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Abstract 

This thesis addresses how the Victorian-era fear of transgressive sexuality affects the vampire 

narrative. In looking at Sheridan Le Fanu’s Carmilla (1871) and Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897), 

I argue that these texts present two models of lesbianism: predatory and egalitarian. In my first 

chapter, I suggest a reading of Carmilla that considers the duality of Carmilla’s overt lesbianism 

versus Laura’s covert lesbianism. I explore Carmilla’s status as monstrous outside of her 

lesbianism before turning to an examination of Laura’s narrative style. In my second chapter, I 

explore Lucy’s psychological deviance before pivoting to a consideration of Mina. I argue that 

Mina’s vocabulary for love equivocates between her husband Jonathan and her best friend Lucy, 

asserting that Mina acts as a pseudo-husband to Lucy while her fiancé Holmwood is away. I 

conclude by arguing that Carmilla and Dracula are reflections of lesbian narratives before and 

after Oscar Wilde’s trial in 1895. Due to its highly publicized nature, I position Wilde’s trial as a 

shift in the nineteenth century, a dividing line between narratives of possibility and melancholy.   
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Introduction 

Sexology, the study of human sexuality, arose in the mid-to-late 19th century, becoming a 

scientific discipline with the help of Richard von Krafft-Ebbing’s Psychopathia Sexualis (1886). 

The rise of sexology resulted in a pathologization of sexuality, allowing certain kinds of 

sexuality to be classified in a psychiatric sense in terms of sexual ‘disorders.’ The rhetoric of 

sexology shines particularly strong in the Victorian era’s vampire narratives, such as Sheridan Le 

Fanu’s Carmilla (1871) and Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897). While Dracula is undoubtedly the 

most well-known of these titles, Carmilla came first. Its titular character exists as the prototype 

for the contemporary lesbian vampire and, I would argue, the first representation of the predatory 

lesbian stereotype. Nevertheless, the two stories are often mentioned in tandem, often for the 

purpose of asserting that Stoker found inspiration in Le Fanu’s novella, such as in works by 

Roger Dobson (2014) and James Holte (1999). I would like to suggest, and will discuss in detail 

in chapter two, that it is less that Stoker takes inspiration from Carmilla and more so that Lucy 

and Mina in Dracula are a critical response to Le Fanu’s Carmilla and Laura. This thesis 

explores the Victorian-era fear of transgressive sexuality within the historical context of 

sexologist literature, and its influence on the vampire narrative. I argue that these narratives 

present two models of lesbianism that in some ways challenge the heteronormative and 

patriarchal society they are situated in, and in other ways affirm the overall power of such a 

societal structure. Ultimately, Carmilla and Dracula suggest that in some ways patriarchy 

succeeds in containing and destroying sexual transgression but fails in others. On the one hand, 

in Carmilla, the patriarchy fails in its attempt to rid Laura of her lesbian desire as it lingers long 

after the object of her desire dies. On the other hand, the patriarchal society in Dracula succeeds 
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in its attempt to control and contain Mina’s lesbian desire, placing her in a heterosexual marriage 

that silences her love and grief for Lucy.  

 

Literature Review 

In the section that follows, I will give a brief overview of certain strains of scholarship 

surrounding Carmilla (1871) and Dracula (1897). Starting with the latter, I focus on 

considerations of the women in Stoker’s novel as well as gender and sexuality studies before 

moving onto criticism surrounding vampire novels as a whole. Looking at the general vampire 

novel will allow me to transition into the criticism surrounding Carmilla. First, I give attention to 

criticism that discusses Carmilla’s literary precursors before turning to Carmilla’s gender and 

sexuality. Then, I point to criticism regarding the elements of incest and mothers in Carmilla. 

Lastly, I look at scholarship that considers the novella as a manifestation of the invasion fear in 

Victorian Britain. While this is in no way an expansive overview of all of the criticism 

surrounding either Carmilla or Dracula, it is an exploration of a chunk of scholarship regarding 

the aforementioned topics.   

While there is certainly more scholarship on Dracula than on Carmilla, very little of it 

has to do with the women of Stoker’s novel and even less on their queerness. Many critics 

examining sexuality in the text instead focus on the queerness of Jonathan Harker or the titular 

character Count Dracula himself, such as with Kimberly J. Lau (2018), Barry McCrea (2010), 

Gabrial A. Rieger (2006), and Thomas M. Stuart (2018). McCrea’s argument is by far the most 

compelling. Instead of sidelining the women of the novel altogether—the approach favoured by 

the other critics previously listed—he considers them in tandem with the vampiric marriage plot 

of the novel, that between Jonathan and Dracula. McCrea suggests that Dracula “is a novel about 
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heterosexuality as it is viewed from inside the gay closet” (253), arguing that the story is 

structured as a marriage plot that is not interrupted but transformed by vampirism. The story 

moves from an engaged couple (Jonathan and Mina) to a cohabiting couple (Jonathan and 

Dracula). McCrea asserts that Jonathan’s entrapment in the Count’s castle is a kind of ‘marriage,’ 

with Jonathan as the stereotypical abducted wife and Dracula as the ‘ideal’ Victorian husband. 

Included in his broader research is an entire section dedicated to Lucy—something that Stuart 

and Rieger do not allow. He believes that within the gothic horror novel of Dracula there exists a 

second story, a domestic comedy that he calls Lucy. In this second story, the audience sees the 

“flighty” (254) Lucy’s marriage prospects with three different suitors contrasted against her 

“sensible” (254) friend Mina’s secure engagement with Jonathan. This domestic comedy is 

vampirized by the gothic plot of Dracula, which spoils Lucy through turning her into a vampire 

and then through death by her suitors and Van Helsing. McCrea asserts that this hidden novel—

Lucy—does not go away, however, because the marriage plot still persists. It is just different—

vampirized. Although McCrea does consider Stoker’s women, his argument about the hidden 

novel, Lucy, is steeped in heterosexuality, which is not altogether wrong, but I believe it does 

point to a deficiency in Dracula scholarship. His mention of Lucy may be more substantial than 

the aforementioned critics, but it has less so to do with her as a character than it does with the 

idea of a heterosexual marriage plot. While McCrea argues that the vampire novel turns domestic 

comedy into horror, I argue that the vampire novel reveals domestic comedy as already horrific, 

offering a new queer alternative.   

Not only is there a lack of focus on the women in Dracula, but when they are considered, 

it is either through a dismissive lens, such as in scholarship from the 1980s—Marjorie Howes, 

for example, asserts that the women in Dracula exist solely to mask male homosexual desires—
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or through a heterosexual one, such as contemporary scholarship from the 2000s onward, casting 

Mina as the devoted wife and Lucy as the sexually promiscuous transgressor. This is not to say 

that Mina and Lucy are not these things but, as will be argued fully later on, reading them as only 

these things ignores their complexity, and especially ignores the implication of female 

homosexuality within their bonds. In other words, it straight washes them. Important elements of 

their characters are lost when we ignore the passion of their friendship. In the same breath that 

Lucy demotes her soon-to-be husband (whom she claims to love) to “number three,” her beloved 

Mina persists as “my dear” (Stoker 64). Critics such as McCrea (2010), Charles E. Prescott and 

Grace A. Giorgio (2005), and Lauren Rocha (2016) recognize that it is Lucy’s open sexuality that 

is her downfall but never seem to push further on this interpretation to consider that Lucy’s open 

sexuality is not strictly heterosexual but queer.   

Other explorations of the women in Dracula, in the same vein as work by McCrea, 

involve other subjects. Rocha (2016), for example, examines how the Showtime gothic horror 

drama Penny Dreadful (a zany 2014-2016 adaptation of several Victorian horror novels including 

Dracula) adapts Stoker’s depiction of gender roles.  While Lucy and Mina are not fully sidelined 

here, the discussion of Dracula is limited, only considered as source material rather than its own 

entity. The most prolific discussion of Mina, in particular, comes from Prescott and Giorgio 

(2005), who write an entire article dedicated to her character and her place in the novel. Their 

exploration of Mina is largely related to her perceived identity as ‘little Miss Victorian’ and her 

contrasting alignment with the New Woman, a cultural icon and social ideal that variously 

challenged traditional gender roles, defining women as independent and mentally capable. 

Prescott and Giorgio assert that placing Mina’s character as either New Woman or ‘little Miss 

Victorian’ is difficult even before she is properly introduced in the novel because Jonathan’s 
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letters describing her push an idealised version of her onto the readers before they have a chance 

to meet her. Among the critics who have written about Dracula, Prescott and Giorgio are among 

the only ones to acknowledge the queer undertones of not only Lucy and Mina’s relationship but 

their individual characters as well, identifying how Lucy’s “most passionate connection” (496) is 

not with any of her suitors or her soon-to-be husband, but with her dear friend Mina. However, 

they are not the only critics to acknowledge Lucy and Mina’s queerness.  

Samantha Kountz and Isabelle Norton’s 2021 article, “’Where There is Love, Why Not?’: 

Queer Love and Storytelling in Dracula and Bram Stoker’s Dracula,” argues that “reframing the 

emotional and physical suffering of Mina and Lucy as the trials of women in love highlights the 

tragedy of the narrative and shifts the emotional core of the story to a love which is productive, 

nourishing, and undeniably queer” (34). While Kountz and Norton pay more attention to Francis 

Ford Coppola’s film Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1992) than Stoker’s original novel, the beginning 

of the article features a significant eight-page section surrounding Lucy and Mina from the 

source text. Even so, their work captures the closeness of Lucy and Mina’s relationship in both 

pieces of media. Another prolific exploration of Lucy and Mina’s queerness comes from a 

chapter in Elizabeth Macaluso’s Gender, the New Woman, and the Monster (2019), which 

examines Mina and Lucy’s love in Stoker’s novel and how their friendship approaches a “lesbian 

relationship or ‘intimate friendship’” (20). She claims that Stoker shows “through the metaphoric 

recreation of the family, metaphoric language, and religious devotion, the ways that Lucy and 

Mina love each other” (23). While the consideration of Mina and Lucy’s queerness is not 

expansive, it certainly is not nonexistent.  

Other critics use Stoker’s novel as a case study of the state of the Victorian vampire, such 

as Nina Auerbach in Our Vampires, Ourselves (1997), where she asserts that Dracula is “less the 
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culmination of a tradition than the destroyer of one” (64). The first chapter of Auerbach’s book is 

dedicated to examining how the nineteenth-century vampire is focused on leaving its ghostly 

visage behind, becoming more friend-like—more human than ghoul, for example, Byron’s 

Augustus Darvell (1810), Polidori’s Lord Ruthven (1819), and even Le Fanu’s Carmilla. 

Dracula, on the other hand, “has no more face than does Dickens’s Spirit of Christmas Future” 

(Auerbach 63), unseen in Jonathan’s mirror. Unlike the vampires of stories past, Dracula is not 

intent on being anyone’s friend, a vampire more closely aligned with those of Greek influence, 

such as Keats’ Lamia (1820), than his Victorian contemporaries. Still, Auerbach does not focus 

on the women of the story any more than other scholars have except to assert that Lucy is 

practically the pinnacle of heterosexuality (79-81), something that this paper seeks to disprove.  

What is found, then, in the literature on Dracula is a severe lack of consideration for the 

novel’s female characters as a whole and especially their implicit homosexuality—even if there a 

few scholars who are exempt from this. With this thesis, I wish to address this gap in scholarship, 

discussing the male characters of Dracula only as a means of exploring the idea of Lucy and 

Mina as closeted lesbians or bisexual at the very least.  

Carmilla is not faced with the same issue—the only characters with any substance in the 

novella are women—so critics have nowhere else to turn besides the women for their 

considerations of Le Fanu’s novella. There are no male characters for them to consider and 

certainly no notion of heterosexuality to be pushed onto the vampire Carmilla or even her object 

of obsession, Laura. What this seems to have caused, though, is for critics not to consider the 

novella at all—while this is slight hyperbole, it is near truth. According to the database JSTOR at 

the time of writing, Dracula has been written on a total of 14582 times and Carmilla a mere 800. 

So, while the previous statement may be a bit of an exaggeration, it is clear that there exists an 
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undebatable disparity in scholarship. The literature surrounding Carmilla is an interesting mix of 

material on the novella’s 20th century film adaptations, comparisons between Carmilla and other 

vampires (male and female), considerations of Carmilla as a mother figure, and summaries of the 

novel such as by Roger Dobson (2014). Gabriella Jönsson (2006) makes a particularly interesting 

point about Carmilla’s character that seems to echo Auerbach’s work (1997): the male vampires 

that came before her—the specific type of Byronic vampire that “explores male homosocial 

desires and alludes to a potential homoerotic desire that is never performed” (34)—were never 

able to express their desire as anything other than spiritual. Carmilla, on the other hand, 

expresses unmistakably physical desire: “I live in your warm life, and you shall die—die, 

sweetly die—into mine” (Le Fanu 41). Carmilla, then, as Jönsson asserts—and Auerbach 

implies— “is the climax of a century’s worth of flirtation that could only find release in a female 

body” (35). This same idea is present in much literature surrounding Carmilla. Jönsson, Dobson 

(2014), and Holte (1999), for example, believe that Carmilla can only exist because she is a 

female vampire that is able to break free of traditional boundaries (heterosexuality) that limit 

male vampires. While Dracula and Jonathan have a kind of marriage, it never goes past anything 

spiritual. Carmilla, as I will explore later in this thesis, is physical with Laura.  

Critics who have written on 20th century film adaptations of Carmilla have quite 

interesting things to say about the topic. Dobson rightfully points out that these adaptations are 

fascinated with the erotic potential of the novella, such as the notorious British production 

company Hammer’s 1970 erotic horror film, The Vampire Lovers. Of course, this comment 

(which could have led to a fruitful discussion on the sexualization of lesbians) is immediately 

followed by the note that “audiences were treated to the sight of a delightfully nude Ingrid Pitt 

seducing an equally delightfully undraped Madeline Smith” and that it “replaced Le Fanu’s 
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subtle eroticism with blatancy, but who’s complaining?” (Dobson 31). These are comments one 

might expect from a 70s critic themselves, not someone writing in 2014, but unfortunately, you 

would be disappointed to find out it is the latter. This type of interpretation is especially 

unfortunate because it takes queer women—and specifically lesbians if we are referring to 

Carmilla—and reduces them to sexual objects for the male gaze. James Craig Holte, on the other 

hand, engages in this topic in a meaningful way. His 1999 article, “Not All Fangs Are Phallic: 

Female Film Vampires,” explores not only the ancient origins of the female vampire but the 

literary history as well. He traces the modern literary vampire back to German scholars as early 

as 1773 with Gottfried Berger’s “Lenore” and through Coleridge’s “Christabel” (1816), Poe’s 

“Ligeia” (1838) and “The Fall of the House of Usher” (1839) before finally landing at Le Fanu’s 

Carmilla. The rest of his article focuses on Carmilla’s many adaptations and compares them to 

that of Dracula’s—proving Jönsson’s point that you cannot discuss vampires without discussing 

Dracula. His focus emphasizes “the seductive eroticism of the original [Carmilla novella], often 

making the lesbian elements of the novella the films’ focus” (166) in Carmilla adaptations. 

Unlike Dobson, Holte’s emphasis on the erotic is not so that he can revel in a nude Ingrid Pitt but 

so that he can make a point about how it is this fact that causes these vampires to be destroyed at 

the end of their films.  

Other critics focus on the potentially incestuous element of vampirization between two 

girls, believing that by virtue of being two girls, Carmilla is almost a mother figure to Laura, 

such as Jönsson (2006) and especially Angelica Michelis (2003) tend to invoke Freudian analysis 

and the sexualization of the mother. Michaelis mainly uses Kleinian theory in her interpretation, 

but does not omit a Freudian analysis, instead starting the article by defining the role of the 

mother in Freudian theory and then leading into psychoanalytic work by Melanie Klein. She 
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invokes the idea of the ‘bad mother,’ believing that Laura’s absent mother can be read into 

Carmilla and Laura’s relationship by asserting that Carmilla’s involvement in Laura’s family line 

through her relation to Laura’s mother pushes Carmilla into the role of mother. She uses the way 

“Laura starts to resemble Carmilla more and more” (19) as proof of this claim. This, for lack of 

better words, ‘mommy angle’ has the potential to force Carmilla and Laura’s relationship into the 

realm of the familial and incestuous, neutering their lesbianism by reducing their desire for each 

other to simply their “pre-occupation with their absent mothers” (Jönsson 37).  

