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INTRODUCTION

IN THE SHADOWS of our imagination lurk the creatures of the night. Tall, bone-thin, possessed of an exotic, frightening beauty, their eyes glow with a red spark that holds you fast while sharp white teeth champ against ruby lips and then sink into your flesh.

Vampires have been our dark companions in literature and art, myth, and religion from the early centuries of civilization. But during the past 150 years, more than any other legendary figure the vampire has been romanticized and eroticized.

For many people, vampires represent the dichotomous relationship between love and death, between eros and thanatos. Even as you understand that vampires can only survive by drawing on the blood of the living, it is this very act that attracts you to them.
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Le Vampire, lithograph by R. de Moraine, 1864



Why is the legend of the vampire so attractive? Perhaps because it mirrors human absorption with the phenomenon of death—vampires, after all, are suspended between life and death; they are what Bram Stoker, author of Dracula, famously referred to as “the undead.” From this shrouded world they hold forth the promise of eternal life, albeit at a terrible price. Or maybe they interest us because vampires are drawn to our blood, and blood is the essence of our existence; as Renfield, Dracula’s minion, puts it, “The blood is the life.”

Today vampires more often inspire lust than repulsion—whether it’s the sparkly Edward Cullen of Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight saga; the brooding Bill Compton and Eric Northman, the male vampires at the heart of Charlaine Harris’s Sookie Stackhouse stories; or Angel, the tormented vampire and one-time lover of Buffy the Vampire Slayer. Vampires also play an influential role in a subculture: goths, who dress in black, sport multiple body piercings, and find their muse in the fiction of Anne Rice and Poppy Z. Brite.

As you explore the myths and legends of vampires in the pages of this book, you will come to better understand these mysterious, powerful, dangerous, exotic creatures and may even find the roots of your own fascination with them.


PART 1
THE HISTORY OF VAMPIRES



CHAPTER 1
The Origins of Vampires


“I am glad that [the house] is old and big. I myself am of an old family.”

—COUNT DRACULA, DRACULA BY BRAM STOKER

THROUGHOUT THE CENTURIES and in dozens of cultures, vampires remain a centerpiece of the darker sides of lore and mythology, and our current passion for night terrors shows no signs of waning. Part of that fascination may be attributed to our fervent hope that there is life after death. If there is ongoing life in the spiritual world, is it really a leap of faith to believe that there may well be life after death that exists in the underbelly of our own world?

LIVE LONG AND PROSPER

Any research of vampires or vampirism throughout history inevitably leads to the genesis of the bloodsucker as we know it today—Bram Stoker’s seminal 1897 novel, Dracula. While much of the praise for Dracula is deserved, it must be noted that there exists a much richer history surrounding the legends of what are commonly referred to as revenants—individuals who return from the dead. Like the revered Greek and Egyptian gods of mythology, there are numerous legends, superstitions, and beliefs highlighting a dark contingent of vampiric creatures that tour the underworld, and play on our most primal fears. Given that most vampire folklore rarely uses the word vampire, how has the traditional vampire evolved from these stories of the undead?


INCUBI AND SUCCUBI

The incubus of ancient folklore was believed to be a male demon who forced unwanted sexual relations on a sleeping woman. In female form, the demon is known as a succubus. Both apparitions are often linked to early European vampiric entities, including the German alp and the Hungarian lidérc. Even Brazil has its own form of incubus, the boto, which seduces women and leads them to the river. Of course, the incubus made for a handy—and plausible—excuse for unwanted pregnancies.
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Tales of vampiric revenants vary greatly depending on their country of origin, their subsequent incarnation, and which folklorist or historian is telling of their exploits. The majority of creatures now cited as vampires or vampiric in nature are typically human and/or animal hybrids, zombielike beasts, and birth demons.

HOW VAMPIRES ARE CREATED

The most obvious answer to this question is that a vampire becomes a member of the undead through the bite of another vampire. While in the majority of cases that may hold true, a vampire’s making is infinitely more complicated, depending on the type of vampire and whether the demon is a beast of legend, mythology, literature, or film. Some outer-space suckers, for example, draw out a human’s energy by mouth-to-mouth contact rather than biting.


