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INVENTING A UNIVERSE:
READING AND WRITING INTERNET FAN FICTION

Juli J. Parrish, PhD

University of Pittsburgh, 2007

Inventing a Universe examines the creative and critical writing of an internet fan fiction
archive. First, | suggest that persistent theories of fan writing, including the influential
notion of fans as “textual poachers,” have not adequately made visible the work of reading
and writing that goes in at such sites. | reframe internet fan fiction as the work of amateur
writers drawing on composition studies work on discourse communities and student writing
to offer new ways of reading these texts and textual practices. Second, analyzing the
discourse conventions and texts of a particular fan fiction archive, Different Colored Pens,
I argue that members of this site share an explicit collaborative project of using fan fiction
to help one another improve as readers and writers. This dissertation, which is among the
first academic efforts to focus on and analyze fan fiction feedback practices specifically,
will contribute to the rich and growing literature on the ways that online communities of

amateur writers, including fan fiction writers, collaboratively develop their writing skills.
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1.0 INVENTING A UNIVERSE: INTERNET FAN FICTION IN CONTEXT

Do you know just when you realize a seemingly ordinary moment in your life
is, in fact, truly extraordinary? Before you even ponder that question, let me
just answer it—after the fact. Well after the fact.

Let me begin by telling you I'm not like most people. You won't see
me reading in the park or having a light lunch at a local cafe in the early
afternoon sun. You won't cross paths with me at the grocery store with your
cart full of screaming kids. | take Vitamin E like it's going out of style. |
have a special ultraviolet light at my desk at both home and work. Heavy
tapestry curtains line my windows, and my bedroom door has sound proofing
padding on it.

In other words, | work third shift.

—Trom DeGrey, “The Laundry Diaries,” Different Colored Pens

The black car, with its spray painted windows, thundered past the sign that
marked the city limits of the half-assed town known as Sunnydale on the

maps, but the driver was guessing the residents now referred to it as “this



godforsaken town.” He could have done with loud music to drown the
monotony of the journey but the woman he accompanied would not hear of
it. Matter of fact she probably would not even be aware of it anyway. She
was off in her own little world once more and nothing was going to draw her
out of it just yet. At least not until she was ready to come out.

—Katharyn Rosser, “The Sidestep Chronicle,” Different Colored Pens

S.S. Hannibal
Stardate 7845
Earth Year: 2280

Lieutenant Willow Rosenb[e]rg had no idea when she woke up that
morning that her first solo mission was going to be her last.

“It's just a small ion storm, sir," she had said on the bridge of the
Hannibal, the viewscreen showing the diaphanous, multicolored disruption.
Her voice had a wheedling sound to it that she herself despised, a tone not
lost on the captain and the chief science officer. Over their shoulders, she
could see her best friend, Lt. Summers, sitting at the tactical station,
pretending not to listen to the conversation, rolling her eyes at Willow's
pleading.

—Capt Murdock, “Equilibration,” Different Colored Pens

To a casual reader, these introductory paragraphs from three different works of fiction

might seem to be connected only by the mention of Different Colored Pens in their



attributions. The first, a second-person address to the reader, introduces a pair of vignettes
describing the experiences of two young women who meet in a 24-hour launderette in
contemporary Los Angeles with the help of a goofy but well-meaning police officer. The
second opens a gothic novel of epic proportions, well over 100 chapters chronicling the
attempts of a solitary warrior to save the soul of a vampire with whom she has become
desperately entangled. And the third, beginning with a date and vessel stamp reminiscent of
a Star Trek television episode, introduces a group of characters engaged in a science-fiction
adventure saga that crosses centuries.

To an informed reader, however,—a reader who has gone to the internet fiction
archive Different Colored Pens—each story is virtually instantly recognizable as a work of
fan fiction based on the seven-season television program Buffy the Vampire Slayer (BtVS).*
The punch line “I work third shift” in “The Laundry Diaries” depends for its humor on a
set of references that are true not only for graveyard shift workers but also for vampires:
the lack of daylight, the carefully lined windows, the separation from other people. The
spray-painted car windows and mention of Sunnydale in “The Sidestep Chronicle”
specifically recall the opening episode of the third season of BtVS, in which the vampire
Spike rolls into town intent on Killing the Slayer, the one girl in each generation chosen to
defend humanity against vampires and demons. And “Equilibration” not only names both
Willow Rosenberg and [Buffy] Summers, characters from that program, but also refers to
characteristic speech habits and facial expressions that regular viewers would recognize

immediately: Willow’s pleading tone, Buffy’s rolling eyes.

'Buffy the Vampire Slayer, produced by writer-director Joss Whedon and Mutant Enemy Productions, aired
on the WB television network from 1997-2001 and on UPN from 2001-2003.
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While these three stories differ vastly in scope, style, setting, language use, literary
tradition, and to an extent epistemology, they share a set of characters and premises from
BtVS, and they work with mannerisms, expressions, character histories, and insider
references that make these particular representations of Willow Rosenberg, Buffy
Summers, Spike, and a variety of others familiar to their readers. Perhaps most importantly,
they all adhere to a set of guidelines that the moderators of Different Colored Pens, a fan
fiction forum and archive that publishes Willow/Tara fan fiction, require of all stories
published there: they have narrative trajectories that end in each case with the two principal
characters, Willow and Tara, in love; they are posted publicly and receive individual public
responses from various readers; and they explicitly identify themselves as fan fiction.

Asking what is “at stake” in a set of texts is de rigeur both in composition studies
and more recently, in vampire-savvy “Buffy studies,”? and it remains a question worth
asking. What does this set of introductory paragraphs—and the vast online network of fan
writing of which it represents the tiniest fraction—offer not only to the fans who read,
celebrate, and critique this kind of work but also to scholars in composition studies who are
interested in the cultural significance and pedagogical work of these kinds of amateur
texts?

This question represents the overall motivation behind this dissertation: to read the
creative and critical work of an internet fan fiction archive from a composition studies

perspective, a move that, as | will discuss later in this chapter, is itself a departure from

% The sub-field of “Buffy Studies” includes an annual interdisciplinary conference on “Buffy Studies”;
Slayage, an online journal; and several book length-essay collections and monographs. See for example
Matthew Pateman, desthetics of Culture in Buffy the Vampire Slayer (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2006);
Lorna Jewett, Sex and the Slayer: A Gender Studies Primer for the Buffy Fan. Middletown, CT: Wesleyan
UP, 2005); Rhonda V. Wilcox and David Lavery, eds. Fighting the Forces: What’s at Stake in Buffy the
Vampire Slayer (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2002).
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most of the (relatively limited) scholarship on fan fiction to date. Previous scholarship on
fans and fan communities has been successful in arguing that people who identify as media
fans participate in communities and engage in creative work; one important difference in
my work is its composition framework, by which | mean in part an insistence on reading
fan texts for the ways they represent, reconfigure, and interrupt shared understandings of
amateur writing processes and products. My hope is that this dissertation, which is among
the first academic efforts to focus on and analyze fan fiction feedback practices
specifically, will contribute to the rich and growing literature on the ways that online
communities of amateur writers, including fan fiction writers, collaboratively develop their
skills as writers.

In Chapter 2, “Metaphor as Canon: The Work of Textual Poaching,” | assess
theories of fan writing and online fan communities, especially Henry Jenkins’ popular and
persistent notion of fans as “textual poachers,” and | suggest that while the scholarship to
date has continued to develop a nuanced sense of who online media fans are, how their
communities operate, and what kind of work they do, it has not adequately accounted for
the composition of the texts that those fans produce: texts that include not only the creative
writing of fan fiction itself but also the analysis that interrupts and frames the whole
enterprise. While “textual poaching” remains a compelling metaphor, | suggest that it must
at least be juxtaposed with other critical lenses that make visible the work of reading and
writing that fan fiction involves. In Chapter 3, “Reading and Writing at Different Colored
Pens,” | use the framework of the discourse community as it has evolved in composition
studies to explore and analyze the textual conventions and reading and writing practices of

a particular fan fiction website. John Swales and Patricia Bizzell, for example, each argue



that the most important aspect of a discourse community is its shared project, and | suggest
that writers and readers at Different Colored Pens share an explicit collaborative project of
developing strategies for sustained response; specifically, | suggest that this group of
readers and writers use fan fiction as an opportunity to encourage one another to improve
as readers and writers. Fan fiction can be read—and has been discussed as—a largely
celebratory enterprise, marked by mutual praise at the expense of critical engagement;
however, in Chapter 4, “*The Art of Leaving Feedback: Engaging Response at Different
Colored Pens,” | suggest that the tendency of fans at this site to encourage and support
one another is a way that this community creates a space in which its members can improve
as readers and writers outside of the negative critical impulses they associate with school.

Finally, in my concluding chapter, “Writing Relationships That Matter,” | suggest
that the relationships | have identified and discussed throughout the preceding chapters—
relationships between creative and critical writing, readers and writers, archive and
community, individual authorship and collaboration—offer to writing teachers powerful
models for understanding the critical work of reading and writing. Throughout this
dissertation, then, | argue that fan fiction is more than the product of people who might be
identified as fans; indeed, fan fiction is also the work of people who identify as readers and
writers. | rely on the practice in composition studies of reading individual student texts for
the ways they represent, interrupt, and reconfigure the larger pedagogical work of a
classroom, a way of writing, a way of thinking about writing.

