How does Neil Jordan’s Interview with the Vampire (1994) use audio and visuals to portray how transformation affects the corruption and change of morality?
Interview with the Vampire (1994) directed by Neil Jordan captures the complex themes of morality through its portrayal of two vampires with differing views of right and wrong. The film “is a haunting meditation on loss, mortality and the uncertain purposes of faith” (Gilmore, 2021). The film follows Louis and Lestat through their time as human and as vampire, while particularly focusing on Louis’ grapple with his own humanity (and loss of) and his varying levels of morality when faced with different dilemmas such as murder and child-rearing. The contrasting viewpoints of the characters in the film invokes a reflection into morality and how it influences change and transformation. This essay will explore daunting themes and answer the question of how Interview with the Vampire uses audio and visuals to portray how transformation affects the corruption and change of morality and how this change affects the characters and their actions.

A Vampire, according to European Folklore is an undead being that drinks the blood out of the necks of its victims. (Cambridge University Press and Assessment, 2024). In many renditions of this mythical creature, a transformation is required to become a Vampire. This plays a major part of the film Interview with the Vampire when Louis (Brad Pitt) is seen going through the arduous and intimate transformation into a Vampire at the hands of Lestat (Tom Cruise). The symbolism of the transformation scene taking place in a gothic cemetery is that of the “death” of Louis. His metamorphosis from a living human into an undead monstrosity happens while surrounded by graves filled with the dead. At the start, Louis is the only living thing around until he is drained to the point of death by Lestat. For a second, he is equal to those who fill the graves, but after his transformation, he is superior to them as he is an undead, supernatural being. This “death” links to the theme of loss of humanity as Louis is no longer a human being, and the power imbalance he now must face in his immortal life as a predator of the human race, proves to be a burden on him and his morality.  This is also shown in the design of the character and the costumes and makeup. After Louis becomes a vampire, his skin is pale, drained of blood, and his eyes are bright green and inhuman which further shows his transformation into a “monster.”

However Louis clings desperately to his humanistic side after being turned, refusing to drink blood from a living human, not taking responsibility for his actions as the owner of a plantation, but choosing to live in denial of his monstrous identity of which he had even before he became a vampire. His new identity, however, requires him to change or adjust his previous moral codes in order to survive. While drinking the blood of rats, Louis becomes physically and visibly weaker. The veins protruding out of his head and his cheeks sunken, needing human blood not to survive, but to live, as Lestat urges him to do. In order to live his life, and make the most of his immortality after his transformation, he would need to abandon his morals.

The two characters of Louis and Lestat have significantly differing views on morality which cause a tension between them throughout the film. Louis attempts to practice moral restraint which causes an inner conflict as he tries to remain a good person, despite his new predatory nature that he believes is a curse. Louis chooses to believe his Vampirism is a curse, only as an excuse for his “bad” behaviours, to put the blame of anything but himself. In an article about the book Interview with the Vampire (1976) which the film is based upon, E.V Beyers says that “Vampirism does not make people evil, but it does exacerbate their worst tendencies.” Louis chooses to live in denial of his own actions and urges because he feels immense guilt.
Louis is described by Anne Rice (the Author of the novel) to be “a naïve, romantic character” (Rice, 2010). The story being conveyed to the audience through the form of an interview, shows the change in Louis morality over the centuries he has spent as a vampire. Due to being recounted and told by Louis himself, the objectivity of it all is subject to questioning. The story of all his wrongdoings may have been downplayed in his retelling of his life story due to lingering feelings of guilt of his actions and even about his vampiric identity as a whole. Louis may seem as though he has come to terms with his identity, and overcome his guilt, but the presence of an interview is a direct contradiction of that. He conducts the interview for Daniel Malloy (Christian Slater), a young reporter, with the hope of being judged, it is as though he enters a confessional booth in a church. 