Not all critics who approach the novella from this angle conclude in such a way. Jönsson, 

for example, acknowledges further sexual undercurrents of their relationship stating that their 

relationship “flows between the incestuous, the lesbian, and the infantile attraction to breast-

feeding” (37). Jönsson’s engagement with the topic does not function to undermine the 

lesbianism of Carmilla and Laura, but to underscore its messiness. They are “at once each other’s 

lovers, mothers, and daughters” (37). This argument can be compelling, especially in Jönsson’s 

case, and there is certainly textual evidence to support such a claim. One thing that is often 

brought up in this consideration of the novella is that Carmilla is revealed to be distantly related 

to Laura’s mother through the Karnstein lineage (Le Fanu 55). It is certainly something to 

consider, but, as I stated before, it risks the pathologization of lesbian desire as inherently 

incestuous, which I do not believe is central to Carmilla’s true message.  

Haefele-Thomas (2012) reads Carmilla quite differently from the other scholars, 

interpreting the novella as an almost typical ‘British invasion’ narrative. They place Laura in the 

middle between her English father and the foreign Carmilla. They use Matthew Gibson’s work in 

Dracula and the Eastern Question (2006) to foreground this claim, reaffirming Gibson’s 

assertion that Styria does not stand in for Ireland (Le Fanu’s birth country), but that Le Fanu was 
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“quite concerned” (Haefele-Thomas 97) about the Austro-Hungarian Compromise of 1867. The 

schloss in Styria that is occupied by Laura—whose mother is Styrian—and her displaced British 

father, then, symbolises the Dual Nation Le Fanu is worried will emerge in 1867.1 Based on this, 

Haefele-Thomas states that “one of the arguments Le Fanu could have been making was that 

those of mixed ancestry are somehow ‘weaker’ and more susceptible to vampiric seduction” (98) 

and that Carmilla as a vampire is thus a metaphor for the Hungarians.  

The scholarship on Carmilla is vast in topic but rarely pulls from Kristeva’s theories on 

abjection to explore the vampire Carmilla. Critics like Holte (1999) allude to linked ideas albeit 

without Kristeva’s specific terminology. For example, Holte writes that “[t]he female vampire 

presented [in Carmilla and its adaptations] is... depicted as clearly outside the accepted norms of 

traditional Western culture: she is not only unnatural, undead, she is both a lesbian or bisexual 

and sexually aggressive” (166). This description of the female vampire falls into line with 

Kristeva’s description of the abject as that which opposes ‘I.’ The ‘I’ in this case, would be 

Western or Victorian society.  

With this, I turn to methodology as I examine how exactly Kristeva’s theories on 

abjection apply to the vampire in general and the lesbian vampire more specifically. This will not 

be an exploration of how Carmilla invokes the maternal or the invasion fear, but how the 

vampire Carmilla is abject from the lens of not only Victorian society but Laura herself, and how, 

as the novella progresses, Carmilla becomes less abject to Laura and more desired. I will also 

consider Adrienne Rich’s ideas of compulsory heterosexuality and the lesbian continuum in 

relation to Dracula.  

                                                 
1 The Austro-Hungarian Compromise of 1867, also known as Ausgleich, regulated the relations between Austria and 
Hungary, establishing the Dual Monarchy (Dual Nation) of Austria-Hungary, a military and diplomatic alliance of 
two sovereign states.  
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Methodology 

Presentism is largely concerned with introducing present-day ideals and identities into depictions 

or interpretations of the past. The issue of presentism has the possibility to arise when it comes to 

the arguments I am making within this thesis, particularly in regard to labelling Victorian 

characters as “lesbian,” but following in the footsteps of Emma Donoghue, I would argue against 

presentism in this case. As Donoghue points out in her 2007 article titled “Doing Lesbian 

History, Then and Now,” there are a “plethora of words” (17) from the 18th and 19th centuries 

used to describe homosexual women: tribade, lesbian, fricatrice, tommy, and sapphist. The 

simple fact that the literature surrounding sexology exists in the Victorian era is enough to 

suggest that referring to 19th century figures or literary characters as lesbians is not imposing 

modern ideals or categorizations.  

Even so, we can look to real historical figures to demonstrate this point. Eleanor Butler 

(1739-1829) and Sarah Ponsonby (1755-1831) were two Irish women who lived together as a 

couple. Also known as the ladies of Llangollen, they became minor celebrities in the late 18th and 

early 19th century for having run away with each other after their families would not permit them 

to live together/be together. No one at that time was able to discern whether their relationship 

was sexual—and as I will discuss regarding work by Adrienne Rich, it need not be in order to be 

a lesbian relationship—though they tried. One such person was Anne Lister (1791-1840), an 

iconic Regency lesbian known for documenting her many affairs using code in her multi-volume 

journals.2 In fact, Lister’s meeting with the ladies of Llangollen is rumoured to have inspired her 

                                                 
2 Lister was also given the nickname ‘Gentleman Jack’ due to her masculine sense of dress and behaviour, which 
also provided the title for the television series Gentleman Jack (2019-2022) which serves as a dramatization of her 
life.  
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to solidify her union with her partner, Ann Walker (1803-1854), even though the British 

government would not have recognized it. We can also look at figures like Addie Brown (1841-

1870) and Rebecca Primus (1837-1932), two free Black women living in America whose love 

lives on through the letters they wrote to each other. Charlotte Cushman (1816-1876) was an 

American stage actress best known for playing traditionally male roles such as Romeo, who 

retired from the stage in 1872 with her partner Emma Stebbins (1815-1882). “Michael Field,” a 

poet and dramatist, was actually a pseudonym used by the lesbian aunt and niece duo Katherine 

Bradley (1846-1914) and Edith Cooper (1862-1913). Elizabeth Macaluso (2019) points to a few 

of my previous examples as well as Rosa Bonheur (1822-1899) and Nathalie Micas (1824-1889) 

and Frances Power Cobbe (1822-1904) and Mary Lloyd (1819-1896) in her exploration of 

lesbian sexuality in the Victorian era (21). All of this is to say that lesbians always have existed 

and always will exist, even in the Victorian era—no amount of presentist argument can deny that.  

Abjection 
The idea of abjection has been evoked multiple times thus far but has not yet been properly 

explained. As stated previously, the theory that I will apply to Le Fanu’s Carmilla is Julia 

Kristeva’s theory of abjection. There are many examples provided throughout Kristeva’s essay, 

Powers of Horror (1980), as being abject, such as “a piece of filth, waste, or dung” (2), “that skin 

on the surface of milk” (3), “[t]he corpse” (3), and the “acrid smell of sweat” (3) among others. 

The only things these forms of abjection have in common is that they oppose Kristeva’s ‘I.’ She 

provides an enigmatic definition of abjection in the beginning of her essay when she writes: 

The abject is not an ob-ject facing me, which I name or imagine. Nor is it an ob-jest, an 

otherness ceaselessly fleeing in a systematic quest of desire. What is abject is not my 

correlative, which, providing me with someone or something else as support, would 
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allow me to be more or less detached and autonomous. The abject has only one quality of 

the object—that of being opposed to I. (1-2) 

The essential element in this loose definition is that “[t]he abject has only one quality of the 

object—that of being opposed to I.” In other words, the abject is not precisely an object. It could 

be, and in many cases, it is, but it is not always. The abject both is and is not, characterized by 

both a thingness and a nothingness. The abject is a something and a nothing that challenges 

selfhood and identity—death, for example. As Kristeva writes, it is: “A ‘something’ that I do not 

recognize as a thing. A weight of meaninglessness, about which there is nothing insignificant” 

(2). It objects, but it is not necessarily an object. To put it another way, the abject is something—

a person, a smell, a taste, a feeling, a thing—that is not recognized by a person as either subject 

or object.  

 The abject becomes an essential part of the horror genre. Barbara Creed points out in The 

Monstrous Feminine: Film, Feminism, Psychoanalysis (1993), that “sexual immorality and 

perversion; corporeal alteration, decay and death; human sacrifice; murder; the corpse; bodily 

wastes; the feminine body and incest” (15) are all abject forms central to horror. While Creed’s 

book focuses on film, her work can still apply to horror of any medium, including the Victorian 

novel. What we find within this list are descriptors that can be applied particularly to the 

vampiric figure. As we will see, the vampire is typically sexually immoral, they embody death, 

and they are essentially walking corpses. The vampires that I will examine here are women, 

something that Kristeva dedicates much of her essay to, particularly in the sections “From Filth 

to Defilement” and “Those Females Who Can Wreck the Infinite.” Kristeva’s third chapter, 

“From Filth to Defilement” defines the “feminine” as inherently abject in the way that it is seen 

as “other” (59). Framing the abject feminine in terms of motherhood and the independence of the 
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child, Kristeva asserts that the feminine is abject in the way that it must be pushed away to 

maintain a culture’s “symbolic order” (73). Further, she points to menstruation as a gendered 

type of abjection. In her essay, Kristeva points specifically to the human corpse, referring to it as 

“the most sickening of wastes” (4), the ultimate physical and visual form of the abject, “a border 

that has encroached upon everything” (4). What she is referring to here is the state of the corpse 

as dead. It is abject to the viewer because it should be alive, the brain cannot and does not want 

to process the visual of a corpse, it objects its existence entirely. The vampire takes the abject 

states of the corpse to an utterly different level, existing as both dead and not dead—it is almost a 

reversal of the corpse’s abjection.  

Kristeva ultimately supplies a more concrete definition of the abject: “It is thus not lack 

of cleanliness or health that causes abjection but what disturbs identity, system, order. What does 

not respect borders, positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite” (Kristeva 

4). If this is how we are to understand the abject as a disturbance of identity, as ignorant of 

borders, then we can see that the vampire is the ultimate form of human-like abjection. The 

vampire disturbs the identities of dead and living, ignores the rules of life and death, and crosses 

all boundaries of science and Catholic religion. The vampire perverts religious rituals, such as 

taking communion with the way it consumes blood. The rules of science do not apply to the 

vampire in terms of the circulatory system and the fact that human survival requires blood to be 

kept internal, not bled out as vampires require for sustenance.  

The Victorian vampire takes this boundary crossing to another level, especially when the 

vampire is a woman. If we are to understand the feminine as Kristeva does, inherently abject, 

then a female vampire is doubly so. The very first thing that Kristeva writes in Powers of Horror 

is that “[t]here looms, within abjection, one of those violent, dark revolts of being, directed 
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against a threat that seems to emanate from an exorbitant outside or inside, ejected beyond the 

scope of the possible, the tolerable, the thinkable” (1). What I will show in this thesis is that the 

vampire is this dark revolt of being that exists within abjection. The very existence of the 

vampire is unthinkable, a being that needs human blood to live, and is both dead and not dead all 

at once. Although this idea will be expanded on further within my first chapter, this preliminary 

explanation is necessary in understanding why I have chosen this particular theory to explain the 

female lesbian vampire. While Kristeva’s theories of abjection could certainly be applied to 

Stoker’s characters in Dracula, especially Lucy due to her openly transgressive sexuality, for the 

purposes of this thesis I am applying them mainly to the character Carmilla.  

 

Compulsory Heterosexuality and the Lesbian Continuum 

The other two theoretical concepts that I will employ, with some qualification, are Adrienne 

Rich’s ideas of compulsory heterosexuality and the lesbian continuum. The version of Rich’s 

essay, “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence,” that I am using is from 2003 and 

published in the Journal of Women’s History. This version includes the original essay from 1980, 

with additional material from 2003 on why and how “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian 

Existence” was originally written. Rich states that she wrote the piece “in part to challenge the 

erasure of lesbian existence from so much scholarly feminist literature” (11) not “to widen 

divisions but to encourage heterosexual feminists to examine heterosexuality as a political 

institution which disempowers women” (11). Before getting into the details, it would be helpful 

to explain what exactly these two ideas are.  

In her original essay, Rich states that she is concerned with two things:  
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first, how and why women’s choice of women as passionate comrades, life partners, co-

workers, lovers, community has been crushed, invalidated, forced into hiding and 

disguise; and second, the virtual or total neglect of lesbian existence in a wide range of 

writings, including feminist scholarship. (13) 

She believes that excluding lesbian existence from scholarship and writing in general is a 

disservice because it is no longer enough to “make token allusion to lesbians” (13). At the time 

of Rich’s writing, the exclusion of lesbians from scholarship reinforced the assumptions that “the 

lesbian is simply acting out of her bitterness toward men” (13) because there was nothing to 

counteract such an assumption. We see this neglect of lesbian existence echoed in Dracula’s 

scholarship, as it is focused in large part on Dracula, Jonathan, and their band of men. As such, I 

will be approaching Dracula from a lesbian-centric angle, so to speak. A lot can be said about the 

women of Stoker’s novel when we consider their characters outside of society’s prescribed 

heterosexuality—Lucy and Mina, in particular. When we consider Lucy and Mina outside of 

strict heterosexuality, we reveal a rich, intimate relationship between two women in love.  

For Rich, compulsory heterosexuality is and does a number of things. It is perpetuated 

through a “cluster of forces within which women have been convinced that marriage and sexual 

orientation toward men are inevitable—even if unsatisfying or oppressive—components of their 

lives” (Rich 20). Among these forces are eight characteristics of male power as pointed out by 

Kathleen Gough in her essay, “The Origin of the Family” (1971) and then expanded upon by 

Rich:  

to deny women [their own] sexuality… or to force it [male sexuality] upon them… to 

command or exploit their labor to control their produce… to control of rob them of their 

children… to confine them physically and prevent their movement… to use them as 
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objects in male transactions… to cramp their creativeness… [and] to withhold from them 

large areas of society’s knowledge and cultural attainments. (Rich 18-19) 

Each of these characteristics that make up the basis for compulsory heterosexuality through male 

dominance “perpetuate social relations which are hostile, exploitative, and destructive to life 

itself” (Rich 15). In short, compulsory heterosexuality is the acknowledgement “that for women 

heterosexuality may not be a ‘preference’ at all but something that has had to be imposed, 

managed, organized, propagandized, and maintained by force” (Rich 26-27). I believe that we 

can apply this to the characters Lucy and Mina in Stoker’s Dracula. As I will explore in my 

second chapter, they show a clear sense of romantic love for each other yet have been confined to 

heterosexual relationships—Lucy is engaged to Holmwood and Mina is married to Jonathan.  

 The second of Adrienne Rich’s concepts that I will be using in this thesis is that of the 

lesbian continuum. Within “Compulsory Heterosexuality,” Rich uses the terms ‘lesbian 

existence’ and ‘lesbian continuum’ instead of ‘lesbianism’ because of contemporary associations 

with the idea of lesbianism that are largely sexual in nature. ‘Lesbian existence’ serves to 

highlight “the fact of the historical presence of lesbians” (Rich 27), suggesting a continuity 

throughout time and leaving no room for the argument that lesbians did not exist before 

modernity. As I have discussed in the introduction, lesbians always have existed and always will 

exist. The term ‘lesbian continuum’ is meant “to include a range—through each woman’s life 

and throughout history—of women-identified experience, not simply the fact that a woman has 

had or consciously desired genital sexual experience with another woman” (27).  

There are certainly some things within her essay that I, from a contemporary perspective, 

disagree with on a functional level, such as certain elements of her idea of the lesbian continuum. 

There are limits to this idea of the ‘lesbian-adjacent’ or the political lesbian. However, I do 
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acknowledge that this idea becomes useful when we apply it to an era such as the Victorian 

period when women’s sexuality was repressed and scrutinized by sexologists of the period such 

as Krafft-Ebing and Ellis (Prescott 494). Compulsory heterosexuality, on the other hand, rings 

true in any era. Unfortunately, as the American West moves into a new presidency, these ideas 

may become much more relevant once again. In any case, when analyzing Stoker’s Dracula, 

Rich’s ideas regarding compulsory heterosexuality and the lesbian continuum become quite 

helpful.  

 Rich believes that the term ‘lesbian’ has been quite limiting historically, being attributed a 

patriarchal definition based around the exclusion of men, and because of this, friendship has been 

pushed away from the erotic. However, as we consider the lesbian continuum, “we begin to 

discover the erotic in female terms” (Rich 28). An idea of the erotic that is not confined solely to 

the body itself but exists as an energy encompassing more than just the act of sex. When we 

consider these ideas presented by Rich, we start to understand certain relationships between 

women a little differently, especially in 19th century literature. When we examine Stoker’s novel 

in relation to Rich’s work, we reveal a text full of love and devotion.  

