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as he sticks a girl’s head into a TV set.
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RESUMO

Este trabalho tem por objetivo apresentar o romance Assombro, de Chuck Palahniuk, como
retrato e sintoma do comportamento da sociedade pos-moderna ocidental, cujos valores
correspondem, de acordo com palavras do proprio autor, ao “inverso do sonho americano”. A
principal caracteristica de tal sociedade € a dificuldade dos individuos em lidar com as
exigéncias e constantes mudancas nos ambitos individual, social e psicolégico, o que se
configura na obra do escritor estadunidense através de personagens marginais em busca (na
maioria das vezes, aparentemente inconsciente) de autoaceitagdo ou adaptacdo social. A
leitura desenvolvida aqui se baseia principalmente nos escritos do tedrico francés Jean
Baudrillard, que apresenta 0 pressuposto de que 0 mundo contemporaneo encontra-se num
estado de “pos-orgia”, assombrado por trés fantasmas que o tedrico chama de cancer, travesti
e terrorismo, 0s quais simbolizam questdes sociais contemporaneas relacionadas a politica,
sexualidade, comunicacéo e relacionamentos humanos, entre outros aspectos. Os conceitos de
Baudrillard que norteiam a analise sdo: ‘estado de pds-orgia’, ‘hiperrealidade’, ‘simulacao’,
‘viruléncia’ ¢ ‘sedugdo’ e ‘fantasmas’. O trabalho também apresenta as caracteristicas da
literatura de Chuck Palahniuk e sua recém-iniciada fortuna critica, apontando os principais
aspectos da sociedade pds-moderna presentes em suas obras e culminando em um cotejo de
Assombro com 0 gotico e sua vertente pds-moderna, além de uma comparagdo entre a
dindmica estabelecida entre as personagens do romance e aquela percebida nos reality shows
e falsos documentarios (mock-documentaries). A conclusdo retoma aspectos na estrutura,
imaginario e conteudo do romance, que permitem defini-lo como retrato e sintoma de uma
nova configuracdo social, resultado das inevitaveis mudancas por que 0 mundo passa.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Literatura estadunidense; Chuck Palahniuk; Jean Baudrillard;
fantasmas; hiperrealidade.



ABSTRACT

This dissertation aims at presenting Chuck Palahniuk’s novel Haunted as a portrait and
symptom of the behavior perceived in the postmodern Western society, whose values,
according to the author himself, correspond to “the opposite of the American Dream”. The
main characteristic of such society is the individuals’ difficulty in dealing with demands and
constant changes in the individual, social and psychological spheres, a fact observed in the
work of this American writer through the presence of marginal characters in a more often than
not apparently unconscious search of self-acceptance or social adaptation. The reading
proposed is mainly based on the writings of French theoretician Jean Baudrillard, who
presents the assumption that the contemporary world is in a “post-orgy” state, haunted by
three phantasies he denominates cancer, transvestitism and terrorism, which symbolize
contemporary social issues related to politics, sexuality, communication and human
relationships, among other aspects. The concepts by Baudrillard that underlie the analysis are:
‘post-orgy state’, ‘hyperreality’, ‘simulation’, ‘virulence’, ‘seduction’ and ‘phantasies’. The
work also presents the features of the literature produced by Chuck Palahniuk and its newly-
started critical fortune, highlighting the main aspects of postmodern society present in his
works, culminating with an approximation of Haunted to the postmodern variation of Gothic
literature, besides a comparison between the dynamics established among the characters in the
novel to the one perceived in reality shows and mock-documentaries. The conclusion
strengthens aspects in the structure, imaginary and content of the novel that enable the
definition of Haunted as portrait and symptom of a new social organization, resulting from
the inevitable changes the world goes through.

KEY WORDS: American Literature; Chuck Palahniuk; Jean Baudrillard; phantasies;
hyperreality.
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Haunted: A Novel of Stories
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Chart based on that designed by Kuhn and Rubin (2009). For the sake of organization and to
make the reading process easier, books by Chuck Palahniuk will be referred to by the
abbreviations on this list, and not by the year of the edition used, as ABNT recommends.
However, the list of references includes all the information about the editions used here.



1 BEFORE THE ORGY, OR HAVE YOU EVER RUBBED YOUR EYES
WITH BROKEN GLASS IN THEM?

The title of this introduction is divided in two parts, and both of them deserve — or

rather, need — some explaining.

“Before the orgy” refers to one of Jean Baudrillard’s most creative premises being
applied to the titles of the parts that form this work. | trace a parallel between the five parts
that form the body of the work and the parts | assume form an orgy*. Such parallel focuses on
the function of each of the parts in the work (introduction, first, second and third chapters, and
conclusion) and the parts in the unfolding of an orgy (before, foreplay, during, the end and

after). Naturally, what Baudrillard has to say about orgies will be discussed in due time.

The second part of the title is a teaser. | allowed myself to play with words and ideas
in the titles of my sections under the influence of the two men whose writings have given
origin to this dissertation: American writer Chuck Palahniuk and French theoretician Jean
Baudrillard. The question “have you ever rubbed your eyes with broken glass in them?”
comes from the text The Fiction of Self-Destruction — Chuck Palahniuk, Closet Moralist, by
Jesse Kavadlo (in SCHUCHARDT, 2008, 13). According to Kavadlo, the sensation caused by
the reading of a text by Chuck Palahniuk (in Kavadlo’s text the reference is to Fight Club) is

equivalent to broken glass in your eyes.

In fact, many metaphors have been proposed by different scholars and writers to show
what a reading of a “typical” Palahniuk text feels like. Two of them are displayed in titles of

my sections: the broken glass one and the “unrelenting circus of pain” (KUHN and RUBIN,

! Not that there is any academic or literary relevance in the fact, but given my apparent proficiency in orgies and
their parts, | just want to make clear that | have never taken part in an orgy whatsoever.
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2009, 1). If you?, reader, are not acquainted with Chuck Palahniuk’s work, believe me when I
say that those two are very accurate samples of what people have been saying about his
books, and they do justice to the author’s favorite imagery and themes.

The genesis of this dissertation is in many ways connected to the changes | have been
through as a reader, a researcher and teacher in the area of literature, and ultimately, as a
human being. Then again, | suppose this is one of the greatest consequences of working with
literature: what you study becomes so intertwined with various aspects of your life, and next
thing you know, your literary criticism reflects your approval (or bitching) of something, the
analysis you deliver turns out to be some kind of self-analysis, and the conclusions you reach

are more related to aspects of your own personality than you expect.

The first step towards this dissertation involved the writing of my master’s thesis,
which consisted of an analysis of the imagery related to blood in Bram Stoker’s Dracula.
During the writing and research processes, | was able to plunge into a world of horror,
fantasy, supernatural and, obviously, blood. | was absolutely sure that my thesis would bring
consequences and labels into my academic and personal life; however, | had never been afraid
of them: indeed, | ended up recognized by my students and peers and “the Dracula guy”, or

“Mr. Vampire”, epithets which I earned, embodied and of which I am deeply proud.

My studies of Victorian culture and history, as well as of the creation of Stoker’s
novel, transported me to realities and worlds | was happy to explore: the fin-de-siecle London
and a mythical Transylvania, with their dark alleys, solitary lampposts, steps in the middle of
the night, wolves howling somewhere, repressed women and gallant, brave men. More than

that, what attracted me the most — and, what | firmly believe, attracts most readers that

2 Another display of how Palahniuk’s writing has influenced me. Joshua Parker’s article listed in the references
discusses the multiples uses of the pronoun ‘you’ in Palahniuk’s work. However, let us be just: Machado de
Assis used to do that very well more than a hundred years before Palahniuk’s first novel was published.
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indulge themselves in the pleasure of reading Dracula — was the monster: the black cape, the
sneaky ways, the exotic accent intended by Stoker and consolidated forever by Bela Lugosi in

the 1931 movie version, and, most of all, the evil that characterizes Count Dracula.

When the time came to design the project for my doctoral dissertation, it seemed
natural to me and people around me to carry out a deeper research on Dracula, or maybe on
other works of literature related to vampires. And that is when | came across an article on the
Internet that mentioned a short story capable of making people faint and vomit (HANTKE,
2009, 196). The work in question was called Guts, and the article showed how the dramatic

readings of the story performed by the author would actually make people sick.

Curiosity and a certain self-destructive instinct, which many psychologists have come
to believe is typical in human beings, made me go after the book and see if it could gross me
out or make me pass out. It did neither. However, it touched me at many levels and for many
reasons, which | will explain throughout the sections of this dissertation. Haunted — A Novel
of Stories is the title of the book written in 2005, and its author is Chuck Palahniuk, better
known by the masses as the author of Fight Club, which became a well-known movie with
Brad Pitt, Helena Bonham-Carter and Edward Norton. | had heard of Palahniuk before just
once, precisely because of the movie Fight Club and the tragic situation involving a medical
student in S8o Paulo. Matheus da Costa Meira invaded a movie theater at Morumbi Shopping
Mall showing Fight Club and shot five people, two of which to death. Later, Meira affirmed
he had chosen this particular movie because both he and the main character in the story were
‘schizophrenic™.

