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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis is an exploration of the lesbian vampire as a character with the potential to be 

read as inhabiting a crip-queer subject position, one which troubles and challenges 

narratives of pathologization and demonization constructed around the body. Within this 

subject position, the lesbian vampire can also serve as a challenge to systems of 

compulsory able-bodiedness and compulsory heterosexuality. The first chapter of this 

work turns to Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu’s Carmilla (1872), providing a close reading of 

Le Fanu’s text in the context of case studies by Victorian-era sexologists. The second 

chapter focuses on two Carmilla adaptations produced in the 2010s: Jordan Hall’s 

Carmilla web series (2014-2016), and Emily Harris’ Carmilla film (2019), exploring 

how each project balances a normalization of lesbianism while still positioning Carmilla 

against compulsory systems fixated on her vampirism. The conclusion examines Jewelle 

Gomez’s The Gilda Stories (1991), as well as several other lesbian vampire projects 

published in the past three years. 
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Introduction 

 

In 1871, Joseph Sheridan LeFanu published “Carmilla,” bringing into the world one of 

the first works of vampire fiction and creating the original lesbian vampire. “Carmilla” was first 

published as a four-part serial in the literary magazine The Dark Blue and published in full in Le 

Fanu’s collection of short stories In a Glass Darkly (1872). In keeping with its immortal 

protagonist, Carmilla’s popularity has led to the story being republished multiple times as 

standalone narrative up into the twenty-first century. 1  Carmilla is narrated by Laura, a young 

woman who lives with her father and two governesses in Styria,2 an isolated area of Austria (Le 

Fanu 3). Laura lives a quiet and lonely life until a mysterious carriage crash outside her manor 

house brings another young woman, Carmilla, into the care of her family. Carmilla and Laura 

quickly develop a strong connection after recognizing each other from childhood dreams, which 

grows into mutual desire for emotional and physical intimacy. But as Carmilla’s stay lengthens, 

Laura begins to fall ill with a mysterious affliction that has already taken the lives of several 

young women in the surrounding area. An investigation of Laura’s symptoms reveals the 

terrifying truth: Carmilla is actually Mircalla Karnstein, a centuries-old vampire who has chosen 

Laura as her latest victim. Carmilla has held a lasting resonance within both vampire fiction and 

queer pop culture, and the entanglement between lesbianism and vampirism created by Le Fanu 

has transformed into a trope with a life of its own.  

The lesbian vampire has remained in the shadows of popular culture ever since, lurking 

in the closets of speculative fiction, leaping out to remind us of “the dark power of lesbian 

seduction” (Danforth 212). This seductress has been revived in various media formats across her 

 
1 Italicized henceforth to indicate Carmilla as the novella it has been republished as, rather than “Carmilla” as 

printed in In a Glass Darkly or serialized in The Dark Blue.   
2 Laura’s father remains nameless in the novella and occasionally receives a name in later adaptations.  
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150-year tenure, leaping from the pages of novels to comic books, movies, and even web series 

on YouTube. Carmilla has inspired countless adaptations through the years, each with varying 

degrees of faithfulness to the source text. And true to the classic vampiric power to “turn” others 

into vampires, Carmilla has inspired writers to craft their own lesbian vampire characters within 

new narratives. Despite her dated and homophobic origins, the lesbian vampire has an enduring 

popularity with queer women up into the twenty-first century, an indication that there is more at 

work underneath the surface of this trope than might be evident at first glance. 

Multiple scholars have taken up the lesbian vampire at various moments in which her 

character appears; most of this work revolves around either vampire scholarship of Le Fanu’s 

original novella or lesbian feminist critique of the lesbian vampire in sexploitation films of the 

1970s. This sexploitation cycle includes Hammer Film’s Karnstein trilogy—The Vampire Lovers 

(Roy Ward Baker 1970), Lust for a Vampire (Jimmy Sangster 1971), and Twins of Evil (John 

Hough 1971)—as well as Daughters of Darkness (Harry Kümel 1971), Vampyros Lesbos (Jesús 

Franco 1971), and The Velvet Vampire (Stephanie Rothman 1971).3  Vampire scholar Nina 

Auerbach describes Carmilla’s century-long transition from the 1870s to the 1970s as “an index 

of an intensifying cultural repression” as she passes from “a Victorian novel about romantic 

friendship through a slew of sexy twentieth-century films” (53). Most lesbian feminist critiques 

of these sexploitation films revolve around their portrayal of the lesbian vampire as a figure that 

“contain[s] attraction between women within the same boundaries of sexual violence, to force it 

into a patriarchal model of sexuality” (Zimmerman). Sexploitation lesbian vampires are subjects 

which allow men to “sooth sexual anxieties” brought about by the rise in visibility of both 

feminism and lesbianism in 1970s (Zimmerman). The monstrous and predatory nature of the 

 
3 Hammer Films used Carmilla’s surname, “Karnstein,” to indicate their trilogy as Carmilla-inspired productions, 

despite deeply questionable degrees of faithfulness to the Le Fanu novella.  
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lesbian vampire allows content creators to play off a multitude of lesbophobic stereotypes: 

“Lesbian sexuality is infantile and narcissistic; lesbianism is sterile and morbid; lesbians are rich, 

decadent women who seduce the young and powerless” (Zimmerman). While the circumstances 

of lesbian vampire sexploitation films are unquestionably homophobic, both Bonnie Zimmerman 

and Andrea Weiss offer alternative, feminist readings that transform the monstrous qualities of 

the lesbian vampire into reclaimed strengths. In her close reading of Daughters of Darkness, 

Zimmerman argues that its ending suggests “lesbianism is eternal, passing effortlessly from one 

woman to another. No attempt of man or god can prevent the lesbian from passing on her 

‘curse.’” This reading is certainly supported by Carmilla’s original ending, in which Laura 

claims that, over a year after Carmilla’s execution, “the image of Carmilla returns to memory 

with ambiguous alternations… and often from a reverie I have started, fancying I heard the light 

step of Carmilla at the drawing room door” (Le Fanu 139). Weiss argues that the lesbian vampire 

provided an opportunity for a “camp identification” (21) and operates as an “agent for female 

desire” in an age in which women were denied any sexual agency (34). In her article “‘A Strange 

Desire That Never Dies’: Monstrous Lesbian Camp in the Age of Conformity,” Barbara Jane 

Brickman locates the possibility for camp identification beginning in the mid-twentieth century, 

arguing that monstrous lesbians appearing in pop culture of the 1950s held “the potential to 

denaturalize and make comic the compulsory heterosexuality that was imposing itself on young 

women of the period” (358). In reading prior scholarship on the lesbian vampire, it is clear that 

she has captured, if not the hearts, then certainly the minds of queer-identified women 

throughout her long tenure in the shadows of twentieth-century popular culture.  

Throughout this thesis, I approach the lesbian vampire with a mixture of theoretical 

frameworks, borrowing bits and pieces from queer theory, disability studies, and critical race 
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theory, working primarily with theorists who blend these fields in their own work. This approach 

has been inspired in no small part by Robert McRuer’s Crip Theory: Cultural Signs of Queerness 

and Disability, Alison Kafer’s Feminist, Queer, Crip, and Siobhan Somerville’s Queering the 

Color Line: Race and the Invention of Homosexuality in American Culture. As each of these 

works focus on issues of sexual identity in conversation with disabled identity, and racial 

identity, respectively, it is my hope that this paper provides a thorough examination of the 

lesbian vampire within the context of the social identities of which she becomes a composite. 

McRuer describes his own work in Crip Theory as emerging from “cultural studies traditions that 

question the order of things, considering how and why it is constructed and naturalized; how it is 

embedded in complex economic, social, and cultural relations; and how it might be changed” (2). 

Broadly stated, the aim of this paper is to track the lesbian vampire’s journey through “the order 

of things;” to uncover how she was constructed, how she became embedded into different forms 

of media, and how she has changed to fit the demands of the cultural moment within which she 

appears. How exactly might this collision of sapphic desire and vampirism be explained and why 

has it enjoyed over a century of cultural saliency—with no death in sight? More importantly, this 

paper seeks to understand the ways in which the lesbian vampire trope operates within narratives 

to challenge and upsets normative standards naturalized by compulsory social systems. As a crip-

queer subject, the lesbian vampire embraces her pathologized and demonized embodiments: 

vampirism, lesbianism, and in some cases, racialization, as powerful and desirable facets of her 

being.  

The compulsory systems at work in the lesbian vampire narratives explored herein are 

compulsory heterosexuality and compulsory able-bodiedness. In the introduction to Crip Theory, 

Robert McRuer introduces a theory of “compulsory able-bodiedness,” proposing that this 
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“system of compulsory able-bodiedness, which in a sense produces disability, is thoroughly 

interwoven with the system of compulsory heterosexuality that produces queerness” (2). This 

framework creates unique opportunity when turned towards the lesbian vampire: a distinctly 

queer figure with a long history of entanglement within medical discourses, with both queerness 

and vampirism as points of contact. Throughout her various incarnations, the specter of (often 

male) doctors and cures linger beside the lesbian vampire. In Dracula’s Daughter (Lambert 

Hillyer 1936), Countess Marya Zaleska seeks out the help of psychiatrist Dr. Jeffrey Garth to 

cure her vampiric urges. The protagonist of Terror in the Crypt (Camillo Mastrocinque 1964) is 

a doctor Laura’s father calls to their home to treat the intensifying symptoms of her vampiric 

possession by Carmilla’s spirit. In Vampyros Lesbos (Jesús Franco 1971) viewers watch 

Countess Nadine Carody square off against Dr. Seward, a psychiatrist who traps Nadine’s former 

lover-victims in his asylum to manipulate Nadine into to turning him into a vampire. In The 

Hunger (Tony Scott 1983) Dr. Sarah Roberts’s blood becomes infected after she is bitten by 

Miriam while the two have sex. Whether queerness is portrayed as contagion or pathological 

perversity, when lesbian vampires appear it seems that agents of institutionalized medicine are 

never far behind.  

Vampires and queer people have a long-intertwined history; each manifest as subjects 

outside the bounds of the normal, seductive despite (or because of) their deviancy. Both relish in 

their power to disrupt cis-sexist gender roles and heteronormative sexual practices. In tracing the 

development of the vampire in European culture, we may add one more similarity to the list: a 

legacy of emergence through the processes of medical discourses assigned to the human body. 

Vampire scholar Nick Groom writes that vampires are “creatures of the Enlightenment: their 

history is rooted in the empirical approaches of the developing investigative sciences of the 
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eighteenth century” (4). Vampires stalked through the pages of medical journals long before they 

reached the pens of John William Polidori, Sheridan Le Fanu, and Bram Stoker; the mid-

eighteenth century saw a boom in scientific investigation surrounding the vampire, with twelve 

different books and four dissertations published in 1732-33 alone (Groom 36). Groom entangles 

the vampire with the emergence of a body politic, representing one of the earliest instances of a 

struggle for social power taking place on the site of the human body (44). Just as we understand 

racial and sexual identities to be, at least in part, highly politicized inventions of hegemonic 

medical discourses, the vampire emerged in a similar environment; as Groom observes, 

“vampirology in the [seventeenth and eighteenth centuries] exposed the entangled operations of 

the life sciences within power politics and institutionalized religion” (44). Although we scoff at 

the idea of vampirism as a medical condition today, the vampire may be one of the first 

medically invented, embodied identity to emerge from the models of discourse that later 

generated racial, sexual, and disabled identities: pathologization and demonization.  

The vampire began to congeal from various Eastern European folklores into its own 

distinct subject in the early eighteenth-century (Groom 23). These folklores “came face to face 

with empirical science” to become “recognized as an apparently extreme natural phenomenon, 

and a body of evidence that could be scrutinized and analyzed in new ways” (Groom 23-24). 

Vampires became an object of serious scientific inquiry; “they were a notably physical 

phenomenon… Detailed forensic examinations were accordingly made and records kept, 

including catalogues of signs and symptoms” (24). The acts of repeated study, of evidence 

collection, of hypothesizing, brought the concept of the vampire into existence; “the emerging 

medical profession and natural philosophers began to try to explain them and they were thus 
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named and categorized as vampires” (Groom 24). This model of discourse—of explaining a 

subject into existence—is especially powerful when applied onto the human body.  

Whether these models of discourse take vampirism, sexual practices, or skin color as 

their focus, the premise remains the same: there is an empirical, objective truth to be discovered 

in the human body; and there is a normative, natural form against which we find deviations, all 

of which are unnatural and unhealthy. Disability studies has long referred to this model of 

discourse as the medical model; Alison Kafer describes it as one which “frames atypical bodies 

and minds as deviant, pathological, and defective, best understood and addressed in medical 

terms” and notes that the medical model is characterized by positing disability “as an exclusively 

medical problem and, especially, the conceptualization of such positioning as both objective fact 

and common sense” (5). Siobhan Somerville uses incredibly similar language in her discussion 

of fin-de-siècle scientific racism and sexology: “Medical and sexological literature… held 

substantial definitional power within a culture that sanctioned science to discover and tell the 

truth about bodies” (244). From the vampirologists exhuming corpses to the sexologists 

measuring genitals, medical authorities turn to the human body as a site of discoverable truths 

upon which political and social power could be built. Although these texts were often created by 

and for researchers in medical or scientific fields, Somerville notes that their theories 

“increasingly assumed enormous cultural power to organize and pathologize those marked as 

sexually deviant or racially ‘other’” (10). Kafer calls for an interrogation of “how terms such as 

‘defective,’ ‘deviant,’ and ‘sick’ have been used to justify discrimination against people whose 

bodies, minds, desires, and practices differ from the unmarked norm” (17). As these narratives 

are individually examined, their interwovenness becomes more visible and we understand more 

about how each of “these categories are constituted through and by each other” (Kafer 32). This 
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project takes the lesbian vampire as a dynamic site of the convergences described by Kafer and 

Somerville; a subject created by the collision of multiple body narratives.  

But the subject position of the lesbian vampire is not always a passive body upon which 

meaning has been ascribed by hegemonic cultural forces; in this project I interpret the lesbian 

vampire as a character with the potential to be positioned by creators within a “crip-queer” 

subject position—one that rejects narratives of otherness and abjection and instead embraces the 

possibility for non-normative bodies and sexualities to be seductive and desirable. As outlined by 

McRuer, crip theory “resist[s] delimiting the kinds of bodies and abilities that are acceptable” 

(31) and puts forward “critically disabled and queer perspectives and practices” to “resist the 

contemporary spectacle of able-bodied heteronormativity” (3). The lesbian vampire is an ever-

changing figure, but throughout many adaptations and new narratives, her character continues to 

represent a dedication to unapologetically embracing the pathologized or demonized aspects of 

her being as the same traits which make her desirable and powerful.  

Chapter One of this work offers an examination of Le Fanu’s original Carmilla within the 

context of the case studies of Victorian-era sexologists. The case study emerged as a primary 

source of evidence in early sexology and remains perhaps the most literal form of a hegemonic 

body narrative. Within Carmilla (1872), the pathologized lesbian vampire is a body that defies 

both compulsory heterosexuality and compulsory able-bodiedness: Carmilla’s lesbian desire is 

inextricable from her vampiric defiance of a normative, embodied humanity. In Le Fanu’s 

Carmilla, the supernatural qualities possessed by the lesbian vampire are symbolic markers of 

monstrosity and perversity. A closer examination of Carmilla’s actions and attitudes opens the 

potential for a “cripped” reading of Carmilla as a subject who is not interested in indulging 
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compulsory heterosexuality or able-bodiedness, and in fact embraces the various aspects of 

herself that outside forces label sick or perverse.  

Chapter Two moves into an examination of two Carmilla adaptations produced in the 

2010s: Jordan Hall’s Carmilla, the web series (KindaTV, 2014-16) and the film Carmilla (2019), 

written and directed by Emily Harris. Each of these adaptations build upon Le Fanu’s source 

material to deliver projects with more modern-day messaging, leaving behind the novella’s overt 

homophobia to provide sympathetic portrayals of lesbian desire. This work is done through 

deployment of normalization processes that center and de-pathologize lesbianism. But the 

expansion of the lines of normal still requires the labeling of an abnormal; both Hall and Harris’ 

adaptations draw conflict from their protagonists’ unwillingness or inability to assimilate into the 

compulsory systems which define the limits of normal in their respective worlds.  

Lastly, the conclusion explores how the lesbian vampire narrative may be further 

liberated from its problematic legacy. Le Fanu’s original work casts a long shadow, as do the 

sexploitation films of the 1970s. Twenty-first century adaptations have attempted to recover the 

allure of the lesbian vampire trope while leaving its homophobic origins in the past, with creators 

directly taking on the disindentificatory labor performed by queer audiences in their own writing. 