THE ORIGIN OF “VAMPIRE”

The term vampire wasn’t typically used in folklore but first appeared in English references in the late 1600s. Author Katherine Ramsland notes that a description of vampires as “reanimated corpses” appeared in 1810, in Travels of Three English Gentlemen, from Venice to Hamburg, Being the Grand Tour of Germany, in the Year 1734.



Throughout folklore there are many varied references to the ways in which an individual could become a vampire. Candidates for the undead include children born out of wedlock, those who lead sinful or criminal lives or commit suicide, women who allow vampires to gaze upon them, and even the seventh son of a seventh son. But that’s just the tip of the iceberg. Depending on the culture and its superstitions and beliefs, vampires might also be those who are born with teeth or who, like witches, possess a third nipple. Individuals who are not baptized or who are born on holy days are also at risk, as are those who practice black magic, or who die violently.

The Maker as Parent

If you are seduced by a vampire, he becomes your maker, or parent. One thing that most vampires have to learn is how much blood to take from a victim. Taken in small doses, the blood of a victim can sustain a vampire for quite some time before she or he dies or, should the vampire choose, enters the world of the undead. The act of consuming blood is for the vampire a matter of restraint, as the action generally triggers sexual arousal and a frenzy that if not carefully controlled kills the victim.

Depending on the type of vampire, bringing or crossing over a victim—that is to say, making him or her a vampire—can have various consequences. Some new vampires gain the memories of their maker, while others are left to discover their powers and bloodlust for themselves. In Anne Rice’s Interview with the Vampire, Louis tells of his making by Lestat’s hand in 1791, describing being “weak to paralysis,” in complete panic, and possessing the inability to speak. Once initiated with Lestat’s blood, Louis roams free, seeing the world for the first time with preternatural eyes.

Night of the Living Dead

The majority of vampires of folklore aren’t pristine, white-skinned, radiant beings. Most are reanimated corpses in various states of disarray and decay. Whether plague victim, noble, or ordinary farmer, all measure of humanity has been burned away. What links all vampires is their ability to inspire fear in humans.

Fear is a powerful element of the human psyche, one that—like a vampire—feeds off our imaginations and lies patiently waiting in the dark corners of our minds. Vampires thrive on fear and the power it gives them.

Since the vampiric creatures of lore were often hideous beasts, it’s easy to see why the mere thought of them instantly evoked fear. The descriptions of them in vampire literature send chills up our spines. Silver screen vampires have arguably given us the most nightmares. To actually see a vampire in whatever form encircle its prey in a frenzied attack or design a slow macabre courtship, then watch as its fangs pierce exposed skin leaves a lasting impression. Among the many swirling tales of vampirism there run several themes that play into the terrifying grip these malfeasants have on our psyche. These include, among other things, plagues and epidemics.

EPIDEMICS

Throughout history mankind has been burdened by all manner of epidemics, be they loss of livestock or crops, accidents, uncontrollable weather, unexplainable deaths, insane behavior, and, of course, various forms of plague. For all of those occurrences there was, and is, typically a need to place blame and take retribution. When plagues strike, the ensuing hysteria often includes accusations of paranormal or supernatural activities in order to explain the spreading sickness. People have sometimes believed that the sickness itself caused vampirism. As a result, there evolved talismans to ward off the undead. For example, airborne illnesses carried the very stench of the dying. To keep the stink at bay and repel evil demons, people would surround themselves with pungent odors such as garlic, juniper, incense, perfumes, animal manure, and even human feces.

Vampires, witches, werewolves, and all types of mythological creatures were easily blamed for epidemics, as were outcasts of society, and even children, pregnant women, and midwives. Naturopaths or other types of medicinal healers, or anyone who lived on what was then considered to be the fringe of society, often fell under suspicion. Likewise, any stranger who had the misfortune to arrive in a village around the same time people became ill would be highly suspect. In ancient times, folkloric creatures were easy to blame, for example, the Indian bhuta (see Chapter 6), malevolent spirits who feed on the living and dead and who appear as mist or lights, or the Ashanti obayifo, a West African vampire, which sucks the blood of children as well as life out of crops.


