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DRACULA’S GUEST AND OTHER WEIRD STORIES

BRAM STOKER was born in Dublin in 1847, the son of a civil servant. He overcame a long childhood illness to attend Trinity College Dublin, where he distinguished himself in athletics, became president of both Philosophical and Historical Societies, and graduated in science. From 1870 to 1877 he worked as a civil servant in Dublin Castle, publishing The Duties of Clerks of Petty Sessions in Ireland in 1879. During this period he also wrote dramatic criticism, and in 1878 his strong admiration for, and burgeoning friendship with, Henry Irving led the actor to appoint him acting (business) manager at London’s Lyceum Theatre, an experience that produced Personal Reminiscences of Henry Irving (1906). Apart from Dracula (1897), Stoker’s other novels and stories have declined in popularity since their original publication, an oeuvre which includes The Mystery of the Sea (1902), The Jewel of Seven Stars (1903), The Man (1905) and The Lair of the White Worm (1911). A collection of Stoker’s short stories, Dracula’s Guest and Other Weird Stories was published posthumously in 1914 by his widow, Florence Stoker.

KATE HEBBLETHWAITE is a Research Fellow at Trinity College, Dublin. She was educated at the University of St Andrews and Trinity College Dublin, gaining a Ph.D. from Trinity in 2005. She has published a number of articles on popular fiction authors of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and is currently working on the popular literature and culture of this period, with an especial interest in the relationship between science and the novel.
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Chronology

1847 8 November: Abraham Stoker (Bram) born in Dublin, to Charlotte and Abraham Stoker, the third of seven children.

1854–64 After long incapacitating childhood illness, attends private day school of Rev. William Woods in Dublin.

1864–70 Successful career at Trinity College Dublin: becomes University athletics champion, unbeatable road walker and capped footballer; speaker at the Philosophical Society, of which he becomes President in 1867; graduates as a Batchelor of Arts in 1870.

1867 28 August: sees Henry Irving acting for the first time at Theatre Royal, Dublin. Develops a passion for theatre.

1868 Deeply impressed by Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass (1855).

1870 Enters the Civil Service as a clerk in Dublin Castle.

1871 May: sees Irving again at the Vaudeville Theatre, Dublin. Accepts unpaid position as theatre critic for middle-class Protestant newspaper the Dublin Evening Mail. Becomes regular guest of Sir William Wilde and his family.

1872 18 February: writes long, admiring and confessional letter to Whitman (does not send). Elected Auditor of Trinity College Historical Society. September: short story ‘The Crystal Cup’ published. 13 November: delivers address ‘The Necessity for Political Honesty’ in the Dining Hall of Trinity College, later published in Dublin.

1873–4 November–March: becomes (part-time) editor of the short-lived Halfpenny Press.

1875 February–May: ‘The Primrose Path’, ‘Buried Treasure’ and ‘The Chain of Destiny’ published.

1876 14 February: writes again to Whitman enclosing his first letter; Whitman replies on 6 March. Irving plays Hamlet at Theatre Royal, Dublin. After Stoker’s momentous meeting with Irving on 3 December they become friends. Stoker is promoted to Inspector of Petty Sessions.

1877 June: Irving gives reading at Trinity College; thirteen days later Stoker spends annual holiday seeing Irving at Lyceum Theatre, London.

1878 June: visits and assists Irving at Lyceum in rewriting W. G. Wills’s play Vanderdecken. Mid November: accepts Irving’s invitation to become his acting (business) manager at the Lyceum Theatre. Marries Florence Balcombe on 4 December and joins Irving on tour in Birmingham on 9 December. Ellen Terry joins Irving Company as Ophelia for opening of Hamlet on 30 December.

1879 The Duties of Clerks of Petty Sessions in Ireland published. March: meets Alfred, Lord Tennyson. 29 December: Florence gives birth to Irving Noel Thornley Stoker.

1881 Autumn: organizes the first provincial tour of Irving and Ellen Terry. November: collection of children’s stories, Under the Sunset, published.

1883 October: manages the first (of six) of Irving’s tours of America.

1884 20 March: meets Whitman in Philadelphia. Becomes friends with Mark Twain.

1885 19 December: Faust opens at the Lyceum Theatre with Irving in the role of Mephistopheles: it is the company’s greatest commercial success. December: gives lecture at the Royal Institution, ‘A Glimpse of America’.

1886 October: visits USA to arrange tour of Faust for 1887. Visits Whitman at Camden, New Jersey. ‘A Glimpse of America’ published.

1889 The Snake’s Pass appears as a serial story in the People and several other provincial papers.

1890 8 March: makes first notes for what will become Dracula. 30 April: called to the Bar of the Inner Temple. November: The Snake’s Pass published.

1892 Death of Walt Whitman.

1895 January: The Watter’s Mou published as companion volume to Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Parasite. 18 July: Henry Irving knighted. October: The Shoulder of Shasta published.

1897 18 May: the first and only performance of Stoker’s play Dracula, or The Un-Dead performed at the Lyceum Theatre. 26 May: Dracula published.

1898 February: Miss Betty published; the Lyceum Storage burns down, destroying all the company’s scenes and props.

1901 April: sixpenny paperback edition of Dracula published, abridged by Stoker.

1902 July: Lyceum Theatre closes and put into receivership. The Mystery of the Sea published, found to be ‘admirable’ in a congratulatory note sent by Conan Doyle. December: Ellen Terry leaves Irving’s company.

1903 November: The Jewel of Seven Stars published.

1905 September: The Man published. October: while on his farewell tour at Sheffield, Irving collapses and dies; he is buried in Westminster Abbey.

1906 October: Personal Reminiscences of Henry Irving (2 vols.) published. Stoker suffers a stroke which leaves his walking and sight impaired.

1908 15 January: interview with Winston Churchill published in the Daily Chronicle. June: Lady Athlyne published. Snowbound: The Record of a Theatrical Touring Party also published.

1909 July: The Lady of the Shroud published.

1910 December: Famous Impostors published.

1911 November: The Lair of the White Worm published.

1912 20 April: dies at 26 St George’s Square, London; later cremated at Golders Green Crematorium, where his ashes remain.

1914 Dracula’s Guest and Other Weird Stories published.





Introduction

(Readers new to this collection are advised that this Introduction discusses the stories’ plots in detail.)

