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Introduction

Bram Stoker’s literary accomplishments have become an integral part of modern art and pop culture. He is often named alongside the likes of Mary Shelley and Edgar Allan Poe as a master of Gothic horror, and his bloodthirsty villain, Count Dracula, stands apart as the father of unending inspiration for artists of all kinds.

Stoker’s inspiration, however, comes far more from his own life than the inky recesses of his imagination. Beginning with a childhood he was not expected to survive, he moved onto a vibrant adulthood, first in his home country of Ireland and then across the Irish Sea in England. He abandoned a promising career in civil service to pursue the arts and earned the respect of some of the greatest artistic and literary figures of the era. The risk paid off, as Stoker (and the characters he created) has entranced the minds and hearts of millions across generations.


Chapter One

A Sickly Child and a Sickly Country

“How blessed are some people, whose lives have no fears, no dreads; to whom sleep is a blessing that comes nightly, and brings nothing but sweet dreams.”

—Bram Stoker

Bram Stoker, unlike many Irish artists of the era, was born into a modicum of wealth and affluence. On November 8, 1847, he came into the world at Marino Crescent, the only Georgian crescent in Dublin. This was far removed from the political tumult of the fight for Irish independence from Britain, the outcome of which would not come to pass within Stoker’s lifetime. In fact, his birthplace, called Clontarf, was a popular holiday spot on the outskirts of Dublin, and though the Great Famine was at its height at the time, it seemed the Stoker family was little affected by it.

Stoker was named after his father, Abraham, and was the third of seven children. He was baptized into the Church of Ireland, and his family were practicing Protestants. This was a controversial position for an Irish family to be in during the time period, as the Irish/British divide stemmed not only from political control but also from religious delineations.

At any rate, as a boy, Stoker’s focus was elsewhere. He was a sickly child and was essentially bedridden until the age of seven. Numerous historians have hypothesized about the cause of the illness, but even at present, there is not a definitive answer or even a well-accepted theory as to the source of Stoker’s affliction. By all accounts, his family members were healthy—his father, Abraham, died at age 77, and his mother, Charlotte, did not pass until she was 83, suggesting the illness was nothing hereditary or the type of illness that would significantly affect lifespan. Three of Stoker’s siblings (eldest brother Thornley and younger brothers Richard and George) became doctors, and there is no evidence that any of them identified their brother’s sickness, either.

Despite his poor health’s unknown origin, Stoker did regularly receive treatment, among which was bloodletting. His great-grandnephew, Dacre Stoker, attributes these treatments to many of the central horror themes in Dracula, which Stoker would publish when he was 50. Bloodletting, at the time, was considered a reasonable cure for a myriad of illnesses, having originated in India and been widely used in Ancient Greece (among famous Greeks who sang its praises was Hippocrates, the father of modern medicine). Bloodletting was done in a variety of ways, such as cupping, cutting a vein in the arm or leg, or even employing the aid of leeches. The practice’s popularity reached its peak in the mid-1800s.

Originally, bloodletting was performed in order to equalize the “humors” of the body, of which there were believed to be four. Illnesses were thought to be caused by an imbalance of any combination of the humors, resulting in various ailments. By Stoker’s lifetime, most in the scientific community had disregarded these ideas, but its popularity among the common people made it a difficult practice to do away with completely. Bloodletting was still used as a regular medical treatment, primarily based on the idea that “too much blood” was a cause of inflammation and fever.

In addition, many diseases, from tuberculosis to pneumonia, were believed to be carried in the blood, and bloodletting was thought to be an effective method of purging the illness from the body. Coming from a family of medical practitioners, this was almost certainly a treatment used regularly on Stoker in his childhood. It is quite possible that regular bloodletting treatments in his early years may have been traumatic for him and led to a lifelong mixture of fear and fascination with the concept of blood and blood loss.

Not expected to live into adulthood, Stoker received much love and attention from his family while he was a bedridden child. Charlotte, his mother, often regaled him with stories from Irish history and mythology, but not all of these stories were happy. Particularly, Charlotte would often tell an entranced young Stoker about the cholera epidemic of 1832. Charlotte would only have been 13 or 14 at the time, but her hometown of Sligo was the hardest-hit area in Ireland, with a total of 643 recorded deaths, averaging 50 a day. The number was almost certainly much higher, as only deaths that occurred in the quarantined Fever Hospital were recorded.

