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ABSTRACT 

 This thesis discusses two different constructions of monstrosity in British Gothic 

literature through a close reading of texts that range from 1796 to 1897. This thesis finds 

that in these texts monstrosity is something that can be taught, caught like an infection, or 

be the product of uncontrolled sexuality. The two discussions of monstrosity intersect in 

their concern with the dissolution or perversion of the family and society. The first 

chapter discusses monstrosity as insanity in Mathew Lewis's The Monk and James Hogg's  

The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner. These novels figure human 

men who are so mentally perverted by their educations (particularly their religious 

educations) that they are monstrous and commit heinous crimes such as murder and rape. 

The second chapter discusses monstrosity, particularly female monstrosity, as disease and 

problematic reproductive ability in John Keats's “Lamia,” Sheridan Le Fanu's Carmilla, 

and Bram Stoker's Dracula. Monstrosity in the second chapter is something that can be 

inherently female, or something that women pass on to their children. The texts discussed 

in my second chapter are involved with multiple discourses about life and disease and 

with social constructions of Victorian women. 
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Introduction

I bid my hideous progeny go forth and prosper

-Mary Shelley

In the main body of British Gothic literature written in the late eighteenth through 

the  end  of  the  nineteenth  century,  monsters  walked  off  of  their  pages  and  into  the 

collective  cultural  imagination  that  we,  to  some  extent,  share  today.  However,  the 

monsters  that  we  imagine  from popular  culture  and  mainstream film are  often  very 

different from the monsters that are actually created on those pages.. What interests me in 

this thesis is how monsters and the monstrous are constructed. I look at two different 

ways in which monstrosity is constructed through a close reading of texts that range from 

1796  to  1897,  and taking  into  account  salient  cultural,  scientific,  and  psychological1 

influences. 

In my first chapter I look at the “human monster” in Mathew Lewis's The Monk:  

A Romance (1796) and James Hogg's The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified  

Sinner: Written by Himself: With a detail of curious traditionary facts and other evidence  

by the editor (1824). The idea of human monstrosity is appropriate because the two title 

characters  are  not  supernatural  beings  but  human  characters.  Although  there  are 

supernatural characters in the texts, they are not the true monsters of the novels. In both 

of these novels, being submerged in a faulty religious system as a child is represented as a 

key  factor  in  producing  monstrosity,  specifically  unmanageable  passions,  religious 

fanaticism, or lunatic reasoning. Lewis’s monk, Ambrosio, and Hogg’s “sinner,” Robert 

Wringham are not inherently evil; both have been thrown off of the correct path by their 

education and fail  to  become the strong masculine figures  that  they are compared to 
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throughout the novels.  

Lewis's  monk  and  Hogg's  sinner  are  driven  mad.  Both  are  indecisive  and 

constantly  vacillating,  being  pulled  in  multiple  direction  by  their  passions  and  their 

religious tenets. In  The Monk, the title character is shown to have been an exemplary 

child who is abandoned at a Capuchin monastery and corrupted by both the education he 

receives and the monastic lifestyle. He is made proud and has no life experience beyond 

the monastic world to teach him to resist temptation. So when he is finally tempted, his 

passions run wild and drive him mad. In Justified Sinner, a young man is raised by his 

fanatical Calvinist mother and her pastor. The antinomian idea of predestination and the 

uselessness of good works is partially responsible for, and exacerbates his violent and 

competitive personality,  creating first  a murderous child and then a murderous young 

man. There are other evil and monstrous characters in both of these novels, however they 

do not struggle with their beliefs and passions as Lewis’s monk and the Hogg’s sinner do. 

Each is unique in his respective work, and it is this element of human nature struggling 

with passion that makes each of them a most interesting monster. 

In my second chapter I discuss vampiric monsters beginning with  John  Keats's 

“Lamia” (1819–20), and then focusing on two later works, Sheridan Le Fanu's Carmilla  

(1872), and Bram Stoker's Dracula (1897). Monstrosity in these pieces is constructed in 

ways  that  engage  theories  about  the  nature  of  life  itself  and  particularly  Victorian 

anxieties about  women and disease.  These works rely upon but  also break down the 

distinction between proper Victorian womanhood and the idea of the late  nineteenth-

century “New Woman.” 
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 “Lamia” is closely tied to Romantic-era theories about the nature of life and how 

the  body, soul, and life relate to one another. The monstrous female is developed as a  

neverending profusion of life and energy that is outside of social control.  Carmilla is 

deeply interested in females as hidden sources  of  disease and as dangerously sexual. 

Dracula picks up on the issues of both the nature of life and of vampirism as a kind of 

sexual disease that is explicitly tied to monstrously feminine figures. Despite the fact that 

the monstrous women disappear at the end of these works, they still contain powerful and 

sexual female figures that either challenge or magnify stereotypes about women.

These constructions of monstrosity, arising at the two opposite ends of the Gothic 

period,  address monstrosity differently.  Instead of being incomprehensible 'others'  and 

completely separate from the rest of us, monstrosity is something that can be done to a 

person, it  can be taught in the earliest  works I  examine.  In the later works it  can be 

transmitted through infection, and it can be a naturally arising state of generation. These 

two  different  constructions  of  monstrosity  are  both  highly  social  and  critical  of  the 

systems that form and/or deny the existence of monstrosity. 
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Chapter 1: Human Monsters and Fanatical Lunacy

Since at least the sixteenth century, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, 

monstrosity could mean: “A person of repulsively unnatural character, or exhibiting such 

extreme cruelty or wickedness as to appear inhuman; a monstrous example of evil, of 

vice,  etc.”2 Following this  idea,  what I’m referring to as “human monsters” then,  are 

defined not by their physical components or qualities; there is no obvious physiological 

explanation or imperative for their monstrosity. This is a different kind of monstrosity 

from that defined by a lack of humanness or by physical defect or abnormality.  Two 

exemplary early works  that  illustrate  my concept  of  human  monstrosity  are  Mathew 

Lewis's  The Monk:  A Romance (1796)  and  James  Hogg's  The Private  Memoirs  and  

Confessions  of  a  Justified  Sinner:  Written  by  Himself:  With  a  detail  of  curious  

traditionary facts and other evidence by the editor (1824). In both of these works, it is 

religious  fanaticism  that  creates  human  monsters;  the  central  figures  are  developed 

narratively  as  violent  and  lunatic,  battling  with  their  impulses  and  doubts  when 

contemplating and committing violent crimes. 

The Monk and Confessions of a Justified Sinner both fall on the nurture side of the 

nature/nurture debate. Both characters are introduced to their faiths as children, and in 

each case the child’s education is marked by fanatical religion and a failed family. As 

opposed  to  being  completely  incomprehensible  or  unnatural,  here  monstrosity  is  the 

product of recognizable social processes/systems acting on a person from a young age. 

Causal links are drawn between lifestyle, belief systems, and lunacy; these monsters are 

victims of their environments as well as perpetrators of monstrous acts. Both characters 

are contrasted with an idealized version of themselves had they not been corrupted, one 
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with  a  previous  and  potential  version  of  himself,  and  the  other  with  his  brother  – 

illustrating that the monsters are not inherently monstrous.

The  Monk  expatiates  on  Lewis's  conception  of  the  dehumanizing  effects  of 

Catholic monasticism, a system that he imagines breaks down and suppresses the humane 

qualities of those who participate in it. In The Monk, Lewis characterizes monstrosity as 

possible even in those whose original characters are exemplary, leaving them prey to their 

impulses and outside temptations, while encouraging qualities, such as pride, that invite 

vices.  The narrator  consistently points  out  the effects  of  the monastic  system for  the 

reader. Confessions of a Justified Sinner is a kind of case study of the worst-case-scenario 

human product  of fanatical  antinomian Calvinism, which convinces its  adherents that 

they are infallible, separate from, and superior to, the rest of humankind. Adherents are 

inculcated  with  dangerous  concepts  such  as  predestination  that  create  a  skewed  and 

immoral  worldview,  encouraging  delusions  of  grandeur,  hatred  for  non-members, 

hypocrisy,  and the perceived authority to act on behalf of God. In these novels, both 

systems create monsters who can best be defined as lunatics. In the end, both the foils for 

the  monsters,  and  their  nuclear  families  are  ultimately  destroyed  by  the  monsters. 

Through an analysis of the narrative voices, characterization, variations in morals and 

changing  intentions  of  the  monstrous  characters  in  The  Monk and  Confessions  of  a  

Justified Sinner, I argue that lunacy and monstrosity are conflated and that the use of 

monstrosity is a narrative technique that is used to attack religious fanaticism from a new 

angle that collapses victim and perpetrator, constructing monstrosity as a social problem 

rather than a natural failing.
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~Δ~

In The Monk, the title character is to be pitied; the monk is a monster, but his guilt 

is repeatedly mitigated by the narrator. Confessions of a Justified Sinner, however, makes 

little attempt to rescue the monstrous human from the reader's judgment, and though it 

explains how he came to be, lacks the sympathetic element of The Monk. Whereas earlier 

in the 1700s a trip to Bedlam (or Bethlehem Hospital) was seen as entertainment and a 

moral  lesson  for  the  visitors,  by the  later  1700s  the  mad  are  depicted  as  objects  of 

sympathy and pity. The Monk was written as psychological movements for the betterment 

of  the  mad  were  just  picking  up  speed,  and  was  ahead  of  the  curve  in  showing 

compassion for the insane.  Confessions of a Justified Sinner, written almost thirty years 

later, is much more critical of the monstrous character despite the advances in psychology 

and humanitarian efforts towards the insane that occurred between the 1790s and the 

1830s. 

William Parry-Jones's book,  The Trade in Lunacy,3 an analysis of private mad-

houses in England, includes a description of social  attitudes, public acts,  and laws to 

illustrate that mad-houses were plentiful and highly discussed by the early 1700s.4 He 

argues that there was public and private concern for the care of the mad in England, and 

that “the founding of institutions for the insane by voluntary subscription also became an 

established practice during the eighteenth century.”5 One of the results of this was the 

county  asylum  movement.  “The  county  asylum  movement,  as  part  of  the  overall 

humanitarian movement of the early nineteenth century, reflected the full assumption of 

public responsibility for pauper lunatics.”6 This is exampled in the County Asylum Acts 
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of 1808 and 1845. 

Lunacy was beginning to be seen as a social problem, especially when it came to 

paupers whose families were unlikely to care for them. Indeed, according to Parry-Jones, 

“By the beginning of the nineteenth century, increasing alarm was being expressed about 

the apparently rapid increases in the incidence of insanity.”7 Not only was lunacy a social 

problem, it was obviously one that was not being dealt with adequately. With the rise of 

early psychiatry, understanding the hows and whys of madness seemed to be attainable. 

Those who were critical  of the current system were often concerned that mad-houses 

were not curative and were ignoring the possibility of treatment.8 Parry-Jones asserts that 

this concern that was not well founded, as:

the restoration of the lunatic was the primary objective in many private 
madhouses during the second half of the eighteenth and early-nineteenth 
centuries,  a  period  when  the  reputation  of  the  madhouse  system  was 
particularly low, although it was recognized, then, as at the present day, 
that only custodial care was possible in a number of cases.9

Acknowledging that some lunatics were in fact curable while others were not illustrates 

that the mechanics of lunacy were, to some extent,  thought to be understandable and 

malleable. 

People in the later 1700s were concerned for the welfare of the insane, seeing the 

possibility  that  they  were   ill  and  not  necessarily  responsible  for  their  madness,  as 

opposed  to  being  possessed  or  irreversibly  immoral.  The  blanket  term used  for  the 

humanitarian  reforms  of  the  late  eighteenth  and  early  nineteenth  centuries  is  “moral 

management” – “A wide ranging method of treatment that focused on a patient's social, 

individual, and occupational needs.” and “emphasized the patients' moral and spiritual 
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development and the rehabilitation of their 'character.'”10 This new focus in psychological 

treatment indicates that the social  environment and education of a lunatic could both 

cause (through a bad environment and education) or mend (though a salubrious social 

environment and education) lunacy. Mental illness was not completely demonized as a 

personal failing, but was coming to seen as a socially constructed and pitiable state.  

~Δ~

Mathew Lewis’s The Monk is nominally set in Spain.  Ambrosio, the monk, has 

become the most revered religious speaker and a sought-after confessor in Madrid where 

he has risen very quickly to hold the post of Abbot of the Capuchins. The novel follows 

Ambrosio’s  fall  from  grace,  first  in  his  affection  for  a  young  novice,  Rosario.  His 

affection for Rosario is strained when the novice reveals himself as not a young man, but 

a young woman named Matilda in disguise. Matilda claims to be deeply in love with 

Ambrosio, and that she does not want to be sexually involved with him, praising his 

morality and perfection above all else, and begs to be allowed to stay in his presence.  

Matilda then nearly dies from sucking the poison from a snakebite that Ambrosio suffers. 

Matilda,  while  posing  as  Rosario,  had  always  kept  her  face  hidden,  and  during 

Ambrosio's convalescence her face is revealed to be identical to that of the Madonna that 

Ambrosio prays to  – she admits that she had commissioned a portrait  of herself as a 

Madonna and had it sold to Ambrosio. Afterwards, Matilda begs Ambrosio to take her as 

his lover and he is unable to resist. 

In  the  meantime,  the  beautiful  and  virginal  Antonia  has  come  to  Ambrosio, 

requesting that he pray for her ill mother and suggest a confessor; Ambrosio quickly lusts 
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after her. Matilda, recognizing that Ambrosio has tired of her charms, tells him that she 

can procure him access to Antonia, who is well-protected by her observant and suspicious 

mother Elvira. Matilda,  who turns out to be a sorceress (and is later revealed first to 

consort  with Lucifer  and later  to  be a  demon in disguise),  supports  Ambrosio  in  his 

increasingly depraved plans to rape Antonia, leading to first Elvira’s murder and finally 

Antonia’s rape and murder at the hands of Ambrosio. The novel ends with the revelation 

by Lucifer,  immediately  before  he  throws  the  monk  from a  cliff  to  die  a  slow and 

torturous death, that Elvira was his own mother and the ravished Antonia his own sister.  

The novel delineates Ambrosio's rise to the post of Abbot, and then his fall from 

proud “perfection.” Ambrosio, is set up in contrast to what he was as a very young child, 

and the man he could and would have been had his family not dissolved, leaving him in 

an unnatural environment. (He is abandoned as a child on the steps of a monastery and 

brought up by the monks; we later learn that he was the child of a marriage disapproved 

of and unacknowledged by a proud family.) The narrator assures us that, “Had his Youth 

been passed  in  the  world  [that  is,  outside  of  the  monastery],  He would  have  shown 

himself possessed of many brilliant and manly qualities...He was naturally enterprizing, 

firm, and fearless... He might have shone with splendour at the head of an Army.”11 He 

was not simply poised to be a man, but a leader amongst men. Ambrosio’s is a character  

that always exists in comparison to his destroyed potential.  Instead of being naturally 

transgressive, he has been reduced and warped by his masters: 

His  Instructors  carefully  repressed  those  virtues  whose  grandeur  and 
disinterestedness were ill-suited to the Cloister...He was taught to consider 
compassion for the errors of Others as a crime of the blackest dye...While 
the  Monks  were  busied  in  rooting  out  his  virtues  and  narrowing  his 
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sentiments, they allowed every vice which had fallen to his share to arrive 
at  full  perfection.  He  was  suffered  to  be  proud,  vain,  ambitious,  and 
disdainful: He was jealous... implacable when offended, and cruel in his 
revenge. Still in spite of the pains taken to pervert them, his natural good 
qualities would occasionally break through the gloom cast over them so 
carefully.12 

Ambrosio is shown to be the unfortunate man for whom nature has been displaced by his 

faulty education, having once been a promising child. The narrator presents these changes 

as being caused directly by his instructors, the monks, who are figured as responsible for 

all  of  his  negative  qualities.  They  “repress”  and  “root  out”  his  virtues.  Though  the 

humanitarian withers, he excels in all of the ways that are expected of him, and ultimately 

gains the prestigious post of abbot and the title “Man of Holiness,” both of which he is 

anxious to preserve. 