Louis’ inner struggle is derived from his desire and his need to be redeemed. With his view of his vampiric identity being a curse, he seeks salvation, which he believes he finds in Claudia (Kirsten Dunst), a child he can raise and mould into everything he wishes he could be. He believes Claudia is his salvation, which is a hypocrisy in itself as by “saving her” he is placing the same immortal curse upon her. The popular gothic horror genre code of Christianity or Catholicism is less present in Interview with The Vampire compared to other films of the genre. This is surprising as the religion often relates to the Vampires with the mythology containing beliefs of crucifixes and holy water harming the creatures. While there is a lack of religious contexts or themes, Christianity is mentioned a few times throughout, with Daniel Malloy asking Louis about crucifixes, to which Louis replies “I am particularly fond of looking on crucifixes.” which shows that Louis has knowledge of the religious history and the myth of Vampires that is false in this universe. 

Themes of religion are ever present throughout the novel Interview with the Vampire (1976) due to the author Anne Rice’s own battle with Christianity and Catholicism. Her work is derived from her own experiences in life such as Claudia being created after her own deceased daughter. The religious aspects of the novel were mostly cut from the film but are heavily present in the new remake of The Vampire Chronicles into a TV Series, AMC’s Interview with The Vampire (2022). 

While religion isn’t overtly mentioned in the film, themes are spread throughout with the opening score being a slightly rewritten version of the Catholic hymn Libera Me. The film's score was written by Elliot Goldenthal who understood the characters like Louis enough to incorporate religious songs into the soundtrack to portray an underlying theme of faith and lack of faith. 

Louis’ character is completely contrasted by Lestat. Lestat embraces his vampiric nature in its entirety and is subject to moral abandon, with no care for others, he lives his immortal life how he chooses. He takes pleasuring in killing and drinking human blood, specifically taking his time to hunt down his prey, fully leaning into his predatory nature and enjoying it, being proud of it. While having a nihilistic and hedonistic personality, Lestat’s actions portray that he feels righteous. In the scene where he turns Louis into a vampire, he asks for Louis consent to be turned by saying “I will give you the choice I never had.” which also hints to his own transformation being traumatic in the past, perhaps making him the way he is today. While this act of gaining consent may seem righteous, Louis was not aware of curse Lestat was about to give to him, or the physical and mental torture he would be subjected to. Lestat needing/wanting consent to turn Louis, derives from the mythological folklore of vampires needing consent to be able to cross the threshold of someone’s home, while not being true in this universe, it may be Lestat’s way of showing his superior knowledge of vampirism, and perhaps his own desire to be loved, as he needed Louis to “let him in”. 

Lestat’s transformation into vampirism had taken place a long time ago, his morals remain the same throughout the film, until the end, where it is shown that he has undergone his own transformation and the “corruption” of his morals are that he chooses to live for someone other than himself. It is less of a corruption and more of a change, but it can be seen as both. As for Lestat, his prior morals would have been “right” and Louis’ “wrong”, so succumbing to Louis’s morals would be seen as corruption in his eyes, and vice versa from Louis’ perspective. In the final scene, we see that Lestat did not die when Claudia killed him. Instead, he survived by drinking the blood of rats just as Louis had done. While having the ability to come back for revenge, he chooses not to, he chooses to let Louis and Claudia live their lives without him. This in itself is a transformation of morals, in which he gains some and chooses to degrade himself and live in squalor for the sake of Louis and Claudia. Only at the very end of the film do we see him revert back to his old ways when he realises that Louis does not care for him anymore, that he has no reason to be morally “good”. 

The character of Claudia is drastically different to both Louis and even Lestat. She is a young vampire who was found at the brink of death by Louis and turned into a vampire by Lestat. Louis’ guilt of his own past with his deceased wife and child, forbade him from letting her die, even though Lestat believes she should. However, Lestat respects Louis enough to honour his wishes. 

