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for Greil Marcus






1

1960

THE MOVIES had always encouraged the idea that we were safe, secure, and warm in their dark. It is a comfortable and comforting place to be, for a nickel . . . or $12.50. Come in out of the heat, or the cold. Come in and forget your sorrows and the world’s hard times. Our theater has its own air-raid shelter. Take a break at the end of a long day’s drive. The cinema is a welcoming motel with fresh linen and a hot shower.

But how far did people trust that promise? The invitation was barbed: yes, we could see women undressing and men shooting guns as if the ammunition was forever. But only because we were not quite there, not in the screen’s “there.” We were voyeurs, never harmed by the bullets, but never able to handle the women. Yet there is a frisson  of danger, too—we feel we can’t escape from those dense rows of seated people. What if the building burns from the light of the arc projector? (And films did catch fire in the early days.) What if the “controlled” or censored circumstances of life on-screen suddenly give way to orgy and slaughter? (How dreadful! How delicious!) What if the locomotive comes out of the screen and strikes us? What if the knife we see before our eyes glows and grows until it fits and fills our hand and we are striking, striking? . . .

 

 

RIGHT FROM THE START, Psycho played with these and darker prospects. The feeling existed that this might be the most excruciatingly skillful film ever made—if you thought of film as a ghost train or a dream, or as an experiment with suspense. Anyone with any sense of film knew not just that Psycho changed “cinema” but that now the subversive secret was out—truly this medium was prepared for an outrage in which sex and violence were no longer games but were in fact everything. Psycho was so blatant that audiences had to laugh at it, to avoid the giddy swoon of evil and ordeal. The title warned that the central character was a bit of a nut, but the deeper lesson was that the audience in its self-inflicted experiment with danger  might be crazy, too. Sex and violence were ready to break out, and censorship crumpled like an old lady’s parasol. The orgy had arrived.
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AT THE END OF THE 1950S, Hollywood seemed to be doing its thing in the same old way. It made The Searchers, Rio Bravo, and Man of the West, three of the best Westerns ever done. It produced Ben-Hur, Gigi, Giant, and Around the World in 80 Days—large entertainments boundless in budget and scope, but so tame to the imagination. It delivered musicals (The King and I, High Society, South Pacific), Biblical epics (The Ten Commandments), and inspiring stories of humanity and sacrifice (The Diary of Anne Frank, The Defiant Ones). And all these films ended well. Most had happy endings; even where Anne Frank died we were assured that her enemies were eventually defeated and that Anne’s virtue was an endless flame. Off to one side, there were a few unaccountable personal visions, movies about some inner America, full of dread and disorder—Kiss Me Deadly, Bigger Than Life, The Night of the Hunter, Sweet Smell of Success, Some Like It Hot—glimpses of a real but  alarming society (most of them still in black-and-white because it was “harsh”). But these were not the films Hollywood regarded as important.

The people who had founded the business were dying off. Those left told themselves movies were better than ever, and they said they were still in charge. But they were old men who did not realize how fast public taste was changing. There were already shrewd observers who saw that the big thing—the golden age, the unquestioning marriage of Hollywood and America—was over. Sometimes it seemed that the ugly aftermath of goldenness, The Tarnished Angels (and that was a current title, too), was what the new fragmented films were revealing.

In 1958 American box office dropped below $1 billion a year, a figure it had held since the early 1940s. In the same year, the average weekly attendance at the movies fell to 35 million; it had been 82 million in 1946. Another statistic helped explain that decline. In the ’50s, the number of American households with television went up from about 4 million to about 48 million. There wasn’t any question about America’s, or the world’s, delight in moving picture stories. But staying at home with them felt easier, cheaper, and more natural. No matter how big or spectacular Hollywood made the movies, the audience took the smaller  version. One of the most brilliant people in the city saw that light, and in the mid-1950s he augmented his theatrical pictures with a new TV series. It changed him more than he could have guessed.

