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We dedicate this book to our parents, who let us watch horror movies.


INTRODUCTION

It was nearly twenty years ago when we met because of a T-shirt. I (Meg) was working in a gift shop when Kelly strolled in, The X-Files emblazoned across her chest. An immediate connection was made, the special kind that forms when two people are thrilled to share in their fandom. Before that day, I had spent countless afternoons screening The Shining for my friends, none of whom cared for it or understood my horror obsession. As our friendship grew, Kelly and I eagerly shared movies with each other, from the silly, low-budget Invasion of the Blood Farmers to the truly terrifying The Ring. (We spent that night wide awake, convinced every gust of wind was Samara preparing to crawl inside and eat us whole!) Our affection for horror became a touchstone in our lives, a catalyst that has brought us to create, consume, and better comprehend the complexities of the horror genre.

This book is a fun and approachable way to understand the science behind the monsters of our favorite horror films, the ones we came back to again and again, whether we were renting from Blockbuster, or watching our own scratchy VHS copies. We’ve devoted our lives to the study of film, literature, communication, and true crime, and so we relished this chance to delve deeper into the world of science and to then connect it to the world of horror. We had the opportunity to conduct research and visit with experts at the top of their fields; from scientists at the Mayo Clinic to creatives such as Simon Barrett, the screenwriter behind Blair Witch and V/H/S. Come with us on this journey to unveil the thrilling and sometimes disturbing truths behind the creation of horror’s greatest monsters.


SECTION ONE

SLASHERS


CHAPTER ONE

HALLOWEEN





	
Year of Release: 1978





	
Director: John Carpenter





	
Writer: John Carpenter, Debra Hill





	
Starring: Jamie Lee Curtis, Donald Pleasence





	
Budget: $300,000





	
Box Office: $60 million









Like most children growing up in the 1980s, we saw many horror movies on VHS for the first time. The nostalgia of visiting a video store, perusing the covers, and choosing the weekend’s haul holds countless fond memories for us. (In fact, it’s the experience that inspired us to create our Horror Rewind podcast.) Halloween was no exception. The plot of this 1978 horror movie begins with a six-year-old boy named Michael Myers. Dressed as a clown, Michael murders his sister by stabbing her with a knife that looks terrifyingly large in his tiny hands. This shock of a child, ready for trick-or-treating, brutally subverting our expectations of innocence is at the heart of Halloween’s appeal. Actor and comedian Jody Kujawa reflects on his experience seeing the movie for the first time:


That movie sat with me more than most horror films. It seemed like the most simplistic plot: a guy just wants to kill a lady for no apparent reason. But there is no greater horror than that. The thought that someone is out there, watching us, and they have decided we are going to die. Jamie Lee Curtis also really delivered a personality to the screen that later slasher knockoffs would never be able to correctly mimic because they missed the subtleties of Laurie Strode that made us terrified that she would die. Jamie Lee Curtis and John Carpenter are horror film royalty.



Jamie Lee Curtis was just nineteen years old and an unknown when cast in Halloween. Most of her dialogue was written by producer and co-writer Debra Hill, who had been a babysitter herself in her youth, and prided herself in telling women’s stories from women’s perspectives. Halloween not only helped solidify Curtis’s status as a scream queen but also popularized the final girl trope and slasher films in general.

Was Halloween based on a real person? There is a claim that Myers could be based on Stanley Stiers, who was said to have gone on a killing spree in Iowa in the 1920s. He allegedly murdered his entire family on Halloween. Although the details of this urban legend are strikingly similar to the plot of Halloween, and the story itself is heavily shared on fan sites, there are no credible sources for this event.

John Carpenter, the writer and director of the cult classic, recounts being inspired to write the film while visiting a mental hospital for a class in college.1 “We visited the most serious, mentally ill patients. And there was this kid, he must have been twelve or thirteen and he literally had this look.” The look is described by the lines Carpenter wrote for Donald Pleasence, who played psychiatrist Dr. Sam Loomis: “This blank, pale emotionless face. Blackest eyes. The devil’s eyes. I spent eight years trying to reach him and then another seven trying to keep him locked up, because I realized what was living behind that boy’s eyes was purely and simply evil.”

