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INTERVIEWS WITH CHUCK PALAHNIUK ABOUT FIGHT CLUB

http://www.dvdtalk.com/fightclub.html

Interview With Fight Club Author Chuck Palahniuk 
A DVD Talk Interview 


Chuck Palahniuk is one of those authors that never pulls punches. Instead of running away from chaos and uncomfortable things he explores, prods, and even embraces them. In a market where many authors dream about becoming an Oprah Book Club Book, Chuck writes with the hopes that men will pick up his books and find something that speaks to them. His books move forward at break neck speed with more twists and turns than a mountain road. It's no surprise that Fight Club translated so well onto the screen. 

We sat down with Chuck in a little diner in Portland, Oregon. When we got there he was hard at work on the latest draft of his upcoming novel. Unassuming and soft spoken, Chuck isn't the kind of person you'd expect to create Fight Club's Tyler Durden or Invisible Monster's half-faced Evie. For the majority of our talk with Chuck Palahniuk we used questions submitted by DVD Talk members. 

Warning: this interview contains spoilers, if you have not seen or read Fight Club be aware you may learn about some key plot twists. 

What are you currently working on? 

I'm writing a book called Choke. I figured if I could write a dark comedy about violence, I could write a really dark comedy about sex, so it's about sexually compulsive sexual addicts. The main protagonist is a sex junkie who goes to Sexaholics Anonymous to find partners, and he has all of these women going all of the time. He's constantly on the make…. That's just the tip of the iceberg. 

What exactly IS the name of the main character in Fight Club, is his name Tyler, Jack, or something else? His name was never given in the book. They needed a name for the screenplay to put next to the character's lines so they just put Jack in there for the hell of it. In the book at one point he even takes out his drivers license and shows it to Marla to prove that he's not Tyler Durden, but Marla was introduced to him under a dozen different names in the support groups. So when he finally comes to save her as Tyler, that's who she knows him as. All the people who have met him have met him as Tyler, so that's who they know him as. But his name is really…. I have no idea. 

Support Groups play a strong roll in Fight Club. How did this come about and what's your experience been with them? 

I used to work as a volunteer in a hospice, but I don't have any nursing skills or cooking skills or anything, so I was what they call an escort. I would take people to the support groups every night and I would have to sit sort of on the sidelines so I could take them back to hospice at the end of the meeting. I found myself sitting in group after group feeling really guilty about being the healthy person sitting there - "The Tourist". So I started thinking - What if someone just faked it? And just sat in these things for the intimacy and the honesty that they provide, the sort of cathartic emotional outlet. That's really how that whole idea came together. 

What are your feelings about the movie version of Fight Club? 

The first time I saw dailies of the movie was when I went down to the film's location, and David Fincher would drag me off the set to his trailer to show me dailies. He would be watching me for my reaction, and I had little or no idea where these scenes fit together. Here were these wonderful reaction shots and things like that which seemed so random, beautifully composed, attractive and funny in their own way, but I had no idea how they went together. I felt so self-conscious with David watching me. Now that I see the movie, especially when I sat down with Jim Uhls and record a commentary track for the DVD, I was sort of embarrassed of the book, because the movie had streamlined the plot and made it so much more effective and made connections that I had never thought to make. There is a line about "fathers setting up franchises with other families," and I never thought about connecting that with the fact that Fight Club was being franchised and the movie made that connection. I was just beating myself in the head for not having made that connection myself. 

The movie reveals something about Tyler Durden much later than you do in the book. Which way do you feel was most effective and how did each one impact the story? 

The actual realization was one of the parts of the movie that was the closest to the book, the process in which Tyler was revealed. It's almost word for word from the book, that scene in particular, and the telephone call to Marla. So I was very happy with that. It's funny, there was so much concern about whether or not people would accept the plot twist and David just kept on saying, "If they accept everything up to this point, they'll accept the plot twist. If they're still in the theater, they'll stay with it." 

Being an author of a book that criticizes material possessions and having that book be wildly successful, does success challenge at all your original feelings about possessions? 

Not really. It's sort of ironic, too, all of the things I dreamt about buying some day if I had money. Now that I have money I really don't have interest in things. I mean, look at me, all my clothes seem to look as if they come from Good Will, my house still sort of looks like hell. At this point I recognize the burden that things are, and so I really don't want a lot of things. In a big way I think, thank god I didn't have the money to buy all that stuff or I would be living with all that stuff. I'm really glad that up till that moment I never had the resources to make the kind of mistakes I would have been making. 

There have been reports of real fight clubs popping up in various parts of the country. What are your feelings about that? 

I hear BYU has enormous fight clubs with like 200 guys. People have been sending me newspaper articles on it about colleges trying to get then shut down. In a way I have to think that it has to be meeting a need. I train with a fighter three times a week in grappling, and I love it. It is the most fun thing I have done in years, and I look forward to it every time I go in, just fighting for two to three hours. If there wasn't a reward or big pay off, why the hell would people be doing it? It's not attractive and it's not something we'd think of as fun. 

So was grappling something you did before writing the book? 

No, just being angry was what I did before writing the book. 

What was it like sitting down four years after your first published Fight Club, watching an interpretation of your work, and then having to talk about it on a commentary track? 

It was spookier than that, because the work was an interpretation of the things my friends and I were actually doing at the time. Watching the DVD, it's like watching a movie version of my life, and seeing, if not myself, then at least all of my friends saying the things that they were saying at the time. The line, "We are the all singing, all dancing, crap of the world", was something that my friend Carston actually said. He was just learning English at the time and so he spoke in cliché's like "all singing and all dancing". It's sort of spooky and surrealistic to see things that were real suddenly portrayed in this enormous Hollywood way. 

Now wait a second. How much of this was based on real things? 

Everything except for the clubs themselves. 

Even Project Mayhem? 

Project Mayhem was based on the Portland Cacophony Society, which I used to do more of. They get together and pull these enormous pranks. They're international now, almost every major city has a cacophony society and they pull huge pranks and jokes and stunts. 

It was pretty amazing just how much dialogue in the movie was taken directly from the book. Were you surprised at how much they used from the book? 

I had never been through this process before, so I just assumed that's the way they did it. So I can't say that I was really happy or really disappointed - I was glad. It's funny, I could pick out the lines that were not from the book, because there were so few lines that weren't from the book. The ones that were original to the movie were sort of jarring. 

How do you react to critics like Roger Ebert who call Fight Club "Macho Porn"? 

Oh really, he did? I haven't had a television for ten years, so I really don't keep up on all the review shows. "Macho Porn", I love that. It combines two of my favorite things, thank you, Roger… I heard that Rex Reed said that nasty thing that "maybe this film will find its audience in hell…" I'm going to have to look him up in hell and buy him a drink some day. 

There seems to be a very small segment of literature oriented to men, very few books talk about the male experience, or explore what it is to be a guy. Fight Club is a quintessential exploration of being a guy living in the late twentieth century. 
I was told that 85% of all fiction sells to older middle-age woman. 85%, my God! I just felt like I was really cutting my throat to write a book that wasn't about an older middle-age woman to fall in love. Somehow I knew there wouldn't be a market for it, but what else am I going to write. I think it's more important to write something that brings men back to reading than it is to write for people who already read. There's a reason men don't read, and it's because books don't serve men. It's time we produce books that serve men. 

What is the one thing you truly want people to get out of Fight Club and your other books? 

That we need to be more comfortable and more accepting of chaos, and things that we see as disastrous. Because it is only through those things we can be redeemed and change. We should welcome disaster, we should welcome things that we generally run away from. There is a redemption available in those things that is available nowhere else. 

The plots in your books take a lot of twists and turns, especially Invisible Monsters. Would you consider this a part of your style or just something present in the books you've written so far? 

So much of what I do is a reaction to what I don't like about books. One thing I don't care for, that really angered me, was fiction that just plodded along, and would spend a whole chapter discussing the color of an orange or someone waiting for their tea to cool enough that they could drink it. I was like, "screw this", I wanted fiction based on verbs, rather than a fiction based on adjectives. I get into enough description as I can to get by, but I really think that's the reader's privilege to fill in the blanks and I'll handle the verbs. Sometimes, like in Invisible Monsters, I get too out of control and instead of a plot point every chapter I want a plot point in every sentence. 

In Fight Club I used the bomb recipes, because so much cute fiction was being written with food recipes in it, like Nora Ephrom's Heartburn, Like Water For Chocolate. It got to be so you couldn't pick up a novel anymore without feeling like you were reading a cookbook. So I thought, why not a novel with like, guy recipes. So that's why I started doing that. 

How to make Napalm with Frozen Orange Juice and Gasoline? 

Well, Ed Norton changed one ingredient in every one to make them useless. So, that really pissed me off because I really research those really well. Actually its styrofoam and gasoline - it makes the most incredible explosive. 

If they ever make Invisible Monsters into a movie, who would you most like to see cast in it? 

It's funny, because even now I can't get Helena Bonham Carter out of my head. She is such an exceptionally attractive person and also I felt the kind of actor that Edward Norton is. She's aware of even the tinniest gesture and how she appears. Maybe it's just that I'm sort of fixated on her after Fight Club, but Helena Bonham Carter is just, I think, probably the most extraordinary actress possibly of our generation. I can't think of anybody I'd rather see. 

I love that moment in Fight Club where she takes that puff of smoke and time seems suspended. 

The French inhale thing, and the subsonic sound that David puts in on top of that. It was so perfectly Marla. It was really sweet to take my friend who Marla was based on and introduce her. 

What's the current status of Survivor as a movie? 

It's in pre-production at Twentieth Century Fox. Gwenneth Paltro's brother Jake got the contract to write the screenplay. He's Steven Spielberg's protégé right now. He did a really fantastic screenplay about a robot that falls in love, and it was just about to go into production when Bicentennial Man with Robin Williams came out. It killed the whole project. In the shadow of that the whole thing just died, no matter how good it was. He's under contract to do the screenplay; apparently he really loves the book. It's not really until a screenplay is done that they can get the actors and directors under contract. They've mentioned Jim Carrey and Jerry Bruckheimer. They've talked about doing it more along the lines of a big action excitement spectacular movie. 

Wow, doesn't all this Hollywood attention just blow you away? 

I am always so terrified about the next thing that I don't have a lot of energy to put in. I hope for their sake that they do a good job, because I want them to make money. I want them to be happy with their product. To tell you the truth I am so worried about my next project, that's where I am. 

Are you on track to be doing a book every year? 

Boy that sounds like a treadmill, doesn't it. Not necessarily a book a year. Right now I am working on Choke for next year. I am doing a lot of magazine work. Playboy just published a chapter from Choke as a short story in this month's issue. I have another chapter from Choke coming out in the Christmas Playboy in December. 

