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1

Vampires 101

OK. I’ll admit it. My name is Deborah and I’m a closet vampire fan. It all really started for me when in elementary school I would occasionally spend the night with some slightly older cousins. We would spread out our sleeping bags in the living room in front of the television. It was the early 1970s, and the few channels that stayed on overnight often spent the wee hours of Friday and Saturday night endlessly broadcasting old black-and-white horror movies. It was during these marathon movie sessions that I was introduced to the horror creature that I consistently found the most intriguing—the vampire. As a rule, I’m not a fan of horror movies or literature; however, there is something that always brings me back to vampires.

Apparently, I am not alone in this fixation. Hundreds of vampire movies have been made and thousands of vampire novels have been published. A recent Internet search yielded more than three million hits on the word “vampire.” So what is it about these creatures of the night that so attracts us? Vampires were always seductive, smart, powerful, immortal predators. Now, they are also usually young, beautiful, intellectual, angst-driven beings who have evolved from their folkloric revenant roots to an ultrahuman status. How can you not love today’s vampires? There are two interestingly unique features of vampire characters that set them apart from other “monsters.” The vampire is truly the most sexualized of all the classic supernatural horror figures. We seldom think of werewolves, ghosts, mummies, or zombies as sexual figures. The vampire is also the only classic horror figure who has a religious connection. No other monster can be repelled by brandishing a cross or holy water.

Vampires are ubiquitous throughout the world, even though they are most predominantly associated with Eastern Europe. Virtually every culture has at least some folkloric version of a vampire (Silver and Ursini, 1997), if not also a literary tradition. Vampires are now such a fundamental part of American popular culture that it is literally unimaginable that anyone would be unfamiliar with them. The average American knows a great deal about vampires. Ask the next five people you meet how to kill a vampire. They will list stakes through the heart, fire, and sunlight. Ask them how to ward off a vampire. They will comment on crosses, holy water, garlic. Ask them what vampires do. They will describe sucking blood from the neck of a victim. Ask them what special abilities vampires have. They will mention mesmerism, and transforming into bats, wolves, or mist. The most telling part of this potential interview is that it will not matter if the person you are talking to is a fan of vampire film or fiction. This type of vampire knowledge is so widespread and ingrained that it has just become part of our popular culture. Interestingly, in vampire novels and movies, characters, just like the people in our hypothetical survey, always have at least a basic knowledge of vampires. Never, in the history of vampire novels or movies, has a character found out that there was a vampire nearby only to exclaim, “What’s a vampire?”

Vampires in Gothic Literature

Vampire literature began as part of the Gothic tradition. Gothic literature originated in the 1700s and frequently, though not exclusively, focused on the supernatural. Setting was a crucial factor in making a story part of the Gothic tradition. Most of these novels, poems, and stories were set in distant and melancholy places, e.g., old castles, dungeons, moors, and mountains. The main action regularly happened during storms or at night. It seems that the primary intention of Gothic fiction was to scare its readers and to evoke a sense of dread. This is where the Western literary vampire was born. Even though today we do not often think of the horror genre as typically associated with female readers (in perhaps the way we might think stereotypically of the romance genre as having predominantly female readership), that is the way it began. Somewhat surprisingly, Gothic fiction, even as it stands as the great-grandmother of today’s horror fiction, was originally considered a woman’s genre (Auerbach, 1995). Perhaps this is why the figure of the literary vampire (which conceivably was primarily created for women readers) is very different from the folkloric vampire.

Folklore beliefs about vampires vary widely around the world. For example, West African vampires are actually witches who live in the community who drink the blood of children. Australian vampires are little red men who live in trees, dropping down on victims. Bulgarian vampires were often created because of an improperly performed burial. Chinese vampires cannot rise from a grave, so they must become vampires before they are buried. Chinese vampires often became rapists. Malaysian vampires were usually women who attacked children. Aztec vampires were actually witches who craved blood with the onset of puberty. Filipino vampires were also women who traveled as birds. After feeding they appeared pregnant. In Poland certain people were fated from birth to become vampires, which happened at their death (Melton, 1999). The vampire from European folklore is mostly what would today be called a revenant. This is a fairly wild beast that rises from the grave and attacks the neighbors and frequently the livestock. It could never pass for a live human and would never attempt to. It would feed indiscriminately until it was killed. These beasts would not live long because they were thoroughly obvious in their attacks and were therefore easily discovered. In fact, descriptions of revenants frequently put one in mind more of a zombie than a vampire.

Quite different is the literary vampire created in the nineteenth century, as explored by Gordon and Hollinger (1997). This invention is “one of the most powerful archetypes bequeathed to us from the imagination of the nineteenth century” (p. 1). Throughout Victorian times, vampires became more outwardly human and could usually pass unnoticed in human society. They also became more urbane and were able to attract humans to them. Twentieth- and twenty-first-century vampires have also changed, easily making the vampire the most versatile and malleable horror figure in popular culture.

A Brief Evolution of Vampires

The earliest literary vampires effortlessly passed as human. Lord Ruthven (1819, “The Vampyre”) and Carmilla (1876, “Carmilla”) were physically beautiful and were able to attract their victims to them. They did not dress differently than the surrounding humans. Their actions marked them as only faintly peculiar to an observant human. The literary Dracula (1897, Dracula) changed that slightly. Bram Stoker’s creation revived some of the characteristics of a traditional folkloric vampire. Dracula looked mostly human, but he had huge sharp protruding teeth, pointed ears, and hairy palms. People who met Dracula knew that there was definitely something odd about him, but he also passed as human—albeit not an attractive, seductive, or appealing one. Movie versions of Dracula showed us two very different characters. In the first silent-movie rendering of the Dracula story, F. W. Murnau’s German-produced Nosferatu (1922), the Dracula character looked monstrous. He was bald, had bulging eyes, claws, rat-like fangs, and walked in the lockstep manner that we most associate with Frankenstein’s monster.

