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Welcome to this special issue on creepypasta and online urban 
legends, titled Creepypasta, Digital Horror, and Legend Formation Across 
Interactive Media. In this volume, we will investigate several 
established, as well as emerging examples of creepypasta and Internet-
based horror. 

Creepypasta, an adaptation of the term copypasta, refers to, as 
Trevor Blank and Lynne McNeill describe it, “an emergent genre of 
Internet folklore that involves the creation and dissemination of a 
particular style of creative horror stories and images” (2015, 5). This 
oft-viral content is disseminated across the Internet, then changed, 
adapted, revised, and/or expanded in various forms, including text, 
images, videos, games, and more.  

A key component of creepypasta are the online forums and 
communities that support this type of “crowd-sourced” horror 
storytelling. As Andrew Peck explains: “networked digital media 
technologies enable vernacular practices to become both more 
mediated and more visible...this increased visibility circulates 
awareness of and encourages an open-source sense of collaboration” 
(2017, 30). Much of the early creepypasta emerged from 4chan’s /x/ 
board focused on the paranormal. Started in 2003, 4chan is an 
imageboard website, a forum where users can post images. Anton 
Chornobylskyi et al. (2023) also argues for the importance of Reddit, 
an online news aggregator and discussion forum founded in 2005, 
which is organized into subreddits or user-run sub-sections focused 
on particular topics, to the formulation and codification of 
creepypasta as a genre. Specifically, they point to the important role 
of the NoSleep subreddit (r/nosleep) which emerged in 2010. They 
write, “community rules transformed the genre and attracted millions 
of readers and authors from around the world. This was facilitated by 
the unusual internal policies of the community, outlined in the rules 
of the subreddit” (2023, 68). These included encouraging stylistic 
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features such as framing contributions as first person experiences, as 
well as requiring participants to agree “to the prohibition of asking for 
evidence of the truth of the story or to somehow demonstrate that the 
narrative is merely fiction” (68).  

Concerned with the strange, monstrous, or unknown, creepypasta 
invokes the content, style, and performance elements of legends, 
traditional stories typically told about particular people or places. An 
important aspect of legend is its relationship to belief. As Linda Dégh 
explains, “The legend is a legend once it entertains debate about belief” 
(2001, 97). Blank and McNeill explain that both traditional legends 
and creepypasta include aspects of “personal narratives; ritual; 
ostension; familiar ‘real’ settings, contexts, and ancillary characters; 
and an accompanying air of plausibility” (2015, 5).  

Henriksen defines creepypasta as “a digital urban legend meant to 
be copied and pasted and therefore circulated online” (2018, 266), 
drawing on Jan Harold Brunvand’s conception of urban legends as a 
type of folk narrative that “are believed, or at least believable, and 
that—unlike myths—are set in the recent past and involve normal 
human beings rather than ancient gods or demigods” (1986, 382). 
Jessica Balanzategui locates the traditionality of creepypasta not so 
much in its content, characterized as it is “by a level of self-reflexivity... 
that precludes this mode of expression from being classified securely 
as folklore”, as in the dynamics of participation on digital platforms 
like 4chan and its successors, which she describes as “well suited to the 
folkloric cycles of production that underpin Creepypasta” (2019, 187).  

Slender Man, arguably the best-known example of creepypasta, 
initially emerged from the posting of two images on the Something 
Awful web forum in 2009 (Blank and McNeill 2018; Boyer 2013; 
Chess and Newsom 2014). However, many other examples have since 
emerged and have developed and spread in multiple media platforms 
beyond online forums and internet sites, including web series, video 
games, and television shows. What is particularly interesting about 
creepypasta for scholars of legend is the way it combines aspects of 
traditional folklore with what Michael Dylan Foster has termed the 
“folkloresque,” or “popular culture’s own (emic) perception and 
performance of folklore” (2015, 5). Such performances make 
reference to other texts that offer the impression of emerging from 
so-called “authentic” folklore.  

In this special issue, we examine the phenomenon of creepypasta 
and related digital horror circulating in digital spaces in more depth, 
attending to several dimensions of its study that have not been fully 
examined in the literature. By paying close attention to both the 
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folklore motifs and antecedents on which the stories draw, along with 
the role of platform affordances in creating, developing, and sharing 
these legends and legend-like stories in digital spaces, this special issue 
provides new insights into how creepypasta continues to change and 
adapt to new audiences, media forms, and social contexts. 

