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Persistence of Personality

in Vampires from Folklore, Literature, and Film


Upon contemplating the literary and cinematic vampires in Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s “Christabel,” John Keats’ “Lamia,” J. Sheridan Le Fanu’s “Carmilla,” as well as in Bram Stoker’s Dracula and Francis Ford Coppola’s film, Bram Stoker’s Dracula, it is apparent that, while all are strongly driven to sustain their ghastly existences at the total cost to others, they differ either in the degree of their personal conflict in achieving the same general end and/or in their distinctive personalities preserved beyond mortality and evidenced by and initiating their behaviors and choices on both sides of the grave: that is, by the manner in which they pursue their self-determined and self-destined ends in eternal “undeath” as they had in mortal life.  In fact, while all are driven by the same general craving for self-preservation toward the inevitable and unholy sacrifice and cursed consumption of innocent life through the metaphors of blood and/or life-force, the vampires from the above works possess markedly distinct and dissimilar personalities with unique internal conflicts (or a thoughtfully pragmatic and utilitarian absence thereof), attitudes, and behaviors as each attempts to survive within the destiny he or she has met by fate or forged by an ill-advised response to a catastrophic event in a once human life.  While it is beyond the scope of this short paper to do more than suggest and reflect upon the broad differences in personality, motivation, inner conflict, attitude, and behavior of the vampires from the above sources, the main intent here is to demonstrate that these fictional and cinematic characters continue to stimulate the literary and the popular imagination because the vision of the persistence of personality beyond death, though in perverted form, produces intense interest and response in the forms of horror, revulsion, and panic.  Thus, these imaginary and soulless creatures, though technically no longer human, continue to exhibit human personalities that maintain and nurture the audience’s enthralled concern and even sympathy.  Finally, because of the spiritual and even theological implications of the human creation of such imaginary beings engendered by human sensibilities and literary and cinematic artifice, the cathartic experience of encountering these vampires in books and movie theaters may contain and convey hope and even inspiration for those who aspire to live virtuously and die well.

Before considering vampires from literature and film, it must be noted that the tendency to imbue the “undead” with human motivations identified with personality and the persistence of some trace of humanity beyond mortal life is in large measure absent in studies about folkloric revenants and vampires as amply confirmed by du Boulay (1982), Barber (1988), Cajkanovic (1923), Murgoci (1927), and Perkowski (1982).  The pathetic reanimated corpses described in these scholarly works of folklore, anthropology, and forensic pathology are often zombie-like figures who tend to be devoid of emotion, sensitivity, mental capacity, and, most especially, human passion and personality.  As such, these revenants and pseudo-vampires differ markedly from their more modern and imaginative literary and film cousins.  Cajkanovic refers to them as mere “undecayed corpse[s]” and “unhappy, disconsolate person[s]” (78).  In a revealing passage, Agnes Murgoci describes the folkloric vampire as nothing but a dull, obsessive/compulsive automaton “obliged to disentangle and straighten out the threads of linen” when his grave’s entrance is stopped up with linen cloth or “count millet seed” when it is “put in his way” (28).  In her brilliant paper, Juliette du Boulay conceives the folkloric vampire in dry and bloodless anthropological terms.  For her the idea of the vampire is

linked to a particular understanding of blood and the organization of marriage rules.  The vampire [therefore] is consequently explicable as the manifestation, at a crucial point of transition between the living and the dead, of the symbolism which also governs incest prohibitions, and which represents in general the onward and irreversible flow of life (du Boulay 87).

