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Preface

This book is not a history of vampire films from their earliest times, nor is it one of those ‘anthropological’ surveys that lists (with brief comments, plot summaries, film posters, some stills, etc.) pretty much every vampire film ever made – useful as these compendiums can be.1 It is instead a reasonably close analysis of a selection of vampire films from across the last twenty years or so, and its aim is simply to try to make some sense of what these films do and why they seem to do it over and over. It begins in 1992 with Francis Ford Coppola’s Bram Stoker’s Dracula and Fran Rubel Kuzui’s Buffy the Vampire Slayer, two films that could not be more different from one another. It is as if vampire films at this moment went in completely opposite directions, one of them attempting an ‘authentic’ recreation of one of vampire cinema’s urtexts – Bram Stoker’s 1897 novel – and the other throwing authenticity to the winds as a high-school cheerleader embraces her destiny as a vampire slayer in contemporary Southern California. In fact, as I shall note in Chapter 1, Buffy the Vampire Slayer seems to parody everything that Coppola’s film aspires to. Even so, Buffy is still recognisably a ‘vampire film’. It is in many respects remote from Coppola’s film, certainly – and other vampire films, too, as well as Stoker’s novel – and yet it is also close to these things, all too aware of them, and aware above all that it is obliged (as all vampire films are) to negotiate some sort of relationship to them. The simultaneity of remoteness and closeness or proximity turns out to be important to vampire films as both a theme (the vampire’s distance from/closeness to the victim is the thing that instils the narrative with suspense) and the means by which the genre perpetuates itself as a genre. Even though they mark out their various distinctions and differences, vampire films always speak to other vampire films, and of course, to that urtext of Stoker’s which still, remarkably, seems to exert some sort of pressure on them, holding them in its grasp or perhaps letting them slip through its fingers.

The question of ‘origins’ is thus always important to vampire films, something to mobilise and react to (or against), and something that also makes vampire films what they are. So many vampire films, as I shall note, begin with an opening historical moment that literally returns to some sort of originating event: the excavation and awakening of a vampire, the turning of someone into a vampire, a birth, a new arrival, a summons or invitation of some kind. Building themselves around this originating event, vampire films then often work hard to create their own mythologies, as do, for example, the Russian films Night Watch (2004) and Day Watch (2006) or the New Zealand film Perfect Creature (2006) or the American Twilight films (2008–). In fact, we can say that every vampire film creates its own vampire mythologies, insisting on the possibility that things are being done here a little bit differently (different origins, different trajectories) to some other vampire film from somewhere else. The following chapters are precisely a response to this insistence, looking at the ways that different vampire films do indeed do things differently. But from another perspective, every awakening of the vampire is also a reawakening, a recasting of the mythologies that are already there in the genre. The vampire film is peculiar as a film genre in that it is tied to a set of archaic ‘laws’, or folklores, about vampires that even the most recent vampire films are obliged to acknowledge: whether their vampires can be killed by crosses or garlic or holy water; whether they burn in the sun or can walk in the sun; whether a stake through the heart will or won’t kill a vampire; whether they have to be invited in before they can enter someone’s home or apartment; and so on. In so many vampire films, the folklore attached to vampires will become a point of discussion or debate. Someone will say ‘Forget what you’ve seen in the movies’ before letting everyone else know that vampires are still out there; which is also a way of saying remember what you’ve seen in the movies because each vampire film is required to take a relational position (reproducing something, disavowing something else) to everything that has generically gone before. More than any other kind of popular narrative form, the vampire film is bound to its urtexts, no matter how remote from them it might be. We shall see this not only with Stoker’s novel, but with F. W. Murnau’s early film Nosferatu (1922), which can seem to continue to inhabit even the most recent kind of vampire cinema. The opening account of Coppola’s Bram Stoker’s Dracula in Chapter 1 sits alongside a discussion of Shadow of the Vampire (2000), which chronicles the making (or, a fantasy about the making) of Murnau’s film, as if the lure of this particular urtext is simply irresistible. The vampire film is therefore always derivative, paying a kind of perpetual tribute or homage to itself. It is a very particular kind of genre that – for all its fascination with origins – is condemned at the same time to re-make and recycle, to copy, to plagiarise, to cite and re-cite; and we shall see many examples of this in this book. The execution of these things helps to make vampire films recognisable as vampire films. Recognition is itself something that these films thematise, building it into their narrative trajectory. Every vampire film has its key moments of recognition. To recognise a vampire ‘for what it is’ turns out to be crucial to a character’s wellbeing or otherwise; it is also simply a way of saying, this is a vampire film.

