Fantasmagoria: Polidori’s Vampyre from theatricals to vampire-slaying kits

Sam George

John William Polidori (1795-1821) took the vampire out of the forests of Eastern Europe,
gave him an aristocratic lineage and placed him into the drawing rooms of Romantic-era
England. His tale The Vampyre, published just over 200 years ago on 1 April 1819, was the
first sustained fictional treatment of the vampire and completely recast the folklore and
mythology on which it drew. The vampire figure abandoned its peasant roots and left its
calling card in polite society in London. The story emerged out of the same storytelling
contest at the Villa Diodati that gave birth to that other archetype of the Gothic heritage,
Frankenstein’s monster. Byron’s contribution to the contest was an inconclusive fragment
about a shadowy man from an ancient family, Augustus Darvell, who is ‘prey to some
cureless disquiet’.! Polidori took this fragment and turned it into the sensational tale of the
vampire Lord Ruthven, preying on the vulnerable women of society. After its magazine debut
the story was published in book form and went through seven English printings in 1819
alone.? It was expanded into a two-volume French novel by Cyprien Bérard, Lord Ruthwen
ou les vampires (1820), and was adapted for the stage the following year by Jean Charles
Emmanuel Nodier (1780-1844) as one of a growing number of vampire theatricals or
melodramas inspired by Polidori, such as those by the playwright James Robinson Planché
(1796-1880) and others. By 1830, The Vampyre had been translated into German, Italian,

Spanish, and Swedish.?

Despite these imitations and adaptations, ‘Poor Polidori’ has all but been forgotten
and his lively tale has often been dismissed as a crude narrative, written under the influence
of a greater, more subtle talent, Byron.* And yet, it was Polidori not Byron who succeeded in

founding the entire modern tradition of vampire fiction.



In this essay, I map the trajectory of Polidori’s vampire from page to stage, charting
its ascendance in Paris in a horde of Ruthven-inspired theatricals, and its debut in England in
performances at The Lyceum. A cult of the supernatural was manifest in the uncanny stage
effects that were designed to delight and terrify theatre audiences. These shaped perceptions
of the vampire and played an important role in its history and development. | explore the
influence of phantasmagoria shows on the staging of this Romantic vampire, together with

the innovations that came from Polidori himself.

The vampire prior to Polidori had been a blood-gorged, animalistic monster of the
Slavic peasantry. In his study of the origins of vampire lore, Vampires, Burials and Death,

Paul Barber describes the traditional image of the undead bloodsucker thus:

A plump Slavic fellow with long fingernails and a stubbly beard, his

mouth and left eye open, his face ruddy and swollen. He wears informal

attire — in fact, a linen shroud — and he looks for all the world like a

dishevelled peasant.®
Polidori transformed the Eastern European peasant vampire of old into a pale-faced, dead-
eyed, English aristocrat. This deceiving, dashing and cursed creature was in possession of
‘irresistible powers of seduction’, haunting the drawing rooms of Western society
undetected.® In the hands of Polidori, under the influence of Byron, vampires transitioned
from dishevelled peasants into alluring, licentious aristocrats in the nineteenth century. This
elevation in social rank is not all. Polidori’s The Vampyre is responsible for several ground-
breaking innovations. The vampire is no longer associated with the East European peasant
only — links to the aristocracy in England have been established. There seemed never to have
been an urban vampire, nor an educated vampire prior to this. Polidori had introduced a
predatory sexuality in relation to the vampire. We see for the first time the vampire as rake or

libertine, a real ‘lady killer’: ‘The guardians hastened to protect Miss Aubrey; but when they



arrived, it was too late. Lord Ruthven had disappeared, and Aubrey’s sister had glutted the

thirst of a VAMPYRE!".”

Lord Ruthven is generally understood to be a satirical portrait of Byron as a seducer
of women in polite society. His victims are ‘hurled from the pinnacle of unsullied virtue,
down to the lowest abyss of infamy and degradation’.® This is the image we have of the
predatory male vampire. Polidori’s vampire, despite being something of a blank canvas, is
sexualised and mesmeric, providing a template not only for Count Dracula but for the
‘Byronic hero’ that features in Gothic romance from pre-Victorian times down to present-day
paranormal romances such as Twilight’s Edward Cullen. Cullen is a relic of earlier models of
vampiric masculinity, further evidence of the long-reaching legacy of Polidori’s vampire.® As
Catherine Spooner, has argued, ‘Over a period of about 200 years vampires have changed
from the grotty living corpses of folklore to witty, sexy, super achievers’; this is wholly
Polidori’s legacy.?® The literary and historical importance of Polidori’s creation of the
aristocratic vampire cannot be overstated. It is a figure later reincarnated as Sir Frances
Varney in J. M. Rymer’s Varney the Vampire (1845-47). After Lord Ruthven, most of the
notable vampires are aristocrats: E. T. A. Hoffman’s Countess Aurelia, J. Sheridan Le Fanu’s

Countess Mircalla Karnstein, Boucicault’s Sir Alan Raby, and, of course, Count Dracula.!

