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Bram Stoker – 

the Man, the Critic, the Author 

Abraham (“Bram”) Stoker was born on 8th November 1847 in Clontarf, 

near Dublin, Ireland. He was the third of seven children born to 

middle-class Protestant parents. He spent the  first seven years of  his 

life mainly bedridden with an unknown illness. Stoker recovered and 

was privately educated at a local school before going on to study at 

Trinity College, Dublin, where he was an accomplished athlete. 

It was at college that he became deeply interested in theatre, and 

this love affair with the stage continued after he left Trinity in 1875 

and joined the Irish Civil Service. He became an amateur theatre 

critic, writing for the 

Dublin Evening Mail

. This newspaper was part-

owned by Sheridan Le Fanu, an author of Gothic tales and a leading 

ghost story writer of Victorian times. No doubt Stoker would have read 

Le Fanu’s work, which included 

Carmilla

, one of the early works of 

vampire fiction (1872).  Stoker  began  writing  his  own stories, including, 

The Crystal Cup

 and 

The Chain of Destiny

 and wrote a guide for 

clerks in the Irish civil service.
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In December 1876, the famous Victorian actor, Henry Irving, played 

the role of Hamlet at the Theatre Royal in Dublin. Stoker gave a 

favourable review of the performance, which led to Irving inviting 

Stoker for dinner. It was the beginning of a great friendship, one 

that would take Stoker to London to become the manager of Irving’s 

Lyceum Theatre in 1878. Before moving, Stoker had married Florence 

Balcombe, who had previously been courted by Oscar Wilde, whom 

Stoker knew well, and they had a child.

Managing the Lyceum gave Stoker access to London’s art scene, and 

he had many friends in the literary world, including Alfred Tennyson, 

Arthur Conan Doyle and Mark Twain.

As the proclaimed greatest English actor of the period, Irving travelled 

the world with his theatre partner, the actress Ellen Terry, performing 

a variety of plays. As Irving’s manager, Stoker often accompanied them. 

He visited America twice and was even invited to the White House.

During this partnership with Irving, Stoker continued to write novels 

and short stories. He wrote thirteen novels between 1875 and 1911, 

including 

Dracula

 in 1897. It is thought that Stoker took Irving as an 

inspiration for the character of Dracula and hoped he would play the 

part on stage (he never did).

Sadly, the publication heralded an 

unhappy period for Stoker. A backstage 

fire at  the Lyceum destroyed part the 

theatre and all the scenery for many 

of the Lyceum’s classic productions, 

causing a great financial loss.  Irving 

was eventually forced to sell the 

theatre and Stoker lost his job 

as its manager. But you can still 

see the names Terry, Stoker and 

Irving carved into the walls of the 

Lyceum today!

Dublin

London
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Irving subsequently suffered a series of illnesses and died in 1905. 

Stoker also became seriously ill. Although he received acclaim for 

his  biography of Henry  Irving,  Stoker’s financial situation was  much 

reduced from his former glory days, and he never capitalised on 

the great success of what was to become his most famous work.

Bram  Stoker  died in London  on 20th April  1912  aged 64, leaving 

his widow, Florence, to mastermind the eventual success of 

Dracula

 

and leave a legacy that continues to captivate and terrify readers 

and viewers across the globe.

Dracula

 – the Novel

Tales about vampires and un-dead demons had been popular since 

the late 18th century, but it wasn’t until Bram Stoker created the 

most famous vampire of all time, with the publication of 

Dracula

 in 

1897, that these tales were brought out of the lurid, sensational 

world of the “penny dreadfuls” or “penny bloods” (weekly illustrated 

serials) into the world of “respectable” literature.

Stoker spent several years researching European legends, folklore 

and history before he wrote 

Dracula

. Many of Stoker’s planning 

notes were written on Lyceum Theatre notepaper, emphasising the 

theatrical nature of the novel.
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Combining the established conventions of Victorian “terror 

literature” with elements of the Gothic novel, 

Dracula

 is 

presented as a collection of journals, diaries, phonographic 

recordings, telegrams, letters, a ship’s log and newspaper 

articles. The use of these different types of narrative 

(called an epistolary approach) allows the reader to 

experience the story from several angles. 

This keeps it interesting and exposes the reader to 

different 

-

 and sometimes contradictory 

-

 second-hand 

and third-hand viewpoints. The writing shifts between 

formal and informal styles, so different characters “speak” 

in standard English, in dialects and through translation.  

All this adds to the novel’s linguistic texture and depth.
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Stoker also subverts the typical landscape of the Gothic novel. 

Although 

Dracula

 begins in a familiar Gothic setting of wolf-infested 

forests, an ancient castle with hidden passageways and spooky 

graveyards, it is soon brought into the heart of urban England. Count 

Dracula’s journey takes him from the Yorkshire seaside town of 

Whitby to the Essex  town of Purfleet  and the streets of London, 

before he returns at the end of the novel to Transylvania and the 

familiar world of Gothic landscapes.

In another unusual twist on the conventions of Gothic novels, instead 

of an imprisoned “helpless female”, Stoker has a male character, 

Jonathan Harker, as the captive. Additionally, Stoker reverses 

traditional gender roles for his female characters. Lucy transforms 

from a “gentle lady” into a dangerous predator, Mina becomes 

“unclean” following Dracula’s attack and the Brides of Dracula 

demonstrate their brutal savagery when feasting on a kidnapped child.

Perhaps the originality of the novel lies in Stoker’s approach to 

conveying terror and horror. Despite several instances of barbarity 

within the novel, Stoker understands the theatricality of suggestion, 

keeping these acts in the background (or off-stage, in theatrical 

terms), rather than showing them. As a result, Dracula evolves into 

a psychological narrative, rather than a straightforward gruesome 

horror tale.

However, Stoker’s true genius lies in the creation of Count Dracula, 

who has become synonymous with the very concept of a vampire.  

The iconic image of Dracula, with his black cape, fangs and red 

eyes, is instantly  recognisable and has  defined  the  archetype (a 

very typical example of something, often imitated) of the vampire. 

The Count is a complex character, blending aristocratic charm with 

monstrous evil. His supernatural powers, including shape-shifting 

and the ability to manipulate others, make him a formidable and 

memorable villain. 

For over  a  century, Count Dracula has both  delighted  and terrified 

audiences worldwide, cementing his place as one of literature’s most 

enduring  figures and  ensuring  that Bram  Stoker will be remembered 

for his iconic invention.
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