The authors of the articles in this special issue approach their 
respective topics from an interdisciplinary perspective, integrating 
insights from multiple fields including folkloristics; cultural 
anthropology; digital media studies; horror (including digital horror) 
studies; and cultural studies. In addition to traditional library-based 
scholarship, authors also consulted digital archives and repositories, 
particularly those focused on folk narrative and creepypasta. These 
sources facilitated the process of comparing plots, motifs, and other 
subject matter. Researchers also considered relevant news stories, 
company communications, and publicly available interviews with 
known creepypasta and digital horror creators in order to better 
understand the inspiration behind their development, and the ways in 
which franchise creators and fans may interconnect.  

An important source of information for researching creepypasta 
are the online forums and wikis fans create, contribute to, and 
maintain. For example, Reddit forums or subreddits are a popular 
platform for hosting the creation and development of creepypasta, 
and fans can show an almost religious fervor for tending creepypasta-
focused wiki sites. These sources offer an important foundation for 
understanding how the nature and meanings of horror figures are 
conceptualized, elaborated, and debated by storytellers and audiences 
alike. Additionally, the various creepypasta- and digital horror-
themed digital productions that appear on a variety of platforms, 
including social media, video and game-hosting, and livestreaming 
venues were located and analyzed to allow authors to discern the ways 
that different media channels portrayed the figures and stories under 
study.  

In studying digital cultures and narratives, researchers need to be 
aware of how ethical issues relate to the work they seek to do. For 
example, what counts as “public” or “private” may take on different 
valences online, and researchers confront new considerations 
regarding the trustworthiness of information as well as how to 
evaluate notions of originality or copyright. For example, Katrin 
Tiidenberg notes that traditional ethical ideas related to anonymity, 
confidentiality, consent, and harm, among others, may be difficult to 
translate into digital platforms. She writes:  
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Scholars partaking in digital research, therefore, often find 
themselves faced with a lot of gray areas. Their individual sense 
of what is right and wrong; their discipline’s conventions; the 
legal and institutional conditions of approval; and the 
competition for professional relevance in a world where a lot of 
research is undertaken by private companies like Facebook, may 
at times clash or collapse. (2018, 467) 

Tiidenberg points out that the nature of social norms in general 
has been affected by our experience with social platforms—leading to 
transformations in the very nature of actions like “sharing” (see also 
Markham 2016). In addition, she writes, “Researchers are having a 
hard time agreeing on what data is public and what data is private, and 
how publicly accessible data should be treated. Debates over 
boundaries and best practices of internet research ethics are ongoing” 
(468), and guidelines from professional organizations including the 
Association of Internet Researchers (Markham and Buchanan 2012) 
and others encourage researchers to interrogate their own practices 
while, at the same time acknowledging the limited usefulness of 
traditional disciplinary guidelines (see also Beaulieu and Estalella 
2012). Ultimately, Tiidenberg advises, instead of espousing a 
monolithic set of guidelines, it may be more effective and valuable to 
take a “case-based, inductive approach...Turning ethical decision-
making into a deliberative process during all steps of inquiry” (2018, 
474). In this way, researchers can consider study-specific risk and 
privacy issues to determine the best course of action vis-a-vis core 
research ethics considerations related to “maintaining beneficence 
(minimization of harm and maximization of benefits), respect, and 
justice for people involved” (469; see also Markham and Buchanan 
2012). 

Each article in this special issue focuses on one specific example of 
creepypasta or digital horror and its connection to legendary elements 
and media platforms. While each article is thus different, there are 
several recurring ideas that run through many of the articles. For that 
reason, in the next part of the introduction I want to briefly outline 
the following key themes and concepts: nostalgia, anxiety and fear in 
contemporary creepypasta and digital horror; (reverse) ostension and 
(virtual) legend-tripping; and new platforms and shifting 
subjectivities. 
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NOSTALGIA, ANXIETY AND FEAR IN CONTEMPORARY CREEPYPASTA 
AND DIGITAL HORROR 
Creepypasta and digital horror arguably traffic in the uncanny, which 
the Cambridge Dictionary defines as “strange or mysterious, often in 
a way that is slightly frightening.” Such a phenomenon balances a 
sense of familiarity or nostalgia with a feeling of anxiety or the not-
quite-rightness of something. Uncanniness may be understood as 
involving the process of making the familiar strange (Freud 2003; 
Punter 2007; Royle 2003) or, as Cynthia Freeland explains, the 
experience of encountering phenomena “that are eerie yet enticing, 
strange yet familiar, creepy yet not horrific” (2004, 88). Mark Windsor 
clarifies that, in Freud’s use of the term, the uncanny connotes a type 
of feeling that results from encountering “certain kinds of 
phenomena, including doppelgangers or doubles, waxwork figures, 
corpses, dismembered limbs, automata, coincidences, presentiments 
(which come true), and other apparently supernatural or magical 
phenomena, such as apparent hauntings and magical powers” (2019, 
53-54). Lydia Liu points out that, before Sigmund Freud, it was Ernst 
Jentsch (1997 [1906]) who actually first connected the concept of the 
uncanny with the human reaction to automata (mechanical devices 
that imitated humans or animal actions) specifically, “emphasizing the 
role of intellectual uncertainty between animate and inanimate” (2009, 
216; emphasis in original). 

