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Introduction

Movie lovers know the character well: a tall, dark, handsome man, dressed in a black cape, with a penetrating, seductive gaze. Women can’t resist him and men can’t best him. He is as alluring as he is lethal. He is Count Dracula, and he is world-renowned. Irish author Bram Stoker wrote the book Dracula in 1897, but where did Stoker get his inspiration? Is there any basis in fact to the story? Incredibly, in this case, the truth may, in fact, be stranger than fiction.

Stoker drew his inspiration, and the name Dracula, from Vlad III, Prince of Wallachia. Wallachia is a historical and geographical region of Romania situated to the north of the Danube River and south of the southern Carpathian mountain range. Vlad III wrote his name as Wladislaus Dragwyla, but his Romanian patronymic is also written variously as Dragkwlya, Dagulea, Dragolea, and Drăculea. He was the son of Vlad II Dracul. Dracula, with the “a” on the end, is the diminutive form of Vlad’s father’s name. The name, Dracul, was given to Vlad II in 1431, the year of his infamous son’s birth, upon his induction into the Order of the Dragon, a monarchical chivalric order established in 1408 by the King of Hungary, Sigismund, to protect Christianity in Eastern Europe. The word “drac” originally meant dragon, but in modern Romanian, it means devil.

Unlike his fictitious counterpart, who is often portrayed as tall and handsome, Vlad III Dracula was described as a short man who was stocky and strong. He was said to have a long, straight nose, a thin face, and green eyes with bushy, menacing eyebrows. He wore a mustache and had swollen temples that increased the bulk of his head. He also reportedly had a thick neck. His appearance, like his behavior, has also been described as cruel.

By most accounts, Vlad III Dracula, who was also known as Vlad Țepeș which in Romanian means “impaler,” was born in Sighişoara, a Voivodeship of Transylvania in what was then the Kingdom of Hungary, but today is part of Romania. He was born in the winter of 1431 in either November or December; the exact date is unknown. His main reign as Prince of Wallachia lasted from 1456 to 1462, a period which coincided with the Ottoman wars in Europe, and more specifically, with the conquest of the Balkans. He had ruled in 1448 after his Turkish allies attempted to install him as Prince, but that coup was short-lived, lasting only two months. He would also rule again beginning in November of 1476, but that too would last just a little over a month, at the end of which he is presumed to have died.

It was during the war with the Ottomans (Turkish Muslims) that Vlad III paradoxically earned both a reputation for cruelty, which gave rise to the moniker Vlad the Impaler, and his revered status as a folk hero for his protection of Romania and Hungary. The moniker Vlad the Impaler was bestowed upon him posthumously around 1550, although he was previously known as Kaziklu Beg or Kazili Voyvoda, both of which mean Impaler Lord. The name was so given by the Ottoman Empire after their soldiers came across what they described as “forests” of impaled victims. Impaling was his preferred method of execution. He is estimated to have killed somewhere between 40,000 and 100,000 people. He burned villages and fortresses to the ground and is said to have taken pleasure in torturing and killing his victims, even feasting amidst their remains. One German pamphlet written in 1521 describes how, among other grisly acts, he roasted children and fed them to their mothers. Such was his reputation in Western Europe. In eastern Europe, however, he fared much better.

Romanian and Bulgarian documents from 1481 onwards depict Vlad as a hero whose harsh but fair methods were justifiable, given that his motive was to reclaim his country. Additionally, his military efforts were all directed against the Ottoman Empire, which at the time was attempting to conquer Wallachia. Slavonic tales from the late 15 century and early 16 century describe him as hating evil in his country so much that he would kill anyone who attempted to harm it. Thus, he was seen as a folk hero in many areas of eastern Europe, though he was ultimately unsuccessful in repelling the Turkish invaders. The exact date and location of his death are not known, but he died at the age of 44-45 years old. He was buried by his rival, Basarab Laiota, without ceremony. The location of his burial is also not known, but it is possible it was at a monastery known as Comana, which was founded by Vlad in 1461. Several subsequent searches for his burial have failed to yield results, and of course, at least one tale would have it that he never died at all, but goes on to torture his victims as one of the undead. It is easy to see how the mysterious circumstances that surround his death, along with his “taste” for blood, could give rise to such a tale.

 


Conclusion

Vlad the Impaler lived his life during a particularly turbulent and violent episode in European history. Many rulers during this time used cruel methods to slaughter innocent civilians right alongside soldiers and committed what would be considered, by today’s standards, as crimes against humanity. Was Vlad III Dracula any different? Were his methods any crueler than those of his contemporaries, or were they in line with what was considered normal for the period? Certainly, those who suffered by his hand would find his methods cruel and unusual, but to those he was protecting, he is a hero and a just leader.

