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Abstract
 
The paper shows the development of the notion “vampire” from early European folklore aims of giving sense to human 
suffering by putting the blame on a supernatural entity to the Romantic role as entertaining character and as a symbol of 
political rebellion in British literary texts to Dracula as a Victorian symbol of fear of national insecurity caused by crime 
and changing social structures. The criminal and disease-bringing character is kept in the early 20th century, but now 
being conquerable by a woman, before finally changing, in the later 20th century, into a symbol of freedom, wealth, 
eternal love and eternal  life. The related notions of “blood-suckers” and “parasites”, in contrast, are still  used in a 
negative way in current political discourse. 
 
Sommaire

L’article montre le développement de la notion du “vampire” de l’objectif dans le vieux folklore européen de donner du 
sense à la souffrance humaine par blâmer un être surhumain vers le rôle romantique comme caractère divertissant et 
comme symbole de la rebellion politique dans des textes litéraires britanniques à Dracula comme symbole victorien de 
la peur d’insécurité nationale causée par la criminalité et les changements sociaux. Le caractère criminel et infectieux 
est gardé au début du 20e siècle, mais il est maintenant vaincable par une femme, avant qu’il devienne, dans la dernière 
partie  du  20e  siècle  un  symbole  de  liberté,  prosperité,  amour  éternel  et  vie  éternelle.  Les  notions  apparantées  de 
“sangsue” et “parasite”, au contraire, sont toujours utilisées d’une manière négative dans l’actuel discours politique.
 
Zusammenfassung

Der Beitrag zeigt die Entwicklung des Begriffs “Vampirs” vom Ziel früher europäischer Folklore, menschlichem Leid 
einen Sinn zu geben,  indem man einem übermenschlichen Wesen die Schuld gibt,  über  die  romantische Rolle als 
Unterhaltungsfigur  und  als  Symbol  politischer  Rebellion  in  britischen  literarischen  Texten  hin  zu  Dracula  als 
viktorianisches  Symbol  der  Angst  vor  nationaler  Unsicherheit,  ausgelöst  durch  Kriminalität  und  Wandel  sozialer 
Strukturen. Der kriminelle und krankheitsbringende Charakter wird im frühen 20. Jahrhundert beibehalten, nun wird der 
Vampire allerdings von einer Frau eroberbar, bevor er schließlich im späteren 20. Jahrhundert zu einem Symbol von 
Freiheit, Wohlstand, ewige Liebe und ewiges Leben wird. Die verwandten Begriffe der “Blutsauger” und “Parasiten” 
werden im gegenwärtigen politischen Diskurs jedoch weiterhin negativ verwendet. 

Introductory Remarks

It was in 1897 that an Irishman named Bram Stoker composed what is nowadays often regarded as 
the mother of all vampire stories. In his novel  Dracula, he told the tale of an Eastern European 
aristocrat trying to conquer and infect the British people with an awful disease, i.e.  vampirism. 
Although Stoker definitely brought about a decisive step in the development of the vampire tale, he 
was neither the first nor the last to take up the motive of the bloodsucking undead. Then and now, 
vampires have served as and still can be considered symbols (cf. Klüsener 2011: 223-256).

It is this symbolic meaning that makes Dracula and other vampires a topic that is, after all, relevant 
to the frame theme of this symposium – European philology and societal issues. The connotations 
of the word  vampire have been and still  are subject to various changes – with the depiction of 
vampires  oscillating  between  awe  and  fascination.  In  spite  of  their  diversity,  the  common 
denominator of vampire creatures in literary texts and other media is that they almost always serve 
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as  symbols  of  either  fears  or  hopes  of  their  respective  cultural  contexts  (cf.  McNally/Florescu 
1994).

This paper will first shed light on vampire lore as a part of European cultural and literary heritage. 
In  a  second step,  the emergence  of  vampires  in  British literature  of  the  19th century and their 
influence  on their  successors  in  20th-  and  21st-century film and fiction  will  be  commented  on. 
Finally, the use of vampire-related metaphors in recent debates concerning immigration, foreignness 
and social injustice will be briefly related to. 

Is There Anything Like “European” Vampire Lore?

