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Rice’s Vampires and Visonaries
If women are the prime source of all that is evil in the majority of
trraditional literature, then two of the best biblical examples are Adam's two
wives, both of whom were strong and sensual women. Lilith and Eve both
defied patriarchal society and rebelled when punished. Both are also
associated with blood (another aspect of the Goddess and feminine creative
power), and, as in the case of Lilith, child-eating (Keesey 8).
According to the Talmud, Lilith argued with Adam over his authority
and left him. As punishment for her "sins," her children were
destroyed. Lilith later returned—-immortal, undead, and vengeful,
according to the biblical stories—to kill Eve's children. (Keesey 8)
This is significant not only in considering patriarchy's long-standing hatred
of women, but also because Lilith. and Eve, both epitomeé of the monster/witch,
are now generally considered to be the source from which the vampire has
evolved.
Although variations of the vampi.re myth.are widespread, the basic
~ premise is fairly consistent. The vampire is an evil creature which, returns
from the dead to "feed" on the living in order to perpetuate and preserve its
own unnatural existence. The nature of the feeding depends largely upon the
culture - in some cultures the vampire feeds on human blood, in others it
consumes an individual's psyche, or soul. One characteristic’commonly
shared, despite cultural variation, is the savage animalistic behavior of these
creatures. Bram Stoker's Dracula is an example of just such a heast. Highly
violent and aggressive, the vampire uses his power to force his victims,
usually female, to submit and thrives on their terror.
However,, the vampire has recently undergone. a transformation at the

hands of female genre writers and their female readers have responded
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enthusiastically. One of the most widely known of these authors is Anne Rice
who created a humanized, even likable, vampire. Her vampire characters are
not .bestial beings driven by evil forces, but beings rather like ourselves with

fears and insecurities, beings capable of intellectual reasoning and

questioning. Just as Bram Stoker's traditional vampire tale, Dracula, appealed

primarily to the male audience, this new breed of vampire has captured the

imaginations and empathy of its female fans.

This is not meant to imply that females weren't attracted to male
vampire fiction; indeed, a strong connection can be made between it and
romance fiction. The male version of vampire lore reinforces the female's
role as the helpless victim with a child-like l:?rain who must be protected from
the evil beast, and, in patriarchy's judgement, from herself. The male vampire
novel becomes.another tool in patriarchy's war against woman when it takes
advantage of romance novel characteristics. Is there more than coincidence
at work when we note that the vampire and the male lead characters in
romance fiction bear a strong resemblance to one another

. . . thase aristocrats with ancient names and ruined mansions, with
their awful demands, their hawk noses and piercing eyes, their
stern and stepfatherly aspects . . .7 (Stade vii)

Stoker describes Dracula through Jonathan Harker in the following manner:
His face was a strong--a very strong--aquiline, with high bridge of
the thin nose and peculliarly arched nostrils; with lofty domed
forehead, and hair growing scantily round.the temples but profusely
elsewhere. His eyebrows were very massive, almost meeting over
the nose, and with bushy hair that seemed to curl in its own
profusion. The mouth so far as I could see it under the heavy

moustache, was fixed and rather cruel-looking. (18)
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Later, Mina's description of the count's face in her diary also bears a strong
similarity to the heroes in popular romance: *... it was hard, and cruel, and
sensual, and his big white teeth, that looked all the whiter because his lips
were so red "(Stoker 180).

In romance fiction an innocent woman is drawn to a "dangerous" rogue
and, ultimately, will only find happiness by sacrificing herself to him. As
Tania Modelski states in her discussion of romance novels, . . . the heroine of
the novels can achieve happiness only by undergoing a complex process of
self-subversion, sacrificing her aggressive instincts, her 'pride', and--nearly
—her life "(435). Usually described as being extremely sensual, the woman's
lover will pursue her with an almost obsessive passion, making her feel
highly desirable.

. . . the reader is always-able to interpret the hero's actions as the
result of his increasingly intense love for the heroine. Knowing the
herc will eventually imply or state that he has loved the heroine
from the.beginning. The reader can attribute the hero's expressions
-of hostility and derision*to his inability to admit, perhaps even. to
himself, how much the sight of the woman 'sprawled at-the side of
the road looking like a collapsed puppet’ inflames his passion and
rouses his admiration. Male brutality comes to be séen as.a
manifestation, not of contempt, -but of love. (Modleski 439)
The vantpire, who needs the heroine's literal life in order t6 survive, is merely
a logical extension, and. her .sacrifice is willing because, through death, she
¢an prove her self-worth and power. This helps to explain why so'many
women have found the traditional \'/ampir_e_:‘ Dracula to be such an appealing

