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This book is dedicated to Dr. Brady Berman, my own sensitive psychopath.

The bibliography, though, belongs to Maureen Matarese.

 

Epigraph

“(nothing but music from this point on)”

—Amazon Prime subtitles to Hannibal, Season 3, Episode 1
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Preface

I keep saying “Bryan Fuller’s Hannibal,” but Hannibal, like any TV show or movie, is a big production and a lot of the things you will see me attribute to Fuller out of linguistic convenience might be more accurately attributed to someone in the writers’ room, or the director, or the cinematographer, or the composer, or the set, or food designer, even though Fuller seems unusually involved: production designer Matthew Davies said “Bryan grooms every script, polishes every line of dialogue” and is exacting when it comes to things like furniture and flowers.
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Introduction

“Aperitif” is a small drink of liquor used to stimulate the appetite, but the word derives from the Latin “aperire,” meaning “to open.”1 “Aperitif,” the first episode of Hannibal,2 opens with a powerful statement of intent. In the first moments of the first episode we watch Will Graham at a crime scene and we see him move backward in time, taking on the role of the killer. He begins by slaying the patriarch of a family and narrates from the point of view of the killer: “He will die watching me take what is his away from him. This is my design” (1.1). This suburban home invasion murder, the husband dead and the woman shot but alive, recalls the start of Harris’s novel Red Dragon,3 which becomes Michael Mann’s Manhunter,4 which becomes Brett Ratner’s Red Dragon,5 all of which is sublimated into the final episodes of Bryan Fuller’s TV show Hannibal. Graham’s words, the opening words of the show, are Fuller’s statement of purpose, his calling his home run. Like Graham in this moment, Fuller will go back in time, get into the head of a killer, and imaginatively recreate something that already happened: he has recast one of the most iconic villains in film history, invented by someone else and expertly elaborated by many others. Patriarchs Harris, Mann, and Ratner, Anthony Hopkins and Brian Cox, and the lot of people who not only had their swing at this but invented the terms of the game—they will die watching Fuller take what is theirs away from them. This is his design. The word “design” derives from a Latin word meaning “sign” or “mark,”6 and this is Fuller’s aim, to make his mark. A design is a plan for a work of art, but it is also a word used for hostility and aggression—to have designs on someone else’s wife, for example, is to have intentions that are less than pure. In the word “design,” art and evil, the themes of the show, are immediately linked.

Alana Bloom says to Hannibal “For convenience [the psychiatric community] term you a monster” (3.8). In the fourteenth century “monsters” referred to deformed animals, thought to be warnings from the gods,7 and so the word “monster” is related to “monitor”—something or someone that provides a warning. “Monster” is also, for the same reason, at the root of “demonstrate”—to teach a lesson. Will says, “Hannibal has a certain personality style we can all learn from. In moderation of course” (2.12). In its murder scenes Hannibal links art and evil, and this is a major part of the mark, the lesson, Fuller aims to make with his depiction of one of the great monsters of popular culture. Fuller’s Hannibal is a work of art about why art matters, and what evil has to do with it. This lesson may also be a warning.

“The devil is in the details” says Hannibal (1.1), and this book will be focusing on the details of Fuller’s show. Why that is a good idea is captured by a conversation between Hannibal and his therapist Bedelia about Will Graham:



	Hannibal:

	He realized early on that he saw things differently than other people, felt things differently.




	Bedelia:

	So did you.




	Hannibal:

	I see myself in Will.




	Bedelia:

	Do you see yourself in his madness?




	Hannibal:

	Madness can be a medicine for the modern world. You take it in moderation, it’s beneficial.




	Bedelia:

	You overdose and it can have unfortunate side effects.Hannibal: Side effects can be temporary. They can be a boost to our psychological immune systems to help fight the existential crisis of normal life. (1.11)





“Madness in moderation” is what art does, and it is also what the study of art does, and this study will treat Hannibal as a work of art, one best understood by looking closely at the details. Lars Von Trier’s Dogville,8 a movie with no sets shot in an empty warehouse with tape on the floor to indicate where the buildings would be, rejects aestheticism; Baz Luhrmann’s Moulin Rouge,9 a lush production where every surface is bejeweled, celebrates aestheticism. Hannibal investigates aestheticism. As Mason Verger says, “I want to understand Hannibal Lecter to better understand myself” (3.4): Hannibal is a window into who we are. And like Mason Verger, we might be monsters.

