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Forensic Pathology and the European Vampire 

If there is in this world a well-attested account, it is that of the vampires. 
Nothing is lacking: official reports, affidavits of well-known people, of 

surgeons, of priests, of magistrates; the judicial proof is most complete. 
And with all that, who is there who believes in vampires? Rousseau' 

I 

The modern reader might assume that the vampires of the eighteenth 

century were much like the ghosts of today, which exist in a rather murky 
underworld, far from the haunts of Scientific Method. In actuality, how- 

ever, as one might gather from Rousseau's remarks, nothing could be 

further from the truth: a number of "vampires" were actually dissected by 

surgeons, who compiled a report in which they came to the conclusion 

that there was in fact something very spooky going on. 

Moreover, whatever was happening, it was not only spooky, it was 

catching: the vampire infected his victims, causing them to become vam- 

pires as well, so that the phenomenon tended to occur as an epidemic. In 

the late-seventeenth century, such an epidemic of vampirism occurred in 

Poland and Russia, and the French Mercure galant carried the following 
account of it: 

They appear from midday to midnight and come to suck the blood of living 
people and animals in such great abundance that sometimes it comes out of 

their mouths, their noses, and especially, their ears, and that sometimes the 

body swims in its blood which has spilled out into its coffin. They say the 

vampire has a kind of hunger that causes him to eat the cloth he finds 

around him. This revenant or vampire, or a demon in his form, comes out 

of his tomb and goes about at night violently embracing and seizing his 

friends and relatives and sucking their blood until they are weakened and 

exhausted, and finally causes their death. This persecution does not stop at 

one person but extends to the last person of the family, at least as long as 

one does not interrupt its course by cutting off the head or opening the body 
of the vampire. Then one finds his body, in its coffin, limp, pliable, bloat- 

ed, and ruddy, even though he may have been dead for a long time. A great 

quantity of blood pours from his body.2 
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Such accounts became common in the eighteenth century, and the best- 

attested of them, the locus classicus of vampire stories, told of events that 

occurred in the twenties, near Belgrade, when a man named Arnold Paole 

died an accidental death, after which several people died suddenly of what 

had been traditionally viewed as "vampirism." Forty days after his burial, 

Paole was exhumed: 

[It was found] that he was complete and incorrupt, also that completely 
fresh blood had flowed from his eyes, ears, and nose, and the shirt and 

graveclothes were also bloody. The old nails on his hands and feet, along 
with the skin, had fallen off, and new ones had grown. Since they could see 

from this that he was a true vampire, they drove a stake through his heart, 

according to their custom, whereupon he let out a noticeable groan and 

bled copiously.3 

A few years later there was another such outbreak of "vampirism." 

Among others, the authorities found: 

A woman by the name of Stana, twenty years old, who had died in child- 
birth three months before, after a three-day sickness, and who had said 
before her death that she had painted herself with the blood of a vampire in 

order to be free of him, wherefore she herself, like her child-which had 

died right after birth and because of a careless burial had been half-eaten by 

dogs-must also become vampires. She was whole and undecayed. After the 

opening of the body a quantity of fresh, extravascular blood was found in 

cavitate pectoris. The vasa of the arteriae and venae, like the ventriculis 

cordis, were not, as is usual, filled with coagulated blood, and the whole 

viscera, that is, the pulmo, hepar, stomachus, lien et intestina were quite 
fresh as they would be in a completely healthy person.4 

Clearly these accounts, however well attested-and the people present 
at Stana's disinterment included "two officers, military representatives 
from Belgrade, two army surgeons, a drummer boy who carried their 

cases of instruments, the authorities of the village, the old sexton and his 

assistants"5-contain details that cannot possibly be true and so must be 

dismissed. It is quite obvious, for example, that a dead body cannot 

groan, that blood coagulates after death, that a corpse is pale, not flushed, 

and is subject to rigor mortis, and that decomposition takes place shortly 
after death, certainly in less time than forty days. 

Or do we know these to be "facts"? As we shall see, they do not stand up 
at all well under scrutiny. In fact, it will be shown here that the closer we 

look at the descriptions of "vampires" in their graves, the more accur- 

ate-as descriptions-these prove to be. Far from being merely fanciful 

horror stories, the vampire stories prove to be an ingenious and elaborate 
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folk-hypothesis that seeks to explain otherwise puzzling phenomena as- 

sociated with death and decomposition-phenomena that are now well 

understood. Viewed as a theory, the vampire lore may be-as we now 

know-quite wrong, but like the Ptolemaic astronomy, it is capable of 

describing events accurately and has predictive value. In its history, how- 

ever, it differs from such theories as Ptolemy's in that it was not the crea- 

tion of a single person and no single Copernicus ever came forth to refute 

it-that was done piecemeal, over centuries-so that in modern times we 

no longer even understand how and why it came about. 

To complicate the matter further, while modern forensic analysis has 

brought about an understanding of the phenomena of death and decom- 

position, this understanding simply has not reached most of us yet. We do 

not choose to spend a great deal of time thinking about how our bodies 

will decay after death. Thus it is that we remain convinced that-to give 

just one particularly dramatic example-a dead body cannot groan, as 

Arnold Paole's is said to have done; but however persuaded you are of 

this, you would be well advised not to make any sizable bets on the matter 

without consulting your local coroner, for he will most certainly tell you 
otherwise. 

In order to understand the vampire lore, then, we will have to unravel 

two sets of misconceptions: theirs and ours. In attempting to do so we will 

ask an obvious but neglected question: if bodies do not, in fact, turn into 

vampires, then what does happen to them? And do the actual events have 

any relation to those of the folklore? 

From time to time scholars have attempted to explain the vampire lore 

by suggesting that perhaps the bodies were not dead at all, but were those 

of people buried alive, by accident. That would account for their bleed- 

ing, groaning, etc. No one, as far as I can tell, has published a serious 

study of this view, probably because it flies in the face of all our best 

evidence: the "vampires" we have the best information on were dug up 

(like Paole) long after their interment. Consequently, to prove that they 
were merely in a coma, one would have to prove that human beings can 

survive deprivation of air, food, and water for weeks and months at a time. 

In looking for a simpler explanation, we will proceed as follows: 

A. We will summarize the stories about vampires and revenants, using 
as our data those details that occur again and again in such stories. In the 

course of our discussion it should become apparent that our informants 

are themselves all looking at the same data-dead bodies perform pretty 
much the same world-wide-but with a wealth of information at their 

disposal the informants make different choices in identifying the charac- 

teristics of their particular native monster. As we shall see, the vampire 
and the revenant are identical in their origin: both start out as dead 
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bodies. It is just in the telling that they diverge, and the principal source 

of their divergence is based on an ingenious interpretation of a striking 
but quite normal phenomenon associated with death and decomposition 

(see below, #4). This is not the reason, however, why I will not concern 

myself with the much-debated typological distinctions between the vam- 

pire, the revenant, and their other relatives: it proves unexpectedly diffi- 

cult to talk about the genus "revenant" without doing violence, from 

time to time, to the technical terms for the various species. Consequently, 
rather than either qualify my terms endlessly or make up a new, all- 

encompassing term, I shall ask the reader to accept for now the following 

working definition of a vampire/revenant: "any dead human being who, 
in folklore, is believed to return to life in corporeal form." I shall use the 

term "revenant" where possible, as it seems to me the more general term, 
but where the process of transformation is at issue, I shall use "vampir- 
ism" rather than "revenantism," for reasons that probably need no 

elaboration. 

