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Summary

This thesis examines three 21 century American vampire romance narratives: the Twilight
novels (2005-2008) by Stephenie Meyer and their film adaptations (2008-2012), the HBO
television adaptation of Charlaine Harris® Southern Vampire Mysteries (2001-2013) True Blood
(2008-2014), and the CW television adaptation (2009-) of L.J. Smith’s The Vampire Diaries
(1991-). Situated in the field of feminist popular cultural studies, the thesis considers the
production and reception contexts, genre, and narrative texts that make up the three series.
The theoretical framework used positions popular phenomena such as Twilight as culturally
“symptomatic.” As such, they may be read as revealing larger cultural issues and anxieties.
The methodology employed involves consideration of the public reception and popular
discussion of the texts, a discussion of genre, and textual analysis of the three narratives in
which selected scenes and storylines are used to illustrate the texts’ overarching
construction of subjectivity. Employing a range of feminist and psychoanalytic theories, this
reading of the phenomenon of Twilight and related texts reveals cultural aporia around

gender, feminism, and subjectivity.

Twilight achieved levels of popularity that render it a cultural reference point, widely
recognised even amongst those who have neither read nor seen the books or films in the
franchise. It has also been received with controversy; it is a popular text that inspires
passionate opinions on its aesthetic merits and politics. Its popularity and controversy often
centre on issues related to femininity, feminism and female-coded genres. The cultural
saturation of Twrlight and the controversies in public discussion of the text, its author, and
its audiences make in-depth analysis of the series and responses to it worthwhile. The
television shows True Blood and The Vampire Diaries are explored as two important related

cultural productions, interpreted here in response to 7wulight.

The thesis begins by exploring the contexts of production and reception of each text.
Gender, genre, and discourses of feminism are shown to be central to public debate over
the series” meanings. This in turn prompts a consideration of some of the shared generic
traditions of the narratives, presenting them as participating in the genre of Dark Romance
and locating them within a Female Gothic mode. The detailed discussion of production,
reception, and generic contexts framed by feminist popular cultural studies and feminist
literary theory in Chapters 1 & 2 enables and directs the textual analysis undertaken in

Chapters 3, 4, & 5. Read in the context of production, popular reception, vampire culture,
i



and the Female Gothic, a focus on gothic womanhood and maternal subjectivity in
Tuwilight, the South and Othering in 7True Blood, and epistemological uncertainty and
repetitious cycles in The Vampire Diaries emerges. These are explored using a range of
theories including psychoanalytic understandings of subject-formation, particularly work
concerned with the maternal, including Luce Ingaray’s theory of cultural matricide, Julia

Kiristeva’s theory of abjection, and Melanie Klein’s object-relations theories.

Ulumately the difficultly of articulating and representing maternal subjectivity from the
heroine’s perspective is read as indicative of the contradictions of cultural subjectivitizing
processes, such as abjection, for female personhood. The controversy in the popular
response is read as a reaction to the problematic way in which 7wilight brings abjection to
its logical conclusion thus eliminating the female/maternal body entirely. The construction
of subjectivity in 7rue Blood and The Vampire Diaries highlights the impossibility of Twilight’s
gothic fantasy. True Blood focuses on the dangers and attractions of Othering, while 7#%e
Vampire Diaries uses the melodrama soap opera form to construct subjectivity as endless
cycles of loss. The feminist potential of Twilight nonetheless lies in its attempt and overt
failure to reconcile the female body with unified subjectivity. It demonstrates the reliance of
discourses of unified subjectivity on abjection of the maternal/feminine through the
impossibility of combining the leaky maternal body and the impermeable stone vampire
body. The elaboration of this conflict within a storyworld that presents motherhood as
central to female happiness may be read as showing the impossibility of adult female
fulfilment within this paradigm. Though Bella appears to attain the best of both worlds, she
does so through a final generative abjection symbolising both the positive (subject forming)
and negative (refusal of the maternal) aspects of the abjection process. In achieving a
complete abjection of the female body, however, Bella is psychically dead, as abjection is
an on-going process of boundary assertion, not one that can ever be completed. Maternity,
despite its difficult position in feminism, presents potential for imagining alternative models
of selfhood not exclusively based on the oppositional self:Other dynamics shown to be

deeply problematic in the three storyworlds considered.
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INTRODUCTION

ARIZONA. 27 June 2003. A twenty-eight year old woman wakes as usual around 4am, a
“baby thing — left over from knowing that somebody needs you™ then goes back to sleep.!
In those early morning hours she would often “have the most vivid dreams” and that

morning was to bring a dream that would change her life:?

There was this beautiful image, this boy, just glittering with light and talking to this
normal girl. ... It was mostly about how much he wanted to kill her — and, yet, how

much he loved her.3

Fearful she would forget the dream and interested in discovering what would happen to
this conflicted couple, she “started writing it out.” * Three months later she had the first

draft of her first novel, Twilight.

* k¥

So goes the simultaneously unlikely and mundane origin story of the international best
seller Twilight by Stephenie Meyer, a novel that began a four-part saga (2005-2008) and
gave rise to five film adaptations (2008-2012). The series also includes a novella The Short
Second Life of Bree Tanner (2010) and a gender-swapped reimagining of the Twilight novel, Life
and Death (2015), published as an addition to the tenth anniversary edition of Twilight. The
Twilight phenomenon has left an indelible mark on the popular conception of vampires; a
significant impression on many readers, mostly women, in the mid to late noughties; and
inspired more than the usual amount of popular critique, much of which had a notable

recurrence of explicitly feminist concerns.

Given the combination of a male desire to both kill and love the heroine of Meyer’s

romance, it is perhaps unsurprising that the story provoked feminist response. One such

! Meyer, The Twilight Saga: The Official Illustrated Guide, 2.
2lbids;.3-
3 Ibid,, 3.
+Ibid., 4.



feminist response was my own. I was first introduced to Stephenie Meyer’s novel series in
2009 while completing an MPhil in Gender and Women’s Studies. All four novels were
published by this point and the immense success of the series, which had been building
since 2005, was apparent in mainstream culture. I read the novels voraciously and my
response was so passionate in its anger and exasperation that I decided to devote my MPhil
dissertation to an exposure of the anti-feminism of Twilight. My response was not unique, as
countless blog entries, many magazine and newspaper articles, and a significant number of

academic articles, edited collections, and monographs attest to.”

Having completed my dissertation and been encouraged by the increasing volume of
scholarly and popular outpourings against Twilight and its many evils, I felt satisfied with
my efforts at feminist popular cultural criticism for a time. This sense did not last long,
however. While the vast majority of scholarship on Twilight robustly critiqued its failings,
with some problematically making a tacit assumption of ‘media-effects’ as a justification for
their research, many maintained an awareness of and sometimes a focus on gendered
hierarchies of taste in popular culture and the potential power of audiences’ readings of
Tuwilight. In popular media and in my day-to-day experience of peoples’ reactions to
Twilight, however, there emerged a troubling crossover between critiques of the series as
supporting conservative and antifeminist values and condemnation of the series, its author,
and its audiences based on gender using feminist rhetoric. As the popular “feminist’ critique
of Twilight snowballed, I began to find myself in some uncomfortable alliances based on a

characterisation of Twilight as both ‘bad’ and ‘bad for women’.

My discomfort with this situation, combined with a creeping sense of having supressed
aspects of my own contradictory response to the series in my dissertation, led me to
continue research on Twilight. Returning to Meyer’s series, I was determined to allow the
contradictions of Twilight and consumption of Twulight to be present and inform the
research. In doing so, this thesis follows in an important tradition of feminist popular
cultural criticism, developed by scholars such as Ien Ang (1985, 1988, 1996), Charlotte
Brunsdon (1981, 1993, 2000, 2008), Susan Bordo (1990, 1993), and Joanne Hollows (2000,
2006), that refuses to maintain a misleadingly firm boundary between feminist critic and

feminine culture. Embracing the contradictions of pleasure in feminine popular culture and

5 Examples of popular media and academic responses are discussed in Chapter One.



the negotiation of feminism within, rather than from above, that culture has enabled this

study.

Given the range of scholarly work exploring Twilight, this research is able to move away
from the central romance relationship in Twilight and focus on a small number of key
scenes to discuss a theme passed over in scholarship on the series to date, that of maternal
subjecuvity. Two related vampire romance stories popular contemporaneously are also
examined; True Blood (2008-2014) and The Vampire Diaries (2009-) are presented as
significant alternative explorations of subjectivity within the shared genre of Dark
Romance. The three stories reward careful consideration alongside one another, providing

an important negotiation of contemporary discourses of gender, subjectivity, and feminism.

The aim of this thesis is to provide a feminist analysis of the cultural phenomenon of
Tuwilight and related vampire romance narratives 7rue Blood and The Vampire Diaries. 1t looks
particularly at the construction of gendered subjectivity and the operation of discourses of
feminism in and in relation to these three texts. Twilight has gained levels of popularity that
render the franchise a cultural reference point, widely recognised even amongst those who
have not read or seen the books or films. It has also been received with controversy; it is a
popular text that inspires passionate opinions on its merit and/or politics by many,
including non-readers/viewers. Its popularity and controversy often centre on issues
related to femininity, feminism and female-coded genres. The cultural saturation of Twilight
and the controversies in public discussion of the text, its audience, and its implications,
make analysis of the narrative, but also of the phenomenon as a whole, including its
contexts of production, reception, genre, and related texts, worthwhile. The television
shows True Blood and The Vampire Diaries, based loosely on novel series by Charlaine Harris
and L.J. Smith respectively, are explored as two important cultural productions interpreted
here as responses to Twilight. The Vampire Diaries’ closely related spin-off show, The Originals
(2013-) 1s considered as part of The Vampire Diaries’ story world.

This study is undertaken within a feminist epistemological framework. Using feminist
methods from the fields of literary, film, television, and cultural studies, this thesis
contributes an original analysis of the cultural phenomenon of Twilight, True Blood, and The
Vampire Draries including the operations and uses of feminist discourse in, and in reaction to,
the texts. This work presents an explicit feminist bid for meaning making regarding the
contested area of gendered subjectivity in popular discussion by examining and intervening

in the cultural conversation surrounding 7Twilight. This conversation draws on 7rue Blood

3



and The Vampire Diaries as contemporaneous vampire romance narratives capitalising on

and responding to Twilight’s cultural position.

While several edited collections and one monograph address Twilight and explore issues of
gender in the novels and film, none focus substantially on maternal subjectivity and the
challenge of maternity to dominant narratives of subjectvity to be found in TZwilight.®
Several articles and an important edited collecion on 7rue Blood explore the series as
southern gothic and cult quality television.” This work is drawn on and developed here,
with a focus on abjection and monstrous femininity. In light of the analysis of Twilight, the
exploration of subjectivity in 7True Blood is read as containing the challenge of maternal
subjectivity while problematizing Twrilight’s construction of essential womanhood through a
focus on the intersectional nature of identity and inassimilable difference. Very litle
scholarship is currently available on The Vampire Diaries. While a small number of articles
focus on the serial, it is mostly addressed in passing or as part of a larger discussion of the
vampire romance genre.® This thesis provides an in-depth exploration of subjectivity in the
serial, including elements of its spin-off show, The Originals. Considered in the context of
Twilight and True Blood’s construction of subjectivity, The Vampire Diaries focus on loss,
repetition, and control returns the subject to the position of child. Again the threat to
dominant individualist narratives of subjectivity posed by maternity is neutralised by

positioning the maternal as largely an object of the child’s psychic processes.

Before exploring the vampire romance narratives themselves, it is necessary to give an
overview of the structure of the thesis. Unless otherwise noted, Twilight refers to the original
four-part novel series (Twilight (2005), New Moon (2006), Eclipse (2007), and Breaking Dawn
(2008)) and five feature-length films that are part of the franchise (7wilight (2008), New Moon
(2009), Eclipse (2010), Breaking Dawn: Part 1 (2011), and Breaking Dawn: Part 2 (2012)); True
Blood refers to the television serial in its entirety (2008-2014); The Vampire Diaries refers to

seasons one to six of the television serial (2009-2015) and The Onginals refers to seasons one

6 See Housel, et al. eds. (2009), Clarke and Osborn, eds. (2010), Click, Aubrey and Behm-Moraqitz, ed.s
(2010), Parke and Wilson, eds. (2011), Anatol, ed. (2011), Wilson (2011), Larsson and Ateiner, eds. (2011),
Morey, ed, (2012), Erzen (2010), and others.

