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INTRODUCTION: A BRIEF BUT
UNFORGETTABLE ENCOUNTER

When discussing  the  2000 cult  classic
American Psycho, most conversations
immediately  turn  to  Christian  Bale’s
chillingly  perfect  portrayal  of  Patrick
Bateman.  The  film’s  satirical  take  on
1980s yuppie culture, materialism, and
suppressed  violence  is  anchored  by
Bale’s transformative performance. Yet,
within this brutally sharp narrative, there

is a supporting performance that, while
short,  leaves an indelible mark on the
viewer.  That  performance  belongs  to
Ja red  Le to ,  who  s teps  in to  the
impeccably tailored shoes of Paul Allen,
Bateman’s  rival.  Leto’s  role  in  Jared
Leto  In  American  Psycho  i s  a
masterclass  in  playing  the  perfect
victim, serving as a crucial catalyst for
the film’s most infamous sequence. This
article  will  delve  into  the  specifics  of
Leto’s performance, the cultural impact
of  the  scene,  and  how this  role  fits  into
his diverse filmography.
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THE CHARACTER OF PAUL ALLEN:
MORE THAN JUST A NAME

The Embodiment
of Superficial
Success
Paul Allen is introduced as the epitome
of  everything  Patrick  Bateman  envies
and despises. He is not just a colleague;
he  is  a  direct  competitor  in  the  high-
stakes  world  of  Wall  Street,  complete
with  a  better  apartment,  a  more
impressive  business  card,  and,  most
importantly,  reservations  at  the
exclusive restaurant  Dorsia.  Jared Leto
brings  a  specific,  almost  effervescent

quality  to  Paul  Allen.  He  is  confident,
successful ,  and  obl ivious  to  the
simmering  psychosis  within  his
associate. Leto’s portrayal highlights the
shallow, vapid nature of their world. Paul
Allen  is  a  man  defined  by  his
belongings—his  suits,  his  salon
appointments, and his name brand. He is
a walking, talking billboard for the era’s
excess. Leto understands this and plays
A l l e n  a s  a  m a n  w h o  i s  u t t e r l y
comfortable in his skin because his skin
is just another luxury accessory.

The Foil to
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Patrick Bateman
In narrative terms, a strong foil  makes
the protagonist clearer. Paul Allen serves
this purpose perfectly. Where Bateman
is  hollow and struggling to maintain a
facade  of  humanity,  Paul  Allen  seems
effortlessly  authentic  in  his  shallowness.
He  does  not  question  the  system;  he
celebrates it. This lack of awareness is
his  tragic  flaw.  Leto’s  performance
highlights  Bateman’s  alienation.
Watching  Leto’s  Allen  effortlessly  charm
their peers, secure the best table, and
flash  his  flawless  business  card
reinforces  Bateman’s  deep-seated
insecurity. Leto’s energy is light, breezy,
and entirely surface-level. This creates a
stark  contrast  with  Bale’s  tense,

seething,  and  carefully  controlled
portrayal  of  Bateman.  Leto  makes  it
believable that Bateman would be both
drawn  to  and  repulsed  by  Paul  Allen,
making the subsequent violence feel like
an inevitable, albeit horrifying, outburst
against everything Allen represents.

THE SCENE: "I HAVE TO RETURN
SOME VIDEOTAPES"

Building Tension
and Trust
The  scene  where  Patrick  Bateman
murders Paul Allen is arguably the most
iconic  in  the  entire  film.  Leto’s
contribution  to  its  success  cannot  be
overstated.  The  power  of  the  scene
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relies on the dynamic between the two
actors.  Leto’s  Allen  must  be  sufficiently
relaxed  and  off-guard.  He  is  in
Bateman’s  apartment,  listening  to  Phil
Collins,  and  discussing  the  virtues  of
Huey  Lewis  and  the  News.  Leto  plays
this  with  a  genuine,  almost  naive
friendliness.  He  trusts  Bateman.  This
trust is what makes the audience feel so
uncomfortable. We know what Bateman
is  planning,  but  Allen  does  not.  Leto
maintains  this  relaxed,  slightly  drunk
demeanor right up until the moment the
axe appears. The shift in his eyes, the
slow dawning of horror, is a testament to
his craft. It moves from confusion to fear
to a desperate, pathetic plea for his life.
He is  not a hero;  he is  a man utterly
unprepared for the reality of violence in
his sanitized world.