Ruthven is responsible for the vampire’s association with Englishness; he also
inspired the first vampire novel.'? It is important to briefly note these prose translations and
adaptations in order to record the changes that they make to Polidori’s narrative. The first
edition in book form of The Vampyre was published in 1819 by Sherwood. Following this,
Polidori’s novella was translated into French by Henri Faber (Le vampire, nouvelle traduite
de l’anglais de Lord Byron (Paris 1819)). Then, in February 1820 there followed, under the
patronage of Charles Nodier, a very obvious imitation, or rather a continuation, of Polidori’s

story by Cyprien Bérard, Lord Ruthwen, ou Les Vampires.'® This novel-length extension of



Polidori’s story is named after his vampire Lord, but the plot is entirely new, with the
introduction of a benevolent female vampire. In this version the protagonist is named Léonti
and he is in pursuit of the monster who has turned his fiancée Bettina into a vampire. Bettina
leads Léonti to Ruthwen, who is now Lord Seymour, prime minister of Modena. Richard
Switzer, who has documented the changes Bérard makes to Polidori’s narrative, summarises

the remaining action as follows:

The people of Modena refuse to believe Léonti’s accusation of Ruthwen;
instead they arrange the vampire’s marriage with the Duke’s daughter.
When the vampire makes a victim of his bride Léonti challenges him to a
duel. After inflicting a mortal blow on his adversary, Léonti kills himself.
But since Ruthwen does not die, he is recognized as a vampire.'*

Polidori’s The Vampyre had deliberately avoided any sense of closure; his vampire is
still at large in the drawing rooms of England. Lord Ruthwen, ou Les Vampires is noteworthy
for its violent ending in which Ruthwen is ritually executed and exhumed, his heart pierced
with hot irons and his eyes gouged out! The destruction of the vampire is informed by an
obscure work by M. Salgues, Les prejuges de tous les peoples (1811).% The methods differ
from the received accounts such as the exhumations of the suspected vampires Peter
Plogojovitz or Arnod Paole, in Augustine Calmet’s Dissertations sur les apparitions des
anges des démons et des esprits. These vampires were exhumed, staked, and their bodies
reduced to ashes.*® Interestingly, Lord Ruthwen did not set a precedent for the ritualistic
killing of the vampire in the melodramatic stage productions that followed; there, the revenge
is usually enacted through mysterious supernatural happenings, curses, or avenging angels,
and not through human agency. Polidori’s Ruthven, responsible for the vampire’s
Englishness and his aristocratic pedigree, is undoubtedly the model for the stage vampire, to

which | now turn.



Vampires on Stage

The vogue for the stage vampire began in France; following Lord Ruthwen at least four
versions of Polidori’s story were staged in Paris. The first, Charles Nodier’s Le Vampire, was
performed at La Théatre de la Port-Saint Martin on 13 June 1820.%" This theatre had staged a
sensational production of Goethe’s Faust in which the stage was divided in half, showing
both heaven and hell; it was specially equipped for the staging of melodrama and spectacle.
Pierre-Luc-Charles Ciceri (1782-1868), the chief designer of Port-Saint-Martin, was the most
important stage innovator of the period.'® The role of Lord Rutven [sic] was taken by the
actor M. Philippe, who also appeared as Frankenstein’s monster in a play co-authored by

Nodier; the celebrated Madame Dorval played Malvina.?°

Nodier, a novelist, scholar and bibliophile, was familiar with the legends of vampires
from his travels in Illyria.?! In the years 1820-22, he published a vampire novella, Smarra, ou
les Démons de la Nuit, conte fantastique (1821), contributed pieces to an anthology of ghosts
and vampires, Infernalia, Infernaliana (1822), and played a role in the writing of Lord
Ruthven ou les vampires.?? It is significant that he had a romantic attachment to Scotland,
favouring Scottish fairy tale landscapes in his own work. Trilby, ou le lutin d’Argail [The Imp
of Argyll] (1822) and La Fée aux Miettes, conte fantastique [The Crumb Fairy] (1832) are
adult fairy tales set in the Western Highlands of Scotland (Sir Walter Scott country). This
explains in part why Nodier transports the vampire myth from the Greece of Polidori’s story
to a Gothicised Scottish island setting. Scotland was appropriately associated with an undead
past and uncanny states of being at this time.?® The Scottish elements have divided critics.
Montague Summers, writing in 1929, cites Planché on the recklessness of French dramatists
setting the theatrical vampire in Scotland, where the superstition never existed.?* Roxana

