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INTRODUCTION


What Is Fandom?


CLOSE YOUR EYES. WAIT—NOT YET.


First, think about all the books you read, the games you play, the movies and TV shows you watch. Okay, now close your eyes and go through those stories in your mind. What characters pop into your head? Are you picturing a scene or moment that you adore? What are some of your favorite books or movies or games that you can revisit again and again? All the things that you feel excited about and all the characters that you are picturing—whatever you’re imagining right now, you’re a fan of it. And, good news, you can be a fan of anything and everything, and you can be a fan of more than one thing, too. There are fantasy fans, video game fans, sports team fans, and so many more.




A fan is a person who has a strong interest or admiration for a particular person or thing.





The best thing about being a fan is that you’ll be connected with others through a mutual passion for any given story or character, which also means that you don’t have to hide your interests. Be loud and proud, and don’t even think twice about whether you should get that backpack with a design from your favorite manga on it. Talk about your favorite characters and the stories you like with your friends and family—even tell your teachers. Another wonderful thing about being a fan is that you’re part of a fandom—a community of people who are fans of the same things as you and understand exactly why those things are important to you. Tons of other people share the same passions as you; you’ll belong to a number of found families across the globe. Just like there are no limits on how many things you can love and enjoy, there are absolutely no limits on how many fandoms you can join. You might find one fandom to pour your entire heart into, or you might participate in many of them.




Fandom is a community of people who are fans of someone or something.





It’s easy to be part of fandom, too. The main thing—really the only thing—you have to bring to the party is love. That’s what being a fan is all about. It’s caring so much about a story that you keep thinking about it long after the story ends. It’s appreciating the worlds and characters others have created; it’s celebrating them from a place of love and kindness. Keep those warm and fuzzy feelings in mind as you explore the world of fandom, and you can’t go wrong.


As a fan that is new to the community, you might have a lot of questions like: How can I express myself in my fandom or share it with friends? How can I build communities and find other fans to gush with over my favorite fictional stories? How can I attend that convention I’ve been hearing about?


Well, one way is to read this book. Inside, you’ll find information on how to get started exploring different types of fandoms and communities, tips, tricks, and even advice from fans who have made fandom part of their careers! You can read this book cover to cover or jump in and read the chapters in any order, because, like fandom, this book is flexible.


We even have a handy quiz to help you decide what kind of community might interest you the most and where to begin on your journey here.


It took me a while to discover what fandom is and how I fit in, but once I did, I felt like I could be myself. My hope is that this book will help you find your footing as a fan and learn how to get more involved than ever in your fandom.


May the Force be with you,


Amy Ratcliffe
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QUIZ



What Kind of Fan Are You?


ARE YOU READY TO GET more creative with your fandom and express yourself? Take this quiz to find a place to start your journey. Circle whichever answers feel best for you right now, and don’t worry if you’re having trouble deciding. You can totally choose more than one answer for each question if you want.


In your free time, you’re most likely to do which of these things?




a. Finish a craft project you’ve been working on.


b. Cozy up with a good book.


c. Chat with your friends about a cool new thing you learned.


d. Organize an outing with friends to see a movie.


e. Beat the next level of your video game.


f. Open your sketch pad and draw.





How do you share your fandom with friends?




a. We coordinate matching outfits or accessories based on our favorite characters.


b. We come up with stories about our most loved fictional worlds.


c. We debate our favorite fan theories.


d. We plan watch parties for the shows and movies we enjoy.


e. We explore online realms together.


f. We draw our favorite characters and create new ones.





What excites you most about your fandom?




a. The elaborate costumes.


b. All the world-building details.


c. Learning new things about the characters or world.


d. Being able to share and enjoy it with my friends.


e. Being able to play a role in the story.


f. The design and look of the characters and backgrounds.





When you watch the latest episode of your favorite TV series, which of these things are you most likely to say to a friend about it?




a. Did you see that costume at the end? I need it.”


b. “I liked it, but the book is better.”


c. “Can we please pick this apart at lunch tomorrow?”


d. “Wait, let me start a group chat about all of this, because we need everyone to weigh in.”


e. “They didn’t explain the rules for using time travel!”


f. “That spooky mansion is gorgeous. I can’t get over the design!”