To many, Bram Stoker’s name has become synonymous with a single piece of work that, since its publication in 1897, has grown to typify the Victorian Gothic genre. Dracula, with its smorgasbord of sexual fantasies and social anxieties, has so far eclipsed anything else that he has written that, to the reader unaccustomed to Stoker’s oeuvre outside it, the extent and range of work that he produced will be somewhat surprising. Thirteen novels, two biographies, one play, one civil service manual and numerous lectures and short stories have all been overshadowed by a single vampire narrative. For a man who wrote so much, that so much should in turn be written about such a small section of his work is a paradox; Dracula remains at the forefront and the focus of both academic and popular interest.

This concept of paradox is actually wholly appropriate to Stoker’s work. Despite Dracula’s longstanding popularity, its literary merits are less assured, Maud Ellmann arguing that ‘the novel wouldn’t be so good if it weren’t so very bad’, whilst of his other works, ‘most of them [were] execrable’.1 In turn, in his introduction to the 1983 Oxford World Classics edition of Dracula, A. N. Wilson scoffed that, ‘No one in their right mind would think of Stoker as “a great writer”.’2 Popular yet pulp, enduring yet unendurable – the sense of discrepancy inherent in Stoker’s work is also applicable to the author himself; the volume of literature that has been produced about Stoker since the revival of his reputation in the early 1970s testifying, ironically, to his indecipherability. Since 1962 four full-length biographies have been written which, whilst illuminating the facts about Stoker’s life, nevertheless fail to get to grips with the man himself. There is very little material extant in which Stoker bares his innermost thoughts. As enigmatic as his most renowned creation, Stoker himself confessed in a letter to Walt Whitman in 1872 that, ‘I… am naturally secretive to the world.’3

The bare facts about Stoker’s life have provided rich pickings for literary detective work, and critics have tended to read his works as much for the potential biographical insight they can offer as for the stories they tell. The most manifestly persistent of these critical interpretations has been speculation about his sexual proclivities. Claims have been equally stringently made for Stoker’s rampant heterosexual carnality, his closet homosexuality, his anal fixations, oral fixations, Oedipus complex, fear of assertive women (especially mothers) and domination fetishes. The most enduring mystery surrounding Bram Stoker’s life in this respect has been his death. Locomotor Ataxia, a stated cause of death on Stoker’s Death Certificate, was hailed as proof of the author’s contraction of syphilis and thus womanizing reputation by Daniel Farson.4 Whilst this was rejected by Stoker’s third biographer, Barbara Belford, and similarly dismissed by Haining and Tremayne as ‘unproven’, 5Stoker’s most recent biographer, Paul Murray, has once more taken up the argument for his ‘likely’ syphilitic condition, citing the author’s stroke in 1906, his prescription for arsenic medication in 1910 and his stamping way of walking as evidence.6

The virtual impenetrability of Stoker himself and the excesses contained within his fiction lend themselves to this outpouring of biographical conjecture. William Hughes and Andrew Smith argue that Dracula has become ‘ the Freudian text par excellence ’, 7 revealing a wide range of repressed sexual desires and concerns. Among other interpretations, the syphilitic condition here too has been raised, the novel’s preoccupation with insanity, pestilence and implicitly sexual contamination being cited as evidence of Stoker’s own sexual ill-health.

To read novels solely for a glimpse of their biographical signposts, however, is to do both text and author a great disservice. Whilst fascinating in their own right as the last published works of Bram Stoker, the two books that comprise this volume, Dracula’s Guest and Other Weird Stories and The Lair of the White Worm also demonstrate that ultimately Stoker was a master of the Gothic genre, fully justifying his reputation alongside late-nineteenth-century ‘greats’ such as Robert Louis Stevenson, H. G. Wells, Sheridan Le Fanu, Oscar Wilde and Arthur Conan Doyle.

Aside from the spine-chilling excellence of such stories as ‘The Burial of the Rats’, ‘The Squaw’ and ‘The Judge’s House’, Stoker offset his tales of the weird and uncanny with an experimental outlook that not only responded to the social conscience of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but also tapped into contemporaneous experimental movements in art and literature. Far from the rather slapdash image that Stoker’s fiction beyond Dracula has generated, such works can be seen to be the product of deep thought, research and a profound understanding of the society in which he lived.8 The Lair of the White Worm, for example, widely dismissed as ‘clearly the work of a man sick in mind if not in body’, 9 is, in reality, an intensely intriguing novel, working on mythic, historical, social and sexual levels, whilst also responding to nineteenth- and early twentieth-century shifts in artistic expression. In short, Stoker was a popular fiction writer of significant aptitude, in tune with the undercurrents of the social thought and creative articulation of his time.

‘Dracula’s Guest’

Considerable debate surrounds the relationship between ‘Dracula’s Guest’ and its namesake, Dracula. First appearing in Dracula’s Guest and Other Weird Stories (1914), a volume of short stories collected and published by Bram Stoker’s widow after his death, it was claimed by Florence Stoker to be ‘an hitherto unpublished episode from Dracula… originally excised owing to the length of the book’. For this reason, the story as it now stands has often been accepted as the ‘original’ first chapter of Dracula, subsequently deleted by Stoker’s editors.10

However, the relationship between the two stories is rather more complicated than at first appears. Dracula is written as a series of diary entries, letters and newspaper reports; ‘Dracula’s Guest’, on the other hand, is a first-person account written by an anonymous author. Dissimilarities in tone and style further separate the two to such an extent that, whilst ‘Dracula’s Guest’ certainly displays strong links with the novel, it is unlikely that the story as it now stands was precisely that which was initially planned for publication with Dracula. Much more probable is the notion that the story is a self-contained episode, reworked from Stoker’s original ideas for the novel’s opening. Certainly, the final published version of Dracula itself is a much better work without such an opening: it is tighter and more immediate, and the reader is instantly drawn into the physical and psychological journey towards the Transylvanian Count.

Despite its apparently simple plot – a man goes for a walk, gets lost, has an adventure and is rescued – ‘Dracula’s Guest’ is skilfully ambiguous. The identities of both the ‘tall and thin’ figure that causes the carriage horses to ‘jump and kick about’ and the wolf that ultimately saves the narrator, and their own relationship to the Boyar Dracula whose telegram ends the story, are never fully stated. Yet similarities to the Count’s physiognomy and manner in Dracula itself can certainly be drawn; his height, his effect on carriage horses, his ability to metamorphose into ‘an immense dog’ when disembarking at Whitby, and his ‘peculiarly sharp white teeth’ and ‘red, gleaming eyes’, 11 would indeed suggest the two characters are one and the same. Likewise, the narrator’s description of the wolf’s ‘fierce and acrid’ breath and his instinctive ‘loathing, like the first stage of sea-sickness’ when in contact with it are analogous to Harker’s reaction to Dracula’s touch:

As the Count leaned over me and his hands touched me, I could not repress a shudder. It may have been that his breath was rank, but a horrible feeling of nausea came over me, which, do what I would, I could not conceal.12

That Stoker keeps his readers guessing to the end of the story – and beyond – is testimony to his skill as a writer of the Gothic tale. His close attention to detail and the progressive intensification of atmosphere and tension are characteristics of all the narratives in this collection. The violent storms at the stories’ zenith, in particular, are a familiar feature in Stoker’s work.

