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THIS HAS BEEN a remarkable two years for me. I’ve been both delighted and astounded by the response to Daughters of Darkness: Lesbian Vampire Stories (Cleis Press, 1993), my first collection. What I thought might be a dust-covered tome buried deep in the library stacks has been passionately received by not only hard-core vampire fans but by an amazingly diverse group of readers. Daughters of Darkness has been read by vampire fans who have never read lesbian fiction, lesbians who have never read vampire fiction, and all sorts of people who found the cover just too compelling to pass up! Even my parents now consider my childhood obsession a legitimate endeavor.

I’ve always been a vampire fan, the quintessential closet collector of vampire lore and literature, squirreling away vampire fact and fiction whenever it came my way. Friends read trashy romances, mysteries, detective novels, but for me, it was always vampire stories. The thought that I would make my private obsession public was far removed—until one afternoon shortly after the release of Francis Ford Coppola’s film Dracula. Along with all the marketing tie-ins came a flood of vampire anthologies. I would scan their tables of contents for Pat Califia’s “The Vampire” or Katherine Forrest’s “Oh Captain, My Captain” or some other story that featured lesbians and/or lesbian imagery. The only story that showed up with any regularity was “Carmilia”—a classic by anyone’s standards. I knew that I couldn’t be the only lesbian who loved vampires and so,  Daughters of Darkness was, if you’ll pardon the expression, brought to light.


Dark Angels is not the sequel to Daughters of Darkness,  although it was born of the same love of vampire lore and lesbian imagery. Daughters of Darkness and Dark Angels are like  siblings—the family resemblance is there, but each has its own identity, its own personality. Daughters of Darkness is a collection of lesbian fiction featuring vampires and vampire-related themes. They are stories of lesbian romance, of coming out, of lesbians alone and lesbians in community. It is a collection of stories deeply rooted in the women’s movement and lesbian and gay civil rights. Dark Angels, on the other hand, is a collection of vampire stories featuring lesbians and lesbian-related themes. They are stories of grief and hope, of life and death, of spirit and body. They are stories of darkness and of blood, both as substance and as symbol.

Vampires, more than any other supernatural creature, have been defined by their association with blood. Vampires are most often thought of as revenants—those who come back from the dead—and therefore need the blood of the living to maintain their undead state. In older vampire lore, the moon also held a particular power in investing the dead with life. Governing the cycles of women’s blood, it was the source of all life and the resting place for those who had yet to be born. When it was time, the moon gave forth the spirit and soul of the child who would be born of a particular mother’s womb.

As the vampire is a nocturnal creature, it follows that the vampire would have a special relationship to the moon. This relationship played an important role in the vampire literature of the nineteenth century. In John Polidori’s “The Vampyre,” Lord Ruthven had instructed his henchmen that in the event of his death, they should take him to the pinnacle of a nearby hill so that his body could be exposed to “the first cold ray of the moon that rose after his death.” When Lord Ruthven is killed, the moon’s rays revive him, and he is free to carry on his bloody rampage. Bram Stoker broke with the tradition of the vampire being governed by the stages of the moon, using it instead as an atmospheric device. Since then, the moon has been primarily associated with werewolves. The magic of the blood, however, carries on.

The blood in vampire lore is usually taken from the neck, the wrist or the crook of the arm. If menstrual blood is even mentioned,  it is rarely the central element in any vampire story. Only in the last thirty years or so, largely a result of the women’s movement, has menstruation become a topic for casual conversation. The roles of goddess mythology and the accompanying lore of menstrual blood and lunar cycles in the development of the vampire legends we now take so readily for granted are still, for the most part, invisible and unknown.

Blood, of course, is the very essence of life. Along with water and oxygen, it is one of the most important fluids that make life on this planet possible. Blood has always had an important symbolic power. In ancient times, blood offerings implored protection, purification and salvation. Blood was, and is, a covenant. In some cultures, to be “blood brothers/blood sisters” was as important as having the same kin; the same marriage and childbearing restrictions applied. Blood was an essential element in ancient necromancy, whether symbolic or real, and is still found in many ritual practices throughout the world. In taking Holy Communion, the recipient is accepting “the flesh of my flesh, the blood of my blood” in holy sacrament with Jesus Christ.

Menstrual blood, at one time called “the liquor of life,” was considered to be the most powerful blood of all. The magic of creation was thought to rest in menstrual blood, which women gave forth in harmony with the cycles of the moon. The blood was sometimes retained in the womb to “coagulate” into a baby. The power of menstrual blood, whether for good or ill, is found over and over again in the religion, mythology and folklore of peoples around the world.

The belief that the dead crave blood in order to live is deeply imbedded in the belief in the magical properties of blood. Menstrual blood, also known as lunar blood, was considered to be especially powerful because it gave life, not only by coursing through the veins of the living, but also through the miracle of birth. Many believed that blood contained the life-essence: the soul. That women could shed blood without injury contributed to its mysterious and sacred essence.

