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I was flicking through the TV channels late one evening, searching 
for a suitable method of procrastination, when I was distracted by 
a rather gory image of what I think might have been a moose (or 
elk?). That was my introduction to the Freudian mess that is 
Hannibal. 

You may have heard of Hannibal - a grisly TV show revival of the 
classic serial killer villain, originally created by novelist Thomas 
Harris. Released in 2013, the series follows the disturbingly close 
relationship between murderous psychiatrist Hannibal Lecter 
(Mads Mikkelsen) and special agent Will Graham (Hugh Dancy), 
the man who will eventually catch him, once he's navigated 
through the animal symbolism. Now onto its third season, the 
show has left me wondering: what is it about the psychotic 
psychiatrist that leaves audiences screaming for slaughter?  

For those who are unfamiliar with Hannibal Lecter, first 
immortalised by Anthony Hopkins' portrayal in Silence of the 
Lambs, he is the villain who defines the term "intelligent 
psychopath". Where else could you find a antihero willing to “eat 
your lips” if you so much as stutter a rude word? 

The (thankfully) fictional serial killer is notorious for the traits that 
make him just that: ruthless, amoral and a manipulative provider 
of foods far more ethically dubious than horse meat. Lecter's 
reputation for savagery is matched only by his love for haute 
cuisine and yet, the character's sheer vulgarity is hidden from 
plain sight by his unexpected linguistic quirks. Hannibal Lecter is 
an enigma, in his own special, eat-your-face-off fashion. 

Perhaps this is why this serial killer, above all others, has been 
ingrained so heavily into pop culture. But what, specifically, is it 



about his speech that intrigues?  

Personally, I'd go for the lack of "hesitation forms". Linguist Leonard 
Bloomfield describes these “fillers” as words like "um" and "er". The 
fact that Lecter barely uses them creates a sense of control that is 
rather unsettling for the average, disorganised human to observe (if 
you’re anything like me you don’t know what you’re going to have 
for breakfast - let alone who you have to murder for it). This is a 
villain who has got every step planned out, unlike the heavy handed 
gangsters we've come to expect from shows like Breaking Bad. 

Or maybe it's how he phrases his words. Darth Vader's loud 
exclamation of fatherhood is theatrical but not as scary as the 
terrifyingly deadpan way that Lecter will calmly announce dinner.  

Now, I’ll admit that Hannibal Lecter is not the first villain to show off 
a disturbing level of disinterest in human life. Bane's portrayal in 
The Dark Knight Rises gave his threats no tonal colouring 
whatsoever and Jigsaw (from the Saw franchise) obviously didn't 
care for the people under his roof but there's something about the 
supposed innocence of a simple meal. You know what’s really in 
that lasagne and he knows - but does anyone else? It’s the 
subtext that counts.  

On top of this, the fact that Lecter prefers to kill “rude” adults (ie: a 
flautist whose performance mars the orchestra) no doubt 
encourages the character's anti-hero appeal. I'm sure there are a 
few die hard fans out there who'd even go as far as to claim that 
the unfortunate victim "deserved it". 

But arguably, part of what gets the audience rooting for this 
particular villain or, at the very least, appreciating his murderous 
efforts, is his peculiar sense of politeness. From time to time he 
might consider extracting your intestines but, on the whole, he is 
surprisingly cordial about the affair. Realistically, how many 
imprisoned serial killers greet their captors with a non-sarcastic "So 
nice of you to visit again"?  

Linguists Brown and Levinson proposed that there are different 
types of politeness that we use on a day to day basis. Lecter 
exhibits clear traits of one of these: positive politeness. This kind of 
politeness aims to form a respectful relationship between the 
different speakers. Maybe it is this unexpected respect that draws 
keen viewers to him like moths, from the darkness of their living 
rooms. 

So, should we be worried about intelligent psychopaths plotting our 
demise? Research suggests not. A study conducted on non-
fictional psychopaths has shown "inverse relationships between 
verbal intelligence and psychopathy", implying that we are unlikely 
to come across such a character in real life.  

We'll probably never know what linguistic ingredients go towards 
making a true villain. I suppose that's a good thing. There’s 
something reassuring in the knowledge that this creep can't find 
your home and butcher your children in their sleep if they 
"misbehave". Fortunately for us, “Hannibal the Cannibal" is fictional. 
So sit back, relax and enjoy the metaphorical moose (or elk).  

  