figure.
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Interviews with three of the men who have played Dracula on stage or
screen corroborate this disturbing observation. Bela Lugosi stated,
. . . ninety-one percent of [my] admiring letters come from women
. ... Women are interested in terror for the sake of terror. For
generations they have been the subject sex. This seems to have bred
a masochistic interest--an enjoyment of, or at least a keen interest
in, suffering experienced vicariously on the screen. (qtd. in Stade
vii)
Christopher Lee similarly explains Dracula's appeal:
Men are attracted to him because of the irresistible power he wields.
For women there is the complete abandonment to the power of a
man. ... It's like being a sexual blood-donor. What greater evidence
of giving, than your blood flowing from your own blood-stream.
(qtd. in Stade vii)
Peter Wyngarde's statement is even more unsettling:
It's a totally sexual thing. All that blood sucking and the girl's
apparent, orgasm when he kisses her--a form of the sexact.... He
has that sinister, almost violent look that men have who are
extremely sexually attractive to women. (qtd..in Stade vii)
The lines between male sexuality and male violence hecome blurred and the
female reader confuses the rapist mentality, with its intention to humiliate
and degrade, with sexual desire (Brownmiller 424). For the female, the hero's
brutal and violent behavior toward the heroine becomes not only acceptable
but highly desirable because of its interpretation "as a measure of [his] love or
[his] resistance to fher] extraordinary charms" (Modleski 441).
For the male, traditional vampire fiction reinforces the patriarchal

power structure which treats women as property to be fought over and
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controlled while fueling the male appetite for sexual power and domination
over women. In Stoker's Dracula this is demonstrated in the scene where the
Count confronts ‘and taunts the men pursuing him:
My revenge is just begun! I spread it over centuries, and time is on
my side. Your girls that you all love are mine already; and through
them you and others shall yet'be mine—my creatures, to do my
bidding and to be my jackals when [ want to feed. (324)
Norine Dresser, in her book American Vampires: Fans, Victims, and

Practitioners, reveals some of the responses she received to a questionnaire

given to students relating to vampires. Twenty-two persons stated that the
traditional vampire appealed to them because of its power. The three
following excerpts are examples of their responses:
. . .perhaps women are attracted to the sexual side of a woman being
enslaved by the vampire, coming to him whenever he needs her,
submitting to him .
He can control any woman's soul and entire being and she‘could be
totally his if he commanded it. It's a fantasy for me and I'm sure for
many women all over.
For me the idea of a personalized powerful demonic force that yet
cannot harm you unless you invite it into your lifeis an aspect
which gives me the twin contradictory thrills of helplessness and
power. (155)
By eroticizing this extreme form of male dominance, traditional vampire
fiction has been at least partially successful in seeking to inoculate women
against their resentment of their inferior position and their fear of male
power and control while convincing men of the sanctity -and righteousness of

the patriarchal power structure.
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Although many critics have cited the autobiographical aspects of Rice's
vampire fiction, they seem to be ignoring the possibility that she is giving
voice to the dreams and concerns of the contemporary woman. Rather than
merely giving glimpses of her own mind, she is laying bare the hopes, fears,
needs, and desires of modern woman which a patriarchal society forced her to
bury—to lock away in a coffin--in the deep, dark recesses of her mind. The
transformation of the traditional vampire horror story allows for the
expression of that which was previously inexpressible. It is interesting to
note at this point that the early, as well as contemporary, vampire fiction
written by men does not express the vampire's point of view while the fiction
written by women, specifically Anne Rice, is told exclusively'from the
vampire's point of view. Not only is this fact significant, it is also.highly
predictable. Those in power are the people who determine what fits within the
category of being "acceptable" and, what does not. Acceptability is predicated
upon a similarity to those in power with the goal being to repress and
dominate-ultimately to destroy either literally or figuratively - those
different from themselves. In our own culture this means that those not
fitting within the white, Protestant, heterosexual, male power structure are
minimalized for who and what they are because, their needs and desires do not
match those of the controlling patriarchal structure. The vampire can then
be interpreted as representing--"a transgression against the body, the last
barrier protecting the self from the other" (DeLamotte 21). Because women
have been viewed throughout our history as representing a dangerous threat
to the status quo, they have been treated as the monstrous Other, a being to be
shunned and oppressed for the safety of society. Just as this Alien or Other
represents danger to the controlling power structure, the characteristics

associated with it (not surprisingly also associated with the feminine), become
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suspect and, in some cases, evil. In the case of the vampire, the psychic
abilities, including other various supernatural powers, and the need for blood
in order to survive (which can be related to menstruation) all serve in male
vampire fiction to make the vampire a foul, unclean beast. Is it any wonder
then that males have traditionally chosen the viewpoint of vampire hunter or
victim and that the female genre writers like Rice have chosen the viewpoint
of the vampire?