7See Housel , et al. eds (2010), Boyer (2011), Hardy (2011), Leavenworth (2012), Cherry (2012), Marrai
(2012), and Reyes (2013, amongst others.

8 See Subramanian (2010), McMahon-Coleman (2011), Bridgeman (2013), Wiliams (2013), and Luksza
(2014).



and two (2013-2015). True Blood and The Vampire Diaries are positioned as related and
responding texts to 7wilight in this study. Given the chronology of the texts (the novel series
by Smtih and Harris began before Twilight) and their relative mainstream presence (while
both the Twilight novels and films enjoy widespread mainstream popularity, the Smith and
Harris’ novel series do not have the same mainstream presence as their television
adaptations), both novels and films are included in the consideration of Twilight, but the
focus is largely on the television adaptations True Blood and The Vampire Diaries, rather than

the novel series on which they are based.

Chapter One introduces Twzlight, True Blood, and The Vampire Diaries. The first part of the
chapter presents Twilight as a controversial pop culture phenomenon, positioning 77ue Blood
and The Vampire Diaries as responding texts. The popular and controversial cultural status of
Twilight 1s established by stating the sales figures and considering reaction to the series in
reviews, opinion pieces, and commentaries. An investment in meaning making in the
public interpretation of Twilight is shown to focus on issues of womanhood, with ideas
about femininity and feminism to the fore. The use of feminist discourse and the word and
identity ‘feminist’ in the public conversation about Twilight is explored. Different types of
feminism are shown to be involved in public strategies of interpretation and justification of
hierarchies of taste. Twilight is presented as a highly unstable text that generates significant

insights when read as a manifestation of cultural contradictions regarding womanhood.

The second part of the chapter introduces 7True Blood and The Vampire Diaries as important
popular responses to Twilight. Detailing their production and reception contexts, they are
positioned in dialogue with the popular image of Twilight. Each text is presented as an
exploration of subjectivity in the context of popular discourses of feminism and femininity
that relate in significant ways to the texts’ origins and location in popular culture. This
discussion shows the ‘culture-war’ influenced critique of the popular vampire romance that
identifies conservative or liberal ideology or agendas in the narratives. While presenting
this as part of the popular understanding of these texts, this thesis moves to explore how
these stories and the stories of their production, reception, and genre involve a
problematising of subjectivity that is significant for feminist ideas and ideas of feminism in
popular culture. When considered in dialogue, these three texts, which in the popular
perception represent a range of political leanings, share anxieties relating to gendered

subjectivity.



Vampire stories are always, consciously or not, involved in a dialogue with other vampire
stories that have come before and those popular contemporaneously. Chapter Two aims to
briefly situate the texts in relation to vampire culture. Having shown in the first chapter the
gendered associations of genre and its use in the assessment of the three texts under
consideration, this chapter locates the series in a tradition of Female Gothic work. It is this
positioning that enables a reading of the series as symptomatic texts, that is to say texts that
show symptoms of underlying cultural dis-ease. Using 7wilight as the orienting text and
locating the vampire romance in a Female Gothic tradition, the maternal and subjectivity
come to the fore. The focus in popular criticism and academic scholarship on the merits or
dangers of the central romance eclipses the significant issue of maternal relations, the body,
and challenges to personhood explored in the narratives. Diane Hoeveler and Helene
Meyers’ work on feminism and women’s Gothic writing are used to present the Female
Gothic as a tradition that involves a negotiation of patriarchal systems from a feminine
perspective. The relationship between feminisms and constructions of subjectivity in
vampire romance is explored. The three vampire romance texts under examination are
presented as engaged with this tradition of Female Gothic, an internally pessimistic mode
representing processes of achieving and maintaining gendered subjectivity under

oppressive conditions and unequal power relations.

Drawing on this understanding of the Female Gothic, Chapters Three, Four, and Five look
to each text individually, exploring their representation of gendered subjectivity. Chapter
Three considers subjectivity, the body, and the maternal in Twilight. Beginning with the
dream that inspired 7wulight, this chapter presents the text as a refraction of the some of the
difficulties of adult womanhood in Western culture and a pessimistic attempt at resolving
contradictions surrounding personhood and womanhood. Irigaray’s work on maternal
genealogies and matricide 1s drawn on in a discussion of mother-daughter relations in
Meyer’s text. In keeping with the Female Gothic tradition, the dangers and inescapability
of the institutions of family, marriage, and motherhood for women are established through
the backstories of the other female characters. Bella’s story presents a fantasy resolution
and ‘happy ending’ to gothic womanhood. The abject maternal body is expunged and
personhood achieved in the acquisition of a clean and bloodless vampire body. The
narrative rupture and change in style and tone surrounding parturition are read as
symptomatic of a problem regarding Meyer’s portrayal of maternal subjectivity. Kristeva’s
theory of subject-formation based on abjection is used to explore the difficulty in Twilight of

combining personhood and maternity. This results in a sense of the impossibility of a
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maternal subject, yet the ‘fold’ in the narrative in which Bella picks up narration prior to
giving birth can be read as a short-ived moment of maternal subjectivity. Bella’s ultimate
achievement of personhood is at the expense of the female body. This reading presents the

“perfect piece of forever” at the end of Twilight as a fantasy of stasis.”

Chapter Four examines identity, abject bodies, and the South in 7rue Blood. The television
show is presented as a narrative that highlights intersectionality in the on-going process of
subject making. The ‘natural’ and bloody physiology of vampires in True Blood is contrasted
with Twilight’s bloodless, stone vampire bodies. The analysis shows how the vulnerable self
is constantly at risk in its desire for firm boundaries. Solid boundaries are problematically
and often temporarily found through faith in identity assurances of religion, cults, factions,
and groups that supress difference within the group by abjecting it outwards and onto
hated ‘Others’. Each season involves an exploration of the violence of individual and social
processes of abjection, using the imagined South to present these excessively. Again
Kristeva’s theory of abjection in the process and maintenance of subjectivity is drawn on.
The problem of personhood presented in 7rue Blood is one of balance between a tolerance
of difference and the maintenance of self. The focus of this discussion reveals True Blood’s
move away from the difficulties of maternal subjectivity to emphasise instead the problems
of the maternal for the subject in maintaining individual integrity without extreme psychic

and/or physical violence.

Chapter Five explores selfhood in The Vampire Diaries. Nostalgia in the workings of the
home channel’s programming and the co-creators’ origin story of the series as one of loss
direct the analysis. The construction of subjectivity is deeply informed by psychoanalytic
ideas of the importance of early childhood to the functioning of the adult self. Living is an
experience haunted by foundational loss and marked by repetitious cycles of violence and
regret in the serial. The breakdown of clear boundaries between the ‘monster’ and the
human in vampire romance is used to establish the quality of humanity as emotion.
Retroactively constructing the self out of emotion rather than action or consequence,
expressing the always retrospective emotion of regret, becomes the marker of humanity.
The central dynamics of subjectivity presented in The Vampire Diaries are read through
psychoanalytic understandings of cyclical and repetitive psychic processes, particularly

Melanie Klein’s paranoid-schizoid and depressive conditions. A combination of nostalgia

9 Meyer, Breaking Dawn, 754.



and the uncanny present a never-ending desire for and repudiation of the past in a
representation of history that is no more than the biography of the individual.
Epistemological uncertainly pervades the serial as each version of events is continually
undermined by a new temporarily privileged interpretation. In their representation of
personhood, Twilight’s stasis and True Blood’s degeneration are contrasted with The Vampire
Duaries’ repetition. The dynamics of subjectivity focused on in The Vampire Diaries reveals, as
in True Blood, a reaction to Twiligh’s demonstration of the contradictions of maternity and
personhood by repositioning the maternal as object of the subject-in-formation. The key
focus in each of the text-based chapters is the construction of subjectivity and the particular

aspects of subject-formation and maintenance foregrounded in each text.

* %k 3k

While the thesis as a whole grapples with the complexity of discourses and ideas relating to
feminism, gender and subjectivity, it is worth giving a preliminary introduction to these
terms before commencing discussion of their bearing in and on the popular texts. The
terms ‘feminism’, ‘gender’, and ‘subjectivity’ are highly opaque and their meanings are
contested, making definitions of them necessary but inevitably somewhat reductive given
the range of their use and influence. Nonetheless, it is useful to give a preliminary sketch of
their meanings for this study. Definition of other important terms and concepts will be

advanced as they arise in each chapter.
Using Alison Jaagar’s description, feminism is understood in this thesis as:

... activity directed toward transforming social arrangements and systems of thought
that accord disproportionate honour, authority, and power to men and to whatever is
categorised as masculine - and that simultaneously degrade and subordinate women

and whatever is defined culturally as feminine, including many groups of men.

Within a feminist epistemology, knowledge is seen here as something produced rather than
discovered. This research is engaged in the production of feminist knowledge. That
knowledge should be political is not seen here as a bold statement, rather, following
feminist interventions, it is viewed as a more honest acknowledgement of the impossibility

of entirely apolitical knowledge. This epistemological framework follows feminist

10 Jaggar, Fust Methods: An Interdisciplinary Feminist Reader, vii.



philosopher Donna Haraway’s concept of ‘situated knowledges’, an epistemology that
acknowledges the partial nature of knowledge without relativising all knowledge claims as

equally useful or ethical.!' Haraway provides a vision of knowledge making that is:

simultaneously an account of radical historical contingency for all knowledge claims
and knowing subjects, a critical practice for recognising our own “semiotic
technologies” for making meanings, and a no-nonsense commitment to faithful

3

accounts of a “real” world, one that can be partially shared and that is friendly to
earth-wide projects of finite freedom, adequate material abundance, modest meaning

in suffering, and limited happiness.'?

Feminism includes a range of histories, political and social movements, and philosophies.
In the analysis of vampire romance texts, a range of different feminisms and strands of
feminist thought will be drawn on. Various feminist discourses are utilised within the texts
and the responses to them. Therefore, feminist theory is not used only as a framework for

analysis; it also forms an object of analysis in this thesis.

The term gender is used in this thesis to refer to an area of on-going dispute and
development in feminist thought, a “social structural phenomenon™ that is “also produced,
negotiated and sustained at the level of everyday interaction.”’3 It is a concept central to
feminist critiques of essentialism that emphasise “the social construction of masculinity and
femininity and the social ordering of relations between men and women.”!* Gender is seen
as intersecing with other social divisions including class, race, sexuality, and generation
with meanings of masculinity and femininity varying within these relations. The concept of

gender emphasises the cultural malleability of identity categories.

In the early focus on gender in feminist theorising of the 1970s, the separation of sex and
gender was used as a progressive force to undo discourses of biological essentialism.
However, as consideration of the sex/gender divide developed the untheorised category of

sex became problematic. Sociologist Liz Stanley noted in 1984 that between the:

!l Haraway, “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial
Perspectve.”, 346.

127bid., 347.

13 Jackson and Scott, Gender, 1.

14 Ibid., 1.



polarised positions... [of] ‘biological essentialism’ and ‘social constructionism’ ...
most academic feminists have occupied the so-called ‘middle-ground’ of arguing for

social constructionism which takes place on a biological base.!>

Stanley draws attention to the normative and regulative aspect of sex as ‘natural’: “ ‘sex’ as

a natural order is also an order involving power and its distribution™.16

Undoing the division between ‘gender’ as social and ‘sex’ as biological, allowed feminists
“to ask how gender shaped the ways we think about bodily biological differences.”!’
Different strands of feminist engagement re-imagined the issues of the sex/gender divide in
a variety of ways: while ‘sexual difference’ feminists focused on the alterity of the feminine,
its (misjuse in Western philosophy and its symbolic role in Western cultural imaginaries;
radical feminism hoped to eliminate sex difference altogether, presenting sex in a Marxist
framework as a “sex class.”!® Cultural feminism grew out of radical feminism but moved
towards the re-essentialisation of sex/gender in attempts to celebrate devalued female and

feminine attributes and associations.