Throughout this dissertation, | draw on the three fan fiction texts evoked in the

opening epigraphs, “The Laundry Diaries,” “Equilibration,” and “The Sidestep



Chronicle.”? In this chapter, | use a set of terms from the introductory notes for each story
to introduce and contextualize the materials and the scope of this dissertation. In order to
proceed to my main focus—the critical composition of fan fiction at one website—I move
quickly through a range of issues: history, scholarship, major frames of reference.
Assuming that some readers will be unfamiliar with fan fiction texts, | take time in this
introductory chapter to suggest the dimensions and texture of internet fan fiction and to
introduce the conventions of fan fiction at the online forum and archive Different Colored
Pens. Discussing internet fan fiction, and even discussing the comparatively limited set of
texts to be found at the Different Colored Pens archive, is a project that continually
threatens to expand. Within the past year, the first two book-length studies devoted solely
to issues of fan fiction have seen publication, and the online Distraction: The Journal of
Fan Fiction Studies has begun to issue calls for academic papers. Since approximately
1990, books and articles that include work on fan fiction have begun to proliferate, and
there are now studies available on a wide range of fan fiction-related issues, from Kurt
Lancaster’s study of Babylon 5 fan performance to Sarah N. Gatson and Amanda
Zweerink’s work on internet fan community formation®. In particular, sociological,
ethnographic, communications, and media studies frameworks have been most commonly

used, and while I touch on many of these studies in this and the following chapters, my aim

® Technically, individual posts on internet message boards and website forums are considered to be public
domain, but James E. Porter argues in Rhetorical Ethics and Internetworked Writing (1998) that precedents
for treating any and all internet writing with integrity in research situations must be established.
Specifically, Porter suggests that it is methodologically valuable, if a little cumbersome, to treat every post
as “writing” and every poster as, therefore, a “writer.” As | discuss in later chapters, | treat the use of fan
fiction and fan criticism in the same way that | would treat the use of a student paper. Trom DeGrey, Capt
Murdock, and Katharyn Rosser have all granted permission for their work to be used in this dissertation.

4 See Kurt Lancaster, Interacting with Babylon 5: Fan Performances in a Media Universe. Austin, TX: U of
Texas P, 2001. See also Sarah N. Gatson and Amanda Zweerink, Interpersonal Culture: Television, the
Internet, and the Making of a Community. Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen P, 2004 .
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here is not to reproduce work that has been done well but to offer a framework that sheds
light on fanfic reading and writing practices.

It is important to note that three samples of fan fiction | refer to here are not meant
to be representative even of the work published at Different Colored Pens, let alone of
internet fan fiction in general.. Internet fan fiction is a vast and vibrant textual system,
made possible by the work of tens of thousands of writers and comprised of hundreds of
thousands of texts (and even those numbers are probably underestimations). Rather, these
three texts allow me to introduce the conventions and dynamics of a very specific subset of
fan fiction, and they offer a series of pivotal moments and reader-writer exchanges that
ground my discussion of the work. For example, Trom DeGrey, author of “The Laundry
Diaries,” has been instrumental in making issues of writing and composition visible at
Different Colored Pens, and her work to provoke thoughtful discussions about everything
from pronoun use to writer’s block intersects productively with her own fan fiction. Capt
Murdock’s story “Equilibration” is unusual at Pens in being a “crossover fic,” a story that
blends the premises and characters of two unrelated media texts (BtVS and Star Trek ) and
thereby requires reading strategies not solely reliant on BtVS fandom and that, in fact,
might disrupt conventional wisdom about fan reading. Finally, the 103 chapters of
Katharyn Rosser’s “Sidestep Chronicle” offer a glimpse into the collective production of a
fan fiction epic, with hundreds of readers publishing feedback and engaging one another,
and Katharyn, in discussion about the text.®

While individual story notes at Different Colored Pens vary, all writers who post

work use a basic template. Stories include a disclaimer; notes about distribution, spoilers,

® The sequel, “Second Chronicle,” starts with chapter 104 and is, at the completion of this dissertation, at
chapter 237.



and pairings; a rating; feedback preferences; and acknowledgments. The story notes
themselves are quite dense, so on the following two pages, | present them in full (see
Figures 1, 2, and 3).° In this chapter, | quote relevant sections to frame the issues and

introduce the terms that will allow an adequate discussion of internet fan fiction.

Title: The Sidestep Chronicle — Backstep 1 (Part 1)
Author: Katharyn Rosser

Feedback: Constructive criticism always welcome. [...]

Spoiler Warning: Pretty limited. The story occurs in an alternate universe though reference is made to
events that occur in both realities across all seasons.

Summary: A look back at Willow’s fate in the immediate aftermath of the rise of The Master in S1 and
how it came to be. Just setting the groundwork out for the Chronicle. Approximately 3 months after the
time of the episode “The Harvest” in S1 which was the point at which the Master would have risen - as
there was no slayer interference in this reality.

Disclaimer: I still don’t own any of the copyrights or anything else associated with BTVS. All rights

lie with the production company, writers etc, etc. | am making zilch from this series of stories.

Rating: 15 across all parts.

Couples: Spike and Dru, X/W in as much as they ever were in S1 (don't worry about that!) That's it. What
do you expect? It's season 1 — Tara is three years from Sunnydale! But she is in here, in this part.
Thanks To: Those that urged the writing of this chronicle based only upon the teasers that | ran in The
Beginnings Cycle. | hope this does not disappoint. Xita, who at a crucial low point in writing this told me
what | needed to here — that a fic including Vamp Willow could be on topic (hey Zahir did it to Tara!)
Louise — that one who is my always - once more and Kerry who has done so much for this fic. She wrote
some little snippets, and half a part. She has also endured hours of chat about this thing of mine which
resulted in much of what is good in it. | wanted to get this going before you had to vanish dearie, hope
you like. Also to Jo who stepped into the beta reading harness at short notice and handled the first few
parts in record time. My errors are my own, their genius is theirs.

Figure 1. Story notes for Rosser’s “Sidestep Chronicle,” Different Colored Pens

® All identifying contact information has been removed to protect confidentiality. Throughout the
dissertation, | excerpt but do not otherwise alter message posts. | have also chosen not to call attention to
errors or typos with the standard denotation of “[sic].”




Vignettes, yes, plural, as in a whopping TWO!E The first I'm posting now, obviously, the second is
written and just going through an editing process. | will have it up by Friday at the latest. This first one is
Willow's POV, the second will be Tara's. Hope you enjoy!

Title- The Laundry Diaries: The Machinations of a Coin Operated Mind

Author name— Trom DeGrey

Email Address-[...]

Disclaimer- | don't own these characters and I'm not making any money. I'd be a lot happier if none of
that were true though.

Feedback- Flail away!

Summary- Life changes in the strangest of places.

Notes- So many people have looked at this first part it's not even funny. Thanks to Tempest Duer for your
time and thoughts. Thanks to Crimson Sunshine for all your encouragement. Thanks to Shamden, whose
simple suggestion finally helped me get it right. And finally, thanks to Tulipp for giving me permission.

Figure 2. Story notes for Trom DeGrey’s “Laundry Diaries,” Different Colored Pens

Title: Equilibration

Part: Prologue (many chapters follow. Not sure how many just yet.)

Disclaimer: The characters of Willow Rosenberg, Tara Maclay, Xander Harris and Buffy Summers, or the
reasonable facsimiles that | employ in this story, are the property of Joss Whedon and Mutant Enemy
productions. The setting for the story is within the universe of Star Trek, created by Gene Roddenberry
and owned by Paramount Pictures, Inc. No infringement of copyright is intended. The other characters
are the creation of either myself or several colleagues who don't care what | do with them. In any case,
I'm a firm believer in Kasden's Law. YMMV.

Pairing: WIT (not precisely the Willow and Tara that we all know and love -- but close enough for
government work.)

Spoilers: None (as this does not take place in the Buffyverse at all, we're all safe as far as that goes. As
to Trek, this takes place mid- Deep Space Nine (call it third or fourth season).

Rating: PG-13.

Summary: A young 23rd-century Starfleet officer named Willow Rosenburg finds herself stranded in the
24th century. Guess who's there to ease her transition?

Warning: this story takes a while to get really going, so please be patient. For you non-Trekkers out
there, | do ask that you give this story a chance. No, it does not involve anybody from TOS, TNG, DS9,
Voyager or Enterprise, it just takes place in the Trek universe. All new characters.

Feedback: Email me at [...]. Thanks.