It's such a small place to work in, writing a story for Playboy. Talk about making every word count. 

That's what's nice about short stories, it trains you to make a lot happen in seven pages. It's a perfect framing to write a real action-filled novel. Whatever happens has to happen in so many numbers of pages to keep the plot going. I love that about short stories. 

If you were asked to pen a screenplay for one of your novels, would you be interested in doing it? 

I would love to try it just because now that I do this full time, I am afraid that it is going to get boring - "Oh, time to crank out another one". I did do one screenplay thinking that they'd be really easy. All you do is get that screenplay software and boom. It's only 113 pages, and I could knock that out in a weekend. And I did one and it was terrible, it was absolutely awful. My agent declined to present it to anyone and I realized that there's a lot more to this. It's going to take some real training and real studying to learn how to get it down. 

You really have the gift for dialogue and narration. I'd think that could translate well into screenplays. 

In books you can just wallow in dialogue and you can just wallow in written words. In screenplays every line has to serve the purpose of the line that's implied before it and the line that's implied after it. Maybe five lines have to do the work of fifty lines. So much more has to be implied, has to occur in the viewer's mind so that everything isn't sort of expository and explained to the viewer, and that's a skill I am trying to develop. 

There must be increasing pressure related to your success, now you've got one book that has been made into a movie, another in pre-production. How do you deal with the pressure? 

I seem to be productive enough that I don't perceive a lot of the pressure; I am sort of a workaholic also. Additionally I've been going off and doing some interesting magazine pieces. I just got back from living a week on the USS Louisiana, this nuclear submarine down in Florida for Nest Magazine, a design and living magazine. They wanted to see how people lived on submarines. So I get to do these very cool guy things I've always wanted to do. 

Who has influenced you in your writing? 

Thom Jones, the Seattle writer, Amy Hemple, she's a short story writer from New York, she lives in the Bay Area some times. Amy Hemple is incredible. Joan Didieon's essays. It's funny, so much of my fiction is so much like essays, sometimes I'll drop the plot altogether and I'll do a chapter that just sort of discusses something, like the Stairmaster chapter in Survivor - it's just a long rant on the nature of modern life and trying to achieve epiphanies within really limited time windows. I love to read essays, because I write so much like essays. I really like Bret Ellis' collection, The Informers. It's his only collection of short stories. I really loved American Psycho. I couldn't believe what a good job they did with the movie of that book. I really loved that movie - it really made me want to go back and re-read the book. 

Many people put both American Psycho and Fight Club into the same category of fiction that crosses the boundaries of what many people may consider 'acceptable'. How do respond to that? 

I find it important to give myself license to write without apologies. You wouldn't believe how many single mothers I've had come up and want to pick a fight over the line "What you see in Fight Club is a generation of men raised by women." Single mothers are so angry and offended by that line. They are even more angry about that line than they are about Marla's abortion line. You have to give yourself license to put things in that might be inflammatory, permission not to have to please everybody. If you try to please everybody you won't please anyone. 
What role has the Internet played in your writing? 

To tell a really horrible secret, when I was researching Invisible Monsters, I didn't know anything about transgender hormone treatments. So I would get into transgender bulletin boards and chat rooms explaining that I had illegally obtained female hormones to begin self medicating myself and I needed to know about dosages and side effects and what to use and what to stack for different hormonal effects, different treatments periods, all the details about dose per weight and stuff, and how big my breasts would get and everything like that. All these very caring, very nurturing transgender people were e-mailing me constantly for months. Well, OK, they were e-mailing a person named Cherry at my e-mail address - "How's it going Cherry Girl, how's your breasts? Are you doing good?" My housemates kept coming across these e-mails and they were not happy. They kept on saying, "This isn't a nice thing. Cherry needs to die". Eventually Cherry had a really bad car accident and never ever responded to e-mails again. The whole experience really helped give the whole issue of transgender a face, it made them into real people, instead of stereotypes or dirty jokes. 

For Choke I've been going to Sexaholic's Anonymous meetings, because it makes those people again into human beings, rather than just being perverts or nymphos . I can't make fun of them, I can't hurt them, because I see them too much as these human beings. In a way it's great research, but it's also a real safety on my part to keep from ever finding fun at their expense. 

It'll be really interesting when you release Choke as you'll have a book with strong violence themes and one with strong sex themes. It seems that people tend to be more up in arms over sex in movies than violence. 

Really? I thought it was violence that wasn't okay, and sex was great. Boy, after Fight Club I thought, I'm never doing violence again. 

Are you surprised that Fight Club didn't have more problems with the MPAA? 

It's funny, a little inside thing about Fight Club, and I won't tell you whether or not it's true - I heard that the only way that David got an "R" for Fight Club was that he screened it without the impact sounds in the fight scenes, so you didn't have those really gruesome meat packing sounds in the fight scenes. Apparently without those sounds those scenes are much more stagy and artificial looking. Once it went into distribution those sounds may have somehow found their way back in. They cut a lot though to avoid an "NC-17". 

The studio was all over David about that abortion line, they begged him to take it out and at the last minute he said okay, and they gave him carte blanche to change it to anything. After they saw it with the new line, they hated it even more and begged him to change it back. So David wins. I thought David's line was even more effective because you needed a laugh at that point to break the tension after all the sex was portrayed, and David's line gets a laugh whereas my line just gets a shock. David's line is much better and more appropriate. 

Considering your books have a number of more extreme themes, have you encountered pushback or resistance from your publisher and editor on what should and shouldn't be in your books? 

That's what I really trust about Gerry, my editor for Fight Club, Survivor and now Choke. Gerry will let a lot of things go through, but he pulls me back on some things that, when I look at them in retrospect, I'm so glad he pulled me back. In the original draft of Fight Club they did castrate the police chief. There was a freezer full of bagged testicles in the Paper Street house, and Gerry said, "No, that's just going to lose too much sympathy. Don't have them do that." So I pulled back there and I am so glad I did. 

How did you first get your break in writing, and what were you doing before writing Fight Club? 

I worked at Freightliner for thirteen years right after college. I worked on the assembly line for several years. Then I moved into working as sort of a research mechanic, I would do repair and vehicle modification procedures and then write about them. So I worked on trucks and wrote about them. Fight Club had its genesis while I was working at Freightliner. I had been on vacation and I had gotten into a really terrible fight. When I came back on Monday from vacation, I was just so wiped out. Nobody would acknowledge just how terrible I looked, because it seemed nobody wanted to know what I did in my spare time. I thought that if you looked bad enough, you could do anything because nobody will ever call you on it. It was that day I started writing the Fight Club.

http://www.beatrice.com/interviews/palahniuk/

Chuck Palahniuk

"When people read something, they should not have to go through slow parts."

interviewed by Ron Hogan
Fight Club was a book that restored my faith in literature. When it first came out in 1996, I was simply blown away by the raw power of Chuck Palahniuk's language, and the way he'd perfectly captured the sarcastic, subversive spirit of the Usenet newsgroups in which I immersed myself back then. (Turned out that Palahniuk had barely any access to the net back then; even at his office, he was trapped behind a corporate firewall.) It turned out to be a brilliant precursor of the end-of-the-millennium anti- corporate-consumerist-culture that would lead to fighting in the streets of Seattle during the WTO convention--held just weeks after the release of the film adaptation starring Brad Pitt and Edward Norton. (The main instigators of the street violence, in fact, were anarchists who were based much closer to Palahniuk's home in Portland than to Seattle itself.) 

What brought on such cynicism and black humor among so much of our generation, I asked him. "I think it's sort of a defense mechanism," he said. "Things are changing so fast, and standards are changing so fast that it takes a twisted sense of humor not to just cry all the time. I mean, you could take it all personally and kill yourself or you could find some way of laughing at it." Since Fight Club, Palahniuk's been able to laugh his way through three other novels and has become something of an cult hero to a new generation of readers--including yours truly. 

RH: Let me start by saying, and I mean this as a compliment, that you have a very twisted imagination. 

CP: I wish it were just mine but it's really all of my friends. About eighty percent of Fight Club is received information. I can go to parties and say, "How many people have doctored food in the service industry?" and get their stories... people write the books for me; all I've got to do is remember everybody's stories and put them together. So, I can't take credit for most of it. 

RH: So how did you first get interested in hearing these stories? 

CP: I was always disappointed when I went to read anything. I'd go to the library and I'd pull fifty books off the shelf and none of them were anything I wanted to read. And I always thought, you know, I could do something better. And there's always stories that really stand out that make me laugh out loud when people tell them. People have fantastically funny stories. So I thought, why not collect these things instead of letting them be wasted, letting them go out in thin air. I collect them and put them together somehow and it seems to work. 

RH: There's a lot of different types of stories that end up in the book. You've got the support groups stories, the disease story, the homemade bomb story, the homemade soap story... just a lot of really bizarre stuff that all seems to click somehow. 

CP: I don't know how it all clicks but I just feel that when people read something, they should not have to go through slow parts. They should get a lot for their attention and for their time. That's why I just end up putting more and more in. Reading and books are up against a lot of entertainment these days and it seems like movies, video, everything is getting better, except somehow books just seem to lag behind. Part of what I was trying to do was make a book as exciting as a movie or anything else a person might be doing with that time. 

RH: How much of the stuff in the book have you done? 

CP: I've done a lot of it; almost all of it's been done by either me or my friends. A friend of mine, Alice, who is sort of a survivalist, was teaching me how to make soap at the same time another friend called and told me about working in a dermatologist's office where they do liposuction. So nobody I know ever actually made soap out of human fat, but that's how the two things work together. 

RH: The way the narrator of Fight Club tells the story, in a very conversational tone with the occasional bizarre riff, is one of its most striking features. 
CP: I think the best story tellers right now are standup comedians because they tell a story really conversationally and get to the point and they make it brief and they keep your attention. The switch between first, second, and third person, and the tenses, past, present, future, always jump around--I love that and that's how I always try to write. Because that's how people tell a story: You walk into a bar and there's a priest and the priest says to the guy... I mean, it's just a really honest way of talking. 

RH: Who were some of the writers you had in mind when you were figuring out how you wanted to work with language? 

