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Demon Lovers: Embracing the Monster in Paranormal Romance 
 

I’m not going to be as terrifying as I should be for Halloween—I’m a timid soul, and 
a romantic at heart, so I’m going to be talking about the more amiable, or even amo-
rous aspects of the monsters that are prowling around tonight—demon lovers. They’re 
still threatening, though, so don’t be lulled by their seductive glamour if you should 
chance to meet one when walking home tonight. 
 
 
Gothic Romance: An Unhealthy Addiction 
 
I have been reading Paranormal Romance (or Dark Fantasy, Dark Romance, Gothic 
Romance—there are various names, with various shades of reference) fervently, com-
pulsively, addictively since around 2010, when Sam George and I planned the first 
Open Graves, Open Minds (OGOM) vampire conference at the University of Hert-
fordshire. That has resulted in further events and symposia, a book of essays, a special 
issue of Gothic Studies, an MA module on vampire fiction at Herts and an undergrad 
one on YA Gothic [pic 2]. And we’re planning a conference on werewolves, feral 
children, and associated topics for next year. I did a rough count lately and realised 
I’d read over 200 such novels—and most of these are written for young adults. 
 
Just to give you an idea of the variety of paranormal romances, here’s some of my 
collection [pics 3 and 4]. You may be able to spot that there are some recipe books at 
the top of this case; there’s also a book on cannibalism and one on poisons. I call this 
my ‘appetites’ section—it’s my grim little joke about the connection between pleasure 
and danger that these novels explore, which is one of the themes of this talk.  
 
How can I explain the strange delights of reading about the anguished and improbable 
love affairs of teenagers with vampires, werewolves, fairies, pixies, trolls, witches, 
ghosts, and even zombies? How can I justify them as an object of literary analysis? 
The Twilight phenomenon and the ubiquity of Gothic Romance books, films, and TV 
shows; the vast amount of such fictions with similar generic traits, many in fact pre-
dating Twilight, does surely raise interesting questions about the social significance of 
these texts. But why study them as literature? Many might argue that this type of 
mass culture is of low quality and that such ephemera are the realm of cultural studies 
rather than literature. I am no relativist; I really don’t think that Dan Brown is as good 
as Jane Austen and that it’s all a matter of subjective taste. I maintain that when you 
do literary studies you take into account questions of aesthetic value in ways that 
more sociological approaches might bracket. And I also think that some paranormal 
romances are worthy of this kind of literary attention. Of course, the cultural signifi-
cance of this trend is also of interest—and not entirely separable from the first ques-
tion. 
 
My initial investigation disinterred an unsuspected phenomenon and aroused a whole 
new field of interest. I was astonished by the sheer amount of Gothic Romance books 
that have emerged over the past two or three decades. Highpoints of my recently ac-
quired addiction have been the discovery of some marvellous writers: Dan Waters—
who I have written about in the Open Graves, Open Minds book; Marcus Sedgwick, 
author of the vampire novels My Swordhand Is Singing and Kiss of Death, who has 
been a speaker at the OGOM conferences and contributes a chapter to the book; 
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Maggie Stiefvater (the Shiver trilogy; the Books of Faerie); and, possibly my favour-
ite, Holly Black (Modern Faerie series, Curse Worker series, and the vampire novel 
The Coldest Girl in Coldtown). Runners up include Julie Kagawa, Yvonne Woon, 
Alyxandra Harvey, Cassandra Clare, Richelle Mead, and Mia James. The Twilight 
series has not been my favourite but it has some redeeming features (in contrast, I 
have encountered some truly dreadful books along this voyage into the heart of dark-
ness).  
 
For the literary scholar, a new genre has emerged, or an interesting collision or mating 
of genres has taken place and this itself is of interest for those interested in literary 
form and how kinds of writing emerge and mutate. The typical Gothic text of dark-
ness and evil now flirts with the much-maligned genre of romance fiction (the word 
‘romance’ and its relation to genre has a complicated history of its own, of course). 
The monster has become tamed, domesticated, or feminised, and transformed into the 
lover. Thus there has been a significant and dramatic shift away from Gothic as pure 
horror.  
 
But back to the question of value (though I won’t attempt here the complex argument 
that aesthetic values have something like an objective justification). Many of these 
books do have a certain literary value in terms of, say, originality, seriousness, au-
thenticity, stylistic achievement. Some people might argue that this over-attention to 
young people’s fiction is a symptom of a general retreat from adulthood. I don’t think 
so—the authenticity I claim for them includes their complex handling of some very 
adult issues in sophisticated ways. Paradoxically, adult works which inhabit this same 
loose generic space are often more formulaic, more conservative, and less challeng-
ing. Commercial and pedagogic reasons may be at work here, perhaps—it’s worth 
thinking about further.  
 
So it’s important for me that the texts be rich enough to award a properly literary-
critical approach, rather than being data for an analysis that belongs more to cultural 
studies. Thus, they have to have some particular quality rather than being typical; 
there should be enough stylistic individuality and interest in the prose to sustain criti-
cal scrutiny. Few of these texts are likely to become classics, yet some are, I think, 
worthy of the attention paid to some contemporary ‘literary’ fiction. But the emer-
gence of significant new genres is itself of literary interest and the interplay of genre 
formation and historical-social context can teach us much about how literature trans-
forms itself. The recent proliferation of texts that can be assembled as gothic romance 
or paranormal romance is such an occasion. 
 
So, as a significant example, the concerns of autonomy and subjectivity are central to 
much paranormal romance. Dark and monstrous urges—the bloodlust of the vampire, 
the pack mentality of the werewolf—are opportunities to explore aspects of instinct 
and responsibility. Their adult counterparts typically retreat into essentialism (though 
there are exceptions and interesting qualifications and ambiguities), but Young Adult 
Dark Romances often explore complex ideas of subjectivity, choice, bad faith, and 
determinism. Since the traditional Gothic monster has always represented ‘the Other’ 
(that is, those excluded or execrated for their race, sex, or sexuality), the new sympa-
thetic monster of these texts inevitably turns our attention to the politics of identity 
and to ideas of tolerance and assimilation of outsiders. All these issues become inter-
twined and scrutinised in the best paranormal romance.  
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Two kinds of Romance 
 
Horace Walpole [pic 5] inaugurates the Gothic novel with, as he says in the Preface to 
the second edition of The Castle of Otranto, an intention ‘to blend the two kinds of 
romance, the ancient and the modern’—or what we now call the Romance proper and 
the novel—so that ‘imagination and improbability’ are rendered with verisimilitude.1 
 
But contemporary Gothic has not only been further novelised, sometimes through a 
greater attention to characterisation, and with the marvellous appearing amidst quotid-
ian settings, it has also been ‘romanced’ in new ways. Walpole aimed to blend the 
Romance and the novel; it might be more accurate to talk of one genre modulating the 
other, after Alastair Fowler.2 Latter-day Gothic involves further novelisation with its 
contemporary settings and more successfully achieved formal realism, in Ian Watts’s 
terms, as the ‘full and authentic report of human experience’.3 Very recently, an addi-
tional modulation has taken place: of Gothic by ‘romance’ in its present-day sense of 
fictions centred on romantic love. A new subgenre has emerged, one adumbrated by 
Fred Botting’s notion of ‘Gothic Romanced’.4  
 
Paranormal romances fulfil Walpole’s manifesto rather well. They take the folkloric 
or mythic structures that constitute romance and flesh them out with the stuff of the 
novel—a depth of characterisation and particularity unimaginable in the originals; cir-
cumstantial detail (notably that of the modern world in all its familiarity); and a splash 
of ‘romance’, as in the sharp psychological delineation of a love affair—again, absent 
from Arthurian romance, for instance, but perfected in, say, the novels of Austen or 
the Brontës. But this latter is also, of course, the domain of romantic fiction. 
 