Why then, after what has been discussed thus far, would female writers
like Anne Rice be attracted to a genre that has traditionally been used to
manipulate and exploit women--the true 'separated one' at the heart of a social
order -whose peculiar disorder it is to make her the fearful Other (DeLamotte
28)? Writing in what has historically been considered a male genre, a female
author can transform it from a negative, unthealthy force into a positive
healthy force, and subvert the harmful inequities that have been previously
cultivated. By reclaiming the mythical vampire and reshaping it, Anne Rice's
Vampire Chronicles challenges the existing patriarchal structure. The
vampire imagé becomes, in The Vampire Chronicles, a metaphor for our own
existence. Becduse she does not treat vampires as representations of ultimate
evil, she is-able to explore ideas and philosophies that transcend them--they
offer a unique perspective and a distance from the problems that plague us as
humans.

One of the most obvious challenges to the tradition of patriarchy is the
manner in which the vampires are depicted. Unlike her male counterparts,
Anne Rice gives the reader a far different impression of the vampire's powers
and appearance. Instead of a beast with glowing red eyes motivated by a
lustful evil force, Rice's vision is of a more humanized being. By focusing on

similarities rather than on differences, Rice allows the female reader to
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identify with the vampire character in a more positive manner. In Rice's
world of vampires those things that had previously symbolized horror and evil
have been given new meaning.

Traditionally, darkness, the realm of the vampire, has been associated
with evil and death. The vampire's inability to survive in daylight is symbolic
on two levels. Historically the sun has been associated with male power and
the moon with female power. Light equals logic and truth and, in Greek
mythology, was represented by Apollo, the sun-god, while darkness and the
moon, the mystery of the unknown, were represented by the goddess Artemis.
It is of little surprise then that the traditional vampire was powerless in the
light of day. He was a symbol of the regressive, inferior, and dangerous
qualities that patriarchy saw in women. By having "light" overpower "dark" it
was symbolic of the male subduing and dominating the female. To the female
audience this reinforced their inferior position as a result of their baser, more
primitive, instincts.

Historically the.cycles of the moon have also been associated with the
female menstrual cycle.

The earliest rituals were connected to the women’s monthly
bleeding. The blood from the womb that nourished the unborn' child
was believed to have mana, magical power. Women’s periodic
bleeding was a cosmic event, like the cycles of the moon and the
waxing and waning of the tides. (Gadon 2)
Male-created vampire lore connected these denizens of the dark and the
flowing of blood with representations of the unnatural and the evil. The male
fear of the female reproductive ability is dealt with by transforming it into
something unclean and hideous. It is interesting to note how Stoker dealt with

this fear of female sexuality in Dracula. Early in the novel Jonathan Harker,
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pretending to sleep, is approached by three of the count's, beautiful female
vampires. He describes "in an agony of delightful anticipation" and
"languorous.ecstasy" how one of the women
went down 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 . ... I could hear the
churning sound of her tongue as it licked her teeth and lips, and
could feel the hot breath on my neck. (Stoker 39)
In this scene female sexuality is depicted with horrified fascination--an
"agony of delightful anticipation." Apparently female vampires, having been
cast into the darkness and connected with the other female symbols of earth
and moon, become doubly feminine and doubly powerful. The female
vampire's sexuality becomes amplified, yet, in traditional genre fiction, she
loses her.maternal, or nurturing instincts. When the count comes upon the
women ready to devour Harker, he throws a bag to them.
One of the women jumped forward and opened it. If my ears did not
deceive me there was a gasp and a low wail,-as of a half-smothered
child. The-women closed round . . . they disappeared, and with them
the dreadful bag. (Stoker 40) |
This inversion of the roles of the pure and chaste woman and nurturing
mother is even more apparent in the following description of Lucy Westenra
after her. vampire conversion:
The sweetness was turned to adamantine;, heartless cruelty, and the

purity to voluptuous wantonness, . .-.
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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.. . ..

'Come to me Arthur. Leave these others and come to me. My arms
are hungry for you.' (Stoker 222-23)

Losing her purity and nurturing abilities, the traditional female vampire in
the genre hecomes the epitome of what males fear most--a sexually aggressive
woman. The destruction of the female vampire--with the phallic stake
through the heart--becomes a lesson and a warning. The world of darkness is
to be avoided and feared.