VAMPIRE PLAGUE

Bubonic plague, which is said to have begun in Asia in the 1340s and quickly spread to Europe by 1347, is thought to have wiped out one-third of the European population. Commonly called the Black Death or Black Plague for the black gangrene in the last stage of the sickness, it is sometimes linked in folklore to vampirism. Many science fiction vampire writers and filmmakers have taken advantage of this link—for example, Richard Matheson’s I Am Legend or the 2006 film Ultraviolet.
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During the plagues of the Middle Ages, whether the diseases were bubonic (infecting the lymph nodes), septicemic (poisoning the blood), or pneumonic (infiltrating the lungs, therefore airborne), the undead were among those suspected of initiating the illnesses. Under such circumstances, steps were taken to identify the culprit (i.e., the earliest infected individual) and stake or burn the corpse. The body’s ashes were tossed into a river or spread on consecrated ground.

“THE BLOOD IS THE LIFE”

In Stoker’s Dracula, Dr. Seward tells of his altercation with Renfield, who after attacking Seward with a knife and cutting his wrist, licks the blood from the floor and repeats over and over: “The blood is the life! The blood is the life!” This oft-used phrase is intrinsically linked to the vampire realm. Blood is what keeps us functioning, after all. It’s the elixir that’s cherished, sought after, sworn by, studied, shed, exploited, diseased, spilled, and ultimately revered for its ability to rejuvenate in both a spiritual and physical capacity. Blood can be offered or taken on many levels: as sacrifice, in absolution, in revenge, in exchange for saving a life, or to take a life. Blood has a rich history of associations, accrued from our earliest beginnings, that continue to excite the creative imagination. However, many vampires are less intent on sucking blood than they are psychic or spiritual energy. An individual’s life force, spiritual energy, and soul are all equally enticing to suckers, depending, of course, on the type of creatures they are.

Historic Symbolism

The symbolism of blood, be it spiritual, physical, scientific, religious, supernatural, or metaphorical, has existed since the earliest days of man. There are endless accounts and legends of blood rituals and sacrifices throughout history from the early pagan beliefs of eastern Europe to the ancient Mayan civilization, to centuries of warriors, tribes, practitioners of magic, serial killers, and scientists. Warriors, for example, have been known to ingest the blood of their enemies in order to increase their own power. Likewise, in the modern era, the Masai warrior tribe of Kenya exsanguinate their cows from the jugular and consume the blood with milk in the belief that it will give them extra strength.

Many deities are also associated with blood sacrifices. India’s goddess Kali (literally translated, “black” or “the black one”) is the Hindu goddess of destruction and death and the overseer of plagues and annihilation, among other things. A female figure possessing four arms, Kali is often depicted as having fangs or a protruding tongue, and ominously sports a garland composed of decapitated heads or skulls. Her legendary battle with the demonic Raktabija, during which she speared him and drank his blood, contributes to her vampiric reputation. Worshippers of Kali often sacrifice goats in her name.

Perhaps the best-known manifestation of metaphorical blood is wine representing the blood of Christ. This particular aspect of blood symbolism is arguably the most relevant when it comes to vampires, given the underlying subtext of the vampire as the devil. The vampire’s practice of usurping blood, which equates to life, is matched by its typical aversions to holy artifacts like the crucifix, holy water, churches, consecrated ground, and the Eucharist wafer, which is symbolic of Christ’s body. In Dracula Bram Stoker likely intended to link blood’s meaning to biblical sources, and many authors over the decades have followed his lead. The phrase “the blood is the life” is from Deuteronomy 12:23; the full passage reads: “Only be sure that you do not eat the blood: for the blood is the life; and you may not eat the life with the flesh.” As a symbolic opponent of Heaven, Dracula uses blood as revenge against God.
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“Blood alone moves the wheels of history.”

