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didnt exactly let go. Instead, he placed his hands on John's shoulders, and pulled back

1o study his face. John tried not to look like too much of a mess, even though he felt
like a raw bundle of nerves. It didn't help that one of Sherlocks hands had moved to
the back of Johns neck and was tracing along the top of his spine. 1t was sending unworthy of seri
strange electric pulses throughout the doctor’s body. Why was Sherlock doing that? e ious attention. On those ra
It was the last coherent thought John had before he blinked, and Sherlock’s lips wete
pressed against his ... Before he could even piece thought together, Sherlock turned
on his heel and began to walk toward the exit. John stared after him.
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the sensuous, transgressive,

and productive ways audiences interact with texts
Since erotics may seem like a strange descriptor to portray an approach to
media, it is worth taking a closer look at jts etymology. The term “erotic” derives
from Eros, the Greek god of primordial lust, sublimated impulses, creative urges,
and fertility. Like Eros, ero

tics or eroticism has two principle traits or dimen-
sions, one involving prohibition, taboo, and transgression and the other involy-
ing expenditure, dissemination, and production

1> Thus, eroticism is at once
transgressive (of the status quo or established order) and productive (of some-

thing new), which is why Eros was also known to the Greeks by the epithet
Eleutherios, “The Liberator”

But, in what contexts might interaction with media be understood as erotic
or liberating, which is to say, both transgressive and productive? To answer this
question, it is worthwhile to

reflect on what is meant by these two concepts,
Transgression refers to an action or artistic practice that breaks with the pre-

vailing cultural codes and conventions of society (i.e. those codes and conven-
tions that function to sustain the ideological status quo in a particular place and
time). When we speak of transgression in relation to the media, many people
think of high-profile acts involving the political appropriation and alteration of
media icons, such as when the British graffiti artist Banksy painted an image of
adrunken Mickey Mouse fondling a scantily clad woman on a Los Angeles bill-
board advertisement in 2011 (Figure 12.1), But transgressive practices are typi-
cally not so public or dramatic. Audiences engage ina wide range of transgressive
ce of “oppositional reading” discussed
on like that which opens this chapter.
ctivists and media audiences. On occa-
POssess transgressive or resistive elements.
certain kinds of texts possess strong transgressive

Nor is transgression limited to political a

Figure 12,1 Piece
of street art by
Banksy in Los
Angeles, depicting a
drunken Mickey
Mouse and coked-
out Minnre Mouse
partying with a
slanny model on a
giant billboard. The
piece was named
LVINTHE
DREAM," and is
located on a
bilboard in front of
the Directors Guild
of America Building
on Sunset Blvd,
Source: @ Ted
Soqui/Corbis.
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dialogic through and through. Dialogic relationships exist among all elements
of novelistic structure ... ultimately, dialogue penetrates within, into every
word of the novel, making it double-voiced." Because all voices or utterances
occur on an equal level, notes Sue Vice, “The polyphonic novel is a democratic
one.”** While Bakhtin's concern was exclusively with the novel, polyphony can

also be used to assess the dialogic potential of other media, such as films and
massively multiplayer online games.”

dia Audiences | .
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The carnivalesque text

In the previous section, we explored the writerly text, a type of text that lends
itself to a mode of audience-text interaction that is erotic, meaning that it is
both transgressive and productive. In this section, we explore the carnivalesque
text, a second type of text that is well suited to an erotic mode of audience-text
interaction. Like polyphony, the notion of the carnivalesque was developed by
Mikhail Bakhtin to account for a certain tendency in some literature. Writing in
arepressive and suffocating political climate, much of Bakhtin’s scholarship was
concerned with literary forms that challenged the hierarchies of “official” cul-
ture and disrupted the monologic (singular) voice of authority. He found one of
‘these forms in Francois Rabelais’ 16th-century novel Gargantua and Pantagruel.
According to Bakhtin, Rabelais’ novel was characterized by traits commen to
‘medieval carnival. Carnival refers to the popular feasts, festivals, and revelries of
the Middle Ages, though it is rooted in the Dionysian celebrations of the Greeks

