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How are vampire stories a 
metaphor for adolescence?
Adolescence is a time of transition, as young people grow from childhood 
into adulthood. The physical and psychological changes that accompany 
adolescence can lead to identity crises, as young people struggle to find 
their place in the adult world. At Doshisha University in Japan, Dr Sayaka 
Oki is studying how vampire narratives express these challenges and how 
stories can be used to explore questions about identity. 
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      Talk like a ... 

literature researcher
Comparative close 
reading – a method to 
compare different literary 
works by searching for recurring 
themes 

Femme fatale – a 
mysterious and attractive 
woman who causes danger (a 
‘fatal woman’)

Femme fragile – a 
vulnerable and emotionally 
delicate woman (a ‘fragile 
woman’)

Gothic literature – a genre 
associated with the supernatural, 
mystery and horror

Liminal – an ‘in-between’ 
state at a boundary or transition

Motif – a recurring pattern, 
symbol or idea that helps to 
develop a theme

Prohibition – the act of 
forbidding something

Psychoanalytical – 
relating to psychoanalysis, 
the psychological idea of how 
unconscious thoughts influence 
conscious behaviour

Subjectivity – being shaped 
primarily by one’s own beliefs and 
feelings, even though external 
influences also play a role
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Once upon a time, a young girl in a red hood 
walked through the woods to bring cake 
and wine to her grandmother. But on 
the way, she met a wolf who persuaded 

her to pick some flowers as a gift for her grandmother, 
disobeying her mother’s instructions to go straight to her 
grandmother’s house. By the time the girl arrived, the 
wolf had eaten her grandmother, disguised himself in her 

grandmother’s clothes and was waiting 
to swallow the girl.

You are probably familiar with the classic 
folktale of Little Red Riding Hood. But 
have you ever wondered about the 
deeper meanings behind the story?

“A key motif from Little Red Riding 
Hood is the conflict between desire 
and prohibition, which often appears 
in stories about adolescents,” says Dr 
Sayaka Oki, a literature researcher at 
Doshisha University in Japan, who is 

studying how adolescence is portrayed 
in vampire stories. While there are no 
vampires in Little Red Riding Hood, the 
story shares many features with vampire 
narratives. “In older versions of the tale, 
Little Red Riding Hood unknowingly 
consumes her grandmother’s flesh and 
blood, a detail which intensifies the 
connection with vampire stories,” says 
Sayaka. 

How does Sayaka study 
vampire narratives?
Sayaka is exploring how symbolic motifs 
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from Little Red Riding Hood appear in vampire 
narratives using a method called comparative 
close reading. “This involves examining details 
(such as words, imagery or symbols) in 
different narratives and comparing how they 
appear across stories to analyse recurring 
themes,” she explains. “I use comparative 
close reading to study fairy tales, modern 
literature and films, which allows me to notice 
shared ideas and patterns.” 

Vampire stories have a long tradition, from 
classical tales to modern fiction, meaning that 
studying them can uncover how ideas have 
changed through history and across cultures. 
Through her comparative close reading, 
Sayaka noticed that psychoanalytical symbols 
appear in many of the stories she was studying. 

What psychoanalytical symbols 
exist in vampire stories?
“An Oedipal structure (named after the 
ancient Greek character, Oedipus) describes 
how young people form identity,” explains 
Sayaka. “In adolescence, a young person 
may feel close to the opposite sex parent 
and compete with the same sex parent.” 
This psychoanalytical idea appears in Little 
Red Riding Hood when she disobeys her 
mother’s instructions and instead follows her 
curiosity then meets the wolf, who symbolises 
temptation, danger or a forbidden realm. 

“In the Gothic narratives I analyse, vampire 
transformation symbolises cultural fears 
about women’s bodies,” explains Sayaka. 
“Such transformations often reveal what 
society cannot say openly, turning inner 
conflict into the fantastic.” For example, in 
Hoffman’s Vampyrismus (1821), the 16-year-
old vampire Aurelie occupies a liminal position 
as she is neither an adult nor a child, and her 

supernatural change places her outside social 
structures. The conflict between desire and 
prohibition appears in Aurelie’s rebellion 
against her mother’s pressure to marry. “In 
this sense, vampirism functions as a metaphor, 
revealing unstable identities in the transitional 
phase of adolescence.” 

In 19th century Gothic literature, female 
vampires were portrayed as femmes fatales, 
but this idea is subverted in Buffini’s A Vampire 
Story (2008; adapted into the film Byzantium, 
Jordan 2012). The 16-year-old vampire 
Eleanor is a femme fragile character who rebels 
against her femme fatale mother, highlighting 
her conflict between desire and prohibition 
and her struggle over her identity. “Buffini 
challenges traditional views of female vampires 
by showing Eleanor’s emotional and creative 
perspective,” explains Sayaka. “Eleanor’s act 
of writing a story symbolises the search for 
her own voice, and in Byzantium, her gaze 
expresses her emerging subjectivity.”