Your favorite class in school is:




a. Industrial arts


b. Creative writing


c. Debate


d. Theater


e. Programming


f. Art





Count how many of each letter you circled and get a clue about how you may want to express your fandom—but remember, you can ultimately choose any of these you want!




a. Courageous Cosplayer


b. Fantastic Fanfic Writer


c. Prestigious Podcaster


d. Canny Community Builder


e. Gutsy Gamer


f. Fabulous Fan Artist
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CHAPTER ONE



Pen and Paper


ONE WAY TO CELEBRATE THE things you love is to create stories or art based on them. Taking elements of the shows, characters, games, and other things you like and including them in stories or art that you create is known as making fan fiction and fanart, respectively. These are two different ways you can reimagine some of your favorite stories and characters and put your own stamp on them, including doing so through fanzines and webcomics. Fanfic and fanart in their many forms have been around since the 1950s, and the labels were coined shortly thereafter as a way to help differentiate fan-created materials from officially authorized releases.


Fanfic, fanart, zines, and webcomics started out with people sharing stories and illustrations in smaller, private groups, but now they’re all well-known, mainstream practices with creators and fans connecting from all over the world. (Yep, you can even be a fan of a fan-created work, too.)




When something is mainstream, it is widely known and accepted by not only fans but people outside of the fandom’s community.
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An underground work is generally seen as more experimental and as an alternative to more well-known, popular things and is known by a smaller group of fans or specific audiences.





Some of your favorite creators got their start by making their own versions of the things they love. Artists who have posted their fanart on social media have worked on some very cool official projects. Erin Lefler put her illustrations on Instagram, and now she contributes designs to Lucasfilm for Star Wars merchandise. (You can learn more about her journey and read her advice in the Artist Spotlight here.) Writers who have shared their fanfic online for years garner invested readers and sometimes go on to work on licensed books and stories. Many of your favorite published authors have also written fanfic, like Neil Gaiman, for example, who used to write Chronicles of Narnia fanfic. Even the Hugo Awards, which are literary awards given each year for the best works of science fiction or fantasy, have awards for Best Fan Artist and Best Fan Writer.


Regardless of whether you go on to produce official work for the stories you love or not, the most important and wonderful thing about making your own fanfic and fanart is being able to showcase your imagination and creativity while sharpening your storytelling and illustrating skills. By beginning to write or draw using a cherished fictional world, you are stretching your writer and artist legs in familiar territory.


You can work in a world or with characters that you already are very comfortable with and give yourself permission to explore and be creative without the stress of creating a new world from scratch. And the more you put your creative mind to work, even if you’re using existing characters and settings, the more you strengthen it, and these skills will come in handy when you want to write or draw your own characters. Fanfic and fanart also open the door to important explorations of relationships and stories that the existing media and canon may not portray. It’s all about making the story uniquely yours.




The canon is the source material for the fictional universe you adore. It’s material that’s officially part of the story. Canon can be closed (when all the material is completed) or open (when material isn’t finished or released yet).





Fan Fiction


Fan fiction is fan-written text, usually prose, starring characters and places from existing movies, TV series, games, or books. The world of fanfic is vast and has many different communities with fans of all kinds and from around the world, contributing stories online in forums, webcomics, and fanzines. While fanfic has a very long history, the medium grew in popularity and developed into what it is today because a group of amazing female Star Trek fans wanted to write about Captain Kirk and Spock’s adventures, usually romantic ones, in the 1970s. Because of these early zines, conventions, message boards, electronic mailing lists, and search archives, and all the fanfic that was available there, fandom—and fan-created work—has grown into what it is today. For example, take Archive of Our Own, or AO3 for short. As of this writing, AO3 has over five million works of fan fiction. Five. Million. That’s a lot of stories.


But how to even start imagining your own fanfic? Well, picture the sparkling shores of Cerulean City in Pokémon or imagine the fireplace crackling softly in a quiet hobbit hole in Lord of the Rings’ Middle-earth. Think about Sailor Moon’s Usagi Tsukino or maybe Bow from She-Ra and the Princesses of Power. You can use those settings, or those characters, or any others you want in a story you write. If you can think of a fandom, fans are probably writing fanfic for it. But don’t let that stop you from telling your own transformative works based on the canon of your fandom. Maybe one of the universes you love has made you think, But what if a certain character chose a different path? What would that look like? You can write exactly what it would look like. Think about what you want the characters to do and what you want them to feel. You are in control, and you are free to dream up your favorite places and characters in new stories—your stories.


