
99

Fan Fiction: Through the Years

Eleanor Stamer

In this article, Stamer discusses the history of fan fiction, 
explores the history of fan-based writing, and its place in 
the mainstream media today, as well as how it has evolved 
through other genres.

We all have that one show or book series that we love, but the ending was 
R][\�PWZZQJTM�IVL�VMML[�\W�JM�Å`ML��TWWSQVO�I\�aW]�Game of  Thrones), or maybe 
aW]¼ZM�K]ZQW][�I[�\W�_PI\�_W]TL�PIXXMV�QN �I�KPIZIK\MZ�PIL�UILM�I�LQٺMZMV\�
KPWQKM��WZ�UIaJM�aW]�_IV\�I�KWV\QV]I\QWV�WN �M^MV\[��<PI\¼[�_PI\�NIVÅK\QWV�
allows us to do, it allows us to write the story we want and bring our thoughts 
into the world that we have come to love so much.

1¼U�[]ZM�I�TW\�WN �aW]�IZM�I_IZM�WN �_PI\�NIVÅK\QWV�Q[��5IaJM�aW]¼^M�ZMIL�
some, written some, or you know what it is because Fifty Shades of  Grey was 
KZMI\ML�NZWU�NIVÅK\QWV�IVL�JMKIUM�I�JM[\�[MTTMZ��*]\�_PI\�aW]�UQOP\�VW\�
SVW_�Q[�\PI\�NIVÅK\QWV�PI[�JMMV�IZW]VL�NWZ�I�TWVO�\QUM�IVL�JMKI][M�WN �\PI\�
NIK\��NIVÅK\QWV�Q[�IT[W�I�OZMI\�^MPQKTM�NWZ�LQ[K][[QVO�\ZIRMK\WZa�

Trajectory is a term the ISU Writing Program uses to help us 
understand how texts move around the world, how they can move through 
the production of  the work, and even more importantly, how texts move 
between different spaces and amongst different people (ISU Writing). 
.IVÅK\QWV�Q[�I�OZMI\�M`IUXTM�WN �\PM�KWUXTQKI\ML�\ZIRMK\WZQM[�\PI\�\M`\[�KIV�
PI^M�I[�\PM�[IUM�\M`\�Q[�\ISMV�]X�Ja�LQٺMZMV\�XMWXTM�IVL�\ZIV[NWZUML�QV�
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so many ways. Each creator has their own approach to a text which means 
the trajectory can change from person to person. Now, to understand these 
trajectories a bit more we need to go through the history of  the craft, so hold 
WV�I[�1�\ISM�aW]�WV�I�RW]ZVMa�WN �NIVÅK\QWV�\PZW]OPW]\�\PM�aMIZ[�

What is Fanfiction?

1�SVW_��1�[IQL�1�_I[�OWQVO�\W�\ISM�aW]�\PZW]OP�\PM�PQ[\WZa�WN �NIVÅK\QWV�J]\�
ÅZ[\�1�_IV\�\W�M[\IJTQ[P�_PI\�it is for anyone who may not know, or anyone 
who just needs a refresher. .IVÅK\QWV� Q[��I[� \PM�VIUM�[]OOM[\[��ÅK\QWVIT�
writing created by fans; it can span in detail and length from a few sentences 
of  a short scenario, to an entire novel (remember Fifty Shades'���0W_M^MZ��
UIVa�KWV[QLMZ�NIVÅK\QWV�\W�JM�I�OMVZM��I�XZWL]K\�_Q\P�KMZ\IQV�KWV^MV\QWV[���
when really, it’s more of  an activity system because this is a literacy that 
people can actually engage with. It starts with characters or events from 
UW^QM[��JWWS[��<>�[PW_[��WZ�M^MV�TMI^QVO�ÅK\QWV�JMPQVL�JMQVO�IJW]\�JIVL[�
WZ�[XMKQÅK�IK\WZ[��<PMZM�IZM�OMVZM[�_Q\PQV�NIVÅK\QWV�I[�XMWXTM�KIV�KZMI\M�
¹QUIOQVM[º�_PQKP�IZM�[PWZ\�[\WZQM[��WZ�\PMZM�KIV�JM�TWVOMZ�VW^MT[��ZWTM�XTIaQVO�
games, and even some artwork and animation.