The roots of the vampire can be found in early images of the Goddess. The Goddess and the vampire share two very  important symbols: blood, and the moon. Vampires, like the Goddess, are associated with life, death and rebirth. Vampires are also associated with blood and death, also realms of the Goddess. The Goddess was the primordial being who created the universe and all the laws governing it. She was the ruler of all nature, including fate, time, eternity, truth, wisdom, life and death. She was honored in her three aspects: the young woman, the life-giving mother and the aging wisewoman. Through the early centuries of recorded history, the image of the Goddess was broken down into innumerable “goddesses,” using different titles or names and emphasizing particular realms or features. The Goddess as young woman was a virgin; the Goddess in her middle-age was a mother; the Goddess as elderly woman was the death-giver or the devouring mother.

It is in the image of the devouring mother that it is easiest to see the bloodthirsty Goddess as vampire. Kali, a Hindu deity, is probably one of the most well-known of the devouring goddesses. Kali is the dark aspect of the Mother-Goddess Devi. She is said to have fangs or tusks, four arms, claws wielding swords and spears, and a necklace of severed heads. In one story, she joins the goddess Durga to fight the demon Raktabija, whom she defeats by drinking all of his blood. Kali is also a prominent deity within Tantric Hinduism as Creator, Protector and Destroyer. In Tantra, the way of salvation is through the sensual delights of this world. Kali represents those forbidden pleasures and teaches that life relies on death, and in confronting death, there is liberation.

In the image of the Goddess as vampire, the sexual aspect of the Goddess has been demonized. The Goddess has become the vamp—a woman who destroys men using her sexuality. She is the temptress who brings death and destruction in her wake. Yet there are still traces of the divine image of the Goddess. Isis, Milton tells us, was a fallen angel. Lilith, too, was a fallen angel—the Cabalistic sect identified Lilith as one of God’s top ten angels. Although the current iconography would have us believe that angels are sexless beings, much like the cherubs that are currently so popular, the early angels, like the early goddesses,  were sexual beings. Dark angels, like the dark goddesses, desired sexual union, and it was the failure to deny their sexual needs that led them astray.

Lilith, a relic of the Babylonian myth of Lilitu, is a Jewish demoness said to be the first wife of Adam. Legend has it that she refused to succumb to Adam’s authority, flying away to the Red Sea—the dwelling place of demons—rather than “lying” beneath him. There she lived in a cave, taking the demons who lived there as her lovers and from those unions, gave birth to a great multitude of demons. God sent three angels—Senoy, Sansenoy and Semangeloff—after Lilith to command her to return to Adam. She refused, even after the angels threatened to kill one hundred of her children every day (apparently there were many more demon children who would survive in order to bring woe and grief to all humankind). In retaliation, she swore her vengeance on newborn infants. She said that she could be stopped from snatching the souls of babes only if confronted by an amulet bearing the names of the three angels. The amulets became a regular feature of Jewish life and are still used in some Orthodox Jewish circles.

Lilith’s sins did not stop there. She would also slip into the beds of men, seducing them in their sleep, causing sinful dreams and nocturnal emissions. From those unions, Lilith bore even more demon children who continued to populate the earth. Lilith is a recurring figure in Jewish tales of the supernatural, and her resemblance to the vampire is strong. She is said to dwell in darkness, with dark hair and eyes and luminescent skin. She has the ability to change herself into any form she wishes, human or animal, and can appear as an old hag or a young, beautiful woman. She steals life energy, from children in the form of their souls and from men in the form of their “seed” or “life essence.” She seduces women from goodness and turns them to lust and vanity. She is the namesake of many vampire women, some of the more recent and well-known being the Marvel comic book character “Lilith, Daughter of Dracula,” the film, The Mark of Lilith, and Robbi Sommer’s “Lilith” (see Daughters of Darkness). Lilith is known by many  names, including the Queen of Sheba, Lilidtha, Agrath, but perhaps most interesting is that one of her recurring alternative names is Kali.

Like Lilith, the Greek lamiai are a class of female demons who can transform themselves, usually into the form of beautiful women, in order to attract and seduce men. The lamiai take their name from Lamia, who is said to have been a Libyan queen. Lamia was loved by the king of the Greek gods, Zeus. Hera, Zeus’ wife, murdered Lamia’s children in a jealous rage. Consumed by grief and vengeance, Lamia became a demon who devoured children or sucked their blood. The lamiai are modeled on Lamia, who is also known as a North African serpent Goddess, and are described as coarse-looking with the lower bodies of serpents. It is as a serpent that Lamia is linked to the Greek Medusa. In the folklore of modern day Greece, it is said that when a child has died of an unknown cause that the child has been strangled by the lamiai.