When Alfred Hitchcock turned sixty on August 13, 1959, he was already the best-known film director in the United States. People liked his films: in the fifties Strangers on a Train, Dial M for Murder, Rear Window, To Catch a Thief, The Man Who Knew Too Much, and North by Northwest had all been popular hits, suspense stories served with the black cream of Hitchcock’s humor. There had been other films—I Confess, The Wrong Man, The Trouble with Harry, and Vertigo—that had not been as successful. Still, Hitchcock’s output in the fifties had been extraordinary, and in France, for example, he was widely regarded as a great artist. Two critics on their way to becoming filmmakers, Claude Chabrol and Eric Rohmer, had written a book about Hitchcock in 1957. A book about a filmmaker! It was a great novelty. In the fifties film was still so central as an entertainment that no one thought to write books about it.

Hitchcock had earned an uncommon reputation not just for suspense and mystery but for artful, teasing games played with moral responsibility. There were ways in  which he asserted or advertised himself. He had a habit of putting himself in his own films—for a shot or a cameo moment—and the habit had become famous if only because the round, respectable, and sedate-looking Hitchcock was at odds with the frantic action in his films. (You could hardly imagine Hitch in North by Northwest racing Cary Grant into the cornfield as the crop-dusting aircraft turned ugly. Nor could you picture Hitch himself drawing all those gorgeous women into embraces that seemed to go a few inches further—and inches count—than censorship wished for.)

But it was in the ’50s that this public recognition of Hitchcock was deepened by his new TV show, Alfred Hitchcock Presents. The show started playing in the fall of 1955 and would run for ten years. It was a showcase for mystery stories, often very well written and directed. Hitchcock even directed a few of the shows himself. But he graced every edition with a short on-camera introduction and farewell. These highlight spots stressed his fastidious, plummy way of speaking and his rather chilly, formal humor. They offered an intriguing contrast between nasty material and classy presentation, and they established Hitch (coming and going to lugubrious music, Gounod’s “Funeral March of a Marionette”) as a droll fellow who  liked to make audiences sweat. The marketing of Psycho  would draw upon this famous framework in a striking way—one that emphasized the fact of a Hitchcock film. These TV shows were filmed at the premises of Revue, the production company that had been set up by Hitchcock’s preeminent agent, Lew Wasserman.

 

 

HITCHCOCK TOOK FILM—as a craft, an art, or a way of controlling information—very seriously. Nothing else mattered as much to him. He wanted to produce a great surge of emotion in his public—but he was very vague as to what emotion. So it became fear, or terror. And terror, sooner or later, wants power. He was generally very modest about his own artistic efforts, because he knew such talk was frowned upon in the film industry. As a younger man, beginning in the twenties, he had sometimes been accused of artiness. But in the fifties he was flattered by the way young French writers took him so seriously, for at a repressed level he had very large creative ambitions. So in films like Strangers on a Train, Rear Window, and Vertigo, he had been pursuing the issue of moral responsibility in voyeurism and the larger question of why “decent” people were so interested in visions of crime and violence and sex that they could watch in apparent safety or immunity.

At the end of Rear Window, when James Stewart, by dint of constant spying, has worked out that a man in the courtyard he surveys has killed his wife, that man comes to Stewart’s apartment. We expect menace and danger. Instead, the man asks, “What do you want of me?” And Hitchcock clearly was fascinated by what it was the “good” characters in films, and their audience, wanted. It is still an abiding question, the one that asks not just what are the movies for? But what are we for?

Moreover, it’s clear in hindsight that Hitchcock was personally caught up in that voyeurism and its consequences. He had been fat as long as anyone remembered. He was married to a valued assistant, Alma. They had a daughter, Patricia. His life seemed settled. But, secretly, Hitch was in the habit of falling in love with his actresses and making the film speak to that infatuation—with Joan Fontaine, with Ingrid Bergman, with Grace Kelly, with Kim Novak, with Eva Marie Saint. This is not just gossip or speculation. Throughout the fifties (his best work) the films are charged with the lust and guilt of watching a beloved figure under stress. In Psycho another such woman—Janet Leigh—is remorselessly studied for forty minutes and then torn to pieces.