Another thing to consider when defining fanfiction is the idea that 
NIVÅK\QWV�Q[�KZMI\ML�Ja�IUI\M]Z[�IVL�\PI\�Q\¼[�VW\�NWZ�XZWÅ\��.IV�ÅK\QWV�Q[�
\aXQKITTa�VW\�NWZ�XZWÅ\�JMKI][M�WN �\PM�KWXaZQOP\�Q[[]M[�\PI\�KIV��IVL�LW��IZQ[M� 
J]\� NIVÅK\QWV�_ZQ\MZ[�PI^M�KZMI\ML�_WZSIZW]VL[� NWZ�JW\P�WN � \PM[M�OMVZM�
characteristics. Some have developed professional reputations out of  their 
_WZS�QV�NIVÅK\QWV�IVL�PI^M�NW]VL�_Ia[�\W�XZWÅ\�NZWU�_ZQ\QVO�\PI\�[\IZ\ML�W]\�
in that space.

Dante and Shakespeare

1� XZWJIJTa� \PZM_� aW]� WNN � I� JQ\�_Q\P� \PI\� PMILQVO�� LQLV¼\� 1'�,IV\M� IVL�
;PISM[XMIZM�_ZW\M�NIVÅK\QWV'�<PMa�LQL	�7Z�I\�TMI[\�I�^MZ[QWV�WN �Q\��1�NMMT�I[�
\PW]OP�UIVa�WN �][�\MVL�\W�I[[WKQI\M�NIVÅK\QWV�_Q\P�UWZM�K]ZZMV\�[MV[M[�WN �
being published in online formatting and that it mostly came with the age of  
the Internet, but it started long before that.

Beginning with Dante, he was an Italian poet and philosopher who lived 
in the Middle Ages. His name might sound familiar if  you’ve ever heard (or 
were forced to read) ,IV\M¼[�1VNMZVW��_PQKP�Q[�\PM�ÅZ[\�XIZ\�WN �PQ[�TIZOMZ�_WZS��
<PM�,Q^QVM�+WUMLa. You’ll see that in <PM�,Q^QVM�+WUMLa, the main character of  
the entire story is Dante, the writer himself, and the plot follows him through 
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\PM�]VLMZ_WZTL��X]ZOI\WZa��IVL�PMI^MV�_PMZM�PM�Q[�ÅZ[\�TML�Ja�PQ[�TQ\MZIZa�
idol Virgil, and then by the dead love of  his life, Beatrice. People he despises 
and those he admires are included in the various books, where he gave them 
fates that he thought they deserved, and if  all of  that doesn’t scream�¹[MTN�
QV[MZ\�NIVÅK\QWVº�1�LWV¼\�SVW_�_PI\�LWM[��<PM�AW]<]JM�KPIVVMT��7^MZTa�
Sarcastic Productions, explores who from Dante’s life make appearances in 
<PM�,Q^QVM�+WUMLa, so I highly recommend that channel if  you are interested 
in learning more.

