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Bram Stoker’s Dracula: The Horror of a Historical Vampire 
 
In 1928, self-proclaimed expert of the supernatural Montague Summers was already able 
to declare that Dracula “has veritably become a household word.” The Transylvanian 
count that Stoker cobbled together from bits of history and folktale has become a 
monument of popular culture, often almost wholly removed from the context of Stoker’s 
novel – in which Dracula himself can only be seen through the eyes of those record 
keepers. His character is entirely a product of record. 
 
Why is this historical vampire so frightening? I argue that Dracula is horrifying because 
he is an active embodiment of Mina’s opening disclaimer, that the novel is a “history 
almost at variance with the possibilities of latter-day belief.” He is a vampire, an 
undefined, frightening figure come out of the past, and in order to defeat him, the modern 
protagonists have to confine him to history through their own narratives. 
 
This paper will rely primarily on a close reading of Dracula, in order to determine the 
ways that Stoker defines time, history and their relationship to the frightening power of 
the vampire. It will also draw on the work of several contemporary Dracula critics and 
Twentieth Century vampire texts.  
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There is no single figure in English literature more provoking than that of the 

vampire. Whether seducing young women, presiding over an ancient castle, lurking in a 

New Orleans swamp or even shining iridescently on a Washington hillside, the vampire 

has maintained a presence in the cultural imagination for the last two hundred years.1 The 

vampire survives because it is flexible, easily molded into whatever shape the author 

desires it to take. The vampire is the ultimate other: undead, immortal, inhuman. The 

vampire can be anything other than what we know. The vampire must be defined by 

negations, by an explanation of what a vampire is not, rather than what it is. For the 

purposes of this study, however, I am going to use the definition provided by Brian J. 

Frost in The Monster With a Thousand Faces: Guises of the Vampire in Myth and 

History, very slightly abridged: “A vampire is fundamentally a parasitic force or being 

[…] whose paramount desire is to absorb the life force or ingest the vital fluids of a living 

organism in order to […] perpetuate its unnatural existence” (Frost 27). Still, even this 

definition is ambiguous, because the ways and means of the vampire’s parasitic lifestyle 

are left to the individual author. The vampire is an infinite predator, around whom “have 

clustered the most somber superstitions, for he is a thing which belongs to no world at 

all" (Summers 1).2  

If we are to look for a definitive vampire, however, then there is little doubt that 

we must turn to Bram Stoker’s Dracula. Although it was published over a hundred years 

ago in 1897, the novel remains a rare cultural phenomenon. It has never been out of print, 

and has inspired a huge number of adaptations, spin-offs and wannabes. In 1928, self-

                                                 
1 John Polidori’s The Vampyre, Dracula, Anne Rice’s Interview with the Vampire and Stephanie Meyer’s 
Twilight, respectively.  
2 Montague Summers agrees with the fear of the indefinite: “The authentic note of horror is struck in the 
eerie suggestion which, as we have noticed, is of intent left ill-defined. Nothing could be more crude than 
an explanation” (Summers 273).  
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proclaimed expert of the supernatural Montague Summers was already able to declare 

that Dracula “has veritably become a household word" (Summers 333). Dracula was by 

no means the first of his species to appear in the English language. The myth of the 

reanimated corpse is a common one, though it was slow to reach England, spreading first 

throughout Eastern Europe, and then through Germany to the north. The word began to 

appear in literature at the beginning of the nineteenth century, influenced by German 

folklore and the gothic novels of Goethe, first translated in the late 1700s, as well as 

sensationalist reports of vampire sightings throughout Europe. The earliest examples of 

vampire-like figures in English literature are in the Romantic poetry if people like 

Coleridge, Keats and Byron: Christabel’s sinister Geraldine, La Belle Dame Sans Merci 

and the Giour, for example. Then in 1816, Byron’s physician John Polidori published The 

Vampyre, a short novel based on an unfinished fragment written by his famous employer. 

And so, the vampire has entered the dialect of the English novel. It continues to pop up 

over the next eighty years, most notably in Sheridan Le Fanu’s Carmilla and in more 

popular, comical serialized stories like Varney the Vampire, with a camp and bestial 

aristocrat as the main character.3  

None of these early vampires retain the influence of Dracula, a legacy that is 

particularly noticeable in the vampire stories written since its publication. The vampires 

who follow him are all in his shadow. As influential as the novel has been to the 

development of the horror genre and the evolution of the gothic, its power as a novel 

pales beside the vampire himself. The famous Transylvanian count that Stoker cobbled 

together and named after a vicious medieval nobleman, who, in a book composed entirely 

                                                 
3 For a more thorough treatment of the first century of vampire literature, see Carol Senf’s The Vampire in 
Nineteenth Century Literature. 
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of first hand accounts, never truly speaks for himself. This appears to be deliberate. An 

amendment to the front of the manuscript, ostensibly compiled by Mina Harker, may give 

some insight into how Stoker intended the novel to be perceived: 

How these papers have been placed in sequence will be made clear in the reading 

of them. All needless matters have been eliminated, so that a history almost at 

variance with the possibilities of latter-day belief may stand forth as simple fact. 

There is throughout no statement of past events wherein memory may err, for all 

of the records chosen are exactly contemporary, given from the standpoints and 

within the range of knowledge of those who made them (Stoker 0).  

