Modernity and Anxiety in
Bram Stoker’s Dracula

Allan Johnson

Theimmense popularity of Bram Stoker’s Dracula, sustained since
the novel first appeared in 1897 and reinvigorated by each additional
film, stage, or literary adaptation, is perhaps not an entirely surpris-
ing phenomenon. Dracula is, at its very core, adeeply engaging novel
that is still able to startle and concern contemporary readers even at
the distance of more than a century. The impressive status that the text
has earned in Anglo-American literary culture as the prime artifact
of the horror genreis at least partially dependent on Stoker’s master-
ful storytelling. Yet the sheer entertainment value of Stoker’s now-
infamous vampire novel islikely not the only reason that Dracula con-
tinues to be studied as a central work of British literary fiction and
routinely subjected to intense literary criticism that seeks to examine
the novel’streatment of mass culture, mental health, Freudian/Jungian
subtextuality, female sexuality, reverse colonization, and modernity.
That is, Dracula (like the Count himself) possesses deeper secrets
and hidden complexities that challenge readers to enter into the dark
and profoundly sinister world of the novel prepared for the unex-
pected.

Asiscommon with the production of literary analysis, the style and
form of academic criticism written on Dracula have changed dramati-
cally in the century since the text first appeared. This essay will exam-
ine some of the most recent developmentsin the critical interpretation
of Dracula (scant critical attention was paid to the novel prior to the
1970s) and begin to probe some of the directionsfor future study of the
novel. Why has Dracula survived as the embodiment of our notion of
the vampire while other works of vampire fiction have faded away and
become forgotten? For what reasons has the novel become a signifi-
cant cultural force, one that single-handedly constructed our contem-
porary cultural knowledge of vampire folklore? These questions are
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best answered through an analysis of not only what happensin Stoker’s
tale but also why and how it happens.

Dracula appeared during atransitional period in the history of Brit-
ish literacy. The introduction of the Education Reform Act in 1870,
which had made education available to all British children, meant that,
by the time Stoker’s vampire novel appeared, a greater percentage of
the British population were literate than ever before. We should under-
estimate neither the impact that this new mass readership had on the
late Victorian publishing industry nor the cultura significance of the
rise of “popular” genre fiction designed for Britain's newly empow-
ered reading public. Dracula is, in many ways, exemplary of late Vic-
torian styles of popular fiction, and, as critics have frequently noted,
Stoker’s text owes much to the popular fiction that appeared in Britain
in the final decades of the nineteenth century. We might firstly recog-
nize the influence of the gothic horror genre upon Dracula and, more
specifically, vampire fiction such as John Polidori’s “The Vampyre”
(1819) and Sheridan Le Fanu's Carmilla (1871), both of which have
been shown to be vital sourcesfor Stoker’s later work. Stoker master-
fully buildsgothic suspensefromthevery first pages of thetext and, al-
though we might anticipate the final outcome of the novel even before
we begin reading (that is, the triumph of good over evil coupled with a
restoration of order), Stoker teases and taunts us with unexpected sur-
prises. Less clear are the influences of the popular styles of travel nar-
rative and sensation fiction upon Stoker’stext. The opening four chap-
ters, which constitutethefirst Transylvaniasequence, paint apicture of
Eastern Europe as a deeply mysterious world filled with folklore and
superstitions offered to the reader through the narrative voice of Jona-
than Harker. Jonathan takes on the role of travel writer, and his record
of hisinitial adventurein Transylvaniaservesasavital tool inthe cam-
paign against the invading Count. Dracula also contains essential ele-
ments of thelate Victorian sensation genre. As Francis Ford Coppola's
1992 film adaptation of the book, Bram Stoker s Dracula, may encour-
age usto remember, Dracula isadeeply sensual work of fiction. While
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rarely overtly sexual (Jonathan’s encounter with the three female vam-
piresisamong the most explicit scenesin the text, and, even there, the
sexual lust isembedded in the stylized drama of the scene and the mur-
derousintentions of the vampire women), the text places much signifi-
cance upon the flirtatiousness of Lucy and the virtuousness of Mina,
and thedissimilar fates of thesetwo characters may encourage usto see
an attempt on Stoker’s part to craft a seemingly “mora” novel in the
sensational vein. We might observe, then, that Dracula isvery much a
product of the literary milieu in which it appeared.