The roots of the vampire belief can be traced back to folklore traditions of different European and 
non-European countries: The “vrykolakas”, people that have died without receiving any clerical 
rites, are an example of the undead in Greek folklore. Slovakian and Czech mythology include the 
“upir” and the “nelapsi”. These are said to be “rotting corpses” (Karg/Spaite/Sutherland 2009: 13) 
of  people  that  have  recently  died  and return  to  spread  disease  among the  living.  In  Bulgarian 
legends, the “vampir” returns from the grave with a perfectly healthy look and lives among people 
only to hunt them down at night. This form of existence is considered the punishment for a sinful 
life (cf. Karg/Spaite/Sutherland 2009: 14). The country that is most well-known for its vampire 
legends is, doubtlessly, Romania with famous Vlad Țepeș. Țepeș may have inspired Bram Stoker to 
write his gothic novel Dracula in 1897. Romanian folklore speaks of the “strigoi”. This is related to 
the Romanian word for ‘witch’, namely striga, thus assuming that vampires can perform something 
like  magic  (cf.  Karg/Spaite/Sutherland  2009:  16). In  Germanic  lore,  there  are  stories  of  the 
“nachtzeherer” or “nachzehrer” and of the “alp”, a shapeshifting creature that can cause nightmares 
and  hysterical  attacks;  in  the  UK,  especially  female  bloodsuckers  have  a  certain  history:  The 
“baobban sith” kills travelers, while the “gwrach y rhibyn” drains the blood of children and other 
weak humans (cf.  Karg/Spaite/Sutherland [2009: 19f.] and Klüsener/Hefele/Engelhard [2017: 5-
10]). 

These legends can be assumed to have had only one aim: to explain what seemingly could not be 
explained, to give sense to human suffering by putting the blame for natural disasters, disease and 
crime on a supernatural devilish entity: the vampire. Obviously, in a distant past, the idea of the 
vampire was instrumentalized to explain whatever seemed unexplainable, so that vampires were 
then probably symbols of people’s fears (cf. Auerbach 1995).

Vampires in British Literature

In British literary history, vampire creatures entered the stage in the early 19 th century, i.e. in the 
Romantic era, which was, above all, a phase of transition: Against the background of the American 
and French Revolutions, traditional world views became a matter of negotiation. This holds true for 
issues of national and international politics, for gender- and class-related debates on social injustice 
and also for the topic of abolition (cf. Kitson 2002: 163-176).

One  of  the  most  prominent  examples  of  the  Romantic  vampire  is  Samuel  Taylor  Coleridge’s 
Christabel (1797/1800),  a  long  narrative  poem composed  between  1797  and  1800.  The  poem 
introduces a maiden, Christabel, who meets a mysterious woman named Geraldine in the forest. 
Geraldine claims to have been abducted by a band of robbers. Christabel pities her and takes her 
home with her although Christabel already feels that something might be wrong with her visitor 
(Coleridge 2014: 38):  
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A snake’s small eye blinks dull and shy; 
And the lady’s eyes they shrunk in her head, 
Each shrunk up to a serpent’s eye 
And with somewhat of malice, and more of dread, 
At Christabel she looked askance!— 
One moment—and the sight was fled!

The two women spend the night together, which results in Geraldine putting a spell on Christabel, 
making it impossible for her to tell anybody about what really happened between them – with fatal 
consequences.

With  Geraldine,  the poem introduces a character that  we would label a true “vamp” today (the 
expression being derived of the word vampire): She is capable of seducing men and women alike. 
This character does not fit in, she manipulates her environment but is yet considered fascinating by 
the different characters of the poem. With regard to Coleridge’s political radicalism, she might in 
fact represent the idea of rebellion itself, which is probably even more provoking because she is a 
female character.  

Another prominent version of the Romantic vampire is presented in Lord Byron’s poem The Giaour 
(1813), which was published as one of Byron’s so-called oriental tales. Byron developed the story 
due to the legends he had heard about vampires when he travelled to Greece. The story itself is set 
in  Greece,  then  under  Turkish  occupation:  Leila,  belonging  to  a  harem  is  accused  of  having 
betrayed her master, Hassan, with an infidel, a so-called Giaour. She is drowned in the sea as a 
punishment.  The  Giaour  takes  revenge:  He slays  Hassan,  who curses  him before  with  his  last 
breath, telling him that he will never find peace but roam the world in sinfulness (Byron 2017: s.p.):

[Pain] within, thy heart shall dwell; 
Nor ear can hear nor tongue can tell 
The tortures of that inward hell!
But first, on earth as Vampire sent, 
Thy corpse shall from its tomb be rent: 
Then ghastly haunt thy native place, 
And suck the blood of all thy race; 
There from thy daughter, sister, wife, 
At midnight drain the stream of life; 
Yet loathe the banquet which perforce 
Must feed thy livid living corpse: 
Thy victims ere they yet expire 
Shall know the demon for their sire, 
As cursing thee, thou cursing them, 
Thy flowers are withered on the stem.