CP: Amy Hempel, who wrote the short-story collection At the Gates of the Animal Kingdom, and Mark Richard who wrote The Ice at the Bottom of the World. And Thom Jones--when I heard that he had written a blurb for Fight Club I was just overwhelmed, because I've always loved his stuff. When I read his stories, I think, "Why can't more writing be like this?"

http://www.thestranger.com/1999-10-21/bookguide5.html

TO GET FAMOUS, PUNCH SOMEBODY
Fight Club Rains Down on Chuck Palahniuk


by Evan Sult
PORTLAND'S OWN Chuck Palahniuk is royal flushed with success. He's facing a full house at the Elliott Bay Book Company to read from his new book, Invisible Monsters. But his first words -- "Wow. Look at all of you. Where the hell were all of you four years ago when I read Fight Club here to two people?" -- and the audience's excited laughter that follows, reveal the event unfolding: These people are here to meet the man who has met Brad Pitt. And the man who has met Brad Pitt is here to tell them about it. 

Before starting to read, he chats for a few minutes about the film: "It's a huge success.... It's two hours and 20 minutes, but it feels like you've only been in the theater 15 minutes." He unreels a few of his favorite anecdotes about being on the set with Brad Pitt and director David Fincher. Then, as an update, he tells the room that his other two books, Survivor and Invisible Monsters, have both been optioned by major studios to become movies as well. There is an appreciative murmur. In the introduction to the passage he will read from Survivor, Palahniuk describes how the book was "untouchable" even to interested publishers, because of its playful use of suicide. Rather than bend, he says, he wrote Fight Club, which was even more grotesque. Enter massive financial and popular success. When he refers to the brutal violence and nihilism in his work, Palahniuk uses the word outré, as in "They didn't know what to do with my outré style." 

Palahniuk's writing is outré; the essential goal of his fiction is to turn sickness into power and capability. His prose is terse, funny, coldly shocking. In Fight Club, Palahniuk argues that violence is the last real form of honesty, and that protecting oneself from violence, from committing or receiving violence, is shallow. In all three of his novels, the key to self-realization is pain, and learning to enjoy the affliction and receiving of it. In the inverted world he creates, violence is intimacy, just as anarchy is an expression of hope in one's community, in trusting it to still be there, cleansed of class consciousness and civilization's boring chores, after the tired old world has been razed. 

From violent book to violent movie: Thirty-seven days after W. W. Norton agreed to publish the novel, Palahniuk sold Fight Club's screen rights to 20th Century Fox. There has been a deliberately tantalizing publicity campaign for the film, intended to produce a groundswell of popular curiosity. It also has behind it that certain aura of legitimacy and respect that comes with the release of a movie that is expected to "push the envelope" of violent cinema. I gather (at the time of this writing I haven't seen the movie, since it isn't out yet) that the film hews close to the book, and that the film, like the book, will be considered daring in its refusal to condemn violence, and in its stubborn celebration of violence as honesty. It promises, like most gritty films, to rejuvenate violence, to make it fresh and exciting again. 

It is tempting to question the wisdom, the purpose even, of having charismatic Brad Pitt play Fight Club's charismatic Tyler Durden for the film-going masses, cooing Tyler's homicidal magic in the ear of the greater public. To a reader, when Tyler Durden makes a point, he is compelling but mad. When Brad Pitt makes a point -- but he's acting, right? Brad Pitt is Tyler Durden, for the purpose of this movie. He is playing a beautiful madman, a blue-collar death priest. But something about Brad Pitt -- charisma given life and breath -- mouthing Tyler's words feels intangibly dangerous. Not just in the exciting, romantically abstract sense of danger, but in the sense of a trigger being squeezed. Maybe this is not something the world needs, right this second. 

"What, like violence hasn't been invented up to this point?" Palahniuk asks me in our post-reading interview. "I think if anything, [Fight Club] will make honest violence okay." He sees a distinction in the possible motives for violence. "David [Fincher] is really big on this too," he continues. "It's the dishonest, chickenshit violence that disgusts us. People walking into churches or schools with automatic weapons, as opposed to just.... You know, Fight Club violence is entirely consensual between adults. It's an honest expression of violence between two people." 

It should be said here that Fight Club's main character Tyler establishes Project Mayhem, a group of subversives who use fistfights, automatic weapons, and explosives to bludgeon the world into change. 

Palahniuk is enthusiastic about the effect that the film of his book could have on its viewers. He confides, "David said to me, 'You know, Chuck, we're not just selling the movie Fight Club. We're selling the idea of fight clubs.'" 

The violence of Fight Club (or fight clubs) does not remain consensual. It tends toward unfocused destruction. Fight clubs are an integral part of Palahniuk's twisted fictional world; the whole novel winds up tight and explodes with a tension each individual reader can feel. On film, "the idea of fight clubs" is being sold to the broadest possible audience; it is being intentionally made compelling and seductive. 

Yet, Palahniuk insists, "I never really feel responsible for the audience's reaction at all. I feel like you just have to do your very best to deliver the information, to deliver your message, and you can't control people's reaction or their response or how they take it. All you can do is control the skill and the craft with which you present it. So, you know, I certainly hope it makes an enormous amount of money for Fox and that they feel rewarded for taking this risk, but beyond that, I'm not really tied to anybody's response." 

Fight Club Rains Down on Chuck Palahniuk

http://film.guardian.co.uk/Feature_Story/feature_story/0,4120,219802,00.html

Bruise control 

He gets knocked down, but he gets up again. Author Chuck Palahniuk talks to Stuart Jeffries about writing Fight Club, and his even darker novels 

Friday May 12, 2000
The Guardian 

At the end of the Coen brothers film Barton Fink, the eponymous writer finds himself face to face with shotgun-toting Madman Mundt. Until then Barton has only known Madman Mundt as Charlie Meadows, a working stiff in the next hotel room about whom he knows nothing but presumes to be the personification of the "common man" he celebrates in his plays. "Why me, Charlie, why me?" asks Barton, fearing for his life as the hotel blazes and the Madman prepares to kill some more. Charlie tells him why: "Because you DON'T LISTEN!" 

This failure to listen has become a preoccupation in several recent American films whose protagonists become violent in order to define and perhaps even to redeem themselves. In an affectless society in which next almost everybody is alienated from everybody else, violence may seem to be the only way of connecting. In American Psycho the yuppie Wall Street dealer Patrick Bateman leaves a long confession to a series of murders on his lawyer's answering machine, but his lawyer regards it as a joke. He tells people to their faces that he would like to kill them and eat their remains, but no one hears. 

In Fight Club, too, the Narrator inhabits a world in which "nobody cares if you live or die, and the feeling is fucking mutual". He attends cancer support groups in order to get someone to listen to him, in order to experience the human warmth denied to him in the rest of his life. In the book, he explains this fascination with such encounters (with dubious syntax): "This is why I loved support groups so much, if people thought you were dying, they gave you their full attention." True, the Narrator isn't dying like many of the other men who attend the support groups, but to be a faker in such circumstances is as authentic as he can manage. Until, that is, he gets into fighting. 

The spark for Chuck Palahniuk's novel, Fight Club, came when the author got beaten up on holiday. "The other people who were camping near us wanted to drink and party all night long, and I tried to get them to shut up one night, and they literally beat the crap out of me. I went back to work just so bashed, and horrible looking. People didn't ask me what had happened. I think they were afraid of the answer. I realised that if you looked bad enough, people would not want to know what you did in your spare time. They don't want to know the bad things about you. And the key was to look so bad that no one would ever, ever ask. And that was the idea behind Fight Club." 

Inspired by the camping trip, Palahniuk got into more fights. "I discovered that I'd never been in fights, and went, wow, that was sort of fun. That was a great release, and yeah, it hurts a little bit, but I lived through it. And it made me really curious about what I was capable of. And after that, if the opportunity arose, I didn't hesitate to get in a fight. So through the writing of the book, there was a period where I was in fights pretty regularly. My friends never wanted to go out with me, because I was always looking." 

Pleasant, soft-spoken and surprisingly unthreatening (at least during our phone conversation), Palahniuk tells me that what he found most striking was that whenever he returned to work cut and bruised no one would want to hear what he had really got up to at the weekend: "They want you to say, 'No, I didn't do anything special.' And then they'll tell you about their weekend." 

There's more to Palanhiuk's taut, hilarious, anti-consumerist, nihilistic novel than transformative fisticuffs, of course, but the notion that you might learn something useful from recognising that society trundles along through denying the ugly, destructive, even healthily self-destructive parts of ourselves, is Fight Club's chief idea. It's why the novel's anarchic anti-hero, Tyler Durden, sets up a string of clandestine fight clubs where men can escape the alienation of their day jobs and the sterile acquisitiveness of their apartments, and connect through physical contact. In Palahniuk's literary world, black eyes and fat lips are signs of spiritual health on the part of otherwise alienated white collar young men. "There's a redeeming value to taking a punch under controlled circumstances," says Palanhiuk. 

Fight Club is in many respects the 90s reply to American Psycho, Bret Easton Ellis's satire on youthful white collar greed and banality in Wall Street in the 80s. Like American Psycho's narrator Patrick Bateman, Fight Club's Narrator is devoid of identity; Palahniuk doesn't even bother to give him a name. Like Bateman, his identity, such as it is, is composed mostly from the things he owns. The Narrator admits at one point, "I'd collected shelves full of different mustard, some stone-ground, some English pub style. There were 14 different flavors of fat-free salad dressing, and seven kinds of capers." Nobody needs seven kinds of capers and, when they realise they don't, everything has to change. 

The best thing that happens to the Narrator is when his apartment is blown up into the night sky. Perhaps the Narrator did it himself, to escape a life in which he didn't so much own things as was owned by them. Or perhaps Durden did it. Durden is the flip side to the Narrator, an anarchic unconscious come to life, someone whose passionate impulses are not sublimated into acquiring dishwasher-safe crockery, and whose natural mode of speech is trenchant, tendentious and not a little bit preachy. 

"You are not your job," he tells the Narrator in a salutary speech. "You are not the money in your bank account. You are not the car you drive. You are not how much money is in your wallet. You are not your fucking khakis." You can imagine how this sort of stuff plays to alienated twentysomething desk clerks from Sacramento to Southend - or indeed anybody existentially dissatisfied with their lot. 

Hence the mantra that the Narrator recites to himself on the way to spiritual redemption: "Deliver me from Swedish furniture. Deliver me from clever art. May I never be complete. May I never be content. May I never be perfect." 

Throughout the novel, men regularly get hospitalised after fights, clam chowders are defiled by urinating waiters in posh restaurants, men wound each other to focus on the spiritual aspect of pain, apartments are destroyed, BMWs ruined with baseball bats, and by the end a coast-to-coast secret society called Project Mayhem established by Durden seems poised to blow up corporate USA and dance in its ashes. And all this, Palahniuk encourages us to believe, is a good thing. Durden, who takes over the life of the Narrator in what one critic called a "jihad against the American way", tells his charge: "Self improvement is masturbation. Self destruction is the answer." 

