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FEAR 
FACTOR: 
Janet Leigh  
in the iconic 
scene from 
Psycho

 On a road trip across 
America about ten 
years ago I stopped at 
a run-down motel on  
a deserted stretch of 
road in Nevada. It was 

late at night and I decided to take  
a shower before going to bed. As I 
unpacked my suitcase, I switched 
on the television, hoping to catch  
the news.

Lo and behold, Psycho was playing 
on NBC. Janet Leigh, on the run with 
$40,000 stolen from her boss, had 
just checked into the Bates Motel. 
Anthony Perkins was showing her 
to her cabin. Minutes later, she was 
being bludgeoned to death in the 
shower by a crazed, knife-wielding 
maniac. 

The ‘shower scene’, as it has 
become known, is arguably the most 
famous sequence in all cinema, and 
for good reason. Leigh’s murder is 
so sudden, so shocking and so bril-
liantly staged – remember the stab-
bing violins, the swirl of blood in the 
plughole – that it still has the power 
to frighten. That night in Nevada, I 
am embarrassed to confess, I took 
my shower with the curtain open.

Eminent film critic David Thom-
son understands all too well the 
impact Psycho had on the American 
consciousness. In his terrific new 
book, he argues that Alfred Hitch-
cock’s most celebrated film changed 
not only the history of cinema, but 
also our attitudes to lawlessness, 
violence and sexuality. 

Before Psycho, it would have been 
unthinkable for a mainstream  
Hollywood movie to bump off its 
leading lady after less than an hour. 
Audiences had never witnessed a 
scene as visceral and as horrifying 
as Leigh’s frenzied murder. Censor-
ship laws simply hadn’t allowed it.

‘The movies,’ Thomson writes, 
‘had always encouraged the idea 
that we were safe, secure and warm 
in the dark.’ This was the era of 
High Society, of Ben-Hur and South 
Pacific. ‘Most films of the Fifties  
were secret advertisements for the 
American way of life. Psycho is a 
warning about its lies and limits.’

At the time of Psycho’s release, 

Hitchcock was well established as a 
masterful purveyor of suspense, as 
well as the engaging host of televi-
sion’s Alfred Hitchcock Presents. 
Never before had he risked a film as 
potentially ruinous to his reputation 
as this. The studio wanted nothing to 
do with it. Paramount insisted Hitch-
cock bankroll the film himself and 
shoot it using his TV show crew. 

But the great man was canny. He 
not only made Psycho on the cheap, 
he also managed to convince the 
censors that the shower scene was 
not as morally outrageous as it first 
appeared. At no point, he argued, 

does the audience see an exposed 
breast; nor does the knife puncture 
Leigh’s skin. And he conceived a 
brilliant marketing strategy whereby 
latecomers were forbidden from 
entering cinemas once the film had 
started. The public’s interest was 
piqued. Word of mouth spread  
and Psycho became a box office 
phenomenon. Hitchcock, who had 
retained 60 per cent ownership of 
the film, made a fortune.

Thomson has fun with all this, but 
he is interested in making a larger 
point: that Psycho whetted the  
public’s appetite for stories with a 

similarly gruesome theme. Without 
Pyscho, he argues, there would be no 
Jaws, no Seven, no Fatal Attraction 
and certainly no Hannibal Lecter. 

It’s a compelling argument from 
the pre-eminent film critic of the 
age. I have long been a fan of Thom-
son’s magisterial Biographical Dic-
tionary Of Film, and in The Moment 
Of Psycho he is at his most fluent  
and perceptive. ‘No country lives as 
blithely or as uneasily with the 
opposed ideals of orgy and restric-
tion as America,’ he writes. ‘No other 
country has such warring impulses 
toward libertarianism and restraint.’