Yet Dracula reaches toward the modernist style of the early twenti-
eth century in many critical ways. It can beviewed asan early example
of the “modern” novel for its style, itsinterest in new technology, and
its depictions of newly professional women and domestic architectural
space. Perhaps the most immediately striking feature of the text, and
one that is suggestive of a modernist interest in the fragmentation of
narrative and linear time, is its scrapbook format. Offered initially to
the reader as a collection of journals, letters, and newspaper clippings
from awide range of sources, the text is only later revealed to be the
file of evidence transcribed and compiled by Ming; that is, the text ref-
erences its own status as atext. The preliminary note alerting readers
that “these papers have been placed in sequence[and] all needless mat-
ters have been eliminated,” we might later surmise, was included by
the character Mina during her devoted chronicling that is shown later
in the novel. Dracula, when he burns one of the two copies of Mina's
manuscript, isaware how crucial the knowledgeinthistext could bein
the campaign against him, and each of the major charactersisshownto
be actively aware of how important the act of documentationis. Lucy’s
early belief that “| must imitate Mina, and keep writing things down,”
is mirrored in the journal entries of each of the main characters, and
they all seem keenly aware of the graveimportance of documenting the
strange events they encounter (Stoker 119). As Van Helsing tells
Dr. Seward, “knowledge is stronger than memory”; one can see the
insistence throughout the text of the fundamental value of recorded,
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empirical knowledgein thefight against the mysterious unknown (Sto-
ker 130).

Like that legal style of argumentation that Mina adopts in “Mina
Harker’'s Memorandum” immediately after the October 30th journal
entry, the style of Mina's opening note makes the text seem asif it has
been prepared as part of alegal case, and already we are encouraged to
read this story as an entirely true account of extraordinary events. Al-
though she began her career as a schoolteacher, Mina s recent training
in stenography and typing influenced the tone of both thisintroductory
note and “Mina Harker’'s Memorandum.” Indeed, each of the charac-
tersin the novel has his or her own mativation or training that enables
or encourages the long journal entries and letters that eventually will
make up thetext of the novel: Jonathan, asabudding lawyer withanin-
terest intravel literature, iskeen to record all minutiae of histravelsto
Transylvania; Lucy, as afriendly young woman boosted by three pro-
posals on the same day, is eager to write long, gossipy letters to her
friend; Dr. Seward, accustomed to recording long patient records on
his phonograph, approaches hisjournal with adeeply rational and sci-
entific attention to detail. While Dracula in one senseis an unconven-
tional novel that moves away from traditional narrative stylesin order
to recount an episodic story through disparate textual documents,
Stoker’swork also confirmsthe significance and value of text. Onecan
observe how the text enacts this assertion by taking the form of the
very document that becomes necessary in planning the campaign
against Dracula.

Perhaps more ought to be said about the actual format of these jour-
nal entries transcribed by Minaand how the technology used by these
characters to record their thoughts is further suggestive of Dracula’s
clear location in the era of early modernist literature. Jennifer Wicke's
seminal article, “Vampiric Typewriting: Dracula and Its Media,” has
powerfully demonstrated the significance of the host of technological
devices used in recording the individual narratives that make up the
text of Dracula—Mina's typewriter, Dr. Seward's phonograph, the
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telegraph, and even the stenographic shorthand used by both Jonathan
and Mina—and the implications these technol ogies have for the text’s
apparent modernity. Although Wicke acknowledges “the banal terrors
of modern life” suggested in the novel by Mina's new role as a secre-
tary, her article demonstrates the importance of mass (reproducible)
mediain the world of the story and the way in which the new commu-
nication technology of typewriters and phonographs prove to be the
best weapon against the archaic Dracula (Wicke 468). Quincey Mor-
ris'sWinchester rifle, agun synonymous with the “ Wild West” eraand
America’s westward expansion during the second half of the nine-
teenth century, becomes another critical technological tool in the fight
against Count Dracula. Although we may be quick to forget this as
twenty-first-century readers, Dracula is filled with the technological
inventions of the late nineteenth century, many of which would later
dramatically change Western culture. Dracula, then, documents the
rise and implementation of modern technological advancement.

