
 

 

SILENCE OF THE LAMBS 
discussion PART 1 
 
Let’s start with CLARICE STARLING, played by 
JODIE FOSTER. I like to talk about first images in 
films because I think that the first image and scene 
gives us an insight into what the film is really about.  
 
The first image we see is that of a deep, dark 
wood…lots of trees and a misty fog hangs over the 
proceedings. Clarice emerges through this fog and 
we see her training on an FBI obstacle course. The 
music here is by HOWARD SHORE, who was the 
original band leader on SATURDAY NIGHT LIVE 
and has scored over 80 films, winning three Oscars 
for his work on THE LORD OF THE RINGS trilogy, 
two for Best Score and one for best song. The music 
here is almost pastoral, there’s a very rural quality to 
it as well as a heavy loneliness that you can hear 
from the first notes of the motif played by what I 
think is an English horn or oboe.  
 
WHAT DO YOU THINK OF THIS PARTICULAR 
PIECE OF MUSIC AS A MOOD SETTER FOR THE 
STORY THAT IS ABOUT TO UNFOLD?  
 
The music also has an intensity to it that picks up as 
we watch Clarice training. One of the things I found 



 

 

interesting watching this again was that she was by 
herself, she’s training alone and it almost works as a 
chase scene even though she’s not running from 
anyone. This begs the questions why is she alone and 
what is she running from? This gets right into the 
heart of who Clarice is and we’re not even two 
minutes in the film.  
 
WHO IS CLARICE STARLING TO YOU? 
 
I see the two issues plaguing Starling throughout the 
movie as 1) her femininity, and I don’t mean that in a 
disrespectful or derogatory way. She’s all of five foot 
three. I wouldn’t call her a waif but she’s not an 
imposing physical figure. She has to try very hard, 
and you see her trying pretty hard here in the 
opening minutes of the movie - and I want to add 
that it appears she’s navigating the course pretty 
well. The world of SILENCE OF THE LAMBS is a 
man’s world. We don’t see too many women outside 
of Clarice. She’s going into a field that’s pretty male 
dominated, so if they’re not looking at her as a sexual 
object they’re actively looking down on her because 
she’s a woman. We’re going to see this idea played 
out visually throughout the movie.  
 
WHAT DO YOU THINK OF THAT ASSESSMENT? 
 



 

 

The second thing that’s happening here is this is a 
replay of her trauma. As we learn later in the film 
she’s haunted by the memory of not being able to 
save the lambs, and here it seems to me that she’s 
trying to make sure that doesn’t happen again. She’s 
also haunted by the death of her father, a man she 
absolutely idolized who was killed in the line of duty.  
 
WHAT DO YOU THINK CLARICE STARLING IS 
HAUNTED BY?  
 
I think she’s haunted by powerlessness and that 
powerlessness has manifested into ambition. 
Sometimes ambition gets a bad rap but look at what 
it has done for her. Hannibal correctly deduces and 
analyzes this character trait of hers.  
 
DO YOU THINK CLARICE’S AMBITION IS A BAD 
THING? DO YOU THINK SHE’S RUNNING FROM 
SOMETHING AND DO YOU THINK OF HER AS A 
WHOLE PERSON OR IS SHE BROKEN IN SOME 
WAY?  
 
JODIE FOSTER WON AN OSCAR FOR PLAYING 
STARLING. WHAT DO YOU THINK OF HER 
HERE?  
 



 

 

We’re going to get into this more in the second part. 
I’m going to make a point that SILENCE OF THE 
LAMBS is a fairy tale and rooted in mythology, but I 
want to note here that Clarice is an orphan and so 
many times in myths or fairy tales our hero is an 
orphan.  
 
Clarice is pulled off of the training course and told to 
go see JACK CRAWFORD, the head of the FBI 
Behavioral Science Unit. It’s during her journey to 
Crawford that we see two recurring visual motifs 
that populate the film: Starling in a room full of men 
and hallways. It’s quite apparent when Starling gets 
on the elevator, all five foot three of her with the big, 
burly, red shirted men. A few of them even steal 
some glances at her and check her out, not in a 
leering or ogling kind of way, but they do check her 
out. This is something that occurs throughout the 
film and something Lecter even brings up to her 
during one of their meetings.  
 
