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To all seekers who brave darkness, in any of its forms. May you find something of value.



Introduction

The glamour of the blood-drinker casts a fresh spell over each generation, an irresistible brew of seduction and terror. Why do we enjoy fear, blood and tales from the crypt? Like so many mythical figures, vampires can tell us a great deal about ourselves, as well as possessing meanings of their own. Besides, in a way similar to other myths, there is some historical background to belief in the vampire.

Ideas about vampires are believed by some to have arisen with one of the most ghastly villains in the entire bloody history of our planet. His name was Vladimir Tepes. He was a Wallachian prince, born around 1430 and claiming descent from Ghengis Khan. His true name was Vladimir of the Voivoides, but his liking for impaling friend and foe alike on wooden stakes, through the vitals, earned him the more colourful label ‘Vlad the Impaler’ – tepes meaning ‘impaler’. His family name was, in fact, ‘Dracula’ and he took pleasure in signing this. In Romanian dracul can mean ‘dragon’ or ‘devil’, with the added a meaning ‘son of’. Vlad’s illustrious grandfather had earned the epithet ‘dragon’ through exploits in war, and those with an instinct for self-preservation swiftly interpreted Vlad’s name as ‘son of the dragon’. With Vladimir, however, there were no Brownie points for flattery and he was as likely to stake someone for being pleasant as for criticism.

The list of Vlad’s crimes against humanity makes grisly reading. He was more sadistic than any fictional vampire. He was also ruthless, highly inventive in devising prolonged forms of suffering, and something of a psychologist, for he knew how to rule by horror. What he did not do, as far as we all know, was suck blood. One interesting connection between Vladimir and the ‘traditional’ vampire is staking, for we all know well that one way to kill a vampire is to drive a wooden stake through its heart. Fighting fire with fire? Our modern concept of the vampire is more stylish, more subtle.

In the early days of the Christian Church the vampire had plenty to feed on. Dweller in the darkness it thrived in a culture with a very split attitude to good and evil – for the vampire seemed to embody evil (as we will see in Chapter 4). However, the idea of the vampire is actually far older in origin, for it existed in the days when paganism flourished. Of course, in many primitive societies life was a fear-filled struggle. The vampire, as a personification of darkness, fits in well with such circumstances embodying fears. However, the most ancient ideas of the vampire may have more in common with modern perspectives, for this seductive haunter of the night has many meanings, not all of them bad. The vampire is life-in-death and death-in-life, sexual, creepy and compelling. What is so wrong with sucking blood and living for ever? Many a Dracula of the big screen has argued his case convincingly.

In the following pages we shall be looking at a number of stories about vampires, both historical and fanciful. In addition we shall be looking at the symbolism of vampires. Are stories about vampires symbolic, and if so what do they mean? There is also a psychological aspect to the subject, for instance does the image of the vampire represent something repressed within us, and if so, what? What does it say about you, if you are fascinated by the vampire? Is there any scientific possibility, however obscure, that there really could be such a thing as the ‘undead’? And what should one do if one feels menaced by any type of vampire? We look at some practical suggestions. You can also look at positive ways to interact with vampires, channel your inner vamp and make contact with a vampire as a spirit guide.

The territory of the vampire is part of the undiscovered country of the afterlife. We know so little about this, and ignorance breeds fear. Perhaps there is more to the vampire than darkness and damnation.



1
what is a vampire?

All vampires have two things in common; the habit of sucking blood and being the kind of creatures you don’t mess with! Beyond that, there are many variations on the vampire personality. The word ‘vampire’ comes from the Slavonic wampyr, meaning a person who rises from the grave to suck the blood of the living. However, there are also more abstract meanings, such as ‘extortioner’ or ‘blackmailer’ – a person, in fact, who uses cunning to draw on vital assets they have no true right to. In its shortened form ‘vamp’ usually means a woman who seduces and exploits men. Everyone who loves Gothic films knows that vampires came from the gaunt landscape of Transylvania. What is not so well-known, however, is that belief in vampires was once held all over the world. Is this just old superstition that we’ve now outgrown? Modern science has no explanation for vampires – so does this mean they cannot exist?

Buried at the crossroads

In Britain the unhallowed dead were buried at a crossroads with a wooden stake through the heart. The choice of site meant the soul of the wrongdoer was abandoned to pagan forces, for the symbolism of crossroads originated in the ‘old religion’. The stake through the heart was to prevent the spirit – and indeed the body – from wandering, presumably ‘earthing’ it. Where four roads converged may have been regarded as magically significant, ‘four’ being the number of elements used in magical rituals. Places where three roads met were associated with the Triple Goddess, and were favoured meeting places for pagan followers, who were (and are) also called witches. Witches were never ‘devil-worshippers’ but simply those who followed pagan ways, for witches do not believe in the devil. As Christianity became more prominent, the gods of the old religion became the devils of the new, and were jumbled together with anything fearful or harmful (as you will see in Chapter 4). The magical and the ghastly were fused. At the crossroads the gibbet rattled and the vampire walked.

Different types of vampire

There are several types of our familiar blood-sucker. The most well-known form has been the subject of countless films and stories. It is, of course, the corpse that comes to life by night and feeds off the blood of the living. Although unsubtle, it is perhaps the most terrifying manifestation, for nothing is more hideous, more lose-your-mind horrifying than that a dead body should come to life (unless you are the sort of person that finds it all a giggle!). Such creatures are labelled by the Slavonic races as Nosferatu, ‘the Undead’.

