THE USHERS: A DARK TALE OF A BRIGHT NIGHT
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VAMPIRE: femminine plural
Interview to Chiara De Caroli, Nela Lucic and Andrea Galatà
by Lorenza Cervellera
From its first appearances in the medieval chronicles to the most famous TV series, the vampire is still the most popular monstrum ever. He owns its immortality both to its being a revenant, and to Bram Stocker's novel Dracula (1897), plus a whole literature that in the last two-hundred years has devoted itself to rewrite the vampire's myth: from Byron-like Lord Ruthven in Polidori's The Vampyre (1819) to Edward Cullen in Stephanie Mayer's best-selling Twilight Saga (2005-2008).

But the first vampires in fiction literature looked like women: The Bride of Corinth (Die Braut von Korinth, 1797) by  J. W. Goethe is essentially the first transposition of the vampire myth into literature. It is a ballad telling the story of a strongly eroticised vampire, «an undead not hiding the despair for her unhappy condition»
 who transgresses natural laws when she rises from her grave in order to meet her promised groom; of course the young man cannot resist her fatal embrace.

In Robert Southey's epic poem Thalaba (1801), in a «night of darkness and of storms»
, a vampire rises to find her husband but, this time, an evil spirit reanimates her body and she must be killed for good.

Just to mention a few, we can't forget E. A. Poe's short stories “vampires”, S. Le Fanu's Carmilla (1872),  Bella Swan's transformation (S. Mayer's Breaking Dawn, 2008), and the various cinematic versions you can find a complete database of on this website. You can also visit the Approfondimenti section (http://bibliotheque.cenacle.free.fr/biblio/affiche.php?id=274&l=fr) for further information.

Profiting from the author – actor connection, we talk about vampires (and she-vampires) with Chiara De Caroli (http://www.imdb.com/name/nm5765104/) and Nela Lucic (http://www.nelalucic.com/), respectively author/actor and actor in The Ushers: A Dark Tale of a Bright Night (http://www.cinemedioevo.net/Vampiria/Film/Vampiri2/Ushers.htm). Director Andrea Galatà (http://www.mymovies.it/biografia/?a=171441) steps in.

The Ushers seems to want to drag both the viewer and the characters to the unknown, 'another' place that multiplies monsters, anxieties, fears that are contemporary and old at the same time, and that one can't apparently be aware of... 

Chiara: You hit the mark: The Ushers moves continuously in a transversal way through some basic archetypes, those fears, desires, dreams and nightmares all human beings share, at any time, anywhere in the world. We wanted a sci fi that stood out from the schemes of the genre and that could more fully explain the issues of the symbol and its connection with the human nature. That's why during the writing of the script we took a great deal of research to find something that would allow us to unite the characters' stories and feelings (The Ushers being filmed in four different continents). And we made some unexpected discoveries, such as the fact that some symbols, also in their graphic forms, are the same both on the Magic Door in Piazza Vittorio in Rome, and in a Japanese ideogram (albeit with the image upside-down).


Andrea: Yes, we tried to recreate an atmosphere that could suggest a convergence of symbols and anxieties not referring to a specific spatial or temporal context. And this eye-catching experiment has confirmed that certain archetypes have always belonged to humankind. 

In episode 8, some worldly and voluptuous she-vampires materialize in Rome appearing like a urban, sharp town, wrapped in a dreamlike and disturbing atmosphere. Who is 'Nela' the vampire?

Andrea: There is a pact between Ian Toth, the dark antagonist of the story, and the community of vampires. They work for him who has confined them in Rome because of some energy balances. Nela officially runs a Burlesque club, but it's just a front. In fact it is the lair of the vampire community Nela is the leader of. The beautiful Nela Lucic was perfect to play the provocative and ruthless lady of darkness.

How did you prepare to 'interpret' this character, both in writing and on the set, and how much of  the author and of the actor is in 'her'?


Chiara: Actually our she-vampires are a bit atypical if compared to other characters in the series: there are no 'good' and 'bad' by definition, and they all follow a fluid path where choices give different colors to the character from time to time. The vampires, Nela in particular, their leader, are more distinct in this sense: they are cynical and ruthless, concerned only with their own survival. However, even in the tribes of the vampires there are exceptions...as you'll see in the episode!