Poststructuralist feminists’ linguistic focus allowed a critique of sex as a pre-linguistic
ontological given. Following materialist feminist re-evaluation of the division between sex
and gender but coming from a linguistically focused framework, Judith Butler’s theories of
gender as performative have been highly influential for poststructuralist feminisms. She
suggests that “sex is as culturally constructed as gender; indeed perhaps it was always
already gender.”!? Butler’s conception of sex/gender is often misinterpreted as suggesting
that sex/gender is a willing performance involving costumes that may be taken on or off
easily. Rather, her theories of sex/gender as begun in Gender Trouble (1990) but developed
in Bodies That Matter (1993) and Undoing Gender (2004), emphasise the operations of choice
regarding sex and gender as “navigating among norms that are laid out in advance and

prior to one’s choice.”?0

Femininity and masculinity are understood in this study as sets of socially enforced and

negotiated ways of being/becoming a woman or a man in the on-going process of enacting

15 Stanley, “Should “sex” really be “gender” or “gender” really be “sex?”, 31.
16 Tbid., 40.

17 Jackson and Scott, Gender, 369.

18 Firestone, Dialectic of Sex, 1-12.

19 Buller, Gender Trouble, 7.

20 Thid.
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recognisable identities. Sociologist Beverly Skeggs describes femininity as “the process
through which women are gendered and become specific sorts of women.”?! The focus in
this analysis i1s on modes of femininity, rather than masculinity. Identifying or being
identified as a woman brings expectations regarding appropriate femininity. This varies
depending on intersections with other difference categories: “Being, becoming, practising
and doing femininity are very different things for women of different classes, races, ages
and nations.”?2 This thesis assumes that a range of socially functional ways of performing
femininity operate in society at any given time, with greater or lesser freedoms, privileges,
and sanctions. Femininity is socially and culturally specific and historically changing. It is
“constantly under construction and ... requires considerable interpretative work.”?3
Indeed, it is “notoriously changeable.”?* According to Butler, the meaning of femininity
changes “radically depending upon geopolitical boundaries and cultural constraints on
who 1s imagining whom, and for what purpose.”?® Discourses of femininity are examined
in the texts, the production and reception contexts, and in the genre traditions informing
the narratives and popular response. Femininity is considered largely at the symbolic and
textual level through analysis of textually constructed ideas of femininity in the narratives,
gender traditions, and publically available opinion and review. At times the ‘feminine’
takes precedence in the analysis over femininity. Beginning with Simone de Beauvoir’s
work on the feminine subject and drawing on a range of traditions including ‘French
Feminism’, radical and cultural feminism, postmodern and poststructuralist feminism, and
material feminism, theories of the feminine and the feminine subject grapple with the

concept of difference and the implications for gendered subjectivity.

Gender 1s understood here as an on-going locus of meaning in the process of producing
and maintaining subjectivity. The concept of subjectivity is related to identity but opens up
a space between identity and thinking about identity. Subjectivity is more inclusive than
identity in that it can contain multiple identities and contradictory identifications. Using
Donald E. Hall’s description, the term subjectivity “denotes our social constructs and

consciousness of identity... A social and personal being that exists in negotiation with

21 Skeggs, Formations of Class and Gender, 98.
22 Thid.

23 Jackson and Scott, Gender, 271.

24 Buler, Undoing Gender, 10.

2 Ibid.
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broad cultural definitions of our own ideals.”?% It evokes “that tension between choice and
illusion, between imposed definitions and individual interrogations of them, and between
old formulae and new responsibilities.”?’ As such, subjectivity has been a key area of
theorisation and analysis for feminist thought. Indeed, Catherine Belsey states: “One of the
central issues for feminism is the cultural construction of subjectivity.””? Belsey highlights a

central contradiction of subjectivity for women:

Women as a group in our society are both produced and inhibited by contradictory
discourses. Very broadly, we participate both in the liberal-humanist discourse of
freedom, self-determination and rationality and at the same time the specifically
feminine discourse offered by society of submission, relative inadequacy and

irrational intuition.2%

Various theories of subjectivity are drawn on in the analysis of the narratives, genres, and
responses looked at in this thesis. These ideas will be introduced and elaborated upon as
required in each chapter. The reading undertaken here draws on ideas and theories from a
wide range of fields including psychoanalysis, literary studies, film studies, television studies,

cultural studies, gender and women’s studies.

This thesis provides an examination of Twulight, True Blood, and The Vampire Diaries that
elaborates rather than contains the destabilising potential of these provocative texts. It
demonstrates the importance of exploring women-centred popular culture and considering
the negotiation of feminism and feminist ideas within and in response to popular texts.
Through a feminist critique that interjects in the meaning making process surrounding the
texts, a position that self-consciously values feminine perspectives is maintained. This is not
to suggest that feminine perspectives are uniform, or that they have allegiance to feminist
perspectives, but that as viewpoints they are of value, and have a complex relation to and
with feminist identities. Rather than read Twilight as a straightforward attempt to
indoctrinate women into a regime of femininity based on a passive embrace of
heterosexuality, maternity, and the patriarchal family, it is read as a highly ambiguous
acting out of some of the extreme contradictions of 21% century ideals of womanhood,

which are not separate or separable from discourses of feminism, such is the cultural

26 Hall, Subjectivity, 134.

27 Ibid., 2.

28 Belsey, “Constructing the Subject, Deconstructing the Text”, 593.
29 Ibid., 597-98.
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impact of second wave feminism. Read in the context of the popular reaction to them, they
become a significant site for the exploration and contestation of feminism’s relation to

feminine subjectivity.
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CHAPTER 1: IT°’S A PHENOMENON!

Popular context of Twilight, True Blood, and The Vampire Diaries

Twilight 1s described as a popular cultural phenomenon by many reviewers and scholars
and is presented as such in this study.! A popular cultural phenomenon is understood here
as a cultural artefact that has achieved remarkable success in terms of sales figures and
cultural saturation. Twilight has become a “part of common reference.”? It has enjoyed
enormous commercial success and levels of public discussion that render it culturally
significant and worthy of sustained consideration and analysis. This section will
demonstrate the level of Twilight’s worldwide success, its cultural saturation and significance
by presenting its sales figures, the background to the series’ production and its impact on
publishing and film production, and the varieties of popular cultural reference to it. This
popularity and permeation is read as relevant to, revealing of, and in turn shaping, the
given cultural moment. As Joseph Crawford writes in his study 7Twilight of the Gothic: Vampire
Fiction and the Rise of the Paranormal Romance (2014):

One might just be able to sell a million books by being clever and lucky and original,
but one can only sell one hundred million books by being, on some level, in tune with

the times.3

This understanding of popular culture follows a cultural studies approach that perceives
popular texts as in some way symptomatic of wider cultural issues, ideas, or dynamics. By
studying ‘in-tune’ cultural texts, one may reasonably hope to find something out about the
particular cultural moment of their popularity. Cultural critic and sociologist Eva Illouz
contends “a book resonates when it articulates — sometimes directly and sometimes in a
roundabout way — a social experience that is baffling, that presents itself as a repeated

cognitive and emotional challenge.”* She goes on to write:

! Anatol, ed., Bringing Light to Twilight; Bruner, The Twilight Phenomenon; Clements, Vampire Defanged; Clarke, et al,
eds., The Twilight Mystique; Click, ed., Buiten by Twilight; Granger, Spotlight; Housel, ed., Twilight and Philosophy,
Klonsky, The Psychology of Twilight; Parke and Wilson, eds., Theorizing Twilight; Reagin, Twilight and History,
Wilson, Seduced by Twilight.

2 Schudson, “How Culture Works: Perspectives from Media Studies on the Efficacy of Symbols”, 170.

3 Crawford, Twilight of the Gothic, 6

4 Mlouz, Hard-Core Romance, 22-23.
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If one of the insights of deconstruction is that literature is the performance of a
problem, that a literary text enacts the contours of a contradiction, an impossibility,
or the unresolvable character of a situation, we may generalise this claim to texts that
resonate with readers and suggest that such resonance is explained broadly by the
fact that the text performs a problem. Further, we may add that in contradistinction

to high culture, popular texts not only enact a problem but resolve it as well.?

This understanding frames the discussion of popular texts undertaken here. The
relationship between texts and their times however is not conceived as one-way; the “in-

tune” text is read as having an impact on and influencing its cultural moment in turn.

The use of the term ‘text’ to refer to fiction, film, and television, points to the location of
the work within cultural studies. According to John Frow and Meagan Morris, “there is a
precise sense in which cultural studies uses the concept of the text as its fundamental
model.”® In this tradition, using the term ‘text’ means, as explained by cultural studies
scholar John Storey, “to locate it across a range of competing moments of inscription,
representation and struggle.”” A ‘text’ is “an ontologically mixed entity, and one for which
there can be no privileged or ‘correct’ reading... forc[ing] cultural studies’ attention to ...
the open-ended social life of texts...”® This is desirable as “cultural studies seeks to keep in
equilibrium the different moments of cultural production — material production, symbolic
production, textual production, and the ‘production in use’ of cultural consumption.”® This
approach implies a balance between the polarised understandings of popular culture as
top-down or bottom-up. Analysing mass culture does not demand the acceptance of mass
culture theory. Nor does it mean presenting mass culture as entirely open to being used as
a site of subversion. Antonio Gramsci’s huge influence on cultural studies and his theory of
hegemony underpin the cultural studies framework of this thesis. As such this thesis
understands popular texts as sites of meaning making. Following Gramsci, feminist cultural
studies scholar Christine Gledhill presents the relationship between audiences and texts as

a negotiation:

5 Ibid., 23.

6 Frow and Morris, “Australian Cultural Studies™, 355.
7 Storey, Cultural Studies and the Study of Popular Culture, 8.
8 Frow and Morris, “Australian Cultural Studies”, 356.
9 Storey, Cultural Studies, 8.
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The value of this notion lies in its avoidance of an overly deterministic view of
cultural production, whether economistic (the media product reflects dominant
economic interest outside the text), or cine-psychoanlaytic (the text constructs
spectators through the psycholinguistic mechanisms of the patriarchal unconscious).
For the term ‘negotiation’ implies the holding together of opposite sides in an on-

going process of give-and-take.!?

As multi-billion dollar franchises operating on a global scale, the vampire romance texts
considered here operate within and utilise all the networks and business avenues the
entertainment industry has to offer. In this way, the capitalist imperative of Twilight, True
Blood, and The Vampire Diares is present alongside any other meaning they generate. At this
level, they are inherently supportive of the status quo of 21% century neo-liberal consumer-
driven capitalism. Using Gledhill’s negotiation as a model of meaning production that
“conceives cultural exchange as the intersection of processes of production and reception,
in which overlapping yet non-matching determinations operate,”!! the texts’ meaning need
not be limited to the economic alone. This is one significant way the series makes meaning.
The other important meanings generated in and around the text are not uniform, indeed
as 1s often the case in popular texts, discourses drawn on may be highly contradictory. This
chapter seeks to maintain the awareness of commercial underpinnings while exploring the
symbolic cultural work happening in and in relation to these series. While exploring the
significance of other meanings, however, an attempt to keep in sight the overarching
effectiveness of what feminist cultural critic Eva Chen describes as the “neoliberal process
of subjectification” is made. Negotiating a path between the conceptualisation of women’s
culture as “a utopian site of consumer sovereignty or democracy... [and] criticism that
over-stresses its deception and commodification... presenting women as passive dupes,”
this thesis attempts to balance readings of the narratives themselves with analysis of the
popular discussion of each narrative.!? In a reversal of some studies of popular romance
that emphasised the conservative nature of the narrative in contrast to the liberatory
reading practises of the audience, this research finds subversive potential in the content of

the stories and suggests a limiting of that potential in the popular discussion. The particular

10 Gledhill, “Pleasurable Negotiations™, 101.
11 ]bid., 101.
12 Chen, “Neoliberalism and popular women’s culture: Rethinking choice, freedom and agency”, 441.
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reading strategies and practices of fans are not explored in detail, however scholarship in

this area counters popular fears of the passive and impressionable teen reader.