This new genre has emerged, born, as new forms often are, from a risky mating of 
earlier genres. The Gothic novel itself emerged from the fusion of two types: the tra-
ditional Romance, with its chivalry, mediaevalism, and extravagant non-realistic 
plots, and the new novel, which focused on character and subjectivity. The dominant 
mode of Gothic later becomes that of horror and will include the monstrous vampire. 
This new genre of postmodern romance actually recalls some of the characteristics of 
the Gothic novel of the late eighteenth century. But it also, in its turn, embraces detec-
tive fiction, fantasy, fairy tale, the action thriller, and science fiction—which is inter-
esting, as this last is usually in opposition to the irrational mode of Gothic in some 
ways. But it’s characterised most of all by a fusion of Gothic with romantic fiction in 
the everyday sense that we associate with Mills and Boon and the like. I’m going to 
try and show how these encounters with different forms bring with them discordant 
perspectives on the world and may reflect the clash of values in our uncertain modern 
world. 
 
And, as well as this commingling of genres, there is much intertextuality—deliberate 
allusions to other pieces of writing. Those literary paradigms of romantic love such as 
Romeo and Juliet, Pride and Prejudice, and Wuthering Heights frequently get a men-
tion. (And Wuthering Heights has its own complex relationship to the Gothic novel, 
of course.) 
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The uneasy coupling of horror and romance humanises horror in quite special ways, 
focusing on agency (which the inexorable doom of horror often denies) and on the 
human intersubjectivity found in the mainstream novel. At the same time, it desenti-
mentalises romantic fiction, revealing the darker aspects of eroticism and even hu-
manity as a whole. 
 
This form has many of the trappings of Gothic, but the plot is subordinated to the 
movement towards amatory consummation of romantic fiction; the setting tends to be 
contemporary; it seems to assume a female readership; and, crucially, it centres on 
love affairs between humans and supernatural creatures.  
 
Because the categories I’m using have been created by marketing departments and so 
on, the question is raised how much, as theorists, we can take them for granted. In 
some ways, since genre works by fulfilling and revising expectations, it might actu-
ally be valid to accept them, provisionally at least; the labelling and associated pack-
aging do themselves arouse generic expectations.5 
 
I will look at some examples of the genre to show how, in each, the interaction of 
other genres within them play out different epistemological concerns. 
 
 
Themes and perspectives 
 
The dominant theme across the genre is difference and toleration, following the not 
unwelcome but problematic absorption of identity politics (or certain liberal aspects 
of it) into the mainstream. And it is the formal properties of the genre that enable this 
theme to be dramatised—the humanising, if perhaps sentimental, focus on sympathy, 
interiority, the reconciliation of difference (particularly in heterosexual terms) of ro-
mantic fiction; and the imaginative power to unsettle of the Gothic, which can conjure 
up the dangers and strangeness of Otherness (though bear in mind the generic hybrid-
ity of the original Gothic novel—this too, as in Radcliffe, hovered between similar 
places). 
 
And slight formal variations—of place, of period; the incorporation of and modulation 
by other genres; the mode of fantasy—all permit various perspectives on contempo-
rary encounters with otherness: adolescent anxieties with either a feminist or reaction-
ary tinge; the use of period and setting to explore modernity, technology, and nature 
in the light of how these issues are expressed in identity politics. They often raise 
doubts; having reservations or revealing contradictions.  
 
Of course, in the YA novels—which are mostly aimed at teenage women—a primary 
function is mediating the anxieties of encountering the opposite sex, but there is 
something in the form, in the very nature of its mixed origins, that makes them espe-
cially suited to exploring less personal issues too. 
 
 
Kinds of monster 
 
Now let’s meet some of the candidates for the contemporary demon lover. 
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Monstrous lovers have been around from antiquity, but I would trace our contempo-
rary literary demonic lovers from Milton’s Satan, through Lovelace in Richardson’s 
Clarissa [pic 6], to the vampire created in Byron’s image—or self-image—by Poli-
dori [pic 7] and, separately, to the dark Lovelacean heroes of the Brontës, Daphne du 
Maurier, and Mills and Boon. Here’s Laurence Olivier showing his tender side as the 
quintessentially demonic lover, Heatchcliff, in the 1939 William Wyler film [pic 8]. 
But note how the pose is also somewhat vampiric (the book actually talks of him as 
‘vampire’); you’ll see this image of the monster at the bedside repeatedly.  
 
The vampire, with its own fluid crossing of boundaries, has enabled this commingling 
of genres—leading us, incidentally, to think in broader terms than the Gothic para-
digm. It’s fair to say that the Gothic romance began with love affairs between tamed, 
sympathetic vampires and humans. But, since then, all kinds of supernatural species 
have been found in the arms and beds of humankind. Romantic vampires have initi-
ated a whole legion of other paranormal lovers—werewolves, werecats, succubae, 
faeries, angels—the odd merman [pic 9], as in this tempting erotica by Cassidy Beach 
(obviously her real name). Even zombies can now be seen lurching up as lovers. 
There are also Richelle Mead’s funny and smutty stories [pic 10] where the female 
protagonist and narrator is the monster herself—a succubus, whose vocation and 
means of subsistence is to drain the energy of male humans through sex; ‘lust is her 
greatest weapon’. Which she is fine with until she falls in love with a man.  
 
There are even ghosts as lovers, as in Kendare Blake’s very scary, very powerful 
Anna Dressed in Blood (2011)—notable for its male protagonist and female demon 
lover. I’m not sure how these affairs are consummated. I think even the cover is scary 
[pic 11]. 
 
The different kinds of paranormal lover stand in for different epistemological stances 
as much as do different modulations of genre, and themselves can be said to identify 
sub-subgenres, depending on which creature dominates the text.  
 
 
Vampires 
 
But it’s the contemporary vampire, with all his or her sexiness and ambiguous threat 
that we’re most familiar with as monstrous lover, so I’ll begin the main narrative 
there, tracing the transformation from blood-sucking monster to object of desire. 
 
The vampire is a creation of the eighteenth century, first appearing in ethnological 
reports of the vampire panic in Eastern Europe and detailed with Enlightenment scep-
ticism. There, it is wholly monstrous and inhuman [pic 12]. But it very quickly be-
comes a creature of fiction and poetry. John Polidori only briefly hints at the idea in 
‘The Vampyre’ (1819); Lord Ruthven is a seducer and destroyer of women. The By-
ronic overtones, however, are important in the development of the theme. In James 
Malcolm Rymer’s penny dreadful Varney the Vampire (1845-7), Varney is portrayed 
sympathetically at times, and women’s virtue is threatened when he’s around, but, as 
you can see, he’s not particularly desirable [pic 13]. Le Fanu’s Carmilla of 1871 is 
most definitely a love object, depicted in barely disguised lesbian affairs with her vic-
tims [pic 14]. The sleeping women, with the monster looming over her is, as you will 
notice, a common motif, but here the monster is another woman. 
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And then, Dracula: the most famous of all. In Bram Stoker’s 1897 novel, which draws 
on those earlier accounts, Count Dracula is a repulsive monster. Jonathan Harker, on 
meeting him, notices that his mouth is ‘fixed and rather cruel-looking, with peculiarly 
sharp teeth’; his lips have ‘remarkable ruddiness’; his ears are ‘extremely pointed’; his 
hands ‘remarkably coarse [. . .] with hairs in the centre of the palm’. When the Count 
touches him, he ‘could not repress a shudder’ and is overcome by ‘a horrible feeling 
of nausea’ (20). So not exactly love at first sight.  
 
In the earliest cinematic incarnation, he is still truly monstrous as Orlok in F.W. Mur-
naus’s 1922 Nosferatu [pic 15]. But he gets progressively sexier through the history of 
cinema: Bela Lugosi, Christopher Lee, Frank Langella [pics 16, 17, 18].  
 