Yet in Rice's version the powers of darkness are not overcome by the
sun's power. The female essence is not destroyed by the male. Lestat and his
companions enjoy the power to heal very quickly, and when Lestat decides to
destroy himself by. flying into the desert sun, his vampire blood and its
healing properties prevent him from turning to ashes. This represents a
significant departure from the traditional genre fiction in which a .single ray
of light could destroy the vampire. Neither is darkness burdened with
numerous connotations of evil in The Vampire Chronicles. Rather, it is seen as
a place of beauty, opportunity and vitality—a place-of worth. Rice presents
darkness as something to be embraced, not feared. Although there may be
death in the darkness, there may also be immortality, sensual.delights, and
powers beyond the imagination. The female reader responds to the
transformation of darkness from a potentially destructive force into a creative
force because it reinforces an appreciation of her own mystery and creativity.

The connotations relating t;) blood are also transformed in Rice's fiction.
I}-.\/“a:mpire blood represents, in one of its aspects, menstrual blood, it is no

longer the symbol of horror it was in the hands of men. Instead, Rice treats it
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as a source of great power. Vampire blood becomes the source of the ability to
create new life, ‘which is significant when considering its menstrual aspect.
Rather than a harmful pollutant, it is a source of fabulous gifts. The powers
with which Rice imbues her vampires are not the stereotypical horrific
abilities traditionally found in genre fiction. Telepathic abilities and
heightened emotional sensitivity develop, becoming stronger as the vampire
ages, thereby giving the female reader a scenario in which it is desirable to
age because age translates into power. The telepathic and emotional abilities
experienced by the vampires are presented in a positive light, thus affirming
a woman's sense of intuition as something to be cherished and utilized rather
than hidden out of shame. This is also true in relation to the vampire's
heightened emotions and sensual abilities. Louis describes this awareness as
“vampire eyes," indicating a sort of "mind's eye" or superhuman intuition
which allows him to experience the world on a more intimate level: "I saw as a
vampire . ... It was as if | had.only just been able to see colors and shapes for
the first time" (Rice, Interview 20). Mtch as a girl will perceive the world
differently after-she has begun menstruating, the vampire too experiences
changes in perception after his first "bleed". Throughout The Vampire
Chronicles the beauty of the vampires' eyes are stressed--the change that
occurred was not something horrible, but rather a thing of great beauty,
allowing him to experience the world in a new way. Rice's vampires wear
dark glasses when mingling with mortals because their eyes are so unusual
and beautiful that they are intensely alluring. '

Physically, the vampires also possess great strength and speed. Some of
the older vampires acquire the power of flight like Akasha, the queen of the
vampires, who later teaches this to Lestat. Rice seems to indicate that the

ability to fly is metaphorical for the vampires attaining a higher level of
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spirituality. However, for some of the vampires, it is a frightening experience

that they seek to avoid. '
It's. more like floating, simply rising at will--propelling yourself in
this direction or that by decision. It's a defiance of gravity quite
unlike the flight of natural creatures. It's frightening. It's the most
frightening of all our powers; and I think it hurts us more than any
other power; it fills us with despair. . . . We fear perhaps we will one
night leave the earth and never touch it again. (Rice, Body Thief
232)

This sense of feeling disconnected from the earth, a symbol of the mother,

explains why Lestat avoids using another of his abilities that allows him to

accomplish astral projection.

Another aspect in which Rice departs from genre fiction concerns the
way her vampires obtain their blood. The vampire's kiss, or "dark trick" as
Rice's character Lestat terms it, is in most cases far different from the act of
savagery as it is depicted in male vampire fiction. Typically, the vampire kiss
is given only in heterosexual situations, usually from male vampire to female
victim or female vampire to male victim. In traditiondl genre fiction this
serves to reinforce the male reader’s dominance and also play upon his fear
that those he dominates might rise out of the grave to seek revenge. (This fear
is diffused by the phallic destruction of the monster.) Rice breaks these
gender barriers down: The.first encounter described in The Vampire
Chronicles occurs in Interview with the Vampire between Louis and Lestat.
The language used to describe it is sensual and erotic.

. . . with the movement of a lover . . . . he put his right arm around

me and pulled me close to his chest. Never had I been this close to
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him before, and in the dim light I could see the magnificent
radiance of his eyes . .. . he sank his teeth into my neck.