S e and the Saturnalia of the Romans. According to Bakhtin, “carnival celebrated
playing them. —— comprehensivé temporary liberation from the prevailing truth and from the established order;
: omy of strategic intertextuality, while Yi ht elicit the active partick it marked the suspension of all hierarchical rank, privileges, norms, and prohi-
e Laxf?ﬂ to lzighlight the diverse ways that tefx ts:ﬂ tgextuality the audienceld itions ... It was hostile to all that was immortalized and completed”® The
does egln N 1 three tY'peS Q inter b B - =,
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the text’s “polysemic pois laces a text in dialog with other 'the TE

Whereas intertextuality p o o :

farnivalesque, then, describes those texts that embrace and embody the spirit
ofmedieval carnival,
 For Bakhtin, carnival was dominated by two elements: folk humor, which is
0pposed to the serious tone and official authority of both church (ecclesiastical
titure) and state (feudal culture); and laughter, which is “a special kind of uni-
5l laughter, a cosmic gaiety that is directed at everyone, including the carni-
it in dialog with itself. The term POlYPhon?’ literary scholar -_3- ' . S participants.”? Bakhtin divided folk humor into three main forms: (1)
places ¥ o f a text, was coined by the Russian Is. such as those 44l spectacles, which include carnival pageants and comic shows in the mar-
wiwd-ness 0 Ell in t},‘-e dialogic quality of some noveer;ding conversat "'.« {2) comic verbal compositions, which are typified by written and oral
Bakhtin 1o ;xiadfalogic text is one that stages an unand unfinisheda® 0dies, as well as inversions and travesties; and (3) genres of billingsgate, which
Dostof.w'sky-f 4 Other, and, thus, is perpetually OI’e“r a5 we have seel Wolve curses, profanities, insults, and invective. Perhaps the closest thing to
between Sﬁl d.a ‘;0 ossible? Intertextuality iS. one ansvl\reti,on petween the ikind of folk humor in contemporary society would be sporting spectacles
howis suct &7 gt‘if)f:r The latter has to do vith the =2 haracters’ YOI¢ & Professional wrestling, though sketch comedy shows like Saturday Night
Powpho?;:;tzr:oand 'author. In a polyphonic text, the ¢ ®and Last Week Tonight with John Oliver and daytime and late-night talk
acters, n T istont '
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brought down to a material, earthly level, while lowly and less privileged things pleasure | . Ero
are valued and celebrated. In the remainder of this section, we explore four adults 5 :jﬂvolved in inverting existin cul rotic Analysi
common and intertwined tropes used in grotesque realism: the grotesque body, insight -"iscceleb'nties down to earth agd :l;::?] hlEra'rchies ~ of brin ging
abjection, uncrowning, and ambivalence. R i;rlu\rale;que, “for it is the pleasuremf‘ t<:}l:|ldren as superior in
€s and conventi of the subordi
ons tha Inate €scap-

Unc -
rowning is a) t are the agents of socia

1 The grotesque body. Images of the body play a central role in the aesthetic of 1 contro] "33

grotesque realism. But these images privilege a particular type of body: one
that is unruly and unfinished, polluted and mutable, and disfigured and
deformed; one focused on the lower bodily stratum and its excremental

excesses (feces, urine, sperm,.and mensFrual blood). The grotesque body - in Camlvaleque t of grotes que realisn khtin asso.
contrast to the docile and finished, sterile and settled, and refined and beau- contain cont exts are, for Bakhtin inherent] is that of ambivalence
tiful classical body (think of Greek marble sculptures) - is a leaky body; it — hn radictory feelings and impulsﬁe?;{}’ lilmbhmlent because they
umor, praise and ike fear and
abuse elation, serious

concerns openings and orifices, celebrating that which is socially taboo. The
grotesque body is common to the horror, slasher, and zombie film genres,
But it is also featured in reality-based television shows such as RuPaul’s Drag
Race, where the dominant norms and conventions of the classical body are
called into question, often in highly affirming and socially progressive ways,
Though shows such as NBC's The Biggest Loser have also featured bodies
coded as grotesque, that show is not especially transgressive because it is

its heart - fyelg the

and the unj
s hear ivers
dialogic in character,

al laughter at

specifically about disciplining those bodies and bringing them more in line life and death, cay Iln the conversations they stage b socially trans-
with the ideal of the classical body. a . » Carnivalesque t e between high