The power in 
that shower
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There are not many normal 
characters in the fiction of 
T. C. Boyle. One of the 
funniest stories in this 
collection features a couple 
who are so devoted to their 
dog that, when it dies, they 
pay $250,000 for a cloned 
puppy, then try to rear the 
second dog using identical 
methods. Elsewhere, we 
meet a teenager with a petrol 
fixation, a lonely widower 
who surrounds himself with 
rats, and a Latino boy who,  
to the bemusement of his 
doctors, feels no physical 
pain. In lesser hands, the 
book would be little more 
than a freak show, but  
Boyle is such an inventive 
storyteller that it exerts  
a hypnotic power.
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When the man with whom 
she has lived for 20 years 
dies suddenly, London 
mother-of-three Chrissie  
is left with some loose 
emotional ends. Why did her 
lover never offer to marry 
her? Why did he never 
divorce his first wife in 
Newcastle? Then the will is 
opened. Fans of Joanna 
Trollope will find all her 
hallmark qualities in this 
deft, agreeable novel. It is 
easy to identify with Chrissie 
in her shock; easy to identify 
with Margaret, the deserted 
wife; easiest of all to identify 
with the children caught  
up in the game of piggy-in-
the-middle. The 
characterisation may lack 
emotional depth, but the 
vignettes of family life, in 
good times and bad, are  
well-drawn and convincing.

When a writer is as clever as   
Goldstein, it does not seem 
fair that she should also 
write with charm, humour 
and emotional acuity. But 
that is the package on offer 
in this ingenious and  
heart-warming novel.  
Cass Seltzer, the hero, is an 
American-Jewish intellectual 
who seems to have the lot: an 
alpha-female girlfriend, a job 
offer from Harvard and a 
celebrity reputation as ‘the 
atheist with soul’, an elegant 
debunker of religion. It is 
just a shame that, where 
women are concerned, his 
‘mate-selection module’ is on 
the blink. Some of the writing 
is too clever by half, but 
overall it is a delightful 
novel, which could be one of 
the literary hits of the year.

Max Davidson
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Clothes to die for – in the 1800s
In 1857 five children died 
when their mother put arsenic 
instead of flour in a rhubarb 
pudding. Another family were 
poisoned when their Sunday 
roast was sprinkled with the 
same substance, and a baby 
was killed after being covered 
in what the mother thought 
was body powder.

They were just a few of the 
thousands who perished in  
the 19th Century when the  
so-called arsenic panic swept 
the nation. As a cheap  
by-product of the mining 
industry, arsenic was easily 
available and sold in vast 

quantities by grocers as rat 
poison. The tasteless white 
powder was often stored in 
the kitchen and mistakenly 
used as flour, unintentionally 
killing whole families.

Others had more malicious 
motives and disposed of their 
unwanted husbands (arsenic 
was the favoured poison of 

women) by stirring a few 
grains into cups of tea or 
dinner. Just one-hundredth  
of an ounce was enough, and  
it was the perfect murder 
weapon because the symptoms 
were similar to dysentery.

Children died in their 
thousands because books 
were bound with arsenic 
paper and toys painted with 
lethal colour. Even the interior 
of the house could kill. 
Arsenic was used to create 
vivid greens, so paints, 
wallpapers and curtains all 
exuded the deadly poison.  
One wallpaper manufacturer 

estimated in 1858 that there 
were 100 million square miles 
of arsenic-coloured paper on 
the walls of British homes. 

Fashion was equally 
dangerous: green muslin was 
so daubed in arsenic that 
waltzing ladies would spread 
clouds of poison across 
Britain’s ballrooms. As one 
contemporary commented:  
‘A woman carries in her skirts 
poison enough to slay the 
whole of the admirers she 
may meet.’

James Whorton’s breezy 
account makes stomach-
churning reading.

The Review 
Bookstore
All books reviewed  
on these pages can 
be ordered direct at 
the prices shown 
next to the 
telephone symbol. 
Free p&p on all 
orders. There is a ten 
per cent discount on 
titles costing more 
than £15. Call 0845 
155 0713 or send a 
UK cheque, payable 
to The Review 
Bookstore, to: The 
Review Bookstore, 
PO Box 582, 
Norwich NR7 0GB. 
These and other 
great book  
offers are also 
available at www.
MailLife.co.uk/Books
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