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And again, the 'Corsican trap' was used to bring this ominous vision up 
out of the stage floor in order to float in front of Mathias's haunted eyes. 
At the conclusion of Act 1, Mathias hears the bells: 

'What is this jangling in my ears? What is tonight? Ah, it is the very night -
the very hour! [Clock strikes ten.] I feel a darkness coming over me. [Stage 
darkens.] ... Shall I call for help? No, no, Mathias. Have courage! The jew 
is dead!' But just as he is reassuring himself, 'the back of the scene rises and 
sinks', revealing in tableau: 'the JEW is discovered seated in a sledge ... the 
horse carrying Bells; the JEW's face is turned away; the snow is falling fast; 
the scene is seen through a gauze; lime light ... vision of a MAN dressed in a 
brown blouse and hood over his head, carrying an axe, stands in an attitude 
of following the sledge; when the picture is fully disclosed the Bells cease ... 
[He] starts violently upon seeing the vision before him; at the same time the 
JEW in the sledge suddenly turns his face, which is ashy pale, and fixes his 
eyes sternly upon him; MATHIAS utters a prolonged cry of terror, and falls 
senseless.' (quoted in Kendrick, 1991: 159-60) 

During the fifteen years that Mathias has prospered and grown rich 
on the murdered jew's money, he has also raised a daughter who is on 
the verge of marrying the handsome Christian, and wedding plans are 
underway when the horrific haunting from the past recurs to Mathias's 
appal1ed eyes and ears. The ringing of the bells on the jew's sled are 
heard by Mathias throughout Acts 2 and 3 until he goes completely mad 
and imagines a trial scene, where he is led before a judge and the entire 
courtroom to be hypnotised in order to enact the murder scene before 
their eyes. He dies from the shock of reliving and confessing to his earlier 
crilne in front of the entire community. At the play's conclusion the 
wedding guests find the dead Mathias in his bedroom, in bloodstained 
brown clothes, to the ringing of the jew's bells. In ways that are similar 
to The Corsican Brothers, The Bells tries to depict the interconnection 
between the material and immaterial worlds, while the internal, psychic 
world is portrayed in two ghostly, hallucinatory tableaux. According 
to the leading contemporary critic, Clement Scott, the performance of 
Irving in this final scene was mesmerising: 'the young actor had held his 
audience fast as in a vice, and, most wonderful of all, in a scene prob
ably the most risky and exhausting in the long catalogue of the modern 
drama' (Scott, 1899, vol. 2: 49). 

Fitzball had earlier adapted the legend of a doomed ship forced to 
sail for ever as punishment for a crime as The Flying Dutchman, or 
the Phantom Ship: a Nautical Drama, in three acts (1826), a highly 
Gothicised melodrama for the Adelphi, and Richard Wagner's opera 
(1843) had revived the theme to great success throughout Europe, so 
much so that the Lyceum attempted its own version, Vanderdecken, 



Victorian Gothic Drama 67 

in June of 1878, with Irving in the main role of the demonic immor
tal. The play was not a creative or financial success; however, it does 
reveal the interest that Stoker and Irving had in staging material with a 
supernatural theme. In this adaptation of the Flying Dutchman legend, 
Vanderdecken is compelled to sail the seas for ever in a phantom ship 
with blood-red sails and a ghostly crew. Much like the Wandering Jew, 
Coleridge's Ancient Mariner, or Maturin's Melmoth, this man is forced 
to wander for ever for some crime, but he has been given a way out 
through a pact with the devil: he will be free if he can find a woman 
who will truly love him and offer herself up in sacrifice for his soul. 
Every seven years he is allowed to depart the ship and seek this bride, 
and Irving's adaptation explores Vanderdecken's pursuit of a beautiful 
Norwegian named Thekla, who ultimately renounces her mortal fiance 
for the mysterious and demonic stranger. 

Irving's greatest success as an actor came in his performance as 
Mephistopheles in an adaptation of Goethe's Faust (1808; 1828). Stoker 
is believed to have been instrumental in encouraging Irving to perform in 
Wills's adaptation of this work (Murray, 2004: 181), which turned out 
to be the greatest financial success that the Lyceum ever had. As Murray 
has noted, Wills's version of the Faust story contains elements that would 
recur later in Stoker's Dracula, like a den10nic villain, horrific dreams, 
the shape-shifting of human to animal and mysterious lights (Murray, 
2004: 182), but much of this is stock Gothic paraphernalia and had long 
been in use in any number of Gothic texts. The Lyceum's production 
takes place in Nuremberg around 1550, with Mephistopheles tempting 
the ambitious Faust to sell his soul in exchange for eternal youth and 
the love of the beautiful young virgin Margaret. A magic potion puts 
Margaret to sleep so that Faust can sexually possess her, but the act 
kills Margaret's mother (much like the climactic scene in Lewis's novel 
The Monk). Margaret gives birth to a baby which she then kills, and she 
refuses the escape from justice that Faust offers her, preferring to pay 
for her sins. While her soul is saved, Faust is damned, carried away by 
the triumphant Mephistopheles (again, the similarities to the conclusion 
of The Monk are obvious). This play was the first to use electric flashes 
in a fight scene on stage, but Henry James was not impressed with the 
technology and George Moore referred to it as 'the fricassee of Faust, 
garnished with hags, imps, and blue flame' (quoted in Murray, 2004: 
183). 

