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Each of the papers in this collection makes reference to a singular
“Slender Man Stabbing” incident in Waukesha, Wisconsin, an incident
that defines one extreme of a continuum of “ostension,” an attempt to
act out or show the (legend) narrative in real life. Using this incident to
rethink ostension is central to all these papers, and each author makes
important contributions to the definition of ostension. Peck usefully
replaces the term “ostensive action” with “ostensive practices,” locating
ostension within a series of genres of ostension (including continuum
from recognizable generic fan practices like costume play and
pilgrimage to the aforementioned murder) that circulate within a
networked, collaborative, self-aware, social “community of practices.”1
Tolbert is particularly concerned to show how in the first instance
Slender Man isn’t a “real” monster of a “real” folkloric legend—a
legend being a narrative represented as being historical or belonging to
“the real”—but a “fictional” folkloresque monster assembled from the
vocabulary of real folklore so as to encourage a sense of legendary
believability. Kitta draws our attention to the “double stigma” of a
character who is both supernatural and who circulates on the Internet,
showing that the unarticulated experiences Slender Man gives voice to
belong to an online environment and specifically acknowledge an
“unacknowledged common experience of being watched” (72).

All of these papers centrally locate ostension of this monster within
an explicit discussion of media forms. Slender Man’s reality/unreality
is located within a set of ostensive practices which limn the boundaries
of the virtual world of the media (Internet) and quotidian reality (in real
life, or IRL), and also limn the boundaries of the unreal (in this case,
monsters, figures excluded from our naturalist ontology) and the real
world in which the real monsters are human. The question of ostension
is thus framed in part around what I will call the “weird” relation of
media worlds to everyday life,” and the fantastic or unreal (monsters) to
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the real. Thus the moral panic that results can be figured either by the
media form (“monstrous media”), or by the monster whose ecological
habitat—and context of first encounter—is in that media (“media
monsters”: creepypasta monsters like Slenderman). (What is horrifying
about monsters like Sadako from Ringu is that she moves between both
ontological dichotomies simultaneously when she literally crawls
through the TV screen.) As these papers show, the moral panic that
resulted from this incident could locate the monstrous either in the
media form (the monstrous media of the Internet) or the character
living in the diegetic space the media form projects (the media monster,
Slender Man).?

The facts of the case, as recounted by Peck (this volume), are as
follows: “Right before the end of May 2014, two 12-year-old girls
stabbed a friend and classmate 19 times before leaving her to die alone
in the woods near their southern Wisconsin home.... When questioned
about their actions, it came to light that the girls committed the crime to
win the favor of an entity known as the Slender Man, who they had
learned about online” (14). Clearly, we have here some version of
ostension, an attempt to bring an entity across the boundaries of these
two ontological domains. Kitta stresses this makes Slender Man doubly
unreal, making real something that belongs to the virtual, believing in
something that belongs to the unreal.

Almost 100 years earlier, in 1917, two girls of around the same age
(one was 9 and one was 16) living in Cottingley, England,
photographed themselves in the company of fairies who allegedly lived
in their garden. These photos, because of the strongly indexical
connotations of the photograph as being ostensive evidence of the real,
were famously taken as real evidence for the real existence of fairies by
Arthur Conan Doyle, himself a spiritualist and also (which is not the
same thing) a believer in fairies. The incident became well known
because of an article written by Doyle in The Strand magazine in 1920.
The girls later admitted that some of the fairies were traced from
images of fairies in Princess Mary’s Gift Book of 1915, with butterfly
wings added by the girls, though they maintained that one of the
photographs “was real” (for an excellent summary and analysis see
Owen 1994 and Smith 1991).

