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HE’S the new man in black: menacing, quiet, almost out-of-frame, a 
figure of tense terror rather than splashy horror. From his inception on 
June 10, 2009, his role had been as a background figure—looming in 
the distance of photographs and videos, barely in focus yet undeniably 
present—but he’s been stepping into the limelight lately, with a 
growing notoriety that has intrigued folklorists and folk alike. The 
origins of Slender Man1 can be traced quite clearly to the Something 
Awful web forums, specifically to a thread asking users to “create a 
paranormal image.” The original images of Slender Man (see figures 1 
and 2), created by user Victor Surge (real name Eric Knudsen) depict 
him as tall, faceless, possibly tentacled, and, perhaps most disturbingly, 
interested in children. Surge’s photos make excellent use of legend’s 
predominant qualities of realism and plausibility—they are presented as 
largely unexplained, with missing details and fragmented origins. Had 
they been tidier, or more coherent, Slender Man may have been 
relegated to a small corner of Internet lore; as it is, Surge’s post 
captivated the imaginations of other users who embraced and ran with 
the new character, adding details and features through fan art, 
creepypasta narratives (defined below), and videos.  

Narrative and visual art were supplemented almost immediately by 
video-based additions to the mythos, with the YouTube found-footage 
series Marble Hornets appearing in 2009. The series features a young 
man named Jay watching his missing friend Alex’s film school project 
and slowly realizing that Slender Man played a role in his friend’s 
disappearance. Jay posts clips of Alex’s films, and begins making 
recordings himself to solve the mystery. Video games quickly became 
another major source of Slender Man exposure, with the popular game  
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Figure 1. Original caption: “We didn’t want to go, we didn’t want to kill them, but its 
persistent silence and outstretched arms horrified and comforted us at the same time… – 
1983, photographer unknown, presumed dead.” (http://knowyourmeme.com 
/memes/slender-man) 
 
Minecraft incorporating a Slender-like figure known as “Enderman,” 
and several independent games emerging with a focus on Slender Man 
himself. The first game, a free, independently developed first person 
survival game called “Slender: the Eight Pages,”2 came out in 2012 and 
builds on some of the early established tropes of the character such as 
his forest origins and disturbance of electrical devices.3 The player is 
dropped in a dark forest with a narrow flashlight beam, and is 
instructed to collect eight pages. Tension builds as players search 
through a foggy landscape, moving past and through mazelike trees and 
buildings. Tension builds via the soundtrack and the occasional static-
laden glimpse of Slender Man himself; if the player takes to long to 
find the pages, or looks at Slender Man too long, the game ends. This 
game, and its sequel “Slender: The Arrival,” are popular subjects for 
reaction and Let’s Play videos, highlighting that the appeal goes 
beyond the experience of first-person play and extends into a shared 
sense of mutual tension and release.  

The digital tradition surrounding the Slender Man is enough to 
engage any inquisitive legend scholar, but Slender Man has slipped the 
confines of the digital context, emerging also as a figure of oral 
legendry and belief, despite his easily-determined fictional origins. 
Some of the work that followed Knudsen’s initial images in the 
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Figure 2. Original caption: “One of two recovered photographs from the Stirling City 
Library blaze. Notable for being taken the day which fourteen children vanished and for 
what is referred to as ‘The Slender Man’. Deformities cited as film defects by officials. 
Fire at library occurred one week later. Actual photograph confiscated as evidence. – 
1986, photographer: Mary Thomas, missing since June 13th, 1986.” 
(http://knowyourmeme.com/memes/slender-man) 
 
Something Awful forum, notably the compelling story of a sixteenth 
century German creature known as “Der Grossman” (the Tall Man)—
pitched as a precursor to the Slender Man and proof of his reality—
served to muddy the waters with regard to the possible veracity of this 
creature. The high quality of some fan art aided the confusion; a  
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Figure 3. A doctored version of a mid-1500s original that featured a normal skeleton. 
(http://www.slendermanfiles.org/home/16th-century-german-woodcuts) 
 
doctored sixteenth century woodcut of “Der Ritter” (the Knight) 
convinced many that Slender Man couldn’t be a recent creation (see 
figure 3). Any Internet user who stumbled for the first time across a 
report of Slender Man would, for several years after his initial creation, 
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have likely found as much evidence for Slender Man’s reality as a 
legendary creature as evidence against it. Several of the articles herein 
explore the complicated relationship that has grown between online 
fiction and offline belief.  