Jan Louis Perkowski, a professor of Slavic languages, viewed the folkloric vampire as a convenient and hapless scapegoat for unknown deaths in a village.  Such deaths provoked great psychological anxiety, frustration, and panic among the uneducated (44-45).  The unexamined, uncritical, and largely unconscious construction of a creature that mirrored group anxiety over unexplained deaths came to be perceived as a vampire, the simplistic projection of the community’s undigested fear.  Such mass-produced vampire hysteria seemed to make perfect “sense” of what was happening in the village; thus, the social fabric of the community was preserved (45).  (That it did not actually solve the problem was inconsequential!)  Finally, historian Paul Barber examined the evidence of vampirism reported by European peasants, and demonstrated through forensic pathology how they may have arrived at incorrect conclusions based upon ignorance of how corpses in fact decompose, and what happens when, through circumstances of nature, they are somewhat preserved for a time beyond what the ill-informed might expect (109).  Studies such as the above concern rather dull revenants, corpses, and pseudo-vampires from the illiterate masses of the Middle Ages.  These creatures significantly lack the many complex human qualities so often associated with vampires in literature and film. 

Literary and film vampires, on the other hand, tend to have “trace personalities” which endure long after their souls depart their bodies and upon the inception of their lengthy demonic and “undead” careers.  Personality, at least for this paper, is operationally defined as a set of “relatively enduring and unique traits, including affects, behaviors, and cognitions, that can be used to characterize an individual in different situations” (Gerow 401).  Thus, these imaginary and soulless creatures, though technically no longer human, continue to exhibit human personalities that evince whatever authors and directors want to convey because the audience is likely to be strongly drawn to and/or repulsed by them.  Usually audiences are of two minds in this regard because the very idea of a soulless, once human being who displays many attributes associated with human personality is difficult, if not impossible, to reconcile.  The audience’s incessant struggle to square the contradictory merging of a demonic, non-human being without a soul to the residue of a somewhat intact human personality produces unbearable tension mirrored by the internal conflicts of the vampire as he or she struggles to resolve the conflict within his or her own person.  In fact, while many literary and cinematic vampires are far from pleasant persons, it is significant that one can, with some reservation, refer to them as persons at all.  That many readers and film audiences in fact see them as still able to think, perceive, and feel somewhat human (although in vastly modified form) indicates the degree to which these vampires of the human imagination differ from their senseless and obtuse folkloric cousins.

Coleridge’s “Christabel” (1816), one of the earliest significant British poems with vampirism as its theme, features Geraldine as a cunning vampire who employs feminine charm and beauty (though she has a hidden, ugly side) and Machiavellian guile to seduce the maiden Christabel while gaining the favor of the girl’s father to turn him against his own daughter.

Thus, Geraldine extracts sexual innocence from Christabel’s psyche, destroys the maiden’s place in her father’s estimation, and supplants the girl’s natural position in the household.  In order to accomplish her evil agenda, Geraldine must possess an intact and fully functional human personality, or at least an effective semblance of one.


Three years after the publication of “Christabel,” John Keats released “Lamia” (1819), a poem about his version of a Greek mythological creature who ran afoul of the goddess Hera for consorting with her husband Zeus.  According to the myth, Hera punished Lamia by killing her children and transforming her into a serpent.  In revenge, Lamia “thereafter roamed the world, sucking the blood of infants” (Bunson 150).  Keats, however, paints a much more sympathetic version of this vampire—so sympathetic, in fact, that one has a difficult time in thinking of her as a vampire at all.  Keats transforms Lamia from a serpent back into a beautiful and noble woman who simply yearns for a husband, children (to replace her first brood?), and a home.  Indeed, she seems to have more human warmth (and “soul”) than the callous and frigid philosopher who causes her death at the conclusion of the poem.  Keats imbues Lamia with the finest attributes of humanity.  Not only does she appear to possess a human personality, Keats’ Lamia actually seems to posses a human soul—something vampires cannot retain by definition.  (Of course, poets routinely do the impossible—especially great poets like Keats.)