Distribution: For God's sake, don't put this on a Trek board without asking me first! I'll lose all my street
cred.:-)

Figure 3. Story notes for Capt. Murdock’s “Equilibration,” Different Colored Pens
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1.1  DISCLAIMERS: DEFINING INTERNET FAN FICTION

Let me offer a tentative working definition of “internet fan fiction” or fanfic, as it is often
called by those who read and write it: it is writing

1) by amateur fans of a particular media text or texts (television program, book,

film, role-playing game, anime, cartoon, etc),

2) commencing from (but not limited to) some of the characters and sometimes

premises of that text or those texts,

3) explicitly calling attention to itself as fan fiction, and

4) published on the internet.

The first part of this deliberately broad definition shares many of its major terms—
original, fans, amateur, characters, media texts—with most other definitions in widespread
circulation to date (whether offered by fans themselves or reporters and columnists).
Critical opinion more or less agrees on the fact that fan fiction is written not by casual
viewers, readers, or players but by fans, people who generally have an extensive and
expansive knowledge of the specific text about which they are writing. However,
uncomplicated definitions of fan fiction seem to be the province of online glossaries and
articles in the arts and culture sections of newspapers rather than critical studies, which
tend instead to annotate such definitions carefully and at length or, more commonly, to
reach provisional, even implied definitions, over the course of their work.

This hesitancy to pin down terms may arise from the fact that any attempt to
construct an authoritative definition for such a huge body of text invites trouble. Sheenagh
Pugh, for example, suggests in The Democratic Genre: Fan Fiction in a Literary Context

(2005) that fan fiction is “fiction based on a situation and characters originally created by
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someone else” (9). This definition attempts both too much and too little; while a number of
studies have argued persuasively that fan fiction has its roots in fan-written contributions to
the 1920°s periodical Amazing Stories (Coppa), in anonymous and sometimes plagiarized
magazine stories of the 19" century (Duncombe), in 19" century sensational novels
(Pflieger, Pearson), or in the collective oral storytelling traditions dating back to Ovid
(Aden),” very few critics would agree that any fiction based on pre-existing work qualifies
as fan fiction per se.® An overly elastic definition of fan fiction would include texts from
Jean Rhys’ Wide Sargasso Sea and Daphne Du Maurier’s Rebecca, both “based on a
situation and characters originally created by” Charlotte Bronte, to the entire Shakespeare
corpus. Stretched to its limits, considering the inherently intertextual nature of language,
this definition could be considered to include all literature.

More specifically, Pugh’s almost incidental elision of “situation and characters”
suggests that fan fiction is more bound to this particular combination of elements than it
actually is. In Trom DeGrey’s “The Laundry Diaries,” for example, the characters of
Willow and Tara meet and ultimately fall in love, and this is in fact a situation that takes
place within Buffy the Vampire Slayer...but it is also a situation that occurs in a host of
other media texts, and in “real life,” all the time. In the fourth season of the television

show, Tara and Willow meet through a college campus Wiccan group, and their

" For an excellent review of suggestions about fan fiction’s roots, see Francesca Coppa, “A Brief History of
Media Fandom.” Hellekson and Busse 41-60. See also Roger C. Aden’s Popular Stories and Promised
Lands: Fan Cultures and Symbolic Pilgrimages. Tuscaloosa and London: U of Alabama P, 1999; Stephen
Duncombe’s “The Zine Scene” in the Post-Subcultures Reader; Pat Pflieger, “Too Good to be True: 150
Years of Mary Sue.” American Culture Association. March 31, 1999. San Diego. Online 26 March 2003.
Avail: http://www.merrycoz.org/paperssMARY SUE.HTM; and Roberta E. Pearson. “Kings of Infinite
Space: Cult Television Characters and Narrative Possibilities.” Scope: An Online Journal of Film Studies.

& An argument could be made, for example, that fan fiction participates in the tradition of serialized fiction,
which Jennifer Hayward notes depends on a “process of collaborative interpretations, predictions, [and]
meta-commentary” (2).
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relationship develops over time, with Willow only gradually realizing that she is a lesbian
and agonizing over the discovery, which results in her choosing Tara over her erstwhile
werewolf boyfriend. In “The Laundry Diaries,” a story set in an alternate universe to the
one suggested by BtVS, both women already identify as gay, neither are college students or
witches, and there is a singular lack of angst. The characters are certainly drawn from
BtVS, but the situation is Trom DeGrey’s own creation, possibly with built-in nods to a
Stephen Frears film or an episode of the television program Friends. This may be an overly
minute criticism of Sheenagh Pugh’s work, which is more nuanced than the single sentence
I quoted suggest, but it is indicative of the difficulty of any attempt at a wholesale
definition.

Attempts to explicate at length do not solve the problem, as Angela Thomas’
definition of fan fiction in an article about fanfic by adolescent writers indicates. Thomas
suggests that

[b]orrowing settings, plots, characters and ideas from all forms of media and
popular culture, fans weave together new tales, sometimes within the
accepted canon (the real works from which they are borrowing), sometimes
blending several ideas from different stories (i.e. Star Wars meets Middle
Earth) together in a type of fiction called “Crossovers”, and sometimes
imagining new possibilities for additional characters, different histories or
different settings to build on existing stories, called “Alternate Universe”
fiction. (2)

Thomas is more attentive to the creative possibilities of fan fiction, using words like

“weave,” “borrowing,” and “blending” to suggest the inherent intertextuality of fan fiction
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composition and acknowledging in her mention of “imagining new possibilities” the fact
that not everything in a work of fan fiction derives from its media text. She also uses
several terms that are critical to an understanding of fan fiction “genres,” terms that | take
up later in this chapter: canon, crossover, and alternate universe. However, her
uncomplicated use of the word “real,” as in “the real works from which [fan fiction
authors] are borrowing,” threatens to undermine the whole project, nearly erasing the
integrity of the very works she seems to want to celebrate.

Imagine a college writing instructor announcing at CCCC, for example, that the
work her students do is not real; this is an untenable position to take in the current
composition studies climate, and for good reason. As David Bartholomae argues
persuasively in “Writing Assignments: Where Writing Begins,” the work that student
writers do is no less real because it is written in response to a prompt, or because it lacks
disciplinary acumen and a familiarity with the conventions of a field. Rather, students are
learning the work of a discipline by writing. Students may falter in their attempts to write
psychology or anthropology, Bartholomae writes,

and they will not get the canonical interpretations preserved by the
disciplines. But they will learn something about what it means to study a
subject, to carry out a project. And they will begin to learn what a subject
is—how it is constituted, how it is defended, how it finds its examples and
champions, how it changes and preserves itself. (181)
In the same way, a fan writer is not a screenwriter or professional writer and may have no
such aspirations. But in experimenting with an existing “canon” of material, he is engaging

in a very similar process of research and learning. The writing he does is “real.”
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To return to definitional considerations, more productive, perhaps, are those works
that resist straightforward declarative definitions, preferring instead to take an entire
chapter or article to come to an approximation of what the production of fan fiction
involves, as in Henry Jenkins’ groundbreaking 1992 book, Textual Poachers: Television
Fans and Participatory Culture. Jenkins writes that “[flan writing builds upon the
interpretive practices of the fan community, taking the collective meta-text as the base
from which to generate a wide range of media-related stories. Fans, as one long-time
Trekker explained, ‘treat the program like silly putty,” stretching its boundaries to
incorporate their concerns, remolding its characters to better suit their desires” (156).
Jenkins’ definition is not perfect; for instance, read out of context, it might seem to suggest
that there is a single monolithic “fan community” agent rather than multiple individuals in
multiple communities. However, in suggesting that the “collective meta-text” that fans
have created, in addition to the source media text—in this case Star Trek— feeds the
creative process, Jenkins’ language comes closer to allowing for fans’ independent sources
of invention: not just a television show but a wide range of resources contribute to a work
of fan fiction, and fan fiction writers can be considered to be doing a form of research-
based writing.

Interestingly—I think appropriately—the editors of the first book collection devoted
entirely to issues of fan fiction resist defining it at all, preferring instead to accumulate a
set of definitions based on the overall work of the individual chapters that follow. Editors
Karen Hellekson and Kristina Busse suggest that defining fan fiction precisely is

notoriously difficult, in part because of differences in
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the formulation of boundaries. Are media tie-in novels fan fiction? Is any
derivative literature? What about commercial fiction that is really fan fiction
with the serial numbers filed off? Most definitions emphasize the amateur
aspect, the community that surrounds the production, dissemination, and
consumption of fan fiction. This aspect places fan production in a specific
postmodern, postcapitalist moment with easy access to the source text—
usually TV programs—and reproductive tools. As such, fan fiction is as
much a function of its engagement with the source text as [of] the way stories
are disseminated and the communities that surround these fannish
engagements. (26)
Here, Hellekson and Busse present the questions about boundaries that Sheenagh Pugh
obviates, and further, they gesture to the fact that fan fiction writers rely not only on a
source text but on a variety of tools, which | take to mean the many resources that are
available to fan fiction writers.