Stuart defends Nodier’s decision, arguing that for the French, Ruthven was Byron, whose



family seat and heritage through his mother was Scottish.?®> Le Vampire opens with a
discourse on vampires in the Caledonian caves of Staffa; these hellish grottos are the haunts
of evil spirits in the play. Fingal’s Cave on the coast of this same island, would be associated
in the minds of the public with James Macpherson’s Ossian poems, which were hugely

popular in Britain and the rest of Europe.?®

The drama follows the plot of Polidori’s Vampyre but with a few notable changes.
Lord Rutwen (Ruthven) and Aubray (Aubrey) have been fellow travellers, but the latter has
no suspicion of his companion’s true nature. In fact, he holds him with the fondest regard.
When he was attacked by bandits, he was saved from death by his friend who had fallen by a
single gunshot wound. When Lord Rutwen arrives to claim Malvina’s hand, Aubray hails
him as his preserver (it is explained that the wound did not after all prove fatal). Aubray
eventually realises there is some horrid secret and is carried off by the servants, who fear he
has lost his senses, an idea Rutwen encourages. In the final scene when Rutwen and Malvina
approach the altar, Aubray rushes in to intercept the ceremony with a wild cry; the vampire
draws his dagger, about to plunge it into Malvina’s heart, but when one o clock strikes his
power is gone. Malvina faints into the arms of the housekeeper, Brigitte and, as thunder rolls,
Rutwen is condemned to nothingness. The denouement is bloody and terrifying; an example

of the production’s Gothic excess:

Ruthven’s raised arm falls. The lightning flashes. The rear of the stage
opens revealing the shades of the Vampire victims. They are young women
covered by veils.

They pursue him, pointing to their breasts from which blood still flows
from the wounds. At that moment, the angel of love crosses the stage in a

luminous chariot [. . .].



Thunder rolls more strongly and lightning strikes the vampire who is
consumed. CURTAIN.?’
The ghostly apparitions of the vampire’s victims, veiled and bloody; the fleeting appearance
of the luminous chariot of the Angel of Love, and the diabolical disappearance of the vampire
amid lightning strikes, are stage effects indebted to earlier phantasmagoria shows, as | will

show.

Two years later in 1823, a revival of Le Vampire with Philippe and Madame Dorval
again thrilled the Porte-Saint-Martin theatre audience with a riot of theatrical extravagance.
Alexandre Dumas was present at this production and, in his Memoires of 1863, recorded the
audience’s extreme delight at the sepulchral melodrama: ‘how the theatre applauded the lean
livid mask of the Vampire, how it shuddered at its stealthy steps’.?® Dumas relates with rare
powers of recollection his adventures at this performance. Such was the effect of the stage
vampire on his imagination it occupied five chapters. The Gothic excess of the final scene is
described with particular vividness: shades come up out the ground and carry off the vampire,
the destroying angel appears in a cloud, lightning flashes, and Rutwen is engulfed amidst the
shades.?® Dumas went on to use the theme of Le Vampire in his own drama of the same name

which was performed at the Ambigu-Comique on 20 December 1851.%°
Nodier prophesied that his revenant would triumph on the stage:

Le Vampire épouvantera, de son horrible amour, les songes des toutes
les femmes, et bientdt sans doute, ce monstre encore exhumé prétera son
masque immobile, sa voix sépulcrale, son oeil d’un gris mort [. . .] tout cet
attirail de mélodrame a la Melpoméne des boulevards; et quel succés alors

ne lui est pas reserve.



(The Vampire will horrify, with his horrible love, the dreams of all
women, and soon, no doubt, this still unearthed monster will lend his
motionless mask, his sepulchral voice, his eye of a dead grey [. . .] all this
paraphernalia of melodrama a la Melpomene of the boulevards; and what
success then is not reserved for him).3!
Yet despite the uproar it created, surprisingly, the vampire drama is overlooked in
accounts of the history of the vampire.®? Only Montague Summers (1880-1948) has given

prominence to the nineteenth-century stage vampire:

Immediately upon the furore created by Nodier’s Le Vampire at the
Porte-Saint-Martin in 1819 vampire plays of every kind from the most
luridly sensational to the most farcically ridiculous pressed on to the boards.
A contemporary critic cries: ‘There is not a theatre in Paris without its
vampire! At the Porte-Sant-Martin we have Le Vampire; at the Vaudeville
Le Vampire again; at the Variétés les trois vampires ou la clair de la lune.®
The fascination with vampire theatricals continued to gain momentum in 1820s Paris.
A farce, later attributed to Emile B. L, Encore un Vampire, met with considerable success
when produced in 1820, as did another vampire burlesque, Les Etrennes d 'un Vampire,
attributed to ‘A. Rousseau’.3* This deliberate reference to the philosopher Jean-Jacques
Rousseau (1712-1778) playfully draws on his ambiguities regarding evidence for the
existence of vampires.® The work was sensationally Gothicised, and billed as a transcript of

a manuscript buried at Pere-Lachaise cemetery.