In Le Fanu’s “Carmilla” (1872), Countess Mircalla Karnstein (alias Carmilla), an “undead” beauty with “features…small and beautifully formed” (88), yet over one hundred and seventy-five years old, seduces and slowly drains life from Laura.  Carmilla’s primary human personality trait is her erotic and poetic sensuousness as she beguiles and enraptures Laura:

She used to place her pretty arms about my neck, draw me near to her, and laying her cheek to mine, murmur with her lips near my ear, “Dearest, your little heart is wounded; think me not cruel because I obey the irresistible law of my strength and weakness; if your dear heart is wounded, my wild heart bleeds with yours.  In the rapture of my enormous humiliation I live in your warm life, and you shall die—die, sweetly die—into mine.  I cannot help it; as I draw near to you, you, in your turn, will draw near to others, and learn the rapture of that cruelty, which is yet love…” (Le Fanu 89).

Not until director Francis Ford Coppola’s interpretation of Count Dracula (1992) will we again witness such humanlike desire, passion, and pursuit of a love object as we detect in the literary character of Carmilla.  Her passion for love seems to have survived her mortal life.  When she was a mortal, that passion was no doubt at the service of life.  As a vampire, her passion persists as a human trait, but one that can only produce a perpetually painful existence between mortality and eternal peace.

Bram Stoker’s Count (Dracula, 1897), the paragon of all literary vampires, possesses many unique human “traits, affects, behaviors, and cognitions” (Gerow 401) that make up the bulk of an authentic human personality—one that persists hundreds of years beyond the loss of his immortal soul.  Though at best eccentric (and many of the nobility are), he continues to behave in the manner of the Transylvanian nobleman he was and still is as he holds sway in his magnificent though crumbling castle.  Stoker deftly paints Dracula as a being who uses human intelligence as well as supernatural powers to plan a move to England, where he intends to feed upon its immense and prosperous population.  Jonathan Harker discovers that the Count’s library contains an impressive array of materials that, although Harker cannot realize it at the time, will acquaint Dracula with the necessary knowledge to accomplish his gruesome goal:

The books were of the most varied kind—history, geography, politics, political economy, botany, geology, law—all relating to England and English life and customs and manners.  There were even such books of reference as the London Directory, the “Red” and “Blue” books, Whitaker’s Almanac, the Army and Navy Lists, and—it somehow gladdened my heart to see it—the Law List (Stoker 25).

What is significant in the above passage is not that Dracula has amassed this knowledge for evil ends (for he most certainly has), but rather that he is thinking, planning, and plotting in a very humanlike fashion instead of fully relying on his vast supernatural powers.  Such a blend of the human and the demonic in one being is fascinating, unexpected, and all the more horrific.

Director Francis Ford Coppola’s version of the Count in his 1992 movie, Bram Stoker’s Dracula, is perhaps the most successful attempt ever to imbue a vampire with generous traces of the human touch largely due to James Hart baptizing his screenplay in the searing blood of historical fiction instead of the tepid waters of artificial literary invention.  Of even greater importance, however, is that Coppola’s Count Dracula achieves something that is the highest vocation of any human being: he truly loves another—something technically impossible for a vampire to accomplish.  (Indeed, the film’s tagline is, “Love never dies.”)  Given the direction, writing, acting, and production values are at least sufficient (and they most certainly are), literally identifying Dracula as a semi-historical figure (the notorious 15th century Romanian prince, Vlad Dracul) and having him do what is no longer in his soulless nature to do (love again as when he was human over four-hundred years ago), virtually insures dramatic tension engendered within the audience’s collective unconscious as they are alternately repulsed and inevitably attracted against their wills (as are the vampire’s prey) to the person and concerns of Prince Dracul/Count Dracula.

The film possesses numerous examples of the vestiges of Dracula’s once human nature.  Here are but two revealing ones—the first concerning the retention of his noble and even regal status, the second pertaining to his desire (and ability) to experience human love after four centuries.  Although now quite old (the year is 1897), Coppola’s Dracula still retains the noble bearing he displayed when he was a young warrior-prince four hundred and thirty-five years ago in 1462.  One of the Count’s most human reactions occurs early in the film when Jonathan Harker inadvertently dishonors Dracula by making light of the Count’s “not entirely successful” relationship with the Orthodox Church.  The vampire’s reaction is human, all too human:

Harker begins to eat.  He motions toward a portrait on the wall.  [The audience is led to believe the portrait is actually that of the historical and legendary Romanian prince, Vlad Dracul, circa 1462, who now stands in Harker’s presence as Count Dracula, “the prince of vampires.”  The year is 1897.  Harker is oblivious to all of this.]