Some people look at the character of Michael Myers and see someone who embodies everyone; a part of themselves that could someday snap. Are we born evil? Are we all capable of murder? That brings us to the plausibility of the plot. Are children capable of murder? According to an article in The Atlantic,2 psychopaths are among us. Children with psychopathic tendencies are described as having “callous and unemotional traits.” This includes characteristics and behaviors such as a lack of empathy, remorse or guilt, shallow emotions, aggression or even cruelty, and a seeming indifference to punishment. Researchers believe that nearly 1 percent of children exhibit these traits. In 2013, the American Psychiatric Association included callous and unemotional traits in its diagnostic manual, DSM-5.

Studies have found that kids with callous and unemotional traits are more likely than other kids to become criminals or display aggressive, psychopathic behaviors later in life. While adult psychopaths constitute only a tiny fraction of the general population, studies suggest that they commit half of all violent crimes. Researchers believe that two paths can lead to psychopathy: one dominated by nature, the other by nurture. For some children, their environment can turn them into violent people with a lack of empathy. Those who grow up in abusive homes, or are neglected, may show more traits in common with those who are diagnosed as psychopaths. For other children, a loving home environment doesn’t prevent them from displaying the traits.3

What are some warning signs that a child could be a potential murderer? The biggest red flags may be an affinity toward violence and a lack of feeling or recognizing others’ feelings. According to “My Child, the Murderer,”4 parents of killers recall their children getting into trouble in school more often, being bullied, or withdrawing from others.

Are there many instances of children murdering others? There are numerous cases of murder being committed by children over the course of history. Some notable child murderers include Mary Bell who committed the first of two shocking murders on the day before her eleventh birthday. In May of 1968, Bell and a friend strangled a four-year-old boy. A month later, and joined by that same friend, Bell strangled a three-year-old boy in the same area as the first killing. She returned to the body and carved an “M” into the boy’s stomach, along with scratching his legs and mutilating his genitals. Bell was convicted of manslaughter and released in 1980.

In 2000, a six-year-old boy named Dedrick Darnell Owens killed a classmate in Michigan. He had previous behavioral issues before the murder, including hitting, pinching, and even stabbing another student with a pencil. After fatally shooting a girl in his class with a gun he brought from home he was released to live with relatives. In an 1893 ruling,5 the US Supreme Court declared that “children under the age of seven years could not be guilty of felony, or punished for any capital offense, for within that age the child is conclusively presumed incapable of committing a crime.”

In February of 2009, eleven-year-old Jordan Brown murdered his father’s fiancée, Kenzie Houk, who was eight months pregnant at the time. While the soon-to-be mother was sleeping in her bed in their Pennsylvania home, Brown shot her in the back of the head. Initially, Brown was to be tried as an adult, but was eventually found guilty of first-degree murder as a juvenile.

In an attempted murder case, two Wisconsin girls lured a friend out into the woods in 2014 with plans to murder her. They claimed that they were trying to impress the fictional character Slender Man. The victim was able to survive her nineteen stab wounds but the case has led the public to question whether adolescents should be charged as adults in circumstances like these.

What can we deduce about the fictional Michael Myers? Was it nature or nurture that drove him to kill? As John Carpenter’s dialogue revealed, Michael most definitely had a lack of empathy and emotional connection to the world around him. We can assume he displayed some of the other telltale signs that he was a possible sociopath, but could his home environment have contributed to his behavior? Studies show that many children who kill have several things in common; including an abusive home life, isolation from their peers, and an inability to cope. Stefan Hutchinson in his book Halloween: Nightdance6 suggests that Michael Myers’s hometown of Haddonfield is the cause of his behavior. He calls Myers a “product of normal suburbia—all the repressed emotion of fake Norman Rockwell smiles.” We may never know Michael’s true motivation for the murder of his sister, but it won’t stop fans from trying to figure it out.

If you’ve seen the numerous sequels to the Halloween movies you know that Michael Myers somehow survives his wounds and goes on to kill another day (except for the third installment of the Halloween franchise, but that’s another story!). This led us to question if someone can really survive multiple gunshot wounds. Just like the young girl in Wisconsin who heroically survived nineteen stab wounds, there have been many cases of people living after being shot numerous times. Doctors who have treated gunshot victims say that people can survive gunshot wounds as long as major organs such as the heart, brain, and blood vessels are avoided.

