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Introduction



From my grave to wander I am forc’d

Still to seek the Good’s long sever’d link,

Still to love the bridegroom I have lost,

And the life-blood of his heart to drink.

GOETHE, “THE BRIDE OF CORINTH” (1797)

THAT THE DEAD are capable of returning to afflict the living is a belief that goes back to the dawn of time: revenants are rarely motivated by good intentions. From this thought, the human imagination has conjured various forms that are little known to us, because, starting in the eighteenth century, they were all supplanted by a vampire whose image has gradually been crystallized by the famous Dracula immortalized by Bram Stoker (1847–1912) in a novel that has never gone out of print.a In fact this novel continues to serve as inspiration to other writers and filmmakers. In 1993 Fred Saberhagen and James V. Hart even adapted this story for the theater.

For a large part of the public, the vampire is a bloodsucker who comes to sleepers at night and brings about their slow deaths by siphoning away their vital substance. Novels and films have familiarized us with this person who allegedly dreads garlic and the cross, this living dead who fears the light of day. When the sun is shining, he remains in his coffin or in a chest filled with earth from his grave. Here he sleeps with eyes wide open while rats defend him from any who might come near. A true living dead, the vampire has pale skin, overdeveloped and pointed canine teeth, vermilion lips, and long fingernails. His hand is icy cold and has a grip of steel. He leaves his haven to the accompaniment of ferociously howling dogs or wolves, and when he slips into a house, he causes the people watching over it to fall into inescapable torpor. Some assert that he can metamorphose into a fly, a rat, or a bat; that in this form he can spy upon the conversation of those pursuing him; and that he can communicate with his fellow vampires by telepathy. He can climb down the sheer walls of his castle like a lizard.

These details are based on long traditions that have come down from a remote past. Stoker put them together to produce what would become the myth of the vampire. He was inspired by earlier authors, but none had ever painted such a rich picture. William Polidori had shown the way with The Vampyre, a Tale in 1819.

Some great names have affixed their signatures to vampire stories, including Prosper Mérimée (1872) with La guzla, Charles Baudelaire, Lord Byron, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Felix Dahn, Alexander Dumas, Hans Heinz Ewers, and Théophile Gautier.1 The cinematic history of the vampire, meanwhile, began in 1913 with Robert Vignola’s The Vampire and received its letters of nobility with W. Murnau’s Nosferatu: A Symphony of Horror (1922), in which the victim holds back the monster until the arrival of dawn, which finally kills him. There were no less than seven vampire films in the period from 1930 to 1940—a rate of almost one a year! Since 1943 there has been an unending flood, and since 1958 everybody has had at least one opportunity to discover Christopher Lee playing the role of the vampire. Whether treated seriously or comically, as Roman Polanski did in 1967 with his Fearless Vampire Killers, this theme2 of the vampire has enjoyed phenomenal successb—which clearly demonstrates that it touches a big question and a subject of great concern to people: What happens after death? First shown in movie theaters in 1992, all can now purchase a copy of Francis Ford Coppola’s Dracula and shiver with fear in the comfort of their own homes. This was soon followed (in 1994) by Neil Jordan’s adaptation of one of Anne Rice’s bestselling novels about the vampire Lestat, Interview with a Vampire.c The vein seems inexhaustible, and cinema has produced an abundance of excellent and terrible examples. In 1965 we witnessed the vampire integrated into the traditional Western (Billy the Kid Meets Dracula) and, in 1962, it melded with Roman history (Hercules and the Vampires). In 1961 it took the form of Maciste versus the vampire. 3 Who could think of denying the importance of this theme in the human imagination?

Sociologists explain the flourishing of vampire-themed literature and films as the combination of “meaningful” themes such as illness, death, sexuality, and religiosity. Furthermore, they have demonstrated that the vampire lends itself to political recuperation. Since 1741 the word vampire has taken on the meaning of “a tyrant sucking the life from his people,” and Voltaire declared “the real vampires are the monks who eat at the expense of the kings and the people.”4 Karl Marx saw capitalists as bloodsuckers, and in 1970, in Jonathan, les vampires ne meurent pas (Jonathan, the Vampires Do Not Murder), Hans W. Geissendörfer identified Dracula with the triumphant Hitler—a way of saying that Nationalist Socialist ideas were as immortal as monstrous vampires—while Hans Heinz Ewers in Vampire (1921) merges the undead and the Jews. As Klaus M. Schmidt quite rightly notes: “By virtue of his nature, Dracula, the antichrist, possesses the power of inspiring infinite negative and positive associations.”5

