“Lila’s Orphic Journey in Hitchcock’s Psycho (1960): from Music Makers to the Bates Underworld”


Lila Crane is the inquisitive sister in Hitchcock’s Psycho, the film’s character who crosses most successfully several ominous thresholds on her quest for the truth about her missing sister. The most salient threshold awaits Lila on the Bates home’s second storey, where Lila transgresses the limen of Mrs. Bates’ bedroom. Hitchcock mythologizes that transgression by evocatively placing a bronze of Verlet’s sculpture Le Doleur d’Orphée. The cinematic masterstroke renders Lila’s journey of discovery as an Orphic undertaking. 

The realizations in Mrs. Bates bedroom, where Lila’s journey enters a new realm, will be discussed below. But first a few observations on MYTHOLOGICAL SOPHISTICATION — Hitchcock’s Psycho, of course, adapts Robert Bloch’s novel of the same name. Hitchcock’s mythological sophistication rises above the source novel’s. That is not saying much. For the level of Bloch’s mythological allusion does not rise especially high. There is one culturally- commonplace reference early in the novel. Norman’s mother rebukes her son, chiding him that he will be forever impeded from his progression to manhood by this “Oedipus situation”. In a 1950’s novel, such a reference to Oedipal psychoanalysis is low-brow and hardly worth mentioning. Hitchcock removes it, or displaces it to the epilogue. The great cinematic narrative instead tells Norman’s story of Norman with more subtlety. Some of this subtlety enters the film’s narrative through visual mythological allusions, which seem more frequent in Psycho than in Hitchcock’s other films. Hitchcock’s sets play with allusions to Aphrodite and Eros, with Cupid and Psyche, with Apollo, and for what interests me especially today, Hitchcock repurposes Bloch’s Psycho as an Orpheus myth. 

The parlor scene is a familiar masterpiece…. But scholars have picked this scene apart. This is no surprise, for Hitchcock studies have grown into a “critical industry” that seeks for “cogent significance for most of his details”, says Tom Gunning.[footnoteRef:1] Suffice it to say that Hitchcock covers the walls of Norman’s parlor with nearly one dozen evocative images, largely allusions to mythological reminiscences of scopophilia. Most of the depictions are Venuses. The last word is not yet written about the Parlor and its set decoration. But I would like today to look elsewhere.  [1:  T. Gunning, “Hitchcock and the Picture in the Frame,” New England Review 28 (2007) 26.] 


Hitchcock’s Psycho is a mystery narrative. Apollo presides over the first enlightenment in the mystery. A sculpture bust of the Apollo Belvedere watches over the midnight visit Mr. and Mrs. Al Chambers receives from Lila Crane and Sam Loomis. Facts begin to emerge for the audience and Lila as a result of this scene’s revelations. The first suggestion that Mrs Bates is dead occurs in this scene. Lila has come seeking clarity, benighted by the detective’s failure to return as promised. She insists that Marion then Arbogast vanished suspiciously despite Chambers’ theories to the contrary. Hitchcock shoots most of Chambers’ lines from a low camera angle and perches Apollo over the sheriff’s right shoulder. Thus, beneath the unfocused authority of the oracular god, the cinematography demonstrates that all four interlocutors are as curiously riddled as any ancient visitor could ever have been by the infamous ambiguities of the Delphic oracle. 

	The Apollo lurking in the mise en scene signals thematic artistry dependent upon classical mythological references. Cupid & Psyche lurk, unnoticed, as well, atop the mantle. A miniature of Antonio Canova’s familiar Psyche Awakened by Cupid’s Kiss plays a mythological note. The Chambers couple can appreciate a good love affair, even one that is steeped in the mystical, as is Psyche’s attraction to Eros. 

Through Hitchcock’s far-reaching control of the material, the observant viewer is brought to understand the plot more deeply. Hidden detail comes into clear view. Sometimes the richness of detail is only apparent on repeat viewings. Other films include allusions to classical myth;[footnoteRef:2] but in Psycho Hitchcock proves himself especially adept at weaving intricately several overt allusions to classical mythology [2:  The narrative structure of Orpheus’ loss of Eurydice has been observed in Vertigo by R.S. Brown _________.  An evocative use of Manship’s Actaeon in the background in Spellbound and the Greecizing costume — especially the erotically super-charged choker Bergman wore forpublicity photos.  photography ________. ] 