As | discuss at more length in Chapters 3 and 4, fanfic writers not only use their
knowledge of the source text in question to write but also tend to rely on research and
resources relevant to the texts they write (the degree varies, but the impulse seems to be
widespread). For example, writers at Different Colored Pens—recall that these are writers
who, in this iteration of their work, are fans of BtV'S generally and of the relationship
between the characters Willow and Tara specifically—might draw on any of a wide range
of online resources (to say nothing of those offline) in their work. It’s a long list, but | take
the time to summarize it here because it is critical to the second part of my working

definition of fan fiction, the idea that while fan fiction commences from the characters and
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sometimes premises of a source text, it is indebted to a wide range of other texts and
sources of invention, as well:

e mailing lists, instant messaging, online chat rooms, and topic-specific discussion
threads;

e the help or collaboration of a “beta reader,” an individual editor/consultant;

e BtVS websites that provide character biographies, episode shooting scripts and
synopses, program histories, databases of dialogue and quotations, and more;

e topic-specific websites that provide information, resources, and links on Wiccan
practices, vampire lore, the California higher education system, psychology,
feminism, and other issues relevant to BtV'S,*°

e critical commentary and academic essays on any and all aspects of BtV'S and
related issues; *°

e fan fiction writing sites with glossaries, links to encyclopedias and dictionaries,
bibliographies of published (on and offline) work on fan fiction, and slang and
other language use; **

e reference books on BtV'S slang,

e general writing resources from grammar and mechanical help to character and
plot development, style and point of view, writer’s block, and reader

expectations;

° For example, see All Things Philosophical on BTVS, Institute of Vampirology, and Buffy the Patriarchy
Slayer. See also Christopher Golden, Stephen R. Bisette, and Thomas E. Sniegowski, The Monster Book.
New York: Pocket, 2000.

%'See The Fanfic Symposium, Above the Law, Buffyology: The Academic Study of Buffy, and Slayage: The
Online International Journal of Buffy Studies.

1 See the Fanfiction Glossary and Buffy Slanguage. See also Michael Adams, Slayer Slang: A Buffy the
Vampire Slayer Lexicon. New York: Oxford UP, USA, 2003.
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e slash sites for help with writing same-sex relationships, ranging from the

grammatic to the erotic; and finally

e fan fiction sites of all configurations: by program, by pairing of characters, by

special interest (i.e., vampire fan fiction, lesbian fan fiction, G-rated fan fiction,

etc.).
This is, again, a partial list, but it suggests the multiplicity of texts that feed into the
composition of works of fan fiction and also the research fanfic writers often conduct. It
also recalls Hellekson and Busse’s insistence, in the last sentence of the passage quoted
above, that fan fiction is “as much a function of its engagement with the source text as [of]
the way stories are disseminated and the communities that surround these fannish
engagements” (26). In this vital sentence, these scholars stake out their projects’ difference
from previous work in fan fiction, attempting a move to a rextual, and not a sociological or
communications, framework, a point | return to in later chapters.

Let me turn, then, to a very specific textual marker that is useful in understanding
the third part of my definition, the idea that fan fiction is writing that explicitly identifies
itself as fan fiction. Hellekson and Busse raise the question of media tie-in novels; in fact,
the producers of BtVS, Star Trek, The X-Files and other programs pay writers to spin out
additional storylines in paperback or comic series, available in the science fiction or
fantasy sections of many bookstores. But these novels are the work of paid professionals,
and their work is solicited and authorized by the producers. A published novelization of
BtVS, for example, is unlikely to be considered to be fan fiction, even if the professional

writer is technically a fan of the program. The work of fan fiction writers, on the other
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hand, generally is accompanied by a disclaimer of any intent either to pass off other
people’s material as their own or to profit from their writing.

It is arguably this very disclaimer that identifies a piece of writing as fan fiction, for
this is the statement that unambiguously connects the writing to a specific source text.
Without its disclaimer, the excerpt from “The Laundry Diaries” that began this chapter, for
example, could be read as original fiction, albeit one with allusions to BtVS. However,
Trom deGrey’s statement—*I don't own these characters and I'm not making any money.
I'd be a lot happier if none of that were true though”—clearly connects her writing to the
show through her use of “these characters.” Similarly, Katharyn Rosser notes, “I still don’t
own any of the copyrights or anything else associated with BTVS. All rights lie with the
production company, writers etc, etc. | am making zilch from this series of stories.”*?
Disavowing any financial gain is almost universal in fan fiction story notes, and it is
another way that fan fiction writers both connect to and announce their separateness from
their source text or texts.™

It is important to note, however, that neither DeGrey nor Rosser actually denies
ownership of her own source material; in each case, the specificity of the disclaimer is
telling. DeGrey, by omission, retains ownership of everything but her characters, while
Rosser retains ownership of anything not explicitly “associated with BTVS.” And Capt
Murdock, whose story (in naming multiple specific characters from BtVS) is the most

explicitly dependent on the source text of the three, takes care to delineate several sources

for his work:

2 In citing message posts from Different Colored Pens, | indicate the name of the author, the title of the
thread in which the comment appears, and when possible the chapter title. | refer to all writers by their
adopted pseudonyms.

3 Fan writers are diligent about using disclaimers to note that they make no profit from their work.
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Disclaimer: The characters of Willow Rosenberg, Tara Maclay, Xander
Harris and Buffy Summers, or the reasonable facsimiles that I employ in this
story, are the property of Joss Whedon and Mutant Enemy productions. The
setting for the story is within the universe of Star Trek, created by Gene
Roddenberry and owned by Paramount Pictures, Inc. No infringement of
copyright is intended. The other characters are the creation of either myself
or several colleagues who don't care what | do with them. In any case, I'm a
firm believer in Kasden's Law. YMMV. **
In addition to the specific disavowal of copyright infringement, a few aspects of this
disclaimer bear mentioning. Murdock’s acknowledgment of his colleagues’ ideas about
characters suggests that he has collaborated, at least informally, on this project; it is not
solely the work of an individual mind. In fact, note that Murdock names four distinct
sources for the story—the creators of BtV'S, the creators of Star Trek, his own colleagues,
and himself—and that he assigns roughly equivalent syntactical weight to each of those
sources; in this note, he and his colleagues are creators in the same way that Whedon and
Rodenberry are. And each of those four sources is credited with feeding into the story; far
from imitating or being influenced solely by a single source text, Murdock’s story involves
the negotiation of a range of sources. The disclaimer, then, while ostensibly serving only to

protect copyright and deny financial gain, actually claims a wide range of source material.

In a later post, Murdock notes that “Kasdan’s law” is this: “If you steal from one source, it’s plagiarism; if
you steal from ten sources, it’s research.” YMMYV is an acronym for the phrase “your mileage may vary.”
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1.2 DISTRIBUTION: SCOPE, COMMUNITIES, AND FANDOMS

Internet fan fiction is an immense textual enterprise. In June 2007, | found more than
950,000 individual fan fiction titles by more than 220,000 writers, drawing on 567
television programs, 381 films, and hundreds more comic books, graphic novels, anime,
and role-playing games...

at a single website.™

When one imagines the enormous amount of time, work, and endless qualification
that would be required to make even a tentative statement that could apply to the 950,000
titles archived at fanfiction.net, it makes sense that most scholars find ways to limit the
body of text for which they try to be accountable. The most obvious way, it seems, is to
narrow by source text, stories that would have more in common than the simple fact of
their existence as fan fiction. If a researcher can’t manage 1,000,000 stories, then perhaps
she could deal with the handful of stories written about A/l in the Family (10), Indiana
Jones (122), or Lord of the Flies (517) But what about the 1,100 stories commencing from
Xena: Warrior Princess, or the 8,000 stories working with the collected Star Trek
television programs and movies? And what if she is interested in the 23,000 stories dealing
with Buffy the Vampire Slayer? (In fact, BtVS accounts for 36% of the television fan fiction
archived at fanfiction.net, generating nearly three times as many stories as the next most

popular set of programs, Star Trek.)

> Fanfiction.net (http://www.fanfiction.net) is open to any individual who wishes to submit fiction, and in as few or
as many sections as they wish. Writers are responsible for signing onto the site, entering their work into the
appropriate categories (text, primary characters, ratings, etc.), and uploading their files so that they appear in a
standard format.
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The problem compounds with the recognition that fanfiction.net, although a
particularly large website—it serves as a kind of clearinghouse for any and all kinds of fan
fiction and has no vetting process—is still only one site among tens of thousands. Kristen
Pullen has noted that in 1999, a Yahoo search yielded some 33,000 fan fiction websites; by
2003, the same search yielded 58,000 sites, and the numbers almost certainly have grown
since then (80). (Take, for instance, those 1,100 Xena stories at fanfiction.net, and consider
that at another website, one dedicated solely to Xena fan fiction, there are more than 3,000
stories).®

Certainly, there is overlap and duplication, with some stories being posted at
multiple websites. “The Laundry Diaries,” for example, is archived not only at Pens but
also at Through the Looking Glass, a website that publishes fan fiction specific to the
character of Tara (one half of the Willow and Tara pair); “Equilibration” is also archived
on the Buffy/Angel index at writing.com.” There is such a variety of fan fiction
configurations, in fact, that it is possible for a single story to appear on a dozen or more
sites. For instance, “The Sidestep Chronicle” could appear, if its author wished, on sites
accepting fanfic related to the programs BtVS or Angel; the categories of vampire fiction,
alternate universes, or lesbians; the primary characters of Willow, Tara or Vamp Willow
(the vampire incarnations of regular characters are often classified separately), or the

pairings of Willow/Tara, Spike/Dru, or Giles/Jenny Calendar. However, it is important to

16 Sharon Cumberland has noted that in internet research, it is often difficult to verify facts, numbers, statistics, the
authenticity of individuals; she suggests that any results—qualitative or quantitative—are “highly stylized constructs
for which no verification exists” and that therefore extensive limitations and disclaimers about the findings of any
given project are essential. In this case, for example, it is entirely possible that an individual writer uses multiple
screen names at fanfiction.net and that therefore the total number of writers is slightly lower than it might appear.
Alternately, as in the case of “The Rainbow Writers,” multiple collaborators have been known to publish under a
single, joint name. | would suggest that, if anything, most of my numbers probably err on the side of
underestimation.