Claudia’s morality is shown to be close to non-existent. She kills mercilessly and messily; she enjoys taking life and the hunt. In that regard she is similar to Lestat, however she has no regard for her own safety or secrecy as a vampire, as she leaves bodies and leads to the three of them almost being caught. This is an excellent showcase into the morality of children, and how morals and what is deemed right or wrong is taught to young children and is not an inherent trait. Claudia was turned into an immortal being at the age of eleven, and she is both mentality and physically stuck at that age. Her appearance is shown to be perfect, almost doll like, which is done through the hair, makeup and costume department. She has no awareness of consequences, despite being told many times. She learns from watching Louis and Lestat who are both father figures to her, raising her as their own. Her behaviours do not really change which is due to both Louis and Lestat’s treatment of her as a child despite over a hundred years passing. The pair, her “fathers”, still treat her as an eleven year old, with Lestat buying her dolls and schooling her. Claudia’s lack of morality takes even Lestat by surprise, and he starts to abhor her for her behaviours that nearly expose the three of them as a family and put them at risk. His constant animosity towards her, and his concealment of the origin of her life and “rebirth”, and her inability to control her actions and emotions leads Claudia to kill Lestat by tricking him into drinking poison and then slitting his throat. This is another action that shows her lack of morality as when his blood seeps through the carpet and pools around her feet, her only concern is about getting his blood on her shoes which is shown by her stepping back and asking “Louis, Lift me up.” (Interview with the Vampire, 1994)

Despite the lack of morality from the characters, Kirsten Dunst, the actress who plays Claudia has spoken about her positive experience on the set of Interview with the Vampire with Tom Cruise and Brad Pitt acting as her older brothers on set and her acting coach who worked hard to help her portray more adult characteristics without being damaging or traumatizing to her due to her young age when filming. She spoke about having a positive time on set due to the people around her not taking advantage treating her badly, especially given the nature of the character she is playing. (British GQ, 2024)

Interview with the Vampire falls heavily under both the horror and the gothic genre. With the film’s exploration of supernatural beings, immortality, death and right vs wrong. The gothic horror genre also has a distinct visual and audio style which many elements of which are shown throughout Interview with the Vampire with the heavy contrasts in chiaroscuro and elaborate costume design. In the novels (which then translates to the film) Rice states that she has “always been powerfully influenced by Catholic painting, sculpture, architecture and ritual—the need for spectacle and ceremony in life because spectacle and ceremony can help us focus on the ineffable and the divine.” (Salai, 2014). Catholic architecture and designs often go hand in hand with gothic architecture which feeds into the aesthetic of the film. This also applies to Lestat’s actions, behaviours and personality being a “spectacle” and “ceremony” with his pride towards his vampiric identity and his dedication to the hunt. 

The visuals in Interview with the Vampire are, at times, grotesque and gory, with graphic blood being drunk and spilled. The graphic nature of the film, and the impressive special effects to make this happen applies to the theme of morality, as the acts that the vampires commit to produce the gruesome outcomes is immoral. There is also the presence of nudity throughout the film, which, while giving the film a more realistic feel, may seem wrong or uncomfortable to the viewers. Especially when Claudia is dealing with her struggles of being stuck in an eleven year old’s body, despite being over one hundred years old. She watches the women around her grow and their bodies change, yet she stays the same. The scene where Claudia is watching a nude woman through a window feels uncomfortable due to Claudia’s visual age and the morality of the film itself is questioned by that of the audience.

In conclusion, Interview with the Vampire capture both the themes of changing and transforming morals in the vampire characters and their actions, as well as the themes and styles of the gothic horror genre, utilizing both audio and visual elements to achieve the aesthetics and mood of the film that portray morality and a lack of morality. Louis’ struggle with his humanity and his own morals being questioned due to his new vampiric identity, show that morality as an idea is subjective and that there is no “right” or “wrong”, it all depends on circumstance and personal beliefs. Whereas Lestat’s morals remain unchanged throughout, which shows that a transformation is required in order to change one’s moral beliefs. Lestat’s behaviours and ensemble remain flamboyant which shows he is proud of his identity and has no need for conflicting moral battles. This is shown further through Claudia, as her morals don’t change from when she was transformed into a vampire. As she didn’t have any to begin with, this also shows that morals and “right” and “wrong” and “good” and “evil” are taught and learnt traits. Interview with the Vampire is a reflection on how morals change after undergoing a physical and mental transformation such as becoming a vampire and having to do immoral things to survive like drinking the blood of humans. The internal battle of morality when compared to having to survive.
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