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ABSTRACT 

This essay examines Bram Stoker’s Dracula and how the author carefully constructed the 

main antagonist, Count Dracula, one of literature’s most monstrous and notorious villain, to 

reflect late-nineteenth-century anxiety and fear of contagion, disease, and illness. It explores 

how the Count and vampirism metaphorically stand for disease and three different and 

conflicting disease theories, the three Victorian theories of infection — contagionism, 

miasmatism, and the germ theory — and how Bram Stoker symbolically utilizes the theories 

differently in his novel to allude to the consequences on the individual and society, such as 

isolation and quarantine. Additionally, the paper looks at Bram Stoker’s knowledge of 

medicine and medical practices at the time and how his comprehension of fast-developing 

contemporary science is significant enough for him to have mixed feelings about its evolution 

and potential, even though he sees it as one of the main advantages in the fight against the 

supernatural Count Dracula and vampirism, and therefore, in reality, against infection, 

disease, and illness. Furthermore, this work delves into the myth and superstition behind 

Count Dracula and vampirism and how both were used to explain the unexplainable in 

difficult times. This thesis also analyses the shapeshifting aspect of Count Dracula and how 

the countless forms, shapes, shapelessness and even timelessness of the vampire makes it 

easier for him to carry and spread fear and disease and eventually infect his victims. Finally, 

this paper reveals the many animalistic features and various animal forms of Count Dracula 

that alter repeatedly, uncovering that the Count is frequently characterised as an animal in the 

novel who can also transform himself into an actual animal to better channel disease, while at 

the same time adopting human-like emotions and qualities to make him even more 

ambiguous and complex. 
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Dracula: Infection, Disease and Illness 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 Count Dracula is one of the most monstrous and notorious villains in the history 

of literature. Bram Stoker’s Dracula is a richly layered, multifaceted, and complex story 

that the author put much work and thought into in the seven years it took him to write 

it. Dracula, an epistolary novel published in 1897, received mixed reviews from critics 

in the beginning. However, its reception and reputation have grown over the years and 

many of its characters have been used as prototypes in modern literature and cinema 

since then. Bram Stoker made Count Dracula inherently bad and infamous by carefully 

writing his vampire character and giving it a complex background steeped in history and 

superstition. The vampire alludes to many contemporary Victorian events where anxiety 

and fear of contagion, disease, and illness were predominant. Bram Stoker’s personal 

experience with disease, his family ties and a favourable position regarding access to 

medical knowledge in an era of raging Cholera epidemics all directly influenced him in 

the writing of Dracula. At the same time, science was developing and advancing fast, 

sparking conflicts and ambivalence in Victorian society.  

 This essay discusses the myth of the vampire and its purpose, the origins of 

infection, disease, and illness and the theories surrounding them, and how they 

continued to develop with advancing science, boiling down to three major conflicting 

theories in the late nineteenth century. The three Victorian theories of infection —

namely, contagionism, miasmatism, and the germ theory — are examined and explained 

as well as how Bram Stoker metaphorically utilizes all of them in his vampire novel. 

Bram Stoker used the infection theories to express his evil Count Dracula 

metaphorically and allude to contemporary consequences of the infection theories in 

society such as isolation, quarantine, bad smells, dirt and dust, and how disease spreads 

fear and anxiety. This paper also explores Count Dracula’s ability to transform himself 

into countless forms and shapes, making his presence an all-encompassing horrifying 

threat. Additionally, it discusses Count Dracula’s various animalistic features, his ability 

to take on animal forms, control animals and the many animal analogies in the novel. 

Finally, it explores Count Dracula’s human-like appearance and behaviour, where he 

comes across as a well-spoken, intelligent gentleman of noble ancestry who also 
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displays human emotions of loneliness, vulnerability, pride, and desire to name a few. 

Essentially, Count Dracula and vampirism in Stoker’s Dracula metaphorically represent 

infection, disease and illness that manifest in various shapes, forms and formlessness, 

where shapeshifting and the animalistic features of the seemingly human Count Dracula 

are the main medium of disease transmission. 

 

2. BRAM STOKER’S SCIENCE 

Bram Stoker wrote his novel, Dracula, in an era that witnessed great 

advancement and growth in many aspects. Where did Stoker get his scientific and 

medical knowledge from? What was Stoker’s experience with disease and illness? And 

what did he think of the great scientific developments of his time? In his article “‘The 

Invisible Giant,’ ‘Dracula’, and Disease” Martin Willis points out that Bram Stoker was 

indeed in a very favourable position regarding access to medical knowledge and did not 

have to depend completely upon his mother’s amateur biography for his novel (303). 

His mother’s biography and accounts undoubtedly had a lasting effect on Stoker and his 

writing, considering what W. Parker Stoker wrote about her experience of famine in 

Ireland and the appalling epidemic of Cholera that killed over half of the citizens in her 

hometown of Sligo. It again comes as no surprise that “her hellish stories of apparently 

walking dead, living mistakenly buried with the dead in mass graves, and seemingly 

biblical devastation are generally considered to have been a significant influence on 

Bram’s Dracula” (W. P. Stoker). Jane Kelly also mentions in her interview article 

“How the Spread of Disease Juiced the Lore of Vampires Into Pandemic Proportions” 

that in the 1890s, whilst Bram Stoker was composing Dracula, there was a Cholera 

epidemic raging that had a direct influence on him. 

Nevertheless, it is obvious that Stoker also benefited greatly when it came to 

medical knowledge and family ties. Sandy Feinstein notes in her article “Dracula and 

Chloral Chemistry Matters” that Stoker was doubtlessly well-acquainted with 

nineteenth-century medical practices since he not only had three brothers who were 

practicing physicians but also an uncle and a brother-in-law who were also physicians 

(99). This reality indicates that Stoker’s awareness and perception of medicine and 

medical practices at the time was undoubtedly considerable. Willis concurs with 

Feinstein and points out that even though there is no concrete confirmation to show that 

disease was ever a talking point between Stoker and his relatives, it is regardless very 
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consequential that infection and medicine were a frequent and consistent portion of 

Stoker’s life in the period that he was writing Dracula (304).  

Furthermore, it can also be presumed that Stoker’s own experience with disease 

also affected his artistry to a certain degree. Duy Dang claims in his article “A Disease 

with a Bite: Vampirism and Infection Theories in Bram Stoker's Dracula” that the so 

often noted association between vampirism and sexual diseases like syphilis can as well 

be linked to the history of Bram Stoker and his family. Ostensibly Bram Stoker was 

unfaithful to his wife and contracted syphilis which ultimately led to his death from its 

tertiary stage (3). In her article “‘Dracula’: Stoker’s Response to the New Woman”, 

Carol A. Senf quotes Daniel Farson, Stoker’s grand-nephew and one of Stoker’s 

biographers, who states on the subject: “When his wife's frigidity drove him to other 

women… Bram’s writing showed signs of guilt and sexual frustration… He probably 

caught syphilis around the turn of the century, possibly as early as the year of Dracula, 

1897” (38). To a certain degree a sense of frustration and resentment can be sensed in 

Stoker’s writing, but it is obvious that Stoker was well-versed in the disease theories of 

his time, had experience with disease and could easily relate to and identify with the 

subject. Willis states that the scope of Stoker’s comprehension of disease theories 

allowed him to utilize the rhetoric of disease and investigate some of their public 

stances, “but it is his desire to evoke these theories in order to critique variant 

discourses and practices of social order that should alert us to the sociopolitical diversity 

and complexity of his work” (310). At the same time, it is apparent that science was 

advancing faster and charting further into somewhat unknown territory with various 

effects on social and political factors, and Stoker, like many others, had mixed feelings 

about the evolution of science.  