. .. light coalesced and began to shimmer, as though a golden
presence hovered above me, suspended in the stairwell, softly
entangled with the railings, curling and contracting like smoke.
'Listen, keep your eyes wide,' Lestat whispered to me, his lips moving
against my neck. I remember that the movement of his lips raised
the hair all over my body, sent a shock of sensation through my
body that was not unlike the pleasure of passion.... (18)

The reader senses that Lestat is making love to Louis, that it is a pleasurable act
for both of them and that it is a union of equals. This is in stark contrast to
traditional genre fiction in which the vampire's feeding is more akin to rape.
The act might still be one of dominance and submission, but in a non-gender-
specific manner. Gender is unimportant in an act which does not focus on
genital cortact. ‘Rice once stated in an interview that she meant for-the reader
to see the.kill.as sexual in nature, not in the traditional genitally focused
manner, but in an asexual kind of experience (Ramsland 148).
Readers were invited to experience the blurred distinctions ....
Female readers strongly identified with Louis, and later with Lestat,
because Anne provided for them a means to experience male'
qualities that society prizes so highly without a loss of the female-
oriented perspective. (Ramsland 148-49)
Through the blurring of gender distinctions, Rice's femmale readers are able to
vicariously achieve a sort of gender-free perspective that is normally

impossible for them.

The eroticism is accentuated in the Chronicles because the blood is

usually sucked from the neck, wrist, or chest of the victim. By focusing on
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non-genital erogenous zones, Rice creates a sexual and highly erotic act
consisting only of foreplay thereby making it less "threatening" to her female
readers.
And now he bent over my helpless head and, taking his right hand
off me, bit his own wrist . ... It seemed an eternity that he watched
it.... He pressed his bleeding wrist to my mouth . ... [ drank,
sucking the blood out of the holes, experiencing for the first time
since infancy the special pleasure of sucking nourishment, the body
focused with the mind upon one vital source. (Rice, Interview 19)-
Describing his pleasure as that of a suckling infant, Louis' encounter
resembles that of a maternal figure, Lestat, nurturing a child. This sort of
intimate bonding is a drastic departure from the traditional genre fiction's
description of a predatory act of savagery-and dominance.

In Rice's fictionnt dominance is not one of the key factors involved in the
vampire's bite. Between vampires, the bite is an act of intimacy shared by
participants-of equal status and done out of love. It is not a one-way act—both
participants give and take. Although this is not as true with their mortal
victims, it is still différent from a "rape". Because the vampire must have
blood in order to survive, it must feed on human victims. However; Rice's
vampires, unlike their literary predecessors, learn to take the "little drink"
from their victims rather than drain them. In this manner the victim still
experiences the bite as very sensual and merely drifts off to sleep rather than
death. Both vampire and victim end the encounter satisfied.

In novels like Dracula, the vampire hunter's tools are the crucifix and

holy water. With these potent Christian symbols, the male vampire hunter is
able to control and destroy the vampire, or Other. When these symbols fail to

work, when they are impotent, the vampire is not only unharmed, but able to
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lead its life virtually unthreatened and unimpeded. In Rice's fiction the
various religious icons have no effect on her vampires, Christianity, a
patriarchal religion, holds no power over the vampires unless they allow it to,
and even then it is not real power, but only imagined in their own minds.
Lestat realizes that religion has no meaning for him when he and his mother,
Gabrielle, are pursued and they take shelter in a church beneath the altar.
Although nothing happens to them when they enter or while they are hiding,
Gabrielle becomes panicked when she awakens and hears the priest saying
mass. "No, it's a Benediction," Gabrielle gasped . ... We must get out. ... Lestat,

the Blessed Sacrament is on the altar...." (Rice, Vampire Lestat192)

Gabrielle's Catholic teachings had become so ingrained that she was unable to
see the truth-—that it meant nothing because it was merely words. If the
vampire is the Other feared by a patriarchal society, and that Other is also
representative of woman, then Rice's refusal to give power to a patriarchally
based religion.is a matter of importance to her female readers. By having the
vampires, the children of the darkness and earth, immune to a hjerarchical
religion, it opens the possibility that it may mean nothing but words for us as
well. Many woinen unable to relate to the numerous religions that devalue
women and give them a male deity to worship may be attracted to Rice because
she questions traditional religion.

