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When fanliction swapped out fans
lor publishing deals

It sounds flippant to put it that way
but, the Aeneid, at its core, really is a
continuation fic—picking up where
Homer’s Trojan War ended and
following Aeneas, a minor character
in the canon, as he stumbles through
an entirely new narrative along with
original characters and incredibly
expanded lore. Cut to a few centuries
later, an earnest Virgil fan decides
to take it one step further by adding
himself into the story, and effectively
writing what might be history’s first
self-insert fic: Dante Alighieri’s Divine
Comedy.

But we don’t think of Virgil or
Dante when we think of fanfiction.
Instead, their works are “derivative” or
“revisions”. Why?

Becauseforaslongwehavebeenalive,
stories have been told and retold and
passed along without much concern
for originality because, copyright as
we understand it today, was not how it
always used to be. But once intellectual
property became something that could
be owned by a person or a corporation,
that line between “derivative work”
and “fanfiction” changed as well. If
Virgil were to borrow from Homer
today, it would not be without legal
consequences.

So, how does fanfiction manage to
operate within that grey area?

Part of what made fanfiction so special was
that shared intimacy of being able to exist in
a space so obsessively and still be met with

a similar enthusiasm, and in my own selfish
way, I’'m glad some of its best versions never

left that place.

Fanfiction, as it exists today, mostly
does so because of the unspoken
argument that you cannot profit from
it. You can write as many Harry Potter
spinoffs as you please, pick up where
Sherlock Holmes left off, fix-it-fic the
ending of your favorite franchise—but
it only exists in this online space where
the reward is typically nothing more
than adoration from other fans. Or at
least, that used to be the rule.

Before it became a pipeline to
publishing deals, fanfiction lived quietly
within the margins of the internet—
forum entries, Wattpad and fanfiction.
net, tumblr blogs, AO3. It was not the
industry it is today. What is currently
often referred to as a genre, started out
so many degrees outside these usual
circuits of value that it felt more like a
place we all went to together. You knew
people only by their online handles.
Feedback was hits, bookmarks and
kudos, and recognition (if it came at all)

was from quiet obsession; not royalties
or six-digit Netflix deals.

One of the most formative pieces
of literature I've encountered came
from an old, culturally defunct website,
LiveJournal, titled—The Heart Rate
of a Mouse, or colloquially THROAM
(throw-am): a 1970s AU slashfic about
Brendon Urie and Ryan Ross of Panic At
The Disco, with a rotating cast of early-
2000s emo heartthrobs—and even a
brief, glittering cameo from a glittery-
eyeshadowed David Bowie himself.

What I remember most is the sheer
scale of it—just this endless scrolling
that never seemed to stop. First
published in 2009, the fic ran over half
a million words across three volumes,
written by someone who was probably
as old as I was when I found it at 16.
And it didn’t make sense to me. How
could something this expansive, this
good just exist on a website like this?
For free? With no real expectation of
anything beyond people reading it?

Between the fan-made art, merch,
and a small stint in self-published
copies for sale by the author, none of it
translated into what we’d recognise as
a career. The author stayed a username
(beggarsnotes) and the fic to this day
only exists archived on the internet. But
over the past decade, many stories that
begin on similar platforms have been
reworked into traditionally published
novels, some even snapped up by
major houses for film and television

deals. This trajectory is now consistent
enough to be a formula that promises
good output: a fanfic gains a cult
following, the names and the plot gets
filed off, and what once circulated (free
of cost) among fans is repackaged as

new IP. The success of Fifty Shades of

Grey—originally a Twilight fanfiction—
effectively opened the floodgates for
this model, and the examples have only
multiplied. In one decade, publishers
and studios have switched to actively
scouting this for their platforms.