—MARTIN LUTHER, GERMAN THEOLOGIAN

Blood and Immortality

In much of history, blood is the ultimate physical manifestation of existence. Humans cannot survive without blood coursing through their veins. In folklore, and especially in the vampire realm, blood is inextricably linked to immortality. Deprived of blood, a traditional vampire as well as many other types would likely starve. This fact alone accounts for their predatory nature and plays to the vampiric creatures of folklore, many of whom—like the Greek lamia, Indonesian pontianak, Indian rakshasa, Ashanti obayifo, Malaysian langsuiar, and Romanian striga—prey upon children, women, and pregnant women, perhaps out of revenge, or for pure survival, or in an effort to gain eternal youth and vitality. This mythology could relate to another strong symbol in the vampiric blood realm, that of menstruation, an event that would serve as a double enticement to a vampire by furthering its underlying sexual conquest.

Individuals suffering an attack from a vampiric creature typically endure several fates. In many instances, the creature sucks enough blood as to cause its victim to perish. Other victims suffer prolonged illness that eventually ends in death. At worst, the prey of vampires are turned into the undead. In literary and cinematic traditions, the ever-present aspect of vampirism as a twisted fountain of youth is often employed by vampires in an effort to assure their victims that immortality is a gift rather than a curse. Such is the case with Miriam Blaylock, Whitley Strieber’s vampire protagonist in The Hunger.

The Need for Food

A vampire’s need for sustenance is both inevitable and obsessive, and like most creatures in need of food, there must therefore be accessibility, be it from the discothèque down the block or, in the case of traditional bloodsuckers, bleeding dry the inhabitants of a nearby village, town, or city where they can feast upon those who are unlikely to be missed. In folklore many of the creatures, such as the Indian bhuta, feed on corpses, and therefore spend their time foraging graveyards and cremation sites. Many others, like the Greek lamia and other so-called birth demons, focus their undead revenge on newborn children or pregnant women. For the average vampire, meaning those who don’t fall into the reluctant vampire category, blood is the life and must be procured no matter the risk of exposure. Modern-day vampires have a much better chance of their killings going unnoticed if victims are properly chosen and disposed of.


BLOOD-DRINKING

Although all vampires drink blood, there’s no agreement on how neat or sloppy they are about it. On the television soap opera Dark Shadows, for instance, vampire Barnabas Collins plunged his teeth into the necks of beautiful girls and sucked without leaving a trace of red on their filmy white dresses. On the other hand, Bram Stoker describes Dracula after one of his feasts: “On the lips were gouts of fresh blood, which trickled from the corners of the mouth and ran over the chin and neck. Even the deep, burning eyes seemed set amongst swollen flesh, for the lids and pouches underneath were bloated. It seemed as if the whole awful creature were simply gorged with blood.”



Whether they operate independently or in clans, vampires retain their fearsome reputation largely because of the host of eccentric, evil, and superhuman characteristics they possess. In the next chapter, we discuss the traits most prized by the fiends, including their manner of dress, physical transformations, and powers.


CHAPTER 2
Vampires’ Attributes, Behavior, and Environs


WHEN YOU HEAR the word vampire, probably the first image that comes to mind is that of a tall, dark, handsome man with luminous eyes, clothed in a fine black tuxedo enveloped by an exquisite opera cloak. That image—put into our heads courtesy of Bela Lugosi in the 1931 classic film Dracula—is the perfect representation of the traditional drawing-room vampire, one so deceptively aristocratic that he melds perfectly into respectable society. By definition, though, a vampire is a reanimated corpse, or revenant, who rises from the grave to partake of the blood or flesh of the living through the use of elongated canine teeth. Often these vampiric creatures of lore are decidedly not the debonair likes of Christopher Lee nor the lavish and exquisite vampires of Anne Rice’s imaginings. No, these are hideous corpses more in keeping with Night of the Living Dead or 30 Days of Night.

As a species, vampires must be admired for their efficiency, intelligence, and self-preservation. Our fascination with them, though, is like our admiration of a tiger—it’s best done from outside the cage.

FANGS, COFFINS, AND HELLSPAWN HABITS

Your idea of vampires will vary depending on what you’ve seen or read. A characteristic that may be prevalent in film and literature, for example, may not appear in folklore and vice versa. But all three of these disciplines play off one another and provide a complete picture. Many vampiric traits are derived from Bram Stoker’s great novel. For example, the notion of sleep and resting on native soil, coffins, and transforming into mist evolve from Stoker’s conception of Dracula. However, vampires have other features as well.