In her article “Bram Stoker’s Gothic and the Resources of Science,” Glennis 

Byron states that throughout both Bram Stoker’s fictional and nonfictional work, his 

fascination and interest in the “‘resources of science,’ pure and applied,”(48) is 

apparent. Stoker engages with an extensive array of the sciences and social sciences 

from his period and the discourse they bring about. Byron continues and points out that 

Stoker’s personas are commonly some sort of scientists who are typically well equipped 

with the newest inventions and up-to-date devices available to them (48). Feinstein 

mentions in her article that “the scholarship on science in Dracula emphasizes the 

author's ambivalence toward new scientific developments and examines the limitations 

of the scientific method and its language” (96). Stoker’s conflicted emotions about 
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science can be seen several times in the novel. First, when Dr. Seward is faced with an 

interesting moral dilemma regarding the case of his patient, Mr. Renfield, who he 

classifies as a life-eating maniac because of his desire to absorb as many lives of insects 

and animals as he possibly can. Dr. Seward ponders about doing an experiment on Mr. 

Renfield and observes in his diary: “Men sneered at vivisection, and yet look at its 

results to-day! Why not advance science in its most difficult and vital aspect—the 

knowledge of the brain?” (Stoker 69). Stoker realizes the importance of new scientific 

developments and supports them, but at the same time, he seems to be ambivalent and 

somewhat cautious about its potential in the future. Byron claims in her article that there 

is a definite ambivalence in Stoker’s writing that originates from his “anxieties about 

science's unstable relationship with transgression” (49). His enthusiasm and concerns 

revolve around the possibilities of science, because science is not always decisively 

connected with the forces of good in the battle between good and evil (Byron 50). 

Stoker’s ambivalence becomes clear when Dr. Van Helsing and Dr. Seward discuss the 

possibility that a vampire like Count Dracula exists. Dr. Van Helsing wants Dr. Seward 

to stop being so narrow-minded and start being more open-minded about supernatural 

things that are hard to understand. Dr. Van Helsing says to Dr. Seward: “Ah, it is the 

fault of our science that it wants to explain all; and if it explain not, then it says there is 

nothing to explain” (Stoker 178). Here, Stoker alludes to the idea that science cannot 

explain everything, or as Byron puts it, “recognising the dangers of ignoring that which 

cannot be accounted for by conventional scientific thought” (54). However, shortly after 

in the novel, Dr. Van Helsing continues to substantiate his vampire ideas to Dr. Seward: 

“Let me tell you, my friend, that there are things done to-day in electrical science which 

would have been deemed unholy by the very men who discovered electricity—who 

would themselves not so long before have been burned as wizards” (Stoker 179). Here, 

Stoker seems to acknowledge that science is indeed developing. A few moments later, 

Dr. Van Helsing continues to justify his ideas to a bewildered Dr. Seward by stating that 

science is indeed the fact that knowledge is built on: “We all know—because science 

has vouched for the fact—that there have been toads shut up in rocks for thousands of 

years, shut in one so small hole that only hold him since the youth of the world” (Stoker 

179). Later in the novel, when Dr. Van Helsing and his companions have gathered 

together to make a solemn pact to kill Count Dracula, Dr. Van Helsing names science as 

one of the main advantages that they have in the fight against the vampire: “Well, you 

know what we have to contend against; but we, too, are not without strength. We have 
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on our side power of combination—a power denied to the vampire kind; we have 

sources of science; we are free to act and think” (Stoker 222). Byron states in her article 

that in Dracula, science is indeed “variously interpreted as the source of the vampire 

hunters' ability to defeat the Count, and the source of their helplessness and confusion in 

the face of supernatural forces” (49). Hence it is clear that Stoker is at the same time 

enthusiastic and critical about the development of science in his time. 

 

3. THE THREE VICTORIAN THEORIES OF INFECTION 

In Dracula, Bram Stoker uses the vampire and vampirism as an allegory for 

infection, disease and illness in Victorian times. He explores the relationship between 

disease and society and the many effects that diseases have on society and the 

individual. In his article, Willis contends that in Bram Stoker’s Dracula, the association 

with disease is obvious and that vampirism is unmistakably both infection and illness in 

the novel. Willis further speculates and includes that the vampire is a metaphor for 

“Victorian anxieties of impurity and corruption arising from illness and disease” (302) 

and additionally identifies Bram Stoker’s endeavour to examine the consequences of 

disease on the “social and cultural body-the body politic of the 1890s-as well as on the 

body of the individual” (302). Dang concurs with Willis and notes in his article that 

when inspecting Dracula and its subtext, it is apparent that vampirism is not merely a 

curse that raises the dead as the bloodthirsty undead, but also an allegory for disease.  

Dang additionally points out that as a disease, vampirism can be viewed in 

connection to various contemporary illnesses in Bram Stoker’s period, for instance, 

cholera, that along with the right circumstances for infection such as stagnant water and 

mist can be regarded in relation to the three Victorian theories of infection, namely 

contagionism, miasmatism, and germ theory (1). The three Victorian theories of 

infection and their metaphorical representatives can plainly be identified in many places 

throughout Dracula’s text. Stoker utilizes the three theories as an extended metaphor in 

the novel alluding to the social conflict surrounding diseases and disease theories in 

Victorian England.  

The source and cause of diseases have given rise to many debates and arguments 

over time. At the same time understanding in medicine has sometimes been somewhat 

elementary as disease theories have slowly developed and changed in times when means 

to cure diseases were often lacking. But where does the myth of the vampire hail from, 

and what purpose did it serve? Furthermore, what are the origins of infection, diseases 
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and the theories surrounding them, and how did they advance? In earlier times, when 

diseases ran rampant, taking many lives and causing mass hysteria, very little was often 

known and very little information was often available, causing people to look elsewhere 

for answers.  

Kelly mentions in her article that infectious diseases could be widespread in 

communities at particular times and cause large number of fatalities that needed 

somehow to be explained in an era when knowledge in medicine was at an early stage. 

