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FOR JUAN AND ISABELLA


Bram Stoker's biography

Abraham Stoker, better known as Bram, was born in Clontarf, a village next to Dublin, on 8 November 1847. Until the age of seven he was confined to bed, unable to walk, because of a mysterious illness.

After an almost miraculous healing, Stoker led an ordinary life: he attended the Trinity College where he graduated in mathematics. He also distinguished himself for sports activities, like swimming.

He worked as journalist and drama critic for the “Evening Mail”. Soon he became a close friend of the famous actor Henry Irving and became his assistant and personal secretary.

He married Florence Balcombe and they had a son, Noel, in 1878; then they moved to London where Stoker became director of the Lyceum Theatre owned by Irving, writing his novels and short stories in his spare time.

He died on 20 April 1912 in London of a stroke.


Introduction

Bram Stoker is best remembered today as the author of Dracula. However, he wrote eleven more novels and several short stories. The extensive literary production by the author of Dublin ranges from topics such as sexual policy to the racial theme, from the gothic tradition to the modern literary trends.

Until a few years ago, Stoker's less known narrative works enjoyed little critical attention, but he is an undisputed master of the horror genre and a representative writer of the crisis of the late nineteenth century and of the issues related to the arrival of the twentieth century. Fortunately, today's criticism has begun to reassess his image.

A novel is much more than what it seems to a first hasty look; it's much more than a good story ready to entertain the reader for a few hours: customs and traditions, culture and knowledge of the age in which it was written are enclosed in it, included life and personality, or better the author's soul, who always leaves a profound mark inside what he created out of nothing. If a novel is all of this, then a short story is even more: a beautiful tale or a little slice of reality, a beginning of a novel that will never be developed or an ending that will never be elaborated in order to improve it, also when it may lose its original spontaneity. So, a short story can be a little small masterpiece, a simple picture enclosed in a frame, that, thanks to its naturalness, communicates his message directly to the reader.

That's why, talking about Stoker, we can't ignore the short stories (of which we recommend the prior reading, since that in this essay the plots will be revealed) that were published on all main London newspapers and then gathered by the author, before his death, in “Dracula's Guest and other weird Stories”. This book was published posthumously with a foreword by his wife Florence.

As can be seen from the title that gives the name to this collection, the looming shadow of Dracula managed to darken both the other novels and the superb short stories that (at least some of them such as “The Squaw” and “The Burial of the Rats”) have been compared to Poe's tales.

It would be an understatement to say that Stoker's short stories concern only the supernatural and the horror world; they range from a theme to another, touching all various strings of human emotions: the writer talks about life, death, faith, love, through the issues of revenge, cruelty, the racial theme, his autobiographical memories.

What strikes the most the reader who enjoy Stoker's collection is that some short stories are wrapped in a dreamy atmosphere, in which illusion seems to be the main key for a complete interpretation, while others are characterised by a strong adherence to reality and represent a slice of life, although a kind of life in which the unpredictable, chance and fate burts every time. These two keys to read the stories aren't actually diametrically opposed, but they blend into one, making it necessary to use both the points of view, as we will see in this essay.


1
“A Dream of Red Hands”1

This short story, published on “Sketch”, on 11 July 1894, as a part of “Novel in the Nutshell”, is focused on a dreamlike dimension. However, differently from “The Crystal Cup” and “The Castle of the King”, where the fairy-tale atmosphere is a real literary technique, in “A Dream of Red Hands” dreams are seen from the physiological point of view, becoming the focus of the story, the factor that decides the fate of the central character, and the dimension in which his unconscious can manifest itself and attesting a desire of redemption.

“A Dream of Red Hands” is told by a narrator who says he met the main character, Jacob Settle, and he helped him to get rid of the secret that led him to have a nightmare every night. However, it's because of this bad dream that, beyond any claim of realism, this short story can be compared to the biblical allegories of the collection for children “Under the Sunset”, which Stoker wrote for his son, and to the story that will be analysed later, “The Castle of the King”.

In fact, in “A Dream of Red Hands” there are some religious references and Stoker talks about Heaven, taken in its Christian sense, because the main character, talking about his crime, says:

“It grows and grows with every hour, till it becomes intolerable, and with it growing, too, the feeling that you must for ever stand outside Heaven”.

Here's what he sees in his dream:

“It seemed that the portal was before me, with great gates of massive steel (…). When I stood before the gate my heart and my soul were so full of rapture and longing that I forgot. And there stood at the gate two mighty angels (…) so stern in countenance. They held each other in one hand a flaming sword, and in the other the latchet (…). Nearer were figures all draped in black (…) and they handed to each who came white garments such as the angels wear. (…) I was eager to don my own garnment but (…) the angels pointed to my dress, I looked down, and was aghast, for the whole robe was smeared with blood. My hands were red; (…) and then the angels raised their flaming swords to smite me down, and the horror was complete – I awoke. (…) It is sent from God as a punishment! Never, never shall I be able to pass the gate, for the soil on the angel garments must ever come from these bloody hands!”

Therefore, if in this short story any attempt of “religious teaching” exists, it should be, at first reading, a moral condemnation of murder; but it actually turns out that Jacob Settle condemns himself for that crime (which he committed just to save his beloved woman): both the narrator, behind which Stoker hides, and God don't condemn the poor one, who seems to die with a holy smell, after having saved his co-workers:

“He must have been a very noble fellow. The struggle under the water must have been fearful: one can see that by the way the blood has been drawn from the extremities. It makes the idea of the Stigmata possible to look at him. Resolution like this could, you would think, do anything in the world. Ay! It might almost unbar the gates of Heaven. (…) There was no stain now on those poor , brave hands, for they were blanched white as snow.”

What is important is that the nightmare has pretty much taken over his life, affecting his choices until the final decision: in this way the world of fantasy, of imagination, of the unconscious breaks into daily life, bringing disconcerting new elements, changing the fate of those involved: in Stoker's fiction, because of a bad dream one can live in pain, as it happens to Jacob in “A Dream of Red Hands” or risk dying or becoming insane, as it happens to the two young main characters of “The Chain of Destiny”.2


2
“The Chain of Destiny”

This short story was published serially, from 1 May to 22 May 1875, in “The Shamrock”.

In “The Chain of Destiny” the author's favourite themes make their first appearance: ancient curses, villaines, haunted houses; moreover a figure called “the phantom of the fiend” seems to anticipate Dracula and, at the same time, reminds of Macbeth. Actually, the weird being is escorted by “ three hags, decrepit and deformed, like typical witches” and say these words: “ To – morrow, and to – morrow, and to – morrow. The fairest and the best.”

In this short story we can appreciate Stoker's first happy-ending : the two young people eventually get married, but what most characterises the story is that the declaration of love and the implicite marriage proposal is made by the girl.

Diana has something of the “New Woman”: the new type of woman, the androgynous, aggressive, self-confident pioneer of the new century. She doesn't get scared easily, she's bold, she doesn't believe in ghosts and visions :

“Do you believe these legends?”

“Indeed I do not, Mr. Stanford; I do not believe in anything half so silly”.

Moreover she has an unconventional attitude in answering the questions:

“Miss Fothering, (…) May I venture to ask you a favour? Will you promise me one thing?”. Her answer was characteristic – “No. What is it?”.

Although eventually Diana turns out to be a girl in need to be saved, as it is to be expected in a late nineteenth century story written by a man, her boldness comes back in the end, when the girl decides to confess her love to Frank, for fear that his broken heart may impede his recovery:
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