It is worth noting that Dracula is not presented as a novel, but as a fictional history. 

History is a word that due to common use, has a definition that is often simplified or 

assumed to mean ‘the past’ in general, with no real differentiation between different 

methods or means of narrating the events that make up the past. It is easy to forget that 

history is not in fact the events themselves, but rather “a relation of incidents (in early 

use, either true or imaginary; later only of those professedly true); a narrative, tale, story” 

(OED “history”). A manuscript presented as a history to the public, then, is one step 

removed from the action of the story. Combined with the first person narrative, which 

invites intimacy and identification with the characters, the fictional history creates a 

dichotomy of intimacy and distance. Stoker also points out the bias of his own historians, 

who can only operate “within the range of knowledge” that they possess (Stoker 0). The 

vampire’s viewpoint is not shared; this technique allows Stoker to isolate the vampire 

from the human experiences expressed in the novel. The vampire is immediately 

relegated to the role of something other than human. Dracula himself can only be seen 
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through the eyes of those record keepers. His character is entirely a product of record. 

The title of the novel is aptly chosen, because the history of Dracula is what forms his 

character. Dracula, then, is not the record of a vampire hunt so much as it is the record of 

the vampire.  

 What, then, is history to a vampire, and to Count Dracula in specific? If Stoker is 

deliberately presenting the Count as an historical record, then what is the role of past 

events both recorded and perceived, within the text itself? Why is this historical vampire 

so frightening? I argue that Dracula is horrifying because he is an active embodiment of a 

“history almost at variance with the possibilities of latter-day belief” (Stoker 0). He is a 

vampire, an undefined, frightening figure come out of the past, and in order to defeat 

him, the modern protagonists have to confine him to history through their own narratives. 

If Dracula was allowed to speak for himself, he would have even more power. 

 One of Dracula’s spiritual successors is able to accomplish this. Anne Rice’s 1976 

novel Interview with the Vampire is a fascinating counterpart to Dracula, because it is 

also a historical record of a vampire, but from the perspective of the vampire instead of 

his hunters. Instead of exposing the inhumanity of the vampire, Rice does the opposite, 

exposing the vampire’s humanity, and questioning the definitions of human and inhuman. 

A scene halfway through the 1994 film adaptation, with a screenplay written by Rice, 

shows a bare Victorian garret in downtown New Orleans, where sit a man and a vampire. 

On the table between them lies a tape recorder, the late twentieth century equivalent of 

Seward’s phonograph. The vampire is dictating a memoir to the machine, and is 

recounting a period of time spent searching for other vampires. “So there are no vampires 

in Transylvania? No Count Dracula?” asks the eager reporter, leaning forward. The 
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vampire smiles, and replies: “Fictions, my friend. The vulgar fictions of a demented 

Irishman.” Dracula is not only an historical record in the context of Stoker’s novel. The 

novel itself is not only influential as a text. The Count’s popularity has made his story an 

entry in the history of successive vampire characters as well.  

For these modern vampires, Dracula is their history, whether they revere or revile 

or dismiss him. Louis calls the novel ‘vulgar fictions’ and yet he takes a boat to Varna, 

just as Van Helsing and his crew do. Rice rebels against the voiceless and sexually 

revolting Dracula with her beautiful, eloquent vampires, but in doing so she proves his 

potency. Rice’s vampires are to be loved, not feared – and by deliberately eschewing 

Dracula to do so, he is presented as scary and vulgar. In the book, this is shown to a 

greater extent. The young vampire Claudia is obsessed with reading books about 

vampires:  “We’ll find others of our kind," she said. "We'll find them in central Europe. 

That is where they live in such numbers that the stories, both fiction and fact, fill 

volumes” (Rice 121). When they arrive in central Europe, however, all they find are 

stumbling revenants, which offend their more ‘civilized’ natures. “We had met the 

European vampire, the creature of the Old World. He was dead,” concludes a 

disappointed Louis (Rice 191). Rice is attempting to exorcise Dracula from the vampire 

history, replacing his record as a historical vampire with a “true” history, from the mouth 

of the vampire himself. She gives the vampire power – her suave, frock-coated lords of 

the dark are just as immediate an image these days as Dracula. However, in doing so she 

must humanize him, and the horror in Interview with the Vampire comes not from 

earnest, guilty, and ultimately very human Louis, but from the old vampires, the remnants 
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of the old days who would rather destroy modernity than adapt to it, from the revenants 

in Transylvania - from Dracula.  

The immediate threat that Dracula poses to London is subjugation and conquest. 

In recent years the most popular interpretation of this conquest has to do with British 

colonial paranoia, the fear of reverse colonialization. The British Empire has 

overwhelmed dozens of other lands and put them under their rule, for great profit. 