Kelly continues and further states that “the vampire was used as a way to explain away 

mysterious deaths caused by then-unknown diseases, thereby becoming the thing that 

caused disease. In fact, almost any disease could have been connected to vampires, and 

a particular period in the 18th century led to a literal and figurative ‘Vampire 

Epidemic’”. This solution to seek answers in superstition, myths or the supernatural in 

difficult times is a well-known phenomenon all over the world, especially when people 

try to find answers in an attempt to explain the unexplainable or the unknown. In his 

article “More ‘Disease’ Than ‘Dracula’: How The Vampire Myth Was Born” Stanley 

Stepanic points out the role of the vampire and explains that “the vampire served a 

function similar to that of many other demonic creatures in folklore around the world: 

they were blamed for a variety of problems, but particularly disease, at a time when 

knowledge of bacteria and viruses did not exist” (Stepanic). Kelly concurs with 

Stepanic and also states that the crucial role of the vampire as a token for disease in 

original mythos is that “it provided an answer when science was lacking”.  

As time went on, science developed and knowledge in disease and infection 

grew. People’s understanding in medicine and disease theories also increased. In his 

article “Bacillophobia: Man and Microbes in Dracula, The War of the Worlds, and The 

Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’” Jens Lohfert Jørgensen states that there was a common belief 

among medical practitioners and observers in the 1870s that diseases were originated 

from a mixture of four elements: climate, miasmas, heredity and immoderate lifestyles. 

Fast-forward twenty years to the 1890s and the majority acknowledged that the crucial 

requirements for an infection was the existence of a living microorganisms. Despite 

that, curative means against diseases evolved very little at the same time and with the 

lack of other solutions, old ideas continued to stay current and remedial actions taken 

were aimed at the “manifest symptoms of disease and were, primarily, palliative” 

(Jørgensen 37). Willis agrees and adds that there was a noteworthy dispute surrounding 

disease theories in the 1890s and that “theories of disease were constantly in flux in the 
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second half of the nineteenth century” (302). Disease theories continued to be 

developed with advancing science and came down to three major conflicting theories in 

the late nineteenth century -  the aforementioned contagionism, miasmatism, and germ 

theory - which Stoker fused and rooted with the vampirism myth to illustrate and mirror 

social fears and conflicts in contemporary society. 

 

3.1.Contagionism, the first theory of infection. Stoker makes use of the contagionism 

theory to express metaphorically how diseases spread from one person to another, or 

more specifically how transmission of a disease from an infected person to a healthy 

person occurs. Willis maintains in his article that contagionists presumed infectious 

diseases were transmitted between human beings by simply touching or being in close 

proximity of one another. He further adds that contagionists also speculated about 

diseases, that they caused resembling “effects on the human body as the processes of 

fermentation did on liquids-where there began an agitation of fluid that could escape its 

immediate surroundings and ultimately come into contact with another body” (Willis 

305). Dang suggests that the contagionism theory of infection compliments 

representations of Count Dracula in the novel “since the disease of vampirism was 

directly transmitted from an infected individual to a non-infected individual through a 

bite” (Dang 4).  

The contagionism theory, like the other theories, can be linked directly to 

cholera and the fears and anxiety surrounding the outbreaks of cholera in the Victorian 

era. Mary Elisabeth Carter Goode states in her article “Dracula: The Anti-Vaccination 

Movement and Urban Life in Victorian England” that when cholera first appeared on 

British ground in the 1830s, the contagion theory started gathering adherents. Spread of 

diseases caused terror and, by 1848, the argument over through what mediums the 

diseases spread was largely split between the “contagionists” and the “miasmatists”. 

The contagionists maintained that diseases like smallpox and cholera were carried and 

infected from one person to another and their stance was that they could “only suppose 

the existence of a poison which progresses independently of the wind, of the soil, of all 

conditions of the air, and of the barrier of the sea” (Goode 120). At the same time 

numerous scientists and doctors opposed this stance and leaned towards endorsing the 

miasmatists because they were convinced that cholera was a “disease spread via 

poisoned atmosphere, not personal contact” (Goode 120). Willis points out that during a 

period of time in the nineteenth century the contagionism theory was considered to be 
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close to scientific orthodoxy, sometimes regarded as “venerable scientific belief“ 

(Willis 305), but at the same time it was not always accepted by Victorian liberals. This 

came about because contagionism theory was inclined to pay particular attention to the 

individual rather than external aspects, which meant that “any attempts at containment 

of disease therefore began with the containment of the individual believed to be 

contagious” (Willis 305).   

Stoker makes good use of the ideas of the contagionists and their tendency to 

isolate and quarantine the infected. This is mirrored in the novel with numerous 

characters and their situation, for example, Count Dracula, who is isolated in his castle 

in Transylvania. Dracula seems alone in his castle which again is very isolated and hard 

to find. Jonathan Harker remarks in the beginning of his journey eastwards that the 

castle seems to be off the map: “I was not able to light on any map or work giving the 

exact locality of the Castle Dracula, as there are no maps of this country as yet to 

compare with our own Ordnance Survey maps” (Stoker 5). Dang points out that “just as 

the infected might be quarantined, Dracula is isolated from the rest of society in his 

castle, which is notable for the absence of servants” (4). In a passage that is full of 

paranoia, anxiety, and isolation, Harker slowly realises that Dracula is alone in the 

castle, that he is his prisoner and, in fact, trapped by him, just as a person who is put or 

stuck in quarantine owing to an infectious disease. Harker observes in his journal that 

“The castle is a veritable prison, and I am a prisoner!” (Stoker 28); then, shortly 

afterwards, he writes, “I behaved much as a rat does in a trap” (Stoker 29). A few 

moments later Harker fully perceives how isolated and secluded he and Dracula are 

when he writes that it “confirmed what I had all along thought—that there were no 

servants in the house” and that “if he does himself all these menial offices, surely it is 

proof that there is no one else to do them… there is no one else in the castle” (Stoker 

29). Interestingly, Bram Stoker here first refers to Count Dracula’s home as a “house” 

with no servants in it, before stating that no one else is in the “castle” with them.  

Furthermore, Stoker utilizes the contagionist element of isolation and quarantine 

at more places in the novel. Charlotte Luke points out in her article “‘The foul Thing 

that we had so dreaded and grown to hate’: Sexuality as Disease in Bram Stoker’s 

Dracula and Sheridan Le Fanu’s Carmilla”, that the two doctors of the novel, Dr. Van 

Helsing and Dr. John Seward, both adhere to the contagionist theories of isolation when 

it comes to Lucy Westenra’s treatment, after her infection and decline into vampirism. 

Luke asserts that “the men’s lack of understanding, influences their ‘contagionist’ 



Gíslason 9 
 

decision to contain her in isolation for the duration of her illness”(1). Luke continues 

and writes that Dr. Van Helsing orders that Lucy should be limited to her bedroom and 

under surveillance from Dr. Seward, hence making Lucy susceptible to their male 

authority over her welfare. Luke argues that the doctors lack comprehension of the 

disease and that they fear the idea of impure and sick women, stating that “the Victorian 

figure of the sick woman was structured through a medical understanding which was 

inherently masculine” (1-2). These above-mentioned examples show that Stoker 

employs contagionist methods of quarantine in the novel to address medical, political 

and social concerns in the Victorian era. Luke further specifies that “Dracula comments 

on the Victorian fear of female sexual agency and its depiction as an illness, mainly 

through the portrayal of Lucy as a diseased, ‘devouring woman’” (2). Furthermore, if 

Dr. Van Helsing and Dr. Seward are to treat, contain and beat this illness and disease, 

they have to “conform to ‘contagionist’ theories of isolation” (2). 