The sense of memory or familiarity laced with dread characteristic 
of the uncanny can be expressed in the form of a dapperly dressed 
monster, recalling or even subverting a professional or managerial 
figure, or in the way we are invited to relate to, and perhaps alienate 
ourselves from, our encounters with technology. Confronting 
technological limitations can serve to both create unsettling 
imitations of aspects of the real world, while laying bare the inherent 
alienness of familiar forms of technology in themselves. The uncanny, 
as the articles in this special issue suggest, confuses boundaries 
between alive and dead, animate and inanimate, and other dualities.  

At its base, perhaps, creepypasta and digital horror may complicate 
the relationship between nostalgia and anxiety. Our encounter with 
nostalgic texts or reunions with childhood memories may become 
perverted as we see something familiar and fondly remembered 
twisted or corrupted into something menacing. Providing at times 
unsettling simulations of previous encounters with places, people, or 
texts, creepypasta throws into relief the anxieties that underlie 
processes of development, growth, and change. 
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Beyond the nostalgia and anxiety duality, creepypasta and digital 
horror can also serve to remind us of the ways that processes of 
collective memory or trauma can come to intersect with the formation 
and performance of legends and legend-like stories. Fear and trauma 
can be both individual as well as communal, tied both to time and 
space. In these cases, creepypasta and digital horror, like oral and 
literary forms before them, can aid in the transmission of and at times 
reconciliation with these fears or painful pasts (Bennett 2009; Bird 
1996; Fine 1980; Victor 1993). 

The figure of fear that haunts creepypasta and digital horror can 
vary and, indeed, not all creepypasta is centered on such a figure at all. 
But for many creepypastas, as with many horror stories generally, 
there is a boogeyman figure of some kind (Harris 2004; Rathgeb 1991; 
Warner 2000; Widdowson 1971). John Widdowson locates the 
boogeyman within a broader categorization of frightening figures 
which includes supernatural creatures, unusual people, and animals or 
objects with the capacity to punish. He notes that the “word ‘bogey’ 
and many of its possible cognates in Indo-European languages seem 
primarily to designate a figure with supernatural (and usually horrific) 
associations, apparently invented to serve a threatening function in 
society” (1971, 106) and argues that the figure embodies fears related 
to the unknown. Marina Warner (2000) expands this analysis to 
consider broader issues surrounding monstrosity and the idea of the 
“Other” as they relate to the boogeyman figure. The boogeyman, she 
writes, tends to have physical abnormalities, acts in violent ways, and 
exists outside the realm of the so-called “civilized world” as it defined 
by community standards and definitions.  

In some ways, the boogeyman figure of Slender Man has served as 
an iconic touchpoint for creepypasta formation and development. A 
number of subsequent creepypasta characters (and digital horror 
characters inspired by creepypasta) bear notable similarities to 
Slender Man, whether through comparisons to his stature, girth, 
sartorial style, penchant for wandering wooded locales, or something 
else. In addition to inviting comparisons and contrasts between itself 
and other would-be successors, the creepypasta star also plays a role 
in helping to establish a certain basis for other creepypasta 
boogeymen generally, giving an emerging genre a set of common 
attributes to pick up on or imitate.  