% 3k ¥

Following the publication of the novel Twilight in 2005 and its largely word-of-mouth
success, the release of each new instalment in Meyer’s vampire romance series was
anticipated with growing interest, achieving extremely high sales records. By mid-2011
Meyer’s books had enjoyed over three hundred weeks on the New York Times Bestseller
List. The novels have been translated into forty different languages and have sold over one
hundred million copies worldwide. !* The success of J.K. Rowling’s fantasy series Harry
Potter is credited with bringing about changes in the publishing industry that enabled
Twilight's success. Following online engagement with fans and heavily promoted release
dates, Twilight enjoyed “Harry Potter style” anticipation of each new instalment, with
midnight release parties at bookshops and fans camping out overnight to purchase the first
available copies.!* Like the Harry Poiter series, Twilight was developed into a highly
successful film franchise. Paramount Pictures’” MTV films originally had the option rights
to the novel series. However, a tradition of focusing on male-driven franchises as big
money makers at the box office meant, despite 7wilight’s publishing success, Paramount
dropped their option on the film rights in 2006 as not worth investing in. Following this,
the then small independent studio, Summit Entertainment, optioned Twilight in 2007.
Screenwriter Melissa Rosenberg worked on the script, and has been the screenwriter on all
subsequent Twilight films. The film adaptation of the first novel was released in 2008,
directed by Catherine Hardwicke. Hardwicke was best known at that time for her critically
acclaimed and somewhat controversial film about girlhood, Thirteen (2003). The film
Tuwilight displays Hardwicke’s attentiveness to the largely action-free interiority of the
drama of female adolescence. As such, the first Twlight film is dream-like and atmospheric,
creating a sense of the emotional truth of first love via muted supernatural elements and
the use of voice-over. Despite being filmed on a relatively small budget, it was a major
commercial success largely as a result of the already vast readership of the novel series.
Opening at number one in the box office, it went on to gross over $70 million its opening

weekend. This 1s still a record as the highest grossing opening weekend for a film directed

13 Larson and Steiner, Interdisciplinary Approaches to Twilight, 10.
14 Green, “Harry Potter with Fangs - and a Social Network.”
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by a woman. It grossed approximately $200 million in the United States alone, far beyond
the expectations of the studio. Twilight went on to earn $392.6 million in worldwide box
office sales.’> The film launched Kristen Stewart, Robert Pattinson, and Taylor Lautner’s
worldwide stardom. The success of Twilight and the subsequent films in the series had a
huge impact on Summit Entertainment’s financial profile, leading to its acquisition by

Lions Gate in 2012.

The second film New Moon, directed by Chris Weitz broke the record for single-day
openings with its gross takings on November 20% 2009 of $72.7 million. It went on to
achieve over $700 million worldwide. Weitz co-directed the ‘gross-out’ teen comedy
American Pie (1999) and, more recently, The Golden Compass (2007), an adaptation of Philip
Pullman’s young-adult fantasy novel Northern Lights (1995). The choice of Weitz as director
of New Moon suggested the studio’s desire to present Twilight as young-adult fantasy, rather
than limit it to the commercially more restrictive area of girl’s or women’s interest films,

which it was overtly aligned with in Hardwicke’s vision.

Eclipse was released in June 2010, directed by David Slade, achieving a midnight box office
opening record of $30 million in ticket sales for midnight and 3am showings, and almost
$700 million box office sales worldwide. Slade’s directorial background includes vampire
horror film 30 Days of Night (2007) and thriller Hard Candy (2005) that explores adolescent
sexuality, victimhood, and power. Eclipse is the most action-driven film of the series. Again
the move to a director such as Slade reveals an interest by the production company in
attempting to widen Tuwilight's appeal by offseting its focus on romance, here by
foregrounding action sequences both in the film and more heavily in the promotional

material for the film.

The final novel was split over two films, Breaking Dawn: Part 1 released in November 2011
and Breaking Dawn: Part 2 in 2012, both directed by Bill Condon. Part 1 achieved worldwide
gross ticket sales of over $700 million, with Part 2 reaching over $800 million worldwide.
Condon had a critical and commercially proven record with writing and directing
experience on films such as the gothic themed Gods and Monsters (1998) which explores the
end of Frankenstein (1931) director James Whale’s life story, Candyman sequel Farewell to the
Flesh (1995), and big production musicals such as Chicago (2002), and Dreamgirls (2006). With

15 “Twilight”, Box Office Mojo.
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this filmography, Condon may be seen as a director suited to handling the adaptation of
the potentially unfilmic final novel in the Twilight series, Breaking Dawn, and balancing the
darkest aspects of the Twrlight story and with the final happy-ever-after conclusion of the
love story. Describing Breaking Dawn as a “full-on, non-ironic romantic melodrama”,
Condon was interested in directing the film versions of a novel he read as open to
“dramatically different interpretations.”'® The susceptibility of Twilight to dramatically
different interpretations will be returned to in the next section considering the controversies

surrounding 7wilight.

Following the surprise success of Hardwicke’s 7Twrlight, the subsequent film adaptations
received much larger budgets that grew with each instalment. They also attracted
increasingly experienced and successful directors with each film. As noted by Crawford, the
changing choice of directors may be read as indicative of studio interests in weakening the
exclusively feminine image of Twilight once its commercial potential was appreciated.
Arguably the feminine pleasures offered by Twilight are precisely what make it so successful,
and despite Summit’s attempts to neutralise the image of the series somewhat, a largely
female audience fuels the on-going success of Twrlight. It is a crossover success as it attracts
an adult readership and viewership, going beyond the exclusively young-adult market. As
such, Twilight is one of the first major commercial successes of a film franchise aimed
predominantly at women. Its success has been credited as encouraging Hollywood studios
to invest in female-audience driven blockbusters, including other film series based on
novels written by women for a predominantly female audience, such as Vampire Academy

(2007-2010), The Hunger Games (2008-2010), and The Mortal Instruments (2007-2014).

In October 2014, Lions Gate Entertainment Corporation announced plans to produce five
short films based on Twilight characters as part of a short film series called “The Storytellers
- New Creative Voices of ‘The Twilight Saga’. In a marketing development, the short films
will be released in conjunction with Facebook, debuting on Twilight’s Facebook page. A
panel of women judges, including Stephenie Meyer, will select five female directors to
receive mentorship and have their short film, based on a character from the Twilight story-
world, produced by Lions Gate. The project is backed by Women in Film, a non-profit
organisation that promotes equal opportunities for women in global media. Stephenie

Meyer is also involved, independently of Lions Gate, in the production of women’s fiction

16 Rosen, “Bill Condon, ‘Breaking Dawn’ Director, on the future of Kirsten Stewart & Robert Pattinson.”

19



on film. Meyer has achieved wealth, fame, and influence as a result of the Twilight
franchise. She is one of the world’s top earning authors, with an estimated net worth of
$125 muillion, according to Forbes. She has also received numerous honours and awards,
including USA Today’s 2008 “Author of the Year”, New York Times Editor’s Choice
2006, Publisher’s Weekly Best Book of the Year 2005, and has been placed on the
American Library Association’s “Top Ten Books for Young Adults”, and “Top Ten Books
for Reluctant Readers.” Following this success as an author, Meyer turned to film
production. She set up her own production company in 2011 with Meghan Hibbett, called
Fickle Fish Films. The company is described on the Fickle Fish Films website as “a
dynamic home for literature-related films and media.”!” It has thus far produced Meyer’s
work, the Breaking Dawn instalments and The Host, and a film adaptation of Shannon Hales’
Novel Austenland (2008) released in January 2013. The company is currently developing
Kendare Blake’s young-adult paranormal romance novel, Anna Dressed In Blood (2011), Lois
Duncan’s classic young-adult gothic novel, Down a Dark Hall (1974), and Mindy McGinnis’
dystopian young-adult survival tale, Not a Drop to Drink (2014). Meyer’s role in promoting
and producing women’s work on film, and the explicit focus on women as producers,
writers, directors, characters, and consumers as part of the latest development in the
Twilight story-world further complicates the cultural discussion of Twilight in terms of

feminism. The use of feminisms in the production and reception contexts will be detailed

later in this chapter.

The success of the franchise has had an impact on the economic fortunes of many beyond
the publishing and film industries. In a very short space of time it has changed the
economic profile of the small logging-town of Forks, Washington where Tuwilight is
principally set. With a population of 3,500 people, it has seen a new tourist industry spring
up in the wake of Twilight’s popularity, with tourist numbers going from 5,000 in 2004 to
73,000 in 2010.'® Though the films were not shot in Forks, nor had Meyer ever been there,
many fans have made the trip to see the town where Meyer chose to base her series after
googling to find the wettest places in the continental United States. Twzlight related literary
symposiums have taken place in Forks High School and the Forks Chamber of Commerce

has seen “sales of anything that says Forks ... increase drastically.”’® This new interest in

17 http:/ /ficklefishfilms.com/projects/. Accessed August 16, 2015.
18 Farnham, ““Twilight’ Fans Tourist Bonanza for Forks, Wash.”
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the town has led to the publication of travel guidebooks including Twilight Territory: A Fan’s
Guide to Forks and LaPush (2012), Experience Twilight: The Ultimate Twilight Fan Travel Guide
(2009), and Twrilight Tours: An Illustrated Guide to the Real Forks (2009).

The sales figures and worldwide distribution of 7wilight demonstrate the franchise’s huge
commercial success. The on-going development of the Twilight franchise and Stephenie
Meyer’s evolution into film production hint at the series’ cultural importance and
influence. Beyond the Twilight books and film adaptations and on-going film productions,
the story-world of Twilight exists, develops, mutates, and is responded to in a variety of
forums. The Twilight story-world i1s sold through related materials and merchandise. Stores
such as Hot Topic in the United States specialise in Twrlight clothing, jewellery, stationary,
posters and other memorabilia. In 2009 over half a million 7wlight related items were sold

on EBay. Many Twilight-inspired artworks can be purchased online.

The ‘official’ canon also includes guides to the series and films, a short novella 7#%e Short
Second Life of Bree Tanner (2010), a fragment of Meyer’s account from Edward’s perspective,
Midnight Sun, published on her website following leaked drafts in 2008, and the 2015
gender-swapped version of Twilight, Life and Death. Many unofficial books have also been
written about Twilight, as guides to the series and glossy photo books of the film casts and
related material. It has given rise to the release of a variety of linked work, including several

novel and film parodies.’

Twilight and its related public personas have provided the focus for many newspaper and
magazine articles, reviews, blog posts, opinion pieces, television chat-show and celebrity
news segments amongst others. It has been referenced in a wide variety of media from talk
shows, award shows, sitcoms, films, magazine articles, and news items. A small sample of
cultural references to Twilight include the promotional material for The Muppets Movie with
Miss Piggy posed in a Twrlight inspired poster above the name Bella Swine. The television
shows South Park (1997-) and The Simpsons (1989-) have both done Twulight parody episodes.
Many television shows and films have included passing references to Twilight, including 30
Rock (2006-2013), Parks and Recreations (2009-2015), Crazy Stupid Love (2011), and many more.

It is a cultural reference that is easily and widely recognised.

20 Harvard Lampoon WNightlight (2009), Stephen Jenner Twilite (2009), The Twishite Saga’s New Moan (2010), and
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Another key area in which the story-world continues to develop is in the world of fan
fiction. According to Anne Jamison’s research, the “megafandom” of Twilight “inspired
hundreds of thousands of fics.... And gathered a fanbase big and passionate enough to
transform mass culture and the industries that help produce it.”?! Jamison found Twulight’s
fan fiction writing communities involved “mostly nonradical women who came together in
a radical and original, creative, self-sustaining global community,” that became “the virtual
site for an enormous and sometimes astonishingly frank conversation about sex, stories,
and how to go about integrating the two in writing.”’?? The most popular pieces of Twilight
fanfiction gained a “readership that dwarfed most New York Times bestsellers.”?* On one of
the largest fan fiction websites, fanfiction.net, 7wilight has two hundred and seventeen
thousand ‘fanfics’, second only to Harry Potter.?* Unlike other megafandoms, Twilight “not
only inspired an underground erotic romance revolution but took it mainstream.”?> Works
begun as Twrlight fan fiction have been successfully professionally published, most famously
E.L James’ erotic series Fifty Shades of Grey (2011-2015) the first instalment of which has

been adapted to film (2015) and is a cultural phenomenon in its own right.