It wasn’t until May 31, 2014, that the Slender Man stepped fully 
into the spotlight. On that day, in Waukesha, Wisconsin, two twelve-
year-old girls lured a third girl into the woods and stabbed her 19 times, 
claiming to have committed the crime in Slender Man’s name.4 
Overnight, Slender Man became the new leading man on the stage of 
contemporary legend characters, and “creepypasta” became a 
household term. 

What is Creepypasta?  
The word “creepypasta” is derived from the Internet slang copypasta, 
which is shorthand for any block of text that is repeatedly copied and 
pasted to various online forums; creepypasta is, in short, creepy 
copypasta. More specifically, creepypasta is an emergent genre of 
Internet folklore that involves the creation and dissemination of a 
particular style of creative horror stories and images. It draws on the 
disturbing, monstrous, strange, grotesque, and/or unknown while 
invoking the thematic and structural qualities of legendary narratives, 
including the use of personal narratives; ritual; ostension; familiar 
“real” settings, contexts, and ancillary characters;5 and an accom-
panying air of plausibility in an effort to elicit feelings of playful 
uneasiness, paranoia, and genuine fright among audiences. Emanating 
from the bowels of Internet forums, wikis, social media, and websites 
like 4chan and reddit, the creepypasta genre has been sustained in large 
part by the repeated sharing or reposting/ rewriting/ reimagining of 
these stories, and further buoyed by subsequent discursive 
commentaries about the nuanced qualities of their contents or 
composition that have arisen in response to their circulation online.  

Why Slender Man? 
While Slender Man is not the only creepypasta character that has 
inspired ostensive behavior, both benign and violent, he is definitely 
the most prominent. Perhaps inspired by the Wisconsin stabbing, other 
crimes involving young people, ranging from similar interpersonal 
violence to self-harm, have been attributed to the Slender Man, 
heightening his perceived influence beyond the realms of fiction and 
legend. In September of 2014, a 14-year-old girl in Port Richey, 
Florida, set fire to her family’s house using bleach and rum-soaked 
linens. Investigators reported that the teenager was “fixated” on Slender  
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Figure 4. The girl’s father had posted this picture to his Instagram account, showing that 
his daughter liked to draw the Slender Man. (http://www.nydailynews.com/news 
/national/slender-man-obsessed-fla-teen-set-fire-home-cops-article-1.1928945) 
 
Man (see figure 4), and presented it as obvious that there was a 
connection (Moran). 

While the connection to Slender Man in the Port Richey case was 
drawn by investigators, it’s not always external supposition that ties the 
character to troubled youths, many of whom, like the girls involved in 
the Wisconsin stabbing, report their own sightings of or beliefs in him. 
Instances of interpersonal violence are certainly frightening, but 
perhaps more worrisome is the connection of Slender Man to a rash of 
suicides among young people on a Lakota reservation in South Dakota. 
In May 2015, the New York Times reported that in the six months prior 
to publication, there had been 9 suicides and over 100 suicide attempts 
made by youths living on the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation. As 
reporter Julie Bosman explains, “Several officials with knowledge of 
the cases said that at least one of the youths who committed suicide was 
influenced by Slender Man, a tall, faceless creature who appears in 
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storytelling websites, often as a figure who stalks and kills victims.” 
Prior to Slender Man’s creation, there was a local belief in a “suicide 
spirit” variously known as the Tall Man, the Big Man, or Walking 
Sam,6 who would visit people and encourage them to kill themselves. 
The youth of Pine Ridge, often living with extreme poverty, difficult 
family situations, and a lack of mental health resources (Bosman 2015), 
have made an understandable, if unfortunate, connection between these 
precursors and the predominant frightening figure of their own time.  

What is it about Slender Man that makes him such a successful 
meme, both online and off? Folklore has no shortage of frightening 
figures: what leads this one to such prominence? As John Widdowson 
has described, “the figures which symbolize or embody man’s fears 
seem to be present in every culture. They differ in name, form and 
concept from one cultural group to another, but they share a remarkable 
number of characteristics” (1971:102). Widdowson divides frightening 
figures into three general categories: supernatural or invented creatures, 
human beings with “unusual characteristics,” and animals or objects. 
Slender Man bestrides the first and second categories: he is a human 
with unusual characteristics but, whereas Widdowson typically 
associates this category with known and nameable members of the 
community—the priest, the disfigured person, the ‘fairy-led’—Slender 
Man is also imbued with supernatural characteristics. It is perhaps this 
categorical impermanence that explains the psychological success of 
Slender Man as a frightening figure—he both fits and breaks the 
mould, allowing users to adapt and contort his mythos to suit their own 
expressive purposes. 

