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Abstract 

 

The basic goal of this study is to determine the literary and historical significance 

of James Malcolm Rymer’s Victorian serial novel Varney the Vampyre, particularly as it 

pertains to early Victorian popular representations of masculinity. The perception of the 

vampire as a popular and appropriate symbol of the liminal aspects of the Victorian 

period, the era’s increased literacy among the working-class and resulting passion for 

penny dreadful serial novels, and the representation of masculine performativity in 

Victorian literature and culture accentuate the novel’s significance. Two primary 

questions guide this investigation: How might we understand the cognitive dissonance 

between Sir Francis Varney’s intellect and his monstrous acts or role as the supposed 

villain? In addition, how can readers reconcile Rymer’s writing of Varney the Vampire 

with his attack against popular writing three years before Varney the Vampyre’s 

serialization? Reader-response theory and deconstructive procedures inform this post-

structural analysis of the text.  

Rymer’s use of linguistic and situational ambiguity, as well as the work’s 

repeated combination of vampire motifs and gentlemanly behavior, emphasize Sir 

Francis Varney’s role as the anti-hero of the novel. The serial, with its decidedly liminal 

anti-hero, as well as its narrative and situational mockery of intellectual rigidity and 

social norms, emphasizes sexual and epistemological ambiguity over conformity on 

several levels. Varney the Vampyre reflects the same vitriol toward common opinion as 
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Rymer’s early editorial, “Popular Writing,” only this hostility is couched in a work of 

popular fiction—one that stringently follows Rymer’s advice on writing outlined in the 

editorial. Through the character of a gentleman-monster, Varney the Vampyre 

simultaneously critiques Victorian concepts of masculinity and popularizes liminality for 

working-class readers. Rymer’s critically overlooked vampire serial, then, strikes a 

delicate balance between scathing social commentary and escapist recreational reading 

for a community of readers navigating a society in flux.  

To conclude, the title of the thesis emphasizes that occasionally the ambiguity 

was so great that even Varney’s potential victims became enraptured by his gentlemanly 

performativity and could not perceive of him as a pure villain; one character comments, 

“…he is quite an old acquaintance of ours, is old Varney; sometimes he hunts us, 

sometimes we hunt him. He is rather a troublesome acquaintance, notwithstanding, and I 

think there are a good many people in the world, a jolly right worse vampyres than 

Varney” (479). This moment demonstrates the fluidity of liminality pervasive throughout 

the work and also underscores Rymer’s social commentary about the vampire as a lesser 

villain than those who conform to common negative human behaviors. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

 

Modern popular enthusiasm for vampire literature has reinvigorated scholarly 

interest in seminal English vampire texts from the nineteenth century. Although many 

critical studies examine Coleridge’s 1816 “Christabel,” Polidori’s 1819 “The Vampyre,” 

Le Fanu’s 1872 Carmilla, and Stoker’s 1897 Dracula, little research exists that does 

more than briefly mention Malcolm James Rymer’s 1845-1847 Varney the Vampyre, a 

lengthy tale first published in chapters as a “penny dreadful” serial novel. The exclusion 

is noteworthy because Varney the Vampyre is the first complete English vampire novel.  

Many references emphasize that Rymer’s work “may well qualify as the most famous 

book that almost no one has read” (Bleiler viii). 

Therefore, for most scholars, a basic understanding of Varney the Vampyre 

necessitates a brief synopsis of the format of the work spanning more than two hundred 

chapters. At times, description of exactly where certain events take place can be tricky, as 

Rymer’s work has missing pages and mistakes in chapter chronology. This study uses 

Curt Herr’s 2007 edition, as it has page numbers, adheres to Rymer’s chapter titles, and 

does the least amount of heavy-handed editing, keeping as close to the original as 

possible. In addition, it is one of the few editions that contains the complete work in a 

single volume, as other volumes maintained the three-novel format with no pagination, 

and the Gutenberg online edition, from which most electronic editions are derived, leaves 

out the last fourth of the work. Although Herr developed a Reader’s Guide of ten 
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subsections or story arcs contained within the serial (31-32), one might further condense 

an explanation of Varney the Vampyre by referencing three major sections: The 

Bannerworth Saga, where Varney attempts to force the Bannerworth family and friends 

to leave the hall in order to steal a treasure; the middle stories comprised of eight 

different mini-story arcs where Varney repeatedly attempts to satisfy his bloodlust 

through a variety of deceptions and near-marriages even as his self-disgust increases; and 

the conclusion, where Varney fails to commit suicide, seeks revenge on the family that 

saved him, creates a vampire, and finally succeeds in committing suicide by jumping in a 

volcano after penning his autobiography. The first section is most often examined by 

scholars because it seems to follow a regular story arc, inasmuch as anything in this serial 

is “regular.” The second section is often lambasted because of its repetitive nature, but 

that very repetition holds a key to an exploration of liminal themes. The final section 

provides fodder for analysis of Varney’s conflicted and ambiguous nature. 

 The work’s daunting size and relative unavailability up until the late twentieth 

century, as well as the grammatical and structural issues common to Victorian serial 

works, discourages even academic experts of the Victorian Era or of vampire literature 

from reading the novel and may dissuade them from taking it seriously as a representative 

text of the time. Richard Davenport-Hines’ comments in Gothic: 400 Years of Excess, 

Horror, Evil, and Ruin summarize the common scholarly opinion regarding Varney the 

Vampyre and its readers:  

Varney requires some mention, although it is unreadable in its entirety, 

sometimes thrilling, but often rambling, overblown and tedious. Usually 

attributed to James Malcolm Rymer (1814-81), it was written episodically, 

with such unevenness of style and so many contradictions of plot that 

some parts at least were probably churned out by a team of low-class 

hacks employed by Varney’s cheapskate publisher. Originally hawked in 
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the streets in scrappily printed instalments, this lurid, fast-paced, foolish 

potboiler enjoyed great popularity among the ignorant, undiscriminating 

and credulous for trashily mixing gothic sensation with the criminality of 

Newgate fiction. (248) 

In addition, unfamiliarity with the text leads most scholars to overgeneralize Varney the 

Vampyre’s content and themes or to disregard the text entirely and focus on more famous 

or accessible works of Victorian vampire fiction, primarily those mentioned above.  

For example, although it gives credit to Varney the Vampyre as a possible 

influence on Carmilla and Dracula, M. Stuprich’s entry in Magill’s Guide to Science 

Fiction and Fantasy Literature does not mention anything but the beginning plotline and 

the end and states, “bits and pieces of vampire lore are scattered throughout the narrative, 

but only in a haphazard, nonessential fashion that would quickly frustrate any reader of 

Bram Stoker’s famous Dracula (1897)” (1-2). Another example is Adam Barrows’ 

attribution of the origin of “the location of the neck as the privileged site of 

bloodsucking” to Dracula (72). Such errors or cursory treatment indicates the scholars’ 

lack of familiarity with the entirety of Varney the Vampire and probable reliance on 

secondary sources that continue to repeat the same few examples and opinions. A major 

error, for instance, occurs in Brian J. Frost’s The Monster with a Thousand Faces: Guises 

of the Vampire in Myth and Literature. Frost is vitriolic against Varney the Vampyre, but 

his implication that all of Varney’s victims become vampires in the novel is erroneous 

and indicates that Frost had not read the work; only a single victim becomes a vampire, 

and only after a vampire ritual designed to induce the transformation. These types of 

errors are why further examination of Varney the Vampyre is needed, not only because of 

the probability that it influenced later works of vampire literature, but also because of the 
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unique development and differences of Varney’s character that embody the liminal 

aspects of Victorian Era while anticipating a modern approach to characterization. 

Varney the Vampyre not only exemplifies multiple themes common to the 

Victorian vampire, such as class tensions, the effect of “the stranger,” xenophobia, and 

conventional gender roles, it also introduces other themes more common to later vampire 

literature, such as the sympathetic vampire, the responsibilities of vampires to other 

vampires as well as to humans, and ambiguity about the nature of the monstrous. Despite 

constantly being lumped together with representations of vampires by Coleridge, 

Polidori, Le Fanu, and Stoker, Varney the Vampyre necessitates examination, not as a 

foundation for other works or as a representation of how the Victorian serialization 

process created the opportunity for repetitive storylines with chronological or 

grammatical errors, but as a novel with its own literary and social importance. Not only 

important as a seminal work of vampire fiction, the novel is an excellent representation of 

Victorian society because of its themes of ambiguity and transition, as well as the 

author’s awareness of the liminal nature of popular writing. Although the concept of 

liminality, a threshold created by transitioning between two states and containing 

characteristics of both, originated from anthropological case studies about cultural rites of 

passage, its meaning has been embraced by those who study literature, particularly 

marginal literature. The concept is particularly apt for this serial novel from the Victorian 

Era, as the work, as well as the time period, exemplifies fluidity and transformation. 

For example, one example of the liminal in the work involves dreams and 

sleepwalking while dreaming, which happen often in Varney the Vampyre. Dreams are 

liminal because they have characteristics of awareness or reality, but of course the person 
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is not truly interacting with the world. Despite the fact that his research emphasizes 

dreams in vampire literature, and despite the fact that dreams are mentioned throughout 

Varney the Vampyre, Martin V. Riccardo skips directly to Dracula in his analysis of the 

novel (53-54). Later, Riccardo notes Varney’s fascinating gaze (143), a traditional 

vampiric trait, and the attack on Flora Bannerworth from the first few pages of the serial 

novel, but indicates he has only read secondary sources and not Varney the Vampyre 

itself. Anne Stiles, Stanley Finger, and John Bulevich’s extensive exploration of 

somnambulism in works by Polidori provides another example of a missed opportunity: 

The work connects “The Vampyre” and Dracula, even going so far as to include Varney 

the Vampyre in a list of works influenced by Polidori’s story, but it does not discuss sleep 

in the novel itself. Because of its middle status between sleeping without action, 

communication, or memory and being awake with action, communication, and memory, 

dreaming is a liminal state. In Varney the Vampyre, not only does Varney hypnotize 

others into a dreamlike state or cause them to sleepwalk, he also has his own issues with 

sleep: sometimes talking aloud about the anxieties he feels when he thirsts for blood, 

sometimes being unable to sleep because of his despair, actively dreaming, and 

interrupting others’ sleep as he searches for his next victim. Sleep and dreaming also are 

important for other characters in the work. In the first story-arc, Flora Bannerworth is 

awakened from sweet dreams by her attack from Varney. Later, a young woman named 

Annetta Lake is dreaming of wolves, and the dream melds with her vampire attack. In 

addition, because dreaming alters one’s perception of reality, a dreamer coming out of the 

liminal state of the dream can be unsure what is real and what is a dream, as is the case 

with Flora and Annetta. Before his beloved Clara Crofton is attacked and later turned into 
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a vampire, a young man named Ringwood has prophetic dreams about vampires. In the 

last story arc, the pastor Mr. Bevan tells a man that the unexplainable events surrounding 

Clara were dreams in order to discourage gossip. 

Even in scholarly works that mention Varney the Vampyre more extensively, the 

primary objective of the research remains focused on other literature, rather than a search 

for meaning within the novel itself. For example, Margaret Carter’s and Christopher 

Frayling’s works explore Varney the Vampyre’s purported influence on Stoker’s 

Dracula, but Carol Senf hesitates to make direct correlations between the novels. 

Frayling’s brief subsection about Rymer and Varney the Vampyre is primarily derisive, 

but he indicates a connection between several segments of Dracula and aspects of Varney 

the Vampyre, even going so far as to indicate, “one change which Rymer introduced was 

not taken up by Bram Stoker: the vampire is never destroyed by the forces of good in 

Varney; while the heroes stand by, it is the enraged mob which always performs the 

ritual. This plot motif was later to become something of a trademark in the horror films 

made by Universal Studios in the early 1930s” (146). After giving the work credit for 

establishing the “conventional means of destroying the undead: the stake and the fire” 

and describing Varney’s multiple resuscitations by moonlight, Carter lists Varney the 

Vampyre’s “miscellaneous array of motifs—a mysterious stranger who neither eats nor 

drinks, a somnambulistic female victim, inexplicable illness, a methodical team of 

vampire hunters, and a descent into a vault where an empty coffin lies—later used more 

skillfully by Stoker and his successors” (31). Despite referencing both Frayling and 

Carter’s comments, Senf notes that she remains “unconvinced” of Varney the Vampyre’s 

direct influence on Dracula. Senf continues, “Because of its numerous inconsistencies, 
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including the inconsistencies in Varney himself, Varney the Vampire is almost as difficult 

to classify as a literary work as it is to read” (45). Although she does not feel that the 

inconsistencies and ambiguities of the work are of interest, Senf does provide more of a 

focus on the novel than other critics, as she focuses on Varney’s humanity as a 

characteristic of his sympathetic nature, indicates that Varney’s monstrous behavior 

parallels “reprehensible human behavior,” and notes that the work introduces the point 

“that certain human beings are ready victims” (47). However, most research that 

mentions Varney the Vampyre has the same repetitious result. The work’s disregard from 

scholars of vampire literature, particularly in light of the modern academic as well as 

popular interest in seminal works of Victorian horror, is important primarily because the 

reasons for scholarly disdain are actually the keys to Varney the Vampyre’s literary worth 

as an example of popular writing. It continues to be judged as one singular type of 

writing or another rather than a work that intentionally embodies several styles as a 

cultural commentary. To examine the work on its own merits necessitates an awareness 

of prior criticism. 

 For example, as Curt Herr laments in the introduction to his 2007 edition of 

Varney the Vampyre, many references to the work never move beyond a reiteration of the 

problems the fast-paced Victorian penny dreadful serialization process created. Because 

of these issues, the scholars spend more time lambasting Rymer’s grammatical, 

structural, and chronological errors than examining the content of the novel. In his 

encyclopedia entry on James Malcolm Rymer, William Laskowski says about Varney the 

Vampyre: “To call its plot episodic would be a compliment; to call its underlying 

mythology inconsistent, charitable” (1). In his seminal works on vampires, James B. 
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Twitchell refers to Varney as a joke and emphasizes the meld of the melodramatic and 

gothic styles which influenced the creation of many penny dreadful storylines. In The 

Living Dead, he states, “Varney the Vampyre was justifiably the most celebrated of the 

mid-nineteenth-century ‘shockers,’ for it carried the schaurroman to levels of splendid 

excess. It is also celebrated because it is so often referred to in criticism of the ‘popular 

novel,’ yet so seldom read” (122). He notes the early difficulties researchers had in 

finding a copy, but that “now there is no excuse for not reading it. No excuse, that is, 

except for one’s sanity. For the complete Varney (almost complete—a few chapters and 

pages are missing, or at least seem to be so) is one of the most redundant, exorbitant, 

digressive, thrilling, tedious, and fantastic works ever written” (122-123). Twitchell does 

recognize the serial novel’s importance because it contains aspects of so many genres: 

“Varney is really unparalleled even in vampire lore: part melodrama, part picaresque 

novel, part theodicy, part parody, part travesty—it is proof, if any really be needed, of the 

popular acceptance of the myth, for Varney deals with a the clichés in the most 

unselfconscious manner” (124). Despite including the last few pages of the novel in an 

appendix and emphasizing that “much of the credit we give Bram Stoker really belongs 

to the authors of Varney,” Twitchell cannot resist noting, “if there is any deep truth in 

Varney, it is surely that one must never allow a vampire too much moonlight and one 

must never pay writers by the word” (124). However, although dismissing the work’s 

conclusion with Varney’s suicide as evidence of even the author getting bored, Jorge 

Waltje notes, “Although from our perspective today, Varney may appear as hack-writing 

at its worst, one should not underestimate the impact the series had on the audience of its 

time and on the representation of the vampire in cultural imagination” (41). The emphasis 
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on “the audience of its time” is integral to the understanding of penny dreadfuls and 

sensational literature in general and Varney the Vampyre, specifically, as the early 

inexpensive Victorian serial novels often gained a working-class readership. In two of his 

works, Montague Summers certainly supported Varney the Vampyre as the literary 

phenomenon of its time. In The Vampire in Europe, he calls Varney the Vampyre “a very 

lengthy, but well-written and certainly exciting romance” (103). Although Summers’ 

effusive support of Varney the Vampyre over Dracula was probably the impetus for any 

salvation of this serial novel, as indicated by Twitchell, one may question whether 

Summers ever actually read the work, as he emphasized its unobtainability. In this case, 

lack of reading the serial novel in its 800-plus paged entirety may have been the work’s 

historical salvation!  

Here, then, is the over-arching question that initially inspired this study: What is 

the primary literary and social importance of Varney the Vampyre? However, this broad 

query required focus through the form of secondary questions; otherwise, the 

investigation could easily have become as convoluted as the novel itself. The principal 

analysis emphasized the work’s literary importance in regard to liminality, requiring 

investigation of repeated words, themes, and situations, as well as character development 

and an emphasis on the work’s liminal examples in a historical context. Although the 

following secondary questions focus on the content of Varney the Vampyre, they also 

encourage examination regarding how the work reflects or rejects early-Victorian social 

conventions, particularly in regard to early-Victorian gentlemanliness. Of contextual 

importance: What is the thematic purpose for the work’s repeated examples of misleading 

or ambiguous appearances and the repetition of words such as “appear,” “seem,” 
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“dream,” and “delusion”? This question develops the foundation for the other inquiries 

because liminal themes and a sense of unreality, as emphasized by the terms presented, 

permeate the work.  

The exploration of the work’s social importance required an investigation of 

potential authorial motives: How can we reconcile Rymer’s authorship of Varney the 

Vampyre with his attack against popular writing, which he wrote three years before 

Varney the Vampyre began to be serialized? In 1842, as editor of Queen’s Magazine: A 

Monthly Miscellany of Literature and Art, Rymer wrote an editorial titled “Popular 

Writing,” in which he attempted to define the concept of popular writing, a style he 

indicated could either be “vapid sentimentality” or “the blood and murder romance, so 

that the lovers of fiction had their choice of a dish highly seasoned” (171). From the start 

of his editorial, Rymer’s condescending attitude regarding popular writing and its authors 

was clear: “The real secret may be, that there is so little good writing now-a-days, that the 

highest reputations are in great measure artificial….Which of our present ‘popular 

writers’ will be remembered in 1942?” (171-172). As the novel was one of the greatest 

literary contributions of the Victorian Era, and Charles Dickens himself a serial author 

remembered long after a century, Rymer was mistaken about the influence of popular 

writing. However, more important to this study is that much of his acerbic advice to 

potential writers of popular fiction is echoed in the content and style of his long-running 

work of popular writing, Varney the Vampyre, particularly his admonition that “if you 

sicken at pointless dialogue and silly adventures, do a little of the haunted castle and 

midnight murder business, and you will attain your object” (173). In addition, Rymer’s 

editorial predicts a possible response: “Your really first-rate, high flying, popular writer, 
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is he who will condemn this essay in toto, and say that the public is a most discerning, 

learned, and artful public, for that he writes his very best, and yet is a ‘very popular 

writer.’ To such a gentleman and his logic, we have nothing to say…” (172). After his 

scathing commentary indicating that a writer would only choose to write popular fiction 

for the money and could be successful in the field with a variety of cheap gimmicks and a 

preparation to “study well the animals for whom he is about to cater,” Rymer’s creation 

of Varney the Vampyre, among other penny dreadfuls, requires careful consideration; 

even if the lure of potential financial gain encouraged Rymer to produce popular writing, 

he did so with a particular awareness as the author of “Popular Writing.” 