WHAT DO YOU THINK OF THIS? ALSO, HOW 
DOES THAT MAKE YOU FEEL SEEING STARLING 
IN THAT ELEVATOR? 
 
The other visual motif we establish here is that of the 
hallway. I like dream interpretation and the website 



 

 

www.dreammoods.com has some great symbolic 
definitions on it. Here is their entry for hallways:  
 
To see a hallway in your dream symbolizes self-
exploration. It is the beginning of the path that you 
are taking in life. You are going through a 
transitional phase and journeying into the unknown. 
It also signals spiritual enlightenment, emotional 
growth physical prowess, new opportunities and 
mental passages in your life.  
 
FAIR ASSESSMENT?  
 
We meet Crawford played by the great SCOTT 
GLENN. He is sending Starling on an errand as he 
calls it to go see Dr. Hannibal Lecter. He is not 
exactly forthcoming with why he is sending her, even 
though Starling susses it out pretty quickly. 
Crawford is sending her because he wants Lecter’s 
help in apprehending the serial killer known as 
Buffalo Bill. This brings up one of the main themes 
of this movie: manipulation.  
 
CRAWFORD IS MANIPULATING HER AND HE 
FUDGES ON THE TRUTH JUST A LITTLE BIT. 
WHAT DO YOU THINK OF THIS? 
 

http://www.dreammoods.com/


 

 

I think Crawford is manipulating her but not for 
nefarious reasons. We spoke of this as a 
mythological story and in the great myths there are 8 
main character archetypes: the hero, the mentor, the 
herald, the ally, the shape shifter, the trickster, the 
gatekeeper, and the shadow or villain. Many times 
characters will serve double duty. Crawford serves 
triple duty as a mentor figure to Starling and as a 
herald. The herald is the figure that pulls the hero 
out of their ordinary world and sends them on their 
journey of self-discovery. He is also her ally.  
 
SINCE WE’RE TALKING ABOUT CRAWFORD, 
WHAT DO YOU THINK OF SCOTT GLENN’S 
PERFORMANCE HERE?  
 
Now…we get to it - the first meeting between Clarice 
Starling and Dr. Hannibal Lecter. Before she can get 
to the good doctor she must first face another 
archetype in the form of DR. CHILTON, played here 
wonderfully by ANTHONY HEALD. Chilton serves 
the character function of trickster, shape shifter and 
gatekeeper. The trickster adds a little bit of fun to the 
story and their actions may harm or aid our hero. 
The shape shifter is one whose allegiances may 
change depending on which way the wind blows. The 
gatekeeper is just that, the person who guards a door 
that our hero needs to enter.  



 

 

 
WHAT DO YOU THINK OF DR. CHILTON AND DO 
YOU THINK THERE’S A BIT OF COMIC RELIEF 
TO HIS CHARACTER? 
 
His character also brings out a great trait in Starling. 
Following the theme we established of Starling 
having men leer at her and see her as a purely sexual 
figure, his attempts at flirting with her are swatted 
away pretty effortlessly by Clarice. She’s very 
adaptable, especially the way she turns their last 
exchange back on him - the pleasure of your 
company exchange.  
 
Here we go…Dr. Hannibal Lecter, played by Anthony 
Hopkins. After taking a series of hallways AND 
descending down stairs, Clarice finally comes face to 
face with Hannibal Lecter.  
 
WHAT IS OUR ENDURING FASCINATION WITH 
THIS CHARACTER? 
 
HOPKINS IS FAMOUSLY DOING AN IMPRESSION 
OF HAL 9000 FROM 2001 AND KATHARINE 
HEPBURN…WHAT EFFECT DOES THIS HAVE? 
 
