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Close-Ups is a series of pocket guides to the world of film from Little White Lies and William Collins. In the title you are holding, our hope is that you find a fresh, personal exploration of a particular director, actor, movement or genre. We hope that you will join our authors in their efforts to look at movies through a new lens.
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Dedication

For Bram Stoker,
 who gave us the night,
 and Bram Norton,
 who gave me the gene.


Contents

COVER

TITLE PAGE

COPYRIGHT

DEDICATION

INTRODUCTION

CHAPTER ONE
THE FERAL VAMPIRE
Vampirus Nosferatus

CHAPTER TWO
THE DEBONAIR VAMPIRE
Vampirus Domesticus

CHAPTER THREE
THE CLOWN VAMPIRE
Vampirus Comidicus

CHAPTER FOUR
THE COOL VAMPIRE
Vampirus Nihilisticus

CHAPTER FIVE
THE BLACK VAMPIRE
Vampirus Africanus

CHAPTER SIX
THE FEMALE VAMPIRE
Vampirus Vampira

CHAPTER SEVEN
THE WESTERN VAMPIRE
Vampirus Varminticus

CHAPTER EIGHT
THE CHILDISH VAMPIRE
Vampirus Juvenalius

CHAPTER NINE
THE HEARTTHROB VAMPIRE
Vampirus Smolderiam

CHAPTER TEN
ASSORTED SPECIMENS FROM AROUND THE GLOBE

FURTHER READING AND VIEWING

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

ALSO AVAILABLE IN THE CLOSE-UPS SERIES

ABOUT THE PUBLISHER


[image: Image Missing]


INTRODUCTION


What sets the vampire apart from the werewolf, the zombie, the mummy and the rest of the frightful coterie that’s paraded through horror cinema over the past century and change? The simple answer — and it’s because the answer is not simple that the book now in your hands exists at all—is charisma. A vampire’s got personality. The vampire has thoughts that go beyond “eat” or “kill” or “braaaaains”. It’s capable of surprising an audience, of having internal complexity that no walking killing machine can. Poke around in the strange psychological brew of sex and death from which the vampire emerged, and the figure might even start to look a little tragic.

But only sometimes. The vampire genus collects a wider variety of species than any other monster, appearing in all manner of shapes and sizes, with wildly inconsistent physical traits and abilities. Even a seven-foot rat-faced aberration like Nosferatu’s Count Orlok shares at least a few strands of DNA with the mute enchantress that Grace Jones portrays in Vamp. Set aside the creature in question, and little binds one vampire film to another; they’ve assumed all genres, all tones and covered every corner of the planet. This book attempts to survey the many subspecies of silver-screen vampire for a cinematic field guide, organizing the vast canon through criteria of style and content rather than a historical timeline. Use it as a practical resource on your own travels through cinema, directing you to a new path or illuminating the one you’re already on. 
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Once upon a time in Weimar Germany, fledgling movie studio Prana Film needed a hit. Founder Albin Grau wanted to mount a project based on an idea a Serbian farmer had given him during his tenure in military service, about a man rising from the dead to walk the Earth and spread terror. Like most of Europe, he had read Bram Stoker’s 1897 novel Dracula and figured that it would be as good a place as any to start. Grau and Prana cofounder Enrico Dieckmann soon contacted screenwriter Henrik Galeen with an unusual, specific assignment. There was no way that the still-green Prana would shell out to actually purchase the rights to adapt Stoker’s book, so it fell to Galeen to alter the source material just enough to protect them from litigation, but not so much that the story and its crowd-pleasing villain would be rendered unrecognizable. The Transformers have no-budget imitator Transmorphers, and Dracula had Nosferatu; Galeen retained the particulars of Stoker’s plot and the core elements of his title character, leaving no room for those familiar with the novel to mistake the fiend. But in order to legally cover both his and his employer's hindquarters, Galeen swapped out a couple of key names. He re-christened the villain Count Orlok, and bestowed upon the film a new title, taken from the script’s hushed word alluding to “the bird of death”: Nosferatu.

Cinema’s first vampire was a rip-off.

(It bears mentioning that this did not work; representatives from Bram Stoker’s estate sued the bejesus out of Prana and won in short order. A judge agreed that Galeen had jacked enough of Stoker’s work to constitute copyright infringement, and ordered that all extant copies of the film be destroyed in addition to awarding a large monetary settlement. Prana went bankrupt immediately, unaware that a few unlicensed prints of their lone release had survived, getting preserved and re-duplicated by the cult fanbase that had sprung up around this singular picture. Having granted their medium one of its formative texts, the Prana founders retired as failures—that’s showbiz.)

The V-word had been uttered as early into the film medium’s infancy as the nineteen-teens, but always with obscure or archaic definitions. The “vamp,” an old-fashioned term for a woman of loose morals and looser-fitting nightgowns, cropped up in a handful of early reels under the label of vampire, most notable among them Robert Vignola’s 1913 short The Vampire. Just as misleadingly titled was Louis Feuillade’s French crime serial Les Vampires, which revolved around the illicit exploits of a fully human biker gang dubbed “the Vampires.” Though it had a vague presence in the developing film form, the vampire didn’t assume the shape we currently recognize it by until 1922, when, in an odd wrinkle of fate, the first true masterpiece of the bloodsucker-cinema canon was forged from the crucible of creative licensing complications.
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Count Orlok formed the towering, misshapen mold from which all of vampiredom would be cast. Director Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau and his inimitably creepy leading man Max Schreck established the visual and stylistic language that would inform the dozens upon dozens of Dracula films to come, and yet their original still stands out from the pack like—well, like a seven-foot feral monster at a high-Gothic dinner table. When he added it to his list of the Great Movies in 1997, film critic emeritus Roger Ebert wrote of Nosferatu, “Here is the story of Dracula before it was buried alive in clichés, jokes, TV skits, cartoons and more than 30 other films.” Murnau’s moves—the ominous double entendres (Orlok would love to have his guests for dinner, wink wink), doors that swing open on their own — have been so thoroughly absorbed into the horror playbook that modern audiences might walk away wondering what all the fuss is about. But Murnau displays Orlok with a primal, primitive power that hasn’t lost an iota of its eeriness after nearly a century of imitation. Even if everything about Nosferatu scans as obvious to a viewer familiar with the narrative tradition of vampires, the virtuosic skill of Murnau and his demon muse remain unimpeachable.

Though he was nicknamed after a bird and shares a bit of DNA with the blood-feasting bat, Orlok’s closest animal relative would still have to be the rat. From underneath the pancake make-up that gave him a sickly pallor all too fitting for the ghastly German Expressionist style, Schreck evinced a twitchy sense of unease reminiscent of vermin
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