The Book of Irish Writers, Chapter 28 - Bram Stoker, 1847-1912

The Thing in the coffin writhed; and a hideous blood-curdling scream came from the opened red lips. The body shook and quivered and twisted in wild contortions; the sharp white teeth champed together till the lips were cut and the mouth was smeared with a crimson foam.

Abraham Stoker was born in Clontarf in North Dublin. 

He would have a successful career as a theatre manager. 

He would also try his hand at writing, but with only one real success …

After a childhood marked by illness, Stoker developed interests in the theatre and athletics - especially during his time at Trinity College. Here he took a degree in science - and later a master’s degree in pure mathematics. 

In his early thirties Stoker married Florence Balcombe; his rival for her affections was Oscar Wilde - who would return later in Stoker’s career. He was also called to the bar in 1890, but never practiced law.

Initially Stoker followed in his father’s footsteps and joined the civil service in Dublin Castle - but was soon bored. His interest in theatre led to a period as drama critic for the Daily Mail which in turn led to a meeting with Henry Irving, the most famous actor-manager of the day. In 1878, the year of his marriage, he became Irving’s business manager at the Lyceum Theatre in London, a post he was to stay in for nearly thirty years. 

Stoker had tried his hand at a number of different types of writing, including fairy tales and adventure stories, when he started to make notes for a gothic novel in the early 1890s. 

Dracula appeared seven years later. The book joined the tradition of Irish gothic writing, looking back to Charles Maturin’s Melmoth the Wanderer of 1820, and to Sheridan Le Fanu’s story ‘Carmilla’ - as well as to other vampire lore and Irish folk tales. 

As with earlier Irish gothic works, indefinable forms of dread and guilt underpin the novel.

Although Stoker researched the Transylvanian background of Dracula - and the fifteenth-century tyrant ‘Vlad the Impaler’ is one of his models - other models were closer to home …

Henry Irving, for instance supplied some of the Count’s physical characteristics and his hypnotic personality. Stoker may have worked with Irving happily enough - but the novel suggests that he was not wholly content with his subservient role.

Oscar Wilde is also a factor in Dracula’s make up. His trials and imprisonment in 1895 shocked and enthralled conventional Victorian opinion. Wilde’s downfall prompts the atmosphere of transgressive sexuality which surrounds the Count:

I was not alone … opposite me were three young women … All three had brilliant white teeth, that shone like pearls against the ruby of their voluptuous lips … I felt in my heart a wicked burning desire that they would kiss me with those red lips.

The novel was well-received: one reviewer noted that:

A summary of the book would shock and disgust; but we must own that we read nearly the whole thing with rapt attention.
Although Dracula sold steadily during Stoker’s lifetime, it did not make either his literary name or his fortune. He continued to write and his later books included other supernatural novels such as the The Jewel of the Seven Stars and a two-volume Personal Reminiscences of Henry Irving.

Stoker did not live to see how Dracula would develop. The first film version was the German Nosferatu in 1922. Although it changed the names and settings in order to evade copyright problems – the film retained the novel’s sense of Dracula as reptilian. 

Hollywood’s interest began in the 1930s and has made the Count increasingly more aristocratic and handsome. This is not what Stoker had in mind:

… my feelings changed to repulsion and terror when I saw the man begin to crawl down that dreadful abyss with considerable speed, just as a lizard moves along a wall.

The novel’s themes of modernity displacing tradition, the overthrow of an aristocratic social order by the emergence of the middle class, and anxieties about women’s increasing freedom - especially sexual freedom - all have a bearing on Ireland at the end of the nineteenth century. 

It is easy to translate the novel into a more specific Irish context in which the Count represents a predatory, blood-sucking Ascendancy class who menace all around them. 

On the other hand, Dracula’s need for blood - and the fact that the coffin in which he sleeps must contain his native soil - suggests that he could be seen as a symbol of a threatening Irish nationalism menacing ordinary middle-class Protestants.
This is part of the novel’s enduring power: it can be read as both supporting and opposing each issue that it raises. And after all, one of Dracula’s powers, taken from Irish folklore, is that he can change his shape …