The final question allowed me to investigate a possible reason why Rymer wrote 

a work steeped in liminality which directly contradicted his prior editorial’s tone: How 

can the cognitive dissonance be resolved between Sir Francis Varney’s intellect and 

gentlemanly courtesy and his monstrous acts or role as the supposed villain? 

Investigating Sir Francis Varney’s behavior, both as a monster as well as a gentleman, 

required an understanding of masculine performativity in the Victorian Era. As Herbert 

Sussman notes, “we can see the early Victorian decades as encompassing a variety of 

competing formations of the masculine” (13). A major theory relevant to Varney’s 

character in Varney the Vampyre is the dichotomy of chaos and control, as Andrew 

Dowling comments, “the emphasis on discipline did not create a hollowing out of male 

subjectivity, as may be thought. Rather, these dominant ideals of discipline were given 

depth and significance by a culture that continuously represented, as the nineteenth 

century did, the deviant desires that supposedly lay at the heart of men and that were 

always ready to break loose” (23). For Varney, allowing his desires freedom is always 
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precipitated by a choice to do so, but he regrets this choice, as in this scene after he has 

failed to commit suicide yet again: 

     “The time has come round again,” he muttered; “my blood requires 

renewal, my strength renovation, and no aliment will do that but maiden’s 

blood.” 

     A horrible expression of countenance came over him that must have 

caused a feeling of horror to have crept through the veins of any one who 

might have been near to see him; but, as it was, he was alone, and there 

was no one to be terrified. (627) 

After this moment of realization, he comments at length on the disgust his appetite causes 

him, but he still makes the decision to attack the girl in the next room. Seven pages later, 

he saves a man accosted by criminals, so Varney keeps oscillating between being a 

monster and being a gentleman. 

In regard to Varney the Vampyre’s literary importance, particularly with how 

liminality intersects with middle-class male subjectivity in the Victorian Era, I 

hypothesize that Rymer’s use of linguistic and situational ambiguity, as well as the 

work’s repeated combination of vampire motifs and gentlemanly behavior, emphasizes 

Sir Francis Varney’s liminal state and accentuates his role as the anti-hero of the novel. 

Rymer’s published opinion about popular writing and the editorial comments within 

Varney the Vampyre that speak directly to the reader about oppressive religious figures, 

the damaging effects of popular opinion, and Varney’s uncertainty about his own 

monstrousness reveal the extent to which the text presents itself as a critique of middle-

class norms, particularly about masculinity. By contrast, those people who present 

themselves as unambiguous heroes within the work are condemned: especially the 

inflexibly religious, the pecuniarily-motivated parents, and, most of all, followers of 

popular opinion, as characterized by the gossip-fueled mobs. Therefore, through a liminal 
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well-developed anti-hero combined with narrative and situational mockery of one-sided 

rigidity and societal norms, the work emphasizes subversion of convention over 

conformity to popular opinions, indicating that Varney the Vampyre reflects the same 

vitriol toward common opinion as evidenced in “Popular Writing,” but it is hidden within 

the lines of a work of popular fiction that stringently follows Rymer’s advice on writing.  

  The approach of the thesis illuminates Varney the Vampyre in connection with 

prior research about vampire literature in regard to liminality, anti-heroic characteristics, 

ambiguity, masculinity, and popular culture in the Victorian era. In addition, this thesis 

contributes not only to scholarly understandings of vampire literature, but also to the 

areas of Victorian literature and popular culture by exposing the novel to prior research 

while examining more than the commonly mentioned first hundred pages. This thesis 

drags Varney the Vampyre back into the light of scholarly attention in order to encourage 

renewed criticism and promote future avenues of inquiry into the lengthy novel. 

My research methods consisted of interpreting and analyzing the primary source 

of Varney the Vampyre; attempting to prove my hypothesis required post-structural 

analysis to create a multi-layered understanding of the work. Because of the unique 

nature of the work’s format, being able to approach the serial novel from various angles 

was necessary in order to, as Hayatun Nufus suggests, “create a multi-faceted 

interpretation of a text, even if those interpretations conflict with one another” (para. 14). 

Therefore, in order to examine the liminal elements of Varney the Vampyre as influenced 

by ambiguities within the text, as well as how the novel supports or rejects Rymer’s 

concepts in “Popular Writing,” I used both reader-response theory (reception theory) and 

deconstructive procedures for this thesis.  
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Modern criticism has restrained the slippery slope fallacies charged to both 

theories: that all deconstruction suggests texts have no meaning and that reader-response 

theories remove all authorial and textual power, enabling readers and critics to interpret 

texts according to mere whim. Therefore, my methods were primarily influenced by 

Stanley Fish’s later writings, where he emphasizes, “there is no single way of reading that 

is correct or natural, only ‘ways of reading’ that are extensions of community 

perspectives” (16), and the works of Jack Balkin, who states, “deconstruction does not 

show that all texts are meaningless, but rather that they are overflowing with multiple and 

often conflicting meanings” (3). Balkin emphasizes the idea of “nested opposition,” 

where conceptual oppositions, rather than being “jettisoned or abolished,” will often 

“reappear in a new guise” in the work (4).  The liminal character of Varney demonstrates 

such a guise between oppositions in a repetitive manner: each story arc features Varney 

reappearing as “the stranger,” complete with new name and newly-crafted backstory.  

Chapter Two of this study explores concepts of liminality, the appropriateness of 

liminality as an expression of the Victorian period, an analysis of symbols and situations 

within Varney the Vampyre that express liminality, particularly regarding dreams and 

deception, and an exploration of repeated words connected to ambiguity and liminality. 

This information provides the foundation for viewing the serial novel as a work 

representative of liminality in order to lead to a discussion of why liminality is important 

in regard to Varney’s performativity of masculinity. Chapter Three provides context 

about serial publications and their readers before presenting Rymer’s assertions in his 

article “Popular Writing” in conjunction with how Varney the Vampyre demonstrates 

Rymer’s advice to authors as well as supports Rymer’s views on society and the popular. 
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Understanding the literary context of the work encourages the viewpoint that the penny 

dreadful is not only a part of its historical moment but that it is also relevant to the 

literature of the time. Chapter Four presents aspects of Varney as a monster, particularly 

those which inform tropes of vampire literature, and aspects of his gentlemanly or 

sympathetic characteristics as examples of his liminality as an anti-hero; Varney’s 

masculine performativity is also important to this discussion.  
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Chapter II 

Liminality 

 

Liminality is a “threshold state of mid-transition, being in between one experience 

and another, which causes an individual to no longer behave rationally in regard to the 

expectations of either state; this middle status can encourage mimetic behavior, where the 

individual imitates or copies socially acceptable behavior” (OED). From its historical 

context, to its genre, to its ambiguous title character, to the possible intentions of its 

author, Varney the Vampyre is fraught with opportunities for exploration of its liminality. 

Before honing in on a specific examination of how Rymer uses liminality in his work to 

explore one concept of gentlemanly performativity in the Victorian Era, the analysis 

necessitates an understanding of liminality as it pertains to the historical moment, as well 

as how it weaves throughout the serial novel. 

 

Concepts and Relevance to the Victorian Era 

 Arnold Van Gennep introduced the concept of liminality as the threshold step of 

transition within a cultural rite of passage; anthropologist Victor W. Turner elaborated on 

the term to indicate that people within the liminal state of transition are no longer 

classified as their prior determination but have yet to be classified as their final 

determination (Holterhoff, 132). They drift in an unclassifiable middle state comprised of 

characteristics of multiple classifications. Manuel Aguierre emphasizes that the liminal 
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stage indicates a transformative experience (228). This transformative experience is the 

catalyst for someone to change from the first stage to the next; the expectation is that the 

liminal state is transitory and has a goal of completion. Although the terminology 

regarding the ambivalent or ambiguous state of liminality experienced between one state 

and another, with the goal of completing the rite of passage for a cultural ritual, has an 

anthropological origin, the concept of liminality is also beneficial in examining literary 

works. For example, Aguirre used the concepts of thresholds of liminality to analyze 

Gothic fiction. He viewed the liminal as an experience of the margin, wherein the margin 

is “an ambiguous, unstable, even chaotic territory: the margin is the no-man’s land which 

separates order from chaos, or it is (like all no-man’s lands) confusion itself. To be on the 

margin is, according to this definition, either to be on the brink of the unacceptable, or to 

be unacceptable, period” (226). Such an explanation provides a new perspective through 

which to view works labeled as “marginal,” which some might argue the penny dreadful 

as well as vampire literature could be so classified. He continues, “of course, to be on the 

margin may also be a source of promise, novelty, enrichment; but somehow, when we 

think of things marginal we rarely consider this aspect” (244). This positive or optimistic 

approach to marginalia is a more modern defense of the scholarly, academic, or literary 

worth of popular literature. Chapter Four of this thesis provides information about the 

common Victorian views. After listing the many terms in various disciplines that indicate 

liminality, Aguierre defines pertinent features similar to each of the terms: 

First, they display properties different from those characterizing the 

domains on either side. In the second place, they challenge the Law of the 

Excluded Middle. In the third place, they exhibit a peculiar vulnerability 

in that they are exposed. At the same time, they are associated with a 

concentration of meaning; they are therefore sites of numinosity, of power 

and, a fortiori, of danger. Furthermore, they open up, or constitute, new 
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universes. Finally, the postulation or creation of such entities evinces a 

degree of what Levi-Strauss calls mythical thought. (231) 

Varney the Vampyre connects to each of these characteristics but particularly the 

vulnerability due to exposure and the dichotomy between power and danger. Neither 

alive nor dead, but often simultaneously containing characteristics of both states, Varney 

has increased strength, exceptional speed, and is dangerous to others, but his constant 

denial of his vampiric needs makes him vulnerable to mobs as well as his own desire to 

end his torment. 

 As literary critics have used liminal concepts to analyze literature, they have 

developed hypotheses regarding how other theories influence concepts of liminality. For 

example, Sandor Klapcsik used poststructuralist theories to develop three primary aspects 

of liminality: 

First, I hypothesize a constant oscillation, crossing back and forth between 

social and cultural positions; this might involve the recurring exchange of 

attributes between the opposite poles. Second, I imagine liminality as the 

space of continuous transference, of a never-ending narrative, forming an 

infinite process towards an unreachable end. Third, liminality is created by 

transgressions, or traversals, across evanescent, porous, indefinite, 

ambiguous, evasive borderlines. (14) 

Instead of using language solely related to ritual or anthropological query, Klapcsik 

developed an approach that works within the reality of the written word. His emphasis on 

the recurring exchange of attributes and porous borderlines are particularly relevant to 

literature in general and Varney the Vampyre specifically. Because so many elements, as 

will be discussed later, of the work are imbued with liminal elements, a major aspect of 

Rymer’s work is how it could popularize liminality. Rymer’s intentionality is less 

important than the concrete examples of liminality within the work. The character of 

Varney, a thief who crosses back and forth between social positions due to his 
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appearance of money and prestige, a creature who attacks young women while also 

helping other young women be reunited with their lovers, a monster by design but a 

gentleman through performance, fits Klapcsik’s approach to liminality. 

 Kate Holterhoff notes, “The power of liminality lies in its ability to upset the 

materialist notion of categorization which so concerned Western naturalists and 

anthropologists of the nineteenth and early twentieth century” (139). Because Varney the 

Vampyre borrows elements from various genres, the work’s lack of categorization 

beyond being a serial penny dreadful is a part of its liminality as well as its historical 

context. For example, melodramatic elements meld with modern capitalistic concerns; as 

Kristen Guest notes, later melodramatic male characters had to go through economic as 

well as physical suffering to demonstrate their worthiness. Varney’s monetary 

misfortunes are almost as rampant as his physical ones. In addition, in his description of 

components of Gothic literature, Richard Davenport Hines inadvertently connects critics’ 

often negative commentaries of Varney the Vampyre to the larger Gothic tradition: 

“Schlock has always been a part of gothic too. The German schauerromantik literature of 

the eighteenth century was trash; Edmund Burke might extol pain, danger and terrible 

objects as sources of the sublime, and thus of higher ethical forces, but most gothic 

output has been soap-operatic. It has supplied entertainment, shocks, facile emotional 

thrills and factitious intensity by manipulating stereotypical characters in mechanistic 

plots” (5). His description of an aspect of Gothic literature echoes aspects of Varney the 

Vampyre reviled by scholars. One example that fits Hines’ description is after Varney has 

been revived yet again: “It was some minutes before the stranger, who had so newly risen 

from the dead, let go of the grasp he had of the monk’s throat. He held him firmly by the 
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throat by both hands; but as he stood grasping him, his face was turned upwards towards 

the moon’s rays, which fell upon his breast and features, insomuch that he appeared to 

gain strength at every breath he drew” (608). The Gothic elements of the work provide 

one indication how Varney the Vampyre defies categorization.  

 In addition, it also has Romantic elements, particularly in connection to the 

Byronic Hero. In his work, The Romantic Agony, Mario Praz indicates that the Byronic 

Hero is not only a fatal lover developed from an erotic sensibility that melds opposing 

categories, such as love and hate, called agolagnia, this character is also the origin of 

Victorian vampire literature. Though Praz’s ideas are often disregarded because other 

critics suggest his assertion has a myopic focus, the idea of melding opposing categories 

is relevant to Varney the Vampyre’s liminality. Peter Thorslev places Rymer’s work in 

historical context by contextualizing the Byronic Hero: “all the elements of the Byronic 

Hero existed before him in the literature of the age. The hero is unique, in one sense, in 

the powerful fusion of these disparate elements into a single commanding image; he is to 

a large extent a product of a Romantic heroic tradition which was half a century old 

before he appeared” (12). Similarly, Varney embodies elements of works and ideas 

before the penny dreadful was published and borrows heavily from many of them, 

particularly the Byronic Hero, which becomes more important in Chapter Four. Hume 

indicates that “Romantic writing reconciles the discordant elements it faces, resolving 

their apparent contradictions imaginatively in the creation of a higher order. Gothic 

writing, the product of serious fancy, has no such answers and can only leave the 

‘opposites’ contradictory and paradoxical” (290). In this case, Varney the Vampyre is 
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more Gothic than Romantic, but its melodramatic and distinctly Romantic elements make 

it difficult to classify. 

In addition to the idea of ambiguous categorization or states that defy 

classification, also important for this study is how the concept of transition and threshold, 

or many thresholds, echoes the context of the Victorian Era. Poised between the states of 

life and death, vampires are excellent metaphors for the liminal. Robert Mighall writes of 

the myth of Victorian sexual repression and explains that vampires are the perfect 

metaphor for the Victorian era as well as the modern perceptions of that era, particularly 

as modern readers no longer fear vampires as characters. He states, “The more we 

identify with the vampire the more we distance ourselves from his (and our) Victorian 

antitheses” and continues, “Whilst we may not fear vampires, however, we do fear 

Victorians” (242). Continued general misperception of Victorian concepts is another 

reason why the time is right for an examination of a Victorian work of vampire literature 

meant for the masses; an exploration of both the Victorian era as well as Varney the 

Vampyre reveals that, due to the liminal status of both, the idea of being in between 

classifications and thus defying categorization, Victorians and Sir Francis Varney should 

not evoke fear but curiosity. Liminal characters and situations resonate within Victorian 

literature because it was such a time of change; according to Beth McDonald, while many 

Victorians raced toward the future with every new innovation, just as many looked to the 

past with a sense of nostalgia. In recognition of this, she examines the sacred and profane 

within Dracula to explore the liminality of the era. However, perhaps more than most 

vampires, particularly those written in the nineteenth-century, Sir Francis Varney excels 

at ambiguity and maintaining his status within the middle of a transition: he has been a 
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thief and a nobleman, a more knowledgeable monk than the praying nuns giving lip-

service to words they do not understand, a patriot and a traitor, a gentleman and a 

monster.  

 

Liminal Symbols and Situations in Varney the Vampyre 

In an echo of other scholars of vampire literature, Beresford notes, “it is 

interesting that whichever one considers, be it ‘The Vampyre,’ Varney, ‘Carmilla,’ or 

Dracula, it will be described as being the most influential or the most imitated vampire 

story, and one cannot help but believe it to be true of each in turn upon reflection” (127). 

Beresford’s statement is accurate: one might peruse Varney the Vampyre from any angle 

and declare it, with just as much fervor as one might similarly declare the others, as the 

most influential work of vampire literature from the nineteenth century. However, this 

research emphasizes that the importance of the text comes from the very elements that 

many scholars lambast: the ambiguity and inconsistencies that stem from the work’s 

liminal aspects. The novel stresses Varney’s constant appearances into high society as an 

equal or superior person, contains multiple descriptions of Varney’s cloak as a 

recognizable accessory, titles Varney as “the stranger” whenever he emerges in a new 

locale, introduces or elaborates on a plethora of vampiric abilities, and emphasizes 

Varney’s ambiguity about his desire to make amends for needing blood to survive.   

 The most obvious liminal aspect of Varney the Vampyre is that the title character 

is a vampire. He is in a constant state of transition, simultaneously dead and alive, not 

fitting the requirements for either classification. A character who sees Varney says, “He 

is as if he had been bled to death, and then came to life” (625). His vampiric state best fits 
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Klapcsik’s concepts of liminality in that, “although postmodern liminality still implies an 

in-between state and the transgression of borderlines, it ceases to refer to a temporary 

situation in a finite and teleological process” (13). Varney has been a vampire for a long 

time, so his situation cannot be seen as temporary until he achieves the death he craves 

through most of the work. In addition, because of his many resurrections by moonlight, 

he also experiences a liminal state between death and rebirth. His vampiric nature also 

follows Aguierre’s concepts of liminality, particularly in that he is vulnerable as a 

vampire; he has to blend with society to try to keep himself safe as he maneuvers to find 

his next victim. He is also exposed to the elements and other dangers in the moments 

before the moonlight revivifies him from his classification as a corpse back to his liminal 

state; in this way, Varney follows Klapcsik’s hypothesis that those in liminal states can 

go back and forth on the spectrum. In addition, although his status as a vampire provides 

him with certain powers of strength and speed, making him a danger to others, it also 

makes him vulnerable because he is often physically weak due to not giving into his 

bloodlust as often as his nature seems to require. 