However, in the Nineteenth Century revolution became a possibility, with the success of 

the United States in creating a nation out of former colonial assets. Dracula comes out of 

the East with the intent to remake England in his own image and repopulate it with his 

own species, a disturbing echo of the colonial agenda. 4 

There is another way to look at the threat that Dracula poses to London: not as 

foreign or necessarily barbarian, but as old. Nina Auerbach’s Our Vampires, Ourselves 

looks at Anglo-American cultural history through its changing vampires. Of Dracula she 

has this to say: 

Dracula is so musty and foul-smelling, so encrusted with the corruption of ages, 

that it sounds perverse to call him 'new.' The up-to-date young people who hunt 

him dread his ancientness. To them, Dracula is not simply evil; he is an eruption 

from an evil antiquity that refuses to rest in its grave. [...] Dracula flings his 

weight of ages against the acquired skills of a single generation. [...] Dracula's 

disjunction from earlier, friendlier vampires makes him less a specter of an 

                                                 
4 A great deal has been written on this topic – for a more thorough explanation see ‘A Singular Invasion: 
Revisiting the Postcoloniality of Bram Stoker's Dracula’, William Hughes (Empire and the Gothic, 
Andrew Smith, William Hughes) (88-102). 
 



 Roberson 7

undead past than a harbinger of a world to come, a world that is our own” 

(Auerbach 63).  

For Auerbach, Dracula is not a ghost of the past; he is all its brutal barbarity come back 

full-blown. He is terrifying in his desire to recreate modernity in his own ancient vision. 

The possibility is one that haunts the English imagination, even as they were enjoying the 

high point of the Industrial Revolution. With technological wonders and innovation 

comes a need to keep progressing to avoid returning to avoid returning to a harder time.  

 London in the late nineteenth century was a dark and dirty city. England had been 

rapidly industrializing for the last century or so, and with industry comes pollution, urban 

population and crime.  By the 1890s, the Victorians were aware that their glorious empire 

was winding down, though in many ways it seemed to have only just reached it peak. 

Consider, however, that this was only fifteen years prior to World War I, which killed an 

entire generation of young British men. At the turn of the century Joseph Conrad’s 

postcolonial tale of corruption and conquest, Heart of Darkness, features a vision of 

London as a “monstrous town was still marked ominously on the sky, a brooding gloom 

in sunshine, a lurid glare under the stars,” that has also “been one of the dark places of the 

earth” (Conrad 9). Bram Stoker’s Count Dracula intends a return to that darkness. And it 

played right into the imagination of a rapidly changing society that was worried about 

loosing its heritage in the wake of science and technology and social progress. This 

modern world, and the capitalism that had been pioneered by the British, had already 

been described as a vampire by Marx in the middle of the century.5 It’s not so surprising, 

                                                 
5 “Capital is dead labor, which, vampire-like, lives only by sucking living labor, and lives the more, the 
more labor it sucks” (Marx 1976a, 342) (Gelder 149).  
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then, that the search for a villain led Stoker to rescue the vampire from literary obscurity 

and set it up as a threat to all of modern England.  

In order to define the vampire realm of the past that Dracula both embodies and 

advocates, it’s necessary to return to Frost’s definition of a vampire, which feeds in order 

“to perpetuate its unnatural existence” (Frost 27). The vampire is by its nature set outside 

of time. As a vampire its continued existence is not regulated by the rules of nature. 

Dracula is not aged by time. He can be physically aged by weakness, or by some obscure 

rule of his own body, but he is not subject to the ordinary laws of nature. Dracula is 

removed from the cycle, but he still depends on it. He maintains a connection. He is alien 

not because he never was familiar, he is alien because he has rejected all that made him 

so. 

Michael Dennison describes the vampire as escaping “the heat-death of entropy, 

living outside of time and decay in a sphere of the un-dead with its own rules, hierarchy, 

and physics” (Dennison 3). Time, in the sense of being a system for measuring and 

delineating dates, and composing an order of events, is an organizational power. It 

contains events and keeps them in their proper sphere. It denotes what qualifies as 

belonging to the past, present or future. So it is interesting that the vampire is a creature 

that exists outside of time. The vampire is a figure of the past: he was born before the age 

in which he exists. He does not obey the rules of time. Any historical record of the 

vampire, then, must be grounded by human perceptions and events. Stoker does just that 

with his assortment of first-person human narrators. 

Jonathan Harker’s slow approach to Dracula’s castle takes him out of the human 

world and into the vampire’s sphere. As the symbolic seat of his power, his castle is also 
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a part of that separate sphere – it is the epicenter of it. The castle is approachable by 

humans, but that approach is distorted. Castle Dracula is a place that does not quite exist 

in real time. As Jonathan Harker sits aboard a train winding its way into Transylvania, on 

his way to see Count Dracula and completely unaware of what he will encounter, he 

makes this observation after waiting a half hour for departure: “It seems to me that the 

further east you go the more unpunctual are the trains” (Stoker 2). Earlier he noted that 

his previous train had arrived perfectly on time. The distortion of time begins here, when 

he really enters the country. The delay is a symptom of disorder. The punctual timetable 

that the trains follow in Harker’s familiar Western Europe does not apply to the trains in 

Transylvania. Throughout the rest of Harker’s initial journey, Stoker uses various 

instances of confused or uncertain time to show how Harker is entering the domain of the 

vampire, where time is difficult to pin down, and which the vampire, sitting outside of the 

normal time stream, is able to manipulate.  