7 Avail: http://www.writing.com. Accessed 16 July 2007.
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note that many stories appear on only one archive; “The Sidestep Chronicle” is in fact
published, at Katharyn Rosser’s request, only at Different Colored Pens.

These numbers do more than signal the vastness of the internet fan fiction
enterprise; they also suggest that this kind of writing has inevitably become somewhat
detached from the subcultures from which it arose. Although this study is concerned
primarily with the fan fiction written for and circulated on the Internet, the contemporary
incarnation of fan fiction is generally acknowledged to have originated in the Star Trek
fanzines of the late 1960°s. In 1967, during the second season of Star Trek, two New York
women published a 90-page mimeographed fanzine including a well-wishing letter from
Spock actor Leonard Nimoy, a collection of editorials and articles about the program, and
an original short story entitled “Star Drek.” According to Joan Marie Verba, who has
carefully documented the publishing of Star Trek fanzines, this was the first of at least 420
Star Trek fanzines published over the next 20 years to be traded and/or sold at fan
conventions and through the mail (1). Other television programs and movies with large or
particularly active fan bases, such as the Star Wars movies and British television shows
like Dr. Who and The Professionals, also generated fanzines and fan fiction (Jenkins);
however, as with Star Trek publications, the circulation of these fanzines tended to be
correlated with convention attendance and private subscription (Duncombe). These
“fandoms” were relatively closed communities, as readers and writers were likely to know
one another personally, through mutual acquaintances, or in person at conventions.

To make sense of the production of fan fiction, most of the early scholarship on fan
fiction (published in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s) relies on the notion of fandoms,

constructed as particular subcultures motivated by and organized around collective interest
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in particular media texts. Both Camille Bacon-Smith and Henry Jenkins, whose
ethnographies of Star Trek fan culture were among the first book-length studies of
television fandoms and their activities, take pains to note and reject the common perception
of “Trekkies” or “Trekkers” in particular as freakish and cultish, instead arguing for a
vision of Star Trek fans as comprising an “alternative social community” (Jenkins 2), or as
fan fiction being a means by which women fans could explore the possibilities for “living
outside the respective boundaries men have placed on women’s public behavior” (Bacon-
Smith 3).*®

But the migration of much fan fiction publication and circulation to the internet has
made it increasingly difficult to maintain this notion of fan fiction as subcultural in
precisely the same way. As Stephen Duncombe points out, fanzines are still being produced
both on the internet and in print, and to some extent their publication history has diverged
from that of fan fiction. For another, reading (if not writing) fan fiction once virtually
required convention attendance, or at the very least a friend-of-a-friend who attended
conventions alerting others to the existence of fanzines. Now, however, it is possible for
anyone with internet access to choose to read—or to stumble across—fan fiction. *° In a
sense, as Kristen Pullen suggests, the internet has “mainstreamed fandom” (84). Pullen
notes that “the publishing and networking capabilities of the Internet have enabled more
viewers to participate in activities usually associated with long-term, committed fandom,

such as writing fan fiction, collecting images and information, and following the activities

18 Sharon Cumberland, for example, argues that “fan culture, especially fan erotic culture, still has the earmarks of a
woman’s community: interest in topics such as the status of women in society, women’s ability to express desire, the
blurring of stereotyped gender lines (powerful women; nurturing men), as well as enthusiastic discussion and
support groups for new writers” (265). She argues for fan fiction as a “culture of inclusion” and suggests that the
bonds that connect readers and writers display a “powerful sense of sisterhood” (265).

19 Stephen Duncombe argues that “The underground is not a tight, focalized, and coherent social grouping with firm
boundaries; instead it is a nongeographical sprawl which must be mapped out” (539).
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of those associated with their text” (80). In other words, if requisite convention attendance
and/or personal acquaintance are removed from the equation, then a person is no longer
required to be the equivalent of a “Trekkie” to participate in the shared reading and writing
of fan fiction. Furthermore, Sara Gwenlian Jones has suggested that the ease of
distribution, circulation, and access that the internet affords has actually “seduc[ed...] more
of the television audience into active fandom” (168), suggesting that it is not necessarily a
question of existing fan communities transferring their activities onto the internet, but
rather that individuals who may not have been, or considered themselves to be, fans found
their way to fan activity through the internet.

As Ken Gelder explains in The Subcultures Reader, there is some real tension about
how “a subculture [can] claim its sociality—as well as its ‘authenticity’—if it identifies
primarily through (disembodied, derivative, industrialized, massified, etc.,) media forms”
(513). The debate centers on the use of the word “community” to describe groups of people
who interact primarily through online media, In The Virtual Community: Homesteading on
the Electronic Frontier (2000), Howard Rheingold suggests that the term “virtual” is
enough to qualify “community” in discussions of online activity: “virtual communities are
social aggregations that emerge from the Net when enough people carry on those public
discussions long enough, with sufficient human feeling, to form webs of personal
relationships in cyberspace” (520). David Bell, on the other hand, argues that there is a
tendency to slip effortlessly between “community” and “subculture” when talking about the
internet, but he insists that these two terms are quite separate and should not be used
interchangeably. For Bell, the term “subculture” should be reserved for those groups of

people who use computer technology in ways that “subvert in some way dominant social

25



norms or dominant formations of what technology is for” (Bell 163, italics mine). For Bell,
it is computer hackers, and not media fans, who might be seen to be truly “subcultural” in
an internet context.

Nevertheless, Bell admits that it is nearly impossible to avoid the use of the word
“community” when discussing the internet, in part because, as | will discuss more in
Chapter, 3, at least some of the text generated on websites serves community-building
functions. Many critical studies of fans and fan fiction have relied on just this notion to
contextualize their work, as a quick survey of titles shows: Fan Fiction and Fan
Communities in the Age of the Internet (Hellekson and Busse); “Everybody’s Gotta Love
Somebody, Sometime: Online Fan Community” (Pullen); Television, the Internet, and the
Making of a Community (Gatson and Zweerink); and “An Electronic Community of Female
Fans of the X-Files” (Wakefield). Perhaps due to the close association of fan fiction
production and reception with convention attendance, the study of fan fiction has until very
recently been collapsed into the study of fan communities, generally constructed as one of
a range of activities that show what fans do, how fans spend their time, and what fans are
like.

This use of “communities” is critical in discussions of online fan activity, and, used
to refer to specific online aggregations of fans (bulletin boards, mailing lists, forums), it
intersects closely with the concept of “fandoms,” which increasingly serves as a more
precise description of overlapping groups assembled around common fan interests. (In
Cyberspaces of Their Own: Female Fandoms Online (2005), for example, Rhiannon Bury
constructs the specific online communities of the David Duchovny Estrogen Brigade and

the Militant RayK Separatists as participating more broadly in, respectively, X-Files and
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Due South fandoms.) | return to a discussion of community and fandom in Chapter 3, but
for now, let me note that for my purposes, the idea of community (and specifically
discourse community) serves as a useful construction for considering the strategies and
habits of interaction at Different Colored Pens, while fandom is a useful term for
understanding reader and writer expectations and textual strategies within this particular
fan community.

The cross-archiving of fan fiction that | discussed earlier in this section is a helpful
marker of these issues. Consider this excerpt from Capt Murdock’s story notes for
“Equilibration”:

Warning: This story takes a while to really get going, so please be patient.
For you non-Trekkers out there, |1 do ask that you give this story a chance.
No, it does not involve anybody from TOS, TNG, DS9, Voyager or
Enterprise, it just takes place in the Trek universe All new characters. . . .
Distribution: For God’s sake, don’t put this on a Trek board without asking
me first! I’ll lose all my street cred.:-)

At first glance, these two notes make a series of specific requests of readers, asking
them 1) to be patient as the story unfolds, 2) to be open to the unfamiliar set of conventions
that setting the story in the Star Trek universe entails, and 3) and to refrain from posting
the story on any Star Trek-related website. But there is more here; Capt Murdock is in the
position of negotiating multiple fandoms within the context of a specific community. In a
very condensed pair of notes, he must signal to B:V'S fans that he may not deliver the kind
of story they expect, to Star Trek fans that they will not encounter any familiar characters,

and to fans of both series that they will need to appreciate the story within the particular
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context of this community only (since presumably only fans of both series would be likely
to participate at Star Trek websites). To further complicate matters, Murdock’s note on
pairing indicates that the story will deal with “W/T (not precisely the Willow and Tara that
we all know and love—but close enough for government work.)” So a fourth fandom—fans
of Willow and Tara as a couple—is addressed. This negotiation of multiple fandoms within
one story has important consequences for the interplay of writing and reader response, and
it is also an important reminder of the way that this single piece of fan fiction negotiates
the complex negotiation of a huge network of online resources (recall the list of resources

for BtVS and add even more for Star Trek) and a set of canons.