As a vampire, he also is in a place out of time, as he must blend into the modern 

world in order to survive, but he also retains the memories of the past, as Varney notes 

when he wishes to duel with a sword rather than a pistol: “I cling to the customs and the 

fashions of my youth. I have been, years ago, accustomed always to wear a sword, and to 

be without one now vexes me” (129). This comment echoes the liminal aspects of 

Matthew Kaiser’s definition of the Victorian trickster: 

At once victim and victimizer, hero and villain, self and Other, Victorian 

tricksters inhabit both the respectable center of modern life and its tawdry 

margins. Throwbacks to another era, they are harbingers of the world to 
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come. Because they capture the fluctuating essence of modernity, they 

often bear upon their shoulders metahistorical or geopolitical weight. (29) 

 

This definition becomes even more important upon the later closer examination of 

Varney as a liminal character who embodies both gentlemanly as well as monstrous 

characteristics in Chapter Four. In addition, liminality can cause mimesis, which is “the 

behavior of imitation, whether art imitating life, one species imitating another, or an 

individual imitating the mannerisms of someone in a higher social class” (OED). Varney 

obtains victims by being viewed as an aristocrat, so he must imitate the speech patterns, 

attitudes, and other perceived characteristics of the higher class in order to blend when he 

seeks to entrap a marriageable woman. Andrew Dowling notes, “The hegemonic truth 

about manliness in the nineteenth century was established through metaphors of control, 

reserve, and discipline, that were placed in opposition to images of chaos, excess, and 

disorder” (13). In this case, Varney performs as a disciplined gentleman in order to enact 

chaos. 

 The resurrection rituals, both Varney’s many personal resurrections by moonlight, 

as well as the two more formal rituals transforming people into vampires, most closely 

align with Arnold van Gennep and Victor Turner’s concepts regarding the notion of 

liminality in rites of passage as cultural rituals. During the gathering of vampires to 

resurrect one of the newly-dead into their order, probably the first literary gathering of 

vampires, Rymer comments, “They all looked down into the grave, but they betrayed no 

signs of emotion, and the sight they saw there was such as one would have supposed 

would have created emotion in the breast of any one at all capable of feeling. But then we 

must not reason upon these strange frightful existences as we reason upon human nature 

such as we usually know it” (667). In the midst of the strange ritual, the reader is 
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reminded of the vampires’ state between life and death: they appear to be sentient 

humans, but one “must not” expect them to react either like those alive or those who are 

dead, as they fall outside or between those classifications. As the vampires wait for the 

partially-exhumed body to crawl from the coffin, one notes, “our duty will be done when 

he stands upon the level ground,” so even in this liminal existence, one that is not 

temporary but that will last until the vampire is struck down, there is a smaller liminal 

moment: the vampire must pass over a threshold, at which point the ritual is complete, 

and the vampires’ duty to their fellow is over.  

As the ritual reaches completion, the vampire leading the procedure says, 

“Vampyre arise, and do your work in the world until your doom shall be accomplished. 

Vampyre arise—arise. Pursue your victims in the mansion and in the cottage. Be a terror 

and a desolation, go you where you may, and if the hand of death strike you down, the 

cold beams of the moon shall restore you to new life. Vampyre arise, arise!” (667). 

Donna Heiland discusses the resurrection ritual with particular attention on the wording 

of the destruction that vampires consider their work: “This language suggests that 

vampires exist to wreak havoc among rich and poor alike, but that their efforts are to be 

focused on the home” (111). The blurring of the lines between external dangers and the 

internal protection of the home represents a very Victorian perspective of horror. 

According to Curt Herr, “Vampires invade intimate spaces” (82). Although Varney does 

not require an invitation, as the title character in the poem “Christobel” appeared to need 

and later literary vampires require, he crosses thresholds into domesticity, disrupting the 

domestic order of the home. One example of this occurs when, after Varney attacks Flora 

Bannerworth in the opening chapter of the novel, the family worries about their next 
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actions and public commentary; therefore, Varney’s attack has made the private public, 

as evidenced when servants gossip in the town about vampires, and the Bannerworths 

have to pay exorbitant wages to maintain any servants after the attack. In addition, he 

deceives many money-hungry mothers with the belief he is a wealthy aristocrat in order 

to secure their daughters. In this way, he invades the home through an open invitation 

before he causes discord. Such an invasion of the home would have been especially 

distressing to the domesticity-focused middle-class Victorian readers, as Varney 

demonstrates that the safety provided by the threshold to the home is entirely illusory. 

Rymer recognizes this potential for distress, as he introduces Chapter 179 with the 

commentary that vampires may walk the streets through a constant moonlit revivification 

process: “Horrible thought that, perhaps seduced by the polished exterior of one who 

seems a citizen of the world in the most extended signification of the worlds, we should 

bring into our domestic circle a vampyre!” (649). 

 Although the cape or cloak has long been a symbol of vampires in literature and 

film, usually erroneously attributed to Dracula, a character who did not don one until 

Bela Lugosi’s interpretation, Varney is the first vampire whose centrally identity is 

connected to a cloak (Herr). The cloak can be seen as a symbol of Varney’s otherness and 

liminality for several reasons. Heiland notes that vampires “must forever prey on the 

young women whose blood keeps them alive, and. .. Varney most often gains access to 

such women by posing as a respectable member of the upper classes” (111). The cloak 

simultaneously has a mysterious connotation because of its dark color and billowing 

nature while also allowing Varney to literally perform his gentlemanliness through 

costume. In an analysis how Victorian male clothing in reality as well as art could 
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simultaneously indicate manliness as well as hidden deviance, Dowling says, “these 

codes of behavior and dress, all of which point to an idea of reserve and control, 

simultaneously symbolize what they appear to deny” (19). Clothing may figuratively 

“make the man” due to perceptions of wealth based on clothing choices, but this raiment 

also signals the character to readers: Varney’s cloak is often linked to his character 

several times before the “big reveal” that, yes, the man trying to get married to the 

beautiful young woman is, indeed, again, Varney the Vampyre. The phrases “the 

stranger” or “the stranger in the long cloak” and similar expressions serve as recognizable 

symbols for readers following the series from the start. More than just a symbol of 

Varney’s character, the cloak or cape constantly connects him to his liminal status, as it is 

often compared to a shroud and reminds the reader that the wealthy nobleman courting 

the young lady with his gentlemanly behavior and dulcet tones has a darker side. 

Although the cloak is referenced 65 times in regard to Varney, there is one instance 

where a young man is pretending to be a vampire, so he can scare his cousin, Annetta, 

into seeing him as the brave rescuer and marry him; as he gathered his bravery before 

performing the deception, “he drew up the cloak to its proper vampyre-like position” 

(671). Therefore, even in Rymer’s work, the assumption exists that vampires would wear 

a cloak in a certain manner, indicating not only that vampires cannot be expected to 

behave as humans do, but also that even Rymer’s characters know a long black cloak is 

more than a fashion choice when in the hands of a vampire! 

Varney’s constant designation as “the stranger” is also an aspect of his liminality; 

he is referenced as the stranger over three hundred times during the course of the novel. 

A stranger is someone who is not from or not known in a place; however, Varney has no 
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place where he is known for himself, particularly after the Bannerworth family dies out. 

He is a stranger in his own country because he is a man out of time. Herr indicates, 

“Severe xenophobia is one of the marks of low-brow Penny fiction. Anyone not born in 

England is suspicious and viewed eternally as Other” (158). Varney is a liminal figure in 

this case because he was actually born in England, but not only does his vampiric nature 

mark him as Other, Rymer’s repeated description of him as “the stranger” in each new 

story arc emphasizes his otherness. Therefore, he is domestic and familiar in his 

nationality, but his nature and designation of strangeness make him uncanny, so he again 

drifts in a unclassifiable state of transition and ambiguity. In addition, that he is also a 

man out of time extends the connection that Varney has with the Victorian Era: he is 

representative of a man who embodies the traditions of the past while always needing to 

blend in by understanding cultural and societal expectations of the present. 

 Repetition, disguise, and deception lend themselves to liminal situations in the 

work. With repetitive story arcs, the reader is encouraged to understand how each arc is 

like and unlike its predecessors, creating a liminal space between the familiar and the 

unfamiliar. In regard to the repetitive nature of several of Varney the Vampyre’s smaller 

story arcs, Jorge Waltje contends,  

The serialization of this novel resulted in basically the same generic plot 

being told over and over again, for as long as people were willing to buy 

new installments….traits are used to excess and eventually conjure up 

uncanny feelings of déjà vu in the reader when the vampire once again 

comes back to life and pursues yet another generic maiden. Naturally, the 

recurring reanimation scenes, apart from providing some gloomy effects, 

fed directly into the economics of serialization and thus became 

representative of the era’s affliction with ‘sequelitis’. (41-42) 

The repetitive nature of the twisted and often contradictory storylines creates an over-

arching plot rife with doubling and opportunities for deception. The deception in the 
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work occurs when someone mimics the mannerisms or supposed behavior of another 

person or class; usually, Varney is involved in the deceptions as part of his strategy to 

lure in his victim. Although a common aspect of Penny Dreadful serial novels, the 

repetition in Varney the Vampyre creates situations where characters are constantly on the 

threshold of belief and disbelief, certainty and confusion. This also connects to liminality 

in that “instead of progress and teleology, liminality evokes an endless, oscillating 

movement, aimless, rambling flow…” (Klapcsik 13). The eight middle stories in between 

the Bannerworth saga and the conclusion, which includes Clara Crofton’s attack and 

Varney’s suicide, certainly provide an “oscillating movement” that often belies linear 

storytelling methods. Mark Collins Jenkins notes the work’s inconsistent setting and 

timeline: 

At one juncture, Varney is said to have lived in the reign of King Henry 

IV (1399-1413). Another tale mentions that he died during the 

Commonwealth (1649-1660), having betrayed a royalist to Oliver 

Cromwell. Yet a third reveals that Varney was originally hanged as a 

felon, then revived by galvanism, like Frankenstein’s monster. Or perhaps 

it was all of the above. From chapter to hastily penned chapter, the author 

or authors of the Varney yarns could not be troubled to get their story 

straight. And the readers didn’t seem to care. (82) 

In conjunction with Varney’s fluctuating chronology are his names; in this, the work 

anticipates Dickens’ David Copperfield and his obsession with names. As Joseph Bottum 

states, “Victorian English prizes variation and provides an enormous set of vocatives and 

nominatives for reference and address” (438). Names are a symbol of classification, but 

even in this, Varney defies classification. He is introduced to the Bannerworths as Sir 

Francis Varney, but he indicates that his name when he was hung for thievery and then 

revived by Dr. Chillingworth years before was Frank Beauchamp; he buys a house and 

tells his potential future mother-in-law, Mrs. Williams, that he is Baron Stolmuyer 
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Saltsburgh; to another potential future mother-in-law, Mrs. Meredith, he portrays a man 

who has recently returned from India, a Colonel Deverill; to the nuns, he pretends to be 

Father Francis, a man he killed for money; he tells the other vampires that he was known 

as Sleighton in the era of Edward III (1312-1377); he is Mr. Black to Annetta’s uncle, 

Mr. Lake; he says his name is John Smith when introduced to the Croftons; and, in his 

journal to Mr. Bevan at the end, he says his original name was Mortimer, which is 

interesting because that was also the name of the hangman who hung him as Frank 

Beauchamp. Throughout the work, once he is no longer called some variation of “the 

stranger” or “the man in the cloak,” he is known as Varney or Varney the Vampyre. The 

importance lies not only in the fact that Varney’s deception with names means he is in a 

middle ground without a name or without a true classification, but also that Rymer 

always reverts back to the name linked with his liminal status as a vampire. 

 A long-running ambiguous situation is whether Varney is indeed a vampire, a 

Frankenstein-style animated corpse, a human con-man, or sometimes all three. Even Dr. 

Chillingworth, the rational character in the Bannerworth Saga whom readers later 

discover had a part in Varney’s post-hanging resurrection by lightning, says, “I’m 

certainly not belonging to that school of philosophy which declares the impossible to be 

what it don’t understand; there may be vampyres, and there may be apparitions, for all I 

know to the contrary; I only doubt these things, because I think, if they were true, that, as 

a phenomena of nature, they would have been by this time established by repeated 

instances without the possibility of doubt or cavil” (248). For a character depicted as 

rational and scientific to not outright deny the existence of vampires maintains the work’s 

ambivalent perspective for over sixty chapters of the serial. Donna Heiland says, “One of 
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the most astonishing things about Varney is that for a considerable portion of the novel 

readers cannot be sure whether or not he is really a vampire” (10). Louis James states 

that, after Varney’s vampiric behavior in the beginning of the Bannerworth saga, 

“conscious of the skepticism of his urban readers, Rymer arranges that it can all be 

explained” (85). At one point in the first story arc, Varney indicates that he merely used 

the vampire superstition as a ruse to search for treasure in the Bannerworth home. 

However, a few pages after revealing this deception, he greets someone known as “the 

baron” with the line “it was you who made me what I am,” and readers later see the same 

character lead a vampire resurrection ritual (388). However, the title character may have 

shared the state between belief and disbelief with readers of the tale as, when “Varney is 

suddenly revealed to be a real vampire; the discovery comes as a shock even to Sir 

Francis himself” (James 85). Sir Francis Varney is reluctant to drink wine when the 

Bannerworths offer it to him to test whether he is a vampire, providing one of the first 

mentions of this in vampire literature (105). However, later in the work, he indicates that 

he does drink wine and, in fact, eats a plate of food with seemingly great appetite. At the 

end of the serial, Varney mentions that he can ingest food but usually only does so as part 

of the ruse of imitating humanity. As he makes his last verbal confessions to Mr. Bevan, 

a pastor providing him with sanctuary when he is on the run from Clara Crofton’s father, 

Varney responds to the question of if he would like some refreshment with, “Nothing—

nothing. My refreshment is one I need not name to you, and when forced by the world’s 

customs and considerations of my own safety, I have partaken of man’s usual food, it has 

but ill accorded with my preternatural existence, I eat not—drink not—here. You know 
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me as I am” (743). By the end of the serial, all pretense is seemingly lifted, and the title 

of Varney the Vampyre is all the more apt even for its lack of subtlety. 

 In the case of Varney the Vampyre, the title character demonstrates various 

aspects of scholarly interpretations of liminality where he seems to fluctuate between one 

state and another. He possesses characteristics of death and life, of human compassion 

and bestial actions, of the monstrous and the gentlemanly. Where ambiguity, which is 

important in this work in that ambiguity often emphasizes liminality, indicates vagueness 

or uncertainty, liminality is a threshold between states where characteristics of each state 

are still recognizable. Not only does Varney exemplify liminality, other characters and 

situations emphasize it as well.  

 Throughout the novel, appropriate behavior is behavior between the poles of 

gossip and secrecy: gossip is considered vulgar and has negative connotations and 

consequences throughout the work, and secrecy is invariably deceptive or mischievous. 

The Bannerworths exemplify open-ness, but most of Varney the Vampyre involves 

duplicity through intentionally altering others’ perceptions or expectations; such duplicity 

often uses the characters’ awarenesses of social expectations to thwart others. The many 

situations involving deception or disguise emphasize the ambiguous nature of reality 

within the work, which is important because of how those constant reminders may be 

perceived by the readers: each story arc has multiple examples of how appearances 

should not be trusted or circumstances are not what they seem to be. Klapcsik notes, 

“liminality is strictly related to perception or the lack of it, and to limits as well as to the 

breach of limits, transgression” (7). A primary transgression involving duplicity concerns 
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Mr. Marchdale, someone who appeared to be a close ally of the Bannerworths in the 

beginning, but who is discovered to have treacherous motives with a pecuniary bent.  

The admiral and Jack enter the story because Varney writes letters warning the 

admiral that his nephew, Charles Holland, was preparing to wed Flora, who had been 

bitten by a vampire; this would seem to be out of kindness and regard for reputation, but 

he signed them as the admiral’s lawyer, who knew nothing about the situation. Varney 

also writes duplicitous letters to Flora and the admiral, supposedly from Charles, saying 

that he was a coward and did not love her, so he had left; instead, he had actually been 

kidnapped and knew nothing of the letters. In a turn of events emphasizing the difference 

between perception and reality, policemen decide the lawyer following Varney is acting 

suspicious and must provide documentation to prove his identity while Varney goes 

unbothered.  

Rarely does anyone attempt to use deception on Varney because he is usually too 

busy deceiving them. In order to get Varney to buy an expensive home, the realtor has a 

friend pretend to be a competitor also wishing to buy the home. One notable deception 

was on the reader when Annetta Lake’s father wore an poorly-made disguise and called 

himself “Diggory Blue.” Because he was called “the stranger” at the start of that story 

arc, at least until Varney, as Mr. Black, entered, some readers might have assumed Lord 

Lake/Diggory Blue was actually Varney. Rymer potentially used the readers’ 

expectations against them, as this was the only time “the stranger” did not refer to 

Varney. These and many other acts of duplicity, usually promoted by Varney, 

demonstrate the importance of perception in the work; often, Rymer makes a distinction 

between the reality of a situation and the perception of that reality.  
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Repetition of Liminal and Ambiguous Words 

In addition to symbols and situations providing liminal states, Varney the 

Vampyre also contains repetition of words that indicate a vagueness or fluidity about the 

natures of perception and reality. These words indicate an ambiguity in regard to what 

can be ascertained about the situation in which the characters find themselves and 

emphasize the liminal threads woven throughout the work. Like the constant situations 

revolving around duplicity, the repetition of these words signal ambiguity to the reader. 

The word “dream” is used one hundred and thirty-seven times in the serial, and most of 

those instances do not refer to actual dreams between non-memorable sleep and full 

consciousness. Instead, the word most often indicates commentary on reality or a 

disbelief in what is being perceived, a lack of trust in the images before the characters’ 

eyes. Characters tell each other that they are not dreaming or must be dreaming. For 

example, people indicate that they believe the situation in which they are involved is a 

dream or they wish it were a dream. When looking at his sister, Clara, the only person 

bitten by a vampire and then later transformed into one during the story, her brother says, 

“It is like a dream…It is more like a dream than aught else in the world” (703). This 

moment of tragic reality has none of the markers of that classification; instead, it is a 

moment outside of reality. Similarly, as Varney later views Clara’s corpse after the mob 

has staked her, he says, “Oh, horror! Horror unspeakable. Is this some hideous dream or a 

reality of tragedy, so far transcending all I looked for, that if I had tears I should shed 

them now; but I have none” (740). In saying this before he buries her, Varney 

demonstrates the confusing middle stage between even dreams and reality. Similarly, the 
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word “delusion,” used twenty-two times, often indicates the harshness of reality. Several 

times, when characters have encountered Varney as he attacks someone, they check the 

veracity of their perceptions by indicating they could not be sharing a delusion. They 

comment that situations are not delusions and are, in fact, real.  

However, as much as these words are used to dramatic effect throughout the 

novel, the word that is not used a single time is surprising: the word “fantasy” does not 

appear in Varney the Vampyre. One might assume that some character would comment 

about something being real or merely fantasy the way dream and delusion have been 

used. However, they do not. I suggest that because a dream and a delusion are 

uncontrollable midway transitions between sleep and coherence, they have a different 

quality than a fantasy, which one might assume is under the control of the one having or 

viewing or imagining the fantasy. This speculation indicates that the characters’ 

situations are so far out of their control that they may only be recognized as liminal states 

such as dreams or delusions and not definitive ones like fantasy or reality 

Another combination of words used repetitively in the work is “seem” and 

“appear.” Used as linking verbs, these words hint at the connotation that the situation is 

fluid. Instead of definitively asserting that something “is,” the use of “seem” and 

“appear” indicate hesitancy or an awareness that the reality may not be as it is perceived. 

