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The Silence of the Lambs
SPOILER WARNING The following notes give away some of the plot.
What marks out The Silence of the Lambs [from other serial killer films] is that
it is a profoundly feminist movie. For women I know, most of whom have seen
it more than once, the film is as exhilarating as it is harrowing. The Silence of
the Lambs is to the psychological thriller-horror combo what the stories in
Angela Carter’s The Bloody Chamber are to gothic fairy tales such as ‘Little
Red Riding Hood’ and ‘Bluebeard’. It takes a familiar narrative and shakes up
the gender and sexuality stuff. It’s a slasher film in which the woman is hero
rather than victim, the pursuer rather than the pursued.
Fledgling FBI trainee Clarice Starling (Jodie Foster) has been chosen by her
boss Jack Crawford (Scott Glenn), head of Behavioural Science – the FBI unit
that investigates serial killers – for a special task. A serial killer nicknamed
‘Buffalo Bill’ is murdering women and doing something terrible with their skin.
Tacked up on Crawford’s wall is a tabloid clipping with the headline ‘Bill skins
Fifth’, and below it, polaroids of flayed female corpses. Clarice stares intently
but she keeps her distance – as does Demme’s camera. ‘Do you spook easily
Starling?’, Crawford enquires.
Crawford believes that the brilliant psychiatrist and psychopath Hannibal
Lecter, whose ferocious oral impulses find their release in language and, less
acceptably, in human flesh, may know the killer’s identity. Since Crawford has
helped to confine Lecter for life in a hospital for the criminally insane, he
doubts that the doctor will have much interest in helping him. He decides to
use Clarice as a lure, sending her off to Lecter armed with a fake survey
questionnaire. If Lecter is intrigued by Clarice, he won’t be able to resist
playing the omniscient analyst – leaking clues. And if Clarice is really lucky,
Lecter might even tell her what to do. ‘Whatever you do Clarice, don’t tell him
anything about yourself’, Crawford warns. It’s a bit of paternalistic advice that
demands to be ignored, especially by this hero, intent on finding her own way.
Besides, time is running out. ‘Anytime now, our Billy Boy is going to start
looking for that next special lady’, Lecter taunts.
Faithful to the plot and incident of Thomas Harris’ bestseller, Demme shifts its
tone and meaning. The film makes Clarice even more central (and more
isolated) than she was in the novel – a narrative fact that the mainstream
media, infatuated with Hannibal the Cannibal, is doing its best to ignore.
Harris’ Clarice, for all her courage and desire for independence, was still the
good daughter who needed to be valued by the men in her life. She was
emotionally tied not only to her real father – the policeman who left her an
orphan at age 11 – but to the substitute fathers: Lecter (the bad) and
Crawford (the good). Harris’ Clarice became romantically involved with
Crawford, an unconsummated, guilty, Oedipal attachment since he was
married and his wife was dying.
Demme’s and Foster’s Clarice is remote in a way that signals something more
complex than a novice’s attempt at a professional attitude. Demme shoots
the scenes between Lecter and Clarice in extreme close-up, shot-countershot, with the actors looking almost directly into the camera. You can see the
tension in Clarice’s face, her concentrated struggle not only to get the

information she needs from Lecter, but also not to be overwhelmed by him –
to maintain her separation from him.
And to get it right. And to do it all herself. When Lecter points out her
limitations and her failures, there’s no doubt she feels ashamed and angry.
But it’s because she hasn’t lived up to her own expectations, not because he
thinks less of her. Crawford gets in her way too and his paternalism annoys
her. He never gets it more wrong than when he congratulates Clarice by
saying, ‘Your father would have been proud of you’. She doesn’t care
about that.
In terms of the frightening fairy-tale world that Demme’s Grimm gothic
imagery suggests and Lecter’s locutions zing home, Clarice’s mission is not
to marry the prince but to rescue the maiden (actually the Senator’s daughter
who has become Buffalo Bill’s ‘next special lady’). On that reversal her identity
rests. It’s also what fascinates Lecter and what wins him to her cause: unlike
most heroes of either sex, she’s more moved by vulnerability than she is
attracted to power.
In its aching romanticism, Howard Shore’s score is reminiscent of Bernard
Herrmann’s for Psycho. In the opening scene, where Clarice, alone in the
woods, is running an FBI school obstacle course, it is tied to her yearning and
terror and sense of loss. Demme punctuates it with sound effects that have
enormous threatening presence. There are the piercing bird calls of the
opening and the clanging gates as Clarice descends into the dungeons where
Lecter is locked away. And there are the whirring death-head moths that
Buffalo Bill breeds in his oozing basement, the way the US, as Lecter puts it,
breeds serial killers.
Amazingly fluid, The Silence of the Lambs shifts back and forth from gothic
fantasy to police procedural drama. Demme knows how to map psyche and
history on to landscape and objects. The film is packed with 300 years of
relics – of white America. Every time Lecter sends Clarice on a treasure hunt –
to a storage warehouse, for example – she finds a flag or two tucked away
with the rusty rifles, dressmakers’ dummies and the odd severed head
preserved in a jar. The flags look as if they’ve seen better days.
Detective stories and psychoanalysis both investigate traumas of the past.
Here the two (Clarice’s search for Buffalo Bill and Lecter’s unorthodox
analysis of Clarice) are mixed against a background of government buildings,
chicken farms and lonely airports where everyone is walking around looking
bewildered – as if they’d just noticed that they’d lost everything.
Near the end of the film, in the aftermath of Clarice’s battle with Buffalo Bill,
the camera lingers for a moment in a corner of the killer’s lair, now lit with a
shaft of light from a window broken in the struggle. First, there’s a medium
shot of a child’s-size American flag leaning against a dusty army helmet and
then a close-up of a sea-blue paper mobile with a butterfly design – a bit of
Chinatown interior decoration or a trophy from Vietnam, Bill’s inheritance and
his legacy.
Which is why the final image of Lecter after his murderous escape, sauntering
down a crowded main street in Haiti resplendent in his creamy tourist suit, is
more disturbing than anything that has come before. The serial killer, an
American gift to the third world, a fragmentation bomb, ready to explode.
Amy Taubin, Sight & Sound, June 1991
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