Tunlight had a significant impact on the film industry as discussed earlier both in terms of
the changes in Summit’s fortunes and the wider increase in the viability of women-centred
stories in mainstream Hollywood film production.?6 It also had a remarkable effect on the
publishing industry. Many vampire fiction series and gothic romances, even with very little
else in common with Twrlight, have been re-issued in light of Twilight’s success, and a great
many more vampire themed dark romance stories have flooded the young-adult and
romance sections of bookstores since Twilight’s release.?’” Though Alan Ball had become
interested in adapting Charlaine Harris’ vampire romance series, The Southern Vampire
Mysteries (2001-2013), before the release of the first Twilight movie, HBO’s backing of the
series was buoyed by the cultural interest in girls-in-love-with-vampires stories.? The CW’s

reworking of L.J. Smith’s early vampire romance series, The Vampire Diaries (1991-1992),
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was an overt attempt at cashing in on the vampire romance appetite revealed by Twilight.
The television series of True Blood and The Vampire Diaries are presented in this analysis as a
response to Twilight, not simply as responses to the novel and film series that comprises the
core of the Twilight story-world, but rather as responses to the phenomenon of Twrlight as it
is understood in popular culture. The next section seeks to demonstrate the controversial
position Twilight holds in popular culture and the contested meanings it is (dis)credited with

producing.

Love it or hate it

This section looks at the social image of Twilight, showing its controversial status by
discussing its reception in reviews, opinion pieces, public debate, and academic criticism. It
demonstrates that, beyond the fan community, hating Twrlight has widespread cultural
legiimacy. This legitimacy is enabled by recourse to aspects of the ideology of mass culture
and its association with femininity and a co-opting of elements of feminist cultural
scholarship that construct femininity as the other of feminism, resulting in a cultural
quarantining of Twilight as a repository of what is to be separated off from the good or
valuable. Interpreting Twilight as antifeminist is prevalent in both thoroughgoing feminist
criticism of the books, films, and franchise, and criticism by (mostly) male film reviewers
with little or no feminist credibility. A repudiation of the feminine romance genre and/or
the female fan takes place in both to different degrees and for different reasons, as will be

explored in this section.

As noted earlier in this chapter, Meyer has topped the American Library Association’s Best
Books for Young-Adults. She has also been one of their “most challenged authors” with
books in the Twilight series objected to on many different grounds, including being
“sexually explicit”, espousing a “religious viewpoint”, and being “unsuited [to] the age
group” targeted.?? Meyer’s simultaneous presence on ‘best’ and ‘most challenged’ ALA lists
encapsulates Zwilight’s cultural position as indisputably popular and commercially
successful, yet also attracting significant objections and negative reactions. While any very
popular text might be expected to attract some level of criticism, Twilight’s cultural

presence is in many ways characterised by controversy, even hostility, to a noteworthy
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extent. As Crawford writes in his study of paranormal romance: “Fans loved the books.
Everyone else seemed to hate them.”3? Reaction to the series is frequently split between
love/hate positions, with interpretation of the series deeply conflicted. Thus what exactly is
being loved or hated is central to the controversy; what Twilight means is passionately
contested. As would typically be the case with any book or film, some reviews and
commentaries on the series agree about the content but disagree about whether the
message is praiseworthy or blameworthy based on ideological differences. For example, the
series may be interpreted as supportive of conservative ‘family values.’, a positive message
for some readers/viewers, but negative for others. More often, however, cultural reaction
to Twilght is less about ideological battles based on a shared sense of the narrative’s
position, and more about conflict over what the series itself means. Conservative and
religious interpretations have alternatively celebrated and condemned it as encouraging
abstinence or indulging in eroticism, as promoting “family values” or having a corruptive
influence by glamorising evil creatures such as vampires.?! More liberal interpretations
have read Twilight as supportive of right-wing ‘pro-family’ conservative values and as
deeply anti-feminist,?? others as a celebration of a woman’s right to choose, whatever those
choices are.3? The series has been criticised as tame and perverse, as lacking horror and as
deeply horrifying. Looking mainly at Amazon and Goodreads user review sections,
Crawford charts some of the online clashes over the meaning of Twilight. He notes the
initial cultural response to Twilight was “generally mildly positive.”3* The occasional
negative reaction appeared in 2006/2007, but most reviews remained mildly positive
amongst professional reviewers and extremely positive amongst fans.3® By mid-2008
onwards, however, negative reviews began to equal positive responses in number.3¢
Crawford suggests that the grounds for negative reaction at this stage were indicative of the
issues that would fuel larger cultural battles over Twilight’s meaning, namely the author and
the standard of the writing, genre expectations and the domesticated vampire, the dangers
of the series in terms of the bad role models of Bella and Edward and its anti-feminist

message, and the enthusiasm of its fans.
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Lydia Kokkola argues that Meyer’s combination of conventions from “the related, though
slightly different, genres” of adult romance, teen romance, and children’s literature results
in a hybrid text that “valorises certain beliefs which run counter to both those promoted by
conservative Christian activists and those endorsed by the liberal, feminist left.” 37
Supporting this argument, Sarah Schwartzman found mixed reactions from religious
readers in her study of “newspapers, blogs, review, and religious websites” discussing
Twilight: “there are both those who see Twilight as religious allegory and fodder for Bible
Study, and those who see it as blasphemy.”® Schwartzman goes on to note the variety of
Mormon reactions to Twilight ranging from “concern about... its eroticism”, to
endorsement of the series as “clean” reading, to contentions that the series is “the antithesis
of Mormon doctrine.”?? Significantly, the bookshop chain owned by The Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints stopped carrying the series following mixed reviews.*? The
series has also been critiqued as “sneaky Mormon proselytism™*! by other Christian groups
and secular commentators. Imogen Russell-Williams described the series as promoting an
“unsubtle Mormon agenda.”*? Schwartzman writes: “usually such claims are loaded with
derisive anti-Mormon rhetoric and demonstrate ill-informed and unwieldy biases on the
part of their proponents.” 43 Schwartzman concludes that while “Meyer’s active
membership in the Mormon Church” is part of the “fabric of the book”* given the
“deeply mixed reactions among Mormons” and the “series’ ability to be interpreted
religiously through various Christian lenses”, it cannot be described as Mormon in any

generalised or “unsubtle” way.*

Many commentaries have noted those elements of Twilight that celebrate conservative
values in a more generalised way. However, though liberal commentators note the parallels
between, for example, Twilight's delaying of sex until after marriage to Christian
‘abstinence-only’ and ‘purity ball’ culture, the Christian right is less comfortable with using

Twilight as exemplary. On one level, Twilight is read as self-evidently pro-abstinence: Bella
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and Edward don’t have sex until after marriage. However, though Twilight does not include
pre-marital sex, its focus on sexual desire is unrelenting. As Lev Grossman’s article in Zime
notes, Twilight contains “more sex in... one paragraph than in all the snogging in Harry
Potter.”*5 In a further complication, Twrilight inverts the usual gender roles in abstinence-
based sexual morality, foregrounding female desire to a troubling degree for pro-abstinence
groups, in which a disproportionate level of responsibility for sexual morality is placed on

girls and women.

The pregnancy story line in the final book and penultimate film has also received much
attention in reviews and commentary. It is described as an “anti-abortion message
seductively packaged as a true-love fairy-tale” by a pro-choice reviewer,*” yet as a
representation that “certainly gives the impression that abortion would have been a
legitimate and normal option™ in a conservative Christian review that warns parents of the
film Breaking Dawn’s “disturbing treatment of abortion.”*® Both reviewers agree that

Twilight’s treatment of abortion is disturbing but for opposite reasons.*?

There is a battle over interpretation in the public discussion of 7wilight. What is ‘in-tune’
about Twilight for many is painfully discordant to almost everyone else, despite their
political and ideological differences. This suggests something problematic or controversial
about the cultural reflection the text is making. Rather than broadly reflecting a culture’s
values and standards, 7Twilight presents something culturally contentious. It may be deemed
contentious in terms of the polarised reactions to it and significant given the passion of
those reactions. Suzanna Walters’s use of the concept of a text as ‘symptomatic’ is relevant
here.’® In Walters approach, a ‘symptomatic’ text is one that incites passionate response
and controversy, as a result of which, it may be assumed to contain some culturally
relevant expression, elaboration, or discussion. Examining public reaction and critique may
reveal the area of contention, as Illouz contends, “public opinion is the process by which
ideas relevant to public and political matters are formed through interpersonal
mechanisms... or through opinions that are more authoritative, institutionalized, public,

and commodified than others.”! Referring to the much discussed 1980s soap opera Dallas
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(1978-1991), Ien Ang suggests that public discourses about the television show “provide a

framework within which answers can be given to questions such as:

what must I think about such a television serial? What arguments can I use to make
my opinion plausible? How must I react to people who hold a different opinion? Not
all existing discourses, however, are equally capable of formulating satisfactory
answers to such questions. Some discourses are more prestigious than others, they
sound more logical or convincing, and are more successful in determining the social

image of TV programmes like Dallas.>?

As a piece of popular culture “not only widely watched but widely discussed”, Twilight
provides an opportunity to consider the intersection of various discourses of gender, genre,
and value in contemporary culture.>® As with Dallas, there are certain culturally sanctioned
ways of expressing opinion about 7wilight. Barbara Klinger, in her work on melodrama,
suggests reviews and commentaries may be read as barometers of cultural values.%*
Drawing on this understanding, the reviews and public commentary on Twilight are read in
this thesis as revealing certain cultural values regarding gendered subjectivity. The more
plausible opinions of Twilight are those that engage with these values. Popular opinion on
Tunlight as seen in “reviews, opinion pieces, online discussions, blogs and finally even
scholarly articles” finds it “innocent or guilty of, a range of cultural crimes: not just... of
being badly written... but the much more serious accusations that it endangered young
women, glorified abusive behaviour, taught dangerous life-lessons and unhealthy sexual
attitudes, acted as a covert pro-life, pro-Mormon propaganda, and much more besides.”>?
Surveying this commentary marked by controversy, Twilight may be broadly understood as
popular, feminine, and ‘bad’. Crawford writes that by 2011, “belief in the extreme inherent
badness of Twilight had become... a standard part of mainstream online culture.”® In the
years that followed, 7wilight came to be understood as ‘bad’ in terms of aesthetics, genre,
politics, and audience. Plausible reactions to Twilight must acknowledge some of its
‘badness’, even if they go on to present a positive opinion on the series. This gives rise to “I
know Twilight is awful, but...” opinion pieces. Accepting its failings, particularly its sloppy

prose, its poor development of the vampire myth, and acknowledging its affront to
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feminism in its weak heroine, its controlling hero, its abusive relationship presented as
romantic, its support of abstinence, young marriage and its anti-abortion message, is
required in a widely acceptable response to Twilight. Such a response is only possible if the
meaning of Twilight is simplified, made coherent, and presented as self-evident. Privileged
discourses functioning in this reception of Twulight include the associations of femininity and

mass culture and a related opposition between feminism and femininity.

