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TO MY FAMILY,

who keep me honest.
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“Film should be stronger than reason.”

—ALFRED HITCHCOCK



1.

The Awful Truth

The Atrocities of Ed Gein

There was a young man named Ed

Who would not take a woman to bed

When he wanted to diddle,

He cut out the middle

And hung the rest in a shed.


	ANONYMOUS, 1957



IN LATE NOVEMBER 1957, NO one would have marked Plainfield as unlike any other hardscrabble, rawboned Wisconsin farm hamlet. That winter was especially raw. Ask any of the friendly townies of third- and fourth-generation German and French stock. In flat, laconic tones, they recite litanies of burst water mains and permafrost; of nights spent hunkering down against slashing winds and rains that blew east along Canada’s border. But that November also saw Plainfield mentioned in newspapers across the country. Remind these dairyland types about that little bit of business and their open faces wall up. They begin to study their shoes or make excuses before they beg off. That month, in 1957, Plainfield police smoked out an oafish fifty-one-year-old, odd-job-and-errands-man named Ed Gein (rhymes with mean) as one of the grisliest mass murderers America ever spawned.

Long before the headlines were to brand Gein as a bogeyman, his rural, God-fearing community of seven hundred had chalked him off as a crank. A perpetually grinning, unmarried recluse, Gein rambled over 160 ruined acres once farmed by his parents and brother. Even locals who never gave a second thought to hiring Gein for errands or baby-sitting had wearied of his harebrained theories. He liked to rag on the whys and wherefores of criminals who fouled up, or yammer endlessly, and pitifully, about women. Plainfield-ers recall his clinical obsession with anatomy and with the sex-change operation of Christine Jorgensen. But there was more to Gein than loony talk. That came home with a vengeance with the discovery of bloodstains on the floor of Bernice Worden’s general store on November 16.

Customers had marked it as odd that Worden’s store had been closed since before noon that Saturday, her busiest day. No one had seen the steady, well-liked storekeeper since the previous day. Her pickup truck was missing from its usual spot. Concerned, Worden’s deputy sheriff son, Frank, let himself into the store. A late entry in Worden’s sales book (“½ gall. antifreeze”) triggered Frank’s recollection of Ed Gein’s loafing about the store the previous week. Gein had asked whether Frank would be out deer hunting on Saturday. When Frank answered that he would, Gein casually mentioned he might be back for a can of antifreeze.

On Frank Worden’s tip, Sheriff Art Schley and Captain Lloyd Schoephoerster made tracks for Gein’s lonesome, decaying hermitage. The hand of death had first passed over the stark farmland when Gein’s father succumbed to a stroke in 1940. Four years later, a fire claimed the life of Ed’s older brother, Henry, and, the following year, Gein’s hellfire-and-brimstone-spouting mother met her maker, too. Now, Gein lived alone—or so it had seemed.

Gein was elsewhere when the law came to call. Schley and his officers lighted the way with kerosene lamps and flashlights; the old house was only partly jerry-wired for electricity. The lawmen picked their way through a rat’s nest of browning newspapers, pulp magazines, anatomy books, embalming supplies, food cartons, tin cans, and random debris. Upstairs, five empty, unused rooms slept under blankets of dust; by contrast, the bedroom of Gein’s late mother and a living room, both nailed shut, were kept pristine.

Raking the rubble of Gein’s kitchen and bedroom, the officers uncovered sights for which no highway wreck or Saturday night special shoot-’em-up had prepared them. Grinning, loose-toothed Ed Gein did not live alone, after all. Sharing his abode were two shin bones. Two pairs of human lips on a string. A cupful of human noses that sat on the kitchen table. A human skin purse and bracelets. Four flesh-upholstered chairs. A tidy row of ten grimacing human skulls. A tom-tom rigged from a quart can with skin stretched across the top and bottom. A soup bowl fashioned from an inverted human half-skull. The eviscerated skins of four women’s faces, rouged, made-up, and thumbtacked to the wall at eye level. Five “replacement” faces secured in plastic bags. Ten female heads, hacked off at the eyebrow. A rolled-up pair of leggings and skin “vest,” including the mammaries, severed from another unfortunate.

In the adjacent smokehouse shed, police found what they would later identify as having once been Bernice Worden. Nude, headless, dangling by the heels, she had been disemboweled like a steer. Sitting atop a pot-bellied stove in the adjacent kitchen was a pan of water in which floated a human heart. The freezer compartment of the refrigerator was stocked with carefully wrapped human organs.

“I didn’t have anything to do with it. I just heard about it while I was eating supper,” mumbled Gein when Frank Worden located and confronted him about the discovery of Bernice’s corpse. Worden arrested Gein on the spot. In no time flat, Plainfield’s Caspar Milquetoast underwent a lie detector test, a murder charge, and psychiatric examinations at Central State Hospital for the Criminally Insane. Until then, no one had credited the mutterings of a shiftless crank about his “collection of shrunken heads.” No one paid any mind to his inside knowledge of the area’s many unsolved disappearances of women. The Gein farmhouse offered testimony not only to man’s fathomless capacity for the barbaric, but also to the ability of an entire community to deny its very existence. “It can’t happen here,” insists the satiric lyric of a Frank Zappa song, “Help I’m a Rock.” The “here” in question is the human heart and mind.

Gein met the probing of his examiners with barely audible, monotone ramblings. His memory was murky. He admitted to only two murders, claiming he was “in a daze” during both. No law officer, psychiatrist, or court examiner could penetrate Gein’s motivations. Yes, he admitted to dismantling Bernice Worden’s cash register and removing $41. Yes, he had also exhumed his first cadaver with a farmer crony, Gus. Yet his rationale for both was identical: He liked “taking things apart” to see “how things work.”

Deep in the night, while his hard-working neighbors made love, snored, studied the Good Book, and fretted over bills, bland, simple Ed Gein delved into the mystery of “how things worked” by traipsing around the farm with the skin, hair, and face mask of newly exhumed corpses strapped to his naked body. Authorities discovered that Gein’s first graveyard visit led to forty-odd other digs—always graves of females—often just a stone’s throw from the final resting place of his mother. He told his examiners that he and Gus (who had died several years earlier of natural causes) buried the bones and incinerated less-interesting body parts in the Gein stove. When newspapers reported that Gein claimed “I never shot a deer,” how many locals shuddered at the memory of plastic bags packed with tasty “venison” given them by Gein?