After, which began as a One
Direction fanfic, was spun into a
full-fledged film franchise. The Love
Hypothesis started life as a Star
Wars sequel trilogy “Reylo” fic. The
Mortal Instruments was originally a
Draco Malfoy “Dramione” trilogy by
Cassandra Clare. Heated Rivalry, the
hockey romance on everyone’s roster
this year reportedly began as a Steve
Rogers/Bucky Barnes AU on AO3
before being pulled, reworked, and
relaunched. The Idea of You is another
book-to-movie adaptation in this sage
that carries the unmistakable DNA of
Harry Styles fanfics. Even Red, White &
Royal Blue, the glossy Amazon Prime
production has a lot of conjecture
surrounding its supposed origins back
to a Jesse Eisenberg/Andrew Garfield
fic inspired by The Social Network.

But of course, the caricature of
pre-teen girls writing self-indulgent
romances about boy bands, or the more

convenient exhibit of Fifty Shades of

Grey as a kind of infallible proof that
fanfiction is embarrassing, cringe,
and not “real” literature is still a really
popular idea, even though both parties
know that it flattens the vast range of
what fanfic really is. Because certain
forms of excess, especially when it
comes to young girls liking something,
has always been easy to dismiss, even
when history is full of works that adapt
this similar act of borrowing.

In her 2018 essay, “The Bodies of
the Girls Who Made Me”, Seanan
McGuire points out this obvious double
standard. Fanfiction has historically
been a space far outnumbered by
women and queer writers and part of
it was to accommodate a specific lack
of representation that was often left
out in the original canon. The human
desire to expand on narratives, (o
want to see themselves in a story has
always existed. But when men engage
in similar acts of transformation, it’s
derivative, and a homage, but when
women do it, it’s unoriginal and just
fanfiction. And there’s a particular
kind of dismissal that attaches itself to
that because the argument regarding
lack of originality is just categorically
untrue (I once came across a James
Bond AU in which everyone worked at
a grocery store, which, if anything, is
excessively original).

And that’s where I start to hesitate.
Because there is something undeniably
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significant about good writers finding
wider audiences and being taken
seriously, being paid—it would be
disingenuous to ignore that. But even
as fanfiction is finally being taken
seriously it still carries the weight
of that same dismissal. It’s valuable,
but only after it’s been reshaped and
sanitised to be more palatable to a
system that never quite respected it to
begin with.

I would love for some of my favorite
writers from that era to reach the
visibility they deserve. But I'd be lying
if I said I wasn’t also a little relieved
that a million-dollar company hasn’t
ultimately managed to get its grubby
hands on something like THROAM.
Part of what made fanfiction so special
was that shared intimacy of being able
(o exist in a space so obsessively and
still be met with a similar enthusiasm,
and in my own selfish way, I'm glad
some of its best versions never left that
place. And I'm not sure a Netflix exec
would ever take the time to learn how
to package the thrill of that experience
without tainting all the important
parts.

Arshi Ibsan Radifah is a Literature
major who loves unreliable narrators
and Wes Anderson movie sets. If she
had it her way she would have liked to
play bass for a girl band in the 90s, but
Jor now she’ll suffice by rewatching
Empire Records.
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Aruna Chakravarti’s ghosts don’t just
scare, they remember

Review of ‘Creeping Shadows: 13 Ghost Stories’ (Penguin Random House India, 2026) by Aruna Chakravarti

MITALI CHAKRAVARTY
Aruna Chakravarti is a doyen of historical
fiction, spinning out narratives on the
Bengal Renaissance with her Jorasanko
(HarperCollins, 2013) novels, reviving
the story of the Bhawal Prince with The
Mendicant Prince (Pan Macmillan, 2022) and
doing series of fictitious short stories based
on chronicles from the past. Then why would
she turn suddenly to ghost stories?

She has tried her hand at what she
referred to as “a completely new genre”
with Creeping Shadows: 13 Ghost Stories.
Chakravarti elaborated in a recent interview
with Borderless: “For a change, I decided to
try my hand at short stories which emerge
straight from the imagination. And while
at it, I decided to break out of the mould
of ‘historical fiction” writer in which I had
trapped myself and try a completely new
genre.”