Another definition of vampire is that it is an evil spirit that takes over the body of the dead person, usually because the dear departed was in some way dodgy, and in some way created an entry point for the demon. This is marginally less horrific than the idea that it is the real person, come back in undead form, for demons are supposed to do that sort of thing, but old Mr Jones isn’t, even if he did get drunk every night and fiddle the tax man! It can be most scary of all when something familiar turns into something ghastly.

A third definition is that the vampire is an earthbound spirit that cannot pass on to the realms beyond. This is usually because of a dread of what awaits in the afterlife, because of sins committed, or possibly because of some strong longing for the material world, treasure buried, a lover left behind or similar. This soul clings to its mortal body, which is its link with earth, and the body does not decay because the soul sends forth a living double, in ghostly form, to feed upon the blood of the living. However, to be clear, this is not a literal blood-drinker but a creature that sucks away the vitality and the life force – although it is none the less deadly, for that!

The ghoul

The definition of a ghoul is that it is a demon that preys upon dead flesh. However, ghouls are represented in many guises, and ghouls may also prey upon the living. The word has come to signify anything or anyone that gains sustenance of whatever sort from the gruesome and horrifying. Thus a person of ghoulish tastes may enjoy horror – and indeed vampire tales!

A more meaty definition of ‘ghoul’ originated with the archaeologist and dowser, Tom Lethbridge. Lethbridge made many interesting discoveries in relation to the paranormal with dowsing, but in connection with vampires his findings regarding ghouls are significant. His interest in the subject began early in life, and while he was at school he and a friend heard one of the masters remark ‘the ghoul is on the stairs again’. Impressed as much by the master’s tone of gloom than by anything else the pair went off to investigate, finding a strange, unpleasant presence at the bottom of the staircase. Lethbridge described it as icy, but more than that it was full of misery. The two friends by some subtle means ‘pushed’ the ghoul before them up the stairs, but it reformed behind them. Later the school was exorcised, resulting in the removal of the ghoul into an external passageway, where it frightened those who left their bikes.

This early experience was followed by something more definite. Lethbridge and his mother were out walking through woodland, near Wokingham in Surrey, England. Suddenly, simultaneously, they both felt utterly miserable. Shortly afterwards they learned that the body of a suicide had been discovered very close to the spot where they had encountered this creepy feeling. Lethbridge had several similar experiences in other parts of the country, notably at Ladram Bay in Dorset, England, where his wife had the strong feeling that something was trying to persuade her to jump off the cliff.

Lethbridge noticed that all of these happenings occurred near water, or at the very least in damp, muggy conditions. Of course, it is the traditional job of a dowser to detect water, and some of the feelings recorded by Lethbridge on these occasions were similar to the tingling feeling which occurs when water is found. Lethbridge formed the theory that in some way water, or water vapour can act like a sort of psychic film, taking ‘photographs’ of the emotions of those nearby. Strong emotions will naturally leave the most powerful impression, and it is a sad fact of life that the most frequent overwhelming emotions to be experienced are negative ones – although of course there is no reason why great joy and spirituality should not also leave their mark. From this type of experience places gain their ‘atmospheres’.

Lethbridge went on to speculate that the Greek tradition of nature spirits, naiads, dryads and nereids, the spirits of water, wood and sea respectively, were the anthropomorphized forces that he had experienced, in other words, they were impressions that were seen in a sort of human form. They were also a sort of ‘field’ on which emotions were lastingly imprinted. Trees always have considerable water held nearby, often in an underground stream. The Greek spirits, although often seductive and dangerous, lack the sense of bottomless evil associated with a ‘ghoul’ but may well arise from the same source. Perhaps the ancient Greeks were more cheerfully inclined than we are today! At all events, I think that most of us are aware of how certain places make us feel down, draining our vitality, leaving us with a weird feeling of depression. Could it be that something is really sucking the life out of us?

These ‘ghouls’ may merely be ‘recordings’ that become stronger and stronger with each contact they make, i.e. with each depressed person they meet they are imprinted with more misery. Sometimes the very presence of the ‘recording’ might be enough to push someone who is clinically depressed into actually committing suicide, thereby strengthening the imprint even more. Although this might give the impression of something that demands feeding, that deliberately drains the life force, this is not the case at all. No malevolent entity is actually there, merely simple cause and effect, where misery evokes more misery, which in some way as yet unexplained but scientifically credible, adds itself to the overall ‘charge’ of the place.

An alternative idea, of course, is that the ‘ghoul’ is a real being, for some reason comfortable in watery places, and that it does feed off the life force of human beings. No proof concerning such spirits exists, of course, and many people would dismiss such a belief as morbid imagination. We feel much cosier if we can reject anything that does not fit in with our current scientific models. Vampires are just an old superstition with which we can enjoy frightening ourselves, the better to savour the comfort of our own fireside, the safety of our modern life. Yet if we are prepared to open our awareness we may acknowledge that there are many different ‘spirits of place’. Some places make us feel cheery and uplifted, some make us feel down in the dumps. However, there are others that fill us with dread and weakness, where all light and vitality seems to be sucked into shadow, where we feel a presence and are sure that the presence means us no good. Perhaps then we are near to a ghoul – or a type of vampire.
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