The Franchise that Ate Feminism5’

Journalist Anne Bilson asks the question why, if Twilight is indeed so bad, so much energy is
devoted to “slagging it off,” with similarly poor ‘boy’ culture such as Green Lantern (2011),
Cowbays and Aliens (2011), and Conan the Barbarian (2011), attracting disappointed rather than
derisive reviews.’® One answer to this question lies in the over-association of femininity
with the ‘badness’ of mass culture. Twilight's ‘badness’ is enmeshed with gender, the
feminine associations first suggesting then proving the low value of the series on each of
these levels of evaluation. As Sarah Harman notes, “7The Twilight Saga is continually
maligned and problematized through its association with the feminine.”>® According to
Anne Bilson’s article in The Guardian, the adjectives reviewers use most to describe Twrlight
are “ludicrous, ridiculous, risible, cheesy, and sappy.”®? The “characterization of Twilight
fans” 1s, according to Sheffield and Merlo, “emblematic of a troubling gendered tendency
to represent the (mostly) female 7wilight fandom as unworthy of entry to traditional fandom
spaces.”®! Sheffield and Merlo demonstrate a “gendered rhetoric of superiority” drawn on
by anti-fans of the series.®? Anti-fans position Twilight as “extremist” in order to distance it
from “safe, sanctioned fan activity.”®3 The audience reading and watching Zwilight are
placed in a tradition of feminine “hysterical consumption” linked back by Sarah Harman
to “Beatlemania” in the 1960s and Mark Jancovich and others to the “historical

connotative femininity of mass culture” as first evidenced by Patrice Petro (1986) and
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Andreas Huyssen (1986).5* Jancovich contends that film critics’ responses to Twilight are
“bound up with their conception of the audience’s gender.”% A feminine “indulgence in
sensation” proves to be central to film reviewers’ horror, situating 7wilight and its reception
in a long history of texts marked as feminine with a largely female audience that have
attracted a combination of scorn and concern from cultural commentators.®® This 1s a
history that alternatively imagines the female reader as a perpetrator of bad behaviours and
a vicim of bad influences. Thus the audience is both dangerous and endangered. The
audience of Twilight is epitomised in the image of the “Twihard’, a “hormonally unbalanced
teenage girl”, inviting descriptions that draw on “Victorian era gendered words like ‘fever’,
‘madness’, ‘hysteria’, and ‘obsession” in media coverage.®’ The reader and viewer of
Tunlight “generally identified in public discussion as a girl in her teens who allows herself to
become immersed in the narrative” is presented as problematic, at once the endangered
victim of the text’s ‘bad’ messages yet simultaneously a danger to social order.5¢ The “Twi-
hard’ is also objected to within fan culture. Fan reaction is almost entirely polarised
between ‘“T'wi-hards’ and “T'wi-haters’, with fans and anti-fans equally passionate in their
devotion to loving or hating the series. “I'wi-haters’ and the larger fan communities who
support conventions such as ComicCon have been vocal in their critique of Twilight fans.
Jessica Sheffield and Elyse Merlo examined the rhetorical strategies of 7wilight anti-fans in
online forums in their chapter “Biting Back: Twilight Anti-Fandom and the Rhetoric of

Superiority” (2010), confirming the “gendered nature of anti- 7wilight sentiment.”®°

The other dominant public image of Twilight fandom is the ‘TwilightMom’. She is
conceived in even more derogatory fashion with the addition of desperation,
irresponsibility, and perversity to the image of the hysterical teen “T'wi-hard’. While the
‘Twi-hard’ may be redeemed by out-growing their current misguided enjoyment of the
series, the “T'wilightMom’ has no such potental. UrbanDictionary provides the following

explanations of a “Twilight Mom’:

1. A woman older than 25, has children, can be married who has a very old saggy

crusty vaj. She sits at home at her computer masturbating to pictures of Edward
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Cullen. She doesn't bathe her kids, or feed them, instead locks them in a cage and

tosses in a couple crackers now and then.

2. A group of 40 something pre-menopausal women who have been neglecting their
children, spouses, jobs, and various pets since 2008 to post their ramblings about a
dazzling 107 year old vampire who is stuck in an eternal hell of high school and the

clumsy, idiotic girl who loves him.

3. A website full of uneducated middle-aged women who sneak onto the set of the
Twilight movie, but "keep their distance" so they stay on good terms with the
production company. However, to a Twilight Mom, keeping distance means illegally

taking video and pictures from a full yard away.”®

Users generate UrbanDictionary explanations, thus reactionary or flippant entries are
common. While there is an issue of register in drawing on a crowd-sourced site that
encourages humour in its entries, submissions nonetheless may be read as reflecting aspects
of popular perception since “users contribute and vote on which definitions are ranked
highest.””! Described in the New York Times as an “anthropologist of the Internet, taking the
pulse of the web and capturing cultural moments in real time”,’? UrbanDictionary reveals
a level of the popularity and acceptability of certain interpretations of new terms. The top
definitions of “TwilightMom’ include three highly derogatory images of this imagined fan.
The particular inflections of disgust along the issues of age, motherhood, sexuality, and
class are revealing. Less colourful versions of these attitudes may be seen in many reviews
and opinion pieces. Feminist media critic Laura Miller’s opinion piece on Twilight
underscores the impropriety of the fandom, describing TwilightMoms as “grown women”
with the implication that as such they ought to know better.”? Echoing the theme of
shirking the duties of motherhood shown in the UrbanDictionary definitions, Miller goes
on to note: “Chores, husbands and children go neglected, and the hours that aren’t spent
reading and rereading the novels are squandered on forums and fan fiction.”’* As may be
seen from these explanations, the perceived inappropriate nature of “T'wilightMoms™

behaviour is based on certain expectations of acceptable behaviour for mothers.
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While Twilight is often read as supportive of conservative gender roles, Sarah Harman
suggests in her article on female consumption of the series, that participation in Twilight
fandom may be seen partly as a way of “evad[ing] the pre-conceived life of the ‘nice girl’
... potentially rebellious against gendered behaviour expectations”, whilst nonetheless
being “entirely rooted in heteronormative consumerism.””> Harmon looks closely at the
‘Twi-hard® figure, but adds the ‘“TwilightMom’ to the analysis without much
differentiation, suggesting “TwilightMoms’ fandom involves the same “com(ing] to terms
with the change of their own identity and movement away from the family into
independence and sexuality” of the teen fandom but with the simple modification of
nostalgia, a romanticization of the “turning” rather than a contemporaneous working
through.’® This explanation is unsatisfactory and does not address the outpouring of disgust
regarding “T'wilightMoms’ and the transgressive and threatening nature of their fandom. In
the “T'wilightMom’ the idea of a mother with an obsessive interest in something other than
her ‘children, spouse, job, or pet’ is vigorously censured. The offence of ‘bad mothering’ is
particularly noteworthy given the criticism of the series itself on the grounds that it limits
women’s choices, reducing their options to marriage and motherhood alone. This thesis
explores Twilight and related texts in light of contradictions such as this one in the public
response. Readings of Twilight that worry ‘young girls’ will get a message from the text that
the only way to be fulfilled is through marriage and motherhood, simultaneously attempt to
shame self-identified mothers out of the public spaces of fandom and back to their “chores,

husbands, and children.”77

In an analysis of the reception of the Zwuilight films, Mark Jancovich notes an opposition

between femininity and feminism used to belittle 7wilight fans:

Many of these critics are proudly liberal and tolerant, and would rarely present other
social groups in this way. The fact that they feel comfortable characterising young
girls (or as we will see femininity more generally) in this way is deeply troubling, but
can be understood in relation to Joanne Hollows’ discussion of the ways in which the

opposition between feminism and femininity, an opposition that frequently presents
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femininity as the other of feminism, as that which feminism exist to challenge and

correct.’8

Hollows shows how such oppositions are limiting and misleading, presenting identity as
much less fluid than it might be, and ultimately creating many problems for the feminist
project. In the reception of the Twilight films this opposition is used, as Jancovich writes, “to
legiimate a situation in which predominantly (although not exclusively) male critics adopt
the mantle of feminism to condemn women.”’® Here feminism is drawn on as a means of

belittling and silencing its largely female audience. Jancovich observes:

despite a rhetoric of feminist politics that castigates the films as politically
conservative, most reviews display a sense of revulsion at the presumed audience for

these films, an audience that is presented as unruly, irrational and dehumanised.8

This points to the rather unholy alliance of commentators disgusted by the female audience
of Twilight, but drawing on feminism to dismiss the story-world of Twulight as dangerous to
that same audience. Jancovich argues that the attack on Twilight “works to legitimate the
gender politics of contemporary media.”8! “It condemns these films through their supposed
associations with the far right in a manner that suggests that most media products are

somehow unproblematic.”8?

Negative reaction to Twzlight is not confined to film critics with dubious commitment to
feminism, however. Twilight has been deeply problematic for feminist critics too. According
to Anna Silver, the “tremendous success of the novels has surprised some critics, especially
those feminist media and literary critics, who argue that the series perpetuates outdated
and troubling gender norms.”8 Journalist Bidisha attributed the “strong feminist backlash
against the books” to “Bella’s passivity, the oppressiveness of her boyfriends (presented as

protectiveness), the fetishisation of female victimhood and the unstinting justification of the
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guys’ abusiveness”8* Cultural critic, Laura Miller, characterised the vampire romance of

Twilight as “sapping our will and autonomy, dragging us back into the past.”8>

Many of the feminist critiques of 7Twrlight draw on ideas about feminine popular culture,
particularly romance novels and romance readers, first advanced in the 1970s and 1980s.
Glen Thomas argues that a model of “attacking the quality of romance ficton and the
delusions of its readers” gained traction in feminist writings of “the late 1970s, continued
into the 1990s, and persists in the present.”8® According to Joanne Hollows, “It has become
part of contemporary ‘common-sense’ that romance fiction is a ‘formulaic’ ‘trivial’ and
‘escapist’ form read by ‘addicted” women.”8” She contends that “some of these ideas still
permeate contemporary feminism.”# Some of these ideas may certainly be seen in the

feminist response to Twulight.

One of the most enduring interpretations of romance fiction was set out by feminist activist
and scholar Ann Snitow in her work “Mass Market Romance: Pornography for Women 1s
Different” (1979). As the tte suggests, Snitow presented romance fiction as a specifically
feminine version of pornography. Snitow argued that Harlequin romances “reveal and
pander to ... [an] impossible fantasy life.”8? Echoing this association of romance, feminist
journalist Christine Seifert labelled Twrlight “abstinence porn.”? Grossman argued that the
Twilight novels were “all about the erotics of abstinence.”! In 1980, Ann Douglas, in her
essay “Soft-porn Culture” (1980), described the “fantasies of the Harlequins” as a form in
which “woman’s independence is made horrifically unattractive and unrewarding, her
dependence presented as synonymous with excitement.”? Feminist writer Germaine Greer
famously dismissed romance ficton as “dope for dupes.”® In The Female Eunuch (1970),
Greer described the male love interest of romance novels as a “hero that women have
chosen for themselves. The traits invented for him have been invented by women

cherishing the chains of their bondage.””* These ideas are echoed in commentary on
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Twilight such as Tanya Gold’s description of the series as “disempowerment
fantasies... [that] look like fairytales” representing a “kind of twilight” for women and

feminism in the “growth of the loving-slave fantasy in popular fiction.”%

Described as “a passive, feeble, snoozeville heroine...for most of the series”,% Bella 1s read
as a “poor female role model” who “intentionally puts herself in danger in the hope that
her boyfriend will save her ... who is bullied by her boyfriend into marrying him” and
“when she isn’t sitting and staring, she i1s in bed having nightmares.”?” Women’s studies
scholar Carmen Siering interprets Meyer’s series as “an allegorical tale about the dangers
of unregulated female sexuality” that perpetuates “gender stereotypes — [through]
testosterone-driven male aggression, females who pine away over lost loves, boys who fix
motorcycles and the girls who watch them.”% Meenakshi Gigi Durham finds “classic

symptoms of a potential batterer” in her analysis of Edward’s behaviours.%
ymp P )

In Loving With a Vengence: Mass Produced Fantasies for Women (1982) feminist scholar Tania
Modleski challenged the “dismissiveness; hostlity — tending unfortunately to be aimed at
the consumers of the narratives; or most frequently, a flippant kind of mockery” of critics
towards feminine narratives. ' Through textual analysis and psychoanalytic theory
Modleski aimed to “begin a feminist reading of women’s reading.”!?! She argued that the
popular feminine narratives of soap opera, Harlequin romance, and gothic romance spoke
“to very real problems and tensions in women’s lives.”'92 Modleski’s work was ground-
breaking in its consideration of the consolatory effects of romance reading and the
commonalty of dissatisfaction with patriarchy shared by the “popular culture heroine and

the feminist.”103

In this vein, Celia Jameson and Julia Dane describe Twilight as “an object of fantasy, which
speaks to a specific set of normative neoliberal ideals of the feminine self at this time”!04

They argue that “7wrlight and the discourse around it provides a fantasy resolution for the
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negotiation of some of the problems and pressures that young women face today; a fantasy
resolution that reflects and reproduces some specifically neoliberal values and

aspirations.”! %

While Modleski took feminine narratives seriously, an enduring legacy of her study is also
her bolstering of the idea of romance reading as an addiction.!? The idea of the addicted
female reader of romance is evident in the characterisation of Twilight fans (often also in
fans’ self-characterisation). Journalist Christine Spines reported on Twilight addiction and
claimed “the franchise does not lend itself to casual interest.”!%” Kimberly Young made a
direct link between Twrlight and other addictive feminine forms - “any addiction is about
escape, and some of these women are using it to fill a void. ... Instead of watching soap

operas all day, they’re online following Twulight.”!°8

The concern expressed by feminist critics for romance reading women is echoed in critics’
fears for/of the ‘“Twihard’ and the “T'wilightMom’. Janice Radway’s seminal study of
romance, combining ethnographic methods, textual analysis, and consideration of
production contexts, Reading the Romance: Women, Patriarchy, and Popular Literature (1984),
found the activity of romance reading served an explicit function of escape from the
demands of domestic life and mothering.'? Though, as Radway has noted in later
discussions, this is a limited characterisation of romance reading, it is a significant aspect of
the public perception of mothers’ escape from caregiving to ‘squander’ time on Twilight, a

situation that is met with condemnation.!!?