The Giaour  shows various character  traits  which allow for  the assumption that  he resembles  a 
vampire: His thirst for blood, his omnipresence, his dark aura and his restlessness. With the Giaour, 
Byron voiced the Romantic call for rebellion at a point in history when most of his contemporaries 
were disappointed with the failed revolutions of the late 18th century. The text deals with the idea of 
rebellion not only with respect to gender roles (Leila), but also with regard to political oppression, 
i.e. the Turkish occupation of Greece and the implications of Greece as a mirror image of Britain 
(cf. Butler 1988: 78-96).
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Romantic vampires are both gothic entertainment and symbols of political rebellion, of political 
ideas and hopes. They probably did not that much represent people’s fears but rather the claim for 
liberty,  self-assessment  and  political  change.  This  is  entirely  different  with  Victorian  vampire 
creatures. 

Victorian Vampires, Victorian Nightmares?

In the course of the 19th century,  rapid mechanization, industrialization and urbanization caused 
massive changes in everyday life and added to a feeling of insecurity throughout Europe. On the 
national level, the British public perceived massive poverty, high crime rates and the female rights 
movement questioning traditional role models as a threat to the existing order. On the international 
level, these fears were partly but not solely caused by intercultural contacts with “the other” which 
were  believed  to  threaten  the  already  unstable  British  identity  and  sense  of  security  (cf. 
Harrowitz [1994: 15] and Klüsener [2014]). Fighting crime on the national level became 
one  means  of  managing  this  crisis.  Biological  theories  of  crime  boomed:  Phrenological  ideas 
merged with the notion of moral insanity, Darwinist ideas and fears of “degeneration”  (cf.  Rafter 
[2008: 27] and Ackerknecht [1992: 149]). The Italian Cesare Lombroso even developed the idea of 
“the  born  criminal”,  whom  he  saw  as  physically  and  psychologically  marked  by  various 
“anomalies” (cf. Gibson / Rafter 2006: 20). The categories of “race”, “class” and “gender” 
played an essential part for Lombroso’s ideas: He was convinced that people of darker skin colour 
and those of lower social status were biologically “inferior” and thus likely to display criminal 
behavior (cf. Gibson / Rafter [2004: 15] and Rafter [2008: 21ff.]). He also expressed his belief that 
women who did not get married and who strove for independence were likely to become “virile”, to 
go mad and then become criminals and ‘prostitutes’ as well as “true monster[s]” (Lombroso 2004: 
183, 185).  The late 19th-century vampire,  in this context,  appears as a symbol of such fears of 
“social degeneration”, as will be shown with respect to Stoker’s novel in the following.

His 1897 novel is narrated from the perspectives of a couple of people who are involved in the 
events around a mysterious lord from Transylvania: Count Dracula. The lawyer Jonathan Harker is 
sent to Transylvania by his boss in order to do business with this eccentric Count. Jonathan soon 
finds  out  that  the  Count  is  a  vampire  and  that  he  is  to  be  a  prisoner  in  Castle  Dracula.  The 
description  of  the  Count  on  Jonathan’s  and  his  first  encounter  already  establishes  close  links 
between Stoker’s creature and the above-mentioned biological theories of the criminal (Stoker 
1978: 27):

I found him of a very marked physiognomy. His face was a strong—a very strong—aquiline, 
with [...] peculiarly arched nostrils; with a lofty domed forehead, and hair growing scantily 
round the temples but profusely elsewhere. […] The mouth […] was [...] rather cruel-looking, 
with peculiarly sharp white teeth; these protruded over the lips, whose remarkable ruddiness 
showed astonishing vitality in a man of his years. For the rest, his ears were pale, and at the 
tops extremely pointed; the chin was broad and strong, and the cheeks firm though thin. The 
general effect was one of extraordinary pallor. […]
Hitherto I had noticed the backs of his hands as they lay on his knees in the firelight […]. 
Strange to say, there were hairs in the centre of the palm. The nails were long and fine, and 
cut to a sharp point.

The murderous  Count bears numerous parallels  to contemporary ideas of “the criminal”:  He is 
shown to be animal-like, with teeth and claws and fur. His pallor, too, would have counted as a 
marker of “degeneration” in Lombroso’s theory. 
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Besides the obvious connections between Lombroso’s ideas on criminals and Stoker’s depiction of 
the Count, Stoker himself includes a hint at Lombroso’s criminal anthropology when he has Van 
Helsing  say: “The Count  is  a  criminal  and  of  criminal  type.  Nordau and Lombroso  would  so 
classify him, and qua criminal he is of imperfectly formed mind” (Stoker [1978: 346], cf. Fleming 
[2000: 204] and Pick [1989: 172]. Both the obvious stigmata of criminality and the fear of an 
invisible degeneration and an infectious potential of criminal individuals are thus combined in the 
Count.  Stoker’s vampires thus obviously represent 19th-century fears of national insecurity caused 
by crime and changing social structures, and, at the same time, the Empire’s anxiety of losing its 
predominant position and being interculturally “infected” with foreign ideas, identities, and blood 
(cf. Klüsener 2012).