Boogeymen relate to basic human anxieties and vulnerabilities, 
whether concerning death, human weaknesses, fear of the unknown, 
or something else. These entities may take various forms or even 
shapeshift between them in ways that connect them to magic and the 
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supernatural, or they may simply reflect the way that identities can 
change and align with different situations. Traditional figures like 
boogeymen may be integrated into stories related in digital spaces, or 
they may be themselves digital. And, as we will see, as these 
boogeymen develop and evolve in their creepypasta and digital horror 
incarnations they may both echo and transform the frightening 
figures of folklore. 

PERFORMING DIGITAL LEGENDS: (REVERSE) OSTENSION AND 
(VIRTUAL) LEGEND-TRIPPING 
Ostension, or the acting out rather than telling of a legend, may play an 
important role in creepypasta and digital horror (Dégh and Vázsonyi 
1983; Ellis 1989; Ellis 1992). This “presentation as contrasted to 
representation (showing the reality itself instead of using any kind of 
signification” (Dégh and Vázsonyi 1983, 6) serves to bring legends to 
life. Elizabeth Tucker explains that: “Dégh and Vázsonyi identify three 
forms of ostension: pseudo-ostension (hoaxing), proto-ostension 
(appropriating a legend as one’s own experience), and quasi-ostension 
(misunderstanding something that happens in a legend)” (2017, 28 
citing Dégh and Vázsonyi 1983). In his examination of ghost tours, 
Julian Holloway usefully connects ostension to the notion of play, 
arguing that there exists “a strong element of playfulness involved in 
the ostensive action” (2010, 631). Acting out legends—and 
creepypasta—online can take some novel forms, as the articles in this 
volume will demonstrate. 

Through hypermodern ostension, or ostension that is facilitated 
by the use of technology, legends can be performed in ways that 
engage audiences and further popularize and spread the stories 
(McNeill and Tucker 2018; Tucker 2017). Inspired by Jeannie Banks’ 
Thomas’ notion of hypermodern folklore, or “lore that emerges from, 
deals with, or is significantly marked by contemporary technology 
and media (including the omnipresent Internet) or consumerism (with 
all its accessible excesses and its ability to generate pleasure mixed 
with anxiety)” (2015, 7-8), Tucker (2017) explores how the use of 
smartphone apps during the course of a ghost-hunting legend trip 
constitutes a site for hypermodern ostension, and notes that the 
presentation of a legend in this context depends upon a combination 
of smartphone use, engagement with popular media, and participation 
in a culture of consumerism.  

Many creepypasta work by a kind of reverse ostension, or a 
reverse engineering of a narrative corpus through expanding and 
connecting fragments of a narrative (Tolbert 2018). Using the example 
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of Slender Man, Jeffrey A. Tolbert shows how “an iconic figure [is] 
produced through a collective effort and deliberately modeled after an 
existing and familiar folklore genre” (2013, n.p.). While ostension 
involves acting out rather than listening to a story, Slender Man’s 
many authors: 

are effectively reversing this process by weaving together diverse 
strands of ‘experience’ (in the form of personal encounters with 
the creature, documentary and photographic evidence, etc.) into a 
more or less coherent body of narratives” while creating stories 
and characters “consciously modeled on existing, established, 
‘real’ ones (specifically, again, the legend genre). (Tolbert 2013, 
n.p.) 

Reverse ostension involves both the creation of new objects and 
examples, and the combination of these elements into a new corpus of 
“traditional” stories deliberately modeled on folklore (Tolbert 2013). 
As people contribute to the evolving story, creepypasta expands and 
further disseminates, sometimes in surprising ways. 

In creepypasta and digital horror, too, novel forms of legend-
tripping may take place (both within the narrative and in the actions 
taken by the community spreading it), showing that the phenomenon 
has indeed become digital. Legend-tripping involves “travelling to a 
specific location attached to a legend in the hopes of witnessing some 
kind of phenomena as if in the legend itself” (Koven 2007, 186; emphasis 
in original). As Holloway explains, a “legend trip is produced through 
a general sense of receptivity to possibility and temporary 
communitas [an intense sense of community]”, a move that relies upon 
“a movement away from belief or disbelief to a performance of not 
disbelieving” (2010, 629). 