Gein made his first kill in 1955 when, late one bitter winter night, his .32 rifle drew a bead on a bosomy, fifty-one-year-old, divorced tavern owner. Using a sled, Gein dragged the body of Mary Hogan to his “summer kitchen” shed. Police suspected Gein of torturing and murdering at least ten other victims between Mary Hogan and Bernice Worden. He never owned up to them before being judged criminally insane and sentenced to life at Central State Hospital.

Local newspapers, some of which dubbed Gein “the mad butcher,” reported only his murders and alleged cannibalism. Transvestism, grave robbing, and, as some speculated, an incestuous relationship with Mom apparently went beyond the limits of even big-city reportage of the 1950s. For “America’s dairyland,” such topics were literally unspeakable. But what the newspapers suppressed, back-fence rumors and sick jokes spelled out. The press and the ambulance chasers attached themselves to Plainfield like piranha on a drowning sumo wrestler. Cars packed with the curious drove miles to aim Brownie cameras and to stone Gein’s “murder house.” Outraged locals circled the wagons and closed their minds. Yet many natives were known to drive miles out of their way to bypass the Gein farm. Inevitably, there were cracks in the wall of denial. Physicians throughout the state found their offices packed with patients complaining of gastrointestinal symptoms. Local psychiatrists treated many ids scrambled by Gein’s penchant for “spare parts.”

Sick jokes, “Gein-ers” the locals called them, ran rampant. Setup: “How were Ed Gein’s folks?” Payoff: “Delicious.” Or “What’s Ed Gein’s phone number?,” which drew the response: “O-I-C-U-8-1-2.” And this to defuse another unspoken terror: “Why could no one ever keep Gein in jail?” Punchline: “Because he’d just draw a picture of a woman on the wall and eat his way out.” Bar hounds roused boozy yuks by ordering Gein Beer (“Lots of body, but no head”), and corn-fed tykes with faces like Campbell’s Soup can kids jumped rope, chanting:

’Twas the night before Christmas

And all through the school,

Not a creature was stirring

Not even a mule.

The teachers were hung

From the ceiling with care

In hope that Ed Gein

Soon would be there.

To the day of Gein’s quiet, uneventful death on July 26, 1984 in the asylum, hospital workers described him as “tractable,” “harmless.” His awareness of the outside world was minimal. Of his crimes he was virtually an amnesiac. Perhaps hoping to purge Plainfield of the Gein legacy, unknown persons torched the farm over two decades ago. To this day, the morbid, the crime buffs, the thrill seekers, and the marginals make pilgrimages to the ruins. And locals admit a Yuletide never passes without some child’s warbling, “Deck the halls with limbs of Mollie.”

No one can measure the shock waves unleashed by Ed Gein’s monstrous acts or the anguish he inflicted upon his victims or their survivors. In 1957, most Americans preferred to perceive themselves as God-fearing, clean-living men in gray flannel suits, or perfectly perfect Doris Day wives, or wholesome kids next door like Shirley Jones and Pat Boone in April Love. We elected a president named Eisenhower, twirled hula hoops, and watched “Ozzie and Harriet.” But in a town less than forty miles from Plainfield, at least one man stared hard into the bathroom mirror while shaving. He brooded over Gein, thought of himself, and shuddered.



2.
The Novel

Yours Truly, Robert Bloch

WEYAUWEGA, WISCONSIN, LIES THIRTY-NINE miles from Plainfield.

Robert Bloch—an unassuming, literate, forty-year-old writer—was unsettled by what he glimpsed of his soul as he stared into the bathroom mirror one morning. Bloch had just finished writing a new novel. He perceived that he had perhaps disinterred nasty, unvoiced things—about himself, about the human spirit. True, this new book was not the first time he had trafficked with the dark side. An acolyte/protégé of the High Priest of fantasy-horror fiction, H. P. Lovecraft, Bloch had been exploring the underbelly since 1934 with “Lilies,” a story he sold to Marvel Tales at age seventeen. When he had read the first newspaper reports of the Ed Gein case, Bloch was best known for The Scarf, a novel he had written eight years earlier. That book opens with the lines: “Fetish? You name it. All I know is that I’ve always had to have it with me.”

Although Bloch and his wife were not subscribers to the local mouthpiece, the Weyauwega Chronicle, the writer had hungrily searched out a few meager paragraphs about Gein that lay buried among in-depth accounts of church bazaars and daily homilies-to-live-by. When Bloch scoured the bigger, Milwaukee papers, he puzzled over how even they played down the case. A wry, elfin man with a sonorous voice, Bloch recalls, “Facts were sparse, since the news didn’t care to play up unsavory local happenings. All I could learn was that a man had been arrested after murdering the proprietress of a local hardware store found hanging in his farm dressed-out like a deer. Then, the police found other, ‘unspecified’ evidence which led one to believe he had not only committed previous crimes but perhaps dug up some graves.”

The raw facts so gripped Bloch, he began to take notes furiously. The writer observed: “I wondered how this man, never suspected of any kind of wrongdoing, in a town where if someone sneezed on the north side of town, someone on the south said ‘Gesundheit,’ was only suddenly discovered to be a mass murderer. I was also puzzled by how unanxious his neighbors were to speak about these crimes. I said to myself: ‘There’s a story here.’”

Starting off with the few scraps he had gleaned about Gein, Bloch plunged himself into imaginings about a central character for a proposed novel. At the time, Bloch never dreamed that this character was to tap into the heart of a peculiarly American darkness. He recalled: “In my mind, 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. At the time, I was not positively aware that the actual murderer had also been a grave robber. Besides, it wasn’t considered exactly polite to discuss those sorts of things in newspapers, not to mention fifties mystery fiction.”