This first meeting is one of the greatest in the history 
of cinema for me. I want to make a note here about 



 

 

the way that Johnathon Demme shot this movie. The 
dialogue scenes are shot pretty much entirely in 
close up, we stay on one character’s face as they talk 
to the other, so the effect is that they’re talking to us, 
which really allows us to almost BE that character. 
We get Lecter unfiltered…but we also get Clarice 
unfiltered from Hannibal’s point of view.  
 
WHAT DO YOU THINK OF THIS FIRST 
MEETING?  
Lecter is a genius and like Starling immediately 
susses out why she’s there. He also correctly figures 
out what her issues are, the ones we spoke about at 
the beginning of this section. Their relationship is 
the heart of this movie. 
 
WHY DO YOU THINK HANNIBAL IS 
“ATTRACTED” TO CLARICE? 
 
I think Hannibal sees her as pure, or at least as pure 
as someone can be in the world of the story. He is 
also pure, pure evil, but there is a purity to his 
character. He knows who he is. In the character 
function, he is a mentor and a shape shifter, which is 
a really interesting combination and he is a master 
manipulator. He manipulates this entire situation to 
his advantage.  
 



 

 

I also see him as a dragon. If this is a fairy tale that’s 
the creature he would be. Dragons are notorious 
hoarders. Hannibal hoards knowledge. In myth and 
fairy tales there’s also the idea that if magic is used 
there is a price for using that magic. Hannibal is not 
supernatural but there is a magical quality about 
him…and the price for his knowledge is his escape. 
It’s almost inevitable. Another theme of the movie is 
presented here: respect. Hannibal likes good 
manners and after Multiple Miggs…gives Clarice a 
not so nice present Hannibal agrees to help her find 
Buffalo Bill. His character is the key to the theme of 
the entire movie and when we get back we are going 
to discuss him.  
 
SILENCE OF THE LAMBS 
part 2 
 
We are now going to talk about Buffalo Bill, the 
serial killer Starling is hunting in this movie. We’ve 
mentioned the 8 main archetypes in mythological 
storytelling: the hero, the mentor, the ally, the 
herald, the trickster, the shape shifter, the 
gatekeeper and the shadow. Often times characters 
will serve double or triple duty as different 
archetypes, but in this movie only two characters 
serve one each: that’s Starling as the hero and 
Buffalo Bill as the shadow.  



 

 

 
Buffalo Bill is the key to all of this. If you can 
understand Buffalo Bill you can understand Starling. 
Buffalo Bill, also known as Jame Gumb, is played 
here by Ted Levine, and this is a really good 
performance. Bill, the naughty boy as Hannibal calls 
him, is killing women and skinning them because he 
is making a woman suit.  
 
BEFORE WE GET INTO THE DYNAMICS OF THIS, 
WHAT DO YOU THINK OF TED LEVINE’S 
PERFORMANCE? 
 
We need to address this before we get into any talk 
of his character. This movie was controversial when 
it came out and there remains some controversy 
surrounding the character of Buffalo Bill because of 
his sexuality. He is portrayed here as bisexual and 
transsexual, and some were offended because he was 
the killer. Demme responded to this by saying: 
Buffalo Bill "wasn't a gay character. He was a 
tormented man who hated himself and wished he 
was a woman because that would have made him as 
far away from himself as he possibly could be.” 
 
I’ve never seen his sexuality as the driving force 
behind what he is doing.  
 



 

 

DO YOU THINK HIS SEXUALITY IS THE REASON 
HE’S KILLING? 
 
The movie makes the point, through Lecter, that he 
is the product of systemic abuse. There’s trauma and 
it broke him…now he has no identity. He THINKS 
he’s a transsexual, and they make a point of saying 
that. What he is is a psychopath.  
 