In Fight Club, the destruction has a nihilistic force. "Without a period of ruin and collapse, we can't have anything better," Palahniuk tells me. He has read his Kierkegaard, Sartre and Camus and it shows in his nihilistic insistence on destroying lifestyles that serve nobody well, and recognising the importance of mortality. 

Palahniuk also found that Susan Faludi's book about the crisis of the modern male, Stiffed, struck a chord. But what is the modern male? In David Fincher's virtuosic, exciting film adaptation of Fight Club, Tyler Durden and the Narrator find themselves looking at a poster for Calvin Klein underwear - a pair of designer pants topped by an extraordinary sculpted washboard stomach and pumped pecs. "Is that what a man looks like?" asks Pitt rhetorically, sarcastically of this icon of self-improvement. Of course it isn't, we are meant to think: real men don't get so ludicrously buffed. 

True, there is something unconvincing about this scene in the film, mainly because Durden is played by Brad Pitt whose pristinely buffed upper body is as much part of the problem as the solution - it is as commodified as capers, though more sexy. Ever since his character in Thelma and Louise seduced Geena Davis by allowing her to strum his washboard stomach, Brad Pitt, with his perfect body, has been something women want and men want to be like. 

But Palahniuk's point remains: to neurotically perfect one's body is to submit to the same kind of tyranny that leads the Narrator to collect mustards. It is a point that Pitt, ironically, recognises: "I find this truly insidiously damaging, this focus on exterior beauty, things, clothes, cars." No wonder the book has proved so appealing to men of a certain age. At times it seems to be exclusively about men whose fathers were absent during their childhoods. Durden, when contemplating a lover moving into his house, rejects the idea: "We are a generation of men raised by women," he says. "I'm beginning to wonder if another woman is what we really need." 

What's more, the men of the Narrator's generation are not able to define themselves in relation to male sacrifice or great challenges as their ancestors were. "Our generation has had no Great Depression, no Great War," says Durden. "Our war is spiritual. Our depression is our lives." At points like this, the novel suggests that all-male clubs are the only way men can re-establish their male potency. 

Edward Norton, who plays the Narrator in the film with aplomb, found the novel struck a chord: "This was the first thing I read that said: 'This expresses the depth of the paralysis and the numbness and the despair that I feel in a lot of people I know.' " "But Fight Club isn't just for men, says Palahniuk. "I find a lot of women getting in touch with me to ask where they can find fight clubs. The truth is I don't know." 

Palahniuk, 32, is surprised at Fight Club's critical and commercial success. "I can't believe the response to the book. I never expected the book to be published. I had been rejected so many times because my work was seen as too dark and depressing, that when I sent off Fight Club, I thought it was just a fuck off to New York publishing. It was my last gesture." 

A journalism graduate from the University of Oregon, Palahniuk couldn't get a job in newspapers and instead became a diesel mechanic in Portland, where he still lives. "It was dark, and frustrated, and sort of subversive, with lots of stunts because we were so frustrated with our jobs and our lives." Like Palahniuk's fights, some of these stunts have found their way into his books. The urinating waiters were his friends. He and some friends would tour show homes and steal prescription drugs they found in the medicine cabinets. This found its way into his latest novel. 

Since the success of Fight Club, Palahniuk has published two other novels. Survivor comes from the same dark corner of his mind as its predecessor: it transcribes the voice on a 747's recovered black box recorder. The voice belongs to a former cult member, Tender Branson, who has hijacked the airliner at 39,000 feet. The passengers have been forced to deplane, and the pilot has been invited to jump out with a parachute, leaving the plane on autopilot and Branson to record his memoir about life as a drone in a fundamentalist community and, later, a media messiah, before the plane crashes into the Australian outback. A satire both on cults and media manipulation, it is being adapted for the screen. 

His latest book, Invisible Monsters, yet to be published in Britain, is about a model who becomes disfigured when her jaw gets blown off. "She's so used to being the centre of attention because of how she looks, and then becomes culturally invisible, no one will even acknowledge she's in the room, because she looks so hideous. It's about the process of discovering that she has so much more power being invisible than she did as a beautiful person." That interest in the redeeming force of self-destruction again. 

These two novels, he claimed on the internet recently, "make Fight Club look like Little Women. My agent says offended folks will be standing in line to take my head off with a gun. I'm pretty much OK with that." At least such a reaction would show that people are finally listening to Chuck Palahniuk.

http://www.dvdjournal.com/features/palahniuk.200001.html

A few pointed questions for Chuck Palahniuk

In which the Fight Club author holds forth on"dead time," 
choosing your identity, recording a DVD commentary track, 
the genius of Edward Norton, and the nudity of Brad Pitt

Interview by Dawn Taylor

DATELINE — Tuesday, 25 January 2000 



A resident of Portland, Ore., since his graduation from the University of Oregon in 1986, Chuck Palahniuk garnered literary acclaim with his first novel, Fight Club, four years ago. An underground classic, it was recently made into a controversial film starring Brad Pitt and Edward Norton. A second novel, Invisible Monsters, followed, and his third book, Survivor, is now available in paperback.

Palahniuk recently took an hour to talk with DVD Journal staffer Dawn Taylor — here are some highlights.


I understand you're going to L.A. to do commentary for the DVD of Fight Club?
The DVD comes out in April — I go down next week or the week after to record my track. 

Have they offered any guidelines on what they want you to do?
They told me to comment throughout the entire movie, that's all they told me. I was thinking about telling all the inside stories about the production, all the things that they shot and they didn't use that I saw. All the things that people told me on the side that weren't used. Brad was so gutsy — he shot one whole scene, I think it was the scene where he was saying, "If you could fight any celebrity living or dead..." and they're in the bathroom? In the scene they used in the movie he's in the bathtub, but in the version I saw them shoot, he was stark naked sitting on the toilet. He did that whole monologue, and then he stands up and the camera swoops around at the very last second, as he stands up. And I thought, my God, if he was gonna do thirty takes of that shot, the least the studio can do is use it! I mean... and in the other scene, where he's riding the bicycle around the first floor of the house? In that sort of goofy, goofy way? At very end of the scene the bike rams into the doorframe and he goes flying off the handlebars in, you know, a sort of dangerous way — he did 40 takes of that, and he did the first I don't know how many takes with no pants on whatsoever. 

Oh my God.
Yeah... and so the next day the studio, they were looking at the dailies, and they were going scene by scene, shot by shot, going, "We can't use this... we can't use this .." because in every shot, Brad's testicles were hanging there. "We can't use this! We can't use this! We can't use this!" And finally they got some takes where he was actually wearing shorts, and they said, "Okay, we can use these". Then the other one, where he throws the door open after Edward Norton's been spying and Helena Bonham Carter falls off the bed at that point, he had his blue sweat pants pulled so low that through the first, like, 30 takes there was pubic hair. And once again, the next day the studio execs were sitting in the dailies saying, "Oh, we can't use this. Next take...next take...next take..." Finally, like take number 32, the pants were up just high enough that there was no pubic hair showing.

What's the new book called?
For the time being it's called "Choke". I'm going to try and do with sex what I did with violence in Fight Club, to make this really, really outrageous dark sex comedy. And if I can do that then... oh, my God. People are a lot less threatened by laughing over sexual things then they are laughing over violence. Frankly, to tell the truth, I can watch Edward Norton punch Brad Pitt in the ear a hundred times and I would laugh every time. There is something about that moment that is so genuinely funny! (imitates Brad Pitt) "You punched me in the ear!" (laughs) And when Edward Norton blows his cheek out, and he's sitting there mutilated but he's still going I'm fine, I'm fine, it's okay... you know, I find that incredibly funny, the whole denial of the situation.

That's funny — that you sit and laugh at the same moments as the rest of us, watching the film of your own book. And you're right, those moments of mouth-hanging-open, Oh my God laughter of Edward Norton with his face half blown off...
Oh, yeah...!

Of course, Edward Norton is a genius...
Oh God, he is. He's a driven genius. 

I can't imagine that you could have had a better cast than Fight Club did, or a better director.
Not for that one, no way. 

Which reminds me, my editor only forbade me from asking one question — I'm not supposed to ask what Brad Pitt is really like. So I have to ask: what's Edward Norton like?
(laughs) Oh, Edward Norton is really intimidating. He's one of these people that, I don't know, no matter what you say you feel like an idiot. I mean, he is always so far ahead of you, you're like this intellectual puppy running to keep up with him. He just seems so self-assured and so confident, so totally aware of what he wants. And so bright and educated that I found him very hard to be with. Just the exact opposite of Brad (laughs).

So Brad's easy to hang with, then.
Brad is very, sort of... he approaches people constantly, to make sure they're okay, that they're having a great time. It was fascinating to watch him at social events — he would literally work the room, talking to people, making sure that everybody was okay and having a good time. He was not stand-offish at all. He seemed so much more invested in making sure other people were okay. I don't know if that sounds stupid or not, but that was just my impression.

Not the stereotype of the mega-superstar actor guy... 
No, not at all. But nobody was really what I expected, so... 

Was the experience of being involved with the film what you thought it would be?
I had no idea, I had never imagined it would be so boring. Shooting a movie takes so long — every angle, every shot, every lighting correction, every run-through, every direction... oh my God, it's so endless! Every take, every shot — doing 30 tales of every shot — it was brutally boring. I had a huge admiration for the patience those people must have. 

There are a few differences, they're very small but significant, between the screenplay and your novel, most notably the ending — did you have much input, if any, into the changes they made?
Oh yeah. Well, I went to a lot of meetings before the screenplay was even written and I knew that the ending was going to be changed that way to make it more Hollywood, more sort of crowd-pleasing. I still think it's a wonderful ending, and in a way I was glad that they changed it, because I did not want to have to sit through another version of my book that was just like my book. I wanted to be surprised and entertained as much as anybody.

And were you?
Oh yeah. There were things in there that I was just blown away by. Yeah.

I understand you worked at Freightliner as a diesel mechanic?
Well, I was a Service Documentation Specialist. I worked two years on the assembly line then I got this documentation specialist job, which everyone seems to interpret as diesel mechanic. But basically I did service procedures on trucks, and timed myself, then wrote about the repair times. So I did work on trucks, but I also wrote about it.

How did you work writing in around your job?
I always look for the dead times. You know, dead times are when you're doing laundry in a laundromat — that's a really good time for writing, I wrote a lot of Invisible Monsters while doing laundry in laundromats. My car was always breaking down and when I took it into the shop I'd get stuck waiting in that waiting room. That's an excellent time to write, it's a great dead time. Any time you're stuck in traffic, it's like a blessing — because it's time when you're sort of forced to write, because you're so trapped. 