But for the stabbings and the blood, these cases both seem to
illustrate a similar desire for ostension, and both became famous
because of this attempted ostension, but for different reasons. Both of
them take something encountered first in a relatively new media form
(Internet creepypasta, the Victorian illustrated gift book) and reproduce
it somehow in reality.
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First, the monstrous media: Both acts of ostension rely on the
affordances of some sort of media to produce a sense of reality; the 19™
century obsession with the photograph as being absolutely veridical is
well known. This affordance of the photograph is usually captured
under the Peircean category of indexicality, a sign of true existential
contact, since the philosopher Peirce (1998 [1894]) regarded the
photograph as being an indexical sign par excellence; similarly Kitta
argues here that the Internet produces a similar sense of the real for
contemporary users, and Tolbert draws attention to the collection of
media forms used to ostend unreal monsters (all of which foreground
verisimilitude, “realness”), as well as the way that Slender Man was
assembled in such a way as to resemble real folklore (“folkloresque™).*

Secondly, the ostension of the media monster: As all the papers
agree, the attempted acting out of a Slender Man killing in real life
surely counts as some sort of ostension; similarly ostensive is carefully
tracing and cutting out the images of fairies that were so strongly
associated with the new color print technologies epitomized by the
Victorian illustrated gift book, pinning them to flowers in the garden,
and taking pictures of oneself with them using the newly invented
Kodak Brownie camera (see Olivier 2007), so that they would
eventually be printed on the pages of The Strand magazine using
slightly different but equally new image printing techniques.’ In both
cases, the act of ostension seeks to transcend the opposition between
the media world and the real one, and what is not quite the same thing,
the fantasy world of the monster and the real one. Hence, as these
papers show, moral panics might attend to either of these moments, the
monstrous media or the media monster.

Media and Monsters

While all these papers nicely draw attention to the newness of this new
media monster in relation to older media, there are also evident
continua of media forms, between older media that sought to ostend or
show encounters with monsters and newer media that also do so. This
is why I see the Waukesha incident and the Cottingley incident as being
parallel, but for the blood. Certainly the papers here demonstrate this.
Tolbert, for example, draws attention to what we could call a
“monstrous media mix” of genres that make some appeal to realness, to
indexicality. And after all, what is ostension (“pointing out, showing”)
but a kind of indexicality, since a pointing gesture is the prototypical
indexical sign. And of course a monster is precisely the sort of thing
that can’t be pointed at in this world. Unless we ostend the referent of
the pointing gesture first, so we can then point at it.
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Perhaps we could deepen the terrain of ostension of monsters as
indexicality by starting with the fact that the term monstrum, as nearly
everyone always points out (e.g. Henriksen 2013:405), is in itself
indexical or ostensive, by popular etymology deriving from the term
monstrare, which means “show, point out” (as in the class of inherently
indexical signs we call “demonstratives”). Of course the monsters in
question that were monstra—signs, warnings, prodigies—typically
really could be ostended (“pointed at”) (Friedman 2000 [1981]: 108),
very unlike the distant fabulous “monstrous races” (see Friedman 2000
[1981]; Daston and Park 1998), exotic races first collected together by
Pliny (hence “Plinian races”) including cyclops, blemmyae (headless
people with faces on their chests), cynocephalae (dog-heads), and many
others, which no one had ever seen first-hand. Monstra were typically
singular, one-of-a-kind monstrous births: Peircean singular signs, or
tokens (unlike the fantastic monstrous races which were examples of
Peircean legisigns, or types). These were singular events as much as
creatures, which were themselves indexical gestures that pointed to
God’s will, portents, warnings of future events. That kind of monster
could be ostended in the literal sense of being pointed at, and it in turn
was interesting insofar as it pointed at something else, something really
bad coming down the road. The “monstrous races” were ostensive in
neither sense: you couldn’t point to them, and they didn’t point to
anything, either. They lacked any sort of indexical significance as
portents.