Both of these words, used hundreds of times each, demonstrate the liminal state in which 

the characters exist and a recognition that perception and reality may not be the same. 

Rymer demonstrates liminal ambiguity with the following dialogue between Charles 

Holland, Flora’s beloved, and Varney: 
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     “You cannot, then, turn round upon ignorant persons, and blame them 

because your exertions to make yourself seem what you wish were but too 

successful.” 

     “You use the word seem,” said Varney, with a bitterness of aspect, “as 

if you would imply a doubt that I am that which thousands, by their fears, 

would testify me to be.” (326) 

Not only does Charles attempt to call Varney’s bluff on pretending to be a vampire in 

order to take Bannerworth Hall, the exchange recognizes the importance of the word 

“seem” as being more about ambiguous perceptions and interpretations than necessarily 

presenting the reality of a situation.  

 One might argue that if a serial novel were to span hundreds of pages, some sort 

of duplicity would eventually occur to keep the plot moving; in addition, a repetition of 

certain words would not be unusual because there are only so many words in the English 

language, and the work indicates Rymer wished to use them all before he was finished! 

However, nothing is described as a certainty; instead, situations only “seem” to be true. 

This atmosphere and constant repetitions of ambiguity provide an apt setting for a title 

character whose existence is liminal; the elements described in this chapter aim toward 

the question of how to understand a character who is stuck in between the monster and 

the gentleman. The repetitions of ambiguous scenarios and language potentially creates a 

subliminal echo of inconsistency and unreliable in the reader. In Varney the Vampyre, 

even if the constant return to ambiguous phrasing as support of the concept of liminality 

were not entirely intentional or crafted, these elements of the lengthy novel are important 

because of the context they create; readers are encouraged to question their perceptions 

throughout the tale as they become familiar with the experience of liminality in literature. 
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With Varney the Vampyre, Rymer popularized liminality, an important aspect of the 

multi-faceted landscape of Victorian literature. 

The many ambiguous elements that contribute to the whole of Varney the 

Vampyre demonstrate how well this penny dreadful fits into the historical moment of the 

Victorian period. People were in flux between the roles and expectations of the prior era 

and a potentially threatening deluge of modern technology that caused perceptions of 

reality to shift and hinted at future inconstancies. Escapist literature with a duplicitous 

title character with as many histories as he has names, a setting that might or might not be 

real, escapes that stretch the boundaries of credulity, and a decided prejudice against 

rigidity might have seemed just as sensible as poetry, memoirs, or other novels with more 

believable characters and situations; in fact, a sensational tale of a gentleman-thief 

vampire who just kept deceiving and escaping authority without dying had the potential 

to be not only popular, but preferable.  
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Chapter III 

Varney the Vampyre as Popular Writing in the Victorian Era 

 

In Dreadful Pleasures, Twitchell states, “It was Varney first, then Dracula, who 

was the people’s vampire” (124). Being the people’s vampire is important to the research 

about Varney the Vampyre when one considers that the two-year publication run was 

meant for the mass culture in the form of the common people on the streets, not people 

reading personal first-edition literature in their salons or even reading copies borrowed 

from new lending libraries. The work’s very form is an example of its liminality, as the 

popularity of serial novels represented a transitional period in publishing history between 

periodical-based short fiction and the longer novels which gained popularity in the later 

Victorian period.  

Patrick Brantlinger notes, “In the 1830s and 1840s, both the radical press and the 

‘penny fiction’ directed toward working-class readers, much of it Gothic, criminally 

sensational, and salacious, gave rise to heated debate in the middle-class press and 

Parliament” (13). An example of this type of response to penny dreadfuls is from James 

Greenwood’s “Penny Packets of Poison,” a work whose language and tone appears as 

melodramatic as any of the works on which it focuses: “There is a plague that is striking 

its roots deeper and deeper into English soil—chiefly metropolitan—week by week, and 

flourishing broader and higher, and yielding great crops of fruit that quickly fall, rotten-

ripe, strewing highway and-byway, tempting the ignorant and unwary, and breeding 

death and misery unspeakable” (775). The middle class may have had anxieties over what 
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they saw as the low-brow literature the lower class preferred to read, as Richard D. Altick 

indicated in his examination of the penny dreadful and sensational fiction, but he stressed 

that works like Varney the Vampyre made life “easier to endure” for the working people 

(289). According to Edward Jacobs, who examined perceptions of the purported threat 

caused by penny dreadfuls, Rymer created a work to subversively “ridicule industrial 

literacy” even as the masses devoured it (104). Jacobs emphasized the different strains of 

literary instruction at the time as well as how London street culture may have viewed 

governmental education with mistrust due to the rote literacy and writings valued by the 

middle and upper class. Some members of the upper class saw works like Varney the 

Vampyre as a Victorian misuse of literacy because of the influence of the superficial and 

titillating over the moral and conservative (93). In fact, many scholars examine the moral 

panic linking penny dreadfuls with juvenile delinquency and criminality, as well as the 

competing published materials that attempted to provide moral instruction to the working 

class (Brantlinger, 1999; Dunae, 1979; Sutter, 2003). They determined that many 

speakers attempting to regulate less expensive fiction were more concerned about the 

moral qualities and content of the works than they were about the literary quality, 

grammatical issues, or other concerns of mass-produced cheap fiction. 

Frayling notes that the mob, not the group of heroes, were the ones always eager 

for Varney’s destruction, unlike in other vampire works of the time (146). This is 

important in connection to Rymer’s serial’s subthemes about mass culture, especially 

when considered in conjunction with his article “Popular Writing.” Rymer may very well 

have been satirizing Victorian taste, not only with his article, but also with his comments 

about society and popular opinion in Varney the Vampyre. In “A Defence of Penny 
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Dreadfuls,” G.K. Chesterton writes, “One of the strangest examples of the degree to 

which ordinary life is undervalued is the example of popular literature, the vast mass of 

which we constantly describe as vulgar” (773). John Springhall argues that, rather than 

representing rebellion, chaos, degeneracy, and the other ills to which cheap fiction 

supposedly contributed, “the narrative formulas of penny dreadfuls reinforce rather than 

subvert existing social and political structures. This reinforcement includes frequent 

recourse to the antiquated figure of the corrupt and dissolute aristocrat. Cheap sensation 

fiction in England operated within primarily middle-class ideological constraints” (225). 

He continues, “low-life stories were written for the people, but they were not of or by the 

people. Their ‘point of view’ was consistently aligned with that of hegemonic middle-

class cultural values. Little real attempt was made to explore the realities of working-

class life before the descent into a stylised and melodramatic escapism that employed all 

the stereotyped characters and hyperbole familiar to the working-class audiences of the 

East End theatres” (246). Perhaps that is why penny dreadfuls were popular: they were 

recreational as opposed to realistic, as it is more enjoyable to read about a crusty old sea 

Admiral gaining respect for the trickster vampire than it is to read about people working 

in soul-stealing factory jobs. Perhaps that also explains why words indicating a hazy 

liminal middle-ground between speculation and certainty appear hundreds of times in 

Varney the Vampire, and the word “reality” appears only thirty-six times in the entire 

800-plus pages. Springhall’s comments also beg the question whether those “middle-

class ideological constraints” from which he says the works were produced were just as 

much recreational and escapist as the theatrical productions to which he compares penny 

dreadfuls. 
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In 1842, as the editor for Queen’s Magazine: A Monthly Miscellany of Literature 

and Art, Rymer wrote a scathing editorial titled “Popular Writing” to deride popular 

novels and penny dreadfuls. Often written by multiple authors or authors writing multiple 

serials at a time, these works were sensational chains of mini-episodes filled with 

cliffhangers as well as deplorable grammar and punctuation. Serial novels could be 

cancelled by the editors of the magazines in which they appeared at any time, so 

questions exist about the depth of authorial pre-planning of their plotlines. Varney the 

Vampyre is one of the first wave of penny dreadfuls, when the anticipated audience was 

the working class of both genders; by the mid-Victorian period, the term referred 

primarily to serial novels filled with boys’ adventures aimed at working-class boys.   

An examination of Rymer’s article on popular writing in connection to his serial 

novel necessitates recognition of the context of Varney the Vampyre’s possible readership 

and the societal importance Victorian serial press. Kay Boardman emphasizes the 

inconclusive nature of attempting to examine “real” readers of serial works of the 

Victorian period, primarily because of the ephemeral nature of the literature itself (514). 

However, an awareness of the tensions surrounding the brief rise of sensational serial 

fiction creates a lens into understanding the readership of Victorian serial fiction. 

Two important factors influenced the popularity of works like Varney the 

Vampyre: the increased rate of literacy among the working class, and the availability of 

sensational literature at affordable rates (Brantlinger 12). Before the Victorian period, 

fewer working-class people could read, and they could not afford anything to read even if 

they could. David F. Mitch notes that between 1840 and 1900, literacy increased 

markedly in Britain due to several educational reforms, particularly the Parliamentary 
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funding of public schools in 1833 (1). Roger S. Schofield states, “The present consensus 

is that educational opportunities expanded during the period 1750-1850, so that by 1840 

between 67% and 75% of the British working class had achieved rudimentary literacy” 

(299). Increased literacy meant increased potential readers, but most of these readers 

could not afford first edition full-length novels, so they sought to satisfy their hunger for 

fiction with less expensive works. 

In addition, compromises on tax laws regarding published information and news 

created opportunities for increased publication of fiction. A combination of eager readers 

with little money for recreational reading combined with different stamp taxes for works 

that combined news and fiction versus those that carried entirely fiction increased serial 

fiction in unstamped popular papers. Graham Law argues that early Victorian 

publications containing serial works became moral, socio-economic, and political 

battlegrounds due to what they published, how they published, what they charged, and to 

whom their works were aimed.   

In particular, works appeared that were aimed at the literacy, finances, and 

interests of the common people. Law notes, “Serial novels in penny weekly parts had 

begun to appear from as early as 1835. These were typically written by ‘hack’ writers like 

Malcolm Rymer and G.W.M. Reynolds, issued by Salisbury Square publishers such as 

W.M. Clark and Edward Lloyd, and distributed through channels anathema to the 

established booksellers, whether street hawkers or tobacconists’ shops” (45). The 

publishers knew they had to provide their materials where the interested people gathered, 

and someone interested in a work like Varney the Vampyre would probably not be 

looking in the lending libraries, which had a limited selection. Altick states, “The 
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Salisbury Square publishers, John Clements, J. Cunningham, John Cleave, Edward 

Lloyd, and the rest—were to the bottom level of the reading public what Knight and the 

Chamber brothers were to the lower-middle class. Year after year in the thirties and 

forties, they stepped up their production of the various kinds of fiction that appealed to 

the man in the back street” (289). Varney the Vampyre was published by Lloyd’s after an 

initial run in pamphlet form. In his analysis of penny dreadfuls and moral panic, Gavin 

Sutter provides this information: 

The quality of such works was low—poor plot and characterization were 

accompanied by poor grammar and composition. However, this cheap 

fiction, sold in weekly instalments typically costing a penny each, was 

popular amongst the English working classes, and by the 1860s, the most 

successful such publications sold in the region of 30,000 to 40,000 copies 

weekly. (163) 

 

Bill Bell examines how serial works represented not only a change in technology 

and economy, but also authorial intent. Instead of writing for moneyed patrons, authors 

were more aware of supply, demand, and the desires of the public, which informed their 

writing. He notes, “One consequence of these new industrial arrangements was that 

whenever Victorian authors sat down to write (Dickens included) they inevitably found 

themselves operating within a complex network of formal constraints, constraints tied in 

very explicit ways to socioeconomic imperatives” (127). Christopher A. Kent concurs 

with, “serialization implied subordination to editorial and commercial priorities, a 

derogation of authorial responsibility and control” (2). Brantlinger indicates a changing 

relationship between authors and their readers during the Victorian period, perhaps 

because of different authorial awareness of audience than before: “Dickens’s apparent 

intimacy with his readers is one extreme on a spectrum, at the other end of which lies 

Gissing’s belief in the unredeemable vulgarity of the mass reading public” (14). Deane 
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elaborates that a certain intimacy, not only with one’s characters, but with an author’s 

readers, became a hallmark of the Victorian period. He indicates that because the authors’ 

works pass the threshold into the domestic sphere, readers perceived a sense of intimacy 

not only with the works, but with the authors themselves (27-28). This welcome 

encouraged the increased awareness of authorship as part of popularity. For most serial 

authors, their names may not have been as recognizable as Dickens’ name became, but 

their newest works were touted with advertisements of their prior popular works to 

capitalize on the new importance of authorial familiarity. 

 Because the format of Varney the Vampyre is itself liminal, as it occupies a realm 

between several literary categories beyond merely being a penny dreadful serial novel, 

some authors give Rymer the credit of intentionality rather than the blame of the penny 

dreadful writing process. For example, Erik Butler, one of the few critics who examines 

plot details beyond the early pages involving Flora Bannerworth or the latter pages 

regarding Varney’s suicide, states that one of Varney’s suppositions for his vampiric 

state, the murder of his son, represents “a figuration of the self-divided English 

Commonwealth and its legacy, where the bonds uniting men—brother with brother, 

father with son—have been destroyed” (102). Paolucci indicates that scholars believe 

Rymer commonly wrote ten serials simultaneously under multiple names and “clearly 

understood the business of creating successful and profitable popular fiction for his 

Victorian readers” (99). Drawing on E. F. Bleiler’s theory that character names in the 

work were chosen to remind readers of popular works of the period, he suggests, “Rymer 

also seems to have understood the value of re-contextualizing his own work against other 

contemporary popular writings” (99). He continues, “The delicately precise combination 
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of the familiar and the new was the stock-in-trade of this pulp factionalist, and the effect 

he created carries a sense of the uncanny….Varney was at once refreshingly new and 

oddly familiar to his Victorian readers” (100). Because of Varney’s vampiric nature 

possibly stemming from his murder of family members, either a lover or a son, his 

disruptions past the threshold of the supposedly safe Victorian home, and his distinctive 

figure, Heiland concludes, “Rymer’s story is thus a morality tale in which the wrongs of 

an individual are literalized in his monstrous body so that they can be seen and punished” 

(113). In addition, Louis James’ brief mention of the work depicts Varney the Vampyre as 

a transitional novel that “shows the author in the actual process of shifting his styles and 

attitudes as he tries to find a more congenial type of fiction, a movement only a long-

running serial novel could illustrate” (85). Herr asserts,  

Rymer shows himself to be a socially and economically aware writer 

using Varney the Vampire as a chronicle of mid nineteenth century social 

concerns such as class, wealth, and vice. With the free license to pad the 

chapters with Gothic turns and twists, Rymer plays demon, educator, and 

entertainer. In a fashion demonstrative of a deep understanding of his 

audience’s desires, Rymer creates a horrifying villain with supernatural 

qualities with whom readers fell in love. (17)  

Varney’s murder of his son may have had nothing to do with representing the English 

Commonwealth, and Rymer may not have intended to create a morality tale or actually 

did not possess the intentionality with which James and Herr credit him. However, this 

type of unusual acceptance over the novel’s potential literary value is integral to the study 

of Varney the Vampyre. This chapter examines aspects of the novel from the perspective 

that most of the choices were intentional while still recognizing and presenting relevant 

contributions consistent with the serial or penny dreadful style. 
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 In an attempt to define popular writing in his article, Rymer begins, “Imaginative 

literature is, after all, but of recent growth; it is a sort of parasitical plant, clinging around 

the huge oak of classicality” (171). However, Rymer’s ire did not focus on the works 

alone; he also chastised the authors, the audiences, and society itself. He blamed recent 

“masses of the community” for sentimental works as well as sensational horror and 

mystery novels. Rymer charges, “The arbitrary changes of fashion in garments are mild 

and gradual in comparison with the sudden popular freaks with regard to popular writing” 

(171). After declaring most popular writing as either works even the basest people can 

understand or those writings they are ashamed to admit they cannot, Rymer notes that a 

writer desiring his work to be popular must “study well the animals for whom he is about 

to cater” in order to write to their levels and not be condemned for writing works they do 

not understand (172). Such commentary encourages the question of whether the editorial 

was written for entertainment purposes through satirical or tongue-in-cheek advice, or if 

Rymer expected hopeful authors to take his cynical suggestions seriously in order to 

obtain the most readers. He continues with his advice to authors: “If you sicken at 

pointless dialogue and silly adventures, do a little of the haunted castle and midnight 

murder business, and you will attain your object” (173). Though the comments in 

Rymer’s short editorial focus primarily on defining and writing popular fiction, his harsh 

opinions on popular writing, its authors, and its readers indicate a reaction whose catalyst 

was not merely the literary but also the societal.  

Though vitriolic throughout to authors wishing to write in the popular style, 

“Popular Writing” becomes more notable when examined in conjunction with Varney the 

Vampyre, which Rymer wrote a few years later and in which he appeared to take all of 
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the advice presented in his editorial to heart. Rymer could be speaking of many of his 

characters, as well as his readers, when he says, “It is the privilege of the ignorant and the 

weak to love superstition. The only strong mental sensation they are capable of is fear” 

(173). He continues, “The taste for the horrible is by no means surprising. It has been, 

and ever will be. There are millions of minds that have no resource between vapid 

sentimentality, and the ridiculous spectra of the nursery” (173). His decision that a work 

may be considered popular merely by the number of people reading it, as opposed to its 

potential for future influence or the quality of writing it demonstrates, foreshadows 

Varney the Vampyre, an immensely popular work for its time, but not one commonly 

viewed as influential. Commentary about Rymer himself is as ambiguous as that about 

Varney the Vampyre or its title character, as Albert Johanssen indicates that Arthur E. 

Waite said, “Without much knowledge of English grammar, and rather less of syntactical 

rules, this author, like many others of his class, has contrived to interest an immense 

circle of readers” while George Augustus Sala referred to him as a seedy opportunist 

(250). One might argue that Rymer realized popular writing would pay better than trying 

to make a name for himself in literature. Combined with the prior comments that indicate 

Rymer knew his audience and intentionally developed Varney’s character, did Rymer 

take his own advice and “study well the animals for whom he is about to cater” in 

preparing to write his penny dreadful, and to what purpose? Brantlinger suggests, 

“Perhaps all novelists express a policeman’s—or, at least, schoolteacher’s—desire to 

control readerly response. But when does that desire cease to be mere wishful thinking 

and go into effect?” (10). Although one cannot attempt to  guess authorial intent, with 

such a vitriolic condemnation of popular writing and those who create it, one might 
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explore the idea that Rymer did not merely fall to the temptation of potential financial 

advancement but instead decided to “do a little of the haunted castle and midnight murder 

business” for a specific purpose: to nestle a commentary about the fallacies of rigidity 

and conformity within a work celebrating the liminal by following his own public 

derisive advice about popular writing. The novel could be viewed as an experiment that 

allowed Rymer to attempt to prove his point: he couched ideas about society that some 

people might not understand underneath easy plots and dialogue that most people could. 