“ART IS NOT ABOUT SOMETHING—IT IS THAT SOMETHING ITSELF”

The Social Justice Activist movement has a lot of folks looking at works of art in terms of what values it promotes, its imagined effects on viewers, and the world at large. Is X-Men: First Class10 bad news because it quickly kills off the only black guy and has the Latina girl suddenly go bad so that it can focus attention on a lot of white people, mostly men, in a story that takes place during the Civil Rights Movement, and that features characters that have traditionally been seen as metaphors for underprivileged minorities? Or is it good because it uses the blockbuster PG-13 action film, traditionally the preferred storytelling genre for young straight white guys, to present, in coded but not unsubtle terms, one of the most homoerotic male friendships in mainstream cinema? Is The Dark Knight Rises11 good because it brings Occupy Wall Street and class issues, often hidden in American life and popular culture, to the fore? Or is it bad because it asks us to sympathize with a legacy billionaire punching homeless people in the face in its final act? To what extent is supporting art made by bad people—such as Roman Polanski, Woody Allen, R. Kelly, or Bill Cosby—supporting injustice?

A product of the late nineteenth century, the idea of art-for-art’s sake, also known as aestheticism, is the idea that good art doesn’t do anything, it simply is. It stands on its own, unconnected to the biography of its creator, or any petty “message.” A painting by Mark Rothko or Jackson Pollock—a panel of color barely graded, or wild splashes of color—is a beautiful object, a sensuous and unique experience, and asking what it means, and especially thinking you will understand what it means by reading a biography of its creator, is kind of missing the point. As Samuel Beckett puts it about James Joyce, art “is not about something; it is that something itself.”12 Or as Andy Warhol puts it, in a more joking register, when a reporter asked him “what is the meaning of your art?”: “it’s decorative.”13 Oscar Wilde would have dismissed attacking art for bad ideology with “Those who find ugly meanings in beautiful things are corrupt without being charming.”14

On the subject of art, and this way of looking at art, we will have three main guides through Fuller’s Hannibal. First, Oscar Wilde, the late nineteenth-century author of the gothic horror novel The Picture of Dorian Gray, and The Importance of Being Earnest,15 which as Seinfeld’s major precursor pioneered the idea of “a show about nothing;”16 Wilde was a major and underrated philosopher of art in his book Intentions, and one of the popularizers of aestheticism, because he spoke so eloquently on the subject—and in such good sound bites. Our second guide will be Wilde’s more obscure teacher at Oxford, the art critic Walter Pater, the origin of our modern use of the word “aesthetic”; Pater was a quiet man, whose slim book about Renaissance art, which features the best prose in the English language, became a manifesto for the art-for-art’s-sake movement and, in the words of the poet William Butler Yeats, “dominated a generation.”17 A third guide through Hannibal will be contemporary art critic Camille Paglia, heir to Wilde and Pater and author of Sexual Personae: Art and Decadence from Nefertiti to Emily Dickinson;18 she is the person best equipped to understand the dark side of aestheticism.

Wilde who Paglia calls “a master of mass media”19 distills aestheticism down to its essence in his maxims: “Art never expresses anything but itself”;20 “all art is quite useless”;21 “the aim of art is not simple truth but complex beauty;”22 and “there is no such thing as a moral or immoral book. Books are well written or badly written. That is all.”23 Walter Pater’s major contribution to aestheticism is found in his famous five-paragraph conclusion to The Renaissance:

We have an interval, and then our place knows us no more. Some spend this interval in listlessness, some in high passions, the wisest, at least among “the children of this world,” in art and song. For our one chance lies in expanding that interval, in getting as many pulsations as possible into the given time . . . . The poetic passion, the desire for beauty, the love of art for its own sake, yields you this fruit of a quickened, multiplied consciousness. For art comes to you proposing frankly to give nothing but the highest quality to your moments as they pass, and simply for those moments’ sake.24

One of the most important observations for aestheticism is Pater’s claim that “all art aspires to the condition of music,”25 meaning that it longs to be divorced from mere content, as a symphony is. He elaborates,

For while in all other kinds of art it is possible to distinguish the matter from the form, and the understanding can always make this distinction, yet it is the constant effort of art to obliterate it. That the mere matter of a poem, for instance, its subject, namely, its given incidents or situation—that the mere matter of a picture, the actual circumstances of an event, the actual topography of a landscape—should be nothing without the form, the spirit, of the handling, that this form, this mode of handling, should become an end in itself, should penetrate every part of the matter: this is what all art constantly strives after, and achieves in different degrees.26

Content can be beautiful—Harry Potter27 is not the best-written book on a sentence level, but its moral universe, in which every tiny gesture of goodwill comes back to reward the person that did it, has a tremendous power. But aestheticism places a higher premium on form than content.