This also means that you can write at your own pace and in your own way. It’s okay to start small or try something new—don’t feel like you have to commit to writing a novel. Begin with a drabble, which is a short piece of fiction that’s one hundred words, and don’t worry, it’s okay if you go a bit over.


The blank page can be intimidating, and you might find yourself starting to have doubts. What will you fill it with? What if it’s not the most amazing story ever? I get it. The best advice, however, is to dive on in. The water will be fine. It’s all an exercise in creativity. Some writing prompts might help you conceptualize like: Character A invites Character B on a vacation. Where will they go? What will the packing process be like? What sights will they see? Or imagine your characters have to learn to defend themselves from supernatural beings. How do they prepare? Who do they ask to help them train?


Just swap in whichever characters you want and get writing! When you’re finished, it’s time to share your work with your family and friends who participate in your fandom.
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ALAN GRATZ


Alan Gratz writes novels for young readers, including Samurai Shortstop and The Brooklyn Nine.


What was your first fandom?


Star Wars was my first real intensive fan experience. I was five years old when the very first Star Wars movie came out. I loved the grand scope of it. In particular, I loved that it felt like a real universe that was lived in. Equipment was junky and worn. Robots got different-colored parts put on them when they broke. People rode around on lots of different kinds of animals and ate different kinds of food. And the movies never felt the need to explain all of that. That information was filled in with the expanded universe of comics and books and toys, but it really let fans of the movies fill in the blanks of that world. I think that’s a key to fandom—there’s a sandbox there with lots of cool toys to play with, but how you play with them and what you make of it is up to you.


Did you use your Star Wars fandom to write fanfic?


When I’d come home, I would go out in the backyard and pretend to be Han Solo or Luke Skywalker and have adventures. But I wasn’t reliving the movies—I was making up new stories based on those characters and that world. I had a bunch of the action figures, too, and would make up elaborate stories with those. What I was really doing was creating fan fiction. There wasn’t a word for it then, or if there was, I had never heard it. Creating stories in the Star Wars universe was fun and easy, and that eventually led to me creating my own characters and my own worlds as an author.


What advice would you give to a kid who wants to start writing fanfic?


Go for it! Dive in! Don’t worry about getting published, though. Not yet. Share your stuff with other fans. There’s a real joy in finding and connecting with that one other person out there as passionate about your fandom as you are. I also love taking secondary and tertiary characters and building up a life and adventures for them. My favorite Star Wars action figure when I was a kid was Bespin Guard. He had a mustache and wore a cool blue suit and hat. He didn’t have a name, though. I loved him because I could make up his name and his story. He was a complete blank slate, and yet he existed in this incredibly rich, wonderful world I loved. He became the main character in my stories, with the more famous characters—Luke, Han, Leia, Chewie, the droids—as his secondary characters.


Fanart


Any artist who creates art based on a work they don’t own is making fanart. Every person’s artistic style is special and individual, so one artist’s drawing of the TARDIS from Doctor Who won’t be like anyone else’s. The concept or object or character may come from an existing canon, but a nifty thing about fanart is that the artist can make those things come to life in a way that no one else can. The term art in fanart broadly applies to digital or traditional drawings and paintings, but can also include things like animated gifs, photo manipulations, text-heavy images, sculptures, fiber work, or graphic designs. Fanart is flexible and includes many different styles, just like fanfic, but captured in a more visual medium.
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Nothing is off-limits in fanart, and many artists find inspiration from all kinds of their favorite pop culture stories and mediums—from books to films, video games, and so much more. Fanart is all about being creative and showing the world how you see your beloved characters and places. Artistic license is encouraged. If you are inspired by your favorite book, you can illustrate a character or a location based on their descriptions and how you imagine them to look.


The same goes for creating art of a place or character you’ve seen on the screen as well. You don’t have to draw Naruto just the way he is depicted in the manga, for instance, or draw Lara Croft exactly the way you see her in Tomb Raider movies or in the video games—unless you want to. Artists often have particular illustration styles, so they’ll pose a character in a way that best showcases their signature style.


If you like to draw, chances are you’ve already doodled your fandoms in the margins of your notebooks. That’s a wonderful way to start making fanart. To further practice your skills, try drawing one character or place a week. Choose a fandom that speaks to your heart and draw anything from a custom Mario Kart track to your take on Ursula from The Little Mermaid.