 
‘I, too, can love’ 
 
I’ll begin with the love interest in Dracula. This passage is, I’m sure, well-known to 
you all, so I’ll not quote much from Jonathan Harker’s sizzling encounter with the 
three seductive vampires, who incite in Harker ‘a wicked burning desire, that they 
would kiss [him] with those red lips’ (38), and when their fangs touch his throat, a 
‘languorous ecstasy’ (39); but note that this is the very character of the desire that 
vampires still generate in contemporary fiction.  
 
But I’ll remind you all of the climax: Dracula, with ‘blazing’ (39) eyes, flings the 
women aside and cries: 
 

‘How dare you touch him, any of you? How dare you cast eyes 
on him when I had forbidden it? [. . .] This man belongs to me!  
[. . .]’ The fair girl, with laugh of ribald coquetry, turned to answer 
him:— 

‘You yourself never loved, you never love!’ On this the other 
women joined, and such a mirthless, hard, soulless laughter rang 
through the room that it almost made me faint to hear; it seemed like 
the pleasure of fiends. Then the Count turned, after looking at my 
face attentively, and said in a soft whisper:— 

‘Yes, I too can love; you yourselves can tell it from the past. Is it 
not so? Well, now I promise you that when I am done with him, you 
can kiss him at your will. (39-40) 

 
‘I, too, can love’—this famous phrase has drawn a multitude of speculations on just 
who, exactly, Dracula can love. ‘What, exactly, are the object choices in Dracula? 
Who desires whom?’, asks Roger Luckhurst.6 The homoerotic undertones have struck 
many readers of this scene, so charged with illicit eroticism.  
 
But who are the love objects of Dracula, and other vampires in general? 
 
Female vampires are certainly often desirable. In ‘Dracula’s Guest’, Stoker’s dis-
carded story, there is a sexy vampire, modelled apparently on Le Fanu’s Carmilla. In 
Dracula, Lucy, on turning, has the same ‘voluptuous’ mouth as the three vampire 
women in the castle. But where does Dracula’s sex appeal lie, if at all? Who does he 
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love, or who loves him? He does brag of his mastery over women, declaring to the 
‘Crew of Light (as his foes have become known): ‘Your girls that you all love are 
mine already’ (285). 
 
Dracula’s hypnotic bond with Mina also suggests an erotic connection, but it is a mere 
hint, becoming amplified in Tod Browning’s and Coppola’s cinematic revisions. And 
‘sleep-waking, vague, unconscious’, on the border between living and undead, Lucy 
reveals her sexuality and, ‘in a soft voluptuous voice’ (150), she invites Arthur to kiss 
her. The truth is, Lucy is more sexy as a vampire. Lucy, as vampire, is, ‘if possible 
more radiantly beautiful than ever’ (186). This is when she, though already trans-
formed, lies dormant and apparently newly deceased. Her lips are ‘red, nay redder 
than before’ (186), but her teeth ‘are even sharper than before’ (187); when she 
wakes, however, this voluptuousness becomes threatening; dangerous sexuality is 
central to vampire romance. 
 
There must be something latent in Stoker’s Dracula that allowed the sexuality, the 
humanity, the vampire as lover to emerge—such as, the brief hints announced by ‘I, 
too, can love’ and the moments where Lucy and Mina fall under his spell. So, there 
must have been some buried seed to work on; the operations of parody, hypertextual-
ity, and genre transformation are very important here.  
 
Perhaps that very absence, that unfulfilled desire, the unanswered question—who 
does Dracula love?—provokes a fictional response. Auerbach, however, claims that 
the demand for a love story arises because Dracula is so bleak.7 This suggests how 
utopian strands emerge in vampire fiction; new possibilities of love are discovered, 
even if this is simply Bella Swan’s fabulous sex-life, and triumphs over physical limi-
tations or over death can be imagined. 
 
Romance, in the laxer sense of the word, gets a bad press from feminism, and the 
heavily romanced Gothic of Twilight has invoked much disapproval for what has long 
been seen as the deleterious effects of the genre on young women’s minds. Twilight 
has, too, been seen by horror stalwarts such as Stephen King as having been far too 
diluted by the genre of romance; modern vampires are just not scary enough. I confess 
to thinking that the heavy dose of romance in Twilight brings a kind of certainty that 
renders it less interesting than other, more questioning fictions.  
 
 
Vampire lovers 
 
Since Stoker, Dracula himself has been a lover many times: inspiring desire; even the 
formidable slayer of vampires, Buffy, comes under his spell at one point [pic].8 In 
turn, he can love, as in Stan Dragoti’s 1999 film, Love at First Bite, where he obses-
sively loves a New York fashion model, embarks on a voyage to the US, and magnet-
ises the crowd in a Saturday Night Fever-style disco with his swirling cape and aristo-
cratic charisma, wooing his love with old world courtesy and romance [pic 19.] 
  
Then, notoriously, there is, of course, the 1992 Francis Ford Coppola film, Bram 
Stoker’s Dracula (which is really not Stoker’s at all) [pic 20]. This is one of the ur-
texts for the vampire as tragic lover and beloved.  
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Auerbach maintains that Dracula’s sexual appeal was invented by Lugosi,9 and Tod 
Browning’s Dracula (1931)—where the romance between Mina and Dracula is first 
suggested—was billed as ‘The strangest love story of all’, echoed by Coppola’s bill-
ing of ‘Love never dies’. 
 
Yet there’s already that sexuality in the novel, as in the ambiguous seduction scene 
where Mina drinks Dracula’s blood. Here we first see the importance of good biting; 
you need good biting for the perverse vampire eroticism to work. The distinguishing 
feature of blood drinking and exchange gives the vampire, along with the conven-
tional mesmeric powers, an advantage over other monsters as a focus for sexual de-
sire. One of my favourite moments is in Claudia Grey’s Evernight, where the heroine 
doesn’t realise she is a vampire until her first kiss when, transformed and carried 
away by passion, the bloodlust takes over and she savagely bites her boyfriend’s neck. 
There are the tormented romances between Buffy and Angel in Buffy the Vampire 
Slayer, and later, Spike [pics 21, 22] (as with many people here, I suspect, this is 
where my own thirst for vampire stories became stirred). And, in a similar association 
of sex with danger, there is Angel’s famous gypsy curse, which threatens to release 
his evil demon if he enjoys happiness—a happiness conceived in sexual, romantic 
terms.  
 
In the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries, we have a plethora of vampiric lovers. 
There is the exotic bisexuality of Interview with the Vampire (1976) [pic 23]—along 
with Coppola, one of the moments when the humanised and eroticised vampire comes 
into its own; the polyamorous vampires of Octavia Butler’s Fledgling (2005) and their 
mesmerised humans; the punk and gay love of Poppy Z. Brite’s Lost Souls (1992); 
Sookie Stackhouse’s Southern gentleman lover and all the other spicy goings in the 
Southern Vampire books adapted for TV as True Blood; the passionate tragedy of 
Robert Masello’s excellent Blood and Ice (2009); the moving and disturbing love af-
fair of John Ajvide Lindqvist’s Let the Right One In (2004) [pic 24]. Not to mention 
the deeply unpleasant near-rapes between vampire and werewolf in Kresley Cole’s A 
Hunger Like No Other (2006). There are Laurell K. Hamilton’s polymorphously per-
verse romps, where Anita Blake cavorts in various combinations of werewolves, 
wereleopards, and vampires with abandon. 
 
Dracula’s voluptuous brides have their own descendants, too, though the female vam-
pire in twenty-first-century dark fantasy, with its largely female readership, is less 
likely to resemble the originals. The female vampire protagonist nowadays is usually 
a feisty rebel who readily acknowledges her sexual (and other) appetites, rather than 
smouldering temptress (though the Hollywood vamp [pic 25] and Hammer’s more 
fleshly buxom wenches [pic 26] must not be forgotten—this is the rather salacious 
adaptation of the lesbian romance of Carmilla as The Vampire Lovers (1970)). 
 
