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In 1985 twenty-one-year-old Bret Easton Ellis jolted the literary world with his first novel Less Than Zero. Readers and critics were both fascinated and horrified by his depiction of wealthy, degenerate Los Angeles teenagers obsessed with mood-altering drugs and violent debaucheries.
"Ellis conveys the hellishness of aimless lives with economy and skill" (Paul Gray, Time)
"It is one of the most disturbing novels I have read in a long time." (Michiko Kakutani, New York Times)
Ellis was viewed as the voice of a new generation and critics dubbed the book as "the first MTV novel". Less Than Zero is very fast paced and divided into brief scenes much the same way MTV is fragmented into short videos. Additionally, the characters of the novel refer constantly to songs and artists. Songs provide additional meaning to the novel, like, for example, an Elvis Costello song, which is the novel's title. Like the novel the song conjures up an atmosphere of a world out of joint, pervaded by mass media, drifting towards ultimate chaos.


Listen to "Less Than Zero"
by Elvis Costello
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	The novel starts out with Clay, an eighteen-year-old freshman, returning from his first term at New Hampshire College (East Coast) to spend Christmas vacation with his broken-up wealthy family in Los Angeles. During that month he wastes away his time at endless parties and in fashionable nightspots. He sleeps indiscriminately with the girls and boys that belong to his overprivileged set of bored adolescents, constantly drinks, smokes, sniffs cocaine to get high and takes valium to come down again.


	Clay's frantic search for cheap thrills leads to nothing but boredom and desperation. He and his friends are a clique of rootless drifters, who have nothing to look forward to because they already know and own everything. Most of the time Clay drives aimlessly around the sprawling city of Los Angeles in his expensive car.
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	After leaving Blaire I drive down to Wilshire and then onto Santa Monica and then I drive onto Sunset and take Beverly Glen to Mulholland, and then to Sepulveda to Ventura and then I drive through Sherman Oak's to Encino and then into Tarzana and then Woodland Hills. I stop at Sambo's that's open all night... 
	 


 

Ellis presents Clay as a traveller, who is constantly on the road. Clay's random driving on the Boulevards of L.A. reflects his lapse from inner direction. His journey is numb and aimless. It is monotonous and one place seems much the same as the other. 
He and his friends do not question the purpose of their journey. What counts is the zest for motion itself, which reflects a tradition in American literature. Jack Kerouac's novel On the Road shows a similar notion of compulsive wandering:
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	Clay and his dealer in Less Than Zero:
Where are we going? I asked him.
"I don't know," he said. "Just driving".
"But this road does not go anywhere," I told him.
"That doesn't matter."
"What does?" I asked, after a little while.
"Just that we're on it, dude," he said. 

Dean Moriarty and Sal Paradise in On the Road:
"Oh, man," said Dean to me as we stood in front of a bar, "[...] Sal, we got to go and never stop till we get there."
"Where are we going, man."
"I don't know but we gotta go."
 




 

A road sign assumes a symbolic meaning in Less Than Zero. Clay sees an ad for a holiday resort at the Sunset Boulevard:
	I come to a red light, tempted to go through it, then stop once I see a billboard sign that I don't remember seeing and I look up at it. All it says is "Disappear Here" and even though it's probably an ad for some resort, it still freaks me out a little and I step on the gas really hard and the car screeches as I leave the light.
	 


Clay interprets the sign differently than it is meant to be read. "Disappear" for him assumes the meaning "cease to exist" and he applies it to his situation, which is why the sign "freaks" him out. "Disappear here" becomes a motif for the novel. It crosses Clay's mind on different occasions, for example, when he thinks of his friend Julian, who is a drug-addict, or when he sits at the beach waiting for his friends to show up:
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	...I sit on a bench and wait for them, staring out at the expanse of sand that meets the water, where the land ends.
Disappear here.