It may seem faintly absurd to bring the idea of aestheticism to bear on pop culture, to be talking about X-Men movies in the same breath as Rothko paintings. But Camille Paglia sees the transition as natural: “high culture made itself obsolete . . . . Popular culture is the great heir of the western past.”28 While pop culture is not often as beautiful and content-free as, say, an album by Flying Lotus, much of what makes pop culture great has very little to do with content and a lot to do with form. Martial arts movies, like the Raid29 and Raid 2,30 are little removed from a ballet performance: we do not go to either to find out what happens next, but for the abstract beauty of the human body in hyper-choreographed motion. A truly great blockbuster, such as Ocean’s Eleven,31 is a beautiful charismatic machine with very little content—we enjoy watching it unfold, along for the rollercoaster, and rarely think about it again. Much of the beauty of pop music is more in its instruments and beats than in the smartness of the lyrics, and My Bloody Valentine and more often than not Radiohead reduce the human voice to just another instrument in the mix, one from which you cannot, and probably should not, be able to make out the words, the ostensible “content”; notice how Kanye West’s voice becomes just another instrument delivering no content at all during the second half of “Runaway,”32 which is functionally instrumental. Hollywood legend claims Samuel Goldwyn, a major film producer in the first half of the twentieth century, dismissed a screenwriter who wanted to use his fiction movies for consciousness-raising, saying “If you want to send a message, use Western Union.” Like a Jackson Pollock painting, a blockbuster or pop song is an experience we have in the moment, not something we go home and contemplate.

The fact that, in Hannibal, Fuller is going over ground that has been gone over twice before, in the books and the movies (and three times in the case of the Red Dragon), points toward the fact that his “spirit,” his “handling,”—the form, the aesthetic form, his storytelling takes—is the thing that matters in his work. Raúl Esparza, who plays Chilton, remarks in an audio commentary about script notes: his main objection is the word “relevant.” His explanation aligns the show with the art-for-art’s-sake movement:

“Relevant” makes me insane because it make you feel like the work has to always speak—always has to exist in relationship to something else, it can’t be its own thing. I’m much more interested in being a bit of a termite in the way I approach any kind of acting and certainly that’s what you guys [Bryan Fuller and company] do with your storytelling here. We’re on our own track, you bore through the wood in your own way and not in relationship to somebody else or whether or not it resonates beyond what this thing itself is, because then that just creates works of art that are nothing but commentary on each other or commentaries on what’s going on in the world. The thing itself has to be enough and in the end people respond to that. Or don’t. But that’s okay because you stay true to something and I think that that’s one of our greatest assets here is that this series feels unlike any other. (3.4)

In ancient Greece the philosopher Plato developed one of the most famous and influential ideas in Western history. Plato said that The Good, The True, and The Beautiful were all the same thing.33 Once Christianity rose to power this became God, the One source of The Good, The True, and The Beautiful. It wasn’t until a hundred and fifty years ago that Frederich Nietzsche came along to wreck it. Nietzsche aggressively claimed in On the Genealogy of Morals34 that what we call “The Good” is just a conspiracy, a set of rules that was developed by the rich and powerful to control the poor. Are the rich going to teach the masses of poor people they rule over to rebel against the tyranny of the rich? Or are they going to tell them that the meek shall inherit the earth? That the radical non-violence of turning the other cheek is the highest virtue? That it is up to God, and not man, to judge others? For Nietzsche, The True didn’t fare much better than The Good. In Shakespeare’s most famous play the ghost of Hamlet’s father tasks him with avenging his death,35 but Hamlet procrastinates for a long time, preferring to think about life, the universe, and everything. Nietzsche is the best commenter on why Hamlet hesitates, saying that Hamlet has “gained knowledge, and nausea inhibits action; for his action could not change anything in the eternal nature of things; he feels it to be ridiculous or humiliating that he should be asked to set right a world that is out of joint. Knowledge kills action; action requires the veils of illusion: true knowledge, an insight into the horrible truth, outweighs any motive for action.”36 “Knowledge kills action”—in other words, The True makes people useless, because the truth is that in the scheme of things none of us can fix the big problems in the world, like the fact that time eventually destroys everything. “Action requires the veils of illusion,” Nietzsche writes. This is why the government creates illusions—lies about the glory of battle for instance—when they need people to go to war.

