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they also enact an encounter of fannish, literary, imagistic and technical histories of practice.
Metalepsis provides the lens through which we can read many of these encounters. Finally, as
Klaiber (2014) argues, digital fiction often takes collaborative forms which superimpose two
stories on top of each other, or a �double plot�, as she calls it. Firstly, there is a �primary plot�, that
is, the story itself, but we also see frequent evidence of a �secondary plot�, or as I like to call it, a
�meta-story�. This is the collaborative story of the first story being written, the encounters and
disagreements between different contributors, interjections from active readers, the constraints and
affordances of the site used, and so on. Fandom�s communal practice means these meta-stories are
much in evidence, and in the case of RPF, an increased level of self-consciousness about the
construction of fiction is often present. Indeed, the last of the three stories I will analyse here is
about the construction of a text, and thus might be said to contain three stories: the primary
narrative, the story within the story and the story about the construction of a story. This article
makes a first foray into reading RPF as digital fiction, using the tools of metatextual metalepsis,
analysis of multiple modes in collision and the self-conscious layering of various levels of story
that take place in collaborative fiction.

Background: RPF in academia
The academic study of fanfiction is now well established (Bacon-Smith, 1992; Black, 2008;
Fathallah, 2015, 2016; Hellekson and Busse, 2006, 2014; Hotz-Davies et al., 2009; Jenkins,
1992; Stein and Busse, 2009). Jenkins is typically credited with popularizing the field, coining
the term �textual poachers� (1992) to describe and revalue the activity of fans who create their
own media by repurposing the affordances of popular culture to resistant needs and desires.
While this somewhat idealized perspective may have been necessary at the time, later studies
have taken much more sceptical and situated approaches, arguing for both the problems and
opportunities of amateur labour in an increasingly convergent media environment (De Kosnik,
2009), or pointing out that while fanfic certainly has resistant potentials and tendencies, the
narratives constructed by fans may also be as or more politically regressive than their main-
stream sources (A� stro¤m, 2010; Scodari, 2003). I have argued elsewhere for a Foucauldian
perspective, reading fanfic as an intervention in the discursive formations of popular culture,
which may subvert and overturn statements from the corporate media source, but may equally
well consolidate and elaborate upon them (Fathallah, forthcoming). Meanwhile, literature and
literacy scholars have discussed fanfiction�s intersection with postmodern media forms like the
pastiche (Jamison, 2013; Polasek, 2012: 49) and its uses for digital literacy training in children
(Elea·, 2012; Parrish, 2010).

Overwhelmingly, scholars have focused their attention on fanfiction that makes use of fictional
characters. To those of us who are participants in fan culture as well as academia, this cannot but
appear as an obvious � even deliberate � oversight. A large and increasing proportion of fan-
fiction uses versions of real people, living and dead, as its characters. The landing page of the
Archive of Our Own (A03), which is currently the most popular repository for fanfiction of all
types, boasts extensive catalogues under the subheadings of celebrities and real people and music
and bands (probably differentiated because (a) bandom fanfic is a large subset of RPF and (b) the
musicians featured in bandom fic are not necessarily celebrities outside of a particular scene). As
noted above, fiction about real people is a mainstay of Hollywood and the book industry. But
while actor Eddie Redmayne received the 2015 Oscar and BAFTA for best actor for his portrayal
of the still-living Stephen Hawking (narrowly beating Benedict Cumberbatch�s Alan Turing in



The Imitation Game), both scholars and fans retain a certain reticence and even embarrassment
about the creation of fiction about real people. Piper (2015) has addressed this in article com-
paring the strategies of RPF writers to professional adaptations, biopics and docudramas fea-
turing real people as characters. She observes that �the process of presenting a portion of the
known public life alongside the fictionalization of a speculated or fantasized private self� is not
fundamentally different from �the way biopics re-contextualize the public life of a celebrity
through the representation of an imagined private self� (p. 3.3). While I agree, so far as this goes,
I feel that this perspective neglects the specific digital formats of contemporary RPF and its
electronic context of dissemination.

McGee, writing in 2005, called RPF the �final frontier� of fanfiction, incorrectly suggesting it
as a �very recent� innovation in fandom (Star Trek actor RPF can be reliably dated to 1968, when
Lorrah and Hunt�s (1989) �Visit to a Weird Planet� appeared in the fanzine Spockanalia 3).
McGee claimed that it is �denounced� in the fanfiction �community�, which hardly seems
defensible given the prevalence of RPF today (pp. 172�173). On the other hand, it should be
remembered that the landscape of online fandom was quite different in 2006, with more holistic
and perhaps closer-knit communities centred on LiveJournal rather than dispersed across
Tumblr, the A03 and other sites, so perhaps her arguments have simply dated. She argues that
fanfiction is (or perhaps, was) a generally dialogic practice which RPF offends, treating its
subjects �monologically�, as means and not human ends in themselves. However, she then goes
on to explore how RPF writers defend their practice, comparing celebrities to the mythological
function of gods and heroes in previous ages (p. 173) and contrasting the celebrity persona,
which is what fanfic actually utilizes, to the human person sharing that name with which it has
little to do (p. 175). RPF disclaimers often make this point in explicit terms, claiming not to deal
with real people but their mediated representations only. Thus, RPF is conceived as a form of
postmodern fiction that is both explicitly concerned with facets of identity and playfully
manipulative of them. Busse (2006a, 2006b) takes up this theme, arguing RPF on LiveJournal
demonstrates sophisticated intertextual play with identity and authenticity, both in terms of the
topics addressed by stories and the role play and performance fan writers engage with, per-
forming an online identity for themselves and each other. She argues that RPF is best understood
as a kind of role play, akin to avatar games, an extension of the identity play with which we
engage in all kinds of online encounter.