The end of the American Dream has been reached at the California beach. The traditional promise of westward expansion, which is associated with new life, hope and optimism, has completely evaporated for Clay.
A quote from the Led Zeppelin song "Stairway to Heaven" appears as the motto of the novel:
"There's a feeling I get when I look to the West..."
The second part of the sentence "...and my spirit is crying for leaving" is never completed. This implies that the urge for westward movement has been lost. It has been substituted by hopelessness and the fear of a meaningless existence. 
	"...Los Angeles, or Southern California as a whole, constitutes a social world of its own that is peculiarly disordered, speeded up, and artificial. The popular idea (substantiated to a degree by historians) is that because California was for so long the special end point of the westering dream, the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow of hopes of countless pioneers, it has received more than its share of restless visionaries and misfits and is therefore a more intensly neurotic version of the neurotic life of modern America." (Janis P. Stout, The Journey Narrative in American Literature)


At the end of the novel Clay has an apocalyptic vision of Los Angeles, of people driven mad by living in the city. He longs to go back East:
It was time to go back. I had been home a long time.
 

	Less Than Zero was made into a movie in 1987 starring Andrew McCarthy. The movie featured a different plot than the novel. It received only mediocre reviews.
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Quotes taken from Less Than Zero,Simon & Schuster Inc., New York 1985, and On the Road, Viking Press, New York 1957.

Attention: Movie follows a different plot!!

LESS THAN ZERO 
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Date of publication: 11/06/1987 

For cast, rating and other information, (click here) 

By Roger Ebert
George Carlin was once asked how cocaine made you feel, and he answered: "It makes you feel like having some more cocaine." That inescapable fact is at the bottom of "Less than Zero," a movie that knows cocaine inside out and paints a portrait of drug addiction that is all the more harrowing because it takes place in the Beverly Hills fast lane, in a world of wealth, sex, glamor and helpless self-destruction. 

The movie is about three very rich kids who graduate from the same high school. How rich? As a graduation present, the father of one of the kids sets him up in the recording industry. The character's name is Julian, and he is played by Robert Downey Jr., as a slick, smart, charming young man who takes less than a year to lose everything. His best friend in high school was Clay, played by Andrew McCarthy. Clay, who wears a tie even in Southern California, goes off to an Ivy League university, leaving behind his girlfriend, Blair (Jami Gertz). By Thanksgiving, Downey and Gertz are sleeping together and doing cocaine together, and by Christmas a terrified Gertz is calling McCarthy and begging him to come home and rescue Downey, who is in very big trouble. 

The problem is, you cannot rescue someone who is addicted to drugs. You can lecture them, to no point, and plead with them, to no avail, but essentially an outsider is powerless over someone else's addiction. Downey is clearly out of control and headed for bottom. He has lost the recording studio, spent all his money, made a halfhearted stab at a rehab center, gone back to using and been banished from his home by his father, who practices tough love and tells him, "You can lead you life anyway you want, but stay the hell out of mine." 

The first hint of this movie's power comes during a Christmas party scene. McCarthy, back from the East, tries to talk to his old friend and his former girlfriend, but they're stoned and talk too fast and too loud, almost mechanically, and have tiny attention spans. Later, Gertz begs McCarthy to help Downey, but what can he do? And then the movie's long middle section functions almost as a documentary of the Beverly Hills fast track, of private clubs that open at midnight, of expensive cars and smooth drug dealers and glamorous hangers-on, and the quiet desperation of a society of once-bright, once-attractive, once-promising young people who talk about a lot of things but essentially think only about cocaine. 

The movie's three central performances are flawless: Gertz, as the frightened girl who witnesses the disintegration of her friend; McCarthy, as the quiet, almost cold witness from outside this group, and especially by Downey, whose acting here is so real, so subtle and so observant that it's scary. 

His life in the film revolves around the will of a fourth character, his drug dealer (James Spader). He owes the dealer $50,000 and has no money and no prospects, and the most frightening thing about his situation is that the Spader character is actually fairly reasonable, as these characters go. "I'm not the problem," Spader tells McCarthy. "Julian is the problem." He has extended much more credit than he would usually permit, out of "friendship," but now Downey is at the end of the line. 