Creating Psycho, Hitchcock convened a new team for art direction, art designers Joseph Hurley and Robert Clatworthy and set decorator George Milo. These three were nominated for the 1961 Academy Award for Art Direction — Set Direction (Black and White) for Psycho. I do not know whether George Milo as set decorator is responsible for the increased frequency of mythological allusions in Psycho.[footnoteRef:3] But this film has more than other Hitchcock films I have scrutinized. I have found no correspondence between the art team and Hitchcock for this film, as exists for other films. Lacking such documentation, but assuming Hitchcock’s known proclivity to manage much or all thematic detail, the Psycho case serves to credit the director himself, Alfred Hitchcock the artist, with the conception and articulation of a compelling mythological usage. Or perhaps I will be speaking generally of Hitchcock the auteur. [3:  S. Rebello, Alfred Hitchcock and the Making of Psycho (New York, 1990), constructs a history of the film from numerous individual interviews with Hitchcock and his collaborators, including Clatworthy. P.J. Skerry, The Shower Scene in Hitchcock’s Psycho: creating cinematic suspense and terror (Lewiston, 2005), 111, also credits cinematographer Jack Russell for contribution to the thematically significant mise en scene.] 

Robert Boyle, art designer on five Hitchcock films — including Birds, but not Psycho — observed famously that “[Hitchcock] will use anything — in any combination — in any form, conventional or not — to make his statement, to tell his story. To tell the story in a way that involves his audience is his main objective and his preplanning consists in selecting those elements and techniques that will best accomplish that goal.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Robert Boyle letter to Elliott Stein, 30 March 1976, cited in L. Barsacq and E. Stein, Caligari’s Cabinet and Other Grand Illusions: a history of film design (Boston, 1976), 199.] 


The sets in and around Fairvale, especially the Bates properties, are covered with such evocative props. Earlier sets — Marion’s trysting place, Mr. Lowry’s realty, Marion’s apartment, the auto dealership — are decorated with various framed photographs and landscapes which lack, to my eye, any mythological thematics. Compared to the sere landscapes covering the walls of the Lowry Realty back in Phoenix, things are different at the end of Lila’s journey of discovery. 

The guest rooms in the Bates Motel lack mythological references.
	Room Number 1, where Marion takes her last shower, is thematically populated with evocative avian prints. Birds. Room Number 10, where Norman sends Sam and Lila, has a cheap Currier and Ives winterscape on the wall. 
	These stand in stark contrast to Norman’s private places, the densely thematic Parlor, which is a set decorator’s ode to the voyeuristic gaze. The Bates home itself has even more evocative artwork drawn from classical mythology. Any visitor who enters the innermost chamber of the Bates property passes a series of thematically positioned artworks, paintings and sculptures, that charge the narrative with themes. 

A short film clip will set the stage for closer discussion about a critical stretch of the film. Lila transgresses the threshold of Mrs. Bates’ bedroom. Repeated viewings give us an advantage over Lila, who is focusing intently upon the mystery at hand. 

SHOW THE CLIP

An armed Eros protects the entry to the Bates home. 
This bronze is attributed to Houdon, perhaps correctly. The only identifiable art object with mythological significance in this set, Eros rules the scene and evokes awareness from the characters who pass.  Hitchcock discloses the Eros by degrees through the film. 
First Norman walks past unfazed with his hands in his pockets. The camera does not show the statuette.
Arbogast glances at it but pays it no heed. 
Lila steps over to look directly at it, foregrounding its thematic importance; Hitchcock directs the moment so that the door remains open for our view.

The top of the staircase is an ominous place. The landing is where we first saw Mrs. Bates apparently in action, when Arbogast entered. 
The framed painting has a mythological subject. I will return to it shortly. 


Entry into Mrs. Bates’ bedroom is marked by Orpheus. The camera flirts with the bronze in three long shots. Raoul-Charles Verlet’s bronze “Pain of Orpheus” shows Orpheus at the moment in which he loses Eurydice. The divinely gifted bard has accomplished his descent to the Underworld and has left Cerberus behind — the ascent back to the light is underway. In the suddenness of losing Eurydice, Orpheus winces in exquisite pain, his lyre dropped just now behind his left heel. 

The sculpture received a medal of honor at the 1900 Exposition Universelle. It was destroyed and reportedly melted down during the German occupation of Paris in the 1930s. But copies were produced by the Barbedienne Foundry and are still available in the marketplace of antiques.  