Aside from this certain interest in modern technology, Dracula also
demonstrates a clear interest in the rise of mass culture that character-
ized the decades surrounding the turn of the twentieth century. Dracula
would have appeared to its first generation of readers as an extremely
timely novel, and just like the Winchester rifle and typewriter, the im-
plements of modern life such as Bradshaw’s guide to train times, Ko-
dak cameras, and common directories of peopleand businessesin Lon-
don would have been immediately recognizable to early readers. While
Dracula can transform into mist and summon bloodthirsty wolves,
these powers prove to be poorly matched against the new technologies
and conveniences of everyday lifein England.

What purpose, then, does this clear interest in mass culture servein
the novel? Most crucialy, it serves to set the very old Dracula apart
from his modern pursuers: Jonathan’s shorthand journal and letter to
Mina are indecipherable to the Count, and although Dracula hoards
traintablesat hiscastle, it isultimately shown to be Minawho isso ac-
customed to this necessity of modern life that she has ahabit of memo-
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rizing train times. Much emphasis is placed on Dracula’s status as a
foreign invader—one who is, despite his years of study of English cul-
ture, still ultimately astranger in a strange land once he arrivesin En-
gland—and the novel foregrounds dial ects and accents to demonstrate
thispoint. Dracula s perfect German is contrasted with hisdeeply idio-
syncratic English; the heavy Yorkshire dialect of the old man at
Whitby becomes almost indecipherable to Mina and, by extension, to
us as readers; Dr. Van Helsing's charming mal apropisms reemphasize
his status as a curiousinternational expert. Count Draculais aware that
he will need to improve his spoken English if he intends to blend into
London saciety, and since he cannot transform his spoken language as
easily as he can transform his person, he requires a native English
speaker, in the form of Jonathan, to tutor him in conversational En-
glish. The Count’s primary sources of knowledge about the English
language—the books and periodicals on England that he treasures—
have provided him only with the general mechanics of the language,
and, without the technological aid of the phonograph that later proves
to be of central importance to the campaign of the Crew of Light, Dra-
culamust keep Jonathan at the castle for aslong as possible in order to
practice and perfect hisspoken English: “1 fear that | am but alittleway
ontheroad | would travel,” hetells Jonathan on hisfirst night, “| know
the grammar and the words, but yet | know not how to speak them”
(Stoker 27). Jonathan is ultimately held captive and engaged in long
conversations that last most of the night. It is only after Dracula has
perfected his spoken English that he is finished with Jonathan and is
prepared to begin hisinvasion of England.

There is something deeply sinister about the way in which Dracula
has orchestrated, over the course of many years, hisinvasion of Lon-
don society, and this well-planned attack is analogous—in historical
context and thematic implication, at least—to theinvasions of England
depicted by H. Rider Haggard, Arthur Conan Doyle, and H. G. Wells.
Therewas, infact, agreat interest in invasion stories around the turn of
the twentieth century, and, as several critics have pointed out, thesein-
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vasion texts are frequently indicative of amuch broader social anxiety
inthelate Victorian period. As Stephen D. Arata has pointed out in his
influential essay “ Dracula and the Anxiety of Reverse Colonization,”
itis essential to remember the political context in which Dracula ap-
peared. By 1897, the British Empire was entering into the early stages
of the decline that would be fully realized during the first decades of
the twentieth century, and already the British public was beginning to
experience an anxiety about the stability of Britain’slong-standing role
as the single major world power. Works such as Conan Doyl€e's The
Sign of Four (1890) questioned what would happen if England wereto
becomethe site of aninvasion by India(the linchpin of Britain’simpe-
rial power at the time), and although Transylvania was not part of the
British Empire, several significant factors about Dracula's homeland
further develop this theme of reverse colonization. As Arata vitally
points out, contemporary British readers would have recognized Tran-
gylvania as the site of much “political turbulence and racial strife”
(122). The motif of invading conguerors is introduced into the text
early when Dracularecountsto Jonathan Harker the history of Transyl-
vania and his noble family and, as Arata has observed, the Count is
shown as an emblem of a “nobleman as warrior” but also, because of
his Szekely history, a“conqueror and invader” (123).