My first impressions about Haunted were: it was far from being the best book | had

ever read, there were stories in it that | did not like, most of the poems did not match my

® Available at http://veja.abril.com.br/101199/p_038.html. Access on October 24, 2006.
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poetic taste, and the quantity of characters — nineteen plus others that are mentioned — made
me a little confused at times. In spite of all that, I felt (and | apologize for the infamous yet
unavoidable use of the term, but | promise this is the first and last time) haunted: by images
proposed by the author, by most of the stories, by the interaction among the characters in a
twisted and bizarre kind of reality show (one of my passions) that could be described as Big
Brother meets Survivor, with a little touch of Lord of the Flies and Das Experiment.

I once read Guts out loud to my wife and mother, to see what would happen. They did
not have any extreme reactions, but my wife said: ‘it’s too much.” That made me realize that
the reading of Haunted will probably cause the same impact on most readers: throughout the
book, the thought ‘this is too much’ is very likely to happen. In his twisted reality show /
writers’ retreat, Palahniuk provides his readers with several murders, cross-dressing,
mutilation, innuendoes of pedophilia, masturbation tips, rape, humiliation, scatology,
cannibalism, violence of all sorts, conspiracy theories and mysterious diseases most people
have not heard of. My mother became really shocked with the narrator’s masturbatory
experiences she had just heard me read. And when | told her about other aspects present in the

novel, she sighed and said ‘my son, why do you like this kind of thing? It’s monstrous’.

Well, I love monsters (who doesn’t, I dare ask). And this is the point where it dawned
on me that the idea of “monster” had probably changed, when compared to the standards
established by Romantic literature (let us remember the zombie crew in Coleridge’s The Rime
of the Ancient Mariner or the ominous being Victor Frankenstein creates) or classic horror

stories, such as Count Dracula or the Usher siblings in their respective stories.

People need monsters, be it in literary fiction, a horror movie or the evening soap
opera. What is more, most people indeed like monsters, whether they admit it or not. Of

course, sometimes they go by the label of “villain” instead, but the essence is the same.
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Would the re-run of Vale Tudo have been so successful on the web and on television twenty-
three years after its original airing if it had not been for Odete Roitman? Would Shakespeare’s
tragedies retain all of their greatness if the “monsters” in them were to be suppressed? What
would happen to the plot in Hamlet if Claudius did not exist? How would Macbeth and

Othello be influenced and manipulated if it was not for the witches and lago?

The questions placed above serve to reinforce one conclusion scholars have reached
about Shakespeare’s relevance and success: his texts are timeless, once they still tell us a lot
about the world, even though we are in the 21* century. The monsters in Shakespeare’s
tragedies are not green or purple, they do not drink blood (in spite of the plentiful bloodsheds
we are presented to in the aforementioned plays), and they do not fly, for instance. They have

mundane motivations. They want money, power, love. They are needy. They are human.

Apparently, it is this kind of monster contemporary audiences have been searching for.
Ogres have become a hit with children due to the Shrek series, whereas the most popular
among the so-called ‘vampire stories’ written in recent years present ‘vegetarian’ vampires,
who prefer not to prey on humans because of moral dilemmas. Nowadays, villains and
monsters must go unnoticed among the crowds. Black capes and long fangs will not convince
or please most readers, who have become too lazy and politically correct to tolerate a creature
which is supernatural and essentially evil at the same time, as the ones presented in past
centuries. The monster does not live in a castle anymore. But (s)he might live next door to
you, and knock on your door for a little sugar on a Saturday afternoon, or even offer to look

after your kids while you and your partner go to the theater or the movies.

For the sake of exemplification, | resort to another passion of mine: Desperate
Housewives. Some of the residents in Wisteria Lane (the fictional space where the series takes

place) are representatives of aspects that have been used in the past by biased and prejudiced
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people to shun others, such as being non-Caucasian, homosexual, or a single mother.
Nowadays, at the age of the politically correct, those categories are what people kindly call

“minorities”.

Shunning is a way of categorizing somebody as a ‘monstrosity’ — a person who has an
evident characteristic that others do not accept for some reason. The idea of ‘evidencing’ or
‘warning’ becomes important as we analyze the etymology of the word ‘monster’: ‘c.1300,
"malformed animal, creature afflicted with a birth defect,” from O.Fr. monstre, from L.

monstrum "monster, monstrosity, omen, portent, sign," from root of monere "warn"’.*

Contemporary monsters have twisted this idea. Now, the more concealed crimes and
faults are, the more evil the monster can be. Desperate Housewives also provides us with
excellent examples of that: Wisteria Lane, with its beautiful houses, white fences and
immaculate lawns, has been the home for murderers, traitors, torturers, corrupt businessmen, a
retarded murderer, womanizers, nymphomaniacs and a pedophile, as well as non-Caucasians,
homosexuals and single mothers. Most residents of Wisteria Lane have beautiful bodies,
spotless hairdos and prize-winning hydrangeas in the yards. They embody the American
Dream and the families from detergent commercials, meaning that indeed, it is becoming

more and more difficult to spot monsters in the crowd.

The main difference between Desperate Housewives and Haunted is the space.
Whereas in the former the action takes place in the “real” world, on the street, in the latter,
things happen in a locked theater. Whereas in the former characters must worry about their
reputation within and without the neighborhood (they have to conceal their monstrosities), in
the latter they do not. All the pathetic characters locked up are frustrated writers who feel they

do not belong in the social circles they left behind. They have their monstrous features as

* Available at http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=monster. Access on January 20, 2011.
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well; however, they do not need to hide them. On the contrary, the thematic rooms, the
confinement and the need to create literary texts serve as the perfect excuse for them to
expose the skeletons in their closets. That is one of the greatest merits of the story: the
environment invites to full disclosure and, by disclosing their dirt, Palahniuk’s characters /
writers / outcasts become monsters in the original sense of the word — that is, displays of
something. Not green, not ogres, not spectra. They are not even solely evil, once they are, as

this work will show, also victims. But let us make no mistake: they are monsters, indeed.

Having all of that in mind, my doctoral dissertation project changed in a very
spontaneous and drastic way. At first, | intended to deliver a historical analysis of Gothic
literature throughout the centuries, which would mean a deeper dive into classic supernatural.
The reading of Palahniuk’s Haunted at the time of designing my project made me see that that
was not what | wanted. The more 1 tried to focus on ghosts, vampires and ghouls, the more |
thought about the many characters in Haunted and their richly twisted personalities, and how
much Haunted itself could be considered a great exemplary of the contemporary

(postmodern?) horror story.

The reading of Haunted led to my acquaintance with the rest of Palahniuk’s work. One
of my first discoveries was the existence of something Palahniuk himself calls his ‘horror
trilogy’, formed by Lullaby (2002), Diary (2003) and Haunted. Many characteristics present
in Haunted can also be seen in his other books (even the ones outside the trilogy), as part two
of this work shows. Palahniuk proves through his work to be a critic of American society and
the values that characterize it: consumerism, the pursuit for beauty patterns and dysfunctional

interpersonal and intrapersonal relationships, for instance.

Therefore, the first chapter of this dissertation, entitled Foreplay, or Chuck Palahniuk

and His Unrelenting Circus of Pain, is divided into four subsections: the first one presents
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Chuck Palahniuk and his work, through brief summaries of each of his novels and a
discussion on the reception Haunted had, particularly when it came out. | also present the
phenomenon Palahniuk himself denominates “the Guts effect”, which is something | could
see firsthand (even at in a lesser degree) through my dramatic reading of the short story. The
second part of the first chapter presents common patterns and recurrent characteristics
perceived in his novels. These two parts work as a sort of introduction of the author to the
academia and they are more relevant than they apparently are, given that this is supposedly
the first work in Brazil to study any of Chuck Palahniuk’s works at the graduate level as of

September 7, 2011.°

‘Postmodern’ is a fundamental term for the purposes of this work. It is often used in
relation to Jean Baudrillard’s thought; besides, it is a subgenre within Gothic literature, and,
as mentioned before and discussed further ahead, Haunted has what it takes to be considered
‘postmodern Gothic’. Ultimately, it is a term used to refer to the time we are living now —
hence the necessity of dealing with the concept. Therefore, the third subsection presents the
most pertinent characteristics of postmodernism for the analysis of Haunted carried on

throughout the work.

Finally, the fourth subsection discusses the literary influences perceived in Palahniuk’s
novel. At this point the connection between my previous studies and Haunted comes full
cycle, for there are references in Haunted to seminal literary works and episodes pertaining to
‘Gothic’, such as Dracula, Frankenstein, some of the premises present in the preface of The

Picture of Dorian Gray, and the mythical episode of the genesis of Frankenstein and The

® According to a research carried on the Plataforma Lattes database using the term “palahniuk” in the field
‘subject’. Five names are yielded with the research. In order of relevance, mine is the first, and the four others
are professors who have either written shorter articles for newspapers or magazines or made short research on
Chuck Palahniuk’s work. However, two undergraduate works which | had the privilege of being involved with
are worth mentioning here: one about Choke, entitled The Martyrdom of Saint Me: Choking Victor, by Andréia
Dieter Reis (UNISINOS) and Fight Club: Clash of Ideas by Henrique Leonardi de Oliveira (UFRGS).
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Vampyre in Villa Diodati. In addition to this, many elements present in the plot, structure,
atmosphere and style of the novel allow this association to Gothic literature and its

postmodern branch.