The success of vampires certainly resides in this power, and it is a quality that never fails: a rapid search of the Internet yields more than two hundred fifty home pages dedicated to them, with discussion forums and chat rooms!d The addresses are particularly delicious: “The Vampire Garden,” “Vampire’s Universe,” “The Vampire’s Lair,” “Vampire Mud,” and so forth. We can note from an Internet search that there is a Transylvanian Society of Dracula, which publishes a bulletin called the Internet Vampire Tribune Quarterly, as well as vampirethemed nightclubs. In short, the fans of macabre curiosities are rather spoiled.

A terrifying figure because of its ungraspable qualities, the vampire has haunted the imaginal realm for centuries and excited the sagacity of scientists who have been seeking a satisfying explanation for his posthumous wanderings. As early as 1679, Philippe Rohr dedicated a dissertation to the dead that feed in their graves, a subject picked up anew by Otto in 1732 and again by Michaël Ranft in 1734. Ranft distinguished ties between vampirism and nightmares and believed it was all illusion prompted by a fertile imagination. Other scholars continued this endless argument: Gottlob Heinrich Vogt, Christoph Pohl, and an anonymous writer who signed his texts “the Weimar Doctor” devoted themselves to discussing the presumed nonputrefaction of vampires. This characteristic brought up a theological problem: theoretically, only the bodies of the excommunicated did not decompose. In 1733 Johann Christoph Harenberg did a complete turn around the matter, and in 1738 the Marquis Boyer d’Argens analyzed examples of vampirism.

Yet what gave substance to the belief in vampires and inspired a flood of scholarly treatises were reports from the authorities, such as those published in Belgrade in 1732 by Lieutenant Colonel Büttener and J. H. von Lindenfels on the vampires of the Serbian town of Medvegiae or the one published in Berlin that same year by the Prussian Royal Society of the Sciences. From these documents scholars drew information that they analyzed endlessly, and in 1746 Dom Augustin Calmet, a Benedictine monk of Senones, synthesized all the studies of this subject in his Dissertation sur les apparitions des esprits et sur les vampires ou les revenants de Hongrie, de Moravie (Dissertation on the Apparitions of Spirits and of Vampires or Revenants of Moravian Hungary) and so on, translated into German in 1751 and reprinted many times since then.f For Calmet, vampirism was the consequence of the malnourished state of the Balkan peoples, which lent wings to their imagination. These rationalist and positivist explanations fueled the article Voltaire devoted to vampires in his Philosophical Dictionary around 1770. In short, added to the direct testimonies given us by local chronicles, there was an uninterrupted flood of information that inundated Europe from the beginning of the eighteenth century. To this flood we owe, in addition to those works already cited, several great literary works, such as “The Bride of Corinth” by Goethe.6

This huge mass of writing fed the contemporary imagination, but it also was the origin of errors and distortions suffered by the original belief, the origin of received notions and, most important, of the stupefying reduction of several types of wicked dead to the vampire alone. The books devoted to these bloodsuckers for decades have done little to restore them to their original appearance. They seem intended for the public at large—the same public that rushes to the theater in order to shiver with comfortable horror. These books have also given substance to the received notions with more or less good fortune, and rare are the objective studies that present the phenomenon and analyze it without falling into irrationality or without turning to the support of parapsychology or psychiatry.

My goal in this book’s investigation is, through reliance on firsthand testimonies, to create a work of demystification, to rediscover the subject of an ancestral belief and uncover the mind-set in which the vampire is rooted. In my opinion, this anchoring in reality—even if this reality is no longer ours and we experience the greatest difficulty trying to plumb the motives of our ancestors’ mind-set—is the most important factor if only because of its anthropological dimension. The vampire forms part of the misunderstood history of humanity. He possesses a role and a function—he did not just spring from nothingness in the seventeenth or eighteenth century! He fits within a complex set of representations of life and death that has survived into the present, although clearly with a lesser richness than in the remote past—a past that people tend to confuse with the Dark Ages, those backward and ignorant times that were banished by reason and the Age of Enlightenment.