In the interests of economy, I shall limit the discussion to European 

vampires and revenants. Actually, however, such creatures occur in folk- 

lore throughout the world, as one would expect, and scholars have 

remarked on the similarity of "vampires" in China to those in Europe.6 
B. Second, in attempting to understand the folklore of death, we will 

study what actually happens to a body after death. 

C. And finally we will put the two sets of data together-what people 
knew about vampires and what we now know about dead bodies-and see 

if they do not in fact correspond remarkably well. 

II 

The following, then, is a summary of information that has been 

reported about vampires and revenants: 

1. Murder victims,7 suicides,8 and victims of plague9 tend to become 

revenants. Indeed, revenants cause plague.'1 They were often unpopular 

people even before their deaths." 

2. The earth is disturbed at the revenant's grave, or there are holes in 

the earth.'2 

3. The body has not decomposed, is bloated, and is flushed and ruddy. 
"If, after a period of time, it remains incorrupt, exactly as it was buried, or 

if it appears to be swollen and black in color, having undergone some 

dreadful change in appearance, suspicions of vampirism are con- 

firmed."'3 (Note that what is being said here is that if the body has not 

changed, then it is that of a vampire, whereas if it has changed-then it is 

that of a vampire.) 
4. He may suck blood from his victims, evidence of which is the bloat- 

ing and the blood at the lips of his body when he is found in his grave.'4 
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5. The friends and neighbors of the revenant die after his death.15 

6. He can be heard in the grave, chewing on his extremities or on the 

shroud, especially in times of plague.16 
7. He is most likely to be about in the winter.'7 

8. His body is warm to the touch.18 

9. He has an evil smell.19 

10. His body shows no signs of rigor mortis.20 

11. His hair and nails have continued to grow after death.21 

12. His principal natural enemies are wolves and dogs.22 
13. The revenant cannot cross water23 and must return to his grave by 

sunrise.24 

14. Potential revenants may be disposed of in swamps.25 
15. It takes some time for a person to become a revenant after death. 

Most accounts mention either nine days26 or forty days.27 
16. A revenant can be killed by the following means: 

a. Pierce him with a stake (in different areas, different types of wood 

are specified).28 Sometimes a needle is specified.29 
b. Cut off his head.30 

c. Cut out his heart.31 

d. Burn him.32 

e. All of the above.33 

17. A revenant may be kept in his grave by pinning him to his coffin or 

to the ground in his grave,34 or by securing the grave with bolts or weigh- 

ing down the body.35 
18. Revenants may be controlled by the harnessing of their compul- 

sions, as by scattering poppy or millet or mustard seeds in their graves 

(they must then gather them up one by one), or by putting a fishing net or 

a sock into the grave with them (they must unravel these, usually at the 

rate of one knot per year).36 
19. Flames shoot out of the mouths of some Slavic vampires.37 
20. When a revenant is killed in his grave,he is apt to scream or groan 

and to move suddenly, and fresh blood flows from his wounds.38 

21. You may protect yourself from a revenant by means of garlic.39 
22. Vampires and other revenants are frequently described sitting up 

after death, sometimes in the grave or coffin.40 

23. Vampirism is a phenomenon of the villages, not of the cities; of the 

lower classes, not the upper.41 
One misconception about the folklore of vampires might be noted 

here. Contrary to popular belief, the species "vampire" is not a native of 

Hungary, although, as we shall see, Hungary has representatives of the 

genus. The western idea that vampires are Hungarian is, however, a 

rather old tradition itself, dating back to the eighteenth century, when 

some of the incidents of "vampirism" took place in what was then part of 
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Hungary.42 This idea was given added force when the makers of the 

movie version of Bram Stoker's novel chose a Hungarian (Bela Lugosi) to 

play the part of Count Dracula, a figure derived from Vlad the Impaler, a 

Prince (not a count) of Wallachia (not Transylvania), who has in com- 

mon with the Hungarians the fact that no tradition of vampirism at all- 

in folklore at least-attaches to him.43 

III 

As noted, any attempt to make sense out of the folklore of death must 

begin with considering the facts of death. We shall discuss these under the 

following categories: 
1. Decomposition: characteristics 

2. Coagulation and decoagulation of blood 

3. Decomposition: duration 

Our primary sources will be two standard texts: Glaister and Rentoul's 

Medical Jurisprudence and Toxicology, hereafter to be referred to as 

"Glaister," and Albert Ponsold's Lehrbuch dergerichtlichen Medizin. In 

addition, I shall cite the views of Dr. Terence Allen, Deputy Medical 

Examiner of the Los Angeles Chief Medical Examiner's Office, who an- 

swered several questions for which I could not easily get adequate 
answers from the literature. 

1. Decomposition: characteristics. Glaister and Ponsold give an ex- 

haustive account of the stages of decomposition, but only a few details are 

important to our discussion: 

-The face of the body undergoes swelling and discoloration. 

-The abdomen distends because of the gases given off by the microor- 

ganisms that cause decomposition. 
-A blood-stained fluid escapes from the mouth and nostrils. 

-The nails are shed and the hair is loosened, while the beard appears 
to grow (but does not) because the facial skin sinks back. 

-The abdominal and thoracic cavities burst open.44 
2. Coagulation and decoagulation of blood. The blood does in fact clot 

after death, but when the source of oxygen has been cut off very quickly, 
as when death is sudden, the blood soon liquifies again and remains in 

that condition.45 

3. Decomposition: duration. In the popular imagination, decomposi- 
tion is viewed as both a quicker and a more complete process than it 

necessarily is. In the movies, for example, the decay of a body is typically 
shown to be complete, with nothing left but bones that remain in ana- 

tomically correct relation to one another. 

The reality is very different indeed. According to Glaister, "Putrefac- 
tion begins at about 50° F., and is most favored by temperatures ranging 
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from 70° to 1000.46 The temperature of the ground, a few feet below the 

surface, is normally well below this ideal temperature. European oenolo- 

gists, in fact, expect the temperature of a wine cave to be around 54° Fah- 

renheit. It will be seen from this that a body will not, in fact, decompose 

quickly in a grave at all. "It may be accepted as a general principle," says 
Glaister, "that a body decomposes in air twice as quickly as in water, and 

eight times as rapidly as in earth."47 

Moreover, under certain conditions bodies may not decompose at all. 