However, this work still requires an acknowledgement of the problematic origin as the starting 

point of such disidentifications. With such a weighted history, it is hard to imagine a new story 

for the lesbian vampire. I argue that this is exactly what author Jewelle Gomez achieves in her 

1991 novel The Gilda Stories. While prior lesbian vampire narratives assume a reactionary 

stance to Carmilla, Gomez crafts a story in which vampirism can be imagined as a liberatory 

state, especially for those marginalized by racial, gender, or sexual identities in their human 

lives. After an examination of The Gilda Stories, I turn towards additions to the lesbian vampire 
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genre made in the past two years: the film Bit (Brad Michael Elmore 2019), and “First Kill,” a 

short story by Victoria “V.E.” Schwab published in 2020. I also provide a reading of the short 

story “In Kind” by Kayla Whaley (2020). The protagonist of “In Kind” is Grace, a disabled 

young woman who is transformed into a vampire after she becomes the victim of caregiver 

murder. Each of these narratives feature protagonists who embrace the lesbian vampire’s legacy 

as a disrupter of compulsory systems, imagining new narrative directions for creators of future 

lesbian vampire characters to explore.  
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Chapter One: Carmilla as a Case Study of Supernatural Sexuality 

Her soft cheek was glowing against mine. "Darling, darling," she murmured,  

"I live in you; and you would die for me, I love you so." 

 –Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu, Carmilla. 

Carmilla was published for the first time in its entirety in a collection of short stories by 

Le Fanu titled In a Glass Darkly. The collection’s framing device rests on the fictional Dr. 

Martin Hesselius, an occult detective and Van Helsing-esque figure; the five stories it contains 

are each taken from Hesselius’ personal papers and presented to readers as past “cases” the 

doctor has encountered (Stoddart 19). Critic Helen Stoddart links this framework to the style of 

the Freudian case study, arguing that Dr. Hesselius acts as a “prototype psychoanalyst,” allowing 

Le Fanu to blur the lines between two seemingly distinct genres: the supernatural Gothic and 

psychoanalytic non-fiction (19-20). In this chapter, I offer a close reading of Carmilla which 

takes its cues from Stoddart’s interpretation with a slight shift to ask: What can be learned about 

Carmilla’s narrative when we read in context of case studies published by Victorian-era 

sexologists? This chapter will illustrate that Carmilla has gifted us beyond its creation of the 

lesbian vampire trope. Carmilla is an outstanding example of how narratives of pathologization 

and demonization co-mingle to eventually fuse onto the bodies of their subjects, leaving them 

vulnerable to disciplinary abuses disguised as cures or cleansing. 

Carmilla’s narrator is Laura, a lonely young woman who lives with her father, a retired 

military officer, and a small group of servants in a rural and isolated area of Austria. One 

evening, Laura’s solitude is abruptly shattered when a carriage carrying Carmilla and her family 

crashes outside of her manor house. Carmilla’s mother leaves Carmilla to convalesce with Laura 
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and her father while the rest of their party travels on.4 The two young women share a feeling of 

immediate friendship which develops into a deep desire for emotional and physical intimacy. But 

as the two are growing closer, Laura begins to fall into a mysterious illness. As Laura’s health 

declines, it is revealed that the mysterious Carmilla is actually a vampire, and Laura is her most 

recent victim. In his linking of homoerotic desires and vampirism, Le Fanu created a trope which 

lives on to this day: the lesbian vampire. 

Carmilla’s narrative framework takes on a similar format to case studies published by 

Victorian-era sexologists. Laura has written letters to Dr. Hesselius which relate her recollections 

of her relationship with Carmilla, these letters become the narrative published by Dr. Hesselius’ 

assistant as he compiles the doctor’s casebook. The case studies published by sexologists were 

also personal histories, taken from interviews with or letters from their subjects, and these 

personal histories became “the major methodological form” for sexology in the late nineteenth 

century (Leck 3). Yet, the case study proved to be a fraught source of evidence for sexologists, 

who floundered to produce definitive and sweeping conclusions from a diverse array of accounts 

of human sexuality. Magnus Hirschfeld announces in his introduction to The Homosexuality of 

Men and Women (1913) that of the 10,000 homosexuals he has interviewed, they often have 

nothing in common besides their sexual orientation (24). The title of a later chapter in his study 

neatly sums up this paradox: “Classification of Homosexuals According to Their Personal 

Uniqueness” (Hirschfeld 325).  Case studies often contained more biographical detail than 

quantitative data; many read more like melodramatic romance novels than scientific 

 
4 Le Fanu never names Carmilla’s mother. She refers to this woman as “Mama” (23), other characters call her 

“Madame la Comtesse” (99). 
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publications.5 In his book Vita Sexualis, Ralph Leck reexamines the importance of the case study 

format in early sexology, arguing that “this methodology is not a clear case of epistemic bio-

power. Case studies accomplished something completely new… They gave voice to sexual 

others and, thereby, produced the greatest scholarly chronicle of sexual diversity the world had 

ever known” (3). The case study provided a contested space in which multiple voices clambered 

to speak; subjects provided their own stories while sexologists attempted to frame them in ways 

which pathologized homosexual desire, ultimately positioning heterosexual desires and 

relationships as the naturalized standard for human sexuality. 

When personal histories were voluntarily given, subjects often included arguments 

against their continued marginalization in legal and social spheres, occasionally going so far as 

to insist that their sexual practices were perfectly healthy and natural. In Havelock Ellis’ Studies 

in the Psychology of Sex Volume II: Sexual Inversion, a woman identified as “Miss H.” reports 

that “she believes homosexual love is morally right when it is really part of a person’s nature,” 

and that “the effect of her loving women is distinctly good… both spiritually and physically, 

while repression leads to morbidity and hysteria” (226). Other subjects reported becoming 

inspired to share their own stories after hearing of others and realizing they were not alone in 

their sexual desires and practices (Leck 6). In her evaluation of Sexual Inversion’s readership, 

Somerville identifies “medical and legal practitioners” as Ellis’ target audience but notes that 

there is “abundant evidence” that the publication was read by a significant amount of “nonexpert 

readers attempting to find representation of themselves” (19). A century before the rise of the 

 
5 A prime example of this is Krafft-Ebing’s Case 158, “Miss X,” who describes falling in love at first sight: “She 

was approached by a young lady who smiled and look upon her in such a peculiar fashion that she felt a thrill 

through her soul.” Miss X is “irresistibly impelled” to return to the place of their meeting the next day, where she 

finds the young woman waiting for her. The two do not speak until their second meeting, where they “greet each 

other like old acquaintances” (274). Laura and Carmilla experience a similar meeting, appearing in one another’s 

childhood dreams and thus feeling “destined” to have an intimate relationship in real life (Le Fanu 30) 
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disability rights movement, case studies provided a small opportunity for those marginalized by 

medical science to both find themselves and speak back to the pathologizing narratives being 

constructed around their bodies and experiences.  

Carmilla’s narrative tension comes from just such a contest of speakers; a cacophony of 

voices attempting to exercise control over Laura and Carmilla by putting forth an explanatory 

narrative for their strange relationship. Le Fanu makes Laura the first-person narrator of 

Carmilla, but the explanations given to Laura by vampire hunters after Carmilla’s execution 

function as a method of revisionism, altering how Laura retroactively processes her own 

memories. The sites of this struggle are the bodies of Laura and Carmilla, physical abnormalities 

and illness become entangled with explanation for desires outside of the heteronormative 

standard. Laura’s homoerotic desires for Carmilla become tied to a mysterious affliction that 

strengthens as their intimacy deepens; in the eyes of both doctors and priests, Carmilla’s 

affections become a threat to Laura’s health both psychically and physically. This narrative of 

pathologization and demonization is backed by institutionalized patriarchal power, put forward 

by doctors and vampire hunter Baron Vordenburg’s expertise. Carmilla’s vampirism provides 

both an explanation for her and Laura’s homoerotic desires and an excuse for disciplinary action; 

the vampire hunters justify Carmilla’s execution by citing publications on the plague of 

vampirism. Carmilla is a character so seductive and fear-inducing that she has continued to 

captivate audiences long after her murder at the close of Le Fanu’s novella. Her undead body is 

rife with juxtaposition, a site of conflict too fascinating to ignore. Her vampirism, lesbian desires, 

and supernatural associations are all aspects of her identity made vulnerable to othering through 

pathologization and demonization. While Carmilla resists these narratives at multiple points in 

her story, she never assumes the burden of justifying her puzzling existence to Laura or other 
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characters. While Carmilla does exercise control over her own story by rejecting the narratives 

set upon her body by male authority figures,6 her inability to speak for herself allows for vampire 

hunters to insist upon their expertise when explaining the phenomena of vampires to Laura. 

However, Laura’s ability to tell her own story allows her experiences to be considered outside 

the domain of these dominant narratives of pathologization and demonization, leaving the reader 

with a pathway to challenge the dominant narratives laid down by the authority figures in her 

life. 

Carmilla opens with a short prologue, which roots Laura’s narrative in the greater project 

of Dr. Hesselius’ case studies. The prologue is written by an unnamed assistant to the doctor; he 

opens by noting that Dr. Hesselius has written an essay on this “mysterious subject,” which he 

treats “with his usual learning and acumen” and “remarkable directness and condensation” (Le 

Fanu 1). This assistant will not grant readers access to this work, however, disclosing only that 

its subject is “some of the profoundest arcana of our dual existence” (1). Thus, readers are 

granted access to Laura’s narrative but any specialized knowledge available on vampires is 

excluded from the record—a dynamic which mirrors Laura’s own experience of being denied the 

details of her own diagnosis until after Carmilla is executed. Maintaining this sort of controlled, 

single-direction flow of information was an important strategy to sexologists, who understood 

that they were compiling a wealth of “carnal knowledge” which held a “destabilizing potential” 

if it fell into the hands of those who could see themselves in the pages (Leck 9). The unnamed 

assistant is careful to endorse Laura’s intelligence and credibility, calling her a “clever and 

careful” informant (Le Fanu 1). This complex relationship between disenfranchised subject-of-

narrative and authoritative expert-on-narrative was a persistent feature of case studies. 

 
6 I use male and female here not as a reference to any notion of bodily sex, but to articulate the Victorian 

construction of the male/female binary as a power structure for controlling racialized and sexualized bodies.  
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Sexologists had to navigate the double bind of requiring credible evidence for their scientific 

conclusions while simultaneously arguing that the subjects providing this evidence were 

categorically ill and thus deserving of the legal subjugation and social stigma they endured. The 

attempted appropriation of Laura’s experience by medical and religious authorities strips her 

subjectivity, positioning her as the passive victim of a vampiric fiend rather than one of two 

women forging an intimate relationship rooted in mutual desire. Le Fanu sets up this dynamic in 

Carmilla’s prologue but refuses to strip all of Laura’s authoritative power; he presents Laura as a 

first-person narrator and there is no epilogue in which Dr. Hesselius or his assistant attempt to 

construct a new context for Laura’s testimony. Le Fanu thus invokes this tradition of withheld 

knowledge but allows Laura to speak for herself for the duration of the text. This purposeful 

exclusion of Dr. Hesselius’ writings re-centers Laura’s voice, suggesting to readers that despite 

Dr. Hesselius’ noted expertise, she is the most credible source for her own narrative. 

This tension between Laura’s narration of her own story and the revisionist attempts by 

the men around her speaks to Leck’s assertion that reliance on the case study meant “sexual 

science often was structurally divided against itself” (6). Sexologists relied on the personal 

accounts from “inverts” for the continuation of their study of homosexuality,7 but at the same 

time needed to exercise control over exactly how these stories were presented to further their 

ideological priorities. For many, but not all, sexologists, these priorities included the continued 

pathologization and criminalization of homosexuality. Leck notes that “what makes the reception 

of these case studies remarkable is the fact that neither Moll nor Krafft-Ebing's scholarship 

supported the decriminalization of homosexuality; both described homosexuality and bisexuality 

 
7 “Invert” was a prevailing scientific term for someone who experienced or acted upon homosexual desires. “Sexual 

inversion” is defined by Havelock Ellis as “sexual instinct turned by inborn constitutional abnormality toward 

persons of the same sex” (1). 
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as perverse and pathological” (4). The emergence of the case study as the foundational source of 

evidence in sexology triggered a permanently unresolved conflict between the speaking subject-

turned-data and the medical professionals producing an over-arching pathologization narrative 

surrounding these subjects’ experiences. Within Carmilla, Laura’s first-person narration creates 

a similar power struggle, as readers must determine how her memories of and attitudes towards 

Carmilla may have been swayed by the narratives put forward by the vampire hunters after 

Carmilla’s demise. 

Carmilla is a text infected and preoccupied with illness and secrets of the body. Its 

paranoia surrounding the unseen and its characters’ impulse to cure lead to the complete 

destruction of its eponymous character, the Countess Mircalla “Carmilla” Karnstein. At the close 

of the narrative, her vampiric body endures not only a stake through the heart but also 

decapitation and a complete immolation, ending with the remaining ashes tossed into a river (Le 

Fanu 132). The valiant group of vampire hunters—encompassing the full scope of 

institutionalized male power: Laura’s father, doctors, a clergyman, and a government official—

are convinced that with the destruction of Carmilla’s body they have at last cleansed the 

surrounding area of the plague of the vampire (132). But Le Fanu leaves readers space to wonder 

if the strange sickness Carmilla brings into the lives of her victims is ever truly vanquished; her 

supernatural accomplices—her mother, the mysterious Madame la Comtesse; Matska, the Black 

woman who shares her carriage; and their host of suspicious henchmen—are never seen again 

after leaving Carmilla with Laura and her father. More pressingly, it seems the spirit of Carmilla 

lingers with Laura for up to a decade after her demise. 

In the final line of her story, Laura admits that “to this hour the image of Carmilla returns 

to memory… often from a reverie I have started, fancying I heard the light step of Carmilla at the 
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drawing room door” (Le Fanu 139). This lingering spirit exists within Laura’s own mind and 

reflects the pieces of her narrative which the men in her life choose to overlook: her own feelings 

on her personal experience. After Carmilla is executed Laura’s physical symptoms abate, leaving 

the vampire hunters satisfied that she has been successfully cured. Laura and her father are given 

“thousands” of academic publications as well as a “voluminous digest of all the judicial cases” 

concerning vampires, which become the only resources which Laura can use process her 

experiences (136). After reading these publications, Laura describes living for years in a state of 

“unspeakable horror” (135). However, this is a far cry from how she describes her feelings for 

Carmilla during their relationship: “I felt rather unaccountably towards [Carmilla]. In this 

ambiguous feeling, however, the sense of attraction immensely prevailed. She interested and 

won me; she was so beautiful and so indescribably engaging” (30). Le Fanu makes it clear that 

despite being troubled by Carmilla’s mysterious nature, Laura’s predominate feeling towards her 

during their relationship is one of both emotional and physical desire. 

Beyond her longing for friendship, Laura also experiences a deep physical attraction 

towards Carmilla. She is frequently overtaken by Carmilla’s beauty; even within her nightmares 

of Carmilla, Laura finds her “very pretty” (Le Fanu 6). At their first meeting, she tells Carmilla, 

“If you were less pretty I think I should be very much afraid of you” (30). Laura tells readers: 

“Her complexion was rich and brilliant; her features were small and beautifully formed… her 

hair was quite wonderful… I loved to let it down… and spread it out and play with it. Heavens! 

If I had but known all! (Le Fanu 33). Laura’s final comment: “If I had but known!” highlights 

the significant shift that occurs in Laura’s feelings by the end of her narrative. In playing with 

Carmilla’s hair, Laura shares a pleasurable physical intimacy with her, but once Carmilla’s 
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vampirism is revealed to Laura by her father and doctors, that pleasure becomes tainted with 

horror. 

Again, Le Fanu positions Laura's horror is a secondary reaction, and one that comes only 

after the revelation of Carmilla’s vampirism, suggesting to readers that the narrative provided to 

Laura after Carmilla’s demise has undue influence on how she retroactively processes her own 

feelings. This dynamic mirrors the frequent experience of women who understood their 

homosexual practices as natural or normal until coming across the work of sexologists who 

labeled their behaviors as an abnormal condition. One woman identified only as “Miss M.” in 

Ellis’ case studies, attests she had no idea “that feelings like mine were ‘under the ban of society’ 

as [Krafft-Ebing] puts it, or were considered unnatural and depraved” until after she came across 

the work of Krafft-Ebing and recognized her own feelings in the cases he describes (Ellis 229). 