That would explain a lot of the underlying feelings of frustration and urban angst in your books, your writing them in auto shop waiting rooms and laundromats...
Yeah, it's... they're anxious places, like airports, to begin with and you're trapped, and I'd start analyzing my own feelings and taking notes about "why don't I like this?" What is about being in this situation that pisses me off, and that sort of tweezes it out of myself — why I hate that situation so much, and then write about it.

I understand you actually wrote your second published book, Invisible Monsters, first — before Fight Club?
I'd done a really rough version of it first, and it had gotten a lot of attention but no one would publish it because it was too risky and I was too much of an unknown. But what came out this fall was about 85% rewritten and that was vastly different, and in a way I'm really glad that the first version didn't get published, because this version is so much better than that. 

It's sort of a road story...
A road trip novel.

Yeah, a road trip novel, about a model who gets her face blown off in a drive-by shooting and then goes on an adventure with a pre-operative transsexual — in a nutshell...
(laughs)

..it strikes me that in Invisible Monsters, and Fight Club and your latest novel, Survivor, the common theme is that our identities are largely forged by society and outside influences, and that it's up to the individual to create their own identity as they choose..;
Right.

So, obviously, this is a theme that's important to you.
Well, you know, we're sort of raised within parameters, we're sort of raised to understand what it is to be a good person, and so it seems that so much of our childhood is about meeting the expectations of all of the people around us. Meeting the expectations of our parents, our teachers, our coaches — eventually our bosses — and we're sort of, you know, always looking outside of ourselves for how to be. And it's exciting after a certain point in your life when you can start to make up the rules rather than following the rules, and decide for yourself how you want to be rather than constantly meeting the needs and the expectations of everyone else and... I love that. I love playing with that idea.

You've gotten a lot of criticism for promoting a sort of cavalier attitude towards rules and the law... 
Hmmm. A cavalier attitude towards the rules... well, in a way I'm not completely supporting the status quo, and I think we should always question the status quo, and never take anything at face value that way. And we should realize that we are the people who make the rules instead of constantly letting them be imposed upon us. We are the people make who make rules and, more importantly, we are the people who follow the rules. And so I don't want to take any of this for granted, I want to show people that there are options.

It was much subtler in the book than in the movie, but it seemed that the first half of Fight Club was spent creating and promoting social anarchy as an alternative to the mind-numbing status quo, but then you tore it all back down again with Tyler's followers giving up their identities all over again, creating new iron-clad rules and following a completely different status quo...
Yeah, it's funny, in a way the book has become a metaphor for the book. In terms of the book, I mean, the book was just some things I scribbled down on paper, talking to my friends and I made up this whole story... and now the book, for awhile, has taken on this enormous life of its own, it's out in so many different countries, the movie's out, the audio tapes are out. Ford Motor Co. and Nike have both inquired about using portions of the book to advertise their products. I mean, the book just has this complete life of it's own now. Songs are now being written using parts of the book. It's crazy! And part of me feels like this little baby of mine has gone off to live it's own completely different life autonomous from me. There's no way I could control it at this point. And it's very much like Fight Club has become for the narrator of the book, it's his precious little invention at first but it takes on a life of its own as more and more people adopt it and like it and sort of usurp it — use it for their own purposes. 

You address that issue of out-of-control fame in Survivor — was this based on your experiences with the runaway success of Fight Club?
Oh yeah, it's based a lot on what I was getting into when I was touring with Fight Club, and how really ridiculous and self-perpetuating this whole world of fame was. I mean, I used to think that people went on the Jay Leno show because they really liked Jay Leno, and that it was fun to sit there and talk to Jay and that they were, like, friends...

You mean they aren't?
No! (laughs) The only reason they show up there is to pitch a movie, or to pitch a product. And so even the most well-meaning, spontaneous looking talk shows are just extended infomercials for whatever movie or book or TV special or whatever that celebrity has got coming out. You know, everything just a constant pitch in a constant marketing campaign, and I was really disillusioned and stunned by that, that so much of this is just about selling product, over and over.

Speaking of pitches, don't you have something coming up in Playboy, or has it already appeared?
I've got two excerpts from my next novel, my fourth novel, that are coming out in Playboy this next year. They both function as short stories, they're chapters from the new book.

You did a reading of one of them recently, a piece about people having sex in airplane bathrooms...
Oh my God... where did you hear me read that?

I didn't, someone else did and commented on it...
I only read that once.

Yeah — and the guy who commented on it, he said that the one thing he got out of it was that you had apparently been spending a lot of time on airplanes and reading the Kama Sutra.
Wow. Playboy, that's one of the excerpts that they bought, and it was basically a rewriting of the Kama Sutra based on the configuration of all the major jetliner bathrooms — all of which involved a lot of research. Blueprints, you know. And Playboy said, okay, we can publish this as fiction, but it's not going to go into the magazine for a long time because all the fiction slots are filled up months ahead of time. Then they said, but we can publish it as non-fiction — if you let us publish it as a non-fiction essay, we'll pay you $15,000.

Holy moley.
Yeah... which is far more than they pay for fiction, but, on the other hand, it would make me look like the world's biggest sexual psychopath! So my agent is saying, "Take it, take it, go for it, let them publish it as non-fiction" and I'm like, "No! Come on...." 

In Invisible Monsters the characters tour homes that are for sale in wealthy neighborhoods and, um, rummage through the owners medicine cabinets...
I do not do that any more! (laughs) But for a couple of years it was an excellent way to get wasted. We did it across many western states.

That takes a lot of chutzpah.
No, it was actually fantastically easy. I had no problem with it. And I didn't invent it. A friend of mine... the friend who told me about being a waiter, and peeing in the soup, he was the one who invented that, the real estate open house thing. I could never figure out why he always wanted to go to all these big open houses, houses that he could never, ever dream of buying. And he would go to them, every weekend. And finally he showed me what he was doing.

But now that you're a highly respected author, of course...
Now I just have to be more discreet about what I do. But I think, in a way, if you're a writer people expect you to do stuff like that. Nobody wants to see Hunter S. Thompson if he's not fucked up.

http://www.salon.com/ent/col/srag/1999/10/14/fincher/index.html

Testosterama 


The men behind the ballsy "Fight Club" talk about anti-consumerism, annoying boomerisms and how to make soap out of human fat.
- - - - - - - - - - - -
By Michael Sragow 

Oct. 14, 1999 | "I think people are taking it way too seriously," said novelist Chuck Palahniuk at a Los Angeles press conference to promote the always dizzying, sometimes ditzy movie of his 1996 cult hit "Fight Club." Four years ago he pulled together this saga of disaffected drones who gather secretly in basements to whop the bejesus out of each other. The antiheroes' "fight club" is a primal men's group: These guys want to escape despair. But Palahniuk was not writing a prescription or a manifesto. 

"It's a scenario; it's a what-if?; it's a proposal," Palahniuk insisted. He might have been mischievously signaling that he knew how radical his work really was. For "Fight Club" on film (as in print) is akin to the out-there satirical "proposal" that Jonathan Swift wrote when he suggested that the Irish could overcome their poverty if they sold their babies as food.

Of course, if I were facing a room of tired, testy radio journalists, I would have been tempted to present a full-blown position paper complete with polls and diagrams. There was a tense exhaustion in the air, as if the press didn't want to deal with a 139-minute movie that serves up, with equal panache, perfectly cooked and half-baked ideas.

"Fight Club" tells the story of a representative Gen X-er, billed in the movie as "the narrator" (Edward Norton), who suffers from insomnia, depression and terminal consumerism. (The film contains an uproarious attack on advertising for the IKEA home-furnishings chain.) For a while he derives comfort from enrolling in support meetings for critical diseases. But he finds long-lasting relief only when he teams up with a mysterious new friend, Tyler Durden (Brad Pitt), to organize a counterculture that's not about peace and love.

In Tyler Durden's fight club, alienated guys get in touch with their inner primates via bare-knuckled scraps that leave them scarred and happy. To Palahniuk, these sessions are like "a Pentecostal Church meeting, or a mosh pit. Some very gestalt expression of rage to the point of exhaustion." 

"Chuck is connected to the whole underground world in Portland, and he makes it sound like Los Angeles is Dubuque in comparison," screenwriter Jim Uhls told me later. Maybe that's what gave Palahniuk the confidence to wield such wild tropes as "the rules of fight club" like a comedy hammer. (The first rule about fight club is you don't talk about fight club. The second rule of fight club is you don't talk about fight club.) His combination of verbal gamesmanship and quirky observations took the moviemakers to unexpected and unsettling places. Once Tyler Durden puts fight club on a solid footing, he assembles an army to execute an explosive nihilist/anarchist campaign called "Project Mayhem."

I think the result is often potent: a cautionary parody of unhappy individualists sliding into fascism. (One critic has already dubbed the movie fascist, period.) When Tyler's black-shirted legions fund their activities with luxury soap made from human fat, it's difficult not to think of Nazis. But when I asked Palahniuk if the soap was meant to refer to the concentration camps, the short answer was no. 

"The soap thing," he explained, "was based on my friend Alice, she taught me one day how to make soap." Alice regaled him with the myth that soap was invented when water seeped through the burnt pyres of human sacrifices and merged with melted body fat. That evening, when Palahniuk's sister called from Canada, she reported "that the Canadian government was falling farther and farther behind in incinerating liposuction fat" and it was starting to fill up the Alberta prairies. Palahniuk thought he knew what they could do with bags of human fat. He said, "It just sort of clicked." 

"Just sort of clicked" -- exactly! Both book and movie are at once hilariously self-aware and flippantly unexamined. For example, Palahniuk and his friends were complaining about emotionally absent fathers, so he put the issue into the novel and made it part of a Gen X anthem. The characters come off incongruously oblivious to everything boomers have discussed on talk shows for 20 years. 

"Fight Club" will leave with-it audiences giggling, gasping -- and scratching their heads. But it has set the mainstream press shuddering at the notion of hordes of impressionable youths leaving theaters and threatening law and order.

Sniffing the potential for media disaster, director David Fincher seized the high ground and declared that what made the bloodshed in "Fight Club" different from that in, say, "Blade," was this: "'Fight Club' puts violence in a context that is moral." He testified that he'd even experimented with deleting some of the violence, but found that it made the remaining graphic episodes seem more vicious. Having preempted all the ethical arguments against it, Fincher went on to say that he saw the film as the journey of the narrator to maturity, and that he hoped it would appeal to people who are not doing what they want to do and are tired of letting others define them. 