The aesthete would point out that the advantage of The Beautiful over The Good and The True is that the rewards are immediate, and cannot be contradicted. In Remains of the Day the butler narrator spends his whole life trying to do good, seeing his service as fundamentally honorable, only to discover at the end he has wasted his life in service to a corrupt man.37 Oedipus wants the truth about who killed the king, and the truth ruins him, as he discovers he was the one who killed the king and was sleeping with his own mother as a result.38 But the experience of a great song cannot be taken away, nor can our experience of Remains of the Day or Oedipus Rex. Wilde crowns The Beautiful over The Good and the True. He sounds a lot like Hannibal when he writes “To be good according to the vulgar standard of goodness is obviously quite easy. It merely requires a certain amount of sordid terror, a certain lack of imaginative thought, and a certain low passion for middle class respectability. Aesthetics is higher than ethics.”39 Elsewhere he adds “those who do not love Beauty more than Truth can never know the inmost shrine of art.”40

Philosophy and Art have been at war since Plato’s time because Plato, practically the original philosopher, distrusted artists. Plato believed that our world was merely an imperfect copy of a higher, Heavenly World, that world of The Good, The True, and The Beautiful. Plato believed that a well-lived life was learning to see past this world of illusion to apprehend the reality of that Higher World. Plato’s Heavenly World is the end of the line. Once you apprehend that, you are not seeing a copy, you are seeing the Thing-in-Itself—essentially God. Plato said that our world, the world of illusion, is like a cave—a cave with a man-made fire where chained people face the same direction and see only shadows on the walls, mistaking those shadows for the things themselves. Plato’s ideal philosopher is the one who leaves the cave and can see the world outside, the upper world, the real world, the world in the Sun, the world where The Good, The True, and The Beautiful are all the same thing. Plato distrusted artists because he believed they made false copies of an already false world. A painting of a landscape is even farther away from the perfect world than the actual landscape is, because, for him, it is a copy of a copy.41

But it is possible to notice, as the philosopher Slavoj Žižek does,42 that the real reason Plato fears the arts is that, if you are happy listening to an amazing song—that is it, that is the Thing-in-Itself. Art, as an end in itself, offers not a copy of the world but an alternative to it. In Harry Potter, Dumbledore says that words, the things the book is made out of, “are in my not-so humble opinion, our most inexhaustible source of magic, capable of both inflicting injury and remedying it.”43 Moments later, Harry, in a kind of afterlife, asks him “Is this real? Or has this been happening inside my head?” and Dumbledore, defending the book he is in and all the imaginative arts, replies “of course it is happening inside your head, Harry, but why on earth should that mean that it is not real?”44 Plato distrusted the arts because they were Real, and therefore a competitor with his Big Idea, his Heavenly World. For Plato, evil and sex were merely mistakes. People only did evil, argued Plato, because they were misinformed and if they fully understood their actions they would act otherwise.45 He also argued against sex, which is where the term “Platonic Friendship” comes from: Plato’s belief was that a perfect life would be free of sex, because the world of the flesh was far away from his Heavenly World of the spirit.46 Plato is against sex and art and believes evil to be essentially unreal; evil, sex, and art are the unholy trinity around which Hannibal revolves.

Vietnamese Zen Buddhist monk Thích Nhât Hanh advocates for mindfulness, an attentive awareness to the reality of the present moment, in part because the past does not exist anymore, and the future does not exist yet.47 It is often achieved through meditation. Mindfulness is being fully present, rather than say, texting during dinner with loved ones. But immersive art, Gravity48 in IMAX 3D for example, represents a strange challenge to mindfulness. On the one hand becoming so invested in something that is not real, that is just an illusion created by light on a screen that distracts us from the world, is the least mindful thing we can do, just dumb escapism. On the other hand, when we are very invested in a movie we are fully present, thinking neither of future plans, nor of the troubles that may have bothered us during the day, but only about the experience of art on the screen. We may be in a daze when the movie is over and we remember our real life and its demands. That cave where people sit in the dark, facing the same direction, watching illusions on the wall projected from a man-made light source is not a place of ignorance and fear, as Plato thought. It is a movie theater.49 It is not a prison. It is the temple of the aesthete. The phrase “Art-for-Art’s Sake” lives in Latin above the roaring lion at the start of every MGM movie.

Slavoj Žižek wrote an excellent book called Looking Awry: An Introduction to Jacques Lacan through Popular Culture.50 The book you are reading now could have been An Introduction to Aestheticism through Popular Culture and that would have made it more accessible, more useful, and more important. But to do so would have created a paradox. To use art as a mere illustration for an argument or theory reduces art to a vehicle to get to another place, a tool to do a job. And of course the whole point of aestheticism is that art should not be in service of something else, but should be appreciated as an end in itself. And so to do the subject justice, art must be our main focus, and all other considerations secondary. And to do art justice we cannot skip around thirty or forty different movies in 100 pages. We must have one thought and we must think it all the way through to the end, as Heidegger says:51 and so Hannibal, the work of art that runs perfectly parallel with every aspect of aestheticism.