The films discussed in this book all bring their vampires into the modern world, building their narratives around the vampire’s capacity not just to create a disturbance but to endure it and survive. Of course, all vampire films bring their vampires into the modern world. But I want to suggest that over the last twenty years or so the question of the vampire’s capacity to make this journey and live through it is now paramount. Vampire films stage an encounter between something old and something new, something ancient and something modern; the arrival of the vampire (which is invariably from somewhere else) brings with it both excitement, and catastrophe. The sense that the vampire excites is important to this book, which has a lot to say about the way vampire films from across the last two decades present their vampire encounters. Excitement suggests that something is set into motion, that one is being transported, taken to some other place. I use the word citation in this book in a similar sense: for example, to account for the way that one’s encounter with a vampire is also an encounter with other vampire films, with urtexts like Stoker’s novel and Nosferatu, and so on. All films are systems of citation, referencing other films; but vampire films do this in a particularly visible, performative way, invoking their precedents, living under their shadows, returning to them over and over, literally re-citing them as Shadow of the Vampire does with Nosferatu. The encounter with a vampire is indeed an encounter with something old, as if – even as the vampire enters the modern world – those who encounter it are drawn into some other world altogether. But it is not an encounter with something authentic. As I note in Chapter 1, vampires come into the modern world with nothing less than the weight of their own inauthenticity – and the weight of their citations – on their shoulders. All of this can make vampires now seem increasingly self-aware, self-reflexive, self-conscious; a predicament that places them at odds with the modern world even as it makes them ‘typical’, a kind of modern symptom. In vampire films across the last twenty years, vampires are still usually very strong and very fast. But they also seem close to exhaustion, having in some cases slowed almost to a standstill, as if the genre itself has worn them down: so that by the time we get to the Twilight films, vampires (no matter how quickly they can move around) live at much the same pace as everybody else but at one remove, in a sort of self-effacing, diminishing, domestic economy. It is as if vampires are not quite themselves any more, despite the fact that they are still just as recognisable as vampires as they ever were. Perhaps they are in mourning for the loss of an authenticity they never actually had. If we can put aside their ferocity and bloodlust for a moment, the prevailing mood of the vampire in the films I discuss in this book – from Coppola’s film to The Addiction (1995) to Let the Right One In (2008) and beyond – is melancholy.

This book reads around forty vampire films from a number of different places: Sweden, Russia, South Korea, Japan, the United States, France, New Zealand, Australia. No doubt the issue of my own remoteness from (or proximity to) some of these films will become apparent as the chapters unfold. A bit like a vampire – and they are often cast as equally parasitical – film critics stage an encounter with something that is indeed remote from them, as any film, local or otherwise, must in some sense always be. Just like vampires again, critics have to negotiate even the slightest differences in time and place in the thing they encounter; something has to be said about these differences in order for criticism to proceed. Against the odds, perhaps, the idea is to bring that film closer, to make it more legible, a little more comprehensible, to viewers today. Although I think there are things to say about vampire films at a general, generic level, I have also wanted to honour the historical and regional distinctiveness of these films, their cinematic specificity, to affirm that they certainly can do things differently. The question of reading the vampire as a ‘metaphor’ always comes up when this happens, and I have a lot to say in this book about what it might mean to treat some of these films as national or political allegories, as films that speak to their historical, regional predicaments. Some vampires carry the weight of allegorisation on their shoulders, too. Others, on the other hand, might shrug it off, shirking their allegorical responsibilities or at least striking up some sort of generic distance from them. The vampire film is a frivolous genre in so many respects, but, depending on the case, it can also mobilise a certain ‘seriousness’ that is reflected through the vampire itself and the various encounters it has. Vampires present a way of being in the world, determined by the prevailing logics of the genre but also reflecting the various imperatives of their predicament, their historico-political situation. Along these lines we can certainly think about what Annette Kuhn once called a film’s ‘cultural instrumentality’.2 At the same time, it would be difficult to reduce even the most highly charged vampire film to the level of allegory. As I note in a number of chapters, vampire films can often invest themselves with some level of national or political representation – or citation – even as they might dissolve those connections away; which means that the (national) allegorising impulses of film commentators, and even film directors, can often be frustrated.