The distortion of time is directly related to fear. The nervous coach driver and 

Harker’s fellow passenger’s fear the coming night: “The road was rugged, but still we 

seemed to fly over it with a feverish haste” (Stoker 7).  Harker, confused by the attitude 

of the locals and by the obtuse actions of his ghostly coachman, recounts that “that this 

was all so strange and uncanny that a dreadful fear came upon me, and I was afraid to 

speak or move. The time seemed interminable as we swept on our way, now in almost 

complete darkness, for the rolling clouds obscured the moon.” (Stoker 14). The approach 

to the castle is marked by the continued disruption of the senses. He is traveling blindly, 

which is disorienting. He does not know where he is or where he is going, 

geographically. The unknown is frightening: “This was all so strange and uncanny that a 
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dreadful fear came upon me, and I was afraid to speak or move” (Stoker 14). Harker’s 

other senses are also eroding gradually as he travels. He cannot see any landmarks; he has 

no indication of how time corresponds to distance. Time is relative to emotion, and the 

fear builds on itself.6  

Having established that time is in flux near Dracula’s domain, it is also interesting 

to see that the count himself is not confused by it. His sense of timing is eerily accurate. 

Dracula’s first spoken words are “you are early to-night, my friend” (Stoker 10). The 

count is very aware of time, particularly within his familiar domain. He must be, in order 

to time his own affairs, as Van Helsing makes clear later on: “only at certain times can he 

have limited freedom. If he be not at the place whither he s bound, he can only change 

himself at noon or at exact sunrise or sunset” (Stoker 240).  It is not surprising, in that 

context, that Dracula knows the carriage routes and schedules through his domain. By 

intercepting the early coach, Dracula feeds the superstitions that keep the people of the 

area under his control. In doing so he turns the fear of the approaching humans to his 

advantage. Their anxiety over the time makes his accurate timing frightening. The driver 

believes that they have evaded the scheduled meeting with the count’s own carriage: “the 

driver, looking at his watch, said to the others something which I could hardly hear, it 

was spoken so quietly and in so low a tone, I thought it was ‘An hour less than the time’” 

(Stoker 9). The driver’s plan was to speed through the mountains, reach the pass before 

the appointed time, and have an excuse to insist on taking Harker onto the next town with 

them, rather than abandoning him to his fate. Unfortunately, their plan fails. The pass is 

within his sphere of influence, and he soon arrives. As one of the passengers reminds us, 

                                                 
6 In Fall of the House of Usher, Poe describes this sensation: "There can be no doubt that the consciousness 
of the rapid increase of my superstition [...] served mainly to accelerate the increase itself” (Poe 92). 
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quoting “from Burger's Lenore, "Denn die Todten reiten Schnell” (Stoker 10). The dead 

travel fast.  

Up until this point the threat of the supernatural has been just that, a threat. With 

the arrival of the disturbing coachman, with his “hard-looking mouth, with very red lips 

and sharp-looking teeth,” the suspense escalates (Stoker 10). For the first time, the threat 

becomes a possibility, not just a superstition. The coachman – who is, of course, the 

count himself in disguise – is a genuinely frightening figure. The tone, which has been 

forced, hushed and fearful throughout the carriage’s journey, becomes rushed and loud. 

There are more sounds and fewer sights. The rolling landscapes of the first part of the 

ride are replaced by invisible howling wolves. The atmosphere is even more tense and 

fearful. The superstitions of the people at the inn and the passengers in the coach have 

been given form in the count’s coachman, and now those superstitions must only wait to 

be proven true. This is the first climax of fear that Stoker creates. Harker switches 

carriages, and leaves his fellow humans behind. He is firmly within the sphere of the 

vampire now.  

Linear time is yet another way of setting the boundary between the realms of 

humans and vampires. By linear time, I refer to the actual set progression of hours, rather 

than the relative perception of the rate at which those hours are passing. Stoker frames the 

problem of linear time with a common superstition: “It is the eve of St. George's Day. Do 

you not know that to-night, when the clock strikes midnight, all the evil things in the 

world will have full sway? Do you know where you are going, and what you are going 

to?" (Stoker 4-5) Time is important; the villagers believe that the evil is restricted to a 

certain period of time, to his separate sphere, which can only interact with the outside 
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world at midnight - when time is in flux, at that point when the count of hours starts its 

cycle over again. The villagers know, or at least suspect, the horror inherent in that shift 

of time. The count knows to take advantage of both the shift and of the fear. Harker is 

ignorant, and Stoker uses this to his advantage, because the reader shares that ignorance. 

Our knowledge is restricted to Harker’s recorded observations – to the history of his 

journey, not the journey itself. The reader is forced to share Harker’s viewpoint only, 

which creates doubt and uncertainty, both elements of fear. Stoker builds on this doubt 

and uncertainty by recalling the warning throughout the journey, with the constant 

concern over the time. The story is moving towards midnight as surely as it is moving 

towards Dracula’s castle: the moment when the evil will be revealed. Indeed, as Harker is 

sitting in the count’s carriage and hurtling through the dark, he remembers: 

By-and-by, however, as I was curious to know how time was passing, I struck a 

match, and by its flame looked at my watch. It was within a few minutes of 

midnight. This gave me a sort of shock, for I suppose the general superstition 

about midnight was increased by my recent experiences. I waited with a sick 

feeling of suspense (Stoker 11).   