Moving on to good old William Shakespeare. . . You might be a little 
surprised to hear that a lot of  Shakespeare’s plays could be considered a form 
WN �NIVÅK\QWV��6W_�;PISM[XMIZM�_I[�_ZQ\QVO�QV�\PM�\QUM�JMNWZM�KWXaZQOP\��
so it wasn’t uncommon for people to copy characters or even entire plots. 
;PISM[XMIZM�Q[�WVM�WN �\PW[M�XMWXTM�_PW�_W]TL�LZI_�WV�W\PMZ�ÅK\QWVIT�_WZS[�
as he created :WUMW�IVL�2]TQM\,�5]KP�)LW�)JW]\�6W\PQVO, Othello, As You Like It, 
and <PM�?QV\MZ¼[�<ITM�(Brown, et al). Shakespeare also drew inspiration from 
historical events, real people, and legends like with :QKPIZL� 111, 5IKJM\P, 
2]TQ][�+IM[IZ, and Hamlet. Now before the Shakespeare lovers freak because 
¹;PISM[XMIZM�_ZW\M�NIVÅK\QWV�º�SMMX�QV�UQVL�\PI\�PM�[\QTT�_ZW\M�XTMV\a�WN �
original content, and with all the changes he made to some of  these stories 
(like with Richard where he makes him the villain), they are still original. 
So, you can continue to say that Shakespeare is an important and original 
creative artist. What this does is help show the trajectory that literature has. 
There are so many texts throughout history, like with Shakespeare’s works, 
that are connected to the themes and characters that have been taken up and 
mediated by others.

Powers of Darkness

6W_�\PQ[�M`IUXTM�WN � NIVÅK\QWV�Q[�WVM�\PI\�1�
recently discovered, and maybe you heard 
about it from this tweet that showed up 
(Figure 1).

This story is the Icelandic version of  Bram 
Stoker’s ,ZIK]TI. The Icelandic story is entitled 
Makt Myrkranna (Powers of  Darkness) and it 
_I[�¹\ZIV[TI\MLº�I�NM_�aMIZ[�IN\MZ�,ZIK]TI�was 
published in 1897. The book was translated 
by Valdimar Ásmundsson, and under his 
direction it diverged significantly. Scholars 
knew that the text existed, but what they didn’t 
know was that it was actually a whole separate 
story. An article from ;UQ\P[WVQIV�5IOIbQVM�says Figure 1: Tweet discussing 8W_MZ[�WN �,IZSVM[[.
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that Hans Corneel de Roos (a Dutch author and historian) was working 
through the translation and saw that,

������XI\\MZV[�MUMZOML"�UIVa�WN �\PM�KPIZIK\MZ[�PIL�LQٺMZMV\�VIUM[��
\PM� \M`\� _I[� [PWZ\MZ� IVL� PIL� I� LQٺMZMV\� [\Z]K\]ZM�� IVL� Q\� _I[�
UIZSMLTa� [M`QMZ� \PIV� \PM� -VOTQ[P� ^MZ[QWV� ������ ¹,ZIK]TI received 
positive reviews in most newspapers of  the day . . . the original 
novel can be tedious and meandering . . . 8W_MZ[� WN � ,IZSVM[[, by 
contrast, is written in a concise, punchy style; each scene adds to 
the progress of  the plot.” (Eschner)

There is still a lot of  mystery surrounding this version of  ,ZIK]TI and scholars 
are still exploring its origins.

From the 19th to the 20th Century

Moving forward to the 1960s, we are getting closer to the incarnation of  
NIVÅK\QWV�\PI\�UIVa�WN �][�IZM�NIUQTQIZ�_Q\P��*]\�JMNWZM�_M�OM\�\PMZM��_M�
arrive at a time where the fandom interaction was popularized and really 
LMÅVML�Ja�\PM�Star Trek craze. How did they participate in these fandom 
QV\MZIK\QWV['�<PMa�LQL�\PQ[�\PZW]OP�fanzines, which are a kind of  magazine 
KZMI\ML�Ja�NIV[�NWZ�NIV[��<PM�ÅZ[\�Star Trek fanzine was Spockanalia (1967) and 
Q\�KWV\IQVML�[WUM�NIVÅK\QWV��)N\MZ�Spockanalia’s success, there were many 
other fanzines that followed suit (Verba 1). These fanzines would be sold at 
conventions or mailed to fans as a way to help spread and share the love of  
Stark Trek�_Q\P�W\PMZ�NIV[��*]\�\PQ[�_I[V¼\�\PM�MVL�WN �NIVÅK\QWV�NWZ�\PM�Star Trek 
fandom.