 Varney the Vampyre demonstrates that Rymer knew his audience and followed 

his own advice. The Flora Bannerworth and Charles Holland romance, as well as all of 

the reunited lovers throughout the work, could demonstrate “vapid sentimentality.” The 

work also certainly abounds with “pointless dialogue and silly adventures.” The most 

humorous of both involve Admiral Bell and Jack, filling the pages with nautical humor 

and melodramatic familiarity, but Varney’s constant narrow escapes through bushes, 

across forests, and over rooftops read like probable Victorian crowd-pleasers. In addition, 

the various potential mothers-in-law are quite comical because of their constant 

commentary on ladies of their acquaintance and how some think they are fooling Varney 

by hiding their greed. Gothic elements abound. Ladies wander about in flowing 

nightgowns, several dark and labyrinthine houses serve as settings for midnight escapes, 

misleading letters and misunderstood comments abound, a watery tunnel beneath a 

mansion becomes a temporary grave for another vampire, and there is, of course, the 

requisite abbey. In addition, every story arc finally contains a bit of the supernatural 

because the title character is a vampire, or thinks he is, most of the time.  
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As well as demonstrating that Rymer followed his own advice, Varney the 

Vampyre also supports Rymer’s views on society and the popular. He railed against the 

“masses of society” for their changeable opinions. One of the best examples of how 

Varney the Vampyre demonstrates Rymer’s negative opinions about society or popularity 

is in his descriptions of the mobs. Brantlinger notes, “From 1780 through the 1840s, ‘the 

crowd’ is almost always seen in negative terms” (16). Varney the Vampyre certainly 

supports this interpretation. Dr. Chillingworth, in the Bannerworth Saga, told his wife 

about the vampire rumors, and his gossiping wife started a mob that headed straight for 

Varney. Mobs often cause more widespread destruction than the vampire they hunt. In 

his defense, Dr. Chillingworth, a primary symbol of rationality and science, tried in vain 

to turn the mob’s members from their goal of rousting Varney from his home. When 

someone suggests they return to town, as Varney was not at home, Rymer added, “It is 

strange how suddenly any mob will obey any impulse, and this perfectly groundless 

supposition was sufficient to turn their steps back again in the direction whence they 

came…” (197). When the mob finally approached where Henry Bannerworth and Varney 

were to have had a duel, the Bannerworths and friends discover themselves in a curious 

position; as they had been so careful to the point of farce to engage in the gentlemanly 

and honorable action of a duel with Varney, they do not side with the mob’s unruly 

approach, and so find themselves rooting for Varney’s escape: “the generous nature of 

Henry shrank with horror from seeing even such a creature as Varney sacrificed at the 

shrine of popular resentment and murdered by an infuriated populace” (199). Even crusty 

Admiral Bell sympathizes with Varney: “I do hope, after all, the vampire will get the 

better of them. It’s like a whole flotilla attacking one vessel---a lubberly proceeding at the 
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best, and I’ll be hanged if I like it. I should like to pour in a broadside into these fellows, 

just to let them see it wasn’t a proper English mode of fighting” (199). In this instance, 

Rymer places the mob, representative of the mass populace, in firm opposition to proper 

and acceptable behavior of the Bannerworths. In another instance, a woman’s shrieking 

revives another mob, at which point, Rymer notes,  

It is truly astonishing the effect which one weak or vicious-minded person 

can produce upon a multitude. Here was a woman whose opinion would 

have been accounted valueless upon the most common-place subject, and 

whose word would not have passed for a twopence, setting a whole town 

by the ears by force of nothing but her sheer brutal ignorance. (219) 

This echoes his opinion in “Popular Writing” in that he castigates the masses for being 

swayed with no thought for the credibility of those who determine the fads or direction 

the masses will turn.  

 However, with his serial novel, Rymer appears to attempt to sway the masses 

through popular writing. As noted previously, his work not only familiarizes readers with 

liminality, but also, intentionally or inadvertently, popularizes it, and the various plot 

twists encourage readers to question their own perceptions. Most of the characters that 

society would view as stalwart because of their money or societal positions are 

duplicitous, and his title character cannot behave as solely a monster or solely a 

gentleman. The work embodies the Victorian tensions regarding a society in flux and 

encourages readers to simultaneously question social mores while also escaping the 

realities of their social stations. 
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Chapter IV 

Varney’s Ambiguity 

 

 Much research about vampire literature attempts to chart direct lines of influence 

among major literary works. In order to understand how any written work exists in its 

literary moment, one must consider the genre or subgenre of the work as well as the 

foundational literature from which it emerges as well as social mores of the time. Despite 

being a penny dreadful that merges several styles, particularly elements of pre-Romantic, 

Romantic, and Gothic styles, and authored by a man who reviled popular writing, Varney 

the Vampyre cannot be divorced from its status as the first English vampire novel, 

especially because of the way prior scholars have dismissed the work. Even in From 

Demons to Dracula: The Creation of the Modern Vampire Myth, Matthew Beresford 

states, “There are perhaps only four examples that remain influential and important texts 

on the development of the vampire literary genre, and indeed influenced later stage and 

film adaptations. These four texts, then, are John Polidori’s ‘The Vampyre,’ James 

Malcolm Rymer’s Varney the Vampyre, Sheridan LeFanu’s ‘Carmilla,’ and Bram 

Stoker’s Dracula” (115). The concept of influence over readers as well as on other 

literature is subjective: if influence is determined by the number of readers a work had 

when it was published, Varney the Vampyre might win the title, but if influence is judged 

by notoriety or public awareness over a century after the work’s publication, obviously 

Dracula is the winner. Understanding how Varney the Vampyre differs from or even 
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influenced other works of not only Victorian literature but Victorian vampire literature is 

important because of the development of the monster in each work.  

 Although Varney the Vampyre contains obvious influence from prior vampire 

literature, most notably the revivification by moonlight as seen in Polidori’s “The 

Vampire” and a need for virgin blood, preferably through marriage, from J.R. Planche’s 

1820 melodrama The Vampire, or, The Bride of the Isles and its many theatrical 

interpretations, Rymer’s work was influential primarily because of the development of 

the title character.  Because of  Varney’s middle-European appearance, actions, cloak, 

interaction with humans, strength, and combination of charm and anger, Waltje states that 

“much of the credit for the construction of the vampiric image and its subsequent literary 

and filmic conventions, which is usually heaped upon Stoker, rightfully belongs to the 

creator of Sir Francis Varney” (42). However, in her work, “Varney the Vampire, or 

rather, Varney the Victim,” Bette Roberts indicates that Varney the Vampyre’s comic 

elements, inconsistencies, and closing scenes limit the effectiveness of the work. She 

notes,  

Varney’s contributions to the myth are superficial and physical rather than 

substantial and psychological. Apart from occasional thrills, who would 

want to be Varney? Like today’s Count Chocula or the vampire who wears 

‘a stake-proof vest,’ he is more silly than serious. His endless defeats 

support the middle class belief that crime doesn’t pay (4).  

I disagree with Roberts’ notion that Varney the Vampyre’s influence is superficial 

because of the complexity of the character of Varney himself. The aspects of the work 

that may or may not have influenced later vampire literature primarily connect to Sir 

Francis Varney’s monstrosity; however, it is the liminal state in which Varney resides 

between vampiric monstrosity and his gentlemanly or sympathetic attitudes that make 
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him a fascinating and noteworthy character. This dichotomy makes the serial novel worth 

studying, particularly when paired with Rymer’s comments about popular writing. 

 For this study, a question emphasizes how one can resolve the cognitive 

dissonance caused by the title character’s many contradicting character traits, particularly 

between those which are monstrous and those which are sympathetic. The character of 

Sir Francis Varney, the most common of his many names, necessitates research primarily 

because of his differences from the other vampire characters of the nineteenth century. 

Unlike the characters of Dracula and even Carmilla, Varney’s presence dominates the 

work, not only as a monstrous shadow looming over the lives of other characters, but also 

because his actions, even while he is in disguise or hiding under a different name, drive 

the novel; the potential heroes or victims in the work do not have Varney’s character 

development.  

 An examination of Varney’s nature as both a monster and a gentleman requires an 

understanding of Victorian masculinity and the performative nature of masculinity in 

general. Herbert Sussman indicates that any discussion of masculinity or manliness in 

culture and literature must be paired with an awareness of power and oppression: “for the 

writer on Victorian masculinities the problem of power and patriarchy calls for a double 

awareness, a sensitivity both to the ways in which these social formations of the 

masculine created conflict, anxiety, tension in men while acknowledging that, in spite of 

the stress, men accepted these formations as a form of self-policing crucial to patriarchal 

domination” (9). James Loxley continues the sentiment, “We could hardly claim, surely, 

that the ordinary language through which we live is not penetrated by or complicit with 

unequal power relations, relations that accomplish the oppression or silencing of certain 
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social groups” (40). At first glance, Varney’s gentlemanly or monstrous behaviors are 

entirely performative in regard to his survival: as a constant outsider, he has no inherent 

power of status or gender; instead, he creates a perception of power that is entirely 

situational but which relies on his iterable behaviors based on the social recognition of 

patriarchy and domination while he mocks that very system. His fluid journey between 

the poles of monster and gentleman is representative of Victorian masculinity and the 

flux of the Victorian Era itself. One reason for this is that the concept of the gentleman 

was in flux. Its connection to aristocracy and leisurely pursuits contrasted with some 

elements of the much-lauded Victorian sensibility of order and self-control. As Robin 

Gilmour notes, “while gentlemanly status offered respectability and independence within 

the traditional social hierarchy, at the same time it challenged the dignity of the work 

which made the new industrial society possible” (7). Varney the Vampyre was published 

during the Victorian Compromise when the class society was gradually superseding the 

hierarchical society to which gentlemanly status belonged. Therefore, despite his multiple 

guises as a gentleman, Varney’s gentlemanly behavior is less about class or status, and 

more about his behaviors that allowed him to succeed in his performance of a gentleman 

to others. As Loxley notes, “culture is the process of identity formation, the way in which 

bodies and selves in all their differences are produced. So culture is a process, a kind of 

making, and we are what is made and remade through that process” (117). Varney allows 

the cultural expectations around him to shape the behaviors that create the identity he 

wishes others to perceive. In this way, performativity maintains its theatrical roots: “Our 

gendered acts, the way we hold ourselves, the ways we speak, the spaces we occupy and 

how we occupy them, all in fact serve to create or bring about the multi-levelled self that 
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these acts are so often taken merely to express or represent (Loxley 118). Varney makes 

performative choices about his exteriority in order for his audience, his potential victims 

and those around them, to perceive an imagined identity with gendered power.  

However, Varney’s interiority, his thoughts, concerns, and commentary over his 

monstrous existence provide most of the novel’s emotional complexity. Herr suggests 

that, after the Bannerworth Saga, “Varney has become a very sympathetic villain. He is 

clearly torn between his Vampiric nature and his desire for a family as demonstrated by 

his relationship with the Bannerworths” (408). Paolucci notes the ambiguity of Varney’s 

character: “Although the rhetoric of narrative wants to make the argument that Varney is 

a tragic victim of his own vampiric condition, it also simultaneously makes the case that 

his condition is a punishment for the horrible crime of murdering his twelve-year-old son 

in a fit of rage” (103). Paolucci recognizes that the text itself seems to shift in regard to 

Varney’s character. Regarding the antagonist in Polidori’s work, Mark Collins Jenkins 

states, “Where Lord Ruthven had been entirely unsympathetic, Varney becomes the first 

literary vampire to betray the stirrings of conscience” (82). Other authors also recognize 

Varney as the first sympathetic vampire, even if they do not delve any further into the 

work or the concept. In his work Reading the Vampire, Ken Gelder examines Varney’s 

suicide and mentions, “this arbitrary decision may testify to nothing more than Rymer’s 

exhaustion. But the suicide also indicates the extent of Varney’s on-going 

‘humanisation’: few other vampires have chosen to exit this way” (21). Varney’s suicide 

adds another layer to his ambiguous nature: is he a hero or a villain, and if he is an anti-

hero, what does the suicide mean for that definition?  
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For the purposes of this study, the primary definition of an anti-hero is used: “an 

anti-hero is a protagonist who embodies heroic and villainous characteristics 

simultaneously to create an ambiguous character; an anti-hero may appear to be a hero 

who has more human flaws than an archetypally heroic character or a villain with more 

benevolent acts than an archetypally villainous character” (OED). Christopher Lane 

indicates that the qualities of anti-heroes go against the grain of Victorian thought, but 

Varney’s liminal qualities are influenced by the transitional environment of the Victorian 

period, and his ambiguous nature does not allow for an assumption of total villainy 

despite his monstrous desires. In her seminal work, Our Vampires, Ourselves, which 

examines the thesis that every age produces its appropriate vampire, Nina Auerbach 

examines Varney’s various roles and says that Varney can be “many things at once” (21). 

One of her themes is that Varney is viewed as less a predator and more an acquaintance 

by many of the characters because the work “normalizes its vampire by placing him in a 

feasting society” (33). This chapter explores where Varney best demonstrates being 

“many things at once” in order to analyze what his multi-faceted character means in 

regard to the hypothesis of ambiguity and Varney as an anti-hero.  

 

The Expected: Varney as a Monster 

Many of Varney’s actions could be categorized as monstrous, and the initial pages 

of the novel, which feature Varney’s attack on Flora Bannerworth, increases expectations 

that similar monstrousness will follow. Herr notes, “Opening his novel with the opposite 

of typical Victorian stability, Rymer focuses the reader’s attention upon extreme 

restlessness and instability, destruction and chaos, vulnerability and erotics—hardly the 
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usual Victorian fare, but highly popular with the working-class readers of Penny fiction” 

(19). The numerous tropes his character introduces to the genre often emphasize 

Varney’s monstrousness. Jenkins indicates Varney the Vampyre’s possible influence on 

Dracula and other later works because Varney “has fangs, crawls down castle walls, 

[seems to] transform himself into a bat, and possesses mesmerizing serpent eyes. He 

turns young Clara Crofton into a vampire, after which she must be staked and destroyed 

for preying on children” (83). However, Senf notes, “much of the evil in Varney centers 

on money, for Varney is at least in some ways a perfectly ordinary economic parasite; 

and the author often links the fact that Varney is a bloodsucker to economic parasitism” 

(46). Varney never goes to the slums of London to find his victims; instead, he steals 

money to develop intricate deceptions in order to court middle- and upper-class maidens. 

Herr states, “Both destroyer and creator, Sir Francis Varney seeks blood, fortune, and 

surprisingly, inclusion in upper-class society, for Varney desires the wealth and privilege 

the upper class offers as much as he needs the blood of wealthy young women” (17). 

Varney notes several times that he wishes to be accepted in society, but that acceptance 

always comes at a price, a price he must steal.  

Varney’s appearance can be viewed as an external depiction of his internal 

monstrousness. His fangs are compared to tusks, as well as those of a rodent or wolf. 

They seem to appear or alter their appearance, sometimes in the middle of his top teeth, 

sometimes appearing as a whole mouth of fangs, and although his teeth are often 

remarked upon by the members of society with whom he engages in conversation when 

not feasting on them, they are not described in the same way as they are when he attacks 

someone. His pale white skin is often compared to “a scraped horse radish,” paper, the 
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dead, and even that of a vampire by a more superstitious storyteller regaling his cronies 

with the description of the stranger. Varney is incredibly tall, with eyes like “polished 

tin” that had an unusual luster in a face whose features were easily remembered. His 

smile is often described as “half-hideous” and “half-charming.” He says he always carries 

around the appearance of death because he was torn from it and forced to live. Instead of 

bats, though they decorated the frontplates of the original manuscript, Varney’s 

monstrousness is more often linked to wolves because of his near-worship of the moon 

upon waking, the aggressive nature of his loud and messy feedings, and his carnivorous-

looking teeth (Auerbach). Others constantly comment on his horrifying appearance, but 

the more money he makes available to his companions seems to make his appearance 

more agreeable to them. 

One of the more monstrous of Varney’s actions is when he murders a woman and 

her maid for money. Up until that point, he had only attacked others for blood for his 

survival, presenting a potential code of honor. However, when he overhears a young man 

plotting to kill his aunt for the money in her home, as she does not trust banks, Varney 

decides to take advantage of the situation. His primary intent was theft, but he did not 

balk at murder when the woman did not tell where she hid her gold. However, after much 

effort involving bloody keys, tracking through the blood of his victims, and the discovery 

of a hidden cupboard, he discovers “a heap of human bones—more than bones, for they 

had yet the flesh dried and sticking to them—the skull was brown and bare, save here and 

there remained some hair” hiding piles of gold (582). Therefore, although Varney 

displays the human monstrousness in killing not for survival but thievery, his act 

becomes potentially negligible to the reader when the victims’ cache of bones is 



66 

 

discovered because one assumes a person entirely on the correct side of the law would 

not possess a pile of human bones. 

Another of Varney’s monstrous schemes occurs when he kills a monk and then 

pretends to be the monk and attempts to abscond with a young novitiate. Granted, the 

young woman is being held at the abbey against her will, making one question if, with 

Varney, she might not briefly be in a better situation than the one in which she currently 

exists, but young Juliet is luckily reunited with her lover, Jules, before she can be thrall to 

Varney’s wishes. As well as the continued reminder that nothing is sacred in Varney’s 

deception during this story arc, Herr indicates, “Rymer ends the plot of Juliet and Jules 

on a very definitive and frightening note: Varney could be anyone in the upper class 

walking the streets. Rymer heightens the tension by introducing a dash of paranoia and 

class suspicion to his readers” (618). 

 Roberts suggests, “Perhaps his worst deed is in the last episode of the novel when 

he attacks the innocent Clara Crofton and turns her into a vampire” (4). This episode 

occurs after Rymer has interrupted the work several times to provide sympathetic 

interpretations of Varney’s character and shown how Varney has performed various 

gentlemanly and positive actions. However, after these actions, he felt despair and made 

the decision to die; he ensured he was thirty miles from land before jumping from a boat 

into the water, so he would neither be expelled from the water as vampires in this tale are, 

nor would he be hit by direct moonlight and revived. After being rescued by Edwin and 

George Crofton, he determines to get revenge upon them and all of humanity, saying,  

Since death is denied to me, I will henceforeward shake off all human 

sympathies. Since I am compelled to be that which I am, I will not be that 

and likewise suffer all the pangs of doing deeds at which a better nature 
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that was within me revolted…Since blood is to be my only sustenance, 

and since death is denied to me, I will have abundance of it—I will revel 

in it, and no spark of human pity shall find a home in this once racked and 

tortured bosom. (693) 

Therefore, Varney bites Clara Crofton and, after she dies, turns her into a vampire; she 

terrorizes the countryside, her father goes briefly mad, and she is killed by a mob. This 

situation demonstrates Varney’s monstrous nature. 