Isolation and quarantine in the novel further mirror the political and social 

circumstances of the Victorian era, where for example, victims of Cholera were 

quarantined and isolated from society in temporary hospitals in order to contain the 

disease (Dang 4). Willis reveals in his article that the most widespread and conventional 

state method to stop the spread of contagious diseases was to employ quarantine and it 

had actually been so throughout the 1800 century regardless of varying scientific 

opinions on what actually caused diseases. Nevertheless, quarantine caused great 

damage and difficulties for the person quarantined as well as for the society as a whole 

and its social and economic development (305). As mentioned earlier the contagionist 

theory and its tendency to quarantine was often opposed by Victorian liberals because 

of the economic damage and the political upheaval it caused, Stoker makes play of this 

opposition and the conflict between disease theories in the novel and examines what 

part the theories play in society and their impact. Erwin H. Ackerknecht proclaims in 

his lecture “Anticontagionism Between 1821 and 1867” that, in reality, the 

contagionism theory was quite old around 1800 and that it had been approved by the 

state and authorities around the world, following the notion and inception of quarantines 

in most Christian lands in the 15th century (564-565 ). Willis writes in his article that the 

method of quarantine in the nineteenth century was basically a way for authorities to 

govern and control the boundaries between the infected and the non-infected, but at the 

same time, it did very little to diminish the disease. Instead, it controlled the spread by 

way of numerous constraining methods that, as a result, had various cultural and social 
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ramifications for the people it was directed at (Willis 305). In Dracula, Stoker uses this 

political discourse and upheaval between warring factions to look at disease control and 

the way it causes a divide between the infected and the healthy in society. 

 
3.2. Miasmatisism, the second theory of infection. Stoker makes use of the 

miasmatisism theory to again express metaphorically how people are infected with 

disease from foul and unclean circumstances in the environment.  Concerning the 

miasmatists, who were also nicknamed anti-contagionists, Willis explains in his article 

that the miasmatic stance on diseases was that factors in the environment such as poor 

hygiene, foul air, or contaminated water caused diseases. Additionally, miasmatists 

refused to admit that diseases were contagious in one way or another and asserted that 

exposure to an environment susceptible to disease was to blame. Such environments 

could, for example, be places that had putrid air or water supply, foul odour and 

unsuitable drainage, insufficient lighting and poor ventilation which caused infectious 

vapours to arise and infect human beings with disease (Willis 306). Dang points out that 

the connection between miasmatism, cholera, and Count Dracula is frequently revealed 

in the novel, for example, when Van Helsing declares that “The Count, even if he takes 

the form of a bat, cannot cross the running water of his own volition” (Stoker 310). 

Thus, Dracula, comparable to cholera, can neither cross nor have any consequences in a 

body of streaming water since it is clean and pure. Consequently, both Dracula and 

cholera can only cross and infect people through foul and stagnant body of water, which 

correlates with the miasmatic theory, that disease could be picked up from surroundings 

such as stagnant places, swamps, and sewage in addition to dusts and fogs (Dang 3). 

According to Willis, this viewpoint regarding infection and the belief that such infection 

was not transmitted between people but rather that people within certain foul 

environmental surroundings would catch the disease “arose from early scientific 

analyses of diseases seemingly caused by marsh miasmatas, such as malaria, whose 

name clearly confirms their acceptance of the principle of ‘bad air’” (Willis 306).  

 Additionally, Darby Wood Walters points out in her article “‘A Phantom on the 

Slum's Foul Air’: Jack the Ripper and Miasma Theory.” that in the Victorian era “Odor 

was strongly associated with miasmatic disease” (594). In a corresponding manner, 

Stoker frequently utilizes olfactory imagery that is consistent to the miasmatic theory 

when describing environmental circumstances surrounding Dracula; therefore, Stoker’s 

use of olfactory imagery implies the possible presence of disease or the danger of 
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infection. In a passage where Jonathan Harker finds the courage to go looking for the 

Count in his castle in Transylvania, he writes in his journal that “the stairs were dark, 

being only lit by loopholes in the heavy masonry. At the bottom there was a dark, 

tunnel-like passage, through which came a deathly, sickly odour, the odour of old earth 

newly turned” (Stoker 47). Stoker here alludes to the miasmatic notions of “bad air” that 

causes disease when describing the “deathly, sickly odour” of old earth. Stoker also 

combines the allusion with insufficient lighting when mentioning the dark and ill lit 

stairs along with the dark tunnel-like passage to further strengthen the imagery about the 

danger of infection and disease. In another passage later in the novel, Jonathan Harker 

and his party are in the Carfax house looking for Dracula’s boxes of earth when Harker 

writes in his journal: “We were prepared for some unpleasantness, for as we were 

opening the door a faint, malodorous air seemed to exhale through the gaps, but none of 

us ever expected such an odour as we encountered” (Stoker 233). Here, Stoker slowly 

builds up the suspense and the imagery correlates with the miasmatic theory were 

“malodorous air” (233) hints at a smell that is very unpleasant and conceivably 

infectious. Moments later, Harker continues his journal and writes: 

“the long disuse had made the air stagnant and foul. There was an earthy smell, 

as of some dry miasma, which came through the fouler air. But as to the odour 

itself, how shall I describe it? It was not alone that it was composed of all the ills 

of mortality and with the pungent, acrid smell of blood, but it seemed as though 

corruption had become itself corrupt. Faugh! It sickens me to think of it. Every 

breath exhaled by that monster seemed to have clung to the place and intensified 

its loathsomeness.” (Stoker 233) 

In accordance with the “bad air” notion, Stoker here describes the air as very “stagnant 

and foul” with an “earthy smell", even making Jonathan Harker exclaim and express 

sickening disgust because of the “pungent” and “acrid smell of blood”. Stoker strongly 

connects Dracula’s lair and its environment to the miasmatic theory of infection and 

disease, referring to the gruesome smell “as though corruption had become itself 

corrupt” (233). But most interestingly, Stoker uses the word “miasma” at one point 

when describing the smell and at the same time removes all doubt about his allusion to 

the miasmatic theory of infection and his use of olfactory imagery connected to 

miasmatisism. Stoker’s reference to miasmatisism can therefore clearly be seen in the 
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novel, just as Willis points out in his article, where he states that “from the outset 

Dracula … draws considerably on miasmatic conceptions of infection” (311) and 

moreover Willis also declares that “so specifically miasmatic is Stoker’s representation 

of vampirism that … he even uses the vocabulary of miasma to indicate the unhealthy 

conditions of the environment” (311).  