Lilith and the lamiai are related to a large number of so-called “birth demons,” the spirits of women who have either died in childbirth or given birth to stillborn children. In their grief and rage, they, like Lilith, Lamia, and the lamiai, prey on the children of mortal women and their mothers. Among them are: the Malaysian langsuyar, the Indonesian pontianak, the Aztec cihuapipiltin, and the Greek strix or strige. More modern images of these birth demons can still be found in La Llorona of Mexico and the American southwest, the banshee of Ireland and the White Lady of Europe.

Empusa, by some accounts the daughter of the goddess Hecate, is also said to be a demonic creature who, like Lilith, can transform herself into a beautiful young woman in order to seduce men as they sleep. Empusae, the class of demons associated with Empusa, could enter the body of their prey to eat its flesh and drink its blood. Lamiai, empusae, and lilim (the demon children born of Lilith) all came to be general names for a range of bloodsucking witches or demons.

Not all goddesses are remembered as only witches, demons or child-eaters. Some say that Isis, a winged goddess of healing  and nurturing, was the model for modern-day angels. The virgin mother of Horus and the “Giver of Life,” she was later identified with the virgin Mary and the development of the cult of the Madonna and child. As the “Giver of Life,” she could also bring the dead back into the world of the living, as she did with her consort Osiris. Anyone who has read Anne Rice’s The Vampire Lestat knows the legends of Isis and Osiris and how Isis gathered the pieces of Osiris’ dismembered body and breathed life back into them. In Whitley Strieber’s best-selling novel The Hunger, Miriam is one of the Egyptian ancients who, in her modern-day life, uses a blade formed in the shape of an ankh, the symbol of divine and everlasting life, to spill the blood of her victims. The ankh also represents sexual union and the union of the male and female principles, as do the joined symbols of Yin and Yang.

If we revision the dark angel, embrace the aspects of sexuality, blood, death—all that we are taught to deny and fear—what does our new angel look like? The followers of Kali believe that it is essential to face the terror of death as well as the beauty of life. What if, when we look death in the eye, we see not the horrific figure of death that we are taught to expect, but the beauty of death when it comes to us in its natural form?

The stories in Dark Angels suggest a portrait of these shadow selves. The angel may truly be a dark angel, the traditional vampire: the wanton woman whose sexuality brings destruction, the cruel and terrifying woman as death personified, the woman whose need leads to a wasting away of those around her. The angel may also appear as the virgin Goddess in her ancient form, whose sexuality was held sacred and with whom sex was a form of divine union. The vampire is also the death angel, an aspect of the wisewoman, the hag or the crone—the dark moon Goddess who receives the dead into her womb and prepares them for rebirth.

“The Countess Visonti” is an excerpt from the novel Sardia: A Story of Love (1891). Sardia was written by Cora Linn Daniels, a Victorian folklorist and occultist. In the character of Sybil Visonti, Daniels creates the classic vamp: the dark, sensuous,  serpentine woman who unscrupulously and unrepentantly uses her sexuality to destroy both men and women. Ralfe, who is one of many in love with Sybil, describes her:
What a woman! How that dark, fascinating face, with its eyes of velvet flame, passionate, humid, glowing flashing...the lips that breathed a peculiar music in every tone, the arms that seemed to always long to embrace, the strangely moving hands which made such subtly expressive gestures, adding an undulating and rhythmic grace to every tender word...rushed upon his sight, and even in imagination almost blinded him.





Guy, Lulu’s fiancé, warns her against Sybil. He describes her as a “fascinating, dangerous, subtle woman” who has “arts that no innocent woman can know.” He tells her that Sybil is “a vampire.... She eats one up body and soul.”

“Blood Wedding” is a contemporary story that shares the setting and sensibilities of Daniels’ “The Countess Visonti.” Set in 1882, the proper ladies and gentlemen of British society are shocked and dismayed, and also rather titillated, by the exotic nature of Sir Percy’s foreign-born bride. Even as they are alarmed and tittering behind Miriam’s back, the young men fantasize about dressing up their “whores” to look like her. Victorian sensibilities are evident throughout: the tightly controlled eroticism, the glimpse of something forbidden, Antoinette’s innocent submission to her husband’s “duty.” At the same time, the new Victorian technology—transfusion—is introduced, much as it was in Bram Stoker’s Dracula. In Stoker’s day, transfusion was a major breakthrough in medical technology. Percy’s willingness to give Miriam regular transfusions of blood gives her a normal life and social acceptability. Antoinette offers her pleasures of another sort.

In Amelia G’s “Wanting,” Danielle, an urban vampire with a gothic/glam rock past, is out of place in a small, rural town. Rachel recognizes Danielle, and remembers her prancing on stage in black netting and a pair of black leather wings, a “gothic wet dream.” Reaching beyond Danielle’s dirty black trench coat  and her glitter rock past, Rachel finds much more than Danielle’s “death angel” stage persona. Danielle brings pleasure, not pain, as soft and smooth and supple as the wings of an angel.