Shortly after the novel begins, Lorenzo, who has fallen suddenly and deeply in 

love with Antonia falls asleep in a church and has a vision. In this vision they are getting 

married, when suddenly, a monster appears and foreshadows Ambrosio's rape and murder 

of Antonia: “The Monster clasped her in his arms, and, springing with her upon the altar,  

tortured her with his odious caresses.”13 Ambrosio’s monstrosity is made literal in this 

scene. He not only rapes Antonia, but does so upon the church's altar, which highlights 

both the fact that he is a holy man and that Ambrosio rapes her on holy ground (in the 

catacombs beneath the convent) – both of which make his crimes all the more heretical 

and threatening. In this world, not even holy men and holy grounds can be trusted to be 

safe: just as the parent fails the child, the holy man (often called father) fails his spiritual 

children.

The monster is branded with the salient features of Ambrosio's monstrosity: “on 
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his forehead was written in legible characters – “Pride! Lust! Inhumanity!”14 Instead of 

Ambrosio’s education leading him to a life of good works, it leaves him proud – unable 

to see his weakness. Lucifer gives an accurate account of Ambrosio's weaknesses: “[You] 

thought yourself proof against temptation, absolved from human frailties, and free from 

error and vice! Is pride then a virtue? Is inhumanity no fault? Know, vain man! that long I 

have marked you for my prey...you were virtuous from vanity, not principle”15 Lucifer 

highlights the sentiment generated by the novel's first window into Ambrosio's mind : 

“The monks having attended their Abbot...He dismissed them with an air of conscious 

superiority in which Humility’s semblance combated with the reality of pride...He gave 

free loose to the indulgence of his vanity...Pride told him loudly that He was superior to 

the rest of his fellow-Creatures.16 Instead of being humbled by his education, he had been 

made proud of his purity. In his ignorance, because he lacks experience, he is vain and 

unable to understand the weaknesses of others, and is inhumane. Pride and inhumanity 

are inescapable products of his education. His pride leads him to overestimate his own 

ability to resist temptation, letting loose his unexercised passions, which drive him mad 

with desire for Antonia. 

The passions, since the early-modern period, had been, according to Paul Laffey17, 

“central players in both the aetiology of madness and the recognition of its effects...The 

passions drove the human machine...It was the work of the higher faculties – reason and 

judgment – to marshal and to control these lowly but vital powers.”18 Ambrosio's mental 

faculties, weakened by his bad education, are unable to overcome his passions:

The  fact  was,  that  the  different  sentiments  with  which  Education  and 
Nature had inspired him were combating in his bosom: It remained for his 
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passions, which as yet no opportunity had called into play, to decide the 
victory. Unfortunately his passions were the very worst Judges, to whom 
He could possibly have applied. His monastic seclusion had till now been 
in his favour, since it gave him no room for discovering his bad qualities.19

The  text,  here,  reflects  a  discussion  of  'passions'  that  is  much  more  psychologically 

meaningful than it appears. He is literally driven by his base drives. It is only though 

repressing them that they do not break free: “For a time, spare diet, frequent watching, 

and severe penance cooled and represt the natural warmth of his constitution.” He does 

not seek out temptation because his lifestyle,  so his  base drives are not,  before he is 

tempted, allowed to take control. 

Ambrosio's passions are not merely sexual desires, they are essential parts of his 

animal nature that push against reason and demand his awareness and control, which is 

his pride and inexperience make impossible. As Laffey so aptly wrote, “Passion-based 

aetiologies of mental instability thus drew a picture of the moral self as a castle under 

siege: if the passions were allowed to gain ascendancy, they would overrun the citadel, 

and  madness  would  result.”20 With  Matilda's  seduction  of  Ambrosio,  his  passions 

overwhelm him: “His kisses vied with Matilda's in warmth and passion....He forgot his 

vows,  his  sanctity,  and  his  fame:  He  remembered  nothing  but  the  pleasure  and 

opportunity,” for,  “no sooner did He catch a glimpse of joys to which He was still  a 

Stranger, than Religion's barriers were too feeble to resist the overwhelming torrent of his 

desires [passions]. All impediments yielded before the force of his temperament, warm, 

sanguine, and voluptuous in the excess.” At one moment, he is “drunk with desire.”21 

Ambrosio's citadel is left unguarded by his pride, and, unprotected, it falls, leaving him 

mad. 
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~Δ~

Confessions of a Justified Sinner gives much more detail about the protagonist's 

background and education, in fact, the reader gets to read about most events twice. As the 

absurdly unwieldy title,  The Private  Memoirs  and Confessions  of  a  Justified  Sinner:  

Written by Himself: With a detail of curious traditionary facts and other evidence by the  

editor, indicates, there are two narrators. There is an editor, as well as the Sinner, Robert; 

both provide version of the main events. The editor's note encompasses the first half of 

the novel. We see Robert's crimes up to the point at which he flees arrest. The story is 

then retold in the voice of the Sinner. The second telling is inherently reflexive, inviting 

comparison with the editor's version. By providing a seemingly objective narrative first, 

Hogg makes the sinner's inconsistencies and struggle with his own mind and beliefs the 

central  subject  of the novel,  and draws the reader  into determining which version of 

events to believe. 

Robert  Wringhim  Colwan  (who  later  rejects  the  patronymic  Colwan),  the 

“Justified Sinner,” is born out of an unhappy marriage. His mother, an extreme Calvinist, 

is married to a non-religious Scottish Laird, and they are shortly separated. While living 

in a separate apartment and not communicating with her husband, she gives birth to her 

first son, George Colwan, who is raised by his father and his mistress, but rejected by his 

mother.  Nine months later,  she gives birth to another son who is not accepted by his 

mother's  husband,  the  elder  George  Colwan,  though  the  editor  suggests  that  he  is 

“probably” his son. Why the editor suggests this and whether we should believe him 

remains  unclear.  Robert,  the  second  son,  is  named  for  his  mother's  pastor,  Robert 
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Wringhim, who treats and educates him as his own son, going so far as to baptize him 

with his own name. (It is insinuated by the timeline and multiple characters that he is in  

fact the sinner's biological father).22 

On his eighteenth birthday,  Robert is assured by his stepfather that he as been 

accepted as one of the elect.23 It is maintained throughout the novel that one of the main 

tenets of their belief system is that those who are saved and destined for eternal glory, and 

those for whom eternal glory will be forever out of reach, is determined before birth, and 

that there is absolutely nothing that can be done to change their fate. His stepfather's 

assurance, however, solidifies Robert's confidence in his own election.

The day that Robert is assured of his salvation is also the day that he meets the 

magical  and apparently demonic Gil-Martin,  whose appearance  and mental  processes 

reflect those of the person about whom he is thinking. In the eyes of the Justified Sinner, 

Gil-Martin is a great man, possibly Peter the Great of Russia, whose superhuman powers 

are natural blessings. (His opinion about Gil-Martin shifts throughout the novel, moving 

between respect,  appreciation,  fear,  hatred,  and combinations of all  three.)  Gil-Martin 

appears to be a fanatic of the same color as Robert. He soon convinces Robert that since 

Robert is assured of his election, that he is morally obligated to exterminate the non-elect 

whom they determine are religiously problematic. Robert begins by murdering a minister, 

and then later  Gil-Martin  persuades  him that  he must  also kill  his  brother,  which he 

covertly accomplishes on his second serious attempt. Robert then inherits the Colwan 

fortune when the elder George Colwan dies of grief over the death of his preferred son. 

Robert develops amnesic periods in which  he does things of which he has no memory, 
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including  seducing  a  virgin,  and murdering  both  her  and his  own mother.  For  these 

crimes, he is pursued by the authorities and an angry mob; Robert flees and becomes a 

laborer.  At  one  point  he  writes  and  attempts  to  circulate  his  printed  Confessions 

explaining his actions, which he is prevented from doing when the content of the tract is 

discovered by the master printer. After a variety of events, including fleeing Gil-Martin 

and some 'demons' who pursue him, he eventually commits suicide.  

Robert's education, especially his religious education, like Ambrosio's is key to his 

monstrosity.  According  to  Douglas  Thorpe,24 Antinomianism  is  the  specific  form  of 

extreme  Calvinism  that  Robert  is  brought  up  under.  Thorpe  succinctly  defines 

Antinomianism: 

Put  simply,  antinomianism  held  that  since  grace  was  in  no  sense 
contingent upon good works, then works were not subject to judgment at 
all. Though rooted in Calvinist assumptions, the antinomian position was 
never accepted by mainstream Calvinist theology, which always argued 
that justification,  even when by free grace alone,  entails  obligations of 
righteous conduct on the believer.25 

According to Antinomianism's predestinarian ideals, no action, good or bad, affects one's 

fate,  which  is  completely  unpredictable  (except  by  God).  Good  works  and  earthly 

morality are useless. 

Robert is  thus “taught to pray twice every day, and seven times on Sabbath days; 

but he was only to pray for the elect, and, like Devil of old, doom all that were aliens 

from God to destruction.”26 His religion thus requires animosity towards others, those not 

of the elect or predestined for salvation – there was hardly a chance for Robert to become 

anything but a violent lunatic under such circumstances! In Robert's description of his 

early development, he says the following:
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I  had  some  of  those  principles  implanted  in  my  mind  which  were 
afterwards to spring up with such amazing fertility among the heroes of 
the faith and the promises...I felt great indignation against all the wicked 
of  this  world,  and often  wished for  the  means  of  ridding it  of  such a 
noxious burden. I liked John Barnet,  my reverend father's serving-man, 
extremely ill; but, from a supposition that he might be one of the justified, 
I refrained from doing him any injury.27 

He does not take responsibility for his religious ideas, they are 'implanted' in him, yet 

they  are explicitly a source of pride and a sense of superiority. He considers himself to be 

one of the saved (though his 'guarantee' of being saved is revealed much later), and from 

this lofty height he interprets  his negative feelings toward others as manifestations of 

God’s will or commands. Therefore, those whom he hates must not be saved. He can only 

comprehend his own feelings as the righteous desire to eliminate those whom no good 

works  can  make  clean.  He  does  not  separate  his  personal  rage  and  his  religious 

indignation and only refrains from injuring Barnet, who rightly accuses the sinner to his 

face of being a blackguard, because of the belief that Barnet may be one of the saved 

(Barnet  works  for  Robert  Wringhim the  elder,  so  Robert  assumes  that  he  has  good 

reasons to believe that Barnet is among the elect). His religious beliefs are generally used 

as justification when he wants to  revenge himself upon those around him. Anybody that 

he finds unacceptable, who insults him, or who excels beyond him is easily labeled as 

damned. Robert Wringhim the elder eventually mentions to Robert that he is afraid that 

Barnet  may not  be  one  of  the  elect,  which  confirms  Robert  in  his  delusion  that  his 

personal feelings represent the will of God, after which Robert attempts to get Barnet 

fired from his position. 

Robert considers himself to be generally superior to those around him, even his 
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scholastic abilities are mainly competitive. The editor contrasts him with his older brother 

George, who the editor idealizes as an ideal young man and foil for Robert:

He was an acute boy, an excellent learner, had ardent and ungovernable 
passions, and, withal, a sternness of demeanour from which other boys 
shrunk.  He  was  the  best  grammarian,  the  best  reader,  writer,  and 
accountant  in  the  various  classes...  was  fond  of  writing  essays  on 
controverted points of theology, for which he got prizes, and great praise 
from his guardian and mother. George was much behind him in scholastic 
acquirements, but greatly his superior in personal prowess, form, feature, 
and all that constitutes gentility in the deportment and appearance.28 

Robert's  particular  specialty,  writing  on  “controverted  points  of  theology,”  is 

argumentative and  an exercise in domination, whereas his brother excels without the 

need or desire to dominate – he, like the potential Ambrosio, is a natural leader amongst 

men. Had Robert not been  raised in the manner that he was, he could have been more 

like George. The positive qualities that Robert does have, such as his facility with his 

studies,  are  not  separated  from  his  other  qualities  of  'ungovernable  passions'  and 

'sternness of demeanour' which repulse others. 

These  monstrous  failings—uncontrollable  passions,  a  desire  for  domination,  a 

mistaken belief in his own superiority—  are interrelated facets of his personality that fuel 

one another. His passions and desire for superiority over his classmates fuel his academic 

excellence. Like Ambrosio, his passions are threatening and eventually lead him to great 

acts  of  violence.  Unlike  Ambrosio,  his  peers  recognize  this  and  shun  him.  As  a 

perpetually coddled and aggrandized child, his passions are never controlled. When he 

does begin to doubt his own morality, he is assailed by the doctrine of predestination – if 

he is ever wrong, he must always be wrong. The only choice left is that he must always  

be right, thus he must be among the elect—there is no middle ground.
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Robert's classmates were right to fear him, for when he is unable to dominate 

another student,  he, once again,  uses his religion to justify his  violent impulses. This 

following description is part of the Robert's self-narration. His constant reliance on his 

own righteousness to justify his sadistic impulses is transparent and disturbing. He is one 

of God's elect, therefore if another student proves himself superior, then that student must 

be in league with the devil:

There was only one boy at Mr. Witch's class who kept always the upper 
hand of me in every part of education. I strove against him from year to 
year,  but  it  was all  in  vain;  for he was a very wicked boy,  and I  was 
convinced he had dealings with the Devil....I lost no opportunity of setting 
the  master  against  him, and  succeeded  several  times  in  getting  him  
severely beaten for faults of which he was innocent. I can hardly describe 
the joy that it gave to my heart to see a wicked creature suffering, for, 
though he deserved it not for one thing, he richly deserved it for others. 
This may be by some people accounted a great sin in me; but I deny it, for 
I did it as a duty, and what a man or boy does for the right will never be 
put into the sum of his transgressions. [emphasis mine]29

He deludes himself, obviously persecuting his rival because of his academic superiority; 

he  ack-nowledges  that  he  has  the  other  child  punished  for  transgressions  he  did  not 

commit, yet Robert feels no guilt, rather “joy.” Further, during one particularly severe 

beating  that  Robert  instigates  (after  which  the  student  refuses  to  attend  school  for 

months), he says that he desires his rival's death: “It was dreadful; and I was once in 

hopes that he would not leave life in the culprit.”30 Such a statement would seem like 

hyperbole coming from another child or character, however Robert does not seems to be 

exaggerating  his  own  maliciousness.  Robert  sadistically  enjoys  manipulating  and 

bringing pain to others. Although it is obvious that their schoolmaster would not have 

literally beaten his classmate to death, Robert’s completely unreasonable level of violent 
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and malicious ideation is particularly disturbing. He is a murderous child whose parents 

and teachers fail to recognize and try to correct his manipulative and sadistic thoughts 

and behaviors. 

Robert's lunacy is ritualistically  legitimized and encouraged shortly after he is 

declared to be among the elect on his eighteenth birthday.  The elder Robert Wringhim 

prays over him in Biblical, bombastic, and war-like rhetoric that Robert, takes literally: “I 

dedicate him unto Thee, soul, body, and spirit...I give into Thy hand, as a captain putteth 

a sword into the hand of his sovereign...to lay waste to his enemies. May he be a two-

edged  weapon  in  Thy hand  and  a  spear  coming  out  of  Thy mouth,  to  destroy,  and 

overcome...may the enemies of Thy Church fall down before him, and be as dung to fat 

the land!31 The elder Robert Wringhim, based on the fact that he never directly engages in 

violence and shows no inclination to do so, does not actually intend to christen the the 

young man as the literal weapon of God. But Robert, full of sinful pride and confidence 

in his unalterable state, takes the biblical war-like metaphors literally. Robert uses this 

speech to justify his own murderous hatred towards others as God’s own will and use of 

his own instrument. 

