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“The Vampire”


“So what is a vampire, anyway?”


It’s a question that even a small child should be able to answer. Modern media, including novels, television shows, and big-screen films have all portrayed this highly recognizable nocturnal figure, with either subtle or drastic variations, countless times. Generally agreed upon among these sources is the idea that a vampire is an immortal being that feeds itself with the blood of mortals. However, what follows this basic skeleton of a definition changes from source to source. 

In early films, including the 1931 classic Dracula, these beings were portrayed as manifestations of “malevolence, lust, and savagery . . . . seductive, erotic, possessing a hypnotic power which makes its questionable charms seem irresistible to its victims” (Ursini and Silver 54). Their complexions, though human in origin, were usually ghastly. Wardrobes consisted of elaborate black capes, suits, or dresses, seemingly the fashion of the era’s upper-income undead. The darkness of their clothes and dwellings reflected the darkness of the characters, whose unstoppable primal urges were frowned upon in a morally conscious society. Bloodsuckers that fell under this category were not objects of an audience’s sympathy; their powers were unsettling and unpredictable, and any viewer of the time could see that it was the protagonist’s obligation to keep a vampire from fulfilling his desire for blood. Thus, the early movie vampire was usually nothing more than an evil to be stopped.

Later depictions of the vampiric race somewhat altered this classical viewpoint. The Lost Boys, a 1987 story of teenagers who stumble over a gang of punk vampires, is an example of the evolution of the vampire film in its middle stages. Though its nightly creatures are still the antagonists and seen as evil at heart, they are given more everyday “human” qualities than those that are seen in earlier films. Their faces are no longer eerily white, and their clothes mimic the fashion of any other group of youngsters. They are a group that eats Chinese food and hang from the train tracks for thrills. At some points, their vampire qualities are almost indistinguishable; at others, their faces contort into purely demonic semblances of the evil that lies deep within them, showing a kind of duality among their undead and almost-human sides. The fact that the main character of the film played by Jason Patric begins the process of transformation into a vampire being furthers the idea that these creatures are not unlike ordinary people in their everyday consciousness; they only differ in their urge to feed.

The most recent evolution of films of this genre has been in the transition of the vampire from antagonistic to protagonistic roles. These works have moved the line between good an evil to a new position. Whereas, before the change, vampires were seen as evil solely based on their emergence into the vampire species, they are now more often seen as evil in their conscious decisions to feed on mortal blood over other alternatives. Wesley Snipes, for instance, charges the screen of Blade as a socially conscious vampire driven to kill others of his kind in order to save the human race from their wrath. There are still “bad” vampires in this film, but they only succumb to their appetites as “bad” people do; out of corruption rather than evil. Likewise, the 1994 movie Interview with the Vampire, based on a novel by Anne Rice, furthers this notion in Louis’ (Brad Pitt) struggles in denying his primal urge to drink human blood. He cannot help his cravings, yet the desires alone are not enough to keep him from questioning this inhumane action. The understanding that choice rather than nature plays a role in determining these character’s dispositions is crucial in achieving sympathy from an audience and distinguishing these later films from their earlier counterparts. 

So, how is it that these films have changed so noticeably over the years? My paper will not only discuss the characteristics of vampires in their sub genre of horror films, it will delve into why and how they evolved into a more psychologically complex series. It is no coincidence that vampires were once seen as “creatures” and are now more clearly identifiable as an off-species of humans. Society’s growth in understanding other lifestyles and cultures, the abandonment of traditional models of good and evil for a more believable intermediate, and the acceptance of human compulsions as natural rather than sinful are all integral elements in the evolution of the vampire film. The vampire itself is therefore not so inhuman after all; it’s only the personification of the more primal being within mankind, which we are gradually learning to accept.
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