A most fortuitous coincidence took place when I first had access to Jean Baudrillard’s
writing. Author of tens of books and owner of a unique intellectual career, marked by changes
of mind and also of theoretical opinions, Baudrillard came across to me as a grumpy old man,
in whose nagging and bitching | heard the echo of many of my own opinions about the world,
people and the way people relate and connect. Incidentally, Baudrillard is had as one of the

main representatives of postmodern theory.

The first of Baudrillard’s books I read was The Transparency of Evil, which provided
me with the basic ideas present in the title of this work and the titles of its sections as well: the
phantasies, the end of the orgy, the fake realities and the chaos in human relations. After this
reading, and through some research about Baudrillard’s life and academic trajectory, I was
able to understand he had a significant number of theoretical inspirations, such as Marxism,
psychoanalysis, sociology, semiology and McLuhan’s social investigations of media
phenomena (HORROCKS and JETVIC, 1997, 3, 121), as well as significant intellectual partners
like Sartre and Lefebvre (HORROCKS and JETVIC, 1997, 6-7). In addition, the amount of
concepts discussed and created by Baudrillard along the different phases of his thinking is

extremely vast.

Therefore, it is important to observe that this work does not intend to cover all of
Baudrillard’s work; rather, it focuses on his writings produced in the decades of 1980 and
1990. It is such phase — characterized by the writings of The Transparency of Evil, Seduction

and America — that entitled Baudrillard to the epithets “fatal theoretician” or “high priest of
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postmodernism”, both of them fitting not only to the works that originated them, but also to

the analysis proposed here.

The second chapter, entitled During the Orgy, or Fragments of Theory, is divided into
three subsections. The first one overviews theory related to reality television and mock-
documentaries, which will support the close reading. The necessity of such a study lies on the
fact that a lot of the story swirls around the relationship writers vs. information. What brings
Haunted, Reality TV and mock-documentaries together is the possibility of the manipulation
of facts, the “claims to truthfulness” (AUFDENHEIDE, 2007, 2), and the fact that they are,
somehow, based on what Andrejevic calls “the work of being watched” (2003). Another
aspect to be taken into consideration is the setting of the novel, reminding of the confinement

that characterizes reality shows.

The second and third subsections present concepts found in Baudrillard’s writing
pertaining to the analysis of Haunted proposed in the third chapter, being hyperreality,
simulation and the seduction of evil the most important ones, given that they are crucial for
the understanding of the characters’ behavior in the novel. They are the tools used to discuss
the difficulty the characters have to accept themselves and other people’s behavior, leading to
distorted views of the world and the people around them, as well as their tendency to
manipulate facts and make them more appealing, be it for the sake of their literary production
or for the sake of marketing, as they intend to leave confinement, sell their stories and obtain
money and popularity. Also, the subsection presents Baudrillard’s view of the contemporary
world: it is full of excesses in technology, personal relations, sex and consumerism. Such
excesses have led to a state of affairs characterized by a feeling of emptiness and void, typical
of a ‘post-orgy’ state. This subsection also introduces the three phantasies that, according to

Baudrillard, haunt the contemporary world: cancer, transvestitism and terrorism.
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The third and final chapter is entitled The End of the Orgy, or the Phantasies,
consisting of my close reading of Haunted based on the three previously mentioned
phantasies that, according to Baudrillard, characterize the ‘post-orgy’ contemporary world,
being each of them the basis for the three subsections in part three. A chart with the titles of
each short story, its author and main themes is presented in appendix I, in order to provide

the reader with some basic reference throughout the work.

My final considerations are gathered in a section called What are we gonna do, now
that the orgy is over?. In that section | revisit the most important aspects discussed in the
work, stating that Chuck Palahniuk’s novel of stories exemplifies and describes in many ways

the dynamics of interpersonal and intrapersonal relationships of the 21% century.

My final invitation for the reading of this work comes from the opening lines of Victor
Mancini in Chuck Palahniuk’s Choke (2001, 1-2). These lines do not seem inviting at all. Or

do they?

If you’re going to read this, don’t bother.

After a couple pages, you won’t want to be here. So forget it.
Go away. Get out while you’re still in one piece.

Save yourself.

There has to be something better on television. Or since you
have so much on your hands, maybe you could take a night
course. Become a doctor. You could make something out of
yourself. Treat yourself to a dinner out. Color your hair.

You’re not getting any younger.

What happens here is first going to piss you off. After that it
just gets worse.



2 FOREPLAY, OR CHUCK PALAHNIUK AND HIS “UNRELETING
CIRCUS OF PAIN”

2.1 FIGHT CLUB AND A LOT MORE

The objective of this chapter is to provide an introduction to the work of Chuck
Palahniuk, which has proven to be a difficult task due to several reasons: Palahniuk’s short
career, which leads to the lack of a meaningful Palahniukean critical fortune; the mixed (and
passionate) reactions his works have had, which can be divided in two categories — fans, who
have given to the man and his work the status of “cult” in a very short period of time, and
detractors, who focus on his taste for gore and violence to justify the fact that what he does is
not “good literature”; and, finally, the fact that the author’s name is excessively connected to

his first novel.

Fight Club was published in 1996, and turned into a major motion picture in 1999. In
spite of being a book with a well-constructed plot with strong characters and a remarkable
twist at its end, it only became known to the audiences due to the movie. The qualities of the
novel, allied to the fact it made quite an impression as his debut work, enhanced the

reputation Palahniuk acquired, and extended it to the rest of his work.

Palahniuk himself is aware of the fact that he owes a lot to Fight Club, which can be
seen in his book of memoirs, Stranger Than Fiction: True Stories (2004). Some of the stories
show his first visit to Hollywood due to the movie making (Almost California), the first time
he met Brad Pitt and how the latter’s good looks were overwhelming (The Lip Enhancer), and

the feedback he received from a reader who had been able to relate to some of the characters
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in the novel (Monkey Think, Monkey Do). For better or for worse, Palahniuk will be labeled as
“the author of Fight Club”®.

The fact is that the impact of Fight Club had interesting consequences to the sequence
of Palahniuk’s work. He has been able to maintain throughout his writing many of the
characteristics’ that captivated his early readers, meaning most of the criticism made in the
late 1990s and early 2000s directed to Fight Club also applies to later works.

In a fifteen-year span, Chuck Palahniuk had a significant amount of criticism and
feedback, but not under an academic perspective. Most of the criticism and information
available is on newspapers and magazines websites in the book review sections, in addition to
blogs and websites, most of which run by fans. Palahniuk’s official website itself was created
and is managed by a group of fans, and not coincidentally it is called The Cult. Apparently,
‘cult’ is an appropriate term, as Douglas Kellner states, “in the sense that the subject matter is
far from mainstream.”® Kellner goes even further, reinforcing this point by stating that

“stories about disembowelment don't belong in the literary canon”.

If the choices of themes, images and plots in Chuck Palahniuk’s work do not
guarantee him a place in the more orthodox form of literary canon, the same cannot be said
about the numbers regarding his sales and popularity, since Palahniuk is a regular in the

bestseller lists. As Andrew Lawless highlights, Palahniuk’s detractors suggest that this

® This is something | have been able to understand as people asked me what my work was about. | told them
about Haunted and my ideas to analyze the novel, but only when | told them Chuck Palahniuk had written Fight
Club did people make faces that said “Well, this I can relate to.”

" Sections 2.1 and 2.2 deal with recurrent features in the works by Chuck Palahniuk.

8 Available at http://www.threemonkeysonline.com/als_pagel/_chuck_palahniuk_haunted_interview html.
Access on January 21, 2011.
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happens “because he writes the sort of books that people who don't read books like to read.
That part of his audience are not regular 'book readers' is certainly true.”®

That leads to the two greatest problems about an academic view of Palahniuk’s work:
the aforementioned fact that there is not a consolidated critical fortune to rely on, and also that
a lot of the existing sources are passionate, and more often than not, radical. That goes for
both lovers and haters. Good evidence of the former is in the synopsis of Lullaby found on
The Cult (annex E), that says the book is “weird and funny and is still a Palahniuk novel that
will have non-Palahniuk people lifting an eyebrow in confusion when you tell them what
you’re reading.” The notion of two kinds of people — “Palahniuk people” and “non-Palahniuk
people” — sets the tone. Palahniuk people know what he will present in his stories, and as they
proclaim themselves “Palahniuk people” the underlying message is: “l can handle gore,
mutilation and violence; I’'m strong, and so is my stomach. How about you?” Therefore,

claiming to be a “Palahniuk person” might work as a sort of political statement — with

possible stronger consequences, such as the writing of a doctoral dissertation.