Andrea: The Ushers series develops through the balance between light and darkness, so the vampire characters are very important. That's why they appear in the climax of the plot. I believe that there is a constant struggle between light and darkness, between life and death in each of us. We need both to go forward, but we've got to choose one or the other. Nela the vampire is an autobiographical character. She is like an inspiration for all of us every time we decide to suck the lifeblood out of someone, and lust for more. In fact, blood is the symbol of life, and it rots in the vampire's dead body. Our dark side is less fascinating than we like to think of, and much more dangerous. That's why we imagined the vampires' club as a non-place that wants to swallow the characters up, that wants to keep them, and that, at the same time, could disappear any moment or seem to have never existed. The same thing could happen to the she-vampires themselves, charming, cunning and invincible, but exiled within their own trap.

Nela: I could talk about the material preparation for the role in question: it all starts with the costume, the first requirement through which the actor identifies with the character, even more so if the character is a vampire. Then you are at the make-up: the more your appearance changes, the more you feel different. In this specific case, I've searched for my dark, ruthless side. It is funny to give vent to this side that we generally keep hidden, even pretending it doesn't belong to us... 

It seems that the vampire legends were born in the territories along the Danube. Today you can not talk about vampires without thinking about Bram Stoker's Dracula, the literary model the contemporary myth of the vampire is based on, and to which almost all the 'other' vampires, particularly the cinematic ones, are inspired. What are the 'vampire stories' that have influenced you in telling the story of your own vampire?

Chiara: You know, I would say that I've lived and breathed Gothic literature, and my contribution to the screenplay is affected by different influences: first of all, Edgar Allan Poe, both in title and in the name of one of the characters (Edgar Usher, author's note) and in the general atmosphere of the work. My character Mary carries a creature who is an Aloque and its 'powers' recall Jean Louis Bouquet's short story Araxe. This creature is a demon that sucks its victims' very life energy. The she-vampires are influenced by Stocker's 'romantic' and more human vampire (Lavinia Guglielman and Iaeli Anselmo's characters), while the tribe led by Nela is more related to the world of Carmilla or, better, to Maupassant's Horla.


Nela: My vampire is definitely more contemporary if compared to Bram Stoker's Dracula. The story itself led me to choose Nela's sexy look, since she is the owner of a burlesque club. I'd say my inspiration is closer to True Blood (http://www.cinemedioevo.net/Vampiria/Film/Vampiri/True_Blood.htm). 

In the collective imagination, the vampire traditionally rhymes with seduction because of its demonic nature that, in time, has taken different cultural connotations up to its almost exclusive charming and sex-appealing image. When it is woman-shaped, the vampire – eroticism combination seems to be a logical consequence. What do you think about that?


Chiara: I believe that Catholicism has deeply affected western culture: the sex drive is perceived as sinful, and often as a woman's 'fault'; women are considered as seductive and dangerous (when not demonic creatures) as in the case of Lamias, the nightmarish creatures that are a kind of 'bridge' between the vampire and the biblical world.


Andrea: The vampire is an evil creature, a corpse who flees the light/life. Therefore it is as irresistible as our most shameful fantasies, and as true as a boob job or a very sensual frigid woman. Maybe the female vampire teaches us that it is good to let the cloak of darkness envelop our fantasies, while under the sheets it is better to choose life.


Nela: I push it further: I think that it is question of power...On one hand you have a 'weak' woman/vampire's model, something like: “You are my slave, you do depend on me (erotically speaking, as well), I can do what I want with you...”; on the other hand, the 'strong' model of virility that doesn't need to be seductive, neither erotically nor intellectually.

Why do you think the myth of the vampire is always so present?

Chiara: I think the vampire is the 'gender' literature character who, better than others, has somehow 'crossed over' those literary borders, being affected by different cultural and geographical influences, and reaching a kind of  rich and extremely fluid 'mega archetype'. Somehow, the vampire is no longer merely a figure, a demon, a character: it is a pattern, a world where inserting narrative structures of different genres, not necessarily of fantasy. In the vampires' world you can set comedy, drama, action, and so on. Besides, from Stocker onwards, the vampires are young, beautiful, invincible, owning that tormented aura that softens their demonic nature, making the fascination of evil more 'pop'. In short, they are a perfect blend of everything we all would like to be.


Nela: Because it simply reflects reality. The dynamics of reciprocal relationships can witness it.


So, do  vampires exist?!


Chiara:...er...Lorenza...you've got something on your neck...


Andrea: Once my cousin has seen one!


Nela: The world is full of them, watch out! 
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