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Practice exam question 

Dracula’s ‘final girl’ 

Luke McBratney 

Guidance for the question on p. 41 of  the magazine. 

The middle of an answer 
While Dracula’s women are rendered in a mode approaching realism, those in The Picture of Dorian 

Gray are stylised and one-dimensional with the possible exception of  Sibyl Vane. She is a tool to drive 

the plot and to add melodrama. She functions as an innocent and naïve character that Wilde uses as 

a means to chart Dorian’s moral decline and whose simply goodness forms a contrast with Lord 

Henry. Sibyl’s character of fers hope that Dorian might be redeemed rather than descend into 

wickedness as the ‘the mere touch of  Sibyl Vane’s hand makes [Dorian] forget [Lord Henry] and all his 

wrong, fascinating, poisonous, delightful theories.’ 

Unlike Stoker’s female characters, whose own voices are heard directly through their letters (and, in 

the case of  Mina, by taking an active role in the f ight to defeat Dracula), Sibyl is a passive character to 

be used by the male characters. Her malleable personality is underscored by her profession, that of  

actor, and we hear of  her playing many roles during the time that Dorian courts her. Her changeable 

nature is highlighted by her surname, Vane (as in weathervane), which might also suggest the vanity 

that comes with her professional need to be looked at. It is signif icant that her acting skills as much as 

her beauty attract Dorian. When she loses her talent for artif ice, he reduces her to a clichéd tears and 

despair: ‘“…Oh, don’t leave me, don’t leave me.” A f it of  passionate sobbing choked her. She 

crouched on the f loor like a wounded thing. ’ This is a typically melodramatic moment, with its extreme 

emotion, but rather than Sibyl being portrayed as a wronged woman and Dorian a heartless villain, 

Wilde complicates the morality of  the scene by of fering a paradoxical sense of  the villain’s 

attractiveness. Dorian has ‘beautiful eyes’ and his ‘chiselled lips curled in exquisite disdain’. Despite 

being portrayed as a fallen woman, the style in which Wilde writes makes it dif ficult to know who to 

sympathise with: Sibyl or Dorian. 

Yet the reader’s response to Stoker’s women is even more complex. Lucy and Mina, in their dif ferent 

ways, appear to broaden the def inition of  what it is to be a woman. Lucy is courted by three men, 

asking ‘Why can’t they let a girl marry three men, or as many as want her, and save all this trouble?’, 

and calls into question the notion of  female middle-class primness and desire for duty, marriage and 

children. Mina, while seeming keen to marry and be subordinate to her f iancé’s wishes, grows into an 

active heroine during the course of  the book. She impresses Van Helsing with her ‘good memory for 

facts, for details’ and her ‘great brain [is] trained like man’s’. As Fergus Parnaby says: ‘Ultimately, 

Mina not only survives and wins by embracing her separate roles (nurturing wife and f riend , and 

brave, self -sacrif icing vampire slayer) but manages to reconcile them without apparent dif f iculty.’ While 

it is true that Stoker’s women strive to break Victorian conventions of  gender, they are also fascinating 

for the ways in which they evoke Victorian anxieties over sexuality. This is witnessed in the many 
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vampirism scenes, with those involving Lucy and the three vampire women who tempt Jonathan 

Harker being signif icant examples. 

Stoker’s portrayal of  the temptation of  Harker is much more complex and troubling than Wilde’s 

depiction of  the despair of  Sibyl Vane. Wilde’s third-person narration distances us f rom the events. His 

narration seems more attuned to conversation than plot, which distracts the reader f rom the human 

qualities of  the fallen woman, allowing her to enjoy the epigrams and witticisms that arise f rom the 

men’s discussion of  her. Yet Stoker’s f irst-person narrative, with its detailed multi-sensory 

descriptions, allows the reader to not only see but almost feel the paradoxical emotions that besiege 

the virgin lawyer. He not only sees the ‘deliberate voluptuousness’ of  her animal actions, but also 

hears ‘the churning sound of  her tongue’ and feels ‘the hot breath on his neck’ and then the ‘tingle’ of  

his throat as he feels ‘the sof t, shivering touch of  the lips on the ‘super-sensitive skin of  [his] throat.’ 

This is perhaps ‘thrilling and repulsive’, and might convey some of  the mixed feelings of  the Victorian 

male towards women: being torn between prudish outward behaviour and indulging in secret sexual 

desires. 

Commentary 
• The answer is consistently comparative and develops quite sophisticated uses of  examples. 

For instance, the comparison of  characters in terms of  form and function is impressive and 

sustained. 

• Analysis using terminology is sophisticated and evaluative. Points on form and on readers’ 

responses are well-made and show some attention to the nuances of  the texts.  

• Comparisons are made throughout, with some sophisticated and well -developed comparisons 

of  characters’ functions and complexity. 

• While critical views are not tested overtly on this question, the quotation f rom Parnaby is used 

to help develop the student’s argument, acting as a springboard allowing them to develop f rom 

the quotation about gender to explore sexuality. 

• There is some attention to context through the discussion of  Victorian attitudes to sexuality, 

but it might be expected that further use of  contextual material would be present elsewhere in 

the answer. 
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