Such dramatic events and visually evocative scenes have made Stoker’s work a goldmine for cinematographic adaptation. From the many and various versions of Dracula that have been made subsequent to F. W. Murnau’s Nosferatu (1922)13 to Seth Holt’s Blood from the Mummy’s Tomb (1972), Mike Newell’s The Awakening (1980) and Jeffrey Obrow’s Bram Stoker’s The Mummy (1997), which all drew their source from Stoker’s The Jewel of Seven Stars (1903), the keen eye for melodramatic detail and imaginative impact that Stoker acquired from his years at the theatre translated perfectly on to the silver screen. From this collection alone, ‘Dracula’s Guest’ and The Lair of the White Worm were, respectively, adapted into Dracula’s Daughter (1936, directed by Lambert Hillyer) and Ken Russell’s tour de force of satirical camp The Lair of the White Worm (1988). Far from being a one-book wonder, then, Stoker has influenced the changing trends in modern cinema.

The undercurrent of sexual tension that critics have been quick to detect in Stoker’s work is certainly apparent in ‘Dracula’s Guest’. The homoerotic nature of Dracula’s claim over Harker’s prostrate body – ‘This man belongs to me!’14 – is mirrored in this story in the proprietorial guarding of the narrator’s body by the wolf. If the wolf is indeed also Dracula, then both its intimate action of licking the narrator’s throat and the feeling of ‘semi-lethargy’ that this prompts in the narrator – which recalls the state of languorous ecstasy induced in Harker by the three female vampires – undoubtedly lend a degree of support to those who have argued for a ‘queer’ reading of the Count. Certainly, as in Dracula the image of the undead female is a source of horror: sexually alluring but deadly, the Countess Dolingen is finally destroyed by a (phallic) iron stake, through which lightning is conducted. Like Lucy Westenra (Dracula), similarly pinioned, and Lady Arabella March (The Lair of the White Worm) who is also destroyed by lightning, in her death the Countess Dolingen symbolizes both the final triumph of the male over the female and her purgation from Nature itself – punishment perhaps for her beauty, her allure or quite simply for her femininity.

In his depiction of fearsome women and atmospheric excess, parallels have been drawn between Stoker’s stories and those of another Irish writer of the Gothic, Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu (1814–73). The possibility of a direct connection between Stoker and Le Fanu is tantalizing: Stoker started working as an unpaid drama critic for the Le Fanu-owned Dublin Evening Mail in 1871; during this time he was also a regular visitor to the Wildes’ house in Merrion Square, Le Fanu being their close neighbour. Many of Le Fanu’s stories were published in the Dublin University Magazine (at one time also owned by him), which Stoker would undoubtedly have had access to during his period at Trinity, and Le Fanu’s The Watcher and Other Weird Stories (1894) was in Stoker’s library. Whether the two actually met is unclear, although it seems likely that they must have been aware of one another. Certainly, the influence of Le Fanu upon Stoker’s writing is widely acknowledged, most especially in the case of ‘Dracula’s Guest’ and Carmilla (1872).

Set in Styria and framed as a case from the file of Le Fanu’s psychic doctor, Martin Hesslius, the novella centres on the beautiful young Carmilla, who arrives at the castle of an aristocratic family. Uncannily, Carmilla is the very image of a figure that had appeared, many years before, in a dream of the family’s daughter, Laura. Whilst the two girls are forming an unusually close attachment bordering on the sexual, the surrounding villages are beset by a series of mysterious deaths. Laura soon falls victim to this ‘plague’ but is saved by a family friend, the uncle of one of Carmilla’s previous victims, who reveals their mysterious guest’s true vampiric identity. Carmilla’s tomb is subsequently discovered and, in her lifelike death-state, she is decapitated and staked. Stoker borrowed much from Le Fanu’s story, not least his technique of building a story on the shaky foundations of both doubt and fear, leaving the supernatural or unexplainable elements unexplained and indefinitely powerful. In the end we are left with only half a rationalization for the events that take place in both Styria and Munich – and enjoy the stories all the more for it.

Both Stoker’s and Le Fanu’s Gothic stories deal with the violation of boundaries: between the worlds of the natural and the supernatural, dreams and reality, human and animal, life and death. Carmilla herself violates all four of these, adding sexual ambiguity (akin to Dracula’s) to her list of misdemeanours. She woos Laura like a predatory lover with ‘gloating eyes’ and ‘hot lips’, female sexuality displaying itself in all its guilty wantonness: ‘she would whisper, almost in sobs, “You are mine, you shall be mine, and you and I are one forever.” ’15 Whilst homo-social desire may be aberrant for Le Fanu, for Stoker, it is a source of sanctuary from dangerous female sexuality. Men tend to falter when strong women abound, as Dracula’s Professor Abraham Van Helsing’s words encapsulate:

Then the beautiful eyes of the fair woman open and look love, and the voluptuous mouth present to a kiss – and man is weak.16

Stoker’s Short Stories and the Gothic Tradition

Le Fanu’s influence on Stoker can be similarly traced in a number of other stories in this volume. Apparitions and dreams, for example, fuelled the momentum of both authors’ stories, 17 whilst the tale of the mental breakdown and death of a student under the malign influence of a long-dead judge in Stoker’s ‘The Judge’s House’ (1891) bears more than a passing resemblance to Le Fanu’s own ‘Mr Justice Harbottle’ (1872), itself a drastically rewritten version of his ‘An Account of Some Strange Disturbances in Aungier Street’, published in the Dublin University Magazine in 1853. Both of Le Fanu’s stories climax with the discovery of the cruel judge suspended by his own hanging rope, whilst in ‘The Judge’s House’ it is the innocent lodger who is the victim of the judge’s toxic apparition.