Harker is now on the edge of the Count’s separate realm. His attention to the importance 

of the approaching midnight, his suspense, is what gives the Count power. The journal 

records his slow acquiescence to superstition, creating a situation in which the 

supernatural can exist, as opposed to the mundane travelogue of the first few pages, when 

Harker was ignorant.  

"Dracula is defined and presented through reference to the natural world. The 

closer Harker comes to the castle, the more the natural world reflects the evil he 
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encounters," notes Sharon Russel (Heldreth 152). In other words, the natural world 

becomes more unnatural, as we have seen through Harker’s warped perceptions of time 

and space, the boundaries of the natural world. The castle is the center of the distortion, 

and inside it time is unnaturally frozen and preserved, much like the vampire himself. 

Like Dracula himself, the castle is an artifact brought out of the past and superimposed 

over the present landscape of Transylvania. It is also an historical building, a testament to 

Dracula’s personal history, both during his human life and his vampire existence. It is 

within the walls of the castle that Dracula is capable of narrating his own history, though 

it is filtered through Harker’s journal and his wish that he “could put down all he said 

exactly as he said it,” which implies a margin for error (Stoker 28). Dracula is at his most 

personable, his most human, when he is reciting the events of his own past. 

The Count sees his own mind as a historical record of the Dracula family. That 

record is an important part of his identity: “I asked him a few questions on Transylvanian 

history, and he warmed to the subject wonderfully. In his speaking of things and people, 

and especially of battles, he spoke as if he had been present at them all” (Stoker 28). He 

speaks as if he was present for two reasons. One, he was there, and this passage implies 

his immortality and its supernatural origins. However, it also indicates that for the 

vampire, those memories are not historicized: they’re events that he witnessed and which 

still form the framework of his thought. These are memories he has an emotional 

attachment to, and this is the only instance in which the Count shows any kind of 

uncompromised affection or other positive human quality. Reciting his history reminds 

the vampire of his former humanity. For Dracula, those memories are not just the past, 
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but the present and the future as well. He bases his actions in the present day on actions 

he took in the past: 

In a difficulty he has to seek resource in habit. His past is a clue, and the one page 

of it that we know – and that from his own lips – tells that once before when in 

what Mr Morris would call a “tight place,” he went back to his own country from 

the land he had tried to invade […] so he came to London to invade a new land. 

He was beaten, and when all hope of success was lost, and his existence in 

danger, he fled back over the sea to his home; just as formerly he had fled back 

over the Danube from Turkey land (Stoker 342). 

Throughout the novel emphasis is placed on the importance of records. To know 

Dracula’s past is to know him, an idea that is reinforced by Van Helsing’s research, 

Mina’s observations and the Count’s own words. He rarely speaks except to remind them 

of his age and immortality. He not only wields his age as a weapon, he is keenly aware if 

its power. His hunters are also aware: “he is of cunning more than mortal, for his cunning 

be the growth of ages” (Stoker 237). As Auerbach says, they “dread his ancientness” 

(Auerbach 63). Dracula’s age does not make him obsolete. Instead he applies the 

advantages of his antiquity to the new age. 

 Dracula does not stagnate. The castle itself is representative of this, reflecting 

Dracula’s slow growth and ability to learn. The division of the house, between areas 

which are safe for Harker to enter and areas where he is not to linger, indicate the 

separation of human space from vampire space. Dracula has allowed some aspects of his 

house to adapt to humanity. Of particular interest is the library, as a place where records – 

history – represent a safe space for Harker. The library constitutes a second sphere within 
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Dracula’s most controlled space, a human sphere within the vampire one. The library is 

also a space associated with the present, rather than with the past. It is in the library that 

Dracula stores all his paraphernalia of the modern age and his research into its manners 

and customs: "The books were of the most varied kind - history, geography, politics, 

political economy, botony, geology, law - all relating to England and English life and 

customs and manners” (Stoker 19). The library, a room of Dracula’s stronghold that has 

been converted into a space that is new and inhabited, represents ability to adapt. There is 

always the vampire lurking behind the new modern businessman, however. The new 

knowledge is only strategy to enact his ancient plans for conquest. 

Although Dracula often uses his centuries of experience to his advantage, Stoker 

also presents it as his greatest disadvantage. Van Helsing refers to Dracula’s inability to 

break away from his past patterns as evidence of his child- like brain. Dracula has not 

been able to take proper advantage of his centuries because he has dedicated himself to 

inhuman and selfish purposes. Although he is able to grow and learn, he is doing so from 

an initial state of degeneration: 

 “He was in life a most wonderful man. Soldier, statesman, and alchemist […] He 

had a mighty brain, a learning beyond compare, and a heart that knew no fear and 

no remorse. […] there was no branch of knowledge of his time that he did not 

essay. Well, in him the brain powers survived the physical death; though it would 

seem that memory was not all complete. In some faculties of mind he has been, 

and is, only a child; but he is growing, and some things that were childish at the 

first are now of man stature.” (Stoker 302).  
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Dracula is much more lucid and intelligent than the vampires he creates. The women in 

the castle can speak, but they are easily distracted and fall into a frenzy when offered 

food, and the newly turned Lucy appears to be operating on instinct. For these vampires, 

there is little rationalization, if any. There is only hunger. Dracula channels his hunger 

into thought; “in him some vital principle have in strange way found their utmost; and as 

his body keep strong and grow and thrive, so his brain grow too” (Stoker 320). His 

intelligence is not altogether a human intelligence, however. As a man, he was very 

learned in literature and science and all the scholarly pursuits – book knowledge of all 

kinds, not unlike Van Helsing himself. The vampire, however, has rejected humanity and 

learns through action and experience. As the vampire grows older, he accumulates more 

and more vampire knowledge, rebuilding the strength of his intellect, if not necessarily 

his memories. He is capable of learning from books again, as the English library shows. 