Why is there a need for a vampire who is not just humanised and sympathetic, but 
sexually attractive? It might boil down to the cynical and market-driven exploitation 
of a niche—that of a largely female readership. Often, the male vampire lover appeals 
precisely because he is both attractive yet dangerous. Precisely why this is appealing 
would need a deeper kind of psychological analysis than I dare give but it may be as 
much a way of negotiating the perceived difference of masculinity as any urge to 
submissiveness (particularly in young adult fiction). Why is there this submissive, 
even masochistic quality in such novels? What pleasures lie in them for intelligent 
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and independent women in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries? It’s very pre-
sumptuous of me to say this, I know, but there may be an element of wanting to pre-
serve the gains of feminism—autonomy, confidence about sexuality, and so on—
while, in fantasy, to relinquish some of the anxieties that autonomy can bring. Plus, 
there are all the mysterious and unaccountable excitements of danger and transgres-
sion. 
 
Recent vampires, however, may stand accused of having watered down their threaten-
ing aspects. The dangers from Edward Cullen are so minimised that he is hardly vam-
piric anymore—more a superhuman who might accidentally break Bella with his su-
perior strength if their passion gets out of hand, and this diminishes the disturbing fas-
cination of the true romanced Gothic, with its dangerous lovers (from Rochester to 
Angel). L. J. Smith in The Vampire Diaries solves some of the problems of loving the 
monster by splitting her vampire lovers into brothers, Stefan and Damon, one good, 
the other evil (though this is qualified) [pic 27]. The demon lover still has that appeal: 
‘Perhaps she’ll find that real darkness is more to her taste than feeble twilight’, says 
Damon, taunting his brother.10 (It would be amusing to think this is a dig at the in-
nocuousness of Edward Cullen but it was written 14 years earlier! The picture is the 
more recent TV series).  
 
And vampire lovers offer to unleash a utopian potential in the beloved; here, In The 
Vampire Diaries, Damon tempts Elena: ‘You’ve tried everything else, and nothing 
has satisfied you . . . It’s the ultimate secret, Elena . . . you’ll be happy as never be-
fore’.11 For Bella Swan, it is eternal life and ageless looks and an intensified sex life. 
The dark gift on offer is the possibility of a reflection that doesn’t disturb; for these 
female-centred narratives, eternal beauty is proffered.  
 
 
Postmodern vampire love 
 
The sympathetic vampire first stirs in a handful of significant texts from the 1970s 
onwards which lay claim to inaugurating the vampire as lover.12 Of crucial interest are 
Fred Saberhagen’s Dracula series, beginning with The Dracula Tape (1975); Chelsea 
Quinn Yarbro’s Hôtel Transylvania (1978) and its sequels; and Suzy McKee Char-
nas’s The Vampire Tapestry (1980). A less recognised precursor is in a different me-
dium - the Marvel comic, Marv Wolfman and Gene Colan’s The Tomb of Dracula 
(1972–1979), which shows Dracula in love, married, and smitten by tragedy [pic 
28].13  
 
Then we have Interview with the Vampire (Anne Rice’s novel, 1976; filmed by Neil 
Jordan in 1994); Angel—still moody and dangerous—and, of course, Twilight’s Ed-
ward, of the well-off, middle-class, philanthropic Cullens. Not at all monstrous, unless 
sparkling terrifies you [pic 29] (Stephenie Meyer’s novel, 2005; Catherine Hardwicke, 
2008). And here’s Johnny Depp as Barnabas Collins in Dark Shadows—just for Ali 
[pic 30]. 
 
 
Alyxandra Harvey, My Love Lies Bleeding 
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There are so many to choose from. I’ve chosen as my main example a Young Adult 
novel, Alyxandra Hervey’s clever and sophisticated My Love Lies Bleeding (2010) 
[pic 31]. Notice how it mimics the iconography of the Twilight cover [pic 32]—many 
of the covers do. It’s not the best of them; it’s interesting, though. It’s engaging and 
well-written, and it illustrates the themes I want to talk about very well—such as 
genre, agency, epistemology. And it’s better than Twilight!14  
 
One of her two heroines, Solange, lives in near isolation with her vampire family, but 
has a close friend, Lucy, who is attracted to one of Solange’s seven brothers, Nicho-
las. Like many Young Adult paranormal romances, this is touched by the coming-of-
age narrative: when the story begins, Solange will be transformed into a vampire on 
her sixteenth birthday in three days time.  
 
Solange is unique; the only girl in a family of hereditary vampirism for nine hundred 
years. Her story has an explicitly folkloric aspect, announced here, but becoming bla-
tant as the plot unfolds: ‘And the closer I get to my sixteenth birthday, the more I at-
tract the others to me. It’s all very Snow White, except I don’t call bluebirds and deer 
out of the woods—only bloodthirsty vampires who want to kidnap or kill me’ (9-10).  
 
The sexual appeal of the male of romantic fiction is supplemented by an additional 
factor, which entwines romance story conventions with epistemological questions al-
most from the start. The attraction of Lucy’s vampire brothers is not quite the super-
natural glamour in other similar fictions: 
 

The pheromones that vampires emit like a dangerous perfume keep 
humans enticed and befuddled with longing [. . .] Kind of like the 
way wild animals can smell each other in the forest, especially dur-
ing mating season.15 (9)  

 
The notion of ‘glamour’ in fictional vampires, which is mysterious and non-
naturalistic, does, of course, often facilitate the articulation of instinctual or animalis-
tic passions, but the mention of ‘pheromones’ signals something distinctive. 
 
Here, the ideas of agency become complicated. Autonomy here is challenged by a 
positivist worldview where free will is overridden by desire founded on pheromonal 
compulsion. With Nicholas and Lucy, the conventional vampire glamour, made scien-
tific with the apparatus of pheromones, becomes tangled up with the compulsive logic 
of desire here in a flirtatious stand-off familiar from romantic fiction: 
 

‘You’re also trying to use your vampire mojo on me.’ 
‘It doesn’t work on you.’ 
‘Remember that.’ My voice was soft, like whipped cream, and at 

odds with my smug smirk. 
We didn’t close our eyes, not even when our lips met. I tingled 

all the way down to my toes [. . .] I kind of wanted to nip into him 
like ice cream [note the orality, akin to biting!]. When his tongue 
touched mine, my eyelids finally drifted shut. I gave myself to the 
moment, all but hurled into it. [. . .] 

It could totally become addictive. 
Just imagine if we actually liked each other. (52-53) 
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It’s tantalisingly ambivalent here how much is willed and how much the lovers are 
carried away despite themselves, and whether glamour, or pheromones, or whatever 
are at work. Romantic fiction conventions, by being placed in the supernatural con-
text, can themselves raise these questions of knowing. 
 
In Solange, too, struggles over different epistemologies of desire are contested. To 
vampires, she is irresistible; males compulsively lust after her, wanting to breed with 
her since she is a rare female. Their lust is triggered by her unique smell, consisting of 
those powerful pheromones. Vampirism itself is explained with a hesitancy between 
paranormal and biological causality. ‘It’s not strictly scientific, nor is it strictly super-
natural’, Solange’s uncle Geoffrey, a vampire scientist, tells Lucy (64). Solange’s de-
sirability is determined by Darwinian concerns: ‘her special pheromone thing is a sur-
vival mechanism too, right? How everyone’s obsessed with her?’, asks Lucy. ‘Yes. 
It’s a mating thing. Everyone is wondering if she’ll be able to carry a vampire child to 
term.’ (66) 
 
Thus there is a struggle between a positivist appropriation of genetics to ossify 
women’s roles as passive love object and child bearer, and a humanist representation 
of a woman as autonomous subject, desired for her human individuality, and freely 
desiring in turn. Solange herself resents being thought of as a ‘vampire broodmare, 
meant to give birth to lots of little royal vampire babies’ (128-9). All this recalls ac-
counts of human behaviour—particularly sexual attraction—by contemporary evolu-
tionary psychologists and sociobiologists. Yet, alongside these determinist view-
points, there is a sense of agency asserted too, and the mixture of genres—echoes of 
science fiction in conjunction with a novelistic depiction of interiority—echoes the 
perplexity over agency in a supposedly postmodern age. 
 