I conceived it decreed, not that I should be a minister of the gospel, but a 
champion of it, to cut off the enemies of the Lord from the face of the 
earth...I  rejoiced  in  the  commission,  finding  it  more  congenial  to  my 
nature to be cutting sinners off with the sword than to be haranguing them 
from the pulpit,  striving to produce an effect which God, by his act of 
absolute predestination, had for ever rendered impracticable.32 

If good works mean nothing, then there is no reason for the justified to suffer the damned 

to live.  Robert's  education sets him up to embrace the idea that he is justified in his  

murderous  impulses,  and  that  he  is  obligated  not  to  doubt  the  morality  of  his  own 

19



thoughts and actions. 

In both novels, the ideal is a controlled, manly, and warrior-like alternate version 

of the monster (as was previously discussed, Ambrosio “ had a Warrior's heart”33). The 

war-like persona Robert that he takes upon himself highlights his lack of actually manly 

qualities. George is a skilled and honorable fighter and athlete (he is a skilled swordsman 

even when inebriated). Robert, conversely, refuses to fight properly. When the brothers 

first meet, George is playing tennis and Robert, upon learning the identity of the tennis 

player, uses his body to obstruct the game by standing uncomfortably close to his brother 

while he plays. Rather than a direct confrontation, Robert emasculates himself and until 

he has a chance to strike George: “[Robert] made a spurn at him with his foot, which if it 

had hit  to its aim, would undoubtedly have finished the course of the young laird of 

Dalcastle.” in response to which, George strikes his brother in the face “rather slightly” 

with his tennis racket, at which point Robert's mouth and nose “gushed out blood” which 

he refuses to clean up or attempt to stop. 

Robert's fatal attempt, here, fails, and he is laid low by a virtual tap. Robert allows 

himself  to  become  physically  and  visually  disgusting  as  well,  he  “was  an  object  of 

disgust” because he refuses to wash the blood off of his face, and allows it to “spread all  

over his cheeks, and breast.” Robert is far from the honorable man and warrior that it is 

suggested  he  could  have  been if  he had been raised  like  his  brother.  He is,  instead,  

insanely murderous, underhanded and  disgusting. When he does embrace the warrior-

element of his personality, it is only as a bastardized version of a warrior, which is similar 

to Ambrosio's effeminate inability to control his passions and strength. 
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Robert and Ambrosio are both constructed as perching on the line that separates 

the harmless  religious  man from the dangerously insane fanatic.  Ambrosio,  when his 

passions are finally given the opportunity to make themselves known, is completely and 

fatally taken over by them. Had he not been raised in a monastery, the narrator implies 

that he would have been educated by experience to control himself. He sees his sinfulness 

and is driven mad all the more because of his guilt. Hogg’s Robert,  however, is even 

more  monstrous.  He  feels  no  guilt  whatsoever.  Instead  of  being  unable  to  resist 

something that he sees is wrong, he is taught that he must be right, and that to doubt his 

rightness is itself a sin. Robert’s violent impulses, then, are virtually requirements to act. 

He is, in many ways, as helpless as Ambrosio to avoid his own monstrosity stemming 

from a bad education and unnatural nurture. Instead of dedicating Ambrosio's strength to 

good and manly causes, or Robert becoming a strong and honorable man, both engage in 

socially unacceptable violence against women and unarmed opponents. 

~Δ~

While I’ve focused on monstrosity as lunacy or the “human monster” in these 

works,  the novels also include monstrosity in the form of demonic characters, or the 

nonhuman. In both works, apparently supernatural characters appear and influence the 

human monsters, goading them into acts of violence. This, I argue, is not an essential 

precondition for the genesis of the human monster, though it is present in each of these 

novels. Critics disagree as to whether the supernatural characters are supernatural at all, 

supporting my contention that the supernatural is actually unnecessary in The Monk and 

Confessions of a Justified Sinner.  First,  the monstrous mental states of Ambrosio and 
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Robert begin in childhood, long before the possibly demonic characters influence them. 

Secondly, there are valid questions about whether the apparently demonic or supernatural 

characters are really demonic. Thirdly, both novels are unreliable in their presentation of 

these characters, focusing more interestingly on the central human characters who are 

monstrously immoral. 

The Monk's key demonic character (not to be confused with Lucifer, who also 

appears and acts within the novel), Matilda, is not clearly a demon according to all critics. 

Brewer even goes so far as to write that, “Overall, the novel presents Matilda as human, 

as a free agent rather than the Devil’s passive instrument.”34 That is, for most of the novel 

the reader encounters Matilda as first a boy, then as a young woman, and then a human 

sorceress: Lucifer’s revelation in the last pages that she is in fact a demon comes too late 

to impact the reader’s experience. Lucifer claims to have planted Matilda in Ambrosio's 

path:  “I observed your blind idolatry of the Madona's [sic] picture. I bade a subordinate 

but crafty spirit assume a similar form, and you eagerly yielded to the blandishments of 

Matilda. Your pride was gratified by her flattery.”35 Matilda's account of her similarity to 

the Madonna (that she had commissioned a portrait for which she modeled) is completely 

reasonable.  Even  if  Lucifer's  claim  is  to  be  accepted  as  truth,  he  did  not  bewitch 

Ambrosio, but merely placed a beautiful woman in his path, because, as Lucifer says, 

“Your lust only needed an opportunity to break forth.”36 In short, there is no apparent 

need for Matilda to be a demon rather than a human woman. It is not hard to imagine 

Ambrosio falling for another human, as is pointed out by another character,  “...when, 

obliged by the duties of his situation, he must enter occasionally into the world, and be 
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thrown into the way of temptation....The trial is dangerous; he is just at that period of life 

when the passions are most vigorous, unbridled and despotic; his established reputation 

will mark him out to seduction as an illustrious victim....”37 Ambrosio is already groomed 

to fall, Matilda, whether a demon or a woman, is but one of the many who would have 

invited his passions to overrun him. 

In  Confessions of a Justified Sinner, critics have read Gil-Martin as a manifes-

tation of insanity, and as the devil or a demon. There is significant evidence for both 

positions. Thorpe describes the overall scholarly debate about the character:

The exact  identity of  this  shadow has  caused considerable debate,  one 
camp arguing that he is simply the devil, come to possess a wayward soul, 
while  the  other  camp  argues  that  his  appearance  is  to  be  read  as  a 
projection  of  Wringhim's  inner  state,  a  hallucinatory  delusion  who 
externalizes all of the impulses that Wringhim is repressing. The fact that 
Gil-Martin appears also to other characters in the story is often taken as 
excluding the possibility of delusion, yet the story is managed too subtly 
to be a simple tale of demonic possession.38

Neither reading precludes Robert being insane. If Gil-Martin is read as an actual demon, 

then his influence is but one of many that could potentially aggravate Robert, with his 

problematic  worldview,  into  becoming  a  dangerous  and  psychotic  zealot.  Robert  as 

human monster is thus much more important and central to the book

Only a depraved individual would accept the suggestions that Gil-Martin proffers 

– he (apparently) instigates all of the murders by arguing that the victims are religiously 

problematic and are not among the justified. Robert says that “I approved of it in theory, 

but  my spirit  stood aloof  from the practice.”39 If  Gil-Martin  is  not  read as  an actual 

demon/devil, he is instead an aspect of the Robert's madness. He can be read as having 

gone clinically insane from his internal conflicts  with the problematic doctrine to the 
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point of hallucinating. Eventually, Gil-Martin only appears in the guise of the Sinner's 

murdered brother, which encourages a reading of Gil-Martin as a manifestation of the 

Sinner's insanity. His terrible logic is still that which only a deeply disturbed individual 

would accept.  Whether the logic arises from within the Sinner,  or is  spoken by a/the 

devil/demon, he still embraces it because of his desire for greatness and inability to doubt 

his faulty religious beliefs.

These two characters can, and have been, plausibly read both with and without the 

incendiary  characters  being  supernatural.  The  texts  are  flexible  about  the  demonic 

characters,  but not about the influence of education and religion.  Human monstrosity, 

then  is  not  dependent  upon  the  supernatural,  but  upon  broken  minds  and  faulty 

worldviews produced by education. 

~Δ~

Monstrosity as lunacy in both Confessions of a Justified Sinner and The Monk is 

clearly  shown  in  scenes  of  violence.  In  Confessions  of  a  Justified  Sinner,  there  are 

multiple scenes in which the sinner's insanity is foregrounded. Here, I discuss the first 

serious attempt he makes on his brother's life and his repeated failure to accept both 

divine and internal signs that murdering his brother is wrong. He is full of fear and doubt, 

yet his programmed fear of doubting always overcomes reason. In The Monk, Ambrosio's 

impassioned  rape  of  his  sister  Antonia  is  the  culmination  of  his  depravity.  Though 

Ambrosio's  rape  of  Antonia  is  clearly a  monstrous  act,  his  guilt  is  mitigated  by the 

narrator and by his own speech, where his agency is shown to be questionable, and by his 

quickly changing attitude and emotional state. 
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Ambrosio sees the lovely and chaste Antonia for the first time when she comes to 

him to beg him to pray for her sick mother.  Ambrosio is  at  first unwilling to pursue 

Antonia despite his desire, and controls himself: “to seduce such innocence...Oh! it would 

be a crime, blacker than yet the world ever witnessed! Fear not, lovely Girl! Your virtue 

runs no risque from me.”40  Ambrosio's initial dedication to leave Antonia in peace shows 

that he is not completely dominated by his vices at this point, but instead fights them. He 

does not cease to see the immorality if his actions. He never doubts that there is a God 

and that his actions are deeply wrong, yet he is eventually overpowered. Before his first 

attempt  to  ravish  Antonia,  his  knowledge  of  his  falsity  is  presented:  “He  was  not 

unconscious  that  his  attempts  were  highly  criminal:  He  saw  clearly  the  baseness  of 

seducing the innocent Girl: But his passion was too violent to permit his abandoning his 

design.  He  resolved  to  pursue  it,  let  the  consequences  be  what  they  might.”41 The 

language here is not strongly in Ambrosio's favor, but the repeated focus on his 'passion' 

by the narrator keeps indicating that he is not in control. The narrator does not let his 

actions stand alone without the reminder of what he was and could have been had he not 

been degraded by monasticism. 

 The language used by the narrator and Ambrosio both suggest that he is mentally 

and physically unable to control himself: “Naturally addicted to the gratification of the 

senses,  in  the  full  vigour  of  manhood,  and  heat  of  blood,  He  had  suffered  his 

temperament  to  acquire  such  ascendency that  his  lust  was  become madness.”42 This 

language removes the agency that is so important to criminality. It is significant that at 

this point in the novel their family unit has been reduced to only two members. Ambrosio 
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has already attempted to ravish Antonia and has killed Elvira in a previous attempt, aided 

(but also foiled) by Satan. Ambrosio fails at his manly roles in regards to Antonia – as 

Antonia's  older  brother,  only surviving relative and religious  guide  he is  her  rightful 

protector  (though  he  is  only  aware  of  the  religious  aspect  of  his  obligations). 

Nevertheless, he uses a drug, like that which Juliet drinks, to make Antonia dead to the 

world and secures  her body in a secluded crypt.  Antonia awakens to Ambrosio,  who 

finally completes the long-threatened rape. Though he refuses to listen to Antonia's pleas 

and takes pleasure not only in the sexual gratification of the rape, but also in dominating 

her, the text resists presenting him as completely malicious and in control of his actions, 

using language that suggests insanity and madness, instead. The normal, natural man that 

Ambrosio could have been would have been able to control himself and would have been 

the protector that needed, whereas the reduced Ambrosio cannot resist his urges: “You are 

absolutely in my power, and I burn with desires which I must either gratify or die.”43 

The rape itself is described as being very cruel and even contrary to Ambrosio's 

desire  that  Antonia  consent  to  having sex  with him:  “I  would  owe my happiness  to 

yourself.”44 Ambrosio  does  not  state  any  desire  to  physically  harm  Antonia,  so  his 

brutality is unexpected and fueled by his maddening desires that he is unable to deny:

With every moment the Friar's passion became more ardent, and Antonia's 
terror more intense... Even his caresses terrified her  from their fury, and 
created no other sentiment than fear...her alarm, her evident disgust, and 
incessant  opposition,  seemed  only  to  inflame  the  Monk's  desires...He 
stifled  her  cries  with  kisses,  treated  her  with  the  rudeness  of  an 
unprincipled Barbarian...in the violence of his  lustful delirium, wounded 
and bruised her tender limbs. Heedless of her tears, cries and entreaties, 
He gradually made himself Master of her person, and desisted not from his 
prey, till He had accomplished his crime and the dishonour of Antonia.45 

(emphasis mine)
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His passions are again presented by the narrator as the driving force of his crime, he is “in 

the violence of...lustful delirium.” Ambrosio's desire makes Antonia's resistance futile; he 

is unstoppable. Ambrosio's maddening lust reduces him to the state of an “unprincipled 

barbarian,” rather than a thinking man. His cruelty,  here, is not rooted in a malicious 

desire to see Antonia in pain, though there is definitely a sadistic element to his pleasure,  

but rather a frenzied need to fulfill his desire. 

The rape  is  followed by extreme guilt.  Ambrosio  is  caught  in  a  whirlpool  of 

emotions, pity and shame are among them. Ambrosio is aware of his own monstrosity. 

The  passions  that  drove  him crazy having  subsided,  he  can  step  back  and  view the 

situation with some clarity:

Amidst the horror and disgust to which his soul was a prey, pity for his 
Victim still held a place in it. The storm of passion once over, He would 
have  given  worlds  had  He  possest  them,  to  have  restored  to  her  that 
innocence of which his unbridled lust  had deprived her.  Of the desires 
which had urged him to the crime, no trace was left in his bosom. The 
wealth of India would not have tempted him to a second enjoyment of her 
person. His nature seemed to revolt at the very idea, and fain would He 
have  wiped  from  his  memory  the  scene  which  had  just  past...  his 
compassion augment for Antonia. He stopped, and would have spoken to 
her words of comfort; But He knew not from whence to draw them, and 
remained gazing upon her with mournful wildness.46

Ambrosio's violent rape  is juxtaposed with his nature, which does not desire to violate 

her and yearns for the desire to undo the crime. He  gazes with 'mournful wildness', 

unable to condone his own crimes and sinking into a new kind of madness where he 

vacillates between remorse and blaming both Antonia and Matilda for his crime. “He 

quitted her, and paced the dungeon with a wild and disordered air...He felt himself at once 

repulsed  from  and  attracted  towards  her  [Antonia],  yet  could  account  for  neither 
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sentiment. There was something in her look with penetrated him with horror; and though 

his understanding was still ignorant of it, conscience pointed out to him the whole extent 

of his crime”47. His nature, which is essentially good, cannot abide the monster that he 

has become by raping his sister.

~Δ~

As has been previously stated, Confessions of a Justified Sinner has almost every 

major event of the narrative presented twice, first by the narrator, and then by the sinner  

himself. The purpose of this double narration, at least in part, is to show Robert’s actions 

once from outside as  mysterious  and monstrous,  and a second time from an internal 

perspective that highlights his moral struggles. Robert makes two attempts on his brother 

George's  life  (the  second  is  successful).  The  first  attempt  clearly  shows  his  mental 

vacillations,  in  both  the  editor's  description  and  the  Robert's.  By  reading  both 

descriptions, different elements are made clear. Early in the novel, Robert and George, 

who had been separated their entire lives by their parents, find themselves in contact. 

Robert  hounds George's  every step  and makes  socialization  impossible  for  him.  One 

morning, George climbs to the top of a misty precipice and Gil-Martin orders Robert to 

follow him and throw him from the precipice, to his death. 