Yet it is startling that it was in the century of the Enlightenment that vampires spread like an epidemic into every region. Isn’t this a curious fact? It seems that in the effort to enlighten minds, it was necessary to take up again, analyze, and dissect the ancient beliefs in order to display all their inanity. Of course! But the effect was only partial, and arguments convinced only those who were already persuaded that the ancient beliefs represented overheated senses, optical illusions, or a disordered imagination. Vampires, however, have never ceased fascinating the living, no doubt because they are “a rift in the framework of scientific certitudes so seamlessly woven that it seems they should never have to suffer the assault of the impossible,” as Roger Caillois says.

Symbol of the intrusion of death and the beyond by sneaky and brutal paths in a universe that excludes them, the vampire represents the disquiet that is created from a rupture of order, a fissure, a discrepancy, or a contradiction. The serial writer Leon Gozlan expressed it well in 1861: “[B]ut vampires fit into no order, no class, or any reckoning of creation. They are neither death nor life, they are death taking on the appearance of life; or rather they are the terrifying grimace of one and the other. The dead reject the night with fear and the living dread it no less.”7 In short, they are pariahs, exiles, and we could almost bemoan their sorry fate. In fact, Paul Féval has someone say to Addhéma the vampire: “Kill me, kill me, I beg you in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost! My most terrible misery would be to live this death and die in this life.”8 In 1875, in La Ville vampire (The Vampire City), Féval defines these disturbing figures as a “prodigious people the wrath of God has attached to the surfaces of the earth, and whose sons, half demon, half ghost, both living and dead, are incapable of reproducing but are deprived as well of the benefit of dying.”9

I must add a word about my sources. Leaving aside the eighteenth-century treatises that analyze vampire stories, I have gone back to the original texts that provided the content for these contemplations, and you will find some of them in the appendices. These are essentially extracts from local chronicles, newspapers, and what are mistakenly described as “legends.” The so-called legends are in fact memorats—that is, the stories about an event deemed worthy to hand down to posterity because of its exceptional, disconcerting, disquieting, disturbing nature. This event either can serve as an example of the dangers the wicked dead can represent or can inform all of the remedies that will allow a community to react to a scourge and get rid of it. The legend is not a tale; the narrator accepts the past or present reality of the events mentioned, which, even if they smack of the supernatural, are well rooted in ordinary life.10 The legend provides a permanent reference to an underlying belief system. With regard to the dead, this system is particularly rich because it has not yet vanished entirely; certain countries of central Europe are veritable conservatories of ancestral beliefs.

Because numerous studies have been devoted to Dracula, the incarnation of the modern myth, I here present all the individuals that have been gathered under the generic term vampire and restore them to the context of the mind-set of the time, thereby making in some way an archaeological study of the myth that the nineteenth centuryg forged following a long process of maturation whose steps we are going to revisit.11 In this way you will discover an amazing world of which novels are only a pale reflection—even if they are fascinating by their addition of motives, psychology of the individual, tension, and an interpretation that is sometimes philosophical or religious.
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The Vampire Myth

When she had drained the marrow out of all my bones,

When I turned listlessly among my languid moans,

To give a kiss of love, no thing was with me but

A greasy leather flask that overflowed with pus!

CHARLES BAUDELAIRE, “THE METAMORPHOSES OF THE VAMPIRE”

The Founding Writers

The founders of the modern myth of the vampire are three English authors: Dr. John William Polidori (1795–1821), J. Sheridan Le Fanu (1814–1873), and Bram Stoker. The first two are responsible to some extent for boosting the interest in vampires, but it was the third author, Bram Stoker, who literally set today’s image of the vampire. The terrain was prepared by the Gothic novel literary movement initiated by Horace Walpole with The Castle of Otranto (1764), which brought back into style the landscape elements we also find in vampire stories: old castles falling into ruin, moldering chapels, abandoned cemeteries . . .