Intertextual allusions abound and there is, in Gérard Genette’s terminology, a hyper-
textual transformation, where a prior text is being refashioned.16 It begins to dawn on 
the reader that Solange, sheltered in isolation in the forest with her seven brothers, is 
re-enacting a fairy tale, and so another genre is knowingly signalled. (And ‘Beauty 
and the Beast’ is, of course, a significant architext for all these fictions.) By the time 
we get to the wicked vampire Queen, in her hall of mirrors, with the hunter’s gift of a 
deer’s heart, supposedly that of Solange, and then Solange herself helpless in a glass 
coffin, pecked at by ravens (232-33), it’s clear that the Grimms’ Snow White is one of 
the hypotexts of My Love Lies Bleeding. But it also references ‘Hansel and Gretel’, 
‘Sleeping Beauty’, Jane Austen, Romantic poetry, and Wuthering Heights. 
 
This knowing intertextuality and abandoned plundering of genres is what has come to 
be characterised as ‘postmodern’, a style deeply complicit with anti-Enlightenment 
underminings of rationalism and human agency. Yet Harvey’s novel is less clear-cut. 
The oscillation between modes and genres allows a scepticism towards the positivist 
strand of Enlightenment to emerge, but in a way that reasserts subjectivity rather than 
permitting he poststructuralist dissolution of the subject. 
 
 
Werewolves 
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Werewolves and similar shapeshifters emerge from ancient myth such as the tale of 
Lycaeon in Ovid, through mediaeval romances like Marie de France’s The Lay of the 
Wolf and Victorian penny dreadfuls to Hollywood as the classic Universal Studios 
monster. Here’s Lon Chaney in The Wolf Man (1941) [pic 33]: attractive if you’re a 
dog person; I’m with the Cat People [pic 34] in Jacques Tourneur’s 1942 film. Con-
temporary incarnations such as Angela Carter’s wolf stories and Neil Jordan’s adapta-
tions of these [pic 35] as the film The Company of Wolves have also referenced the 
fairy tale ‘Red Riding Hood’. 
 
[pic 36] The werewolf, self-evidently, is particularly suited as an instrument for ex-
ploring the boundaries of humanity and animality, culture and nature. The werewolf is 
far more tied to animality and the physical than the (contemporary) vampire, despite 
the latter’s often compulsive blood-lust. The werewolf, too, being bound to a hierar-
chical pack society, evokes a different perspective on the social than the often solitary 
vampire.  
 
Amidst twenty-first century concerns about the environment and a devaluation of the 
centrality of the human, werewolf narratives often express a longing for a less antago-
nistic relationship with nature, alongside utopian aspirations towards the heightened 
powers (particularly sensory perception) and imagined intensities of animal existence. 
However, many such fictions adopt an uncritical admiration for the instinctual and a 
postmodern denigration of agency and subjectivity that can lead to unexpectedly reac-
tionary positions—as when gender hierarchies become legitimated by an essentialism 
derived from animal analogies. Generally, werewolves embody determinism more 
than other paranormal characters, biology inescapably dictating their identity. 
 
Various ideological issues are raised by the werewolf narrative. There are those 
around gender. Thus many of these novels share the obligatory feisty female protago-
nist [pic 37], who is present both from a generic imperative and due to what is so-
cially acceptable in present-day Western society, particularly when a largely female 
readership is involved. Yet contradictions emerge between this and the prevalent 
submission to pack hierarchy and to the dominant alpha male that the heroine half-
willingly acquiesces to. Kelly Armstrong’s Bitten (2003) is exemplary here; Arm-
strong’s heroine sums up the overall perspective: ‘Nature wins out. It always does’ 
(1). 
 
And Keri Arthurs’s Riley Jenson (pictured; who’s actually part vampire, too) has exu-
berant and liberating sex, but it is at the prompting of uncontrollable; In other words, 
Riley’s lupine nature justifies and celebrates her promiscuous sexuality and lack of 
puritan morality but at the expense of making it instinctual, less than human, and tied 
in with both subordination to the male and to breeding imperatives, thus diminishing 
its emancipatory potential. She simply is this creature of uncontrollable sexuality—it 
is her essence and rooted in her biology. These narratives again echo contemporary 
anti-humanist ideologies of evolutionary psychology. 
 
Another theme which resonates with contemporary ideological concerns is human-
ity’s relationship to the environment, often represented in a post-Romantic manner 
through the appeal to what is spontaneous and ‘natural’. This is represented as un-
problematically appealing in many of these fictions, Here, I’d take Anne Rice’s The 
Wolf’s Gift (2010) as embodying an uncomplicated environmentalism.  
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But Maggie Stiefvater’s superb (and very moving) Shiver trilogy [pic 38] resists the 
easy options and shows both the allure of the untamed and the human centrality of 
language, culture, and agency. The temptations of postmodernism are resisted and a 
valorisation of the spirit of Enlightenment is attempted. I’m not suggesting that Stie-
fvater is consciously working these out but Shiver does dramatise some of these con-
cerns and resolves them in a humanist way rather than following the path of rejecting 
the subject, culture, and modernity as others do. 
 
The trilogy is tantalisingly ambivalent about the appeal of the instinctual and the bor-
derline between an embodied humanity and the animal, particularly as manifested in 
the love affair of the teenage protagonists. For Marcuse, the surplus-repression of the 
proximity senses (smell, taste) enforces the isolation of individuals in civilisation. 
Stiefvater continually emphasises the sense of smell both as a trigger to sexual attrac-
tion and as an aspect of the pack sociality and sense of belonging of the wolves. 
Through such devices, she concretely renders the nearness of Grace and Sam (her 
young lovers) to wolfhood. This is contrasted with her exploration of human subjec-
tivity through language, particularly in the perceptive depiction of silences and mis-
communications and her hero’s absorption in books and poetry.  
 
The narrative refuses to endorse simplistic oppositions between the animal and the 
human, recognising and celebrating the embodied consciousness that is being human, 
and aware of the complex affinity of romance and instinct. Stiefvater points towards a 
transcendence of such antinomies though, ultimately, she asserts the distinctively hu-
man powers of language, of individual identity, and goal-oriented agency as her char-
acters find their voice and define their projects. 
   
  
Faeries 
 
These pretty, tiny little creatures that flit through the Victorian imagination are our 
usual idea of fairies [pic 39]. And in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, we 
have a mixture of the miniature and the life-sized, with Titania and Oberon of human 
height and endowed with human passions and a dangerous tendency to intervene in 
human affairs. But the fairies of Celtic myth are more dangerous and unpredictable 
still, and often not pretty or delicate. And they frequently charmed humans and took 
them as lovers, as recounted in traditional ballads such as ‘Tam Lin’. Keats’s ‘La 
Belle Dame Sans Merci’ borrows from this tradition, too—illustrated here by FC 
Cowper [pic 40]. 
 
Paranormal romance returns to these Celtic origins for its dark faerie lovers (it’s al-
ways spelled ‘faerie’ with an ‘e’, to give them that authentic allure and get away from 
the twee little stereotypes that we’re familiar with). There are some variants, with pix-
ies—again, not twee, but somewhat malevolent (in Carrie Jones’s Need), and even 
trolls (in Holly Black’s Valiant). As Jones’s website says, ‘He’s a pixie—and not the 
cute, lovable kind with wings. He’s the kind who has dreadful, uncontrollable 
needs.’17 
 
 
Julie Kagawa, The Iron King 
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Julie Kagawa’s darkly attractive, dangerous fairies in her Young Adult novel, The 
Iron King (2010) [pic 41], facilitate some clever play with genre and ways of know-
ing.18 It is another coming-of-age story: when it begins, her heroine, Meghan, will be 
sixteen ‘in less than twenty-four hours’: 
 

Sweet sixteen. It has a magical ring to it. Sixteen is supposed to 
be the age when girls become princesses and fall in love and go to 
dances and proms and such. Countless stories, songs, and poems 
have been written about this wonderful age, when a girl finds true 
love and the stars shine for her and the handsome prince carries her 
off into the sunset. (10) 

 
—and the genres of fairy tale and romance are ironically demystified through novelis-
tic realism and according to mid-twentieth-century feminist critique.  
 