nd being i €xts generate 1gn and low,

2 Abjection. In Powers of Horror, Julia Kristeva defines abjection as “what c"mbinei—;n the world. And therein lies theinew ways of seeing, thinking

disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, posi nsgression and production T erotic force, their capacity to’

tions, rules™ Abjection arises from the crossing of cultural boundaries
and the pollution/defilement of social categories. By dividing the world
into internal and external, the body establishes an ideal boundary for

staging the abject. Hence, that which is discharged or expelled from
text

bf)dy (i.e. menstrual blood, spittle, sweat, ur.me, feces, mucus?) evok to elicit disruptive ar g e texte .
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3 Uncrowning. In contradistinction to the grotesque body and abje€
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controlling institutions. In the process, it fosters symbolic inversiel
world-upside-down perspective. Uncrowning or social inversion 88
familiar trope on South Park, where adults and celebrities aré frequ he thapte,. we wi
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, Ypes of audij
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3 Skimming. A third interpretive practice that possesses erotic potential is
skimming. If cruising is reading sensually and drifting is reading intertex-
tually, then skimming is reading purposefully. It is typically undertaken
with a specific aim, often to identify the main concepts or themes in a mes-
sage as quickly as possible. Skimming allows the reader to form an overall
impression of a text without investing the time required to attend to every
word or sign. Skimming is transgressive inasmuch as it does not respect the

whole, thus challenging the authority of the text’s producer to delimit its
meanings. As an interpretive practice, skimming is about both surface and
depth; the reader scans the surface of the text until she or he finds an
important point or nugget, at which point she or he dives in, taking greater
care and time to interact with the text. Skimming is an interpretive practice
that nearly every college student has engaged in while cramming for a quiz

or text, and one that, when performed successfully, is almost certainly a site
of pleasure.

 These three modes of interpretive play are neither comprehensive nor mutually
exclusive. Indeed, they often work in tandem, as one can move in and out of

different interpretive practices. The common link between them, as well as oth-

- ers we might add to the list, is the notion of play. Commenting on the impor-
tance of play in our everyday lives, Henry Bial observes:

We play to escape, to step out of everyday existence, if only for a moment, and to

observe a different set of rules. We play to explore, to learn about ourselves and

. [Pllay is ... the force of uncertainty which counter-

balances the structure provided by ritual. Where ritual depends on repetition,

play stresses innovation and creativity. Where ritual is predictable, play is
contingent.*

hay, especially as children engage in it, is a highly creative and inventive activ-
J: Objects are utilized for undesignated and illegitimate purposes (e.g. a large
X becomes a fort) and rules are created, modified, and often discarded as
tsire dictates, Impulsive and loosely structured, children’s play models what we

0 by interpretive play. To approach a media text in this fashion is to take,

dting Michel de Certeau, “neither the position of the author nor an author’s

lion” but to detach it from its origin, to invent in it something different than
intended, and to create something unknown from its fragments.*!

ition to generating their own pleasures, meanings, and identities through
fetive play, audiences can also potentially generate erotic experiences
f direct involvement in the coproduction or production of the text.

Ction arises from user participation, by which we mean an audience-
Ftaction that requires the audience - through the aid of an interface
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explains, “Participatory, amateur media production contests the concentration of
institutional and professional media power and challenges the media monopoly

on producing symbolic forms."* Though Jenna’s vlogs focus on self-promotion,

some personal diary blogs focus on self-expression through autobiographical

writing. A study of an erotic story (available via the Sehakia website) by Al

Kawthar, a self-identified Muslim lesbian from Algeria, concluded that autobio-

graphical writing can create “a space for agency within which counterhegemonic

sexualities are asserted, and transgressive normative possibilities enacted'
These examples, though limited to blogs, reinforce previous research, which has

concluded that UCC “leads to three cross-sectional trends: increased user auton-

omy, increased participation, and increased diversity"*

Fandom and cultural production

All of us are fans of something: a sports team, an actor or actress, a musical
group, or perhaps, like Carrie Bradshaw, Manolo Blahnik shoes. Fans are audi-
ences who possess a special affinity for and loyalty to a particular media or
cultural text; they are, in a word, enthusiasts. One of the authors of this book is
acommitted fan of Fox's So You Think You Can Dance. He views the show reli-
iously, reads online blogs about it, cheers for his favorite dancers, analyzes it
(at length) with other friends who are also fans, and occasionally goes to see
the live tour. The show i, to say the least, quite meaningful to him. The other