The first account of this event is given by the editor from George's perspective 

and presents a telling image of his deranged brother. Suddenly, his brother's face appears 

in the mist, “dilated to twenty times the natural size...George started, and his hair stood 

up in bristles as he gazed on this horrible monster.”48 The dilated image of Robert is later 

explained as an optical illusion of the mist and morning light, reflecting and magnifying 
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Robert's image. This reflection, essentially, puts Robert under a magnifying glass under 

which his changing expressions show the working of his troubled mind: 

Its dark eyes gleamed on him through the mist, while every furrow of its 
hideous brow frowned deep as the ravines on the brow of the hill...Its eyes 
were fixed  on him,  in  the same manner  as  those  of  some carnivorous 
animal fixed on its prey; and yet there was fear and trembling in these 
unearthly features,  as  plainly depicted  as  murderous malice.  The giant 
apparition seemed sometimes to be cowering down as in terror, so that 
nothing but  his  brow and eyes  were seen;  still  these never  turned one 
moment from their object--again it rose imperceptively up, and began to 
approach with great caution.49

The image of the emotionally disturbed Robert is frightening for George because of its 

perversion and unnaturalness (in both size and expression). Robert is both murderous and 

afraid as he stalks his prey and prepares to destroy him – desperately desiring his death, 

yet  unsure.  He is  not  just  afraid,  but  terrified;  Robert  experiences  everything  in  the 

extreme. It is only when Robert, who is actually behind George, prepares to lunge at him, 

that George is  able to react:  “[George] started to his feet and fled distractedly in the 

opposite  direction,  keeping  his  eye  cast  behind  him lest  he  had  been  seized  in  that 

dangerous place.”50 He is mesmerized by the image and afraid, despite the fact that he 

perceives that the image is not corporeal. 

Much later,  Robert's  own telling of  the  same event  is  presented,  with a  more 

detailed lead-in that explains much of his unsureness. After Gil-Martin orders him to 

climb to the top of the hill and throw his brother to his death (giving him a dagger, just in 

case), he leaves Robert to his task. When he is alone, he begins to fear for his salvation:  

“My resolution began to give way. It was not my courage...I was exceedingly bold and 

ardent, but, whenever I was left to myself, I was subject to sinful doubtings. These always 

29



hankered on one point. I doubted if the elect were infallible, and if the Scripture promises 

to  them were  binding in  all  situations  and relations.”51 Robert  is  afraid  for  his  soul, 

however he fails to consider whether what he is doing is actually right or wrong. He 

writes about his doubts: “I confess this, and that it was a sinful and shameful weakness in  

me, but my nature was subject to it,  and I could not eschew it.”52 The sinner's voice 

shows that at the time of writing his confession, he has resolved that the sinfulness was 

the doubt, despite heavenly intervention, and not the murder that he was contemplating. 

An angelic woman in white comes to him as he ponders and says the following to him,  

"Preposterous wretch!...Escape homewards, and save your Soul, or farewell for ever!"53 

The woman then disappears over a holy well. The sinner “persuaded” himself that she 

was a vision and turned for home, doubting both Gil-Martin and the justness of their 

actions. 

The woman in white is the angel on Robert's right shoulder to argue against the 

devil on   his left.54 If Gil-Martin is an actual demon, Robert is blinded from the light of 

reason and morality that sought to guide him away from the precipice. If Gil-Martin is to 

be read as a  manifestation of Robert's  mental  illness,  then she is  another  part  of  his 

fractured psyche, prompting him to reason. The two figures are two different impulses 

battling for ascendency – Robert's fear of punishment, and his combined hatred of his 

brother  and  delusion  of  grandeur  at  being  a  weapon  of  God.  In  either  case,  Robert 

embraces Gil-Martin's plan and, once again, sets out for the top of the hill. He is only 

convinced when Gil-Martin presents murdering his brother a doing him a “kind office”55 

by sending him to his doom before he can commit more sins for which he will eventually 
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be punished. He cannot throw off his fanatical delusions, and his inclusion of this detail 

in his narrative is somewhat confusing. It is not clear if it is Robert trying to make his 

deeds look less monstrous to his readers, or if  he is recording his actual resistance to 

committing  murder.  The  editor's  note,  with  its  description  of  his  varying  emotions, 

however suggests that it could be the latter. 

He is, however, once again troubled by his thoughts and inability to fully embrace 

or eschew his holy mission. Robert cannot easily assimilate his religious ideas of his duty 

to destroy the unjustified with his human reluctance to cold-bloodedly commit murder. 

He clearly states his inability to keep him mind resolved:

I could not for my life accomplish it! I do not think it was that I durst not, 
I have always felt my courage equal to anything in a good cause. But I had 
not the heart, or something that I ought to have had. In short, it was not 
done in time, as it easily might have been. These THOUGHTS are hard 
enemies wherewith to combat! And I was so grieved that I could not effect 
my righteous purpose that I laid me down on my face and shed tears.56

Robert is deeply troubled by his lack of clarity, what he describes as grief, appears to 

George  to  be  terror.  He  is  overwhelmed;  Robert  is  murderous,  reluctant,  grieved, 

doubting, and terrified all at once. The deciding factor in his decision to attempt murder is 

his fear of having to admit his weakness: “I thought of what my great enlightened friend 

and patron would say to me, and again my resolution rose indignant and indissoluble save 

by blood.”57 He presents his murderousness as being how he defines himself, the murder 

is not about George, but about his self-representation of himself as it is reflected by Gil-

Martin. A moment, later, however, he again flips back and justifies his attempt as just: “I 

arose...and had just begun to advance...the next step [and] my great purpose had been 

accomplished, and the culprit had suffered the punishment due to his crimes,”58 though 
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what exactly George's crimes are, is unclear. Robert,  in his confusion, turns his inner 

turmoil outwards. This huge turning point in the novel, where Robert definitely decides 

to commit premeditated murder, is gotten to madly, in a frenzy of emotions and with 

multiple backslidings.

~Δ~

Robert's crimes, though they are committed against other people, are centered in 

the self; Hogg constructs Robert's crimes as the manifestation of his inability to cope with 

his negative emotions and his religion, whose extreme rhetoric he has been indoctrinated 

with from birth. He becomes so internally troubled that he is monstrously disconnected 

from the rest of humanity and cannot see in anything but absolutes: saved or damned; 

always  correct  or  always  incorrect;  literally  interpreting  antinomian  rhetoric  or 

assimilating it with other Calvinistic beliefs. His monstrosity is not necessarily centered 

in his crimes, but the broken mindset or madness that leads him to commit them, whereas 

Ambrosio's  inability to  resist  committing crimes is  the center  of his  monstrosity.  His 

naturally powerful, and misdirected passions are unrestrainable because of his religion 

and monastic lifestyle. Thus, when he is finally required to control himself and to interact 

with women, his pride and inexperience leave him helpless. Both monsters are created by 

their  childhood  educations.  These  two works,  taken  together,  suggest  that  monstrous 

lunacy is a powerful and socially destructive force that is all the more threatening because 

the monsters are not easily recognizable as such, and the institutions that construct them 

are  not  hidden  away,  but  are  instead  those  religious  abodes  and  societies  that  are 

supposed to elevate the mind, rather than corrupt it. Everything is inevitably destroyed: 
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the idealized self, the family, and the monster. The children that are under the sway of 

these institutions are victims, even as they become monsters, in a cruel cycle of religious 

indoctrination that never seems to end.
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Chapter 2: (Un)natural Generation: Women, Sex, Reproduction and 

Theories of Life and Disease

For Victorians, reproduction was a high-anxiety topic. Ideal female bodies were 

envisioned  as  chaste  vessels  and  denied  both  sexual  desire  and  an  active  role  in 

conception. This chapter is concerned with how women and monstrosity are constructed 

in John Keats's “Lamia” (1819–20), Sheridan Le Fanu's Carmilla (1872), and especially 

Bram Stoker's  Dracula (1897). Women are constructed as monstrous in many different 

ways in these nineteenth-century Gothic fictions, as the novels explore both what it was 

to be monstrous and issues of sexuality and reproduction – such as disease, female desire, 

and the nature of life itself. 

The  works  discussed  here  use  monstrosity  to  explore  these  issues  and 

interrelations.  These  pieces,  despite  their  often  overt  sexual  exploration,  are  largely 

conservative.  In  the  end,  social  order  is  always  restored  with  the  destruction  of  the 

monstrous  woman.  I  argue,  however,  that  the  constructions  themselves  illustrate  the 

problems of gendered Victorian ideals. These pieces may arrive at socially-conservative 

conclusions, yet  the paths leading to those conclusions are punctuated with explosive 

female generative ability, inadequate men, and female characters who despite absorbing 

monstrous or deviant qualities, are characterized positively. 

~Δ~

John  Keats's  poem  “Lamia”  engages  the  question  of  the  nature  of  life, 

exemplifying what I  name the “transcendental” monster.  According to L.  S.  Jacyna,59 

Transcendentalism was a reaction to Immanence, a physiological theoretical model that 

was hotly debated in the early nineteenth century.60 Briefly stated, immanentists argued 
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that life is a quality of matter, and that when matter organizes and encounters stimuli, the 

particular reactions that are considered “life” occur. Life is thus not a separate feature 

from body, according to the immanentist framework. If one follows immanent thought to 

its natural conclusion, the mind is but a function of the body.61 The mind and soul, then, 

become indistinguishable concepts tied to body functions. It is an essentially materialist 

view of the body and life.62 

Transcendentalists  opposed  the  apparent  materialism  of  Immanence.63 They 

argued, in-stead, that life was a quality originating elsewhere that was added to matter. 

Transcendentalists stressed the importance and disembodied nature of the soul. Life is not 

a  property  of  the  body,  according  to  transcendentalists,  but  something  foreign.  For 

humans,  life  is  something  separate  that  ties  the  soul  to  the  body,  acting  as  a  buffer 

between the body and soul.64 Life controls how the body is formed and how it changes. 

Though many immanentists argued that their framework did not exclude the soul, 

even that issues of the soul had nothing to do with physiology, others disagreed, including 

transcendentalist physiologists, many moralists, theologians, politicians, and even other 

immanentists.65 The two debates boiled down into a chicken and the egg type of question: 

does the physical body determine the nature of life (immanence), or does life determine 

the nature of the body (transcendence)?

Keats's  female  monster  recreates  her  body  through  her  excessive  life.  The 

monstrous Lamia is like a cancer, growing from within, and monstrous in her ability to 

exponentially expand and change her own body. “Lamia” asserts the unknowable nature 

of life and its refusal to be contained or controlled by society. The female body here is not 
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passive, but instead  incredibly active. It suggests that the natures of women, sexuality, 

and reproduction are beyond all human control or understanding. 

The two other works discussed in this chapter, Sheridan Le Fanu's  Carmilla and 

Bram Stoker's Dracula, were written later, after the establishment of Victorianism and its 

idealized women, who were asexual. Carmilla and Dracula probe, combine, and explode 

many of the supposed distinctions between ideal Victorian women, the late nineteenth-

century New Women and prostitutes. 

Victorian women were placed upon pedestals  within the home.  The “domestic 

angel” was completely defined by her relationships with men and her children.66 Kelly 

Hurley  discusses  the  artificial  dichotomy  between  the  “domestic  angel”  and  “New 

Woman” constructions in “British Gothic Fiction, 1885-1930.”67 Domestic angels were 

asexual; they participated in marital sex as a sacrifice of love for their husbands (male 

sexual  impulses  by  contrast  were  natural68)  and  the  desire  for  children.  They  were 

characterized  by “childlike  innocence,  loving  tenderness,  and  selflessness;”  the  ideal 

woman was exclusively a mother and wife, she was “sympathetic and intuitive rather 

than rational and intellectual.”69 She had no purpose outside of the home; the home was 

distinct from the social  realm. Women had no need of intellectual sophistication,  just 

“natural” and instinctual warmth. The late-century feminists, derisively grouped under 

the banner of “New Woman,” challenged the Victorian ideal. According to Hurley, these 

women “argued that they had a right to move freely within the public sphere, to engage in 

frank dialogue about sexuality, contraception, and venereal disease, and to enjoy physical 

intimacy both within and outside of marriage. As a result, the New Woman was vilified 
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for her unwomanly sexual appetites and her insistence on behaving 'like a man.”70 

The vampire character, in particular, is a useful monster for discussing issues of 

life  and  disease.  Blood-sucking  is  analogous  to  multiple  aspects  of  sexuality  and 

reproduction.  As Judith  Halberstam71 suggests,  “Blood circulates  throughout  vampiric 

sexuality as a substitute or metaphor for other bodily fluids (milk, semen).…”72 Through 

the metaphor of blood-sucking, these vampire texts access topics that were, and in some 

cases still are, taboo.  The monstrous female vampire is in many ways an anti-woman; 

instead of bleeding to give life, she takes life though blood. 

Sheridan  Le  Fanu's  Carmilla,  shows  women‘s  sexual  desires  as  dangerous 

because they are ignored.  Like a prostitute,  Carmilla is beautiful and seductive.  Both 

Carmilla and prostitutes spread diseases through sex, or blood-sucking as a metaphor for 

sex. The specifically female danger is highlighted in the fact that it is passed down the 

female line in Carmilla; the title character is a female ancestor of the protagonist through 

the maternal line. Female sexuality is insisted upon, even when it is not likened to that of 

prostitutes. A sexual woman whose desires are not recognized is open to disease, like a 

man who patronizes a prostitute. Without protections against sexual women, Le Fanu's 

novella  seems  to  posit,  the  male-dominated  medical  field  and  lawmakers  are 

characterized as failing to see the dangers these women pose to themselves and to society, 

and as being complicit in the damage the women cause because of their failure.

Dracula is a different kind of monster from both Lamia and Carmilla. Here, the 

female  body  is  clearly  made  monstrous  by  another  monstrous  body.  Stoker’s  novel 

echoes  the  Transcendental/Immanent  debate,  the  anxiety  about  idealized  Victorian 
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womanhood, the failure of men to protect women, and fearfulness of disease. The body, 

both human and vampiric, is highly significant in this novel, where the functioning of 

bodies and their limits are explored and tested. The novel is concerned with sex, life, 

reproduction, disease, invasion and gender roles. 

“Lamia” – Monstrous Excess

The  connection  between  the  Immanentist/Transcendentalist  debate  and 

monstrosity can be seen in John Keats's poem “Lamia.” Keats's poem tells the story of a 

magical serpent who is transformed into a lovely woman. Lamia, the serpent, convinces 

the god Hermes to transform her into a human. She is destroyed at the moment of her 

marriage  to  her  human  lover,  Lycius,  when  her  monstrous  origins  are  revealed.  Her 

serpent body reveals her uncontainable and constantly changing life. Lamia represents 

Transcendental life in its extreme. Denise Gigante, in her article “The Monster in the 

Rainbow: Keats and the Science of Life,”73 discusses early nineteenth-century debates 

about  the  nature  of  life  and  monstrosity.  According  to  Gigante,  if  one  accepts  the 

Transcendental  belief  that life  is  an external  power that forms an organism, it  makes 

available “a vitalist concept of monstrosity as an extension of the living principle.”74 The 

medical  authority  John  Hunter  for  example,  a  surgeon  and  anatomist,  understood 

monstrosity as “the principle of life propagating itself to excess from within, which could 

assert itself beyond the physical border of the organism.”75 There is thus no boundary for 

monstrous life; it is the ability of that life to change the matter it inhabits, to push it to 

grow and change the physical body. 

Lamia, the title figure, is burgeoning with ever increasing and changing life. She 
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is  an example of Hunter's  “self-propagating vital  power.”  I  am interested in her  self-

creation. Lamia is the opposite of the Victorian ideal of a passive female vessel waiting 

for the implantation of male seed. Gigante argues that Lamia embodies monstrous excess 

(excess life and sexuality) and is destroyed by the logical forces of society because she is 

incomprehensible.76 Where Gigante focuses on her destruction, I am more interested in 

how Lamia's body is a metaphor for feminine energy and life, one that opposes western 

privileging of rationality. Through supernatural will, divorced from any social or human 

intervention, Lamia's uncontainable life and energy change her physical body, forming a 

new one.

It must be noted that Keats's monster is not clearly “good” or “bad.” The narration 

is rife with ambivalence. At one moment the narrator describes Lamia's genuine love, and 

at another he describes her pleasure in manipulating her lover. This narrative ambivalence 

enters only once Lamia transforms into a human, however. Her pre-human, monstrous 

body is  indescribably beautiful  and her  love  is  untainted.  The  conservativism of  the 

ending is questionable: logic and society win out, but whether or not this is something to 

be celebrated or decried, is unclear.