 
3.3. Germ theory, the third theory of infection. The germ theory of disease displaced 

former theories. It slowly made its way to become the governing scientific paradigm of 

infection during the last decade of the nineteenth century, hence superseding the 

contagionist and miasmatist theories that hitherto had been considered scientific 

orthodoxy, according to Willis. He continues and states that Dracula investigates the 

move and change towards germ theory in how it depicts the vampire and how resistance 

is built against vampirism by Abraham Van Helsing and John Seward, the novel’s 

scientific authorities (Willis 302). Jørgensen states that the headway of bacteriology in 

the late nineteenth century altered medicine both significantly and diminutively perhaps 

because British medicine was inclined to favour pragmatic innovations instead of 

scientific discoveries. Even so the effect of bacteriology was great; it followed the 

scientific evolution of medicine and strengthened medicine by bringing forth solid 

aetiological proof (Jørgensen 36-37). Dang points out that unlike the two earlier theories 

of infection, the germ theory actually explains the cause of infection in diseases by 

arguing that microorganisms, termed bacteria, grow in particular miasmatic 

environments like stagnated water. The germs later float and spread through the air 

causing contraction of diseases. Dang continues and explains that in Dracula the germs 

are regularly put forward as clouds of small specks that account for one of the numerous 

shapes that a vampire can take (5). In Dracula, Jonathan Harker describes his second 

confrontation with the three voluptuous women, who were indeed vampires, the 

following way: “there were some quaint little specks floating in the rays of the 

moonlight. They were like the tiniest grains of dust, and they whirled round and 

gathered in clusters in a nebulous sort of way” (Stoker 44). A moment later Jonathan 

further describes his surroundings “quicker and quicker danced the dust, and the 

moonbeams seemed to quiver as they went by me” (Stoker 45). Here, perhaps like a bad 

omen, the dust and the tiny specks, embodying germs and bacteria, emerge in a 

hypnotizing way at first, floating and spreading through the air like a disease, until they 

start to accumulate and form the three voluptuous vampires, that end up terrifying 
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Jonathan Harker. In her article “‘Foul Things of the Night’: Dread in the Victorian 

Body”, Leila S. May points out that the “terror of contamination by minute particles of 

corruption is thoroughly reinforced in Stoker's novel (18). Furthermore, in Dracula 

Lucy Westenra also writes in the memorandum she leaves behind just before she is 

assaulted and infected by Dracula that “a whole myriad of little specks seemed to come 

blowing in through the broken window, and wheeling and circling round like the pillar 

of dust that travellers describe” (Stoker 134-5). Shortly thereafter Lucy again writes, 

“The air seems full of specks, floating and circling in the draught from the window” 

(Stoker 135). Later, in Dracula Van Helsing explains how Dracula comes forth to infect 

his victims by stating that “He come on moonlight rays as elemental dust” (Stoker 223). 

It is obvious that Count Dracula materializes from dust and tiny specks just before he 

attacks and infects his victims. Finally and most interestingly, in Mina Harker’s journal 

at the end of the novel, when Count Dracula is killed and defeated, she writes, “It was 

like a miracle; but before our very eyes, and almost in the drawing of a breath, the 

whole body crumbled into dust and passed from our sight” (Stoker 350). Here, in a 

reversed scenario, Dracula disappears by dissolving into dust. It is clear that in the novel 

dust and little specks floating and dancing in the air portray one shape of a vampire and 

vampirism that again stand as a metaphor for bacteria, disease, and the germ theory. 

Jørgensen explains in his article that in late Victorian medicine there was a high 

propensity to allocate malevolent intent to bacteria and thus anthropomorphise them. 

Aside from their invisibility, emphasis was placed on the germs capability to invade the 

body and inhabit it. This was introduced as a very probable possibility as the germs are 

omnipresent (Jørgensen 38). Willis draws the attention to the fact that germ theory 

presents one clear distinction from the preceding theories, which is that disease was the 

result of a microorganism or a bacteria whose life, similar to the existence of vampires, 

rely on human illness to survive (312). This hazard caused from bacteria to the 

individual resulted in noticeable anxiety in society, which at the same time was 

exaggerated to the worse by hygiene campaigns according to Jørgensen. Doctors and 

pharmacists added insult to injuries in a clear manner by comparing bacteriology to 

demonology and bacteria to demons. He continues and states that bacteria had extensive 

conceptual influence in the late Victorian period because of characteristics like 

“Invisibility, penetrability, omnipresence, procreativeness and pathogenicity” 

(Jørgensen 37-41). May agrees with Jørgensen in her article and states that “the true 
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threat lies in the fact that the danger is invisible; it spreads in such a way that the source 

of contagion is rendered nearly impossible to trace” (18).  

 

4. THE MULTIPLE SHAPES OF DRACULA 

As mentioned before, Count Dracula and vampirism are a metaphor for infection and 

disease, but by what means does the Count infect his victims? And how does he spread 

his disease of vampirism from one person to another? Count Dracula’s ability to 

transform himself into countless forms and shapes makes it easier for him to carry 

diseases and eventually infect his victims more effortlessly. Bram Stoker’s diverse form 

and shape depictions of Dracula make him a horrifying threat to mankind and a worthy 

adversary to say the least. Tim Youngs states in his book chapter “The Bat and the 

Beetle” that “The vampire does not resist representation. It encourages it. The 

assumption of so many forms – and sometimes of no form at all – is what characterises 

Dracula. The vampire is multiple in shape” (77). This shapeshifting aspect of the Count 

adds to the terror of Dracula and creates an extra dimension of disease threat to his evil 

and terrifying being, the fact that Dracula can also be formless is even more terrifying. 

This formlessness of the Count can be seen in the novel when Dr. Van Helsing briefs 

his companions on Dracula’s characteristics and states that “he can come in mist which 

he create” (Stoker 223). Dang further points out that comparable to the miasmatic 

credence that diseases were caught from circumstances in the environment such as fogs 

and mists, Count Dracula can convert himself into numerous forms (3-4). This idea of a 

shapeshifting and sometimes even the notion of a formless entity that can infect an 

individual with a disease is intriguing, yet frightening and perfectly reflects with the 

threat of disease and infection in real life. 

Additionally, Vrunda Stampwala Sahay states and details in an article 

"Repulsive Pariah or Romantic Prince? Transforming Monstrosity in Bram Stoker's and 

Francis Ford Coppola's Dracula," that in the creation of Count Dracula, Bram Stoker 

complicated his character by engaging with methods of Victorian morphology, a science 

related to the issues of function, form, and transformation in matter. In support of this 

claim, Sahay refers to and quotes Thomas Richards from the book The Imperial 

Archive: Knowledge and the Fantasy of Empire, who states that “morphology put all 

beings on the same imperial family tree. In the heyday of Victorian morphology, there 

were no longer any singular beings in the universe other than those which human beings 
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created themselves; as in Mary Shelley’s novel, the Victorian monster is made, not 

born” (4-5). Sahay continues and states that Bram Stoker nevertheless disturbs this 

concept by constructing Count Dracula as an “organic entity that has no human maker 

and who Harker begins to suspect is timeless” (5). According to Sahay, this concept of 

deathlessness emerges as a horrifying probability, because on the evolutionary ladder, 

Count Dracula’s physical description proposes him to be beneath human beings, but his 

seeming immortality points to him as being on a higher-level than the Victorian English 

gentleman (5). Clearly, Bram Stoker utilizes the notion of morphology to form and 

shape Count Dracula, even making him able to be formless, shapeless, and timeless, 

thus adding to the fear and anxiety of his disease-carrying, all-encompassing presence.  