Though I am not the first to identify Verlet’s Orphée,[footnoteRef:5] I do not believe I have seen an explication of Hitchcock’s sustained mythological narrative. Steltzner-Large in 1990 provided precise identification for the bronze, but got no deeper  in her interpretation than an observation that Hitchcock had “ein gewisses Interesse an Kunst”.  [5:  Barbara Steltzner-Large in 1990 provided precise identification, but got no deeper than observing that Hitchcock had “ein gewisses Interesse an Kunst”] 



Eros, of course, is present here as well. The bedroom’s mantelpiece features an oval framed Cupid wielding a weapon in his right hand. 

The culminating moment in Mrs. Bates’ bedroom is the masterful mirror shot. 
	Mirrors appear frequently in this film. 
Lila is the only one to look into a mirror. This is reminiscent of a pivotal moment in Vertigo.
Hitchcock’s Vertigo (1958)[footnoteRef:6] builds its suspense by subtle application of mirrors. Throughout Vertigo’s cinematic narrative Hitchcock has his characters flirt with mirrors, which offer unavailed glimpses into truth.  Only when Scottie finally looks into the mirror — Judy has just now asked, “Can’t you see?” — does he finally see the truth, and in that instant he looses the Eurydice he has so carefully conjured into life. The Vertigo screenplay is overtly based upon a source-novel contrived upon the Orpheus and Eurydice myth. And the motif of mirrors facilitates the disastrous act of Orphic retrospection.   [6:  Vertigo 1958, North by Northwest 1959, Psycho 1960…] 

Similar suspense is built in Psycho. Next time you watch Psycho, pay attention to the many mirrors that go unused. Their disuse makes the mirror in Mrs. Bates’ bedroom all the more telling. And in this masterfully contrived trick shot, with its triplicated reflection,  Hitchcock causes Lila to cross into a new existence. The indentation on the bed assures the viewer that Mrs. Bates is gone. 
Mrs. Bates’ bedroom is a contrivance of Hitchcock and his set designers. 
Bloch’s novel _______”Lila wasn’t quite prepared to step bodily into another era. … The décor of this room had been outmoded many years before Bates’s mother died. It was a room … that belonged in a world of gilt ormolu clocks, Dresden figurines, sachet-scented pincushions, turkey-red carpet. … And it was still alive. …Lila was feeling the dislocation in space and time.” (P. 158) 
Stefano’s screenplay can be more economical with the room. _______ “It is ornate, damask-and-mahogany, thick and warm and ripe, an olla podrida of mismated furnishings and bric-a-brac of the last century.” (shot 218)
The inclusion of mythological motifs is Hitchcock’s.

The painting at the top of the landing plays into the Orphic theme. 
	Although it is unidentified still, I believe I can discern the familiar motif of a dancing bacchante with a tambourine. 
	This painting marks the outermost boundary of the Mrs. Bates’ most intimate space. Within its grasp Arbogast encounters the knife attack that sends him reeling. 
	Maenads of course are responsible for the death of Orpheus. 
	This dancing maenad protects the threshold where even Orpheus will fail.

Lila’s Orphic journey was prefigured in her introduction to the film. 
	Lila works at a story called Music Makers. A detail that seems less than coincidental. This detail is revealed in the head-talk Marion imagines in the new car while she thinks what they must be discussing back at the realty in Phoenix. 
Stefano-Scripted: CAROLINE'S VOICE I called her sister, Mr. Lowery, where she works, the Music Makers Music Store, you know? And she doesn't know where Mary is any more than we do.


I believe that Lila’s entry into Mrs. Bates’ bedroom has her cross a threshold from the world of the living into the world of the dead. It is a threshold of retained grief, a place where Norman has refused to accept his mother’s passing. By her crossing over it successfully, the way is opened for the eventual closure that has been waiting so long.