Fangs

When one thinks of vampiric figures, it’s quite naturally a set of frighteningly sharp teeth that first comes to mind. After all, from a purely functional standpoint, fangs are the mechanism by which most vampires ultimately consume their food. In the traditional sense, a vampire’s fangs are sharp, elongated canine teeth, which, when bared, are a gruesome and intimately brutal way to achieve sustenance. Symbolically, the biting of one’s neck is a highly erotic act, which is in keeping with the vampire’s portrayal as a sexual predator.


KITH OF THE VAMPIRETH

One of the few vampire-centric authors to deal realistically with what it would mean to grow a set of fangs is MaryJanice Davidson. In her hilarious series of novels about the vampire queen (and airhead) Betsy Taylor, Davidson suggests that fangs appear when vampires are in the midst of bloodlust. Unfortunately, whenever this happens to Betsy, she develops an uncontrollable lisp.



Interestingly, fangs don’t often appear among the vampires of folklore; instead many of the deities and monsters use their tongue for exsanguinations. It’s been suggested by some critics that fangs are a result of the crossover of vampires and werewolves in folkloric tradition.


MODERN FANGS

Individuals who consider themselves modern-day vampires or who engage in blood fetish practices sometimes wear fangs as part of their ritual. Still others file their teeth to emulate fangs or subject themselves to expensive dental work to have implants replicating fangs. For the morbidly curious, it’s unlikely that dental insurance covers that procedure.



Early films such as Bela Lugosi’s Dracula in 1931 and even the 1922 silent film Nosferatu didn’t show Dracula actually biting the necks of his victims. Hammer Films, on the other hand, had no issue with boldly showing Christopher Lee’s elongated teeth. Over the decades, both literary and celluloid bloodsuckers have punctured necks with fangs of varying sizes, leaving wounds ranging from pinpricks to holes the size of softballs. Stoker described his Dracula as having “peculiarly sharp white teeth,” and later in the tale, when Lucy Westenra is first bitten, Mina describes the bite as “two little red points like pin-pricks.” Indeed, they were so inconspicuous that poor Mina believed she caused the wounds with a pin when securing a shawl around Lucy’s neck.
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In James Malcolm Rymer’s 1847 penny dreadful Varney the Vampyre, the fiend is described as having “fearful looking teeth—projecting like those of some wild animal, hideously, glaringly white, and fang-like.” In many modern-day vampire films, the monsters retain all measure of killer fangs. In the 2002 movie Blade II, bloodsuckers infected with a vampire virus become “Reapers,” who feed indiscriminately on both the living and the undead. The lead vampire takes the ratlike features of Count Orlok, Max Schreck’s Nosferatu, one step further.


“A tall figure is standing on the ledge immediately outside the long window. It is its finger-nails upon the glass that produces the sound so like the hail, now that the hail has ceased. Intense fear paralysed the limbs of that beautiful girl. That one shriek is all she can utter—with hands clasped, a face of marble, a heart beating so wildly in her bosom, that each moment it seems as if it would break its confines, eyes distended and fixed upon the window, she waits, froze with horror. The pattering and clattering of the nails continue.”

—VARNEY THE VAMPYRE BY JAMES MALCOLM RYMER



Fingernails

Orlok is the first vampire glimpsed on the silver screen; his fingernails were intentionally and abnormally long and gruesome. Other than various B-movie bloodsuckers sporting exceptionally long and hideous nails while in their transformed states, most traditional vampires are shown with long nails, usually well manicured. In Stoker’s Dracula, Jonathan Harker says that the Count’s hands had first seemed rather “white and fine” but upon closer inspection, “I could not but notice that they were rather course, broad, with squat fingers. Strange to say, there were hairs in the centre of the palm. The nails were long and fine, and cut to a sharp point.” Anne Rice’s preternatural creatures have fingernails that are translucent as glass.

BRING OUT YOUR DEAD!