Hitch was a success. He had had a bad patch at the box office in the late ’40s (Rope, Under Capricorn, Stage Fright), but most of his films did well. He lived in Beverly Hills in tasteful luxury (with a weekend retreat in Santa Cruz), yet he had been the son of an East London green-grocer, a lowly figure in the British class system. But Hitchcock had never—and would never—win an Oscar as Director. His first film in America, Rebecca, had won Best Picture, but that award went to its producer, David O. Selznick—and Hitch had a poor opinion of Selznick. Hitch had been nominated for directing Rebecca, as he would be for Lifeboat, Spellbound, and Rear Window. Actors might win working for him (Fontaine in Suspicion), but even that was a rarity. And Hitch was not even nominated for Notorious, Strangers on a Train, Vertigo, or  North by Northwest. Why was that so? The simple answer is that his pursuit of suspenseful violence was deemed so tongue-in-cheek as to lack gravity or seriousness. The Academy has seldom been long on humor, and some felt Hitch did not respect subject matter enough. This attitude affected more than the Oscars. Hitchcock was never honored by the Directors Guild or the BAFTAs (the British awards) and only once by the New York Film Critics—for  The Lady Vanishes in 1938. In time these omissions were regretted: the Academy gave Hitchcock its Thalberg Award in 1967, and the American Film Institute made him its Life Achievement honoree in 1979. But the Academy never exercised the gesture that it has made for so many (Chaplin, Griffith, Welles, Renoir, Lubitsch, Hawks, Keaton): the awarding of an honorary Oscar for career achievement so as to make up for missed opportunities over the years.

It’s not so remarkable to conclude that Hitch was hurt or offended, as to wonder why the oversight occurred. No one doubted his ability, technically, as an entertainer or as a master of suspense. But the public and the Academy alike failed to esteem his humor or to see it as part of an earnest approach. It may have had something to do with his perceived smugness and the way an Englishman had dodged the war and learned the ways of the studio system better than most Americans.

That mixture of the threatening and the sardonic (a tone to be found in Harold Pinter, another East London artist from lowly origins) would be put to the test in the years around 1960. And the test fixed on the different appreciation of Hitch in France and English-speaking countries. A key experience for Hitch was going to the French Riviera to  shoot To Catch a Thief in 1954, for it was during that work that he was first approached by young French critics—like François Truffaut, Jacques Rivette, and Jean-Luc Godard. They interviewed him for Cahiers du Cinema and devoted an entire issue of the magazine to him, that of October 1954. They told him how great he was. And then, in the late ’50s, they seemed to vindicate that praise by themselves becoming notable filmmakers. It was at the Cannes Film Festival of May 1959 (just months before Psycho was settled on as a project) that François Truffaut—Hitch’s great champion in France—won the director’s prize for his first film, Les 400 Coups.

French admiration didn’t mean too much in Hollywood eyes—or not yet. Cahiers du Cinema had modest sales. The films by Truffaut and Godard would play in art houses. But it was in the ’60s that French ideas on cinema were taken up in America as the study of film gripped American higher education. In the space of ten years, a subject taught, gingerly, in a handful of places became a mainstream college major. In other words, films were no longer just the property of the business that made them.

And it was the same younger generation, equipped with the Pill and a new attitude toward sex, that began to chafe at movie censorship. Psycho was ahead of those changes,  but it was ahead of everything: we should never forget that it indulged sex (nakedness) and violence (that knife) and told censorship to get lost. Many people condemned that audacity; some thought it was trashy. But Hitchcock carried discretion past all known codes and guessed that the audience was ready. Psycho played in first-rank theaters, it made a fortune, and quite quickly it would be talked of as brilliant “art” by a young generation that wanted to acclaim film and its modernity. No one had nursed the idea that film could be art more carefully than Alfred Hitchcock.

So the sixty-year-old had things to prove and matters of superiority to demonstrate. I do not mean to say he was consumed by bitterness, though he was wounded by the halfhearted response to Vertigo. Hitch understood his own work—there is even a case to be made that it was too thoroughly premeditated—and he grasped the tortured reflection of directors and actresses he had delivered in Vertigo. It was not far from a confession, though one that very few had seemed to understand. Its greatness had been missed, and its narrative suspense failed at the box office. Hitch may have reckoned that Kim Novak had proved an inadequate substitute for Vera Miles (his first choice for the lead) or the regal Grace Kelly.