Following his bent for abnormal psychology, Bloch began to spin feasible—if sensational—means and motivations for his bizarre main character. The writer explained: “In itself, his living alone and victimizing transient customers wouldn’t be enough to prevent discovery of the crimes. I thought, what if he committed these crimes in an amnesiac fugue with another personality taking over? But whose personality? Now, in the late fifties, Freudian theories were very popular and, although I much prefer Jung if I have to stick with anybody, I decided to develop the story along Freudian lines. The big Freudian concept was the Oedipus fixation, so I thought, ‘Let’s say he had a thing about his mother,’ based strictly on the kind of inverted personality he was. Let’s suppose mother was dead—naturally for story convenience, you didn’t want her hanging around—but suppose he imagined she was still alive? The reason he had amnesiac fugues was that he became his mother while committing the crimes. He might have talked to her when alone. Then I thought, ‘But wouldn’t it be nice if she were actually present in some form?’ And that is when I came up with the notion that he had actually preserved her body.”

Taxidermy as a major plot device assured that Bloch had crossed the dividing line between the polite “parlor mystery” of the day and the flat-out “shocker.” Bloch next toyed with the device of telling the story employing the first-person “voice” of his mama’s-boy central figure. If the gambit worked, Bloch’s surprise ending might put a whole new Freudian spin on the whodunit genre. If it failed, Bloch would land on the bones of other writers unable to bring off what Edgar Allan Poe or Jim Thompson in The Killer Inside Me had done to diabolical perfection.

Although Bloch backed down from his original intent, he deployed nearly as risky a tactic. He explained: “I realized I had to have multiple viewpoints—a hero and a heroine—so I devised a heroine from another town who’d come to stay at this particular motel on a mission. It occurred to me to do something not generally done in fiction: establish a heroine, give her a problem, make her more or less likable so that the reader would have some kind of empathy for her, then kill her off about one-third of the way through the story. Readers would say, ‘My God, now what? We’ve lost her.’”

Bloch was to pull off a fiendish masterstroke in stage-managing not only the timing but also the manner of the demise of his heroine. “I had the notion that a person is never more defenseless than when taking a shower,” he recalled, pride tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Naked, in a confined space, we feel we’re alone and then—well, a sudden intrusion is a very shocking thing. I hit upon a device, which worked in print, of ending the chapter by having a shower curtain flung aside. The knife cut off her scream. And her head.’* Now that’s a shockeroo. I had not thought of a film at that time; in fact, they weren’t making films with that graphic violence in those days.”

Once Bloch had invented the characters of a snoopy sister and the lover who search for the missing heroine, his story beats fell perfectly into place. “The story basically wrote itself,” observed Bloch of the first draft, on which he worked six weeks. “I added various embellishments as I went along to strengthen the story. The moment I finished it, I sent it off to my literary agent, Harry Altshuler, who handled me in science fiction, fantasy, and suspense.”

Altshuler, based in New York, promptly sent the Bloch manuscript, titled Psycho, to Harper & Row. Almost as promptly, the publishing house rejected it. On the rebound, Altshuler tried Clayton Rawson, an editor at Simon & Schuster and a noted mystery writer himself. Rawson snapped up Psycho for Simon & Schuster’s popular, one-per-month Inner Sanctum Mystery book series.** “I received the staggering advance of $750,” recalled Bloch. To acknowledge the speedy sale his agent had made, Bloch inscribed Psycho with the dedication: “10% of this book is dedicated to Harry Altshuler who did 90% of the work.”

At Simon & Schuster, the corridor talk pegged Psycho as a sensational read and a highly exploitable commodity. Art director Jeffery Metzner hired graphic artist Tony Palladino to design a title concept that would convey the shock aspect of the storyline. Palladino’s distinctive title logo evoked letters slashed by a knife or shattered by a scream, or even madness itself. In fact, Palladino’s graphic was to become synonymous with the title Psycho and remained so for three decades. The illustrator recalled: “The book and title were on the tongues of a lot of people at Simon and Schuster at the time. That title was so descriptive, I let the title become the graphic. It was much stronger than any illustration one could do. The guy [in the novel] was quite cracked up, so, in the graphic, I cracked up the lettering to reinforce the title.”

Simon & Schuster published Psycho in the summer of 1959, just months before the second anniversary of the discoveries at the Ed Gein farmhouse. In the novel, Bloch transformed Midwestern Plainfield into “Fairvale,” a graceless, humdrum town in the American Southwest. The writer fictionalized real-life Gein into the pudgy, mother-dominated motelkeep, Norman Bates, whose flights of madness are fired up by liquor, pornography, Saint-Saëns, and Beethoven. Bates encounters a pretty, vulnerable guest, Mary Crane (Gein’s first victim was named Mary), en route—with forty thousand stolen dollars—to her lover who owns a hardware store (Gein’s second victim owned a hardware store). During a supper and conversation, Mary arouses the compassion—and the lust—of the pathetic Bates. After Mary begs off, she is slashed to death in a shower stall, apparently by Bates’s possessive, maniacal mother. When an insurance sleuth is also knifed to death while tracking Mary, the boyfriend and sister of the dead girl pursue the mystery. They eventually unmask Norman Bates as a matricidal, transvestite, multiple murderer.

The first printing of ten thousand copies of Psycho enjoyed brisk sales and, Bloch observed, “some very flattering reviews, including one in the New York Times.” Indeed, on April 19, 1959, writer and anthologist Anthony Boucher, in his “Criminals at Large” column of the New York Times Book Review, raved: “[Bloch] is more chillingly effective than any writer might reasonably be expected to be … [and] demonstrates that a believable history of mental illness can be more icily terrifying than all the arcane horrors summoned up by a collaboration of Poe and Lovecraft.” The Herald Tribune critic marked the novel as “adroit and bloodcurdling,” and Best Sellers thought it “A terribly chilling tale … may well be the most unusual story of the year.” Fawcett picked up the book for a paperback version that sped through nine printings of its first edition.

Among most of the mainstream literary cognoscenti, Psycho, a genre piece, was rebuffed. As Raymond Chandler described the lot of fellow mystery writers in a 1944 letter: “However well and expertly he writes a mystery story, it will be treated in one paragraph while a column and a half of respectful attention will be given to any fourth-rate, ill-constructed mock-serious account of the life of a bunch of cotton pickers in the Deep South.” However, such contemporary writers as Stephen King compare Bloch’s trio of psychological novels (The Scarf, The Deadbeat, Psycho) to James M. Cain’s (The Postman Always Rings Twice, Double Indemnity, Mildred Pierce). “In their own way,” wrote King in Danse Macabre, “the novels that Robert Bloch wrote in the 1950s had every bit as much influence on the course of American literature as did the Cain ‘heel-with-a-heart’ novels of the 1930s.”