Thomas, writing in 2014, addresses real person slash (RPS). A very popular form of RPF,
RPS pairs real people in fictional same sex relationships. The term �slash� has been imported
from general media fandom and dates to the homophobic climate of the 1960s, when rela-
tionships were denoted in story metadata through a slash mark between names and initials,
decodable only to those in the know. While her statement that RPS is still �highly contro-
versial and contentious� (p. 171) seems questionable for 2014, she is nevertheless right to note
that it remains banned on Fanfiction.net and that many fans attempt to distance themselves
from it. However, as Thomas argues, there is really no obvious barrier between story forms of
RPS and other forms of celebrity engagement that blend frontstage performance with a
mediated representation of backstage life, such as Instagram and Twitter. This, after all, is
what RPS does: takes a mediated performance of celebrity and creates a narrative about what
happens �backstage�, albeit in more explicitly fictional terms than gossip sites and other social
media. Hagen�s (2015) discussion of �stage gay� in emo/post-punk bands is an excellent
illustration of this principle. The core bands that make up the �bandom� category of RPS
(loosely: Fall Out Boy, My Chemical Romance, Panic! at the Disco, Cobra Starship, The







world panoramic view of that location, or even a live-stream. The reader actively follows this link
from a level of fictional engagement to a real-world one, and at the same time, Bell discerns two
types of metalepsis. In the first type, �the narrator (or a character) jumps to a lower diegetic level�
(2014: 23), for example, when the writer appears as a character in his own or another person�s
story. In a sense, all RPF involves this type of metalepsis, as real people act as characters in the
fictional story, and authors tend to flag this up in a playful, self-conscious way. In the second type
of metalepsis, a �fictional character jumps to a higher narrative level� (p. 23). While this is rarer in
RPF, we do find examples in author�s notes where writers appeal to the subjects of their fiction,
usually asking them not to read the story. Given bandom members� active involvement with
LiveJournal, and even a couple of cases in which they have commented on stories in which they
appear as characters (Fanlore, 2015a), this may be seen as a simple safeguarding move to spare the
writers� embarrassment.

Yet, it is not quite the �character� being appealed to here. The character would have no need to
be protected from the contents of the story (if the character was capable of comprehension, he or
she would already know it). We might call it the character�s real-world �counterpart� (Bell, 2014) �
and yet, it is more than this. It is also an appeal to a communally created, multimediated under-
standing of a character/persona, invoking their communally understood/created traits. For
example, one fairly common injunction of this sort is �Back button, Pete�. To the uninitiated, this is
nonsensical. To those in the know, it is clearly addressed to Fall Out Boy bassist and lyricist Pete
Wentz, a prolific blogger who is notorious for oversharing online and demonstrates a keen
understanding of, and involvement with, LiveJournal fandom. The direct address appeals to his
irreverent, endearing, curious, trouble-seeking persona and utterly informal relationship with
fandom. The properties of this persona are a textual effect created partly through Wentz�s own
blogs and social media presence, partly through the contributions of fandom. We can best
understand this kind of address as what Ryan calls �ontological metalepsis�, which �opens a
passage between levels� of reality, and thus �result(s) in their interpenetration, or mutual con-
tamination� (2006: 207). I would suggest, however, that we replace the metaphor of contamination
between �fiction� and �reality�, or indeed possible realities, with one of constitution or construction.
To use contamination in this case would suggest that a person�s social media presence is or should
be somehow �separate� from their �real� self, rather than a matter of mutual construction and
exchange between the online and offline spheres.

Turk (2011) has argued that in a sense, all fanwork is metaleptic by virtue of its operation across
multiple worlds or narrative levels. Discussing fiction based on other fiction, she claims that
fanwork is distinct from other kinds of metalepsis because rather than drawing attention to the
difference between ontological levels

the premise of most fan work is that the fictional world of the story or vid is the same as the fictional
world of the original text, or rather the fan author�s interpretation of that world; part of the pleasure of
the text comes from treating these fictional worlds as contiguous or overlapping. (2011: 89)

While her argument might hold for fanwork sourced on fictional worlds, as we can see, the
situation of RPF is quite different. At the textual level, authors separate their work from the level
of ontology at which band members construct their media presence. However, bandom RPF�s by
platform means that at the technological level, all the texts operate together on that very level
simultaneously. Before we go on to the close analysis, I will briefly introduce two more tools from
work on digital fiction. Punday (2014) argues that, while previous theorists have primarily




