Feminist cultural critics including Ang, Hollows, and Brunsden, have exposed the
“profound separation between “us” [feminists] and “them”[ordinary women]” in feminist
research on feminine popular culture in the 1970s and 1980s.!"! While much feminist
cultural scholarship has interrogated such a clear-cut separation, many aspects of this

division continue in some feminist comment and consideration of Twilight. Using the
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adolescent girl or the “TwilightMom’ as an “imagined ‘other™ allows reviewers to “worry

responsibly” over, “denigrate or sentimentalise her without guilt.”!!?

Concern for a “highly impressionable teen audience” in Renae Franiuk and Samantha
Scheer’s article “The Lion Fell in Love with the Lamb: Gender, Violence, and Vampires”
(2013) shares the “sexist assumption” Radway later admitted motivated her early study of
romance, that “someone ought to worry responsibly about the effect of fantasy on women
readers... [Repeating] the famihar pattern whereby the commentator distances herself as
knowing analyst from those who, engrossed and entranced by fantasy, cannot know...”!13
Franiuk and Scherr “highlight the potential impact of messages conveyed in [7wiligh]...
focusing on the stereotypical portrayal of men and women, the romanticizing of

characteristics predictive of partner abuse, and the link between sex and violence.”!*

In her work on fan fiction, Jamison takes issue with the “mainstream media coverage ...[of
Twilight fan ficton authors] [that] clearly characterizes thousands of women as dangerous
lustful junkies so devoted to the ridiculous stories of a “churning” hack that they’re forced
to make their own stories to feed their habit.”!!> She notes the significance of the romance

genre in this characterization:

a great deal of the stigma surrounding Twilight and its fans — among other fans, even
among other fan writers — has to do with internalised gender and genre prejudice....
Romance is a Girl genre. It’s not girls doing cool things boys typically do, or girls doing

girl things in boy territory. It’s just girls doing girl things in the way girls do.!16

Romance studies scholars, Sarah Frantz and Eric Sellinger, attribute a welcome change in
the direction of romance criticism to the “emergence of romance reader websites.”!!”
These sites made visible “the insight and expertise to be found in the genre’s audience,”
making the image of the doped/duped undifferentiated romance reader difficult to

maintain.!18
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The romance community’s debates over individual novels and the progress of series,
its lively mockery of incompetent writing, genre clichés, and painfully bad cover art,
and its explicit, thoroughly conscious engagement with political issues and changes in
the publishing industry... give the lie to enduring stereotypes about the inanity of
romance readers, some of them perpetuated in the first wave of romance

scholarship.!!?

Silver advises “one must concede... shadings of the series” gender ideology because, even
on fan message boards heavily stacked with Edward supporters, readers vigorously debate
the degree to which Edward is too controlling, and whether he is a good model for a
boyfriend in today’s world. Meyer’s novels are more nuanced, in other words, than some
reviews suggest.” 20 Sarah Summers’ analysis of one discussion thread on the official
Twilight series website entitled “T'wilight is so Anti-Feminist that 1 want to Cry” found the
discussion board “allowed “young women to negotiate feminism in a space that
simultancously enacts a feminist vision for online environments.” Academic Bonnie Mann
sees Bella’s articulated dislike of “double standards” and the essay she writes for English
class on “whether Shakespeare’s treatment of the female characters is misogynistic” as “as
subtle textual invitation to the reader to wonder the same thing about Meyer’s

291121

characters.

In contrast to the film reviews discussed, most feminist criique admits some ambiguity in
the series’ messages and/or the potental for subversive or feminist outcomes amongst its
readers/viewers. Adapting approaches by Radway and Modleski and incorporating the
idea of pleasure foregrounded in Ang’s work, Anne Helen Petersen avoids a division
between feminist critic and feminine reader by focusing on “exactly what sort of pleasures
... feminist women derive from Twilight.” By analysing responses from a small group of
“self-identified adult feminists,” Peterson argues “that the range of feminist response...—
from those who decry the text to those who enjoy it — underscores the difficultes and

divisions confronting feminism today.”!2?

From a variety of perspectives, both feminist and otherwise, Twilight inspires interpretations

that draw explicitly on feminist ideas and ideas of what feminism is or should be. Crawford
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lists the “feminism debate™ as a key point of conflict surrounding 7wilight, “between people
who believed that Twilight was an anti-feminist text, and those who agreed with Meyer in
seeing its emphasis on Bella’s right to choose her own path in life as essentially pro-
feminist.”!2® Here a strand of second-wave liberal equality feminism focused on equal
opportunities in employment and education is used to critique Zwtlight's retrograde
representations of gender roles. This is epitomised by Betty Friedan’s famous feminist book
The Feminine Mystique (1963) and her discussion of the “problem that has no name.” A
revelation of the unsatsfactory experience of marriage, motherhood, and the family for
white, middle-class, heterosexual, educated women has become a familiar theme of
popular culture framings of feminism.!?* This framing of feminism is used in critiques of
the heroine of Twilight’s obsession with a romantic relationship to the detriment of career or
other interests. This is presented as an affront to the positive achievements of second wave
feminism as has been described by Guardian journalist David Cox as “the franchise that ate

feminism.”’125

Other critcs, who seek to recuperate the text from this interpretation, use a discourse of
feminism as ‘choice’. In this instance, feminism is presented as the enactment of choice
regarding such issues as sex, marriage, work, and reproduction, rather than the choice
made. The celebration of choice 1s most associated with third-wave feminism. Emerging
from contestations within the feminist project over the “category of ‘woman’!26 and
“questions about the nature of identity, unity and collectivity,”'?” third wave feminism
emphasises “the right of women to decide for themselves how to negotiate ... often
contradictory desires.”!28 “Choice feminism,” a derisory term coined by Linda Hirshman,
nonetheless “encapsulates widespread assumptions about what contemporary feminism

should be” in popular culture.!?

Feminism is also drawn on by Stephenie Meyer and the producers of Twilight in their
handling of Twilight’s public image. In defending the series against charges of antifeminism,

Meyer draws on the idea of choice:
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In my opinion... the foundation of feminism is this: being able to choose.

Meyer presents herself as a proponent of ‘choice feminism’ here and at the same time

questons reviewers’ presentation of Bella as a role model for other women.

When I hear or read theories about Bella being an anti-feminist character, those
theories are usually predicated on her choices. In the beginning, she chooses
romantic love over everything else. Eventually, she chooses to marry at an early age
and then chooses to keep an unexpected and dangerous baby. I never meant for her

fictional choices to be a model for anyone else’s real life choices.!30

She thus simultaneously undermines the critique of the choices themselves and asserts the
right to make choices. Meyer utilises a sense of antagonism between types of feminism to

defend herself and her work as feminist:

One of the weird things about modern feminism is that some feminists seem to be
putting their own limits on women's choices. That feels backward to me. It's as if you
can't choose a family on your own terms and stll be considered a strong woman.
How is that empowering? Are there rules about if, when, and how we love or marry
and if, when, and how we have kids? Are there jobs we can and can't have in order to

be a "real" feminist? To me, those limitations seem anti-feminist in basic principle.!!

Meyer uses the divisions between feminism and femininity in the popular reception of

Twilight to present herself as a woman-centred feminist:

I think there are many feminists who would say that I am not a feminist. But, to
me... I love women, I have a lot of girlfriends, I admire them, they make so much
more sense to me than men, and I feel like the world is a better place when women
are in charge. So that kind of by default makes me a feminist. I love working in a

female world.!32

Meyer’s sense of what being a feminist means is first positioned as potentially unsanctioned

by “many feminists”. This points to the idea of an antagonistic relationship between
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feminists and ordinary women. Meyer’s feminism is presented in opposition to this idea of

exclusionary feminism.

Twilight is less provocative when couched in the contradictory postfeminist ideals of choice.
Presenting Twilight in line with postfeminist values is its best bid for widespread cultural
legiimacy. Despite the author and producers’ efforts however, the controversies
surrounding it disclose its uneasy fit with contemporary postfeminist ideals. The heroine of
Twilght is not in keeping with typical contemporary values of postfeminist girlhood. Bella
displays feminine characteristics central to the postfeminist construction of gender either
excessively, oddly, or not at all. She is anything but the savvy, sex-positive shopper of
postfeminist culture. Reactions to Twilight reveal uneasiness with representations of women
that do not conform to the postfeminist ideal. Postfeminism is a nebulous term, the various
meanings of which are contested and can include opposites. One meaning sees the term as
referring to an appropriation of and backlash against feminism, both as a movement and a
diffuse set of ideas, which functions in support of neoliberal late-capitalist western culture.
Angela McRobbie describes postfeminism as a “taking into account!3? of feminist gains in
order to dismiss feminism as surplus to requirements now that equality has supposedly been
achieved. In this formulation, feminism is at best redundant and at worst detrimental for
women. Significantly, it is not simply a return to pre-second wave constructions of
‘woman’, but rather a sophisticated appropriation of feminist ideas in the construction of a
new ideal woman, one who utilises the freedoms gained by second wave feminism in order
to ultimately ‘choose’ traditional forms of femininity. Rosalind Gill describes the
development “in advertising which has responded to feminist critiques by constructing a
new figure to sell to young women: the sexually autonomous heterosexual young woman
who plays with her sexual power and is forever ‘up for it’.”’!3* Choice and empowerment
are central concepts in postfeminist ideology. In the foregrounding of choice and
empowerment, postfeminism draws on poststructuralist theories of subjectvity as
performative. In an oversimplification of Judith Butler’s theory of subjectivity, gender is
reimagined as entirely based on ‘choice’. This interpretation of Butler overemphasises
individual choice over wider regimes of control. Once choice in the making of self has been
exaggerated in this way in postfeminist discourse it is directed largely towards consumption.

Taylor concludes that while Zwrlight “may appear incongruent with the empowerment
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discourses of a postfeminist society, its popularity suggests that it has resonated strongly
with contemporary female audiences.”!35 She argues that “the way the series caters for an
emergent female gaze” is what “locates the series within contemporary [postfeminist]
society.”!%¢ The foregrounding of the male body as object of a sexual gaze is a shared and
prominent feature of Twilight, True Blood, and The Vampire Diaries. At this level, each of the

texts engages in the postfeminist endorsement of equal opportunities objectification.