Furthermore, Youngs suggests that “indeed, one of the most interesting aspects of 

Dracula is the movement between the material and immaterial” (78). This can be seen in 

the novel when Dr. Van Helsing describes Count Dracula to his companions and states: 

“he can, within limitations, appear at will when, and where, and in any of the forms that 

are to him; he can, within his range, direct the elements; the storm, the fog, the thunder” 

(Stoker 221). Feinstein agrees and states that “Similarly, Dracula both enacts and effects 

physical changes of state, although his change is a diabolical subliming of the body, 

from living … to living-dead” (102). 

 

4.1. The animalistic features of Count Dracula. Not only is Dracula able to transform 

himself into multiple shapes and forms or to that end be formless, but his animalistic 

features are also innumerable. Mathias Clasen explains in his article “Attention, 

Predation, Counterintuition: Why Dracula Won't Die” that:  

Count Dracula is a contextually inflected embodiment of ancient, evolved 

terrors: the vampire is a supercharged predator, a fierce beast reminiscent of 

ancestral predators to which we are hardwired to attend, the kind with sharp 

teeth and homicidal intent. He is also highly contagious, a parasitic disease-

bearer, a supernaturally animated corpse with a range of disturbing abilities and 

connotations. (Mathias Clasen 381) 

In addition to being the embodiment of extended trepidations no longer in existence and 

a ferocious killer creature capable of almost everything, Count Dracula is also a highly 

infectious disease carrier, who is polymorphic, has animalistic features, and able to take 

on various animal forms. Jørgensen considers in his article that the evolutionary process 
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is turned the other way around, to the state of animal level, by the beastlike possession 

of one’s body by a vampire (41). Clasen points out that Dracula has protuberant fangs, 

is inherently animalistic and is frequently characterized as an animal in the novel (388). 

Bram Stoker slowly reveals and portrays Dracula’s animalistic features as the 

story unfolds, firstly Jonathan Harker describes the Count’s appearance when at his 

castle in Transylvania: “His face was a strong—a very strong—aquiline, with high 

bridge of the thin nose and peculiarly arched nostrils; with lofty domed forehead, and 

hair growing scantily round the temples but profusely elsewhere” (Stoker 20). Here, 

Bram Stoker likens Dracula’s face and head to an eagle, alluding perhaps to the eagle as 

a known apex predator who is at the very top of the food chain just like Dracula himself 

is. The passage continues with Jonathan Harker’s journal description: “The mouth, so 

far as I could see it under the heavy moustache, was fixed and rather cruel-looking, with 

peculiarly sharp white teeth; these protruded over the lips” (Stoker 20). Bram Stoker 

here emphasizes Dracula's canine-like teeth, that according to Goode, symbolize the 

anti-vaccination movement which opposed many mandatory vaccination acts of the 

Victorian era. Goode reveals in her article that the anti-vaccinators used the notion of 

the vampire to portray pro-vaccinators and the medical practitioners who carried out 

vaccinations. Bram Stoker utilized this anti-vaccination notion of the vampire in his 

novel, where the protruding sharp white teeth of the vampire symbolize the surgical 

instruments used to vaccinate the children of the anti-vaccinators (121). Continuing 

with the animalistic features of Count Dracula, Jonathan Harker’s journal proceeds: 

“For the rest, his ears were pale, and at the tops extremely pointed; the chin was broad 

and strong, and the cheeks firm though thin. The general effect was one of extraordinary 

pallor” (20). Stoker makes Dracula’s appearance reminiscent of a bat, by making the 

ears extremely pointed and at the same time alludes to the bat as a known carrier of 

rabies. Dang points out in his article that the rabies virus was regularly linked to bats, 

and that it is a feasible fact that the rabies virus even originated from bats and that it has 

been passed on to other animals (5). Stepanic furthermore points out in his article that 

rabies is one of the first diseases on the planet to be identified and that it transmits from 

animals to humans, predominantly by biting, which makes it an apparent allusion to 

vampirism (2). Dang further adds that the rabies epidemic was first fully controlled in 

the late 1800s (5). 

It is also worth mentioning that bats are often times nocturnal like Dracula and 

in some instances the bat has been known to suck blood just like the vampire. In 
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addition, Harker also mentions the astonishing paleness of Count Dracula, which 

alludes to another common contemporary disease, namely pellagra. According to Kelly, 

“Pellagra is a disease caused by an imbalance in niacin (B3) and tryptophan. It causes a 

variety of symptoms, including sensitivity to sunlight leading to a corpse-like 

appearance to the skin, foul breath, anemia and several other symptoms that link with 

vampire folklore” (5). Jonathan Harker’s journal goes on to describe Dracula’s 

animalistic appearance including his sharp nails: “I could not but notice that they were 

rather coarse—broad, with squat fingers. Strange to say, there were hairs in the centre of 

the palm. The nails were long and fine, and cut to a sharp point” (20); Jonathan 

continues and further writes “The Count … drew back; and with a grim sort of smile, 

which showed more than he had yet done his protuberant teeth” (Stoker 20-21). Having 

described Dracula’s fingernails as sharp and his teeth as protruding like an animal’s, 

Bram Stoker has gradually developed Dracula’s animal-like appearance and keeps 

reminding the reader about Dracula’s dangerous canine-like teeth by repeating their 

symbolic existence regularly. This reminder can further be seen later in the novel, where 

Mina Harker describes in her journal when she and Jonathan Harker are walking down 

Piccadilly and Jonathan sees Dracula for the first time in England: “he gazed at a tall, 

thin man, with a beaky nose and black moustache and pointed beard …  His face was 

not a good face; it was hard, and cruel, and sensual, and his big white teeth, that looked 

all the whiter because his lips were so red, were pointed like an animal’s” (Stoker 160-

161). Here again, the Count is portrayed with animal-like features such as a beaky nose 

and again the symbolic, big, white, pointed teeth. 

 

4.2. The various animal forms of Dracula. On top of Dracula’s animalistic features, the 

Count is also able to take on various animal forms, that is, to transform himself into an 

animal to channel his disease, and he does so many times in the novel. This can, for 

example, be seen when Dr. Van Helsing informs his partners about Dracula’s abilities: 

“He can transform himself to wolf, as we gather from the ship arrival in Whitby … he 

can be as bat, as Madam Mina saw him on the window at Whitby” (Stoker 223). 