Here, the ruling creature is the faery.19 Faeries in paranormal romance have the vi-
ciousness, the unpredictability, and the predatory nature of vampires, together with 
their sex appeal. But they are associated not with death—rather with intensified life, 
life out of human control, and thus, in general, nature. In the twenty-first century this 
inevitably evokes the values and concerns of environmentalism, though the scary na-
ture of faeries means that the incorporation of these values is not uncritical. Kagawa 
neatly draws on the folkloric motif of faery aversion to iron, which represents a con-
temporary questioning of modernity in many dark faery books.20 Kagawa conjures up 
the Iron Fey, whose monarch is the Iron King of the title, and who threatens not just 
the traditional power of the Summer and Winter Fey, but the whole land of faery 
through an ecocatastrophe that is manifested through some intriguing generic modula-
tions. 
 
In The Iron King the Romance quest narrative is contiguous with the romantic fiction 
plot; it follows the episodic quest structure far more closely than does My Love Lies 
Bleeding, for example. That it is a quest, and one that places Meghan’s agency at the 
centre, is made explicit: a dryad woman gives her the Witchwood arrow as the magi-
cal weapon (a typical romance motif) to defeat the Iron King. Meghan, it will appear, 
is the daughter of Oberon, King of the Summer Fey, by her human mother. The faery 
half-breed as a central character is a very common figure in these books. They em-
body alienation from the human group, yet the full strangeness of Otherness still re-
tains its power over that character when they encounter the paranormal. 
 
As with Harvey’s novel, The Iron King is heavily, knowingly, allusive. Robbie Good-
fell, turns out to be Robin Goodfellow, the ambivalent Puck of folklore. Kagawa both 
introduces folkloric motifs and blends literary allusions together. C.S. Lewis’s Narnia 
is an intertextual echo, too—the threshold to ‘the Nevernever’, or the faery lands (it-
self alluding to Peter Pan), is through the closet (71). Further intertextuality is evoked 
by Puck’s line about ‘following a white rabbit down a dark hole’ (77), and a faery cat 
guide, Grimalkin, the Celtic Cait Sith, is simultaneously Carroll’s Cheshire Cat. 
 
One distinctive feature of dark faery romance is a plot function which necessarily in-
volves a genre shift too. Faery narratives, unlike most other dark romances, almost 
always include a moment of entry into the other world. This in itself draws on earlier 
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genres—the two-worlds fantasies of C.S. Lewis, Alan Garner, and Philip Pullman, the 
descent into the underworld of epic, and, of course, the Tam Lin theme of traditional 
faery lore itself. Where other supernatural beings dominate, the locale is most often 
contemporary, and sometimes urban, and the fabulous is intermingled with the mun-
dane.21 With these new fairy stories, the more traditional fantasy genre (which, in 
turn, is a particular incarnation, or pastiche, of mediaeval Romance) irrupts wholesale 
into the text rather than modulating it.  
 
The first transition, into the lands of the Summer and Winter fey, brings with it a 
wealth of allusions, and we enter into the Romance world, though fantasy and folklore 
are drawn on. The different Romance landscapes are employed as a contrasting per-
spective to modernity and the disenchantment it brings. Meghan is taken to Oberon, 
‘Lord of the Summer Court’ (116), also known as Arcadia, or the Seelie Court.  
 
Kagawa uses this setting to explore utopian desires that appear both in Romance 
proper and in romantic fiction. What Faerie offers is the kind of transformed love of 
romantic fiction, supernaturally intensified (as Bella Swan experiences), and a trans-
formed world that protests against the disenchantment of modernity. Oberon, as an 
earlier avatar of the dark lover, has seduced Meghan’s mother, but justifies it thus: ‘I 
sensed her longing, her loneliness and isolation. She wanted more from her life than 
what she was getting. She wanted something extraordinary to happen. [. . .] I gave her 
that; one night of magic, of the passion she was missing’ (138-9). Thus, these land-
scapes of romance also serve as locale for the modulation into romantic fiction.  
 
The encounter with the male love object here is very familiar from that genre. Ash is a 
son of the Winter Queen to whom Meghan becomes attracted despite his hostile atten-
tions towards her. The exotic beauty of the other is central to paranormal romance; 
thus Ash is ‘gorgeous. More than gorgeous, he was beautiful. Regal beautiful, prince-
of-a-foreign-nation beautiful.’ But, ‘it was a cold, hard beauty, like that of a marble 
statue, inhuman and otherworldly’ (81). In this, of course, he follows Edward Cullen, 
though in not quite as sparkly a manner. Though even Cullen has a touch of this dan-
gerous duality.  
 
Further on, the two genres intersect in order to explore desire and autonomy. Faery 
music and dance is a frequent method for dramatising romance otherness (160-1), and 
is metonymous with romance (and romantic love) itself—irresistible, beyond reason 
(thus exploring free will again). This is also a vivid awakening, for Meghan, to the 
possibilities of sexuality: 
 

Music played, haunting and feral, and faeries danced, leaped, and 
cavorted in wild abandon. A satyr knelt behind an unresisting girl 
with red skin, running his hands up her ribs and kissing her neck. 
Two women with fox ears circled a dazed-looking brownie, their 
eyes bright with hunger. A group of fey nobles danced in hypnotic 
patterns, their movements erotic, sensual, lost in music and passion. 

I felt the wild urge to join them, to throw back my head and spin 
into the music, not caring where it took me. I closed my eyes for a 
moment, feeling the lilting strands lift my soul and make it soar to-
ward the heavens. My throat tightened, and my body began to sway 
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in tune with the music. I opened my eyes with a start. Without 
meaning to, I’d begun walking toward the circle of dancers. (160) 

 
The allure of Faerie—its passion, unreason, and sexuality—is frequently symbolised 
by and associated with music and dance in all these novels. This is faithful to the 
source material, of course, but in these books it is novelised, rendered vivid and par-
ticular, and the danger, attraction, and resistance is felt by the characters.22  
 
Then, there is another genre shift, into the drastically modified romance of the third 
faerie Court, that of the Iron Fey. Here, Romance is modulated by science fiction, par-
ticularly as the subgenres of post-apocalyptic narrative and steampunk.23 The embed-
ded science fiction vignettes are generically signalled as ‘something from a science-
fiction movie, somehow ancient and modern at the same time’ (308)—which, of 
course, applies to the novel and its peers as a whole. 
  
The faerie world is opposed to technological modernity and disenchantment; Grimal-
kin tells Meghan, with a somewhat commonplace antirationalism: ‘Science folds eve-
rything into neat, logical, well-explained packages. The fey are magical, capricious, 
illogical, and unexplainable’ (187). 
 
The vision of the third Court is one of technological entropy and science fictional 
apocalypse: 
 

A twisted landscape stretched out before us, barren and dark, the 
sky a sickly yellow-gray. Mountains of rubble dominated the land: 
ancient computers, rusty cars, televisions, dial phones, radios [. . .] 
Some of these piles were alight, burning with a thick, choking smog 
(293-4) 

 
In this wasteland, Meghan encounters Machina, the new Iron King. Machina is a 
transformed version of the usual fey nobility, yet he could be a typical hipster figure: 
‘A metal stud glittered in one ear, a Bluetooth phone in the other’ (337). He is a new 
variant of the dark lover: ‘His face was beautiful and arrogant, all sharp planes and 
angles; I felt I could cut myself on his cheek if I got too close’ (337). He has the recti-
linearity of modernism; mirroring the sharp-edged vegetation of the Iron Fey land. 