“BORROW THAT IMAGINATION”

In the first episode of Fuller’s Hannibal Jack tells Will he wants to “borrow that imagination” and of course Fuller, adapting the four Hannibal novels by Thomas Harris, is the one borrowing a lot of imagination. He is not the first. Harris’s Red Dragon (1981) was made into two movies, Michael Mann’s Manhunter (1986) and Brett Ratner’s Red Dragon (2002), and his other Hannibal books were also turned into movies: The Silence of the Lambs (1988)52 was turned into a movie by Jonathan Demme in 1991,53 Hannibal (1999)54 was turned into a movie by Ridley Scott in 2001,55 and Hannibal Rising (2006)56 was adapted into movie in 2007.57 Obviously Fuller’s main plots derive from Harris: the hunt for the Red Dragon, the battle with Mason Verger, Hannibal in Florence. The main exceptions are the “freak-of-the-week cases,” which are pretty much all invented by Fuller. The characters are also from Harris, though some have changed race or gender: Jack Crawford and Reba McClane are now black, Freddie Lounds and Dr. Bloom are now female and Beverly Katz has gone from Jewish to Asian. Notable whole cloth Fuller additions are Bedelia and Abigail Hobbs. Fuller fleshes out things Harris established in passing: that Hannibal worked with the FBI before being caught, for example. The Buffalo Bill case from The Silence of the Lambs is the only thing of significance Fuller did not get to.

The prequel origin story Hannibal Rising, which is where Chiyo comes from, is only obliquely used by Fuller in the references to Misha and Hannibal’s aunt, the samurai armor in Hannibal’s house, the ortolans, and in tiny details such as Hannibal telling Bedelia when she asks Hannibal “What were you like as a young man,” “I was rooting for Mephistopheles and contemptuous of Faust” (3.3, HR33).58 Its overall plot doesn’t work for a modern day story, as, it takes Hannibal, middle aged in the 1980s, to his childhood at the time of the Nazis, which can’t be true of Fuller’s Hannibal timeline wise, and doesn’t even really make sense in Harris’s timeline. The book was rumored to be written under a kind of blackmail because the movie producer was going ahead with a prequel whether Harris was involved or not and Harris, who would have preferred not to continue with the character, wrote something fast just to have some control.59

Fuller doesn’t just adapt the books: he creates what he calls “the Thomas Harris mash-up DJ aesthetic.”60 Harris gives us the Red Dragon case, followed by the case of Buffalo Bill in Silence of the Lambs, followed by Hannibal escaping to Florence. Fuller puts Hannibal’s escape to Florence first and once caught he helps in the Red Dragon case. Though Buffalo Bill is not used, Fuller uses a lot of material from that book. Sometimes he is doing plain adaptation, as he does with Bella’s cancer and death. But more often, because he was unable to acquire the rights to characters and plots in Demme’s Silence of the Lambs, he creates echoes meant to remind us of Silence of the Lambs’ iconic moments and characters: Kade Purnel is his version of Silence of the Lambs’ Paul Krendler, which you can see from the anagram; Franklyn Froideveaux is a reference to Silence of the Lambs’ Benjamin Raspail, as their last names are streets that run parallel in Paris and their first names are linked in American history. Starling’s key moments are recast: Fuller’s Jack sends an FBI trainee after Hannibal (1.6), and that trainee gets brainwashed, as Starling does (SL101); Fuller’s Hannibal forces Abigail to confront the corpse of her father (3.9), which Harris’s Hannibal does to Starling (H95); Dr. Bloom confronts Abel Gideon in the dungeon of the insane asylum and Beverly meets with Will in the dungeon of the insane asylum, as Starling does (SL2). The list goes on and on: the murder of the nurse (1.5; SL1); Will hunting Tobias in the basement (1.8; SL56); Beverly in Hannibal’s basement (2.4); Mason Verger wanting lotion for Will’s face which he is going to wear when he skins it off (3.7; SL3); multiple uses of the iconic Silence of the Lambs mask (SL26); Will’s giant moth sculpture, which echoes Bill’s symbol of transformation (SL40); and of course the whole concept of Hannibal’s romantic pairing with his FBI pursuer begins in Silence of the Lambs. It is especially ironic that MGM blocked Fuller from using the material from their Silence of the Lambs given their art-for-art’s-sake logo.