And in the process, she expands on the
genre of traditional ghouls. While one of
the narratives, “Grandmother’s Bundle”,
has the traditional petni stories told with a
wry sense of humour, most of the ghouls
are tormented souls born out of historical
events or accidents. The other narratives have
supernatural shadows creeping into normal
lives to create a horrific outcome.

The first story in the book, “The Caregivers
of Gazipur”, throws up ghouls from the
colonial past who died in torment in a
non-syncretic  world—torn by religious

observances that draw alienation and hatred
even from loved ones. The protagonist meets
these ghouls in the historic year, 1971, when
Bangladesh came into being. A story that
takes us into modern Bangladesh, “The Road
to Karimganj”, has a mother and son duo
travel to satisfy their curiosity about their
family’s past until, haunted and spooked by a
ghost, their trip goes awry.

Some of the rural landscapes in Bengal are
imagined by Chakravarti based on her past
experiences, where she travelled to source
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for her historical fictions. But the piece de
résistance she creates out of her imagination
is a brothel in the early 19th century China
in “The House of Flowers”, influenced by,
she admits, her reading of Pearl S Buck and
Amy Tan. The descriptions of the countryside
in this story could have been impacted by
her travels within China. She has shown a
world where political borders didn’t exist,
and a young man could walk from China to
Kolkata without papers. Needless to say, her
“spook” here could well be a cross between a

zombie or a vampire—a truly original horrific
creation and, perhaps, a bit like what you see
in spooky Asian films about the undead.

More ghouls from the slaughtering
incidents of history—the horrors of the
Partition of 1947—crawl out in “They Come
Out After the Dark”. Drawing partly from the
folklore of nishir dak, the most frightening
experiences are not just the spooks but the
fact that they could seduce a living person to
opt for them.

“One Winter Night”, set in a zamindari of
yore, has terrifying ghouls too that grow out
of the horrors of poverty and deprivation.
That they avenge society by harming a person
who tried to help them only emphasises
the arbitrariness of their choices, leaving
the readers with a sense of meaningless
horror. Chakravarti’s ghosts often function
as husband-wife as in this story, or father-

daughter, son-father in larger [amily
structures.
The isolated ghouls she creates are

sometimes born of black magic or possession.

Chakravarti tells us about her spooks in
her interview: “These stories do not belong
to the gothic/horror genre. They are not
about vampires, blood sucking bats, severed
heads or violence heaped on violence. They
are essentially human-interest stories with a
supernatural twist at the end.”

More contemporary sagas creep into her
narratives as she recreates ghosts from the
Sikh massacre following the murder of Indira
Gandhi in “There are More Things in Heaven

and Earth”. The narrative weaves in present
times and a discussion around the famous
quote from Shakespeare’s Hamlet: “There
are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,
than are dreamt of in your philosophy.” Thus
reinforcing her academic persona, for, she
served as a principal of a college in Delhi
University for many years.

She has also explored the eco-fiction
genre in “Vendetta”, with tree spirits seeking
revenge from an abuser of nature. Her
storytelling skills mesmerise. She writes,
“He stopped. Rather, he was made to stop by
an enormous tree looming in front of him.
Monkeys of all sizes were hanging from the
branches, clinging to the trunk and peering
from between the leaves. In his frenzied state
he thought he saw hundreds and thousands.
Every type of Simian. Rhesus, marmoset,
baboon, mandrill, macaque, colobus and
others. Whole families of them. From huge
hoary red-bottomed patriarchs to wee babies
with beady eyes suckling at their mothers’
breasts.”

Aruna Chakravarti has proven once again
she can master any genre—be it translations,
historical fiction, narratives based on reality,
or fantastic ghost stories with imaginative
spooks that can make shivers run down your
spine. Creeping Shadows is a gripping read
that haunts and lingers beyond its pages.

Mitali Chakravarty wafts on a cloud where
rests Borderless Journal. She has three books
of poems, two anthologies, and a book of
humorous essays on China.