20th- and 21st-Century Vampires

The 20th and 21st centuries bring uncountable transformations of the vampire in different kinds of 
media. One early adaptation of Bram Stoker’s novel is the film  Nosferatu, eine Symphonie des  
Grauens from 1922/24, directed by F.W. Murnau (cf. Prüßmann 1993). The story is similar to the 
one of Stoker’s novel – and this also holds true regarding the vampire creature it introduces: Count 
Orlok comes along with claws, sharp teeth, a look of disease, pallor, thirst for the blood of young 
women and a pack of rats. On his arrival in Wisburg, he brings the plague with him. Interestingly 
enough, it is a woman who brings him down in the end: Innocent Ellen diverts him until the break 
of dawn as he is so excited about drinking her blood that he forgets about the coming day and 
finally dies in a puff of smoke (cf. Penning 2005: 13-19). Here, again, the vampire brings disease. 
He also still resembles contemporary ideas of the criminal. What is remarkable, however, is that he 
is conquered by a woman – a person who was then still  considered a lot weaker than men (cf. 
Ruthner 2006: 29-54).

In the later course of the 20th century, the vampire leaves its tomb and develops into the embodiment 
of secret human desires and wishes: freedom, wealth, eternal love and life (cf. Auerbach 1995). 
Today’s literary vampires, it seems, become more and more humanized as well. For instance, the 
vampires of Anne Rice’s  Vampire Chronicles (1976-2014) differ a lot from 19th-century vampire 
creatures: They are good-looking, they are not affected by crosses, garlic or wooden stakes. They 
can read minds and they can move in the sunlight,  at  least  some of them. When they feed on 
humans,  this  is  an  intense  experience  for  them,  similar  to  love-making,  and  they  can  enter 
relationships with humans and with each other. Anne Rice claimed that they are humans in disguise, 
who are looking for sense in a world in which religion does no longer play such a central role. 
Furthermore, they stand for unconventional individuals who live in homoerotic relationships, such 
as  Lestat  and Louis,  with  their  adopted  child  Claudia  (cf.  Karg/Spaite/Sutherland 2009).  Thus, 
vampires live freely where homosexual people in real-life were, in the 1970s, often discriminated 
against. Their vampire community is something like the utopian version of the loving family. 

Last but not least, one more modern approach towards the vampire-topic can be found in the TV-
series True Blood, which is based on the novels by Charlaine Harris. The story evolves around the 
waitress Sookie, her relationships with the vampires Bill and Eric and other dramatic developments 
with a lot of supernatural elements involved. Vampires, here, move freely within society at night 
because of the synthetic drug True Blood, which enables them to abstain from drinking human 
blood. However, the relationship between vampires and humans is by no means without probems. 
In the series, vampires seem to represent both the desire for immortality and power, but they also 
illustrate the position of social outsiders: The title sequence and many scenes in the series relate 
vampires  to  people  with  non-white  skin  colour  and  also  to  homosexual  people.  The  vampires 
receive a lot of mistreatment (they are even sent to concentration camps). This reflects and criticizes 
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social  tensions,  such as  discrimination  against  people  who are  different  (cf.  Butler  [2010]  and 
Curran [2005]). The vampire is thus again a symbol of the oppressed and can be understood as the 
attempt to create of certain awareness among the audience.

Not Dead Yet: Vampire-Related Metaphors in Recent Discussions 
Concerning Immigration, Foreignness and Social Injustice

While vampires in fiction thus serve as projections of human desires on the one hand, their darker 
side is not dead yet. Interestingly enough, the terms “blood-sucker” and “parasite”, both of them 
connotations of the traditional image of bat-like creatures and other parasites, resurface in recent 
political debates in multifaceted ways.

Pope Francis, for instance, reportedly labelled the socially privileged “bloodsuckers” in his sermon 
from 19th May 2016 (Radio Vatican 2016),  but  an article on the news plattform SWI swissinfo.ch 
discusses  whether immigrants as well as the economically underprivileged have to be considered 
“parasites”, or “parassiti”, of Europe’s social systems (Summermatter 2014). Other sources of the 
view of migrants as parasites are pointed out by Wehling (2015). 

As one can see, the topos of the vampire once more undergoes a process of refunctionalization. 
Although the connotations of “bloodsuckers” in political discourse are often very negative, recent 
fiction draws a positive picture of vampires as the better humans. As a conclusion, one might say 
that the critic Auerbach (1995: 145 et passim) is right when she claims that every age gets the 
vampire  it  deserves.  Being symbols  of  both negative fears  and positive desires,  vampires  have 
undergone many metamorphoses in the past. As they are immortal, we can be sure that this also 
holds true for the future. 
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