" Hoppihg, Popping and Copping

Bret Easton Ellis seems to have been born to describe awful people,
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By George Stade

HE setting of Bret Easton Ellis’s fourth novel is
that of his first, “Less Than Zero” (1985), a
critical and popular success made into a movie
that was neither. In these two novels, the setting,
Los Angeles and environs, has more motive force than
any character. But the method of the new novel is
pretty much that of Mr. Ellis’s second, “The Rules of
Attraction” (1987), set in the fictional and farcical
Camden College in New Hampshire. In these two nov-
els, affectless voices (to which names are attached)
speak directly to the reader of their party hopping,
narcotics popping and sexual copping, all of it joyless.
In those three novels, the main characters are well-off
college students who spend little time studying.

In that respect, they differ from Mr. Ellis’s third,
the notorious “American Psycho” (1991), set among
New York wheeler-dealers a few years farther into
Reaganomics. The publication of “American Psycho”
was at first forestalled and then denounced by our
cultural commissars and professional hand-wringers.
What mainly aroused their censorious zeal was a tone
of moral neutrality and the particularized descriptions
of some especially nasty mutilations and murders (as
hallucinated by the Psycho), descriptions for which Mr.
Ellis has a flair.

Although there are American psychos who muti-
late and murder near the end of “The Informers,” in
this novel Mr. Ellis mostly returns to the material of his
first, the method of his second and a few characters
from each, as though this time to get them exactly
right. And so he does, given his outlook and esthetics,
both of which are exacting. “The Informers” is spare,
austere, elegantly designed, telling in detail, coolly

. ferocious, sardonic in its humor, every vestige of autho-
rial sentiment expunged. )

The action (or inaction) takes place from 1982 to
1985. The hub of characters around whom a couple of
dozen others circle is mostly male, absurdly rich, blond,
assiduously tanned and with marvelous abs. “All these
beautiful blond tan people (specimens!),” says a young

/

woman visiting from Camden College, “staring into
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outer space.” They are objects of desire to young
women, to older women, to older men, to each other and
each to himself, for Narcissus is heir totem. They are
nominal students at U.C.L.A., U.C. San Diego, the Uni-
versity of Southern California or rapperdine, but they
are pig ignorant of everything that uoc:s not stroke their
senses. If they read at all it is GQ and Vanity Fair. “I
never read. Boring,” says one. They have heard of
Reagan only because their parents attend fund-raisers
in his behalf.

They are, however, educated consumers. They
drive around aimlessly in Ferraris, Mercedes-Benzes,
Porsches, Rolls-Royces, Jaguars, gorgeous machines
that somehow always break down — when they don’t
crash. They wear Armani and Gucci and Yves Saint
Laurent; they pick at their salads and sip on their Tabs
in Le Dome and the Polo Lounge; they are connoisseurs
of pot and coke and occasionally heroin. But they also
know their Valium and Librium, their Nembutal and
Demerol and Seconal, their Dalmane and Darvocet,
although some go for nitrous oxide and animal tranquil-

Bret Easton Ellis never meant to publish “The
Informers.” His latest novel began instead as a sé-
ries of sketches — whose only function was to dis-
tract him from the book he was supposed to be
writing. Begun in 1983, the sketches grew to fill
“four or five big notebooks” over the ensuing dec-
ade, Mr. Ellis, 30, recalled in a telephone interview
from his summer residence in Amagansett, L.1.
Lastyear, when he seemed irretrievably stuck on
the book he was under contract for — a novel
about supermodels and celebrity — he offered the
notebooks to his publisher instead. Pared down
from 32 chapters, the finished book comprises 13
interconnected tales of dissolute, moneyed Angel-
enos and their disaffected children.

Some reviewers have taken “The Informers”
totask for its violent content — which includes de-
scriptions of vampirism and a detailed account of
the stabbing murder of a child — and have drawn
the inevitable comparisons to “American Psy-
cho,” Mr. Ellis’s controversial 1991 novel.

Bret Easton Ellis Is Shocked. Shocked!

“I'm always shocked
when people are shocked
by violence in my books,”
Mr. Ellis remarked. “My
concerns about it are more
literary than because I’'m
interested in the macabre.
What I've always been in-
terested in as a writer is
this idea of a group of peo-
ple who seem to have ev-
erything going for them on
the outside. Because of
that, they have a lot of
freedom. The theme of my
fiction is the abuse of that freedom.” ‘

Over the years, Mr. Ellis said, he has become
more or less inured to the criticism. “You gettoa
point where that really doesn’t matter to you,” he
observed. “This time out, it’s been almost scarily
painless.” MARGALIT Fox
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Above all, they know their rock-and-
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“Basically her emptiness thrills me,” say -‘dig, its crea
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Who's to blame? Mr. Ellis does not sayf fastball was
for his practice is to present, rather than §f'wolf.” Abou
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generation’s self-absorbed behavior is a cause, itisaloflo.  The cre
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servants high on pot, dead rats in the pool filter; [’ series, this 1
helicopters hovering, tumbleweed blowing across de | worthy unto
serted streets. In casual asides, we hear of suicidal and of the power
anorexic daughters, of sons dying in car accidents, of ! Ken Burns,
someone's “hideous” mother whose “throat way f'is a master :
slashed by some maniac,” of overdoses‘, of drug dealers
stabbed to death, of somebody shot in the head and' ‘fects. But wl
skinned, of Carlos's arms found in a bag, of Tommys‘:‘ ' seeing only w
body (or was that Monty’s?) found empty of blood and f'long as the di
vital organs, of Corey found sealed in a metal drum § own the ima
buried in the desert, of sundry disappearances, of body | -
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As in Mr. Ellis’s other fiction, as in the fiction of /" The crea
most satirists, the emphasis is less on what individuy thing about

ates his characters or on what unites them with the; . pastime, and
whole of humankind than it is on the aberrations that ¥ race. We len
unite them with a milieu. We get not so much rounded, {“side whites i
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Mr. Ellis provides his readers with grounds for judg., 'arrival of Ja
ment and occasions for feelings other than dread and, ‘pmbably ahe
repulsion, as when parents falsify memories of thy i‘even at that,
happy days when their kids were still kids, while thei Ethat the Bost
offspring remember only parental squabbling and selfy

regard. ¥

In fact, a case could be made for Mr. Ellis as 8"
covert moralist and closet sentimentalist, the best kind® pim—————
the kind who leaves you space in which to respond as " fit Avery Cormu
your predispositions nudge you, whether as a commisi: {, Kramer” anc
sar or hand-wringer or, like me, as an admirer of his ;|
intelligence and craft. -
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