In the following chapter I turn to Carmilla, first considering Carmilla past the ‘horrific 

lesbian’ archetype that she embodies to see why she appears so frightening. I claim that it is 

because, like the abject, Carmilla challenges Victorian Europe’s cultural expectations, 

specifically regarding young women. Afterwards, I address Laura’s status as a femme and a 

repressed lesbian to highlight and understand her critically neglected strange narrative voice. In 

the subsequent chapter I perform a queer reading of Dracula, asserting that Lucy is figured as 

psychologically deviant and different from the characters around her before turning to Mina, 

examining her status as pseudo-husband to Lucy. Finally, I bring these two models of lesbian 
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relationships together, suggesting that they reflect lesbian narratives before and after the 

infamous Oscar Wilde trial.  
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Chapter 1: ‘Girls against God’: Le Fanu’s Lesbian Figures3 

Sheridan Le Fanu’s Carmilla (1871) begins with the concept of dualism. The opening page of 

the novella serves as a short prologue. Setting up the story as a case study, it tells readers how the 

editor was able to recount the events within. The unnamed editor mentions a doctor and an 

“intelligent lady” (241), who is later revealed to be Laura, the novella’s narrator and one of the 

text’s protagonists. Le Fanu writes, “I have determined, therefore, to abstain from presenting any 

précis of the learned Doctor’s reasoning, or extract from his statement on a subject which he 

describes as ‘involving, not improbably, some of the profoundest arcana of our dual existence, 

and its intermediates’” (241). As promised, Le Fanu never expands on the terms of this “dual 

existence” anywhere in the novella, leaving readers to speculate based on his implication. 

There are two primary readings of Carmilla: one views this dualism as the 

human/vampire dichotomy, usually commenting on how the vampire transcends human 

boundaries or viewing Laura as the helpless Victorian damsel archetype and Carmilla as the 

inhuman predator, as in work by Matthew Gibson and Gabriella Jönsson. The other reading sees 

this dualism as the hetero/homosexual dichotomy, considering Laura and Carmilla’s relationship 

in contrast to their relationships with the male characters of the novella, as in work by Nina 

Auerbach and Elizabeth Signorotti. This chapter suggests a third reading which interprets the 

dualism in the novella as the overt lesbianism of Carmilla and the covert lesbianism of Laura. 

Understanding Carmilla as a lesbian outside of her monstrous state allows scholars to uncover 

the nuance of the text and look past the ‘horrific lesbian’ archetype that Carmilla embodies to see 

                                                 
3 Chapter title and subtitles, in order of appearance, come from “Girls Against God” by Florence + the Machine, 
“The Passion of Lovers” by Bauhaus, “Living Dead Girl” by Rob Zombie, “Written in Blood” by She Wants 
Revenge, “Black Sheep” by Metric, “Kiss me Until my Lips Fall Off” by Lebanon Hanover, and Carmilla by 
Sheridan Le Fanu. 
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why she appears so frightening. Addressing Laura’s status as a femme and a repressed lesbian 

helps us understand her strange narrative voice: unusual, clipped, detached, and wavering. Laura 

self-censors. She is distant and clinical. Such a reading is important because it enriches our 

understanding of the text and the genre from which it comes. This enrichment comes in the form 

of a new type of lesbian character in Laura—the sympathetic lesbian—and a deeper 

understanding of the lesbian vampire with Carmilla.  

In the first half of this chapter, I will focus on Carmilla’s transgressive identity. In 

detailing which parts of Carmilla’s character are most frightening, I argue that her horror stems 

from the Victorian society she exists in and her morbid, aberrant, lesbian sense of love. 

Carmilla’s abject identity stems from her boundary crossing and lesbian identity. The final 

section of this part of the chapter will focus specifically on Carmilla’s affront to Victorian gender 

roles and heteronormativity. As I argue, Carmilla is an overtly frightening lesbian, but that need 

not be a bad thing. Her challenging of restrictive Victorian societal ideals underpins their 

oppressive nature. In the second half of this chapter, I will focus on our co-lead and narrator 

Laura. I read Laura as a femme lesbian whose identity is shown through her odd narrative voice. 

In other words, Laura’s detached narrative voice stems from the idea that if there is no glaring 

evidence of her attachment to Carmilla, she will not be in danger. Ultimately, I argue that Laura’s 

narrative voice can be understood as a manifestation of her repressed lesbian identity. Criticism 

rarely, if ever, considers Laura’s queerness and I wish to address this gap by considering her 

femme identity. To a heterosexual person, femme describes “lesbian behaviour and appearance 

that fit heterosexual stereotypes associated with women” (Gibson and Meem 12). However, the 

femme identity actually pushes against these stereotypes by virtue of being lesbian. I argue that 
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Laura is femme in the way she pushes back against the restrictive ideals of womanhood in the 

Victorian era: she does not ever marry, and she loves Carmilla.  

 

‘Living Dead Girl’: The Figure of the Lesbian Vampire 

While Laura’s identity is more ambiguous, Carmilla is clearly a lesbian vampire and as such, a 

figure of abjection. As stated in the Introduction, abjection is, first and foremost, a crossing of 

boundaries or borders and a disturbance of a set identity. Kristeva writes that “[t]here looms, 

within abjection, one of those violent, dark revolts of being, directed against a threat that seems 

to emanate from an exorbitant outside of inside, ejected beyond the scope of the possible, the 

tolerable, the thinkable” (1). The vampire is this “violent, dark revolt of being.” The existence of 

the vampire is unthinkable—a being that craves human blood to live and is both dead and not 

dead all at once. The vampire injects life with death and death with life. The vampire is a 

complete violation of the boundaries between these two realms.  

Carmilla is killed at the end of the novella for her boundary crossing—her existence as 

both dead and alive—and her final reveal as Countess Mircalla encapsulates this eerie fusion of 

life and death: 

The grave of the Countess Mircalla was opened; and the General and my father 

recognised each his perfidious and beautiful guest, in the face now disclosed to view. The 

features, though a hundred and fifty years had passed since her funeral, were tinted with 

the warmth of life. Her eyes were open; no cadaverous smell exhaled from the coffin. (Le 

Fanu 315) 

Both dead and alive, Carmilla ignores the rules of life and death. She has been dead for at least 

“a hundred and fifty years” and yet she looks as alive as the day before she died. Even in death, 
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she is “beautiful,” and her face is “tinted with the warmth of life.” Logically, Carmilla should be 

a rotted, withered corpse, certainly not beautiful and arguably more alive than before she died. 

Her existence perverts all rules of life and death.  

The acknowledgement of the vampire as abject comes from the doctor with his enigmatic 

declaration about life and death. As the doctor states, “life and death are mysterious states, and 

we know little of the resources of either” (Le Fanu 271). The doctor’s tone here is difficult to 

place. He is “smiling… shaking his head” (271). There is a dualism in his reaction. Both 

bemused and troubled. Perhaps it is the unknowing of the rules and resources of life and death 

that truly trouble both readers and the characters in the novella when it comes to Carmilla. She 

appears to ignore them, but if we do not know them, how are we to know which rules she is 

ignoring exactly? Her entire existence, then, is unsettling in a way that cannot be truly pinpointed 

beyond a general defiance of boundaries. In what follows, I will catalogue how Carmilla troubles 

the categories of life and death, and Victorian social categories of love and sexuality. 

 

‘All or Nothing, It’s Written in Blood’: Blood as Transgressive 

Blood is a key symbol through which Carmilla traverses boundaries. Human blood, something 

that must remain internal for the survival of the human, must be externalized for the survival of 

the vampire. The word “blood” appears a mere six times in Carmilla, but each time is in 

reference to Carmilla herself. Her identity revolves around blood, her lack of it and need for it. 

Of these six mentions, two are especially noteworthy. The first mention is related to Laura’s 

dream about Carmilla. Although Laura is used to having odd dreams—particularly since the 

emergence of Carmilla in her life—she explains that: 
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One night, instead of the voice I was accustomed to hear in the dark, I heard one, sweet 

and tender, and at the same time terrible, which said, ‘Your mother wants you to beware 

of the assassin.’ At the same time a light unexpectedly sprang up, and I saw Carmilla, 

standing, near the foot of my bed, in her white nightdress, bathed, from her chin to her 

feet, in one great stain of blood. (Le Fanu 283) 

It is not known to Laura at this point in the novella that Carmilla is actually a vampire, but it 

does not matter. The appearance of blood in such abundance, covering Carmilla’s body “from 

her chin to her feet” is enough to send Laura into a panic. To readers, it calls forth the image of 

the vampire even without explicit knowledge of Carmilla’s vampiric identity. The appearance of 

blood in this manner is frightening to a human like Laura because it directly opposes the 

boundaries set by science (and arguably religion) that require blood to remain internal. The 

excess of blood places Carmilla in the category of the abject; the image of her “bathed” in blood 

is rejected as a frightened Laura wakes “with a shriek” (Le Fanu 283). 

 The second noteworthy mention of blood in the novella occurs when Carmilla’s body is 

discovered in a tomb filled with blood: “The limbs were perfectly flexible, the flesh elastic; and 

the leaden coffin floated with blood, in which to a depth of seven inches, the body lay immersed. 

Here then, were all the admitted signs and proofs of vampirism” (Le Fanu 315). Carmilla’s 

abjection is intensified here by the way she requires complete immersion in human blood to 

sustain her not-dead-but-not-living body. However, lest this detail lead the reader to consider 

Carmilla as only an undead monster, she is then made startlingly human when either Laura’s 

father or the General—it is not clear who—drives a stake into her heart. Laura recounts the way 

that Carmilla “uttered a piercing shriek at the moment, in all respects such as might escape from 

a living person in the last agony” (Le Fanu 315-316). In another eerily human detail, blood pours 
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from Carmilla’s wound. It is not enough that her very existence as both dead and alive crosses 

the boundaries of science, but the ways in which she crosses the boundary of supernatural 

creature and human being in order to sustain her existence even until her very end is what makes 

her “the utmost of abjection” (Kristeva 4).  

 

Carmilla as the Victorian Era’s ‘Black Sheep’ 

Alongside Carmilla’s lively death, her other major boundary-crossing involves her lesbianism. 

The Victorian era’s “uneasy disapproval” (Vicinus 71) of lesbians and female homosexuality 

finds its voice largely in sexology. Among the most famous of Victorian sexologists to speak out 

against female homosexuality are Havelock Ellis and Richard von Krafft-Ebbing4. In 1897, Ellis 

published the first English medical textbook on homosexuality titled Sexual Inversion that 

included a chapter specifically on female homosexuality—“Sexual Inversion in Women”—that 

condemns homosexuality as abnormal, dangerous and forbidden. Similarly, Krafft-Ebing, in his 

work Psychopathia Sexualis (1886), largely defines homosexuality as a neurological disorder.  

In Carmilla, the General acts as a voice for these beliefs. He is one of the last characters 

to be introduced in Le Fanu’s novella and his first appearance comes after the death of his niece.  

We are not told the exact details, but the General’s niece did not survive her acquaintance with 

Carmilla, becoming her earliest known victim. The first thing the General does is echo the 

sentiments of Victorian sexologists when discussing his niece’s demise: 

when the General began to talk, with his usual soldierly directness, of the bereavement, 

as he termed it, which he had sustained in the death of his beloved niece and ward; and he 

                                                 
4 Interestingly, Krafft-Ebing (1840-1902), lived in Styria at the time of Carmilla’s publication. Future scholarship on 
the novella’s treatment of sexuality may draw parallels between him and Le Fanu’s General.  
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then broke out in a tone of intense bitterness and fury, inveighing against the ‘hellish arts’ 

to which she had fallen a victim, and expressing, with more exasperation than piety, his 

wonder that Heaven should tolerate so monstrous an indulgence of the lusts and 

malignity of hell. (Le Fanu 293) 

On a literal level, this passage sees the General decry the beast who attacked his niece. The 

General refers to “the hellish arts” and “malignity of hell” when referring to the “monstrous” 

Carmilla. However, I posit that, by nature of this statement applying to Carmilla—and what we 

know may have conspired between his niece and Carmilla based on what is happening between 

Carmilla and Laura—this critique also demonizes lesbianism itself. He is pathologizing Carmilla 

as both lesbian and vampire. His role in Carmilla’s staking—as either assailant or helper—is no 

coincidence. When considering this pathologization, we can look to Terry Castle’s work in her 

influential account of lesbian in literature, The Apparitional Lesbian (1995). Castle writes that 

“[o]nce the lesbian has been defined as ghostly… she can then be exorcized” (Castle 6). 

Carmilla’s staking thus is not just the killing of a vampire but a metaphorical exorcism of a 

lesbian by two figures of patriarchy, the General and Laura’s father.  

This prompts a further discussion of how Carmilla’s abjection challenges gender norms 

of the Victorian era. Carmilla’s abjection is intensified by both her femaleness and the 

femaleness of her victims: alongside Laura there is “a pretty young girl” who was the forest 

ranger’s daughter (Le Fanu 266), “[t]he swineherd’s young wife” (266), “[t]he sister of a young 

peasant” (269), the General’s niece, and countless other women victims that can only be inferred 

from before the events of the novella. Because of her body count (double meaning intended), 

Carmilla’s existence as a lesbian vampire is particularly frightening. Not only does she cross the 

boundaries of societally accepted (hetero)sexuality and conduct by showing a clear disinterest in 
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men, but by virtue of her gender, she is virtually invisible to her victims and their families until 

she strikes. Close female friendships that seemed to border on homosexuality due to their 

intimacy were quite common in the Victorian era (Vicinus 70-71), making it difficult to 

distinguish between close friendships and lesbian relationships disguised as friendships.  

I argue that Carmilla and Laura’s relationship is more than platonic and that Carmilla is 

figured as the pursuer, especially with Carmilla’s frequent “passionate declarations of her liking 

for [Laura]” (Le Fanu 263). It is possible to wave away this intensity and passion between the 

two girls as simply vampiric fervour, solely predatory rather than amatory, but this thesis 

disagrees. Laura describes Carmilla’s outbursts of passion as being “like the ardour of a lover” 

(Le Fanu 264), defying erasure of their love. An especially illuminating sequence concerns 

Carmilla’s interpretation of the first meeting between herself and Laura. She says: 

I saw you—most assuredly you—as I see you now; a beautiful young lady, with golden 

hair and large blue eyes, and lips—your lips—you, as you are here. Your looks won me; I 

climbed on the bed and put my arms about you, and I think we both fell asleep… ‘I don’t 

know which should be most afraid of the other,’ she said, again smiling—‘If you were 

less pretty I think I should be very much afraid of you, but being as you are, and you and 

I both so young, I feel only that I have made your acquaintance twelve years ago, and 

have already a right to your intimacy… I wonder whether you feel as strangely drawn 

towards me as I do to you. (Le Fanu 260) 

Here, Carmilla is figured as the pursuer in her relationship with Laura. She says she feels “a 

right” to Laura’s “intimacy” and wonders if Laura is as “strangely drawn” toward her as she is to 

Laura. Carmilla is thus the outwardly active agent, the aggressor in this scenario. It is Carmilla 

who sees Laura here, Carmilla is acting onto Laura, not the other way around. Carmilla is the one 
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who “climbed on the bed and put [her] arms about” Laura. Note how Carmilla says she feels she 

has a “right” (emphasis added) to Laura’s intimacy. I would argue that this possessiveness and 

entitlement is a stereotypically male feeling to have, at least in the Victorian era (and arguably 

still today): just as a potential husband may feel he has a right to his would-be wife, Carmilla 

feels a right to Laura. The Victorian era saw Coventry Patmore’s influential poem, “The Angel in 

the House” (1854), which paints the perfect woman as passive. Alongside the period’s rise of 

conduct literature5, Victorian scripts required women to be passive and submissive—traits that 

Carmilla starkly contrasts.  

