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“Through the whole vast shadowy world of ghosts and demons there is no figure so terrible, no figure so dreaded and abhorred, yet the cause of such fearful fascination as the vampire.”
(Montague Summers, The Vampire)


“Much of Victorian death culture developed out of subconscious reactions to wide-spread death, new scientific discoveries and popular culture; these fears and anxieties were reflected in much of the Victorian era, which makes the time a perfect setting for a dark and creepy story.”
(www.unhingedhistorian.blogspot.ie)


“Tolstoy, de Maupassant and Hoffman also wrote vampire stories. In fact the vampire stalks nineteenth century literature as persistently as he does twentieth century cinema …”
(Patrick McGrath, Bram Stoker & His Vampire)








Prologue


It’s a sorry fact, but vampires aren’t what they used to be. I should know because I’m the last remaining member of my species from the ancient world; although if I’m brutally honest, this longevity is as much the product of becoming the alter idem of that club-footed Casanova, George Gordon, the sixth Lord Byron than any fortitude on my part. In truth, my roots are hinted at in that half-forgotten Fragment that was Byron’s contribution to the Villa Diodati ghost story competition – for His Lordship was familiar with the decomposing vampire legends of the Eastern Mediterranean, even if John Polidori was not! But I get ahead of myself …


Today’s vampires are a sorry lot. For 144 episodes, they allowed some chit of a girl to systematically vanquish anything and everything that smacked of vampirism, demons or any other forces of darkness in Buffy: The Vampire Slayer. The series catered for the young-adult market that tends to elevate action over subtly in the pursuit of its entertainment, and who still think that vampires are ‘cool’. Well, we are to the touch, but I didn’t think I’d ever live to see the day when the need to kill humans merely to exist would become de rigueur – for me it remains one of Life’s bare necessities rather than actual pleasure. Nevertheless, I have always had a penchant for young ladies (preferably over high-school age) but the current glamorised trend for this kind of televised fiction makes the contemporary variety so susceptible to the vampire’s ‘kiss’ – and, as the man said, ‘the living is easy’.


At least The Vampire Chronicles harked back to the good old days of taste and refinement, but hell’s teeth, Louis de Pointe du Lac was a feeble creature! His character had a permanent, petulant whine, with a persistently complaining note in it, which is about the most irritating trait any human voice can contain. The nightmare of being shut in close confinement with him throughout the daylight hours of eternity would have been enough to cause any vampiric companion to impale him (or herself) on a boar spear and instantly perish. Mr Pitt (the actor not the politician) portrayed him admirably.


Lestat was cast more in the mould of a traditional vampire, but even he had some rather unsavoury and undiscerning habits that are, frankly, quite unpalatable to any self-respecting vampire. In short, Lestat de Lioncourt was a pervert in anybody’s language, living or un-dead, who breached the realms of good taste and would kill anything with a pulse. And as for that infant Claudia – a petulant brat of a child, and even more so in her maturity – that idea was enough to set the alarm bells ringing in any premature burial, because who in their right mind would turn a five-year old child into a vampire without a thought for the consequences? I rest my case.


It must be evident that I am extremely well read when it comes to both classic and contemporary vampire fiction – after all there is very little to keep me amused in this world after rattling around the echoing vaults of eternity for so long. The film versions I watch on DVD, as the close proximity of so much sweating humanity I find unnerving in the close confines of a cinema. Some, I would truly class as ‘horror films’ due to their poor production or storylines rather than any horrifying elements in the script – after all, fact is often more horrifying than fiction.


So where, you may ask, are the other remnants of the Old World vampires who, according to tradition, cannot die? The majority of these poor creatures have perished because of their inability to adapt to contemporary living down through the ages. The old-fashioned bloodsuckers found themselves a fronte praecipitium a tergo lupi, which literally means ‘a precipice in front, wolves behind’, and unable to move forwards or back, they merely sat down and starved. A few of the more tenacious still lurk about on the periphery of Life but they are pitiful, desiccated creatures that exist on any sustenance they can draw from the rodents whose habitat they share.