Like so many in the audience, Hitch adored Kelly—in  Dial M for Murder, Rear Window, and To Catch a Thief, her puree of comedy, class, and sex suited him perfectly, and it was delivered with a cool, glassy style that he cherished. It wasn’t his fault that she’d found a prince in the South of France, and clearly he lived with the dream of reclaiming her. But that was coupled with a raw, antagonistic urge—to be naughty, to challenge Hollywood on nearly every standard he could find. And, make no mistake, Psycho  was a piece of insurrectionary defiance.

In late 1958, to follow North by Northwest, Hitchcock was contemplating an English novel, No Bail for the Judge, by Henry Cecil. It turned on a judge’s daughter, to be played by Audrey Hepburn, who sets out to prove her father’s innocence in a murder case. Next to Psycho, it seems nearly archaic, but there was an attempted rape scene in the treatment that made Hepburn flinch. So that project lapsed, and in June 1959 Hitchcock began to talk about  Psycho.

Robert Bloch’s novel of the same name had been around in proof for a few months. It was based on the activity of a serial killer from Wisconsin, Ed Gein, who had been captured in 1957. Like Gein, Bloch was from Wisconsin, increasingly fascinated by what he learned of the murders.  Bloch was a writer of horror fiction, but now he was drawn to the real-crime aspects of the Gein story. “In my mind,” he would say later, “the character would have been the equivalent of a Rod Steiger type at that time, who lived alone—a recluse more or less, who didn’t have a lot of friends. How would he select his victims? I came up with his being a motel-keeper because of easy access to strangers.” Bloch also dreamed up the killing in a shower stall. He reckoned that was the epitome of invaded privacy. But his novel had the killer’s knife, in one stroke, slashing through the shower curtain and beheading the woman. For Hitchcock, that killing was all too rapid. From the outset, he saw the shower murder as a set piece, an extended frenzy of blows that might take a week to film.

But studios had passed because of the unwholesome subject matter: a fellow who runs a rural motel, a guy fat and forty who is a serial killer and keeps the stuffed body of his mother. This was creepy “shocker” material—pulp fiction, if you like—though it’s worth recalling that Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood would be a literary rescue of similar material. And the dates are suggestive: the New York Times story from Holcomb, Kansas, about the slaughter of four Clutter family members, appeared in November 1959.

I doubt there’s any way of establishing whether the number of wanton killing sprees in rural America picked up in the 1950s (though a case can be made that the spread of local television news brought extra attention to such lurid local discoveries). It may just be that such murders began to be more widely reported and that they struck “tender” urban sensibilities like those of Hitchcock and Capote as revealing of the allegedly placid hinterland. Capote surprised his friends by finding the crime fascinating and exemplary. Hitchcock was struck by the Gein story and with what Bloch had made of it. Not that Hitch was a devotee of rural life. Most of his films are urban stories with sophisticated characters who seldom stray too far from cocktails and the club. I don’t see anyone in his work foreshadowing Norman Bates. Which is not to say that Hitch hadn’t been struck by the way a new kind of character might loom up out of nowhere. How had Elvis Presley or James Dean become American phenomena? And how could any observer miss the emotional anger or the brooding violence in those country boys?

In film, or television, in the 1950s, domestic horror was in short supply. There are only two pictures I can think of that come anywhere near it, one of which is Charles Laughton’s The Night of the Hunter, in which a rural  “preacher” (Robert Mitchum) hunts down two children in a dark fairy-tale landscape from nightmare. But Laughton’s film was a disaster, in great part because there was so little tradition of American Gothic or ugly violence and so little attention to abnormal behavior.

The other film was Orson Welles’s Touch of Evil, shot in the rancid remains of Venice, California, and quite simply certain that small-town America was run by monsters. Of course, Welles did something else prescient in that film: he chose Janet Leigh as the icon of a decent America opposed to this filth. To the best of my knowledge, Hitchcock never owned up to having seen Touch of Evil, but the influence is palpable (both films employed Robert Clat - worthy as assistant set designer). And the “night man” at the motel in the Welles film—a daring portrait by Dennis Weaver—is a piece of work that one can imagine Anthony Perkins studying with delight as he developed Norman Bates.