Where there are hot, desiccating sands, or currents of dry air, mummifica- 

tion may take place.48 Where there is a superabundance of moisture, little 

air, and few microorganisms, a process called "saponification" may take 

place, which preserves the body indefinitely.49 The bodies of those who 

are poisoned tend to resist decay simply because the poison kills the 

microorganisms that cause decay.50 
And finally, bodies can be preserved by immersion in acid peat bogs, as 

is the case with the so-called "Bog People," many of whom date from the 

early Iron Age. According to Christian Fischer: 

The reason for the preservation of the bog bodies (and of other organisms 
also) lies in the special physical and biochemical makeup of the bog, above 
all the absence of oxygen and the high antibiotic concentration. The 
manner in which the body was deposited is also of great importance-for 
example, placed in the bog in such a way that air was rapidly excluded. It is 

important not only that the bog water contained a high concentration of 

antibiotics but also that the weather was cold enough (less than 4° C) to 

prevent rapid decomposition of the body. If the body had been deposited in 

warm weather, one can assume that the presence of anaerobic bacteria in 

the intestinal system would have had a destructive effect on the interior of 

the corpse before the liquid of the bog could penetrate the body.51 

In numerous cases such bodies were preserved so well that, in modern 

times, on their discovery by peat-cutters, their discoverers have gone to the 

police rather than to an archaeologist as it was apparent to them that a 

murder had taken place, and they believed it to have been a recent event, 
rather than one from two thousand years in the past. 

IV 

It remains for us to look once again at our information about vampires, 
this time with an eye to asking ourselves if we cannot now make sense of 

it, in light of what we know about what actually happens to bodies after 

death. 

1. Murder victims, suicides, and victims of plague tend to become vam- 

pires. Note that these three categories of the dead have in common that 
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they are inadequately buried, the first two for obvious reasons-murderers 

tend to give only limited attention to the niceties of funerary procedures, 
while suicides ignore them completely-the last because, during epidem- 

ics, so many people died that burial was often very hasty. The Blums, in 

fact, quote one informant who actually defines the Greek vrykolakas as 

an unattended dead body: "These were dead people who had died alone 

and had no one there to take care of them."52 And the people of Olden- 

burg, getting right to the heart of the matter, came to the conclusion that 

vampirism could occur simply because a body was not buried deep 

enough.53 
This is because what is really happening is not that bodies are turning 

into revenants, but that they are coming to the attention of a populace 
that has only a very inadequate understanding of how a body decays. The 

bodies that are buried well do not draw attention to themselves later, as 

did, for example, that of the child in the account quoted earlier, which 

was dug up by dogs "because of a careless burial." Moreover, as Glaister 

points out, people who die suddenly, in apparent good health, do not 

decompose as rapidly as those who die after a long illness.54 It will be seen 

that murder victims and suicides are especially likely candidates for 

"vampirism": not only are they not buried properly, but, because of their 

sudden death, they do not decay quickly. 
To these considerations must be added the fact that even normal bur- 

ials are often not very deep, for reasons that will be immediately clear to 

anyone who has ever tried to dig a deep hole without the aid of a backhoe. 

Creighton cites a nineteenth-century account of Bedouin burials that 

illustrates this problem: "The deceased is buried the same day or on the 

morrow. They scrape out painfully with a stick and their hands in the 

hard-burned soil a shallow grave. I have seen their graves in the desert 

ruined by foul hyenas, and their winding-sheets lay half above ground."55 
Where the soil is rocky, shallow burial-or another form of disposal of 

the corpse-becomes inevitable.56 And Edmund Schneeweis observes that 

the Serbo-Croatians generally dig their graves to a depth of one to one- 

and-a-fifth meters.57 In view of this, it is no surprise that they have always 
had more than their share of "vampires." 

2. The earth is disturbed at the grave of the vampire. If a body is given a 

shallow burial, then undergoes bloating, the surface of the earth will, in 

fact, be disturbed. It was once believed that one could detect the presence 
of a vampire in a grave by attempting to lead a horse across the grave. If 

the horse balked, the grave contained a vampire.58 If there is anything at 

all to this story, it could be that the horse was balking simply because of 

the looseness of the dirt over the grave, occasioned by the swelling of the 

corpse, or because it could smell the corpse. The action of predators (see 
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#13) and the settling of the earth would also presumably disturb the sur- 

face of the grave. 
3. The body is intact and is bloated. If the body is buried, there is noth- 

ing surprising about its preservation, since it has been protected from air, 

moisture, maggots, and warmth, the principal agents of decomposition. 
But even if it is lying in the open a body will sometimes remain intact for a 

long time, especially in cold weather. 

The bloating occurs because the internal organs, which decompose 
first, produce gases that then have no escape route. Krauss remarks that 

the Slavs believed that "ein Vampyr ware von dem Blute der Menschen, 
die er ausgesogen, ganz rot und aufgeblaht."59 ("A vampire was all red 

and swollen from the blood of the people whom he had sucked out.") 
Here we see that the description (if not the explanation) is accurate 

enough: a corpse does in fact bloat and change color, and the color may 

vary considerably, ranging from pale through red to livid and even black. 

I have in my files, in fact-courtesy of the Los Angeles Medical Examin- 

er's Office-a slide of a decomposing Caucasian corpse that I originally 

thought to be that of a black man, so darkened was the skin. 

4. The face is flushed and ruddy. Probably one of the things we are 

seeing here is what is referred to as "post-mortem lividity" or "livor mor- 

tis."60 When death occurs, the oxygen in the blood is used up, whereupon 
the blood turns dark in color, and because circulation has come to an end, 

the corpuscles-now dark-are caused by gravity to sink toward whatever 

is the low side of the body. Since the plasma and corpuscles separate 

(when the blood liquifies), and since the plasma is lighter than the cor- 

puscles, both in weight and in color, it will be seen that the face of a body 

may be pale if it is supine, dark if it is prone. If Hans Naumann is right, 

then, and the "weisse Frau" is to be derived from the characteristic pallor 
of a (supine) dead body, then it would seem as if his "schwarzer Mann" 

might have a corresponding origin, except that the figure is a reflex of the 

appearance of a prone body.61 
That this is possible is suggested by the fact that potential revenants 

were normally buried face down, so that they would not find their way to 

the surface.62 It will be seen that such a burial practice would cause the 

face of the corpse to discolor-note Krauss' observation above-thereby 

proving to those who buried it, then dug it up again, that their original 

presumption was correct, and the corpse really was that of a vampire.63 
While it is entertaining to speculate on the matter, however, it does not 

seem to me as if one can hope to prove or disprove Naumann's thesis: the 

"weisse Frau" and "schwarzer Mann" are strictly in the domain of 

legend. Unlike the vampires and revenants, they are not exhumed in the 

form of actual bodies from actual graves. Moreover, the coloration of a 
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dead body is a more complicated matter than is suggested by this very 
brief analysis, because decomposition also changes the color of the skin. 

5. There is blood at the lips and nose. Again, this is normal in a decom- 

posing body. It occurs because the lungs, which are rich in blood, deterio- 

rate after death and are under pressure from the bloating of the internal 

organs. A blood-stained fluid is forced out through the mouth and nose. 