Machina wants Meghan for his bride and offers her eternal life in another manifesta-
tion of the simultaneous menace and the temptation that the dark lover offers. But 
Meghan resists and defeats Machina with the powers of nature she has inherited from 
her father, bringing the dormant vegetation to life and, in an Ovidian metamorphosis 
and a battle of genres, ‘Roots and iron cables turned around one another like mad-
dened snakes, swirling in a hypnotic dance of fury’ (344). This recalls the similar de-
struction of modernity, taken from Ovid, in the Bacchanalian destruction by vines of 
the functionalist instruments of colonialism in Lewis’s Prince Caspian. 

The older fey are, of course, representations of ‘the natural’, with fundamental princi-
ples of Winter and Summer opposed but in an uneasy truce—an ideology of ‘balance’ 
at work here—that truce threatened by incursion from the human world.24 But Faery 
is uncongenial to the human world, and that adds to the ambivalence; it’s not simply 
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that human progress has threatened that balance: Faery has always been inimical to 
human interests, and Kagawa focuses on the primacy of human existence. 
 
 
Zombies 
  
Zombies, finally—not the most attractive of lovers (except among themselves, of 
course—Frankenstein’s monster, though not strictly a zombie but animated dead flesh 
nonetheless, finds true love here [pic])42 
 
Their origins are the mindless resurrected corpses of Haitian folklore, animated by 
magic but these monsters were, of course, reinvented by George Romero as the abject, 
uncontrolled flesh-eating horrors in Night of the Living Dead in 1968; recently resur-
rected as The Walking Dead [pic 43]. Now how sexy are these? These are obviously 
creatures confined to the horror genre and are never going to be someone’s soulmate. 
And yet . . . there is appearing now a horde of shambling zombie lovers, in novels and 
even film. There are the dead who come back to life, often to carry on their inter-
rupted love affair with a mortal, but not in the mangled and degraded form of the 
cinematic zombie. I prefer to call these ‘revenants’. Yet there also a few fully-fledged 
zombie lovers: Isaac Marion’s Warm Bodies is excellent, and its hero appears rather 
insipidly in the film version as variant on Edward Cullen [pic 44]. You can see he’s a 
little damaged, but still manages to be pretty with his interesting pallor.   
 
 
Daniel Waters, Generation Dead 
 
Paranormal romance, particularly vampire fiction, has been conspicuously about 
‘Otherness’, that crucial term of identity politics, and has thus rendered itself most 
obligingly to interpretation in terms of those politics.  
 
This politics involves a tension between the Enlightenment notion of universal equal-
ity and the concentration on the ‘authentic life’ of marginalised others. It has been ex-
plored, wittingly or unwittingly, in many contemporary fictions of the Undead. Vam-
pires have conveniently represented alterity, whether foreignness or deviant sexuality, 
or both. Lately, zombies have been spotted lurching alongside their fellow undead in 
greater numbers, embodying otherness in a different, perhaps less exotic manner.25  
 
Identity politics is concerned with subcultures, individuals in social groups, and their 
integration into, or rejection from, wider society. It was probably Joss Whedon’s TV 
series, Angel (1999–2004) that first showed undead subcultures as somewhat sympa-
thetic groups of others, existing alongside mainstream society. This is at a time, the 
late 1990s, when identity politics in the US and Western world generally became 
somewhat absorbed into the establishment. Here, cultures of the undead are either tol-
erated, if not granted legal status, or are persecuted for their difference, and these is-
sues are very self-consciously raised with regard to carefully specified demon identi-
ties.  
 
Thus in this later phase of the fiction of the undead, we discern the possibility of an 
imagining of an undead identity politics - and, from human characters, kinds of re-
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sponses that reveal the common stances towards contemporary identity politics, rang-
ing between radical, liberal, and conservative attitudes.  
 
Vampires are cool; they have long been seen as sexy and glamorous.26 Zombies, by 
convention, are not so. And yet zombies do seem to be very popular at the moment for 
other reasons. This may well be due to the need to fill a monstrous gap left by the as-
similation of the vampire into human society.27 But the non-vampiric Undead is also 
employed - particularly in Young Adult fiction - to dramatise coping with death. This 
is spelt out unmistakably by the bereaved heroine of one revenant novel for young 
adults: ‘I was lost and looking for answers to big questions about love, loss, and the 
meaning of life’.28 Narratives of the returning dead enable these big questions to be 
posed, and ‘closure’ (a favourite word) to be achieved. 
 
Thus the Undead may appear in zombie fictions as alien and monstrous but there are 
also narratives featuring returning loved ones (though here the zombification is usu-
ally sanitised, even prettified) where a new, sympathetic zombie has been constructed. 
In Eden Maguire’s Young Adult Beautiful Dead series, the revenants are paradoxi-
cally corporeal phantoms rather than resurrected corpses; they bear signs of their 
death, but not grotesquely. The undead in Yvonne Woon’s Dead Beautiful (2010) are 
closer to the zombie, as they are in Rachel Caine’s adult urban fantasy, the ingenious 
Working Stiff (2011), with its heroine reanimated, not supernaturally, but through 
nanotechnology. But none of these revenants are characterised by the abjection of the 
‘true’ zombie.29 These are still exceptions, however; effective because of that excep-
tional nature, feeding upon the image of the classic, abject zombie. Yet despite these 
isolated models of sympathetic zombies, none of them are perceived as social beings. 
None of them aspire to be citizens.30  
 
Yet one of the most dialectically subtle of recent presentations of legally undead 
would-be citizens is to be found in Daniel Waters’s Generation Dead (2008) novel for 
young adults, and its sequels, Kiss of Life (2009) and Passing Strange (2010). (We 
stole the slogan, ‘Open Graves, Open Minds’ from Dan’s book and he’s very gener-
ously allowed us to tag our project with it.) [pic 45] 
 
Waters’s significant gesture is to choose zombies as the subject of a teen romance and 
thriller rather than the over-fashionable vampires. All over the US, teenagers, and 
only teenagers, are mysteriously coming back from the dead, but with their move-
ments and, perhaps, thought processes impaired, and sometimes bearing the wounds 
of their death. The choice of zombie over the more glamorous vampire is crucial, I 
think, for Waters’s eliciting sympathy and exploration of agency. Generation Dead 
and its sequels tackle identity politics more subtly and acutely than others in this 
genre, highlighting through satire and the paranoid thriller subplot the limitations and 
indeed ideological force of that politics - yet recognising the need to affirm particular 
identity within some sort of more collective affiliation.31 
 
What Generation Dead does is to portray minorities sympathetically in terms of both 
discrimination and powerlessness (a powerlessness which may, indeed, be a biologi-
cal disability). It also explores with great sensitivity questions of identity, particularly 
as experienced by young adults; yet it also satirises the language and uncritical as-
sumptions of varieties of identity politics. Over the three novels in the series, a sinister 
narrative accumulates which exposes the latent threat of the state and allied sectors. 
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Waters delineates how easily identity politics can be appropriated by these forces as 
ideological cover for oppression. Thus, the satire is not a cheap, or indeed illiberal, 
gibe, but works as part of this unmasking.  
 
The empathy that the text creates is one with people who are struggling with very real 
barriers to their mobility and self-expression; the cultural politics is that of disabled 
people. In Waters there is an almost existentialist concern with becoming and with 
self-fashioning, which is thus very much to do with the origins of identity itself. On 
another level of reading, difference is akin to ‘race’ or, more nebulously, ‘ethnicity’; 
on yet another, it represents lifestyle. At this latter level, the zombies mirror Waters’s 
(living) heroine, Phoebe, who is herself culturally apart: she is a Goth, interested in 
literature and non-mainstream music, estranged from the more conventional teenagers 
around her. 
 