While the truth surrounding the atrocities committed by Vlad the Impaler is a matter of some debate, it is certain that he was a skilled warrior and fearsome leader. He ruled Wallachia on three occasions, though two of those were very short-lived, and the last ended with his death. His main rule from 1456 to 1462 saw many victories, and even as he faced defeat from the advancing Turkish troops, his actions under pressure impressed even his enemies so much so that they complemented him a worthy adversary. He also honored his commitments to friends, something evident when he sent troops to assist his cousin, Prince Stephen of Moldavia, within a year of ascending to the throne in 1456. He had promised to help Stephen whenever and however he could during his three years of tutelage under his uncle Prince Bogdan II, and he kept his word.

He earned his feared reputation as the Impaler Lord during his main reign. In pursuing his goal of repelling the Ottoman Empire, he is said to have killed between 40,000 and 100,000 troops, mostly by impaling. In one battle alone, he is said to have impaled over 20,000 soldiers. His enemies described coming upon “forests” of impaled victims, and many were so frightened as a result that they left the Turkish region of Europe and returned to Anatolia.

Vlad could be equally as fearsome on the home front. While many considered him a hero for protecting them, the citizens he ruled also knew of his cruelties. He was particularly concerned with female chastity and would severely punish any woman found to be unchaste or adulterous. He was also particularly harsh on criminals, and he considered beggars to be committing a form of thievery. His punishments included impaling men and women by tying each leg to a horse and slowly advancing a sharp - though not too sharp - stake into one of the orifices, i.e. the vagina or anus, and up into the body. He didn’t want the stake to be too sharp lest is cause too rapid a death. Once advanced far enough, the stake would be lifted upright, and the body would sink further down. The victims would often endure for hours or even days before dying, and staked bodies would be left in place for months at a time to deter others from making the same mistakes. Vlad Dracula was also known to cut off body parts of his victims, or skin them alive, or even boil them alive. He is said to have feasted among the bodies of his impaled victims and to have roasted children and fed them to their mothers. He is also said to have cut off the breasts of women and fed them to their men. Many of these actions, however, may have been normal for the times.

Vlad’s brother was blinded by a hot poker and buried alive by his enemies. Another of Vlad’s allies, General Mihály Szilágyi, was sawed in half by Turkish forces. Eastern Europe at this time was a violent place. Internecine conflict among warring factions often pitted family members against one another, and the Ottoman Empire was in the midst of attempting to conquer the region. Conflict was constant, with leaders often going from one war to another. That such conflicts led to these kinds of atrocities, however shocking, is not necessarily surprising. Vlad the Impaler, however, was notable for his cruelty even among his contemporaries, if not for the kind of atrocities he committed, then for the number of victims he tortured and killed. He became a legend in his own time; contemporary pamphlets provided details of his gruesome acts and terrorized his enemies. His legend lived on beyond his death as well.

Tales of Vlad the Impaler were told well after his death by Germans, Russians, and Romanians. Some referred to him as a just leader whose harsh methods were used rightfully to protect his people from hostile invaders. Others described him as worse than any other tyrants who had come before or after him. His atrocities became world renowned. Additionally, his legacy included numerous descendants. Vlad the Impaler had at least three children, some of whom had children of their own. Many of Vlad’s descendants went on to be rulers of Wallachia. Several of them, such as Alexandru II, gained reputations, like their progenitor, as cruel leaders.

Finally, Vlad the Impaler Lord’s reputation was revived in the modern world through his association with Bram Stoker’s novel, Dracula. While some scholars dispute that Stoker drew his inspiration from the life and legacy of the Wallachian prince, there is strong evidence that he did. Stoker researched Balkan history, and it seems certain he would have learned of Vlad III Dracula. He certainly drew the name from a book that mentioned the fact that Dracula means devil in modern Romanian. Additionally, Stoker had a Hungarian friend who was a professor, and the two met on several occasions. It seems unlikely that they wouldn’t have discussed Stoker’s book and that those discussions wouldn’t have led to talk of the history of the area, particularly once the name Dracula was mentioned.

Even if Stoker didn’t draw his character from the life of Vlad the Impaler, modern works of fiction have certainly drawn the conclusion that he did, or at least, that Vlad III Dracula makes a good model for the character. Hundreds of fictitious interpretations of Dracula represent the character as the undead version of Vlad the Impaler, a man who chose to walk among the undead as a result of his wife’s suicide in the face of the invading Ottoman Empire. Added to the enigma that is Dracula is the mystery surrounding his death and the whereabouts of his burial. The date and manner of his death are unknown, as is the exact location of his final resting place. While there have been claims that his burial has been found, either the evidence has disappeared or been discredited. In the end, it makes no difference. Vlad the Impaler has, in a sense, risen from the dead. His legacy lives on, and if the facts of his life are in any way accurate, his fictional namesake pales in comparison, pun intended, as a bringer of death.