The only other functioning crazy in American film then was Jerry Lewis—which is not a flippant observation. Lewis was getting at the underside of America, as Dean and Presley were attempting. But no one would have dared think of Presley in Psycho (until you have the idea, and then you can’t get rid of it).

There was just one area where trash was thriving in American film—in the B pictures being made by Roger Corman. Above all, Corman had seen that rock and roll signaled a teenage audience, ready for a new level of violence, splashy, gaudy, and lip smacking. Corman worked in other genres—music pictures, Edgar Allan Poe, and gangster remakes—but a few of his pictures were mining the ground for Psycho: A Bucket of Blood (notice the insolence of the title) and The Little Shop of Horrors (which was early Jack Nicholson, another intriguing Norman).

 

 

PARAMOUNT SAID they were frightened of Psycho. The killing was brutal yet ordinary. The setting was commonplace. The script called for a bathroom and a lavatory, as well as an extended slaughter! The studio aligned itself with middle-aged decorum in reckoning that Psycho was going too far.

The talent agency MCA had purchased Universal in November 1958—and it was through MCA that Lew Wasserman served as Hitch’s agent. MCA bought the rights to the Bloch novel for $9,000, but in so discreet a way that Bloch did not realize that Hitch was after him. James Cavanagh was hired to do a screenplay (he had done several episodes of the Hitchcock TV show). And  Paramount started pressing Hitch on whether the project was advisable.

This is when Wasserman made one of his master strokes. He proposed that Psycho would be a Hitchcock picture on which Paramount had only 40 percent of the ownership. Hitch would defer his salary and direct the film free of charge on a budget kept as low as possible. Indeed, Hitch offered to do it like one of his TV shows—cut-price, very fast, without the production values of the Paramount films, without color or big stars. In return, Hitch would own 60 percent of the picture himself. Wasserman even came up with this topper: to save Paramount from embarrassment, the picture would be shot over at Universal on cheaply rented sets.

This astonishing deal only occurred because top executives at Paramount—like Frank Freeman and Barney Balaban (men in their seventies, unaware how far America and the world would vote for sex and violence in the sixties)—were so put off by Psycho and its threat of violence. But the consequence of the deal was remarkable. For the first time in his career, Hitch was in a position to make a fortune as a major profit participant. The man who had served Paramount so well never made another picture there.

As good as his word, Hitchcock hired John L. Russell as cameraman on Psycho (Russell was a veteran from Alfred Hitchcock Presents and camera operator on Touch of Evil), and he agreed not to exceed a budget of $800,000. The decor would be especially mean, with down-market interiors throughout. The cast was small. The driving scenes were all back projection. Two or three reels were virtually silent! It was back to basics, as well as a bomb beneath the city.

Cavanagh proved a flop as a writer, and he was replaced by Joseph Stefano. Stefano stayed as faithful as possible to the Bloch novel—but he was writing for Anthony Perkins, who, far from fat and forty, had a real youth following by then. Perkins owed Paramount a picture, and he signed on for $40,000. Janet Leigh came later, for $25,000, after Hitchcock had considered Eva Marie Saint, Hope Lange, and even Lana Turner. If there was a crucial edge in the casting, it was that both Perkins and Leigh were appealing, and like people from next door. And it was Stefano who found the structure in which part 1 would be Marion’s story and part 2 Norman’s. By the third week of November they were shooting.

By Christmas, Marion Crane was in the swamp.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/davi_9780465020096_oeb_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/davi_9780465020096_msr_cvt_r1.jpg
THE MOMENT
or rsycio






OEBPS/davi_9780465020096_oeb_002_r1.jpg
THE MOMENT
OF PSYCHO

How ALFRED HITCHCOCK Taught
AMERICA to LOVE MURDER

DAVID THOMSON





OEBPS/davi_9780465020096_oeb_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/davi_9780465020096_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
THE MOMENT
OF PSYCHO

How ALFRED HITCHCOCK Taught
AMERICA to LOVE MURDER

DAVID THOMSON






OEBPS/davi_9780465020096_msr_ppl_r1.jpg