Continuing the mash-up aesthetic, the crime which got Hannibal caught in the books, the killing of a symphony player because he wasn’t very good, is transferred to Tobias, and massively elaborated upon. When it comes time for Mason to feed his face to dogs, Fuller smartly uses Will’s dogs (2.12). Hannibal killing the brother of one of Mason’s henchmen is transferred from the Florence section to before Mason loses his face. So eager is Fuller, who has had all of his shows unceremoniously cancelled after one or two seasons, to use material as fast as possible, he has what appears to be Freddie Lounds in a flaming wheelchair early on, apparently killed by Will, used as bait to catch a killer, the Ripper (2.11); the death of Lounds, as well as using him for bait, is from Harris’s Red Dragon (RD21) and when it becomes time to do that plot point when the Red Dragon shows up, Chilton is remixed to be his victim, and we are told Hannibal told the Dragon to murder Chilton to mirror the way Will was to have murdered Freddie Lounds (3.12). And Fuller’s Hannibal sends a killer to Will’s house long before the Red Dragon shows up (2.9).

Garret Jacob Hobbs says of a deer he has hunted and killed with his daughter, “We are going to honor every part of her. Her hide is gonna make a beautiful rug. Her leg bones we can carve into knives. None of her is gonna go to waste” (1.3). This is Fuller’s relationship to Harris: nothing goes to waste. What is really shocking is how many tiny details make it to Fuller’s show. The Angel Maker (1.5) is almost entirely a creation of Fuller, but is inspired by a guy in Harris’s Hannibal who mentions to Starling, in passing, the Viking Bloody Eagle, where the lungs are pulled out the back to make what appear to be wings (H58). Randall Tier works at the Smithsonian (2.9), an important setting in Silence of the Lambs. When Mason Verger’s goons attack Hannibal he kills one of them by stabbing him in the leg, severing an artery (2.12), which is how he dispatches of a gipsy used by Pazzi in Florence in Harris’s Hannibal (H28). At one point Will, stressed, sweats in bed, and gets a towel to put on the bed, rather than just move to the other side—this tiny detail is from Harris’s Red Dragon (RD2).

Fuller says “the text and the fetishization of the text was really all about the want to honor Thomas Harris in this adaptation.”61 Fuller uses a lot of dialogue from Harris, such as “A federal examiner is someone who arrives at the battlefield after the battle, and bayonets the wounded” (2.1, H7), or Will saying “biting may be a fighting pattern as much as a sexual behavior” (3.8, RD3). This is not unexpected. Mason saying that Margo is “tough as a livery pony resentful of the bit” (2.10, H50) is directly from Harris, as is “You are no more responsible for what happened to you than if you had been bitten by a mad dog” (2.8, H83). “When the fox hears the rabbit scream he comes running but not to help” (2.13, H51) is also from Harris. So is “He comes in the guise of a mentor but it’s distress that excites him” (3.5, H50). Hannibal points out that “For a policeman, credit has a short half life; better to sell me” (3.5, H23) which takes Pazzi’s reasoning from the novel, and puts it in Hannibal’s mouth, so that readers of the book see Hannibal understands how Pazzi thinks. Hannibal also points out that the bounty Mason puts on him is helpful because it encourages police not to do their job and instead to go after him privately, one at a time (3.5), and this is also from Harris (H43). Consider how dedicated Fuller must be to Harris to feel the need to reproduce such a small detail as Bloom telling Margo she is a little late because she missed the exit for the Verger farm (3.4)—in Harris’s Hannibal Starling does this because “Like many enclaves of the very rich, Muskrat Farms is not easy to find the first time you go” (H9).

But Harris’s writing also gets remixed. Chiyo says of Hannibal “He was charming the way a cub is charming, a small cub that grows up to be like one of the big cats” (3.5) but in the books this is Lecter saying why he likes Starling (H51); Chilton’s prayer about being the one to catch Hannibal (3.8) is what Harris’s Pazzi says when going after Hannibal (H32). Chilton says trying to figure out Will Graham makes him feel like he is “fumbling with his head, like a freshman pulling at a panty girdle” (2.1) which in the books is Lecter’s insulting description Chilton (RD7). Hannibal says of the burned Chilton “I wish him a speedy convalescence and I hope he won’t be very ugly,” which in the books is what he says to Will after the Red Dragon stabs him in the face (RD54).