Keats writes the Lamia character as the embodiment of a Transcendental monster, 

whose body changes  to  accommodate  the  life  that  it  contains,  or  rather  cannot  fully 

contain. From the first moment that Lamia is figured in her snake form, her excess is 

apparent: 

She was a gordian shape of dazzling hue,
Vermillion-spotted, golden, green, and blue; 
Striped like a zebra, freckled like a pard, 
Eyed like a peacock, and all crimson barred;
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And full of silver moons that, as she breathed, 
Dissolved, or brighter shone, or interwreathed 
Their lustres with gloomier tapestries – 
So rainbow-sided.... 77 

Lamia cannot be contained by a comprehensible visual representation; her colors expand 

and change and vary as she moves and breathes. She is a purely sensual creature, her 

body varying with her energy. Gigante argues that “Lamia is monstrous insofar as she 

exceeds the telos of aesthetic form. But as a rainbow imbued with vital power, she is a 

monstrous object of not Newtonian physics but rather the science of life.”78 Although she 

is a rainbow, she is not composed of clearly delineated colors, but instead embodies all 

possible colors and combinations of colors. Her monstrosity is not limited to the variety 

of pattern and color, but to the fact that they never cease to change and will indefinitely 

defy any definition or clear separation. No one color or pattern will ever be static. To 

embody everything is  to  have  a  radical,  but  conceivable,  existence.  Lamia  is  not  an 

omnipresent  god-like  entity because  rather  than  remaining unchanging throughout  all 

time, she never ceases to grow and change. She exceeds all constraint; even the prison-

like bars that mark her are but a part of her forever-changing infinity of excess. 

In the course of the poem, her body remanifests itself in another form as a human 

woman, an example of the formative power of life in a body that is only a changeable 

vessel for that burgeoning life. The poem represents her transformation in images like a 

mother giving birth, but instead of offspring or new life, she is birthing herself in an 

explosion  of  light  and  odor.  When  Lamia's  body changes  into  that  of  a  human,  the 

visceral and rending action of life expanding itself is figured as something painful and 

grotesque: “Her mouth foamed, and the grass, therewith besprent,/ Withered at dew so 
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sweet and virulent...Flashed phosphor and sharp sparks....”79 Her concentration of life and 

its expansive power during her transformation is so intense and powerful that her bodily 

fluids are literally destructive. She is practically on fire with the electricity and reactivity 

of her body. 

Although the transformation is painful and ugly, it  is undertaken willingly and 

yields beautiful results. Lamia and the gods can control her life, allowing it to overflow 

and  reform the  body,  which  is  completely outside  of  social,  or  medical  professional 

influence. Lamia needs no midwife, husband, mother, or father for her act of birth. Her 

life is  beyond human control  and comprehension, yet  through divine will  it  becomes 

somewhat coherent and stable, in the form of her new human body. 

 At the feast following Lamia and Lycius's wedding, Apollonius, Lycius's aged 

teacher, declares that Lamia is a serpent, causing her to vanish. Lamia's apparent death is 

bittersweet, with Lycius dying at the same moment. The poem ends with Lycius's friends 

and family discovering his lifeless corpse. There is no celebratory moralizing about the 

rightness  or  wrongness  of  Lamia's  destruction.  Full  comprehension is  always  beyond 

human  reach  for  Keats's  readers,  whose  poem offers  no  didactic  justification.  Keats 

leaves the reader with the aftertaste of the beauty and pleasure that was Lamia's intense,  

magical, and excessive female monstrosity.

Carmilla – Misidentification and Female Disease

In  Sheridan  Le  Fanu's  Carmilla,  monstrosity  in  the  form of  vampirism is  an 

analogue for female disease. Female sexuality here is so completely unacceptable that it 

is  both incestuous and inconceivable.  Carmilla,  is  also deeply concerned with female 
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sexuality and disease. Like New Women and prostitutes, Carmilla is unnaturally sexual, 

moreover she carries disease. This work in particular is critical of the domestic angel 

ideal. The assumption of naturally pure and nonsexual women is criticized as failing to 

protect both women and society from female immorality and diseases.

Carmilla tells the story of the English heroine, Laura, who while living with her 

father  in  a  Styrian  schloss,  becomes  the  intimate  friend  and  eventual  victim  of  the 

mysterious Carmilla. Despite peasant legends, attacks on peasant women, and the prior 

death of another similar English girl, Laura is slowly dying before the men in the novella 

discover  the vampirism of  the ancient  countess  Carmilla  (also know as  Mircalla  and 

Millarca) and kill the vampire by staking her. Instead of accepting the reports of attacks 

as possible, or recognizing Carmilla as anything but an innocent woman, the men in the 

novella are blinded by overconfidence in their own perceptive powers and in the veracity 

of medical systems that espouse asexuality in women (which would preclude Carmilla 

from being the origin of the disease) which results in multiple deaths. 

Carmilla was published both after the birth of the Germ Theory of disease, and at 

the center of the debates about the Contagious Disease Acts that were in effect from 1864 

until 1886. The rise of the Germ Theory of disease showed the weakness of previous 

epidemiological  models,  weakening  the  authority  of  doctors  and  scientists.  The 

Contagious Disease Acts, as described by Tabith Sparks,80 made it legal for prostitutes to 

be detained and examined for venereal diseases, and if found to be infected, detained for 

months. The laws were enacted because venereal diseases were rampant among British 

troops; they were not targeted at treating the soldiers and punishing them for having sex 
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with prostitutes, but instead at treating and humiliating prostitutes (thereby encouraging 

them to improve themselves).81 The male soldiers were characterized as being slaves to 

their natural impulses, and it  was argued that forcing them to be examined would be 

deleterious to their mental health. Prostitutes, conversely, were demonized as vectors of 

disease and also as unnatural women.82 

Le Fanu offers a world of monstrous female sexuality that condemns both women 

as perverse and the male-dominated medical establishment as a failure. Proper British 

society is  characterized  as  being  completely blind  to  the  threat  of  diseases  borne  by 

women,  particularly inherited and venereal  diseases.83 The line between inherited and 

venereal diseases is blurred – syphilis, for example (which causes sexual dysfunction, 

physical deformities, and eventually insanity), infects children in utero. In Carmilla, all 

of the victims are female. When the women are attacked by vampires, the men assume 

that the women are battling a physical, and strictly natural disease. The source of the 

disease,  however,  is  misidentified  within  the  novel.  Male  doctors  and  heads  of 

households   assume that  the  disease  is  a  kind  of  contagious  fever,  and  discount  the 

women’s accounts of being attacked in the night as delusions. The men refuse to look at 

the disease in an unfamiliar way, which results in the death of many villagers and the 

continued attacks on both the General's niece (who dies) and Laura, the protagonist. The 

actual vampiric disease is only defeated once the rational theory of contagious disease is 

abandoned. This mirrors developments in both the Germ Theory of Disease and fears of 

women spreading venereal disease. The majority of the medical community dismissed 

Germ Theory until forced to see that it provided better causal evidence of diseases than 
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previous theories. Le Fanu is advocating a female source for venereal diseases; women 

are unseen sources of contagion. 

Carmilla opens  with  a  kind  of  feint  that  demonstrates  the  possible  and  real 

inadequacies of science to accurately predict and understand diseases. This begins with a 

description of Laura, the narrator, and her father's English home in Styria. Their home is 

like  a  miniature  England,  where  they speak English  daily  and maintain  their  British 

traditions.  Their  miniature  England  is  unprotected:  “The  road,  very  old  and  narrow, 

passes in front of its drawbridge, never raised in my time, and its moat, stocked with 

perch, and sailed over by many swans, and floating on its surface white fleets of water  

lilies.”84 Their castle stands alone, an island in the wilderness. The moat separates it from 

the surrounding forest, but it has a lowered drawbridge, a connection to the mainland that 

enemies  can  exploit.  The  lilies  and swans  are  pale  imitations  of  England's  fleet  and 

military, completely inadequate to fend off invasion. 

The  sense  of  impending  invasion  that  pervades  Carmilla before  the  title 

character's arrival is symbolic both of the weakness of Britain against impending disease 

and mistakes in epidemiology. The coming danger is made visual: “Over the sward and 

low grounds a thin film of mist was stealing like smoke, marking the distances with a 

transparent  veil;  and  here  and  there  we  could  see  the  river  faintly  flashing  in  the 

moonlight.”85 The mist and smoke that are creeping into the area of their home can be 

read as miasma. The medical historian Vijay Kumar Yadavendu86 describes miasma as 

“the idea that epidemic outbreaks of infectious disease were caused by the state of the 

atmosphere.”87 This  interpretation of the mist  would have been readily available  to  a 
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contemporary reader of Carmilla. 

The miasma theory that disease was caused by “bad air” or infectious and noxious 

smells  was  largely  accepted  by the  1850s.  This  theory  of  disease  was  supported  by 

epidemiologist and statistician William Farr. In 1854 there was an outbreak of cholera in 

Soho. According to Terris,88 Farr used statistics to  show that there were more cholera 

sufferers closer to the Thames, which he reasoned was because of vapors rising from the 

dirty water.89 Similarly, the danger in Carmilla seems to be arriving in the form of mist. 

However, although the mist does symbolically herald invasion, it does so in a completely 

different way than the miasma theory of disease hypothesizes.  It  is  not the mist  that 

carries disease in either Soho or Carmilla. The cholera outbreak that Farr 'confirmed' was 

not caused by “miasma” – he was shown to be incorrect when John Snow90 traced the 

cholera outbreak in Soho to a single contaminated well, whose pump on Broad Street the 

majority of the victims used for drinking water. Because of the dominance of the miasma 

theory of disease,  the epidemic was left  to spread until  Snow stole the water pump's 

handle.91 

Just  as Farr and others bent their  disciplines to confirm incorrect theories,  the 

doctors and men in Carmilla reason that the attacks must, somehow, be understandable 

according to the most up-to-date, and therefore “infallible,” medical models. This, taken 

further,  suggests that ideas about women and sexuality,   as well  as diseases, are also 

fallible, despite their widespread advocacy. 

In this novel, disease arrives, instead, with Carmilla. In Victorian England a child 

takes its father's name, is a part of its father's family, and is safe in the sanctum of the  
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home  under  the  domestic  protection  of  the  mother.  This  framework  is  completely 

demolished in  Carmilla.  Not only is the home unsafe,  but the predator that comes to 

violate  Laura  is  her female  ancestor.  This  is  revealed  when  a  shipment  of  cleaned 

heirloom portraits arrives, and one is found that is identical to Carmilla:

“And  now you  can  read  quite  plainly  the  name that  is  written  in  the 
corner...The  name  is  Mircalla,  Countess  Karnstein,  and  this  is  a  little 
coronet  over  and  underneath  A.D.  1698.  I  am  descended  from  the 
Karnsteins; that is, mamma was.”  
“Ah!' said the lady, languidly, “so am I, I think, a very long descent, very 
ancient. Are there any Karnsteins living now?”
“None who bear the name...ruins of the castle are only about three miles 
away.”92

The perceived distance that a few miles and female bloodline create is evident in Laura's 

speech when she indicates that her mother was a descendent of the Karnsteins, as though 

she is  not  also a descendent.  Carmilla's  presence asserts  the falsity of this  imaginary 

degree of separation, as does her speech: “I live in you; and you would die for me, I love 

you so.”93  Carmilla attacks Laura specifically because Laura is her descendent. Female-

female  blood  relationships  and  mother-child  relationships  are  affirmed  as  sources  of 

danger. Carmilla literally lives in Laura because Laura is both Carmilla’s descendent (so 

the carrier of her blood line) and the source of Carmilla’s blood (the vampire’s prey). 

Laura inherits the threat of disease from her mother. 

The relationship  between the  two women is  both  incestuous  and homosexual. 

Unlike her attacks on peasant victims, Carmilla does not simply suck Laura dry in a 

mindless frenzy for nourishment – she seduces her with intimate friendship that hints at 

eroticism: “She held me close in her pretty arms for a moment and whispered in my ear, 

'Good night, darling, it is very hard to part with you, but good night...She sank back on 
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the  pillow with  a  sigh,  and her  fine  eyes  followed me  with  a  fond and melancholy 

gaze....”94 Her whisper and gaze are recognizably erotic to the reader, but not to Laura. 

Carmilla succeeds in gaining her confidence and affection, “Young people like, and even 

love, on impulse. I was flattered by the evident...fondness she showed me. I liked the 

confidence with which she at once received me. She was determined that we should be 

very near friends.”95 Laura misreads Carmilla's intent, thinking that it is only friendship 

that  she  desires.  Societal  overconfidence  in  the  innocence  of  homosocial  relations 

between women (particularly unmarried virgins), because of their supposed asexuality, 

prevents both Laura and her father from seeing the seduction for what it is. When Laura 

is finally alarmed by the heat of Carmilla's advances she wonders if Carmilla could be 

secretly a disguised male lover. Laura rejects this idea as absurd. 

Her  father's,  and  the  Victorian  scientific  community's,  assumption  of  female 

asexuality  shields  Carmilla  from  scrutiny.  Carmilla's  speech  becomes  increasingly 

amorous and predatory. Sparks claims that “Victorian social and medical opinion...judged 

sexuality in women as a sign of depraved and unnatural instinct.”96 Carmilla does not 

actively hide her intentions – she is acting on her monstrous instincts to engage with 

Laura. Laura repeats Carmilla’s statements, which the reader understands, although Laura 

claims she does not:

She used to place her pretty arms about my neck, draw me to her, and 
laying her cheek to mine, murmur with her lips near my ear, “Dearest, 
your  little  heart  is  wounded;  think  me  not  cruel  because  I  obey  the 
irresistible  law  of  my  strength  and  weakness;  if  your  dear  heart  is 
wounded, my wild heart bleeds with yours. In the rapture of my enormous 
humiliation I live in your warm life, and you shall die — die, sweetly die 
— into mine. I cannot help it; as I draw near to you, you, in your turn, will 
draw near to others, and learn the rapture of that cruelty,  which yet is 
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love.”97

Carmilla's physicality is tender and seductive and the repetition of the word “die” echos 

the idea of the orgasm as the “little death.” Carmilla represents Laura's eventual death as 

an act of perverse love. She does not separate the victim and the prey in her speech, they 

have a reciprocal and cyclical relationship. When Carmilla feeds from Laura she will take 

her life but will give her another; Laura will not cease to exist, but will be infected with 

the vampiric disease of her fore-mother. Carmilla appears to truly care for Laura, and 

reassures her that she will someday understand the nature of cruel 'love'. The diseased 

mother's love is a violation that threatens to spread disease and monstrously unnatural 

sexual attitudes to her offspring.

~Δ~

Carmilla is the monstrously sexual female, however, the text suggests that women 

in general are more open to seduction than science or Victorian culture will admit. Laura 

is not only the protagonist, but also the narrator. The text is framed as a letter, which 

raises questions of the trustworthiness of her account. When Laura describes how she 

reacts to the actual attacks, she describes a certain amount of pleasure, problematic in 

itself and even more suggestive when the frame narrative is taken into account:

A strange melancholy was stealing over me, a melancholy that I would not 
have interrupted. Dim thoughts of death began to open, and an idea that I 
was  slowly  sinking  took  gentle,  and,  somehow,  not  unwelcome, 
possession of me...Whatever it might be, my soul acquiesced in it. I would 
not admit that I was ill, I would not consent to tell my papa, or to have the 
doctor sent for.98

Laura can hardly confess to wanting the attacks to be repeated, though this desire is clear 

to the reader. She is no longer, if she has ever been, asexual. Laura does not resist sexual 
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pleasure,  leaving  herself  open  to  disease.  Monstrous  female  sexuality  resists  male, 

medical intervention. Fathers, brothers, husbands and doctors, then, must protect women 

from them-selves. 