Conversely, very good examples of what haters have to say can be found in different
reviews of Haunted: while Ken St Andre from The Library Journal calls the novel “a catalog
of atrocities” (May 1, 2005), Elizabeth Hand says on The Washington Post that it is “kind of

repetitive, and it's also really, really gross.”*

Chuck Palahniuk had to become used to such extreme responses due to the recurrence
of extremes in his work: extremely dysfunctional characters, some extremely violent scenes,
extreme criticism, and his ability to deliver social criticisms in extremely harsh ways. His

career comprises so far eleven works of fiction and two non-fiction books: Stranger Than

® The interview with Chuck Palahniuk is in annex W.

19 The reviews mentioned in this work form annex O.
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Fiction and an interesting sort of travel guide called A Walk in Portland, Oregon: Fugitives
and Refugees (2003). His twelfth novel was published in October 2011, and it is entitled
Damned.*" It tells the story of an eleven-year-old girl named Madison who wakes up on a
given day only to find herself in hell. From this point on, her mission is to understand what
had happened to her, and what she might have done to be punished in such a way. Criticism to
consumer society remains, as Madison’s parents are a billionaire and a Hollywood figure,

both of which addicted to alcohol and drugs.

Fight Club (1996) presents the story of an unnamed narrator sometimes referred to as
Jack, a typical white-collar mid-class who realizes his state-of-the-art appliances and modern
furniture do not fill the void of his life. He has no full name and never stands out, elements
which contribute towards the conclusion that he is nothing but ordinary, average. In order to
create some sort of bond with other people and also to convince himself that other might
suffer more than him, Jack attends meetings of support groups for sick people. In one of these
meetings he meets Marla Singer, a loner with an aura of mystery who does not seem to have

any kind of stable relationship with anyone.

At a certain point of the story, the narrator comes across the character that turns out to
be his counterpart throughout, Tyler Durden. Tyler seems to be the opposite: outspoken,
charismatic, boisterous and sexy. The dynamics of the relationship between the two and the
triangular relationship they have with Marla dominate the narrative, which describes the
creation of the “fight club”, an underground organization conceived by Tyler and Jack to
gather other men who do not find fulfillment in their ordinary lives. The objective is to
provide the members of the club with an opportunity to bond with others and be something

other than their pathetic selves, whereas the means through which such bonding happens is

1 A chronological chart with Chuck Palahniuk’s work is provided in appendix I, as well as the synopsis for each
of the works retrieved from his official website on January 30, 2011 (annexes A to M).
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one-on-one fights. The final twist comes through the discovery that Tyler and Jack are the
same person, in a modern re-reading of The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde which
comes full cycle with the basic premise of the club — after all, as Jack wants to escape the

boredom of his daily life, he also wants to be someone else.

Survivor (1999) tells the story of Tender Branson, a member of a radical church called
the Creedish Church, who is on a suicidal mission that includes hijacking an airplane and
telling his complicated life story into the black box before crashing the airplane in the
Australian Outback. It is interesting to note that the “curse” upon the movie versions of
Palahniuk’s books started with the issue regarding a movie version of Survivor. The book had
its rights bought in 2000, and pre-production was supposed to start in 2001. A few weeks
before that, 9/11 took place, and the producers thought that, given the impact of the attack, it

would not be appropriate for a movie version of Survivor to take place.

In his article entitled With or Without Us: Chuck Palahniuk’s 9/11, Jesse Kavadlo
points out to the fact that Palahniuk’s two novels to be released before 2001 predicted
behaviors and responses to be found both within and without the USA after the attacks:
extreme and underground violence, the hijacking of an airplane under the pretext of religious
radicalism, and the notion of a war between poles representing completely opposite ideals.
One quotation from Fight Club exemplifies such idea efficiently: “We are the middle children
of history, raised by television to believe that someday we’ll be millionaires and movie stars
and rock stars, but we won’t. And we’re just learning this fact... So don’t fuck with us.” (FC,
166). Whereas the first part of the quotation (“We’re... we won’t”) places “we” as the victims
who have just understood their position as such, the final part (“And... with us”) constitutes a

threat excused by self-defense.
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Interestingly, the destructive notions present in Fight Club were supposed to be
Palahniuk’s response to the publishing houses which had refused to publish the novel he had
written before, Invisible Monsters. (KAVADLO, 2009, 103-104). Written in 1996 and
published three years later, it tells the story of siblings Shane and Shannon McFarland.
Whereas she is overwhelmingly beautiful and works advertising useless products on
television, he is a transvestite who is one surgery away from becoming a woman. While she
goes insane with having to deal with her beauty in a world where she feels nothing but being
“walking sex furniture” (IM, 39)*?, he builds himself as a woman to the perfect image of his
sister, in spite of not wanting to be a woman. While she destroys her pretty face on purpose,
he undergoes many cosmetic surgeries to create a super feminine face and body for himself.
His reason for doing so is a self-destructive instinct (“A sexual reassignment surgery is a
miracle for some people, but if you don’t want one, it’s the ultimate form of self-mutilation” —
IM, 259), which ends up being a bond with his sister — the “accident” that mutilated her face
had in fact been caused by Shannon herself, as a desperate attempt of reprioritizing things in
her life and being looked at as more than a pretty woman (“The truth is that I was addicted to

being beautiful, and that’s not something you just walk away from.” — IM, 285)

In Choke (2001) Palahniuk tells us the story of Victor Mancini, who had a twisted
childhood, which consisted of going from foster family to foster family, with in-between
escapades with his criminal biological mother. Now that Victor is an adult, he has to deal with
his sex addiction, his mother’s dementia, his brand new love towards the doctor in charge of
his mother, plus the possibility of being a direct descendant of Jesus Christ, which would

make him the Second Come. To help him with those situations, Victor goes to sex addicts

12 From this point on, works by Chuck Palahniuk will be referred to according to the list of abbreviations found
in Kuhn and Rubin (2009), which has been reproduced on page 9. Pygmy and Tell-All, which do not appear on
the original list, have been included.
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meetings and self-induces choking in restaurants, in order to create affective bonds with the
strangers who save him through the famous Heimlich maneuver. In spite of the meek
connections Victor manages to create with his saviors, he receives recovery and birthday
cards and even money.

Lullaby, the first part of Palahniuk’s “horror trilogy”, was released in 2002, and it tells
the story of an African culling song which has the power of killing the children who listen to
it. The nursery rhyme can be found in a book with collected lullabies from all over the world
which is available in many public libraries across the USA. Carl Streator, who victimized his
wife and child by singing the song, allies himself to glamorous realtor Helen Hoover Boyle
(who, like Streator, had lost her family because of the lullaby), her hippie secretary Mona, and
Mona’s boyfriend, Oyster. This leads to the creation of a weird foursome that fights against
the will to use the song and acquire power through it.

2003 was the year for two publications: Fugitives and Refugees: A Walk in Portland,
Oregon and Diary, the second part of the author’s horror trilogy. It tells the story of Misty
Marie Walmot, a very talented painter whose story is basically divided in two parts. The first
one consists of her dealing with her husband’s long comatose period, which came from an
unsuccessful suicide attempt. Peter Wilmot used to be a contractor who left bizarre hidden
messages on the walls of the houses he built, and now that the messages are being discovered,
Misty has to face all the legal suits against him. The second part focuses on Peter’s death and
the unexpected death of their young daughter. These losses seem to enhance Misty’s
creativity, making her painting better, more intense, and more appealing to the public. The
whole story takes place in a mysterious island, which Palahniuk cleverly names Waytansea,

reminding of Swift’s creativity with site names in Gulliver’s Travels.

One year later, Chuck Palahniuk publishes Stranger Than Fiction — True Stories,

which is divided in three parts: People Together, which tells stories about anonymous people
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who have been part of his life; Portraits, consisting of stories about famous friends of his,
such as singer Marilyn Manson and actress Juliette Lewis; and Personal, formed by stories
such as the ones mentioned at the very beginning of this section, dealing with the repercussion
of Fight Club plus stories of an even more intimate character, such as the one dealing with the

murder of his father.

In 2005 comes Haunted, officially closing the horror trilogy and helping consolidate
Chuck Palahniuk’s “bad” reputation, mainly because of what Palahniuk himself called the
Guts effect. It tells the story of a group of people — frustrated writers who do not know each
other — who undergo together what is supposed to be a writers’ retreat. They all expect to be
taken to a sort of idyllic place, where they should be able to relax, be away from their
ordinary lives and eventually produce their works of literature. However, they end up being
taken to an abandoned theater, full of costumes and thematic rooms. They are locked up there
by Mr. Whittier, an old man who organized the retreat, and Mrs. Clark, a sort of second-in-

command.