Legend-tripping may be thought of as a kind of legend quest to the 
site of a legend to investigate and test the narrative (Bird 1994; Debies-
Carl 2023; Ellis 2013). S. Elizabeth Bird (1994) examines an example 
of such a trip in physical space when she writes about the trip that 
adolescents in Iowa City, Iowa take to visit the Black Angel 
monument—said to bring death to anyone who kisses it. Legend trips 
may have a role in helping people confront and work through fears 
and anxieties around mortality, grief, or other concerns. In addition 
to confronting fears, legend trips can also serve an entertainment 
function (Ellis 2013), as well as play a role in local tourism (Holloway 
2010). Legend-tripping as a concept applied to creepypasta and digital 
horror can take many forms. For example, it may involve 
livestreaming a hoax encounter with the legendary character, 
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describing attempts to summon a boogeyman through enacting a 
ritual wholly within the diegetic world of a video game, or through 
some other mechanism. 

NEW PLATFORMS AND SHIFTING SUBJECTIVITIES 
As digital platforms cross one another and converge, new platforms 
for horror emerge and intersect. Mobile technology, livestreaming, 
and social media outlets that work in distinctive ways help to shape 
the formats and media through which audiences can create, co-create, 
and experience digitally mediated legends and legend-like narratives. 
As elements of these stories move across media platforms, it is useful 
to consider the role of platform affordances and constraints and 
enabling and encouraging the development of particular forms of 
creepypasta and digital horror in specific ways. 

For Donald Norman (1999), affordances come in two forms: a so-
called real affordance, and another a perceived one. One way to think 
about affordances in digital media design is to consider all of the 
possible ways that what you are designing could be used. What does 
the platform you are designing on allow you to do with it? What types 
of expressions does it make possible? Constraints, on the other hand, 
may come in several different forms (like physical, cultural, etc.) and 
control or limit what is possible by using that platform.  

Such an attention to platform allows us to ask a series of useful 
questions about creepypasta, digital horror, and legend formation in 
digital spaces. For example, what types of experiences does a social 
media platform like YouTube offer versus one like TikTok? How does 
user generated content on these sites intersect with franchise 
properties? How can creators, both franchise and independent, 
exploit the affordances of these platforms to achieve specific 
storytelling or community-building effects? And how could an 
understanding of the design considerations available on these 
platforms be brought to bear on an analysis and interpretation of the 
legends and legendary experiences people build upon them?  

As the articles in the special issue suggest, digitally mediated and 
born legends and legend-like stories also enable new forms of 
subjectivity. As a principle of transmedia storytelling, subjectivity 
means enabling aspects of a story to be told through alternative 
perspectives, such as retelling a story through the experiences of a 
secondary character. For example, with a popular television show like 
The Walking Dead, we can see subjectivity at work through the 
publication of webisodes online such as one called The Walking Dead: 
A New Day, which tells the story behind the character Hannah, whose 
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kids disappeared after a car accident (Freeman 2019; Jenkins 2009). In 
this way, events in a transmedia story can effectively be reframed from 
another character’s point of view. 

As explored in Keidra Daniels Navaroli’s article for this volume on 
Crypt TV’s The Look-See, a digital entertainment company may 
employ subjectivity as a strategy to expand the reach of a short-form 
digital horror series with interrelated content. This approach can lead, 
in turn, to the recentering of a monster as the main character, while 
recontextualizing its victims as a rotating cast of easily dispensable 
characters. Or, as in Day Cho’s and my article about the Backrooms 
creepypasta, elements of the experience may be narrated by multiple 
unconnected authors, whose stories are carried through 
hypermediated encounters with found footage. 

With this broader overview in mind, we will turn our attention to 
an outline of the special issue’s five articles. Each article focuses both 
on a specific creepypasta or digital horror example, as well as on 
particular ways that the creepypasta and digital horror relates to other 
legends or creepypasta that came before while also exploiting 
particular features of emerging platforms and digital culture practices.  