When it comes to burial practices, customs and technology have evolved since cavemen roamed the planet. Early methods of burial didn’t make use of coffins as we know them today. Instead, the dead were left to the elements, placed in caves, buried under rocks, set afire, or simply wrapped in a shroud and interred in shallow graves. Naturally, this left corpses vulnerable to the attack of the vampires of folklore like the Hindu vetala, a mythological spirit that lurks in burial grounds and takes possession of corpses. The practice of placing the body in a container is generally believed to have been intended to keep all creatures from disturbing the dead. No doubt the existence of cemeteries, mausoleums, and crematoriums evolved from this thinking.

Coffins

Traditional coffins as we know them likely evolved during the 1600s. At first they were crude boxes; then increasingly there were more elaborate caskets for anyone who could afford them. By the late nineteenth century they had become commonplace. Bram Stoker used them to create a resting place for Dracula filled with the Count’s native soil (see following). Other writers picked up Stoker’s idea.


OUT OF THE COFFIN

Vampire aficionados will likely never forget the eerie yet slightly comical emergence of Nosferatu’s Count Orlok from his rat-infested soil-filled coffin aboard the ship Demeter. In one swift movement, the stiffened vampire rises from his coffin—a maniacal unblinking mannequin from the bowels of hell itself.



As a result of requiring such specific sleeping quarters, the vampire is also restricted to lugging a coffin around wherever he or she goes. This is evident in early vampire fiction and film. Given that it’s not the easiest bed to transport, the use of the coffin is one that many modern authors and filmmakers have modified, or even dropped, in their vampire sagas. Anne Rice’s bloodsuckers, for example, don’t require coffins; when they use them, it’s more for show than substance. Instead, they simply require a dark sanctuary such a crypt, a basement, or even a place in which they can bury themselves for up to centuries at a time when hibernating, as Lestat does from 1929 to 1984 before awakening to become a brash rock star in The Vampire Lestat. Likewise, Whitley Strieber’s vampires in his 1981 novel The Hunger have no aversion to daylight, and therefore slumber comfortably in beds.
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Native Soil and Sleep

When it comes to sleep, the vampire, in general, is relegated to slumber just like the rest of us mere mortals, one of a vampire’s few consistent vulnerabilities. The only difference is that the vampire’s rest is more trancelike and affords various amounts of awareness depending on whether it’s a creature of folklore, fiction, or film. That awareness is often instilled so as to give the dozing fiend a method of defense in case of an unwelcome intruder. In Dracula, Stoker writes of his fiend’s sleep during Jonathan Harker’s incarceration at Castle Dracula:

“There, in one of the great boxes, of which there were fifty in all, on a pile of newly dug earth, lay the Count! He was either dead or asleep. I could not say which, for eyes were open and stony, but without the glassiness of death, and the cheeks had the warmth of life through all their pallor. The lips were as red as ever. But there was no sign of movement, no pulse, no breath, no beating of the heart.”

Vampires need rest in order to rejuvenate themselves and perhaps as a peaceful respite to fully digest their liquid lunch. Following Harker’s initial discovery of the Count in his coffin, he attempts to hit Dracula with a shovel but as the shovel is about to strike, Dracula’s half-open eyes fall upon Harker. The young man is terrified by their stare, and the blow merely gashes the vampire’s forehead. This scene reinforces the concept of awareness during vampiric sleep and perhaps a certain measure of hypnosis.

Native Soil

Dracula, and many other vampires, must rest on their native soil. For Dracula, this is important because of his deep roots in Transylvania and his connection to its history. Yet this also seems to be a feature of many other vampires with no such roots. On the other hand, vampires cannot enter consecrated ground—that is, land that has been blessed by the Church.

While many early literary vampires made use of the concept of native soil, others did not. Neither James Malcolm Rymer’s fiend Varney nor John Polidori’s Lord Ruthven or even Anne Rice’s Lestat and company require a coffin or the trappings of native soil. What Stoker created for Dracula was a weakness through which Van Helsing could gather his troops and search for Dracula, knowing that he could be found in one of fifty earth-filled boxes that could then be filled with Eucharist wafers to “pollute” the soil.

For some of the folkloric vampires native soil was a necessity, though the majority who were shape-shifters could easily enter and exit their grave via a hole dug in the soil. For the most part, modern-day vampires are rarely hindered by confines of native soil.
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