Just as inverts had to read their experiences through the biased framework of sexologists who 

published them, Laura is instructed on how to interpret her own experiences after Carmilla’s 

execution. She receives this instruction from men who have taken time to examine her body and 

study her symptoms, but never take time to ask Laura how she feels about Carmilla and the 

relationship they shared.  

While Carmilla appears to be a beautiful, aristocratic lady on the surface, subtle oddities 

make themselves more known as she continues her stay with Laura’s family. She never joins the 

household in daily prayers, always sleeps late into the day, eats few meals, and is subject to 

episodes of sleep-walking. It is Mademoiselle De Lafontaine who notices the first hint that 

Carmilla may be more dangerous than she appears. After remarking on Carmilla’s beauty, she 

tells Laura and Madame Perrodon about a third woman she saw—a Black woman who did not 

exit the carriage after the crash. She describes this woman as “hideous,” with “a colored turban 
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on her head,” and that she grinned “sinisterly” from the carriage with “gleaming white eyeballs 

and teeth set as if in fury” (25). This woman is the “Matska” whom Carmilla asks for after 

recovering consciousness (23).8 Carmilla’s asking for Matska seems to indicate that despite the 

evident racial othering she is met with by other characters, Matska is a central member of the 

Karnstein matriarchy. Carmilla is also traveling with “Madame la Comtesse,” a white woman 

who claims to be her mother, and Carmilla inquires after Matska immediately after realizing that 

her mother is not there with her (23).  

Though Matska receives no attention beyond Mademoiselle De Lafontaine’s 

misogynoirist comment, she has received significant critical attention from Carmilla scholars. 

Giselle Anatol has not only argued that Matska represents “the so-called Dark Continent,” a 

source of constant anxiety in Imperial British culture but also notes that the turban codes her 

“specifically a Caribbean woman… more closely aligned to witchcraft and savagery in the 

nineteenth-century British imagination” (106). Anatol proposes Matska’s place in the Karnstein 

matriarchy is one of a governess, “who perhaps spends more time raising her than her cold and 

stately mother,” making “Carmilla’s primary moral and ethnic influence” a woman of “distinctly 

African descent” (107). Additionally, Anatol brings to attention the common practice of Black 

women wet-nursing white children in the British colonies, suggesting that Matska may have 

served as Carmilla’s wet nurse; Anatol notes “the custom persisted despite arguments that White 

children could be tainted by Black women’s blood” (107). If this is the case, Carmilla has been 

“corrupted” by Matska’s Blackness not only through an intimate mother-daughter-esque 

relationship, but on a physical level—within her very own blood.  

 
8 The only modern Carmilla adaptation to revive Matska’s character is Jordan Hall’s 2014 web series, which 

introduces Matska as a major character in its second season. She is the stylish and sophisticated “sister” of Carmilla; 

the two share the Dean as their creator/mother figure (“Matska Belmonde”) 
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However, Carmilla’s physical appearance gives no indication of this invisible and 

demonized Blackness—Mademoiselle De Lafontaine is horrified by Matska but instantly 

enamored with Carmilla. Carmilla is enthusiastically welcomed into Laura’s household, granting 

her an access to intimacy with Laura that Matska would never be offered. The possibility that 

Carmilla’s whiteness has been compromised by her exchange of bodily fluid with Matska allows 

for a reading of her character as symbolic of “‘contaminated’ blood and ‘mixed’ subjects,” 

raising the possibility that the revulsion and demonization she faces are sourced, at least in part, 

from “the powerful taboos against miscegenation” in the British imperial imagination (Anatol 7). 

As Carmilla begins feeding from Laura, “the homoerotic/breastfeeding vampiric penetration 

have ensured that tainted blood lurks in the young protagonist’s veins” (108). This is one of 

multiple ways in which Carmilla’s body operates as a Trojan horse: a seemingly beautiful young 

lady who hides dark and contagious secrets just under her skin.  

This threat of corrupted whiteness also presents in Carmilla’s behaviors; Anatol argues 

that Le Fanu’s coding of Matska as distinctly Caribbean invokes a fear of not only Blackness but 

also the pagan, supernatural beliefs associated with Caribbean folklores (106). Carmilla’s 

consistent rejection of Christian practices—her refusal to participate in daily prayers (Le Fanu 

60) and her disgust at the sound of hymns (40)—may be sourced from her supernatural, demonic 

governess. What is more striking than Carmilla’s aversion to Christian rituals is her suggestion to 

Laura that she may subscribe to a belief system outside of the European Christianity expected of 

a young woman of her background. As she rebukes Laura for singing a hymn, she tells her “You 

pierce my ears... Besides, how can you tell that your religion and mine are the same; your forms 

wound me, and I hate funerals. What a fuss!” (40). Carmilla’s disdain for funerals specifically 

indicates a differing conception of the boundaries between life and death—that her 
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understanding of this line may be far more fluid than Laura’s, presenting yet another permeable 

boundary for Carmilla to transgress. This reference to a belief system outside of Christianity, 

perhaps one that may even be called occult, serve as another indicator of Carmilla’s hidden 

homosexuality.  

As the homosexual figure emerges as a distinct subject in European sexology, inverts 

become associated with the supernatural and in the writings of Havelock Ellis, an implicitly 

racialized supernatural tradition. Ellis writes “Edward Carpenter in his remarkable book, 

Intermediate Types among Primitive Folk (1914), has shown much insight how it comes about 

that there is an organic connection between the homosexual temperament and usually psychic or 

divinatory powers” (29). For Ellis and others, the invert’s behavior is sourced from innate feature 

of their being, linking the supernatural directly to the pathological. The aptitude of the invert for 

“primitive religion, for sorcery and divination,” codes these practices as belonging to a 

specifically non-white tradition (29-30, italics added). Ellis appears to suggest this supposed 

cultural collision of sexual and spiritual practices works in both directions, noting “on the whole, 

the evidence shows that among lower races homosexual practices are regarded with considerable 

indifference” (21). As this association between Blackness, the demonic, and homosexuality 

strengthen, Le Fanu’s inclusion of Matska in his vampire narrative may indicate an attempt to 

scapegoat Carmilla’s mysterious, demonic sickness onto an explicitly racialized figure. This 

brief yet poignant portrayal allows Le Fanu to invoke racist stereotypes, building fear in his 

readers while simultaneously excluding any meaningful portrayal of Black characters in his 

Eurocentric narrative. 

Carmilla comes to embody a myriad of invisible threats to a white, heterosexual able-

bodiedness. Her inexplicable illness, which waxes and wanes with expressions of homoerotic 
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desire, renders her weak enough to need the hospitality of her victims but never too frail to 

seduce them. General Spielsdorf, the father of Carmilla’s prior victim, is persuaded to take 

Carmilla in when her mother explains that she is not well enough to travel (Le Fanu 104), that 

she is “in delicate health, and nervous, but not subject to any kind of seizure—she volunteered 

that—nor to any illusion; being, in fact, perfectly sane” (26). Laura and her governesses remark 

on the strangeness of such a claim, but as she becomes more familiar with Carmilla, Laura 

observes certain other oddities that remain unexplained: “she was slender, and wonderfully 

graceful. Except that her movements were languid—very languid—indeed, there was nothing in 

her appearance to indicate an invalid” (33). The fact that Carmilla could be sick despite 

appearing outwardly healthy in most moments is puzzling to Laura; it seems that whatever this 

illness may be, it is actually Carmilla’s natural state of being, leading readers to question whether 

whatever strange affliction Carmilla has should be considered an illness at all.  

Carmilla’s chronic symptoms seem to flare with each of her passionate expressions of 

affection for Laura. As their relationship progresses, Carmilla and Laura have an exchange in 

which Laura becomes concerned that Carmilla is growing ill as Carmilla confesses her love for 

Laura. As Carmilla holds her close and kisses her, Laura calls her “romantic,” and suggests "I am 

sure, Carmilla, you have been in love; that there is, at this moment, an affair of the heart going 

on” (Le Fanu 53). Carmilla confesses in return “I have been in love with no one, and never shall, 

unless it should be with you” (53). Laura is struck by this admittance; she remarks that Carmilla 

looks beautiful in the moonlight, but that her face suddenly becomes “colorless and apathetic” 

(53). When Laura asks if she is okay, Carmilla admits to feeling faint but insists she will 

momentarily recover. Laura is still concerned: “I was beginning to take alarm, lest she should 

have been stricken with the strange epidemic that they said had invaded the country about us" 
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(54). Carmilla’s most explicit expression of desire for Laura comes at the same time as her 

weakest moment of physical health, tying the expression of lesbian desire directly to the plague 

that has already killed three young women in the neighboring village.  

Carmilla’s illness troubles Laura in the same way she is concerned by her own desire for 

Carmilla. Laura describes her feelings as “a love growing into adoration, and also of 

abhorrence,” admitting the paradox of her description while insisting “I can make no other 

attempt to explain the feeling” (Le Fanu 37). Carmilla’s illness is just as elusive as her true 

identity—she admits “People say I am languid… every now and then the little strength I have 

falters… But after all I am very easily set up again; in a moment I am perfectly myself. See how 

I have recovered" (54). Carmilla’s assertion that she is “perfectly” herself implies that these 

chronic episodes are natural, and contrary to Laura’s concerns, nothing that needs to be treated or 

cured. The elusive nature of Carmilla’s illness allows her to dodge the authority of doctors; 

Laura offers to call Carmilla “a very skillful doctor” who lives nearby, but Carmilla refuses, 

barring the male authority from access to her body (54). Readers might infer that these various 

oddities would lessen Laura’s feeling of desire for Carmilla, but the opposite is true. Laura is 

endeared by “that graceful languor that was particular to [Carmilla],” and concludes that her 

strange traits only served to enhance her beauty (79).  

Carmilla’s only physical flaw is identified by a mountebank visiting the manor house, 

selling charms he claims can repel vampires (Le Fanu 44). While speaking to Carmilla, he 

notices a sharp tooth, describing it as “long, thin, pointed, like an awl, like a needle” (44). He 

offers to file it down “if it happens to hurt the young lady” (44), but also remarks that it would be 

more becoming of the “beautiful young lady as she is,” implying that cosmetic improvement 

would be as valid an excuse for the corrective measure (45). The specific comparison to a 



 25 

“needle” recalls exactly how Laura has described the sensation of her dreams of Carmilla, that of 

a needle piercing her breast (6). In his work on gender and homoeroticism in Dracula, 

Christopher Craft identifies the mouth of all vampires as the site that reveals the lie of “gender-

based categories of the penetrating and the receptive” (109).  Carmilla’s mouth clearly reflects 

this gender-blending function. Yet Carmilla shows no interest in any sort of procedure on her 

tooth and sharply rebukes the mountebank for bringing it to the group’s attention (Le Fanu 45). 

As usual, when Carmilla’s oddities are brought to light, Laura and her father respect the mandate 

set down by the Carmilla’s mother to not ask any personal questions; the matter is immediately 

dropped and never revisited. Craft reveals the power of the gender-troubling vampiric mouth but 

stops short of interrogating where this fiction of sex bifurcation and resulting gender roles 

emerged from, namely scientific racists’ efforts to canonize racial differentiation by citing white 

bodies as further evolved than Black bodies (Somerville 29).   

By the time sexologists had begun developing their theories on homosexuality, the 

eugenic degeneration theory had been well-accepted into mainstream scientific discourses 

(Somerville 29). In Psychopathia Sexualis, Richard von Krafft-Ebing begins his chapter 

“Anthropological Facts” by outlining a basic understanding of biological sex in fin de siècle 

medicine: “Every individual whose sexual development has been in accordance with the normal 

process, represents physical and metaphysical attributes which, as experience shows, are typical 

of the sex to which the individual belongs,” and “the higher the anthropological development of 

the race, the stronger these contrasts between man and woman” (28). As Somerville has shown, 

the belief that conditions that dictated homosexual behaviors could traced to observable and 

measurable physical abnormalities was a direct product of eugenic thought (4). Somerville links 

the sexologist study of genitals and secondary sex characteristics to the practices of comparative 
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anatomists; both practices held “the assumption that the body was a legible text, with various 

keys or languages available for reading its symbolic codes” (23). An area of particular focus was 

the clitoris; Somerville notes the “myth of an unusually large clitoris” as “one of the most 

consistent medical characterizations of the anatomy of both African-American women and 

lesbians” (27). Carmilla’s tooth provides a similarly phallic trait; a less-explicit opportunity for 

Le Fanu to portray Carmilla’s body as a site of pathologized female excess. This focus on 

Carmilla’s tooth also links her physical body to Matska; whose “teeth set as if in fury” indicate 

that for a female subject, an aggressive, masculinized mouth may also serve as a marker of 

Blackness (Le Fanu 25).  

Carmilla’s transgression of her sex role does not end in her physical traits; her behaviors 

towards Laura also fall outside the bounds of acceptable behavior for white, heterosexual 

women. While reflecting on Carmilla’s strange behaviors, Laura ponders the possibility that 

Carmilla might be insane, or a male suitor in disguise: “Was she, notwithstanding her mother's 

volunteered denial, subject to brief visitations of insanity; or was there here a disguise and a 

romance? …What if a boyish lover had found his way into the house?” (Le Fanu 36). Krafft-

Ebing’s statement on binary sex notes that normal sexual development includes not only distinct 

physical characteristics but also corresponding “metaphysical attributes” for each sex (28). Laura 

interprets Carmilla’s frequent expressions of affection as a male behavior, prompting her to 

wonder if Carmilla may actually be a male in disguise. Laura does describe Carmilla as “girlish” 

in her ways, except for the periods of “mysterious excitement” during which Carmilla expresses 

deep affection and desire for Laura (Le Fanu 38). Laura cannot reconcile Carmilla’s passionate 

declarations of love within this Victorian understanding of sex roles, which dictated that women 
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simply were not considered capable of the sort of passion that Carmilla frequently expresses 

(Chauncey 117).  

Laura is further puzzled by the disjunction between Carmilla’s physical body and mental 

faculties; she tells readers Carmilla had “a bodily languor in which her mind did not sympathize. 

She was always an animated talker, and very intelligent” (Le Fanu 39). Carmilla is at once 

physically frail and mentally sharp, blending together both male and female-coded traits. 

Havelock Ellis identifies higher levels of intelligence as a common mental trait of female inverts; 

he also notes that inverts on the whole are “especially impelled to thought, because they were 

different from other people… they would be compelled to face the problems of their own nature 

and, indirectly, the problems of the world generally” (Ellis 29). Carmilla’s discussion of religion 

and natural sciences demonstrates an aptitude for this sort of reflective and critical thinking; she 

challenges Laura’s assumptions about her religious practices and in an even bolder move, 

directly refutes Laura’s father’s endorsement of a benevolent God and doctors (Le Fanu 46).  

One evening, as Carmilla and Laura dine with Laura’s father, the subject of the strange 

and deadly illness sweeping the neighboring village comes to conversation. Laura’s father is 

distressed but attempts to comfort the group by attesting to the protective power of God: "We are 

in God's hands… Nothing can happen without His permission, and all will end well for those 

who love Him. He is our faithful creator; He has made us all and will take care of us" (Le Fanu 

46). Carmilla’s reaction to this claim is forceful and immediate: "Creator! Nature! And this 

disease that invades the country is natural. Nature. All things proceed from Nature—don't they? 

All things in the heaven, in the earth, and under the earth, act and live as Nature ordains? I think 

so" (46). Carmilla’s contentious attitude towards ideas of the natural and its creation touch upon 

a serious conversation unfolding in the late eighteenth century, where “concepts of nature were a 
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power-language whose authority derived from both theology and science” (Leck 14). Carmilla’s 

claim that all things in earth act as Nature—capitalized as if to deify—ordains again reflects her 

investment in a belief system outside European Christianity. Her inclusion of “under” the earth 

may be read as another subtle hint at Carmilla’s differing conception of the line between life and 

death; she herself is a being who lives both above and under the earth.  