In other later cinematic versions of Dracula, from Bela Lugosi’s (1931) classic through to Coppola’s (1992) Bram Stoker’s Dracula, we see a progressively more sexual and more charming predator who has more and varied powers each year. Of course, some of Dracula’s increasingly revealed powers are due to advances in cinematic special-effects capabilities. For example, in the original novel, Dracula, Jonathan Harker sees Dracula climb out a window and crawl headfirst, like a lizard, down the side of his castle. It was not until the (1979) Langella portrayal that we see this on film. The eventual inclusion of this fairly minor ability that Dracula possessed can in all likelihood be attributed to the fact that technological advances now allowed this brief scene to be shot. In our changing society with its ever-loosening sexual mores, it would only make sense that vampires would become more overtly sexual. In an absolutely fascinating study, Auerbach (1995) looks at exactly this point. She chronicles American (and her own) culture and history and how vampires have been portrayed at different times. She hypothesizes that each representation of a vampire is influenced by the prevailing social and sexual mores of the time in which it was created.

Both Buffy the Vampire Slayer and contemporary adult vampire fiction, dominated by Anne Rice, Laurell K. Hamilton, Tanya Huff, and many others, show us a much different breed of vampire than before. Since our culture is so focused on physical perfection, this is reflected in our vampires, who are now beautiful, erotic, hedonistic, powerful, and young. They give pleasure through biting and are sometimes only slightly dangerous, in other words, the classic “bad boy.” Lestat (from Rice), Jean-Claude (from Hamilton), Henry (from Huff), Spike and Angel (from Buffy) are all more than one hundred years old but are fundamentally modern men, potentially deadly, but good to those significant humans (especially the women) in their lives. They function as today’s Heathcliff—a dark and brooding sexual fantasy.

There are often vicious and evil vampires in today’s vampire fiction, but they are rarely the “main” vampire. That seldom means that vampires are inherently “good” or that they fight on the side of good, but they are at worst amoral. There are, however, truly “good” vampires in the mix: Angel from Buffy, for example. In the Buffyverse (this is the name that the scholarly community studying Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Angel as text have given to the universe created there), Angel has had his human soul restored and now has a conscience. He does not kill humans and mainly drinks animal blood. He works with the forces of good in an attempt to atone for his many years of evil. But even when today’s vampires are not quite that good, they are seldom the villains that they might have been in years past.

This sort of blurring of the lines of good and evil is a clear result of postmodernism. Postmodernism is a school of thought that can be applied to any text and is used in many scholarly fields. Eagleton (1995) defined postmodernism as a “style of thought which is suspicious of classical notions of truth, reason, identity and objectivity, of the idea of universal progress or emancipation, of single frameworks, grand narratives or ultimate grounds of explanation” (p. vii). In terms of horror fiction, Carroll (1990) describes postmodernism as marked by both conceptual and moral relativism. As it applies to recent vampires, it can be said that vampires have become largely postmodern constructions. They have the potential for great harm, but seldom act on that potential. Or perhaps more interestingly, when vampires do undertake some evil, we do not seem to mind. They are creatures whom we have traditionally viewed as evil, but who do not seem villainous.

The Influence of Anne Rice

Not since Bram Stoker has a single writer had such an impact on how vampires are written. Anne Rice is in large part responsible for the postmodern version of vampires that we see so frequently today. Her influence cannot be overestimated. Wood (1999) isolated the major changes Rice made from the earlier and more traditional vampire stories. Nothing in the world of vampires has been the same since. He goes so far as to say that vampire mythology and traditions before Anne Rice “have become obsolete” (p. 59).

Wood lists some of the traditional polar opposites that so dominated pre-Rice vampire fiction: “depictions of humans as heroes, the vampire as enemy; humans as comrades, the vampire as loner; virtue as a human trait, evil as inhuman; humans as Christians, vampires as Satanic” (p. 60). Even a cursory glance at current vampire fiction shows that these previous depictions are now rarely seen.

To quickly summarize Wood’s conclusions, Rice has changed the nature of vampire fiction in four basic ways. First, she dismissed many traditional vampire conventions. Some of the most significant involve the fact that Rice’s vampires are wholly unaffected by religious objects. Vampires cannot change themselves into animals or mist. Vampires are only created by a deliberate exchange of blood. They cast reflections and need no invitation into a potential victim’s home. These are all changes that make vampire myths seem far more reasonable.

Second, Rice addresses vampires themselves. “Their chief anxieties are their love for humans—not merely appetite but genuine love—and their fear of the potential boredom and meaninglessness of eternal life” (p. 63). Rice’s vampires are individuals, and the fact that her stories contain many vampires also speaks to their significant break from tradition. Rice’s main vampires, Louis, Lestat, and Armand, are “lonely, anguished creature[s] yearning for understanding” (p. 64). These vampires are still killers, but they are often troubled by this fact. Finally, the fundamental conflict in each of the books is between vampires, not between vampires and humans. These changes all serve to make vampires more complex and three-dimensional characters motivated by very human desires. This makes vampires themselves far more sympathetic.

Third, Rice changes the traditional Gothic setting. Earlier vampire novels and movies were most frequently set in isolated and dreary locations. In essence, the setting was itself vaguely menacing. Wood believed that this actually served to undermine the general fright of the reader. When we see vampires only living long ago and far away in moldering castles, they are not creatures we need be concerned about. Rice set her novels at least partly in
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