Fincher brought up his unique affinity for the anti-consumer angle as a renowned director of commercials who made "lifestyle" ads in the '80s -- lite-beer slots selling fantasies of nocturnal cities with sleek blonds in black cocktail dresses. Yet before Fincher could expand on turning commercial techniques inside-out in "Fight Club," he was deflected into discussing a tentative adaptation of James Ellroy's "Black Dahlia." He won me over when he was asked whether he thought Ellroy was from another planet. "Yes, he's from another planet," said Fincher, "but in a great way." 

Also from another planet -- Planet Gen X? -- is the consistently brilliant Norton. The high point of his Q&A came early, when he characterized "Fight Club" as "this weird millennial 'Catcher in the Rye.'" When asked the dangerous "What's the message?" question, Norton gamely talked about the tangle of complaints and themes in the book, and how they called for a director capable of handling "dialectic" and "moral ambiguity" -- as he thought Fincher had done triumphantly in "Seven." He explained the dialectics of "Fight Club": "Tyler's practical execution of this idea of self-liberation through a kind of anarchism: Is that negative? Did that become negative in its own right? Did people who were surrounding him lose their identity as much as they had been before they got into this whole thing? Or was this narrator afraid to go the final mile?" Norton praised Fincher for leaving the audience "without essentially a pat theme or a glib conclusion; it doesn't get wrapped up in a neat package for you so you can walk out and go, 'Oh, the message of that film was this.'" 

So far, so eloquent. However, when Norton spoke about chortling with recognition over Palahniuk's book, he conveyed a Gen X tunnel-vision. Reading it, he said, "You instantaneously remember little passages, like: 'We're the first generation raised on television, and we've been raised to believe that we should all be millionaires and rock stars and everything, and we're discovering that most of us aren't, and we're getting very upset about that.'" Norton turned 30 in August. He accepted the book's notion that his generation is "having its value system largely dictated to it by advertising culture." He agreed with Palahniuk that many of his peers thought they could achieve "spiritual happiness through home furnishing," only to wake up to the emptiness of "acquisitions" and a "received value system."

There may be something to Norton's belief that "my generation is having its midlife crisis in its 20s." Yet many another graduating class has claimed to be the first raised on TV; Sinclair Lewis was pillorying all the other stuff 70 years ago.

Norton keeps touting this movie as "The Graduate" for the '90s. To a lot of us who saw "The Graduate" in the '60s, what limited it was precisely its youth-centric self-absorption. Norton was particularly proud that Fincher had let him and Brad Pitt add a bit about bashing a new Volkswagen beetle with baseball bats. "There's the perfect example of the baby-boomer generation marketing its youth culture to us as if our happiness is going to come by buying the symbol of their own youth movement." But isn't the VW bug the perfect example of boomers peddling their youth to themselves? 

I happened to sit next to Jim Uhls, the screenwriter, at the press screening. He laughed all through the movie. And he had a functioning sense of irony: When I asked him to pick a place where we could meet privately to discuss this epic about the tyranny of brand names, he boldly suggested Starbuck's.

Two days later at Starbuck's, Uhls was still laughing. Why wouldn't he be? "Fight Club," his first produced script, will at least be a cause célèbre. Uhls, who studied theater and film at UCLA from 1983 to '85, had been peddling a spec script that suggested he had the temperament to transpose Palahniuk's novel. 

Uhls describes that script as a "romantic comedy, but not a typical romantic comedy. It has to do with the characters' attitudes toward a healthy relationship, which is a lot of behavior which seems unhealthy and harsh to each other, but in fact does work for them -- because both characters are out on the edge psychologically."

A movie executive who had read "Fight Club" in galleys remembered Uhls and guided his spec script to Fox 2000, where the novel had landed. Before Uhls began his adaptation, one of the producers, Ross Grayson Bell, got him and Palahniuk in a room together for a creative bonding session. Uhls didn't share Palahniuk's hard-knocks background, but he did identify with the emotions in the book. 

"It's been a while since I've been in a physical fight," Uhls says, "but I do remember that a lot of strange emotions come out, not all of them bad. It's an adrenaline experience. When I read the novel I warmed to it, not because I have exactly the same sensibility as Chuck but because I felt a connection to the emptiness and the numbness of the lead character's life. I think everyone's gone through periods like that, and has questioned the overlay of consumerism and commercialism in the society around them. The book is more of a dream than the movie, in the way it establishes the emotional logic of why something would follow something else. But Chuck was enthusiastic about us trying to create a more realistic structure. And he was very complimentary later about the way we had aligned the story."

For example, in the film, as Tyler veers crazily into non-fight-club activities, he terrorizes a convenience-store clerk at gunpoint. "In the book, it was the narrator who does it," says Uhls, "and he does it at a time when cause-and-effect wouldn't necessarily lead him to that point. We thought it was more powerful for Tyler to do it, to affect the other character. And when Tyler does it, it's part of an escalation. Especially in the second half, we wanted Tyler to be pushing things further and further." 

When Fincher left to do his post-"Seven" picture, "The Game," Uhls found time between "Fight Club" rewrites to tackle his next big script: an adaptation of "Last Train to Memphis," the first part of Peter Guralnick's two-volume Elvis Presley biography. Uhls comes from Cape Girardeau, Mo., a small city on the Mississippi River between St. Louis and Memphis that is flavored with Delta culture. Uhls wound up writing "essentially an original script about Elvis Presley, drawing heavily on Peter's research and on his feel for the people." He contrasted Presley's relationships with his nurturing Sun Records producer Sam Phillips and his glitzy breakout manager, Col. Tom Parker. 

"Elvis really wanted to be a movie star, and he needed Tom Parker to make that happen," says Uhls. In his script, there's "a sad transition" from Presley's authentic music-making with Phillips to his association with Parker, "who represented the slickness of show business, and if you got right down to the core of him, the carnival. That's where he came from. The carnival influenced how Parker thought of merchandizing Elvis Presley." Uhls uses the death of Presley's mother after he went into the Army "as the closure to this part of his life. That devastated him psychologically and changed him as a person and emptied him out emotionally." But in Uhls' vision, Presley is less a victim than a tragic hero -- he participates in his own diminishment from grass-roots sensation to hound-dog-man in a gilded doghouse.

Working on "Fight Club," Uhls found Fincher to be a "terrific" writer's director, "focusing in on the story and the philosophy of it, and the tone." Uhls and Fincher wouldn't touch some of Tyler's misdeeds -- not because they were too extreme, but because they muddied the issues. "We thought Tyler wanted to get rid of the construction of society, but not kill people; we wanted him to have a clear philosophy, and it was not about killing people but about creating a world to leave behind for people." 

In general, the adapter's task was one of aesthetic refinement, not wholesale invention. Uhls took Palahniuk's pungent first-person prose and supplied a narration as torrential -- and modulated -- as that of "Trainspotting." "We didn't want the voice-over simply to help support the narrative or to bridge one part to the next. We wanted it to be ironic commentary and maybe even somewhat of a counterpoint to what you see take place in the scenes." Did the finished film have the tone they'd wanted? "Oh yeah -- at least for me, there was nothing so dark it couldn't be funny. It's got a harsh, edgy, textured sort of feel." 

Adapting Palahniuk's powder-keg of a novel, Uhls had to be sure where to place the detonations. "I think that fight club begins as a simple empowerment of the individual. People who have elected to do this with each other get together in basements and fight. It starts out as a natural magnet, picking up people however they happen to hear about it. But after Tyler realizes what fighting can do for you, and that going back to a sterile, consumer-driven society is purposeless, he decides that society has to be dismantled, and he changes course. Basically, when Tyler forms an army to generate whatever the verb for anarchy is, he and the narrator separate.

"Everything happens in slow increments. But at one point the narrator says, This has gone too far. When you go out and blow up a building, you're not doing it in agreement with the people who own the building. Even if care is taken that no one is in the building, it's a destructive act to civilization as we know it. One way this might work for an audience, is: If you come a certain distance with Tyler, and continue to follow his logic, you realize at a certain point that he's going to have to tear everything down -- and you may not be ready to tear everything down. What should be done? What is the answer? In the end, the movie leaves the questions in the air." 
salon.com | Oct. 14, 1999
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Is it fistfighting, or just multi-tasking? 

"Fight Club" author Chuck Palahniuk offers advice on what to do when you haven't got time for the pain. 

- - - - - - - - - - - -
By Sarah Tomlinson 

Chuck Palahniuk wrote the novel "Fight Club" as an affront to the publishing houses that refused his first novel because it was "too dark and too risky." But rather than tone down his writing, he took it to the opposite extreme.

"I made it even darker and riskier and more offensive, all the things that they didn't want," he said during a recent phone interview from his home in Portland, Ore. "And I sent back 'Fight Club' because I thought, Well, they wouldn't buy it, but at least they wouldn't forget it. And it turns out, boom -- they loved it."

The novel went on to win an Oregon Book Award and a Pacific Northwest Booksellers Award, and eventually attracted the attention of David Fincher, director of the atmospheric thriller "Seven." Fincher's adaptation of "Fight Club," starring Brad Pitt, Edward Norton and Helena Bonham Carter, opens Friday. 

Palahniuk says "Fight Club" – about secret boxing matches where members beat out the frustrations of their dead-end lives in brutal one-on-one combat -- was partly inspired from his own experience of getting into a fistfight during a weekend camping trip. "They just beat the crap out of me," he says of the men he fought. "My face was so bashed and so horrible-looking. It was blacked-out for three months. And it just slowly changed colors before it got back to being a white person's face. And the whole time, no one at work acknowledged it."

He later read an interview with Amy Sedaris, star of the Comedy Central show "Strangers With Candy" and sister of writer David Sedaris, in which she described showing up for a photo shoot made up to look as if she'd been beaten. The makeup artist simply attempted to cover up the bruises. Without wiping off the makeup, she then went to her job as a waitress. In an eight-hour shift, only one person asked her if she was OK.

Relating her story to his own experience, Palahniuk came up with the basic premise for "Fight Club": "You could really do anything you wanted in your personal life, as long as you looked so bad that people would not want to know the details. I started thinking of a fight club as a really structured, controlled way of just going nuts in a really safe situation."

The story's narrator (played by Norton) is a soulless yuppie consumer, a white-collar drone; that he's capable of evoking any sympathy from us at all is as much a testament to Palahniuk's writing as it is to Norton's acting. He embodies the frustration of our every stunted ambition, and our every shrugged-off compromise. When we first meet him, his greatest hope is that one of his innumerable business trips will end in a fiery plane crash. But once he and his mysterious new friend Tyler (Pitt) start fight club, he regains his sense of dignity; his whole body fills with pride with each new brutal attack.

Certainly, some will find it difficult to appreciate the restorative value of the fight club after witnessing the bloodier scenes in Fincher's adaptation. (The sound of flesh being pounded -- in stereo -- won't help.) But Palahniuk says that as a means of escaping mundane reality, the fight club is really no more excessive than any other "extreme" sport.

