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“Cinema is like a battleground: love, hate, action, 
violence, in one word: emotion”

Samuel Fuller
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“The cinephile is … a neurotic! (That’s not a pejorative term.) The famous 
French advertising slogan that says, “When you love life, you go to the 
movies,” it’s false! It’s exactly the opposite: when you don’t love life, or 

when life doesn’t give you satisfaction, you go to the movies.”

François Truffaut
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“Anyone who’s made film and knows about cinema has 
a lifelong love affair with the experience. 

You never stop learning about film.”

Francis Ford Coppola
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T
he vampire is the anthropomorphic creation of 
fear; every anxiety of the dark brought into one 
terrifying figure that has resonated through 
human history. But does it not also expose 
our voyeuristic tendencies? The innate human 
thirst for taboo, or hedonism? Is the cinematic 
vampire not glorified, mystified, even sexy? 
Do we create these creatures out of fear or out 
of a desire to live vicariously through them?
Barthes (1977) discussed a new concept: 

the power of the reader, the ability to create 
meaning of the text, overwhelming the 
significance of the author. Henry Jenkins’ 
(2012) later research into fan study and 
textual poaching suggests that fans 
subversively appropriate mass-media texts 
for their pleasure – in this way, all texts are 
‘made of multiple writings’ (Barthes, 1977, 
p.148) recreated in a new image, one wrought  
by the reader. Since Jenkins’ introduction of 
the theory in 1992, critics note how the term 
no longer encapsulates the rapid growth of 
contemporary fan practices and engagement 
(Bennett, 2014). ‘Fans collaborate with the 
commercial culture they allegedly poach 
from’ (Chin, 2010, p.2) and, indeed, ‘there is a 
growing acceptance that [brand strategists] 
are no longer the ones in control’ (McCulloch, 
et al., 2013, p.325). Fans are taking over 
the portrayal of their texts and influencing 
cinematic adaptations.

The Vampire and Hedonism: 
Reading Fan Study

by: ELIZABETH TRAIN-BROWN

‘‘ A text is made of multiple writings, 
drawn from many cultures and 
entering into mutual relations of 
dialogue, parody, and contestation.’’

- Barthes (1977, p.148)



Nowhere is this truer than the vampire. 
‘The monstrous lurks somewhere in that 
ambiguous, primal space between fear and 
attraction’ (Cohen, 1996, p.17), the space 
Kristeva (1982, p.3) calls ‘abjection’, where 
the power of the audience may cast off 
the conventional identity of the vampire. 
‘Through the body of the monster fantasies 
of aggression, domination, and inversion are 
allowed safe expression in a clearly delimited 
and permanently liminal space’, explains 
Cohen (1996, p.17) about the ‘escapist delight’ 

“Fans are 
taking over 

the portrayal 
of their texts 

and influencing 
cinematic 

adaptations.
Nowhere is this 
truer than the 

vampire.”

audiences derive from the vampire and the 
desire to live vicariously through them. It 
can ‘function as an alter ego, as an alluring 
projection of (an Other) self’ (ibid. p.17).
Fan study and textual poaching support 
Barthe’s (1977) power of the reader, and this 
can be evidenced in contemporary Western 
vampire narratives – namely, ‘Interview with 
the Vampire’ (1994) and ‘Only Lovers Left 
Alive’ (2013). The power of the audience is 
demonstrated in how a semi-bestial monster 

character has been transformed into a 
humanoid figure of hedonism, through which 
audiences live vicariously through. This 
interaction with, and textual poaching of, 
earlier models have produced the citational 
vampire we see today (Gelder, 2012).

Addiction is synonymous with weakness. 
However, it is semi-fetishised in vampire 
narratives through the metaphor of blood-
drinking. Audiences live the desire for drug 
use through vampires, glorifying the high. 
Addiction is a hedonistic element paramount 
to this argument due to its overwhelming 
taboo. Therefore, to live vicariously through 
another’s addiction, to romanticise the drug’s 
effects, suffering none of the consequences, 
is to transform the vampire into a vicarious 
figure of hedonism, to greet ‘the lascivious 
cannibals [beckoning] from the edges of the 
world’ (Cohen, 1996, p.18).
The theme appears in earlier texts, fore-
fronting in Ferrara’s ‘The Addiction’ (1995)’Only 
Lovers Left Alive’, the drinking of blood 
produces heroin-like highs. Ava gasps, ‘My 
God, that is good. I want more’ and grabs for 
the hipflask [1:13:52-1:13:56]. The foreground 
placement of the flask represents its centrality 
to the film and, more poignantly, its centrality 

 Only Lovers Left Alive. (2013) dir. 
Jim Jarmush



to the lives of the three vampires, paralleling 
human addiction. The childish exclamation, ‘I 
want more’, trivialises the blood/drug analogy, 
bringing a naivety to the film, downplaying the 
gravity of addiction and making it easier to live 
vicariously through the vampires. 
The three characters fall back in a meta-
reference to the infamous ‘Trainspotting’ 
(1996) scene, one of the most well-known 
cinematic representations of heroin use. This 
parallel of ‘multiple writings’ (Barthes, 1977, 
p.148) reinforces the drug metaphor, as the 
audience becomes voyeur, watching three 
vampires fall back in ecstasy, baring blood-
stained fangs, signifying the analogy.
In Figure 2, not only is blood synonymous with 
a drug high but it is also sexualised: Eve’s head 
is thrown back over a bed in an insinuation of 
orgasm; the lighting is intimate, darkening 
her shadow on the bed and highlighting 
the paleness of her skin, almost a caress. 
Stableford (1997, p.80) points out that ‘there 
is no ambiguity at all about the representation 
of blood-drinking as an intrinsically sexual 
experience’ and so the metaphor for drug use 
extends to a primal, more bodily pleasure.
Blood is sexualised even more so in ‘Interview 
with the Vampire’. The quotation heading 
the poster, ‘drink from me and live forever’ 
(Warner Bros., 1994) euphemises the act of 

