Zevo watoh MTVY throughout the novel and
refer constantly to rock songs and artists. Additionally, Ellis
divides Less Than Zero into brief scenss in much the same way that

o]
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MTV is fragmented in guick-cut videos that seldom last more than
three or fouwr minutes. Fremont-Smith repovted that Ellis called Less
Than Zevro "a very visual book” in which he emploved a delibesrately
"estaccato pace [andl the rapid lavering of image upon image .

Before critics began dubbing his book "the first MTV novel," Ellis
had anticipated such a reaction; according to Fremont-Smith, Ellis's
publisher revealed that when Less Than Zervro came out, Ellis was
"anxiously awaiting the first review that tabs him as the first voice
of the video gensrvation.” Since being thus categorizsed, Ellis has
been called wupon to offer in print his thoughts on life, and he haes
written first-person articles for publication such as Rolling Stone.

Ellis’s second movel, The Rules of Attraction, continues in the vein
of Less Than Zero, nnly this time, as R. 7. Sheppsarvd reported in
Time, "the village of the damned goss East.!" Rules is set in a
fictional prestigious East Coast college and is concerned primarily
with the lives of Sean, Lauren, and FPaul. Most reviewsrs noted,
however, that the academic side of collegs life was barely present.
Fichard Eder anmounced in the Los Angeles Times Book Review that "we
actually catch a glimpse of one professcr . o 01 and he is asleep on
his affice couch and reeks of pot.” What is present is "drunken
parties, drugs, sex, shoplifiting, [and] pop music,” accovrding to
Campbell Geeslin in People. Faul iz gay and desires Sean, who is
bisexual and longs for despery involvement with Lavren, who pines
after someone slse. Ellis has met with criticiem for the futility and
bleakness of Fules of Attraction, but Scott Spencer in the New York
Times Hook Review lauded the author as "successful in portraving the
shallowness of [his characters’] desires." Geeslin called Ellis’s
writing "sxcesdingly sffective” and concluded, "If college these days
is like this, it's a miracle that anyvone survives, much less
graduates.”

MEDIA ADAFTATIONMEZ: Less Than Zero was adapted as & film, produced by
Twentieth Century-Fox, 1988.

AVYOZATIONAL INTERESTS: Piano, plaving kevboards in bands, reading,
soulling.
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ELLIS: It'e been misinterpreted a lot that these were sxosrpbts from

diary in high school. I
toof nonfiction pie th& zams btoplic when I was
in high school in California, and A Pl what eventually
got me into & workshop that Joe MeoSinniss was teaching in the fall of
1982, in my freshman year. They werse move or pigces that I had
ze2nt out to local literary magazines with no real luck. But they did
ot come from a diary or ﬁnythiﬁg like that. Bob fsahina, who finally
turned out to be my sditor at
at Harper's when I sent + there. When he eventually moved
imon & Schuster and I o= the pieces there, he had not forgobtien
about them. It was Bob HEdhili and Morgan Entrekin who more or lees
zald, "Thesse pisces might make an interesting book or movel 1f you
want to give it a try." And I luckily had the time my freshman yvear
ﬁnéad, with the wrging of MocGinniss, and attempt & rough draft.
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commant further on his vole as teacher and frispd?

ELLIS: I really don’t think there would be any book without Bim, in
lote of ways. That dedication was very deeply felt. I don't bhow how
he iz with other students, but for me he was a true mentor. Without
him I don't think I would have gotten an agent or agotten anyoneg at
Simon % Schuster to take a loock at any of that material, let alane
anywhere else. He was very instrumental in that process. I gusss [
was just lucky to find somecne who took that much interest in a
freshman student who happened to come to his office one day and hand
piegces. I was incredibly lucky.

LA Was the interest in writing a big reason you chose Bennington™

ELLIS: Yes, it was. Most of the places that I had applied to had
strong writing programs. In the end, it was just that T liked the
structure of Bernnington’s program a little bit better tham most obher
places, plus it was a bit smaller.

CA: You'd begun writing very young, apparently. Were there teschers
oy other people who gave you early encouragemsnt?

W!!T?: I was ways writing, but never that sericusly until high
zchosl, and there were one or two teachers at the high school I was
5t+eﬁd1ﬂq in California who gave me the initial boost, who seemed to
#2ay, "0, I can tell you're servious about this." With their help,
their initial positive reaction, I hegan to think about writing a lot

MEny i ST Lousl Y ow

Cfr When the book was an instant success and VO WETE
only on campus but on national television, was the pub

ebrity notb

=le
ititv STV

£ ; it was. At firet
o o be oany. & lobt of peopls at Si Lo :
this will be a small first nowsl. | Back our 1nitiﬂl
investment, and 1it711 be OK." I thought the same thing: “"This is the
first nuvélg Just like any first novel that comes out and gets nice
reviews, and that’ll be it." I was shocked at first to find out that
I evern had & publicist and that I was expectad to do interviews. And
that was & little scary at fir I got used to it in a litisls
While. And then I @ little whiile. I guess that
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zometimes. It was b the city for this book, for the subject
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positive., They've said, "OF
somesng has Written a book about what really is going on.”

CA: You also weren't saying that this is heow things were evervwhere.
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ELLIS: No.o It's site-specificy it definitely is Los Argsles. Similar
ﬁtuff might be going on in other places, and I'm sure it is. Eut
finally the book was much move warning about where this could end
up rather thamn & gualified documsnt about where things are rvight now.

Lk hard to get and maintain the tone of boredom that works so

1
wWwell in the book?

ELLIS: Yes, it Definitely &t first it z harvd to become so
blase and so nzsive. But once I started gething into that
character’s head and his patterns of speech, then the Wwriting came a

A
lot sasier. Finally I got so used to it that it wasn't a strain.
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TR Youlve supressed some concern about how the movie will turn out.

Is it being made now, or still in the talking stages?

ELLIB: 1%
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3 the production stages, but I think
ouh omaking it. Iorsmally @ no gquarrel whats
what they do with it. Once it's out of your hands, it's
they can do just about whatever they want with it. I just have
bout turning that story into & sort of mainstream
Amervican film and some of the compromises they're probabkly going to
v by : et that vision up on the scresn. But obherwi M e
do o with the film adaptation.
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