To continue to probe this reading of Dracula as a colonizer of En-
gland, one should consider Patrick Brantlinger’s concept of the “impe-
rial gothic,” a subgenre of fiction identified by Brantlinger that en-
gages specifically with the arrival of occult forces in England. In the
imperial gothic style, characters ventureto unknown partsof India, Af-
rica, and (inthe case of Dracula) Eastern Europe and are then followed
back to London by some supernatural power. As Brantlinger notes,
novels in the imperial gothic vein combine “individual regression or
going native; an invasion of civilization by the forces of barbarism or
demons; and the diminution of opportunities for adventure and hero-
isminthe modernworld” (230). We can recognize theinstances of “in-
dividual regression” in the novel—Mina stemporary and Lucy’s com-
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plete conversion to vampirism—as well asthe emphasis placed on the
loss of opportunities for masculine adventure—the American adven-
turer Quincey Morris serves to show how sheltered and protected the
lives of Jonathan Harker and the Hon. Arthur Holmwood have be-
come—nbut perhaps the most important aspect of the imperial gothic
withinthenovel isthetext’semphasison social, geographical, and per-
sonal invasion. The strong academic interest in postcolonia literary
criticism has made both the reverse col onization anxiety present in the
novel as well as the work’s position in the imperia gothic subgenre
prime topics of critical conversation and debate.

Where, then, we might wonder, is critical analysis of Dracula
headed in the future? There is growing academic interest in the repre-
sentation of interior architectural space in modern British fiction, and
as critics continue to demonstrate the dramatic role of architecturein
literature from this period, we are encouraged to reexamine Stoker’s
representation of space. Dracula is a novel deeply concerned with
houses and, more specifically, the way in which characters use archi-
tectural space to dominate (in the case of Dracula and the un-dead
Lucy) or toliberate (in the case of the Crew of Light); the acquisition of
property isthe means by which Draculaisableto enter into London so-
ciety, and much of the challenge presented to the Crew of Light isthe
locating of the homes that Dracula has purchased throughout metro-
politan and suburban London. Although the motif of architectural
space in Dracula is perhaps not as pronounced as the motif of mass
culture or anxiety about reverse colonization, the waysin which Stoker
uses domestic architecture throughout the novel to provide further
comment on Dracula's invasion of London is actually indicative of a
deeply modernist understanding of architectural space as a central
component of identity. While a case could be made that Horace Wal-
pole’'s The Castle of Otranto (1764) isone of the earliest literary repre-
sentations of interior architectural space, Warren Hunting Smith ar-
gued in his analysis Architecture in English Fiction (1934) that the
widespread literary representation of interior architectural space first
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appeared in British literature during the nineteenth century and was
initially used—in the fiction of Anthony Trollope, George Eliot, and
Charles Dickens, among others—primarily for “structural,” “decora
tive,” or “emotional” effects (1-2). What Stoker introduces in Dra-
cula—and what becomes akey literary techniquefor later British mod-
ernists such as E. M. Forster, George Bernard Shaw, and Virginia
Woolf—isthe use of architectural space as both metaphor and symbol.
We should perhaps be alerted to the critical thematic role that architec-
tural space will later play when the novel openswith an account of the
finalization of the purchase of Dracula’s first London home; indeed,
this interest in architectural space is sustained through to the conclu-
sion of the text.