It will be seen now why it was believed that the vampire drank blood: 

here you have a body that is clearly full of something that was not there 

when you buried it-it is bloated-and there are obvious traces of blood at 

the lips. Furthermore, the gravesite is disturbed (by the swelling of the 

body). The villagers, instead of remarking to one another that here is an 

obvious case of bloating, resulting from the production of gases by 

microorganisms and accompanied by traces of blood-stained fluid in- 

duced by pulmonary edema, conclude that the body has been climbing 
out of the grave to suck blood, and that that is why, when you drive a stake 

through it to kill it, it proves to be full of blood. (See below: liquid blood.) 

Worldwide, there are some common means of dealing with this phe- 
nomenon of bloody fluid escaping from the mouth of the corpse. Fre- 

quently the mouth is tied shut, as is done with the elder Bolkonski in War 

and Peace, and in much of Europe this is considered important since, if it 

were not done, the body would become a revenant.64 I have seen Peruvian 

mummies (in the Ethnographic Museum in Vienna) with wool stuffed in 

their mouths, and it seems likely that this is done to soak up the liquid. In 

Australia soft plant fibers are said to be used similarly.65 
6. The friends and neighbors of the vampire die after his death. I sus- 

pect that what is important here is not relationship but propinquity. We 

would say that they all died of the same contagious disease, which the 

people close to the "vampire" are more likely to catch than those distant 

from him. Their view is that the vampire must have climbed out of his 

grave-the earth above the gravesite is disturbed, after all-and attacked 

his friends and neighbors at night, sucking their blood. It must have hap- 

pened at night because no one saw him. 

7. He can be heard in the grave, chewing on his extremities or on the 

shroud. It will be seen how startled people would be to find that a sound 

was issuing from a grave, as we all know that the dead are unusually quiet 

by nature. Nevertheless, dead bodies can make a certain limited number 

of sounds, and there is considerable reason to believe that the sound de- 

scribed here is that of the body rupturing as the result of the bloating 
caused by decomposition. This bursting of the body, which can be quite 
audible, is not necessarily sudden, like that of a balloon being popped; it 

can be a prolonged event, like the sound of the air escaping from a tire. 

Some years ago, on a hike in Monterey County, I came upon the body of a 
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Hereford calf that was undergoing this dreadful experience. The pressure 
of the gases was forcing what is called "purge fluid" to escape from the 

body. This was very audible, even from some distance away-indeed, I 

heard the body before I saw it. The emission of purge fluid, incidentally, 
would seem to account for stories of bodies that are heard making noises 

in the grave, are dug up, and are found to be "lacerated and swimming in 

blood."66 It could be, incidentally, that this belief-that the dead can be 

heard chewing in their graves-reinforced the age-old custom of provid- 

ing the dead with food and drink. 

If the swollen body is punctured, of course, the rupturing is apt to be 

sudden and dramatic, and this process has been unforgettably chronicled 

(the body in this case being that of an elephant) by John Hunter in his 

African Rifles and Cartridges.67 Hunter describes an "immense out-rush 

of stinking gas and muck." That our vampires perform similarly is sug- 

gested by the practice (attested both for Poland and Yugoslavia) of cover- 

ing them with a hide or cloth or dirt to prevent the blood of the vampire 
from spurting onto his killers, as this would kill them or cause them to go 
mad.68 

The observation that the vampire chewed on his extremities seems to 

result from the tendency, in wet climates, of the limbs of corpses to lose 

their flesh while the trunk, perhaps because it is covered with clothing or 

a shroud, does not appear to have done so. One can observe this in pic- 

tures of Tollund Man. Also, Evens (p. 49) remarks that saponification is 

more likely to take place where the body is covered. I suspect, but cannot 

think how I can prove it, that the eating of the shroud is simply an inter- 

pretation of the effect of capillary attraction on the shroud, as the mouth 

is emitting fluids. That this is plausible is suggested by the common 

belief that such eating can be prevented by the simple expedient of keep- 

ing the shroud away from the mouth of the revenant.69 

There are fairly numerous accounts, incidentally, of the bursting of the 

body of the vampire. Trigg gives one such account: 

Among some gypsies it is believed that a simple curse is sufficient to destroy 
a troublesome vampire. In one Rumanian gypsy folktale, for example, a 

vampire is quickly destroyed simply by saying to him, "God send you 
burst." On hearing this the vampire was so enraged that he literally burst, 

leaving nothing but a large pool of blood where he had stood.70 

Here we have two common motifs, the swelling (and subsequent burst- 

ing) of the corpse and the suspiciously liquid blood. MurgoKi (p. 349) 

gives another account of a vampire that burst with anger, and Vakarelski 

observes that Bulgarian vampires, when killed, leave only liquid blood 

behind.71 
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Finally, the reader may protest that the bursting of the body, being an 

event of limited duration and taking place under the ground, would pre- 

sumably not be easily noticed. This is of course true, which is why it is 

that such things tend to happen during epidemics-that is, when hun- 

dreds of people are being buried, and not very deep at that. It could be that 

at such times it would be hard not to notice such sounds, especially since 

people would be frequenting the graveyard more than usual. In any case, 
folklore is rich in accounts of sounds being emitted from graves.72 

8. He is most likely to be about in the winter. Here we must recall that a 

vampire is characterized, among other things, by his disinclination to 

decay properly. The decay of the body is of course retarded by low temper- 
atures: note Fischer's remark (Section III) about how only those bog 
bodies would have remained intact that were deposited in the bogs in cold 

weather. In the eighteenth century, when Flickinger's famous Visum et 

Repertum was published, no one seems to have noticed that the vampires 
of Medvegia (see above: Stana) were dug up in January! That the bodies 

had not decayed, which was such a source of astonishment to the doctors 

who investigated them, can scarcely come as a surprise. 
9. His body is warm to the touch. This could be because the process of 

decomposition generates heat. According to Ponsold (p. 290) it is actually 

possible for the temperature of the body to increase after death, as a result 

of decomposition. In the eighteenth century the botanist Pitton de 

Tournefort observed first-hand the dissection of a Greek vrykolakas and 

wrote an account of it in which he describes trying, without success, to 

explain this phenomenon to the people of Mykonos. De Tournefort's 

description of the stench from the body-and he maintains that it was in 

fact merely a dead body-was sufficiently graphic that his account was 

thoroughly bowdlerized, both in English and (later) French publications. 
An accurate version of it can be found in Jan Perkowski's Vampires of the 

Slavs (Cambridge, Mass., 1976), p. 109 ff. 

According to Dr. Allen, such a rise in temperature would be uncom- 

mon: normally the body would be in equilibrium with the ambient 

temperature. He points out, however, that a body will frequently seem 

warm because one's hands are cold, which is why modern books on foren- 

sic investigation insist that one determine temperature with a thermome- 

ter, not by touch. 