 

‘Kiss Me Until my Lips Fall Off (Until I Start to Rot)’: Carmilla’s Deadly Paradox of Love  

Carmilla crosses yet another boundary through her conflation of love and death. Her ideas of 

love are closely intertwined with her desire to drain human life, so much so that they become 

one. This conflation is at once abhorrent and fascinating, as expressed by Laura, the recipient of 

Carmilla’s affection. There are three distinct moments in which Carmilla makes this eerie 

equivalence known to Laura. In this first instance, she expresses her desire for Laura with her 

arms thrown around her neck, murmuring in her 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. (Le Fanu 263)  

                                                 
5 Conduct literature is a genre of literature that includes texts such as periodicals, editorials, and books of household 
management.  
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This is an alarming yet sweet declaration. Carmilla expresses that when Laura is hurt, she is hurt: 

“If your dear heart is wounded, my wild heart bleeds with yours.” What can be more romantic 

than that? Carmilla is so in-tune with and focused on Laura’s emotions that they affect her as if 

they are her own. The alarming part is Carmilla’s triple invocation of death, “I live in your warm 

life, and you shall die—die, sweetly die into mine.” Although Carmilla suggests a collapse of her 

and Laura’s lives into one another, it does so in an unnatural way compared to the way Lucy and 

Mina collapse into each other as I discuss in the second chapter. Even the besotted Laura admits 

her unease, but at the same time she is drawn towards Carmilla’s speech: “In these mysterious 

moods I did not like her. I experienced a strange tumultuous excitement that was pleasurable, 

ever and anon, mingled with a vague sense of fear and disgust… I was conscious of a love 

growing into adoration, and also of abhorrence” (Le Fanu 264). Thus, it is not Carmilla’s love 

that Laura finds so off-putting, but the way she expresses it as intertwined with death. The fact 

that Carmilla wishes for Laura’s death to enhance her own life, presumably through 

vampirization, is abhorrent.  

This is seen again in the second instance of Carmilla’s odd declarations of love: a scene I 

dub the confession scene. Laura’s wording and narration of this scene will be discussed in detail 

later in the chapter, but for the purpose of exploring Carmilla’s conflation of love and death, the 

most important part of this scene is Carmilla’s confession. The exact words Carmilla uses for her 

confession are as follows: “I live in you; and you would die for me, I love you so” (Le Fanu 

274). Laura starts from Carmilla after her confession, both from her realization of what is 

happening—a true love confession, one that passes the boundaries of friendship Laura uses as a 

safety net—and because of the way Carmilla words her confession. It is a non-traditional 
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declaration of love, and yet for Carmilla it is the only way she can declare her passion. 

According to Carmilla, if she and Laura are to live ‘happily ever after,’ Laura will have to die.  

The novella’s famous caterpillar speech is fascinating for this reason. This excerpt 

simultaneously acknowledges that Laura must die if she and Carmilla are ever going to properly 

be together and that if Laura were to die with Carmilla, Laura would be much happier. Carmilla 

says: 

But to die as lovers may—to die together, so that they may live together. Girls are 

caterpillars while they live in the world, to be finally butterflies when the summer comes; 

but in the meantime there are grubs and larvae, don’t you see—each with their peculiar 

propensities, necessities and structure. (Le Fanu 270-271) 

For Carmilla, Laura is limited by the society in which she lives. Laura is a “caterpillar” while she 

is alive (“in the world”), but if she were to die and be with Carmilla, it would be an eternity of 

“summer”—they could be “butterflies” together. Carmilla wants them to “die together, so that 

they may live together.” The patriarchal rules hold Laura back such that she is not able to be who 

she is truly meant to be, i.e. openly a lesbian and partnered with Carmilla. This is an evolved 

conflation of love with death compared to earlier formulations, one that does not see them both 

as the same, but one that sees death as a necessary end to achieve the love that would, according 

to Carmilla, make them both happier.  

 Perhaps the most intense utterance of Carmilla’s death-obsessed version of love comes 

after Laura questions her identity. Laura asks Carmilla is she think she “will ever fully confide in 

[her]” (Le Fanu 276), after continually prompting Carmilla to tell her more about herself and 

receiving little to no information about the other girl. Carmilla responds:  
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You will think me cruel, very selfish, but love is always selfish; the more ardent the more 

selfish. How jealous I am you cannot know. You must come with me, loving me, to death; 

or else hate me and still come with me, and hating me through death and after. There is 

no such thing as indifference in my apathetic nature. (Le Fanu 276) 

There is a clear crossing of traditional boundaries here (love/death; life/death; love/hate) that 

stems from the gothic obsession with death, but also from Carmilla’s vampiric identity. Her love 

is a twisted love—“selfish” and “jealous” and even powered paradoxically by “hate”—one that 

ends up haunting Laura for the rest of her life, and indeed “through [Carmilla’s] death and after.” 

Carmilla’s love is paradoxically powered by “hate” in the same way that “there is no 

indifference” in her “apathetic nature.” Even outside of her vampirism, Carmilla’s entire 

existence is a paradox—she claims to be “apathetic” and yet the state of apathy is a state of 

“indifference,” something Carmilla claims not to be. If apathy denotes indifference, then it is 

impossible for Carmilla to be both “apathetic” and not “indifferent.”6 Carmilla’s version of love 

is entirely twisted and confused in its selfishness and jealousy, but it is twisted because it is hers. 

Carmilla’s love is paradoxical because she is paradoxical.  

 To those outside Laura and Carmilla’s relationship, such as Laura’s father or the General, 

Carmilla is disturbing Laura’s identity. It appears as a disturbance to those outside of it because, 

as stated earlier, they are figures of patriarchy. Carmilla is weakening Laura’s need for 

patriarchal society.7 Readers see this growing rejection of social norms manifest throughout the 

                                                 
6 There were two meanings of “apathy” in the 19th century, and both denote a sense of indifference as they do today. 
Apathy was either an indifference to what is supposed to move one’s feelings or excite interest as well as an 
insensibility to passion or feeling (OED).  
7 We can also consider this in terms of Rich and compulsory heterosexuality. Not only is Carmilla pulling Laura 
away from the patriarchal society she inhabits, she is also showing her that she need not subscribe to its prescribed 
heterosexuality.  
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novella as Laura’s growing sickness. The ‘disturbance’ begins when Carmilla first arrives at the 

schloss, opening a door for Laura’s sexuality, but it does not take effect, so to speak, until 

Carmilla’s first allusion to her vampirism.  

Carmilla tells Laura of the night she almost died, speaking about a ball and how she was 

“all but assassinated in bed” (Le Fanu 276) and wounded on her breast. This is another instance 

of the way Carmilla and Laura’s lives collapse into each other as it is a direct mirroring of 

Laura’s nightmare from her childhood where Laura is “wakened by the sensation as if two 

needles ran into [her] breast very deep” (Le Fanu 246). Further, it is another instance of Carmilla 

and Laura’s lives collapsing into each other. The night Carmilla tells Laura how she nearly died 

marks Laura’s change, shown through a dream-like sequence where Carmilla appears as a 

“monstrous cat”: 

I saw something moving round the foot of the bed, which at first I could not accurately 

distinguish. But I soon saw that it was a sooty-black animal that resembled a monstruous 

cat… I felt it spring lightly on the bed. The two broad eyes approached my face, and 

suddenly I felt a stinging pain as if two large needles darted, an inch or two apart, deep 

into my breast. (Le Fanu 278) 

The dream sequence is quite long, but the most important takeaway occurs in this little 

passage—that Laura is going to start to change. After waking up from the dream and checking 

that Carmilla was not playing some sort of practical joke on her, Laura lays in bed “more dead 

than alive till morning” (Le Fanu 278). This is only a little detail, but it is quite significant, as it 

is the beginning of the death that Carmilla encapsulates seeping into Laura and transforming her 

being. 
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 Shortly after her Carmilla-induced dream begins, Laura states that she feels herself “a 

changed girl” (Le Fanu 281). She understands that what is happening to her is odd, but it is “not 

unwelcome” (281). Laura’s identity is being disturbed. She is starting to become more vampiric, 

closer to belonging to Carmilla and being Carmilla’s lover or victim (perhaps both): 

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. If it was sad, the tone of 

mind which this induced was also sweet. Whatever it might be, my soul acquiesced in it. 

(Le Fanu 281) 

Laura’s change disturbs the people outside of her and Carmilla’s relationship, but it is “not 

unwelcome” to Laura herself. Even as Laura recounts the events, she says she “would not have 

interrupted” it even though she acknowledges that it is “strange.” In fact, Laura does not believe 

the “possession” is “sad.” Instead, she finds it “sweet.” Scholarship often asserts that Laura is 

being manipulated and that she is a victim, (e.g. Keown and Murphy [2017]), but, to Laura, 

Carmilla’s disturbance is not negative, it is “sweet,” and her “soul acquiesced in it.” She is 

consenting to and accepting what is happening to her. Laura is slowly sinking toward death, she 

is allowing Carmilla to take over her body and mind, her “soul.” I believe that when we consider 

Rich’s ideas surrounding compulsory heterosexuality and the restrictive nature of a patriarchal, 

heterosexual world order, we uncover that Laura’s willingness to allow Carmilla’s “possession” 

stems from the escape is represents. Allowing Carmilla to bring her toward death allows Laura 

the opportunity to break free from the shackles of patriarchy, aligning herself with Carmilla and 

giving herself the opportunity to become Carmilla’s lover in the way the vampire desires. It is 

made very clear that this is what is happening when Carmilla starts to become more devoted the 
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weaker Laura becomes. The closer Laura gets to death, the closer Carmilla gets to having a true 

lover, and the softer and less aggressive she becomes, “Carmilla became more devoted to me 

than ever, and her strange paroxysms of languid adoration more frequent” (Le Fanu 281). 

Carmilla becomes doting, loving, as she brings her lover closer to death: “Sometimes there came 

a sensation as if a hand was drawn softly along my cheek and neck. Sometimes it was as if warm 

lips kissed me, and longer and more lovingly as they reached my throat, but there the caress 

fixed itself” (Le Fanu 282). This is the ultimate expression of her conflation of love and death. 

The closer Carmilla’s kisses get to Laura’s neck, the place where she can drain her lover’s life, 

the more loving they become. A kiss on the lips is not how Carmilla shows her love. That is 

where her kisses start, but their end point, Laura’s neck, reveal Carmilla’s ultimate expression of 

love as shared death.  

 Carmilla’s sense of abjection culminates in her intense boundary crossing as being a 

lesbian vampire whose existence is sustained by an excess of blood. She ignores the social 

boundaries set up by Victorian society with her lesbianism and her strange sense of love that 

intertwines itself with death. Carmilla’s monstrosity does not stem simply from her lesbian 

identity, it is more nuanced than that. Instead, her monstrosity is the result of the way she crosses 

multiple boundaries. Carmilla is abject and monstrous because she troubles the boundaries of life 

and death and the Victorian social categories of love and sexuality.  

 

‘The Passion of Lovers is For Death’: Laura as Apparition 

Although Laura recognizes her relationship with Carmilla as one of love (“Young people like, 

and even love, on impulse” [Le Fanu 261]), Laura’s lesbian identity is not made as glaringly 

obvious as Carmilla’s because Laura is restrained by societal expectations in ways that Carmilla 



MacIntosh 38 

 
is not. Laura’s status as a middle-class woman in the Victorian era puts her in a box that Carmilla 

evades, as Carmilla challenges such social boundaries with her vampiric identity. As Castle 

writes, “[t]he lesbian is never with us, it seems, but always somewhere else: in the shadows, in 

the margins, hidden from history, out sight, out of mind, a wanderer in the dusk, a lost soul, a 

tragic mistake, a pale denizen of the night. She is far away and she is dire” (2).8 Typically, in 

Victorian literature, the lesbian is relegated to the ‘underground’ novel or the world of subtext in 

mainstream 18th and 19th century fiction. Two examples of this “apparitional” nature can be 

found in the fictional works of Vernon Lee (1856-1935), and the coded language of diaries by 

Anne Lister (1791-1840). Rarely are lesbians women in the way that Laura is a woman, i.e. 

middle class, feminine, sympathetic. If thought of at all, they are rough around the edges, 

destructive, uncouth, outcasts—as altogether masculine—for example, Roxana’s maid Amy in 

Daniel Defoe’s Roxana: The Fortunate Mistress (1724) or Harriet Freke in Maria Edgeworth’s 

Belinda (1801). We could even consider the real-life Eleanor Butler who was known for wearing 

the Order of Saint Louis, an order of chivalry awarded to exceptional officers and suggesting a 

level of masculinity. Laura is a strange young woman, to be sure, but she is none of those things, 

and she is especially not masculine. As such, Laura’s lesbianism is not as obvious, leading 

scholars to dismiss, or perhaps fail to notice, her sapphic nature. In what remains of this chapter, 

I will argue that Laura’s style of narration reveals her identity as a femme lesbian. It matters 

because it reveals to us that just because Laura is not stereotypically butch does not mean that 

she is not a lesbian.  

In The Apparitional Lesbian (1995), Castle writes that “[w]hen it comes to lesbians… 

many people have trouble seeing what’s in front of them. The lesbian remains a kind of ‘ghost 

                                                 
8 Interestingly, Castle’s description of the lesbian as a “pale denizen of the night” is very reminiscent of the vampire.  
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effect’…elusive, vaporous, difficult to spot—even when she is there, in plain view, moral and 

magnificent, at the center… Some may even deny that she exists at all” (2). Once again, 

presentism is often used as an argument against labeling historical figures and literary characters 

from the past suing ‘modern categorizations’ such as ‘lesbian’ but lesbian is simply not a 

‘modern categorization.’ The modern definition of the word ‘lesbian’ according to the OED is 

“[a] woman who engages in sexual activity with other women; a woman who is sexually or 

romantically attracted (esp. wholly or largely) to other women; a homosexual woman,” and its 

first recorded use occurred in 1732. Even beside this, there are many women from the 18th and 

19th centuries who contribute to the history of lesbians at that time. In light of this, I would like 

to suggest that Laura can be read as Castle’s apparitional lesbian. Jönsson suggests that 

“Carmilla and Laura are already from the outset of the narrative ‘one flesh’” (36)—in other 

words, if Carmilla is a lesbian, so is Laura. I argue that Laura is the center of the novella— both 

narrator and love interest—and yet her lesbianism is a “ghost effect,” it is ignored.  

As Martha Vicinus points out, “the modern lesbian did not appear one day fully formed in 

the case studies of the fin-de-siècle sexologists” (71). She already existed as a recognizable 

figure who was the subject of gossip among the elites. There was an “uneasy disapproval” 

(Vicinus 71) of lesbians in the Victorian era, one that Laura is aware of due to her well-to-do 

upbringing. It is perpetuated through Christian doctrine forbidding homosexuality and a weary 

cultural silence lest the innocent become corrupted. This preoccupation with religion and the 

general Victorian anxiety about lesbianism traps Laura in a game of tug-of-war, constantly pulled 

between her attraction to Carmilla and her socially influenced repulsion towards her attraction to 

Carmilla. On the one hand, Laura clearly adores Carmilla. Her narration is Carmilla-centric—

almost obsessive. She still thinks of her years after her death. She cannot help but describe 
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Carmilla’s beauty every time she sees her. On the other hand, it is easy to see that she has 

internalized Victorian mores as she continually reinterprets her own attraction as repulsion. As I 

will discuss, there are many moments where she is torn between feeling attraction or 

unconsciously repressing it as repulsion.  

There are two things that readers learn about Laura in the novella’s short first chapter. 

First, she is a very lonely young woman living in a schloss in Austria with her father. Second, she 

had a haunting nightmare when she was six years old. The nightmare anecdote works to 

foreshadow the events of the novella and paint Carmilla in a predatory light, even as it reveals 

much of Laura’s character: 

I began to whimper, preparatory for a heavy bout of roaring; when to my surprise, I saw a 

solemn, but very pretty face looking at me from the side of the bed. It was that of a young 

lady who was kneeling, with her hands under the coverlet. I looked at her with a kind of 

pleased wonder, and ceased whimpering. She caressed me with her hands, and lay down 

beside me on the bed, and drew me towards her, smiling; I felt immediately delightfully 

soothed, and fell asleep again. I was wakened by a sensation as if two needles ran into my 

breast very deep at the same moment, and I cried loudly. (Le Fanu 246) 

The sapphic implications of the dream ring loudly in the last sentence of the passage, particularly 

in regard to Carmilla’s lesbian identity, with the infamous vampire’s bite to the breast. However, 

the rest of the passage reveals Laura’s sapphic nature. She is ready to all but scream bloody 

murder until she sees the “very pretty face” of a young lady looking at her, and she is 

immediately calmed. The words “pleased wonder” and “delightfully soothed” imply that Laura 

holds not only positive feelings toward the mystery woman, but that these positive feelings are 

more intense than usual. The fact that Laura is “delightfully” soothed implies that she is greatly 
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soothed, that this young lady calms her in a way that exceeds the way her nurse or nursery-maid 

who are mentioned earlier in the passage would have. The feeling of “wonder” implies Laura’s 

positive sense of curiosity towards the young lady. There is a tenderness in the way she describes 

the young lady, the way she tells of being “caressed.” As far as six-year-old feelings being retold 

in adulthood go, these feelings sound a lot like attraction.  