Medea, in her goddess aspect, is female wisdom, the source of the art of healing. Some say that Medea is the daughter of Hecate, who is herself related to the Egyptian midwife goddess, Heqit. In Greek mythology, Medea was the wife of Jason, who took another lover and drove Medea mad. In her madness, Medea killed her children to punish Jason for his betrayal. In “Medea” by Carol Leonard, Medea is a midwife named for the goddess midwife. In the story, Medea is from a long line of midwives who honor women’s regenerative power and their wiseblood through ancient rituals of blood-drinking. Hannah has literally dreamed of these rituals. When Hannah finally meets Medea, Medea devours Hannah, and Hannah is born anew into the mysteries and wisdom of the Mother.

It is the loss of a child that brings Marian face to face with the vampire goddess Lamia in Thomas Roche’s “Orphans.” Before Lamia was reduced to a she-demon, she was a Libyan serpent goddess who guided the soul through the underworld. Lamia was known as “She Who Gives Life to the Dead.” Roche describes Lamia as “the protector of all spiritual orphans, who devours their souls to protect them from the forces that would otherwise destroy them, and keeps them safe until...they can survive in the world again.” In his story “Orphans,” the serpent goddess Lamia is restored to her ancient mysteries. Marian, bearing the burden of her grief as well as the grief of her lover, Catherine, unknowingly enters the lair of the serpent Goddess. Lamia guides Marian through the darkness and back into the light, using ritual bloodletting and blood-sharing to restore Marian’s faith and Catherine’s soul.

Melanie Tem’s “Presence” brings to mind the image of the triple Goddess: the maiden, mother and crone. Like the virgins of old, she is one unto herself. She loses herself in the mysteries of blood, sex and the divine mother. As she ages, she comes to see herself surrounded by “women’s eyes...friendly eyes; seductive  eyes.” The eyes, perhaps, of the dark moon Goddess, ready to take her in, transform her, and make her one with the mysteries of life and the universe.

Death also seduces the eager and willing Sara in “Daria Dangerous” by Shawn Dell. Sara finds not only death, but also consolation in the arms of Daria, “her killer, her mother, her lover.” Daria is a modern-day vamp, a lesbian biker goddess who once rode with a girl gang called the Sirens. Daria, like Kali, embodies life and death. She brings salvation through sensuality and liberation by coming face to face with death.

Death without life is the theme of much of Alejandra Pizarnik’s work. Pizarnik, the child of Jewish immigrant parents to Argentina, committed suicide in 1972. Her obsession with death is evident in much of her work. One critic suggests that she regarded herself “as an outsider, apart from the realm of the living.” In “The Bloody Countess,” Pizarnik uses fiction to create a near-journalistic account of the life and obsessions of the Countess Erzebet Bathory, a sixteenth-century Hungarian noblewoman who tortured and killed an estimated six hundred young women in her employ. Bathory became legendary for her cruelty, and the myths and legends suggest that she had been a vampire. There is significant evidence to indicate that Bram Stoker relied heavily on the history of the Countess to create his Hungarian Count Dracula. Pizarnik’s stark and vivid accounts of the Countess who, in her absolute boredom, must create even more cruel and unusual forms of torture to extract pain and suffering from her victims in order to feel anything herself are haunting.

Life without death is the curse of Cecilia Tan’s vampire in “The Tale of Christina.” Jillian’s desire for something she can never truly have is fraught with self-destruction. Her single-minded desire encompasses all else; her desire is so intense that it swallows her whole. When Christina begs Jillian to turn her into a vampire, Jillian explains that it is the desire that can never be attained, the need that can never be satiated that dooms one to be a vampire. If the need can be met, if the desire can be quenched, the possibility of being a vampire cannot exist. In  having been consumed by her own desire, Jillian has become the ultimate vampire.

The vampire of Renee Charles’ “Cinnamon Roses,” like “The Tale of Christina” and “Orphans,” exists in the nether world of the gothic rock subculture. This vampire, however, faces a mundane world of some rather familiar, down-to-earth concerns—keeping a job, paying the rent, getting her next meal. A hairdresser by trade, razors and clippers ease the concern about where her next meal might be coming from.

The consuming aspect of the vampire is one of the most widely recognized. The traditional vampire is driven by her need for blood and, in sacrificing all else for that need, she loses her soul. What if the vampire can manage her desire, control her appetite, if you will? In Lawrence Schimel’s “Femme-de-Siècle,” we see a somewhat lighter side of the consuming vampire. Her butch lover is worried that her newly-found love has an eating disorder. Of course, she doesn’t suspect that her Geena Davis femme is a vampire whose mortal concerns for her “figure” keep her on a continual “diet” of anemic blood.
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