10. He has an evil smell. Surely no comment is necessary by now. 

11. His body shows no signs of rigor mortis. In fact, rigor mortis is a 

temporary condition. Glaister discusses in detail the factors that deter- 
mine its time of onset, length, etc.73 Incidentally, Aidan Cockburn tells of 

a Chinese mummy, two thousand years old, of which "the tissues were 

still elastic and the joints could be bent."74 
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12. His hair and nails have continued to grow after death. Sometimes 

the teeth grow as well, although this is more commonly noted in fictional 

vampires than in those of folklore. The hair, nails, and teeth do not in fact 

grow after death: they merely appear to do so as the skin shrinks back. 

Eventually two other events take place: the nails fall off and a phenom- 
enon known as "skin slippage" occurs (both these events may be seen in 

the account of Arnold Paole in Section I). 
A recent article in National Geographic shows and discusses this phe- 

nomenon of the apparent lengthening of the fingernails.75 
13. His principal natural enemies are wolves and dogs. This belief 

clearly arises out of a misinterpretation of a common phenomenon: the 

tendency of wolves and dogs to dig up and eat corpses that are not either 

buried deep or protected in some way, as by a casket. We have seen how, in 

the account quoted in Section I, the child's body had been half-eaten by 

dogs, because of a careless burial, and Dr. Allen tells me that it is quite 
common for animals to dig up bodies that have been buried superficially. 

They may even carry off parts of the body. Many burial practices can be 

shown to be attempts to deal with this problem. The Bedouins, for exam- 

ple, have been said to have preferred to bury their dead in rocky areas so 

that they could cover the graves with stones to protect them from wolves. 

If the burial was in sand, then brush was used for this purpose.76 
Some years ago I inadvertently conducted an informal experiment on 

this issue when I buried the body of a pet chicken in my yard only to 

discover that (to state the matter within the context of Russian mythol- 

ogy) Mother Earth repeatedly rejected the unclean corpse, until finally I 

dug a deeper hole, covered the corpse with rocks, filled the hole, and 

issued a stern warning to my dog. Years later I realized that I had encoun- 

tered a typical problem of burial and had responded with a typical solu- 

tion. 

Incidentally, one of the lesser-known ecological niches is filled by 
white wolves that, in certain areas, occupy graveyards and keep down the 

vampire population.77 This suggests that when the wolf is found digging 

up a corpse, and the corpse is found to be undecayed-hence a vampire- 
then the wolf is seen as an ally of the villagers. This could explain the 

extremely close relationship between werewolves and vampires: in East- 

ern Europe, the werewolf, after his death, becomes a vampire.78 The clus- 

tering of the three ideas-death, werewolf, and vampire-may occur 

simply because death produces a corpse which attracts a wolf. 

And finally, when wolves or dogs dig up a body, it will be seen that they 
are far more likely to bring a limb to the surface than the trunk of the 

body, simply because it is easier to do so. This may account for the fact 

that the lugat, a type of Albanian revenant, which is otherwise invulnera- 
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ble, is no match for a wolf: "he [the wolf] bites his leg off, whereupon the 

lugat retreats into his grave and decides to remain quiet from now on."79 

It may also account for the origin of stories in European folklore of how a 

hand reaches out of the grave. Sometimes the hand is that of a child that 

struck its mother,80 or it is that of someone who has brought down a curse 

upon himself, such as a patricide, a thief, or a perjuror-a group not 

unlike that of our standard revenants.8' Here too the curse may be less 

significant than the inadequate burial. Such stories, however, occur in 

various degrees of elaboration, and I do not mean to suggest that each of 

them had its origin in an actual event-only that the event is not as 

improbable as it must seem at first sight. 
14. The vampire cannot cross water and must return to his grave by 

sunrise. Here we must remember three things: (a) the body is not buried 

very deeply; (b) it has bloated spectacularly (up to nearly twice its original 

size), filling up with lightweight gases, thereby increasing in buoyancy; 
and (c) it may well be buried in ground that has a high water table, such as 

a swamp. It is extremely common for bodies of murder victims to be dis- 

posed of in water with enough weight to submerge the body, but not 

enough to keep it submerged when putrefaction causes it to bloat. 

According to Dr. Allen, in fact, it is almost impossible to keep a body 

submerged. He provided me with a photograph of a body that had floated 

to the surface even though it was weighed down with a piece of cast iron 

that weighed 145 poundsl The body itself weighed five pounds less than 

the weight that it had carried up to the surface of the water, and we must 

note that we have no way of knowing what was the upper limit of the lift 

provided by the bloated body. We know only that it would lift at least 145 

pounds (125 when one takes into account the buoyancy of the iron in 

water). 
Here we see yet another reason why it is that the vampire emerges from 

his grave: his body may simply be more buoyant than its surroundings. It 

should also be pointed out that, according to Glaister, waterlogged soils 

tend to retard decomposition (p. 119-20). Thus we may imagine the fol- 

lowing scenario: if the earth is waterlogged and the body bloats, rising to 

the surface, the local inhabitants, coming out in the daytime and finding 
the "vampire," quite intact, at the surface, might conclude that: 

(a) The vampire did not make it back to his grave by dawn, or 

(b) A vampire cannot cross water. 

Still another interpretation of the same phenomenon seems to be 

implied in Murgoci's report that "vampires never drown, they always 
float on top."82 

That bodies of suspected revenants frequently ended up in water, 

incidentally, is well attested. In Russia, for example, where the revenant 
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was believed to be responsible for droughts, the practice arose of digging 

up the body and throwing it into a lake or stream, apparently on the 

assumption that, with a sufficiency of water at its disposal, it would leave 

the clouds alone.83 

15. Potential revenants may be disposed of in swamps. Some light may 
be thrown on this practice merely by asking about alternatives. Even leav- 

ing aside the hydrotropic character of the soul, which is presented as the 

rationale for numerous funerary procedures,84 the possibilities are limited 

by the nature of the problem. If you wish to dispose of a dangerous corpse, 

you will naturally choose a site that is away from human habitation. You 

could go into the hills, if there are hills, but it must be remembered that 

you are obliged to transport a corpse. Such corpses have proved to be 

preternaturally heavy,85 unless of course it is merely the fear and trem- 

bling of their bearers that makes them seem so. 

In any case, it seems likely that you would choose low uninhabitable 

ground over high uninhabitable ground, unless the death occurred on 

high ground. When this is the case, as it is with the revenant Glam in 

Grettir's Saga, the body is likely to be covered with rocks or brush to keep 
it in place.86 For one thing, there may not be a deep enough soil for burial; 
for another, it is apt to be rocky soil, which is difficult to dig in. 

When a body is disposed of in a swamp, on the other hand, the prob- 
lems are different. While the depth of soil is likely to be adequate, the high 
water table might make it impossible to dig a deep hole. And once you 
know that the body is apt to become a revenant (i.e., bloat and come to the 

surface), you will be forced to come up with means of preventing this 

from happening. Some of the more obvious means would be puncturing 
the corpse (to release the gases), weighing it down with rocks, and hold- 

ing it down with a latticework of branches. 