HARKER: An ancestor?  I see a resemblance.

DRACULA: The order of the Dracul…the Dragon…an ancient society pledging my forefathers to defend the Church against all enemies of Christ.  That relationship was not entirely successful.

HARKER: (Slightly snickering): Oh, yes.

Dracula angrily grabs a sword, swings it overhead, and points the tip at Harker.

DRACULA: It is no laughing matter.  We Draculs have a right to be proud.  What devil or witch was ever so great as Attila whose blood flows in these veins?  Blood is too precious a thing in these times.  The warlike days are over.  The victories of my great race are but a tale to be told.  I am the last of my kind.

(Hart 4)

Although the Count’s retention of massive portions of his former soul’s regal and noble being is impressive, it is dwarfed by his passionate desire and humanlike acts of love for Mina, whom he believes to be the reincarnation of Elisabeta, his beloved of over four centuries ago.  In the remarkable passage below, we witness a vampire sacrificing his own interests, at least for a time, for the well-being of another:

MINA: … I love you.  Oh, God forgive me, I do.  I want to be what you are, see what you see, love what you love.

DRACULA: Mina, to walk with me, you must die to your breathing life and be reborn to mine.

MINA: You are my love and my life always.

DRACULA: Then I give you life eternal, everlasting love, the power over the storm and the beasts of the earth.  Walk with me to be my loving wife forever.

MINA: I will.  Yes, yes.

Dracula drinks from Mina.  He opens a vein in his chest.

DRACULA: Mina!  Mina, drink and join me in eternal life.

Mina drinks.  Dracula suddenly pushes her away.

DRACULA: No, I cannot let this be.

MINA: Please, I don’t care.  Make me yours.

DRACULA: You’ll be cursed as I am and walk through the shadow of death for all eternity.  I love you too much to condemn you.  (Hart 26)

Coppola’s Dracula is a vampire who, by definition, is possessed by a demonic spirit where once there was a human soul—yet he demonstrates a very real human concern for the ultimate well-being of Mina.  At least in the important respects of dignity and capacity to give and receive human love, he is behaving as if he were still human.  In fact, in some respects, his humanity actually exceeds that of his pursuers, some of whom are bereft of human insight (Harker, Holmwood, and Morris), while others are lacking in human sensitivity (Van Helsing).  It must be remembered, however, that these later beings have the moral benefit of healthy souls, while Dracula retains his nobility and even loves in spite of the demonic impulse that drives his wretched existence inexorably into darkness and despair.

As with any art form, literature and high cinema aspire to extend humanity beyond crass reality.  Indeed, the reality of the present was once the imagination and invention of the past.  That vampires have no souls, and therefore no real humanity, is obvious.  What is not obvious, but nonetheless true and real, is that literary and film artists continue to imbue their vampiric figures with minute traces of humanity in order to engender within their audiences profound interest, powerful emotional response, and sometimes even an overwhelming catharsis.

Finally, the specter of a supernatural being (even though imaginary), with nothing but the love-denying and totally malevolent “engine” of a demon to animate an “undead” body, who nonetheless rouses himself or herself to love in truth, provides enlightenment to those who would ponder the spiritual and perhaps even theological implications of such an aesthetic phenomenon.  After all, if such a creature is occasionally capable of loving and behaving as a human by virtue of residual human elements within the vampiric being (frequently persisting even after hundreds of years), we mortals who still possess souls should be able to do much better with our divinely given ones.  Consequently, perhaps those synthetic literary and film vampires who still retain a trace of their past humanity, whether they live in books or in the darkness of movie theaters, may promote hope and even faith for those who aspire to live virtuously and die in God’s grace.
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