Measured by the yardstick of contemporary horror literature, when readers have been Stephen King-ed and Clive Barker-ed to a bloody pulp, Psycho now looks like a model of restraint. Yet in 1959, Mickey Spillane or Agatha Christie were about as far as mainstream thriller literature went. Psycho came on like something on which Edgar Allan Poe and William Gains, master of the horrifying E. C. Comics of the fifties, might have collaborated while hopped-up on Krafft-Ebing. Robert Bloch had sexed-up and Freudianized the Gothic, revitalizing such creaky elements as the rattletrap Old Dark House, the stormy night, and the crackpot madwoman locked in the dank basement. Into the brew, Bloch stirred a motel on the skids and a randy, alcoholic, mama’s boy whose scrambled psyche and way with taxidermy could keep several shrinks in summer houses in the Hamptons for years.

Despite howls of protest from critics who believed that their genteel sensibilities had been violated, Bloch actually tidied up and made palatable the far more unsavory facts of the Gein case.*** Explains Bloch, “In my novel, following on Freudian precepts, I made Norman Bates a transvestite who dressed up as his mother with a wig and dress whenever he committed these crimes. Much to my surprise, I discovered that the actual killer dressed up also, but he allegedly wore the breasts and skins of his mother. I also discovered he was subject to amnesiac fugues and had no memory of committing these crimes. He was a necrophiliac and a cannibal. Busy, busy, busy! He had a fixation on his mother, who had died twelve years previously. He kept her room inviolate and untouched since that time and the gentleman was also given to perversions in the time-honored tradition of the Nazi death camps.”

It was when Bloch realized the weird similarity between the true-crime revelations and his own novel that he began to find himself staring into mirrors and wondering about himself. “In other words,” Bloch mused, “in inventing my character I had come very close to the actual persona of Ed Gein. It horrified me how I could think of such things. As a result, I spent the next two years shaving with my eyes shut. I didn’t want to look in the mirror.”

During mid-February 1959, Bloch’s agent, Harry Altshuler, had sent out advance copies of Psycho to several movie studios. A typical response to the book was script reader William Pinckard’s; on February 25, he offered this opinion to Paramount executives: “Too repulsive for films, and rather shocking even to a hardened reader. It is original, no doubt about that, and the author practices clever deceptions upon the reader, not revealing until the end that the villain’s mother is actually a stuffed corpse. Cleverly plotted, quite scary toward the end, and actually fairly believable. But impossible for films.”

“Impossible” or not, in April 1959, Music Corporation of American (MCA) agent Ned Brown tendered a $7,500 “blind bid” to Altshuler for the screen rights. Bloch recalled his agent’s buoyantly phoning him with the news: “When I asked who was buying the book, he said, ‘They won’t tell me.’ I said, ‘We’ve got to get more than $7,500. Why don’t you try $10,000?’” Altshuler complied and, in a wire dated May 6, agent Brown counteroffered a sum of $9,000. Altshuler advised Bloch to accept. “Harry came back and said, ‘I can’t get them any further.’ I said I’d take it and signed the contract believing agents are supposed to know about such things. I’d sold nothing to films before that. So, under the terms of my contract, Simon and Schuster got 15 percent off the top and my agent got 10 percent, which left me with about $6,750 before taxes. In the end, I imagine I wound up with about $5,000.”

At roughly the time that Bloch learned that his contract with Simon & Schuster included no bonus or percentage of profits in the event of a sale to Hollywood, the writer reeled from another blow. “It was then,” said Bloch with a sigh, “I learned that Psycho had been bought by Mr. Alfred Hitchcock.”

*As written, the passage actually reads: “Mary started to scream, and then the curtains parted further and a hand appeared, holding a butcher knife. It was the knife that, a moment later, cut off her scream. And her head.”

**Simon & Schuster’s Inner Sanctum imprint took its title from a popular forties radio mystery series. From the 1940s through the 1970s, the line published top writers Anthony Boucher, Ira Levin, Philip MacDonald, Ellery Queen, Craig Rice, and lesser lights. In the early forties, Universal Pictures produced a series of Inner Sanctum shockers as second features (Weird Woman, Pillow of Death, The Frozen Ghost). TV had a go at an Inner Sanctum series in 1953.

***Bloch’s fascinating account of the Gein case alone makes The Quality of Murder (Dutton, 1962) worth reading. Edited by Anthony Boucher, the book compiles some of history’s most fascinating crimes and criminals, as seen by members of the Mystery Writers of America.



3.
The Director

The Trouble With Alfred

WHY ALFRED HITCHCOCK AND Psycho? Most would understand the glee of a relatively obscure author on learning that one of the world’s most celebrated directors had snapped up the film rights to one of his books. Yet even to a flattered novelist, Psycho and the Master of Suspense seemed an odd coupling. In the spring of 1959, Alfred Hitchcock had the movie world wrapped around his pudgy finger. Having been a household name for decades, Hitchcock earned $250,000 per picture, plus a healthy chunk of the gross. Since 1953, after several bumpy years at Warner Bros., Hitchcock and his retinue had presided over a knotty pine-paneled suite in the Producers’ Building of Paramount at 5555 Melrose Avenue, Hollywood.

Paramount gave Hitchcock carte blanche over story selection, screenwriter, cast, editing, and publicity for any project costing $3 million or less. The studio superstructure so coveted the director’s services that they also turned over to him the highly lucrative rights to Rear Window, The Trouble with Harry, The Man Who Knew Too Much, and Vertigo after release. No wonder a Paramount executive had written to a counterpart at MGM, while Hitchcock was making North by Northwest in 1958, “Paramount functions practically as a studio setup for him.”

In the late spring of 1959, Hitchcock was gearing up for the July release of North by Northwest, a $3.3 million Technicolor chase featuring Cary Grant, Eva Marie Saint, James Mason, and Mount Rushmore in a larky Ernest Lehman screenplay involving spies, microfilm, and sex. Having mushroomed into MGM’s biggest-budgeted project of 1959, aside from Ben-Hur, the picture went on to become one of the great Hitchcock audience pleasers. But there is reason to suspect that the fifty-nine-year-old suspense maestro felt bullied by his brilliant present and past.