Within two days of its opening, the Nodier play was burlesqued in the vaudeville
comedy Le Vampire, or Le Vampire Amoureux, by Eugéne Scribe and Mélesville (a
pseudonym of Anne H. J. Duveyrier), staged at La Théatre de Vaudeville, 15 June 1820, and

Les Trois Vampires, ou le clair de la lune, a farce in one act by Nicholas Brazier, Gabriel De



Lurieu, and Armand d’Artois.® The latter depicts the adventures of M. Gobetout (‘gullible),
an avid reader of Byron whose home is invaded by vampires. The play ends in a triple
marriage between his daughters and the three vampires. Scribe and Mélesville’s play is set in
Hungary, which was associated in the public mind with revenants, due to the influence of
Calmet’s Treatise on the vampires of Hungary and surrounding regions. By contrast, the
French players in Les Trois Vampires draw on Polidori’s English vampire, explaining to the
audience that ‘/ls nous viennent d’Angleterre. C’est encore une gentilesse de ces messieurs ils
nous font de joliscadeaux!” (‘The vampires they come to us from England. It’s another
kindness of these gentleman. They give us such nice presents®).*” In London, as | will show,

the vampire was adapted as a very British theatrical character.

The Lyceum’s cult of the supernatural

James Robinson Planché’s The Vampire, or The Bride of the Isles opened at the English
Opera House in London on 9 August, 1820.%8 Planché had drawn heavily on Nodier, having
been given the script of Le Vampire (which had premiered two months earlier in Paris) by
Samuel Arnold.*® Planché’s Vampire was similarly followed by a string of imitations:
vampire plays by W. T. Moncrieff, Charles Edward Walker and others.*® There were also two
more vampire works by Planché himself, a burletta and an opera, set in Hungary. The
burletta, Giovanni the Vampire, is noteworthy because it allowed for a comic spoofing of the
vampire legend and the vampire was a breeches part played by Mrs Waylett.*! Planché, who
created breeches roles for his fairytale extravaganzas, deliberately increased the sexual
ambiguity of the vampire.*? The evening’s entertainment consisted of sensation, onstage and
off. The vampire’s attack on stage mirrored the nightly assaults on virtue that appeared in the

wings, among audience members and on the streets directly outside the theatre. The playbills
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represented this air of lurid excitement surrounding the productions and they illuminate the

profile the vampire assumed at the time (see Fig. 3.1).

[Fig. 3.1: Playbill: J. R. Planché’s The Vampire, English Opera House, 1820]

The Vampire demonstrates Planché’s early skill at adaptation.*® His theatrical oeuvre
included melodramas, comedies, farces, burlettas, pantomimes, interludes, vaudevilles,
burlesques, extravaganzas, masques and spectacles. He was eventually appointed
‘superintendent of the decorative department” at Covent Garden and The Lyceum where he

collaborated with scene painters, machinists, prop makers and costumiers.**

The Lyceum’s license in 1795 allowed the company to present ‘exhibits,
entertainments and waxworks’.*® By 1820, the audience were mesmerised by the Lyceum’s
macabre themes and illusions, by the very witchcraft of the theatre, from sophisticated
trapdoor work to flying and mechanical artifices of all kinds. The Lyceum’s cult of the
supernatural was a development from the fantasmagoria, fashionable in Paris. The focus on
spectacle had obvious implications for the vampire myth as did the invention of the vampire

trap door trick, by which the vampire would enter or exit the stage.

The influence of phantasmagoria

Phantasmagoria shows used optical effects to produce sensational dreamlike illusions. They
were popular in Europe from the 1790s to the 1830s, most notably the performances of
Johann Georg Schrepfer, or Schropfer (1738-1774), a German necromancer who staged
ghost-raising séances using magic lantern projections onto smoke; and Paul Philidor (or
Phylidor), a stage magician who was active from 1785 to 1828.%° Philidor was performing in

Britain between 1801-1829; he was granted a British patent for his Phantasmagoria on 27
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January 1802. Mannoni observes that Philidor would invite prospective audience members to
request a slide of a deceased loved one which he would prepare in advance of the show.*’
After a fierce storm effect, a lifelike ghost of a dead person known to the audience would rise
from the floor and then slowly sink back into the abyss in the ground. It seems likely that this
visual effect inspired the development of the stage device known as the vampire trap.
Significantly, in October 1801 Philidor set up an exhibition of Phantasmagoria at the
Lyceum Theatre in London, cementing the links between phantasmagoria and the figure of
the vampire forever. The Lyceum, home to the vampire theatre in the 1820s, was the same
establishment where Bram Stoker would later become stage manager and business manager
to Henry Irving, though it was known as the English Opera House in 1820.%8 It was here that
Stoker staged a reading of Dracula-The-Undead on 18 May 1897 to seal the copyright of the

novel Dracula.*®

Paris is also significant; the Belgian physicist and stage magician, Etienne Gaspard
Robertson (1763-1837) perfected the optical stage illusion known as fantasmagoria; using it
to terrify the Parisian public.>® His memoirs revealed that he had had an interest in the
macabre from his early years, and that he believed in werewolves, enchantments, infernal
pacts with the devil, and even the tombs of vampires.>! He created scenes that included some
degree of motion by modifying and perfecting the use of the magic lantern for illusion. The
phantasmagoria was distinguished from the magic lantern show; the slides for
phantasmagoria were entirely black except for the image to be projected, making them look

more ghostly.