John William Polidori

In 1819, in The Vampyre, a Tale, Polidori painted a portrait of a disturbing creature who appeared at a winter party given in London: Lord Ruthven, an impassive gentleman with cold, gray eyes and a pale complexion, who seems to inspire anguish in even the most frivolous beings. He possesses a superhuman strength, and when he succumbs to gangrene, he asks that his body be carried to the top of a mountain so that it can be fully exposed to the moonlight. This is accomplished, but when others go to bury him, he has disappeared. He later reappears, causing the death of Aubrey, who has enough time to learn that Lord Ruthven, who had wed his sister, was a vampire, and the text ends with this sentence: “Lord Ruthven had disappeared, and Aubrey’s sister had glutted the thirst of a VAMPYRE!” The ambience created by the author is fantastical, and he implies more things in order to excite the imagination than provides true descriptions that would allow readers to establish a vampire typology. Polidori’s tale does not have a happy ending because Lord Ruthven is not slain and can therefore continue to suck the blood of his chosen victims.

We can also see this pessimism in The Vampire of Val-de-Grâce (1861) by Leon Gozlan in which people neglect to impale the vampire Brem Strombold, “an oversight that would cost them dearly. The broucolacaa returned several times among the living and caused great woe in many families.”1 In I Am Legend (1954), a film by Tim Matheson, vampires have wiped out so much of humanity that only a handful of people remain.

Polidori’s novella The Vampyre, a Tale launched the vampire genre in England. It was translated into French in 1819 and imitated by Charles Nodier one year later. In 1825 a new translation was published. Vampires enjoyed an unprecedented success. As a German critic correctly noted: “Polidori’s Ruthven has become a kind of nineteenth-century Dracula.” In 1820 the Theatre de la Porte Saint-Martin presented a melodrama, Le Vampire, as a result of the efforts of Charles Nodier, T. F. A. Carmouche, and A. de Jouffroy. This reaction was written in the Parisian press: “There is no Parisian theater that does not own its own vampire! At the Porte Saint-Martin there is The Vampire, at the vaudeville there is The Vampiress, and at the Variety Show there is The Three Vampires or the Rays of the Moon.” Bloodsuckers even invaded the opera. The most famous of these, with music composed by August Marschner and a libretto written by W. A. Wohlbrück, was performed in Leipzig for the first time in 1828.

John Sheridan Le Fanu

In 1872, with Carmilla, John Sheridan Le Fanu gave us a female vampire attracted to women,2 which he placed in a long line of beliefs and traditions going back to the ghouls and empusae of classical antiquity. We can also find such a character in Théophile Gautier’s La Morte amoureuse and in The Family of the Vourdalak by Alexei Tolstoy, cousin of the great author Leo Tolstoy. A woman named Carmilla appears one day at an isolated castle in Styria and reveals herself to be Mircalla, the Countess Karnstein, who has been dead for more than a century and whose tomb lies but a half league away. A series of deaths strike the young women of this region. Then Laura, the narrator, is attacked, and it is said that an upyre is haunting the forest. Sheridan Le Fanu scatters bits and pieces of information throughout his text: Carmilla, whose name is an anagram of Mircalla, refuses to reveal her family name, that of her domain, or that of the country from whence she comes; she never seems to eat; she does not say her prayers; she cannot tolerate funeral or religious songs; she leaves her room without opening the door or window; she is regularly stricken with languor; she has pointed canine teeth; and she takes the shape of a monstrous cat that brings to mind the painting by Füssli of the nightmareb with whom the vampire shares so many features.3 Here is how Laura describes Carmilla’s first attack:

I had a dream that night that was the beginning of a very strange agony. . . . I cannot call it a nightmare, for I was quite conscious of being asleep. But I was equally conscious of being in my room, and lying in bed, precisely as I actually was. I saw, or fancied I saw, the room and its furniture just as I had seen it last, except that it was very dark, and I saw something moving round the foot of the bed, which at first I could not accurately distinguish. But I soon saw that it was a sooty-black animal that resembled a monstrous cat. It appeared to me about four or five feet long for it measured fully the length of the hearthrug as it passed over it; and it continued to-ing and fro-ing with the lithe, sinister restlessness of a beast in a cage. I could not cry out, although as you may suppose, I was terrified. Its pace was growing faster, and the room rapidly darker and darker, and at length so dark that I could no longer see anything of it but its eyes. I felt it spring lightly on the bed. The two broad eyes approached my face, and suddenly I felt a stinging pain as if two large needles darted, an inch or two apart, deep into my breast. I waked with a scream. The room was lighted by the candle that burnt there all through the night, and I saw a female figure standing at the foot of the bed, a little at the right side. It was in a dark loose dress, and its hair was down and covered its shoulders. A block of stone could not have been more still. There was not the slightest stir of respiration. As I stared at it, the figure appeared to have changed its place, and was now nearer the door; then, close to it, the door opened, and it passed out.