Forty-six feature films and three successful seasons on television had put Hitchcock on constant guard against repeating himself. To “recharge the battery,” as Hitchcock put it, he had already confined the action to microcosms (Lifeboat, Rope, Rear Window) and gleefully splashed it across public spaces and national monuments (Blackmail, The 39 Steps, the British and American versions of The Man Who Knew Too Much, Saboteur, Foreign Correspondent). He had gussied-up melodrama with ruffles and flourishes (Jamaica Inn, Under Capricorn) and tricked-out stageplay adaptations with such technical gimmicks as the ten-minute take or 3-D (Rope, Dial M for Murder). He had pumped up the adrenaline with chamber pieces about neurotics (Rebecca, Suspicion, Notorious) and full-on psychopaths (Spellbound, Shadow of a Doubt, Strangers on a Train). He had played comedy light (Mr. and Mrs. Smith) and autumnal (The Trouble with Harry). He had tried on semidocumentary (The Wrong Man) and haunting, sexy metaphysics (Vertigo). There had even been a couple of lumbering musical numbers (Waltzes from Vienna, Stage Fright); Hitchcock’s hand was so practiced, he made top-ten Neilson ratings for “Alfred Hitchcock Presents” on CBS look like something one does in one’s sleep.

Alfred Hitchcock was only half joking when he told the press, “If I made Cinderella, the audience would be looking for a corpse to turn up in the coach,” or ruefully observed of the trap in which he had caught himself, “Style is self-plagiarism.” H. N. Swanson, friend to Hitchcock and agent to such suspense novelists as Raymond Chandler and Elmore Leonard, put it this way: “Hitch never casually looked for ‘something different.’ He was relentless.” Another longtime Hitchcock associate, agent Michael Ludmer, insisted, “We scoured everything—plays, novels, short stories, newspaper clippings. ‘Whodunits’ were out of the question and he mistrusted science fiction, the supernatural, or anything to do with professional criminals. Since one couldn’t second-guess what little spark might turn him on, it was terribly back-breaking tracking material for him.”

Enter Psycho. “It certainly seemed like a departure,” admitted Bloch in recalling the director’s interest in his despairing story of lives played out in dingy offices, run-down motels, and a decrepit house. “He had been doing big color films, with big stars and all the box-office insurances deemed necessary. Although I had no idea what to expect, I knew his film adaptations from novels were very much changed—The Secret Agent (which became Sabotage), Suspicion, or Spellbound, for example. However, I felt that there wasn’t much point in him buying this particular book unless he meant to use the storyline. There was hardly anyone else in the world I would have preferred to Hitchcock, except [director] Henri-Georges Clouzot, who had done Les Diaboliques.”

Yet in 1959, virtually no one but Hitchcock could answer “Why Psycho?” Cameraman Leonard South, whose first of fifteen Hitchcock assignments was Strangers on a Train (1951), explained: “Hitch had promised Universal a picture and decided that Psycho, a small project, would get that commitment out of the way.” Another reason for Psycho is that, for a director frantically in search of the unexpected, the Bloch novel came to his attention not a minute too soon. Earlier that year Paramount lost small fortunes on two aborted Hitchcock projects. Flamingo Feather had been an adventure-chase involving diamonds and tribal unrest in Africa that the director envisioned as a giddy, John Buchan-esque (The 39 Steps) fandango. Unfortunately, while busily combing Africa for suitable chase locations, Hitchcock had delegated the screenplay to screenwriter Angus MacPhail (The Wrong Man, Vertigo), who never managed to deliver a completed manuscript. No such problems awaited the sparklingly malicious murder comedy, No Bail for the Judge, based on Henry Cecil’s book about a lawyer who must defend her magistrate father against charges of strangling a streetwalker. The script by Samuel Taylor (Vertigo) was camera-ready when intended star Audrey Hepburn announced her pregnancy. Then British law cracked down on street prostitution—Hitchcock’s MacGuffin, the plot device that greased the wheels of suspense. In private Hitchcock railed. To the public he made light, as when he told the New York Times about his frustration in finding suitable material: “Newspaper headlines tell too many outlandish stories from real life that drive the spinner of suspense fiction to further extremes. I always regard the fact that we’ve got to outwit the audience to keep them with us. They’re highly trained detectives looking at us out there right now.”

Another fly in Hitchcock’s ointment was competitors who strayed onto his turf and competed for material. Directors William Castle (When Strangers Marry), Robert Siodmak (The Spiral Staircase), George Cukor (Gaslight), Otto Preminger (Laura, Whirlpool), and dozens of others, had each “pulled a Hitchcock” with varying degrees of finesse. And what about the 1955 French import, Les Diaboliques, one of the first breakaway hits from the art-house circuit, that had critics praising director Henri-Georges Clouzot as “the Gallic Hitchcock?”

Hitchcock had also soured at being held hostage to the salary demands of such stars as Cary Grant and James Stewart, or of Grace Kelly, whom he considered his once and future leading lady until she defected to Monaco to marry the dashing prince. “Stars’ salaries are becoming unthinkable,” the director complained. “The minute you put a star into a role you’ve already compromised because it may not be perfect casting. … In television we have a greater chance to cast more freely than in pictures. Star names don’t mean all that much in television, at least in dramatic terms.”

Alfred Hitchcock trusted the film instincts of few. One of his inner circle was Peggy Robertson, a production assistant to him since Under Capricorn (1949). The wife of film editor Douglas Robertson, the razor-sharp, occasionally acerbic aide was one of three women—Alma Hitchcock, the director’s wife, and screenwriter-producer Joan Harrison being the other two—whose sensitivity to Hitchcock’s distress signals bordered on the telepathic. “I’ve never dealt with whodunits,” he often explained of his choice of material. “They’re simply clever puzzles, aren’t they? They’re intellectual rather than emotional, and emotion is the only thing that keeps my audience interested. I prefer suspense rather than surprise—something the average man can identify with. The audience can’t identify with detectives; they’re not part of his everyday life.”

Hitchcock depended on Robertson to wade through prospective material. In a year in which the Hitchcock office logged 2,400 submissions, Robertson passed on only thirty to the boss. Hitchcock often groused: “I can’t read fiction without visualizing every scene. The result is it becomes a series of pictures rather than a book.” Robertson had been on the alert for material that might make what her boss had called a “typically un-Hitchcock picture.”