  Laura’s fascination with women does not start and end with Carmilla. There is a fleeting 

recognition of how attractive Carmilla’s mother is, as well. It is a brief description, but it is a 

physical description, nonetheless. According to Laura, Carmilla’s mother is “what is called a 

fine-looking woman for her time of life, and must have been handsome” (Le Fanu 253). 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, from 1590 onward, ‘handsome,’ in regard to a 

person means to be “attractive and pleasing in appearance, esp. in having a well-proportioned 

figure and noble bearing.” For a woman to be ‘handsome,’ she must be striking, and even if 

Laura does not think she is right now due to the difference in their ages, she knows that she must 

have been at some point. Importantly, Laura does not ever describe men in this manner—or any 

manner at all, frankly. Laura’s interest in feminine beauty (and, I argue, latent attraction to 

women), then, is inherent to her character and does not hinge on Carmilla. However, the vampire 

does happen to be the person who forces her to confront these feelings, providing the rope for 

Laura’s dizzying tug-of-war with her own feelings.  

 Even without a proper introduction to Carmilla, Laura is taken with her new houseguest. 

What starts out as a lonely young woman finding a potential friend by chance quickly develops a 

romantic undertone. To dismiss the “flowery language” (Vicinus 71) and amorous implications 

of Le Fanu’s writing between the two girls in the novella as “Victorian sentimentality” (Vicinus 

71) would be reductive, ignoring the way Laura is written to be lesbian. The girls’ first proper 
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meeting comes after Laura’s request to “visit her [Carmilla] for a few minutes in her room” (Le 

Fanu 258). Carmilla tells the servant that “she desire[s] nothing more” (258) and Laura wastes no 

time in accepting her offer. A few pages later when Laura says that “[y]oung people like, and 

even love, on impulse” (261), she is talking about Carmilla. However, with Laura’s request and 

Carmilla’s response, it is clear that they are both those young people who like and love on 

impulse, both girls enraptured by the other. In direct contrast to scholarship neglecting Laura’s 

queer identity, I will focus on Laura’s response to seeing Carmilla for the first time and 

demonstrate our narrator’s clearly homoerotic reaction to her guest. 

Laura, unprompted, calls Carmilla “pretty” or “beautiful” no less than twenty times 

throughout the novella. She describes nearly anything about Carmilla as pretty: her physicality, 

actions, words, demeanour. Five of these descriptions occur when Laura steps into Carmilla’s 

room and sees her properly for the first time. She recounts “her pretty slender figure” (Le Fanu 

258), “[her face] was pretty, even beautiful… her dimpling cheeks were now delightfully 

pretty… She answered my welcome very prettily” (259). The implication of Laura calling 

Carmilla pretty five times is significant in clarifying and emphasizing Laura’s queer identity. 

This is where Laura’s curiosity about Carmilla peaks, when she begins to change from the lonely 

girl at the schloss to a girl who is bewitched by her new friend, increasingly aware of her own 

desires. She is no longer just ‘Laura,’ she is about to become ‘Laura and Carmilla.’ 

This is not without an inner conflict, however. As far as readers are aware, Laura never 

explicitly comes to terms with her sapphic feelings, but that does not mean that they are not 

there. Indeed, I will argue that her wavering between her attraction to Carmilla and the repulsion 

she feels because of it, enhance rather than undermine her lesbian identity. If she was not 

attracted to Carmilla in an unnatural way, she would not be in a state of near-constant inner 
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turmoil. Reading Laura as a repressed femme lesbian whose sexuality manifests through her 

narration style allows us to understand her strange narrative voice and helps develop a 

vocabulary for how femme lesbians can narrate their own experiences and relate their sexuality 

in an almost subtextual way. As I will argue, just as the femme identity is a source of protection 

for the lesbians who identify with it, so too is Laura’s narration style. While slightly 

anachronistic, historically the femme identity has allowed for a type of protection for the lesbians 

who identify themselves as femme. The femme identity incorporates stereotypically heterosexual 

female traits/fashion and allows femme lesbians to, for lack of a better term, blend in with 

heterosexual society (for better and for worse). At the same time, the femme identity uses these 

traits to push back against the patriarchy in they way that Laura pushes back against the 

patriarchy by being distinctly uninterested in men. Understanding Laura in this way reveals a 

new character type to consider in Victorian fiction and a narration style to detangle. Laura is a 

very early example of a specific character type. She is a very distinct kind of lesbian; a 

sympathetic one, a lesbian who is not portrayed as a monster.  

The way that Laura speaks regarding Carmilla crosses the lines of friendship. It simply is 

not the same way that a heterosexual woman would speak about her new friend: “I did feel, as 

she said, ‘drawn towards her’, but there was also something of repulsion. In this ambiguous 

feeling, however, the sense of attraction immensely prevailed. She interested and won me; she 

was so beautiful and so indescribably engaging” (Le Fanu 260-261). The word “attraction” 

should not be overlooked here. Laura is not interested in or fascinated with Carmilla; she is 

attracted to her. The 19th century understood the word “attraction” similarly to the way we 

understand it today, simply meaning that there is a pull toward another person, specifically a pull 

that evokes admiration and affection, romantic and sexual desires. This attraction is portrayed 
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many times throughout the novella, from Laura telling Carmilla “how much pleasure her 

accidental arrival had given [them] all, and especially what a happiness it was to [her]” (Le Fanu 

259), to Laura’s declaration that Carmilla “was certainly the most beautiful creature I had ever 

seen” (Le Fanu 261) and the unprompted declaration of the vampire’s beauty when she returns to 

the schloss again after her disappearance: “Carmilla was looking charmingly. Nothing could be 

more beautiful than her tints. Her beauty was, I think, enhanced by that graceful languor that was 

peculiar to her” (Le Fanu 287). This passage includes another common descriptor that Laura uses 

for Carmilla, how she is “languid.” On more than one occasion Laura refers to Carmilla’s speech 

and movements as languid: “her movements were languid” (Le Fanu 262); there was always a 

languor about her” (265). She also says that Carmilla looks at her languidly: “gazing in my face 

with languid and burning eyes” (264); “she looked languidly in my eyes” (270). There is an 

underlying meaning to “languid” that goes past the typical sluggishness that its dictionary 

definition denotes. Sometimes, languid can also mean that someone is being, for lack of better 

words, deliberately slow and sexy. There are little things, specific words, in Laura’s descriptions 

that indicate her attraction to the vampire.  

Laura’s attraction is found in many other small interactions between the two girls, 

especially during the aforementioned “confession scene.” Considering especially Laura’s oddly 

detached narration style in the passage below, I posit that this narrative style both projects 

Laura’s feelings onto Carmilla and, in doing so, protects Laura from having to acknowledge her 

sapphic identity: 

she drew her arm closer about my waist, and let her pretty head sink upon my shoulder. 

‘How romantic you are, Carmilla’ I said. ‘Whenever you tell me your story, it will be 

made up chiefly of some one great romance.’  



MacIntosh 45 

 
She kissed me silently.  

‘I am sure, Carmilla, that you have been in love; that there is, at this moment, an affair of 

the heart going on.’ 

‘I have been in love with no one, and never shall,’ she whispered, ‘unless it should be 

with you.’  

How beautiful she looked in the moonlight!  

Shy and strange was the look with which she quickly hid her face in my neck and hair, 

with tumultuous sighs, that seemed almost to sob, and pressed in mine a hand that 

trembled.  

Her soft cheek was glowing against mine. ‘Darling, darling,’ she murmured, ‘I live in 

you; and you would die for me, I love you so.’ 

I started from her. (Le Fanu 273-274) 

Laura recounts the story of her time with Carmilla as if she was not equally as enamoured with 

the other girl—yet she constantly opposes herself with her past actions. The confession scene is 

fascinating for two reasons. First, it is Laura who initiates the confession and then promptly shuts 

it down. Second, the narration lacks the typical Victorian flourish. Here, Laura gets so close to an 

utterance of passion that exists outside of her own head—telling Carmilla she feels the same—

but is unable to actually verbalize her affection. She is startled, as if suddenly realizing what she 

and Carmilla are saying, forced to pull back. It may be easy to dismiss this scene as Laura 

beginning to fear the way Carmilla feels toward her, i.e. using this scene as a way to start seeing 

her as only a victim. This is seen in work by scholars such as Edina Keown and Bernice M. 

Murphy who refer to “Carmilla and her victim” (59) as well as James H. Murphy who refers to 

“Laura’s violation by the lesbian vampire, Carmilla” (215). However, it is not quite so simple. 
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These scholars are not entirely wrong in their recognition of Laura’s victimization, but they are 

wrong in making victim and victimizer the primary way of identifying Carmilla and Laura’s 

relationship and not recognizing that it is a perversely welcome victimization. 

Laura’s detachment and distance from this scene as shown through the way she describes 

what is happening is in direct opposition with the words she speaks. Laura’s narration here takes 

her out of the scene and makes Carmilla the focus. She recounts that “[Carmilla] drew her arm 

about my waist… She kissed me silently… she quickly hid her face in my neck and hair.” Laura 

is focused on Carmilla’s actions, but not her own responses, her only appearance is at the end of 

the scene when she starts back. However, the way Laura describes the passion in Carmilla’s 

confession opposes the distance she tries to create. Laura refers to Carmilla’s sighs as 

“tumultuous,” a rather ambiguous term to use. Laura could be referring to the volume of 

Carmilla’s sighs, but she could also be referring to the intense passion of Carmilla’s sighs. Laura 

imposes passion onto Carmilla’s actions, interpreting them based on her desire to hear Carmilla’s 

confession. We do not know exactly how Laura feels because she does not tell us, but we can 

make assumptions based on the way she projects romance onto Carmilla, calling her “romantic” 

and saying that her story must include “one great romance.”  

Laura’s narration implies that Carmilla is the only one who feels any passion and 

romantic attraction. Laura only tells us of Carmilla’s actions (“she… pressed in mine a hand that 

trembled. Her soft cheek was glowing against mine”), but if we take a closer look, we can see 

that it is she who prompts Carmilla into confessing. She calls Carmilla “romantic” and receives a 

kiss in response, but that is not enough for her. She needs a verbal confession, so she prompts 

again, saying that Carmilla “must have been in love” before. This is when Laura receives the 

verbal confession she desires. Carmilla, in her own roundabout and ambiguous way, confesses to 
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being in love with Laura (she will never be in love with anyone “unless it should be with you” 

i.e. Laura). Despite her inner thought that Carmilla looks beautiful and her strongly suggested 

desire to hear that Carmilla loves her, Laura starts back. It is strange, how Laura gets so close to 

what she wants and pulls back at the last second. This is not the first time she does this either. 

After describing how beautiful Carmilla is and recalling how she would often play with her hair 

while Carmilla spoke in a “sweet low voice” (Le Fanu 262), Laura distances herself from her 

feelings, stating, “Heaven! If I had known but all!” (Le Fanu 262). It is both a rejection and 

recognition of her romantic feelings for the other woman. She would not need to draw back if 

those feelings did not exist. There would be no need to, for lack of a better phrase, explain 

herself in the way that she does.  

However, Laura’s repression is a temporary measure. She eventually reveals her true 

feelings to readers when details the sequence wherein Carmilla goes missing. Anyone would be 

worried in this situation, and the other characters of the novella are, but Laura differentiates 

herself from her father and the rest of the household: “I, too, was almost beside myself, though 

my grief was quite of a different kind” (Le Fanu 285). What different kind is Laura talking 

about? “Grief” denotes an anguish, strong emotion that occurs after a significant loss. The 

previous distance and detachment are gone, Laura cannot even try to pretend that the thought of 

Carmilla leaving does not fill her with distress—a different kind of distress than everyone else 

feels. Her father and the rest of the household are “in a state of agitation” (Le Fanu 284) because 

they do not know what they are going to tell Carmilla’s mother if she does not return to the 

schloss by the time her mother comes back for her: “The stream was about to be dragged; my 

father was in distraction; what a tale to have to tell the poor girl’s mother on her return” (285). 

The “agitation” Laura’s father and the rest of the household fear is more about social reputation 
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than their relationship with Carmilla. Laura, on the other hand, is taken over by grief because 

Carmilla, who is effectively her girlfriend, has gone missing. She is worried for Carmilla’s safety 

and whether or not she will ever see her again. This is reinforced by her reaction to Carmilla’s 

return: “I ran to her in an ecstasy of joy; I kissed and embraced her again and again” (Le Fanu 

285). This is not the typical detached Laura that readers have come to know; this is a Laura that 

lets herself feel outwardly. This is a Laura that has been forced to confront the way she feels for 

Carmilla when she thinks she may never see her again. Laura’s lesbian identity is shown through 

little details and specific words in her narration. Her status as the apparitional lesbian of the 

novella is not because she is an apparition, but because her sexuality manifests in ways that are 

not presented as obviously as with Carmilla. It manifests through a sense of repression that 

detachment that attempts to hide her feelings for Carmilla but ultimately reveals them. 

Laura’s mode of sapphic love is influenced by her identity as a repressed femme lesbian 

and seen through her intense mixture of attraction and fear. This mixture forces her love to shape 

itself into detachment and distance. When retelling her story, Laura attempts to keep herself at a 

distance, trying to make it seem as if she is outside of the events that she talks about, but as I 

have shown, key words and details give her away. The passion and romantic feelings Laura 

pushes onto Carmilla reveal her lesbian desire. Her narration style both projects and protects, but 

most importantly it reveals to us her true feelings as a femme lesbian.  

 

‘No Sacrifice Without Blood’: The Death of a Relationship 

Carmilla and Laura’s relationship cannot truly live, however. Order must be restored at the end 

of the novella; this is achieved when the patriarchal figures (Laura’s father and the General) 

stake Carmilla and put an end to her and Laura’s love. This pushes Laura out of literal death and 
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back into the symbolic death of patriarchal society. Laura is cursed to return to her prior covert 

lesbianism and Carmilla’s abject body is destroyed. It is not entirely clear if Laura loves or hates 

Carmilla by the end of the novella—or even loves and hates her—just that she has thought about 

her perhaps every day since her death. Laura is a lesbian trapped by the society she lives in, 

forced to show her desire through grief and detachment, her lover deemed abject.  

Perhaps the novella’s last paragraph distills this chapter’s deeper claim. When 

remembering her time with Carmilla, Laura writes: 

to this hour the image of Carmilla returns to memory with ambiguous alternations—

sometimes the playful, languid, beautiful girl; sometimes the writhing fiend I saw in the 

ruined church; and often from a reverie I have started, fancying I heard the light step of 

Carmilla at the drawing-room door. (Le Fanu 319)  

This passage is a testament to both Laura’s love and lesbianism and Carmilla’s abjection. Laura 

now knows what and who Carmilla really was, she acknowledges Carmilla’s monstrous form 

(“the writhing fiend”), and yet it does not matter. Her monstrosity is secondary, Laura still recalls 

her as “the playful, languid, beautiful girl” from before. She thinks about her so much that she 

fancies hearing “the light step of Carmilla at the drawing-room door.” Even after her final death, 

Carmilla still lives. She remains both dead and alive in Laura’s memories. Despite the attempts 

made by outside forces to terminate Carmilla and Laura’s relationship through the harshest 

human means possible, death, it does not work—death is twisted into their love. Carmilla crosses 

boundaries and disturbs identity long after she dies, and Laura is invisibly haunted by her love.  
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Chapter Two: “Did I Cross the Line?”: Lucy and Mina as Queer in Bram Stoker’s 

Dracula9 

It is no secret that Bram Stoker’s Dracula is at least partly inspired by Le Fanu’s Carmilla. In a 

posthumously published collection of her husband’s short stories, Florence Stoker refers to 

“Dracula’s Guest” as an “unpublished episode from Dracula” (352) that had to be cut from the 

novel’s original length. This episode chronicles Jonathan leaving Munich, presumably starting 

his series of uncanny experiences before his arrival in Transylvania. He comes across a marble 

tomb with “a great iron spike or stake” (357) driven through it, the sepulchre of a “Countess 

Dolingen of Gratz in Styria” (357) with an inscription that reads “The dead travel fast” (357). 