However, it would be misleading to imply that, in displaying similarities with Le Fanu’s work, Stoker was merely plagiarizing his ideas. Many of the plot devices that both authors used were longstanding staples of the Gothic tradition. The pictorial image that comes to life and steps out of its frame, substituting itself for its original in ‘The Judge’s House’, is a concept that can be traced from Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto (1764) to Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), via Charles Maturin’s Melmoth the Wanderer (1820) and Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘The Oval Portrait’ (1850). In addition, inclement weather, spooky houses, local superstitions, disturbed dreams, vampires, doubles, second sight and malevolent beasts appeared frequently in the Gothic novels and stories of John Polidori, Mary Shelley, Matthew Lewis, Robert Louis Stevenson, Oscar Wilde and Arthur Conan Doyle, among others. Gothic, while imaginative, is certainly not an innovative genre as far as fictional plot mechanisms are concerned. Sets are recycled, plots rehashed and atmosphere remains invariably hyperbolic. Where the very best writers of the Gothic are original is in reworking these potentially formulaic devices and indulgence in uncanny excess into relevant, incisive and captivatingly unique tales in their own right. Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray, for example, is not merely a pictorial dramatization of the Faustian pact for the fin de siècle audience; it is also a direct challenge to society’s superficiality, revealing the complex duality of the human condition.

Stoker understood the need for this balancing act between high fancy and deep focus, and his ability to weave such seemingly hackneyed elements seamlessly – and vividly – into his fiction without incurring accusations of belaboured cliché stands as evidence of his considerable abilities as a writer of the Gothic story. The weather may be preternaturally rough at times of high drama; pictures may come to life; animals may stalk humans; dreams and visions may foretell doom; and men may fight for, die for, kill for – and kill – women, yet joining these extreme events lies an overarching unease about the transgression of boundaries. Life and death, known and unknown, animal and human, man and woman, dream and reality, good and evil: each duality is in conflict in the stories, and each remains largely unresolved at their closure. For Stoker, life on the boundaries signified intense anxiety, the human spirit displaying itself at its most dangerous, and most resolute. Transgression of borders socially or morally imposed results in the disruption of the imperceptible balance of power, and descent into chaos. For death to impose itself on life, for animal to impose itself on human, or for woman to impose herself on man meant a fundamental questioning of the divide separating each from the other, and the ultimate need for a reassessment of the ‘acceptable’ status quo.

‘The Squaw’ (1893), for example, reflects the deep unease expressed in much later nineteenth-century popular literature about the need for the reassessment of the boundaries that separate human and animal. The tale of a cat’s revenge upon Elias P. Hutcheson of Nebraska for his accidental killing of her kitten is so effectively chilling precisely because the cat expresses very human emotions. Its initial cry of distress upon the death of its litter, ‘such as a human being might give’, soon gives way to a display of keen intelligence and calculated revenge that results in the American’s gruesome death in the Iron Virgin, a formidable cabinet inlaid with sharp spikes that, when closed, pierced the eyes, heart and vitals of the victim enclosed within. The cat’s calm satisfaction in its act and the narrator’s choice of weapon – a sword for the execution of humans – enforces this confusion of the boundaries between man and animal:

And sitting on the head of the poor American was the cat, purring loudly as she licked the blood which trickled through the gashed socket of his eyes. I think no one will call me cruel because I seized one of the old executioner’s swords and shore her in two as she sat.

The certainties of what it meant to be human became increasingly unstable as the nineteenth century drew to a close, as man was forced to re-identify himself in animal rather than divine terms. Following evolution theory’s unwelcome suggestion that both man and ape had evolved from a single lineage, and Darwin’s later contention, in The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals (1872), for the essential cross-species universality of emotional expression, a definable body of fiction emerged which confronted the potentials of this narrowing gap between man and beast. When Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll creates an alter ego for himself in order that he may indulge his baser desires undetected, his creation, the troglodytic Mr Hyde, is similarly ‘ape-like’.18 H. G. Wells’s The Time Machine (1895), meanwhile, depicts a future world in which the human species has diverged into two distinct races: the delicate human-like yet mentally degenerate Eloi and their masters, the subterranean Morlocks, who have evolved back into ‘ape-like’ creatures and breed the human Eloi as ‘fatted cattle’19 for their consumption.

Stoker returned to this theme of the humanized animal in a number of his stories and novels. ‘The Burial of the Rats’ (1914) makes indistinct the line that separates the rats that infest the rubbish heaps, picking clean the bones of the dead, and the human rats, ‘more animals than men’, who hunt the story’s narrator through the streets of Paris. A malevolent rat also terrorizes the doomed student in ‘The Judge’s House’, the inference being that the creature is in some way the transmogrified soul of the judge himself, whilst in Dracula the Count displays the ability not only to command rats and wolves, but also to morph into a bat, a large dog and, in ‘Dracula’s Guest’, a werewolf.

This apprehension about the transgression of physical boundaries is compounded in Stoker’s stories by an overarching concern about the permeability of the boundaries between the rational and the irrational, the known and the unknown. ‘The Gipsy Prophecy’ (1914) overthrows the comfortable, safe world of middle class self-assurance, symbolized by fat cigars and college chums, with the Gipsy Queen’s visionary warning that Joshua Considine will murder his wife. Although ridiculed, her prophecies nevertheless disturb their recipients. At the story’s close the prediction of blood flowing ‘through the broken circle of a severed ring’ certainly comes true, and although Mary Considine takes comfort in the logical rationalization that ‘The gipsy was wonderfully near the truth; too near for the real thing ever to occur now, dear’, the reader is left wondering whether a worse fate awaits the young bride.

The defiance of logic by the uncanny is particularly palpable in ‘The Judge’s House’, where a student of the reasoned science of mathematics is overwhelmed by the mysterious transmogrification of a portrait, despite his avowed protestations to the contrary:

A man who is reading for the Mathematical Tripos has too much to think of to be disturbed by any of these mysterious ‘somethings, ’ and his work is of too exact and prosaic a kind to allow of his having any corner in his mind for mysteries of any kind.

Exemplifying this overturning of the world of sense, the giant rat with baleful eyes is unperturbed by a book of logarithms that is used as a missile against it, yet baulks at the Bible – a symbolic triumph of faith over logic. There indeed turn out to be more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in Malcolmson’s philosophy, the cultured and reasoned scientific defences of his mathematical library proving useless against the uncanny forces which threaten the fundamentals of reason itself.

In deference to the Gothic tradition, Malcolmson’s attempt to shore up the fragments of logic against rationality’s ruination is strongly reminiscent of the third chapter of Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights (1848), where Lockwood piles a pyramid of books in front of his window in order to prevent Catherine Linton’s apparition from entering the room. Himself a town-dweller and therefore a stranger to the elemental effects of the wilderness, Lockwood cannot – and will not – comprehend an explanation for his ‘dream’ as anything other than the ‘effects of bad tea and bad temper’.20 In like manner, the ideological deconstruction of rigid confines between good and evil that takes place in ‘The Judge’s House’ (a supposedly righteous judge is in fact an envoy of evil) connects the story with the Gothic genre’s long-established subversion of ‘conventional’ powers of right and wrong, for instance in William Godwin’s Caleb Williams (1794) and Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818; 1831).