1.3 SPOILERS: THE CONSEQUENCES OF “CANON”

When Capt Murdock says, in his “Spoilers” note, that because Equilibration “does not take
place in the Buffyverse at all, we’re safe as far as [spoilers] go...,” he is letting his readers
know that nothing they read in the course of his story will give away events or revelations
from any episode in any season of BtVS. He is not working with the “canon” of the show.
In fan fiction, “canon” is used in two primary ways. First, it refers to the overall set of
storylines, premises, settings, and characters offered by the source media text; in the case
of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, the canon includes anything and everything that ever
happened on screen.

A hasty and partial summary for those readers unfamiliar with the program: Buffy, a
high school sophomore newly arrived in the “Hellmouth” town of Sunnydale, California, is

reluctant to assume the mantle of the Slayer, the one girl in each generation who is
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entrusted with fighting evil, but with the help of friends Willow and Xander, and under the
guidance of her Watcher, Giles, she saves the world repeatedly and gradually becomes a
force that demons and vampires must reckon with. Over the course of seven seasons, a
variety of secondary characters, love interests, and nemeses come and go; the show is as
much about growing up as about growing powerful. Each season’s narrative arc focuses on
responding to increasingly dangerous threats (both demonic and psychological), and in the
finale of season 5, Buffy dies protecting her friends and her “sister,” Dawn, a form of
energy given human form and placed under Buffy’s protection. Meanwhile, Buffy’s best
friend, Willow, has transformed from a computer nerd with a werewolf boyfriend to an
increasingly powerful witch who explores her Wiccan potential with girlfriend Tara. In
season 6, Willow and friends bring a reluctant Buffy back from the dead (not realizing she
was in Heaven), and Willow is gradually overcome by an addiction to the dark forces of
magic; almost every relationship between and among characters is damaged or severed
during this season. When, a few episodes before the season 6 finale, Tara is killed by a
stray bullet meant for Buffy, Willow succumbs to black magic and nearly succeeds in
ending the world in her grief. In Season 7, the core group of Buffy, Willow, Xander, Giles
and Dawn must come back together to teach a group of Potential Slayers as they prepare to
battle their greatest foe yet, and the season and show ends with the friends defeating the
enemy but forced to leave town as Sunnydale and its Hellmouth are destroyed; lives,
homes, and an eye are lost, but the friends, and their relationships, have survived.? This is,

in a nutshell, B#¥VS canon.

2 Again, this is an extremely brief summary of the 144 episodes of the program. For more detailed synopses
and discussion, see The Complete Buffy Episode Guide at http://www.buffyguide.com. Avail: July 15, 2007.
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Roberta Pearson explains that fanfic “canonicity” encompasses “the collective
episodes of the original text [that] have themselves established a metaverse rich with
spatial/temporal narrative settings and character possibilities: fans can, if they wish,
indulge in an imaginative extension of the metaverse that conforms in spirit, if not to the
letter, to the ‘canon’” (2). Pearson’s distinction between spirit and letter is critical to an
understanding of the creative work that fan fiction does. After all, a piece of fan fiction that
merely explained something that viewers saw on screen would amount to summary; this is
the only kind of writing that technically could follow the letter of the canon. Now, because
BtVS seasons always ended in the spring and began again in the fall, events that took place
during the ensuing summers were alluded to but not shown. Therefore, a story that took
place entirely within, say, the summer between seasons 4 and 5 but did not alter any of the
events taking place in either of those seasons could potentially be considered to follow the
spirit, if not the letter, of the show’s canon; these stories are sometimes called “fill-ins.”

At the other end of the spectrum is fan fiction that departs entirely from canon, often
distinguished from canonical “Buffyverse” stories with the phrase “alternate universe,”
which is an announcement to readers that they should not expect canon to be observed.
Trom DeGrey’s “Laundry Diaries,” for example, also takes place entirely within an
alternate universe. Similarly, Capt Murdock notes that “as this [story] does not take place
in the Buffyverse at all, we’re all safe as far as that goes,” by which he means that he and
his readers do not have to worry about being attentive to issues of canon: he is free to
invent plots without reference to the original television series, to rework the relationships

of characters to one another, and so on.
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Now, here’s where it gets complicated: canon and alternative universe are, in BtVS
fan fiction practice, fairly fluid entities, as Katharyn Rosser’s story notes for “The Sidestep
Chronicle” demonstrate:

Spoiler Warning: Pretty limited. The story occurs in an alternate universe
though reference is made to events that occur in both realities across all
seasons.

Summary: A look back at Willow’s fate in the immediate aftermath of the
rise of The Master in S1 and how it came to be. Just setting the groundwork
out for the Chronicle. Approximately 3 months after the time of the episode
“The Harvest” in S1 which was the point at which the Master would have
risen—as there was no slayer interference in this reality.

Because “The Sidestep Chronicle” departs immediately, in the first chapter, from
the events of BtVS by simply erasing Buffy’s presence in Sunnydale, it makes sense that
Rosser would describe it as taking place “in an alternate universe.” However, the season 3
episode “The Wish” actually offers precisely this narrative premise when a secondary
character wished that Buffy had never come to Sunnydale. This wish opened a kind of
portal into an alternate universe, the effects of which are felt in several later episodes. So
the premise of Rosser’s story, arguably, is entirely in keeping with the spirit of B¢V'S canon.

However, as Rosser notes, spoilers in her story are “pretty limited”; she is not

giving anything away to readers who have not viewed B¢V'S past “The Wish.” Spoilers and
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warnings therefore serve to announce the presence or absence of canon in a story, or, more
commonly, to indicate the point at which a story departs from canon.*

The second way that “canon” is used is as a descriptor of specific incidents,
relationships, or story arcs that take place within the overall canon. For example, to refer
back to Rosser, the existence of a character called “The Master” is canon, but his rise to
power, which Buffy prevented on the show, is not. The transformation of Willow into a
vampire during “The Wish” is canon, but any relationship between Willow-as-a-vampire
and Tara is not, since Tara was not introduced as a character until the show’s fourth season.
And so on.

These nuances point to the endless creative moves that are possible in any piece of
fan fiction. In writing that is, by definition, based on the characters, plots, and writing of
others, what in fact does “creative” mean? Yes, fan fiction writers are deriving some of
their characters, some of their premises, and some of their ideas from existing work;
however, they might diverge from that existing work at any point, in effect transforming
the “source” text into a kind of “prompt.” Katharyn Rosser asks the question, “what if Tara
came to Sunnydale instead of Buffy?” Capt. Murdock asks, “what if some characters who
looked and acted a lot like Willow, Tara, Buffy, and Xander but were not guite these
characters actually worked aboard a Starfleet ship?” Trom DeGrey asks, “what if two

women whom my readers recognize as Willow and Tara meet in a launderette in the middle

! The theory of alternate universes in BtVS is that they exist, separate but parallel to that of the show’s
universe. This means, in theory, that AU fan fiction does not actually change or even affect BtVS canon in
any way; it simply exists parallel to it.
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of the night?”?* All these creative moves, enacted by individual writers in individual
stories, also contribute to a larger “meta-text,” which Jane Mortimer explains productively
in an online essay:
In the center we have the river of canon, aka “the show,” a broad Mississippi
rolling inexorably onward, pushed by money and Hollywood expertise. Off
of it, we have a thousand tributaries, a thousand “what ifs,” many of them
branching off into yet further refinements of alternate reality as each writer
examines what’s gone before and spins off it. . . all these possibilities are
true. (3)
There are two issues to which 1’d like to draw attention here. First is the idea that, as
Mortimer suggests, all of the individual “what ifs” of fan fiction contribute to a larger
mega-text, one that derives from but is not the same as, the canon of the show; this meta-
text is sometimes referred to as “fanon.” Within an individual fandom, certain plotlines
may be reinvented so many times and by so many people—or alternately may be written so
persuasively by a few writers—that they take on the status of fan-produced canon. As |
discuss in chapter 3, one example of this is the resurrection of Tara in post-season 6 BtVS
fan fiction.
This is not to say, however, that any “what if,” any departure from canon is given
equal weight by fan readers, and this brings me to a second issue, that of value. In an
article about the difficulty in assessing creative work in online forums, Madeline Guyer

notes that

22 Henry Jenkins was the first, as far as | am aware, to attempt to break down the overall work of fan fiction
into meaningful categories. My use of canon and alternate universe overlap in some ways with his
taxonomy; for a fuller discussion of his ten categories of fan fiction, see Textual Poachers
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[w]e utter pronouncements like “not very good writing/painting/thinking” in
comparing works that supposedly partake of the same context, an anthology,
a workshop, or a classroom. It may be perfectly valid to recognize that in the
same anthology, for instance, some works will be better written than others.
But what exactly establishes a context is not always easy to determine. (208)
In fan fiction, that context might include both adherence to canon—writing characters that
readers will recognize—and also divergence from canon—writing stores that are unique,
fresh. | suggest that it is not only through references to canon but also through fan fiction
feedback—critical assessments of fan fiction itself— that readers and writers create and

negotiate this context.