More remarkable is how many bits from the narration of the Harris books are found in the mouths of Fuller’s characters. We expect finely crafted sentences from a book narrator in a way we do not from real people talking, and while a lot of the poetic speech in the show comes from Fuller, it is inspired by this remix, of what it sounds like when people talk like books. Wilde’s characters spout detailed long-form philosophy as if they were books, but Oscar Wilde himself was famous for his carefully crafted verbal wit, and frequently “talked like a book,” as this quotation from his trial for gross indecency demonstrates:

“The Love that dare not speak its name” in this century is such a great affection of an elder for a younger man as there was between David and Jonathan, such as Plato made the very basis of his philosophy, and such as you find in the sonnets of Michelangelo and Shakespeare. It is that deep, spiritual affection that is as pure as it is perfect . . . . It is in this century misunderstood, so much misunderstood that it may be described as the “Love that dare not speak its name,” and on account of it I am placed where I am now. It is beautiful, it is fine, it is the noblest form of affection. There is nothing unnatural about it.62

Yeats said that Wilde was the only conversationalist who seemed to speak in perfect sentences.63 Fuller says “the poetry of the show really does hinge on going right back to the source material, finding quotes, and reappropriating them,” and calls the effect “wonderfully preposterous” (3.6a). In Silence of the Lambs the narration tells us that one of Buffalo Bill’s victims, in a oubliette, can hear the tiny clicks of her eyes blinking in the dark (S15), and this gets spoken aloud in Fuller’s world: “You listen to your breathing in the dark and the tiny clicks of your blinking eyes” (1.5). In Italy, Dimmond describes the applause Hannibal gets after his speech on Dante as “downright enthusiastic in its soft and dusty way” (3.1) which is lifted from the narration of Harris’s Hannibal (H36): it hardly counts as purple prose in the book but it is very mannered when coming from someone’s mouth. Hannibal asking Mason about the “ground note” he used in his super vicious pig breed is also lifted from narration in this way (H15). And Fuller goes farther than the narration of the books. Hannibal says “One observes things which are already in the mind” (2.11), a quote from one of the founders of modern forensics, Alphonse Bertillon, that appears as the epigraph to Harris’s Red Dragon. Similarly, Bedelia says “You could add to what I’ve learned from my experience with him and from the mute postures of the dead” (3.6): the last phrase there is lifted from Harris’s own sort-of first person voice in the prologue to Hannibal Rising (HRPrologue).

Harris is obviously a genius who almost single handedly established the serial killer genre as a go-to Hollywood staple, and created one of the greatest villains of all time. But his Hannibal, it must be pointed out, has maroon eyes (RD7), six fingers on one hand (S3), does major mathematic work on astrophysics problems (H73), makes a watch on which a crucified Christ’s rotating arms tell the time (H50), considers sending Will Graham a colostomy bag to remind him of his time in the hospital (RD8), and has a brainwashed Clarice Starling breastfeed him (H100). Mark Dery, in his essay “Eat the Rude: Hannibal Lecter Meets the 99%” reminds his readers that Lecter is a grammar snob who makes a lot of mistakes with grammar, and is “the insufferable toff who mocks Starling’s cheap shoes, badgers her into admitting her dear dead dad wasn’t a heroic lawman after all, just some minimum-wage schmuck scraping by as a night watchman”;64 Dery points out that Lecter’s name is a pun on “lector,” someone who read liturgy to the illiterate. Jonathan Demme’s Silence of the Lambs won best picture, best director, best actor, best actress, and best writing, but is still basically a very expensive damsel-in-distress B-picture, which is what Hollywood likes. Ridley Scott’s Hannibal is fun but Anthony Hopkins is doing a lot of scenery chewing there, and even more in scenes added to Ratner’s Red Dragon to increase his screen time; Hannibal Rising was not well received. Fuller’s Hannibal points out that in ancient Rome different cuts of meat went to the nobility, the clergy, the bourgeois and army. The so-called “fifth quarter,” the organ meats, went to the poor; Hannibal’s guest points out that that “The Quinto Quarto evolved from necessity to become high tradition” (3.3), and Hannibal serves it in the fashion of a triple Michelin star restaurant. This is what Fuller is doing with Harris’s novels and the movies: translating them into a higher sphere, from fantastic pulp to high art. A lot of people have been in charge of bringing Hannibal, an aesthete from the start, to life, but only Fuller has a full grasp of what aestheticism means. Fuller has said one thing he did not get enough of in the novels was “this sense of Hannibal Lecter as an aesthete.”65