Slender Man, for all the terror he provokes, is quite plain in 
appearance. His human-like characteristics are highlighted by his 
clothing—a distinguished-looking plain black suit and tie. Though 
stories and images often place him within the woods or wilderness 
(often the German Black Forest, a nod to traditional folk tales), his 
urbane, bureaucratic mien highlights his uncanniness and distinguishes 
him from other humanoid monsters of the wilderness like the 
animalistic Bigfoot or shaggy wild men.7 Slender Man’s calm and tidy 
appearance provides a counterpoint to the menace that he projects. In 
many ways, Slender Man’s external appearance features markers that 
contemporary society would suggest are evidence of someone 
trustworthy and capable: corporate, genteel, composed. And yet the 
uncanny elements—his lack of distinguishable features, his arms that 
are too long or too many—eat away at those comforting indices, 
reminding us that faceless, emotionless corporate powers rarely have 
our best interests at heart, and are lying in wait to grasp us in their 
many tentacles. The fact that Slender Man is often believed to target 
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children and adolescents provides a strong commentary on the 
contradictory ways that young people are forced to perceive adults 
today—as caring individuals, capable and authoritative, but also as a 
faceless, unified power, manipulative and dangerous. The Slender Man 
is clearly a frightening figure for our times. 

Reading is Believing: The Role of Folklorists in the Discourse 
Considering how folklore proliferates in the fibers of everyday life as 
an expression of vernacular culture, it is unsurprising to find such a 
diverse body of people who are at least familiar with not only Slender 
Man, but oftentimes the legend’s accompanying mythos as well. By 
virtue of prolonged exposure in mass media and popular culture, 
general intrigue, the allure of the taboo or sinister, and/or the subtle 
influence of cultural osmosis, Slender Man has slithered into the 
peripheries of public discourse while becoming vividly embedded in 
the mindscapes of creepypasta enthusiasts, as well as media scholars 
and folklorists.  

Though the blogosphere has produced abundant insightful 
commentary, scholarship on the Slender Man phenomenon hasn’t been 
immense, and what has been done has come from the fields of new 
media and communications. One of the more prolific early scholars to 
address Slender Man, media scholar Shira Chess, describes the 
phenomenon as an open-source horror story: 

This genre is necessarily fictive, involving an unnatural 
threat to the ‘fixed laws of nature’ (Sipios 2010, p. 6). While 
maintaining these genre expectations, in constructing the 
Slender Man, the Something Awful forums both pulled in 
older media representations of horror to understand this new 
space (citing films such as Phantasm as well as the works of 
HP Lovecraft), while simultaneously debugging and 
reforming how to create the most horrific and terrifying 
monster they could collectively conceive (often, in the 
process, scaring themselves with their own fiction n.d.). 
(2011: 375) 

Chess’s reference to users “scaring themselves” highlights the role that 
folkloristics can play here: while Chess is assuming that Slender Man is 
tied to narrative or literary genres, the character has moved also into the 
realm of belief, and should be considered within that framework as well 
as the narrative or literary. Several folklorists have published on the 
Slender Man phenomenon,8 but it is clear that folklore studies should 
spearhead academic work in this area, an effort this special issue hopes 
to support. The hybridity of the digital context sets folklorists in a 
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prime position to explore the nuances of the Slender Man’s emergence 
and function in contemporary society.  

The Slender Man phenomenon is greatly indicative of folklore in 
the digital age, where media convergence and hybridized cultural 
communication outlets afford individuals greater access to (and 
dissemination of) information, operational autonomy, and the provision 
of infinite choice while exploring a vast array of creative avenues, 
providing a platform to forge communal bonds interchangeably 
between online and face-to-face communication and blurring the 
boundaries of corporeality/virtuality, as well as folk, mass, and popular 
culture (Blank 2013, 2015, 2016; Howard 2008; McNeill 2009; see also 
Foster and Tolbert 2016). 