The last two stories in Dracula’s Guest and Other Weird Stories have a rather different tone to the rest of the collection. The pietism of the Christian morality tale ‘A Dream of Red Hands’ (1894) and the acerbic ridiculing of Celtic sentimentality in ‘Crooken Sands’ (1894) initially seem at odds with the other, dourer, Gothic tales. However, the stories’ concerns about Jacob Settle’s immortal soul or the comic lingering over the absurdity of Arthur Markam’s tartan costume do not irrevocably set them apart. Prophecy, nightmares and the recurrent Gothic motif of the doppelgänger soon offset the reverence and humour with darker revelations about the ability of the mind to react forcibly to the power of suggestion. Furthermore, whilst absolution certainly marks the apogee of each – Settle’s hands are wiped clean and Markam learns the ‘fatal force’ of his vanity – as with the other stories, resolution and satisfaction remain at variance. For Settle to conquer eternal damnation, he must paradoxically give up his life. Markam, meanwhile, learns ‘what a vain old fool I was’ at the expense of the drowned haberdasher Mr Roderick MacDhu who, it is ultimately revealed, is the apparition that has haunted the London merchant. Contradiction once more dominates the tales of this most enigmatic of writers.

‘So much for the fortified heights; but the hollows
too have their own story’: History, Myth and Stoker’s
Evil Women

This notion of contradiction is especially pertinent to The Lair of the White Worm, originally published by William Rider and Son Ltd in 1911. Often dismissed as the confused ramblings of a dying man, the novel’s critical place as the culmination of Stoker’s output has been unfairly overshadowed by the assumption that its conception and construction was undertaken in a haze of opium and syphilis.21 A bizarre novel, certainly, which seems defined more by its collection of inconsistent subplots than by any coherent driving narrative, The Lair of the White Worm has languished in obscurity, heavily abridged, since its initial publication. Indeed, subsequent editions were significantly edited or amended in an attempt to extract a degree of coherence from its pages.

Although this story was written between 3 March and 12 June 1911, its hasty composition belies a text that embodies all the concerns and contradictions of Stoker’s work. In thrall to the abiding power of myth and legend, yet also attuned to contemporary scientific ideas, the novel crosses borders between the logical and the illogical, the old and the new, the impulsive and the considered, whilst also being thematically engaged in the transgression of boundaries between male and female, human and animal, right and wrong. Simultaneously displaying both irrational flights of imagination and careful research, unconscious impulses and measured ideas, it is Stoker’s most inaccessible yet his most revealing work. Like the man himself, The Lair of the White Worm is a complex amalgam of self-possession and passion that defies any ready definition.

Set in the ancient lands of Mercia, a kingdom dominant in Anglo-Saxon England from the seventh to the ninth centuries which, at its height, stretched from the River Thames to Yorkshire and from Lincolnshire to Wales, as Seed maintains, ‘the action of [The Lair of the White Worm] is constantly being displaced from turn-of-the-century England into a legendary past which, Stoker implies, is not anywhere near as remote as we imagined’.22 Early twentieth-century concerns are framed within a context of historical fact and legendary fable and within the traditional narrative format of a central battle leading to a victorious hero and a displaced villain. As such the heroes and villains of the novel transcend their temporal location and attain a mythic status of universality – ‘the history of the Caswall family is coeval with that of England’ says Sir Nathaniel (Chapter II). The moral judgements that are made are therefore simultaneously accorded the weight of universal Truth: and in The Lair of the White Worm the strongest moral judgement is that held against women.

Bram Stoker’s uneasy relationship with the women of his texts has been a matter of considerable debate. In depicting a world of male camaraderie and homosocial salvation, his stories consistently work to demonize the oversexed independent female, whilst praising and advancing the meek woman who displays deference to her male overlords. In Dracula, the ultimately biddable Mina Harker is saved from the vampire’s kiss whilst Lucy Westenra, desirous of three husbands in life, is transformed into a noxious sexual predator in death, finally finding ‘salvation’ through the phallic penetration of a wooden stake through her heart. In The Man (1905) the female protagonist Stephen Norman, who has been given a man’s name, recognizes what she regards as the ‘defects’ of her femininity and decides that she will base her life, not on ‘woman’s weakness’ but on ‘man’s strength’.23 Having taken it upon herself to propose marriage to a man, Stephen is brutally rejected by him, and experiences loneliness and despair, her decline ending happily when she accepts a proposal from the man she herself initially spurned for his assumptions of masculine superiority: ‘She was all woman now; all-patient, and all-submissive. She waited for the man; and the man was coming!’24

Stoker’s penultimate book, Famous Impostors (1910), elucidates many of the concerns embedded in his fiction, most conspicuously that of the relationship between the sexes. A curious incursion into cases of historical imposture, the work devotes an entire section to women who disguise themselves as men and another, entitled ‘The Bisley Boy’, to the attestation that Queen Elizabeth I was in fact a man, the original child having died in infancy and been replaced by a male infant. The inference that a successful woman of power must in fact be a man says much for Stoker’s attitude towards the dominant female, whilst the direct relevance of this book’s theme of gender inversion to The Lair of the White Worm is demonstrable by the latter’s dedication to Bertha Nicoll, a friend of Stoker’s who first made him aware of the conspiracy theory attached to the young Queen Elizabeth.

Throughout this collection, the driving force of many of the plots is the instability of women, or the evils that women do. Even scorned female animals are to be treated with the utmost caution, as ‘The Squaw’ amply demonstrates: both this story and ‘The Secret of the Growing Gold’ (1892) are propelled by the power of female vengeance. The tragedies of ‘A Gipsy Prophecy’ and ‘The Coming of Abel Behenna’ (1914), meanwhile, are provoked by their female characters’ unnatural command of Second Sight or their inconsistency, vanity and greed, whilst it is discernibly the withered old crone in ‘The Burial of the Rats’ who synchronizes the deadly assault upon its narrator. The sole female character in ‘Dracula’s Guest’ is likewise an unnatural object of fear and loathing – a suicide-turned-vampire whose seductive ‘life in death’ trance conjoins the twin pillars of sex and death in horrific association:

In the instant, as I am a living man, I saw, as my eyes were turned into the darkness of the tomb, a beautiful woman, with rounded cheeks and red lips, seemingly sleeping on a bier.