With that in mind, Robertson circled in ink Anthony Roucher’s strong review in his “Criminals at Large” column. She had read the “coverage” of the novel by Paramount reader William Pinckard (he of the “impossible for films” verdict), but brushed that aside. She also ignored the fact that the novel was reviled by the studio decision-makers. Robertson was an assistant well attuned to how her boss often resonated to obscure material rather than to classics by better-known mystery writers. Psycho began to impress Robertson all the more.

Hitchcock holed up with the novel for a weekend in his home on Bellagio Drive in Bel-Air. The working-stiffs milieu, two shocking murders, a twist finale peppered with transvestism, incest, and necrophilia—these were catnip to a man who fancied himself a connoisseur of abnormal psychology. Hitchcock would observe: “I think that the thing that appealed to me and made me decide to do the picture was the suddenness of the murder in the shower, coming, as it were, out of the blue. That was about all.” Elaborated Robert Bloch: “[Hitchcock] said that the things that attracted him to Psycho were that it had characters with whom the reader could identify and care about. He felt it was very important for shock value that the audience care about the characters who get killed. Then, of course, the cleverness of the device of transvestism.” Bloch’s novel spoke to Hitchcock’s savage sense of irony as had few pieces of material in ages. “I am aware,” Hitchcock said, “that I am equipped with what other people have called a fiendish sense of humor.”

MCA agent Ned Brown, who struck the deal for the Hitchcock acquisition of the book, once said: “Hitch was fascinated by the idea that the story starts out as one thing—the girl’s dilemma—then, after a horrible murder, turns into something else. But frankly, we all thought he would keep the shower murder of the girl and come up with a whole new situation and characters!” Michael Ludmer, who also assisted Hitchcock in finding suitable material, observed: “Often, all Hitchcock was looking for was a springboard or a trigger, even just a relationship. Raw material was all he ever needed.” Despite the consternation of some of his colleagues, Hitchcock—to keep the surprises of Psycho as surprises—reportedly ordered Peggy Robertson to buy up as many copies of the novel as possible from the publisher and from bookstores.

Hitchcock had finally laid claim to something he had craved since 1955. That year, French director Henri-Georges Clouzot (Quai des Orfèvres; The Wages of Fear) had beaten Hitchcock to the punch by buying the rights to a recently translated French suspense novel, Celle Qui N’Etait Plus (The Woman Who Was No More) by Pierre Boileau and Thomas Narcejac. On the rebound, Hitchcock purchased D’Entre Les Morts (roughly, From Amongst the Dead), another book by the same authors. Clouzot turned The Woman Who Was into Les Diaboliques, a gimmicky shocker with a surprise ending that won in 1955 surprising worldwide success with both audiences and critics. In 1958, Hitchcock turned his Boileau-Narcejac property into the haunting, elegiac Vertigo, which took a drubbing from most critics and the paying public. Alfred Hitchcock had a score to settle with Clouzot.

Although he rarely acknowledged the influence of any sound-era films or directors, Hitchcock clearly scrutinized Les Diaboliques (released in America by United Motion Picture Organization as Diabolique or The Fiends) as well as its publicity campaign as if with a jeweler’s loup. Clouzot and cinematographer Armand Thirard photographed Les Diaboliques in moody, dirty-dishes-in-the-sink black-and white. Boileau and Narcejac’s serpentine plot hinges on the strange bond between birdlike Christina Delasalle (Vera Clouzot) and cool, predatory Nicole Horner (Simone Signoret), respectively the wife and the mistress of a venal schoolmaster, Michael Delasalle (Paul Meurisse). The two women conspire to murder the rotter, but when the wife unravels from a case of the jitters, Nicole drowns her lover in the bathtub. The screws turn as snoopy Inspector Fichet (Charles Vanel) asks too many pointed questions and the dead man’s presence seems to cry out from beyond the grave for vengeance.

The set pieces of Les Diaboliques—the murder in the bathroom of a grimy hotel room, the hidden corpse that is almost discovered by the schoolboys in a foul swimming pool—build to a finale that made audiences gasp and scream aloud. In France, newspaper ads discouraged moviegoers from seeing the picture except from the beginning. Theater entrance doors were closed at the start of each performance. Titles at the conclusion chided, “Don’t be diabolical yourself. Don’t spoil the ending for your friends by telling them what you’ve just seen. On their behalf—Thank you!” When the United Motion Picture Organization imported the film and opened it in New York at The Fine Arts Theater on E 58th Street between Park Avenue and Lexington on November 20, 1955, both the ad campaign and end titles emulated the exploitation gimmicks that had worked so well in Europe.

Films and Filming from England called the thriller “beastly and brilliant” and Bosley Crowther of the New York Times thought it “one of the dandiest mystery dramas that has shown here in goodness knows when. To tell anybody the surprises … is a crime that should be punishable by consigning of the culprit to a diet of grade-B films.” The Los Angeles Herald-Examiner critic wrote: “If director Henri-Georges Clouzot isn’t the master of the suspense thriller today, then who is? True, Hitchcock is suaver; but this Frenchman is joltier, a master of timing and building an almost unbearable suspense.” How could Hitchcock help but feel a bit superannuated when the “joltier” Clouzot and Les Diaboliques won the prestigious Delluc Prize in France for highest achievement in originality?

Soon after the release of the movie, Hitchcock would cast the actor who played the shabby detective of Les Diaboliques, Charles Vanel, in a small role as Bertani, another enigmatic character, in To Catch a Thief. But the director would later appropriate much more from the directorial competitor whom writers were already calling “the French Hitchcock.”

Hitchcock had also been carefully tracking the box-office figures of low-budget horror pictures turned out by Universal-International, American-International, Allied Artists, Hammer Film Productions, and others. Such shockfests as Macabre, I Bury the Living, and The Curse of Frankenstein drew crowds while many Hollywood “A”-budget pictures barely drew flies. Hitchcock had begun to quiz his associates—everyone from his limousine driver and barber to agents and studio executives—as to how profitable they thought a first-class, low-budget shocker by a major director might be? Other “name” directors had gone that route before: Howard Hawks (with Christian Nyby) on The Thing (1951), Charles Laughton on The Night of the Hunter (1955), or Mervyn Leroy on The Bad Seed (1956). Hitchcock’s colleagues were accustomed to the puckish Buddha’s posing rhetorical questions solely for his own amusement. They passed off these new queries as more of the same. But when the egocentric Hitchcock, hardly given to self-criticism or self-analysis, began to dismiss his recent James Stewart or Cary Grant pictures as “glossy Technicolor baubles,” associates of the director realized that Hitchcock had something else up his sleeve.