The movie's last 30 minutes are like a kick in the gut, as Downey spirals through the ultimate results of his addiction. He appeals to his father, to his friends and even to his dealer, and the fact is, he gets more help than perhaps he deserves. He makes firm resolutions to stop using and vague plans to "get back into rehab," and his friends stand by him as much as they can. The movie's outcome reflects, more or less accurately, what awaits most cocaine addicts who do not get clean. 

If this description of "Less Than Zero" makes it sound like a downbeat retread of "The Lost Weekend," that's because I haven't described the movie's visual style. Director Mark Kanievska and cinematographer Ed Lachman have photographed Beverly Hills, Bel Air and Palm Springs the way they look in high-priced fashion ads and slick TV commercials. The water in the pools is always an azure blue. The homes look like sets. The people look like models. The discos look like music videos. The whole movie looks brilliantly superficial, and so Downey's predicament is all the more poignant: He is surrounded by all of this, he is in it and of it, and he cannot have it. All he wants to have is a good time, but he is trapped in a paradox: Cocaine is the good time that takes itself away. 

Less Than Zero (STAR) (STAR) (STAR) (STAR)

   Clay              Andrew McCarthy

   Blair             Jami Gertz

   Julian            Robert Downey Jr.

   Rip               James Spader

   Bradford Easton   Tony Bill

   Benjamin Wells    Nicholas Pryor

   Elaine Easton     Donna Mitchell

   Hop               Michael Bowen

   Markie            Sarah Buxton

20th Century-Fox presents a film directed by Mark Kanievska, and produced by Jon Avnet and Jordan Kerner. Screenplay by Harley Peyton, based on the novel by Bret Easton Ellis. Photographed by Edward Lachman. Edited by Peter E. Berger and Michael Tronick. Music by Rick Rubin. Running time: 100 minutes. Classified R. At local theaters.
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Part One The Granton Star Cause
 


The first film of the trilogy is a black comedy of revenge, soccer and religion that come together in one explosive story.

Boab Coyle (STEPHEN McCOLE) thinks he has it all: a girlfriend, a job, a cushy number living at home with his parents and a place on the kick-about soccer team the Granton Star. But in just one day, Boab finds that life can be very, very hard and that a chance meeting with God isn't necessarily a good thing.

At the weekly soccer game with the Granton Star, Boab's innate laziness and his penchant for cigarettes and lager take their toll on his performance-a fact noted by his colleagues who believe totally and utterly in the Granton Star cause. At the post-match drink Boab is sacked by manager Kev (GARRY SWEENEY), who, egged on by his teammates, thinks that Boab is holding them back from playing on a real pitch with nets. Furious at his former friends Boab heads home where he is confronted by his father (ALEX HOWDEN) who tells Boab that he wants him to leave and find a place of his own.

Angry at this new betrayal, but still optimistic, Boab storms from the flat thinking that leaving home has advantages if he can get a flat with his girlfriend Evelyn (JENNY McCRINDLE), not least the possibility of having "sex on demand." A telephone call to Evelyn soon changes his plans as she abruptly dumps him for being lousy in bed and because she's found a new man. Venting his frustration on the phone box Boab attracts the attention of the local police.

Boab is arrested for damage to the phone box, and is later subjected to a furious beating at the hands of a high minded policeman who also happens to own shares in British Telecom. When the police release him, Boab returns to work, only to be fired from his dead-end job at a furniture removal firm.

Told he is being 'downsized' by his boss, Boab accepts the news with bad grace but a grudging resignation that pervades his whole existence. He heads to the local pub to drown his sorrows, where he comes face to face with a man who claims to be God (MAURICE ROËVES). God accuses Boab of wasting his life; this is a god straight from the Old Testament, who exacts Biblical-style revenge on Boab by turning him into a fly.

In his new guise as a fly, Boab finally and belatedly finds the power to take his revenge on those who betrayed and insulted him. Freed of his human form he infects his former employer's food with rat poison, and gives his ex-girlfriend and her new lover, a former teammate on the Granton Star, severe food poisoning. But he meets his nemesis in the form of his mother: returning to his former home he interrupts his parents in the midst of a kinky sex session and a direct hit from a rolled-up newspaper puts paid to the 'pest' as Boab's life comes to a sudden end.
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