More pressingly, Carmilla refuses to moralize the natural as Laura’s father does; his 

opinion is typical of his time period, in which religious morality “organized research on human 

behavior in conceptual hierarchies: good/natural and evil/unnatural” (Leck 16). Carmilla refutes 

the impulse to moralize any aspect of nature, noting that the disease which invades their country 

is as natural as anything else under the sun. This argument over the natural and the moral played 

out frequently in the writings of Victorian sexologists, with the subjects of their case studies 

often arguing empathetically that because their homosexual feelings came naturally, they could 

not be immoral. In one case study from Sexual Inversion, Ellis includes a direct appeal from a 

“Miss M,” who “can see nothing wrong with her feelings,” and tells readers herself: “I 

emphatically protest against the uselessness and the inhumanity of attempts to cure inverts. I am 

quite sure they have perfect right to live in freedom and happiness as long as they live unselfish 

lives” (229).9  

The logic that natural phenomena exist in an unalterable fashion and thus cannot be held 

to any notions of morality certainly holds a strong argument. Unfortunately for Victorians, “the 

primacy of the scientific method was subordinate to theological nomenclature,” leading “certain 

types of sexuality” to be “defined as sinful, immoral, and unnatural” (Leck 16). Sexologists 

managed to uphold their moral judgements while admitting the natural occurrence of congenital 

 
9 We can see the pleas of Miss H and Miss M live on today in the frequently touted “Born This Way” and “Love Is 

Love” slogans of LGBTQ activists—a testament to the enduring appeal of this particular nature-based rhetoric.  
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homosexuality by drawing a line between what was natural for the human versus the non-human 

(Leck 15). Any activity or phenomena found in plants or animals was morally neutral—human 

beings were not so lucky. Carmilla refuses to join this separation of human and non-human; 

when speaking to Laura after the meal she launches into a strange monologue in which she 

compares young women to insects. “Girls are caterpillars while they live in the world, to be 

finally butterflies when the summer comes; but in the meantime there are grubs and larvae, don't 

you see[?]” (Le Fanu 47). She ends with a reference to writings of the French naturalist Georges-

Louis Leclerc (47), implying to readers that her opinion is rather well-informed and not the 

simple imaginings of a creative young lady. Carmilla never makes her own beliefs about human 

morals and the natural world explicitly clear, but it is certain from her outburst that she 

understands the natural world and its moral values in a very different way than the novella’s 

other characters do. 

An awkward silence falls over the table after Carmilla’s initial outburst, which is broken 

by Laura’s father announcing that the doctor will be visiting them that evening to advise them 

about this mysterious illness (Le Fanu 46). The subject of doctors is no less controversial for 

Carmilla, she immediately discounts the value of a medical opinion, claiming “Doctors never did 

me any good” (46). When Laura asks if she had then been ill, she shares that her period of illness 

was “long ago,” and offers no detail beyond explaining that she was “more ill” than Laura ever 

has been (46). Carmilla then asks to change the subject, and Laura’s father does not attempt to 

argue on behalf of medical interventions. Carmilla’s phrasing: “doctors never did me any good” 

suggests that it is something about her own person that is beyond a doctor’s scope of care; 

another subtle hint that she holds a power beyond that of the mortal world. 
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As Carmilla and Laura’s intimacy deepens, Laura begins to show more symptoms of the 

mysterious illness that has plagued the young women in the neighboring village. Laura’s 

description of her own illness is rife with contradicting emotions, as if Laura herself is unable to 

fully understand how she felt about her growing illness. Each sensation is described with a 

disclaimer that the experience was never entirely unpleasant; that despite her clearly declining 

health, there was also something seductive about the sensations which left Laura “a changed 

girl” (Le Fanu 68).  She begins to feel exhausted during the day, despite sleeping heavily each 

night. Laura tells readers she felt “a strange melancholy,” but one that she “would not have 

interrupted” (68). The sensation of “slowly sinking took a gentle, and, somehow, not unwelcome, 

possession,” and Laura admits that “if it was sad, the tone of mind which this induced was also 

sweet. Whatever it might be, my soul acquiesced in it” (68). In her retrospective account of her 

illness, Laura admits “the first change I experienced was rather agreeable” (69) and that she 

“would not admit that I was ill, I would not consent to tell my papa, or to have the doctor sent 

for” (71). This approach to her illness mirrors Carmilla’s earlier attitude towards doctors—that 

they have not provided worthwhile treatment for her various ills, and it is possible for her to 

recover without any assistance. When approached by her father, Laura denies feeling ill “with an 

obstinacy which now seems to me unaccountable,” a testament to how conflicted her feelings 

over her illness were as she was experiencing it (71).  

Strange dreams begin to accompany Laura’s symptoms, which follow in the vein of being 

both enjoyable and uncomfortable. Of the “vague and strange sensations” visiting Laura in her 

sleep, “the prevailing one was that of pleasant, peculiar cold thrill which we feel in bathing,” 

which left her with “an awful impression, and a sense of exhaustion” (Le Fanu 69). She hears, 

out of the darkness, “one clear voice, of a female’s, very deep,” and feels “a sensation as if a 
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hand was drawn softly along my cheek and neck. Sometimes it was as if warm lips kissed me, 

and longer and longer and more lovingly as they reached my throat” (69). As this feeling lingers, 

Laura’s breathing and heart rate quicken, and she convulses until she collapses into 

unconsciousness (69). Despite the orgasmic feelings this scene depicts, Laura’s inability to 

articulate a definitively positive or negative attitude towards her experience leaves her vulnerable 

to those who will take a definitive stance on her symptoms: her father, doctors, and vampire 

hunter Baron Vordenburg. 

The conflicted feelings that Laura describes during her relationship with Carmilla are far 

from the unmitigated horror Laura expresses after Carmilla’ execution, when Baron Vordenburg 

and his many publications on vampirism are the only sources provided to Laura to interpret their 

unusual relationship (Le Fanu 135). When admitting that she did not initially believe she needed 

any medical attention, Laura confesses to the reader “had I been capable of comprehending my 

condition, I would have invoked aid and advice on my knees” (71). It is clear from this 

confession that some degree of historical revisionism took place for Laura after Carmilla’s 

demise; Laura has become so horrified by Carmilla’s vampirism that the symptoms and 

pathologies in Vordenburg’s books overshadow the pleasure she gained from her intimacy with 

Carmilla. She states: “I have heard no theory by which to explain what I myself have witnessed 

and experienced, other than that supplied by the ancient and well-attested belief [in vampires]” 

(131). Readers hear many theories from other characters through Laura—but never one she 

claims to have produced herself. 

As Laura falls further into this mysterious illness, her physical symptoms become too 

obvious for her father to ignore. Laura has “grown pale. My eyes were dilated and darkened 

underneath, and the languor which I had long felt began to display itself in my countenance” (Le 
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Fanu 71). A doctor is called to the manor-house and examines Laura; she shares her story and 

answers all of his following questions (81-83). This exchange of information is entirely one-

sided; the doctor comes to his own conclusion and shares the diagnosis with Laura’s father, but 

both men refuse to answer Laura’s questions as they demand more information from her, 

speaking about her as if she is not standing in front of them in the same room (83). The 

imbalance of power between speaking subject and sanctioned knowledge producer shuts Laura 

out of her own story; when she pleads her father to share the doctor’s diagnosis, he responds, 

“Nothing, you must not plague me with questions” (86). It is not until after Carmilla has been 

executed that the men in Laura’s life provide her with explanations, and when they do so their 

motivation is clear: there must be an indisputable reason for the violent actions that ripped 

Carmilla and Laura apart forever. 

While Laura’s testimony is provided to readers with great detail, her body and symptoms 

subject to multiple examinations, Carmilla exercises “with respect to herself, her mother, her 

history, everything in fact connected with her life, plans, and people, an ever-wakeful reserve” 

(Le Fanu 34). Even as their relationship grows increasingly more intimate, Carmilla refuses to 

answer Laura’s questions about herself and her background. Laura states “no matter what my 

tactics, utter failure was invariably the result” (34). In her refusal to disclose any sort of personal 

information, Carmilla is positioned in direct opposition to Laura’s position as a young woman 

whose body and experiences are made available to doctors, authority figures, and readers without 

reserve. Carmilla’s power lies her ability to maintain control over her own personal narrative; she 

begs Laura “think me not cruel because I obey the irresistible law of my strength and weakness” 

(35). The shroud of mystery in which Carmilla cloaks herself provides a line of defense against 

the male authority figures who expect unfettered access to female bodies; the vampire hunters 
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are only able to vanquish Carmilla after they have revealed her true identity and uncovered her 

hidden gravesite (128-129).  

Carmilla has a diligent commitment to privacy, but when it comes to her thoughts and 

feelings, she is direct and outspoken, and never assumes the burden of putting her body in 

compliance with heteronormative, able-bodied standards. What Carmilla does eventually reveal 

is that she once had the same illness that Laura is stricken with—but has since recovered, all 

without the help of doctors (Le Fanu 46). This claim creates a line of doubt in the legitimacy of 

the diagnosis handed to Laura’s father from her doctors; if Carmilla was able to survive such an 

illness, Laura’s life-or-death prognosis seems excessively grim. As Carmilla unfolds, its two 

protagonists are subjected to processes of both pathologization and demonization of their 

deepening desires. Le Fanu positions Carmilla as a subject who admits to illness while 

simultaneously rejecting efforts of medical intervention, opening up the potential for a reading of 

her character as a crip-queer subject (McRuer 71), one who transforms the marginalized 

identities created through pathologization and demonization into something powerful, desirable, 

and seductive. Carmilla refuses to make herself compliant to the demands of a white 

supremacist, heteronormative social order, and these efforts live on in Laura long after Carmilla’s 

demise. 

To read Carmilla as a case study is to approach the text with attention to how narratives 

are formed around the bodies of its subjects, how these stories are granted power by dominate 

institutions, and how its two main characters resist and comply with the narratives being 

constructed around their bodies and desires. Reading Carmilla as a case study also grants us the 

opportunity to question the objectivity of absolute conclusions drawn by male characters based 

on observable symptoms of the body. A classically Gothic work, Carmilla inspires feelings of 
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uncertainty, leaving an abundance of unanswered questions to reader interpretation. Readers can 

luxuriate in the sublime and the inexplicable, as the desire for absolute answers dissolves in favor 

of the liberatory space of the supernatural. In the case study, we see human behaviors scrutinized 

and classified to discriminatory ends, but in the Gothic, we are enchanted with and celebrate all 

of the things we do not understand. 

Le Fanu’s choice to make Laura the first-person narrator of her story is a powerful one; 

she speaks to readers directly—the only narrator in In A Glass Darkly to do so—and is given the 

final word in the novella (Stoddart 28-29). By giving the last words of Dr. Hesselius’ casebook 

to a young woman, Le Fanu casts doubt not only over the certainty of Carmilla’s demise but begs 

readers to ponder if the male characters of Carmilla truly understand Laura’s experiences in the 

way they claim to. The supernatural sickness Laura endures is explained away by the revelation 

of Carmilla’s vampirism, but Le Fanu leaves readers to decide for ourselves what to make of the 

physical pleasures and emotional intimacy shared by the two young women. The entanglement 

of Gothic decadence with scientific sensibilities blurs the lines between the two and opens up the 

possibility for telling new stories, ones that transcend the repressive diagnoses set down by those 

who seek to suppress the sublime diversity of human experience.  

CODA: Carmilla Enters the Twenty-First Century 

Nearly 150 years after “Carmilla” appeared in the pages of In A Glass Darkly, 

Lanternfish Press becomes the latest publishing company to reprint Le Fanu’s vampire classic. 

Lanternfish, who pride themselves on publishing work “accessible to readers and writers who 

fall outside the literary mainstream, whether in race, sexuality, gender, or pure individual oddity” 

(“About Us”), select critically acclaimed speculative fiction author Carmen Maria Machado as 

their editor for Carmilla’s most modern reprinting. Machado does a tremendous service in 
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providing readers with “footnotes of both a practical and illustrative nature” and interruptions to 

“Le Fanu’s passionate and unrequited love affair with commas” (Le Fanu viii). But most 

importantly, Machado gifts readers with an introduction that frames Carmilla not as a case study 

of the vampiric plague, but a story of “the erotic relationship of two high-strung and lonely 

young women,” whose love story is censured by Dr. Hesselius’ assistant as he compiles the 

doctor’s cases (ix). At long last, a new voice joins the story; Machado’s liberatory imaginings 

surround Le Fanu’s framing device, pulling apart its limitations and turning Carmilla into an 

“exercise in remembering silenced voices and questioning the authority of tradition” 

(“Carmilla”). With a deft pen and biting critique of Carmilla’s men, Machado crafts a new 

context for Carmilla, lifting the last word from Le Fanu’s casebook and the disciplinary 

institutions who produce it. 
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Chapter Two: Out of the Coffin and Onto the Screen 

It seems inevitable that the lesbian vampire will rise again and return to threaten 

the social order, this time with added rage for how she has been portrayed. 

 —Andrea Weiss, The Lesbian Vampire Film 

In tracing the foundations of compulsory heterosexuality and compulsory able-

bodiedness, McRuer describes a now-past but “relatively long” period in which compulsory 

heterosexuality and compulsory able-bodiedness were reliant on “embodied, visible, 

pathologized, and policed homosexualities and disabilities” to maintain their status as naturalized 

and invisible identities (2). Throughout most of her history, the lesbian vampire’s subject 

position has been representative of this embodied, pathologized subject, an aggressive and 

threatening symbol of everything that straight and healthy women should not be. In a turn to the 

present, McRuer argues that this period of “wedded but invisible” compulsory heterosexuality 

and able-bodiedness is coming to an end; the rise of neoliberalism and postmodernity has shifted 

our cultural moment to one in which “both dominant identities and nonpathological marginal 

identities are more visible and even at times spectacular” (2). This rise in permissible levels of 

visibility has allowed marginalized subjects a larger presence in mainstream cultural conscious, 

and in some cases a chance to assimilate into the mainstream, but should not be confused with a 

rejection of the compulsory systems that create these marginalized identities. The rise in 

visibility of marginal identities has only shifted the boundaries of the compulsory systems, and 

the lesbian vampire continues to push against the pressure to assimilate into these expanded 

systems.  

This chapter takes on two different film adaptations of Carmilla, each produced in the 

2010s: Carmilla (2014-2016), a multi-season web series written by Jordan Hall, and Carmilla 
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(2019), a film written and directed by Emily Harris. True to Nina Auerbach’s claim that “what 

vampires are in any given generation is a part of what I am and what my times have become” (1), 

these twenty-first-century adaptations of Carmilla have shifted their narratives to challenge 

compulsory heterosexuality and feature narrative conflicts centered around “nonpathological 

marginalized identities” (McRuer 2). Hall and Harris are able to normalize the queerness of their 

human characters and disentangle Carmilla’s lesbian desires from her vampirism. However, the 

disciplinary tactics of compulsory able-bodiedness—or in the case of Hall’s Carmilla, 

compulsory humanity—are not so easily escaped. This chapter offers an examination of both 

Hall and Harris’ projects, arguing that each of these Carmilla adaptations reflects the 

interlocking forces of compulsory heterosexuality and compulsory able-bodiedness; while the 

limits of compulsory heterosexuality are challenged, each product grapples with compulsory 

systems that pathologize in Hall’s adaptation, Carmilla as a vampire, and in Harris’ adaptation, 

Laura’s left-handedness and lesbian desires.  

What sets Hall’s and Harris’ adaptations apart the most is not how they decide to (re)tell 

Carmilla, but which pieces of Le Fanu’s content they decide to leave in 1872. Hall and Harris 

take these choices in wildly different directions—apart from source content and two main 

characters named Laura and Carmilla, their respective projects have nearly nothing in common. 

Harris leans into Carmilla’s Gothic style and Victorian time period, picking up the basic plot of 

the novella and downsizing its cast of characters to focus on Laura, Carmilla, and Laura’s 

governess, Miss Fontaine. Hall leaves behind Carmilla’s Gothic aesthetic to create a delightfully 

campy adaptation, picking up the novella’s plot to serve only as contextual material upon which 

Carmilla’s story can be expanded. For Carmilla to step into the twenty-first century, adaptors 

must navigate the unique quagmire left by the deeply problematic nature of the text’s basic 
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conflict. That is, Carmilla is a lesbian vampire who preys on the innocent Laura, who must 

subsequently be rescued from the sexual corruption Carmilla threatens. The novella portrays 

Carmilla an unsympathetic, malicious villain; within these adaptations Hall and Harris 

intentionally bring a greater complexity and depth to her character.  As Weiss predicted, 

Carmilla has risen enraged—but what or who her rage is directed at depends on who is telling 

her story.  