Some critics might argue that Varney’s monstrousness is representative of a lack 

of control over a bestial interiority: “Victorians defined maleness as the possession of an 

innate, instinctively male energy” that required self-control to channel toward productive 

purposes (Sussman, 11). Dowling comments that a popular Victorian concept of 

masculinity was of an inner bestial nature that required control and self-denial (21). 

Sussman notes, “In seeking a psychic armor to contain the inchoate, fluid energy within, 

Carlyle presents a particularly fragile and unstable model of the male psyche always at 

the edge of eruption, of dissolution, of madness” (19). With Varney being a vampire, ever 

in need of fluid replenishment, the connection to Carlyle’s concepts of male desire, 

power, and intellect as a fluid is intriguing. Were he never a gentleman, Varney’s 

monstrous behaviors could demonstrate the result of psychic dissolution, per Carlyle’s 

ideas, or similar to the madness or artistic expression Pater espouses can be caused by 

sexual repression. In addition, Loxley’s commentary about the uncanny nature of robots 

could be a direct commentary on vampires in general and Varney’s performativity 

specifically: 

If automata are unnerving, it is because their automaticity allows them to 

trespass on the territory of the living without properly belonging to t. 

Thus, the computer and the android can all too easily be imagined as mad 

or murderous because their very machinic qualities are already 

threatening: they have all the power and the appearance of life without the 
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standpoint or the soul of the living. They are always more undead than 

alive. (92) 

 To fit in as a modern Victorian gentleman, Varney could have perused Thomas 

Carlyle’s works about dandies or Harold Laski’s The Danger of Being a Gentleman; 

though humorous, they indicate sentiments regarding certain self-conscious stereotypes 

of masculinity. Laski indicates that “English snobbery is a collective inferiority complex” 

(28) while Carlyle mocks those who follow fashion above all else. Varney’s physical 

expressions of masculinity involve the perceptions of others even more so than a regular 

human member of society’s expressions would, because if Varney’s performance of 

manliness fail and he is seen as a monster, he will not eat, his very existence is based on 

the successful performativity of positive Victorian masculinity. This awareness of 

performativity is similar to those self-conscious dandies Carlyle reviles because Varney’s 

character is about spectacle; in addition, Varney’s balance between monstrousness and 

gentlemanly behavior appears to be under similar gendered tensions and stresses that 

Carlyle explores because he must fit in as much as those who worship fashion, but for 

different reasons. In his examination of Carlyle’s concepts and writing style, James Eli 

Adams says Carlyle’s “rhetorical strategy develops Carlyle’s insistent opposition 

between the real and the sham, the hero and the quack, as a contrast between ‘savage 

depth’ and polished, theatrical surfaces. But that strategy is echoed throughout Victorian 

literary and social discourse, within which moral authority…is bodied forth in verbal and 

visual disruptions of social decorum” (217). The contrasts between opposites and 

expectation of disruption repeats throughout Varney the Vampyre, as Varney vacillates 

between gentlemanly behavior, aristocratic performance, and monstrous appetites. 
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The Surprising: Varney as a Gentleman 

In the introduction to The Idea of the Gentleman in the Victorian Novel, Robin 

Gilmour asserts, “since by now the reaction against the gentleman is as much a matter of 

history as his Victorian popularity, we are perhaps conscious only of his quaintness, of an 

old-fashioned social image” (1). Therefore, in analyzing Varney the Vampyre, we must 

remember that Varney is not only a product of his time, he is a product of his times, so 

his gentlemanly behaviors are never a farce, a mockery, or quaint, particularly to those 

who perceive them; he is not a Regency Era fop or Carlyle’s reviled dandies, both 

negative stereotypes associated with the concept of gentlemanliness. However, Varney’s 

gentlemanly behaviors are at times predatory camouflage using the Victorian association 

of gentlemanliness with virtue (Gilmour). Varney lurks between the worlds of the 

monster and the gentleman. For example, at times, his voice marks him as a gentleman, 

as it is commented about upon many occasions as pleasing, silvery, and dulcet. Dowling 

indicates, “The definition of Victorian masculinity in terms of discipline is also evident in 

the speech that was expected of men at this time. The Victorian construction of manliness 

in terms of discipline extended to the mind as well as the body and was expressed 

through speech as well as action” (16). This characteristic also contributes to the trope of 

vampires and their hypnotic voices.  

In addition, the vampire as an aristocrat, as noted by Gavin Budge, was 

popularized by Polidori, Rymer, and Stoker because in literature prior to the Victorian 

Era, vampires were primarily peasants featured in folktales (213). Although readers of 

penny dreadfuls would have expected, indeed desired, the monster, they might have been 

surprised about his gentlemanly actions, concerns about appropriate or moral behavior, or 
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angst regarding the deeds to which his terrible thirst forces him. Sussman notes, “The 

definition of the male self against a demonised male other is one strategy amongst many 

by which individual men attempt to orientate themselves to a notion of male power” (3). 

In this case, Varney embodies as well as performs as the male self as well as the 

demonized male. Granted, Varney must often pose as an aristocrat while luring 

marriageable virgins and, even more important, their money-hungry matriarchs, to him, 

but an important note is how successful he is when he plays the gentleman. He is 

constantly commented upon by those with whom he speaks about his vast knowledge and 

awareness of propriety; his manners are often described as “an antidote to his 

complexion.” Varney is described by other characters as a superior person because he has 

imagination, “presence of mind in circumstances of peril,” and gentlemanly deportment. 

For example, after he rescued Count Pollidori from criminals, the count chats with his 

guests about Varney: 

     “He is one of the most learned men I ever met with; even professed 

scholars have not been found so full of knowledge” 

     “That speaks something for his youth.” 

     “Most undoubtedly.” 

     “But what think you of him as a man of the world?” 

     “I think he has a vast fund of information; he has had an enlarged 

experience of society, and has visited, Ithink, all the continent of Europe; 

he understands their languages and manners, too, and has the appearance 

of a traveler, and a man used to the bet and most distinguished society.” 

     “That is just my opinion of him.”  (635) 

Later, Dr. North, one of Dr. Chillingworth’s descendants, takes Varney with him for 

advice because  
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     During the time that the doctor had been in the society of Varney, he 

had been much pleased with him, for he found that he possessed a vast 

store of knowledge upon almost any subject that could be touched upon, 

besides no small amount of skill and theoretical information upon medical 

matters, so he let him come with him, when perhaps he would have 

objected to anyone else.  

     Varney the vampyre could fascinate when he liked.   (698) 

However, Varney must always balance the gentlemanly and the monstrous, or the 

combination creates something uncanny in viewers; a landlord gets annoyed with the way 

Varney looks at the young women, but he “could say nothing, he having been quite 

cowed by the stranger’s superiority in station and demanour; besides which, there was 

something very strange and peculiar, not to say superhuman, about him that gave weight, 

and caused a kind of awe to pervade all present, and they looked upon him as something 

fearful or terrible” (646). This moment demonstrates that Varney’s performance as a 

gentleman is absolute; he maintains the power of his gender and perceived station and 

species. In the end, it is never lack of gentlemanly behavior that reveals his ruses; instead, 

it is often that someone like Admiral Bell, a close friend of the Bannerworth family, or 

Twissel, a lawyer with friends all over the country, gets invited to the wrong wedding, 

one where he can reveal the groom is a vampire.  

In conjunction with this gentlemanly behavior is what Herr describes as 

existential insight and other scholars note as sympathetic characteristics. Gilmour 

indicates a growing connection between gentleness and manliness, “and both received 

equal stress in the new Victorian concept of the gentleman” (86). Varney’s sensitivity 

throughout the work is representative of this characterization. Heiland states, “Varney 

becomes increasingly human as his story unfolds, even as the humans become 

increasingly vampiric in their violently self-serving conduct” (109). The blurred lines 
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between “monstrous” and “humane” demonstrate another area of liminality in the work, 

particularly as both Varney and the humans drift back and forth along the spectrum. In 

regard to Varney’s characterization, and in a brief recognition of Varney the Vampyre’s 

literary merit, Paolucci suggests,  

Varney’s humanization is achieved through extensive and sustained 

discourses on his psychology and his emotions, and through a constant 

narrative focus on his guilt, his solitude and his increasingly desperate 

(and failed) efforts to control his predatory nature. Varney’s suffering 

anticipates Anne Rice’s Lestat and Louis, whose complex psychology, 

alienation and suffering are typical of the informing features of her 

work….Varney is also the first vampire to suffer remorse and to commit 

suicide. (100) 

Unlike many authors’ opinions on the smaller, repetitive story arcs, Paolucci recognizes 

the importance of Varney’s attempts to control the monstrous side that he so loathes. 

Beresford agrees with Paolucci’s assertion of the work’s later influence: “Varney is 

perhaps the only literary work on vampires that really attempts to make the reader 

empathize with the vampire’s desolation and despair until the pioneering Vampire 

Chronicles by Anne Rice one hundred and fifty years later” (123). His status as a liminal 

character, trapped in an unclassified space between monstrosity and sympathy, makes 

Varney such a fascinating and relevant character. Herr notes, “We have seen Varney 

vacillate between moments of great greed and horrific violence, while still displaying the 

extreme generosity and benevolence. Tormented between his hunger for money and his 

desire for human connections, Varney is a rare 19th century literary Vampire. He clearly 

understands what gives value to life, yet like those around him, the desire for financial 

security outweighs human connection. Rymer makes strong social commentaries on the 

state of greed vs. humanitarian compassion” (578). In this situation, Varney’s character is 

less important as a vampire than as a conflicted character whose vampirism acts as a 
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constant symbol. Senf suggests, “By focusing on Varney’s economic parasitism instead 

of on his actual vampirism (with the exception of the first chapter, the reader rarely sees 

him actually drink his victims’ blood), the author emphasizes Varney’s human traits and 

makes him a more sympathetic character. Moreover, by stressing the cruelty of human 

beings, the author makes Varney appear even less cruel” (46). This becomes particularly 

important in regard to the characterization of society as an unthinking mob as well as 

when considering Rymer’s potential motives in regard to the performance of Victorian 

masculinity. 

 Varney is most often recognized as a gentleman, even by those who suspect him 

of being a vampire, by the Bannerworth family and their friends. One particular instance 

occurs after Admiral Bell receives a letter from Varney inviting the Admiral, a character 

seemingly pulled straight from nautical melodramas, and Dr. Chillingworth, a symbol of 

rationality and science who knows Varney is more than human, to breakfast. The letter is 

received after all of the Bannerworth Hall servants have abandoned the family and after a 

mob, catalyzed by Dr. Chillingworth’s gossiping wife, has ransacked and burned down 

Varney’s home. His letter states: 

Feeling assured that you cannot be surrounded with those means and 

appliances for comfort in the Hall, in its now deserted condition, which 

you have a right to expect, and eminently deserve, I flatter myself that I 

shall receive an answer in the affirmative, when I request the favour of 

your company to breakfast, as well as that of your learned friend, Mr. 

Chillingworth. In consequence of a little accident which occurred last 

evening to my own residence, I am, ad interim, until the county build it up 

for me again, staying at a house called Walmesley Lodge, where I shall 

expect you with all the impatience of one soliciting an honour, and hoping 

that it will be conferred upon him. I trust that any little difference of 

opinion on other subjects will not interfere to prevent the harmony of our 

morning’s meal together. (247) 
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One might have expected a page of vitriolic outrage or threats, not an invitation to 

breakfast that recognizes the current enmity and then hopes such “difference of opinion 

on other subjects will not interfere to prevent the harmony of our morning’s meal 

together.” However, Varney’s gentlemanly behavior, even when at odds with others, is 

underscored by the recipients’ reactions to his commentary: 

     “That’s about the coolest piece of business,” said Mr. Chillingworth, 

“that ever I heard of.” 

     “Hang me,” said the admiral, “if I shan’t like the fellow at last. It is 

cool, and I like it because it is cool. Where’s my hat? Where’s my stick?” 

(248) 

The connotations of the letter might have been lost without Chillingworth and Bell’s 

repetition that it was “cool.” Although it was not sympathetic, Varney’s letter was elegant 

and not only conveyed levels of courtesy and insult, it achieved its aim: the men went for 

breakfast with Varney. Despite some of his origin stories’ indication of Varney’s thievery 

and gambling problems, his journal at the end of the serial notes his past as a 

Cromwellian double-agent, a past that required a facile tongue and the ability to be 

comfortable, if not merely blend in, at high levels of society. However, that information 

is not provided until the final chapters, so readers for most of the work are confronted by 

a thief and murderer who is accepted at high levels of society, not merely because he has 

the money to do so, but because he has the most excellent manners and intellect of a 

gentleman, or at least the awareness to appear to have these. 

 An integral example that combines both Varney’s gentlemanly conduct but also 

sympathy toward others is when he is dining with his latest marks, Captain and Mrs. 

Fraser, and they are approached by a pitiful beggarwoman. His companions say that they 

cannot expect much elegant or sensible conversation from her, and an officious waiter 
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tries to banish her from the establishment, but Varney says, “It might have been right 

enough to prevent her entering; but now we have seen her, I cannot, if she deserve it, 

refuse to aid her in her affliction” and tells the woman to “speak out and do not be afraid; 

we have no object in asking you questions, save with the view of assisting you if we find 

you a worthy object” (572). This instance demonstrates Varney’s willingness to help 

others when he has the means, but it also emphasizes the idea of helping others only if 

they deserve it or are worthy. One might compare the attitude to the number of Victorian 

benevolent societies aimed toward helping the worthy poor, and the common readers may 

recognize such an attitude. The woman’s story moves Varney, and he pays for her bed 

and breakfast, as well as her travels and food for the journey. Upon Mrs. Francis’s remark 

that Varney must be quite wealthy to financially satisfy all those examples of misery he 

said he had difficulty ignoring, he remarks, “I cannot do that, if I were inclined, or they 

were deserving, which many are not, as you no doubt must be aware” (574). This 

instance serves to remind the reader that Varney would probably not consider someone 

with his own low background of monstrousness to be deserving of charity. 

 Possibly one of the most notable of Varney’s sympathetic actions is his attempt to 

help vampire victim Annetta Lake reunite with her father and her lover to escape from 

the clutches of her greedy guardian. First, he writes another letter, again one mixing 

gentlemanly language with insult and even threats: 

     Fear nothing, lady. He who disturbed your repose will disturb it no 

longer. Be happy, and do not let the dread of such another visitation ever 

disturb your pure imaginings. Your father will rescue you from your 

present unhappy circumstances, and you will, likewise, soon see one who 

ere this would have been with you, had he known of your being in 

London. 

       This comes from, 
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       VARNEY THE VAMPYRE 

P.S. If Mr. Lake, your bad uncle, upon whose dressing table this note is 

placed, delivers it not to you, woe be to him, for I will make his nights 

hideous with realities, and his days horrible with recollection and 

anticipation.  (673) 

A signed note from the monster attempting to placate the fear of his victim is certainly 

unexpected. However, Varney continues in his efforts to improve Annetta’s life because 

“it was not the least singular fact in the character of that mysterious being, to notice how 

he always endeavoured to make some sort of amends or reparation to those whom he had 

so much terrified by his visitations” (677). As Varney heads to the military barracks 

housing Annetta’s beloved, Rymer adds, “We shall now see if Varney, who really in his 

way is a very respectable sort of a personage, is about good or evil” (677). With this 

comment, the work encourages the reader to view Varney as more than a monster. As 

subtlety is not a virtue the work possesses, except perhaps in the case of some of 

Varney’s disguises around a dim-witted or money-hungry populace, the clause, “who 

really in his way is a very respectable sort of personage,” indicates a bias toward a 

particular interpretation of Varney’s motives if Varney’s next actions did not spur the 

reader to hold that view: Varney found Lieutenant George Rankin and informed him that 

Annetta was the victim of her evil uncle’s plot to marry her to her cousin and wrest her 

from her father with the lie that she is not her father’s natural daughter; he indicated his 

part in the matter was over, and Rankin could do what he would with the information, but 

that Varney impressed upon him to rescue Annetta. Therefore, Varney was responsible 

for the happy reunion of Annetta and George, which resulted from a great deal of effort 

on Varney’s part to “make some sort of amends” in this situation. This effort follows 

Gilmour’s statement that “the idea of the gentleman becomes an essentially reforming 
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concept, a middle-class call to seriousness which challenged the frivolity of fashionable 

life and reminded the aristocracy of the responsibilities inherent in their privileges” (11). 

 In addition to gentlemanly or sympathetic actions, Varney also demonstrates 

thoughts beyond the merely monstrous. For example, after a second mob has chased 

Varney, he gains sanctuary from the Bannerworths and their friends. After spending some 

time with them, he thinks, “They were amiable, accomplished; they were in the same 

mind at all times, and nothing seemed to ruffle them; and when night came, he could not 

but acknowledge to himself that he had never formed half the opinion of them they were 

deserving of” (353). Being able to admit that he had to change his mind on the family’s 

character shows far more presence of mind than most sensational monsters and even most 

self-proclaimed gentlemen. In fact, their mutual appreciation causes Jack, Admiral Bell’s 

assistant, sailor, errand boy, and friend, comment to someone in a later story arc when 

they are invited to the Baron’s wedding and then realized the Baron was, of course, 

actually Varney: “He is quite an old acquaintance of ours, is old Varney; sometimes he 

hunts us, sometimes we hunt him. He is rather a troublesome acquaintance, 

notwithstanding, and I think there are a good many people in the world, a jolly right 

worse vampyres than Varney” (479). As well as indicating a general bonhomie toward 

the vampire, the statement also demonstrates Jack’s recognition that sometimes the 

humans are more monstrous than the monsters. In addition, this is one of the few times 

that homosocial bonding, deemed so important in discussions of masculinity by 

Browning and Carlyle, appears or is indicated between Varney and other male characters. 
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 After the story arc featuring Annetta Lake, which ended in Chapter 194, Rymer 

provides a lengthy bit of authorial intervention beyond the brief comments woven 

throughout the text: 

     Thus then was it that this episode in the life of Varney the Vampyre 

terminated. But still he lived, and still there existed all the strange and 

fearful mixture of good and evil that was in his disposition. There he was 

yet upon the earth’s surface, looking like one of the great world, and yet 

possessing so few feelings in common with its inhabitants. 

     Surely to him there must have been periods of acute suffering, of 

intense misery, such as would have sufficed to drive any ordinary mind to 

distraction, and yet he lived, although one cannot upon reviewing his 

career, and considering what he was, consider that death would have been 

a grateful release to him from intense suffering. 

     Perhaps, of all the suffering that, in consequence of his most awful and 

singular existence, was inflicted upon human nature, he suffered the most, 

for that he was a man of good intellect no one who has followed us thus 

far can doubt, and one cannot help giving in almost at times to a strange 

and fanciful theory of his own, namely that this world was to him the 

place of perdition for crimes done in some other sphere. 

     “It must be so!” he would say, “but as the Almighty Master of all 

things is all merciful, as he is all powerful, the period of my redemption 

will surely come at last.” 