As time passes, confinement and personal issues take their toll, and life in the retreat
becomes harder. The interaction among the participants is marked by violence, aggression,
mutilation, manipulation of facts and quarrels, and the novel is characterized by three
different narrative textures: the first one permeates the entire book, describing the writers’ life
in the retreat; the second one consists of the short stories they produce, and the third one is

formed by anonymous poems introducing each author before the stories.

In many ways, it is one of the most innovative works within Palahniuk’s list: for the
first time his story does not have a reduced number of main characters — there are nineteen
writers, including Mr. Whittier and Mrs. Clark; there is not just one storyline, once Haunted

is, as its title observes, a “novel of stories” — hence the need for different narrative textures;
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and finally, the narrative voice, which is an undefined “we”. All nineteen characters are
mentioned by this “we”, leaving no possibility for one of the writers to be the official narrator

of Haunted, and adding an extra interest to the narrative.

Two years later, in 2007, we have Rant and its main character, Buster “Rant” Casey,
who leaves his little town in the countryside and becomes involved with an underworld of
vandalism, as he destroys cars at night with a group called the “Party Crashers” and starts a
rabies epidemic, which ends up killing people all over the USA. Like in other works, such as

Choke and Snuff, an Oedipal touch is added, as Rant has unsolved issues with his mother.

Snuff (2008) takes place during the shooting of a pornographic movie starring Cassie
Wright, the greatest diva of the porn market. Her objective is to create an unbreakable record
and have sex with six hundred different men in front of the camera, in what is supposed to be
her farewell performance. After breaking this record, Cassie plans to die, which explains the

title of the novel.™

The story is told from four different perspectives: three of the men who are
going to participate in the movie, and who are initially called Mr. 72, Mr. 137 and Mr. 600,
and Sheila, one of the members of the crew. Mr. 72 is a teenager who thinks he might be
Cassie’s lost son (the Oedipal twist); Mr. 137 is a former TV presenter whose career has
flunked, and believes that by being in the movie he might have another shot; finally, Mr. 600
is Branch Bacardi, one of the biggest male porn stars and a long-time partner of Cassie on
screen. In order to enhance the complicated family ties, a few physical similarities are

highlighted between Mr. 72 and Mr. 600, hinting that Branch Bacardi might be the boy’s

father.

13 «gnuff films depict the killing of a human being — a human sacrifice (without the aid of special effects or other
trickery) perpetuated for the medium of film and circulated amongst a jaded few for the purpose of
entertainment”. (KEREKES and SLATER, 2007). However, due to the clandestine status of snuff as a genre and
the difficulty of finding snuff movies that do not seem fake, developing a concise definition of the term is
complicated.
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The novel displays another example of Palahniuk (sometimes infamous) creativity
when it comes to names and puns. Given the extensive curriculum of both Cassie and Branch,
many of the movies they took part of are mentioned, most of which parodies of works of
literature or famous TV shows. Therefore, Palahniuk presents to his readers some of his real
cultural and literary influences as he mentions fictional pornographic movies such as Sex With
the City (2008, 2), To Drill a Mockingbird (12), A Tale of Two Titties (13), Moby Dicked (16),
The Ass Menagerie (29), The Importance of Balling Ernest (55) and Cunt on a Hot Tin Roof

(76), to mention a few. **

Pygmy, written in 2009, is described in the synopsis at Palahniuk’s official website as
“The Manchurian Candidate meets South Park” (annex P). It tells the story of a group of
teenagers who come from a fictional communist country. They go to the USA disguised as
exchange students, when in reality they form a terrorist group whose mission is to gather
information about American habits and later destroy the country. Their leader is Pygmy,
whose lack of ability to fit in and poor English skills are responsible for the funniest moments

of the narrative.

In his latest novel Palahniuk goes back to the 1950s. Tell-All tells the story of
Katherine Kenton, a movie diva who mixes characteristics of Bette Davis, Gloria Swanson,
Elizabeth Taylor and Judy Garland, who falls in love with bon-vivant Webster Carlton
Westward III. Hazie Coogan, Katherine’s personal secretary, discovers among Webster’s
things a draft for the ending of an unpublished biography of Kathie. In it, she dies under
mysterious circumstances, which leads to the impression that Webster is a “tell-all”, a

sensational and dramatic biographer who wants an unforgettable ending for his book. The

14 Referring to the TV series Sex and the City, Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird, Charles Dickens’ A Tale of
Two Cities, Herman Melville’s Moby Dick, Tennessee Williams’ The Glass Menagerie, Oscar Wilde’s The
Importance of Being Earnest and Tennessee Williams’ Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.
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story then becomes a battle of power and influence between Hazie and Carlton over
Katherine, culminating with another unexpected twist at the end, for it is Hazie who had been

planning Kathie’s death.

In both Snuff and Tell-All Palahniuk refers to literature and cinema. In the former, such
happens through puns and alterations in titles, and even if the original reference is lost, the
readers of Snuff understand that movies with Branch Bacardi or Cassie Wright will
necessarily be pornographic. On the other hand, in Tell-All Chuck Palahniuk makes references
that become important for the general understanding of the atmosphere in which the story
takes place. The formatting of the book, with names of people in bold typing, probably aims
at making the process easier for the reader, once the typical audience of Fight Club — male,
under thirty, part of the MTV generation — is not necessarily expected to recognize the names
of Lillian Hellman, Lucille Ball, James Stewart or Edith Head. **> Thus, it is possible to see
that Tell-All brings a shift in the cultural references typically seen in Chuck Palahniuk’s works

(film noir, black-and-white cinema divas).

The brief presentation of each of Palahniuk’s works becomes important to enhance the

introduction to the author aimed at, and also to facilitate the discussion of common elements

> Lillian Hellman was an American playwright and poet, better known for being the author of The Children’s
Hour. She was also famous for “embellishing” her stories and inventing facts, which made some of her
acquaintances really angry with her. The most notorious example of this fact is Mary McCarthy, another
American writer who used to be good friends with Hellman until the latter went to a radio show and told lies
about her. That led to McCarthy accusing Hellman of being a liar, by saying the famous sentence “every word
she’s said about me is a lie, including ‘and’ and ‘the’” during The Dick Cavett Show on television. Hellman is
actually an important character in Tell-All, due to her close relationship with Kathie Kenton. Lucille Ball was an
actress/comedienne who made huge success with the TV series | Love Lucy (1951-1957), which is mentioned in
the section about reality TV. James Stewart was famous for being a constant partner of movie director Alfred
Hitchcock. He was the main star in some of Hitchcock’s most famous films, such as Rear Window (1954) and
Vertigo (1958). Edith Head is one of the most important costume designers in the history of Hollywood. She
worked in more than 430 movies, including Roman Holiday, Sunset Boulevard and The Man Who Knew Too
Much. She was famous for her aesthetics and her extravagant clothes. Information available at imdb.com.
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and patterns present in Haunted that appear in other of his works, proposed in the next

section.

Without a doubt, one of the major characteristics of Palahniuk’s work in its entirety is
the overwhelming presence of graphic scenes, most of them related to violence, vandalism or
mutilation (e.g. Rant, Fight Club, Haunted, Invisible Monsters), sex (e.g. Snuff, Choke,
Haunted) and death (e.g. Tell-All, Haunted, Lullaby). Not accidentally, Palahniuk’s work has
aroused significant interest in the movie industry, which goes to reinforce the author’s
reputation as one who has been able “to connect with a generation reared on MTV in a way

that few others have”. 18

According to a research carried out on Palahniuk’s official website and the Internet
Movie Data Base (imdb.com), two of Palahniuk’s books have been turned into movies: Fight
Club (in 1999) and Choke (in 2008). Four other novels have been optioned, and had their
movie versions rumored: Invisible Monsters, Haunted, Survivor and, more recently, Snuff.
However, there seems to be some kind of curse on the movie versions of Chuck Palahniuk’s
novels. After the great success of Fight Club, Choke did not do well in the cinema; as
explained previously, Survivor had its production interrupted after the 9/11; nothing has been
said about the movie version of Invisible Monsters for more than three years now; and after
two years of unexplained delays, Haunted the film has been in its pre-production stage since
December 2010, according to imdb.com. As far as the movie version of Snuff is concerned, it

was rumored that the cast had been defined, with Daryl Hannah in the role of Cassie Wright.

1% Available at http://www.threemonkeysonline.com/als_pagel/_chuck_palahniuk_haunted_interview .html.

Access on January 21, 2011.
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One day after the information came out, Daryl Hannah made a statement about her shame of

being associated to the project.'’

The radicalism perceived in the audience’s reception to Palahniuk’s books is also
perceived in the industry’s reception to them. Whereas the two existing movies involved big
Hollywood names such as director David Fincher and actors Brad Pitt, Anjelica Huston,
Edward Norton, Sam Rockwell and Helena Bonham-Carter, the movie versions to come seem
to be designed and made by underground directors and screenwriters. Snuff, for instance, has
been optioned by the unknown French filmmaker Fabien Martorell, whereas the director of
Haunted will be the inexperienced Koen Mortier, a former drummer of a rock band whose

only experience with movie directing consists of a movie called Ex-Drummer.