Hall’s web series is set at the fictional Silas University and is narrated by first-year 

student Laura Hollis in vlog-format. Hall channels the spirit of the novella’s human characters 

into Laura and her group of friends, but they are ultimately written as human millennials with no 

connection to Carmilla’s prior lives. By bringing new life to these characters, Hall is able to 

speak directly back to the more oppressive moments of Le Fanu’s narrative. Hall digs deep into 

this temporal tension; many of Carmilla’s (2014) conflicts stem from a sort of narrative non-

compliance—a refusal on the part of the twenty-first century characters to act as their nineteenth 

century counterparts would have. Hall’s Laura—an aspiring investigative journalist—is granted 

significantly more agency than Le Fanu’s original Laura. When young women start disappearing 

from Laura’s university, and her roommate too becomes a victim, she begins a full-fledged 

investigation and realizes no one else is bothering to search for the missing students. She speaks 

to the audience not through the static pages of an old casebook, however, but by vlogging her 

investigation from her dorm room. Laura continues attempting to recover the missing girls 

despite escalating threats against the safety of her and her friends and eventually uncovers a 

supernatural conspiracy. The Dean of the university—and Carmilla’s mother figure, “Madame la 

Comtesse” in Le Fanu’s novella—leads a group of vampires in a human sacrifice ritual every 
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twenty years, taking members of Silas University’s student body to serve as the required 

sacrifices.  

After Laura’s roommate disappears, she’s replaced by Carmilla, whom Laura dubs “the 

roommate from Hell” (Hall). The two bicker incessantly over Carmilla’s (lack of) cleanliness, 

theft of Laura’s food, and general misanthropy. One of their most notable arguments occurs 

when Carmilla urges Laura to give up her investigation after the Dean warns her against 

continuing to post vlogs, describing them as “inflammatory” (Hall). Carmilla tells Laura she’s 

naive to the way the world works—that sometimes, bad things just happen, and she would do 

well to let them go. But Laura is undeterred; she knows that she is the only one trying to find the 

disappearing girls and takes a stance: “Maybe that’s just how it is, but that does not mean that I 

have to accept it. I deserve better. Betty deserves better. Hell, even you deserve better” (Hall). In 

this moment, Hall gives Laura an agency her character is denied in 1872, elevating her to not 

only the decider of her own fate, but allowing her to make a stand for Carmilla as well. Full of 

conviction and without any hesitation, Laura’s statement is a firm rebuke of her original 

character’s fate—marking the greater ideological stance of Hall’s project as one of reclamation.  

An essential element of this reclamation becomes the disentanglement of lesbian desire and 

vampirism.   

Episode 19 of Season One contains a moment which neatly captures the disentanglement 

of lesbian desire and vampirism, as well as the narrative maneuvers Hall employs to normalize 

lesbianism and locate Carmilla’s otherness in her vampirism. Laura and her friends have 

successfully pulled off their plan to kidnap Carmilla, who they suspect is responsible for 

abducting the students who have disappeared. Carmilla—still tied to a chair after being captured 

by Laura and friends—finally breaks her silence and indulges Laura’s attempts to get more 
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information. Laura tries to encourage Carmilla to disclose her side of the story as evidence of her 

innocence, remarking that “the night that we caught you, it sure looked like you were about to 

eat me” (Hall). Laura’s initial interpretation of Carmilla’s desire is entirely vampiric. After 

Carmilla responds “Wait, you thought that was me trying to eat you?” Laura has her moment of 

realization: “If you weren’t trying to eat me, then what were you trying to—Oh! So, when you 

were hitting on me, you were really hitting on me?” (Hall). A thoroughly embarrassed Carmilla 

responds “Yes. And you were luring me into a trap. Could you just stake me now?  …that would 

be less mortifying than this conversation” (Hall). Laura is initially flustered by this confession, 

but her reaction soon transforms into a bashful and flattered one. While Carmilla is literally 

restrained for her vampirism—still tied to a desk chair with a braid of garlic cloves around her 

neck—in the same moment her lesbian desire is received well and potentially reciprocated by 

Laura. While the entire first season of Hall’s Carmilla is dedicated to an excavation and explicit 

articulation of the lesbian desire left simmering beneath the novella’s surface, this scene serves 

as the clearest instance in which Laura and Carmilla’s mutual attraction is normalized and 

separated from any vampiric desires Carmilla may have for Laura. Carmilla feeds from Laura 

exactly once in Hall’s narrative and she explains this to Laura as a non-sexualized act of 

vampiric desperation: “I’m a vampire and I’m pissed off.  What were you expecting? I needed 

the strength” (Hall). While Laura is upset with Carmilla, it could be argued that the bite is 

actually Laura’s fault—the reason Carmilla lacked strength in the first place was because of 

Laura’s kidnapping scheme. 

Carmilla finally agrees to disclose her backstory, and Laura’s original 1872 prediction 

comes true: "Whenever you tell me your story, it will be made up chiefly of some one great 

romance" (Le Fanu 53). Hall manages to craft a delicate love story for Carmilla in the nooks and 
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crannies of Le Fanu’s narrative—as well as a plausible alibi for her more nefarious habits. 

Carmilla’s autobiography does prove to be one of long-lost love, and it is this knowledge which 

triggers a shift in Laura’s understanding of Carmilla. Laura’s empathy grows as she is able to 

understand Carmilla as a desiring lesbian, not simply a fiendish and hungry vampire. Carmilla 

confesses to being used as a pawn to abduct young women by the controlling “Mother” who 

transformed her into a vampire, a theory suggested by Auerbach in Our Vampires, Ourselves 

(39). Auerbach asserts that Carmilla is different from her fellow Victorian vampires because “she 

sleeps, prowls, and falls in love on her own authority” (39). Indeed, Carmilla admits that after 

two centuries of supernatural seduction to aid in her mother’s abductions, she fell in love with 

Ell, one of the girls she was supposed to be luring into her mother’s trap. Carmilla’s attempt to 

escape with Ell ends horrifically for them both: “Maman went to [Ell] in secret and revealed my 

true nature in the most horrifying light. And so, my price for the disobedience was to watch Ell 

be taken away… And to be sealed in a coffin of blood that I may waste away my long centuries 

in the dark'' (Hall).10  In a diversion from her original end, Carmilla’s mother punishes her not for 

her vampirism, but for the romantic desire that inspires disobedience from her predatory 

prerogative, an important distinction that falls in line with Hall’s greater project of normalizing 

lesbianism within her narrative. The Dean weaponizes Carmilla’s vampirism—a secret she had 

“taken great lengths to hide” from Ell, and outs her not as a lesbian, but as a vampire—pushing 

her back into the proverbial closet-coffin (Hall).  

While stepping into the twenty-first-century, Hall abandons Le Fanu’s nineteenth-century 

homophobia entirely; both Laura and Carmilla are “out” lesbians from the outset and are not the 

 
10 Carmilla is freed from her coffin when the earth around it is blasted away by landmines during World War II. She 

tells Laura she traveled around Europe for a few decades before the Dean found her and insisted she return to the 

university. 
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only queer-identified characters in the series. Mademoiselle Lafontaine is reintroduced to 

viewers as Lafontaine, a genderqueer biology major nicknamed “Laf” by their friends. The 

crowd of men who clamor to protect Laura transforms into Danny Lawrence, the bisexual leader 

of the Summer Society, “an outdoor social club for all-girls athletics” (Hall). Danny’s presence 

represents another step taken by Hall to further de-center maleness in Carmilla’s narrative. 

While the male characters of the original Carmilla are already relegated to the background until 

it’s time to execute Carmilla, Hall throws them out entirely and instead uses a queer woman to 

fill the role of vampire hunter. Hall promotes Danny’s character further by writing her as a 

potential love interest for Laura; creating a love triangle devoid of men and comprised entirely of 

the desires of queer women. When Danny learns that her rival for Laura’s affections is a 

vampire, she immediately pulls out her phone to research vampire hunting strategies: “Staking, 

decapitation, immolation… You know, normally I’m not into this kind of stuff, but in the case of 

[Carmilla’s] seduction eyes [on Laura], I could definitely warm up to the thought” (Hall). By 

using Danny Lawrence as a stand-in for the novella’s group of vampire hunters, Hall is able to 

center queer women while simultaneously leaving vampirism as a stigmatized state. Danny is not 

enthusiastic about staking Carmilla because she’s a lesbian; she is instead dealing with issues of 

jealousy over sharing her love interest with a vampire.   

Queerness is not just well-accepted in Hall’s Carmilla, it presents as the social norm for 

its cast of college-student characters. In its opening episode, Laura’s roommate bribes her to 

attend a party by telling her that Danny will be there. Laura is perturbed by Carmilla’s constant 

hook-ups with other women only because they often take place in Laura’s bed, at all hours of the 

day and night. It is clear from the outset that homosexuality will not be an issue in Hall’s 

universe, but the project of normalizing Carmilla and Laura’s desires is not without obstacles. 
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The lesbian may be normal, but the vampire is not. This acceptance of lesbianism into the normal 

and simultaneous exclusion of vampirism from that norm is clearest when viewers are finally 

introduced to Sherman Hollis, Laura’s comedically overprotective father. He confronts Laura 

about her romantic involvement with Carmilla, asking her “Do you remember what I said to you 

when you told me you were a lesbian?” When Laura answers “You better find a girl who 

deserves you,” Sherman erupts: “Yes! That! That! And this might be so shocking to you, but 

‘murderous vampire’ wasn’t exactly what I had in mind!” (Hall). The central conflict of Hall’s 

series then becomes a grappling not with compulsory heterosexuality and its disciplinary actions, 

but a grappling with compulsory humanity. Carmilla is positioned to transform from demonic 

villain to desirable romantic lead, but her refusal to forsake the Gothic vampirism and instead 

adopt the twenty-first century “sparkly vampire” lifestyle stands in the way of this potential 

progress narrative (Spooner 146). 

Just as compulsory heterosexuality and compulsory able-bodiedness have shifted in 

method to adapt to twenty-first century social norms, vampires have undergone their own 

transformation in pop culture of the past decades. In her article “Gothic Charm School; or, how 

vampires learned to sparkle,” Catherine Spooner charts the rise of the “sparkly vampire” (146). 

The sparkly vampire experienced a boom of popularity in the first decade of the twenty-first 

century; unlike its predecessors, the sparkly vampire is “more likely to be regarded as a desirable 

romantic partner than a bloodthirsty killer” and often seeks to “live amicably alongside humans” 

(Spooner 147). The “sparkle” in this moniker is a reference to the vampires of Stephanie Myer’s 

Twilight series—specifically the Cullen family, a group of so-called vegetarian vampires who 

avoid sunlight not because it harms them, but because it reveals their sparkly skin. Taken 

literally, the shimmer and shine of the sparkly vampire might be read as an instance of increase 
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in visibility described by McRuer—a time at which nonpathological identities are allowed to 

become “spectacular” (2). Paradoxically, this rise in visibility comes with the demand to “make 

peace with the mainstream,” and Spooner locates contemporary vampire narratives as a location 

where “this uneasy desire for assimilation is acted out” (148). The sparkly vampire presents an 

opportunity for authors to reimagine the demonic, pathologized, and unapologetically queer 

vampire as a superhuman, heterosexually inclined, romantic hero; casting off social stigma to 

represent “the limit, rather than the transgressive impulse” (Spooner 149). In doing so, the 

sparkly vampire is able to find acceptance in human society. 

Sparkly vampires achieve this assimilation by becoming “unfailingly polite”—a code of 

conduct especially required when the sparkly vampire is positioned as a romantic lead (Spooner 

162, 152). The sparkly vampire is allowed to become an acceptable love interest but only within 

the bounds of compulsory heterosexuality. The sparkly vampire promises that pathologized 

vampirism of centuries past might be rehabilitated but overcoming this unfortunate embodiment 

“can be achieved only by working with the dominant culture rather than aggressively against it” 

(Spooner 162). The rise of the sparkly vampire has thus effectively created a system of 

compulsory humanity within vampire fiction, symbolizing the “agreed-on common ground” that 

McRuer identifies as a necessary component of compulsory able-bodiedness (8). This “common 

ground” is established by the demand for disabled people to offer “an affirmative answer to the 

unspoken question, ‘Yes, but in the end, wouldn’t you rather be more like me?’” (McRuer 9). In 

a system of compulsory humanity, the sparkly vampire is the embodiment of this “Yes;” a 

promise to humans that even if it is impossible for them to embody humanity, they will do 

everything else in their power to achieve “a quasi-human identity” (Spooner 151). Vampirism 

has become a bodily condition which can be overcome with blood substitutes and self-restraint, 
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and those who put forward enough effort to overcome their monstrous urges may be rewarded by 

some degree of assimilation into human life. 

In sparing Carmilla from her nineteenth-century execution, Hall creates an eternally 

eighteen-year-old anti-hero who must navigate a world of human beings and the either 

monstrous or sparkly narratives they project onto her vampirism. Carmilla lives to see the rise of 

the sparkly vampire but has no interest in transforming herself to fit her new time period’s 

norms. Carmilla seems generally able to hide her vampirism and meets human attitudes with 

indifference when her condition is revealed. However, when she enters into a romantic 

relationship with Laura, she becomes caught in the trap of Laura’s desire for a “sparkly” 

Carmilla—a version of herself that Carmilla is in no hurry to invent. This tension between her 

unapologetic embrace of her vampirism and Laura’s desire for Carmilla to fulfill a sparkly 

vampire progress narrative becomes the central conflict of Hall’s Season Two.  

When Carmilla’s sister and chairwoman of the Silas University Board of Trustees, 

Matska “Mattie” Belmonde, returns to Silas University to facilitate its sale to the mysterious 

“Corvae Corporation, a ‘Post-Occult Resource’ conglomerate,” Carmilla is forced to choose 

between remaining loyal to her vampiric older sister or her human girlfriend (Hall). Laura and 

her friends suspect that Mattie is responsible for the murder of several journalism students who 

were reporting on the sales, an accusation that Mattie and Carmilla vehemently deny. Carmilla’s 

loyalties are tested as Laura continuously demands that Carmilla help her investigate Mattie, 

refusing to listen to Carmilla’s insistence that Mattie is innocent. Mattie is stylish, intimidating, 

and ruthless in her determination to sell Silas to Corvae. She is an older and more powerful 

vampire than Carmilla, and unapologetic in her vampirism and the power it grants her. She 

describes relationships between humans and vampires as “snacking” and describes Laura as a 
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“mayfly” (Hall). When Laura launches her own news program to report on the odd happenings at 

Silas, Mattie insists on taking a place as her co-anchor to “balance this program’s pro-human 

bias” (Hall). Laura reacts to Mattie just as well as Mattie reacts to her, describing Mattie as 

“Miss Congeniality, as long as you like your death threats nonchalant and frequent” (Hall). 

Carmilla does not share Laura’s concerns about her sister; she assures Laura that Mattie “isn’t 

going to try to kill you if she thinks it’ll upset me” (Hall). Mattie and Laura—and the choice 

Carmilla must make between them—become symbolic of the deeper ideological conflict 

Carmilla faces in Season Two. 

Season One’s third act holds multiple moments that hint at this eventual impasse, with 

Carmilla reminding Laura “I’m not the hero” and warning her not to “start expecting heroic 

vampire crap from me,” sentiments which Laura responds to with “if you want me to stop having 

heroic notions about you, you should probably stop saving my life” (Hall). When Laura once 

again projects her own ideals onto Carmilla—“I know you’re not just doing it for me but…” –

Carmilla interrupts with her most explicit confession: “Don’t be an idiot. Of course I’m doing it 

for you” (Hall). Despite these repeated warnings, Carmilla does become the reluctant hero of 

Season One, sardonically remarking “You know, I really am starting to hate this heroic vampire 

crap” in the same moment she sacrifices herself to kill the Dean and save Laura (Hall). Season 

One’s final episode—in which Carmilla is revealed to have miraculously survived—is 

bookended by two remarks from Laura in which she seems to first understand, then immediately 

misunderstand exactly why Carmilla took her self-sacrificing leap. While eulogizing Carmilla, 

Laura tells her viewers “She was my terrible roommate, and she made the big gesture for me” 

(Hall). But minutes later, while kissing Carmilla, she tells her “I know you didn’t do everything 

for me but I just-” (Hall). Carmilla interrupts her with another kiss, but she might have done 
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better to correct Laura’s statement in the moment; Laura’s (perhaps intentional) 

misunderstanding of Carmilla’s true intentions lead to the pair’s tumultuous break-up in the 

beginning of Season Two. 