Medieval “monstrous races” were the kind of monster that couldn’t
be pointed out by ordinary people, they were media monsters: they
lived primarily in illustrated narratives and pictorially on maps,
typically located in a distant region, somewhere in India or Africa (see
Wittkower 1942). Such monsters were creatures of media, and they
were part of a class of monsters that occupied the margins of media
forms. Depending on the kind of map, different margins were generated
and different monsters: for medieval OT (orbis terrarium) mappae
mundi, with Jerusalem at the center, the Plinian races typically
occupied the extreme East and South, most distant from the implicit
indexical “you are here” of Europe; for Macrobian maps of climate,
monsters were found at climatic extremes and especially in the
Antipodes (Friedman 2000 [1981]); Portolan coastal charts, used for
real sailing along real coasts, define “the real” (that which can really be
encountered, ostended in the indexical sense of “pointed at”) as the
coastline, and so generated two kinds of vacuums which were filled
with monsters—on the one hand, the oceans filled with decorative ships
and evocative sea serpents; on the other, the equally fantastic interior of
the land filled with savages, barbarians and yes, the occasional Plinian
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blemmyae. As Michael Camille shows in his classic Image on the Edge
(1992), homologous oppositions between experienceable center and
monstrous margin inform most medieval media forms. Just as the
margins of the world (which are defined relative to the kind of map) are
places of the monstrous, so too the margins of the manuscript are filled
with special purely Iudic completely chimerical monsters that no one
believed in: babewyns and gryphes, as well as purely ludic, completely
chimerical hybrids of textual characters and plants and animals that
limn the boundary between central text and image and monstrous
margin.

So, as these papers stress, the connection between media form and
the form of monster is an intimate, even constitutive, one. As
Henriksen points out (2013:405-6), this isn’t exactly news: At precisely
the time that ghosts and goblins were being dismissed from the real
world as superstitious nonsense, new media forms such as the
phantasmagoria and magic lantern were making it more and more
possible to encounter these monsters in mediated form. But these media
forms presumably had the pedagogical function of restricting monsters
to the unreal world of the diegesis, even as they made them visible to
the eye. Such monsters, as Tolbert points out for Slender Man, were
admixtures of the real (they really exist as media characters), but also
unreal (because they were creatures of media and not the real world).
Following Henriksen (2013:407), we can call that kind of thing using
the nonce term “projection” to avoid confusing it with ostension. Both
projection and ostension, you could say, make possible an encounter
with a kind of character (in this case Slender Man), a character being a
kind of figurative, virtual, fantastic, non-human who dwells primarily
within media worlds (Nozawa 2013). To use the terminology of Bolter,
Grusin, and Grusin (2000), they both remediate the monster of legend,
but projection makes you aware of the mediation involved, so the
monster is produced as a spectacle, but its reality is denied (it is a
chimera); ostension, working often from such an unreal media form,
seeks instead to produce immediacy, to background or hide the
mediation, so that the encounter has the feel of the real. I note here that
the latter move, ostension, depends on the prior media form as at least
proffering the possibility of reality. Legends, after all, are stories
presented as being real, there is some living source alluded to: they take
place in “this world,” whereas fairy tales take place in a bounded “once
upon a time.” Different monsters occupy different genres of narrative
(legends, fairy tales), different niches of realness: for example, in the
country of Georgia it is possible to tell legendary narratives (naambobi)
about certain kinds of goblins (Georgia, alas, has few if any ghost
stories) such as horned devils (kaji), but other kinds of goblins (three
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headed devi, for example) are strongly associated with entirely fantastic
“fairy tales” (zghap ‘ari) (Manning 2014).

Projection: Encounters with Ghosts and Goblins

At the beginning of the Meiji period in Japan, the Irish-American
writer Lafcadio Hearn, wandering literary purveyor of the ghostly and
himself a famous believer in ghosts, goblins, and fairies, encountered
Japanese ghosts and goblins first in the form of media projections (I’11
keep using that phrase from Henriksen to distinguish it from ostension
as the authors are using it, which take the creature from media to
reality).® Even so, in one of his more ghostly writings on Japan, titled
“Of Ghosts and Goblins” (in his Glimpses of Unfamiliar Japan, 1894),
he recounts his first encounter with these media projections as a
narrative of ostension: “I have seen Japanese goblins, and I do not like
them” (637).