Robertson, a gifted artist, painted his own slides, and was able to give them a
wonderfully diabolical appearance. Then, instead of displaying images on an obvious fixed
background, he projected them onto smoke or a semi-transparent screen. The ghosts and

demons were seen to hover in mid-air. One of his most famous illusions, the ‘Dance of
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Demons or Sorcerers’ (see Fig. 2.2), employed the method of multiplying shadows and
putting them into motion at the same time. An illustration of the fantasmagoria itself, taken
from Robertson’s own Mémoires (1831-33), shows hysteria breaking out amongst the

audience members and a pistol being aimed at the apparitions.

[Fig. 3.2: Dance of the Sorcerers]

Robertson used disembodied voices to enhance the terrifying experience, including
the murmuring and screaming of the spirits ventriloquised by his assistants. His choice of an
abandoned, decaying convent as the location for his show demonstrates his debt to the
macabre atmosphere of the eighteenth-century Gothic novel. According to Fabio Camilletti,
the show, a mixture of lights, images, and sounds, was sold under the name

of Fantasmagorie.>

The group at the Villa Diodati were fascinated by tales of fantasmagoriana and this
was manifested in the story-writing competition of 1816 which spawned the literary vampire.
The party read and discussed a volume translated into French from the German entitled

Fantasmagoriana, which had been published in 1812.% Importantly, as Camilletti argues,

Naming the book Fantasmagoriana meant, therefore, to assimilate the
experience of reading to Robertson’s popular phantasmagoria shows, and to
offer the reader a comparable hullabaloo of horrors within the three hundred
and more pages that each of the two tomes was made of.>*
The stories included Friedrich August Schulze’s ‘La morte fiancée’ (‘The Corpse Bride”),
where an inconstant lover finds himself in the arms of a pale ghost, the spectre of the woman

he deserted; and Johann August Ape’s ‘Le portraits de famille’ (‘The Family Portraits’),
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featuring a sinful founder of his race whose miserable doom it was to bestow the kiss of death

on all the younger sons of his fated house.>® However, as Camilletti points out

No indication of authors or of original sources was given and readers

were invited to think of stories as of embellished versions of real

supernatural cases. The title joyfully played with this ambiguity, evoking

the kind of shows, popular at the time, which were known as

phantasmagorias.®®

When Polidori read the book of Fantasmagoriana, with its themes of revenants and

phantoms, returners from beyond the grave and their appearances and disappearances, he
could never have anticipated that his own creation, Lord Ruthven, would provide the link

between Robertson’s fantasmagorie and the demonic antics of the stage vampire.

The Vampire Trap

Polidori’s The Vampyre and the plays that are its legacy have a shared ancestry in
fantasmagoria, seen in the spectacular summoning of demons or revenants on stage. In
Planché’s The Vampire, or The Bride of the Isles (1820), for example, the first scene is a
vision where two spirits, Ariel, spirit of the air, and Unda, spirit of the flood, perform various
ceremonies to raise the vampire from its tomb or sepulchre and then banish it back again, or
force it deeper into hell. The Recollections and Reflections of J. R. Planché (1872) confirm
that this is the first ever use of the stage device known as the vampire trap: ‘The trap, now so
well known as “the vampire trap” was invented for this piece, and the final disappearance of
the Vampire caused quite a sensation’.>” The vampire trap allowed the stage vampire to
appear and disappear as if by supernatural agency. A similar device known as the ‘star trap’
had been used for the stage harlequin.>® Both traps were a source of fascination to stage

manager Bram Stoker, who released his own vampire into the world. The Primrose Path



(1875) draws on his experience as a reviewer for the Dublin theatre.>® In this story, a stage
carpenter, Jerry O’Sullivan explains the workings of the vampire trap to a female visitor to
the theatre; enthralled, she tricks him into standing on it and releases the trap ‘so that she
might see him shoot up through the opening in the stage’.%° Stoker’s description of the
harlequinade, a British comic theatrical genre, in which the harlequin and clown play the

principal parts, appears in the short story ‘The Star Trap’ (1908):

There was a spot light just above it on the bridge, which was intended to
make a good show of harlequin and his big jump. The people used to howl
with delight as he came rushing up through the trap and when in the air
drew up his legs and spread them wide for an instant and then straightened
them again as he came down — only bending his knees just as he touched
the stage.5!
The harlequin actor, Henry Mortimer, has his neck broken in a gruesome follow-up scene

when the trap fails, and his mangled body is flung onto the stage:

The trap didn’t [. . .] open at once as the harlequin’s head touched it.
There was a shock and a tearing sound, and the pieces of the star seemed
torn about, and some of them were thrown about the stage. And in the
middle of them came the coloured and spangled figure that we knew.%?
For Stoker, the maintenance of the star trap ‘wasn’t ordinary work; it was life or
death’.%® His fictional accounts of the star trap’ and ‘vampire trap’ are terrifying when
compared to Montague Summers’s tame descriptions. Summers saw the vampire trap as a

dull and unsophisticated stage effect consisting of

two or more flaps, usually India-rubber, through which the sprite can

disappear almost instantly, where he falls into a blanket fixed to the under

14
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surface of the stage. As with the star trap, this trap is secured against
accidents by placing another piece or slide, fitting close beneath when not
required, and removed when the prompter’s bell gives the signal to make it
ready. %4
There is a lot more to the vampire trap than Summers suggests here, however. Nina
Auerbach brings it within the realms of the uncanny and through this we can better

understand its debt to phantasmagoria and its association with the supernatural:

Depending on its placement, the vampire trap allowed the actor to be

alternately body and spirit; the trap in the floor catapulted him back and

forth, between hell and heaven, while the trap in the flats endowed him with

the semblance of immateriality as he moved in and out of walls.®®
Viewed in this way, the movements of the stage vampire are descended from Robertson’s
dancing demons and the old-style harlequinades. Interestingly, in 1818-19, a year before his
vampire play launched, Planché wrote ‘a speaking harlequinade’, Rodolph the Wolf.%® His
Recollections revealed that he had a distaste for the extravagant Victorian pantomimes that
superseded ‘the bright and lively [. . .] Harlequinades’ of his earlier days.®” These were most
certainly an influence on his stage vampire; the vampire trap itself was adapted from the

harlequin’s ‘star trap’.

It 1s difficult to say with accuracy when the vampire trap is employed in Planché’s
play, but it is unlikely to have been saved for the finale. The first scene sees the fiend rising
upwards from the sepulchre and then descending downwards through the floor. It is in the
caverns of Staffa in the Inner Hebrides; the moon is shining through a chasm and several rude

sepulchres are seen, on one of which Lady Margaret is sleeping:

Charm — ARIEL and UNDA



Phantom, from thy tomb so drear,
At our bidding swift arise;
Let thy Vampire-corpse appear,
To this sleeping maiden’s eyes.
Come away! Come away!
That the form she may know
That would work her woe;
And shun thee, till the setting ray
Of the morn shall bid thy pow’r decay;
Phantom, from thy tomb so drear,
At our bidding rise! — appear!
(Thunder)
Chorus — ARIEL and UNDA
Appear! Appear! Appear!
(A Vampire succeeds from the Tomb of Cromal and springs
towards Margaret.)
VAMPIRE: Margaret!
ARIEL: Foul spirit, retire!
VAMPIRE: She is mine!
ARIEL: The hour is not yet come.
UNDA: Down, thou foul spirit; — extermination waits thee:
Down, | say!
(Music — The Vampire sinks again, shuddering, and the Scene
closes.)

End of the introductory vision
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This is the first ever use of the vampire trap, an essential part of the supernatural machinery

of the production and a supreme moment in the history of the vampire.

The spirits and the cycle of the moon frame the action of the play, from the opening scene
above, where it is rising, to the final scene in the chapel: ‘a large gothic window, through
which the moon is seen setting’ (11. 5). The moon aligns the vampire with phantoms and
spectres, reminding the audience that it is a creature of enchantment. It was another of
Polidori’s innovations to have his vampire Lord restored by moonbeams, his body ‘exposed
to the first cold ray of the moon that rose after his death’.®® Twentieth-century vampires lose
their affinity with the moon; following Nosferatu in 1922, it is the sun that takes priority. "
Only James Rymer’s Penny Dreadful vampire Varney continues the legacy, undergoing a

ritual series of lunar resurrections in the course of the story.’

| will consider the question of vampire lore in relation to both Polidori and Plancheé as
it does throw up some anomalies. Lady Margaret, for example, will, in the morning, be
claimed as the bride of Earl Marsden (Ruthven in disguise); she dreams that tomorrow will
consign her to a vampire’s power. The publicity material for Planché revealed the conceit that

the vampire must marry his victims,

THIS PIECE IS FOUNDED ON the various Traditions concerning THE
VAMPIRES which assert that they are Spirits deprived of all Hope of
Futurity, by the Crimes committed in their Mortal State — but, that they are
permitted to roum [sic] the Earth, in whatever Forms they please, with
Supernatural Powers of Fascination and, they cannot be destroyed, as long
as they sustain their dreadful Existence, by imbibing the BLOOD of

FEMALE VICTIMS, whom they are first compelled to marry.”
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This added another strand to vampire lore, yet it is one that does not seem to have become

part of the familiar conventions.

The vampire aristocrat: nationality and naming

The figure of Earl Marsden and his relationship to the fictional Lord Ruthven is worth
looking at in more detail. Lady Caroline Lamb (1785-1828) cast Byron as the dark and
duplicitous Gothic seducer, Lord Ruthven in her 1816 novel Glenarvon. In turn, Polidori took
the name Lord Ruthven in order to create the first literary vampire. In Lamb, Clarence de
Ruthven is Lord Glenarvon, a literary descendent of the historical Lord Ruthven, murderer
and reputed warlock.”® Planché’s aristocrat, Earl Marsden (Ruthven returned from the dead)

is a reincarnation of Cromal ‘the bloody’, a Celt:

Beneath this stone, the relics lie

Of Cromal, called the bloody. Staffa still

The reign of fear remembered. For his crimes
His spirit roams, a Vampire, in the form

Of Marsden’s Earl; — to count his victims o’er
Would be an endless task — suffice to say,

His race of terror will to-morrow end,

Unless he wins some virgin for his prey,

Ere sets the full-orb’d moon (1.1, p. 48).