Rice explores another religious option in Queen of the Damned.
Akasha, the vampire queen, awakens after having "slept" for thousands of
years to implement her plan for world peace. Although her intentions are
good, her plan is still evil. Reminiscent of the past atrocities committeq
against women in our own history, Akasha believes that males are the cause of
all that is wrong-with the world, and decides that all but a small handful of

males should be killed. She plans on reviving worship of the Great Mother and
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ruling over her newly created utopia as a goddess with Lestat at her side as her
consort. Limiting her appearances to women living in primitive cultures and
conditions she promises a world free of the miseries created by patriarchy.
. . . a new order was to begin, a new world in which the abused and
injured would know peace and justice finally. The women and
children were exhorted to rise, and to slay all males within this
village. All males save one in a hundred should be killed, and all
male babies save one in a hundred should be slaughtered
immediately. Peace on earth would follow once this had been done
far and wide; there would be no more war; there would be food and
plenty. . . . a world without war or deprivation in which women
roamed free and unafraid, women who even under provocation
would shrink from the common violence that lurks in the heart of
every man. {302-03)
Once the women rid the world of ninety-nine percent of its men, they would
teach the surviving boys to exist without violence.. After this was done, the
women would gradually increase the male population. Lestat tries to convince
Akasha of the flaws in her plan, "What if there's something you don't
understand . . .. Suppose the duality of masculine and feminine is
indispensable to the human animal" (366). While Akasha is unable to
recognize that she herself is committing those very crimes she accuses the
males of perpetrating, the reader is able to recognize that Akasha is
embracing the tactics she claims to despise. Rice wants us to realize that evil is
not a gender-related trait. To believe so would switch the Other to
representing male instead of female. Instead she wants us to understand the
need for unity and wholeness. To divide is hierarchical, no matter the gender

of the divider. While Akasha's plan is one that appeals to many women on one



35

level or another, the female reader is able to understand that a true utopia
would have neither oppressors nor oppressed.
Claudia, Louis' and Lestat’s vampire child, is-what Rice gives to us as the
result of domination and oppression. She is interesting because she is a blend
of both female victim and monster. Trapped for eternity in the body of a six- -
year-old she is virtually helpless physically, shunned even by fellow
vampires as.an abomination that should never have been created.. Not only is
she symbolic of those women who, submitting to social pressure, are prevented
from reaching their full potential,she is also representative of the tragic
fruition of the Western ideal that women must remain young at all costs.
Naomi Wolf states in The Beauty Myth:
Sacrificing ourselves for others, women respond to substances that
acquire their aura from sacrifice. A substance into which death has
entered must work miracles. At the Swiss spa La Praine, freshly
aborted sheep embryos are 'sacrificed’ each week for their 'fresh
and living cells' . . . . In Great Britain, France, and Canada, according
to Gerald McKnight, human fétal tissue cells are sold to
manufacturers of skin creams. He cites recorded cases of pregnant
women in poor countries persuaded to abort their children as late as
seven months, for about two hundred dollars, to a lucrative
undercover trade in cosmetic fetal tisSue. In seventeenth-century
Romania, a countess slaughtered peasant virgins so that she could
bathe in blood and stay youthful. The vampire never ages. (120)

Yet 1ike Claudia, the woman/child who is kept young and child-like is denied

the respect and power that come with age. To modify Gilbert and Gubar's

phrase, she has.been killed into an art object by Lestat and Louis. Even though

they know her to be a mature, sensual and highly intelligent woman they
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treat her as if she were a small child with little mind of her own, something
pretty to groom and dress. She represents the modern woman who is valued
for her appearance rather then her intelligence--she is, in many respects, a
trophy.
An endless train of dressmakeré and shoemakers and tailors came to
our flat to outfit Claudia in the best of children's fashions, so that she
was always a vision, not just of child beauty, with her curling lashes
and her glorious yellow hair, but of the taste of finely trimmed
bonnets and tiny laced gloves . ... Lestat played with her as if she
were a magnificent doll, and I played with her as if she were a
magnificent doll . . . (Rice, Interview 100)
But Claudia's mjnd matures even as her form does not:
And then strange things began to happen, for though she said little
and, she was the chubby, round-fingered child still, I'd find her
tucked in the arm of my chair reading the work of Aristotle or
Boethius or a new novel just come over the Atlantic. Or pecking out
the music of Mozart we'd only heard the night before with an
infallible ear and a concentration that made her seem ghostly . ..
(Rice, Interview 101)
Like many women in our society she was valued primarily for her outward
-appearance thereby negating her of intellect. The reason in both situations is
the same; it is far easier for men to disarm a woman, to see her as beautiful but
lacking substance, than it is for them to admit that a beautiful, sensual woman
might also be threateningly intelligent.
Up until this point Claudia's method of killing was fairly quick for her
victims. In addition to her growing mental maturity, her resentment over the