1.4 FEEDBACK: THE TEXTUAL WORK OF READING AND WRITING

Internet fan fiction has been called a “culture of relentless reviewing” (Chatelain), a
writing sphere in which the practice of readers commenting on, critiquing, or reviewing
texts is familiar and widespread. In addition to the stories published at Different Colored
Pens—itself adding up to a massive amount of text, there is a huge scaffolding of critical
response and analysis, usually referred to in fan fiction circles as feedback. (Destinta
Fortunata’s Fan Fiction Primer defines feedback as “giving or receiving praise and
constructive criticism.”) Some websites simply include the writer’s e-mail address with a
piece of fan fiction so that readers may send comments privately if they choose. At Pens,

writers choose whether to provide an e-mail address, as when Capt. Murdock writes “Email
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me at [...]. Thanks,” and the mechanism of the board also allows private messages to be
received without an e-mail address.

Different Colored Pens, like fanfiction.net and many other sites, also builds in ways
for readers to respond publicly, so that both the writer and other readers can read their
comments. The site’s FAQ suggests that writers indicate their feedback preferences in their
story notes, as both DeGrey and Rosser have done here:

DeGrey: Feedback: Flail away!

Rosser: Constructive criticism always welcome.
The posting mechanism for each story operates as a simple table, with the introductory
notes and the first installment of a story appearing in the first row and comments, ranging
from simple praise to in-depth analysis to speculation about future narrative developments,
appearing in successive rows. Figure 4 on page 38 excerpts a series of posts from “The
Laundry Diaries”; the first row shows the end of the first vignette, and in the following
rows, readers respond to the story. Because many Pens stories are posted in chapters or
installments, reading a piece of fan fiction involves, at the very least, scrolling down
through reader comments to get from one chapter to the next, so that the feedback becomes
part of the reading experience. Furthermore, a story’s writer usually responds to reader

comments in batches, and readers sometimes respond to or ask questions of one another.
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Trom Now, do you remember how this all started? How | told you that some utterly ordinary moments end up
DeGrey being truly extraordinary, but you don't realize it until after the fact? Well, pay attention, you just might
miss it, because that's what happened next.

She looked up at me again, and a crooked smile crept up the left side of her face, making my heart
skip a beat. She stuck out her right hand and said, “Hi, my name’s Tara.”

Did you see it?

Whisper Posted: Tue Nov 30, 2004 5:48 pm Post subject: | loved it!

Well, let me be the first to congratulate you on such a great fic! | loved it! @Seriously, at first |
thought the Willow was a vamp, but then | realized that it was very unlikely later on.

Absolutely perfect how you describe the madness of third shift, priceless really.

The encounter between Willow, Tara and the would-be-Serial-Killer was incredibly funny and the way
that Willow was ready to defend Tara was so cute!

| can't wait to see how Willow's obsession will work out. More please? @

babyblue Posted: Tue Nov 30, 2004 6:52 pm Post subject: Re: The Laundry Diaries

This is a lovely vignette! The writing really sparkles and it was so easy to be present in the moment
with Willow. It also brought back a rush of memories about my first job after college, working the
phones from 4pm to midnight. Ugh. It paid the rent, | suppose, but | didn't feel entirely human again
until I found a "regular” job.

I look forward to Tara's perspective.

babyblue

EasierSaid | posted: Tue Nov 30, 2004 7:07 pm Post subject: Re: The Laundry Diaries QUOTE |

S

Atty! Wow... very vivid. You described the disconnect of living outside of the norm so well. Anyone who
has been in a grocery store after midnight knows how creepy it is to stand on the cereal aisle, yet
clearly hear a conversation from the deli twelve rows over because there's just nothing else going on
(besides the piped in Christopher Cross tune on the storewide speaker, of course). You also nailed that
weird comraderie amongst people who work odd hours, just spot on

Figure 4. Series of posts from “The Laundry Diaries,” Different Colored Pens

Consider this sampling of comments from Trom DeGrey’s “The Laundry Diaries”

(other comments appear between these in the actual thread; the first post discussed here is
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http://thekittenboard.com/board/posting.php?mode=quote&p=193522�

also the second post in Figure 4). First, reader EasierSaid posts her feedback to DeGrey’s

first vignette:

Interestingly,

EasierSaid to Trom DeGrey: S Atty! Wow!...very vivid. You described the
disconnect of living outside of the norm so well. Anyone who has been in a
grocery story after midnight knows how creepy it is to stand on the cereal
aisle, yet clearly hear a conversation from the deli twelve rows over because
there’s just nothing else going on (besides the piped in Christopher Cross
tune on the storewide speaker, of course). You also nailed that weird
comraderie amongst people who work odd hours, just spot on. ... ?%

EasierSaid’s comments locate the value of DeGrey’s work not in any frame

of reference deriving from BtV'S but from her own experience. This is quite different from

the feedback that Glendaofoz2004 offers several posts later, feedback that implicitly

addresses the canonical versions of the characters Willow and Tara:

Glendaofoz2004 to Trom DeGrey: This is one of the best stories that | have
had the chance to read in a long time. The way that you brought ou[r] girls
together was just amazing. | like how you didn’t take away from who they
really were as characters. Some people take them so far away from who they
were on the show that it takes away from the story. But you didn’t do that.
You kept them both true to who they are so | thank you for that.

I hope to be able to read more soon. It is a fantastic story. Keep it coming!!!!

Glenda’s comment is suggestive of the way that many readers at Pens assign value to a

story: for its negotiation of providing something new (“one of the best stories that | have

% The use of emoticons like the grinning smiley face in Easier Said’s comment is very common at Different
Colored Pens, where a range of such emoticons is available for site members to paste into their posts.
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had the chance to reading a long time” and something familiar (*'You kept [Willow and
Tara] true to who they are.” Glenda also indirectly suggests that not all Pens writers are so
careful.

Trom DeGrey’s response to Glenda does several things: she identifies her own
story’s position among a set of fandoms (the Buffyverse v. Willow-and-Tara v. AUs), she
thanks Glenda for noticing her intended accomplishment, and she refers Glenda to another
story she suspects Glenda might like, “Neverland” by none other than EasierSaid:

Trom DeGrey to glendaofoz2004: You need to be reading Neverland by
EasierSaid, my friend! Talk about an amazing fic! Thank you [for] taking
time to stop here though. I love Aus [alternate universes]. I’m not a huge fan
of the Buffyverse as a rule, but | love W & T. But AUs can be tricky, it’s
easy to lose track of our girls and make them into something unrecognizable.
I’m so glad you think I’ve succeeded here. Thanks again for reading!
Rather than reading these individual comments separately, DeGrey seems to be reading
them as interconnected, and it could be that her praise of EasierSaid’s writing here also
places more value on EasierSaid’s comment above. If Glenda does read “Neverland” and
enjoys it, she may be more likely to read EasierSaid’s comments in this and other threads.

Trom DeGrey’s comment also embeds a kind of reflection on her own writing
process; she acknowledges the fact that this kind of writing is “tricky.” As I discuss in
Chapters 4, the feedback here—even more so than the disclaimer or the other story notes—
makes visible the delicate work of creative negotiation with which DeGrey is faced in a
way that recalls, for me, David Bartholomae’s construction of the work of the student

writer in “Inventing the University.” The student, Bartholomae writes, has to find
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some compromise between idiosyncrasy, a personal history, on the one hand,
and the requirements of convention, the history of a discipline, on the other
hand. He must learn to speak our language. Or he must dare to speak it or to
carry off the bluff, since speaking and writing will most certainly be required
long before the skill is “learned.” (61)
To analogize Bartholomae’s language, the “trickiness” of DeGrey’s accomplishment lies in
the fact that she has to find a middle ground between her own “personal history” and that
of her readers (as in EasierSaid’s reference to her own experience) and “the requirements
of convention,” in this case the necessity of making Willow and Tara familiar to her
readers. And she must do it whether or not she is sure it will work, hoping that her readers
will find her attempt successful.

In this way, the canon with which DeGrey is working—a canon that matters—is not
only the canon of BtVS, although certainly her readers are reading for her careful
negotiation of that fictional universe. But DeGrey is also working with a canon of writing
and feedback, a set of conventions about how to read and respond to others’ words, how to
understand the projects that writers take up individually and collectively, how to figure the

relationships not only between characters but among readers and writers.