Hitchcock lived a hermetic life: driven to the studio daily for story conferences or shooting, or to Chasen’s for dinner with his wife, gossiping with the high-rollers of the business while puffing imported cigars. But even a monied man who viewed the world through the windows of a suite at Claridge’s Hotel in London or a home whose walls were lined with Klees and Vlamincks must have sniffed change in the wind. Television news and franker, more adult movies from Europe were shifting the expectations of audiences toward a grittier reality on screen. All the better for Psycho that it exposed the grinning skull beneath the rhythms and routine of the ordinary—workaday jobs, make-do relationships, dreams deferred, backwater locales. Psycho took place in a world much closer to the one in which most moviegoers lived. Having been born the son of an East End greengrocer in a second-floor apartment above the shop, Hitchcock was as much fascinated as horrified by that world.

Considering a recent track record that included the successful Rear Window, To Catch a Thief, and The Man Who Knew Too Much, Alfred Hitchcock was surely confident when he met with the Paramount bosses on an early June afternoon to announce Psycho as his fifth and final commitment under his existing contract. Studio president Barney Balaban and vice-president George Weltner had reason to arrive at that meeting with some confidence themselves. Balaban had come up through the ranks. A run-of-the-mill Chicago band singer, he hit paydirt when he and partner Sam Katz opened a chain of nickelodeons in 1916. Years of trafficking in Mafia payoffs had steeled Balaban to tough negotiations. While television had many rival studios on the ropes, Balaban had steered Paramount to a $12.5 million profit in 1958, the studio’s largest takings in nine years. But even in a relative boom, to the Paramount brass, Hitchcock and Psycho sounded like a bad mix. Corridor talk at the studio had leaked the rumor that Hitchcock wanted to try “something different.” Similar motivations had led to The Wrong Man at Warner Bros, and to The Trouble with Harry and Vertigo at Paramount—three box-office busts.

Hitchcock’s enthusiasm for an “impossible” property sent Balaban, Weltner, and other Paramount moneymen into executive apoplexy. What was with Hitchcock and his cockamamie potboiler about a knife-happy madman who dresses up like dear old Mom? This was worse than Vertigo, which at least had class. “They were very unhappy about it,” admitted novelist Bloch in a classic understatement. “Hitchcock’s associate producer, Herbert Coleman, told me Paramount absolutely didn’t want to make it. They didn’t like the title, the story, or anything about it at all. When Hitchcock became insistent, they said, ‘Well you’re not going to get the budget you’re used to having for this sort of thing.’ Hence, no Technicolor, no Jimmy Stewart, No Cary Grant. Hitchcock said, ‘All right, I’ll make do.’”

Hitchcock loathed anyone’s making a “scene.” He terminated the meeting with icy politeness. It had been decades since anyone, even someone as powerful as producer David O. Selznick, had the temerity to squelch the mighty Hitchcock. In private, the director may have fumed, but not for long. The score Alfred Hitchcock had to settle now went beyond H. G. Clouzot and Les Diaboliques.



4.
The Deal

Hitchcock Outmaneuvers

DEVELOPING PASSION FOR A movie property can be like falling madly for someone who leaves one’s friends cold. Hitchcock had been battling indifference, or outright bewilderment, toward his projects from the start. Producer David O. Selznick, who railed constantly against the director’s “damned jigsaw cutting,” seemed to have imported Hitchcock from England without comprehending that the sort of talent who can create The 39 Steps or The Lady Vanishes does not tend to flourish on a leash. Cary Grant complained throughout the shooting of North by Northwest that he could make neither heads nor tails of the script. A Paramount executive admitted: “I never saw what Hitchcock did in Rear Window until I saw the finished movie.” Lack of vision is one thing. Across-the-board contempt for a proposed Hitchcock movie was something new.

Hitchcock refused to kowtow to Paramount. After all, studio executives came and went like this year’s starlet. Hitchcock had become a legend for being right more often than wrong. The director and his production staff quietly began exploring how to minimize the investment downside of Psycho. Hitchcock hit on the solution: plan his new production as scrupulously as he would any big-budget feature film, but shoot it quickly and inexpensively, almost like an expanded episode of his TV series, “Alfred Hitchcock Presents.”

That popular anthology series, which debuted on CBS on October 2, 1955, had been a master plot of Hitchcock’s MCA agent, confidante and father confessor Lew Wasserman, nee Lewis Robert Wasserman. . A former burlesque-house usher and sweets peddler, Wasserman had been promoted by Jules Stein to vice-president of MCA after two years. Wasserman had risen to becoming one of the shrewdest, most powerful and respected power brokers in the trade. In 1946, Stein appointed the tall, spindly Wasserman head of MCA, and his style and comportment became the house style. It pleased Hitchcock that Wasserman negotiated charmingly and relentlessly in a dark suit, white shirt, and slim tie. MCA agents became known as “the black-suited Mafia.”

In 1951, despite a storm of controversy over a bylaw of the Screen Actors Guild that prohibited agents from producing films without a Guild waiver, MCA created its first television show, “Stars Over Hollywood,” through its newly formed Revue Productions. Granted a waiver by then-president of SAG, Ronald Reagan, MCA premiered “GE Theater” in 1953; Wasserman hired Reagan to host that series. Soon, MCA and Revue enjoyed an ongoing arrangement with NBC, for which they produced such popular TV series as “Wagon Train,” “Wells Fargo,” and “M Squad.”

Lew Wasserman had been waiting for an opportunity to capitalize on the offbeat charisma given off by Hitchcock’s manner of a macabre cherub. The director had recently agreed to lend his name to Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine, an enterprise funded by a rich Floridian, in which Hitchcock played no role in story selection or editing. Even the first-person story lead-ins were penned by attorney-novelist Harold Q. Masur. But the Hitchcock name was sufficient to send circulation skyward. Movie audiences, too, awaited the walk-on appearance the director made in each of his films. Wasserman understood Hitchcock’s seemingly contradictory dynamic of the exhibitionist and the recluse. “About his appearance,” observed an associate of the director, “Hitch was very contradictory. He seemed sometimes to delude himself into thinking that because he directed Cary Grant that he looked like him.”