While the tomb does not belong to Mircalla, Countess Karnstein—also known as Carmilla or 

Millarca—the reference to Styria along with the vampiric imagery are clear allusions to Le 

Fanu’s novella, revealing Stoker’s source of inspiration. 

 Stoker’s personal life is an odd one, but it helps us see queer resonances within the text. 

Roger Luckhurst’s introduction to the Oxford World’s Classics edition of Dracula reveals that 

growing up, Stoker was close with the family of Sir William and Lady Wilde—the parents of 

Oscar Wilde. The Wildes’ neighbour in Merrion Square happened to be Sheridan Le Fanu, who 

co-owned a newspaper titled Dublin Evening Mail for which Stoker wrote theatre reviews 

starting in 1871. In 1878, Stoker was quick to marry Florence Balcombe who had recently 

rejected a proposal from a “love-struck” (x) Oscar Wilde. Throughout their nearly 40-year 

marriage, Bram and Florence had only one child: Noel Stoker, born within the first year of their 

marriage in 1879. Writing theatre reviews allowed Stoker to meet the great thespian Henry Irving 

                                                 
9 Chapter titles and subtitles, in order of appearance, come from “Discipline” by Nine Inch Nails, Girl, Interrupted 
by Susanna Kaysen, Dracula by Bram Stoker, “Blasphemous Rumours” by Depeche Mode, and “My Lady of 
Mercy” by The Last Dinner Party. 
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who eventually offered Stoker the chance to become his manager at the Lyceum Theatre (viii-x). 

Stoker’s life was dominated by “intense friendships with men” (xi), and some speculate that 

Stoker’s sexual relationship with his wife ended after the birth of their first child, and that he was 

living “a double life” (xi). This double life varies from being a closeted homosexual, as 

suggested by Barry McCrea in his 2010 article “Heterosexual Horror: Dracula, the Closet, and 

the Marriage-Plot,” to contracting syphilis from his adulterous exploits with sex workers and/or 

actresses as implied by Daniel Farson’s biography of Stoker. The case of Stoker as a closeted 

homosexual is supported by his obsession with the poetry of Walt Whitman and intimate 

friendship with Henry Irving—Roger Luckhurst wonders whether or not Stoker was the Jonathan 

to Irving’s Dracula (xi).  

Despite Stoker’s suggestive personal life, Dracula appears to be a novel that responds to 

the rather positively figured sexual transgression in Carmilla by positioning it in a negative light, 

as in Signorotti’s reading of the text in “Repossessing the Body” that I will discuss later in the 

chapter. However, Stoker’s position as a potentially closeted homosexual muddies a 

straightforward reading that regards the text as a narrative wherein transgression results in 

punishment. It is this, but it also is not only this. Stoker’s sexually transgressive women are 

punished, but they can also be interpreted as positive revisions of Le Fanu’s lesbian figures. 

Whereas Carmilla’s brand of masculinity—her rejection of Victorian social mores—is figured as 

frightening in the novella, Mina’s brand of masculinity is chivalric and caring—it is softer, more 

‘likeable’ and sympathetic. Carmilla and Laura’s relationship is figured as predatory—it is 

literally premeditated murder—but Lucy and Mina’s relationship is clearly more egalitarian.  

 This chapter considers the women of Stoker’s novel, and examines the punishments 

faced by Lucy and her pseudo-husband Mina. What Le Fanu’s novella conveys by its final 
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page—as I have discussed in the previous chapter—is that Victorian society’s patriarchal ideals 

fail. Laura is implied to never wed and, therefore, never fall into “normal” society. They are a 

prison to Laura, and the only way she can escape her shackles is through vampirization and 

death. By contrasting Mina’s ending in Dracula to Laura’s ending in Carmilla, I believe that 

Stoker says nearly the exact opposite. While the ending of Carmilla is open and ambiguous 

(offering the possibility that Laura’s vampiric affinities did not entirely leave when her lover was 

killed), Dracula ends with a silenced Mina, her wedding and her child. The relationship Le Fanu 

portrays is more predatory but open ended while Stoker portrays a more egalitarian relationship 

with an oppressive ending. I argue that this ending is a result of Oscar Wilde’s 1895 arrest that 

presented a turning point in the nineteenth century’s attitude toward same sex relationships.  

This chapter explores Dracula’s rhetoric of discipline, examining its message that any 

woman who is sexually transgressive must be and will be punished. In doing so, we must 

understand Lucy and Mina’s relationship through the lens of Adrienne Rich’s lesbian continuum 

and her ideas concerning compulsory heterosexuality. Essentially, although we cannot say for 

certain whether or not Lucy and Mina’s relationship was physical, we cannot ignore the evidence 

of their lesbian tendencies. Just as Carmilla and Laura’s relationship is not defined by a sexual 

relationship, neither should Lucy and Mina’s. It is reductive to think of lesbians and sapphic 

women only in terms of sexual activity.  

In the first part of this chapter I consider Lucy, arguing that she is suggested to be 

psychologically deviant, which aligns her with sexology’s view of lesbianism and that her 

baseline for love is Mina. The second half of this chapter focuses on Mina, examining the way 

her vocabulary equivocates her love for Jonathan (her husband) and Lucy. Lastly, I argue that 

Lucy and Mina’s time in Whitby is especially important when it comes to understanding the true 
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depth of their relationship, revealing the way Mina is practically Lucy’s knight in shining 

armour. Whitby is the place where Lucy and Mina can “build [their] castles in the air” and “walk 

together freely” (Stoker 53), away from patriarchal Victorian society and away from the 

prescribed heterosexuality pushed onto them.  

 

‘Lucy, Interrupted’: Lucy Westenra as Queer Lunatic 

In “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence,” Adrienne Rich writes she is concerned 

with “the virtual or total neglect of lesbian existence in a wide range of writings, including 

feminist scholarship” (13). Part of this neglect, particularly when it comes to the scholarship at 

the time of Rich’s writing, stems from the view of lesbians merely as sexual creatures. We can 

see this neglect in the scholarship on Bram Stoker’s Dracula. Of the reams of scholarship on the 

novel’s treatment of sexuality, most critics tend to focus on the male sexuality or homosexuality 

over female homosexuality: McCrea’s “Heterosexual Horror” focuses on Jonathan and Dracula’s 

relationship, looking at Lucy only in terms of heterosexuality. Howes’ “The Mediation of the 

Feminine” (1988) considers Stoker’s women only insofar as they mask male homosocial desires. 

When critics do consider female sexuality, it is largely in relation to heterosexuality and Dracula, 

regarding them as aberrant and extravagant sexual vampire women who love men. Elizabeth 

Signorotti, for example, acknowledges Lucy’s “lesbian tendencies” (622) but focuses for the 

most part on her “sexual aggressiveness” (621) toward the men of the novel while at the same 

time relegating Mina to the role of the “traditional Victorian angel-in-the-house” (624).  

Fortunately, all is not entirely bleak. Critics like Samantha Kountz and Isabella Norton, 

Elizabeth Macaluso, Charles E. Prescott and Grace A. Giorgio all look at Dracula’s treatment of 

female homosexuality in a way that does not relegate it to a lower consideration than that of male 
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homosexuality. While Prescott and Giorgio are focused entirely on Mina and her portrayal of 

femininity within the text, Kountz and Norton examine both Lucy and Mina while drawing on 

Macaluso’s previous scholarship. In this chapter, I look toward Kountz and Norton as well as 

Macaluso.  

Although Stoker’s titular character receives a tremendous amount of critical attention, 

neither Dracula nor his sense of sexuality actually dominate the narrative. As Elizabeth 

Signorotti asserts in her 1996 article, “Repossessing the Body: Transgressive Desire in Carmilla 

and Dracula,” it is “the sexually-charged female vampires—those at Castle Dracula, Lucy and 

Mina—[who] receive most of Stoker’s attention” (621), not the Count. In fact, nearly everyone 

in the novel receives more attention than Dracula. Although there is a clear theme in Dracula 

that follows male homosexuality, what Stoker focuses on in his novel is the threat of female 

sexuality in the Victorian era.  

As mentioned earlier, where Le Fanu points to a failure of the patriarchy to contain and 

destroy Laura’s lesbian tendencies—and, in turn, signals his support of enduring lesbian sexual 

proclivity—Stoker emphasizes how the patriarchy can and will destroy any semblance of sexual 

transgression. Published in 1897, the majority of Dracula was written while Stoker’s friend 

Oscar Wilde was incarcerated for his relationship with Lord Alfred Douglas.10 Reading Dracula 

less as having taken inspiration from Le Fanu’s plot and more as a response to Carmilla’s 

treatment of homosexuality helps us understand why exactly Stoker places his women “firmly 

under male control” (Signorotti 620), subjecting them to severe punishments—Lucy’s staking 

                                                 
10 Section 11 of the 1885 Criminal Law Amendment Act made sex between men illegal: “Any male person who, in 
public or private, commits, or is a party to the commission of, or procures or attempts to procure the commission by 
any male person of, any act of gross indecency with another male person, shall be guilty of a misdemeanour, and 
being convicted therof shall be liable at the discretion of the court to be imprisoned for any term not exceeding two 
years, with or without hard labour.” 
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and Mina’s scarification—for their transgressions. Stoker, unlike Le Fanu—as Carmilla was 

published 13 years prior to the 1885 Criminal Law Amendment Act—has seen the way that 

Victorian society punishes sexual transgressions.  

To start, we must first look at Lucy Westenra, the most severely punished of Stoker’s 

women. Lucy Westenra is a young socialite and Dracula’s first English victim, turning into a 

vampire despite Abraham Van Helsing’s attempts to stop the transformation. After her 

transformation she attacks young children, who refer to her as the “bloofer lady” (Stoker 165)—a 

potential breaking down of ‘beautiful lady’ by a child not yet old enough to say the phrase 

properly—before being cornered in her crypt by Van Helsing and her suitors. The men of this 

story, like the men in Carmilla, destroy the transgressive female vampire by driving a stake 

through her heart. In what follows, I argue that Lucy is figured as psychologically deviant in a 

way that aligns her with 19th century sexology.  

19th century sexology is concerned with a vast amount of transgressive sexuality and for 

the most part deems homosexuality a psychiatric illness, effectively othering homosexuals and 

emphasizing their difference from heterosexuals. From the outset, Lucy is framed as different 

from the people around her, and she herself does not disagree. In the first letter we see that Lucy 

writes to Mina, her best friend, about one of her suitors, Dr. John Seward, who “has a curious 

habit of looking one straight in the face, as if trying to read one’s thoughts” (Stoker 54). We can 

only assume that this habit transfers from his work life as the carer of an “immense lunatic 

asylum” (Stoker 54) into his personal life. This assumption is confirmed when Lucy writes that 

Dr. Seward “says I afford him a curious psychological study, and I humbly think I do” (Stoker 

54). From 1715 onward, the word “curious” as an adjective meant that something deserved or 

excited attention “on account of its novelty or peculiarity” (OED). In considering this meaning of 
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“curious” in tandem with Dr. Seward’s occupation, his “curious habit” seems more like an 

attempt at finding new patients than anything else. Lucy even admits that Dr. Seward tries to do 

the same thing to her often, but that she “flatter[s herself] he has got a tough nut to crack” 

(Stoker 54). This language itself is “curious” in relation to Lucy. At a cursory glance, Lucy is, as 

Sally Ledger points out in The New Woman: Fiction and Feminism at the Fin de Siècle (1997), 

“very much an archetype of Victorian femininity: blonde, demure, waiting for the right man to 

come along and marry her” (101). The language she uses to refer to herself as “a tough nut to 

crack” complicates such a reading. If we consider the ideal archetype of Victorian femininity to 

be the femininity portrayed in Coventry Patmore’s poem, “The Angel in the House,” for 

example, it is clear that this archetype is hostile towards being a “tough nut to crack.” The 

Victorian Angel is passive, powerless, grateful, self-sacrificing, and certainly not difficult. The 

language of toughness here points more towards an idea of masculinity than it does femininity. In 

this way, Lucy is more gender transgressive than scholarship tends to believe, firmly 

distinguishing her from the “archetype of Victorian femininity” pushed onto her.  

Lucy frames her gender transgression—how she is a “tough nut to crack”—in a 

fascinating way. It appears to be something she is proud of—it “flatter[s]” her—and yet, Dr. 

Seward finding her to be “a curious psychological study” is not necessarily a positive thing and 

suggests that she, like his patient R.M. Renfield, may be deranged. The day after Lucy rejects Dr. 

Seward’s proposal, Seward writes in his diary that he feels empty after Lucy’s rejection. For him, 

“the only cure for this sort of thing was work” (Stoker 59). Throwing himself into work to avoid 

his own feelings is not revolutionary, but it is compelling when we consider it in tandem with his 

relayed declaration that Lucy affords him a “curious psychological study.” The way in which he 

throws himself into his work is to “go down amongst the patients” and pick out “one who has 
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afforded [him] a study of much interest” (Stoker 59), namely Renfield. To Dr. Seward, a 

replacement for a relationship with Lucy appears to be a relationship with someone who he later 

refers to as “my own pet lunatic” (Stoker 217). If Dr. Seward is replacing one relationship with 

another—a potential wife with a psychiatric patient—then Lucy is being placed in the same 

category as “lunatic.” Dr. Seward telling Lucy that she is an interesting psychological study, 

then, does not hold the positive connotations that her pride would suggest. Why, then, is she so 

proud? 

  Just as Victorian era sexologists are important to Carmilla, so too are they to Dracula. As 

stated in the previous chapter, Richard von Krafft-Ebbing largely defines female homosexuality 

as a neurological disorder in his book Psychopathia Sexualis (1886). The book is one of the first 

to treat female homosexuality and does so in the section “Lesbian Love” by asserting that female 

homosexuality occurs most frequently in criminals and prostitutes as a misdirected sexual desire 

or “contrary sexual instinct” (429). He calls female homosexuals “unfortunate creatures” (429) 

and refers to female homosexuality as a “vice” (429). The specific language Krafft-Ebbing uses 

to refer to lesbians as “unfortunate creatures” is interesting as we can see it being mirrored in the 

way Dr. Seward refers to Renfield as his “pet lunatic.” There is a specific type of animal 

language used when referring to people who fit outside of (Victorian) society’s prescribed 

“normal.” Dr. Seward does not explicitly use this animal language when referring to Lucy, but 

the substituted relationship between the two clearly links them. In other words, Dr. Seward’s 

categorizing of Lucy as “lunatic” by replacing his relationship with her with that of Renfield can 

be read similarly to the way that Krafft-Ebbing categorizes female homosexuality as a 

neurological disorder. Dr. Seward thinks of Lucy as a “curious psychological study”—where 

“curious” denotes an interest in something for its queer qualities—in the same way that he thinks 
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watching over and studying Renfield is “interesting” (Stoker 66). Dr. Seward refers to his studies 

as cases, “The case of Renfield” (Stoker 66), in the same way that Krafft-Ebbing refers to “cases 

of Lesbian love” (429). The most obvious representation in Dracula of the Victorian sexologist 

may be the vampire hunter Van Helsing with the way he leads the eventual demise of Lucy, but 

there are also very clear hints of this strain of thinking in Dr. Seward. In this way, Lucy is being 

aligned with the deviant female homosexual. 

 

‘My Dearest Mina’: Letters and Intimacy in Dracula 

I argue that Lucy’s pride in being hard to read may stem from the hidden lesbian implications of 

her relationship with Mina. While the rest of Stoker’s cast write letters and diary entries to and 

for many other characters, Lucy writes exclusively to and for Mina. We are only shown three 

letters written by Lucy—although a fourth letter written before May 9th is implied to exist, “I 

wrote to you twice since we last parted, and your last letter was only your second” (Stoker 54)—

and they are all written to Mina. The subject of these letters is largely Lucy’s suitors and soon-to-

be husband, yet, as Samantha Kountz and Isabella Norton point out in their 2021 article, “‘Where 

There Is Love, Why Not?’: Queer Love and Storytelling in Dracula and Bram Stoker’s 

Dracula,” Lucy often thinks of her suitors “in terms of how much Mina might like them” (40). 