In Halloween Dr. Loomis shoots Michael Myers and it seems as though the monster is slayed, but as a popular horror trope, Michael cannot be brought down so easily. He is able to get up and continue on his killing spree. Can some people handle pain better than others? There are several factors that could account for a person’s ability to work through pain or a major injury. The first is adrenaline. When in a stressful or intense situation our primitive brain alerts our sympathetic nervous system and releases adrenaline. An adrenaline rush, or fight-or-flight response, can cause people to temporarily not feel any pain and even allows some people to have almost superhuman strength.
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A view of the brain.

Another possible reason Michael Myers may be able to continue on after being shot is because of a condition known as congenital insensitivity to pain. People with this disorder have an indifference to or are unable to feel pain. This can be very dangerous and for many children it has proven to be fatal. Being unable to feel injuries, or be aware of illness, can cause many symptoms to go unnoticed like burns or even broken bones. Another explanation for insensitivity to pain was explored in popular TV show, The X-Files (1993–2018). In the episode “Home,” a family who has practiced inbreeding for generations has lost their ability to feel, making them seemingly unstoppable. Others believe Michael Myers is somehow immortal, perhaps for supernatural reasons, and is incapable of dying. Maybe we’ll find out in the next sequel. Whatever you believe about Michael Myers’s relentless pursuit to murder, one thing is clear: Halloween and its impact on slasher movies and culture are solidified for years to come.


CHAPTER TWO

CHILD’S PLAY





	
Year of Release: 1988





	
Director: Tom Holland





	
Writer: Tom Holland, Don Mancini





	
Starring: Catherine Hicks, Chris Sarandon





	
Budget: $9 million





	
Box Office: $44 million









Everyone has seen a doll. Whether it was your own, your sibling’s, or a well-loved doll at your daycare, we have all been exposed to their glassy, watchful eyes. Much like children, dolls hold a particular innocence which should make us feel calm and safe. Right now, you might be remembering a good friend who went on adventures with you. A Barbie with tangled, blonde hair perhaps, or a porcelain baby doll you had to rock carefully. As ubiquitous and innocent as they may be, dolls also hold an inherent conflict in their soft insides. They are at once an object and a person. We lock them away in closets and boxes, only to later treat them like friends. It is no wonder that dolls, strangely human, strike fear in our collective hearts.

Filmmakers Tom Holland and Don Mancini capitalized on this fear of dolls when they created the movie Child’s Play (1988). The story of a killer, Charles Lee Ray (Brad Dourif), transferring his evil soul into the body of a Good Guys doll, resonated with audiences and sparked a lifetime of sequels. There is just something about seeing that small, plastic hand wrapped around a knife that both scares and delights fans of Child’s Play, but Chucky, the red-haired and freckled doll from Child’s Play isn’t the first haunted doll to terrify people. The idea of haunted or possessed dolls goes all the way back to ancient Egypt. Enemies of Ramesses III were said to have created waxen figures of him, believing his spirit would inhabit the doll. They hoped this strategy could be used to kill him. This is similar to the concept of voodoo dolls or poppets, which could be used to carry a curse or to protect a person. There are some famous allegedly haunted dolls in history, including the Raggedy Ann doll who inspired the Annabelle (2014) movies and a Barbie doll who is said to have supernatural powers.

Child’s Play took inspiration from the story of a haunted doll named Robert. The owner claimed that the doll was possessed, through voodoo, with the soul of someone intended on torturing his family. The doll itself was based on the popular Cabbage Patch Kids and My Buddy dolls of the 1980s. Through this plot the writers wanted to explore the effects of advertising and television on children. Ironically, members of the public protested the initial release of Child’s Play in fear that the film would incite violence in children.

Does media inspire people to become violent? In 1982 the movie Halloween II inspired a man to stab an elderly couple a combined forty-three times.1 The perpetrator, while admitting the crime, blamed his actions on a drug-induced flashback to a stabbing scene in the horror movie. Child’s Play 3 (1991) was cited as the inspiration for two murders2 in the United Kingdom in 1992 and 1993. The perpetrators in the latter became the youngest convicted murderers of the twentieth century.

Prior to the murders inspired by Child’s Play 3 there were already laws in place to try to protect the public from the perceived danger of media. “Video nasties” in the UK were a list of essentially banned or censored films in order to spare the public from excessive violence. The Video Recordings Act of 1984 put stricter censorship requirements on movies being released on video than in cinemas. Banned films included The Evil Dead (1981) starring Bruce Campbell and the Italian horror movie Cannibal Holocaust (1980). Only decades later were films like The Exorcist (1973) and The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (1974) finally able to be released uncut in the UK.