Part of this is also a problem with the films. Hopkins’s Lecter may be an aesthete but we never see him dress like one: once out of the prison jumpsuits of Red Dragon and Silence of the Lambs, Scott puts him in wrinkled pajamas, T-shirt and jeans, and he is last seen in a windbreaker; you could argue, on the run, he is trying to blend in, but even when he dresses up in private he looks more like an ordinary grandfather than a someone who cares about clothes. Demme’s Chilton is a bold dresser but we are to look down on this quality—his foppishness is part of why we don’t like him in that film, as we don’t like Scott’s well-dressed Verger or his zebra-jacketed Evelda Drumgo; in Fuller bold clothing choices are to be admired. Fuller only occasionally riffs on the films, which most of Fuller’s actors did not watch, or rewatch. Will asks Bedelia if Hannibal is in love with him and she answers “Could he daily feel a stab of hunger for you and find nourishment at the very sight of you?” (3.12) which in Scott’s movie is something Hannibal says to Pazzi’s wife when love at first sight comes up in the context of a Dante sonnet. A Bach piece on the soundtrack of Silence of the Lambs, as well as an original piece of music that Hannibal attends the performance of in Scott’s film, shows up in Fuller’s Hannibal, as Dan Shaw points out in his essay “Empathy for the Devil.”66 Fuller jacks up Michael Mann’s arty abstractions, discussed in more detail below, but while Mann’s style is deeply rooted in the 1980s, Fuller is going for something that engages history, and is not limited to any particular decade. The most arty Scott gets is having a flock of birds recreate Hopkins’s face in the opening credits. There are allusions and riffs on sets and costumes: Fuller’s Dragon riffs on Manhunter’s Dragon’s mask; when Fuller’s Will is in custody his cell’s large gray bricks recall Hopkins’s dungeon; when Fuller’s Hannibal is in custody he gets the white jumpsuit used in Manhunter and Demme’s Silence of the Lambs; Demme’s cell for Lecter has round air holes in plexiglass and this is mirrored in the design of Fuller’s face mask for Hannibal; Hopkins said he saw Lecter as being like HAL in 2001,67 a complex intelligent logical killing machine who knows everything, and Fuller, in an insane elaboration of this idea, makes Hannibal’s cell reflect the final baroque room in 2001;68 Fuller’s Florence is timeless but Scott’s Florence features a poster for Scott’s Gladiator movie.69 Ratner’s film contributes very little to Fuller’s universe, except by some minor counterexamples, discussed as they arise.

Hannibal lightly draws attention to itself as art by including lines that can be read reflexively, lines that are ostensibly about something happening within the show but that very much feel like the show is commenting on its own production. When Will says the Ripper is “consistently theatrical” (1.7) Fuller smash cuts to an extreme close up of the inside of a mouth and we hear opera music on the soundtrack: the show is doing the thing it is talking about at exactly the moment it is talking about it. Hannibal says “once upon a time” (3.1) and curtains open as if what we are watching is a stage production starting up, and Fuller takes this moment to transition from black and white to color. When Jack Crawford tells Hannibal in the pilot “This is all about you” (1.1) we will of course notice that he is speaking to the title character. Hannibal calls what must be a random number from his asylum cell before hopping to an operator once he has the line open; before he does we hear “You have reached the office of Bryan” (3.10)—Fuller? At one point the NBC jingle appears to be encoded into the very abstract music, as Will rises from the train tracks he has been pushed to (3.5). Bedelia discussing how Hannibal will be caught says “Hannibal can get lost in self-congratulation at his own exquisite taste and cunning, whimsey” (2.12) and the show’s indulgence in self-congratulation, exquisite taste, cunning, and whimsey are the things that makes it great, but they are also surely what hastened its end. Zachary Quinto yells at Bedelia that “This is culty and weird” (3.10) and he is referring to therapy but that goes double for the show he is in. The Red Dragon himself calls Hannibal’s press notices “unfair reviews” (3.10), and Reba laments that “people don’t pay attention” (3.9), which feel like digs on the mainstream viewing audience. Fuller would surely endorse Oscar Wilde who said “Art should never try to be popular. The public should try to make itself artistic.”70 The second to last episode before the show was unceremoniously cancelled has Hannibal say “Fate has the habit of not letting us chose our own endings” to which Chilton replies “This is the ending fate has chosen for you” (3.12). Hannibal says “Will’s thoughts are no more bound by fear or kindness than Milton’s were by physics: he is both free and damned to imagine anything” (3.12), and this goes for the bloody imagination of the show as well, which free to imagine as it liked, got cancelled.

Part of this reflexive commentary is about the source material of the films and books. Fuller pretty much dismisses Hannibal Rising altogether, when Will says “Misha doesn’t explain Hannibal.
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