Adaptation theory, according to Hutcheon, calls for adaptive artists to acknowledge the sourcetext they are repurposing in their own work. Adapting a mythological narrative necessitates inclusion of familiar references to that acknowledge for the viewer the myth. Accordingly, Verlet’s bronze states the Orpheus theme overtly.  Without this moment, a reading of Lila’s journey as a retracing of Orpheus’s katabasis would be less certain. When I say that the narrative’s involvement with Lila is an Orphic journey, I am speaking of any narrative that is informed with allusions to Orpheus the mythological musician who descended to the Underworld for the recovery of his beloved. I am NOT speaking of Orphic journey in some archetypal sense. Joseph Campbell and his followers might agree that Lila’s journey is a hero’s journey, and that it too involves a katabasis as did Orpheus’. But I believe that the use of the Verlet Orpheus makes for an overt allusion to the Orpheus myth at this point in the narrative. By referencing Orpheus directly, I believe, Hitchcock makes Mrs. Bates’ bedroom into an especially numinous threshold between the living and the dead. Orpheus allusively articulates the occupants’ inability to part with the dead. 


  A portion of this paper, essentially an epilogue, also presses a further question that may perhaps not be answered, a speculative analysis of Van Sant’s often-maligned adaptation of Psycho (1998). For, though, Van Sant overtly reshot Hitchcock’s film frame-by-frame, certain decisions interpreting Lila’s Orphic journey illuminate the homager’s understanding of Hitchcock’s prodigious original.

Hitchcock sets the classical iconographic allusions that play in the film prominently into the background of the Bates Motel parlour, the home of Sheriff Chambers, and in especially key positions within the Bates home. 

Gus Van Sant’s Psycho does not perpetuate Hitchcock’s mythological mise en scene

Many Hitchcock fans were put off by Van Sant’s peculiar homage to Hitchcock. Perhaps I was, too. But, honestly multiple viewings of Van Sant’s Psycho are bringing me around to the published opinion of Vern in the Village Voice a couple of years ago upon the film’s 15th anniversary: “Gus Van Sant’s Psycho Just Turned 15 — and is more fascinating than you remember.”

While many of Van Sant’s set details resemble Hitchcock’s, and some are identical, still the differences intrigue. 

Julianne Moore enters Mrs. Bates’ bedroom as Vera Miles once did. A bronze occupies the very same spot as Verlet’s Orpheus. The camera flirts in the same shots. But the bronze is different. 	

	SHOW THE CLIP

	The placement of a copy of Giambologna’s Mercury at this spot is an intriguing interpretive decision. From one perspective, it’s altogether wrong — for it is not Verlet’s Orpheus. Mercury’s mythological role, at least as the Greek Hermes Psychopompos, the one who ushers the souls of the dead from mortality to the Underworld, is precisely correct. Is it intentional? Does the Van Sant choice express a deliberate mythological awareness? Or, is it accidental?

An interview I conducted with set decorator Rosemary Brandenburg in June 2015: 
Rosemary was very personable, very open. 
She indicated that she did a good deal of research into the set design. That when she could get the right thing in the right place she did. Restrictions/obstacles included occasional disagreements on the issue of whether exactly the same thing was needed, whether the exact same thing could be acquired, whether there was sufficient funding to acquire just what was there. All this plays out against the backdrop of a director’s statement that the hommage would be shot-for-shot remake.

The Giambologna Mercury was likely a choice made because they could not locate Verlet Orphée. She purchased many items from the Prop Shop, which is now defunct. 
The gold hands on the dresser were acquired there, and she remembers being pleased that an exact replacement was available. … from the Prop Shop.

She recalls watching Hitchcock’s Psycho very carefully in preparation for the Van Sant film. 
She is aware of the “poetic meanings” of items in set design, and she prides herself on trying, when possible, to get things right. 

autopsy was Rosemary’s modus operandi. I feel that if George Milo had left detailed notes behind, then Brandenburg would have followed them.


TURNING TOWARD theoretical considerations and a conclusion.
    Proponents of the intentional fallacy from Wimsatt and Beardsley to Foucault and beyond might assert that the critic — not the filmmaker — has the authority to determine whether or not Lila’s enterprise is reminiscent of Orpheus’. Perhaps it has become impossible to criticize the Van Sant difference as a failure. 

The theory is challenged by Van Sant’s placement of Hermes in Orpheus’ place in the Bates bedroom. 
If Orpheus is not there, is the Van Sant Lila on an Orphic journey in the same way? 

Hutcheon worries that grappling to put intentionality back into criticial questions may be a “step backward in theoretical-historical terms.”





Van Sant creates an adaptation of Hitchcock’s Psycho
    He doesn’t necessarily continue the Orpheus theme.
    His narrative may have lost its awareness of its mythological genetics.
	We see this happening perhaps in adaptations of the Pygmalion myth, where a derivative telling may seem to know My Fair Lady without perhaps knowing the Pygmalion per se. 