When Carmilla sucks the blood from a person, she leaves a blue mark. At the moment when she is attacked by General Spielsdorf, whose daughter she has killed, she disappears into thin air: “I struck at her instantly with my sword; but I saw her standing near the door, unscathed. Horrified, I pursued, and struck again. She was gone; and my sword flew to shivers against the door.” On a second occasion, the general strikes Carmilla with an ax “with all his force, but she dived under his blow, and unscathed, caught him in her tiny grasp by the wrist. He struggled for a moment to release his arm, but his hand opened, the axe fell to the ground, and the girl was gone.” In order to rid themselves of this scourge, they open the tomb.

The next day the formal proceedings took place in the Chapel of Karnstein. The grave of the Countess Mircalla was opened; and the General and my father recognized each his perfidious and beautiful guest, in the face now disclosed to view. The features, though a hundred and fifty years had passed since her funeral, were tinted with the warmth of life. Her eyes were open; no cadaverous smell exhaled from the coffin. The two medical men, one officially present, the other on the part of the promoter of the inquiry, attested the marvelous fact that there was a faint but appreciable respiration, and a corresponding action of the heart. The limbs were perfectly flexible, the flesh elastic; and the leaden coffin floated with blood, in which to a depth of seven inches, the body lay immersed. Here then, were all the admitted signs and proofs of vampirism. The body, therefore, in accordance with the ancient practice, was raised, and a sharp stake driven through the heart of the vampire, who uttered a piercing shriek at the moment, in all respects such as might escape from a living person in the last agony. Then the head was struck off, and a torrent of blood flowed from the severed neck. The body and head were next placed on a pile of wood, and reduced to ashes, which were thrown upon the river and borne away, and that territory has never since been plagued by the visits of a vampire.

Sheridan Le Fanu knew his classics quite well, and the whole of his short novel is nourished by the reports of barbers, surgeons, scholars, and writers of the eighteenth century. The description above supplies the proof, the original will be provided later. Contrary to the claim of some, Sheridan Le Fanu had read not only Dom Calvert’s book, which offered a summary of vampire knowledge in 1759, but also documents that lent their support to his writing, hence the scope of his text contains a kind of appendix reinforcing the reader’s disquiet and anxiety.

How they escape from their graves and return to them for certain hours every day, without displacing the clay or leaving any trace of disturbance in the state of the coffin or the cerements, has always been admitted to be utterly inexplicable. . . . It is the nature of vampires to increase and multiply, but according to an ascertained and ghostly law. Assume, at starting, a territory perfectly free from that pest. How does it begin, and how does it multiply itself? I will tell you. A person, more or less wicked, puts an end to himself. A suicide, under certain circumstances, becomes a vampire. That specter visits living people in their slumbers; they die, and almost invariably, in the grave, develop into vampires.

Bram Stoker

The question raised at the beginning of the last extract is answered several years later by Bram Stoker in Dracula. The infatuation for vampires explains the genesis of this novel in which vampirological knowledge is theorized. Stoker created the character of Dr. Abraham van Helsing, the vampirologist, based on the model provided by Professor Armin Vambery of the University of Budapest, a renowned expert on the East, whom Stoker had met in London in 1890. Van Helsing informed his friends on everything they should know about vampires, and this speech is the veritable foundation of the modern myth:

The vampire live on, and cannot die by mere passing of the time, he can flourish when that he can fatten on the blood of the living. Even more, we have seen amongst us that he can even grow younger, that his vital faculties grow strenuous, and seem as though they refresh themselves when his special pabulum is plenty. But he cannot flourish without this diet, he eat not as others. Even friend Jonathan, who lived with him for weeks, did never see him eat, never! He throws no shadow, he make in the mirror no reflect, as again Jonathan observe. He has the strength of many of his hand, witness again Jonathan when he shut the door against the wolves, and when he help him from the diligence too. He can transform himself to wolf, as we gather from the ship arrival in Whitby, when he tear open the dog, he can be as bat. . . . He can come in mist, which he creates. . . . He come on moonlight rays as elemental dust, as again Jonathan saw those sisters in the castle of Dracula. He become so small, we ourselves saw Miss Lucy, ere she was at peace, slip through a hairbreadth space at the tomb door. He can, when once he find his way, come out from anything or into anything, no matter how close it be bound or even fused up with fire, solder you call it. He can see in the dark, no small power this, in a world, which is one half shut from the light. Ah, but hear me through. He can do all these things, yet he is not free. Nay, he is even more prisoner than the slave of the galley, than the madman in his cell. He cannot go where he lists, he who is not of nature has yet to obey some of nature’s laws, why we know not. He may not enter anywhere at the first, unless there be some one of the household who bid him to come, though afterwards he can come as he please. His power ceases, as does that of all evil things, at the coming of the day. Only at certain times can he have limited freedom. If he be not at the place whither he is bound, he can only change himself at noon or at exact sunrise or sunset. . . . Thus, whereas he can do as he will within his limit, when he have his earth-home, his coffin-home, his hell-home, the place unhallowed, as we saw when he went to the grave of the suicide at Whitby, still at other time he can only change when the time come. It is said, too, that he can only pass running water at the slack or the flood of the tide. Then there are things which so afflict him that he has no power, as the garlic that we know of, and as for things sacred, as this symbol, my crucifix, that was amongst us even now when we resolve, to them he is nothing, but in their presence he take his place far off and silent with respect. There are others, too, which I shall tell you of, lest in our seeking we may need them. The branch of wild rose on his coffin keep him that he move not from it, a sacred bullet fired into the coffin kill him so that he be true dead, and as for the stake through him, we know already of its peace, or the cut-off head that giveth rest.4

When Dr. van Helsing, whom some have nicknamed “the Victorian James Bond,” attacks Lucy, who, bitten by Dracula, has transformed into a vampire following her death—one of the major “explanations” for vampirism—he explains to his friends what he intends to do: “I shall cut off her head and fill her mouth with garlic, and I shall drive a stake through her body.”

Stoker introduces a new detail into the myth: garlic, whose popularity was immense. Researchers have claimed that this phylactery had a long history accompanying that of vampires, basing their assertion on a fragment of Titinus (second century BCE) in which he says garlic should be hung around the neck of children to protect them from “the black and stinking stirge.” Nicknamed “poor man’s mandrake” in the Middle Ages, garlic was considered especially effective against spells. Like all plants that had a strong odor, garlic brought demons to flight. Demons, as we all know, can slip into corpses in order to reanimate them. It was this notion that was decisive for the incorporation of garlic into the battle against revenants. It turned into something that drove away ghosts. In Romania, cloves of garlic were placed in the coffin, the mouth, the nose, and the ears of the dead person to prevent its transformation into a revenant (strigoï). To say that beliefs are hard to kill is simply stating the obvious if we take as reference an article that appeared January 10, 1973, in a German newspaper, the Süddeutsche Zeitung.

Demetrius Myiciura, a fifty-six year-old Polish man living in London, had a fear of vampires bordering on panic, and it brought about his own death. A medical expert noted that Myiciura had suffocated on a garlic clove he kept in his mouth at night. Large quantities of garlic, salt, and pepper found in his room were intended as protection against vampires.

Abraham van Helsing also knows that the smallest orifice in the grave, tiny as it may be, will allow the vampire to leave, so he proceeds in this way:

First he took from his bag a mass of what looked like thin, wafer-like biscuit, which was carefully rolled up in a white napkin. Next he took out a double handful of some whitish stuff, like dough or putty. He crumbled the wafer up fine and worked it into the mass between his hands. This he then took, and rolling it into thin strips, began to lay them into the crevices between the door and its setting in the tomb.

When Lucy returns from her nocturnal wanderings, she is confronted by van Helsing and his friends as she seeks to get back into her tomb.

When within a foot or two of the door, however, she stopped, as if arrested by some irresistible force. Then she turned, and her face was shown in the clear burst of moonlight and by the lamp, which had now no quiver from [v]an Helsing’s nerves. . . . And so for full half a minute, which seemed an eternity, she remained between the lifted crucifix and the sacred closing of her means of entry. . . . We could hear the click of the closing lantern as van Helsing held it down. Coming close to the tomb, he began to remove from the chinks some of the sacred emblem, which he had placed there. We all looked on with horrified amazement as we saw, when he stood back, the woman, with a corporeal body as real at that moment as our own, pass through the interstice where scarce a knife blade could have gone.