Once a great deal of this dissertation is based on the writings of Jean Baudrillard — or
the “nagging” — and the frustration of the writers / characters in Haunted — the “bitching” — I
take the closing of this section to do some complaining of my own, and also to praise one

specific quality of the author whose work | have chosen to study.

Chuck Palahniuk takes advantage of the graphic qualities of his works and profits
from that. Most of his works — maybe all of them — will eventually become movies, which is
good for him, due to market reasons: a movie gives a writer more visibility, enabling him /
her to reach more people in a shorter period of time; therefore, a movie probably equals more
money, more fame and a wider reach; most of the audience, as usual, enjoys the movie and
that is as far as they will go (as | mention in the introduction, I cannot help but feel that

audiences nowadays are excessively lazy when it comes to getting a book and reading it). In

" Available at http://cinema.cineclick.uol.com.br/noticia/carregar/titulo/daryl-hannah-e-thora-birch-negam-

atuacao-em-snuff/id/29663. Access on July 25, 2011.
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contrast, there is always that reduced number of viewers who will watch the movie, like it,
read the book and possibly search for other works by the author. Those fortunate ones are the
ones who manage — or at least try to manage — to maintain some kind of relationship with the

process of reading, which is something many people have been neglecting.

As a reader / viewer, | enjoy both the movie and the book when a story evolves from a
work of literature to the screen. What bothers me is having a book on my hands and feeling
that instead of a book | am reading a movie script. Maybe that happens because | am a
literature teacher who still aims at a little something extra when | read a book — maybe it is
what Jakobson and the Russian Formalists used to call literariness, or that unique pleasure
Jacques Derrida named fruition. Maybe I am just obsolete (or “Victorian’, as I euphemistically
say when the term ‘obsolete’ sounds too aggressive), and the new (postmodern?) kind of
relationship general audiences have with works of literature is simply based on the work’s

‘movie qualities’ and on how easy it is to absorb.

The number of ‘maybes’ in the previous paragraph indicate my difficulty of
understanding or admitting some things about the contemporary reader and the contemporary
writer — all part of my complaint. And that is the point in which I would like to praise Chuck

Palahniuk.

Whenever he gives an interview or writes a foreword to one of his books, Palahniuk
makes a point of talking about his creative processes, his own relationship with literature, and
the kind of reaction he expects from his readers. It shows that we are dealing with a writer
who manages to be up-to-date and connected to this public, but also a writer who retains some
‘good old-fashioned’ characteristics that focus on the storytelling per se and the interaction
between reader and work. In that sense, Haunted and the texts Palahniuk wrote about it are

strong evidence of this concern of his, which is fitting, once this is a “novel of stories”. The
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structure proposed in Haunted invites to discussions about storytelling and literary creation,
after all, it is the story of nineteen people who struggle with their creativity, who have stories

to tell and want to cause an impact on the audience.

In a way, that concern is reflected in the following observation, in which Chuck

Palahniuk thinks about the interaction between work and reader:

Please consider (...) that books are the only form of mass media that address
risky, potentially offensive topics. Consuming a book depends on the
reader’s consent. That effort — compared to the passive nature of watching
movies or listening to music — gives books a privacy and permission no other
medium has. *®

Palahniuk does not neglect storytelling on screen — not by chance, his stories
frequently involve cameras that film or take photographs of moments and facts. However, his
concern with telling stories through writing is praiseworthy. He is known for being a regular
student in writing workshops, and he seems to appreciate writing — both as an activity and as a

conversation topic.

2.2 APASSION FOR PATTERNS

This is the expression used by Karen Valby in an interview with Chuck Palahniuk on

an issue of Entertainment Weekly in 2003, in relation to the fact that he tends to listen to one

8 Available at http://www.threemonkeysonline.com/als_pagel/_chuck_palahniuk_haunted_interview .html.

Access on January 21, 2011.
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particular song on repeat mode during the writing of his books, for example. In the interview,
which was published right after Diary was released, Palahniuk admitted that for the writing of

that novel, he listened repeatedly to Radiohead’s Creep or Depeche Mode’s Little 15.

It could be said that Palahniuk does have a “passion for patterns”, and that such
patterns or repetitions are (sometimes easily) perceived in his works. They are related to

sentence structure, style and register, themes, imagery.

If on the one hand, that might help in the consolidation of a reading public with a taste
for what the author repeats, on the other hand, that is a feasible tool for harsh critics, who, for
instance, have relied on the fact that some sentence structures have become too frequent in his
writing, almost as if he were plagiarizing his own work. The best example is the repetition of
certain words in the same sentence, such as “Everything is .... A copy of a copy of a copy”
(FC, 11), “You’re a product just as much. A product of a product of a product.” (IM, 217), or
“Bladder bounce aside, stamping print blood, print blood, print blood across basketball
wood.” (P, 161) Adam Mamsbach observes that sometimes Palahniuk uses refrains to

exhaustion, so that “they shrink until they read like hollow maxims”.*

However, none of Palahniuk’s novels is as prolific as Haunted when it comes to this
kind of repetition. Aiming at a sort of multidimensional and delusional description of the
inner state of the confined writers, the mysterious narrative voice in the novel frequently uses
structures such as “us against us against us” (H, 27, 89). Nonetheless, the most recurrent of all
repetitions in Haunted is “the camera behind the camera behind the camera” (H, 27, 104, 255,
292, 328, 357) Critics of Palahniuk have relied on his repetitions (among other aspects) to

justify the grudge they hold against him. They must have forgotten that repetition is a device

19 See annex O.
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frequently used in poetry to convey images and feelings, which is precisely Palahniuk’s

objective in doing so.

If on the one hand the choice of words and syntax seems poor, the use of such
repetition proves to be really effective, once it refers to their loss of the notion of reality —
which is, ultimately, a consequence of their desperation, the accumulated feeling of rejection
and perhaps of the dire effects of confinement. These factors lead them to resort to lies and
made-up facts which are supposed to embellish their stories (the ones they write and the ones
they live in the abandoned theater), increasing their market potential and making them more

interesting to the general public, once they leave the retreat.

However, it is not all desperation and need for attention. The writers seem to
understand very well the power of media and how powerful they can become if their stories
ever are as successful as they expect. This comes across clearly in Miss America’s short story
Green Room, which is a reference to the room where people wait in television studios before
going on air. As she analyzes the young man who is also waiting to advertise products on a
typical morning show, she concludes: “That’s what this guy wants to be: the camera behind
the camera behind the camera giving the last and final truth. We all want to be one standing
farthest back. The one who gets to say what’s good or bad. Right or wrong.” (H, 51) And
when confined Comrade Snarky dies, the narrative “we” observes that she “will not be the
camera behind the camera behind the camera. We hold the truth about her in our hands.

Wedged between our teeth.” (H, 255)

Gatherings in which the characters are confronted either with their problems or with
others is one of the recurrent images in Chuck Palahniuk’s literature. Besides the writers’
retreat in Haunted, Fight Club and Choke present this clearly in the form of support groups:

while in the latter Victor Mancini attends meetings to recover from his sex addiction, in the
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former Jack and Marla Singer go to survivors meetings of all sorts. “This was freedom.
Losing all hope was freedom. If I didn’t say anything, people in a group assumed the worst.
They cried harder. I cried harder. Look up into the stars and you’re gone. Walking home after
a support group, I felt more alive than I’d ever felt.” (FC, 22). Also, when Brandy reveals her
previous connection to Evie in Invisible Monsters, she mentions that they had met in the

support group for transsexuals.

The notion of community is crucial in the understanding of Palahniuk’s work as a
whole. “If you haven’t already noticed, all my books are about a lonely person looking for
some way to connect with other people.” (STF, xv). This can be seen in Fight Club through
the meetings both Jack and Marla attend and the creation of fight club in itself. Fight club
serves as a way for average men — middle class, hardworking, family heads — to bond and
share an experience. As he records his final words in the black box of the airplane he
hijacked, Tender Branson also tries to reach people in Survivor. Being the only person on the
airplane is symptomatic of the loneliness he underwent throughout his life, and telling the
story is a desperate final attempt to be heard, ultimately to connect: “But if you can hear me,
listen. And if you’re listening, then what you’ve found is the story of everything that went

wrong. (...) What you’ve found is the story of what happened.” (S, 289)

A similar example is found in Choke, through the character Victor Mancini. By
choking on purpose in restaurants, Victor relies on the idea that inevitably, a stranger is going
to save him, and that is the way through which he manages to establish interpersonal

relationships:

Somebody saves your life, and they’ll love you forever. It’s that old Chinese
custom where if somebody saves your life, they’re responsible for you
forever. It’s as if now you’re their child. For the rest of their lives, these
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people will write me. Send me cards on the anniversary. Birthday cards. It’s
depressing how many people get this same idea. They call you on the phone.
To find out if you’re feeling okay. To see if maybe you need cheering up. Or
cash. (C, 49)

In spite of the dark atmosphere that pervades Haunted, the search for communion is
not neglected. Several aspects bring the writers together, and it is through them that the
communion takes place: the apparent once-in-a-lifetime opportunity of producing literature,
their difficulty of fitting in in the real world, even the absence of individuality established by

the non-use of their real names. The introductory poem, called Guinea Pigs, enlightens that:

And we called each other the “Matchmaker”. And the
“Missing Link.”
Or “Mother Nature.” Silly labels. Free-association names.
The same way — when you were little — you invented
names for the plants and
animals in your world. You called peonies — sticky with
nectar and crawling with
ants — the “ant flower.” You called collies: Lassie Dogs.
But even now, the same way you still call someone “that
Man with one leg.”
Or, “you know, the black girl...”