Now, Hearn is the sort of person who, if he claimed he had actually
seen a real ghost or goblin, you would not be surprised in the slightest.
So it’s worth underlining that the contexts of ostensive encounter do
not include real ghosts and goblins, but really a tableau of diverse
Japanese projective media forms that made ghosts and goblins visible
and tangible.7 He begins, of course, with traditional narratives, stories
of yokai like Yuki-Onna (the snow woman) (637-639).% Then he pays to
enter a display of large scale ‘Iki-ningyd’ (which he glosses as ‘living
images’), a collection of realistic dolls, the end of which display is a
black-curtained room, the haunted house where he encounters the
“goblins”: “here and there we could discern sinister shapes, mostly of
superhuman stature, some seeming to wait in dim places, others
floating above the graves” (641-2). The “goblins” in question turn out
to be mechanically animated iki-ningyo, adding to the realistic
representation of “life” a component of animation:

Then I saw the spectre of a woman hovering in the air above
a tomb at some distance, so that I felt safer in observing it. It
had no eyes; its long hair hung loose; its white robe floated
light as smoke. I thought of a statement in a composition by
one of my pupils about ghosts: “Their greatest Peculiarity is
that They have no feet.” Then I jumped again, for the thing,
quite soundlessly but very swiftly, made through the air at
me. (643, emphasis and capitalization original)

As in the West, the pedagogical value of these projective displays is at
once to produce and display the monster, while at once denying the
reality of the experience produced. Hearn asks his informant whether
anyone believes in the things that these media project:
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‘Kinjuro, those goblins of which we the ningyd have
seen—do folk believe in the reality, thereof?’

‘Not any more,” answered Kinjuro— ‘not at least among
the people of the city.” (643)

His series of encounters with Japanese ghosts and goblins ends up
being a tour of Edo-to-Meiji media forms for projecting the monstrous:

And we passed behind a curtain into a big room full of
curious clicking and squeaking noises. These noises were
made by unseen wheels and pulleys moving a multitude of
ningyd upon a broad shelf about breast-high, which
surrounded the apartment upon three sides. These ningyo
were not iki-ningyo, but very small images—puppets. They
represented all things in the Under-World. (644)

Then they turn to the magic-lantern show, which turns out to display
ghosts best of all:

It is a play of which the dialogue is uttered by invisible
personages, the actors and the scenery being only luminous
shadows. Wherefore it is peculiarly well suited to goblinries
and weirdnesses of all kinds; and plays in which ghosts
figure are the favourite subjects. (646)

In a way that seems to beg comparison with the mediation of
Slender Man, here each media form is specialized for a different
category of monster encounter; each media form could be thought of as
being a niche within a media ecology of the monstrous, to which each
kind of monstrous being (goblin, ghost) is adapted. Hearn’s narration of
encounters with Japanese ghosts and goblins turns out, then, to be a
catalogue of the Edo period media by which such figures were
projected.

Interdimensional Travel: Ontology of the Weird and the 2.5D
According to H. P. Lovecraft at least, Hearn pioneered a kind of
aesthetics, the Weird Tale, that seems particularly adequate to North
America (and later, Japan) in the age of realism, and also seems to
resonate with the faux-realist semiotics of Slender Man today.” The
kinds of creatures that obsess creepypasta are not resurrected or
transplanted gothic monsters from the Old World, they are newfangled
beings that seem more appropriate to the New World, even if they are
sometimes presented as old."

