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PREFACE

BAD BLOOD; OR, VICTORIAN VAMPIRES
IN THE POSTMODERN AGE OF AIDS

“Blood in Stoker’s novel is visualized; blood in the book’s criticism is
signified.”

—William Hughes, 2006 conference in Nancy, France

Among the classic Victorian themes Stoker addresses in Dracula—from the
woman question to colonialism, from scientific innovation to psychosexual
transgression—one certainly has important ramifications in the postmodern age:
the contamination and commoditization of blood. In the Reaganomic 1980s,
when AIDS was a gay or user’s disease unworthy of governmental research
funding, to the Jean Chrétien 1990s, when the Canadian government underwent
its own AIDS scandal involving the Red Cross’s negligent distribution of HIV-
tainted blood that resulted in at least 3000 deaths and some 20,000 cases of
Hepatitis C, few postmodern readers of Dracula could escape recognizing the
fact that blood today is as synonymous with political hegemony as it was back
in Stoker’s day.' This is something Australian scientist Geoffrey Robertson
surely considered back in 1986 when he organized a panel of AIDS experts,
which included Prof. Luc Montagnier (the co-discoverer of the HIV-strain in
1981), under the hypothetical title, “Does Dracula Have AIDS?” Brian Wilson
Aldiss certainly thought so when he made the vampire HIV positive in his 1991
novel, Dracula Unbound.* So too did the Illinois Department of Public Health
(IDPH) in its decision to adopt Dracula as its 1993 poster-child to warn
sexually-active teenagers against going ‘“batty over someone” and risk
contracting AIDS.?
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Figure 0-1: 1993 IDPH AIDS Campaign Poster
(Courtesy of the Illinois Department of Public Health)

A certain amount of criticism—some serious, some not—has already
been devoted to answering Robertson’s question. While it is not my intent here
to suggest whether or not a postmodern vampire could transmit HIV, I do want
to stress that Stoker’s postmodern audiences, conscious or not, have been
sensitive to the novel’s imported AIDS subtext. It seemed only natural to link a
bloodthirsty vampire with the common mosquito as a potential transmitter of the
AIDS virus, a theory that took health authorities over a decade to prove
erroneous. In fact, though none of the seventy-nine films and media resources
David Skal cites that have been adapted from Stoker’s novel since 1981 alone
directly raises the specter of an HIV-infected world, few could have avoided
reminding their viewing publics that Dracula was perhaps more terrifying as a
political metaphor for the spread of contaminated blood than as a mythic
creature of the night preying on unsuspecting victims.* Vampires were fiction
after all; AIDS a reality.
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Figure 0-2: 1993 IDPH AIDS Campaign Brochure
(Courtesy of the Illinois Department of Public Health)

Perhaps it is not coincidental either that several of those films Skal lists
were hard- and soft-core porn films, gay and straight alike, for sexuality, like
blood, oozes from the many pages and stills of Dracula, and filmmakers
certainly knew how to adapt Victorian sexual fantasies to postmodern tastes.
Despite these films’ hedonistic messages, however, the 1980s still proved to be
a decade of rediscovered morality if only out of fear that, left unchecked, sex
would spread AIDS from Reagan’s social pariahs to his self-ordained
heteronormative society. With health officials eventually debunking the myth
that heterosexuals were immune to AIDS, Dracula in effect restored the
Victorian sex taboo that had been all but lost on post-Freudian readers. In other
words, if “unprotected sex” had become the shibboleth of a panic-stricken gay
community, it soon gained currency among skittish heterosexuals as well, wary
more than ever of the sexual Russian roulette that awaited them in the various
night clubs or singles’ bars they frequently haunted. One did not sleep with one
partner, health officials were preaching, but with all of the partners that that
person had had over the past few years. If a vampire’s bite was a clever
metonymy for phallic penetration, it is rather easy to see how knowing who that
“vampire’s” recent partners were was of vital importance to the preservation of
the self and of the body politic. It took little effort, then, to move from
“unprotected love bites” back to “unprotected sex,” though the sight of George






















