     This was the most consoling thought that Varney could have, and it 

showed that even yet there was a something akin to humanity lingering in 

his heart. This showed that despite the dreadful power he had—a power, 

as well as an awful propensity—he had some yearnings after a better state. 

(680) 

 

This interlude between the incidents with the Lakes and the final story arcs contains 

information integral to this study. The object of such internal suffering bears little 

resemblance to the tin-eyed monster who attacks Flora in the first chapter of the serial. 

The section is also a synecdoche for the entire work, as the opening lines say Varney has 

“so few feelings in common with its [the world’s] inhabitants,” but the last lines say has 

“something akin to humanity lingering in his heart.” The combination of those two 

opposing viewpoints represents the range of the spectrum Varney inhabits the entire 

novel, never settling on one or the other characterization. Not only is the section a blatant 
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guide to a particular perception of Varney’s character, it also reminds the reader of the 

religious and superstitious threads woven into the story that only serve to enhance 

Varney’s ambiguity: Varney mentions belief in a deity several times, both in supplication 

and in anger at his tortured existence. Never do his actions or comments support the brief 

indications from the superstitious or religious that vampires are bereft of spirituality. 

Although a rich and potentially fascinating source of analysis, for the purposes of this 

paper, the hope Varney indicates in this and other places in the work merely increase his 

sympathetic nature and further confound any attempts to describe him as merely a 

superficial monster. In addition, Rymer’s comments foreshadow Varney’s upcoming 

attempt, failure, and finally success at suicide.  

The final chapters, unfortunately those most commonly ignored by scholars of 

vampire literature, contain some of the most sympathetic lines and demonstrate Varney’s 

character development. This section begins with Mr. Bevan inviting Varney to cross the 

threshold into his home. Though Varney is capable of entering homes without needing an 

invitation, the mythology would have been known by the readers of this time period; in 

addition, that Varney is invited across the literal threshold into the home of a religious 

person who is sympathetic to him is symbolically important: Varney is entering the last 

chapters before his death and his exit from this lengthy liminal existence. With Mr. 

Bevan, Varney does not have to continue to perform as a human man even by ingesting 

food for show; he says, “You know me as I am” (743). Mr. Bevan accepts Varney the 

Vampyre.  

Roberts notes, “The Varney we see at the end, sheltered from community 

vengeance once again, is worn out and conscience-stricken, hardly the rebellious and 
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indestructible symbol of evil” (4). As Herr says, “Where other vampires are destroyed by 

angry villagers and violent mobs, Varney ends isolated, alone, and sincere” (18). Even 

though Varney has proclaimed to lose all human sentiment and be a scourge on 

humanity, before he turns Clara into a vampire, Rymer interjects, “Alas, what a thousand 

pities it was that the ocean had presented him to the two brothers? Why did he not sink—

why did not some wave hide him from their observation? What misery would have been 

spared to them, and to all dear to them. And what misery would have been spared to the 

wretched Varney himself?” (709). As well as seeming to share Carlyle’s representation of 

masculinity as dangerous (Sussman 20), this declaration maintains Varney as a 

sympathetic character even with his prior and upcoming actions, as does the comment, “It 

was sad—very sad, indeed, that such a being could not die when he chose, the poorest 

privilege of all” (710). This continues to foreshadow Varney’s desire for death and 

freedom from his hungers as well as the idea that the monster could be as needful of 

sympathy as his victims and their families. Varney remarks that his desire for suicide 

rather than survival at all costs goes against his vampiric nature when he talks to the 

pastor, Mr. Bevan: “When I have sought to rid the world of my own bad company, I have 

been moved to do so by some act of kindness and consideration, most contrary to my 

deserts; and then again when I have been cast back by the waves of fate upon the shores 

of existence, my heart is burdened, and I have begun to plan to work mischief and misery 

and woe to all” (743). Mr. Bevan’s price for protection is a written explanation of 

Varney’s fantastic life, which he receives while stalling Sir George Crofton’s search for 

Varney the Vampyre (as he continues to be known once people discover his nature; it 
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would seem Rymer’s characters prefer alliterative pejoratives). With Varney’s journal is 

yet another letter, which begins: 

It was not my intention to trespass largely upon your hospitality; it would 

have been unjust—almost approaching criminality so to do. I could only 

think of taking a brief refuge in your house, so brief as should just enable 

me to avail myself of the shadows of night to escape from a neighborhood 

where I knew I should be hunted. 

He continues to note the attached documents as information about his life as well as his 

intention to throw himself into a volcano. Even in this, what amounts to his suicide note, 

Varney remains a gentleman, concerning himself with the criminality of trespassing on 

Mr. Bevan’s hospitality. As Hines indicates, suicide was a particularly troublesome issue 

in the Victorian Era because of the act’s judgment that life is not worth living; “by the 

late eighteenth century the alien guilty things known in England as vampires were 

regarded not as ghosts but as dead bodies possessed and animated by the devil….Suicide 

and vampirism excited similar fears and penalty because they created similarly sleepless 

souls” (230). If the home represented safety and civilization, one’s body or living form 

could represent an extension of that figurative domesticity; since those who chose to 

intentionally abandon life were susceptible to becoming vampires, they ultimately 

transform into dangers to domesticity. However, Varney is already a vampyre and states 

repeatedly that his choice of suicide is not merely to escape his troubled existence, but 

also to rescue his potential victims. This decision can create a feeling of dissonance: he 

chooses to end his life, but Varney does so to save others, perhaps an ultimately 

gentlemanly act. 
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The Important: Synthesis of Varney as an Anti-Hero 

 With the many story-arcs and changing characters, one might wonder whether 

Varney the Vampyre contains any recognizable heroes. Charles Holland, Flora’s fiancé in 

the Bannerworth Saga, seems ripe with opportunity to be the melodramatic hero from the 

start, but he spends some of his own saga captured; instead, it is his uncle, Admiral Bell, 

who temporarily purchases Bannerworth Hall to help the family with their financial 

difficulties. In fact, Charles never duels with Varney, and he even briefly becomes 

Varney’s confidante and protector at the end of that story. After the end of the 

Bannerworth Saga, no characters from that story-arc reappear except for Admiral Bell, 

his friend, Jack, and a lawyer, but even they do not return beyond that brief reappearance. 

Later in the work, Varney tells the vampire once labeled as his sire that the Bannerworths 

are all dead, and in the last story-arc, Dr. North recognizes Clara Crofton’s situation 

through his ancestor, Dr. Chillingworth’s, notes, but those are the only connections to the 

original story. With the melodramatic language and nautical characteristics of the 

beginning, one might assume the work would contain a hero, but even with the liminal 

characteristics of the novel, no single person fits the description Matthew Kaiser 

provides, nor does there appear a cast or ensemble of heroes meeting these requirements: 

Caught between those who break society’s rules and those who use those 

rules to disempower the poor, the melodramatic hero enacts, on behalf of 

his working-class audience, a populist and nostalgic fantasy of fairness, 

serving as spokesman for a mode of living that is opposed to both law and 

lawlessness. (58) 

If the Bannerworth Saga were the entirety of Varney the Vampyre, one could reasonably 

argue that Admiral Bell fits the description of the melodramatic hero. However, the work 



83 

 

as a whole has only one constant, the ambiguous title character in all his monstrous and 

gentlemanly glory. 

 A primary literary precursor for Varney is the Byronic Hero. However, the 

Byronic Hero has literary foundations closely tied to Varney’s character. Based on 

Thorslev’s analysis, the most influential of these characters are the pre-Romantic Hero of 

Sensibility and the Gothic Villain as well as the Romantic Noble Outlaw (21). Of the 

Hero of Sensibility, Thorslev notes an abundance of feeling and “a pervasive melancholy 

that ranges from autumnal musing to grave-yard moralizing, with occasional lapses into 

charnel-house sensationalism” (35). Varney certainly has the latter qualities, but he could 

not be considered as pious or sentimental as this character required. However, Varney 

certainly fits most of the aspects of the Gothic villain: there is a focus on his eyes, he is 

striking and pale, he is certainly a villain. However, Thorslev emphasizes that the Gothic 

Villain is never sympathetic and has an element of glee in his misdeeds. Varney’s 

character most closely fits the Romantic hero type of the Noble Outlaw: solitary, tragic, 

sympathetic, rebellious against society or the universe, transformed from the Gothic 

Villain. Varney could be categorized as a Noble Outlaw, except that he does not meet this 

final criterion: “they either go down to glorious defeat, cursing God and dying, or they 

commit their lives to transforming the world” (66). Varney chooses his defeat, but it is 

not glorious. Instead, the character of Varney, with his liminal fluidity between the 

monster and the gentleman fits most closely the product of Romanticism and what 

Thorslev calls “the cult of the common man” as espoused by Emerson and Carlyle: the 

anti-hero. 
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 Rosette C. Lamont’s “From Hero to Anti-Hero” provides an intricate look at the 

hero character in literature, particularly Greek tragedies and comedies. However, she also 

discusses the development of a different type of anti-hero. She connects the anti-hero to 

the bridge between the comic and the tragic: “The protagonist of tragedy defines his 

individual code of behavior in regard to the nearness of death, giving up his life to 

safeguard the survival of his society; the comic hero leaps into the heart of chaos, armed 

with sanity and imagination” (15). Varney kills himself to save society from himself, but 

also because of personal interior exhaustion. However, one would be hard-pressed to 

define the work as a tragedy. It has many comic moments, and Varney is certainly a 

character surrounded by chaos, but most of those moments are the comedy of melodrama: 

the comedy points at social issues regarding oppression, unfairness, or inequality. She 

continues to say that the anti-hero is the common man of the tragicomedy; he shares the 

human condition and is sometimes made ridiculous by it (21). Because of his vampiric 

nature, Varney shares aspects of the human condition, but he is made alternately pathetic, 

sympathetic, and disgusted by it.  

Lilian R. Furst’s analysis “The Romantic Hero, or is He an Anti-Hero?” examines 

how what has been described as the “Romantic hero” already had aspects of the modern 

anti-hero. She emphasizes that the Romantic hero’s cause was internal and many of his 

challenges emotional or cerebral, forcing him to become destructive to society as well as 

self-destructive. Her definitive requirement of an anti-hero is for the character to have 

irony that indicates “his alienation has progressed so far as to breed a genuine detachment 

not only from the world but also from himself. Often admittedly his self-mockery has the 

bitterest flavor” which causes him to wallow in black humor to become a tragicomic 
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character (63). Varney’s darker reveries as he attempts to stall his submission to his 

desire to feast on the blood of young women certainly demonstrates the alienation and 

self-mockery Furst requires.  

Because of his liminal status as both a monster and a gentleman, Varney 

embodies the concept of anomie, the “absence of accepted social standards or values; the 

state or condition of an individual or society lacking such standards” (OED). However, 

his alienation because he is unable to immerse himself in the standards of society leads to 

his suicide, an act not only immersed in the context of the Victorian period, but also 

prescient of the famous common man American theatrical anti-hero, Willy Loman, from 

Arthur Miller’s play, Death of a Salesman. Varney the Vampyre represents an early 

incarnation of the anti-hero concept because he is both hero and villain, both monster and 

gentleman. Despite liminality representing a state between definitive classifications, 

Varney’s liminality supports his anti-hero status because it best quantifies his amorphous 

and ambiguous nature; his development as the first sympathetic vampire also allowed 

him to represent the fluctuating and complex masculinities of the Victorian Era.  

Examining Varney as a liminal anti-hero in Rymer’s serial Varney the Vampyre 

encourages further exploration of performativity of gender and class in the Victorian era 

as it connects to other aspects of social expectations as well as other forms of 

entertainment. In his 2012 article, “The Strange Death of the English Gentleman,” 

Andrew Gimson comments,  

The idea of a gentleman was a more inclusive one than it sounds to 

modern ears. One of its greatest advantages was that you could define it so 

as to include yourself. You could behave like a gentleman, without 

possessing any of the social attributes which a gentleman might have: 

there was no need to possess a coat of arms, or a country estate, or engage 
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in field sports, or wear evening dress. At least since Chaucer's time, there 

had been a distinction between the social meaning of the word, and the 

moral. It was evident that well-born people, who ought to know how to 

behave like gentlemen, did not always do so, while others sometimes did. 

(para 3) 

This perspective indicates the concept of gentlemanliness was directly connected to the 

performance of gentlemanly behaviors. In relation, Varney’s anti-hero status was 

predicated upon not only his interior conflict regarding identity, but also heavily upon his 

performativity, as per the earlier examples. The importance of performativity and identity 

or the perception of identity leads to increased speculations of the connection between 

those behaviors which had been primarily theatrical to nontheatrical environs and 

situations. For example, in his study of performativity, Loxley notes, “illumination of the 

ways in which we ‘act’ our identities also had radical implications for how we might 

think about the relation between theatrical performance and the apparently real or serious 

world offstage…” (3). Therefore, the connection between theatre, performance, 

performativity, and identity can be viewed as a relationship constantly in flux, much like 

so many other aspects of the Victorian experience. One could argue the performativity of 

the stock characters with whom Varney interacts, but melodrama directly influences their 

flat characterizations, particularly when compared with Varney’s round, dynamic 

character and ambiguous motives. The working-class readers would have been familiar 

with melodramatic theatrical conventions and storylines. By inadvertently anticipating 

modernity with a sympathetic anti-hero, Rymer’s work echoes the ambiguity of the 

Victorian theatre in transition. Therefore, Varney’s anti-hero status and ambiguity could 

be perceived as an important example of the fluctuating relationship between theatre, 

literature, and the performativity of identity. 
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Chapter V 

Conclusion 

 

 In his analysis of liminal or marginal concepts in connection to Gothic works, 

Aguierre notes, 

Approaches to ‘marginalized’ texts are most often accompanied by either 

a discreet apology (“Something can be learnt even from this stuff, right?”), 

or a defiant vindication (“I am marginal, and proud of it”). While both are 

understandable attitudes, they constitute responses to canonical pressure 

which vitiates the search for a solution to the canon/margin struggle 

inasmuch as they abide by (even when they oppose) canonical definitions 

of the margins. (227) 

In the case of Varney the Vampyre, the work does not necessitate either apology or 

vindication. It represents a transition in publishing and reading and is important not only 

because it is the first full-length vampire novel in English, but also because it was written 

for the common people in a flourishing time for literacy, as well as inexpensive 

publishing.  

 However, this serial novel’s relevance is not merely due to its structure, 

publishing circumstances, or even its marginality. Instead, with an awareness of its 

historical context, one may examine Varney the Vampyre as an integral work of Victorian 

literature demonstrative of an era in flux. By exploring potential interpretations of the 

main character’s liminality and masculine performativity as representative of his role as 

an early literary anti-hero, my thesis not only suggests how Rymer followed his own 

advice in “Popular Writing” to create a work of social commentary as well as 

entertainment, but it also deconstructs a neglected work of early-Victorian literature. This 
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thesis examines this penny dreadful Varney the Vampyre, an early-Victorian serial novel 

of vampire literature written for the working-class reader, at an opportune time for this 

scholarship to be influential for further research.  Because of an increased popular 

cultural interest in the Victorian period, particularly due to the emergence of steampunk 

culture and literature as well as recent television programs like Penny Dreadful and The 

Knick, more scholarly attention on Victorian literature may follow.  

 It is my hope that this reading of the novel can encourage or provoke other related 

analyses, particularly of early-Victorian works of popular culture that may have until now 

primarily been relegated to the margins of scholarship. For example, several other penny 

dreadfuls have been reprinted, so an examination of the individual works, as well as 

criticism linking some of the works, may provide new or different insight to Victorian 

literature and the Victorian era itself. A future study could involve connecting several, 

rather than just one, of Rymer’s works to the advice for authors given in his editorial in 

order to determine the existence of thematic or social connections among many of his 

penny dreadfuls. Another study would be to examine performativity, whether of 

masculinity, femininity, gentlemanliness, or ladylike behaviors, in penny dreadfuls or 

other literature written for the working-class reader to focus on the depictions of gender 

performance in popular writing. Penny dreadfuls beg for analysis: if the genre was 

perceived as so socially dangerous that welfare groups created opposing alternate literary 

choices to sway readers from reading penny dreadfuls, the genre certainly requires further 

academic perusal. For example, a much larger study might involve connecting themes or 

concepts from a selection of popular early-Victorian penny dreadfuls with those from a 

selection of modern popular works to do a cross-cultural examination of a people in 
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transition, as many modern situations in literature may demonstrate that the conflict 

between nostalgia and modernity causes similar tensions now as it did then.  

In addition, Varney the Vampyre, all 800+ pages of it, is fraught with opportunity 

for continued research, as this study merely introduces its potential for scholarly 

attention. Future studies could explore the possible homosexual allusions to Henry 

Bannerworth and Annetta Lake’s cousin and why those characterizations might exist in 

this work; the argument that Charles Holland is merely the first in a string of faulty heroic 

characters in the story arcs; a connection between Dr. Chillingworth in this work and Dr. 

Chillingworth in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s 1850 novel The Scarlet Letter; or Varney’s 

sexuality in regard to theories of homosocial chastity, other vampire literature of the time, 

and modern vampire literature. Another exploration might scrutinize Mr. Bevan as the 

only positive religious character in a novel that mentions religious belief and religious 

figures throughout; Rymer constantly indicates that religious characters are superstitious 

or are hypocritical, so a close reading of Mr. Bevan’s character would add more depth to 

an analysis. One intriguing potential study would involve delving into the interrupting 

tales throughout the work; they echo the feel of penny dreadfuls within this penny 

dreadful. An examination of the thematic connections between them, as well as the 

import of where they appear in the novel, would provide a deeper analysis of Varney the 

Vampyre. Of course, where a scholarly approach to the novel fits most easily is within the 

realm of the analysis of vampire literature. The idea of influence is problematic, but 

research about the work is not only beneficial to the expected discussions of Victorian 

vampire literature and drama, but also in the discussions regarding modern vampires and 

how they have branched off from Victorian concepts. Vampires can always represent 
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liminal characters whose continued existences are based upon their successful 

performativity of humanity, so including Varney into the conversation of how a vampire 

performs as being human is necessary.   

Therefore, although Varney the Vampyre has only been highlighted with brief, 

and often incorrect or condescending, focus until now, the scholarly world should eagerly 

anticipate future illuminations of the immense penny dreadful, for “there are a good many 

people in the world, a jolly right worse vampyres than Varney” (479).  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



91 

 

 

Bibliography 

 

Works Cited 

Adams, James Eli. “The Hero as Spectacle: Carlyle and the Persistence of Dandyism.”  

 Victorian Literature and the Victorian Visual Imagination. Eds. Carol T. Christ  

 and John O. Jordan. University of California Press: 1995. Kindle file. 

Altick, Richard D. The English Common Reader: A Social History of the Mass Reading  

 Public 1800-1900. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1957. Print.  

Auerbach, Nina. Our Vampires, Ourselves. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press,  

 1995. Print.  

Balkin, Jack M. “Deconstruction.” Yale University. 1995. Web. 15 December 2012.  