This predicament may also have something to do with the transnational aspects of many of these films. As mobile as their vampires might sometimes seem to be, vampire films are not exactly global phenomena. But they do play out various kinds of transnational encounters: American directors who adapt an Irish novel or ‘remake’ a German film, French directors who hire a Chinese Hong Kong actor or shoot a live-action remake of a Japanese anime, a Mexican director who shoots a film about a black American vampire slayer on location in Prague or casts an Argentinian actor as a vampire in Mexico City and so on. The South Korean vampire film Thirst (2009) bases the latter part of its narrative on a French novel published in 1867; the Japanese vampire anime Blood: The Last Vampire (2000) unfolds on a US airbase in Japan and ends with images from the Vietnam War; while the vampire in Nadja (1994) – like the actor who plays her – is a Romanian immigrant in New York, relishing the ‘excitement’ of this American city even as she yearns for her homeland. These kinds of encounters can make it difficult to think of vampire films solely in terms of national cinemas. Indeed, even in terms of film distribution, these films aspire to be somewhere else, viewed by others elsewhere. I have been mindful of the often unstable relationship between the national and the transnational in the vampire films I discuss in this book, and the ways in which many vampire films – those from Russia, Japan, South Korea, Australia, Sweden and so on – mobilise a notion of ‘national cinema’ even as they undo this by taking up the cultural and economic logics of international distribution, especially distribution into the English-speaking West. All of this nevertheless makes me a little more proximate to these films than I might otherwise have been. In the chapters that follow, I try to offer readings of vampire films from around the world that respond to these often complicated predicaments. Chapter 1 looks at the kinds of journeys vampires take in five American vampire films that are each at the same time not exactly ‘American’. (The last of them, Queen of the Damned [2002], is in fact directed by an Australian.) Chapter 2 looks at two Swedish vampire films – one of which was subsequently remade, and relocated, by an American film director – and two Russian vampire films: to think in particular about a national cinema’s preoccupation with difference and otherness and its triggering of a notion of the vampire-as-neighbour, as something that one can indeed, for better or worse, be proximate to. Chapter 3 looks specifically at transnational or East–West ‘citations’ in vampire films from Japan and Korea, as well as a French film (with its Chinese Hong Kong actor-protagonist) that is almost a vampire film but not quite. Chapter 4 returns to the American vampire film to open up the notion of what might count as ‘American’ here: covering a range of different cinemas, from low-budget New York-based arthouse films to various lowbrow Mexican-American (‘Tex Mex’) encounters to the phenomenally successful Twilight series, the only American films to put their vampires into proximity with something ‘indigenous’. Chapter 5 turns to films that imagine vampires as a kind of diminishing species, condemned to continue to regenerate and spread themselves virally around the world (some parts of it, at least) even as they stage their exhaustion and decline. By this time – by which I mean, the period I cover in this book – vampire films have folded their originating moment into their final gasp (‘the last vampire’, etc.), as if the two things are now indistinguishable. The notion of the film sequel (the Blade series, the Underworld series) is therefore important to this chapter. It allows these films to give the vampire renewed force as a metaphor for capitalism itself, unable to stop doing what it does even as it knows it cannot go on (forever).

It is always worth bearing in mind that vampires are ushered into the modern world by nothing less than cinema itself, the cinematic apparatus. This is another reason why this book begins with a discussion of Coppola’s Bram Stoker’s Dracula: because this film knows very well that vampires are, and always have been, cinematic creatures, brought to life by cinema and made both modern and redundant by it: given substance (and sustenance), and made insubstantial, simultaneously. A significant number of vampire films after 1992 take their vampires into the cinema or give them a comparable ‘cinematographic’ moment, as if to underscore this point. This can mean, naturally enough, that to talk about the vampire film is also to talk about cinema itself. The vampire is a kind of special effect, mobilised by cinema in part as a way of mystifying what it – cinema, and the vampire – is or would like to be. I have wanted to demystify the vampire only to a degree as a consequence, not least because – against the grain of so many of the vampire films discussed in this book – I want the vampire to continue to live, to continue to be animated, and reanimated, by the cinematic frame. In terms of critical method, I have therefore been influenced by Robert B. Ray’s comment (although I dislike his metaphor), that film studies ‘should penetrate the movies’ veil while retaining their hallucinatory quality’.3 Tom Gunning has said something similar: that ‘the work of interpretation should involve the progressive discovery and uncovering of a film’s structures as well as an unfolding of its surfaces – and all of this must be filled with surprises’.4 I have certainly wanted to think about the surfaces and structures of the various vampire films I examine in this book. If there are one or two surprises to be found in the following chapters – and if, despite everything (not least, the derivative, constrained nature of the genre), the hallucinatory quality of vampire films remains evident to the end – then I could not ask for much more.
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