In the early 1980s, a publication of  Star Trek books was started under 
a subsidiary of  Simon & Schuster called Pocket Books. These books are not 
written by Gene Roddenberry, the original creator of  the Star Trek series, 
but they were written by fans who wanted to add content in order to create 
more explanation for character backgrounds or to continue the adventure. 
Now, these fan authors couldn’t do _PI\M^MZ they wanted with the characters. 
Pocket’s novels are required to be consistent with the on-screen canon, 
and CBS Consumer Products approved the outlines and manuscripts of  
MIKP�VW^MT��¹8WKSM\�*WWS[º���<PM�JWWS[�IT[W�IZMV¼\�ITTW_ML�\W�UISM�UIRWZ�
KPIZIK\MZ�KPIVOM[��TQSM�SQTTQVO�Wٺ�I�KPIZIK\MZ�WZ�OQ^QVO�\PMU�I�XZWUW\QWV�
that they don’t have within the canon. However, they are allowed to give 
explanations for how, when, why some of  these events take place. Once the 
television series ended though, there was more room for creative liberties 
to be taken, and Pocket has published ninety-seven novels that follow this 
formatting (Wikipedia) (Figure 2).
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Fifty Shades, After, and Wattpad

.QVITTa��_M�PI^M�IZZQ^ML�QV�\PM�XZM[MV\�LIa��_PMZM�_M�ÅVL�W]Z�UWZM�KWUUWV�
Q\MZI\QWV�WN �NIVÅK\QWV��<PM�1V\MZVM\�UILM�NIVÅK\QWV�UWZM�_QLMTa�SVW_V�I[�I�
genre that is able to spread across the world in an accessible way. It is at this 
XWQV\�\PI\�_M�KIV�JZQVO�QV�\PM�\MZU�\ZIV[UMLQI�_PMV�LQ[K][[QVO�NIVÅK\QWV��
Transmedia Q[��¹I�VIZZI\Q^M� \PI\�M`\MVL[�JMaWVL�U]T\QXTM�UMLQI� NWZU[�
that also plays to the strength of  those forms” (Heick). This explains how 
Q\�Q[�IV�IK\Q^Q\a�[a[\MU�I[�Q\�KIV�JM�QV\MZIK\Q^M��IVL�Q\�WٺMZ[�WXXWZ\]VQ\QM[�NWZ�
crowdsourcing (Heick). While the Star Trek novels did have this opportunity 
NWZ�KZW_L[W]ZKQVO�I[�NIV[�_MZM�_ZQ\QVO�\PM�[\WZQM[��WVTQVM�NIVÅK\QWV�Q[�IJTM�\W�
LW�\PQ[�QV�I�U]KP�MI[QMZ�_Ia��<PMZM�IZM�UIVa�NIVÅK\QWV�_ZQ\MZ[�_PW��_PMV�
they feel like they are running out of  ideas to move the plot forward, will 
ask their readers to suggest ideas and share inspiration. There is a much 
faster response time and feedback through internet comments than we had 
_Q\P�XZQV\�X]JTQKI\QWV��0MZM��NMTTW_�NIV[�KIV�QVÆ]MVKM�\PM�[\WZa�I[�Q\�Q[�JMQVO�
written, which plays into transmedia as this allows quick improvement and 
fan approval.

<PQ[�QLMI�WN �\ZIV[UMLQI�M`XTIQV[�\PM�LQٺMZMV\�_Ia[�\PI\�NIVÅK\QWV�PI[�
M^WT^ML�XI[\�[QUXTM�\M`\��.IVÅK\QWV�IT[W�N]VK\QWV[�QV�\PM�NWZU�WN �ZWTM�XTIaQVO�
games and chat rooms, artwork or animations, and even small movie projects 
IVL�<QS<WS�[SQ\[��-IKP�WN �\PM[M�LQٺMZMV\�NWZU[�JZQVO[�[WUM\PQVO�VM_�\W�\PM�
original text and can heighten the other genres as they may interact with 
each other.