Perhaps Laura and Carmilla’s conflicting understandings can be explained by this 

generational gap. In Hall’s canon, Carmilla comes of age in the late 1600s and remains eternally 

eighteen through several centuries, witness to every incarnation of vampire mythos, and 

ultimately unimpressed by the ways in which vampires change in pop culture. While watching 

Twilight (Catherine Hardwicke 2008), she refers to Edward Cullen as “that sparkly twerp,” 

yelling at him: “you’re a vampire, numbnuts! Eat her!” (Hall). She insists that “pop culture has 

so much to answer for,” and it’s this same pop culture that Laura is most familiar with. Laura is a 

child of the 1990s, growing up just in time to catch the rise of the sparkly vampire, and it’s clear 

that the sparkly vampire is the model she believes vampires can and should be. Laura sees this 

transition—from Gothic fiend to sparkly romantic lead—as a natural progress narrative and 

assumes without question that it is the most desirable outcome for Carmilla. After their break-up, 

she asks viewers: “Was I not supposed to want her to be better? … The story goes: you fall in 

love with a monster, and then they stop being all monster-y!  They redeem themselves, right?” 

(Hall). Spooner notes that the sparkly vampire has, in some cases, become so spectacular that 

they now represent “sexy super-achievers… to whose condition we may aspire” (147). The 

sparkly vampire—and the system of compulsory humanity it embodies—relies on the 

completion of a progress narrative, in which the vampire overcomes their monstrosity by 

assimilating to the demands of human society and its idealized moral values.  

As the sparkly vampire has come to represent a “sexy super-achiever,” successful 

completion of this progress narrative is signaled not only by mere acceptance from human beings 
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but also by an enhanced admiration of the vampire as romantic hero (Spooner 152). In the 

beginning of Season Two, Laura frequently refers to Carmilla as this hero, oftentimes in front of 

their fellow classmates. Carmilla asks Laura to end this “mythologizing,” and laments that “I’d 

like to think that you could love me instead of some romantic ideal you’ve made up in your 

head” (Hall). When Laura counters that this “romantic ideal” is simply that Carmilla is better 

than her “long history of murdering and callously discarding people,” Carmilla asserts “That’s a 

part of who I am… You can’t expect all of that to just evaporate because I love you” (Hall). This 

exchange marks the beginning of the pair’s break-up, and the most explicit articulation of 

Carmilla’s refusal to sparkle. She admits to loving Laura—but when one is a vampire in a system 

of compulsory humanity, love alone is not enough to be the romantic lead. After their breakup, 

Carmilla and Laura take on company that reflects their respective stances on the sparkly 

vampire. Carmilla spends her time with Mattie, and the two party around the campus, feeding on 

students,11 while Laura teams up with vampire hunter Baron Vordenburg and the two attempt to 

take control of the Silas Board from Mattie.12 Baron Vordenburg has an even stronger 

understanding of compulsory humanity; he rejects the possibility of the sparkly vampire entirely 

and believes that all vampires are inherently monstrous, with no chance for sparkly redemption. 

The progress narrative of the sparkly vampire demanded by compulsory humanity can be 

well-interrogated through a deployment of a cripped notion of futurity; a counter-narrative which 

asserts that “a disabled world is possible and desirable” (McRuer 71). The concept of a cripped 

future is one which challenges the assumption that the “only appropriate disabled mind/body is 

 
11 In keeping with their insistence that Mattie did not murder the newspaper staff, Hall makes it clear to viewers that 

Mattie and Carmilla do not kill any of the students they feed on. 
12 Hall introduces this Baron Vordenburg as a direct descendent of Le Fanu’s Baron Vordenburg. He is especially 

motivated to execute Carmilla as an act of revenge for her allegedly murdering his ancestors and hides this motive 

from Laura while the two work together to wrest control of Silas from Mattie. 
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one cured or moving toward cure” (Kafer 28). Carmilla’s rejection of the sparkly vampire 

progress narrative falls within this rhetorical maneuver, as she resists an understanding of 

vampirism that expects “normalizing treatments that work to assimilate the disabled mind/body 

as much as possible” (Kafer 28). Laura believes that Carmilla needs to “redeem” herself and 

assimilate into Laura’s understanding of morality by transforming into a sparkly vampire. In one 

of their many arguments over Mattie, Carmilla tells Laura “We’re vampires! A certain amount of 

murder just comes with the territory” (Hall). Hall uses Carmilla’s acceptance of a “certain 

amount of murder,” of the reality that she has killed and may kill again, to place her firmly 

against any attempt to “be better” and adopt Laura’s sparkly vampire conception of morality. 

When newly turned vampire J. P. Armitage asks if he can join Carmilla “in her lonely quest for 

redemption,” she is quick to refuse: “Not if you want to keep your teeth” (Hall). Not only does 

Carmilla refuse to entertain any sort of “redemption” narrative, she also continues to assert that 

her refusal to sparkle doesn’t render her any less attractive. After Laura decides to section off 

Carmilla’s side of their shared apartment using bright yellow caution tape, Carmilla calls out her 

attempt to literally draw a line of control around her vampirism: “Do you think your little line 

will hold back the nasty vampires? Do you think this’ll make sure you never have another 

thought you don’t want to have about one of us?” Carmilla’s invocation of “thoughts [Laura] 

doesn’t want to have about [vampires]” calls out the hypocrisy of Laura’s insistence that 

Carmilla learns to sparkle; it’s clear that Laura remains attracted to Carmilla even when she isn’t 

playing the hero that Laura is convinced she needs to be.  

Laura is forced to reckon with her true feelings for Carmilla in the season’s final episode. 

The Baron Vordenburg—who has gained control of the university and instituted a complete and 

totalizing anti-vampire policy—has captured Carmilla and is going to execute her. Laura is given 
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a way to save Carmilla, but it comes with a cost: the only way to end Vordenburg’s reign of 

terror is to destroy Silas University’s charter, a move that would result in Vordenburg’s 

immediate death. Vordenburg, familiar with Laura’s moral code, taunts her as he prepares to kill 

Carmilla: “You can’t kill me, because that isn’t what a heroine does. Not in the world you want 

to live in… And for what? This creature?” (Hall). But Laura does decide to save Carmilla; she 

snaps the charter in half and the two are able to escape as the university plunges into chaos. After 

spending the entire season advocating for Carmilla to move past her “long history of murdering,” 

Laura admits to Carmilla, “When I thought he was going to kill you—I didn’t care—I just 

wanted to save you” (Hall). Laura’s idealism and dedication to the sparkly vampire is shattered 

when faced with the reality that this same system will result in Carmilla’s end at the hands of 

Vordenburg. But by requiring Laura to kill Vordenburg to save Carmilla, Hall insists that a 

willingness to kill may be more connected to what—or who—one loves rather than whether or 

not one chooses to sparkle. This shift in Laura’s moral compass signals a departure from her 

belief in the sparkly vampire progress narrative as the only desirable outcome for Carmilla. Hall 

makes it clear that Laura’s love for Carmilla—without a sparkle—outweighs her dedication to 

binary, good-or-evil moral frameworks.  

While Hall embraces the queerness of Carmilla as the norm for her show, Harris makes 

the sexuality of her two protagonists the contested space in which her narrative’s conflict plays 

out. While Hall allows Laura to pursue two different women as love interests, Harris’ Laura is a 

deeply desiring subject in a constant state of tension due to the immense amount of repression 

imposed by her domineering governess, Miss Fontaine. When asked what drew her to adapt 

Carmilla, Harris shares that underneath the “layers of sexualized vampirism,” she saw a 

“beautiful coming-of-age love story set against the backdrop of religion and fear of the 
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unknown” (“Director Spotlight”). Harris’ Carmilla brings audiences directly into her vision: it is 

unclear throughout the film’s duration whether Carmilla really is a vampire or simply one of two 

young women experiencing a sapphic sexual awakening. Harris is faithful to the essential plot of 

Le Fanu’s Carmilla: a late-night carriage crash brings the mysterious Carmilla into Laura’s 

home, and the two young women quickly fall into a relationship with deep degrees of emotional 

and physical intimacies. But Carmilla’s strange behavior attracts the attention and fear of Laura’s 

governess and when Laura begins to fall ill, Miss Fontaine leads the rest of the household in an 

attempted vampire-exorcism, which ends with her driving a stake through Carmilla’s heart after 

Carmilla attempts to escape the house with Laura.  

While Hall’s web series is an excellent example of the rise of “nonpathological 

marginalized identities,” Harris has produced a near-textbook exploration of the “embodied, 

visible, pathologized, and policed homosexualities and disabilities” needed to enforce standards 

of compulsory heterosexuality and compulsory able-bodiedness (McRuer 2). Harris focuses her 

narrative on building sympathy for the vulnerable subject position of young queer women in a 

highly oppressive social environment, transforming the meaning of Carmilla’s original ending 

from an ambiguous victory for compulsory heterosexuality into a tragic depiction of “the 

motivations and behaviors that turn love and openness into hate and destruction” (Stewart). 

Harris’ Carmilla is tender and heartfelt but not uplifting; audiences watch Laura and Carmilla’s 

relationship blossom into an intimate romance only to recoil with horror in the film’s final 

minutes when Miss Fontaine brutally stakes Carmilla while a distraught Laura screams and sobs. 

Through this tragic yet sympathetic portrayal of lesbian desire, Harris normalizes lesbianism by 

removing vampirism. Beyond Miss Fontaine’s circumstantial evidence, Carmilla never appears 

to be preying on Laura, and Harris plays with audiences by inserting visual moments which 
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position Laura herself in traditional vampire iconography. This refusal to commit to Carmilla-as-

vampire and instead lead Carmilla-as-girl to a brutal execution does wonders for eliciting 

sympathy for Laura and Carmilla; if she is not a vampire, then they are simply two young 

women acting upon what Harris puts forward as natural sexual desires.  

Harris decides to write her Laura with most of the traits of the original character; in the 

opening scenes of the film, we come to understand that she is a young woman living in isolation 

from her peers with her governess, Miss Fontaine, and father, Mr. Bauer. The film’s opening 

mirrors the novella’s almost exactly: Laura is in a state of great excitement over the prospect of 

her solitude soon reaching an end and has been counting the days until her friend Charlotte will 

come to stay at her house. Harris taps into the underlying but strongly pulsing veins of desire in 

Le Fanu’s novella and lets them run free by explicitly allowing Laura to indulge in the desires 

she can only loosely articulate in the novella. Throughout the film, Laura seems to ache with the 

urge to satisfy her many repressed desires: a yearning for the intimacy of a peer relationship, 

curiosity about the workings of the human body, and an urge to explore a variety of sensual 

experiences within her own body. The overwhelming force of these desires is only compounded 

by Miss Fontaine’s constant attempts to maintain complete control over Laura’s body and 

actions. From the outset of the film, it is clear that all Laura’s desires—whether for the small 

intimacy of exchanging clothes with Charlotte or the curiosity that inspires her to secretly read 

her father’s human anatomy book—fall outside the bounds of proper behaviors for a young lady 

and subsequently must be entirely repressed. Miss Fontaine tries to ensure this by keeping a 

close watch over Laura, but her heavy-handed discipline does not stop Laura from indulging. 

With each act of discipline, Laura seems more determined to rebel—a feeling that grows after 

the mysterious and emboldened Carmilla arrives at their home. Miss Fontaine’s system of 
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compulsory behavior is one positioned firmly in the negative; what Laura is supposed to be is 

never made as clear as what Laura is not supposed to be. When Carmilla emerges in Laura’s 

house, she comes to represent all that Miss Fontaine will not allow, offering Laura a model of 

being that she could previously only imagine as a composite of Miss Fontaine’s forbidden 

actions.  

With vampirism removed as a potential scapegoat for Laura and Carmilla’s deviant 

desires, Harris shifts her focus onto another bodily condition: left-handedness. Laura’s left-

handedness is used throughout the film as a symbol of the larger queerness of her character. Her 

consistent use of her left hand is a symbol of her rebellion against the strict Victorian-esque 

social order imposed by Miss Fontaine.13 Harris’ deployment of left-handedness allows her to 

ground all of Laura’s supposed deviancies in a clearly marked, embodied character trait; Miss 

Fontaine is fixated on Laura’s left-handedness and claims that it “calls the Devil” (Harris). This 

entanglement of the demonic with issues of the physical body calls back to the original 

Carmilla’s premise. Miss Fontaine is engaged in an intense disciplinary project in which Laura’s 

handedness is directly related to her spiritual and moral wellness. This fixation on the left hand is 

not an arbitrary creative choice on Harris’ part; it is an invocation of a long history of belief in an 

association between left-handedness and homosexuality—one which, for some reason, continues 

into the present day.  

In the third edition of Studies in the Psychology of Sex, Volume II, published in 1915, 

Havelock Ellis writes in one of many footnotes: “Fliess attaches special importance to left-

handedness in inversion, believing that in left-handed men feminine secondary sexual characters 

are marked and in left-handed women masculine sexual character… I am not prepared to deny 

 
13 The exact time period of Harris’ film is unclear. The costuming, setting, and props suggest that the film’s action 

takes place in the late-nineteenth century, this would be consistent with the time period of the novella.  
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this statement, but, more evidence is needed” (Ellis 290). Though it arrived far too late for Ellis 

to appreciate, a good deal of evidence on the relationship between handedness and sexual 

orientation has been produced by researchers since 1915. Indeed, some psychologists are still 

enamored with the idea that some link may exist between handedness and sexual orientation. 

Studies such as “Handedness, Sexual Orientation, and Gender-Related Personality Traits in Men 

and Women” (Lippa) and “Handedness is a biomarker of variation in anal sex role behavior and 

Recalled Childhood Gender Nonconformity among gay men” (Swift-Gallant et al.) are only two 

of many official inquiries published by researchers in the last two decades. While the subject of 

these studies seems laughable on the surface, the deeper implications of these researchers’ work 

tell a story similar to the one peddled by Victorian sexologists and scientific racists: differences 

in sexual behavior and gender performance must be rooted in some inherent aspect of a person’s 

biology. 

While it is unlikely for left-handedness to be considered a disability in our contemporary 

period, it is worth examining as the disenfranchised sibling of the oft-invisibly dominate right-

hand. Whether it be school desks, scissors, or the mechanics of left-to-right handwriting in 

English, right-handed people are often oblivious to the ways in which the world is built around 

their handedness, whereas left-handed people must constantly adjust or seek out alternative 

objects to accommodate them. Allegorically, left-handedness might stand well as a low-stakes 

representation of the social model of disability. Those who are left-handed are not any less 

capable than right-handed people but are impaired in mundane activities by a world full of tools 

and orientations that favor right-handedness. Additionally, left-handedness is a bodily trait which 

some may attempt to cure or rehabilitate through disciplinary action and repetitive conditioning 
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(“Sinister and Dexterity”). Left-handed children, for instance, may be required to write with their 

right hands in school to conform to arbitrary standards of right-handedness.  

Miss Fontaine’s most blatant method of control over Laura is her frequent binding of 

Laura’s left hand. In the film’s opening scene, Laura is shown throwing stones into a pond using 

her left hand. In the following scene, Miss Fontaine binds Laura’s left hand behind her back and 

she is sent out to pick wildflowers right-handedly. Later, when Laura is caught with one of her 

father’s anatomy books, Miss Fontaine links her disobedience directly to her left-handedness, 

telling her “You’re playing with fire Laura, you and your left hand. Playing with the Devil” 

(Harris). As this scene progresses, the extent of Miss Fontaine’s control over Laura’s body and 

actions becomes even clearer as she uses a ruler to smack Laura’s left palm, forcing her to 

maintain eye contact as she carries out an act of corporal punishment. Afterwards, she tells Laura 

“Now I will pray hard for you tonight… Now, you pray hard too” (Harris). Viewers see only 

Laura’s face as the rest of the shot is blanketed in shadows; she remains silent and still, her eyes 

briefly fixed on Miss Fontaine with a glimmer of tears and a hint of defiance. After only a 

moment of this stillness, Miss Fontaine again commands Laura to pray, and forces her onto her 

knees. This exchange reveals that Miss Fontaine considers Laura’s left-handedness not only an 

abnormal embodiment to be controlled and cured, but also indicative of a potential attachment to 

the Devil—once again entangling the demonic with the pathological.  

Despite Miss Fontaine’s frequent bindings, Harris depicts Laura completing most 

activities with her left hand, especially when Miss Fontaine is not present. Beyond Laura using 

her left hand to complete quotidian tasks, Harris includes multiple scenes in which Laura uses 

her left hand in various sensual activities, linking the use of her left hand to Laura’s experience 

of physical desire. In the first of these scenes, Laura plays with her own reflection in a small 
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pool, dragging the fingertips of her left hand over the reflection of her face in the water. In the 

scene which immediately follows, Laura plays with a flickering candle, waving her left hand 

over the flame and then holding her palm over it to the point of tears. This scene brings to life 

exactly what Miss Fontaine warns Laura of—playing with fire with her left hand—showing 

viewers that despite Miss Fontaine’s warnings, Laura is determined to indulge her desire for 

physical sensation. As the film continues Laura turns this exploration of physical sensation 

towards her own body; she is shown in a close-up shot alone in her room and begins to slowly 

caress her own face and throat. This shot parallels and escalates Laura’s earlier caress of her face 

in the water. The frame expands to show Laura lifting her nightgown and slipping her left hand 

down her body; this masturbatory impulse is interrupted when Miss Fontaine enters the room and 

Laura hastily removes her hand and pushes her nightgown back down.  