Lucy’s first mention of Dr. Seward, for example, is to say that he would “just do for you [Mina], 

if you were not already engaged to Jonathan” (Stoker 54). Lucy thinks of Dr. Seward in relation 

to how Mina might get along with him. Her confession of infatuation toward Arthur 

Holmwood—her successful suitor—is derailed by her musing about spending time with Mina. 

Lucy’s relationship with her suitors is entangled with her relationship to Mina, she cannot think 

of them without thinking of Mina. 
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I would go even further as to suggest that this is not just an entanglement of the 

relationships, but that Lucy’s interest in her suitors and her confession to Holmwood in and of 

itself has more to do with Mina than it does with Holmwood, for the confession is framed in 

terms of her intimacy and love for Mina. It suggests a baseline for Lucy’s conception of love: 

Mina. Compared to the way Lucy loves Mina, she expresses her love for Holmwood repeatedly 

and quite plainly, writing “oh, Mina, I love him; I love him; I love him!” (Stoker 55). Lucy loves 

Holmwood differently than Mina. The difference is that Lucy’s love for Holmwood is contained 

to three words, “I love him,” but her love for Mina spills into everything she writes. Lucy’s love 

for Mina shows through the playful banter at the beginning of her first letter (“I must say you tax 

me very unfairly with being a bad correspondent. I wrote to you twice since we last parted, and 

your last letter was only your second” [Stoker 54]), her consideration of Dr. Seward insofar as 

whether Mina would like him, and especially the way her confession of infatuation for 

Holmwood is sandwiched between tendernesses toward Mina. Prior to her three-by-three 

confession,11 Lucy muses about her closeness to Mina: they have “told all [their] secrets to each 

other since [they] were children, slept together and eaten together, and laughed and cried 

together” (Stoker 54). There is a rather flat confession about how much she loves Holmwood, 

“oh, Mina, I love him” (Stoker 55), and then Lucy writes about how much she wishes Mina were 

with her: “I wish I were with you, dear, sitting by the fire undressing, as we used to sit; and I 

would try to tell you what I feel. I do not know how I am writing this even to you. I am afraid to 

stop, or I should tear up the letter, and I don’t want to stop, for I do so want to tell you all” 

(Stoker 55). There is an interesting mix of desire and destruction in the language Lucy uses in 

this letter, vulnerability she is afraid to share but wants to at the same time. It is important to note 

                                                 
11 It is a confession of three words three times.  
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that the only other time Lucy omits information from Mina is when she does not tell her about 

Holmwood’s proposal. If we take this language of desire and destruction and consider it in 

tandem with Signorotti’s suggestion that “Lucy’s desire to share her secrets while undressing 

suggests her desire to reveal ‘what is more properly concealed’” (622)—that being her sapphic 

desire—we find ourselves struck with the idea that what Lucy wants to destroy is not her 

confession of love to Holmwood, but the tangible evidence of her intimacy with Mina. With this 

consideration of Lucy’s desire to reveal to Mina “what is more properly concealed,” we can 

return to Lucy’s assertion that she is “a tough nut to crack” (54) when it comes to Dr. Seward’s 

attempts at reading her mind. What Dr. Seward might be failing to find is hidden underneath 

Lucy’s clothes, her intimacy with Mina, her letters—both seen and unseen—and Mina’s 

response to her infatuation with Holmwood that readers are interestingly not given permission to 

read.  

Lucy’s second letter receives quite a bit of critical attention, but I would argue largely for 

the wrong reasons. Generally, the consensus is that this letter reveals Lucy’s New Woman-esque 

sexual appetite. Critics such as Nina Auerbach in Our Vampires, Ourselves (1995), Maurice 

Hindle’s introduction to the Penguin Classics edition of Dracula (2011), and Elizabeth 

Signorotti’s article “Repossessing the Body: Transgressive Desire in Carmilla and Dracula” 

(1996) come to this conclusion. However, I suggest the exact opposite. This second letter details 

the three proposals from (her three suitors, beginning with a proverb about how misfortune often 

follows itself in quick succession: “My dear, it never rains but it pours. How true the old 

proverbs are” (Stoker 55). The proverb is quickly followed by her explanation of what her 

misfortune actually entails, “THREE proposals in one day! Isn’t it awful!” (55). The most quoted 

part of Lucy’s second letter is undoubtedly “Why can’t they let a girl marry three men, or as 
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many as want her, and save all this trouble?” (Stoker 58). This quote receives a lot of critical 

attention for Lucy’s declaration of wanting to marry three men, attributing this sentence as the 

most glaring piece of evidence for her sexual transgression in terms of a strong heterosexual 

libido, and yet, the emphasis in Lucy’s statement is not placed where critics deem. I would not 

go so far as to say it is wrong to use this section of Lucy’s writing as evidence of her sexual 

transgression, because it certainly is evidence, but it is wrong not to acknowledge this sexual 

transgression as that of her lesbian tendencies. The emphasis is not on the fact that Lucy wants to 

marry three men—especially not if she considers three proposals in one day to be a string of bad 

luck like in “the old proverbs”—it is on the fact that rejecting her suitors is a hassle, she 

considers it to be “trouble.” Her statement is focused more on the men’s desires to marry her (“as 

many as want her”) than it is in her desire to marry three men. Lucy only wants to marry three 

men because it is such a hassle to deal with having to reject two of them. Far from expressing a 

strong libido, this statement reveals Lucy’s conception of herself in relation to men—simply a 

wife-to-be and not a real person—and more so aligns with the conventional need to avoid 

disappointing men. The trouble comes from the fact that in a platonic sense, Lucy actually likes 

the men who have decided to court her. As pointed out by Kountz and Norton, “Lucy’s 

conception of the fundamental relationship between men and women [is] that her role is as a 

potential wife, and if she cannot provide that service then she is unworthy of attention or care 

from a man” (40). It is not that Lucy wants to marry three men because she wants to marry three 

men, it is that she does not want to lose men she thinks of as friends.  

In this second letter, Lucy makes a reference to Shakespeare’s Othello (1622), revealing 

her belief that storytelling is a form of love. She writes “I know now what I would do if I were a 

man and wanted to make a girl love me” (Stoker 57) in reference to how Desdemona fell in love 
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with Othello—through hearing his stories. I would argue that in writing letters only to Mina, 

Lucy is doing what she would do if she “were a man and wanted to make a girl love [her].” She 

is telling Mina her stories. Interestingly, Lucy details only the proposals she rejects in her letter 

to Mina. Although she writes about how sad she was to have rejected Dr. Seward and Quincey 

Morris, she does not write about the proposal from Holmwood which she accepts. In fact, Lucy 

does not name Holmwood in this section of the letter at all. She simply refers to him as “number 

three” (Stoker 59), a rather odd and detached way to refer to your husband-to-be. Lucy writes 

that she does not describe the proposal from Holmwood in the body of the letter because “I feel I 

cannot write of happiness just at once, after telling you of it [the upset of the rejections]; and I 

don’t wish to tell of the number three till it can all be happy” (Stoker 59). Lucy’s words bring 

into question why recounting the proposal from Holmwood, the man she says she loves, would 

not bring her happiness in the same way that recounting the proposals from Dr. Seward and 

Quincey Morris make her upset. Should talking about the proposal not inherently bring her 

happiness? Should telling her best friend of her marriage not make her happy? Why does she 

omit her acceptance of Holmwood’s proposal? We could very easily assert that Lucy’s happiness 

is tainted by her knowing that accepting Holmwood’s proposal has broken Quincey Morris and 

Dr. Seward’s hearts, especially given her understanding of her relationship to them as only being 

a potential wife. However, the two rejected suitors make it clear that her rejection is not the 

equivalent of cutting ties with them. Dr. Seward tells Lucy that “if [she] ever wanted a friend 

[she] must count him one of [her] best” (Stoker 56). Likewise, Quincey Morris tells Lucy that if 

she will let him, he will be “a very faithful friend” (Stoker 58). Lucy has received confirmation 

from both Quincey and Dr. Seward that she will not lose their friendship. In knowing that these 
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rejections will not destroy her friendship with Quincy and Dr. Seward, why, then, is Lucy’s 

happiness still tainted?  

To answer this, I claim that there is no need for Lucy to omit the details of Holmwood’s 

proposal unless they might upset Mina or that it might upset herself to tell Mina. The last part of 

this section considers the unseen letter from Mina to Lucy—I argue that making any specific 

claim about the unseen letter is fruitless—as well as Lucy’s detachment from her engagement to 

Holmwood. The omitted letter from Mina to Lucy is Mina’s response to Lucy’s infatuation with 

Holmwood. At the beginning of her second letter, Lucy writes, “Thanks, and thanks, and thanks 

again for your sweet letter! It was so nice to be able to tell you and to have your sympathy” 

(Stoker 55).12 The insinuation is that Mina’s response to Lucy’s infatuation with Holmwood is 

overwhelmingly positive, but we cannot be certain of this fact, especially considering Lucy’s 

omission of the details of Holmwood’s proposal. Kountz and Norton suggest that Mina’s letter is 

omitted because it is a response to Lucy’s wish to be “sitting by the fire undressing” (Stoker 55), 

asserting that perhaps “Mina had something concrete to say about undressing by the fire, and 

made promises she would fulfill later when she undresses Lucy in Whitby” (37). The evidence 

for their claim, however, does not actually exist because Mina’s letter is for Lucy’s eyes only. 

The insinuation that Lucy and Mina are closer in Whitby is not wrong, but it is not a claim that 

can be backed up by an unseen letter. The lack of evidence for a claim surrounding the omitted 

letter brings us back to the idea that Lucy thinks of these three proposals as bad luck: “My dear, 

it never rains but it pours… THREE proposals in one day! Isn’t it awful!” Stoker 55). The idea 

that, to Lucy, heterosexual marriage is bad luck, especially when it is being detailed to Mina. 

                                                 
12 The way Lucy expresses intense emotion in terms of threes is fascinating, but perhaps for another project.  
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Although Lucy claims she will, “tell you about the three” (Stoker 55), she never tells Mina about 

the proposal from Holmwood.  

 Lucy’s language in the postscript compared to the rest of her letters denotes anything but 

happiness. Just as Lucy calling Holmwood “number three” insinuates a distancing or detachment 

from her future husband so too does the content of the postscript. Importantly, Lucy does not 

care enough to call Holmwood by name or even something adjacently affectionate all the while 

referring to Mina as “[m]y dear” (Stoker 55). The postscript furthers this sense of detachment: 

Oh, about number three—I needn’t tell you of number three, need I? Besides, it was all 

so confused; it seemed only a moment from his coming into the room till both his arms 

were round me, and he was kissing me. I am very, very happy, and I don’t know what I 

have done to deserve it. I must only try in the future to show that I am not ungrateful for 

His goodness to me in sending me such a lover, such a husband, and such a friend. 

(Stoker 59) 

Lucy can detail two entire rejected proposals that span three pages of the novel (56-58), and yet 

she cannot remember anything about the proposal from the man she loves.13 I would argue that 

this inability to remember comes from Lucy’s detachment from the scene. She is not acting at all, 

she is static. Lucy’s hollow description of this scene invites readers to see her as a thing being 

acted upon. It is Holmwood who “comes into the room” that she is in. It is Holmwood who puts 

his arms around her. And it is Holmwood who is “kissing [her].” Lucy does not convey any sense 

of reciprocity with this description. She is simply present while it all happens. Lucy writes that 

                                                 
13 My arguing for queer detachment with Lucy may appear to undermine my previous argument for queer 
detachment with Laura in chapter one, but these are two very different types of detachment. Laura’s detachment 
involves detailing everything Carmilla ever did in her presence while trying to maintain distance from her. Lucy’s 
detachment involves a type of dissociation from her husband-to-be, removing herself from the situation. 



MacIntosh 65 

 
she is “very, very happy” and presumably she means about her soon-to-be marriage. It is 

important to note that even with this newfound happiness, Lucy does not detail the proposal like 

she said she would when “all [is] happy” (Stoker 59). Is her happiness, then, caused by 

something else? There is a strange language of piety within this postscript that does not appear 

anywhere else in Lucy’s writing on life, “I must only show in the future that am not ungrateful 

for His goodness to me” (emphasis added). It is very prim and restrained in comparison to her 

unrestrained, “I love him; I love him; I love him!” (Stoker 55). It is perhaps also important to 

point out that Lucy feels the need to differentiate between “lover,” “husband,” and “friend.” At 

this point, Holmwood is not Lucy’s lover as they have not yet officiated or consummated their 

marriage—and they do not ever consummate their union, unless we consider Holmwood’s role in 

Lucy’s staking to be a twisted type of consummation. Holmwood, in this situation, can then only 

be either or both “husband” and “friend.” Mina, on the other hand, already is all of these things. 

She is Lucy’s “friend” since childhood, and, as I will explore in the last section of this chapter, 

she is also Lucy’s “husband” and “lover.” As I have previously established, Lucy’s baseline for 

love is Mina. Perhaps her newfound happiness comes from a marriage that has the ability to 

mask—or even welcome in—her relationship with Mina. That, I believe, can be better 

considered after a proper exploration of Mina and their implied marriage.  

 

‘Blasphemous Rumours’: Mina as Pseudo-Husband 

As Charles E. Prescott and Grace A. Giorgio point out in their 2005 article, “Vampiric Affinities: 

Mina Harker and the Paradox of Femininity in Bram Stoker’s Dracula,” Lucy and Mina’s 

relationship falls outside of what is becoming acceptable in the late nineteenth century. Prescott 

and Giorgio write that “[a]lthough nothing seems more natural to Mina than her desire to help 
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her husband in the public sphere while maintaining an intimate friendship with Lucy Westenra in 

the private, these familiar rules become estranged by new taxonomies of deviancy popularized in 

the late nineteenth century” (487). These “new taxonomies of deviancy” are, of course, the 

rhetoric of Victorian era sexologists who pathologize and demonize female homosexuality. While 

readers know about Mina from Jonathan’s writing about her in his diary, the first thing we see 

from Mina is a letter to Lucy in which she writes: “I am longing to be with you, by the sea, 

where we can walk together freely and build our castles in the air” (Stoker 53). The romantic 

tone of this line is undeniable. Mina’s choice of the term “longing” is significant, revealing that 

she does not just wish to see Lucy again, but that she has a strong desire—where desire can 

constitute more than just friendship—to see Lucy in Whitby where they can “walk together 

freely” (emphasis added). It is important to note that Mina uses the term “longing” exclusively in 

reference to both Lucy and Jonathan, her best friend and her husband. Furthermore, Mina wishes 

for her and Lucy to “build [their] castles in the air,” to express their desires or ideas that are 

likely impossible, merely a daydream. There is an implication within this sentence that Mina 

feels as though she and Lucy cannot walk “freely” anywhere except Whitby. This is the only 

place safe enough for them to “walk freely” and build their “castles in the sky.” Considering the 

strong language of desire and longing that Mina uses when writing to and about Lucy, I would 

suggest that their impossible daydreams have to do with their more than platonic relationship. 

 Lucy and Mina are trapped in a world of compulsory heterosexuality. Just as Lucy loves 

and cares for Arthur, Mina loves her husband, she cares for him and spends more time than not 

worrying about him, but she also loves Lucy and spends more time than not worrying about her. 

Loving and caring for your friend and loving and caring for your husband need not be the same 

thing, but for Mina, they very clearly are. In her first letter, after writing about wanting to see 
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strange countries, Mina writes “I wonder if we—I mean Jonathan and I—shall ever see them 

together” (Stoker 53). Mina just spent most of her letter writing to Lucy about Jonathan and how 

she is “longing to hear his news” (53). There is no reason for her to have to specify that she 

means Jonathan and not Lucy and yet she does. Mina needs to specify because, according to her 

own language, the relationship she has with Lucy and her relationship with Jonathan are 

synonymous.  

Mina makes the fact that she thinks of her relationship with Lucy as synonymous to her 

relationship with Jonathan clear on multiple occasions throughout Dracula’s narrative. She 

writes: “I am unhappy about Lucy and about Jonathan” (Stoker 69), “That is not like Jonathan; I 

do not understand it, and it makes me uneasy. Then, too, Lucy, although she is so well, has lately 

taken to her old habit of walking in her sleep” (70), “No news from Jonathan… Lucy walks more 

than ever” (70), “No news from Jonathan and Lucy seems to be growing weaker” (91). Mina 

flips between worrying about Lucy to worrying about Jonathan and then from worrying about 

Jonathan to worrying about Lucy. In a similar way to Lucy not being able to talk about her 

suitors without getting distracted by musing about Mina, Mina cannot worry about one lover 

without worrying about the other.  