For the true vampire’s taste, blood should be savoured like fine wine, which means of course, that we do not go on a nightly rampage killing indiscriminately. The prey should be carefully selected and stalked with a hunter’s eye – for who knows what trash that lithesome lovely may be using to pollute her body behind closed doors. An unspoiled Group A RH Positive should only be consumed once a month and savoured, whilst a weekly intake of an inferior drug or drink laced concoction would be the equivalent of binge-drinking courtesy of Oddbins! Snobbery perhaps, but there is undoubtedly a connection with the mystique of blood and the assumption of the superiority of one blood over another, but as the Romans would have observed: de gustibus non est disputandum – ‘there’s no accounting for tastes’.


I must also confess to a sneaking support for Jung and his ‘collective unconscious’ that harks back to certain primordial images for the basis of inducing uncontrollable and irrational fear into the mind of modern man. John Polidori, however, and to some extent that tiresome wench Caroline Lamb, unwittingly created a more ‘modern’ archetypal persona for the traditional vampire in the collective unconscious that superseded the ‘race memory’ version from folklore. If they hadn’t written with such passionate hatred when creating their Lord Ruthven, the image of this deadly aristocrat would have remained securely within the realms of fiction and probably forgotten. Poor old George wasn’t really half as bad as he was painted, but in his vampiric manifestation, he remains ‘mad, bad and dangerous to know’ – his reputation living on to fuel the fantasy of the un-dead in my own incarnation.


Polidori’s 1819 novella, The Vampyre, originally introduced this concept of the charismatic, Byronesque anti-hero, but it was Bram Stoker’s 1897 novel, Dracula, that is generally considered to be the quintessential vampire story, and which provided the basis (and the clichés) for most subsequent vampire fiction. Rather uncharitably, I thought, literary historian Susan Sellers maintained that the vampire has become “such a dominant figure in the horror genre that places the current vampire myth in the comparative safety of nightmare fantasy.” In other words, familiarity diluted the element of fear and horror of the un-dead and rendered us relatively harmless! For all our harmlessness, however, the success of this ‘nightmare fantasy’ has spawned a distinctive new vampire genre with books, films, video games, and television shows ever on the increase. Unfortunately, the deadly erotic literary vampire that once could be viewed ‘as adult as art gets’ has degenerated into a mere teenagers’ fantasy for role-players.


The concept of vampirism has existed for millennia and most cultures of the ancient world have their tales of blood-sucking demons. But despite the existence of such similar creatures, the entity you recognise today as ‘the vampire’ originates almost exclusively from Eastern Europe during the early 18th century, when the oral traditions of the many ethnic groups of the region were first being recorded and published by visiting folklorists, to later fuel the rapidly expanding literary – and then cinematic genres. Ironically, I find that I have now become a ‘genre’ which often causes me to smile.


And believe me, my friend, you have never fully lived until you’ve seen a vampire smile.





Chapter One


In Search of the Undead


Perhaps it would be a better introduction to the ‘real’ vampire if we went back in time to the ancient world from whence I came. There are some subtle differences between the Greek species of vampire, known as ‘vrykolakas’ and the more well-known Slavic variety, which is written about at some length by John Cuthbert Lawson in a dusty old tome I discovered in Foyle’s in the Charing Cross Road during one wet Wednesday afternoon. A scholar by nature, Lawson revealed that the ‘secret’ of the vryko-lakas can be found in the Greek tragedies of “corporeal return to avenge blood-guilt – a hidden theme due to the conventions of the Greek stage, but nevertheless clearly discernable” although the traditions of Greek drama only permitted a hint of such obligations.