Another explanation was put forward during the Middle Ages. At the end of the twelfth century, William of Newburgh, recounting the wicked deeds of a revenant at Melrose Abbey, indicates that this undead individual, once wounded by the blow of an ax, “let out a plaintive and loud groan and turning round as suddenly as it had come while the stupefied monk hastened in pursuit of the fugitive, made its way back to his tomb. The tomb opened up for its resident protecting him from his assailant and then closed back up with the same facility.”5 We should note that this explanation is unique for its kind; ordinarily, graves are not endowed with properties such as this!

Alexei Tolstoy

Among the founders of the modern myth, we must also cite Count Alexei Tolstoy (1817–1875). In The Family of the Vourdalak he retraces the transformation of a family into vampires. Everything starts when Gorcha, the father, leaves with the other villagers in pursuit of a Turkish brigand. “Wait for me patiently for ten days and if I do not return on the tenth, arrange for a funeral Mass to be said—for by then, I will have been killed.” But old Gorcha had added, looking very serious indeed:

If, may God protect you, I should return after the ten days have passed, do not under any circumstances let me come in. I command you, if this should happen, to forget that I was once your father and to pierce me through the heart with an aspen stake, whatever I might say or do, for then I would no longer be human, I would be a cursed vourdalak, come to suck your blood.

His wishes are not respected, and he attacks and kills his grandson, and this is how a line of vampires is born.

The child returned one night and knocked on the door, crying that he was cold and wanted to come home. His foolish mother, although she had been present herself at his burial, did not have the strength of mind to send him back to the cemetery, so she opened the door. He threw himself at her throat and sucked away her life’s blood. After she had been buried, she in turn rose from the grave to suck the blood of her second son, then the blood of her husband, then the blood of her brother-in-law. They all went the same way.

Tolstoy seeds the text with clues that are the constituent elements of the myth of the vampire: when the monster approaches, victims are paralyzed; other authors speak of a great languor; everything transpires as if these monsters possess a hypnotic power; people avoid calling by name the individual suspected of vampirism or designating him indirectly, because this would serve to summon him from his grave; vampirism is contagious; vampires cannot tolerate holy relics (medallions, crosses, etc.).

From the Vampire to the Vamp

Sheridan Le Fanu with Carmilla, Bram Stoker with Lucy, and Théophile Gautier with Clairmonde, the female vampire from La morte amoureuse (The Dead Lover)6 —to mention but a few authors and women—created the character of the female vampire, she who would give birth, cum grano salis, to the modern vamp that the eleventh edition of the Merriam Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary defines this way: “A woman who uses her charm or wiles to seduce and exploit men.” Women vampires are irresistibly seductive, and dying with their kisses is a pleasure. This brings to mind the 1960 film by Roger Vadim, Et mourir de plaisir (Blood and Roses), a terrifying ambiguity that has contributed to the success of the novels that gave birth to it. Possessors of a cold beauty that demands complete, voluptuous surrender, women vampires feast on the pain and slow agony of their victims. Carmilla kills Laura slowly in contrast with her other victims, and the feelings she allows to be seen are disquieting.7 Lucy’s mask veritably changes: “Then her eyes ranged over us. Lucy’s eyes in form and color, but Lucy’s eyes unclean and full of hell fire, instead of the pure, gentle orbs we knew. . . . As she looked, her eyes blazed with unholy light, and the face became wreathed with a voluptuous smile.” She advances toward her husband, Arthur, “and with a languorous, voluptuous grace, said, ‘Come to me, Arthur.’” It is impossible to resist the appeal of a woman vampire even if, as in the story by Tolstoy, the victim knows she is dead: “The strength with which I embraced Sdenka with my arms forced one of the points of the cross you just saw to pierce my chest,” Mr. d’Urfe declares. “Looking up at Sdenka I saw for the first time that her features, though still beautiful, were those of a corpse; that her eyes did not see; and that her smile was the distorted grimace of a decaying skull. At the same time I sensed in that room, the putrid smell of the charnel-house. The fearful truth was revealed to me in all its ugliness.”

The hero of the story just barely escapes from the embrace of Sdenka-turned-vampire, while Gorcha waits behind the window, leaning on a bloody stake!
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