 Mina feels that she and Lucy cannot “walk together freely” anywhere except Whitby 

because there is no other place where Mina gets to act as if she is Lucy’s proper partner. In 

Whitby, as properly pointed out by Elizabeth Macaluso, Lucy and Mina are essentially married: 

Mina cares for Lucy while she is sick, they walk together holding hands, they eat together, Mina 

muses about Lucy’s beauty every chance she gets—“Lucy met me at the station, looking sweeter 

and lovelier than ever” (Stoker 61), “Lucy was looking sweetly pretty in her white lawn frock” 

(Stoker 63), “Lucy is asleep and breathing softly… And looks, oh, so sweet” (Stoker 85), “Lucy 
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always wakes prettily” (Stoker 87)—and she undresses Lucy at night. Mina is more Lucy’s 

husband than Holmwood ever gets the chance to be.  

Similarly, readers are not told of a single time in which Holmwood compliments Lucy—

in fact, the only comment Holmwood makes about Lucy’s appearance is revealed in a letter 

where Lucy relays that “Arthur says I am getting fat” (Stoker 101). On the other hand, Mina 

comments on Lucy’s appearance constantly. Mina has a specific way of talking about Lucy, only 

ever referring to her as “sweet.” Mina uses different variations of the word such as “sweet” and 

“sweetly” but her specific use of “sweet” happens on five separate occasions: “She is so sweet 

with old people”(Stoker 63), “Lucy is so sweet and sensitive that she feels influences more 

acutely than other people do” (84), “[Lucy] looks, oh, so sweet” (85), “[Lucy] looks so sweet as 

she sleeps” (90), “that sweet, puckered look came into her forehead” (93). Whereas readers do 

not get to see any of Holmwood’s courtship when it comes to Lucy, Mina constantly and 

consistently makes sure Lucy knows she loves her.  

Indeed, there are even times when Mina compliments Lucy by putting herself in 

Holmwood’s shoes. In a journal entry from a night when Mina cannot sleep, she writes that 

“Lucy is asleep and breathing softly. She has more colour in her cheeks than usual. And looks, 

oh, so sweet. If Mr Holmwood fell in love with her seeing her only in the drawing-room, I 

wonder what he would say if he saw her now” (Stoker 85). This is of interest for two reasons. 

Firstly, it confirms my earlier statement that Holmwood is not and has never been Lucy’s “lover” 

because he has yet to see her in the marriage bed, sleeping as Mina sees her now. Second, the 

latter half of the statement can almost be read as gloating. As Kountz and Norton assert, Mina 

expresses “a private sort of pride that it is she, not Arthur, who is able to see [Lucy] in this 

intimate moment” (37). Mina confines Lucy and Holmwood’s relationship to the “drawing-
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room”: somewhere formal, decorous, and prim, the absolute opposite of intimate. Mina is 

minimizing Holmwood’s relationship to Lucy, whereas she gets to see Lucy like this and, since 

they have known each other since childhood and Lucy admitted so herself, she has always been 

allowed to see Lucy like this. Mina is putting herself in Holmwood’s shoes, considering that if 

she were Lucy’s husband, she would certainly fall in love with her. Evidenced by her equating of 

her relationships with Lucy and Jonathan, however, Mina already is in love with Lucy. This is 

only solidified when she writes that after asking Lucy if she had dreamed that night, “[b]efore 

she answered, that sweet, puckered look came into her forehead, which Arthur—I call him 

Arthur from her habit—says he loves; and, indeed, I don’t wonder that he does” (Stoker 93). 

Mina has memorized Lucy’s facial expressions and her ticks; she does not wonder that Arthur 

loves them because she does too.  

 Mina is practically chivalric when it comes to Lucy, acting as her knight in shining armor, 

so to speak. Mina consistently and visibly worries about and cares for Lucy. When there is even 

an inkling of Lucy’s distress, Mina writes that she wishes she could “find out what it is” (90) in 

order to soothe Lucy. Mina’s care for Lucy culminates in the August 11th sleepwalking sequence. 

When Mina wakes to find that Lucy’s bed is empty, she wastes no time in searching for her. 

Upon finding that Lucy has left the house, Mina realizes that “[t]here is no time to think of what 

might happen; a vague, overmastering fear obscured all details” (Stoker 86). For Mina, nothing 

matters more than Lucy’s safety. She does not care how she ensures it, just that it is, and she does 

not care about the consequences of how she brings Lucy home safely. As Macaluso writes, 

“Mina becomes Lucy’s caretaker” (26) while in Whitby, “[s]he watches over Lucy, protects her, 

notices her beauty, and loves her” (26). In her rush to find Lucy, Mina runs out in only “a big, 

heavy shawl” (Stoker 86) and her nightclothes. Although it is 3 a.m. and it is very likely that no 
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one will see her, Mina does not even stop to consider that she should make sure she is decent 

enough to be seen outside. Mina eventually finds Lucy at their “favourite seat” (Stoker 86) in the 

churchyard where they often hold hands and wraps her in the shawl she brought. Mina writes 

that “[w]hen I had her carefully wrapped up I put my shoes on her feet” (Stoker 87). Here, Mina 

is displaying an ultimate act of chivalry, placing Lucy’s health and comfort over her own. Even 

here, Mina takes the time to compliment Lucy, writing that “Lucy always wakes prettily, and 

even at such a time, when her body must have been chilled with cold, and her mind somewhat 

appalled at waking unclad in a churchyard at night, she did not lose her grace” (Stoker 87). Now, 

barefoot and in her nightclothes, Mina must take the “figurative Walk of Shame back to the 

house” (Kountz and Norton 38).  

I do not intend to gender chivalry in any way when I say that this act makes Mina 

chivalric, simply that Mina is acting as any good partner should. She displays a willingness to 

risk both her reputation and safety on Lucy’s behalf. Importantly, it is Mina who is here for Lucy 

through all of this, not Holmwood. While Holmwood is away, Lucy and Mina become a 

“metaphoric family” (Macaluso 26) due to the way Mina cares for and protects Lucy. Mina gets 

herself dirty literally when she gives Lucy her shoes and, in order to satisfy Lucy’s worry—“As 

we passed along, the gravel hurt my feet, and Lucy noticed me wince. She stopped and wanted to 

insist upon my taking my shoes; but I would not” (Stoker 87)—when she covers her feet in mud 

in order to hide that she is not wearing shoes: “when we got to the pathway outside the 

churchyard, where there was a puddle of water remaining from the storm, I daubed my feet with 

mud” (Stoker 87-88). Mina gets herself dirty figuratively when she becomes involved with 

hunting down Dracula on Lucy’s behalf (Kountz and Norton 38). She is willing to meet with Van 

Helsing, a man she does not know, simply because he can help avenge Lucy’s death. She shows 
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him all of her and Lucy’s correspondence, even the letters readers are not shown. Mina is willing 

to risk herself by meeting him alone at Van Helsing’s request to “keep it private for the present 

from all” (Stoker 168). She is willing to put their intimacy out in the open during a “strange 

meeting” (Stoker 169) with a strange man, because there is the slightest chance that he may be 

able to shed some light on what happened to Lucy. Mina practically manipulates Dr. Seward on 

Lucy’s behalf because she needs to know what happened to her, she makes Dr. Seward give her 

the letters detailing what happened to Lucy. She will not let it be kept a secret. Dr. Seward writes, 

about Mina, that “she looked at me so appealingly, and at the same tine manifested such courage 

and resolution in her bearing, that I gave in at once to her wishes” (Stoker 207). As Kountz and 

Norton rightfully point out, “Mina would have known he would, as the first thing she ever 

learned about Dr. Seward was that he would adore her, from Lucy’s letters” (39). The account of 

the Dracula story exists in part because Mina was willing to manipulate Dr. Seward on Lucy’s 

behalf. Mina remembers the little detail that Dr. Seward would like her from Lucy’s letter, 

allowing her to detail the events leading up to Lucy’s death. In other words, the story exists 

because Lucy and Mina have such a strong relationship.  

 

‘My Lady of Mercy’: Stoker’s Merciless Ending of Dracula 

Just as with the lovers in Carmilla, Lucy and Mina’s transgressions, their lesbian tendencies and 

unofficial marriage, do not go unpunished by the end of Stoker’s novel. Lucy faces death and a 

nonconsensual violation in the form of a stake through her heart. Mina condemns herself to a 

lifetime of silence, internally lamenting the loss of her best friend and lover. Mina writes that she 

must not cry because it would alarm Jonathan to see such a thing: “I, who have never cried on 

my own account, and whom he has never caused to shed a tear—the dear fellow would fret his 
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heart out” (Stoker 239). With the loss of Lucy, she is stuck in a world of compulsory 

heterosexuality, one that does not even allow her to mourn. Stoker’s rhetoric of discipline is 

summed up in a singular sentence written by Mina, “I shall put a bold face on, and if I do feel 

weepy, he shall never see it. I suppose it is one of the lessons that we women have to learn….” 

(Stoker 239). 

 Stoker presents a pragmatic and realistic representation of lesbian love after the criminal 

amendment act of 1885. Whereas Le Fanu’s ending is ambiguous enough to suggest a potential 

happy ending, Stoker ensures that a happy ending for Mina and Lucy is impossible. The only 

possible ending is that transgressive sexuality is extinguished, Lucy must die in order for Mina to 

live out the heterosexual existence Victorian society requires. Mina is forced to mourn in silence 

with her husband who only wishes to commemorate the “band of men” (Stoker 351) involved in 

the Dracula narrative, naming his son after the deceased Quincey Morris. The only person 

mourning Lucy is Mina.  
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Conclusion 

Sheridan Le Fanu’s Carmilla (1871) and Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897) present a strange 

dichotomy of vampire fiction pre and post 1885. Section 11 of the criminal amendment act of 

1885 made it illegal to engage in any ‘indecent’ acts with someone of the same sex, and Oscar 

Wilde’s highly publicized trial and conviction for sodomy (1895-1897) made clear that any 

homosexual relations would result in spectacular punishment. In Wilde’s case, this meant two 

years in prison—the maximum sentence for being gay. In this thesis, I have demonstrated now 

Le Fanu and Stoker’s narratives reflect this trial’s effect on Victorian society. Pre-1885, Le Fanu 

ends his lesbian narrative ambiguously with a tenuous sense of the narrator Laura being able to, 

at least secretly and quietly, exist in a homosexual relationship. Laura is a grieving and silent, but 

she is still thinking of Carmilla as if she were still with her. The last lines of the novella insist 

that despite Carmilla’s execution, Laura still believes that she can hear her lover’s “light step at 

the drawing room door” (319). 

On the contrary, Stoker’s post-1885 lesbian narrative presents an entirely different story. 

Mina—like Laura—grieves silently, but there is no ambiguity in the end of her and Lucy’s 

relationship; it is shut down forcefully and violently with no hope of continuation. Lucy faces 

spectacular punishment for her transgressions, a literal stake through her heart, and Mina is left 

to grieve alone, to ignore the metaphorical stake through her own chest. As Mina herself writes, 

“I shall put a bold face on, and if I do feel weepy, he shall never see it. I suppose it is one of the 

lessons that we women have to learn…” (Stoker 239). At the end of Dracula, Mina must repress 

her love for Lucy for the comfort of her husband Jonathan. Heteronormativity rules the day.  

At the same time, while Le Fanu presents to readers a model of lesbianism that—while 

consensual—is more predatory and monstrous, Stoker presents a model of lesbianism that is 
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more egalitarian and sympathetic. Le Fanu and Stoker’s two models of lesbianism are tied 

together through their contrasting equations of ambiguous yet monstrous (Carmilla) and shut 

down yet sympathetic (Dracula). These two narratives illuminate each other through this 

queer—as in strange—dichotomy. Carmilla and Mina are each other’s mirrors, they are both 

figured as the more dominant partner: Carmilla is clearly Laura’s pursuer, and Mina is Lucy’s 

knight in shining armour. Carmilla literally dies and parts of Mina symbolically die with the 

death of Lucy. Of course, the key difference is that Carmilla is monstrous, and Mina is not. 

Likewise, Carmilla and Lucy are each other’s mirrors. Just as the General pathologizes Carmilla, 

so too does Dr. Seward pathologize Lucy. Additionally, both narratives end with their violent 

deaths, both are staked through the heart. Laura and Mina also reflect and refract each other. 

Laura’s repression and longing for her dead lover at the end of Carmilla is the counterpart of 

Mina’s repressed mourning for Lucy at the end of Dracula. Further, Lucy’s sickness (her decline 

upon receiving the vampire’s bite) can be read as mirroring Laura’s gradual loss of vigour 

throughout the novella due to Carmilla’s influence.  

Le Fanu and Stoker’s two models of lesbianism are thus two sides of the same equation 

that twist and intertwine despite how differently they appear. Neither model of lesbianism alludes 

to a full sense of safety and happiness because that would not have been possible in the Victorian 

era. Carmilla and Laura’s ambiguous ending is only possible because of their relationship that is 

predicated on being predatory. Their relationship necessarily has to have a negative element 

because same sex relationships were looked down upon. Likewise, Lucy and Mina’s egalitarian 

relationship cannot be allowed to exist, it must be forcefully and violently eradicated.  

 Carmilla and Dracula reveal some of the multi-faceted and complex ways that lesbians 

manifest in vampire novels. In pre-1885 fiction, Le Fanu presents a predatory relationship that is 
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allowed to exist through ambiguity at its narrative’s end. Stoker presents an equal relationship 

that must be completely shut down. These texts also demonstrate the pervasiveness of sexology 

and its influences, seen in characters like Le Fanu’s General to Stoker’s Dr. Seward, each 

representing sexologists by their pathologization of their respective transgressive women. The 

General refers to Carmilla as having a “monstrous” (Le Fanu 293) indulgence that is the 

“malignity of hell” (Le Fanu 293). Dr. Seward aligns Lucy with his psychiatric patient Renfield, 

believing that she “afford[s] him a curious psychological study” (Stoker 54). Sexology 

pathologizes female homosexuality in the same way that both the General and Dr. Seward do. 

Krafft-Ebbing believed it to be a mental illness that manifested mostly in sex workers and 

criminals.  

While much scholarship downplays lesbianism in each of these texts (Laura’s queerness 

is rarely discussed while the vast majority of work on Dracula ignores the intimacy between 

Mina and Lucy), this thesis demonstrates the gains of acknowledging and focusing on lesbianism 

in the Victorian vampire novel. In deconstructing mainstream scholarly views on the texts female 

characters, I reveal the intimate and erotically charged bonds between the two couples. In doing 

so, we uncover new narration styles as with Laura in Carmilla, reveal the relevance of 

feminine/monstrous abject theory as with Carmilla, unveil a surprisingly sympathetic depiction 

of sapphic love in Dracula, and, across both texts, detail how vampire novels allow writers to 

reject/complicate/challenge the typical Victorian mores regarding women’s sexuality. Ultimately, 

Le Fanu and Stoker’s texts present the reality that lesbianism in the Victorian era can include 

tragic elements, yes, but it is very real.  

Understanding the source texts in this way will also allow for richer study of adaptations 

of these texts, such as Hammer’s 1970 film The Vampire Lovers, an eroticized adaptation of 
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Carmilla, S.T. Gibson’s 2024 novel An Education in Malice that serves as an adaptation of 

Carmilla, and Kiersten White’s 2024 adaptation of Stoker’s Dracula titled Lucy Undying. 

Understanding why Carmilla is such an intense figure of abjection in terms of her lesbianism, 

vampirism, and equation of love and death allows us to more fully understand the Carmilla 

characters in Gibson and Hammer’s adaptations. Picking apart Lucy’s character and her sense of 

otherness and her personal belief in her difference compared to the rest of society enables us to 

examine White’s choices with her portrayal of Lucy as queer and her interest in the character 

Iris. In my future work at Queens University, where I am pursuing an M.A. in English in 2025-

2026, I aim to develop these comparisons.  

This thesis is a culmination of my love for vampires and the 19th century but most of all it 

is a love letter to lesbians and queer women. It is a love letter to queer women who are socially 

transgressive, lesbians who are scary, queer women who have to defend their sexuality because 

of the way they look or act, queer women who have to be quiet about their identity, lesbians who 

struggle with compulsory heterosexuality and lesbians who do not. This thesis is a testament to 

the enduring existence of queer women in fiction and in life.  
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