“Across these works, the tension between 
danger, desire and identity persists,” continues 
Sayaka. “Each literary work offers a different 
view of adolescence and individuality, which 
reflects changing cultural values.”

How does vampirism act as a 
metaphor for adolescence?
From reading, analysing and comparing 
different vampire narratives, Sayaka argues 
that vampirism is used as a metaphor for 
an identity crisis during adolescence. “An 
adolescent’s identity crisis not only involves 
physical changes, but also emotional conflict 
as the young person attempts to establish 
who they are,” she explains. “Vampirism 
works as a metaphor because the supernatural 
transformation reveals the hidden fears 

and pressures that exist in society. Vampire 
narratives depict diverse ways in which 
adolescents negotiate their individuality.”

How can literature be used to 
explore ideas about identity?
“Literature allows readers to explore questions 
about identity and social pressure in a safe 
and imaginative way,” explains Sayaka. 
“Stories help young people to reflect on 
their own experiences during the emotionally 
sensitive period of adolescence.” By reading 
and discussing stories, you can observe 
how characters grow emotionally as a plot 
progresses, notice the hidden conflicts they 
face and learn how they overcome these 
challenges. 

Vampire stories in particular are useful 
for thinking about identity and societal 
expectations. “They are a rich genre for 
studying symbolic motifs because they 
show the border between human and non- 
human, predator and prey, dominance and 
submissiveness, and even ideas of justice,” says 
Sayaka. “I loved Gothic fiction as a teenager, 
and vampire stories were the ones I found 
most frightening. Vampires are ‘in-between’ 
beings that destabilise binary categories, 
making them well-suited for exploring deeper 
questions about adolescence.”

Sayaka’s work highlights how the supernatural 
transformations in vampire stories represent 
the psychological challenges of adolescence. 
Little Red Riding Hood, Aurelie and Eleanor 
all face conflicts and fear the fact that they 
rebel against their mothers – a tension central 
to Gothic fiction. In doing so, they form their 
own individual identities and emerge as young 
women.

Girl confronting the wolf in bed, an illustration 
by Gustave Doré (public domain).
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Talking points

Knowledge
1. What does comparative close reading involve?
2. What is an Oedipal structure?

Comprehension
3. How does an Oedipal structure manifest in Little

Red Riding Hood?
4. What similarities exist between Aurelie in Hoffman’s

Vampyrismus and Eleanor in Buffini’s A Vampire 
Story? 

Application
5. If you were to write a story about adolescence, what

metaphor(s) would you use, and why?

Analysis
6. Why do you think Sayaka studied Little Red Riding

Hood in addition to vampire narratives?
7. Why do you think the conflict between desire and

prohibition is a key motif in stories about 
adolescence?

8. In the vampire narratives that Sayaka studied,
how do supernatural transformations represent 
psychological challenges of adolescence?

9. “Vampirism has multiple symbolic functions in
literary history, representing disease, sexuality, social 
transgression and cultural anxieties, in addition to 
adolescent identity,” says Sayaka. How and why do 
you think vampirism acts as a metaphor for these?

Evaluation
10. To what extent do you agree that literature allows

young people to reflect on their own experiences? 
How can you relate the last book you read or film 
you watched to your experiences as an adolescent? 

Activity
Analyse how adolescence is portrayed in literature
Choose a selection of 3-4 books or films that feature 
adolescents as primary characters (you could choose to 
focus specifically on vampire narratives, like Sayaka, or you 
could study literature from different genres). 

Closely read/watch your chosen books/films and make notes 
on how adolescence is portrayed in each one. Pay attention 
to how words, imagery and symbols are used to describe 
adolescent characters and any struggles they face. 

Compare and contrast the different literary works. What 
motifs appear in multiple narratives? How do characters 
negotiate conflict and desire, and how do they grow 
throughout the story? How does each narrative discuss 
issues of identity and societal expectations for adolescents?

Write your own version of Little Red Riding Hood
The classic folktale of Little Red Riding Hood has been retold 
many times, with many different interpretations about the 
story’s meanings. What do you think the story of Little Red 
Riding Hood represents? 

Write your own version of the tale that highlights your 
ideas and interpretations. Be creative! For example, you 
could set the story in modern times, tell it from a different 
perspective, or swap the roles of characters. What will your 
story teach readers about adolescence and identity?
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