Horror film protests didn’t just happen overseas. Groups protested many movies in the US including Silent Night, Deadly Night (1984). The story followed a boy who witnessed his parents’ murder at the hands of someone dressed as Santa Claus. The character grows up to go on his own killing spree at Christmas time. Concerned parents and critics were afraid of children seeing Santa Claus portrayed in such a violent light. Protesters thought the movie would traumatize children and undermine their traditional trust in the mythical figure. Advertising for the film was stopped six days prior to its release and the movie itself had a shortened run due to public outrage.

The Chucky doll in Child’s Play may not have been delivered by an evil Santa as a Christmas present, but was possessed by an evil person in the film. The character of Charles Lee Ray was a conglomeration of three famous killers: Charles Manson, Lee Harvey Oswald, and James Earl Ray. Charles Manson was a serial killer and cult leader who gained notoriety in the 1960s. Lee Harvey Oswald was the accused killer of President John F. Kennedy, and James Earl Ray was the convicted assassin of Martin Luther King Jr. The character of Charles Lee Ray’s past is explored a bit throughout the Child’s Play franchise and it’s revealed that he, too, is a killer.

While the science on possessed dolls isn’t readily available, we wanted to know how detectives would determine if a Chucky doll could be the killer at a crime scene. We spoke to Timothy Koivunen, Chief of Police and former detective in Eveleth, Minnesota to find out more:


Kelly: “What are some things you look for when you arrive at a crime scene?”




Police Chief Koivunen: “Some of the first things we consider on any call or complaint is to protect the scene at all costs. We will block off a perimeter usually larger at first as we can always lessen or make it smaller. Before entering the scene, consider who may have already entered the scene (witnesses, the reporting party or caller, ambulance, fire, police, family, friends, bystanders, or simply nosey people). If we determine it a crime scene, a log sheet is always started for those who enter and exit as well as who they are and the times. Foot or shoe prints may have to be taken and documented. This is simply just to enter or approach the scene. The Bureau of Criminal Apprehension (BCA) may be called, and we would protect the scene or assist the BCA. We are constantly scanning and looking for anything out of the ordinary such as blood, signs of struggle, broken or misplaced items, weapons of any kind, or any other evidence that may be pertinent. Then, we would also attempt to locate and interview any and all witnesses, suspects, neighbors, or anyone who may have heard, seen, or have knowledge of the victim(s).”




Meg: “What evidence would you use to determine a criminal’s height?”




Police Chief Koivunen: “Besides blood spatter to determine the height of a suspect, we may use the location and angle of the wounds or trauma of the victim and maybe defensive wounds on the victim. Also, any witnesses obviously could shed some potential height of the suspect or any surveillance video that may be obtained. We currently have a missing female from a few years ago and had the BCA lab come in and luminal the entire house where she was staying to see if there was any blood evidence. Thankfully, nothing was found.”




Kelly: “How do you think crime scene analysis has changed over the past decade? Where do you see it improving in the future?”




Police Chief Koivunen: “I think crime scene analysis has evolved greatly over the past few decades with the increase of technology and particularly DNA evidence, fingerprint evidence, etc. Some of the things seen on CSI are simply not reality. We will send in suspect fingerprints that may take three to six months to get a result back. It’s not instantaneous like on television.”
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Fingerprints can help determine a suspect.

As Police Chief Koivunen mentioned, another aspect of crime scene investigation is bloodstain pattern analysis, or the interpretation of bloodstains at a crime scene. The purpose of analyzing bloodstains is to recreate the actions that caused the bloodshed. Experts examine the size, shape, distribution, and location of the bloodstains to form opinions about what did or did not happen. What are some of the things that can be determined? Using geometry and the science of how blood behaves, detectives can discover where the blood came from, what caused the wounds, from what direction the victim was wounded, how the victim and perpetrator were positioned, the movements made after the bloodshed, and how many potential perpetrators were present. In theory, a bloodstain pattern analysis expert could see one of Chucky’s crime scenes and determine that the killer was approximately twenty-nine inches in height. They wouldn’t be able to tell how many cheeky one-liners Chucky used before the crime was committed, but maybe science in the future can help with that!