Interestingly, Dracula does frequently transform himself into a bat in the novel and is 

often indicated or noticed as such. In a passage from Dr. Seward’s diary, the doctor 

ponders about the case of one of his patients, the insane Mr. Renfield: “I caught the 

patient’s eye and followed it, but could trace nothing as it looked into the moonlit sky 

except a big bat, which was flapping its silent and ghostly way to the west. Bats usually 
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wheel and flit about, but this one seemed to go straight on, as if it knew where it was 

bound for or had some intention of its own” (Stoker 103). The behaviour of the bat is a 

strong indication that it is indeed Count Dracula himself in the form of a bat, and his 

intention is to use the animal as a vehicle or a medium to transfer his disease from one 

host to another. Count Dracula is also often referred to as having animalistic qualities or 

described as an animal in Stoker’s novel. He is, for instance, described as moving “just 

as a lizard moves along a wall” (35); being “panther-like” (284); having a “cold stare of 

lion-like disdain” (284); and being “the tiger who has once tasted blood of the human” 

(297). Youngs states in his book chapter that although later day portrayals of Count 

Dracula have usually gravitated towards showing Dracula’s counterpart as a vampire 

bat, Stoker’s original 1897 novel itself is more diverse and extensive when it comes to 

animal analogies (74). 

By the same token, Count Dracula is also able to control animals, which can be 

seen numerous times in the novel. Once again in the same passage where Dr. Van 

Helsing informs his partners about Dracula’s abilities, he states, “he can command all 

the meaner things: the rat, and the owl, and the bat—the moth, and the fox, and the 

wolf” (Stoker 221).  It is apparent that Stoker uses various animalistic features for 

Count Dracula throughout his book, and the features alter repeatedly. Youngs states in 

his book chapter that “The degree of instability is such that even the animal 

correspondences are in flux. We have seen how diverse are the bestial attributes of 

Dracula, but … the pervasiveness and range of animal similes are perfectly in keeping 

with the themes of the novel and with the cultural concerns that it addresses and 

reflects” (75). Interestingly, despite all the animal analogies that Count Dracula is 

likened to, he is different from any other animal predator. Clasen points out that “He is 

a seasoned conversationalist, a suave businessman of cosmopolitan sophistication. 

Dangerous and of ill-intent, yes, but also fascinating. Dracula’s animal-human 

hybridism makes him more dramatically compelling, more interesting, than a leopard—

or a human-sized vampire bat—could ever be” (388). 

 

4.3. The human-like emotions and qualities of Dracula. Indeed, despite his animalistic 

and evil-looking outlook, Count Dracula often appears to display human-like emotions 

and qualities in his behaviour. When Jonathan Harker arrives at Count Dracula’s castle 

in Transylvania, the Count courteously welcomes him and insists on carrying his 
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baggage: “‘I am Dracula; and I bid you welcome, Mr. Harker, to my house. Come in; 

the night air is chill, and you must need to eat and rest.’ … and stepping out, took my 

luggage; he had carried it in before I could forestall him. I protested but he insisted:—” 

(Stoker 19). Soon thereafter, the Count offers him supper, and Harker, in turn, delivers a 

letter to him: “I handed to him the sealed letter which Mr. Hawkins had entrusted to me. 

He opened it and read it gravely; then, with a charming smile, he handed it to me to 

read” (Stoker 19). Count Dracula appears to be confident and elegant in his 

communication with Jonathan Harker, even smiling charmingly and offering him a 

cigar after supper: “I had finished my supper, and by my host’s desire had drawn up a 

chair by the fire and begun to smoke a cigar which he offered me, at the same time 

excusing himself that he did not smoke” (Stoker 20). Interestingly, Stoker here reveals 

the Count to be a non-smoker in the 1890s, which is intriguing, considering modern 

knowledge about smoking being the cause of many diseases and deaths, and the fact 

that Count Dracula himself is the incarnation of disease and death.  

Later, Jonathan Harker, in search of some reading material, finds a library 

belonging to Count Dracula: “In the library I found … a vast number of English books, 

whole shelves full of them, and bound volumes of magazines and newspapers … The 

books were of the most varied kind—history, geography, politics, political economy, 

botany, geology, law—all relating to England and English life and customs and 

manners (Stoker 22). The library catalogue implies that the Count is well-read and 

knowledgeable, especially about England and all things English. As a result, he can 

engage in lengthy conversations with Jonathan Harker. In one such exchange, the Count 

asks Jonathan Harker to teach him to speak English better and learn the English 

intonation. Harker replies that he speaks excellently, but the Count persists and makes 

clear his desire to be able to blend in better: 

“Well, I know that, did I move and speak in your London, none there are who 

would not know me for a stranger. That is not enough for me. Here I am noble; I 

am boyar; the common people know me, and I am master. But a stranger in a 

strange land, he is no one; men know him not—and to know not is to care not 

for. I am content if I am like the rest, so that no man stops if he see me, or pause 

in his speaking if he hear my words, ‘Ha, ha! a stranger!’” (Stoker 23) 

Sahay claims that with these expressions, Count Dracula not only states his nobility but 

also exposes his weakness as a “stranger” from an era before modern times who wants 
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to take part in the great western way of life. These words indeed serve as a way to 

conceal the Count’s deep-rooted evil and lack of moral principles as they aid his 

disguise of great ancestry and nobility; at the same time as they soothe Harker because 

they indulge his western supremacy feeling (Sahay). Quite interestingly, in the above 

passage, Count Dracula, the embodiment of evil, curiously quotes the bible from 

Exodus 2:22 when he says, “a stranger in a strange land” (Stoker 367). This, perhaps, in 

a cunning way, gives his words a different guise of credibility for Jonathan Harker but 

at the same time underlines for the reader how incredibly scheming and evil-minded he 

is. 

As indicated before, Count Dracula presents himself as a well-spoken, 

intelligent gentleman of noble ancestry who desires recognition yet is vulnerable at the 

same time. But he is also proud and portrays a sense of ancient glory in his words:  

“Ah, young sir, the Szekelys—and the Dracula as their heart’s blood, their 

brains, and their swords—can boast a record that mushroom growths like the 

Hapsburgs and the Romanoffs can never reach. The warlike days are over. 

Blood is too precious a thing in these days of dishonourable peace; and the 

glories of the great races are as a tale that is told.” (Stoker 31) 

Carol A. Senf maintains that Count Dracula is proud when he reminisces about his 

background and his vital role in his nation's heroic and courageous past to Jonathan 

Harker. But early on in the novel, Harker, on the other hand, seems to regard Dracula as 

“an anachronism - an embodiment of the feudal past - rather than an innately evil being; 

and his journal entries at the beginning merely reproduce Dracula's pride and rugged 

individualism” (164). Sahay, moreover, points out that Dracula can trace his ancestors 

back to Attila the Hun and that he is proud of his noble lineage. Dracula can, 

additionally, specify numerous invasions and battles that have defined his family, and 

Harker does observe that the Count “spoke as if he had been present at them all” (Stoker 

30). But for Dracula, this noble ancestry is of no matter, since he is the only one who 

continues to live on after generations of people have passed away (Sahay). Regardless 

of his pride, the Count’s expression also hints at him being lonely, sad, and 

melancholic. In one of many conversations between Count Dracula and Jonathan Harker 

at the castle in Transylvania, he reveals his loneliness and sadness:  
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“I seek not gaiety nor mirth, not the bright voluptuousness of much sunshine and 

sparkling waters which please the young and gay. I am no longer young; and my 

heart, through weary years of mourning over the dead, is not attuned to mirth. 