Figure 2: A few of  the books that have been published under Pocket Books.
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Transmedia and trajectory also played huge roles in the creation of  the 
E L James novel Fifty Shades of  Grey. The novel Fifty Shades of  Grey�[\IZ\ML�Wٺ�
as a <_QTQOP\�NIVÅK\QWV�KITTML�5I[\MZ�WN �\PM�=VQ^MZ[M. James wrote this story on 
the web under the name Snowqueens Icedragon, and for the most part the 
two stories are very similar save the name changes for Edward and Bella to 
Christian and Anastasia—this was changed for pulling-to-publish reasons, 
which just means that any recognizable elements like character names or city 
names were changed to avoid copyright laws (Eakin). This story was picked 
up by publishers who saw the success of  it in the digital realm and chose to 
bring it to print.

)�[QUQTIZ�[Q\]I\QWV�PIXXMVML�_Q\P�)VVI�<WLL¼[�NIVÅK\QWV�WV�?I\\XIL�
called After which is about the boyband One Direction. In 2014 she received 
a book and movie deal with the changed names of  characters. The book was 
published in 2014 and the movie After was released in 2019 with a sequel, 
)N\MZ�?M�+WTTQLML in 2020. The plot follows the story of  Tessa and Harry 
(Hardin in the published version), and many have described the plot as very 
close to Fifty Shades, though it does not have the S&M aspect, just the roller 
KWI[\MZ�ZQLM�WN �\PMQZ�ZMTI\QWV[PQX��.TMUQVO���?I\\XIL�IVL�W\PMZ�NIVÅK\QWV�[Q\M[�
like .IVÅK\QWV�VM\, Quotev, Archive of  Our Own, and others have garnered 
these huge readerships. The former general manager of  Wattpad, Candace 
Factor, has discussed the huge built-in fanbase that the book and movie had 
thanks to Wattpad readers, and how they expect to see more blockbusters 
and bestsellers coming from their platform.

Where Does This Leave Us? What is the Future?

If  Candace Factor’s words are true, I think that we will start seeing more and 
UWZM�NIVÅK\QWV�_ZQ\MZ[�[\MXXQVO�QV\W�\PM�OZMI\MZ�TQ\MZIZa�_WZTL�IVL�JMKWUQVO�
XZWNM[[QWVIT[�_PW�UISM�I�XZWÅ\�NZWU�\PMQZ�_ZQ\QVO��.IVÅK\QWV�_MJ[Q\M[�PI^M�
allowed the genre to grow and expand even further than before. The path 
_I[�NWZUML�IVL�XI^ML�Ja�UIVa�NIVÅK\QWV�_ZQ\MZ[��IVL�VW_�PWXMN]TTa�_M�KIV�
see more of  these authors being acknowledged for their amazing writing. 
1N �aW]¼^M�LQ[TQSML�NIVÅK\QWV��WZ�\PW]OP\�Q\�\W�JM�KPQTLQ[P��PWXMN]TTa�\PQ[�PI[�
given you pause, and maybe even a reason to give it another try. Not all 
NIVÅK\QWV[�IZM�\PM�[IUM��IVL�[WUM�WN �\PMU�UQOP\�ZMITTa�[]ZXZQ[M�aW]��1N �aW]�
LW�LMKQLM�aW]�_IV\�\W�OQ^M�NIVÅK\QWV�I�\Za��1�[]OOM[\�[\IZ\QVO�_Q\P�NIVÅK\QWV�
net�WZ�?I\\XIL��J]\�LWV¼\�JM�INZIQL�\W�ÅVL�W\PMZ�[Q\M[�IVL�W\PMZ�^MPQKTM[�WN �
NIVÅK\QWV�JM[QLM[�\PM�_ZQ\\MV�SQVL��0IXXa�ZMILQVO	
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