Despite this, Van Helsing maintains that “his child-brain that lie in his tomb for centuries, 

that grow not yet to our stature, and that do only work selfish and therefore small” 

(Stoker 340). Dracula has the ability to return to what he was before his death, a man 

with a full human intellect. However, because his un-life is fueled by a diabolic source, 

he is self-serving and that limits him. There is a moment where Van Helsing seems, 

almost, to admire what the vampire’s immortality allows him to do. Stoker is aware of 

the potential for great power and responsibility that will be picked up in later vampire 

texts, producing vampire characters who protect humans instead of killing them, who act 

as lords instead of tyrants. “Oh! If such a one was to come from God, and not the Devil, 

what a force for good might he not be in this old world of ours!” exclaims Van Helsing 

after enumerating Dracula’s abilities (Stoker 321). But the morals of the world Stoker 
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creates in Dracula don’t have room for a demonic savior, and so Dracula must be the 

villain.  

 The rest of the castle does not reflect growth. Rather, it is disturbingly preserved, 

set outside of time. Harker attributes some of his unease to the difference between the 

castle’s outward appearance of a threatening ruin and it’s richly decorated but dusty, 

uninhabited interior.  

Here I am, sitting at a little oak table where in old times possibly some fair lady 

sat to pen, with much thought and many blushes, her ill-spelt love letter, and 

writing in my diary in shorthand all that has happened since I closed it last. It is 

nineteenth century up-to-date with a vengeance. And yet, unless my senses 

deceive me, the old centuries had, and have powers of their own which mere 

'modernity' cannot kill (Stoker 36). 

This passage in itself is not particularly foreboding. However, it immediately precedes 

the attack on Harker by Dracula’s vampire brides. In that context, this quiet moment in 

the dusty forbidden room takes on a hesitant tone, the atmosphere undermining Harker’s 

Nineteenth Century British condescension. Harker senses the change, but instead of 

horror, it is a lingering sense of suspense that he feels, and that Stoker creates with the 

pacing of this chapter. Harker is sitting inside the castle of a vampire, recording his little 

history of the experience. In doing so, he is aware of the history preserved around him. 

He is aware of its lingering power. In this passage, the “old centuries” are practically 

personified. The language that Stoker employs here – “vengeance” and “kill” for example 

– associates the act of writing with violence. Violence is also associated with the past; 

with history. Harker is sitting at that old desk and thinking about how much time has 
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passed since it was last in use. He is aware, if only subconsciously, that the antiquity of 

the castle is dangerous; that it is, as the count warns, “old, and has many memories, and 

there are bad dreams for those who sleep unwisely” (Stoker 35). Harker is both fascinated 

and afraid of the history he senses in Dracula’s castle. On the one hand, he is charmed by 

the thought of the lady with he love letters. On the other, he is frightened by the potency 

of the experience, and by the foreboding that the preservation of the estate inspires. He 

describes the linens in his own chambers thus: “the curtains and upholstery […] must 

have been of fabulous value when they were made, for they are centuries old […] I saw 

something like them in Hampton Court, but there they were worn and frayed and moth 

eaten” (Stoker 19). Harker is impressed by the luxury and wealth on display, but he is 

also aware how unnatural their state of preservation is.  

Dracula’s vampire desires are also entangled in his historical identity: "the 

warlike days are over. Blood is too precious a thing in these days of dishonorable peace; 

and the glories of the great races are as a tale that is told" (Stoker 30). Dracula sees glory 

in the past and in the spilling of blood. Dracula sees his lifestyle as glorious and as a 

chance to fulfill the desires for power that he had as a human warlord. The vampire takes 

his sustenance through blood, which has long held connotations of family history – the 

idea that a lineage’s cultural legacies, and not just their physical ones, are passed through 

a line of blood relatives is an old one. Dracula himself reveals an intense familial feeling 

that conflates castle, bloodline and personal identity: “the pride of his house and name is 

his own pride, that their glory is his glory, that their fate is his fate” (Stoker 28). Harker 

describes the Count’s historical speech as seeming “to have in it a whole history of the 

country” (Stoker 28). The history of Transylvania, this “centre of some sort of 
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imaginative whirlpool,” is performed by the vampire Count, acting as the “king” of his 

bloodline (Stoker 2). Van Helsing reveals that because “there have been from the loins of 

this very one great men and good women […] their graves make sacred the earth where 

alone this foulness can dwell” (Stoker 241). Dracula is not confined only to his own 

grave dirt; the gravesites of his descendents are also open to him. As a vampire who finds 

refuge through his human descendents, Dracula utilizes history, the events of their deaths, 

to increase his own freedom of movement. Once again Stoker associates his vampire with 

the flow of time and destruction. Dracula’s line has brought him out of the past; remnants 

of his human life just as responsible for his continued existence as his vampire powers. 