Irving's 1890 production of the melodrama Ravenswood focused on 
the theme of forced and destructive marriage and seems to be influenced, 
according to Wynne, not simply by Walter Scott's novel, but also by the 
Gothic and doomed marriages depicted in Charles Maturin's Melmoth 
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the Wanderer (1820) a'nd J. Sheridan Le Fanu's 'Schalken the Painter' 
(1839), and the marriage of the actress Genevieve Ward to a Russian 
aristocrat forced by order of the Czar himself. Stoker's later novel The 
Lady of the Shroud (1909) appears to be an imaginative retelling of 
Ward's marital melodranla, complete with a 'bride-to-be emerging 
from a burial crypt for a midnight wedding to a man who fears that she 
may be a vampire' (Wynne, 2006: 251). Set in Scotland amid property 
disputes between rival clans, Ravenswood compares Lucy's father to a 
vampire in his stealing of Edgar's estate, while also providing in Edgar's 
suicidal ride into quicksand the fulfilment of a legend: 'when the last 
Lord of Ravenswood to Ravenswood shall ride, to woo a dead maiden 
to be his bride, he shall stable his steed i' the Kelpie's flow, and his name 
shall be lost for evermo' (quoted in Wynne, 2006: 255). 

Stoker wrote Dracula while continuing to serve as Irving's manager 
at the Lyceum, and certainly, as numerous critics have observed, the 
composition of Dracula reveals numerous traces of Stoker's knowledge 
of various theatre productions. During Stoker's lifetime, however, only 
one stage performance, basically a crudely staged reading of the novel, 
occurred on 18 May 1897, a 'copyright performance, put on purely to 
protect the plot and dialogue from piracy' (Ludlam, 1962: 109). Billed 
as Dracula or The Un-Dead, the play lasted more than four hours, and 
had five acts with a total of forty-seven scenes read by a cast of fifteen. 
The prologue itself had nine scenes and was set in Transylvania. When 
Stoker asked Irving what he thought of the performance, Irving replied: 
'Dreadful!' (Ludlam, 1962: 114). This copyright performance allowed 
Stoker's widow to sue successfully against the German expressionist film 
adaptation Nosferatu, produced by F. W. Murnau in 1922. The play 
was finally adapted with her approval by Hamilton Deane, an Irish actor 
in Irving's travelling theatre company, who wrote a stage version that 
was first performed in June 1924 at the Grand Theatre, Derby. After a 
successful run in the provinces, the play opened in London at the Little 
Theatre on 14 February 1927. Deane's adaptation began immediately 
in Jonathan Harker's Hampstead house rather than in Transylvania, 
with the two additional scenes set in Harker's study and then in Mina's 
boudoir. In the epilogue, Dracula is hunted until he is found in a coffin 
at Carfax, and then staked by Van Helsing. Deane played the role of 
Van Helsing and hired Raymond Huntley to take the part of Dracula, 
introducing on stage for the first time the famous black cape that would 
be Dracula's signature for his filmic appearances. Panned by London 
critics as a 'hack' work, and 'the world's worst' play, Dracula was an 
immediate success with the public, with so many audience members 
fainting that Deane decided to hire a nurse to stand in the aisles, adding 
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to the play's notoriety (Ludlam, 1962: 157-62) .. Victorian Gothic drama 
concludes, then, with the successful stage production of Dracula, the 
immediate predecessor to the vanlpire theme in films, which at this date 
includes nlore than 170 different versions. 

Victorian Gothic drama is an interesting hybrid - part melodrama, 
part morality play, part proto-technical spectacle. As a literary genre, 
it straddles two important periods in the history of the dramatic form 
_ the earlier era, with its heavy use of the supernatural in such classic 
Gothic dramas as The Castle Spectre - and the later period that saw 
the development of the twentieth-century horror fihn genre with its 
steady proliferation of Frankenstein and Dracula adaptations. Victorian 
Gothic dramas continued to investigate religious and spiritual issues, 
a topic that has long been one of the most important in this genre. 
Vanderdecken and Faust employ the supernatural, but increasingly 
these plays moved beyond their source nlaterials, which were largely 
based on a medieval world view, or perhaps their failures as vehicles 
suggests that their audiences had moved beyond such a cosmology. The 
Corsican Brothers, arguably the most successful of the high Victorian 
Gothics, invoked the supernatural and spiritual realms, but in this work 
the supernatural is invoked as a type of 'natural supernaturalism', a 
scientifically inflected, self-consciously referenced supernaturalism that 
could be neatly stylised in the use of the 'Corsican Trap'. Presumption 
privileged the devil's continued literal existence, while The Bells worked 
to internalise the conscience of a guilt-stricken sinner, suggesting an 
increased privatisation of the religious impulse. With its melodramatic 
focus on the fetishised and virginal female under assault by a demonic 
male figure, the Victorian Gothic drama not only recalls the assaults on 
Angela (The Castle Spectre) or Esmeralda, but it also looks forward to 
one of the horror film's most cherished tropes: 'the final girl' (Clover, 
1992), who comes through innunlerable attacks to survive the film while 
sexually compromised women are sacrificed to a sadistic male libidinal 
gaze. There is no question that contemporary viewers of the horror 
film, whether sadistically (Mulvey, 1992) or masochistically (Clover, 
1992) aligned, owe a visual and cultural debt to the many advances and 
experiments made by the Victorian Gothic drama. 
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