Planché’s identification of Ruthven as the reincarnated Cromal may be a subtle appeal
to notions of difference, and a manifestation of the interest in Celtic folklore at the time. He
was unhappy with the setting in Scotland, rather than some East European country where
belief in vampires prevailed.”* His Recollections and Reflections reveal that it was Samuel J.
Arnold, manager of the English Opera House, who had insisted on him retaining the Scottish

setting:
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The proprietor and manager had placed in my hands, for adaptation, a

French melodrama, entitled ‘Le Vampire’, the scene of which was laid,

with the usual recklessness of French Dramatists, in Scotland, where the

superstition never existed. | vainly endeavoured to induce Mr Arnold to let

me change it to some place in the east of Europe. He had set his heart on

Scotch music and dresses — the latter, by the way, were in stock — laughed

at my scruples, assured me that the public would neither know nor care —

and in those days they certainly did not —and therefore there was nothing

left for me but to do my best with it.”
Despite these later protestations, he used the Scottish elements to his advantage.’® As he
ascends from the tomb, Lord Ruthven’s costume includes a plaid kilt and a grey cloak. Thus,
the audience are treated to one of the most memorable moments in the vampire’s history — the

arrival of vampires in kilts (see Fig. 3.3).”"

[Fig. 3.3: T. P. Cooke as the Vampire, Mrs. Chatterley as Lady Margaret]

Planché took the audience (as Nodier had done) to the site of the bloody exploits sung
by Macpherson’s Ossian (1796). The name Cromal is reminiscent of names such as Cormal
and Connal in Macpherson.’® Planché’s most significant change in the cast of characters was
his addition of the Scottish drunkard McSwill (akin to the drunken porter in Macbeth). We
see the heightening of supernatural effects through the folkloric beliefs of the common
Scottish people, represented by the servants Bridget and McSwill; ironically, these
superstitions prove more reliable than educated reason. The Scottish setting also brought
Lord Ruthven closer to home and heightened the association with Lord Byron, born in

London but reared in Aberdeen.
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In the summer of 1829, Planché had the opportunity of treating the subject of the
vampire in accordance with his own ideas. The melodrama had been converted into an opera
for the German stage with music composed by Marschner. Samuel Arnold was to produce the
play at the Lyceum and Planché seized the chance to change the setting from Scotland to

Hungary:

I was engaged to write the libretto, and consequently laid the scene of

action in Hungary, where the superstition exists to this day, substituted for a

Scotch chieftain a Wallacian Boyard, and in many other respects improved

upon my earlier version. The opera was extremely well sung, and the

costumes novel, as well as correct, thanks to the kindness of Dr. Walsh, the

traveller, who gave me some valuable information respecting the national

dresses of the Magyars and the Wallachians.”
Planché, then, retained a long-held belief in the incongruity of the Scottish setting and its
associated superstitions about vampires. Both the Hungarian and Scottish settings are notable
for their deviation from Polidori’s choice of Greece. The novel Lord Ruthwen, ou Les
Vampires is set in Modena in Northern Italy. Thus, any connection to the Greek vampire, the
vrykalokos, or to the influence of de Tournefort (cited in the preliminaries to the publication

of “The Vampyre’ in The Monthly Museum in 1819) are lost, along with the tragic ending.

The ending

Polidori’s tale ends with Lord Ruthven disappearing, Aubrey’s sister having ‘glutted the
thirst of a VAMPYRE’. The vampire is still at large, now moving among the drawing rooms
of polite society in London. Planché avoids the tragedy of Polidori’s tale. On stage, the

vampire is destroyed, not by humans but by supernatural agency in a nod to phantasmagoria
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shows, which delighted and horrified the public with disappearing demons and apparitions of

angels:

RUTHVEN: And | am lost
(A terrific peal of thunder is heard; UNDA and ARIEL appear; a
thunderbolt strikes RUTHVEN to the ground, who immediately vanishes.) (iI.
5, p. 68)
This is the dramatic final use of the vampire trap. It was invented for this play; the concluding
disappearance of the vampire was met with uproar and wonderment. Importantly, the humans
have managed to resist the vampire, and the women have remained chaste. The diabolus ex
machina that Planché employs, whereby Ruthven vanishes through the ground, on his way to
the annihilation the spirits describe earlier, erases human agency. The punitive stake through
the heart, described in the anonymous introduction on human encounters with vampires
published with Polidori’s original tale, is noticeably avoided. Evil is eventually defeated — but
not by the heroes of the play. In Polidori’s version, Ruthven’s Gothic excess triumphs over
sentimental naivety. In Planché the exact reverse occurs: instead of the chaos of the vampire
remaining at large, Planché allows happy domesticity to be restored. The emphasis is on the
total destruction of the vampire and the audience’s delight in it. Polidori’s story works more
subversively; his audience are exposed to a continuing threat, with an unsettling degree of

moral uncertainty.