or is a diehard fan of the sandwiches made at a little shop in Boulder,

olorado, called Snarf’s. He would eat their sandwiches, which he often
uescribes as orgasmic, every day if he could. Obviously, they are a source of
feat pleasure for him. These examples suggest that fans do not merely receive
Media texts, but rework them “into an intensely pleasurable, intensely satisfy-

popular culture™* In this section, we will examine the multitude of ways

B8 fans actively make meanings, derive pleasures, and fashion senses of self

fough media,

e study of fandom - organized communities or subcultures comprising per-
$who share a special affinity for or attachment to a media text, which they

#ess through their participation in communal practices (fan fiction, etc.) and

8 (conventions) ~ began in the 1980s. At that time, fans were often derided

e media and non-fans as fanatics, obsessive nut jobs, and just plain weird.

wave of scholars to study fandom, which included figures such as John
pHienry Jenkins, Camille Bacon-Smith, and Constance Penley, was very
tterested in challenging this stereotype. For them, fandom involved inter-
& Communities whose creative and productive activities empowered them

allenged the hegemonic culture. Contemporary fan scholar Jonathan Gray
#bed this period and type of scholarship “Fandom is Beautiful”® because of
si fomantic view of fans and the counter-hegemonic potential of fan cul-
£ Pite of this limitation, it nevertheless established several important cate-

"L understanding and evaluating fandom. The first generation of fan
{*€c0gnized that what most separates fans from other audiences is the
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316 Media Audiences fans in isolation. Rather, they discuss and debate their shared interest in a

media text at length. This can occur in person (i.e. face-to-face) through
participation in local clubs and fan conventions, or it can occur remotely
(i.e. virtually) through online chatrooms, listservs, and other electronic
forums. Regardless of how participants “come together,” they engage in sim-
ilar (though certainly not identical) communication rituals or practices.
Among the most common types of enunciative productivity or fan talk is
exegesis: careful attention to textual minutiae and hyper-detailed analysis of
characters, themes, and plot developments. Close textual analysis can
include a wide variety of interpretive activities, such as judging the quality
or emotional realism of a text, commenting on surprising plot twists, point-
ing out narrative and character inconsistencies or visual continuity goofs,
highlighting seemingly trivial actions or events that have deeper meaning or
relevance, and speculating about what will happen next. Exegetical energy is
particularly high around texts with lengthy, complex storylines such as
soaps or that include mysterious, seemingly inexplicable phenomena such
as Twin Peaks, Lost, and Stranger Things. Regardless of text, however, analy-
sis is designed to demonstrate textual mastery and fan knowledge, which in
an informational economy such as a fan community, translates into prestige,
reputation, and, thus, influence.®

Another way fans demonstrate textual knowledge and mastery, thereby
‘heightening their cultural capital within a fan community, is by being the
first to report “insider” information such as production schedules, future
narrative events or arcs (termed spoilers by fans), actor contract disputes,
and the like. Fan communities are often very hierarchical, and consequently
\newcomers or neophytes to a particular fandom may be verbally disciplined
ifthey fail to follow communal norms or demonstrate proper respect for fan
lders. Alternatively, the newbie-elder relationship may function in a more
pprentice-mentor capacity, whereby the newcomer is initiated into the
ommunity by being taught its codes and customs. In her largely auto-
elhnographic account of Star Trek fandom, Camille Bacon-Smith discusses
the relatively structured phases of initiation she underwent, including being
i¢eted by the Star Trek Welcommittee, meeting and getting to know mem-

production, of the generation of semi-
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318 Media Audiences lucs. In his study of online South Park fanfic is illegal. Despite clear _copyright i.nfringement. fan fiction tEI'.’ldS to be: ig‘nored
quality, and overall production .histicatio n of Babylon Park, an ani- or at least to!erated by media companies, however. They recognize that it is pro-
fandom, for instance, Ott notes the sop torvlines of Babylon 5 with the duced by their most loyal fans, a group they do not want to alienate. The transgres-
mated spoof that combines the " sive character of fan fiction, then, hasless to do with its legal status and more to do
fart jokes, general character stYlf?, roduced by a fan at sweeet.com, with how it specifically functions for the fans who write it. Fans appropriate and
Park.s Ott also mention:s the 3D n‘magest lzs involving South Park characters rework media texts they love as a way of making those texts better address their
many of which are parodies of movie P‘;Sf eﬁm art — referred to simply as own needs and social agenda.* To illustrate this process, we briefly examine two