Fortunately, we are not reduced to mere speculation on this point, for 

close to two thousand bodies-quite well preserved in many cases-have 

been dug out of bogs in Europe, many of them held down in just the ways 
I have described.87 Some of these were clearly the "bad dead" of their age, 

people who had died "before their time" and so refused to decompose 

properly. 
16. Length of time for the transformation to take place. Both num- 

bers-nine and forty-are simply examples of mythic time, which occurs 

in standard quantities. One of the German terms for a revenant is "Neun- 

toter" (ninekiller),88 and in Swabia it was said that a drowning victim 

remained underwater for nine days.89 In the Bible, such things as days in 

the wilderness and the duration of floods occur in units of forty, and the 

number has made its way into vampire lore because in the Eastern 

Orthodox church it was believed that, after death, the soul remained on 
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earth for that length of time. As for the actual time required for a body to 

"become a vampire" (which is to say, become swollen and discolored), 
that is simply incalculable: there are too many variables. 

17. To kill a vampire, you must pierce him with a stake. The staking of 

a vampire makes a certain kind of sense when you consider that what is 

being "killed" is a bloated corpse. The most direct way of reducing it to 

what it was is to puncture it. 

This puncturing of the body is common even before burial, as a pro- 

phylactic measure: "should the devil inflate [the skin of the body], then 

the air would escape."90 Other examples of such puncturing are common 

in the literature.91 

Frequently sharp objects have been buried with the body in order to 

puncture it if it should bloat. Richard Beitl, for example, describes sickles 

being buried with bodies in Transylvania "allegedly in order to prevent 
the swelling of the body,"92 and Norbert Reiter says the the Slavs buried 

bodies with a sickle around the neck of the corpse, "so that the vampire 
would cut his throat if he left the grave."93 Perkowski quotes a Romanian 

informant who says that the sickle must be driven into the corpse's 

heart,94 and according to Csiszar, the Hungarians attempted to prevent 
the bloating of the body by putting iron objects on it: "There are also evil 

souls of a sort that spoil the corpse. When they creep in, then the stomach 

bloats and the dead person acquires a smell. [To deal with this] one puts 

iron implements on the stomach of the dead person."95 (Note that the 

stench and bloating are regarded here as something unnatural.) Balassa 

and Ortutay give a similar report for Hungary, saying that a sickle "is laid 

on the body to prevent bloating" and adding that such sickles have been 

found in graves dating back to the ninth century.96 Tekla D6miotr also 

remarks that-in Hungary-people laid either a sickle or some other 

metal object on the dead person "so that the corpse would not bloat," and 

says that "in reality this occurred so that the dead person would not come 

back as a revenant."97 It will be seen that both interpretations are correct, 

since it is the bloating-and consequent disturbance of the burial site- 

that is interpreted as the dead person trying to get out of his grave. The 

sickle is expected to prevent this by puncturing the body. This function of 

the sickle, incidentally, might cause one to puzzle over a possible rela- 

tionship to the traditional conception of death as a skeleton carrying a 

scythe or sickle.98 Sickles are in fact often found in the presence of skele- 

tons, because of the above-mentioned burial practice, and both Burkhart 

and Schneeweis suggest that one of the Slavic words for vampire (pri- 

kosac) may be derived from a word for scythe.99 
In addition to sickles, Schneeweis mentions various iron implements- 

knives and swords and axes-being used thus. In his opinion, such 
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implements may have been intended "to prevent the return of the soul 

into the body."'00 Frequently the deterrent effect of these objects has been 

attributed to the magical quality of iron,'10 and while it is beyond the 

scope of this article to deal with the subject adequately, I cannot help 

wondering if the weight and sharpness of iron were not originally the 

significant characteristics (weight for holding the body down, sharpness 
for puncturing it), especially since there are common reports of other, 
non-ferrous implements being used in this way. Often, for example, we 

are told of sharpened stakes that have been driven into graves, so that the 

body might be punctured if it tries to come to the surface,'02 and Krauss 

describes both knives and hawthorn stakes being used in this way in 

Serbia.l03 

Also, in addition to those cases where the sharp object is clearly meant 

to puncture the body, there are others where its function has apparently 
been reanalyzed, as when Strackerjan reports that, in Oldenburg, the nee- 

dle with which the shroud was sewn had to be laid into the coffin-not 

just any needle would do.'04 

And finally it must be noted that such puncturing of the dead body is as 

common now as in the past, and for some of the same reasons. In Guyana, 
for example, after the Jonestown massacre, a doctor was sent in to punc- 
ture the bloating corpses so they would not burst.105 And the practice of 

embalming, which in the U.S. dates from the time of the Civil War 

(because bodies were being brought home by train), may be viewed as a 

kind of preemptive strike against "vampirism," in that it is intended to 

prevent all those messy events that are brought about by decomposition. 

Embalming, incidentally, might seem to imply a radically different 

conception of the afterlife than does cremation, since the one method 

preserves the body while the other destroys it. Looked at another way, 

however, the two methods have the same function: both render the body 
inert-unable to develop into something ugly and threatening. Punctur- 

ing the body, on the other hand, while it would have an immediate and 

dramatic effect on the condition of the body, would not end the process of 

change, which may explain why, so often in the history of vampirism, we 

find that bodies were dug up repeatedly and each time "killed" in some 

new way, until eventually-as with de Tournefort's vrykolakas-they 
were cremated. 

As for cremation, it proves to be a rather complicated subject, an under- 

standing of which requires some consideration of the physics of combus- 

tion. I shall discuss it in detail in a book that is currently in press. 
18. Keeping the revenant in his grave by pinning the body or weighing 

it down. Here again we are seeing methods of dealing with a purely 
mechanical problem: the tendency of the corpse, having bloated, to dis- 

17 



turb the surface of the earth, or even to pop up to the surface if the ground 

is waterlogged. I have before me a photograph (from the second page of 

the Los Angeles Times, dated 11/1/85) that shows a coffin floating in a 

flooded graveyard, in Louisiana. According to the caption, several coffins 

floated up out of the ground in the floodwaters left by Hurricane Juan. 

This particular one was tied to a tree by someone who believed, apparent- 

ly, that a dead body could not only leave the grave, under the right condi- 

tions, but could not even be counted on to remain in its vicinity. Sealed 

coffins, like bloated bodies, are remarkably buoyant. 

It must come as no surprise to find that we have large quantities of 

archaeological evidence demonstrating that bodies were in fact frequently 

pinned or weighed down. Ludwig Pauli describes such burials in detail 

in his book on Celtic beliefs, and Edmund Schneeweis observes that the 

gravestone originally was intended to keep the dead person in his 

grave.106 Burkhart, incidentally, argues that, of all the methods of laying 

the dead, the oldest is probably that of mechanically holding the body in 

place.107 Clearly the reason why this is so is that bodies tend not to stay 

put, both because of their buoyancy and because they are attacked by 

animals. 

19. Controlling revenants by means of their compulsions. The accounts 

of revenants being obliged to unravel nets appears to be a reinterpretation 

of a common practice of keeping bodies in their graves by means of nets. 