The Murder as
Performance
The murder itself is a gruesome ballet.
Leto’s  physical  performance  is  crucial.
He does not fight back with any real skill.
Instead, he stumbles, falls, and bleeds.
His cries of "Don't just stare at it, eat it"
become  a  haunting  echo.  Leto’s
willingness to appear weak and helpless
is  what  sells  the  horror.  He  makes
Bateman’s  violence  look  effortless,
which is more terrifying than a bloody
struggle.  Leto’s  body  language  goes
from  the  confident  posture  of  a  Wall
Street hotshot to the crumpled, helpless
form of a victim. The scene is shocking
primarily because of the stark contrast
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between the clean, white apartment and
the red blood. Leto’s pale skin and blond
hair  only  heighten  this  contrast.  He
becomes  a  canvas  for  Bateman’s
madness.  His  final,  gurgled  attempts  to
speak are pathetic and real, grounding
the  film’s  surrealism  in  a  moment  of
brutal,  physical  consequence.

The Aftermath
and the Dentist
Leto’s  character  does  not  entirely
disappear  after  the  murder.  Bateman
later  visits  Paul  Allen’s  apartment  to
retrieve an answering machine message.
Here,  Leto  appears  again  in  a  brief,
surreal  sequence  as  a  corpse.  The  film
also uses a later scene where Bateman,

pretending  to  be  Paul  Allen,  calls  his
m o t h e r  a n d  c a n c e l s  a  d e n t i s t
appointment.  This  scene,  while  not
featuring  Leto  visually,  is  a  direct
extension of  his  character’s  influence.  It
shows how Bateman is now wearing Paul
Allen’s identity, literally and figuratively.
Leto’s  voiceover  (even if  simulated by
Bateman) is a reminder of the man who
was  so  easily  erased.  This  clever
narrative  trick  ensures  that  Paul  Allen
lingers in the story long after his physical
presence is gone, a ghost of the yuppie
dream  that  Bateman  is  systematically
destroying.

JARED LETO’S PERFORMANCE: A
STUDY IN SUPPORTING ROLES
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Making a Lasting
Impression with
Limited Screen
Time
One of the most challenging tasks for an
actor is to make a small role memorable.
Leto’s  time  on  screen  in  American
Psycho is limited. He is not in the entire
movie. Yet, his name and his face are
immediately  associated  with  the  film’s
most shocking moment. This is due to
his  specific  choices  as  an  actor.  He
commits  to  the  superficiality  of  Paul
Allen with the same intensity he brings

to his lead roles. He understands that in
th is  wor ld ,  be ing  charming  is  a
performance. Leto’s Paul Allen is not a
deep character, but the actor does not
try  to  make  him  deep.  He  plays  the
shallowness  with  perfect  pitch.  This
commitment  to  the  role’s  specific
reality—a reality of business cards and
restaurant  reservations—makes  his
demise feel like a violation of that entire
world.  He  embodies  the  fragi le,
disposable  nature  of  the  society
Bateman  crit iques.

Physicality and
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Voice
Leto’s  physical  transformation  for  the
role  is  subtle  but  effective.  He  adopts  a
perfect 1980s power look:  slicked-back
hair,  a  sharp  tan,  and  a  perpetually
smug smile.  His  voice  is  pitched  in  a
confident,  slightly  nasal  tone  that  is
instantly recognizable. The line "That's a
beautiful suit" is delivered with a mix of
genuine appreciation and condescending
envy.  Leto  uses  his  voice  to  establish
status.  He  speaks  to  Bateman  as  an
equal, but with an underlying sense of
superiority.  When  he  talks  about  the
elusive  Dorsia  reservations,  his  voice
carries  a  smugness  that  is  perfectly
calibrated  to  infuriate  Bateman.  This
vocal performance is essential because

it  gives Bateman a very clear,  audible
reason  for  his  hatred.  Leto’s  voice
becomes  the  sound  of  everything
Bateman wants and cannot easily have.

CULTURAL IMPACT AND LEGACY
OF THE ROLE

Why We
Remember Paul
Allen
The role of Paul Allen has taken on a life
of  its  own  in  internet  culture.  Memes
referencing  "I  have  to  return  some
videotapes"  and  the  beauty  of  the
business card scene are ubiquitous. This



8

8 Jared Leto In American Psycho 2022-11-05

longevity is  rare for  a supporting role.
Leto’s performance is a key reason. He
provided  the  perfect  straight  man  to
Bateman’s  escalating  madness.  The
memory of the character is not just the
violence;  it  is  the  setup.  It  is  the
confident man in the apartment listening
to  Phil  Collins.  Leto’s  portrayal  of
oblivious privilege has become a cultural
shorthand for the excess of the 1980s.
When  people  think  of  Jared  Leto  In
American Psycho, they think of a man
who  had  it  all,  until  he  didn't.  This
fleeting  presence  has  cemented  his
place  in  the  film's  enduring  appeal.