They are, however, blinded by their own assumptions of female asexuality. Men 

do  not  escape  culpability  in  the  spread  of  female  diseases.  Men who fail  to  protect 

women from themselves fail to protect the community from women. A lover of Carmilla, 

from before  her  death,  knows that  she  is  suspected  of  being  infected  but  denies  her 

monstrous sexuality and protects her body from being defiled: “He adopted the stratagem 

of a journey here,  a pretended removal of her remains,  and a real obliteration of her 

monument.”99 Her lover not only allows the spread of the disease, but actively hides the 

evidence of her continued existence, which leads to further death. 

The text offers an example of a specific female seduction and infection, as well as 

a panoramic view of the disaster that not recognizing and preventing the spread of female 

diseases causes. Three miles from the Laura's home is the abandoned village that the 

Karnsteins once ruled over. The villagers abandoned it because of the vampiric disease: 

“It was troubled by revenants [vampires], sir; several were tracked to their graves, there 

detected by the usual tests, and extinguished in the usual way, by decapitation, by the 

stake, and by burning; but not until many of the villagers were killed.”100 The villagers 

recognized the vampires, but their attempts at ridding themselves of the problem were 

prevented by male inadequacy in the face of female sexuality. 

Carmilla sets up women as vectors of disease and dangerously misunderstood as 

asexual. The ultimate problem then is not female sexuality, but men who fail to recognize 
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it and properly constrain it. Fathers, husbands, brothers and sons see disease, but cannot 

fathom suspecting women of inherent sexuality. Doctors who cling to antiquated models 

of disease do not see the female carriers. They force reality to fit into preconceived molds 

that  define  women  as  passive  both  sexually  and  in  the  act  of  reproduction.  Female 

diseases are then left to ravage communities while the men are busy telling themselves 

that it is miasma, or any other non-taboo source. Mothers, wives, sisters and daughters, in 

the meantime, are left prey to their own monstrous sexuality, which leads to disease and 

death across generations. 

Dracula  – Mechanical Monsters

Monstrosity in  Dracula is  not  something that is  inherently female.  This  novel 

recalls the Immanent/Transcendental debate about the nature of life, and how female and 

monstrous bodies reproduce. Transcendentalism is advocated in Dracula, where vampires 

works  as  monstrously  mechanical  others.  Dracula  is  the  Immanent  patriarch  of  an 

invasive species that fails to see the larger, transcendental, significances of blood and sex. 

The vampiric body suppresses the soul and does not comprehend the exchanges of bodily 

fluids as more than bodily functions. Vampires then are consuming machines; they are an 

immanent  monsters  that  threaten  the  properly  united  bodies  and  souls  of  humans. 

Vampires absorb life through blood, without any consideration for the soul. Vampirism 

suppresses the soul. These machine-bodies consume bits of other souls through feeding 

on soul-carrying blood and spread the disease of vampirism by changing the physical 

body of the victim into one which also suppresses the soul and sucks the blood of others. 

Significantly,  women  are  made monstrous  and  sexual  in  Dracula  by other  monsters 
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through blood exchanges. Dracula's female companions, for instance, show the dangerous 

potential of vampirised women to become negatively sexual. In Dracula, as in Carmilla, 

men refuse to acknowledge qualities and strengths of women.

Lucy Westerna and Mina Harker, Dracula's two female victims, are foils for each 

other. Where Lucy is represented as coquettish and beautiful, Mina is an ideal human 

figure, a blend of the physical and spiritual. Lucy is ultimately destroyed through her lack 

of agency, while Mina survives through her agency. The knowledgeable Dr. Van Helsing 

fatally denies both women knowledge about Dracula and the protagonists' actions. Mina, 

however, is re-empowered by Dracula's infection. She embodies both the masculine and 

the feminine aspects of humanity by being pregnant with a son. She is a transcendental 

human ideal set in opposition to both the feminine-rejecting male protagonists (all spirit) 

and the monstrous Dracula (all body). When faced with the vampiric disease, her all-

containing body appropriates some of the vampiric power even as she battles against the 

disease. Mina's intelligence and power, which can only be contained by a female body, 

are essential to the destruction of the monstrous in  Dracula. Reading the novel in this 

way, critiques of the stereotypical Victorian women, the society that constructs them and 

anxiety about reproductive power become apparent in the larger theme of the monstrous.

The  novel  opens  with  Jonathan  Harker  traveling  to  Dracula's  castle  in 

Transylvania,  where he aids Count Dracula in his plan to relocate to England. While 

Harker doesn’t recognize Dracula as a vampire, the reader immediately realizes that this 

move presents a danger to England and its people. As in Carmilla, there is an impending 

invasion.  Here,  the  invader  is  a  meticulous,  intelligent,  and most  importantly  patient 
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strategist. Harker's visit to Transylvania is more for the perfection of Dracula's speaking 

abilities than for conducting actual business; Dracula has already mastered the details of 

his plans and asks Harker questions merely for confirmation of his previously planned 

moves.

Harker does not initially describe Dracula as an appealing figure, but rather as one 

who is confusingly virile and sexual, but also deathly and repulsive. Though Dracula 

restrains himself, his monstrosity is still detectable. Dracula's hands betray his physical 

differences from a normal elderly man. Harker is  amazed at  Dracula's  strength: “The 

instant, however, that I had stepped over the threshold, he moved impulsively forward, 

and holding out his hand grasped mine with a strength which made me wince, an effect 

which was not lessened by the fact that it seemed cold as ice, more like the hand of a 

dead than a living man.”101 Dracula's cold, “steel”102 grip is one that implies both the 

stiffness  of  a  corpse  and  the  strength  of  a  younger  man.  His  hands  also  betray  his 

monstrosity and sexuality, “Strange to say, there were hairs in the centre of the palm,” 103 

the sure sign of  both (here metaphorical)  masturbation and physical  monstrosity.  His 

sexual  impulses,  here,  are  restricted  to  the  self,  indicating  his  rejection  of  shared 

sexuality.  He is a completely liminal figure at the beginning of the novel;  Dracula is 

simultaneously dead and alive, predatory and restrained, sexual and nonsexual. He defies 

categorization while he anticipates the his imminent invasion. 

In  contrast  with  Dracula's  restraint,  three  beautiful  and  overtly  sexual  female 

vampires appear to Harker.  They are young and erotically stimulating; Harker desires 

them at the same time that he fears them: “All three had brilliant white teeth that shone 
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like pearls against the ruby of their voluptuous lips. There was something about them that 

made me uneasy, some longing and at the same time some deadly fear. I felt in my heart a 

wicked, burning desire that they would kiss me with those red lips.”104 Harker is disturbed 

by his own sexual desire for them. The image of white, pearl-like teeth rimmed with 

luscious red lips hearkens back to the blazon of Petrarchan poetry, where every beautiful 

woman had teeth like pearls, ruby lips, rosy cheeks, etc. They are also like Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge's female Life-in-Death105 figure from “Rime of the Ancient Mariner. In seven 

parts.”106 

Her lips were red, her looks were free,
Her locks were yellow as gold; 
Her skin was as white as leprosy,
The nightmare Life-in-Death was she
Who thicks man's blood with cold107

Coleridge's Life-in-Death is another monstrous figure who is described using a blazon. 

They both have traditionally attractive features, red lips, but are unnaturally suggestive 

('free'). 

Their attractive features ironically highlight their monstrosity. All of these women 

are grotesque because of their likeness to something that would actually be attractive. A 

whore's painted red lips are all the more disturbing because they are like, yet unlike, the 

naturally red lips of an idealized woman. Hence, Harker's arousal initially disturbs him 

far more than the fact that they are obviously supernatural (having materialized from 

glowing dust in front of him). His attraction to the monstrous seductiveness of the women 

leads to him being more disgusted than afraid of them. 

As has been previously discussed, a sexually desiring female body is by definition 
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a  monstrous  body.  Female  vampires  are  animalistic  in  their  sexuality,  here  even 

predatory.  Harker is  repulsed by the breath of the fair  vampire who approaches him: 

“Sweet  it  was  in  one  sense,  honey-sweet,  and  sent  the  same  tingling  through  the 

nerves...with  bitter  offensiveness,  as  one  smells  in  blood.”108 Her  breath  is  that  of  a 

predatory  animal,  smelling  of  a  recently  consumed  kill.  Without  an  active  soul,  the 

mechanical  body is  like  an  animal's,  seeking only its  own pleasure  or  fulfillment  of 

needs.  Her  predatory  qualities  mirror  her  sexual  predation.   He,  later,  compares  the 

female  vampires  to  Mina,  his  fiancée:  “I  am alone  in  the  castle  with  those  horrible 

women. Faugh! Mina is a woman, and there is nought in common. They are devils of the 

Pit!”109 He fears them most because of their wrongness. They attract him in spite of and 

because of their differences from asexual female constructions. Despite his simultaneous 

disgust and attraction, he eagerly awaits the 'attack'. Harker wants to be devoured.

Harker's encounter with the fair vampire is described in the terms of fellatio. The 

promised sexual act is unnatural in multiple ways. Firstly, like the metaphorical link to 

masturbation  signified  by  Dracula’s  haired  palms,  it  is  not  a  procreative  and  thus 

approved  sexual  act.  Because  of  this,  fellatio  is  inherently  problematic.  Further,  the 

female vampire takes on the active role, so much so that she engages Harker while he 

pretends to be asleep. Unlike 'normal' felatio, the female vampire seeks only her own 

pleasure and satisfaction. “I lay quiet, looking out from under my eyelashes in an agony 

of delightful anticipation.”110 Her sexually transgressive overtures are a stark contrast to 

(presumably) asexual Victorian women. The female vampire promises a kinkier sexual 

experience than Harker can ever hope to have with his future wife.
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The  female  vampire's  body  is  a  sexually  consuming  machine.  The  sexual 

mechanism of vampires is further developed here. The encounter is based entirely on the 

vampire's  consumption  of  Harker.  He  is  inactive,  but  perversely  and  voyeuristically 

enjoys watching her advances:

The girl went on her knees, and bent over me, simply gloating. There was 
a deliberate voluptuousness which was both thrilling and repulsive, and as 
she arched her neck she actually licked her lips like an animal, till I could 
see in the moonlight the moisture shining on the scarlet lips and on the red 
tongue as it lapped the white sharp teeth. Lower and lower went her head 
as the lips went below the range of my mouth and chin and seemed to 
fasten on my throat. Then she paused, and I could hear the churning sound 
of her tongue as it licked her teeth and lips, and I could feel the hot breath 
on my neck. Then the skin of my throat began to tingle as one's flesh does 
when the hand that is to tickle it approaches nearer, nearer. I could feel the 
soft, shivering touch of the lips on the super sensitive skin of my throat, 
and the hard dents of two sharp teeth, just touching and pausing there. I 
closed  my eyes  in  languorous ecstasy and waited,  waited with beating 
heart.111

The words “neck” and “throat” could easily be replaced with “penis.” The image is both 

erotic and disturbing as the vampire prepares to feed from him. The reader implicitly 

participates in the voyeurism and expectation of Harker by reading the novel. Despite the 

fact that it is narrated in the past tense, it feels immediate. The text stresses movement,  

she goes “lower and lower” and “nearer, nearer”. The “churning sound” of the vampire's 

teeth  and  tongue  is  like  a  machine  with  its  repetitive  patterns  –  she  is  practically 

masticating him already. Sex and consumption are activities that the vampires engage in 

mechanistically and predictably. 

Perhaps unfortunately for  Harker,  Dracula tears  the female vampire  from him 

before she can complete the act. When he does this, the connection between sexuality and 

vampirism is further solidified: 
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The fair girl, with a laugh of ribald coquetry, turned to answer him. “You 
yourself  never  loved.  You  never  love!”  On  this  the  other  women 
joined...Then the Count turned, after looking at my face attentively, and 
said in a soft whisper, “Yes, I too can love. You yourselves can tell it from 
the past. Is it not so? Well, now I promise you that when I am done with 
him you shall kiss him at your will.”112

Despite the fact that Harker never reports being attacked again, Dracula's attentive gaze, 

“soft whisper” and innuendo imply that Dracula intends to “kiss him” before he allows 

the women to have him. Dracula suddenly becomes a sexual and predatory figure – he 

emerges from his dormant state. As the herald of an invasive species, Dracula's virlity is 

affirmed by his statements, the presence of the three females who are his progeny, and 

their overwhelming sexuality. 

~Δ~

R. M. Renfield, an insane patient of Dr. Seward's, is a window into the vampiric 

condition’s immanence. Renfield sees blood as something to consume to gain life but 

disregards any metaphysical significance of blood. He is a zoophagous, obsessed with 

consuming animals to ingest their life-force. Like Dracula, Renfield equates blood with 

life. In one incident he breaks into Dr. Seward's office, slices the doctor's wrist, and: “He 

was lying on his belly on the floor licking up, like a dog, the blood which had fallen from 

my wounded wrist...repeating over and over again, 'The blood is the life! The blood is the 

life!' ”113 Genesis, Leviticus and Deuteronomy all state that blood is the life of flesh, and 

that consuming the blood is interdict. Renfield and vampires both break this biblical law.

More importantly,  they reject the soul’s relation to blood and life.  Dr.  Seward 

presses Renfield about his obsession with consuming animals (flies, spiders, sparrows, 

and potentially a cat) for their lives. Renfield says, “'I don't want any souls!'...in a feeble, 
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apologetic way. The matter seemed preying on his mind...So I said, 'You like life, and you 

want life...how are we to get the life without getting the soul also?...You've got their lives, 

you know, and you must put up with their souls!”114 The protagonists of Dracula take the 

soul  into  account,  but  it  is  anathema to  those  who  consume life  through  the  blood. 

Vampires are bodies with repressed souls (they are visibly relieved when they are finally 

destroyed) – they simply refuse to engage on a non-mechanical level. 'Loving' is empty 

for vampires because they function only on the physical level and reject or ignore the 

spiritual. 

Sex is inextricably tied to the act of blood-sucking, they are one and the same for 

vampires, who indulge themselves to excess. The transformation that Dracula's character 

undergoes when he decides that it  is time to invade is made manifest in his physical 

appearance in a way that establishes the connection between blood and life. The two are 

not separate in the mechanistic world of Dracula. In the interchange between Dracula and 

the  female  vampires,   Dracula's  long  abstinence  from 'loving',  i.e.  blood-sucking,  is 

established. Once he is prepared to invade, he feeds and revives himself, filling himself 

with blood:

There  lay  the  Count,  but  looking  as  if  his  youth  had  been  half  
restored...white skin seemed ruby-red underneath. The mouth was redder 
than ever, for on the lips were gouts of fresh blood, which trickled from 
the  corners  of  the  mouth...  burning  eyes  seemed  set  amongst  swollen 
flesh...It seemed as if the whole awful creature were simply gorged with 
blood. He lay like a filthy leech, exhausted with his repletion. (emphasis 
mine) 115 

Blood carries life. Vampires steal this from their victims; they consume them. If blood-

sucking is “loving,” then Dracula is a predatory lover; he does not love for the benefit of 
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the beloved, but only for himself. Vampire sex is devoid of deeper emotional meaning. 

His “love” is not meant to be a meeting of souls, but a source of bodily pleasure for the 

victim (so that they do not resist) and physical sustenance for the vampire.

~∆~

The  victims  in  Dracula are  almost  exclusively  female.  Jonathan  Harker is, 

notably,  the only adult  male who is  attacked by a vampire in the novel (and it  is an 

unsuccessful attack by a female vampire). The female body is the site where blood and 

life are most obviously connected through menstruation, pregnancy, and childbirth. The 

mechanistic  reading  that  Dracula makes  available  leads  into  deeper  questions  about 

sexuality,  women  and  reproduction.  Pregnancy  and  birth  are  where  life  happen  for 

humans, where the soul and the body are created, or at least united. The pregnant female 

body (with a male child) is the only body that can contain all of what it is to be human.  