We called each other:
The “Earl of Slander.”
Or “Sister Vigilante.”
The names we earned, based on our stories. The names
we gave each other,
based on our life instead of our family:
“Lady Baglady.”
“Agent Tattletale.”
Names based on our sins instead of our jobs:
“Saint-Gut Free.”
And the “Duke of Vandals.”
Based on our faults and crimes. The opposite of
superhero names.

Silly names for real people. As if you cut open a rag doll
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and found inside:
Real intestines, real lungs, a beating heart, blood. A lot
of hot, sticky blood.

(..)

It doesn’t matter who we were as people, not to old Mr.
Whittier.
But he didn’t say this at first. (H, 1-2)

Not only do they lose their individuality through the use of pennames, but they also
create such names based on their sins, faults and crimes. Some passages have the function of
reminding the reader that the characters / writers are indeed individuals: the mention to a
naive childhood habit (inventing names), the discomfort they feel due to the labels (“the man
with one leg” or “the black girl”), the use of the phrase “real people”, the rag doll metaphor in
association to the images of internal organs (particularly the “beating heart’), and, most of all,
the final stanza, which shows that Mr. Whittier’s acknowledgement of their humanity would

be important.

The need for communion derives, in many of Chuck Palahniuk’s works, from some
kind of loss. Palahniuk himself admits that writing is a way of coming to terms with some of
his losses: in Stranger Than Fiction, two chapters — The Lady and Consolation Prizes — focus
on the death of his father and its outcomes, whereas Damned has been written under the

influence of the death of his mother. %°

It is fair to say that coming to terms with losses leads to thinking about life and death,
presence and absence, surviving and dying, continuation and interruption. In Chuck
Palahniuk’s fictional worlds, the characters that must go through this process find in art a

solution to their problems, to keep on with their lives.

% Available at http:/tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/ChuckPalahniukAccess on January 21, 2011.
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In Lullaby, Carl Streator and Helen Hoover Boyle lose their children because of an
ancient African culling song with the mysterious power to kill those who listen to it. When
the two of them first meet, the reader learns that Helen is a realtor — more specifically, an
expert in older houses, with precious and artistic furniture.”* Helen suggests the location of
their first meeting, which means that the first impression she causes on both Streator and the
reader is closely connected to the everlasting beauty and history of those objects. The
following quotation indicates not only that, but also Helen’s hard-learned awareness of the

passing of time and how those antiques seem to be stronger than time itself:

The Rococo vitrines, the Jacobean bookcases, the Gothic Revival highboys,
all carved and varnished, the French Provincial wardrobes, crowd around us.
The Edwardian walnut curio cabinets, the Victorian pier mirrors, the
Renaissance Revival chifforobes. The walnut and mahogany, ebony and oak.
The melon bulb legs and cariole legs and linenfold panels. Past the point
where the corridor turns, there’s just more. Queen Anne chiffoniers. More
bird’s-eye maple. Mother-of-pearl inlay and gilded bronze ormolu.

(..)

And she says, “Don’t you feel, somehow, buried in history?”

(..)

“Do you realize that anything you can do in your lifetime will be
meaningless a hundred years now? (...) “People tear down houses. But
furniture, fine, beautiful furniture, it just goes on and on, surviving
everything.” (L, 51)

2! Big houses and environments are also present in Invisible Monsters (Brandy, Shannon and Manus visit rich
people’s houses to steal drugs from their cabinets), Fight Club (Tyler’s headquarters/soap factory), Haunted (the
abandoned theater), Diary (the Waytansea island) and Survivor (the airplane).
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Misty Marie Walmot, the main character in Diary, must come to terms with the death
of her husband Peter after a long coma, and later on, with the death of her young daughter
Tabbi. She lives on the Waytansea Island, a mysterious place with some traditional local
families. The founders of the island had among them an artist whose art attracted many
tourists, granting the local people money and survival. After her death, the inhabitants of the
island decided a new artist should arise, or else the island would not survive. Therefore, the
Waytansears established this tradition and manipulated the lives of many women according to

the diary written by the first artist — Misty being the most recent one.

Waytansea Island is the perfect metaphor for the association between art and life. It is
the literal case in which the absence of the former implies the end of the latter. The final part
of Diary shows how Misty learns that her losses have all been staged by the older inhabitants
of the island (including her mother-in-law), who had hidden Peter and Tabbi. Communion
here seems impossible, and the feeling of loneliness perceived in the novels mentioned
previously is once more present. Misty’s art, which is supposed to be her salvation and relief,
turns out to be a crucial part of her misery, as the irony in the final sentences of the following

passage reveal:

She’s doomed to fame. Cursed with talent. Life after life.

She’s been Giotto di Bondone, then Michelangelo, then Jan Vermeer.

Or Misty was Jan Van Eyck and Leonardo da Vinci and Diego Velazquez.
(..

And now she’s Misty Marie Wilmot, but only her name changes. She has
always been an artist. She will always be an artist. (...) Poor Misty Marie
Kleinman, the greatest artist of all time, their savior. Their slave. Misty, the
karmic cash cow. (D, 242-243)
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In Haunted, communion and art go together in the retreat whose outcome is supposed
to be works of literature. Communion is achieved in a twisted way, due to the experiences the
nineteen characters share: the bizarre retreat, their need for attention, the struggle represented
by the phrase “us against us against us”, and the possibility of leaving their condition of

outcasts behind and interact in a community where they stand for the rule, not the exception.

They have all had their share of losses as well. All of them have their artistic impulse
hindered by ordinary life, which becomes very clear in the advertisement for the retreat:
“Leave behind everything that keeps you from creating your masterpiece. Your job and
family and home, all those obligations and distractions (...) Before it’s too late, live the life

you dream about.” (H, 83-84)

Individual losses also become clear: Mr. Whittier and Saint-Gut Free, as revealed in
their respective stories Dog Years and Guts, were rejected by their families; Miss Sneezy is
contaminated with a rare virus, and is forced to live in a military base on Columbia Island,
which she ironically calls “The Orphanage” (H, 364); Mother Nature, the Earl of Slander and
Lady Baglady are runaways; Miss America, Director Denial and Baroness Frostbite are

loners; and Mrs. Clark endured the loss of her daughter Cassandra.

Life in the retreat was supposed to help them leave behind the aspects mentioned in
the advertisement not because those were hindrances to their artistic gifts, but because those
were the very proof of their inadequacy and incapability of living within society. Writing the
stories was supposed to be their psychological, artistic and financial healing. But it is not so.
This pathetic aspect of their lives is even more highlighted by the stories they make, as they
reveal frustrating, traumatic life experiences they had had. The embellishments they think of
for their days of retreat — hardships, tortures, tyrannical villains — also bring them together. In

that sense, it can be said that their art does not help them forget, but it certainly helps them
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find their peers. And that is where the typical “search for communion” in Chuck Palahniuk’s

work appears.

Their communion through art is symbolized by the recurrence of the phrases “the
Mythology of Us” (H, 83, 255, 292, 329, 404) and “the Museum of Us” (H, 175, 176, 329,
404), which is another display of Palahniuk’s capacity of being ironic: in the real world, they
are far from interesting, but if put together and improved with dramatic lies, their lives mount
up to the genesis of a mythology. The feasibility of this idea is corroborated by Baudrillard
when he affirms that “No matter how marginal, or banal, or even obscene it may be,
everything is subject to aestheticization, culturalization, museumification. Everything is said,

everything is exposed, everything acquires the force, or the manner, of a sign.” (2002, 16)

If some make sacrifices for art in a collective way, others do the same in isolation.
That is the case of actress Kathie Kenton in Tell-All, whose life is marked by the typical
excesses associated to archetypal movie divas: alcohol, drugs, parties, sex and, naturally, the
focus on her appearance and her simulated image (section 3.3), in order to look “more
beautiful than beautiful”: “Miss Kathie’s goal: to reduce until she becomes what Lolly
Parsons calls nothing but “tan and bones.” What Hedda Hopper calls a “lipstick skeleton.”