CHAPTER THREE

A NIGHTMARE ON ELM STREET





	
Year of Release: 1984





	
Director: Wes Craven





	
Writer: Wes Craven





	
Starring: Heather Langenkamp, Robert Englund





	
Budget: $1.8 million





	
Box Office: $25.5 million









Amysterious syndrome is said to have been the inspiration for the movie A Nightmare on Elm Street (1984). According to a 2014 interview with Vulture, writer and director Wes Craven said:


I’d read an article in the L.A. Times about a family who had escaped the Killing Fields in Cambodia and managed to get to the US. Things were fine, and then suddenly the young son was having very disturbing nightmares. He told his parents he was afraid that if he slept, the thing chasing him would get him, so he tried to stay awake for days at a time. When he finally fell asleep, his parents thought this crisis was over. Then they heard screams in the middle of the night. By the time they got to him, he was dead. He died in the middle of a nightmare. Here was a youngster having a vision of a horror that everyone older was denying. That became the central line of A Nightmare on Elm Street.1



Is there a medical explanation for what happened to the young man? Sudden Unexplained Nocturnal Death Syndrome (SUNDS) is a condition that strikes men of South Asian descent more prevalently than other demographics, as was described in the story Wes Craven read about. Specifically, there were a startling number of cases of SUNDS among Hmong immigrants in the early 1980s:


In 1981, the Centers for Disease Control began tracking a mysterious rash of sudden unexplained nocturnal deaths occurring in apparently healthy, male immigrants from Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. The problem, unknown in other ethnic groups, has now claimed more than one hundred and four men, averaging thirty-three years of age, and one woman, according to Dr. Gib Parrish, a CDC medical epidemiologist. Ninety-eight percent of the deaths occurred between ten p.m. and eight a.m. In 1981, the peak year of these deaths, twenty-six men, often Hmong refugees from the highlands of northern Laos, died in their sleep. Usually victims were simply found dead, but when medics arrived quickly, the men’s hearts were fibrillating or contracting wildly, a symptom Parrish said may result from numerous possible causes.2



What cultural beliefs could have contributed to this phenomenon? In the Hmong culture, the spiritual realm is highly influential and dictates what happens in the physical world. The spirits of deceased ancestors are thought to influence the welfare and health of the living. The Hmong immigrants may have been experiencing a sense of guilt in fleeing their homeland coupled with extreme stress. In Sleep Paralysis: Night-mares, Nocebos, and the Mind-Body Connection,3 Professor Shelley Adler comes to this conclusion: “In a sense, the Hmong were killed by their beliefs in the spirit world, even if the mechanism of their deaths was likely an obscure genetic cardiac arrhythmia that is prevalent in Southeast Asia.” To understand more about the Hmong culture, we spoke to Mai Vang, creator and chair of The Hmong Museum in St. Paul, Minnesota:


Kelly: “Can you tell us about the Hmong immigration journey?”




Mai Vang: “The Hmong are an ethnic minority who are from Southeast Asia including the countries of Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam. There are also Hmong who live in southern China. Today, the Hmong people are in almost every country including the United States. The Hmong became involved in the United States’ war in Vietnam which started in 1955. By the 1960s the American CIA were training Hmong who lived in Laos how to be soldiers. Although the war was between the US and Vietnam, armament was being smuggled through Laos near the homes and villages of the Hmong. Since the US could not officially train out of Laos, they hired the local people, the majority of whom were Hmong, to disrupt the Vietnamese operations in Laos. By 1969, more than one-hundred-and-ten-thousand Hmong had become displaced by the fighting.

When the United States pulled out of the war in 1975, the Hmong were left stranded. By then, North Vietnam had won and become a communist country and Laos was falling in the same way. This meant that the American allies became targets for more oppression and “reeducation,” and were eventually killed. To avoid these fates, thousands of Hmong became refugees and sought asylum in Thailand refugee camps across the border. This act included hiding in the forest for months, leaving behind elders who could not make the trek, leaving families who could not leave their villages, and giving opium to babies to keep them from crying for fear of being found by the communist soldiers. Many citizens were killed during this time because there were no more troops and soldiers left to defend them. Almost all crossed the Mekong River which is as wide, deep, and turbulent as the Mississippi. Many families drowned together trying to cross over to Thailand. There were also many communist spies who would betray the refugees and turn them over to the communist soldiers; there are villages of people who were trapped at the shores of Laos and murdered. From there, the US and other ally countries allowed the refugees to immigrate to their respective countries. Only about thirty-thousand Hmong were able to seek and receive asylum in the United States.”