1.5 PAIRINGS AND RATINGS: FAN FICTION RELATIONSHIPS

The ‘ship is a cornerstone of fan fiction. Fans of a particular character pairing are referred
to as “shippers,” an abbreviation that calls to mind both “relationship” and “worship.” To

be a ‘shipper is to focus one’s attention on a particular pairing of characters (and
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sometimes, like Bartleby, to prefer not to write or read about other possible pairings for
either character); Different Colored Pens is explicitly a site for Willow/Tara ‘shippers.
Much of the literature about fan fiction deals with the ‘ship in terms of slash, an issue I
take up in Chapters 3 and 4. And this is a way of suggesting that much fan fiction involves
a romantic or sexual component, although there is nothing inherent in the act of writing
about characters from a pre-existing fictional universe that would seem to require this
focus. But as | hope previous sections have made clear, “fan fiction” is really an umbrella
term for an enormous range of writing that is usually divided and subdivided and then
subdivided again in order to make it manageable. A reader or writer, even one who is
already sold on the complexities and pleasures of fan fiction, is probably unlikely to be
catholic in her reading material. Instead, she is more likely to focus on the fan writing of
just a few shows, or even more specifically of just a few relationships within those shows.
(Perhaps, in addition to accounting for individual preferences, this is because watching
television takes time, and reading fan fiction takes even more time; most readers simply
don’t have the time to sustain intense interest in a wide range of fan writing, and so they
specialize.)

In the fan fiction universe, slash refers, quite literally, to the slash between the
names of two characters who are paired in a romantic and/or sexual relationship, i.e.
Kirk/Spock. The broader definition of s/lash is somewhat contested, but it generally refers
to the subset of homoerotic fan fiction, usually fan fiction that takes two characters from a
television show and writes them into a homosexual relationship with one another. Some
critics argue that slash is exclusively about male-male relationships, and considering that

modern internet fan fiction has its roots in amateur Star Trek fanzines, this makes a certain
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amount of sense. However, in recent years, the subjects of fan fiction have diversified, and
stories written about female-female pairings abound.

Interestingly, most fan fiction, whether slash or “gen” (for “general,” usually
meaning heterosexual), is archived and indexed according to pairing; the index of an
archive site will generally include a list of pairings—for example Willow/Tara, Willow/Oz,
Willow/Buffy, Willow/Giles—each of which links to a list of stories. In truth, the romance
aspect of fan fiction is so ubiquitous that stories that do not feature particular pairings of
characters tend to announce this fact. For example, the Willowy Goodness Awards, a peer-
based competition for fan fiction written about the character Willow from the show Buffy
the Vampire Slayer, has a separate category labeled “Willow only.”

At this point, it is important to mention that in both gen and slash fiction, most
stories are rated for violence, language, and adult content according to the same basic
principles that govern film and television ratings. NC-17 stories are not uncommon; the
truth is that quite a lot of fan fiction includes quite a lot of explicit sexual content. This is a
provocative issue, and one that a number of scholars have taken up in compelling ways; the
uses of fan fiction to present erotic fantasy, to experiment with gender politics, and in the
case of slash fiction to provide depictions of gay and lesbian sex that are hard to come by
in mainstream American film and television are significant cultural expressions that should
not be dismissed. However, other critics are doing this work well, and for the purposes of
this dissertation, | want to set explicit considerations of sex and sexuality aside. It is not
that they are not significant; but as | hope this chapter has made clear, work on fan fiction
is just beginning to scratch the surface of a deep and complex textual system. And in fact

sex is only one element of fan fiction; only one chapter of 103 in Rosser’s “Sidestep
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Chronicle” includes a graphic sex scene, and many thousands of fan fiction stories, rated R
or below, are less concerned with writing sex than with exploring relationships.

For my purposes in this dissertation, fan fiction relationships are significant, and not
only relationships between characters and among canonical and alternate universe events,
although these are important. More broadly, fan fiction and the feedback that responds to it
create meaning through relationships: of writer and reader to their source text or texts, of
writer and reader to canon, of writer and reader to one another. Acknowledging writing

relationships is necessary for an understanding of the nuanced textual work of fan fiction.

1.6 ACKNOWLEDGMENTS: THE WORK OF COMPOSITION STUDIES

A final element of most fan fiction story notes at Different Colored Pens is the
acknowledgment, the note in which a writer thanks her beta reader and the other readers
and writers who contributed in some way to the writing. “The Sidestep Chronicle” includes
a lengthy acknowledgment, and in fact Rosser includes a new acknowledgment for each of
her 103 chapters; in later chapters, she sometimes thanks an individual reader whose
feedback she has found particularly insightful. The acknowledgment for her first chapter
reads as follows:
Rosser: Thanks to: Those that urged the writing of this chronicle based upon
only the teasers that | ran in The Beginnings Cycle. | hope that this does not
disappoint. Xita, who at a crucial low point in writing this told me what |
needed to here—that a fic including Vamp Willow could be on topic (hey

Zahir did it to Tara!) Louise—that one who is my always—once more and
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Kerry who has done so much for this fic. She wrote some little snippets, and
half a part. She has also endured hours of chat about this thing of mine which
resulted in much of what is good in it. | wanted to get this going before you
had to vanish dearie, hope you like. Also to Jo who stepped into the beta
reading harness at short notice and handled the first few parts in record time.
My errors are my own, their genius is theirs.

It is a simple note, but it is indicative of the thoughtfulness with which fan fiction
writers at Different Colored Pens give credit to their collaborators, their co-writers, their
beta readers, even their friends and loved ones. While still taking responsibility for her
work, Rosser acknowledges not only specific writing- and editing-related tasks but also
conversation, encouragement, urging, and the genius of colleagues. Any teacher of writing
would, | suspect, be thrilled to read a paper with such a precise and generous
acknowledgment.

In this first chapter, | have spent a great amount of space in introducing, describing,
contextualizing, and explaining a small corner of the enormous internet fan fiction world,
and necessarily so, since my readers may be unfamiliar with the conventions and practices
of fan fiction readers and writers. But | now want to suggest that, in the chapters that
follow, what might be of particular interest to compositionists are the ways in which these
conventions and practices are so appealing to teachers of writing.

I have been teaching composition courses myself since 1995, and | am used to
having to convince my first-year students that a writing class is worth their energy and

investment. | suspect that, like me, other writing instructors are accustomed to finding out

% Fan fiction writers almost always include their acknowledgments at the beginning, and not the end, of
their work, a move that | recognize as a convention of published academic work.
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ways to convince our students of the merit of our classes. When the study of writing is
required, as it is in first-year composition courses, it is not always an easy sell; students
can be reluctant to participate in critical exchanges, to take on the difficult work of
challenging their reading and revising their writing. We are accustomed to spending a lot of
time and energy to find ways to engage them. My study of fan fiction practices and my
immersion in the habits of a particular fan fiction community, however, has introduced me
to a discursive space in which large groups of readers and writers take on this work
willingly and engage in it with pleasure and commitment.

Late in the process of writing this dissertation, | came across a book that resonates
powerfully with my work in the amateur writing that characterizes fan fiction. Joseph
Harris’ Rewriting: How To Do Things With Texts (2006) is a textbook for writing students
that reads effortlessly, conversationally, but that is one of the most nuanced and thoughtful
introductions to the work of critical writing | have encountered. Harris is well aware of the
stigma that students often attach to expository writing, and his approach is in part to
energize their work and to treat them as the intellectuals that they are. “[W]hat intellectuals
have to say,” Harris writes, “is bound up inextricably with the books we are reading, the
movies we are watching, the music we are listening to, and the ideas of the people we are
talking with. Our creativity thus has roots in the work of others—in response, reuse, and
rewriting” (2). This is a powerful representation of academic writing, and it is an apt
description of fan writing, which, while quite different in occasion and product, is no less
dedicated to a creativity based in engagement with texts of all sorts. It is an account of
writing that, like fan writing itself, is deeply committed to acknowledging that writing and

reading are critical, engaging, and intertextual practices.
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I end this chapter with a final acknowledgment: in 2001, a colleague introduced me
to Different Colored Pens, the fan fiction forum of The Kitten, the Witches, and the Bad
Wardrobe. | had begun work on a dissertation that attempted a history of student writing,
but a glimpse into the rich textual culture of this website and its community of writers—
who produced fan fiction based on characters from Buffy the Vampire Slayer and responded
in writing to each other’s work—was enough to capture my attention.

At first, | saw the site as a diversion from my academic work, and after lurking for
several months, | registered as a member of the site so that | could respond to the stories |
was reading; eventually I wrote two pieces of fan fiction myself. | mention this here in part
to acknowledge that, as Tulipp, | participated at Different Colored Pens actively for some
time before deciding that the reading and writing happening at the site were more
immediately compelling than the topic | had had in mind. While many of the readers and
writers whose work | discuss had been site members long before | arrived on the scene, it is
possible that, as a person whose academic training and personal inclinations predisposed
me to be interested in conventions of reading and writing, | helped to shape some of the
discourse | discuss in this dissertation. However, the presence of a cadre of active
members, many of whom predated me by years and many of whom wrote about their
investments in reading and writing without my intervention, leads me to suspect that this is
not the case.

Many studies of fan communities and fan fiction begin, as | begin, with an
acknowledgment of the tensions of readin