This special issue of Contemporary Legend has been three years in 
the making, beginning with the presentation of select panels and papers 
at the annual meetings of the American Folklore Society from 2012 to 
2015 that spanned the overlapping topics of creepypasta, belief, legend, 
children’s folklore, and the evolving dynamics of computer-mediated 
communication. As greater folk awareness of the Slender Man 
phenomenon began to take shape, particularly within the realm of 
popular culture and youth-oriented Internet discourse (and especially 
after the stabbing incident in Wisconsin) it became increasingly clear 
that folkloristic perspectives could bring valuable insights into the 
emergent cultural response.9 Accordingly, folklorist John Bodner 
organized and chaired a number of community events that culminated 
in a special panel with invited folklore scholars Trevor J. Blank, Jeffrey 
Tolbert, and Andrea Kitta, along with two enthusiastic MUN 
undergraduate students, who presented “Slender Man is Coming! 
Internet Legend, Hoax, and Attempted Murder,” on March 23, 2015, at 
the Grenfell Campus of Memorial University of Newfoundland, in 
Corner Brook, Newfoundland, to a lively and well-attended lecture.10 
In addition to the presentation and valuable audience feedback that 
followed, Bodner and the visiting folklorists, along with Lynne S. 
McNeill (via Skype), began to hash out the necessary components of a 
specialized folkloristic volume on the subject of Slender Man and 
creepypasta. These discussions, compounded by the growing body of 
metafolklore, cultural intrigue, and mass media attention, ultimately 
brought forth the contributions that compose this special issue. 

In the opening essay, “At the Modems of Madness: The Slender 
Man, Ostension, and the Digital Age,” Andrew Peck expands the 
concept of ostensive action into the more expansive idea of ostensive 
practice, a model better suited to the collaborative potential of the 
digital setting, where individual actions aggregate into a communally 
understood body of practice. Through a conscious awareness of 
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ostension (though not by that term), Internet users who seek to engage 
the Slender Man mythos for themselves learn through rapid online 
consensus what kind of activities are considered correct or successful 
within the community.  

Following Peck, Jeffrey A. Tolbert’s contribution, “‘Dark and 
Wicked Things’: Slender Man and the Implications of Belief,” takes on 
the question of belief in the Slender Man, looking at precursors to this 
phenomenon in which fiction and reality were similarly muddled. 
Citing precedents from the 1938 radio drama War of the Worlds to the 
1999 found-footage horror film The Blair Witch Project, Tolbert uses 
the concept of the “folkloresque” to talk about the thinning barrier 
between fiction and reality.  

Andrea Kitta, in “‘What Happens When the Pictures Are No Longer 
Photoshops?’: Slender Man, Belief, and the Unacknowledged Common 
Experience,” explores the reasons why Slender Man is so often 
reported to “feel real,” despite his widely-acknowledged fictional roots. 
Kitta parses the distinct concepts of experience and “an experience,” 
arguing that Slender Man provides an articulable, more tangible way to 
express what would otherwise be a more abstract, generalized 
experience.  

The remainder of this special issue is comprised of contributions 
from respondents, scholars and digital culture experts responding to 
both the Slender Man phenomenon in general and the main essays 
included here. Photographer David Morrish provides a unique 
perspective on how the medium of photography can be used to promote 
belief in fictional beings and occurrences. Amanda Brennan, formerly 
the Know-Your-Meme librarian and currently of Tumblr’s content and 
community team, brings her unique perspective as a digital content 
expert to the topic, reminding readers that Slender Man’s origins were 
restricted behind a pay wall, and that his development as a meme has 
taken some humorous turns in addition to the more sinister ones. In his 
contribution, Robert Glenn Howard considers Slender Man as a key 
example of why we should take folklore seriously, and poses the key 
question (among others) of whether or not the Internet can make 
folklore more dangerous to society.  

Mikel Koven takes a “Dissenting View” in his response, arguing 
that from his perspective as a horror film scholar and folklorist, the 
Slender Man phenomenon, especially the film iterations, doesn’t have 
enough veracity to resonate emotionally with audiences. Paul Manning 
points out that the Wisconsin stabbings served as an attempt to “bring 
an entity across the boundaries of … two ontological domains” (113) 
the virtual and the real. He compares the Slender Man to the case of the 
Cottingley fairies, explaining how they are similar in their use of the 
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indexicality of photography, in order to appeal to a sense of realness. 
Elizabeth Tucker contextualizes Slender Man within preexisting forms 
of folkloric expression, noting that ideas of “dark play” are nothing 
new, and are key to understanding this phenomenon. 