Here I wish to stress a specific aspect of the term “weird,” which
once was a dominant term for a specific kind of fiction that was often
termed “supernatural” (it included all ghost tales) or “fantastic,” but
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was actually specifically different. For one, the ghostliness of the weird
is not specifically reducible to supernatural elements, and unlike
fantasy fiction, weird fiction is defined by a space of contact between a
diegetic world of prosaic realism and an otherworld or an otherworldly
element. The weird tale, for Lovecraft (1927), requires a
scrupulouslessly realist frame setting into which there is an irruption of
otherness, or alterity: “Serious weird stories are ... made realistically
intense by dose consistency and perfect fidelity to Nature except in the
one supernatural direction which the author allows himself.”!" The
distinction between separate fantasy worlds and semipermeable weird
fantasy worlds is slight, but crucial: weird fiction is neither realism nor
fantasy, but a space of contact between them. In this sense the weird
tale and the ghostly legend are of a piece: something otherworldly
encountered within this world. What I want to argue here is that lurking
behind all these papers and their concern for ostension is that Slender
Man is precisely the kind of entity whose very aesthetics works via the
kind of ostension we see in the weird narrative: Slender Man is always
found in “real” places, as Tolbert points out, and there is an intense
realism but for the “irruption” of Slender Man into this real setting.
Slender Man, and creepypasta in general, not only remediate the legend
and the weird tale, but are modeled on the specific aesthetics of the
Weird as a space of interdimensional, indexical, contact (Manning
2015). The aesthetics of the weird tale, you might say, is basically all
about ostension.

When we look at the media mix of projection of Slender Man
discussed by Tolbert and Kitta, and the coeval media mix of practices
of ostension discussed by Peck, we can’t help but see some parallels
here with Japanese media mixes and the ostension of (purely fantastic)
manga/anime characters into this world. In indigenous Otaku and
Fujoshi fan culture idiom, the domain of ostension is the domain of
“2.5 D” interdimensional transfer (Nozawa 2013), essentially ostensive
practices by which manga/anime characters are brought across
dimensions from the 2D world of the media forms in which they are
first encountered and the 3D world in which the fans live: dressing up
as Slender Man as discussed by Peck, for example, is comparable to
cosplaying a character, pilgrimages to the allegedly or fictionally
haunted places are akin to anime pilgrimages to the real places against
which characters are portrayed (ostensive practices of ghost-hunting,
pranking, hoaxing, and the like appear to be parasitic on the quasi-
legendary status of Slender Man, which distinguishes such ostensive
practices from these other fan communities). Thus, ostension can be
understood as a form that parallels fantasies of 2.5 D “interdimensional
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travel,” containing the same ambiguities of real/unreal that Kitta
stresses:

While the two realms, 2D and 3D, are kept separate, people
fantasize what I will call cross dimensional travel, where a
double desire is expressed: keeping the boundary intact
while at the same time ‘traveling’ to the other dimension.
This ambiguous moment is often playfully encapsulated by
the expression 2.5 jigen, or “2.5D”: not completely virtual
2D but not entirely actual 3D, either. (Nozawa 2013)

Slender Man, like Nozawa’s characters, and Hearn’s ghosts and
goblins, are first and foremost creatures indigenous to their specific
media forms. Whether they can travel to other 2D media of the media
mix, or engage in 2.5 D interdimensional travel out of the 2D media
mix into 3D reality, depends on character “portability,” the cross-
contextual stability of the character which allows it to “live,” to remain
recognizable across media contexts, while still remaining plastic
enough to inhabit new contexts of character-encounter (whether new
media forms or embodied forms):

Media mix must presuppose or must create a situation where
characters can move beyond one media format and beyond
one narrative context. Animated characters do not simply
‘move’ on a screen; they must be able to move out of the
frame, and enter into other media forms and other narrative
contexts. So movement-in-society is what is at stake. ...
Characters’ life is maintained through processes of

“decontextualization” and “recontextualization” ... which
create a diversity of contexts of character-encounter.
(Nozawa 2013)

What these papers all brilliantly underline is that one way to read
the varied practices of ostension through which Slender Man “lives,” is
to read this monster as a “media monster,” a kind of “character” shaped
and adapted to the varied contexts of the media forms he can inhabit:
with Tolbert, the media of verisimilitude in which he was made and
circulated; with Peck, the shared media practices of ostension through
which he breaks into this world; with Kitta, the ambiguities produced
by his indigenous media habitat of the Internet.