Women have strengths and qualities that are impossible for men to access. Elena Maria 

Rusu116 observes  that,  “Professor  Van  Helsing,  the  doctor-lawyer-philosopher   who 

represents Enlightenment knowledge and values, selflessly saves lives and puts his vast 

scholarship to work in defence of the weak: the immediate project is above all to rescue 

women  from  themselves.”117 Her  description  of  Van  Helsing  as  the  exemplar  of 

Enlightenment knowledge is fitting, he is the all-knowing figure of science and human 

health in Dracula. Although Van Helsing tries to save women from themselves, like the 

men in  Carmilla, he fails. Both sets of men fail because they restrict understanding, in 

Carmilla their  own  understanding  of  female  sexuality,  and  here  the  knowledge  and 

agency of Lucy and Mina about Dracula and their own actions. All of the male figures in 
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the novel, including  Dracula, fail to recognize the power of the pregnant female body. 

Van  Helsing  embodies  the  spirit  of  the  Enlightenment  and  Dracula  embodies  the 

monstrously soulless  body – only a  female  body,  because it  can  at  once  contain the 

masculine and feminine, can be the ideal Transcendental vessel. 

As is previously stated, Dracula attacks two women118 – Lucy Westenra and Mina 

Harker (who is pregnant with a son). Lucy is completely passive and undergoes a entirely 

physical transformation. Mina is Lucy's foil. Mina's battle with Dracula is unique. In a 

particularly shocking scene, Dracula forces her to drink his blood. Unlike other vampiric 

transformations, her body is not slowly changed as she is drained, but is directly infected 

by ingesting the vampire’s blood. Mina has an essential commonality with vampires after 

drinking  Dracula's  blood.  According  to  Rusu,  “Whereas  Lucy  offers  no  obstacle  to 

Dracula’s advances, Mina resists with all the mental powers she can muster.”119 Mina 

asserts herself and her soul to fight back against the infection. She not only resists the 

physical  transformation,  but also uses the connection between herself  and Dracula to 

track him. The infection is ultimately destroyed with Dracula's demise. Once Dracula's 

soul  is  freed  from  his  vampirised  body,  Mina's  body  and  soul  are  likewise  free  of 

Dracula's  infection,  thus  the  transcendental  superiority  of  humanity  (soul  and  body) 

overcomes the mechanical soullessness of vampirism. 

Lucy Westenra, the first to be attacked, is fair, wealthy and vivacious. She is the 

completely yielding, if somewhat flirtatious, Victorian woman. Before Dracula arrives in 

England, Lucy begins to sleepwalk, a hereditary condition passed down from her father. 

Mina notes that when Lucy is sleepwalking she does not resist being guided back to bed, 
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“It is a very strange thing, this sleep-walking, for as soon as her will is thwarted in any 

physical way, her intention, if there be any, disappears, and she yields herself. . ..”120 Lucy 

is completely pliant when she is in her trances. She is always attacked by the vampire 

while she is sleepwalking, and therefore does not resist Dracula. She is unaware of what 

happens to her, though she does realize that whatever is happening to her happens when 

she is asleep. In her ignorance, Lucy tries not to sleep, unaware that the threat is an actual 

attacker instead of nightmares or a more benign illness,  rather than taking a more active 

role in warding off Dracula. 

Lucy  is  naturally  submissive,  but  this  is  taken  to  an  extreme  when  she  is 

infantilized  by  Van  Helsing  and  the  other  men  in  the  novel.  Lucy  passively,  even 

gratefully,  accepts  her  infantilized  state,   limiting  her  scope  of  activity  to  complete 

obedience. Unlike Mina, she is never given the chance to actively resist Dracula's attacks. 

For example, Van Helsing places garlic both on her body and around the room in an 

attempt to keep the vampire away. However, he refuses to explain the purpose to Lucy 

when  she  scoffs  at  the  'medicine'.  He responds  harshly to  her  question,  scaring  her. 

Softening, he says: “I make myself the wreath that you are to wear. But hush! No telling 

to  others  that  make so  inquisitive  questions.  We must  obey,  and silence  is  a  part  of 

obedience, and obedience is to bring you strong and well into loving arms that wait for 

you.”121 Van Helsing does not even offer a false explanation, but completely refuses to 

justify his actions in any way. She trades one master for another – she is intended for 

'loving arms' instead of Dracula's. His aim may be to protect Lucy but he clearly fails.  

Van Helsing restricts her knowledge, leading to their further weakness to attack. He may 
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be one of the heroes, but his actions and the actions of the other men are not always 

clearly positive. 

As  Lucy is  repeatedly attacked,  she is  given four  different  blood transfusions 

while she is unconscious.  Her lack of resistance to Dracula is mirrored in her lack of 

resistance to the repeated transfusions. She is ignorant about her condition and about the 

most essential parts of her 'treatment'. Van Helsing and Seward never reveal to her that 

she  receives  blood  transfusions.  Despite  the  fact  that  she  is  so  drained  that  the 

transfusions are necessary to keep her alive, Van Helsing is always sure to fully sedate 

her and await her complete unconsciousness before performing the procedures, ensuring 

her total ignorance and passivity. Van Helsing claims that “I shall tell her all when she is 

well,”122 denying her the opportunity to influence any of the decisions about her body.  

The transfusions themselves are also morally problematic. Her body is penetrated 

four different times without her past, present or future consent. Lucy is given the blood of 

Van  Helsing  and  the  three  men  who  love  her:  Arthur  Holmwood  (her  fiancé),  John 

Seward, and Quincey Morris. Originally, Arthur is only aware of the single transfusion 

that he gave to Lucy, pointing to the  moral significance of the procedure: “Arthur was 

saying  that  he  felt  since  then  [since  the  transfusion]  as  if  they two had  been  really 

married, and that she was his wife in the sight of God.”123 As has been discussed earlier, 

the exchange of blood is a form of sex. Their marriage has been consummated by the 

exchange of vital fluids.124 

Lucy is transformed many times throughout the novel, the vampiric change being 

but one of them. Lucy is desired by three men, and her single act of agency in the novel is 
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to choose Arthur over the others (John Seward and Quincey Morris propose to her before 

Arthur does). Rusu claims that both her disappointment at having deny the two other 

men,  and  her  excitement  over  her  impending  marriage  are  judged  to  be  forbidden 

sexuality  for  a  Victorian  woman.  For  Rusu,  Lucy  is  a:  “sexually  liberated  (fallen) 

woman...Van  Helsing  will  turn  her  body  into  a  moral  battlefield...For  her  manifest 

sexuality, for stepping beyond the bounds of chastity and showing desire, she must be 

destroyed.” I agree that Van Helsing does turn Lucy's body into a 'moral battlefield', but it 

is  through removing her agency and forcing the fluids of four different men into her 

body:

“Just so. Said he [Arthur] not that the transfusion of his blood to her veins 
had made her truly his bride?”

“Yes, and it was a sweet and comforting idea for him.”

“Quite so. But there was a difficulty,  friend John. If so that, then what 
about the others? Ho, ho! Then this so sweet maid is a polyandrist, and 
me, with my poor wife dead to me, but alive by Church's law, though no 
wits, all gone, even I, who am faithful husband to this now-no-wife, am 
bigamist.”125

Lucy  is  not  characterized  before  her  complete  transformation  as  being  in  any  way 

morally  culpable.  Dracula  repeatedly  penetrates  her  body,  changing  it.  He  does  not, 

however,  give  her  his  bodily  fluids  in  exchange.  Van  Helsing  and  her  three  lovers, 

however, all do this. Unlike Dracula, the men see the metaphysical significance of giving 

her their blood. Like Dracula, they penetrate Lucy's body (this is more similar to what 

Dracula will do to Mina). However, they give blood – instead of taking it – out of love 

and a desire to preserve Lucy, which is why they are not demon-ized. She is changed 

through the things that others do to her passive body – so much so that she is potentially 

guilty of polyandry!
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Lucy is not yet a vampire, nor is she damned instantly after death. Van Helsing 

places a crucifix on her lips and surrounds her with garlic when her corpse is laid out. 

Lucy does not react to the crucifix and garlic that Van Helsing places on and around her 

corpse  (which  a  vampire's  body  necessarily  reacts  to).  She  is,  then,  not  yet  fully 

vampirised. Lucy's soul is in the process of leaving her body, however Lucy's body is 

physically changing. It is so changed that her soul is trapped and suppressed and her dead 

body reanimates by virtue of her its new composition.

Mina  is  the  active  opposite  of  Lucy.  Mina  is  much  more  experienced  and  is 

already engaged to Jonathan Harker at the beginning of the novel. In the very first lines 

that Mina narrates, she describes herself as working not only as a schoolmistress, but also 

“keep[ing]  up  with  Jonathan's  studies.”126 She  is  an  educated  and  skilled  woman. 

Technologically, she is quite advanced. In her first letter she describes how she is learning 

shorthand  and  how  to  use  a  typewriter,  and  she  later  learns  to  use  Dr.  Seward's 

phonograph. She also memorizes the train schedules, making the group’s activities much 

more streamlined and timely. Although her skills are largely secretarial, they prove to be 

invaluable both for tracking Dracula and for keeping all of the protagonists informed. She 

has a quick mind and repeatedly forwards ideas that are essential to defeating Dracula. 

Van Helsing and the other men who are working towards this goal, at one point, decide to 

completely exclude her  from their  work,  which proves disastrous.  Through excluding 

Mina,  the  men  force  her  into  a  liminal  space  where  she  is  attacked.  The  folly  of 

restricting Mina's participation because of her sex is an unequivocally damaging decision. 

Mina's efficacy as a member of the group that is working against Dracula is well 
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established before she is excluded from knowledge of their affairs. Mina's character is a 

different kind of Victorian woman than Lucy. She is neither passive, nor does she reject 

the idea that a woman's place includes serving her husband.  Mina writes that she is 

learning typing and short-hand so that, “When we are married I shall be able to be useful 

to  Jonathan.”127 Mina's  willfulness,  intelligence,  and  ambition  to  be  as  educated  and 

capable as she can be in support of her husband’s profession makes her somewhat like the 

New Woman, though Stoker has Mina scoff at the New Woman and New Women writers 

in  her  journal.  In  particular,  she  muses  about  marriage  as  she  watches  Lucy  sleep, 

thinking that she is quite beautiful and that Lucy's fiancé would be touched by the sight. 

She writes that a New Woman might want to let betrothed men and women see each other 

sleep (to see how beautiful they are while they sleep – though this is transformed into the 

implication of premarital sex) before they get married, and that a New Woman would not 

accept a proposal, but would propose to a man, instead. As a speaker, she criticizes the 

stereotypical overt sexuality and demand for power of the New Woman. As a character 

however, she embodies other aspects of the New Woman. She has the intelligence and 

capability of the New Woman without the other negative aspects. 

Mina is characterized as an ideal character who blends masculine knowledge and 

feminine  warmth.  Mina's  recognizably  New  Woman  characteristics  are  labeled  male 

character-istics by Van Helsing. Despite Mina's helpfulness, Van Helsing decides that she 

should no longer be involved in the hunt: 

Ah, that wonderful Madam Mina! She has man's brain, a brain that a man 
should have were he much gifted, and a woman's heart. The good God 
fashioned her  for  a  purpose,  believe  me,  when He made that  so good 
combination. Friend John, up to now fortune has made that woman of help 
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to us, after tonight she must not have to do with this so terrible affair...it is 
no part for a woman. Even if she be not harmed, her heart may fail her in 
so  much  and  so  many  horrors  and  hereafter  she  may  suffer,  both  in 
waking, from her nerves, and in sleep, from her dreams....128

Mina's  “man's  brain”  and  “woman's  heart”  make  her  an  ideal  transcendental  human 

figure. Mina's masculine elements merge with her feminine elements – she is a wife, a 

comfort to the men around her, and intelligent strategist. Mina is even more a blend of the 

masculine and feminine because she is pregnant with a son, her body literally contains 

both masculine and feminine elements (bodies and souls) which mirrors her combination 

of a “man's brain” and a “woman's heart.” Her woman's body is capable of containing 

both male and female minds, souls, and bodies. She is, therefore, more than a woman; she 

represents the plurality of human gendered possibilities.

Van Helsing, however apt he is in acknowledging that Mina is exceptional in both 

masculine and feminine ways, sees her femininity as a source of weakness. His over-

protectiveness goes even further. He restricts her from all knowledge of their activities. 

When he tells Mina about his decision, he uses the same kind of language as he does with 

Lucy, “You are too precious to us to have such risk...you no more must question. We shall 

tell you all in good time. We are men and are able to bear, but you must be our star and 

our hope, and we shall act all the more free that you are not in the danger, such as we  

are.”129 As with Lucy, Mina is pushed into a liminal space of ignorance, where she is even 

more endangered. The group's strengths are its communal knowledge (largely produced 

by Mina) and unity.  When Mina is  first  attacked, she assumes that it  is a nightmare. 

Instead of the attack being recognized, her experiences, in the form of her diary, are no 

longer considered alongside those of the men and she actively hides the 'dream' because 
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of how they infantilize her: “I fear to alarm them. Such a dream at the present time would 

become woven into  their  fears  for  me.”130 Again,  Van Helsing's  insistence on female 

ignorance,  ironically  intended  for  her  protection,  makes  all  of  the  men's  attempts  to 

protect her impotent.

Dracula's final encounter with Mina is distinct from all of the previous attacks in 

the  novel.  Dracula  sucks  Mina's  blood twice  when she  is  alone  before  the  climactic 

encounter. The first encounter is the 'nightmare' that she does not believe can be real, and 

the second encounter is when she has taken an opiate to help her go to sleep early since 

the men were to discuss Dracula for the rest of the evening. The third and final encounter 

is the most significant. The novel highlights Mina's alienation from the circle of the men 

when Van Helsing and the others break into the room. Her husband Jonathan Harker is 

lying on the same bed as  Mina while  she is  being attacked:  “On the bed beside the 

window lay  Jonathan  Harker,  his  face  flushed  and  breathing  heavily  as  though  in  a 

stupor.”131 Man and wife are no longer united – an invitation for the sexually predatory 

Dracula. The male attempts to protect her through ignorance have only resulted in their 

ignorance of her danger. Van Helsing and Jonathan Harker are implicitly culpable for 

increasing Mina's vulnerability. 

After Dracula feeds from Mina, he forces her to drink his blood. This has not 

happened with any of the other victims.132 Whereas Lucy (and Mina, in previous attacks) 

cannot fight against her attacker and Jonathan Harker chooses not to, Mina is completely 

conscious when she is in essence raped by Dracula. I use the term 'rape' here because he 

forces his fluids into her body as she struggles, impregnating her with his blood. The 
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main indicator that Mina and this attack are different from all the previous attacks is that 

Mina is clearly resisting Dracula, as he has to restrain her:

With his left hand he held both Mrs. Harker's hands, keeping them away 
with her arms at full tension. His right hand gripped her by the back of the 
neck,  forcing  her  face  down on his  bosom.  Her  white  nightdress  was 
smeared with blood, and a thin stream trickled down the man's bare chest 
which was shown by his torn-open dress. The attitude of the two had a 
terrible resemblance to a child forcing a kitten's nose into a saucer of milk 
to compel it to drink.133

Vampires have the power to seduce those from whom they feed, keeping them passive 

and accepting, but Mina is not coerced into desiring his blood in return. Dracula does not 

have the upper-hand as far  as wills  in  this  battle,  only the physical  strength to  force 

himself on her. Her previously white, but now blood soaked nightdress symbolizes her 

infection and is like the blood-stained bedsheets that prove both the previous virginity of 

a bride and that the marriage has been consummated. Her modest, but soiled, covering 

also contrasts with Dracula's chest.   

More specifically,  as Mina describes,  his  bared and bleeding breast:  "With his 

long sharp nails opened a vein in his breast. When the blood began to spurt out, he took 

my hands in one of his...with the other seized my neck and pressed my mouth to the 

wound, so that I must either suffocate or swallow some of the…Oh, my God! My God! 

What have I done?”134 Mina is so horrified that she is unable to utter the word “blood.,” 

turning instead to an exclamation. Dracula   force-breastfeeds her in a perverted image of 

a  mother  feeding  an  infant.  Dracula  becomes,  what  Rusu  terms,  a  “mascufeminine 

foreign villain.”135 He takes on a perverted maternal yet masculine-role as he forces his 

fluids  into  her  body.  Breastfeeding  here  is  also  a  rape  and infection.  Childbirth  and 
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breastfeeding are turned monstrous by the mascufeminine. The creation of offspring is 

always requires a male and a female body, Dracula takes on both sexual roles in this 

scene, becoming a dual masculine/feminine figure, while Mina is both the raped woman 

and the diseased progeny of that rape. 