"In fact, I think fight club is a lot safer and cheaper than climbing Mount Everest," he says. "Plus, if you're a blue- or a white-collar guy, you really need to schedule your chaos in -- you have such a small window to do anything like that. That's why I wanted to make it a very convenient, short-term psychosis that only exists from 2 to 5."

Palahniuk is undisturbed by reports that his book and hype from the upcoming film have inspired several copycat clubs across the country. "I think the people who would take ["Fight Club"] so literally and do these things are already expressing their violence and their rage in some other way -- whether they're hitting their girlfriend, or whether they're tailgating someone on the freeway, or whether they're doing God knows what with automatic weapons at school," he says. "You know the rage is coming out in some way. And if this stuff can be sort of vented in a consensual controlled situation like a fight club, I just see that as an improvement."

He has been moved, however, by readers' accounts of how the book encouraged them to take more control of their lives.

"It almost makes me cry," Palahniuk confessed, "but people come up to me at readings, a lot of people now, and say, 'The book made me go back to school and get my degree.' People are coming up and thanking me."

It wasn't so long ago that Palahniuk himself had given up all hopes of becoming a writer. "I had sort of told myself that someday when I retire, I might try to write a book. At the same time, I was so miserable with my job that I was working as a volunteer at a hospice primarily for young people with cancer and AIDS. And it dawned on me at one point: What if I don't ever retire? People die before retirement. So I started writing."

Six years later, Palahniuk's writing is an increasingly sought-after commodity in Hollywood. "Survivor," his second novel, about the sole survivor of a suicide cult who becomes rich on his story, was recently optioned; "Trainspotting" director Danny Boyle has been mentioned as a possible director. And negotiations are already under way for a movie adaptation of the book "Invisible Monsters," published just last month. The story -- about a supermodel who, after being horribly disfigured in an accident, rebuilds her life through her relationship with a pre-op transsexual -- has reportedly drawn the attention of "Gods and Monsters" director Bill Condon.

After he completes the "Fight Club" press juggernaut, Palahniuk will return home to begin research for his next book -- a novel he says will reinvent the horror story. And while he's enjoying the buzz that continues to build around his work, he hopes it's his successes -- not just his stories -- that stand as an example to others.

"People see that it's not just movie stars and publishing gods off in New York who do these things, that it can be anyone," he says, explaining why he's looking forward to his next book tour. "I think that's a really powerful thing to be there to prove." 
salon.com | Oct. 13, 1999
http://www.gettingit.com/article/186

Fight Club 
An interview with Chuck Palahniuk 

by RU Sirius Published October 14, 1999 in Dirt 
In 1995, a young writer of extremely dark fiction sent off one last novel to the mainstream publishers who had rejected him so many times before -- figuring it was his final kiss-off to the book industry. That novel, Chuck Palahniuk's Fight Club,was not merely published; it opens tomorrow as a major motion picture, directed by David Fincher (Seven)and starring Brad Pitt and Edward Norton. 
I met Chuck in San Francisco, where he was touring to promote his new novel, Invisible Monsters.

GETTINGIT: You know, the "fight clubs" actually exist. We heard about it from this guy down near Santa Cruz.

CHUCK PALAHNIUK: Really? Are you going to go to one?

GI: No... They have the same major rule as in your book... "The first rule of Fight Club is don't talk about Fight Club." So did people base these clubs on your book or vice versa?

CP: The funny thing is, there's something back East called Backyard Ultimate Fighting: Married couples get together and they have a few beers and a barbecue, and then they fight each other... And then they have a few more beers. Their relationships are not based on keeping up with the Joneses, but like, beating up on the Joneses. 

GI: So did you tap into any of this? Did you see any of this going on?

CP: No, I think I just told the truth about what I enjoyed doing... Me and my friends and all of our adventures and all the things we're pissed off about. And it seemed like I was telling the truth for all these other people, too.

GI: So I assume these fight club people are just inspired by your book? 

CP: Really, I don't know.

GI: [Cheerfully] You could have a big publicity-generating controversy at some point!

CP: I'd rather see someone doing it this way, you know, expressing and inventing in this kind of a structured, safe, consensual place, rather than walking into Starbucks with a gun and killing everybody and himself.

I mean, I think wrestling is great. Especially like the farm teams, amateur professional wrestling... People in the audience just go to scream their heads off, yell, and shove each other. And the wrestling is not even so hot. But it's like a Pentecostal revival. They just yell until they're exhausted. Oh, it's wonderful. I take all my friends.

GI: I finished Fight Club yesterday, sitting at a bus stop and a bus came by with one of these public service announcements about battered women. It said, "Violence is learned. It can be unlearned." And I thought, what horseshit... at least the first part of it. It's as natural as eating and sex.

CP: [Laughs] Right. And unless you have the way to get rid of it, it comes out in beating your wife, or road rage, or something else. So it's about time we acknowledge that and find ways to use it.

GI: I would hesitate to go as far as Salvador Dali though. He said that war was great. War brings out the most interesting aspects of humanity.

CP: I think that's just fantastically honest. We are in love with war. We love being a tribe, we love risking our lives, and we love being part of some huge cause and identity -- losing ourselves. It's like a vacation from your little shit ego when you're part of this huge mass thing. And I don't think it's just a guy thing. Maybe it's some metaphor for getting back to that mass consciousness of the godhead, or pre-creation, or something. 

GI: And it's connected to sexuality, obviously. You know, it's all in the limbic system. Basically, it's the same rush.

CP: I never heard that. That could be like a totally different reason for women to go to this movie. My editor for Invisible Monsters said she was watching a screening of Fight Club and she found herself getting really turned on sexually, just fantastically aroused. She said she was thinking, "My God, I'm sexually turned on by what are, at best, homoerotic scenes of men pounding each other. What is this about? Why am I reacting so carnally to this?" 

GI: Even though the characters in Fight Club aren't really subculture types, that same idea of going to extremes just to feel something and have an authentic experience has a lot in common with all of the body modification and S/M culture.

CP: People need to be broken and rebuilt, and to have scars to prove it. It's a time when we're acknowledging this need, and finding ways to fulfill it other than just buying stuff. Because everybody's sort of getting to the point where they've got the job they want, they can buy the stuff they want and have always been told they need. They're really finding out that's not the answer.

GI: So do you do anything in particular to have these intense experiences? 

CP: Yeah. I'm always looking for the thing that most frightens me. I work at a homeless shelter serving breakfast at, like, 5 a.m. 

GI: Getting up at 4 a.m. That's scary!

CP: I get there at five and we open at six. I spend the next three hours waiting tables on people that nobody wants anything to do with. I'm like their servant for three hours. I totally have to get off any idea about being me in the world, much less being special. And I also work with Alzheimer's patients, really old, old people... confused people... It's frightening and depressing. You know, I want to put myself in these situations long enough that I can see why I'm so threatened by them. 

GI: The terminal illness support groups in Fight Club...Were you doing that sort of thing when you wrote it?

CP: Yes. I worked at an AIDS hospice for a couple years as a volunteer. Mostly I did it because the problems that these relatively young people faced were so incredible next to my problems that I felt were so bad. So I'd walk out and go back to my mechanic job, and suddenly my problems were like nothing. I felt like the king of the world, just because I could get up and walk. You know, I could have solid bowel movements, which was way ahead of anybody in the hospice.

GI: One of the main things this book gets across is the freedom you get by going beyond fear.

CP: Yeah.

GI: Do you experience this?

CP: There was a huge sense of completeness when my book came out. There was a long period where I felt like if somebody walked in with a gun, I could put myself in front of a bullet because my life felt so incredibly complete and satisfying that I wasn't scared. You know, that completion does that to you. You feel such peace that you're not afraid of anything because your life is so good.

GI: The anarchists' ideology in Fight Club is authentic, and the bomb recipes seem to be as well.

CP: It's funny. That came out of wanting to make fun of all those women's books, like Heartburn, Like Water for Chocolate, and Fried Green Tomatoes that had recipes throughout the narrative. That turned into such a cliché. I thought, why can't we have a guy's book with guy recipes throughout it? And my brother is a chemist, so he gave me all those formulas. But the book company made me change one ingredient in each one so they wouldn't work.

GI: Ahh. I thought you were pulling off a Loompanics [publisher of subculture books, including stuff about bomb making, murder, and mayhem] thing within your fiction.

CP: We worked 72 hours non-stop, getting drunk and coming up with these formulas. We could come up with three formulas for Napalm, alone. We were so proud of that, and it was sort of heart-breaking to change it. 

GI: When you were writing this, were you also reading lots of anarchist literature and incendiary stuff? 

CP: I read the Big Golden Book of Revenge. I had to send away for it special. That's about the only anarchist book I think I read. I was looking for some information about making light-bulb bombs: where you put gasoline in a bulb and you seal it over, put it back in the socket and when someone flips the switch it explodes.

Then I got a bunch of friends who worked at Intel, hardware design, to walk me through all the steps. I bought them breakfast and they walked me through it. 

GI: Your writing has been compared to Pynchon and DeLillo, but I think Fight Club is more radical than either of them. Not in the sense that it's experimental, but the content is so extreme.

CP: That's because I never for a second expected to get it published. I sort of wrote it to really offend people who had always rejected my work as too dark and offensive. And I thought: Okay, if they thought that was dark, wait 'til they see this. This is going to be the last thing I ever write and send to those people. But they loved it!

GI: So who do you say influenced you?

CP: I really like the essay styles: Joan Didion and Nora Ephron. They write really light, easily read essays that are usually beautifully researched and often have a comic tone. I could constantly read both. But for fiction, I really love to study short stories. I don't think the payoff should just be at the end of the book. I want there to be a payoff in every chapter. And every chapter should function, in a way, like a short story. Each chapter should up the ante in its own twisted way. Like an album in which every song is good.

GI: So how did the movie come to pass?

CP: Well you know, I wrote the manuscript and sent it around in July of '95. This guy, Raymond Bongiovanni at 20th Century Fox in New York really, really loved it and he hammered everybody at Fox to read it. He got [the film's director] David Fincher to read it. [Fincher] called me one afternoon just to see who this maniac was in Portland, Oregon. And then Raymond died. It turned out he had advanced AIDS. His obituary came out in Variety, and the last paragraph was that Raymond's last greatest wish was that my novel become a movie. Then my agent calls me, he goes, "Man, I just came from Raymond's funeral and you got mentioned eight times in the elegy." He goes, "You can't find better press than that." So I credit Raymond right from the beginning.

GI: Were you worried about Brad Pitt starring?