A grim local legend, which Charlotte no doubt passed on to her young son, said that survivors were so desperate to stop the spread of the disease that they buried many of the sick while they still drew breath. Charlotte even told a second-hand story about a group of samaritans on the road who came across an elderly man clearly in the throes of a cholera infection. Rather than stopping to help him, they dug a grave and used sticks to shove him inside, burying him alive.

She told these bone-chilling stories against the backdrop of one of the greatest social crises in Irish history, a famine that left over one million Irish dead and another two million fleeing the country. One can imagine the influence such events may have on a young boy—emaciated and diseased peasantry roaming the streets as though they were living corpses while the wealthy held sumptuous feasts within their manors. Perhaps these tales of death and destruction, coupled with the often dark tone of Irish folklore and the cultural tumult into which he was born, would influence Stoker’s fears and, therefore, his writing as an adult. These memories and terrors would no doubt inspire some of the gothic themes he explored in many of his works—an inky blend of the macabre and supernatural mixed with mythology and history in equal measure.

These early years, bed-bound and sick, gave Stoker ample opportunity to work his creative and imaginative muscles. He explained, “I was naturally thoughtful, and the leisure of long illness gave opportunity for many thoughts which were fruitful according to their kind in later years.” By the time he was seven, the country had started to recover, and so did the young Bram Stoker. With no discernable rhyme or reason, he would make a complete recovery, begin formal schooling, and make his way into adulthood and a brighter future.


Chapter Two

Time at Trinity College

“Remember my friend, that knowledge is stronger than memory, and we should not trust the weaker.”

—Bram Stoker

Stoker made up for the years he spent bedridden and thrived in school, both as a student and an athlete. Having been educated at a small private school run by one Reverend William Woods, he enrolled in Dublin’s Trinity College in 1864 at the age of 16. His height peaked at 6 feet 2 inches (188 centimeters), and not only was he physically strong, but he was also socially adept and extremely well-liked among his peers. Many of his classmates and professors considered him the model of a liberal arts man.

It was during his time at university that he was introduced to the work of American poet Walt Whitman after he and some friends jokingly read aloud an extremely entertaining, but appallingly poor, review of Poems by Walt Whitman, which was a smaller selection of poems from Whitman’s larger collection, Leaves of Grass. Stoker held a near obsessively high regard for Whitman and his work and would eventually meet him after he himself became a writer.

At school, though, Stoker excelled in athletics, perhaps making up for lost time in his childhood. He earned awards across several athletic categories—shot put, weightlifting, and gymnastics among them. In 1867, he earned the accolade of Dublin University Athletic Sports Champion. More than once throughout his life, he quoted this distinction as one of his proudest achievements, giving some insight into which of his characteristics and talents he personally held in the highest esteem, as he was also a highly distinguished academic.

Stoker graduated with a bachelor’s degree in 1870 and completed his master’s in 1875. In the entire history of Trinity College (which was founded by Elizabeth I in 1592 and still exists today), Stoker is the only student to hold the highest offices in two college societies, concurrently or otherwise. First, he was named auditor of the Historical Society (also known as the Hist), the college’s famous debate club. As auditor, he led the entire committee and was responsible for the society’s accounts, as well as leading the inaugural address each year on a subject of the society’s choosing.

Second, he was president of the Philosophical Society, referred to as the Phil. The Phil also had a heavy emphasis on debate but focused more on the reading and discussion of academic papers. In 1868, according to the few extant meeting minutes of the Phil, Stoker presented his first paper, entitled Sensationalism in Fiction and Society. There are also records of subsequent addresses he made to the society, entitled Shelley and The Means of Improvement in Composition. While none of these papers survive, it is clear that Stoker had an ardent interest in the literary arts and that his interest in gothic literature had begun to take shape.

Throughout his adulthood and despite his Protestant upbringing, Stoker was also a staunch advocate for Home Rule, or independent governance of Ireland from Britain, and stressed in more than one publication that he desired this independence to come about by peaceful means. However, one particular aspect
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