Itiscrucia that, although Draculais portrayed as a conquering in-
vader within the text, heis still bound by many of the physical restric-
tions imposed by architectural space, and the vampires in the novel
seek to invade and dominate architectural spaces just as they invade
and dominate their victims. Dracul@ s curious greeting to Jonathan at
the door of his Transylvania castle provides an early suggestion of one
of hisprimary weaknessesasavampire: “Welcometo my house! Enter
freely and of your own will. . . . Welcome to my house. Come freely.
Go safely; and leave something of the happiness you bring!” (Stoker
22). Although Jonathan, asamortal, does not requirean explicitinvita-
tion to enter ahome, Dracula, it islater revealed, must beinvited to en-
ter ahome before heisableto movefreely inand out. But herethisrule
isreversed: Jonathan does not require an official welcome (although he
receivesone), but heisthen held captive in the castle and comesto re-
alizethat “the castleisaveritable prison, and | am aprisoner” (33). Not
only does this strange greeting emphasize Dracula’ s idiosyncratic En-
glish; it also brings into the novel the motif of the permeability of
thresholds and passages.

Jonathan, in hisrole as ajournal writer, is akeen observer of archi-
tectural space and pays much attentionin hislong journal entriesto the
peculiarities of Dracula scastle. Though thereis something mysterious
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about the castle, much of which is off-limits to Jonathan, it should be
noted that Dracula’'s powers cannot actually alter the physical re-
straints of architectural space. After being left on the front doorstep by
the mysterious carriage driver, whom he later suspects to be the Count
in one of his severa disguises, Jonathan notes that “through these
frowning walls and dark window openings it was not likely that my
voice could penetrate,” and, even while standing outside, Jonathan al-
ready hasasense of theimposing nature of the castle and its prison-like
quality (21). While he is concerned here about getting into the castle,
thisfear islater reversed and he becomes afraid of not being ableto get
out of and away fromthe castle. In hisjournal helater commentsonthe
“odd deficienciesinthe house,” which areindicative of the many years
that Draculahasbeenin residencethere completely alone (26). Despite
its age and apparent state of disuse, there have still been several alter-
ationsmadeto the castlein recent years. Jonathan finds hisliving quar-
tersin the castle to be comfortable and (aside from the significant lack
of abathroom mirror) to provide him with reasonably suitable ameni-
ties. Jonathan’s later recognition that the locks, which keep him out of
most of the castle, are “comparatively new” provides further evidence
that the castle has not fallen into acompl ete state of disrepair and, even
more important, further emphasizes the novel’s interest in the perme-
ability of thresholds (42). Although locks can prevent Jonathan from
moving through the castle, these basic restraints provide no resistance
to Dracula or the three vampire women. Yet the primary difficulty in
Jonathan’s opening of the front door is not alock or asupernatural en-
chantment but merely itsweight, which can be shifted only by the pow-
erful Dracula. Jonathan is shocked when he discovers Dracula climb-
ing headfirst down the castle wall, suggesting that Dracula’s strength
and batlike prowess allow him to negotiate architectural space differ-
ently.

Now that we have examined some of the waysin which the motif of
architectural space isintroduced to the reader in the early portions of
the novel, we can begin to dissect the connections between architec-
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tural space and Dracul@'s plans to infiltrate England. When Jonathan
begins to describe Carfax, Dracula's estate at Purfleet, the description
isnot of aparticularly appealing place: itisa“ straggling” house, added
to over many years, it retains many qualities of amedieval fortress; the
grounds are heavily shaded by a large number of trees; and one of
the only surrounding buildingsisamental institution (Stoker 30). This
description does not paint the picture of adesirable house, but Dracula
is pleased with the find and is pleased that there is a “chapel of old
times’ (30).

Oncethe narrative movesto England, this narrative interest in mov-
ing within and between architectural spaces becomes intensified. On
the night of Lucy’s first escape from the house in Whitby, Mina wor-
riedly notices, “the door was shut, but not locked, as| had left it” (100).
Again, because Dracula has yet to be formally invited into the house,
heisnot ableto make hisentrance and therefore requires L ucy to come
outsideto meet him. She, asamortal, isableto crossthe threshold with
no difficulty, but, also asamortal, sheisimpeded by locks, causing her
to unhook the lock on her way out. The significance of the unlocked
door is later emphasized when Mina, after returning with Lucy from
the cliffs, locks the door and ties the key to her wrist; although Minais
still unaware of the Count’s existence, Draculais unableto get in and,
now with the locked door, Lucy is unableto get out. The novel isbuilt
around images of breaking in or out of buildings, and this, like Jona-
than’s attempted escape from Dracula's castle, is one clear example.

