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Introduction 
 

Cristina Santos 
 

 
This themed issue on the Monsters and the Monstrous journal focuses on the 

connections between monsters, monstrosity and blood. ‘In the Blood’ navigates the 
problematics of the nature and physicality of blood itself, as a carrier of disease and contagion 
but also a conduit of genetic, ideological and memorial encoding.  

Historically, blood has been used as the marker of purity of lineage (royal blood, blue 
blood) but also of ‘impurity’ (blood quantum, miscegenation). This blood demarcation 
continues into our contemporary times as evidenced most recently in the latest episodes in 
season 41 of the television series Grimm. Here one of the main characters is being judged by an 
Inquisition-like tribunal for having ignored the law of impuro by having married outside his 
Wesen (humans who also transform into monsters) specie. Humanity has long sought to quell 
its fears of monsters of miscegenation as contamination—but it has also used it to absorb the 
Other it wishes to control, to subvert, to silence. As such, it is the very result of what life 
becomes through, and can be configured as, monstrous, threatening, deviant, mischievous and 
malignant. Yet, combined with the theory of miscegenation and notion of blood quantum one 
notes that the ‘one drop’ rule still remains prevalent today as evidenced in the (1)ne Drop photo 
journal project.2 Ultimately, these anxieties of patrimony and lineage underline the monstrosity 
of blood relations and the fear of non-normative bodies and behaviour—one need only view 
American Horror Story’s fourth season entitled Freak Show to be reminded of the perils of 
tainted blood and monstrous births. 

One cannot deny that the vampire figure has dominated popular culture, myth and 
folklore as the quintessential blood sucking bogeyman. It has also long been associated with 
blood and blood consumption that goes beyond bodily fluids to metaphors of political 
corruption and humanity’s own inhumanity to its fellow human beings. In addition to this rich 
history of vampire lore, contemporary vampire popular culture has configured vampiric blood 
as emblematic of sexual appetite but also with the ability to cure injuries (see True Blood, 
Vampire Diaries) and, paradoxically, to infect humans with ‘disease’ of vampirism (Twilight 
Saga, The Strain). Blood sucking and its consumption become, therefore, the mark of the 
‘monstrous’ and the threat of being infected by one’s exposure to tainted blood. 

 Fear of blood contagion extends also to the historical perceptions of female menstrual 
blood: anxieties of its powers of contamination, castration and deviance. In the western tradition 
popular artists such as Lani Beloso, Vanessa Tiegs and Charon Luebbers (to name only a few) 
have explored the abject quality of menstrual blood in their pieces--highlighting corporeality of 
blood and the female body while others have drawn attention to historical use of menstrual huts 
to isolate menstruating women from the rest of the community.3 

The art, prose and poetry included in this issue reflect personal artistic responses to the 
topic of ‘In the Blood’ and play upon the diverse interpretations of the common point of 
departure. Each piece exemplifies, in its own particular way, the artist’s/writer’s exploration of 
the topic of ‘blood’ and its embodiment in his/her own artistic production of some of the very 
fears and anxieties that have plagued humanity for centuries. 
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Flame-Touched Inheritance  
Agnes Gaura 
Budapest: Delta Vision, 2014 
408 pages 
 

Vampires have always been powerful and ambiguous creatures, the much loved and 
hated rock stars of the literary scene. After the success of Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight saga and 
numerous copies, publishers (and some readers) have grown quite wary of the topic, a good 
number of literary magazines even warn writers against sending submissions featuring vampires 
and/or werewolves. And yet vampires are still around, indestructibly strong as ever. They are 
present not only in popular culture but also in the academic world; for example, the British 
Library is hosting an exhibition about Gothic Literature and they chose the figure of vampire to 
be their poster figure. This proves that although the topic of bloodsucking demons might seem 
to have been exhausted, there are still secrets and angles to be explored and that they have a 
place in scholarly discussions not just in teenage dreams.  