This bodily return was tacitly expected and feared in the case of blood-guilt and vengeance …in ancient times murderers frequently mutilated their victims by cutting off their hands and feet and tucking them under the corpse’s armpits, or binding them to its chest with a band. One rationale for this action that suggests itself is that such mutilation prevents the murdered victim from returning bodily to avenge itself on the murderer – who would, in turn, become a revenant wandering cursed between life and death …the character of these Avengers approximates very closely to that of the modern vrykolakes. True, there is one fundamental difference; the ancient Avenger directed his wrath solely against the author of his sufferings …the modern vrykolakas is unreasoning in his wrath and plagues indiscriminately all who fall in his way. Modern stories there are in plenty, which tell how the vrykolakas  springs upon his victim and rends him and drinks his blood; how sheer terror of his aspect has driven men mad; how, in order to escape him, whole families have been driven forth from their native island to wander in exile; how death has often been the issue of his assaults; and how those whom a vrykolakas has slain become themselves vrykolakes.


You can imagine my delight at finding a serious book, published in 1910 and at the height of the Dracula craze that had a grasp of something other than peasant superstition! Poor old George obviously had knowledge of this background since his Fragment focuses on Smyrna rather than Transylvania, and he would be more inclined to the romanticism of Greece with its concept of honour killing than a marauding blood-sucker from the Balkans. This is not the place to go into my own personal history but suffice to say that I was called back to perform that obligation long before the advent of Christianity – which may go a long way to explain my sometimes archaic viewpoint. But let us return to the job in hand and give a true vampire’s view of his fictional companions …


Perhaps we should start by attempting to view the ‘cult of the vampire’ objectively and dispassionately from a modern standpoint, and what better source to begin than with that thoroughly down-to-earth, 21st century online encyclopaedia, Wikipedia, for my introduction …


Vampires are mythological or folkloric beings who subsist by feeding on the life essence (generally in the form of blood) of living creatures, regardless of whether they are undead or a living person/being. Although vampiric entities have been recorded in many cultures, and may go back to ‘prehistoric times’, the term vampire was not popularised until the early 18th century, after an influx of vampire superstition into Western Europe from areas where vampire legends were frequent, such as the Balkans and Eastern Europe, although local variants were also known by different names, such as vrykolakas in Greece and strigoi in Romania.


Not strictly accurate my learned friend, since you obviously do not believe that such ‘mythological’ beings really exist, unlike the researches of two serious academics, Dr Raymond T McNally and native Romanian Professor Radu Florescu, who published In Search of Dracula (1973), chronicling their search for the ‘real’ Dracula and his castle. They, at least, were willing to give us the benefit of the doubt. As McNally muses:


In Stoker’s novel there were some fairly detailed descriptions of the towns …and the Borgo Pass in the Carpathian mountains. These, too, proved real. If all that geographical data is genuine, I reasoned, why not Dracula himself? Most people, I suspect, have never asked this question, being generally thrown off by the vampire storyline. Obviously, since vampires do not exist, Dracula – so goes popular wisdom – must have been the product of a wild and wonderful imagination.


There is, of course, a universal saying that where there is smoke, there is always fire, and the enduring fascination with me and my kind continues to smoulder. The McNally-Florescu investigation discovered in authentic 15th-century manuscripts that confirmed there had been a “human being fully as horrifying as the vampire of fiction …who had been the subject of many horror stories even during his own life time; a ruler whose cruelties were committed on such a massive scale that his evil reputation reached beyond the grave …”


As a result, the team pieced together a dual history of the real 15th-century Dracula who came from Transylvania, and the vampires who existed in the legends of the same region. In addition, they reasoned that Bram Stoker in the 19th century combined these two separate traditions to create the most infamous vampire in all fiction – and raised several other questions. Was the real Dracula a vampire? Did the peasants of his time believe him to be a vampire? And was there any real connection between the historical tyrant and the character created by Stoker? Probably not, is the answer to all three but it is highly possible that Count Dracula’s medieval thought-form was also given new life via Stoker’s writing, just as my own ancient thought-form was re-animated by Bryon and Polidori.