The incompatible polarization of women as either submissive angels or sexual demons is a particularly unequivocal feature of The Lair of the White Worm. Whilst Mimi and Lilla Watford are the embodiment of virtuous, meek womanhood, content to be sustained by their menfolk, Lady Arabella March, the social, sexual and financial independent, is the novel’s antagonist, terrifying, in part, precisely because of her overpowering femininity. Flaunting her womanliness in ‘tightly fitting white [clothes], which showed off her extraordinarily slim figure’ (Chapter X), Lady Arabella uses feminine wiles to lure Edgar Caswall into a promise of matrimony for her own financial ends. However, Lady Arabella is also the white worm of the novel’s title, a grotesque prehistoric survival that preys on humans and animals alike. In this way, dynamic femininity translates itself into an overriding animality, in turn transforming active female sexuality into a dangerous and noxious thing. In fact, throughout Stoker’s works, female sexual proximity of any kind is to be regarded with the utmost caution. In ‘The Squaw’, for example, the narrator notes his relief at having Elias P. Hutcheson join him in the second week of his honeymoon, whilst in The Lair of the White Worm Adam Salton treats his proposal of marriage to Mimi as a ‘painful duty’ (Chapter XXVI) that Nathaniel finally agrees to undertake.

The intense anxiety pertaining to strong women in The Lair of the White Worm is nowhere more palpable than in Diana’s Grove. Reference to Diana calls to mind the goddess’s association with women and childbirth, yet the grove of the novel is reminiscent only of ‘many great deaths’ (Chapter X). As such, traditional roles of woman as life-giver and nurturer are reversed and the grove’s inhabitant is linked instead with death and destruction. Lady Arabella personifies this perversion of the female role, calmly pouring ‘shot after shot’ (Chapter VIII) into Adam Salton’s mongoose, whilst her rancid well-hole at the centre of Diana’s Grove perpetuates the image of a monstrous vagina:

It was like… the drainage of war hospitals, of slaughter-houses, the refuse of dissecting rooms. None of these was like it, though it had something of them all, with, added, the sourness of chemical waste and the poisonous effluvium of the bilge of a waterlogged ship whereon a multitude of rats had been drowned. (Chapter XXI)

Its ‘Queer smell’ (Chapter XIX) characterizes Arabella’s perverted womanhood, the rank ‘primeval ooze’ (Chapter XXI) emanating from it being a harbinger of death rather than life. In her own death, furthermore, Lady Arabella herself is reduced to a putrid slime, unrecognizable in either form or species, the ‘great red masses of rent and torn flesh and fat’ (Chapter XXXIX) to which she is reduced invoking images of toxic menstrual blood and genital secretions, in turn implying that Lady Arabella has dissolved into her own rancid femininity.

Born not of any union between man and woman but existing since the dawn of history, Lady Arabella is thus the physical manifestation of intrinsic and unbridled woman. Challenging the bounds of gender prescription, however, is not only the prerogative of the women of Stoker’s novels. Just as women consistently overstep their feminine margins, men are continually called to live up to their masculinity. Although the ‘male’ does ultimately triumph in The Lair of the White Worm, it requires a band of men to counteract the threat of a single woman. Furthermore, maleness is repeatedly associated with images of familial, mental or physical degeneration. Both Adam Salton and Edgar Caswall are the last in their respective family lines, whilst Caswall himself descends into insanity as the novel progresses. In turn, Mimi and Lilla’s grandfather is rarely involved in the narrative; Richard Salton all but disappears after the opening chapters, and Arabella’s father is but a shadow character, talked about yet never seen. Moreover, the male triumvirate, although vociferous in avowing their willingness ‘to risk whatever is to be risked’ (Chapter XXVIII), remain a passive force, Sir Nathaniel resolving to ‘postpone decisive action until the circumstances depended’ (Chapter XXV). Women are the inciters of action whilst men are content to let that action take its course: even Lady Arabella’s death is, technically, by her own hand as she removes back to her own lair the kite cable along which the final, deadly, bolt of electricity travels.25

The concern about aggressive femininity is augmented in The Lair of the White Worm by the species boundaries Lady Arabella straddles between human and snake. Aside from the palpable biblical links with the serpent that identify Arabella with the role of God’s nemesis and the augury of Original Sin, the symbolic snake also places The Lair of the White Worm within the context of legendary tales of dragon-slaying in England and their own related associations with moral triumphs of good over evil. References to both the ‘Lambton Worm’ and the ‘Laidly Worm of Spindleston Heugh’ (1890) (see Appendix II) connect the novel with such folk fables, whilst the specific significance of the symbol of the dragon, or wyrm, to the kingdom of Mercia is evident from the place names that have survived into the modern age.26 The battle between man and worm/ woman is thus elevated to a level of universality that encompasses both religion and folklore and accords judgement not only against Lady Arabella but also her ophidian species and her female sex.

This association between serpent and woman at the turn of the twentieth century was not Stoker’s alone. Bram Dijkstra’s Idols of Perversity (1986) makes much of the iconography of misogyny against feminine evil in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, in particular highlighting the recurring image of the serpent in association with women in a large number of works of art produced at this time.27 Pictures such as Jean Delville’s The Idol of Perversity (1891) and Franz von Stuck’s Sin (1893) depicted sexual women and sinuous snakes locked in mutual embrace – an unholy alliance of moral and physical corruption that prompted association with biblical sin and the physical usurpation of the male penis. A direct challenge to the rising force of the New Woman, that new breed of independent female who challenged male prerogatives and refused to be defined by the traditional roles of wife and mother, such works pilloried women both for their ‘natural’ sinfulness and for their adoption of the male role. In spite of her veneer of female respectability, Lady Arabella’s ruthlessness and ambition are revealed when she assumes her true form: a ‘tall white shaft’ that rises from the bushy tangle of the ‘trees which lay between’ (Chapter XXVIII). Just as she confuses the male/female divide in her forward conduct, the enormous white penis that Lady Arabella effectively becomes in her ophidian form is the physical representation of her departure from received and acceptable womanhood.

The physical borderland that Lady Arabella March embodies, between human and animal, and male and female, is similarly reflected in her very name, which also makes a connection with the historical feminine. The name ‘Mercia’ itself means ‘the land of the boundary people’, from the Anglo-Saxon word Mierce for boundary, whilst the heart of the kingdom of Mercia once covered that area which is now known as the Welsh Marches. Stoker may have also drawn inspiration for his fictional dominatrix from the historical chronicles of Mercia’s own commanding female, Queen Æthelflaed. Æthelflaed’s reign (911–18) was unique not only because she stood almost alone in early medieval Europe as a female ruler in her own right, or because she was a woman in command of a kingdom dominated by warfare and the needs of warfare, but because her reign was remarkably successful personally, politically and militarily. Mercia prospered under her guidance, successfully defending itself against outside aggression, but also securing a series of victorious military campaigns against the Welsh and the Danes.28 Clearly a strong character able to wield power and command respect, Æthelflaed, like Queen Elizabeth I, stepped outside the gender expectations of later historians and chroniclers.