In Waters’s novel, a proposed ‘Undead Citizens Act’ explicitly compares ‘differently 
biotic people to illegal immigrants’ (276).32 Immigration presents significant concerns 
to Western establishments, and here the undead represent those without citizenship - 
Hispanic migrant workers, or black people in earlier struggles. And the spectre of the 
state is explicitly raised by Karen, the enigmatic dead girl: ‘“I’m not sure the govern-
ment wants to wait around for their shadow organization to take us out,” Karen said. 
“I guess it would … be quicker to have us all registered and shipped to the Middle 
East”’ (277).33 Thus Waters gives us the context of an ongoing, unnamed war - one 
much like current ones where excluded working-class youth are specifically targeted 
for drafting; in this world, ‘There’s legislation that calls for the mandatory conscrip-
tion of all differently biotic persons within three weeks of their traditional death’ 
(277).  
 
Phoebe and her best friends – Margi; and Colette, now dead and risen - are Goths, 
mocked by jocks and cheerleaders but defiant and able to articulate what defines their 
specificity.34 But Phoebe is fascinated by and attracted to ‘the living impaired’ be-
cause of their otherness, ‘their bravery’ (32) - and the specific otherness of the mys-
tery of death, thus invoking the perennial angst of young adults making sense of the 
big questions. Phoebe is an introspective, poetic, and slightly morbid girl, whose fa-
vourite song titles always contain the words ‘sorrowful, rain, or death’ (26), whose 
thoughts often drift to ‘the topic of death’ and ‘What is it like to be dead? What is it 
like to be living impaired?’ (6).  
 
Phoebe’s childhood friend, Adam, who loves her and then dies and is reborn for her, 
is developing a sensibility that sets him apart from his more uncritical footballer 
friends, and this, very perceptively, is bound up with class - the arena usually most 
effaced in identity politics. Adam chooses not to be bound by the identities which 
threaten to entrap him, either working-class or jock, but he will encounter the far more 
ineluctable ones of death, then living death.  
 
In what is still a predominately scientific age, twentieth- and twenty-first-century un-
dead fiction often proffers materialist causal explanations for the state of undeadness: 
viruses are posited in Richard Matheson’s I am Legend (1954). One would-be scien-
tific explanation of the returning teenagers that circulates in Generation Dead is of a 
‘mold spore or something living in their brains’ (300). 
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But, without necessarily being antirationalist, Waters wants to see the creation of un-
deadness - and thus identity - as outside the realm of mechanical causality. Waters 
destabilises any kind of naturalism in order to further his attack on the reification of 
human beings. Resurrection is not presented as particularly uncanny; the supernatural 
is not invoked. It simply happens; inexplicably and as contingently as life itself. Other 
causes are offered by various characters, all signifying contemporary anxieties: inocu-
lations, junk food, radioactivity - even alien abduction and the Apocalypse. Waters’s 
novel rejects all such deterministic explanations and highlights the free will and hu-
manity of his characters. And Waters’s narrative of a love affair between the living 
Phoebe and the undead monster, Adam is very moving indeed. 
 
The lack of subjectivity and autonomy that almost axiomatically define the zombie 
narrowly constrain its potential to elicit sympathy. Its abject repulsiveness is a further 
barrier and certainly bars it from the role of paranormal lover. Faeries and vampires 
have their glamour and hypnotic allure; even the werewolf or shapeshifter can be a 
lover in their human form (their bestial alter ego is, of course, highly effective in fig-
uring human sexuality in these narratives). Therefore, Waters’s portrayal of returning 
dead who, retaining their physical wounds and having the impeded consciousness and 
stumbling gait of the zombie, engage in love affairs and struggle for their rights, is a 
daring and tricky narrative move. Through this, he is able to explore identity politics 
with great depth and flexibility. These undead are humans, despite their shambling 
gait and mutilated bodies and absence of a pulse, engaged in dialogue with others. 
Contrast, too, his zombies with the revenants of Yvonne Woon’s Dead Beautiful: 
‘When we reanimate, we’re born into the best version of ourselves [...] The strongest. 
The smartest. The most beautiful’ (424). This is far from Romeroesque; it is simply a 
different embodiment of the utopian transcendence that makes Meyer’s vampires 
marvellously intense lovers, scintillating, and super-strong. There is more to Woon’s 
fine novel than just that, but I want to emphasise just how original Waters’s concept 
is. 
 
The Gothic mode, of which dark fantasy or paranormal romance novels are a contem-
porary reincarnation, has always had some kind of relationship to Enlightenment 
thought, whether reacting against it or siding with rationalism against dark, archaic 
forces. In the Enlightenment project, rights have to be fought and argued over; they 
arise out of the contestation of powers and are conceived through unconstrained dia-
logue as theorised by Jürgen Habermas;35 this dialogism, in itself, dissolves identity 
boundaries. This process presupposes autonomous agents who are not thing-like, not 
deterministically constrained by their essences. Habermas explicitly connects the dis-
cursive activity of human subjects with both their claiming of rights and their agency:  
 

What raises us out of nature is the only thing whose nature we can 
know: language. Through its structure autonomy and responsibility 
are posited for us. Our first sentence expresses unequivocally the in-
tention of universal and unconstrained consensus.36 

 
Risen mysteriously out of death, Waters’s Generation Dead articulate their claims to 
autonomy and responsibility, remaking and questioning the language that reifies them. 
In his humane, literate, and witty novels, Waters shows these rights in formation and 
also, open-endedly, adumbrates a politics of active subjects claiming their common 
humanity against the forces that would objectify them and reduce them to dead things.  
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Conclusion 
 
There is much that is countercultural in this genre. The protagonists—particularly in 
Young Adult examples—are very often themselves outsiders: shy introverts. the drug-
taking runaways in Holly Black’s Valiant, the Goths in Daniel Waters’s Generation 
Dead, the pierced and tattooed teens in Melissa Marr’s Wicked Lovely—or are half-
fairy, or actually changelings, like Kaye in Black’s Tithe, or unaware that they are 
vampires until they reach a certain age (Bianca in Claudia Grey’s Evernight). This 
connects with the rise of identity politics and the use of the sympathetic monster as 
representing an Other who is to be engaged in dialogue with rather than excommuni-
cated. There are themes of environmental concerns and protests against the instrumen-
talisation of life.  
 
However, to be truly countercultural today might be to embrace, resurrect, and con-
tinue the Enlightenment project of belief in the rational progress towards a better 
world. This means recognising with Habermas that the problem is not Enlightenment 
itself but that that the project is incomplete. Paranormal romance, despite its commer-
cial success, is often countercultural in this way, though ambivalently. Its critical 
force lies in the questioning of a dominant counter-Enlightenment, a qualified defence 
of modernity, and the rehabilitation of humanist ideas of agency.  
 
These new hybrids are postmodern in their generic hybridity and knowing intertextu-
ality, perhaps, but not entirely opposed to grand narratives, or to faith in reason and 
progress or their fruits. They seek to re-enchant the world, so there is a critical and 
countercultural element in that; they also seek to restore meaning and agency. The 
subject may be precarious and prone to the glamour of irrational forces, yet autonomy 
is nevertheless central to these texts. The dialectic between Enlightenment and post-
modernism is predominantly argued in two arenas—that of nature and human artifice, 
and that of autonomy versus archaic impulse. The flickering between kinds of Ro-
mance, and the dazzling shifts in style and perspective refract this dialectic perfectly 
and are part of the pleasures of these texts.  
 
For some, the conjunction of romance with Gothic is a dilution, a softening; an emas-
culation, perhaps? There are gender issues here, obviously (particularly as the reader-
ship is mainly female), but I think that the spirit of romance may have helped donate a 
humanism to a genre which has long depicted a world where human agency and val-
ues mean very little. This is in some ways a return to Ann Radcliffe’s concerns—and 
that writer’s version of Gothic does, of course, feature Romance in a double sense of 
the word. These are all very general claims, of course, and I would have liked to have 
been able to bring them to life with more close readings of this genre. But I hope I’ve 
at least given a suggestion that there might be something more of value in Gothic 
Romance than the opiate qualities often ascribed to popular fiction. So, perhaps my 
depraved thirst for this literature is not as unhealthy as it might first appear. 
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