(Figure 12.2). A more recent type £ lips from films and television shows popular subcategories of fan fiction: Mary Sue and slash.
“vids” - entails the splicing together ) c r;fch differ in theme or perspective Mary Sue is a subgenre of fan fiction in which the author/fan inserts herself as a
to create video montages that tell stories w !S “yidders” who produce these character into the storyworld of a popular media text. Such stories are referred to
from the original text. The fans,'known " tic abilities through audio and as “Mary Sues” because this was the name of the central female character in Paula
es demonstrate their creative and ar.tls B ienced vidders,’ notes” Smith’s famous parody of the subgenre titled, “A Trekkie's Tale Though the con-
nal filmmaking. Expﬁrll others lcar;l thesdl I;tent of Mary Sue fan fiction is infinitely diverse, the underlying form of the stories
orkshops tol © l; roducers.8 s overwhelmingly predictable. With few exceptions, Mary Sue characters are ado-
LR . lescents who are either related to or romantically involved with one of the principal
' characters from the original media text. An author of a Mary Sue writing about the
‘storyworld of Stargate Atlantis, for instance, might introduce a young female char-

cter who is romantically involved with Col. John Sheppard. In addition to being
dosely linked to one of the primary characters, Mary Sues are almost always beau-
iful, beloved by the other characters, and extremely intelligent. They are also cen-
el to the narrative action, and usually save the day before meeting an untimely
death at the story’s end. Mary Sues are, for most fan writers, the first fan fictions
taey write. Because they are seen as beginning attempts at fan writing, they are
Widely denigrated even within the fan communities that produce them. But, none-
theless, they serve an important cultural function for the women who write them,

According to fandom scholar Camille Bacon-Smith, Mary Sue stories are a way

bt their authors to confront the painful memories and experiences of adoles-

#nce, when they were teased for interests (i.e. science fiction and action adven-

) and behaviors (i.e. nonseductive fashion and nonsubordinate attitudes)

med too “masculine” Mary Sue stories rewrite and hence recode childhood

Petiences by creating “perfect” female characters that are both competent and

lkiked, intelligent and desirable. They fulfill an emotional need for their
fors by creating a cultural model of the ideal woman with which fans can iden-
: Often, as fan writers “mature;” they stop writing Mary Sues and begin writ-
Other forms of fan fiction, One of these forms, which is generally regarded by
i scholars as a far more subversive subgenre, is known as slash,

h, like Mary Sue fan fiction, appropriates the characters and storyworld of
Piar (and, historically, often science fiction) text for personal ends. But, in
fstto Mary Sues, it does not insert the author as a character in the story. It
i0Wever, feature two or more of the main characters from a popular media
# 4 romantic and often explicitly sexual relationship that they do not, in
Have in the original (or “canon”) text. This subgenre is referred to as slash
€the stories are identified by the first name or initial of each of the paired

ey *Parated by a “/" Slash fiction centers exclusively on the relationship
Figure 122 Fan T - o : " $ame-sex (usually male) characters.® It emerged in the 1970s, when

artwork 00 A m ) mi : & fans began writing erotic stories about the relationship between
i i i ccormick 5140 M .
Perk maovie poster saving prwate

parodies.

and stop-motion technique of South

montag c
video editing rather than origl
Mazar, “hold formal and informal w
skills” allowing more and more fans to

Perhaps the most studied form of fans’ textual Productivit')i is:.1 f::uii}:::g:é ;‘astp; _[f

tizrn :r fanfic for short,isa literz;xc'ly(g;nre irt1 th;it ::3:, ;«;no Fa ————
, character

that expand upon the storywor

isi “Writing stories about charactersof
levision show.® “Writing s !