Despite accusations of a hasty pen or an unwieldy imagination, then, the rationality of Stoker’s mind in creating The Lair of the White Worm cannot be questioned. His knowledge and consideration of historical and thematic material and the story’s measured construction within a fin de siècle framework of fear of the dominant female reveal an imagination thoroughly in tune with the cultural zeitgeist. Moreover, and as the next section will show, the composition of The Lair of the White Worm displays an originality which places the novel at the vanguard of early twentieth-century literary expression.

Twin Pillars of Wisdom: Art and Science

The 1911 edition of The Lair of the White Worm included six colour plates by the artist and clairvoyant Pamela Coleman Smith. Illustrating scenes from the novel, the pictures variously depicted: Edgar Caswall mesmerizing Lilla, Caswall’s hawk-shaped red kite, Oolanga with an armful of snakes, and Lady Arabella dancing in the wood, descending the turret steps of Castra Regis, and as the White Worm. By virtue of the difficulty of their reproduction, however, these images have been left out of subsequent reprints. This is unfortunate as they draw attention to Stoker’s preoccupation with the visual as well as the textual narrative. Coleman Smith had accompanied the Lyceum Theatre Company on its sixth tour of America in 1899 and is probably now best remembered for her illustrations of the classic Rider-Waite tarot deck. The strikingly bold use of block colour combined with an almost cartoon-like simplicity of line and structure that characterizes Coleman Smith’s illustrations (as well as her tarot designs) elevates Stoker’s narrative beyond formal, definable realism. Indeed, in the hallucinatory game with reality that the novel itself engages in, in its destabilization of rationality and even in the very pace at which it was written, The Lair of the White Worm itself displays artistic elements that would be at the heart of the Surrealist movement that emerged six years after its publication.

Surrealism itself was inspired in part by the English Gothic novel’s philosophy of immediacy, non-rational emotional excess and exploitation of subconscious desires and fears. The hyperbolic immoderation of novels such as Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto and Matthew Lewis’s The Monk (1796) particularly appealed to the Surrealists in their rebellion against propriety and convention, typified in much of the movement’s painting by the deliberate displacement of external object for internal meaning. In seeking to put human nature back in touch with the forces of the imaginative unconscious, it also sought inspiration from the non-rational forces of myth, madness and dreams. In 1924 André Breton’s First Surrealist Manifesto contended that, ‘If the depths of our minds conceal strange forces capable of augmenting or conquering those on the surface, it is in our greatest interest to capture them.’29 Undermining nineteenth-century naturalism, Surrealism however did not try to transcend realism; rather it sought to dissolve the foundations of stability upon which realism depended and, in the process, to question the basis upon which it claimed to be able to represent reality. In short, Surrealism refused to recognize the existence of a divide between ‘real’ and ‘unreal’.

Abandoning the critical mind to its imaginative faculty, the Surrealists’ practice of ‘automatic’ writing was predicated on the suppression of rational consciousness. For the Surrealists, to write with no predetermined thought as quickly as one could on a blank sheet of paper revealed the infinite powers of imagination, the total surrender of oneself to the impulse of chance illuminating the depths of human consciousness and capturing the immediacy of thought. This quest for a reality beyond logic characterized much of Stoker’s writing. Its relevance, however, is particularly apposite to The Lair of the White Worm, which, composed in a mere three months, displays the emotional excesses and subversion of logic which were the hallmarks of Surrealism. Demonstrating his own avowal that ‘No one has the power to stop the workings of imagination’, 30 and emancipating imagination itself from the formal world of logic, Stoker’s Mercia amalgamates dreams, hypnosis, madness and hallucinations with the recognized conventions of social propriety. The novel’s hasty production may in turn be seen as a precursor to the ‘automatism’ of the Surrealists, the baggy narrative and disjointed chronology merely by-products of a far more interesting experimentation in the art of subconscious creativity. Inhabiting a borderland where distinctions between what has tangible reality and what is imaginary are unclear, Stoker’s final novel encapsulates André Breton’s summation of Surrealism’s goal:

… there exists a certain point in the mind at which life and death, real and imaginary, past and future, communicable and incommunicable, high and low, cease to be perceived in terms of contradiction.31

Rejecting any sense of human identity as serious, stable or continuous, The Lair of the White Worm is therefore both reflective and progressive in its outlook. Blurring apparent differences between reality and imagination whilst simultaneously acknowledging an adherence to late-nineteenth-century social conventions, the novel is an intriguing amalgamation of avant-garde vision and traditionalist sentiment.

This keen awareness of the artistic atmosphere in which he was writing may well have been a natural consequence of working in theatreland. There, Stoker met a large number of fellow artists, from Mark Twain to W. B. Yeats, Ford Maddox Ford to Walt Whitman. Of all the literary figures with whom Stoker came into contact at the Lyceum, however, he respected none more than the Poet Laureate, Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1809– 92), whom he met in March 1879 and whose plays The Cup and Becket were produced by the Lyceum Company in January 1881 and February 1893 respectively. Stoker’s admiration for Tennyson reveals itself in The Lair of the White Worm, where allusion is made to the poet’s In Memoriam (1850), Sir Nathaniel’s observation that ‘We are going back to the origin of superstition – to the age when dragons of the prime tore each other in their slime’ (Chapter XXIV) being a close citation of:

No more? A monster then, a dream,

A discord. Dragons of the prime,

That tare each other in their slime,

Were mellow music matched with him.32

Tennyson’s and Stoker’s consciousness of the potential of unbridled Nature red in both tooth and claw was similarly shared by another of Stoker’s close acquaintances, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. The Lyceum had staged Doyle’s play Waterloo to great critical and popular acclaim in September 1894, Doyle in turn praising Dracula as ‘the very best story of diablerie which I have read for many years’.33 Discreet allusions to Conan Doyle’s works pepper the stories in this collection, from the overarching horroar of strong women that is the hallmark of The Parasite (1894), the story of a female mesmerist and her powers of sexual manipulation, to ‘The Terror of the Blue John Gap’ (1910) in which a huge subterranean antediluvian beast terrorizes the inhabitants of the Peak District countryside. ‘It is only the natural process of evolution, ’ Nathaniel de Salis tells Adam Salton (Chapter XXV); however, Conan Doyle’s and Stoker’s stories reveal an anxiety about the potentials of evolution, both biological and social, which has the equal possibility of undermining their species and their sex. In stating that ‘We are in a quagmire, my boy, as vast and as deep as that in which the monsters of the geologic age found shelter and perhaps advance’, de Salis concertinas the millennial process of evolution, effectively questioning both man and mankind on present, past and future planes (Chapter XXXVIII). Conan Doyle was to undertake a very similar approach in his 1912 novel, The Lost World, in which the discovery of a colony of dinosaurs and ape-men on a remote plateau in South America leads to a fundamental questioning of both hegemony and humanity.