Meg: “That is so tragic! In the information we’ve read it’s said that the Hmong people may have been feeling guilt for leaving their homeland. Can you tell us about the cultural or spiritual beliefs related to family or ancestors?”




Mai Vang: “I’ll speak on this generally because not all Hmong practice only the Hmong spiritual belief. There are diverse religions in the community including Hmong Christians and Catholics and those who have a variation of ancestor and animist worship. I have heard anecdotes from Western doctors and Hmong individuals alike that the Hmong may have felt guilty and therefore it could have affected their health. And that could be true, but I am not sure that guilt can be directly associated with Hmong spiritual beliefs as there are many reasons for those who survived (Hmong and non-Hmong) to feel guilty after war or a traumatic incident. Though, it could have contributed to a lot of the stress related to Hmong beliefs.

For the Hmong, the war experience includes leaving behind loved ones, losing children and loved ones to the war, leaving behind their homes and gardens which they worked on their entire lives, leaving their farm animals behind, and witnessing tragedy and death along their journey. That said, there is a strong belief in, and traditions related to, ancestor worship.”

Kelly: “Do you know of anyone in your community who passed away from the congenital heart problem that Wes Craven cites as the inspiration for A Nightmare on Elm Street?”




Mai Vang: “I don’t personally know those who passed away in their sleep; however, our community is small so I know friends and family who know someone personally who did. There was a wave of Hmong men who died in their sleep even though they seemed to be perfectly healthy before. And anecdotally it seemed that it was tied to their grief. This sleep death has been tracked by the Department of Health. This type of sudden death wasn’t isolated only for the Hmong community; it apparently is a phenomenon in Southeast Asian men in the United States and in Southeast Asia.”




Meg: “Have you, personally, ever experienced sleep paralysis? If so, can you describe your experience?”




Mai Vang: “Yes, I have experienced sleep paralysis. It’s a really scary feeling. You are laying there and something is there and you want to scream but nothing comes out. Sometimes it is difficult to breathe. You cannot move your arms and legs, and no matter how much you struggle, your body doesn’t move at all. I had a lot of this experience as a child and teen. It was so bad at that time, that I now have a habit of not falling asleep on my back. It seemed that was the sleep position when most of my experiences occurred.”




Kelly: “That is so scary!”



As Mai Vang mentioned, in Hmong culture, sleep paralysis is prevalent. It is understood within the culture to be caused by a nocturnal pressing spirit, dab tsog. Sleep paralysis is a state associated with the inability to move that occurs when an individual is about to fall asleep or is just waking. Those who have experienced sleep paralysis report a feeling of someone in the room with them, pressure on their chest, and an overwhelming fear.

Hundreds of years ago sleep paralysis was thought to be a visit by an evil entity who wished to crush the life out of its victim. How did, or do, cultures all over the world try to treat or prevent sleep paralysis? Greek physicians in history treated sleep paralysis through phlebotomy, or drawing blood, and a change in diet. Chinese people usually approached the condition by employing the help of a spiritualist. Italians, on the other hand, believed sleeping face down and placing a broom by the door with a pile of sand on the bed would help prevent it.4
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REM sleep usually happens ninety minutes after falling asleep.

Currently, in medicine, sleep paralysis has been attributed to such conditions as post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety, depression, and irregular sleeping habits. Experts explain that if we wake too quickly from rapid eye movement (REM) sleep, where there is no motion or muscle activity, the brain keeps us temporarily paralyzed. To prevent episodes of sleep paralysis, it’s recommended to get more sleep, avoid drugs and alcohol, and limit caffeine and electronics before bed. It’s also important to remember when experiencing sleep paralysis that it is temporary and will pass. Easier said than done, no doubt, but hopefully concentrating on that fact will help the time pass without increased fear. If only following these tips could have prevented Freddy Krueger from wreaking havoc on Elm Street!

Another aspect of A Nightmare on Elm Street was based on a real-life experience. When Wes Craven was a child living in Cleveland, Ohio, he heard noises on the sidewalk outside his second-story window. He described, “it was a man in an overcoat and a sort of fedora hat. Somehow, he sensed that someone was watching, and he looked right up and into my eyes.” Craven left the window but went back again to look and the man was still there, staring up at him. “The thing that struck me most about that man [in Cleveland] . . . was that he had a lot of malice in his face. He also had this sort of sick sense of humor about how delightful it was to terrify a child.”5 The real-life inspirations for A Nightmare on Elm Street definitely prove that sometimes truth can be stranger than fiction—and perhaps even scarier.