“Lost in Liminal Space: The Internet Legend of the Backrooms”, by 
Day Cho and Natalie Underberg-Goode analyzes the creepypasta and 
online urban legend known as “The Backrooms”, which employs 
liminal spaces—spaces “between or belonging to two different places, 
states, etc.” (Cambridge Dictionary; see also Turner 1987; Huang, 
Xiao, and Wang 2018) to continue the long-running trend of dark 
castles, haunted houses and other environmental horrors. The liminal 
refers to a threshold between two locations (deriving as it does from 
the Latin word for threshold), and also denotes a transitional state 
experienced in the context of ritual as outlined by anthropologists 
Arnold Van Gennep (1960) and Victor Turner (Banfield 2022). Both 
the space of the backrooms and the experience one is said to have 
within it connect to the idea of liminality. The Backrooms is a haunted 
space that can only be entered by accident, by a person “no-clipping” 
through reality until they end up in the Backrooms. No-clipping is a 
term that came from 1990s video games, particularly PC games. In no-
clipping, users are allowed to activate the no-clip setting, which means 
to ignore the floors and wall colliders, basically phasing through walls 
in a video game. A liminal space, the Backrooms invites legend-
tripping. Wholly experienced online, this opportunity to legend-trip 
took on particular resonance during the height of the COVID-19 
pandemic, when people sought (virtual) outlets for their collective 
anxiety. 
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“Herobrine: The Mysterious Figure Haunting Minecraft Servers”, 
by Erica Winfrey concerns Herobrine, a fan-created legendary figure 
and creepypasta that developed in the Minecraft video game 
community in 2010. He is described as an unknown player that 
accesses single-player worlds. Originating as a now deleted 
creepypasta currently archived on the Minecraft Fandom Wiki page, 
the story concerns the mysterious and uncanny appearance of an 
unknown player on what was supposed to be a single-player private 
world. This article investigates how Herobrine draws upon existing 
legend and haunted game creepypasta tropes while also exploiting the 
dynamics of online community formation and the affordances of 
livestreaming, the latter an activity which involves individuals 
broadcasting themselves playing games to a live online audience, to 
further elaborate and popularize the figure. 

The third article in this special issue is “Out of the Closet: The 
Boogeyman in the Internet Age, A Case Study of Crypt TV’s The Look-
See”, by Keidra Daniels Navaroli. This article examines The Look-See, 
which debuted in 2017 on Facebook and YouTube as a short form 
horror series produced by Crypt TV. Part of a canon of fantastical 
creatures marketed to the digital age, the Look-See is defined as a 
“grief-monster”. This article explores the connections between the 
Look-See and folkloric manifestations of the boogeyman, along with 
a consideration of the ways that the web series explores the 
connections between collective memory and grief, while providing 
cathartic outlets for fans.  

The fourth article, “‘It May Start Out as a Game, But It Ends Up a 
Whole World’: Creepypasta, QAnon, and the Anomalous Tales of the 
Internet,” by Philip Speakman, focuses on the connections between 
creepypasta and QAnon, positioning both as ways to tell internet-
based stories. The article also considers the ways that both make use 
of networked narrative mechanics, and take place not only across 
digital platforms, but also unfold in various ways in physical spaces as 
well. Such stories can be understood in terms of “the anomalous”, in 
which online narratives seem to take on lives of their own and further 
undercut boundaries between reality and fiction, and between offline 
and online spaces. 

Finally, in “Siren Head: The Shapeshifter of Social Media”, by 
Christina Leskowyak and Emrys Murphy, the authors explore Siren 
Head, a fictional horror monster created in 2018 by artist Trevor 
Henderson, which features a 40-foot tall being with the body of a 
human and the neck and head of a pole topped with two loudspeakers. 
According to the backstory subsequently attached to the creature, 



Underberg-Goode INTRODUCTION  12 

Siren Head was first seen in the Arizona desert in 1966 but is said to 
have been around since ancient times, shapeshifting in form to adapt 
to the current time. A distinctive characteristic of Siren Head is the 
role of sound: in his current incarnation he is said to have a unique 
and eerie alarm that resembled a tornado siren. This article will 
explore the role of sound and social media algorithms in modulating 
the uncanny experience of encountering Siren Head, considering the 
part played by the social media platform TikTok, and the community 
that formed around it, in the character’s transmission and popularity. 

Taken together, the articles in this special issue explore new 
avenues for expressing and exploring social anxieties through 
creepypasta and digital horror. It is perhaps not coincidental that the 
Backrooms, a creepypasta specifically about being trapped inside, 
potentially forever, took off during the height of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Theorizing the meanings behind these amorphous, dread-
inducing spaces may have, in fact, provided a creative way to deal with 
our fears. And as one of the newer digital horror figures to emerge, 
Siren Head arguably offers audiences an anthropomorphized 
manifestation of our fears about the role of technology in our lives. 
Inspired in part by the eerie transmissions of numbers’ stations 
(shortwave radio stations that typically broadcasted a series of 
formatted numbers), and calling to mind technology of the near-past, 
Siren Head frightens us by mimicking voices and sounds, and 
shapeshifts to blend in with its surroundings. The fact that we may not 
be able to fully understand its distorted transmissions, along with the 
fact that it can change forms to resemble various objects—all the 
better to sneak up upon us unsuspected—renders the creature a living 
(or non-living) embodiment of a fear of technology we do not fully 
understand. 