An anxiety over species transgression and hereditary robustness is further compounded in Stoker’s texts by a central concern over racial autonomy. Throughout these stories, frequent references are made to the might and resilience of Englishness, from the narrator’s exclamation in ‘Dracula’s Guest’ that ‘All my English blood rose’ when challenged by the German coach-driver, to the self-affirmatory ‘I was an Englishman and would make a fight for it’ by the narrator of ‘The Burial of the Rats’. In The Lair of the White Worm, likewise, the whiteness of the white worm, whilst certainly relatable to the beds of valuable china clay that lie beneath Diana’s Grove, also introduce a racial theme to the narrative that makes contact with the many ‘Invasion of England’ novels such as Richard Marsh’s The Beetle (1897), Arthur Conan Doyle’s ‘Lot 249’ (1892) and even Stoker’s own Dracula, which were popular during the last decades of the nineteenth century. Written in the wake of Sir George Chesney’s The Battle of Dorking (1871), such narratives played with the conjecture of an assault upon the country from a foreign power and the potential colonization of England’s shores that would result. The chief threat against the foundations of England and Englishness in The Lair of the White Worm, however, comes from one of its own inhabitants and is manifestly concealed beneath a surface of respectability and assumed propriety: traditional boundaries between native and invading foreigner are thus destabilized whilst, paradoxically, the associations between whiteness and value are reinforced. These opposing (and permeable) worlds of civilization and barbarity are further highlighted by the figure of Edgar Caswall’s African servant, Oolanga. Depicted as belonging to an even more primitive evolutionary system than the white worm, he is a ‘negroid of the lowest type; hideously ugly, with the animal instincts developed as in the lowest brutes… so brutal as to be hardly human’ (Chapter V). Adverse stereotyping of the racial ‘Other’ is similarly prevalent in Dracula where the ‘Hebrew of rather the Adelphi Theatre type, with a nose like a sheep, and a fez’, 34 who is responsible for removing the Count’s boxes of earth at Galatz, is but a more defined version of Dracula’s own implied Jewishness: a tall black pillar of a man with a hooked nose and an abundance of curly hair. This portrayal of ‘primitive’ societies as morally under-evolved taps into prevailing anthropological notions about racial and criminological ‘underdevelopment’: the native and the criminal being regarded as retarded in both their moral and physical bearing, and hence evolutionarily closer to children and the beasts. Dracula is said to have a criminal’s ‘child-brain’, 35 whilst Oolanga is a ‘devil-ridden child of the forest and the swamp’ (Chapter IV).

The consequences of this less-than-fully-evolved status would, it was believed, manifest themselves physically. L’Uomo Delinquente (1876), by Cesare Lombroso (1835–1909), argued that crime was caused almost entirely by the anthropological characteristics of the criminal who was essentially ‘an atavistic being who reproduces in his person the ferocious instincts of primitive humanity and the inferior animals’.36 The criminal type was thus in effect a ‘throwback’ to humanity’s savage past and displayed moral degeneracy through concurrent physical symptoms. Heavily influencing the late nineteenth-century exponents of Degeneration theory such as Max Nordau (1849– 1923) and Henry Maudsley (1835–1918), physiological evaluation effectively achieved the deliberate marginalization of certain strata of society, objectifying and – riding on the crest of the evolutionary-degeneration wave – bestializing their ‘otherness’.37 Stoker himself regarded physiognomy as an eminently practical form of knowledge, and there are countless references to it scattered throughout his work.38 At its most basic, good men are handsome, wicked men hideous: the face of the judge in ‘The Judge’s House’, for example, is ‘strong and merciless, evil, crafty, and vindictive, with a sensual mouth, hooked nose of ruddy colour, and shaped like the beak of a bird of prey’. In this collection, physiognomical judgement is also taken one step further, corporeal features often being heralded as connoting origin, whilst characters’ temperaments personify the perceived characteristics of their ethnicity. Thus the African Oolanga displays the ‘grossest animal passions’ that he himself physically embodies (Chapter XV), whilst Edgar Caswall typifies his Roman ancestry:

The aquiline features which masked them seemed to justify every personal harshness. The pictures and effigies of them all show their adherence to the early Roman type. Their eyes were full; their hair, of raven blackness, grew thick and close and curly. Their figures were massive and typical of strength. (Chapter II)

Similar judgements are also made about Mimi and Lilla Watford, and Abel Behenna and Eric Sanson in ‘The Coming of Abel Behenna’.

Aside from concerns raised over the potential destabilization of the physical self, Stoker’s stories also display an intense anxiety about the capitulation of mental autonomy. Count Dracula, for example, launches a two-fold attack upon his victims, subjecting them to both a corporeal and psychological transformation. Hypnotism as a means of control likewise infuses The Lair of the White Worm in both Edgar Caswall’s attempts to overpower Lilla through mesmeric manipulation and, ironically, in his own surrender to insanity following the discovery of Mesmer’s chest. Overawed by this assault on multiple levels, at one point in the novel Adam Salton asks, ‘of what sort is the mystery – physical, mental, moral, historical, scientific, occult?’ (Chapter XIX). Dramatizing the vulnerability of the mind as well as the body, Stoker’s narratives highlight the potential transgression of all barriers of perception. What Stoker himself called the ‘strife of living’39 necessitated a precarious negotiation through those malignant forces which seek to overwhelm life itself, and the durability of his stories’ popularity may be attributed to this very awareness of the fundamental anxieties of human existence.
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Further Reading

Although an enormous number of books have been written about Dracula, there is a remarkable dearth of critical literature on Bram Stoker’s other novels and stories. For a comprehensive list of Dracula criticism, readers should consult Maurice Hindle’s ‘Further Reading’ in the Penguin Classics edition of Dracula. The list that follows concentrates on criticism that looks beyond Stoker’s most renowned work.
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