Let’s talk about the mirror aspect of his character. 
We have Starling, a female, trying to make it in a 
man’s world. We have Bill, a man, trying to become a 
woman. He wants to be as far away from himself as 
he can possibly be…Starling has channeled her 
trauma into what we would call a noble ambition. 
Bill’s ambition is unnatural. Bill wants to change and 
he’s doing it in very wrong and warped ways. He’s 
killing, skinning his victims and wearing their skin. 
And this is the main theme of the movie: 
TRANSFORMATION. Starling is transforming and 
so is Bill.  
 
DID YOU SEE THIS VISUALLY THROUGHOUT 
THE MOVIE? 
 
We see a lot of butterflies and moths, things that 
change. It’s right there on the poster. There’s 
another visual metaphor working here in relation to 



 

 

Bill: the American flag. We see it displayed 
prominently in several scenes throughout the movie.  
 
DO YOU THINK THE FILM IS TRYING TO SAY 
THAT WE CREATED THIS MONSTER?  
 
Getting back to Bill, I want to talk about his look and 
the function he serves in the story. Bill is the devil. 
Look at his lair, that is pure hell and there’s even a 
pit. Levine has that widow’s peak which makes it 
look like he has devil’s horns. He can see in the dark 
like a beast, as we see in the night vision goggles 
scene. But there’s an even bigger tell. I’m reminded 
of the Baphomet, the devilish figure combining male 
and female qualities. He even appears, n the 
abduction scene, as a wolf in sheep’s clothing.  
 
CAN YOU SEE THE PARALLELS BETWEEN 
STARLING’S TRANSFORMATION AND BILL’S? 
The irony of Bill is that he wants to be a woman and 
with every murder he kills that nurturing, feminine 
part of himself.  
 
We talked about the X-Files recently and mentioned 
that Mulder has the traits of intuition usually 
assigned to female characters and Scully has the 
traits of logic and rationality usually assigned to 
male characters. Let’s talk about how Starling 



 

 

apprehends Bill. She uses logic, deduction and 
reasoning but in the final confrontation she uses 
intuition when she is able to overtake him in the 
dark.  
 
DO YOU SEE THIS AS THE FINAL STEP OF HER 
TRANSFORMATION?  
 
I see this as her becoming a whole person. I think 
that’s what we should all strive to be, whole. We 
should use logic and reason as well as our intuition 
and feelings. THIS MAKES STARLING A HERO.  
 
DO YOU FEEL STARLING IS SOMEONE TO BE 
EMULATED?  
 
Faith, at the beginning of the discussion we heard 
heard the voices of three men: 
GEORGE LUCAS, ANTHONY HOPKINS and 
JOSEPH CAMPBELL. 
Faith, you know who GEORGE LUCAS is don’t you? 
 
DID HE DIRECT AMERICAN GRAFFITI? 
 
YES! He directed AMERICAN GRAFFITI, one of the 
greatest films ever made and then he was never to be 
heard from again. He was a one and done. We kid. I 
think everyone out there knows that really big movie 



 

 

he directed 40 some odd years ago. Tell them what it 
is. 
 
STAR WARS. 
 
STAR WARS. That movie is a great example of THE 
HERO’S JOURNEY, a template of storytelling 
popularized by the work of JOSEPH CAMPBELL, 
the gentleman we heard discussing mythology. STAR 
WARS might even be the purest example of 
Campbell’s hero’s journey narrative. There are 
volumes of books out there on Campbell and his 
work. We are going to give you the Cliff’s Notes 
version of this. 
 
Campbell has 17 stages to the HERO’S JOURNEY 
and these 17 stages are divided into three 
subsections. The first subsection is called THE 
DEPARTURE. CHRISTOPHER VOGLER, author of 
the book THE WRITER’S JOUNREY: MYTHIC 
STRUCTURE took Campbell’s work and distilled it 
even further into ideas that screenwriters could use. 
We’re going to be using those here as we talk about 
STAR WARS and SILENCE OF THE LAMBS but 
remember that they all come from the Campbell 
school of thought. Faith, what are the stages under 
departure? 
 