constraints her child's body imposes on her grows as well and is reflected in
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her killing, in manner as well as victim, ". . . she learned to play with them, to
lead them to the doll shop or the cafe where they gave her steaming cups of
chocolate or tea to ruddy her pale cheeks, cups she pushed away, waiting,
waiting, as if feasting silently on their terrible kindness (Rice, Interview 101).
She begins to focus on families as her victims, specifically mothers and
daughters as if she were seeking to recreate the mother/daughter bond she
felt she had been-deprived of by her "fathers:" Her resentment and rage are
readily seen in the tableau she stages. "There they lay on the bricks, mother
and daughter together, the arm of the mother fastened around the waist of the
daughter, the daughter's head bent against the mother's breast, both foul with
feces and swarming with insects" (Rice, Interview 107). Eventually Claudia
fulfills her need for mother/daughter bonding in Madeline, a woman whose
young daughter had just died, who Claudia makes into her own vampire
caretaker by Madeline's own choice. This is significant for two reasons. First,
Claudia gives Madeline the choice that she was deprived of by Louis and Lestat.
Secondly, because Louis and Lestat forced:-Claudia into a life of enormous
constraint, she is unable to connect with them on a deeper, mote nurturing
level. Although they possess androgynous qualities they are still far from
perfect and their initial act of dominance over Claudia is what ultimately
forces a'wedge between them and is one of the reasons she is driven to seek out
Madeline. To understand Claudia’s need for Madeline and all she represents
more fully it is helpful to explore, albiet briefly, the Freudian analysis of
male/female development. The father figure is, at least in Freud’s earlier
theories, the primary force in both a boy’s and girl’s development. Later
Freud was forced to concede the importance of the mother in female
development, but he stipulated that this left women in a less developed

psychological state of being. The importance of the mother figure is obvious
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in Claudia’s case. Her sense of isolation, her apparent lack of conscience or
morals could be traced to the lack of a feminine force in her life. It is now
generally agreed, as Marianne Hirsch explains in her essay “Mothers and
Daughters,” that female mothering provides women with a way to remain
bonded with their first love objects as well as giving them the ability to extend
this sense of connectedness to the world around them. In other words, while a
boy must separate, psychologicahy speaking, from his mother in order to meet
the societal expectation of complete male identification and autonomy, girls
assume their identity-as women by more closely aligning themselves with
their. mothers in a process of positive identification. Lestat’s actions rob
Claudia of this opportunity for optimal female development. Although she
does, to a certain extent, -identify with her “fathers,” she still needs a mother.
Her need to provide herself with a mother (Madeline), when coupled with her
desire to kill Lestat, proves that she is not completely seduced by him, either
intellectually or emotionally. Instead, she is both the victim of her
fathers’/lovers’ incestuous love, z;nd the quintessential "child-bride" doomed
by societal constructs in a patriarchal society to be infantized,: It is the rage
that she feels as a result of this powerlessness that causes her to attempt to
murder Lestat--an: attempt that ultimately leads to her own death. Claudia'@s'
rage against Lestat is analyogous to that of the female reader against the
unfortunately all too common, unhealthy male/female relationships prevalent
in our society. Rice is making the connection between Lestat, in this instance,
and the seductive lover or husband who actually ends up controlling and
emotionally and mentally, if not physically, "draining" his female lover of her
power. The female reader is then dble to question, perhaps fo; the first time,
whether she too on some level, will come tc; hate and want to destroy the man

in her life in rebeljion against his domination. Claudia was not made by Lestat
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in a manner that was nurturing or of equals, but in an act of domination, even
though it was motivated out of Lestat's love for Louis, that leads, ultimately, to
tragedy.

Just as was alluded to in the introduction to this thesis, Victor
Frankenstein was consumed by his lust to "create" a new life, and so too was
Lestat in his desire to bind Louis to him by "birthing" a vampire child common
between them. Neither Shelley's "monster" nor Rice's Claudia were equipped
to function in society because their "fathers" were too intent on the birthing
process to consider the ramifications their actions might have upon their
"children." The result is, in both cases, a being without a voice--a creature
shunned and powerless who becomes so consumed with rage that they are
compelled to destroy their creators. Claudia is Shelley's monster's
contemporary counterpart representing the tragic results of those who must
exist in.a society which perceives them as monstrously "other," as creatures
who, as a result of their very being, are powerless. Creatures like Claudia
highlight the inequities of social structures founded in a hierarchal attitude
that allows abuses of power based on class, gender and race, and that also
condones unequal access to resources.