Agnes Gaura, a contemporary Hungarian writer entered the literary scene with her series 
featuring Borbála Borbíró, a young vampirologist. The series is remarkable for several reasons; 
for instance, because it treats the subject matter in a well thought-out style which is both 
entertaining and educative. Furthermore, the setting is not the fog-ridden Albion or one of the 
cosmopolitan US cities but the near neighbour of Dracula's homeland, Hungary. Although the 
topics and the problems encountered are universal there are many small instances which give a 
delightful couleur locale to the story. For example, the boss of the protagonist is a taltos which 
is the Hungarian equivalent of the shaman. They can take animal shapes, usually that of a 
powerful animal like a bull or a horse and they can also conjure storms. The antagonist in the 
third part of the series is a ludverc, a malevolent shape shifting spirit. 

One of the noteworthy features of the story world is that vampires have not only come 
out to the public but they have been deeply integrated into the political structure. It is a way of 
controlling the violent haunting needs of the vampires (citizens need to give a certain amount of 
blood as a form of tax) but this way their valuable knowledge and experience can also be used 
for the benefit of the country. In one of her articles on the Aranymosás website, Agnes Gaura 
says that she wanted to use this setup as a reflection/variation on the usual image of the vampire 
as a political metaphor in which they usually represent exploitation or an aristocracy which 
feeds on the people. In her version the vampires are a useful and integral part of society 
although they are not devoid of problems.  

While many contemporary vampire novels focus on the difficulties of human/vampire 
(love) relationships and the difficulties which might arise from the difference between mortal 
and immortal, this series lays emphasis on the question of immortality and its price. What 
happens to the soul of vampires? Are they superhuman or simply inhuman? These are some of 
the questions Gaura seeks to answer. She introduces the figure of the ‘vampire muse’ a very 
powerful vampire who is able to bestow astonishing creative powers on the people who they 
bite. The effects of the bite will depend on the kind of person they bite; for example, Nofertiti’s 
bite inspired a religious reform, Ligeia inspired Poe with his dark and powerful stories. More 
interesting, however, is the effect of the bite on vampires, as these living dead regain some of 
their humanity, some of their soul. Interesting and important questions are examined here which 
rise above the usual scope of vampire novels.  

The female protagonist, Borbála Borbíró (Bori), is an ex-Humanities student who, seeing 
that she cannot earn a living with her Egyptology degree, changed to the study of vampires. In 
Bori the reader can see the continuation of the adventurer scholar archetype (eg. Indiana Jones, 



Robert Langdon) with some extra spice added with the doing away of the usual gender 
stereotypes—that is, replacing the middle-aged man with a resourceful young woman (similar 
to Laura Croft of the Tomb Raider series). We can also see the traces of a sociological 
phenomenon in her figure, such as the fact that many students who studied for a degree in the 
humanities need to find a job in a different line of work because there are very few 
opportunities to work in their own field. Under the fantastic  of the story there are 
numerous realistic details which make the story tangible and more life-like. The tragicomedy of 
Hungarian everyday life brings the story closer to heart of the readers. 

The fourth volume of the series, Flame-Touched Inheritance, was published in 2014 and 
follows Bori in her quest to find her grandmother’s mysterious inheritance. The quest leads her 
to trace one of the most successful vampire muses—Nofertiti. Knowledge doesn’t come cheap 
though, Bori and Attila, her taltos boss, have to literally descend to the depth of Hell to emerge 
with the heritage. The specialty of the Borbála Borbíró books is that they provide us with high-
quality edutainment, the books merge exciting adventures, witty conversations and a host of 
interesting information about various topics. In this last volume; for instance, we get a vivid and 
colourful description of the Egyptian underworld and the journey of the soul. The reader can 
learn something new with every chapter s/he reads, let it be mythology, Hungarian history or 
literature. Last but not least, the plot is well-structured and full of surprises even if you can 
figure out some of the twists before the end, there will be always something which comes 
unexpected even to the most attentive of readers. 

The books were published in a good quality paperback edition with stunning cover 
pictures which a help the readers to immerse themselves into the magical world of the stories. 
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