SECTION TWO

SERIAL KILLERS


CHAPTER FOUR

PSYCHO





	
Year of Release: 1960





	
Director: Alfred Hitchcock





	
Writer: Joseph Stefano





	
Starring: Anthony Perkins, Janet Leigh





	
Budget: $806,947





	
Box Office: $50 million









Several years before Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho (1960) caused audiences to collectively gasp, a real monster stalked the rural expanse of Wisconsin. He was the worst sort of villain, a man able to portray to his neighbors that he was quiet, sweet, and even a bit slow. It was a shock to those in the desolate farm town of Plainfield when the heinous truth was revealed in the winter of 1957. Ed Gein, trusted to occasionally babysit his fellow farmers’ children, had managed to hide a depravity so abnormal that it would inspire the creation of some of film’s most notorious monsters. Surprisingly, Gein is the spark that ignited both the timid and proper Norman Bates of Psycho as well as the mute and brutal Leatherface of The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (1974). It is this duality of the light and the dark that has placed Norman Bates in the upper echelons of horror film fiends.

Robert Bloch’s novel, Psycho, a novelized account of Ed Gein’s house of horrors, was published in 1959. Once Hitchcock read the story of Norman Bates, a man with a mommy complex which charged his sick compulsion to kill women, the famously fastidious director knew he had the subject for his next picture. So certain that his film version would shock the proper filmgoers of the era, Hitchcock ordered his assistant to buy up copies of the novel in order to keep the twists a secret.

The climb for Alfred Hitchcock’s production was a steep one. He was alone in his vigor for the macabre project, eventually financing the movie with his personal money. Paramount Studios, reluctant to be a part of Psycho, finally agreed to distribute the film if Hitchcock waived his director’s fee. The production of Psycho itself was rife with Hollywood drama, later becoming the subject matter of the film Hitchcock (2012) starring Hannibal Lecter himself, Anthony Hopkins. As depicted in the Hitchcock biopic, as well as the podcast Inside Psycho (2017), the making of Psycho became a watershed moment in the film industry, particularly in the relationship between auteurs and the stolid protectors of decency, the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA). From Hitchcock’s bold insistence that the MPAA allow what was considered highly violent imagery for the era, to the first filmed flushing toilet in cinematic history, Psycho pushed boundaries. Star Janet Leigh (Marion Crane) recounted her time on the set in the 1995 book she co-wrote entitled Psycho: Behind the Scenes of the Classic Thriller. Leigh recalled Hitchcock’s unconventional methods, including how she once walked into her dressing room to discover the director had secreted the “mother corpse” there to scare her. Whether this was to test the efficacy of the prop, or to keep Leigh in character, she never knew.1

The impact of Hitchcock’s arguably most famous and well-received film ripples on. Psycho boasts several of the most iconic sequences in history, including the notorious shower scene. Marion’s shocking murder, only a third of the way through the film, sparked a fear of bathing for generations. No one can watch Psycho and then jump into the shower without a creeping dread! This vulnerability, of being murdered in a common place by a man who most would deem safe is why Psycho transcended the horror films of its time. It is Norman Bates’s (Anthony Perkins) sweet, shy nature that disarms Marion, as well as the audience. He is not a typical monster, a skulking vampire with glistening fangs. Norman appears sincere in his banality, the sort of man who is not sexually appealing to Marion, nor threatening. It is in this aspect that Norman is so similar to his real-life influence, Ed Gein. Both men were able to maintain a facade that ultimately crumbles into brutal violence.

Though one trait of Norman Bates that is dissimilar to Gein is the presence of dual personalities. Gein was indeed consumed by the significance of his dead mother’s opinions and rules, but he was never known to actually embody her voice or personality. Norman, on the other hand, seems to slip between two distinct selves. While Marion Crane waits in the motel’s parlor, she hears Norman argue with his mother. Not the ravings of a madman, but two voices, two consciousnesses. This scene is particularly chilling when watched with the full knowledge of the twist. And in the end, we once again see Norman’s alternative personality modeled after his domineering mother. She takes over Norman’s body. Hitchcock even employs a superimposing film technique to illustrate this phenomenon. The audience is then left with Norman’s lingering, creepy smile which finishes the film.
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