Barrows, Adam. “Heidegger the Vampire Slayer: The Undead and Fundamental  

 Ontology.” Zombies, Vampires, and Philosophy: New Life for the Undead. Eds.  

 Richard Greene and K. Selem Mohammed. Open Court: 2010, 69-79. Print.  

Bell, Bill. “Fiction in the Marketplace: Towards a Study of the Victorian Serial.” Serials  

 and Their Readers: 1620-1914. Eds. Robin Myers and Michael Harris.  

 Winchester: St. Paul’s Bibliographies, 1982. 125-143. Print. 

Beresford, Matthew. From Demons to Dracula: The Creation of the Modern Vampire  

 Myth. London: Reaktion Books, 2008. Print.   

Bleiler, E.L. “Introduction.” Varney the Vampyre, or the Feast of Blood. New York:  

 Dover, 1974. Print.  

Boardman, Kay. “Charting the Golden Stream: Recent Work on Victorian Periodicals.”  

 Victorian Studies (2006): 505-516. Print. 

Bottum, Joseph. “The Gentleman’s True Name: David Copperfield and the Philosophy of  

 Naming.” Nineteenth-Century Literature 49.4 (1995): 435-455. JSTOR. 15  

 October 2014.  Web. 

Brantlinger, Patrick. The Reading Lesson: The Threat of Mass Literacy in Nineteenth  

 Century British Fiction. Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1999. Print. 

Budge, Gavin. “The Vampyre: Romantic Metaphysics and the Aristocratic Other.” The  

 Gothic  Other: Racial and Social Constructions in the Literary Imagination. Eds.  

 Ruth Bienstock Anolik and Douglas L. Howard. Jefferson: McFarland and  



92 

 

 Company, 2004. 212-234. Print. 

Butler, Erik. Metamorphoses of the Vampire in Literature and Film: Cultural  

 Transformations in Europe, 1732-1933. Rochester: Camden House, 2010. Print.  

Carlyle, Thomas. “The Dandiacal Body.” In Sartor Resartus. University of Adelaide,  

 2014. Kindle file. 

Carter, Margaret Louise. The Vampire in Literature: A Critical Bibliography. Ann Arbor:  

 UMI Research Press. 1989. Print.  

Chesterton, G.K. “A Defence of Penny Dreadfuls.” Varney the Vampire; Or,  

 The Feast of Blood. Ed. Curt Herr. Camarillo: Zittaw Press, 2007. Print. 

Clements, Susannah. The Vampire Myth. Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2011. Print.  

Davenport-Hines, Richard. Gothic: 400 Years of Excess, Horror, Evil, and Ruin. London:  

 Fourth  Estate, 1998. Print. 

Deane, Bradley. The Making of the Victorian Novelist: Anxieties of Authorship in the  

 Mass Market. New York: Routledge, 2003. Print. 

Dowling, Andrew. Manliness and the Male Novelist in Victorian Literature. Ashgate:  

 Aldershot, 2001. Print. 

Fish, Stanley. “Introduction, or How I Stopped Worrying and Learned to Love  

 Interpretation.” Is There a Text in This Class? Cambridge: Harvard University  

 Press, 1980. 1-17. Print.  

Frayling, Christopher. “Varney, the Vampyre, James Malcolm Rymer.” Vampyres: Lord  

 Byron to Count Dracula. London: Faber, 1991. 145-147. Print.  

Frost, Brian J. The Monster with a Thousand Faces: Guises of the Vampire in Myth and  

Literature. Bowling Green: Bowling Green State University Popular Press, 1989. 

Print.  

Furst, Lilian R. “The Romantic Hero, or is He an Anti-Hero?” Studies in the Literary  

 Imagination 9.1 (1976): 53-67. Academic Search Premier. Web. 15 July 2013. 

Gelder, Ken. Reading the Vampire. London: Routledge, 1994. Print.  

Gimson, Andrew. “The Strange Death of the English Gentleman.” Standpoint Magazine.  

 September 2012. Web. 7 August 2014. 

Gilmour, Robin. The Idea of the Gentleman in the Victorian Novel. London: George  

 Allen and Unwin, 1989. Print. 

Greenwood, James. “Penny Packets of Poison.” Varney the Vampire; Or,  

 The Feast of Blood. Ed. Curt Herr. Camarillo: Zittaw Press, 2007. Print. 

Guest, Kristen. “The Subject of Money: Late-Victorian Melodrama’s Crisis of  



93 

 

 Masculinity.” Victorian Studies 49.4 (2007): 635-657. JSTOR. Web. 10 Mar  

 2014. 

Heiland, Donna. Gothic and Gender: An Introduction. Malden: Blackwell, 2004.  

 Print. 

Herr, Curt. “Born from Stinking Streets: The Rise of Penny Fiction.” Varney the  

 Vampire; Or, The Feast of Blood. Ed. Curt Herr. Camarillo: Zittaw Press, 2007.  

 Print. 

Holterhoff, Kate. “Liminality and Power in Bram Stoker’s Jewel of Seven Stars.” From  

 Wollstonecraft to Stoker: Essays on Gothic and Victorian Sensation Fiction. Ed.  

 Marilyn Brock. Jefferson: McFarland, 2009. 132-143. 

Hume, Robert D. “Gothic versus Romantic: A Revaluation of the Gothic Novel.” PMLA  

 84.2 (1969): 282-290. JSTOR. Web. 10 Mar 2014.  

Jacobs, Edward. “Disvaluing the Popular: London Street Culture, ‘Industrial Literacy,’  

 and the Emergence of Mass Culture in Victorian England.” Victorian Urban  

 Settings: Essays on the Nineteenth Century City and its Contexts. Eds. Debra N.  

 Macoff and D.J. Tela. New York: Garland Publishing, 1996. 89-113. Print.  

James, Louis. Fiction for the Working Man, 1830-1850: A Study of the Literature  

 Produced for the Working Classes in Early Victorian Urban England. London:  

 Oxford University Press, 1963. Print.  

James, Louis. “The Rational Amusement: ‘Minor’ Fiction and Victorian Studies.”  

 Victorian Studies 14.2 (1970): 193-199. JSTOR. Web. 12 December 2013. 

Jenkins, Mark Collins. Vampire Forensics: Uncovering the Origins of an Enduring  

 Legend. Washington D.C.: National Geographic, 2010. Print.  

Johannsen, Albert. The House of Beadle and Adams and its Dime and Nickel Novels: The  

 Story of a Vanished Literature, Vol. II. Normal: University of Oklahoma Press,  

 1950. Print.  

Kaiser, Matthew. The World in Play: Portraits of a Victorian Concept. Stanford:  

 Stanford University Press, 2012. Print. 

Klapcsik, Sandor. Liminality in Fantastic Fiction: A Poststructuralist Approach.  

 Jefferson: McFarland, 2012. Print. 

Kent, Christopher A. “Victorian Periodicals and the Constructing of Victorian Reality.”  

 Victorian Periodicals: A Guide to Research. Eds. J. Don Vann and Rosemary T.  

 VanArsdel. New York: The Modern Language Association of America, 1989. 1- 

 12. Print. 

Kestner, Joseph A. Masculinities in British Adventure Fiction, 1880-1915. Aldershot:  

 Ashgate, 2010. Print. 



94 

 

Lane, Christopher. “Epilogue: Joseph Conrad and the Illusion of Solidarity.” Hatred and  

Civility: The Antisocial Life in Victorian England. New York: Columbia 

University Press. 2004. 161-174. Print.  

Lamont, Rosette C. “From Hero to Anti-Hero.” Studies in the Literary Imagination 9.1  

 (1976): 53-67. Academic Search Premier. Web. 15 July 2013. 

Laski, Harold J. “The Danger of Being a Gentleman: Reflections on the Ruling Class in  

 England.” The Danger of Being a Gentleman, and Other Essays. London: George  

 Allen and Unwin Limited, 1939. Print. 

Laskowski, William. “James Malcolm Rymer.” Guide to Literary Masters and their  

 Works (2007): 1. MagillOnLiterature Plus. Web. 27 April 2012.  

Law, Graham. “Nothing but a Newspaper: The Contested Space of Serial Fiction in the  

 1840s Press.” Encounters in the Victorian Press: Editors, Authors, Readers. Eds.  

 Laurel Brake and Julie F. Codell. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005. 29-48.  

 Print. 

Loxley, James. Performativity: The New Critical Idiom. New York: Routledge, 2007.  

 Print. 

McDonald, Beth E. The Vampire as Numinous Experience: Spiritual Journeys with the  

 Undead in British and American Literature. Jefferson: McFarland, 2004.  

 Print.  

Mighall, Robert. A Geography of Victorian Gothic Fiction: Mapping History’s  

 Nightmares. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999. Print. 

Mighall, Robert. “Vampires and Victorians: Count Dracula and the Return of the  

 Repressive Hypothesis.” Varieties of Victorianism: The Uses of a Past. Ed. Gary  

 Day. Chippenham: Anthony Rowe, Ltd., 1998.  236-249. Print.  

Mitch, David F. The Rise of Popular Literacy in Victorian England: The Influence of  

 Private Choice and Public Policy. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,  

 1992. Print. 

Nufus, Hayatun. “Post-Structuralism and Deconstruction.” Papilona. N.P. (2010). Web.  

 13 November 2013.  

Paolucci, Peter Leonard. “Re-reading the Vampire From John Polidori to Anne Rice:  

 Stuctures of Impossibilities Among Three Narratives.” Diss. York University,  

 2000. ProQuest Dissertations and Theses. Web. 27 April 2012.  

Praz, Mario. The Romantic Agony. London: Oxford University Press, 1951. Print. 

Riccardo, Martin V. Liquid Dreams of Vampires. St. Paul: Llewellyn Publications, 1996.  

 Print.  

Roberts, Bette B. “Varney, the Vampire, or, Rather, Varney, the Victim.” Gothic 2  



95 

 

 (1987): 1-5. Web. 2 May 2012. 

Rymer, James Malcolm. “Popular Writing.” Queen’s Magazine: A Monthly Miscellany of  

Literature and Art, 1 (1842): 99-103. Reprinted in Victorian Print Media: A 

Reader. Eds. Andrew King and John Plunkett. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2005. 171-175. Print.  

Rymer, James Malcolm. 1847. Varney the Vampire; Or, The Feast of Blood. Ed. Curt  

 Herr. Camarillo: Zittaw Press, 2007. Print.  

Schofield, Roger S. “Dimensions of Illiteracy in England, 1750-1850.” Literacy and  

 Historical Development: A Reader. Ed. Harvey J. Graff. Carbondale: Southern  

 Illinois University Press, 2007. 299-314. Print. 

Senf, Carol A. The Vampire in Nineteenth-Century English Literature. Bowling Green:  

 Popular Press, 1988. Print.  

Springhall, John. “A Life Story For the People?: Edwin J. Brett and the London ‘Low- 

 Life’ Penny Dreadfuls of the 1860s.” Victorian Studies (1990): 223-246.  

 Print. 

Stiles, Anne, Finger, Stanley, and John Bulevich. “Somnambulism and Trance States in  

 the Works of John William Polidori, Author of ‘The Vampyre.’” European  

 Romantic Review 21.6 (December 2010): 789-807. Academic Search Premier. 10  

 September 2012.  

Stuprich, M. “Varney the Vampire.” Magill’s Guide to Science Fiction and Fantasy  

 Literature (1996): 1-2. MagillOnLiterature Plus. Web. 27 April 2012.  

Summers, Montague. The Vampire in Europe. Wellingborough: The Aquarian Press  

 Limited, 1929. Print.  

Summers, Montague. The Vampire: His Kith and Kin. New Hyde Park: University  

 Books. 1928. Print. 

Sussman, Herbert. Victorian Masculinities: Manhood and Masculine Poetics in Early  

 Victorian Literature and Art. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. Print. 

Sutter, Gavin. “Penny Dreadfuls and Perverse Domains: Victorian and Modern Moral  

 Panics.” Behaving Badly: Social Panic and Moral Outrage—Victorian and  

 Modern Parallels. Eds. Judith Rowbatham and Kim Stevenson. Burlington:  

 Ashgate, 2003. 159-175. Print. 

Thorslev, Peter L. The Byronic Hero: Types and Prototypes. Minneapolis: University of  

 Minnesota Press, 1962. Print. 

Twitchell, James B. Dreadful Pleasures: An Anatomy of Modern Horror. Oxford: Oxford  

University Press, 1985. Print.  

Twitchell, James B. A Study of the Vampire in Romantic Literature. Durham: Duke UP,  



96 

 

1981. Print.  

Waltje, Jorg. Blood Obsession: Vampires, Serial Murder, and the Popular Imagination.  

 New York: Peter Lang, 2005. Print. 

 

Works Consulted 

Altick, Richard D. Victorian People and Ideas. New York: Norton, 1973. Print. 

Altick, Richard D. Writers, Readers, and Occasions: Selected Essays on Victorian  

 Literature and Life. Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1989. Print. 

Adams, James Eli. Dandies and Desert Saints: Styles of Victorian Masculinity. Ithaca:  

 Cornell University Press, 1995. Print. 

Adcock, John. “The Boys from Clerkenwell.” Yesterday’s Papers. N.p. July 17, 2011.  

 Web. 25 June 2012. 

Bivona, Dan and Roger B. Henkle. The Imagination of Class: Masculinity and the  

 Victorian Urban Poor. Columbus: The Ohio State University Press, 2006. Print. 

Bleiler, E.F. “A Note on Authorship.” Varney the Vampire; Or, The Feast of Blood. Ed.  

 Curt Herr. Camarillo: Zittaw Press, 2007. Print. 

Brake, Laurel, Bell, Bill, and Finklestein, David. Nineteenth-Century Media and the  

 Construction of Identities. London: Macmillan, 2000. Print. 

Boyd, Kelly, and McWilliam, Rohan. The Victorian Studies Reader. London: Routledge,  

 2007. Print. 

Catania, Saviour. “Absent Presences in Liminal Places: Murneau’s Nosferatu and the  

Otherworld of Stoker’s Dracula.” Literature Film Quarterly 32.3 (2004): 229-

236. Academic Search Premier. Web. 2 September 2012.  

Carlyle, Thomas. On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History. Ed. Archibald  

 MacMechan. Boston: The Athenaeum Press, 1902. Print. 

Day, Peter. Ed. Vampires: Myths and Metaphors of Enduring Evil. New York: Rodopi,  

 2006. Print.  

Dellamora, Richard. Masculine Desire: The Sexual Politics of Victorian Aestheticism.  

 Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1990. Print. 

Farivar, Marziyeh, Pillai, Shanthini, Roohallah, Sistani, and Masoumeh Mehni. “From  

 Consciousness toward Self-Consciousness: The Byronic Hero as the Hegelian  

 Slave.” Review of European Studies 5.4 (2013): 61-70. Print. 

Geary, Robert F. “Carmilla and the Gothic Legacy: Victorian Transformations of  



97 

 

 Supernatural Horror.” The Blood is the Life: Vampires in Literature. Eds. Leonard  

 G. Heldreth and Mary Pharr. Bowling Green: Bowling Green State  

 University Popular Press, 1999. Print. 

Gladwell, Adele Olivia, and James Havoc. Eds. Blood and Roses: The Vampire in 19th  

 Century Literature. London: Creation Press, 1992.  

Godfrey, Richard, Jack, Gavin, and Jones Campbell. “Sucking, Bleeding, Breaking: On  

 the Dialectics of Vampirism, Capital, and Time.” Culture and Organization 10.1  

 (2004 March): 25-36. Academic Search Premier. Web. 1 September 2012.  

Hennelly, Mark. “As Well Fill up the Space Between”: A Liminal Reading of Christabel.  

 Studies in Romanticism 38.2 (1999): 103-22. EBSCO Publishing. Web. 10 August  

 2012.  

Hughes, Linda K. and Lund, Michael. The Victorian Serial. Charlottesville: University  

 Press of Virginia, 1991. Print. 

Jackson, Lee. Ed. Daily Life in Victorian London. Victorian London Ebooks. Kindle file. 

John, Juliet. “Twisting the Newgate Tale: Dickens, Popular Culture, and the Politics of  

 Genre.” Rethinking Victorian Culture. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000. 127- 

 146. Print. 

Lonoff, Sue. Wilkie Collins and his Victorian Readers: A Study in the Rhetoric of  

 Authorship. New York: AMS Press, 1982. Print. 

Meyer, S. “Passing perverts, after all?: Vampirism, (In)visibility, and the Horrors of the  

Normative in Jewelle Gomez’ The Gilda Stories.” Femspec 4.1 (2002): 25-37. 

EBSCO Publishing. Web. 11 September 2011.  

Michelis, Angelica. “‘Dirty Mamma’: Horror, Vampires, and the Maternal in Late  

 Nineteenth-Century Gothic Fiction.” Critical Survey 15.3 (2003): 5-22. Academic  

 Search Premier. Web. 10 September 2012.  

Morgan, Thais E. “Reimagining Masculinity in Victorian Criticism: Swinburne and  

 Pater.” Victorian Studies 36.3 (1993): 315-332. JSTOR. 12 February 2014. 

Neves, Carlos. “Optimism, Pessimism, and Hope in Durkheim.” Journal of Happiness 4  

 (2003): 169-183. Academic Search Premier. Web. 20 August 2012.  

O’Malley, Patrick. Catholicism, Sexual Deviance, and Victorian Gothic Culture.  

 Cambridge: University Press, 2006. Print. 

Parker, Andrew. Ed. Performativity and Performance. New York: Routledge. 1995.  

 Print. 

Railo, Eino. The Haunted Castle: A Study of the Elements of English Romanticism. New  

 York: Humanities Press. Print. 



98 

 

Rickels, Laurence A. The Vampire Lectures. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,  

 1999. Print.  

Shawcross, John T. Intentionality and the New Traditionalism: Some Liminal Means to  

 Literary Revisionism. University Park: The Pennsylvania State University  

 Press, 1991. Print. 

Sutherland, John. Victorian Fiction: Writers, Publishers, Readers. London: Macmillan,  

 1995. Print. 

Tosh, John. “New Men? The Bourgeois Cult of Home.” Victorian Values: Personalities  

 and Perspectives in Nineteenth-Century Society. Ed. Gordon Marsden. Longman,  

 1998. 77-87. Print.  

Turner, Victor W. “Betwixt and Between: The Liminal Period in Rites de Passage.”  

 Symposium on New Approaches to the Study of Religion by the American  

 Ethnological Society. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh, 1964. 4-20. Print. 

Wagner, John. “In Praise of ‘Low-Brow’ Allusions, or Is the Fonz REALLY a Byronic  

 Hero?” The English Journal 71.2 (1982): 42-43. JSTOR. Web. 10 March 2014.  

Weller, Toni. “Preserving Knowledge through Popular Victorian Periodicals: An  

 Examination of The Penny Magazine and the Illustrated London News, 1842- 

 1843. Library History 24.3 (2008): 200-207. Academic Search Premier. Web. 12  

 July 2013. 

 

 

 

 

 