Beyond the literal binding of her hand, Miss Fontaine makes a point to police Laura’s 

outward expressions of desire and curiosity about the human body. When Miss Fontaine catches 

Laura copying images from an anatomy book, she tells her “We talked about this… These are 

not images for a young lady” (Harris). The image Laura is shown sketching is the upper body of 

a man, with his skin pulled back to reveal the inside of his chest. While entirely unpleasant to 

look at, the image is not horrific or sinister—it simply shows a rather crude rendering of what 

lies beneath the skin of a human torso. Miss Fontaine continues with a threat disguised as care: “I 

will pray hard… Pray that these images don’t visit your night terrors” (Harris). This image does 

indeed return in Laura’s dreams, though not necessarily as the source of fright Miss Fontaine 

describes. In a later dream sequence, Laura sneaks into her father’s library to retrieve the book, 

and then approaches the corpse of a man lying on the rug. Laura straddles his body, opens the 

book to the page she had been copying, and then slowly removes his shirt. She traces her finger 
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down his torso, perhaps counting his ribs, before digging her fingers into his stomach and slowly 

prying it apart. Watching the blood flow and listening to the squish and squirt of his insides is a 

gruesome experience for viewers, but Laura shows no fear as she digs into the man’s torso with a 

determination that is almost comforting. As we hear Laura grunt with the effort of pulling back 

flesh, there is an underlying sense of satisfaction from watching Laura finally uncover what Miss 

Fontaine had tried so hard to keep from her eyes.  

In this scene we are able to see Laura take agency over her body and desires, and Harris 

connects this dream of human dissection to Laura’s broader desire for physical intimacy. In her 

next dream, Laura walks into a room and sees herself lying on a table, being slowly sawed in half 

by the man from her prior dream.14 As she looks on, Laura’s prevailing emotion is fascination, 

not fear. When she glances away, her perspective shifts and she is now looking up from the table, 

this time with Carmilla holding the saw above her. Carmilla tells her “Don’t be scared,” and then 

leans down and kisses Laura with a passion that borders on violence, grasping Laura’s neck with 

her left hand (Harris). Laura’s body begins to tremble, and she jolts awake. This dream inspires 

Laura to seek out Carmilla in real life; she sneaks into Carmilla’s bedroom to tell Carmilla about 

the dream. While the two lie next to each other in Carmilla’s bed, Laura describes feeling like 

she couldn’t breathe, as if there was something settling around her neck.15 As Laura speaks, 

Carmilla wraps her left hand around Laura’s neck before leaning in to kiss her—far more gently 

than Laura was kissed in her dream. When the two break apart, Carmilla says “You see? You can 

breathe perfectly” (Harris). When Laura is able to indulge her desire for Carmilla, she is able to 

“breathe perfectly” (Harris). Carmilla is a presence that comforts and reassures; if she does 

frighten Laura, it’s a fear that comes as Laura is overwhelmed with the depth of desire 

 
14 This man holds the saw in his left hand. 
15 Carmilla lies on Laura’s left side. 
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Carmilla’s presence evokes in her. The dynamic of Carmilla and Laura’s relationship has shifted 

from its original predator-and-prey to one of two mutually desiring subjects. 

Vampirism is present in Harris’ work only as an excuse for Miss Fontaine’s homophobia; 

Miss Fontaine claims that Carmilla is a vampire after she finds a book of occult images inside 

Carmilla’s carriage, notices Carmilla has removed a cross from her bedroom wall, and sees there 

is blood smeared on Laura’s neck when she walks in on Carmilla and Laura kissing. But this 

blood is not left over from a vampire feeding; Laura had drawn her own blood to complete a 

“blood sisters” ritual that Carmilla had initiated the previous night. This blood sisters ritual is 

initially suggested by Carmilla after she accidentally pricks her palm on the thorn of a rose. The 

ritual represents a physical manifestation of the intimacy Carmilla and Laura crave; Carmilla 

smears her blood over Laura’s lips—again using her left hand—before kissing her, thus 

transferring her own blood into Laura’s mouth. By making Laura the first of the pair to consume 

blood, Harris links the sharing of blood to fulfilling a desire for intimacy rather than a predatory 

act. Auerbach writes that the original Carmilla “is the climax and the end of a dream of an 

intimacy so compelling only vampires could embody it” (53, italics added). Harris has refused to 

make Carmilla a vampire, but her inclusion of the blood sisters ritual preserves this deep 

intimacy in the act of sharing blood without introducing a supernatural element. The act of taking 

in Carmilla’s blood also emboldens Laura to further test Miss Fontaine’s rules. The following 

morning, she deliberately uses her left hand to eat breakfast in front of Miss Fontaine, who 

becomes so aggravated at Laura’s display that she threatens to bind Laura’s left hand again. 

Laura responds by making direct eye contact with Miss Fontaine as she uses her left hand to take 

another bite from her spoon, a clear escalation in confidence from Laura’s earlier inability to 

look at Miss Fontaine as she hit Laura’s palm.  
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In the afternoon following the first blood sisters ritual—in which Laura consumed 

Carmilla’s blood—Carmilla states that Laura needs to allow her to consume Laura’s blood for 

the ritual to be complete. Before Laura cuts her left palm to complete the blood-sister ritual with 

Carmilla, she confesses: “I have a dark secret… I’m left-handed” (Harris). Carmilla immediately 

replies with a small smile, “That’s not a secret, and certainly not dark” (Harris). Carmilla’s 

instant acceptance comes as no surprise; attentive viewers have likely realized that Carmilla 

herself is left-handed. More importantly, Carmilla refuses the assertion that left-handedness is 

dark or worth keeping secret at all and lets out a small giggle when Laura tells her “Miss 

Fontaine says it calls the Devil” (Harris). Carmilla does not comment further on left-handedness 

but instead takes the blood from Laura’s left palm and covers her own lips with it before kissing 

Laura passionately. Carmilla’s insistence that there is nothing dark about Laura’s left hand is 

thus linked directly to the indulgence of their desire for physical intimacy. Laura’s left hand, 

which Miss Fontaine has tried so hard to constrict, reaches out for Carmilla and draws her closer 

as the two continue to kiss.   

While Harris links expression of lesbian desire to a sense of freedom from shame and 

discipline, her film’s single instance of heterosexual desire is linked to the impulse to control and 

suppress. After Miss Fontaine catches Carmilla and Laura kissing, she presents her case against 

Carmilla to Dr. Renquist and pleads for his assistance in curing Laura, who has grown weak and 

bedridden after she is forced apart from Carmilla. Miss Fontaine is deeply distressed and after 

Dr. Renquist agrees to help, she kisses him and the two then have sex. Sequencing this sex scene 

immediately after the characters commit themselves to curative action links these disciplinary 

methods directly to a reaffirmation of heteronormativity. Miss Fontaine was horrified when she 

discovered Laura and Carmilla kissing but has no qualms about initiating a sexual encounter with 
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Dr. Renquist, seeking to sooth her distress over Laura’s illness and homosexual activity by 

engaging in a heterosexual sex act.  

After their sex scene, Miss Fontaine and Dr. Renquist address the rest of the household, 

announcing that the Devil has entered their home and “Dr. Renquist will guide us in restoring 

things back to normal order” (Harris). What exactly this “restoration” entails is unclear; the 

scene which follows more closely resembles corporal punishment than medical intervention or 

spiritual healing. Laura, still exhausted and bedridden, crawls out of her bed when she hears 

Carmilla screaming from another room. She enters the room to see Dr. Renquist holding 

Carmilla still as Miss Fontaine beats her mercilessly with a stick. Laura cries out for Carmilla 

and attempts to tackle Miss Fontaine, creating enough chaos to allow Carmilla to escape Dr. 

Renquist’s hold and flee the room. As Laura attempts to follow Carmilla, Harris re-appropriates 

vampire imagery, allowing an opening for viewers to associate biting into human flesh as an act 

of survival rather than a predatory attack. Laura has squirmed out of Miss Fontaine’s grasp, and 

when Paul attempts to restrain her,16 Laura bites down onto his forearm in an act of desperation. 

Paul screams as Laura’s teeth sink into his skin and as Laura scrambles away, we see a clear shot 

of his blood smeared across Laura’s face as she wipes it from her mouth. This scene is a 

purposeful, multi-layered reversal of vampiric acts in Carmilla. Most obvious of these is the 

character reversal; it is Laura, rather than Carmilla, who is biting into another person. Beneath 

this role reversal, the act of biting is an act of self-defense from a young woman attempting to 

escape an act of heteropatriarchal violence. In the novella, Carmilla’s feeding from Laura 

provides the reason for her execution; Harris allows viewers to understand Laura and Carmilla as 

 
16 Paul is a man who seems to be a household servant—his exact role remains unclear, but he does work at the 

direction of Miss Fontaine and Dr. Renquist 
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a pair of vulnerable young women who must take drastic measures to escape violence—poorly 

disguised as curative measures—inflicted by their own caregivers.  

Despite many differences in narrative and stylistic choices, Hall and Harris’ adaptations 

hold important similarities. Perhaps most notable is a further commitment to the original 

novella’s de-centering of men. Le Fanu centers Laura’s voice, but gives space to the narratives 

set forward by vampire hunters and eventually allows them to execute Carmilla. Hall and Harris 

dive deeper into the world of relationships between women. Instead of the hoard of patriarchal 

agents previously pitted against the lesbian vampire, Carmilla and Laura struggle against 

formidable matriarchal figures in each adaptation. It is these matriarchs—Carmilla’s mother for 

Hall, and Miss Fontaine for Harris—who serve as the dominate authorities and disciplinarians. 

Both projects put forward a gender-role-reversal of sorts: men serve as minor characters, without 

their own narratives or backstories, often acting on the direction of the women around them.  

Hall’s easy-going and endearingly naive Wilson Kirsch is perhaps the most poignant 

example of this cast of new men. Kirsch is introduced as a brother of the fictional fraternity 

“Zeta Omega Mu,” a group of men who encapsulate the most negative stereotypes of college 

fraternities in popular culture: they seem to be incessantly partying, are mostly concerned with 

sleeping with their women classmates, and are constantly butting heads with the Summer 

Society, a social club devoted to all-women’s athletics. Kirsch first appears as Laura’s unwanted 

and self-appointed “dude-scort,” an initiative begun by the Zetas to provide “safety companions” 

to their women classmates in response to the recent disappearances on campus (Hall). He is 

immediately dismissed by Laura and Carmilla, who are both vocally annoyed at his “faux 

chivalrous” initiative (Hall). However, Laura does end up calling on Kirsch—and the rest of the 

Zetas—when she hatches her plan to trap Carmilla. As the season continues, Kirsch continues to 
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serve as the muscle behind Laura’s schemes. He also becomes the token Carmilla trades for 

Laura’s safety; when her mother promises that she will let Laura live and use Kirsch as the final 

sacrifice she needs, Carmilla agrees almost instantly. As the series continues, Kirsch is given 

moments of more emotional depth, but most of these center around his unrequited crush on 

Danny. In a refreshingly sweet turn, Hall refuses to let Kirsch fall into the resentful, unrequited 

love interest; he is aware that Danny does not reciprocate his feelings but continues to support 

her while respecting her boundaries in their friendship.  

Men are also delegated background roles in Harris’ Carmilla; the most central man is Dr. 

Renquist, who first examines Carmilla after her carriage wreck and then examines Laura as she 

begins to fall ill. While Renquist does exert diagnostic power over the girls, but he seems most 

driven to act under the direction of Miss Fontaine. Laura’s father is almost entirely absent in 

Harris’ work; he leaves the house to search for Carmilla’s family in the film’s beginning and 

does not reappear until he carries a devastated Laura away from Carmilla’s corpse in the film’s 

final minutes. Le Fanu centers Laura’s voice but ultimately allows the male vampire hunters to 

execute Carmilla; Hall and Harris both continue to center Laura but do not give their male 

characters any such victory over Carmilla. In Harris’ adaptation, it is Miss Fontaine who strikes 

the stake into Carmilla’s heart. Hall commits to a full reversal of Le Fanu’s ending when Laura 

kills Baron Vordenburg to save Carmilla’s life, creating a narrative in which male lives are 

sacrificed to preserve relationships between women.  

In these twenty-first-century adaptations, we see an attempted rehabilitation of Carmilla 

through the disentanglement of lesbianism and vampirism. Hall decides to preserve Carmilla’s 

vampirism as the central location of her otherness, whereas Harris opts to remove vampirism 

entirely from her narrative. In each of these projects, Carmilla’s character still issues a challenge 
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to the compulsory systems which attempt to constrict or cure her various deviancies. In Harris’ 

film, Laura also becomes a subject with deviant desires, and Carmilla is punished for exciting 

these latent desires in Laura. Unfortunately, Harris’ Carmilla is not able to escape these systems 

and meets her original end. Hall’s Carmilla is luckier and does eventually find acceptance as 

both a lesbian and a vampire—but not until after Laura relinquishes her demand for a sparkly 

Carmilla and learns to embrace her as the vampire Carmilla wants to be. 

 Twenty-first century creators continue to embrace Carmilla’s legacy as character 

inhabiting a crip-queer subject position, even as their projects take on normalizing stances which 

seek to de-pathologize lesbianism. Each of these Carmilla adaptations reflects the insidious 

power of compulsory heterosexuality and compulsory able-bodiedness. While the limits of 

compulsory heterosexuality are challenged, Hall’s and Harris’ projects still include compulsory 

systems centered around embodiment that their characters must assimilate into or rebel against. 

Carmilla’s resonance as a crip-queer subject remains relevant as she is deployed by creators to 

disrupt the impulse to assimilate into the mainstream. 
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Conclusion  

Much of the lesbian vampire’s popularity with queer women audiences in the past half-

century might be well-explained by Jose Esteban Muñoz’s theory of disidentification; a process 

deployed by queer audiences which takes on a “phobic object” and “reconfigure[s it] as sexy and 

glamorous, and not as the pathetic and abject spectacle that it appears to be in the dominant eyes 

of heteronormative culture” (Muñoz 3). The lesbian vampire is one such phobic object perfectly 

positioned for disidentification, specifically because of the symbolic meanings imbued in the 

figure of the vampire. Muñoz writes that disidentification allowed him to “understand the power 

and the shame of queerness” (5). He describes the disindentificatory performance art of Margot 

Gomez as rehabilitating “lesbian stereotypes… in all their abjection… calling to attention the 

mysterious erotic” (Muñoz 3). Vampires come into the world in a symbolically similar journey. 

Their origin point is often a corpse, the “utmost of abjection” according to Julia Kristeva (4). 

Some vampire lore specifies they are not only the dead, but those who have passed in an 

abnormal or unsanctified manner (Le Fanu 139). Yet they rise from the precipice of this abject 

state to become seductive and powerful predators, living among human beings as idealized 

objects of desire.  

Muñoz understands disidentification to be “a survival strategy that works within and 

outside the dominant public sphere simultaneously” (5); both Andrea Weiss and Bonnie 

Zimmerman seem to adopt this strategy in their readings of lesbian vampire sexploitation films. 

In Carmilla’s most recent adaptations, both Jordan Hall and Emily Harris take on this 

disindentificatory work in their own writing by shifting how Carmilla is portrayed to their 

audiences. Hall and Harris succeed in creating a version of Carmilla that remains rooted in Le 

Fanu’s original character and emphasize traits that queer audiences may sympathize or identify 
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with—her outsider status, refusal to conform, her penchant for romance, and of course, her sex 

appeal—to transform Le Fanu’s character into one which viewers may identify with directly. 

Muñoz also acknowledges that “disidentification is not always an adequate strategy of resistance 

or survival for all minority subjects” (5). Disidentification is a reactionary strategy, and this 

reactionary stance can be seen in creators and queer audience members who use the lesbian 

vampire trope in their own work. When the lesbian vampire appears in media, whether it be a 

sexploitation film or a twenty-first century Carmilla adaptation, the legacy of the trope appears 

unshakeable. Creators of lesbian vampire narratives seem to be trapped, using their work to 

either perpetuate or respond to the homophobic implications of Le Fanu’s original. Jewelle 

Gomez, author of The Gilda Stories (1991), is one of few creators to have escaped this quagmire. 