History provides a stable timeline for the vampire to relate to. If Dracula exists outside of 

time, he still must find a way to relate to history if he wants to operate outside of his 

castle. He has outgrown isolation. 

Dracula’s view of knowledge is an interactive one. As Dennison puts it, “[Van 

Helsing] has an encyclopedic grasp of history and occult lore, the result of his tireless 

scholarship, while Dracula's vision of history and knowledge of occultism are products of 

his violent and predatory experiences both alive and un-dead" (Dennison103). Dracula’s 

experiences are history to him, and history is experience. He treats records of history in a 

similar fashion. When introducing Harker to his library, he speaks of the books he has 

assembled: "These friends' - and he laid his hand on some of the books -'have been good 

friends to me, and for some years past, ever since I had the idea of going to London, have 

given me many, many hours of pleasure” (Stoker 20). All of Dracula’s knowledge of 

England, up to this point, has been obtained through books, which seems contrary to the 

theory that he learns through experience, to his desire “to be in the midst of the whirl and 
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rush of humanity, to share in its life, its change, its death, and all that makes it what it is” 

(Stoker 30). However, he seems to get a genuine experience out of these books. The 

count is not a magnificent actor; even Harker, the solid young London solicitor, sees 

through his attempts to do so. When he is reading the vampire looses much of his 

menace. The passive experience of reading is not as frightening to Harker as the count in 

action. 

Harker struggles to maintain his objectivity when it comes to the castle and 

Dracula’s unnatural behavior: "Let me be prosaic so far as the facts can be; it will help 

me to bear up, and imagination must not run riot with me. If it does I am lost" (Stoker 

25). He no longer entirely trusts his own capacity for rational thought. The facts are 

“almost at variance with the possibilities of later-day belief;” unbelievable (Stoker 0). 

These initial chapters, Harker’s travel journal, are interesting because although up until 

the end he is ignorant of Dracula’s vampire nature, he records his unbelievable facts with 

the idea that they may be useful. In attempting to break down his experiences into 

recordable facts Harker undermines Dracula’s power. It is Harker’s journal, in large part, 

which is responsible for his later defeat: a guide to his lands, his castle and his thoughts 

that was entirely unanticipated. It is a first-person account of not just a confrontation with 

the vampire, but a quasi-intimate relationship with him, unlike the majority of Mina’s and 

Seward’s journal entries, who are recording their experience of watching a victim. When 

that information is combined with Mina’s blood-forged, telepathic connection, 

knowledge and experience it makes for a powerful weapon against a vampire.  

The journal, the history of his time with the vampire, is also the key to preserving 

Harker’s sanity:  
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Are you willing, Wilhelmina, to share my ignorance? Here is the book. Take it 

and keep it, read it if you will, but never let me know; unless, indeed, some 

solemn duty should come upon me to go back to the bitter hours, asleep or awake, 

sane or mad, recorded here (Stoker 104). 

He has forgotten his experience, but if he ever needs to relive it, then he can read the 

journal. He anticipates the need to restore his memory; to return to the events of the past. 

Harker’s identity is also connected with the written record of his experience. The book 

has become a representation of the events and emotions that it chronicles. The book is the 

knowledge, the book is the experience – it is also the first chapter of the manuscript that 

will be named Dracula. The journal is the key, a theme that Harker introduces here and 

reinforces continuously throughout the text. Later Mina will compile all of the accounts, 

creating a guide to hunting the vampire. 

The band of hunters consults other historical records to confirm and supplement 

their personal experiences. A historicized enemy can only be revealed through research 

and history.Dracula is confirmed to be a vampire through the records that Van Helsing 

procures: “I have asked my friend Arminius, of Buda-Pesth University, to make his 

record; and, from all the means that are, he tell me of what he has been” (Stoker 240). To 

know what Dracula has been, as the vampire himself repeatedly confirms, is to know 

what he is now. The records reveal both his human and his supernatural history. His real 

name and origins are made known, and then explicitly linked to their suspicions about his 

what type of horror he is: In the records are such words as “stregoica” – witch; “ordog” 

and “pokol” – Satan and hell; and in one manuscript this very Dracula is spoken of as 

“wampyr”: which we all understand too well” (Stoker 241). Nothing can be confirmed 
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without a written record, despite their “unhappy experience[s],” emphasizing the 

importance that the Dracula manuscript itself is intended to later play (Stoker 236). As 

Van Helsing advises, when the facts are only just beginning to come together: 

"Remember, my friend, that knowledge is stronger than memory, and we should not trust 

the weaker" (Stoker 119).  