HISTORY LESSON: ARTIST TRADING CARDS
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One way to make and collect art is with artist trading cards (known as ATCs). These are mini pieces of art, sized 2.5 inches by 3.5 inches (or 63 millimeters by 89 millimeters) that can fit inside card collector sheets. The small size means they’re fun to make and don’t take up a ton of room. It’s a wonderful way to build up a collection of original work from your favorite artists.


And ATCs are relatively new, too. The movement started when a Swiss artist named M. Vänçi Stirnemann made 1,200 of these little cards by hand for an exhibit in 1997. When his exhibit ended, he asked others to make art cards and trade with him. The recently formed tradition continues today as people meet up for ATC swaps at conventions or local events. It’s made the jump to digital, too, as you can either coordinate swaps of physical cards by mail or make entirely digital cards to share with someone.


Art supply stores carry drawing pads sized specifically for ATCs, but you don’t have to limit yourself to paper. As long as your creation is small enough to fit in a collector sleeve, you can make it from any medium, like fiber or a collage of found objects.
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ERIN LEFLER


Erin Lefler is a character designer, concept artist, and licensed Lucasfilm and Marvel merchandise artist.


When did you become interested in being an artist, and did any particular fandoms inspire you?


I’ve been interested in art ever since I could pick up a pencil. I would drive my parents insane as a child trying to draw all over everything I could get my hands on! I was definitely interested in drawing Star Wars growing up, but also Marvel Comics, because I was an avid comic book reader. I adored Spider-Man.


How did sharing fanart online help you get professional work?


I had been working as a freelancer for a couple of years before I was encouraged to put my work online. I love making fanart when I’m not making art for work, so I just started posting the art I made of the things I loved, and people started following my work, which, for me, was insane. I had put my application into a lot of different places about a year after starting my social media accounts and got a lot of rejections. But I ended up getting an e-mail from Lucasfilm, and I remember them saying, “We’ve seen your work online and we love what we see.” So I feel it’s a very important thing to put your work out on social media.


What advice would you give to kids who want to celebrate their fandom by making art?


Do it. I can’t stress it enough—don’t let anything or anyone stop you. If it’s what you love and you want to express it by making art, cosplaying, writing, and so on, do it. You’ll find some people along the way who love the same things as you. You’ll be able to make some cool art, and who knows—maybe someday you’ll be able to take that and make a career out of it like I got to!


Webcomics


If you have a fondness for both fanfic and fanart, you might want to think about combining the two and making a webcomic. It’s a way to tell stories visually through panels of art and words—like comic books for the web! Usually released in brief installments on a regular schedule, webcomics can use existing fandoms and canons as a base for their stories or feature completely new, original content. The history of webcomics goes way back to the ’80s, but they became more popular in the mid-1990s because of how much easier it was to create and share work on the internet.


Then, the medium had another big spike in South Korea in the 2000s, with the help of the webcomics platform LINE Webtoon, also known as just Webtoon outside of Korea. Today, you can easily read webcomics on your phone or computer through platforms like Tapas, Webtoon, Tappytoon, The Duck Webcomics, and more—even on Instagram and Imgur. With so many new creators writing and drawing amazing stories now, some companies are even adapting webcomics into physical comics and graphic novels, like Check, Please and Heartstopper, or into animated series and anime, such as Lore Olympus and Tower of God.


Of course, if you only want to write or draw and not do both, then webcomics are also ideal for collaboration. Plus, making a webcomic with a friend might help you come up with even better ideas and learn how to cooperatively tell a story. Two heads are better than one, you know. If making a webcomic sounds like a blast, the next thing you should do is focus on the type of story or characters that you want your comic to have. Don’t worry too much about the audience or what is popular right now. Instead, create a story based on whichever of your fandoms inspires you, like an animated series you can’t get enough of or the latest superhero movie that blew your socks off. If you are working with a friend, talk about the different things you both love—and maybe a few of the things that you don’t—so that you can gather all the elements that you want in your webcomic.


The next stage is to throw it all down on paper and see what magic happens. Sketch out thumbnails, which are rough representations of what you want the comic panel to look like, and write ideas for dialogue underneath them. Thumbnails will give you an excellent starting place to organize your thoughts and refine your art before you go on to your final illustrations, dialogue, and story. Maybe you’ll find that your story needs a few installments to complete; if so, you can sketch those out, too.
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