Needless to say, these questions have now fallen by the wayside, since the popular currents of vampiric appreciation have whirled and eddied into realms that Count Dracula in particular, with all his schemes for world domination, could never have dreamed of while sleeping away the daylight hours in his Transylvanian tomb. For myself, on the other hand, there has never been that kind of ambition in my makeup.


It no longer matters whether the story of the charismatic vampire is fact or fantasy, the reading and film-going public acts as though we are real. But why, our critics demand to know, does this deadly creature continue to retain its icy stranglehold on popular imagination? Speaking from personal experience, despite the iciness of the vampire’s ‘kiss’ it still incites a sense of erotic tension in intelligent women, and wistful envy in those males who are impressed by our power, both of whom remain captivated by this curious legacy.


The genuine vampire of Slavic folklore that eventually supplanted the Greek version was not a glamorous warrior-nobleman but a creature of plain peasant superstition. For example, there is a famous Serbian legend that tells of a certain Sava Savanović, who lived in a watermill and killed the millers so that it could drink their blood. The character was later used in a story written by Serbian writer Milovan Glišić, and in the Serbian 1973 horror film Leptirica, both of which were inspired by the tale. But it wouldn’t inspire a modern television production company to promote poor old Sava as the latest anti-hero for its latest generation of vampire lovers – after all who would look favourably on a simple, flour-dusted revenant straight from the Baker’s Oven?


The modern vampire has metamorphosed from several different strands of folklore uniting as the different cultures came together. Raymond McNally and Radu Florescu, however, raised an important point in that according to Eastern Orthodox belief, the body of anyone bound by a curse will not be received by the earth – i.e. will not decay. The bodies of those who die under the ban of excommunication are doomed to remain ‘incorrupt and entire’ and that such beings ramble abroad at night, spending only the daylight hours in their tombs until absolution is granted. “All this goes a long way towards explaining why vampirism has been so credible in Orthodox countries,” observed McNally – and why it is not applicable to one of a more ancient disposition!


Also, according to Orthodox Christian belief, the soul does not leave the body to enter the next world until 40 days after the body is laid in the grave, which also explains the ceremonies in Orthodox cemeteries 40 days after the burial. Bodies were once disinterred between three to seven years after burial and if the decomposition was not complete, a stake was driven through the heart of the corpse. On closer examination, it shows that the superstitions surrounding the causes of ‘vampiric generation’ are many and varied in original folklore and have only been in existence for a mere 600 hundred years in Eastern Europe.


There are so many superstitions surrounding vampires that have been repeated so often, it no longer surprises me that any genuine one could slip through the net. A dead person cannot become a vampire; they must be infected by another vampire while still living and even then, a victim will not become one of the ‘undead’ unless the biter wills it.


Who can become a vampire?


  [image: ]  In Eastern Europe vampires are said to have two hearts, or two souls; since one heart or soul never dies, the vampire remains un-dead.


Surely a tale invented by an insecure priesthood, since only the clergy are capable to creating such nonsense. I have one heart and my immortal soul is my own – and why do we never hear of two stakes being hammered into a vampire’s hearts?


  [image: ]  In Transylvania, criminals, bastards, witches, magician, excommunicants, those born with teeth or a caul, and unbaptised children. Also the seventh son of a seventh son is doomed to become a vampire.


In other words anyone not the norm who the clergy deem to be beyond the pale and not accepted into the church; the seventh son of a seventh son is always known to be psychically gifted as a seer or healer, and the church wouldn’t have liked the competition.


  [image: ]  If a cat or other ‘evil’ animal jumps or flies over a dead body before it is buried, or if the shadow of a man falls upon the corpse, the deceased may become a vampire.


This provided a good excuse for nailing down the coffin and getting on with the burial – probably to conceal any tell-tale signs of foul play and prevent any delay in collecting the inheritance.