, such as a novel, film, or te : : to o
:e’f{;v:)rite television program,’ explains Rhlanll?:’l Bu?',tils ai :nt;p e e
the meanings and pleasures of the primary t;:x:: *nFt::; t;csutzﬁ s

d science fictio xe
en and often revolves aroun . S o e f
‘;:Ir;lviﬂe, Heroes, Battlestar Galactica, and Stargate. SG ﬂi ::;3 o
anctioned by the companies that hold the copynghts_to i
;asis for its stoties, and it is commonly pubhshed online or gazines
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320 Medma Audiences lash fiction was domi- figure of the vampire offers an additional “vehicle through which to encode sub-
ock. Though sla® versive pleasures of sexuality and desire””* Because vampires, as with the central
characters in many other science fiction texts, are not quite humnan, slash writers
have even more freedom to “imagine something akin to the liberating transgres-
sion of gender hierarchy John Stoltenberg describes: a refusal of fixed-object
' choices in favor of a fluidity of erotic identification.”™ In other words, fan fiction
is not simply about producing alternative meanings and interpretations; it is also
| about experimenting with and producing alternative identities, about exploring
| the limits of who one is and what one can become.

= Ki'ﬂ;; y Sllcss?c::itegiiif;ohrfll,r;tsl?as greatly diversified over tll;e Yz:& A
L l‘xfn s today include Harry Potter and Draco Ma oy anyd
SR pall-ld gGabrielle (Xena: Warrior Princess), Frodo Baggins an
Iswer)" Xé:;ug?; (Lord of the Rings), and Poe and Finn (the Star Wars saga).

amwise

d
Slash stories are commonly accompanied by fan art, ;uclllalsztze Edward/Jacob
as . in Figures 12.3 an b
(Twilight) and Frodo/Sam images seen In Flg  it, slash fiction furnishes a vital

3 l p
u ] S

Capt

Reflections on Transgression

The study of pleasure and transgression, and their intersection, is extraordinar-
ily challenging. Since the experience of pleasure is intensely personal, it is dif-
ficult to measure and quantify. Despite this difficulty, critics operating from an
Erotic perspective can investigate both (1) particular kinds of texts and the
pleasures they afford and (2) the interpretive, participatory, and material prac-
ices of audiences and the pleasures associated with them. But, even if a critic is
: " o isolate the pleasures in audience-text interactions, the question arises
hether or not those pleasures function transgressively and productively. In
ther words, what difference do they make in the world? Though a comprehen-
e answer to this question is beyond the scope of this chapter, we would like to

4

tfly reflect on the relationship between transgression and social change.

Figure 12.3 Fan
artwork: Slash image
aof Edward and Jacab.
from the Twilight seres.
Randy Qwen, Edward
and Jacob, 2009.
Graphite on paper.
T2

{17Becm ¥ 30.5¢cm),

private coliection.

(htips/iwwwiacebook ression is one form of social resistance; other forms include subversion,
N uption, and rebellion.™ But, in contrast to these forms, which are either col-
randyowencreations).

ive or coordinated, transgression is individual and improvisational,
——— isgression is not undertaken with the intent of bringing about social change.
e Y iy ihat transgression is not strategically designed to promote social change does
tean that it cannot contribute to such change, however. Over time, many indi-
l transgressive acts can accumulate and have an aggregative effect. So, while
blated act of transgression may seem innocuous and insignificant, numerous
€an, collectively, participate in processes of social change. Hence, critics
dbe careful not to judge the character and significance of transgressive texts
kctices according to their immediate social effects, It is far more important to
OW transgressive texts and practices are personally productive, how they
saiences to invent their own meanings, pleasures, and identities, and how
Biribute, in the words of Michel de Certeau, to “making do” in a world
B0st media are created for corporate profit, not social benefit.™ Further,
lseffects are cumulative, transgression rarely results in rapid social change.
*?_llion, which brings about social change suddenly and often violently,
8101 promotes change incrementally, remaking social norms and conven-
#y and subtly.
L “nsgression can and does participate in processes of social change,
F€DIS need to be cautious about its uncritical celebration. There is a

Seurce: Randy Owen.

Figure 124 Fan
artwork: Stash
image of Frodo and
Sam, from The Lord
of the Rings. Source
© Solarfall.
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tics by having th
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