Notes

! For “community of practice” see Penelope Eckert’s (n.d.).

> My use of the term “weird” here is primarily in Lovecraft’s sense (1927), but by
appropriating it as a key term I am also influenced by Foster (2009) who uses it in



Monstrous Media and Media Monsters 121

preference to loaded terms like “uncanny” whose connotations take analysis directly—
and unhelpfully—back to Freud.

* My use of terms like “monstrous media” and “media monster” are inspired by Figal
(2010) and Foster (2009:160-203)

* The realness of Slender Man and the ostension of the Waukesha case deserves
comparison with that of the Algonquian Windigo, which, after all, could be ostended by
alleged cases of real “windigo psychosis”, in which the legendary fact that people can
turn into windigo is paralleled with psychological cases in which people develop windigo
subjectivities. For an explicitly semiotic discussion of the varied orders of “reality” of
this monster which can be compared with Tolbert’s similar layered ontology of Slender
Man see Brightman 2015.

* You see from this list of media that I can’t quite bring myself to talk about the
monster (and I’ll include fairies as monsters since we are saying these are things that
aren’t real in the usual sense) without talking about the media that allows it to exist in the
first place as a character that can be encountered first in its diegetic space, and then can
also transcend that space using other media.

® For Hearn one of the best discussions that covers his different literary wanderings
from America to Japan with an even hand is Nabae 2014.

7 As Foster shows, through these projective media forms, Japanese ghosts and
goblins were able to be encountered no longer only embedded in folkloric narratives, but
as decontextualized characters disconnected from places and folkloric narratives, able to
be recontextualized in varied “encyclopedic” and “ludic” media forms in the Edo period
mediascape (2015:42-52).

¥ As Foster (2015:173-5) notes, Hearn’s Yuki-Onna is certainly to be categorized as
a folkloresque hybird of real legend and Hearn’s other literary preoccupations. For an
excellent discussion of the context of the ludic monster-encounters here to which I am
entirely indebted, see Foster (2009; 2015).

® On Lovecraft and Hearn see Manning 2015. On Lovecraft’s weird aesthetics see for
example Evans 2005, Kneale 2006, Ralickas 2007.

' That is not to say that creatures like fairies did not find homes in the New World
alongside more “generic” ghosts: one of the most widespread of such legendary haunters
is the Cornish ghost-fairy hybrid, the Tommyknocker, found haunting many of the mines
of the West (on which see Manning 2005 and references there).

" Lovecraft’s quote continues: “or else cast altogether in the realm of phantasy, with
atmosphere cunningly adapted to the visualisation of a delicately exotic world of
unreality beyond space and time, in which almost anything may happen if it but happen
in true accord with certain types of imagination and illusion normal to the sensitive
human brain.” Lovecraft thus allows fantasy as a species of the weird (“the visualisation
of a delicately exotic world of unreality beyond space and time”), and he is likely
referring to the works of his friend Clark Ashton Smith, whose other worlds, it should be
noted, are not disconnected completely from our own as a separate “subcreation” like
Tolkien’s Middle Earth, but retain a “weird indexical connection”: they are located on
strange planets or dimensions parallel to our own (for example Zothique is a decadent far
future Earth, while Hyperboria is an antediluvian one inspired by Theosophical
cosmogonies), and often connected to it by some kind of interdimensional gate. Smith’s
City of the Singing Flame (1981), for example, is weird fantasy because it begins with a
real spot in the mountains near Smith’s home in California, which is a gate to a realm of
pure fantasy.
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