Erhard Eylmann, in his Die Eingeborenen der Kolonie Siidaustralien, 

gives an account of aborigines wrapping the body in a net "so that the 

dead person would not leave the grave and do harm to the living."108 It 

may be, then, that the original purpose of this practice was forgotten- 

the net was intended as a mechanical restraint-and a reinterpretation 

came into being, according to which the net was there to give the revenant 

something to do. The use of the various grains may have been an exten- 

sion of the idea of occupying the revenant. 

Even in modern times, incidentally, the net is sometimes mentioned 

merely as a means of keeping a body from becoming a revenant, with no 

reference to his practice of unravelling the net.109 

20. Flames come out of the mouth of the vampire. As implausible as 

this seems at first sight, it is actually likely that something of this sort 

would, in fact, happen when a "vampire" was cremated. This is because 

the body of the supposed vampire is swollen to bursting with the gases of 

decomposition, and these gases (mostly methane) are highly flammable. 

Since the gases are forming interstitially within the tissues as well as 

within the thoracic and abdominal body cavities, the staking of the body, 
while it will release some of the gas, will not release all of it by any 

means-especially when you consider that, throughout much of Slavic 
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territory, the stake had to be driven in at one blow. A second blow revived 

the vampire.10 This is perhaps one of the reasons why the last-resort 

method of disposing of a vampire is always that of burning him. 

While I had no doubt that flames would shoot from the body of a burn- 

ing "vampire," I thought it best to get the opinion of an authority and 

asked Dr. Allen about this theory. He offered me a more striking confir- 

mation than I could have hoped for, saying that he had a colleague who 

had acquired the habit of dramatizing the presence of gases in a dead body 

by touching them off with a match when he made his first incision. The 

resulting flame, according to Dr. Allen, shot between one and two feet in 

the air. 

21. When a vampire is killed in his grave, he is apt to scream or groan 
and to move suddenly, and fresh blood flows from his wounds. It must be 

remembered that what is being "killed" is a bloated corpse. An attempt to 

drive a stake into it will force air past the glottis, which is still intact, 

thereby creating a very life-like groan. Such sounds (Pensold refers to this 

as the "Totenlaut") are common even when a body is moved, let alone 

when the thoracic cavity is being violently compressed, as would happen 
in the staking of a vampire. Among medical personnel the reaction to 

such sounds is likely to be one of humor, as when an attendant, on hear- 

ing a body groan, said to Dr. Allen, "Don't hurt himI" I have also heard 

an account-and here we may have entered the domain of legend-of a 

bystander who was asked to help carry a body and, when it emitted a 

sound, dropped his end, saying, "If he can talk, he can walk." 

It takes little imagination to conceive of how such sounds would affect 

the people engaged in attempting to kill a vampire. Incidentally, we have 

other, more pedestrian accounts in which the sounds are not interpreted 
as a human scream or groan at all. Wuttke, for example, cites an account 

in which the sound is compared to the squeal of a pig."' And Aribert 

Schroeder quotes the following account from eighteenth-century Serbia: 

The investigation of the doctors determined that the four questionable 
corpses, which had lain in the earth for twenty days, had remained incor- 

rupt. Out of fear that vampires or snakes might take them over, the inhabit- 
ants of the village beheaded the corpses, drove a stake into the man's heart, 

whereupon they heard a loud cracking sound, and burned all the corpses."2 

Several things about this account are particularly interesting. First of 

all, note that, as in many accounts of revenants, we are told that authori- 

ties have been brought in, people who might be expected to know about 

dead bodies. Second, note how little these authorities actually did know, 
as is suggested by their astonishment at finding that the bodies had not 

decayed, underground, in a period of twenty days. Man's final decay had 
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long since been a literary motif, but not, it seems, a scientific study. 

Finally, note the "overkill." The body is beheaded, a stake is driven 

into the heart, and the corpse is then burned. The account itself is very 

straightforward, but the rather extreme efforts to kill the revenant hint at 

the climate of fear in which the events took place. The hysteria over vam- 

pirism can be seen in K6hler's accounts of conflicts, in the eighteenth 

century, between citizens and the authorities over whether a suicide (i.e., a 

potential revenant) was to be buried in the churchyard-conflicts that 

were often resolved by military force.13 

As for the movement of the body, clearly this occurs because the 

attempt to drive a stake through it causes a redistribution of the gases of 

decomposition-much like what happens when you push down on a 

balloon. I have conducted no experiments here, for all the obvious 

reasons. 

The blood, of course, is not really fresh at all (as de Tournefort points 
out, by the way): it is the fact that it is liquid that shocks the vampire- 
killers. We have seen that this is a normal circumstance under certain 

conditions."4 Here again one needs little imagination to conceive of the 

effect a bleeding corpse would have on people who already suspected that 

it was still alive. 

22. Garlic will protect one from a revenant. I find myself wondering if 

garlic was originally a specific against the stench from the dead body, on 

the principle that one strong smell may be opposed with another. De 

Tournefort, as we have seen, describes the Greeks using frankincense to 

mask the odor, and de Groot, in The Religious System of China, makes 

the following remarks: 

It is a general conviction that any one who calls at a mortuary house incurs 
a kind of pollution, especially so if death has been untimely or caused by 
disease. Some condolers therefore wisely hide a few garlic roots under their 

garments, convinced that the strong smell will prevent the influences of 
death from clutching to their bodies; on leaving the house they throw the 
roots away in the street."5 

Note that in China, as in Europe, the garlic is held to be useful when 
one is in the presence of a dead body, but in de Groot's account, it is 

specifically the strong smell that is held to be the active agent. This pas- 

sage, by the way, clearly implies an awareness of contagion. One sees this 

also in accounts of how everything associated with the dead person-the 
utensils he ate with, the water used to wash him, the straw he lay on- 

must be thrown out, burned, or buried with him. As de Groot's text sug- 
gests, such "pollution" (i.e., contagion) is most to be feared when death is 

"untimely or caused by disease." The "vampires" illustrate this principle 
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well: the fear of them was simply the fear of death, brought about by 

agents that were known to be contagious, while the actual mechanism of 

contagion was not understood. (Since we do understand the mechanism, 
we are not afraid to "catch our death" from a victim of stroke; but our 

recent experience with the AIDS epidemic has had some similarities with 

the vampire scares of the past.) 
23. Vampires and other revenants are frequently described sitting up 

after death, sometimes in the grave or coffin. Such stories are so persistent, 
and they occur over such a wide area,16 that I finally began to wonder if 

there was something to them, although I could not think of a satisfactory 

explanation. The evidence remains contradictory: Dr. Allen, for exam- 

ple, while himself doubting that such is possible, nonetheless tells me 

that a colleague of his claims to have seen a movie of this very phenom- 
enon. 