Comparison to

Other Roles in
Leto’s Career
In  Leto’s  filmography,  American
Psycho  sits  between  his  earlier  indie
work like Requiem for a Dream  (2000)
and  his  later  blockbuster  roles.  Unlike
the tragic Harry Goldfarb in Requiem or
the complex Joker in Suicide Squad, Paul
Allen is a character of pure surface. It is
a  role  that  demands  a  specific  kind  of
typecasting  that  he  then  subverts  by
be ing  jus t  good  enough.  I t  i s  a
performance  that  is  less  about  depth
and more about texture. He is not asked
to  be  sympathetic  or  complex;  he  is
asked to be a target. He fulfills this with
a  professionalism  that  makes  the
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charac te r  s tand  out .  Th i s  ro le
demonstrates Leto’s range early in his
career, showing he could take a minor
part  and  turn  it  into  a  cinematic
landmark. It is a testament to his ability
to find the character in the details of the
script.

BEHIND THE SCENES: THE
MAKING OF A FAMOUS SCENE

Directing the
Dynamic
Director  Mary Harron was instrumental
in  shaping  the  dynamic  between  Bale
and  Leto.  The  film’s  satirical  tone
requires a delicate balance. The violence
is over-the-top, but the reactions must

feel real. Leto has spoken in interviews
about  the  intense  atmosphere  on  set
during  the  murder  sequence.  The  set
was  quiet,  and  the  mood  was  grim.
Harron encouraged Leto to embrace the
vulnerability of the moment. The scene
was  rehearsed  carefully  to  ensure  the
choreography of the violence was both
shocking and believable. The result is a
scene that feels improvised in its horror
but is actually a tightly controlled piece
of  filmmaking.  Leto’s  trust  in  Harron’s
vision allowed him to give a performance
that was raw and unguarded.

The Makeup and
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Special Effects
The realistic gore in the scene required
Leto to spend long hours in the makeup
chair.  The  prosthetic  axe  and  blood
packs  were  carefully  placed to  ensure
safety and realism. Leto’s willingness to
be covered in fake blood and to lie still
for  extended  takes  contributed  to  the
scene's power. He did not shy away from
the  unpleasantness  of  the  physical
effects.  This  commitment  is  evident  on
screen. The sheer quantity of  blood in
the  scene  is  a  visual  punchline,  but
Leto’s  reactions  make  it  feel  visceral.
The makeup and effects team created a
c o n v i n c i n g  m e s s ,  a n d  L e t o ’ s
performance  as  the  shocked,  bleeding
v ic t im  he lped  se l l  the  i l l us ion

completely.  His  physical  stillness  as  a
corpse  is  also  notable;  it  is  a  difficult
thing  to  do  well,  and  he  manages  to
make it look authentically dead.

THEMATIC ANALYSIS: THE VICTIM
AS A SYMBOL

The Erasure of
Identity
Paul Allen is more than just a victim; he
is  a  symbol  of  the  interchangeable
nature  of  yuppie  identity.  After  the
murder,  Bateman is  mistaken  for  Paul
Allen  by  a  coworker.  This  confusion
underscores  the  film’s  central  theme:  in
a  world  obsessed  with  brands  and
surfaces, individuals are easily confused
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and replaced. Leto’s performance as a
man  who  is  defined  by  his  possessions
makes this thematic point clear. He is a
collection  of  attributes,  not  a  person.
When  he  is  gone,  the  world  barely
notices, or worse, it confuses his identity
with  his  killer’s.  This  is  the  ultimate
horror  of  the  film,  and  Leto’s
characterization supports it perfectly. He
is  a  specific  type,  not  a  specific  man.
This makes his erasure both tragic and
darkly comedic.

The Failure of
Empathy

The  audience  is  placed  in  a  difficult
position during Paul Allen’s murder. We
are  horrified,  but  we  are  also  partly
complicit  because  we  have  been
following Bateman’s perspective. Leto’s
performance  is  crucial  in  eliciting  the
horror. He makes a plea for his life that
is  so  pathetic  and  so  human  that  it
breaks  the  film’s  satirical  spell  for  a
moment.  This  failure  of  empathy from
Bateman—and from the  audience  who
might have been enjoying the satire—is
the point. Leto’s raw fear strips away the
humor  and  forces  us  to  confront  the
reality of the violence.