The Vampire was extraordinary successful at The Lyceum and the play was quickly
taken up in provincial English theatres, opening in Hull in December and Bath in 1821.%° The
Scottish elements introduced by Nodier enabled the stage vampire to better resonate with
English theatre goers. The vampire in a kilt lived on in numerous English playhouses and
rose again at the Lyceum’s summer season in June. The actor-manager John Coleman saw a

revival in Derby in his youth and shuddered at the ‘gruesome Scottish horror feeding upon
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the blood of young maidens and throwing himself headlong through the solid stage, and
vanishing into the regions below amidst flames of red fire’.8! To the audience, the play
insisted that the vampire lurked amidst Britain’s own shadow, determining the legacy of

Polidori’s vampire.

The importance of stage effects in the history of the literary vampire

In this final section, | elaborate on the importance of stage effects in mapping the afterlife of
Polidori’s vampire. I bring in the staging of Bram Stoker’s Dracula briefly, by way of
comparison. My aim is to emphasise that this theatrical phenomenon has been overlooked in
wider histories of the vampire, where Lord Ruthven has been overshadowed by Count
Dracula.®? Both vampires are theatrical and connected to the stage, but it is Polidori, not
Stoker, who has founded the entire modern tradition of vampire fiction. The vampire is not
staked in the Polidori-inspired plays — he disappears into a vault and is subject to supernatural
or divine interventions. Thus, the one stage prop that is missing from the Polidori adaptations
is the vampire-slaying kit. These kits were as theatrical as the vampire trap itself, but they
were sold to capitalise on the popularity of Count Dracula, not Lord Ruthven, and they date

from the twentieth century, illustrating a similar but differently inflected taste for stage blood.

Stoker staged a reading of Dracula-The-Undead at London’s Lyceum theatre on 18
May 1897 to seal its copyright, but the first commercial dramatisation of Dracula (an
adaptation by Hamilton Deane) was not until 1924 at the Grand Theatre in Derby.%® Deane,
who planned to play the vampire himself, eventually took on the role of the vampire hunter
Van Helsing.?* Dracula is staked in his coffin in the finale of this play.® This killing of the

vampire was staged using a disappearing coffin:
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Dracula would drop through the box’s false bottom, simultaneously
pulling down two hinged wooden panels which gave the illusion of the
empty box. The panels were generously packed with Fuller’s earth, which
created an impressive cloud of dust.

Vampire slaying with a hammer and stake became a prominent part of these Dracula
theatricals in the productions which followed.®” The kits emerged to perform the staking of
such vampires as entertainment in the theatre and yet the contents point to dark, unsettling
undead issues. The boxes generally contained a crucifix, Bible, holy water, wooden stakes
and a mallet together with the Book of Common Prayer (1851 edition). Inside many there is
an unnerving handwritten passage from Luke 19.27 which reads: ‘but those mine enemies, [. .

.] I should reign over them, bring hither and slay them before me’.

Over one hundred of these kits still exist, and many of them are quite professionally
made and ‘antiqued’ in appearance. It is often claimed that vampire Kits in general are late-
Victorian novelties or were sold to tourists travelling to Eastern Europe in the wake of the
publication of Dracula in 1897 but I would argue they are theatrical, inspired by Dracula’s
appearance on stage, not by the novel .88 There are some ‘Professor Blomberg’ kits in
circulation and these are conclusively recent creations, produced around the 1970s. Though
constructed from antique boxes and contents, these modern vampire Kits were most likely

produced in the era of the classic Hammer vampire films.%

Vampire-slaying kits are not fakes per se because there is no evidence of a Victorian
original. They are not fake, and not reproductions; they are instead 'hyper-real’, invented
artefacts for stage and screen. They can also be regarded, and indeed have been sold as,
pieces of art, the preserve of galleries and of course libraries. These enigmatic objects
transcend questions of authenticity. They are part of the material culture of the Gothic;

aspects of our shared literary and dramatic passions made physical. Most importantly, they
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are evidence of the lasting influence of the vampire theatre. Vampire-slaying kits date back to

the writings on the stage vampire of the British vampirologist Montague Summers.

The theatre gave sustenance to Polidori’s Romantic vampire, as I have shown; the
character of Lord Ruthven, flourished on the stage. He remained dominant as a vampire,
despite the melodramatic works in which he was represented. Ruthven’s creator Polidori died
in London in August 1821, supposedly weighed down by illness, depression and gambling
debts. It is said that he committed suicide by means of Prussic acid (cyanide). Sadly, he was
not to know the fame his creation would achieve as the star of hundreds of books, plays and

films — and millions of phantasmagoria-inspired nightmares.
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