It is imperative that folklorists embrace the influence of film, 
television, social media, and other forms of digital technology that 
continue to challenge and expand our longstanding notions of the field. 
We see this special issue as the first coordinated offering11 of a 
concentrated folkloristic response to the Slender Man phenomenon. As 
such, we welcome dialogue among readers and colleagues alike, and 
we call upon folklorists to tune their attention towards the murky 
confines of Internet forums, whispered discussions in hallways, 
discussions of belief and reality in and outside of the classroom, and 
beyond, and to lend a voice to the unfolding conversation. After all, we 
wouldn’t want to become some faceless character standing ominously 
in a cacophonous void. That job appears to have already been taken. 

Notes 
1 The name Slender Man is used both as a proper name and as a title, appearing in 

different contexts as “Slender Man” and as “the Slender Man.” In this special issue, 
individual contributors have chosen the parlance that best suits them. 

2 The game was originally titled simply, “Slender,” but was renamed with the subtitle 
after version 0.9.7 to distinguish it from the sequel. 

3 Slender Man is often depicted in video as causing static on screen; static becomes a 
warning sign of Slender Man’s proximity.  

4 This is not the only killing attempted in the name of a creepypasta character. In 
November 2015 a 12-year-old girl from Indiana killed her stepmother, claiming that 
“Laughing Jack,” a demonic clown who replaces children’s organs with candy, told her 
to. See Andrew Peck’s article in this special issue for more extensive details of the 
Wisconsin incident. 

5 Included within this grouping is the highly intertextual subgenre of creepypasta 
known emically as the “lost episode” format, which typically employs intricate stories 
that detail the mysterious or accidental discovery of shocking unreleased, unseen, or 
underground episodes of either fictional (user-created) or real, actual popular television 
programs in which major franchise characters are brutally harmed, killed, or some 
combination thereof. Popular examples include Squidward from SpongeBob SquarePants 
(“Squidward’s Suicide”), Bart Simpson from The Simpsons (“Dead Simpsons”), Willy 
Wonka, and even Mickey Mouse (“suicidemouse.avi”; the title’s use of “.avi”—audio 
video interleave—itself alludes to emic knowledge of video file extensions and 
multimedia preservation, which serves to enhance its look of authenticity). (Synopses of 
these examples and more can be viewed at the Creepypasta Wiki 
[http://creepypasta.wikia.com], a user-moderated website that hosts numerous entries and 
internal deliberations on the creepypasta genre.) In addition to describing the process of 
finding these clips within the narrative arc of the stories—many of which take readers 
down the proverbial rabbit hole en route to their expected foreboding conclusions—these 
stories are often, but not always, accompanied by user-created video or image stills for 
enhanced veracity, much like other forms of creepypasta. While not part of the “lost 
episode” format, similar motifs appear in other forms of creepypasta, including tales 
about encountering bizarre glitches or strange occurrences within certain video games, 
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often suggesting or directly calling attention to supernatural forces (for an excellent 
example, see KnowYourMeme (2010). 

6 Before Slender Man, this creature was often connected in appearance and behavior 
to Bigfoot. See: http://cryptomundo.com/cryptozoo-news/walking-sam/ and http://www 
.viralnova.com/walking-sam/ 

7 Peter Narváez discusses the liminality of natural spaces in his 1991 consideration of 
fairylore in Newfoundland. As he explains, “specific folkloric mechanisms” have 
“established proxemics boundaries which demarcated geographical areas of purity, 
liminality, and danger” (337). He goes on to note that spatial liminality distinguishes 
between “known space (purity) and unknown space (danger) where one might experience 
the benign or the malignant” (338). Slender Man’s presence in the woods, given his 
cultivated dress, highlights his malign and dangerous presence.  

8 See Peck (2015) and Tolbert (2013), as well as Tim Evans’ editorial in the New 
York Times (2014). 

9 This was made especially clear in the wake of pseudo-folklore scholarship 
appearing that misappropriated folkloristic terminology, methodologies, and scholastic 
identity. See Ian Brodie’s book review in this issue for an example of one such body of 
rushed and critically flawed scholarship. 

10 An archived video of the entire panel presentation can be found online at 
http://research.library.mun.ca/8417. 

11 Slender Man backstory pun not intended. 
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