In addition, this special issue contributes to the literature by 
providing new insights into how creepypasta and digital horror 
proliferate on different platforms in platform-specific ways. For 
example, the way that Siren Head developed and spread on TikTok 
demonstrated the impact of its particular affordance known as 
“stitching”, which allowed audiences to clip an original post to enable 
a commenter to interject their own video in response, or to 
superimpose their video over the original. Such an affordance 
arguably offered new ways to engage in discussions and debates about 
the creature and thus spread its lore. As the figure proliferated, the 
sounds associated with Siren Head also developed, as audiences placed 
new sounds over the video of the creature and attempted to 
manipulate the TikTok algorithm in order to boost the popularity of 
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their postings on the platform. While social media in general has come 
to be characterized by the idea of “remix”, meaning that contributors 
and audiences alike expect much of the content produced to be “up for 
grabs” for revising, redistributing, and otherwise adapting, TikTok 
has proven a particularly effective platform for hosting and sharing 
short form found-footage style horror that plays upon the legend’s 
penchant for ostension. This may also help explain why there are over 
half a million Backrooms-themed posts on TikTok. 

This special issue of Contemporary Legend also suggests some new 
ways to think about legend-tripping, particularly in relation to 
creepypasta and digital horror. While the term legend-tripping in the 
context of digital media has focused on the way that the internet and 
apps can be used to document and at times encourage belief in real-
world legends (like ghost stories), legend-tripping might also be useful 
as a way to think about the ways that creepypasta, as an emergent type 
of internet-based folklore, imitates legendary qualities such as 
enacting ritual, engaging with the rhetoric of belief, and narrating 
personal experience. The concept of legend-tripping, for example, can 
illuminate aspects of the Minecraft-themed Herobrine fan-created 
legend and the community that has formed around it, such as the 
practice of building in-game portals to “summon” the character—
compare that to sitting in the “Devil’s Chair” at midnight in a cemetery 
in Cassadega, Florida in order to entice Satan to appear, or to any 
other of a myriad of similar local legends across the United States and 
the world. Legend-tripping in a video game-themed creepypasta and 
fan-created legend like Herobrine can also involve using “seeds”, a 
unique alphanumeric code that helps generate aspects of the worlds 
within Minecraft (like a terrain or biome), to try to find Herobrine. The 
concept of legend-tripping can also help us understand the ways that 
a classic “cheat” in video games, no-clipping, can be understood to 
provide the mechanism for how to enter (and, if one is very lucky, exit) 
the Backrooms creepypasta’s world in a way that would seem 
strikingly similar to moving through the world as a ghost in a 
traditional legend. The fact that the Backrooms is not, explicitly, a 
video game-themed creepypasta, further suggests the increasingly 
prominent role that video games and video game concepts may have 
to play in this form of internet-driven folklore. 

Finally, the research presented offers additional insights into the 
ways that entertainment companies and horror enthusiasts intersect, 
and how that contributes to our understanding of the role of folklore 
and folkloric processes online. We can see this dynamic at work, for 
instance, in the case of Herobrine, references to which Minecraft 
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creator Mojang began incorporating into changelogs—a curated, 
chronological list of changes to a project (in this case, Minecraft), along 
with suggesting the character could appear at Minecon (an annual fan 
convention hosted by Mojang). At the same time, the Look-See, as a 
creation of American entertainment company Crypt TV, is a monster 
spawned by social media and forms part of a constellation of short-
form digital horror dubbed “Marvel for Monsters” by YouTube 
personality James A. Janisse (of YouTube channel Dead Meat). The 
figure forms part of a digital horror marketing campaign while also 
drawing on ideas about bogeymen and the connections between 
legend and place characteristic of traditional folklore. And, like other 
bogeymen and creepypasta figures before him, fans inspired by the 
Look-See have elaborated on the figure and his accompanying 
mythos, adding everything from episode recreations to audio horror 
stories. 

We hope you enjoy this issue of Contemporary Legend. No doubt, 
within several more years another crop of creepypasta will emerge, 
showing us further evidence of how adaptable and creative online 
purveyors of horror can be while, at the same time, reinforcing once 
again the persistence of particular folkloric themes and figures.  
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