I have focused my argument on the first segment of Dracula, chapter one through 

four, because they are the most dynamic of the entire novel. Montague Summers 

considered the first part, 'Jonathan Harker's Journal,' which consists of four chapters [as] 

most admirably done, and could the whole story have been sustained at so high a level we 

should have had a complete masterpiece" (Summers 333). However, the themes that are 

set in motion in the presence of the vampire are continued, though at a distance. Van 

Helsing’s careful research reveals more of Dracula’s history, and that of his race: “There 

are such beings as vampires; some of us have evidence that they exist. Even had we not 

the proof of our own unhappy experience, the teachings and the records if the past give 

proof enough for sane peoples” (Stoker 236). At that point, the mounting evidence ceases 

to be unbelievable; Van Helsing has confirmed all of the suspicions surrounding the 

Count. Harker’s frightened determination to be detailed and exact has paid off, because 

his records coincide with those of the past. Harker’s journal – along with the rest of the 

group’s evidence – has become a part of the historical record.  

And so Dracula’s conquerors leave behind a history; it is important that the 

knowledge is kept, that it is passed along, that the vampire traits are known. It is 

important that the threat the vampire represents is not forgotten. The truth of the 
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supernatural tale is immaterial – fiction can be one of the few ways in which we can 

relate to the fears of people from that past: 

The only access we have to fearful people from the past is through the things they 

left behind. [...] Emotions enter the historical archive only to the extent to which 

they transcend the insularity of individual experience and present the self in the 

public realm. As the anthropologist Clifford Geertz famously stated in The 

Interpretation of Cultures (1973), 'not only ideas, but emotions too, are cultural 

artifacts in man’ (Burke 7).  

A novel like Dracula, whose impact on the popular imagination is undeniable, maintains 

that impact because something in it still resonates with its new audience. Horror stories 

are histories of fear. Stoker intended to scare his readers, and he succeeded. The 

individual histories of Jonathan, Mina, Seward, Van Helsing – they are individual 

testimonies to the horror of Dracula. Brought together, they become Dracula – the book 

and the vampire – presented to the public, a part of the cultural record.  

 Dracula walks the line between the past and the future, going back to the Old 

World in Transylvania, and bringing a nightmare right into the bustling global economic 

hub that was Victorian London. The enemy is an animated, demonic corpse with the 

name of a lord, while the heroes are young business people from the heart of the middle 

class. The Count is an unwelcome reminder that the future is vulnerable: "Stoker seems 

to be suggesting, as Richard Wasson has pointed out, that technological progress has cut 

humanity off from dark knowledge, making civilization increasingly unaware of and 

hence vulnerable to demonic powers (Wasson, 24-25). (Lehan 97). True progress must 

take the past into account when planning for the future. The vampire has been doing this 
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for some time, supplementing his ancient memories of conquest and invasion with 

research and the books arrayed in his modern English library. “Whilst they played wits 

against me – me who commanded nations, and intrigued for them, and fought for them, 

hundreds of years before they were born – I was countermanding them” (Stoker 288). 

The young hunters find that they must do the same, when they have examined their 

records and merged their own experiences with the vampire research that Van Helsing 

conducts; the old doctor “taps all the knowledge of the past and the present - scientific 

and religious alike - as the city of London reaches out to residual secrets buried in the 

mystical past in order to combat and defeat Dracula" (Lehan 98). They must fight fire 

with fire, utilizing their learned knowledge of history in order to match the Count’s 

greater experience. In order to defeat him, they have to yield that historical knowledge 

with the tools of the Nineteenth Century. 

 There is something about our own past that frightens us. Humans are capable of 

horrible things, a feeling that pervades the pop culture of the 20th century. Dracula’s 

publication came on the cusp of that violent era that Michael Dennison describes as “a 

century of massacre, atrocity, nihilism, and unbridled appetite for blood. It is a vampire 

century" (Dennison 144). We now see the apocalypse as a human event, the result of 

nuclear war or global warming, rather than as a supernatural event. We fear repeating the 

horrors of the past. Dracula emerges out of the uncivilized backwater to invade England 

and remake the once-promising future in the image of the ignorant past. Dracula, loosely 

based on the real warlord Vlad Dracul, intends to repeat the atrocities he committed as a 

man as a vampire. He wants to turn us all into versions of himself, timeless and inhuman. 

Dracula remains relevant, a man-turned-monster representing a bestial, evolving threat. 
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He retains the ability to grow but without the limitations of mortality; the power to grow 

completely dependant on his own iron will.  

Dracula is the individual gone rogue, his free will turned into insatiable hunger. 

The vampire may be the ultimate non-human, a rejection of all the positive aspects of 

life. Underneath it all, however, is a human man. It is Dracula’s base former humanity 

that makes his supernatural scheming possible. Van Helsing repeatedly acknowledges 

what a great man he was in life. Dracula’s downfall is his departure from that greatness – 

his fall from grace. He defiles his former humanity and becomes a horror, a great man 

reduced to a cautionary tale. Dracula is frightening not only because he is different, but 

because he is an example of what man can become, because in his life he laid the 

foundations for his terrible un-death. Stoker’s masterpiece becomes more than a record of 

a crisis averted. It becomes a work that, despite its apparently happy resolution, has lived 

on in the public imagination. Over and over, Dracula is resurrected: the fear that he 

inspired did not die with him. Horror stories question the boundaries of the natural world, 

the limits of a “rational” view of things. As a “history,” Dracula documents the fears 

revealed by its questions. Dracula lingers in our literature, in our movies and in our minds 

to ask the question: “what monsters are being brought out of the past, and what monsters 

are possible in the future?” 
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