While Jonathan Harker, Dr. Van Helsing, Dr. Seward, and the others
might be unable to enter or leave a home because of locks or heavy
doors, the vampires (Draculaand, later, the un-dead Lucy) can be simi-
larly locked in or out of ahome. The negotiation of architectural space
thus becomes a central motif in the novel—and, indeed, a pivota as-
pect of the novel’srising action and final, if not unexpectedly sudden,
conclusion. If Dracula cannot be stopped by locks, he can be stopped
by other things, and that is exactly what Dr. Van Helsing planswhen he
has the garlic flowers delivered from the Netherlands. By rubbing the
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flowers around the windows and doors of Lucy’sroom, heisblocking
Dracula’s entrance as effectively asthe heavy door blocked Jonathan’s
exitin Translyvania. However, that provesto be only atemporary cure:
the effectiveness of the flowers does not last, and Draculais |ater able
to approach L ucy after the garland of flowers has been removed by her
hysterical mother.

The boxes of sacred earth that Dracula brings from Transylvania
might be seen as another type of home—the tomb home of the Un-
Dead—and after her death, the Westenra tomb becomes another home
for Lucy. Although it may seem that the long scenes of the Crew of
Light observing the “bloofer lady” Lucy in the middle portion of the
novel areused primarily to build dramatic tension, it isimportant to no-
tice how Van Helsing is testing his hypotheses and verifying the true
weaknesses of thevampires. Van Helsing first provesto Dr. Seward the
meaning of Lucy’s un-dead condition by demonstrating to him that at
night she leaves her coffin, the coffin that Van Helsing is able to open
only with asaw. Hethenlater testsLucy’s powersby fillingin all of the
cracks of the tomb with a paste made from communion wafers. As ex-
pected, Lucy requires at least asmall crack in a structure to be able to
moveintoit, and barred by the holy wafers Lucy is unable to enter her
tomb. Lucy and other vampires, then, cannot merely pass through
walls, but require at least some small opening to make their entrance.
For as much power as Dracula and his minions seem to have, they are
still bound by at least some of the physical restrictionsimposed by ar-
chitectural space. Once the Crew of Light locate Dracula’'s homesin
Piccadilly, Mile End, and Bermondsey and (for Dracula’s purposes at
least) destroy the boxes of sacred earth, Dracula is forced to make a
speedy retreat to Transylvaniain his one remaining portable tomb. Al-
though he first attempted to infiltrate English society by acquiring
London property and perfecting his spoken English with the aid of the
clerk who arranged the purchase, Dracula's plan is ultimately foiled.

Bram Stoker’s Dracula has been the single most important influ-
ence on twentieth-century representations of vampires. Indeed, the as-
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sociation of vampireswith Transylvania, which began with Stoker, has
now become part of the customary mythology of the vampirefigurein
fiction. Although Dracula would have seemed like an extremely con-
temporary book to initial readers because of its connection to late Vic-
torian popular fiction, its interest in mass media and new technology,
and its association with the invasion genre of fiction that bespoke the
cultura concerns surrounding the decline of the British Empire around
theturn of the twentieth century, the book continuesto frighten and in-
spire readersin the twenty-first century. Part of the appeal surrounding
Dracula isitsthematic and narrative complexity, which makes the text
seem, upon first contact, a ssmple horror story but then allows it to
open up, under closer examination, into a wider-ranging commentary
on Victorian society. That Count Draculais, in part, defeated by thetools
of modernity—the technology and the keen interest in self-reflection
expressed by all of the main characters—suggeststhat vampires can be
defeated by moving into the present.
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