 

 

THE ORDINARY WORLD, THE CALL TO 
ADVENTURE, THE REFUSAL OF THE CALL, 
MEETING WITH THE MENTOR, CROSSING THE 
FIRST THRESHOLD. 
 
Isn’t it something that there are THREE 
SUBSECTIONS to Campbell’s HERO’S JOURNEY 
and there are…THREE ACTS in a screenplay?!? 
 
Faith, tell us the story of LUKE SKYWALKER…from 
the first thirty or so minutes of the original STAR 
WARS. 
 
 
LUKE IS A FARMBOY WORKING ON HIS AUNT 
AND UNCLE’S FARM.  
 
This is the normal world.  
 
AFTER HIS UNCLE PURCHASES A PAIR OF 
DROIDS, ONE OF THEM,R2-D2, PLAYS A 
MESSAGE THAT WAS RECORDED BY PRINCESS 
LEIA BEFORE SHE WAS CAPTURED BY DARTH 
VADER.   
 
This is the call to adventure.  
 



 

 

R2 SAYS HE NEEDS TO FIND OBI-WAN KENOBI 
AND SNEAKS INTO THE DESERT. LUKE 
FOLLOWS HIM AND IS SAVED BY OBI-WAN 
FROM AN ATTACK BY THE SANDPEOPLE.  
 
This is the meeting with the mentor. 
 
R2 PLAYS THE MESSAGE FOR OBI-WAN AND 
THE OLD MAN ASKS LUKE TO HELP HIM ON 
THE MISSION. LUKE REFUSES. 
 
This is the refusal of the call.  
 
LUKE DECIDES TO GO AFTER THE EMPIRE 
MURDERS HIS AUNT AND UNCLE. 
 
This is the crossing of the threshold that takes us to 
the FIRST ACT break, a little more than 30 minutes 
into the movie. Usually that event, the CROSSING 
THE THRESHOLD is the first act break in a film and 
is roughly 30 minutes in, but there is some 
exposition before all of this so that we can 
understand the world we are seeing the story play 
out in. 
 
We then move into Campbell’s SECOND STAGE, 
which he calls the INITIATION. Faith, what are the 
beats in the INITIATION stage? 



 

 

 
TESTS, ALLIES AND ENEMIES, APPROACH TO 
THE INMOST CAVE, THE ORDEAL, AND 
REWARD.  
 
Please continue with the story of Luke Skywalker.  
 
LUKE AND OBI-WAN GO TO MOS EISLEY AND 
MEET HAN SOLO AND CHEWBACCA WHO 
AGREE TO TAKE THEM OFF PLANET.  
 
Tests, allies and enemies.  
 
AS OBI-WAN TEACHES LUKE ABOU THE FORCE, 
THE FALCON IS LURED INTO THE DEATH STAR.  
 
Approaching the inmost cave.  
OBI-WAN GOES TO DISABLE THE TRACTOR 
BEAN WHILE LUKE, HAN and CHEWIE GO 
RESCUE THE PRINCESS.  
 
Ordeal.  
 
THE GROUP STARTS TO WORK TOGETHER TO 
GET OFF OF THE DEATH STAR.  
 
Reward, or seizing the sword as it is also called. And 
what is the final stage called? 



 

 

 
THE RETURN. THE STAGES ARE THE ROAD 
BACK, THE RESURRECTION and RETURN WITH 
THE ELIXIR.  
 
OBI-WAN SACRIFICES HIMSELF SO THEY CAN 
GET BACK TO THE REBELLION.  
 
Road home.  
 
LUKE, USING THE FORCE, IS ABLE TO DESTROY 
THE DEATH STAR.  
 
Resurrection.  
 
LUKE IS REWARDED FOR HIS EFFORTS AND 
JOINS THE REBELLION.  
 
The return with the elixir. So again, this is a 
condensed version of this idea, but I hope you get 
the idea.  
 
You see this in myth, in fairy tales, and in 
blockbuster films. This structure is used in SILENCE 
OF THE LAMBS and I think it elevates the film from 
just a horror film to something more that speaks to 
us on a deep level.  
 