drinking blood. It is direct address, a command 
to the audience to live vicariously through this 
symbol of hedonism, to ‘drink from me and 
live forever’ (ibid.) through the symbol of the 
vampire.
Textual poaching sexualises blood-drinking 
and its effects with a clear fixation on the 
hedonistic personality of Lestat.  In many pieces 
of fanfiction written about ‘Interview with the 
Vampire’, blood is fetishised. ‘He feels euphoria 
washing through him, coursing through him, 
and he wonders why no one would want to be 
bitten if given the chance’ (OkeyDokeyLoki, 
2018, para. 47), is a line from a piece of erotic 
fanfiction that takes the metaphor of blood-
drinking further. Weinstock (2012, pp.7-8) talks 
of blood-drinking as a ‘sexualised exchange of 
bodily fluids’ and how right he is, when certain 
textual poaching crosses the line of metaphor 
and straight into the explicit mingling of ‘cum 
and blood’ (RubyWriter, 2019, para. 43). 
Blood is a metaphor for the experience of 
pleasure, both in drug and sexual forms. The 
monster, as Cohen (1996, p.17) describes it, 
‘awakens one to the pleasures of the body’ 
and perhaps, one can interpret this in a more 
literal sense – the vampire awakens one to the 
pleasure of bodies, of blood.
In a fan-made music video, ‘The Vampire 
Lestat: “If I Had You”’ (NyxRising, 2016), one 

 Only Lovers Left Alive. (2013) dir. 
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can see textual poaching sexualise blood-
drinking. The video fixates on the cannibalistic 
taboo and the almost-orgasmic pleasure 
Lestat experiences. In Figure 5, there is a 
parallel to the head-toss of Eve in ‘Only Lovers 
Left Alive’ that, yet again, enters into ‘dialogue’ 
(Barthes, 1977, p.148), with the infamous 
heroin scene of ‘Trainspotting’. In this cosplay 
clip, ‘Lestat’ smears blood down his neck in 
an overtly sexualised action, lips parted in 
pleasure, exaggerating the metaphor. Here, 
the lighting is garish and loses an element of 
Eve’s intimacying of the blood scales down 
some of the reflexive horror at the sight of that 
universal scarlet. Batchelor (2000, p.22) warns 
film critics of ‘chromophobia’, the tendency 
to marginalise the significance of cinematic 
colour and, here, it would be counter-intuitive 
to diminish the interesting choice of almost 
club lighting. This blue-ing reaches a neutrality 
between the scarlet of blood and the green of 
Lestat’s New Orleans in ‘Interview with the 
Vampire’; a neutrality between the taboo and 
the human. This scene is voyeuristic, it is an 
unnatural camera flash exposing the sexuality 
of blood, inviting the audience to watch, to 
see every contour, to live vicariously. The fan 
recreates the blood-drinking scene of the 
original text, living vicariously through the 
‘alter ego’ (Cohen, 1996, p.17) of the vampire.
Blood was once a symbol of the Grotesque, a 

bodily fluid that went hand in hand with fear 
and the gothic horror. But here, through drug-
like connotations, it has been transformed by 
the power of the active spectator, romanticised 
as an aspect of the vampiric hedonism. It is 
drunk from glasses, offers ecstasy, and a 
euphemistic parallel to other bodily fluids. 
This is evidence of Barthe’s (1977) power of 
the audience, as modern film has changed 
the association of blood with vampires: it is 
no longer a hint of the monstrous. Jenkins’ 
(2012) fan study demonstrates a rewrite of 
the original text to glorify blood and addiction, 
to glorify hedonism. 
From a fan study reading of new media, there 
is a clear fixation in textual poaching that 
glorifies and sexualises the hedonistic aspects 
of the vampire – in blood, intimacy, and sex. 
This has evolved the contemporary cinematic 
narrative to portray the new citational 

The Vampire Lestat: “If I Had You”

“This scene is 
voyeuristic, it 
is an unnatural 
camera flash 
exposing the 
sexuality of 

blood, inviting 
the audience 

to watch, 
to see every 

contour, to live 
vicariously.”



model of the archetypal hedonistic vampire, 
transformed into new media adaptations. 
Barthes’ (1977, p.148) description of text as 
the product of ‘multiple writings’ holds as 
the vampire enters into ‘mutual relations’ 
of the citational model. However, where it 
was once ‘drawn from many [geographical] 
cultures’, it now becomes ‘drawn from’ the fan 
culture: a conversation of textual poaching. 
The audience has transformed the vampire 
into their fantasy ‘alter-ego’ and, exceeding 

Cohen’s (1996, p.17) estimations, attempted 
to break through the ‘permanently liminal 
space’ and fulfil the role of the hedonistic 
vampire through a surge of vampire cosplay 
videos (NyxRising, 2016; Muirin007, 2018). The 
vampire is the ideal case study for Barthe’s 
(1977) power of the audience because it 
demonstrates how they have transformed the 
original monster of the gothic horror into a 
desired symbol of hedonism. The power of the 
audience has exceeded that of the monster.
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