As  a  mascufeminine  figure,  Dracula  does  not  understand  that  he  is  attacking 

another  essentially  mascufeminine  body.  Dracula  explains  that  he  is  strategically 

infecting her. He tells Mina,

Whilst they played wits against me, against me who commanded nations, 
and intrigued for them, and fought for them, hundreds of years before they 
were born, I was countermining them. And you, their best beloved one, are 
now to me,  flesh of my flesh,  blood of my blood,  kin of my kin,  my 
bountiful wine-press for a while, and shall be later on my companion and 
my helper...Now you shall come to my call. When my brain says "Come!" 
to you, you shall cross land or sea to do my bidding.136

This moment is full of Biblical significance and violence. Like Eve being formed from 

Adam's rib, Mina is recreated by Dracula, through his blood. She is his kin because they 

share the same blood; his  mate,  because he has already penetrated her body; and his 

slave, because he can now control her. Rather than being a mindless invasive species 

following its biological directives, Dracula can and does use his reproductive potency 

strategically. He chooses to control the terms of how he infects others — planning his 

infections like strategic reproductions. 

He does not, however, realize the full significance of what he is doing in this case, 

which is directly and instantly infecting another mascufeminine body that still  has an 

active  soul  (two  even,  since  Mina  is  pregnant  with  Jonathan’s  child).  He  does  not 

understand that  she  can fight  back and that  if  he is  the  ultimate  vampire,  she is  the 
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ultimate human specimen: both male and female,  soul and body, potential  and active 

creation through her pregnancy. 

Mina's  body/soul  then  become the  field  upon which  humanity and vampirism 

battle. After Dracula attacks Mina it swiftly becomes clear that she is different than the 

other victims because she is infected with vampirism, yet alive. Like the vampirism of 

Carmilla, the change of a human into a vampire is something infectious, like a sexually 

transmitted  or  hereditary disease.  Van Helsing  attempts  to  protect  Mina  from further 

attacks before the men leave the asylum, and his final gesture is to place the host upon 

her forehead: “There was a fearful scream which almost froze our hearts to hear. As he 

had placed the Wafer on Mina's forehead, it had seared it… had burned into the flesh as 

though it had been a piece of white-hot metal.”137 Unlike the completely vampirised Lucy 

who could not even approach the Host (Van Helsing used it to seal the door of her tomb 

while he proved to the others that she had, in fact, become a vampire), Mina does not 

sense and naturally avoid the wafer. Thus, we know that her soul is still intact, though her 

body is infected. 

Mina is unique. Unlike the other victims of vampires, she does not slowly change 

into one. In addition to being the ideal complete human, the vampiric infection gives her 

a new kind of power: Mina realizes that she can spy on Dracula. Just as he asserts that he 

can affect her from a distance, Mina can send her consciousness to him. Mina wakes 

before dawn and says, "I have an idea. I suppose it must have come in the night, and 

matured without my knowing it. . . Go quick, dearest, the time is getting close."138 The 

idea has risen from inside of her, from the collection of all that she is (her own mind, 
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soul, the soul of her child, and the vampiric infection). “'I want you to hypnotize me!' she 

said. 'Do it before the dawn, for I feel that then I can speak, and speak freely. Be quick, 

for the time is short!'”139 Her freedom from constraint is something that she can “feel,” it 

is more than something that she cerebrally deduces. Mina's natural ability to sense her 

power is something that Dracula did not anticipate, re-allying himself with the males in 

Dracula who do deny female agency. Mina is an unexpected aberration that is more than 

the sum of its parts, including the power of projecting her mind to Dracula to spy on him. 

Instead of creating a tool for his use, Dracula creates a powerful foe who is the key to his 

destruction. Once Dracula is defeated, she is free of his disease and the scar that the host 

left on her forehead is effaced; Mina is presumably returned to her pure, pre-diseased 

state. 

~Δ~

Ironically, with so many monstrous women, there is very little about monstrous 

children  in  these  pieces.  There  is  one  woman  who  does  actively  seek  out  children, 

however: the vampirised Lucy.  Victorian women were supposed to be natural mothers. 

Vampire-Lucy mimics this. After her death she attacks children, who call her the “bloofer 

lady” (beautiful lady). Dr. Seward narrates the encounter that the men have with Lucy in 

the graveyard. They find her feeding from a small child:

By the concentrated light that fell on Lucy's face we could see that the lips 
were crimson with fresh blood, and that the stream had trickled over her 
chin  and  stained  the  purity  of  her  lawn  death-robe....With  a  careless 
motion, she flung to the ground, callous as a devil, the child that up to 
now she had clutched strenuously to her breast, growling over it as a dog 
growls over a bone. The child gave a sharp cry, and lay there moaning. 
There  was  a  cold-bloodedness  in  the  act  which  wrung  a  groan  from 
Arthur.140
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The description is disturbing and decidedly un-maternal.  Rusu reads Lucy's attacks on 

children as the “reversal of the feminine function” and says that it is “meant to appal the 

reader.”141 Lucy is indeed meant to appall the reader, however, I do not read this as a 

complete and pure reversal. Rather, it is a perverse affirmation of the feminine function – 

a  reversal  would be to  completely reject  the maternal,  whereas  Lucy is  a  monstrous 

mother instead of a non-mother. Lucy's relationship with the children is in many ways the 

opposite of a normal mother-child relationship.  The most obvious differences are that 

Lucy sucks their blood for nourishment instead of nourishing them with breast milk, and 

that  she  promises  death  instead  of  life.  However,  Lucy is  only shown feeding  from 

children  –  her  female  alliance  with  children  is  implicit  and  remains  even  after  she 

becomes  a  monster.  Lucy  was  transformed  into  a  vampire  through  extended  blood-

sucking  followed  by corporeal  death.  Van  Helsing  claims  that  the  children  will  not 

transform, because they have been attacked so few times. However, as I have illustrated, 

he is  a fallible  character.  Lucy's attacks  promise a  bastardized kind of life.  Vampire-

Lucy's actions could lead to the production of vampire children, despite Van Helsing’s 

assurances that they have not yet been infected deeply enough. Instead of the monstrous 

mother  being  sterile,  the  monstrous  mother,  for  Stoker,  is  fecund  and  threatens  to 

populate the world with monstrous children.

The child victims turn her  attacks  into a  game that  children then play among 

themselves. She is not described negatively by the children, but as beautiful – they want 

to go with her. As with most adult victims of vampires, the children that Lucy feeds upon 

are complicit. After being found drained of blood and upon the point of death, a child is 
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taken to the hospital: “Even this poor little mite, when he woke up today, asked the nurse 

if he might go away...he said he wanted to play with the 'bloofer lady."142 Instead of fear 

or denial of sexuality, the children actively desire to be attacked by Lucy, they even play-

act it amongst themselves: 

A correspondent writes us that to see some of the tiny tots pretending to be 
the "bloofer lady" is supremely funny. Some of our caricaturists might, he 
says, take a lesson in the irony of grotesque by comparing the reality and 
the  picture.  It  is  only in  accordance  with  general  principles  of  human 
nature that the "bloofer lady" should be the popular role at these al fresco 
performances. Our correspondent naively says that even Ellen Terry could 
not be so winningly attractive as some of these grubby-faced little children 
pretend, and even imagine themselves, to be.143 

Lucy not  only threatens  to  create  more  vampires,  but  she  threatens  to  turn  children 

sexual. Like Carmilla, the the mother does not protect the child, but instead is the one that 

damages it. Although the children to not attempt to hide their sexually driven games, the 

games are not recognized as what they are, and are instead thought charming. In reality, 

the children are playing sex. Lucy's children are sexual – they enjoy it, seek it out, and act 

it out amongst themselves; they are therefore monstrous children. 

Lucy's vampiric motherhood contrasts with that of Mina. Lucy creates soulless 

children, whereas Mina's child, if anything, has far too many souls. Mina births a son on 

the birthday of Quincey Morris, who dies in the final showdown between the protagonists 

and Dracula. “His mother holds, I know, the secret belief that some of our brave friend's 

spirit has passed into him. His bundle of names links all our little band of men together. 

But we call him Quincey.”144 What is intended to be a sweet memorial to the sacrifice of 

their friend and to the battle that the group fought also points to the fact that Mina's son is 

literally linked by blood to all of the protagonists and monsters in the novel! Halberstam 
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significantly points out that,  “Dracula has drunk from Lucy and Mina has drunk from 

Dracula, so paternity by implication is shared and multiple. ”145 

Like his mother, Quincey is a transcendental figure because he contains a plurality 

of  life  with  multiple  mothers  and fathers.  This  can  be  read  positively or  negatively. 

Quincey is either the lucky recipient of the positive traits of all his forbearers, or he is the 

monstrous child of the unnatural union of Mina, Jonathan, Lucy, Arthur, Van Helsing, 

Quincey, Jonathan, Dracula, the female vampires that haunted Castle Dracula, and all of 

Dracula's other previous victims. The enormity of life that Quincey contains is staggering 

and begs the question of whether he has or will become a transcendental monster. 

Dracula is  an  exploratory  novel  that  seems  to  generate  more  questions  and 

possibilities as it goes. This can be generalized to the Keats's “Lamia” and Le Fanu's 

Carmilla as  well.  Neither  of  those  works  ends  with  the  direct  mention  of  children. 

However,  they  are  also  ambiguous.  Lamia  does  not  necessarily  die,  but  instead 

disappears. Before she transforms she says that she had once been a human. Instead of 

death,  her  blindingly reactive life  is  perhaps  lying in  wait,  once again in  her natural 

serpent form awaiting another chance to be reborn. 

Carmilla has the most suggestive ending of the three pieces. Keats refused to 

moralize  and Stoker  refuses  to  discuss  the  monstrosity  of  the  scion  of  the  group of 

protagonists  with  whom  the  novel  ends.  Le  Fanu,  however,  is  much  clearer  in  his 

criticisms. Laura makes no mention of the other English girl or the peasant women who 

Carmilla attacked being exterminated, raising the possibility that both were transformed 

into vampires who linger on beyond the end of the novella. This suggests yet another 
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gross failure of the men in Carmilla to properly control female sexuality and disease. 

Through Laura's narrative it is clear that she has become sexually awakened. Her 

attraction to Carmilla is hardly ended. Rather, Laura has been irreversibly tainted. In her 

conclusion she writes, “and to this hour the image of Carmilla returns to memory with 

ambiguous alternations — sometimes the playful, languid, beautiful girl; sometimes the 

writhing fiend...and often from a reverie I have started, fancying I heard the light step of 

Carmilla  at  the  drawing-room door.”146 Even  after  Carmilla's  death,  Laura  fantasizes 

about  her,  sometimes  fondly.  More dangerously,  Carmilla  succeeded in  feeding from 

Laura many times before Carmilla  was exterminated,  suggesting that  Laura will  also 

become a vampire when she dies, carrying on the maternal tradition of her family. 

Like the mother who offers disease to her  husband and children,  Laura is  the 

hidden vessel of disease that is left in plain sight. This is perhaps the conclusion that all  

these  pieces  leave  the  reader  with:  monstrosity  in  all  its  forms  is  ever-present,  ever 

threatening, and every day waiting to be born anew, from and/or within the female body.
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Conclusion

“The productive nature of this novel may lie in the easy  
cohabitation of various discursive fields, in the fact that it  
seems  to  generate  readings  rather  than  closing  them 
down.”147

                                    
                          -Elena Maria Rusu writing about Dracula

This thesis began with a few large goals and ideas: to work with the Gothic, to 

work  with  monsters,  to  provide  a  reading  of  the  Gothic  without  recourse  to 

psychoanalytic theory, and to say something new. The ultimate question was and is: what 

makes a monster a monster, how is a monster made, and why? That question has yielded 

two separate discussions of constructions of monstrosity. The way in which monstrosity 

is  made points both to the cultural  contexts  and anxieties of when these works were 

written—fear  of  religious  extremism and  misguided  childhood  education  in  the  late 

1700s and early 1800s, and fear of contagion, excessive and mechanical life forms in the 

later 1800s (with “Lamia” as an early progenitor). My first chapter focuses on the human 

monster,  and the second on vampire texts that explore issues about  life,  disease,  and 

female sexuality. They are both are highly critical and construct monstrosity as a social 

failing – the failure to properly educate children and the failure of male-dominated social 

and medical systems to understand and deal with sexuality and the roles and abilities of 

women. The monsters are always destroyed in the end, but the larger social problems and 

realities that produced or facilitated the monsters have not been eradicated. 

The vampire literature that I looked at was female and body oriented, whereas the 

human monsters that I discuss are both male with their monstrosity being very cerebral. 

The one set  deals  with monstrous  education,  the other  with the  monstrous  body and 
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parentage.  My  two  chapters  taken  together  suggest  that  monstrosity  in  general  is 

concerned with gender roles, the family, and its failure (be it to properly educate, protect 

from sexuality, etc) – for in the end all their relatives (especially children) are perverted 

or dead because of the monstrous relationships within the works. The female monsters 

are too sexualized (in the case of Carmilla homosexual) to be feminine and the men are 

either mascufeminine (Dracula) or unmanly in their  dis-  honorableness or inability to 

reasonably control themselves and protect women. When the monsters do have families, 

their relatives are those whom they kill and/or pervert – Lycius is destroyed with his new 

wife Lamia; Carmilla attacks and sexualizes Laura because she is her descendent; Mina's 

child is monstrous because of his plurality of parents; Lucy148 perverts many children and 

possibly produces vampiric offspring; and Robert kills his brother, mother, and father;149 

and this is especially significant in the case of Ambrosio, whose unmanly inability to 

control himself destroys his, specifically female, relatives to whom he is unaware that he 

is related. Monstrosity in all of these works succeeds in destroying and/or violating the 

family through the violation of societal roles. 

My reading  of  constructions  of  monstrosity  is  not  limited  to  the  novels  that 

discussed  here,  but  also suggests  further  research  into  similar  issues  in  other  Gothic 

monster works, particularly Mary Shelley's  Frankenstein, or the Modern Prometheus. I 

consider monstrosity in Shelley's novel to be a union of the family, education, and gender 

problems that the other two constructions of monstrosity I discussed engage. The creature 

is the child of a one-parent birth and is distinctly motherless. His monstrosity is closely 

bound with the method of his creation, if he were to have one salient monstrous feature, it 
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would be his  complete  isolation  resulting  from his  unnatural  birth.  He is  completely 

failed by his family and by society, who both reject him, and his education is achieved 

only through observation—the creature learns language and reading by peeping through a 

hidden hole at a French family who are instructing a foreigner. His limited library of 

books – Volney's  Les ruines ou Méditations sur les Révolutions des Empires, Milton's 

Paradise Lost, Plutarch's  Lives, and Goethe's  Sorrows of Werther –  deeply affects his 

personality and voice. The creature is forced to be monstrous and alone by his creator 

who abandons, reviles, and tries to kill him. Frankenstein even refuses to create a mate 

for him, completely denying the possibility of his ever having a gender role as a parent or 

sexual being. The creature threatens violence if he forced to be perpetually alone and 

rejected by humans – his monstrosity is completely constructed by his relationship to his 

family (or lack thereof),  his  education,  and his exclusion from society.  Frankenstein's 

creature is the ultimate victim whose only family, his male creator, dies while pursuing 

him. 

The specific constructions of monstrosity purposefully work with the elements of 

morality,  culture, science, etc that are considered problematic. This is reflected in the 

repeated  reaffirmation  and deepening  of  the  monstrous  quality  within  the  text  (be  it 

sexuality, insanity, isolation, etc). Monstrosity then, as I have discussed it, always leads to 

the ultimate destruction of the family, either immediately or through perverting/infecting 

later generations, and by extension society, along with the monster itself. 
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