The Blums quote a classic instance of such real or supposed movement 

of the body: 

On my mother's island a man was very ill and became unconscious. The 

people thought that he had died, and so they prepared the funeral. After the 

ceremony there was a movement in the coffin and slowly the man began to 
rise. Well, the people there believed he was becoming a vrikolax; in their 

fright they threw everything they could find at him-sticks, rocks, any- 
thing. In that way they did kill him when before he had only been in a 
coma.117 

The incident may have happened this way. But if we suppose that the 

body can in fact "sit up like a Turk" after death, as it is frequently de- 

scribed doing,"8 then we would have a plausible explanation for why it is 

that such bodies-as in the above account-always seem to end up being 
dead after all. 

The Greeks make distinctions between different types of revenants, and 

the distinctions seem always to be related to demonstrable physical char- 

acteristics of dead bodies. This can be seen most easily in the etymologies 
of the terms for the revenant (except for vrykolakas, which is clearly bor- 

rowed from the Slavic):"9 
1. Trv,rrarvatos: "drum-like," because of the taut, distended skin, result- 

ing from the bloating of the body. 
2. &Xvros: "unloosed," which is to say, incorrupt. The body has not 

decayed. 
3. aapKcwLevos: "one who has put on flesh." That is: bloated. 

4. a&vatKaOovoievos: "one who sits up" in his grave. 
5. KaraXava&s: Lawson derives this last from the Greek word for 

"gape." I may be more persuaded of this etymology than Lawson was, as I 
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can attest, by grace of the L.A. Medical Examiner's Office, that the gape of 

a decomposing body (brought about by the swelling) is a particularly 

striking and unforgettable sight. This is one of the reasons why, even now 

in Greece, the mouth is tied shut.'20 
In addition, he gives three terms--va&ppaXo, Xa,icraaupa, Aa&I7r- 

aarpo-that he finds unintelligible. The second two would seem to be 

derived from the root Xaair-, from which our lamp is derived, and should 

mean, respectively, "that which is lit up" (abstract noun) and "that 

which lights up" (agent form). Lawson would seem to be ignoring the 

obvious etymologies because they do not appear to make sense-unless, 
that is, one notices that such terms all seem to be related to the condition 

of a dead body. Then one need only look for a mechanism whereby a dead 

body can give off light, and W. E. D. Evans, in The Chemistry of Death, 
describes such a mechanism: 

It was observed in antiquity that dead fish and meat could appear to glow 
with a pale light, and the wonder and fear that this must have brought to 

primitive man observing the phenomenon in the darkness of night or the 

gloom of a cave can well be imagined. Old stories, often re-told, linger on in 
oral tradition telling of the glowing of exhumed human remains .... 

These fearful concomitants to the exposure of entombed or buried bodies 
seem to have become unfashionable in recent years; perhaps modern times 
have made mankind too familiar with death, and by scientific pathways 
have come sophistication and disenchantment. At all events, the lumines- 
cence of remains is now to be explained by natural, rather than supernatu- 
ral history. 

Luminescence of dead animal remains is most commonly due to contam- 
ination by luminous bacteria such as Photobacterium fischeri, the light 
emanating from the organisms and not from reactions in the decomposing 
tissues. The organisms swarm over the remains and give light, particularly 
while the temperature is in the range of 15° to 30° C.121 

The first word, avappaxo, would seem to be derived from ava plus paXis 

("up" plus "spine"), which becomes plausible when you consider that 

revenants are commonly reported sitting up after death and that Lawson 

has already given one derivation that suggests this habit (#4). 
If this is so, then we are confronted with the following conclusion: 

most native Greek words for the revenant refer to demonstrable physical 
characteristics of a dead body. It seems most reasonable to conclude that 

the two concerned with sitting up do so too. 

The matter is not easily resolved, but there is certainly no doubt that 

some movement is possible after death. Rigor mortis causes all the mus- 

cles to stiffen, and because the flexor muscles of the arms are stronger than 
the extensors, the arms may move slightly across the chest. Moreover, 
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when rigor mortis ends, as it must, gravity may again cause some move- 

ment, which could account in part for the extremely common stories of 

bodies being found in a changed position.122 (The bloating and bursting 
of the body would also change its position, and such changes presumably 
contribute to the idea that the body had left the grave.)123 Cremation 

causes considerable movement of the corpse.'24 And movement would 

certainly occur-seemingly at the volition of the corpse-if one were to 

try to adjust the limbs of the body while it was in rigor mortis: they would 

spring back to their original position. 

Finally, though, I must acknowledge that I have not found sufficiently 
clear evidence here to persuade me that I have located the source of this 

tradition. It may be that the phenomena are brought about by funerary or 

burial practices that I am not taking into account. 

24. Vampirism and class. It is only in fiction that a vampire is likely to 

be from the upper classes-Count Dracula, for example. Actually, rich 

and important people tend to be buried properly, and their families have 

sufficient influence to prevent them from being dug up again. Conse- 

quently, the classic vampire-in folklore, at least-far from being the 

urbane count that the movies have introduced us to, tends to be a peasant 
with a drinking problem.125 

V 

It has been remarked that vampire stories occur only in areas where the 

dead are buried, not where they are cremated,126 and the reasons for this 

will now be obvious. It will also be clear why it is that such stories are by 
no means an isolated phenomenon but occur world-wide. They tend to 

correlate with the practice of exhumation, as in Greece, Bulgaria, and 

Serbo-Croatia, and the local variations are based on such things as 

whether the blood at the lips, combined with the bloating, is taken to be 

evidence of blood-sucking. Since the phenomena being observed are 

quite diverse, one would also expect to encounter in folklore creatures 

that are seemingly quite different from the revenant but are related by 
their origin: carrion-eating ghouls, for example, like those of India,127 
which serve to account for the process of decomposition, except that here 

the body in the grave is viewed as the victim rather than the monster. It 

should be an easy matter, in fact, to predict reflexes of the phenomena of 

decomposition; we might look for creatures that swell up, change color, 

drip blood, refuse to die, burst (as do trolls, for example), and give off a 

noisome stench. 

It should also be profitable to consider the possibility that certain 

changes in funerary customs-the cremations of the Urnfield Culture, for 

example-came about not because of changes in religious beliefs, but 
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because there was an "epidemic of vampirism." Such epidemics would 

tend to occur when people were forced to look closely at the decomposi- 
tion of corpses, as in times of plague. Because of this, a reconsideration of 

the history of funerary practices would seem to be in order, approaching 
the question from the point of view that it is in fact very difficult to dis- 

pose of a body in such a way as to keep it disposed of, and that our funer- 

ary practices probably reflect ever-renewed attempts to deal with this 

problem. 
And finally, after having gone to such lengths to argue that the lore of 

the vampire arose out of misconceptions concerning the nature of decom- 

position, I must concede that there are well-attested accounts of actual 

dead bodies being involved in the drinking of human blood. It is not as 

people believed, however, for by a peculiarly gruesome and chilling 

irony, the blood of the supposed vampire was regarded as a specific 

against vampirism and was baked in bread,128 painted on the potential 
victim,129 or even drunk.'30 Blood was actually consumed, in other words, 
but by the "victims," and it was the blood of the supposed vampire. 

The vampires themselves, it would appear, were and are dead. 

Pasadena, California 
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