The male and female duality necessary for human beings is a hallmark
of Rice's vampire fiction. Androgyny is a breakdown of gender distinctions, a
blending of male and female which, in The Vampire Chronicles, represents an
ideal. Rather than destroying the concepts of masculinity and femininity, the
concept of androgyny unifies the two, thereby ending gender separation and
tyranny. It is no-accident then that the majority of Rice's vampire characters
are androgynous figures embodying both male and female characteristics.
Throughout The Vampire Chronicles Lestat frequently weeps out of sadness or

sheer joy. The male vampires are able to bond with one another easily because
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they do not helong to the traditional hierarchy, but are of equal status with no
need to prove dominance. Extending and accentuating the androgynous
aspects of Rice's vampire characters is their predilection for cross-dressing.
Clothing themselves without regard for the socially ‘constructed definition of
gender appropriate fashion, as demonstrated in Lestat's fondness for velvet
and Louis' preference for billowy sleeves, enhances the vampire's erotic
appeal. In moving beyond traditional categories they acquire a power and
flexibility .that is extremely attractive to the female reader. A male wearing
female attire or a female wearing male clothing becomes sexually stimulating
precisely because the gender lines are blurred.

More importantly, the sense of sexual ambiguity that occurs in cross-
dressing can be viewed as a challenge to the patriarchal power structure.
Androgynous beings do not fit into the patriarchally defined social order.
Because they cannot be categorized into belonging to a specific gender, they
are allowed é freedom and power that those who are easily categorized do not
possess. The sexual ambiguity diffuses gender-based anxieties and allows for a
freedom of self-expression.’ Gabrielle, Lestat's mother, best expresses the idea
of an androgynous being. Her first choice of a victim after Lestat makes her a
vampire is a young man. She chooses him solely because of his size and
clothing.

It became clear in an instant why she'd done it. She tore off the
pink velvet girdle and skirts right there and put on the boy's
clothes. She'd chosen him for the fit of the clothes.
And to describe it more truly, as she put on the garments, she
became the boy. (Rice, Vampire Lestat171)
Knowing that she no longer belonged to the traditional social order she |

realized that she didn't have to stay dressed within her traditional role. She
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chooses to rid herself of all her female trappings and her relationship with
Lestat is permanently altered because she no longer needs him to express her
male aspect. Completely androgynous, she, more than any of the other
vampires, is completely free from gender and society. Androgyny allows the
vampires to move freely between roles and in relationships. In Interview
with the Vampire these qualities are.highlighted by Louis and Lestat's
relationship with Claudia. Because both male and female vampires have the
ability to create, or "bring forth" new life, to make other vampires through
the sharing of blood, roles become blurred. Both Louis and Lestat shift
between mother, father, and lover with Claudia, their six year old vampire
child. Rice shatters the boundaries ‘traditionally outlining the definition of a
family. Redefining .social structure allows her to transform what are normally
considered deviations and taboos into acceptable options. Inclusion, rather
than exclusion of that which is outside the patriarchially defined norm, works
to accomplish a feminist re-vision of society. Otherness, or difference,
becomes naturalized and unobjectionable. .

In The Vampire Chronicles Anne Rice transforms the bestial monster

into a thinking, moral being. Rather than representing difference, her
vampires represent a strong sense of self-determination and expression. They
live outside traditional codes and norms, defining for themselves what is right
and what is wrong. In the hands of Anne Rice, the vampire. has.become

visionary.
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Conclusion

The role of women’s speculative fiction is a powerful one. While they do
seek to entertain, Butler, Bradley and Rice, thtough their writing are
attempting to return to their female readers that which has been stripped
from them-their sense of self, their dignity, their pride in their femaleness.
The revisioning of culture and history found in the works of these three
authors provides women with a vehicle from which they are able to re-think,
and perhaps, re-learn, what patriarchy has been teaching them to believe.
When reading these authors, female readers needn’t fear looking into the
mirror only to see a victim or “monster.” Indeed, they learn to revel in their
differences, to appreciate the forces locked within themselves, forces that
society has tried to teach them to fear.

The work of Octavia Butler, Marion Zimmer Bradley and Anne Rice
serves to h*ighlig%ht the distortions concerning “the other” so prevalent in
male-authored fiction. Should this then mean that, once recognizing the

H
hidden agendas found in traditional speculative fiction, women should avoid

rea-ding it? No, as Mary Gordon states
. . . we can think of this reading as a process of unveiling. Before, we
were afraid of what we would see, expecting that we would encounter
the august patriarch, bearded and implacable, fixing us with his
authoratative eye. We girded ourselves like Antigone before Creon.
Now we have learned that the face beneath the veil is not the bearded
father’s but the pimply boy’s. Absorbing in his power to tell a tale.
Nevertheless a boy. (23)

While entertaining us, Bradley, Butler and Rice have contributed to

“unmasking” traditional speculative fiction and its attempts, motivated by a

fear of the feminine, to keep us in cultural chains.
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