Lew Wasserman also avidly hoped to give MCA a greater toehold in the production side of film and television. In the late fifties, top Hollywood talent generally steered clear of the “over exposure” that TV appearances seemed to threaten. But in 1959, when Wasserman orchestrated the sale of Universal-International Studios and absorbed the Revue production facilities for MCA for $11,250,000, Hitchcock took notice. “We ought to put Hitch on the air,” Hitchcock biographer John Russell Taylor quoted Wasserman as saying. The conglomerate mogul contended that a top box-office draw like Hitchcock would lend class to the weekly half-hour suspense-mystery series he envisioned for Revue. Bristol-Meyers readily agreed to bankroll the show, provided Hitchcock act as host as well as director of “several” episodes per season. Certain that Hitchcock would balk at any activity that he perceived as a diversion from feature-film making, Wasserman pitched the proposition masterfully. All rights to each of the episodes, budgeted at $129,000 each, would revert to the director after the first broadcast. Hitchcock consented.

The director installed himself as president and chief executive officer of Shamley Productions, named after a summer place he and Alma, his wife, had bought in a village south of London in 1928. Housed in a modest bungalow, Shamley Productions was entirely separate from the Hitchcock Production Company, the corporation under which Hitchcock did his film work. To make certain he kept his schedule clear for movies, Hitchcock brought on Joan Harrison, who had risen from his secretary in 1935 to script collaborator (Rebecca, Foreign Correspondent, Suspicion) to independent producer (Phantom Lady, They Won’t Believe Me). Sharp, worldly, handsome, experienced, and genre-wise—Harrison was the wife of mystery writer Eric Ambler—she was a matchless choice.

Hitchcock limited his role in the series to reading droll, macabre segueway monologues scripted by playwright James Allardice and to directing the scripts selected and developed for him by Harrison. A crack cadre of technicians made certain the boss needed to lavish no more than three days—one for rehearsals, two for shooting—on such episodes as “Revenge,” “Breakdown,” and “Back for Christmas.”

In forming a creative team for his TV endeavors, Hitchcock duplicated the situation that he enjoyed on his feature-film work. Movie cameraman Leonard South explained: “[Hitchcock] was ill at ease around people. That’s basically why he had the same camera crew for fifteen pictures. After we finished Vertigo at Paramount, Hitch told us he was going to be inactive for a while because he had to have gallbladder surgery. So George Tomasini [editor], Bob Boyle and Henry Bumstead [art directors], Bob Burks [chief cinematographer], and I were signed to a two-picture deal with the producers William Perlberg and George Seaton. In the middle of our making for them But Not for Me, with Gable and Carroll Baker, Hitch decided to make something out of nothing: Psycho.”

Among members of his TV team were cinematographer John L. Russell, assistant director Hilton A. Green, set designer George Milo, and script supervisor Marshall Schlom. Schlom, son of one of the prolific RKO B-movie producers, Herman Schlom, observed: “Mr. Hitchcock was the biggest thing around, especially on TV. To the studio, he was a hands-off client who got anything he wanted. The crews for the other Revue TV shows, ‘The Jane Wyman Show,’ ‘The Millionaire,’ kept changing, but he said, ‘I want my own little family.’ While we were doing the hour and half-hour shows, we kept hearing rumblings that he was toying with the idea of doing something different. One day, word came that he was about to make a feature and those of us that were close to him were going to do it with him.”

With a trusted, competent talent pool at the ready, Hitchcock devised the idea of shooting Psycho—his “smallest” project since The Wrong Man—utilizing his television collaborators. The director reconvened the heads of production at Paramount to present this new cost-conscious option. He suggested that he thoroughly prepare the project at Paramount, then import his TV crew to shoot the picture on the studio lot, where he would also complete the editing and postproduction. The executives made it clear: Paramount would not finance Psycho. Further, they told Hitchcock that every studio soundstage was either occupied or booked, even though everyone on the lot knew that production was in a slump.

Hitchcock was ready for them. He agreed to finance Psycho personally and shoot at Universal-International if Paramount agreed to distribute the picture. As the sole producer, Hitchcock would defer his director’s fee of $250,000 in exchange for 60 percent ownership of the negative. Such an offer Paramount could not—and did not—refuse.

In his book Dark Victory: Ronald Reagan, MCA, and the Mob, Dan E. Moldea weaves a politically nefarious, byzantine plot regarding the financing of Psycho. In interviews conducted by the FBI for an investigation of ties between MCA and Paramount, a source told Antitrust Division attorney Leonard Posner, “[Psycho] was produced on the Universal lot by MCA. … Financing for the picture came from the company that is going to distribute the picture—Paramount. … In other words, MCA represented Hitchcock and told Paramount that if it wanted to finance and release the Hitchcock picture, it would have to be produced on the Universal lot so that MCA could get its cut from the below-the-line facilities. This arrangement was made in spite of the fact that Paramount had a lot that was half empty at the time. Obviously, Paramount would have preferred to have had the picture made on its own lot, so that it could have gotten some of its money back toward overhead.”

If Hitchcock savored his coup, few in his inner circle shared his glee. Producer Herbert Coleman, perhaps the director’s closest on-line associate, had served as second-unit director on all Hitchcock productions since Rear Window. Coleman had been with Paramount for over thirty years, having risen from the script department to assistant director to William Wyler on such films as Roman Holiday. Throughout the summer of 1959, the seasoned, exacting Coleman helped Hitchcock steer Psycho through the straits of preproduction. Having worked several times on abandoned Hitchcock projects in the past several years, Coleman apparently hoped this might be another of them. As Psycho looked more and more like a “go” project toward the fall, Coleman withdrew. He intended to establish an identity within the movie community outside of Hitchcock. He also had objections to the direction the dark project was taking. Similarly, Shamley production head Joan Harrison reportedly refused profit points in Psycho in lieu of a raise. “This time, you’re going too far,” Harrison reputedly advised Hitchcock about his new project. Not even his closest colleagues envisioned just how far Hitchcock planned to go.
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