CP: No. He is like America's ultimate good-looking psycho. He's like the Bruce Dern of the '90s. You remember in the '60s and '70s whenever they needed a good-looking psycho... The Big Valley, Silent Running, Coming Home.Even The Great Gatsby needed a good-looking psycho. And Brad is a charismatic, good-looking psycho. It's perfect for him.

http://www.thei.aust.com/isite/btl/btlinchuck.html

Chuck Palahniuk – 

Torchbearer for the Nihilistic Generation


Interview by Jayne Margetts


IT'S doubtful that Chuck Palahniuk - literary genius, torchbearer for the nihilistic generation and Portland's answer to Irvine Welsh, with his haemorrhaging ribbons of toxic chiffon prose that sits somewhere in the vicinity of "Naked Lunch, A Clockwork Orange and Last House On The Left" - had any idea of the storm of controversy that was brewing as he dotted the i and crossed the final t on his anthemic Fight Club manuscript. But, then again, he probably had little inkling when one afternoon he was cruising down the Portland Freeway and a driver - "a freeway sniper"- slowly pulled up alongside him and pointed a gun directly at his head, that he would become the avatar against a violent world and society.

He's been accused of perpetuating and glorifying violence and subscribing to an emotionally barren and destructive philosophy, but on the other hand, critical acclaim has gushed in and Hollywood scouts have scrambled to buy the film rights (20th Century Fox eventually won the battle) to his gloriously, bleak vision Fight Club. Seven Director David Fincher will be directing and actors Sean Penn and Brad Pitt are vying for the lead role, whilst elfin bohemian Winona Ryder read for the part of the dysfunctional and self mutilating Marla only a week ago.

So what's all the fuss about? Is it the fictional messianic madman and anarchist Tyler Durden who gets his rocks off on "disaster, tragedy and dissolution"? Is it the voice of youth that tears at its own flesh and rapes its own mind or is it the symphony of virological terrorism and flood of catharticism that swings in favour of a unhealthy obsession with death, pain and black humour? According to Palahniuk, it's all of the above.

"With Fight Club I figured if you can play on the basis of something that really scares people like fights or terminal illness ... if you go right up to it and laugh at it, and have fun around it, and really disempower it by doing that, then that's the greatest thing you can do. I can make people laugh about death, laugh about fights, laugh about pain. Y'know, I did some volunteer work in a hospice for the terminally ill a couple of years ago and that's where a lot of the stuff in the book came from. I really loved how people who were really facing it - facing death - could be really honest and funny and I found that really inspiring to be around," explains Palanhiuk.

"It is a backlash. It's about dealing with things that haven't been dealt with, and sort of fantasising about it, whereas, I could have written about things that have been resolved, or just things that you have to put up with, things you have to tolerate every day."

It's a grey and overcast morning in Portland's Freight Terminal, where a very shy, sardonic and softly spoken Palanhiuk staves off the curious glances of his boss and co-workers. He's a glorified technical writer who churns out manuals on trucks, service and cars in an environment that has the scent of industrialisation and blue collar America. It's not the kind of haven you expect the new face of American fiction to be incarcerated in. But then, Palanhiuk isn't the archetypal writer who pours his bruised emotions onto a page to the backdrop of sparse furnishings and the lingering odour of bourbon on his breath.

The 34-year-old author writes on the run, so to speak. He'll be sitting at the gym, pumping iron (a favourite pastime) and suddenly a surge of words will come, or, at the laundromat, or at a party where a stranger will tell him of a particularly nasty experience, Palanhiuk will run to the bathroom, grab a leaf of toilet paper and scribe it down, fold it up and put it in his pocket for later, just another piece to add to the puzzle.

"I'm not really one for describing scenery as much as action," he offers dryly. "But, it's frightening the amount of adventure that happens to people, especially my friends and within their lives. Not too much from any one person, but many of the things that happen in Fight Club are actual things that have happened to people I know. It's funny, friends who have recognised themselves in the book come up to me and are really flattered that I remembered them at a party two days ago. People recognise their cars, houses and their story and they're so thrilled to have read it in a book."

When the graduate of the University of Oregon finally did sit down to weave the tapestry of words and post-it pad notes together, he'd lose himself in the industrial dirges of Nine Inch Nails. He appears almost embarrassed to admit this, just as he is unable to take seriously the praise that has been lavished upon him. His lip curls back, a sly grin spreads and he mutters, under his breath that "it's been a trip."

He continues by smarting at suggestions that he is the '90s answer to Camus, Burroughs and J.G Ballard, "They don't seem real to me," he responds. "I mean, they are people I've been amazed by, so I can't take them very seriously although they're flattering and I try not to let them go to my head." Palahnuik's thoughts are dangerously close to those of the narrator of Fight Club.

A narrator who sees himself as the archetypal outsider and loser. In fact, it's eerily reminiscent of the folk prodigy Beck when he released his critically acclaimed album, Mellow Gold, and then a couple of years later mused that he never viewed himself as the icon of slackers. But, Palanhiuk does ultimately view himself as a loser. Just like many of our generation, he shrugs his shoulders and sniffs, "I most closely relate to the narrator because he IS the constant loser, who's always doing the wrong thing and who is only beginning to realise it. It always ends in disaster and it's nice to finally be able to say it."

Ask him how he feels about being crowned Portland's answer to Irvine Welsh and he grins: "I really love where he's taking things. I loved Marobu Stork and some of his other books. He's completely redoing literature and it's fantastic to see people and publishing companies taking chances."

With his debut novel creating ecstasy, angst and condemnation wherever it lands, Palahniuk has one more surprise up his sleeve, and it's currently sitting on a publishers desk and was inspired by the "Freeway incident". The Portland native fidgets and is on the verge of breathlessness as he explains what the book is about. "It's about a woman whose incredibly beautiful and used to being the centre of attention, and then after a drive-by shooting her face is shot off.

"She's so hideous that no one will look at her, address her or even acknowledge her. She becomes culturally invisible, y'know, like the Emperors New Clothes, and whilst this is terrible and horrific, she realises that it gives her the ultimate freedom to do whatever she wants and gets away with it. So she goes on a crime spree." 

Hunter S Thompson once opined that "America ... just a nation of two hundred million used-car salesmen with all the money we need to buy guns and no qualms about killing anybody else in the world who tries to make us uncomfortable," and for the reviled and revered Palahnuik, that's the truth. From barbarity to degeneration without the intervention of civilisation.

His world is one filled with zombies, cults, violence, schizophrenia, self mutilation and emotional rape. It is also a shrill scream trumpeting for the revolt against order, conformity and the death of humanity. Fight Club is the bible for the new World Order and to the backdrop of jack boots marching Chuck Palahnuik is finally happy. "I've done my little thing for the world and I finally feel complete and liberated ...."

But, he's also aware that tomorrow is another day .....

http://www.thei.aust.com/isite/btl/btlrvchuck.html

FIGHT CLUB

CHUCK PALAHNIUK



IT is difficult sometimes to summon a plethora of words and adjectives that does justice to a writer of such immense and raw talent. A writer whose gifts cause the jaw to drop and ache at the savage beauty, the emotional psychosis and catharsis of which he breathes. It comes at you in the form of a revelation. Stark, brutal, primal and radical. An anthem to our generation who worships at the altar of nihilism and violence. A brother who seems as if he were conceived from the same parentage and bleeds the same pain from the vein that Irvine Welsh or Kathy Acker were spawned.

Chuck Palahniuk. His name rolls off the tongue like acid rain trickling across the flesh. A literary warrior and vengeful visionary who, were you able to capture his silhouette in a grainy black and white shot, would pierce a landscape of bleak desolation where lumbering human zombies supplicate his shrine, where liposuctioned fat and virological terrorism is a way of life and where "Assault, mischief and misinformation" is the philosophy.

A graduate of the University of Oregon and author of the dense and elegantly twisted Fight Club, Palahniuk is the kind of writer whose pen, each time it hits the canvas seems to unravel like a piece of toxic chiffon scored through an apocalyptic opera of death. Nightmarish and yet with a ribald sense of humour. This is the voice of youth, demanding to be heard. Youth that tears at its own flesh and rapes its own mind and hungers for the annihilation of order, conformity and its own humanity.

Fight Club's narrator is an masochistic insomniac with nihilistic tendencies. He despises the world he lives in, is obsessed by death and gets his kicks and human intimacy from Remaining Men Together, a testicular cancer support group, Firm Believers leukemia rap group, Free And Clear for blood parasite victims, for brain parasites he visits Above And Beyond. He does not have cancer but feeds off the victims who inhabit these quarters. "These are the only places I ever really relax and give up," he says. "This is my vacation ..."

Tyler Durden. Messaniac madman and anarchist gets his rocks off on "Disaster, tragedy and dissolution". A projectionist and banquet waiter who thinks nothing of urinating in the food has is about to serve. Tyler loves revenge. He enjoys pushing life to the limit and walking a line between Russian roulette and the excitement of animal fear. Living in a grey, nebulous zone, Durden enjoys pitting man against man in his underground Fight Club and has a plan for a New World Order...

Durden epitomises hate: "You have a class of young strong men and women, and they want to give their lives to something. Advertising has these people chasing cars and clothes they don't need. Generations have been working in jobs they hate, just so they can buy what they don't really need. We don't have a great war in our generation, or a great depression, but we do, we have a great war of the spirit. We have a great revolution against the culture. The great depression is our lives. We have a spiritual depression. We have to show these men and women freedom by enslaving them, and show them courage by frightening them."

Marla Singer loves both the narrator and Durden and releases her frustrations by body mutilation, and like our narrator, seeks solace in support groups. She lives off Meals On Wheels, delivered for her dead neighbours and she is the epitome of need and vulnerability.

Fight Club traces the story of the narrator and Tyler, and their backlash against a world that offers no hope. Like a two sided Gorgon's head lost in the caverns of bleak landscapes and consciousness, Fight Club drags its bruised carcass through a toxic world where humanity is dying, slowly and painfully and where these two madmen create an army of human sheep (space monkeys).

Sheep dedicated to brutal violence, brainwashing and pummelling the shit out of each other. Their bodies are physically scarred. It is a mark of manhood, of the beast within, and slowly, the narrator and Tyler reveal who and what they really are ... schizophrenic doppelganger hallucinations and citizens who look as if they have crawled from the wreckage of J.G. Ballard's Crash.

Fight Club is an epitaph. A DIY guide to self-destruction, philosophical suicide and emotional rape that's guaranteed to give you the best orgasm of your life. This could well be the Book Of The Year written by a bold and audacious 20th Century philosopher and is worth dragging your mental carcass across broken glass to devour.