Moreover, the walls of my castle are broken; the shadows are many, and the 

wind breathes cold through the broken battlements and casements. I love the 

shade and the shadow, and would be alone with my thoughts when I may.” 

(Stoker 26) 

But even after the Count has shared his melancholia with Jonathan Harker, Mr. Harker 

somehow does not seem to be fully convinced of Count Dracula’s humanity or have 

much compassion for his sorrow. Immediately after Count Dracula’s confession, Harker 

writes in his journal, “Somehow his words and his look did not seem to accord, or else it 

was that his cast of face made his smile look malignant and saturnine” (Stoker 26). 

Despite Count Dracula’s deceitful attempt to appear human and display human 

emotions such as loneliness and sorrow, neither Mina Harker, Dr. Van Helsing, nor any 

of their companions seem to show any sympathy or take any pity on the vampire. In 

fact, Mina Harker, after having written up all the papers and diaries and put them in 

order, concludes about Count Dracula: “I suppose one ought to pity any thing so hunted 

as is the Count. That is just it: this Thing is not human—not even beast. To read Dr. 

Seward’s account of poor Lucy’s death, and what followed, is enough to dry up the 

springs of pity in one’s heart” (Stoker 213).  It is clear that Bram Stoker gave Count 

Dracula a complicated background history and various human features such as 

loneliness, sadness, vulnerability, pride, desire, and expectations to try and make his 

character more complex and ambiguous. Senf furthermore maintains that even though 

Stoker based Count Dracula on the legendary Vlad V of Wallachia and the superstition 

of the East European vampire, he certainly added “a number of humanizing touches to 

make Dracula appear noble and vulnerable as well as demonic and threatening; and it 

becomes difficult to determine whether he is a hideous bloodsucker whose touch breeds 

death or a lonely and silent figure who is hunted and persecuted” (162). Even with 

seemingly human attributes, Dracula's ambiguity seems both ruthless and all-

encompassing. In her article “Technologies of Monstrosity: Bram Stoker’s ‘Dracula.’” 

Judith Halberstam claims that “Dracula is otherness itself” (334) and that he is a refined 

version of all other monsters and their traits. She continues and further claims, “He is 

monster and man, feminine and powerful, parasitical and wealthy; he is repulsive and 
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fascinating, … he lives forever but can be killed. Dracula is indeed not simply a 

monster, but a technology of monstrosity (334). Intriguingly, Halberstam claims that 

Count Dracula “is monster and man”, somewhat contradictory to Bram Stoker, who 

makes Mina Harker non-compassionately conclude in the novel about Count Dracula 

that “this Thing is not human—not even beast” (Stoker 213). 

Moreover, in her article, Senf explains that Dracula’s character is difficult to 

interpret because of Stoker’s narrative technique; the reader never sees Count Dracula 

speak for himself. He is never seen impartially, and his actions are always documented 

by humans that are out to annihilate him (162). Therefore, Count Dracula is so 

ambiguous and complex that he is almost uninterpretable, and he is almost impossible 

to explain or understand. 

 

5. CONCLUSION 

In Stoker’s Dracula, Count Dracula and vampirism figuratively represent 

infection, disease, and illness that appear in numerous shapes and forms, where 

shapeshifting and animalistic features of the outwardly human Count Dracula are the 

main vehicle of disease transmission. It has been established that Stoker’s 

comprehension and insight of medicine and medical practices were considerable and his 

knowledge of the disease theories of his time were also substantial due to various 

influencing factors. With science evolving rapidly at the time, it is evident that Bram 

Stoker had conflicting feelings regarding the evolution of science. He was cautious 

about its progress, but at the same time, Stoker realized its importance, supported 

science, and remained enthusiastic and critical about its potential. 

 This essay has shown how, in ancient times, superstition and myth surrounding 

the vampire functioned as a solution or an answer in difficulties and an attempt to 

explain the unexplainable. With evolving science, disease theories continued to develop 

in the late nineteenth century and eventually came down to contagionism, miasmatism, 

and germ theory. Bram Stoker used these three Victorian theories of infection and 

merged them with the vampire myth to symbolically express his vampire and allude to, 

illustrate and mirror social fears and conflicts in Victorian-era society. By analysing 

numerous quotes from Dracula, this essay has examined how Bram Stoker utilized each 

of the three Victorian theories of infection in his vampire novel.  
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Firstly, Stoker used the contagionism theory to express symbolically how 

transmission of a disease from one person to another occurs. Stoker also used the 

contagionist ideas and methods of isolation and quarantine metaphorically in the novel 

to address medical, political, and social concerns in the Victorian era.  

Secondly, Stoker employs the miasmatisism theory to express symbolically how 

people are infected with a disease from foul and unclean conditions in the environment. 

Stoker implies the possible presence of disease or the danger of infection by frequently 

using olfactory imagery that is in line with the miasmatic theory or the miasmatic 

notions of “bad air” that causes disease when describing environmental conditions 

around Count Dracula.  

Thirdly, Dracula investigates the move and change towards germ theory which 

replaced the two theories above. Stoker made use of the germ theory when he made 

Count Dracula materialize from dust and tiny specks just before he attacks and infects 

his victims. The floating dust and specks that spread through the air like a disease 

portray one shape of the vampire and vampirism and stand as a metaphor for bacteria 

and the germ theory. 

 Finally, this essay examined Count Dracula’s ability to transform himself into 

countless forms and shapes and how his shapeshifting makes it easier to spread his 

disease and infect his victims. Bram Stoker utilizes the notion of morphology to 

variously shape and form Count Dracula, thus adding to his terror and creating an extra 

dimension of disease threat to his evil and terrifying being. Even more terrifying is that 

Dracula can also be formless, shapeless, and timeless, which only adds to the fear of his 

disease-carrying, all-around presence. Additionally, by looking at numerous quotes 

from the novel, the various animalistic features of Dracula, along with his ability to take 

on various animal forms, control animals, and display human-like emotions in his 

behaviour, are examined and analysed. It is clear that Bram Stoker gave Count Dracula 

a complicated past and various human-like features such as loneliness, sadness, 

vulnerability, pride, desire, and expectations to try and make his character more 

complex and ambiguous. 

 The results of the study presented above pose further questions. The first has to 

do with examining further the two doctors of the novel, namely Dr. Van Helsing and 

Dr. Seward, and their knowledge in medicine and science when they, for example, use 

blood transfusions and chloral hydrate on their patients. The second could be to 

thoroughly examine the diseases that Bram Stoker alludes to in his novel, for example, 
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Cholera, Rabies, Syphilis, and Pellagra, and how they are expressed metaphorically in 

the novel.  

 In conclusion, when reading articles on Dracula and writing this essay, it has 

been remarkable to notice how circumstances in Victorian times that are alluded to in 

the novel are in many ways mirrored in modern times. Epidemics and diseases like 

Cholera and the political, cultural, and social consequences of isolation and quarantine 

are entirely reflected by the Covid-19 pandemic today and its implications with 

isolation and quarantine and the social and political conflict between vaccination and 

anti-vaccination movements was just as relevant then as it is today. 
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