 

 

So Faith now you know the basic structure. Now, 
Lambs is not as clear cut on some of these beats as 
STAR WARS but it does work. Ready?  
 
Ordinary world… 
 
CLARICE TRAINS FOR THE FBI 
 
Call to adventure… 
 
CRAWFORD ASKS CLARICE TO INTERVIEW 
HANNIBAL 
 
These get a little messy but I have 
faith…Faith…REFUSAL OF THE CALL, MEETING 
THE MENTOR, CROSSING THE THRESHOLD… 
 
CLARICE GOES TO THE HOSPITAL AND VISITS 
LECTER. SHE LEAVES WHEN HE REFUSES TO 
HELP BUT HE CHANGES HER MIND WHEN 
MIGGS HUMILIATES HER. HANNIBAL GIVES 
HER INFO.  
 
Tests, enemies, allies… 
 
CLARICE FOLLOWS HANNIBAL’S CLUES AS SHE 
TRIES TO APPREHEND BUFFALO BILL.  
 



 

 

Approach to the inmost cave… 
 
HANNIBAL BEGINS TO GET TO THE CORE OF 
CLARICE’S CHARACTER. WE HEAR THE STORY 
OF THE LAMBS SCREAMING 
 
Ordeal… 
 
CLARICE FINDS JAME GUMB’S LAIR 
 
Reward 
CLARICE SAVES CATHERINE MARTIN 
 
The road back 
CLARICE BECOMES AN FBI AGENT 
 
Resurrection 
HANNIBAL CALLS CLARICE 
 
Return with the elixir 
THE LAMBS HAVE STOPPED SCREAMING 
BECAUSE CLARICE SAVED THE GIRL 
 
And this also works as a fairy tale, or a fractured 
fairy tale as they called it on the ROCKY AND 
BULLWINKLE SHOW. The hero is the damsel and 
she saves the damsel in distress from the evil 
dragon…with the help of another dragon.  



 

 

 
BREAK 
 
SILENCE OF THE LAMBS  
part 3 
 
FAVORITES 
 
favorite moments 

- hallway bathed in red when Chilton shows the 
picture of the nurse Hannibal assaulted (very 
Hitchcock)  

- the very subdued way in which Hannibal 
dispatches the guards (very slasher movie) 

- the misdirect of which house is which in the 
climax of the movie 

- every single interaction between Lecter and 
Clarice 

- the use of Lecter (16 minutes total screen time, a 
little more than what Vader and Krueger had)  

- the phone call at the end 

- the double use of “Love your suit” 
 
CHARACTER  
MOST CHILLING MOMENT 
- the fingers touching  



 

 

 
WHAT DO YOU THINK OUR FASCINATION IS 
WITH SERIAL KILLERS AND TRUE CRIME? 
 
WHAT DO YOU THINK DR. LECTER WOULD 
MAKE OF THE WORLD WE LIVE IN TODAY WITH 
SOCIAL MEDIA?  
 
ARE THERE REDEEMING QUALITIES TO THE 
CHARACTER OF HANNIBAL? 
 
LINKS 
 
The Silence Of The Lambs IMDb entry 
 
Jodie Foster biography 
 
Jodie Foster filmography 
 
Anthony Hopkins biography 
 
Anthony Hopkins filmography 
 
Joseph Campbell biography 
 
Christopher Vogler biography 
 
The Hero’s Journey Wikipedia entry 

https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0102926/?ref_=nv_sr_1?ref_=nv_sr_1
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0102926/?ref_=nv_sr_1?ref_=nv_sr_1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jodie_Foster
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jodie_Foster_filmography
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anthony_Hopkins
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anthony_Hopkins_filmography
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joseph_Campbell
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Vogler
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hero%27s_journey


 

 

Anthony Heald filmography 
 
Scott Glenn filmography 
 
George Lucas biography 
 
Star Wars official site 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anthony_Heald
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scott_Glenn
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Lucas
http://www.starwars.com/