    I would like to think Hitchcock’s placement of the Verlet Orpheus is intentional.  Its purpose, as I said earlier is to render Lila’s journey of discovery as an Orphic undertaking. 




The parlor is the first place we see representations of real art. 
   In Marion’s real world it’s the landscapes at Lowery’s Realty and the photographs in her bedroom. At the trysting place with Sam, a print of a painting is over the bed, but we don’t really see it. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	In Fairvale there are lots of artworks to reckon with. 

Most students of Psycho know that Hitchcock’s mythological allusiveness plays importantly in the Parlor’s décor at the Bates Motel. It’s the scene where Marion consumes her last supper and where Norman regularly indulges his favorite pasttimes — taxidermy and voyeurism. Hitchcock’s mise-en-scene loads the Parlor with mythological allusions. Bloch’s novel decorates the room where Norman watches his next victim eat — it’s actually the Bates kitchen — very sparsely, with no artworks — a pot-bellied stove, a crochetted motto on the wall, and a stuffed squirrel on a shelf.  (pp. 33-35) The film resets this considerably. Joseph Stefano’s screenplay specifies more detail at shot 101-102. 
As Norman goes about spreading out the bread and ham and pouring the milk, we follow Mary across the room. She studies the birds as she walks, briefly examines a bookcase stacked with books on the subject of "Taxidermy." 
102. CLOSE UP - THE BOOKS ON TAXIDERMY MED. CLOSE SHOT - MARY 
She notices, too, the paintings on the wall; nudes, primarily, 
and many with a vaguely religious overtone. 
Finally Mary reaches the sofa, sits down, looks at the spread.

In the film itself, Hitchcock’s particulars get full treatment. This is no surprise, for Hitchcock studies have grown into a “critical industry” that seeks for “cogent significance for most of his details”, says Tom Gunning.[footnoteRef:7] Those paintings on the wall, the “nudes with a vaguely religious overtone” become a fully developed cinematic ode on a scopophilic theme. All told I catalogue nine paintings in the Parlor — I can identify Titian’s “Venus w/ Two Cupids and a Mirror,” which introduces the theme of scopophilia and a secretive copy of the Rokeby Venus continues it, among other mythological treatments of  scopophilia Boucher’s Bath of Venus”.  [7:  T. Gunning, “Hitchcock and the Picture in the Frame,” New England Review 28 (2007) 26.] 


The most notorious painting in the room is Willem van Mieris’ painting of Susannah and the Elders,[footnoteRef:8] which covers the peephole to Norman’s private cinema.[footnoteRef:9]  [8:  Willem Van Mieris “Suzanne et les Viellards” (1731) (var. attributed to Frans Van Mieris the Elder) Perpignan, Musée Hyacinthe Rigaud (stolen 1972); cf. Musées Nationaux Récupération MNR 552. Accurate identification of the painting I attribute to my colleague Prof. Martha Peacock. ]  [9:   Gunning, 29. Regrettably, Gunning wrote “I don’t believe anyone has identified it specifically (it is not mentioned in any of the most famous treatments of the theme.)] 

The two paintings of Susannah and the Elders are not classical mythology per se, but they are thematically critical. When Hitchcock and his team want to deliver a mythological allusion, it gets delivered. 




In the theatrical trailer for Psycho, Hitchcock leads the camera into the Parlor of the Bates Motel, stands in front of Willem Van Mieris’ “Susannah and the Elders” and professes that “This is a very important picture, because…” He walks away without saying why. Not until the viewer sees the film does the picture’s important placement become apparent. And not until the viewer really sees the picture’s content does its full importance become thematically clear: The story of Susannah and the Elders articulates the theme of scopophilia.

Evocative mise en scene works thematically throughout Hitchcock’s sets on the Bates properties[footnoteRef:10] and in the home of the Fairvale deputy sheriff.  [10:  Earlier sets — Marion’s trysting place, Mr. Lowry’s realty, Marion’s apartment, the auto dealership — are decorated with various framed photographs and landscapes which lack, to my eye, any mythological thematics. ] 




	
In this masterstroke of mise en scene he illuminates Lila’s motivation as Orphic. Mrs. Bates’ bedroom is all about Orphic grief. Here Norman has defied grief, as did Orpheus. Mrs. Bates’ bedroom holds the last unresolved mystery for Lila in her search for her sister.
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