  [image: ]  If a dead body is reflected in a mirror, the reflection helps the spirit to leave the body and become a vampire.


No doubt stemming from the belief that a vampire casts no reflection, but once clinically dead a person will not turn into a vampire no matter how bad their reputation.


  [image: ]  A body with a wound that had not been treated with boiling water was also at risk.


Gangrene poisoning produces the disgusting smell of decaying flesh and would no doubt be associated with the grave in the minds of the peasantry.


  [image: ]  In Russian folklore, vampires were said to have once been witches, or people who had rebelled against the Russian Orthodox Church while they were alive.


Similar to the Transylvanian version of how to put the fear of God up the congregation, and provide a good excuse for a stake out.


How can a vampire be detected?


  [image: ]  Any person who does not eat garlic, or who expresses a distinct aversion to garlic is suspect.


And explains why most Eastern Europeans suffer from the most appalling halitosis, but if they don’t reek of it they could become suspect and liable to be murdered.


  [image: ]  Vampires sometimes strike people dumb. They can steal a person’s beauty or strength; or milk from nursing mothers.


I have often been struck dumb by the multitude of humans who are apparently eligible to become vampires – and we have no need of a mother’s milk!


  [image: ]  In Romania, peasants believe that the vampires and other spectres meet on St Andrew’s Eve at a place where ‘the cuckoo does not sing, and the dog does not bark’.


Or where the sun does not shine!


  [image: ]  One of the most common ways of locating a vampire was to choose a boy or girl young enough to be a virgin, and seat them on a horse of a solid colour – all white, brown or black – which was also a virgin and has never stumbled. The horse was then led through the cemetery and over all the graves. If it refused to pass over a grave, a vampire was thought to lie there.


One can imagine the reaction if trying to perform this particular rite in a municipal cemetery as a prelude to hauling corpses from the grave.


  [image: ]  The tomb of a vampire usually has one or more holes roughly the size through which a serpent can pass.


More likely for allowing decomposing gases to escape to prevent the tomb from exploding after consuming all that garlic.


How to create protection against a vampire?


  [image: ]  Vampires are frightened by light, so one must build a good fire to ward them off, and torches must be lit and placed outside the houses.


How on earth do they think we generated heat and light in our homes for centuries? Old world vampires may not cope with prolonged exposure to direct sunlight but we certainly enjoy the comfort of a roaring log fire, especially in Northern climates.


  [image: ]  Even if you lock yourself up in your home, you are not safe from the vampire, since he can enter through chimneys and keyholes. Therefore, one must rub the chimney and keyholes with garlic, and the windows and doors as well. Farm animals must also be rubbed with garlic to protect them.


Probably the most anti-social plant known to man after asafoetida. I know its protective uses go back to ancient Egypt but it is not surprising that so many Eastern Europeans migrated to England and America to get away from the stench.


  [image: ]  Crosses made from the thorns of wild roses are effective in keeping the vampire away.


The vicious thorns on a rose bush are a deterrent against anything; although I do know that the name ‘dog rose’ is said to have originated in Ancient Greece, where the root was reputed to cure the bite from a rabid dog. A good example of cross-culture pollination, perhaps?


  [image: ]  Spread thorns or poppy seeds on the paths leading to the village from the churchyard. Since the vampire must stop and pick up every one of them he may so be delayed that he cannot reach the village before sunrise, when he must return to his grave.


Any vampire who falls for this stunt really should get out more!


  [image: ]  Take a large black dog and paint an extra set of eyes on his forehead with white paint – this alienates vampires.


Most large black dogs of my acquaintance would make friends with a vampire, and I have always had empathy with most members of the canine race – with or without painted faces.


  [image: ]  Cultural practices often arose that were intended to prevent a recently deceased loved-one from turning into a vampire. Burying a corpse upside-down was widespread, as was placing earthly objects, such as scythes or sickle blades in the grave.
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