What Gomez accomplishes in The Gilda Stories is not a disidentification with the lesbian 

vampire; it is a new imagining of what is possible when a lesbian becomes a vampire. 

The Gilda Stories is a lesbian vampire novel centered around the life of The Girl/Gilda, a 

young Black woman who is taken in by a vampire while she is attempting to self-liberate from a 

Mississippi plantation in 1850.17 The novel tracks The Girl/Gilda’s life from the years she spends 

as a young woman in the company of Gilda and her partner, Bird, to the centuries she spends as a 

vampire in the United States, ending in 2050. Throughout the novel, Gomez explores different 

moments in Gilda’s life, most of which are centered around her interpersonal relationships with 

the humans and vampires who come in and out of her life over a two-hundred-year period.  

When discussing her choice to make a lesbian vampire the protagonist of her novel, 

Gomez has stated “Gilda, is a lesbian because I’m a lesbian. Even though some lesbian-feminists 

have challenged my choice, suggesting it was too negative an idea to connect to lesbians, I feel I 

 
17 The Girl takes Gilda—the name of her caretaker/creator—as her own name after she is transformed into a 

vampire. She is known only as “The Girl” in her human life. 
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can remake mythology as well as anyone” (Anatol 159). This sentiment neatly articulates the 

positionality which sets The Gilda Stories apart from prior lesbian vampire narratives. Although 

aware of Carmilla’s legacy (“Speculative Fiction” 948), Gomez is not attempting to retell 

Carmilla or create a character within whom vampirism and lesbianism are intrinsically linked. 

Gilda is a lesbian simply because Gomez wanted to write her as such—not because vampirism 

needs to stand as a metaphor for lesbianism, or because lesbians must be monstrous. Gomez is 

setting out to remake mythology, to tell a new story rather than respond to prior iterations of the 

lesbian vampire. This differentiation is imperative to understanding what The Gilda Stories 

achieves as a lesbian vampire narrative—and how Gomez has modeled a new freedom for future 

creators who take up the lesbian vampire in their own work. Gomez writes that The Gilda Stories 

became a search for “meaningful responses” to “political and philosophical questions: What is 

family? How do we live inside our power and at the same time act responsibly? How do we build 

community? How do we connect authentically across gender, ethnicity, and class lines?” 

(Johnson). Within The Gilda Stories, vampirism does not appear as an inherently pathological or 

demonic embodiment, but instead takes its place next to “gender, ethnicity and class lines” as 

another identity category with social implications which can be explored to understand what it 

means to be marginal or other in the eyes of a dominant culture. 

In her evaluation of The Gilda Stories, vampire scholar Nina Auerbach mistakenly refers 

to Gilda and her vampire family as “defang[ed]” (186), “purged of aggression” (185). Auerbach 

is examining Gilda within the tradition of the lesbian vampire, specifically comparing her to 

Carmilla, but her analysis falls short due to her inattention to an integral part of Gilda’s identity. 

Gilda is a Black lesbian vampire; Auerbach ironically laments that Gilda has “learned identity 

politics” (186) but does not meaningfully engage with the implications of Gilda’s racial identity 
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in her own analysis. The caveats of racial identity are the subject of Giselle Anatol’s reading of 

Gilda: “Because the monstrous character in traditional Gothic texts is so often gendered female 

and racialized… artists face the difficult prospect of defying the stereotype of the hypersexual 

female Other or else leaving it firmly in place” (161). Auerbach’s reading of The Gilda Stories’s 

vampires is limited in the assumption that vampirism in The Gilda Stories means the same thing 

to every vampire; but as Gilda comes across more vampires in her lifetime, it’s clear that what 

being a vampire means is different to each individual who becomes one. 

Gilda and her found family attempt to live peaceably among humans, valuing life and 

interpreting their feeding as an exchange: “We draw life into ourselves, yet we give life as well” 

(Gomez Gilda 45). But Gilda has encounters with other vampires who conduct themselves in 

wildly different manners. Vampirism in The Gilda Stories is not a condition that defines the 

subject but instead one the subject finds meaning for within themselves. As Gilda’s creator tells 

her, “I am on the road I’ve chosen, the one that is right for me. You must choose your path again 

just as you did when you ran from the plantation in Mississippi” (Gomez, Gilda 45). By invoking 

Gilda’s choice to self-liberate when describing the beginning of her life as a vampire, Gomez 

directly links vampirism not only to a sense of individual freedom, but a freedom from 

oppressive power systems as well. For Gomez, vampirism is not a marker of monstrosity but 

instead represents a different way of being in the world, one which takes on meaning through the 

choices of individual vampires. 

Gomez does not universalize the effects of vampirism on her characters; critic Kathy 

Davis Patterson writes that categories of “Otherness in The Gilda Stories [are] dual edged, not 

simply a category that the dominant culture applies to Gilda and other vampire characters, but 

also a quality that the vampires reflect back to the dominant culture.” Gilda is able to “develop a 
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fuller understanding of the Western world and of the place it has allotted her” because of her 

vampirism, which also endows her with the “psychological and physical stamina to effectively 

begin to challenge that placement” (Patterson). Gomez works vampirism in conversation with 

racial identity; Eleanor and Samuel, two white vampires whom Gilda meets in 1890, lead selfish 

and savage lifestyles, allowing “conventional vampirism to be negatively associated with a 

European heritage and any grasping, exploitative, power-hungry outlook to be aligned with 

vampirism” (Anatol 179). But Gomez does not rely on vampirism as a metaphor for white 

violence; The Girl is attacked in the opening scene of the novel by a white man who attempts to 

rape her (Gomez Gilda 9-11). The unnamed assailant is not a vampire, and The Girl has not yet 

been transformed from her human state. The Girl is able to defend herself by stabbing the man in 

the heart (Gomez Gilda 11). Gomez invokes traditional vampire imagery—The Girl uses a knife 

to penetrate the man’s body and is comforted by his blood soaking into her clothes, she feels “no 

disgust. It was the blood that signaling the death of the beast and her continued life” (Gomez 

Gilda 12).  

While living in the shadows of the human world, Gilda and other vampires also use their 

supernatural powers to their own advantage. In some cases, this means protecting the 

marginalized from violence, from other vampires exploit the humans around them for personal 

gain or out of simple desire for cruelty. This vast difference in personal values is illustrated well 

in the chapter “South End: 1955,” in which Gilda and Bird use their vampiric powers to kill Fox, 

another vampire who had been using his powers to abuse and entrap women in their shared 

neighborhood. Fox is a vampire entirely unconcerned with human life, “he seeks only to drag 

others into death and thrives on watching their descent” (Gomez Gilda 157). However, 

vampirism is not portrayed as the source of this cruelty; it is merely the means by which he can 
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act out his sadistic cravings. Gomez effectively de-moralizes vampirism by portraying both her 

vampire and human characters as capable of great compassion or cruelty. In Gomez’s universe, 

monstrosity is not linked to any single bodily state but is instead a choice made by individual 

characters. 

In Gilda, Gomez sets a new standard for the lesbian vampire by using vampirism as a 

space to explore an outsider status, but not a marginalized one. The vampires of The Gilda 

Stories often hide their vampirism from the humans they live amongst, but Gomez paints this 

choice as one made out of convenience rather than fear of the consequences of exposure; it is 

clear throughout The Gilda Stories that vampires would easily overpower any human that 

attempted to harm them. Gilda lives alongside human beings and although she occasionally 

forms relationships with individual humans, she expresses no overwhelming urge to assimilate 

into human society. Vampirism is not a curse or contagion but a choice that Gilda makes for 

herself, “a grand adventure for which her flight into freedom had only begun to prepare her” 

(Gomez Gilda 46). At long last, the lesbian vampire is able to cast off the narratives that have 

equated her various social or embodied identities with monstrosity and perversion and is instead 

allowed to become whoever she wants to be. 

Written and directed by Brad Michael Elmore, Bit (2019) pushes the lesbian vampire 

trope into several new directions. Its protagonist, Laurel, is the first (openly) transgender lesbian 

vampire in film. Laurel, a recent high school graduate, travels down to Los Angeles to live with 

her older brother for the summer. On her first night out, she meets lesbian vampire Izzy, who 

seduces her and nearly kills her. Izzy is stopped by Duke, the leader of a small squad of lesbian 

vampires; Duke wants to add Laurel to their group. The rest of the film chronicles Laurel’s 

transition into her new vampire life, as she juggles her new need to feed against her 
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unwillingness to hurt humans. Bit features a more racially diverse cast than most lesbian vampire 

films (or lesbian films generally). Beyond its transgender protagonist, Bit has a refreshing variety 

of gender expressions within its squad of sapphic vampires; each sport their own unique but 

delightfully dykey senses of style. Bit’s lesbian vampires are messy eaters, with feeding scenes 

that feature a decent amount of blood-splatter and aren’t presented entirely for sex appeal. Their 

feeding patterns also refuse to be pigeonholed; they hunt down predatory and abusive men 

vigilante-style, but also prey on innocent young women because “people [they’re] attracted to 

taste better” (Elmore). Despite the many ways in which Bit pushes these boundaries, it is clear 

Elmore’s attention is still cast backwards. Bit’s writing has a near-painful self-awareness and at 

times overtly-meta reactions to the legacy of its tropes—not only the lesbian vampire, but the 

post-Twilight teenage vampire movie as well. Laurel narrates the film’s trailer in first person: 

“You know those teen vampire movies that feel like the horny soap opera fever dreams of an 

8th-grade diary? Here’s how mine began” (Elmore).  

After Laurel is bitten by Izzy, Duke gives her the introductory vampire spiel, many of 

which speak directly back to the hallmarks of prior lesbian vampire films. Duke states: 

“[Women] are politically, socially, and mythologically fucked. Our roles are secondary. Our 

bodies [are] suspect, alien, other. We’re made to be monsters, so let’s be monsters” (Elmore). 

One of Duke’s rules is “You kill what you eat. Otherwise, it turns and we’re not ready for that 

kind of expansion yet” (Elmore). This rule is a firm departure from the imperative past writers 

have given to the lesbian vampire: seduce and infect as many women as possible. Duke’s most 

important rule is “Never, ever turn a man;” she justifies this to Laurel by explaining that “men 

can’t handle power. They have it already and look at what they’ve done with it” (Elmore). 

Elmore intentionally uses this as a moment to validate Laurel’s gender identity. Her immediate 
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follow-up question to Duke’s rule is “What about me?”, to which Duke replies “Never crossed 

my mind” (Elmore). This blunt but sweet moment of acceptance signals a normalizing gesture in 

which a transgender lesbian is folded into a group of (implied) cisgender lesbians without second 

thought or interrogation of her womanhood. This exchange between Duke and Laurel is also the 

moment in which Laurel’s gender identity is most explicitly discussed—a testament to the 

broader scope of Elmore’s normalizing project in Bit. Film critic Drew Gregory describes Bit as 

a “trans teen vampire romp about lesbian separatism,” which gives voice to the “justifiable rage 

that Duke feels towards heteropatriarchy.” However, Elmore’s ending ultimately succumbs to 

normalizing impulses and closes with Laurel telling her newly vampiric older brother that she 

“picture[s] a world where everyone’s a vampire.”  

The lesbian vampire continues to haunt popular media into the twenty-first century and 

has become increasingly prominent in the Young Adult (YA) genre—a turn likely driven by 

commercial trends as much as teenage audiences’ rising interest in vampires. It is likely the 

popularity of the lesbian vampire trope will only grow as it reaches its most mainstream platform 

in the twenty-first century: Netflix. In October 2020, Netflix announced it will produce a 

television adaptation of the short story “First Kill” by Victoria “V.E.” Schwab, originally 

published in the YA collection Vampires Never Get Old, released in September of the same year 

(Halcombe). Netflix has ordered an eight-episode first season, with Schwab serving as writer and 

executive producer alongside Felicia D. Henderson (Halcombe).  

“First Kill” tells the story of teenage lesbian vampire Juliette, who is growing closer to 

the age at which she can no longer sustain herself on blood substitutes and must make her first 

human kill (Schwab 235). A closeted vampire but not a closeted lesbian, the shy Juliette is also 

struggling with her crush on a human classmate, Calliope (233). But Calliope has a secret as 
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well: her family moves around frequently because they are “slayers,” tasked with killing all sorts 

of monsters, including vampires (246). Schwab’s short and sweet story ends with a cliffhanger: 

Juliette almost-bites Calliope during their first kiss, which of course triggers Calliope to almost-

stake her, forcing Juliette to run away (Schwab 255). Netflix’s preliminary logline ends: “Both 

find that the other won't be so easy to kill and, unfortunately, way too easy to fall for…” 

(Halcombe). This “vampire and vampire-hunter fall in love” premise marks brand-new narrative 

territory for lesbian vampire creators to explore. In previous Carmilla adaptations, the pressure 

to assimilate has landed solely on the lesbian vampire and the relationship between vampire and 

human is a predator and prey dynamic. Calliope’s role as a slayer allows her to transcend the 

traditional role of the lesbian vampire’s prey; she is actually the one who is actively hunting 

down Juliette. This premise also shifts focus away from potential social-identity-based conflicts 

that might arise from Juliette and Calliope’s interracial, lesbian relationship, and it will be 

interesting to see how or if Netflix chooses to address issues that stem from the human social 

world in addition to those created by a supernatural familial feud. 

 Vampires Never Get Old delivers multiple fresh takes on traditional vampire narratives; 

Kayla Whaley’s story “In Kind” introduces a new face in vampire lore: an unapologetically 

disabled vampire. “In Kind” is narrated by Grace Williams, a young woman with a “degenerative 

neuromuscular disease” (Whaley 109). After Grace’s father attempts to kill her, she is found 

close to death by the vampire Seanan, who transforms Grace into a vampire to prevent her death. 

The traditional vampire rises from the grave with enhanced beauty, physical strength, and 

sensory abilities, in a supposedly perfected version of their human body. Grace experiences all of 

these, but because she did not use her legs in life, she remains a wheelchair user: “No amount of 

increased strength will ever stretch out tendons strung taut as a tightrope from years of disuse” 
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(107). Whaley refuses ableist perceptions of wheelchair users as unattractive or defective. Grace 

is relieved that she has not become able to walk unassisted, telling readers “I don’t think I 

could’ve handled losing that much of myself” (107). The implication that wheelchair use is 

something that Grace feels is essential to her sense of self forces readers to confront their own 

assumptions about what it might feel like to be a wheelchair user. In the story’s conclusion, 

Grace asks “Why did no one ask what my life meant to me?” (116). This question leads readers 

to reflect on the ableist assumptions that wheelchair users must resent or feel ashamed of their 

disability, oftentimes made by able-bodied people without bothering to consider asking 

wheelchair users about their personal understanding of disability.  

Beyond an assertion that wheelchair use can be an attractive and desirable trait, Whaley 

uses the undead nature of the vampire to give a voice to those silenced in real life: disabled 

victims of caregiver murder. Grace’s father insists that his attempt to kill his daughter was an act 

of mercy and implies that being her sole caretaker was simply too much of a burden for him to 

continue to bear, painting his attempted murder as a common-sense solution to end the suffering 

of all parties involved. Grace’s vampirism allows her to speak from the dead, directly countering 

the ableist rhetoric put forward by her father and media coverage of her murder. Grace’s 

narration is interspersed with excerpts from newspaper articles covering her murder; reporters 

include quotes from her father insisting he “wanted Grace to have some peace” and that many 

are calling his choice to end Grace’s life “an act of mercy” (Whaley 109). But Whaley’s story 

ends with Grace taking control over her own narrative by releasing a video to the public in which 

she sets the record straight: “My life was always worth living” (116). Whaley continues to turn 

assumptions about caregiver murder on their heads in a turn of verbal irony. Grace, now a 

vampire, demands that anyone who considered her murder a “mercy killing” reconsider “why 
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they could ever believe murder to be a kindness instead of a monstrosity” (116). The irony of the 

vampire calling the actions of humans as monstrous serves to de-moralize vampirism in 

Whaley’s universe. As in The Gilda Stories, whether or not one may be considered a monster is 

dependent on one’s choices, not an inherent bodily state. While “In Kind” does not provide clear 

indicators that Grace identifies as queer, the unapologetic pride she has in her disabled identity 

places her firmly in the legacy of crip-queer lesbian vampires. As the lesbian vampire trope 

continues to proliferate, we can only hope that more creators will embrace this crip-queer legacy 

when crafting their own lesbian vampires and create characters whom audiences love not 

because they sparkle, but because they are eternally queer and unapologetically vampiric, and 

thus give a voice to those who will never desire to live inside the normal.  
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