A “beautifully coiffed skull” as Elsa Maxwell calls Katherine Hepburn.” (TA, 33)

The same references to movies and television present in Tell-All are present in Cassie
Wright’s pornographic saga in Snuff. Cassie herself is a great example of an artist who aims at
sacrificing for her art, thus surviving in her public’s memory — even if it takes her to death
after having sex with six-hundred different men in a row. However, Palahniuk’s references to

non-rated movies are clearer in that sense:
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... That same Wizard of Oz movie, the actor Buddy Ebsen almost died from
an allergic reaction to aluminum dust, part of his costume as the Tin
Woodsman. The actor Margaret Hamilton was supposed to leave
Munchkinland in a ball of flames, only the flash fire ignited her green
copper-oxide makeup, setting fire to her face and right hand.

Buddy Ebsen lost his part to Jack Haley. Margaret Hamilton lay in bed for
six weeks, wrapped in gauze and Butesin Picrate.

(..)

She says a real movie star is willing to suffer. In that Singin’ in the Rain
movie from 1952, the actor Gene Kelly danced the title song, take after take,
for days, with a fever of 103 degrees. To make the rain look right on film,
the production used water mixed with milk, and there was Gene Kelly, dog-
sick but splashing and soaked in sour milk, smiling happy as the best day in
his life.

(..)

Dick York trashed his spine while filming a movie called They Came to
Cordura in 1959. Kept acting despite the pain until 1969, as the witch’s
husband in Bewitched. Spent fourteen episodes in the hospital and lost the
role. (SN, 71-73)%

However, no movie star seems to be as symptomatic of sacrifices to Chuck Palahniuk
as Marilyn Monroe. Besides being mentioned in Snuff, she plays a fundamental role at the end
of Tell-All and is the main topic in Countess Foresight’s Something’s Got to Give in Haunted,
in a reference to “the baby Monroe lost while shooting Some Like It Hot, when [director] Billy
Wilder made her run down the train-station platform, take after take, wearing high heels.” (H,
322) Interestingly, Marilyn Monroe also appears in sections 3.2 (cinema and image) and 4.2

(the transvestite).

The concern with one’s image is also a recurrent theme in Palahniuk’s novels. In four
of them the camera acquires enormous importance: Tell-All and Snuff, both with the world of
cinema as a background; in Invisible Monsters, through the recurrent references Shannon

makes to the flash of the camera and to the photographer talking to her; and in Haunted, in

22 A tribute to the artists mentioned by Cassie Wright and their sacrifices is presented in annex Q.
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which the structure of the story recalls a reality show; in addition, there is the writers’
intention of selling their stories in the future, which necessarily involves being photographed
and filmed for TV programs. In all four stories this concern leads to bizarre appearances and
have negative outcomes: Cassie Wright and Branch Bacardi enhance their bodies with
artificial suntan, silicone, and lotions, whereas Kathie Kenton smokes and drinks in excess;
none of the efforts mentioned are healthy, but they are condoned and repeated by people in
general (Shannon’s case is obviously excluded here), because they aim at pre-approved
physical or psychic beauty standards; the basic difference between Haunted and the three
others is that in the novel of stories the characters aim at displaying bruises and scars in order
to prove their dramatic stories, and that is not supported by the public. The difference,

however, stands only on the surface, once the results in all of the cases is disgraceful. %

As seen, the manipulation of one’s appearance tends to lead to a negative result within
Palahniuk’s universe of characters. However, that does not prevent them from pursuing such
changes, given that “in Palahniuk’s writing, the human body is the site for inscription of a
search for modes of authentic living in a world where the difference between the fake and the
genuine has ceased to function.” (SLADE, 2009, 62) The porn stars in Snuff and the movie
star in Tell-All are examples of individuals who do that for the sake of their professions,
whereas the frustrated writers in Haunted do so to seek people’s acceptance. The same could
be said about the members of the Fight Club, who show up in their offices and homes after

fighting and display their bruises as trophies of their recovered masculinity.

% The twisted aesthetics present in Haunted is discussed in detail in section 4.2, entitled Transvestite. As a
matter of fact, many of the points discussed here in relation to the manipulation of appearances have a strong
connection with the concept of Transvestite established by Baudrillard, presented further ahead.
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However, the most interesting case of appearance manipulation is in Invisible
Monsters. Shannon believes her brother Shane is dead because of AIDS complications, when
in reality he has become a transvestite called Brandy Alexander, and is one surgery away
from changing his gender. Shannon is a very beautiful woman, and uses her beauty as a model
and in making TV commercials. Nevertheless, she does not have a healthy relationship with
her overwhelming looks: “The truth is I was addicted to being beautiful, and that’s not
something you just walk away from. Being addicted to all that attention, | had to quit cold

turkey” (IM, 285)

Her self-awareness leads to the manipulation of her looks, but in a fashion more

similar to the one found in Haunted. She wants a change, and it has to be a definitive one:

I could shave my head, but hair grows back. Even bald, | might still look too
good. Bald, I might even get more attention. There was the option of getting
fat or drinking out of control to ruin my looks, but I wanted to be ugly, and |
wanted my health. Wrinkles and aging looked too far off. There had to be
some way to get ugly in a flash. | had to deal with my looks in a fast,
permanent way or I’d always be tempted to look back. (IM, 285-286)

Therefore, she decides to shoot herself in the face and blame it on a car accident, so
that she would not have to deal with people’s judgment. When confronted about that, she
explains that she “wanted the everyday reassurance of being mutilated. The way a crippled
deformed birth-defected disfigured girl can drive her car with the windows open and not care

how the wind makes her hair look, that’s the kind of freedom I was after.” (IM, 286)

As the transvestite Brandy Alexander, Shane undergoes innumerous cosmetic

surgeries and builds his face to the image of his sister’s, which proves to be a successful
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endeavor: “Brandy is so attractive you could chop her head off and put it on blue velvet in the

window at Tiffany’s and somebody would buy it for a million dollars.” (IM, 57)

At the end, Brandy has full permission to officially become Shannon: “Shane, I’'m
giving you my life, my driver’s license, my old report cards, because you look more like me
than | can ever remember looking.” (IM, 295) The ideal happy ending here would be
Shannon’s death and Brandy taking over, resuming his sister’s successful career as a top
model. However, Brandy is the one who dies, and there is nothing left to Shannon but
reclusion. Now she cannot take part of society the way she used to, due to her irreversible

facial mutilation.

Brandy and Shannon configure a binary opposition that is also very easily perceived in
Chuck Palahniuk’s work. Two characters who either struggle for something or go in different
directions or fight for control over one another. Apart from the typical sibling binary
opposition, Palahniuk has presented us with Jack and Tyler in Fight Club. Apparently two
different characters, they turn out to be two halves of the same individual — or rather, Tyler

ends up being the irascible, reckless half of Jack that had always been suffocated.

At this point, a psychoanalytical reading of Fight Club and the other binary
oppositions presented and yet to be presented should be natural. However, | choose not to take
this path, given that the objective in this subsection is to present a few coincidences and
patterns perceived throughout my readings of Chuck Palahniuk’s works. Bringing Freud into
the discussion would necessarily require an amount of space and a shift in the direction of this
work. Psychoanalytical readings of Palahniuk’s work include Kirsten Sterling’s Dr. Jekyll
and Mr. Jackass (in SCHUCHARDT, 2008) and Alex E. Blazer’s The Phony ‘Martyrdom of

Saint Me’ (in KUHN and RUBIN, 2009).
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Tell-4/l’s Kathie Kenton and Hazie Coogan also form an interesting binary opposition,
even if in a diverse way. Whereas the pairs Brandy/Shannon and Tyler/Jack seem to be
formed by poles with apparent equivalent strength, in Kathie’s and Hazie’s relationship there
seems to be no doubt of who the boss is. Hazie is the maid/secretary, whereas Kathie has
money and fame. However, Hazie is also the narrator of the story, and that leads to an
interesting twist at the end of the story, as in Fight Club (the discovery that Jack and Tyler are
the same person) and Invisible Monsters (Shannon shot herself and Brandy turns out to be the
“dead brother”). The twist in Tell-All comes at the very end, when we learn that Hazie is the
one who had been scheming and committed murder in order to have Kathie Kenton’s money:
“The surprise ending: that my role is not so much best friend or maid as villain. Hazie
Coogan played the role of murderess. Perhaps in that last instant, Miss Kathie’s violet eyes

will register the full realization that she’s been duped all along.” (TA, 174)

The first impression in this binary opposition — Kathie as the mistress and Hazie as the
subordinate — is not confirmed. The latter justifies her crimes by calling Kathie Kenton her
“life’s work™ (TA, 172), and by stating that “Miss Kathie was mine. I invented her, time and
time again. I rescued her.” (TA, 172). The imbalance in terms of power is clear from the very
beginning; nevertheless, the heaviest share of this power is not where it apparently is at first;
the binary opposition Kathie/Hazie turns out to be another case of the struggle between
creator and creature. More famous literary examples of such dynamics of relationship include
Dr. Frankenstein and his creature, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, and Professor Higgins and Eliza

Doolittle in Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion.

Palahniuk’s creativity comes across in many ways, and the names of his characters is
one of them: masculine identities are reinforced in subliminal ways in names such as

Survivor’s Tender Branson (“son”), Choke’s Victor Mancini (“man”), or even Fight Club’s



50

Tyler Durden (“du