Condon’s perception of Twilight as “open to dramatically different interpretations™ is
evidenced by the variety of decodings of the series available in public commentary. As
shown, battles over meaning surface in the cultural response. On one level these battles
may be seen in the context of on-going American ‘culture wars’ between right-wing,
conservative and liberal or progressive ideologies. In this context, the issues of abstinence,
early marriage, traditional gender roles, heterosexism, and abortion are debated. Twilight 1s
read as in support or opposition to values on both sides of debates over these issues. At this
level, Twilight’s meaning is read as clear-cut and is celebrated or scorned from a pre-
established conservative/liberal identity viewpoint typically aimed at a sympathetic
reader/viewership. What this meaning is, however, varies widely. Beyond these
contradictory interpretations, the public reaction of both conservative and liberal
commentators may be read as participating in a shared cultural positioning of Twilight that
constructs the text as problematic. Though Twilight is acknowledged as “an extremely
polarizing text”, there is common concern amongst many critics over a sense of
inappropriate womanhood operating in and around the series.!3” Crawford shows that the
debates surrounding Twilight are fought largely over the “cultural terrain ... of sex, gender
and sexual relations.”!3® The critiques of Meyer’s writing, the genre allegiances of Twrlight,
the gender politics it espouses, and the image of the gendered audience imagined

surrounding it all intersect in ideas of proper womanhood.
¥ %k 3k
Having considered the background to Twilight and the cultural fall-out surrounding its

popular success, the remainder of the chapter explores the contexts of production and

reception of True Blood and The Vampire Duaries. The context of production of both shows is
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explored in some depth, as a central part of the cultural understanding and positioning of
the texts with regard to gender and feminism. Jane Tompkins, in her work on American
ficton in the 19* century, highlights the central role the publishing industry, including the
popular review process, plays in the perception and construction of texts. Though the
industry and review system has changed since the 19% century, the central point holds

regarding contemporary texts, their authors’ claims, and their public review:

looking is not an activity that is performed outside of political struggles and
institutional structures, but arises from them. ... One such structure is the machinery
of publishing and reviewing by means of which an author is brought to the attention
of his audience. The social and economic processes that govern the dissemination of
a literary work are no more accidental to its reputation, and indeed to its very nature,
as that will be perceived by an audience, than are the cultural conceptions ... within
which the work 1s read... The fact that an author makes his or her appearance in the
context of a particular publishing practice rather than some other is a fact about the
kind of claim he or she is making on an audience’s attention and is crucial to the

success of the claim. 139

As horror scholar Stacey Abbott notes, the vampire “is shaped both by the changing world
into which it emerges as well as by the medium through which it is represented.”!40
Rebecca Williams argues: “it remains crucial to consider contemporary vampire texts in
relation to their position in terms of genre, imagined audience, and medium.”!*! As such
“the conventions of TV aesthetics, production contexts and industry marketing strategies

need to be accounted for in examination of the televisual vampire.”!#2

Laissez les bon temps rouler!!%3

True Blood (2008-2014) 1s a HBO television show created by Alan Ball based on Charlaine
Harrnis® Southern Vampire Mysteries (2001-2013). Harris published the first novel in her best-

selling supernatural mystery romance series, Dead Until Dark, in 2001. Thirteen novels make
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up the series: Living Dead in Dallas (2002), Club Dead (2003), Dead to the World (2004), Dead as a
Doomail (2005), Definitely Dead (2006), All Together Dead (2007), From Dead to Worse (2008), Dead
and Gone (2009), Dead in the Family (2010), Dead Reckoning (2011), Deadlocked (2012), Dead Ever
After (2013). Each instalment was published on an annual basis. A final book After Dead:
What Came Next in the World of Sookie Stackhouse closed the series in October 2013. The series
followed the romantic and sleuthing adventures of telepathic waitress Sookie Stackhouse, a
“young woman with a disability who wants to try inter-species dating”, following the
“coming out” of vampires in the fictional town of Bon Temps, Louisiana.'** Dead Until Dark
won the Anthony Award for Best Paperback Mystery in 2001 and the series is available in
over thirty languages.!*> While Harris’ novels enjoyed excellent sales and critcal acclaim
within the romance mystery fiction market, her work reached new levels of prominence
after 1t caught the attention of Hollywood writer and producer Alan Ball. Ball is best
known for his Oscar-winning screenplay American Beauty (1999) and his previous HBO
series Sux Feet Under (2001-2005). With a reputation as an ‘auteur’ television creator, Ball’s
work explores difficult topics and complex relationships and shows a sustained interest in
themes of death, sexuality, and faith. Following the completion of Six Feet Under in 2005,
Ball and HBO were looking for a new show to develop. Ball recalls starting Harris’ series
while waiting for a dentist appointment.'*® After reading the then available novels in the
series, he “knew it had to be a TV show.”!47 Ball wrote, directed, and produced the
project’s hour-long pilot in 2007. The Writers Guild of America strike in 2007/2008
delayed production on the rest of the series until 2008, meaning the first season of 77ue
Blood began airing in September 2008, two months before the release of the first Twilight
movie in November 2008. At this stage positive Twilight obsession was at its peak.!48 As
Crawford notes “the rising tide of popularity which vampire media enjoyed in these years
must go some way towards explaining HBO’s decision to actually green-light True Blood,”
with Twnlight's flourishing cultural presence making the “HBO-style reinterpretation of a
more populist genre” an attractive prospect.'*? Reviewer commentary such as the following

1S common:
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The “Twilight” film franchise is largely credited with spearheading the craze [for
vampires in 2008/2009], and HBO, always eager to stay on the cutting edge, soon

followed with a racy take on vampires for an adult audience.’>?

The first episode of True Blood, “Strange Love”, attracted a modest audience of 1.44 million
viewers, rising to around four million when views on HBO’s many platforms and DVRs
are included.!®! Following the release of the first Twilight movie in November, True Blood
saw a significant rise in ratings that continued for the lifetime of the series, peaking with the
season three average of thirteen million combined views per episode.!>? Despite differences
in the target audience of Twilight and True Blood, as will be discussed further later in this
chapter, interest in vampire romance generated by Twilight was an influential factor in the
success of True Blood and included a large crossover audience. The show was renewed and
continued for seven seasons in total, with the series finale airing on the 24" August 2014.
Ball stepped down as show-runner at the end of season five, but remained involved with
the series in an advisory capacity. Mark Hudis, a television producer and writer who had
worked on Cybil (1995-1998), That 70°s Show (1998-2006), and Nurse Jackie (2009-), took over
as show runner for season six but was replaced by Brian Buckner during production of the
season. Buckner had been part of the writing team on 7rue Blood since season one.
Previously he had worked on sitcoms such as Friends (1994-2004) and Spin City (1996-2002).
The choice of show runners after Ball reveals the importance placed on comedy in the
series by HBO. Balancing tones between horror, melodrama, and comedy in 7rue Blood 1s
often achieved through self-conscious and popular culture referencing irony, such as the
following line by the character Lafayette: “That was the sickest shit I ever saw on TV. And
I watch ‘Dance Moms’.”133 The use of irony is one element that differentiates 7rue Blood
and The Vampire Diaries from Twilight, as will be discussed later. Despite dwindling critical
approval after season five, viewership, while falling in number, remained sizable to the
series finale. Overall, True Blood was a huge success for HBO, its highest-rated series prior

to the launch of Game of Thrones.'>*
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It’s not TV. It’s HBO.

Quality TV is in part based upon a set of premises about the particular indexical
quality that TV narrative i1s presumed to have with everyday life. Definitions of
quality television, both popularly and in our scholarship, depend on a basic
formulation that goes something like this: narrative complexity generates
representational complexity; representational complexity offers the possibility of

political and cultural complexity.!%?

This section provides a brief background to HBO as it relates to True Blood’s production
and cultural position. HBO is an American commercial-free cable channel that relies on
subscriptions for revenue. Set up in 1972, its slogan “It’s Not TV, it’'s HBO.” encapsulates
the approach taken by the channel to produce television programming significantly
different to network productions. Beginning a “long history with experimentation and ...
struggle for an identity”, HBO defines itself by what it is not.!*® Non-sport related television
has been traditionally associated with femininity and, as shown in the previous chapter, this
1s an association that frequently coincides with ideas of low value in terms of aesthetics and
audiences. Having built a “reputation for offering high quality original programming, in
addition to the showing of feature films, adult content, and televised sport, such as boxing”,
HBO constructed the “quality television™ formula of “masculine high concept branding”, a
formula that has been copied and developed by other channels such as FX, Showtime, and
AMC. As American Studies scholar Lorna Jowett notes, “the problem with the term quality
television is that no one can really agree what it means.”!%” Avi Santo describes HBO as
drawing on two meanings of quality television, one referring to ‘high production values,
authorial style, and creative innovation’ while the other refers to ‘quality demographics’.

Santo notes:

HBO has attempted to distinguish what types of programs can be found on the pay
network versus its broadcast counterparts as well as what type of audience HBO

programming attracts.!>8
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Referencing Robert J. Thompson’s Television’s Second Golden Age: From Hill Street Blues 10 ER

(1997), Jowett writes:

quality television distinguishes itself from other television... produced by experienced
professionals or what are sometimes called television “auteurs,” it attracts a particular
(educated, professional) audience... Formal identfiers include an ensemble cast
allowing for muluple plot lines, ...“memory” enabling plot lines or characters to
develop over time..., a mixture of genres, a more literary style than other television
shows, self-conscious references to culture and popular culture, incorporation of
controversial subjects, and aspirations to realism. The final identifier is that all of the

above result in achievement and critical appreciation.!%?

HBO’s original programming fits into and helped create this perception of quality
television. Having left “an indelible mark on the American cultural psyche”!6% with shows
such as Deadwood (2004-2006), Sex and the City (1998-2004), Six Feet Under (2001-2005), The
Sopranos (1997-2007), and The Wire (2002-2008), HBO found itself by 2005 approaching the
end of a cycle of its most popular shows.!6! Major staff changes at the top of the company
coincided with a lack of successful new programmes. Marc Leverette, Brian Ott and Cara
Louise Buckley’s collected essays on HBO, published before the airing of True Blood, asks
the question: “when quality programming starts to seem formulaic, and when the
distinctions between “TV” and “not TV” start to sound like a bizarre joke, the question
must be raised...“Will this be the end for HBO?”162 It was not the end. True Blood was a
“calculated risk™ for the channel, one that “revitalized HBO’s programming”.'%3 True Blood
both continues and adapts HBO’s reputation by packaging ‘quality’ in a non-realist,
lowbrow genre. Described by reviewer Rob Owen as “a soap, to be sure, but a soap with
an eye for social commentary”, the juxtaposition of trashy genre with weightier auteur-
driven vision is drawn on by producers, reviewers, and within the narrative itself.!6* This is
a division between lowbrow cult fantasy genres, feminine soap opera and romance genres,
and Alan Ball and HBO’s association with ‘auteur’ driven “quality television.” Reviewer

Ellen Gray’s comments are telling regarding this hierarchy of cultural taste:
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Ball’s done an entertaining job of turning Harris’ stories about life in a small Southern
town after vampires “come out of the coffin” into something adults who wouldn’t

dream of reading her books might be caught dead watching.!%

Television reviewer Alan Sepinwall asks, given Ball’s previous work, “what deep social
issues does Ball want to tackle with True Blood?”'5¢ He notes, “straight-up genre fiction isn’t

really what we’ve come to expect from HBO dramas.”!67

HBO’s niche marketing of ‘quality to quality’ works via a strategy in which the consumer is
interpellated, to use Louis Althusser’s influential term, as discerning by his/her ability to
see the difference between HBO’s material and televisual fare of less ‘quality’. While the
trashy genre elements of the show are constructed as “fun” and “entertaining”, (reviewers
describe the series as “appetizingly pulpy”,'% a “romp and a wallow”,169 a “sexy affair”,!79)
the difference of HBO’s version of trashy is highlighted in the discussion of True Blood in
descriptions such as Ball’s: “popcorn TV for smart people.”!”! In order for it to be ‘smart’
in HBO’s terms, it needs to deal with serious or topical issues, to present a social
commentary, and to foreground moral ambiguity. To do so, political and social allusions
are placed front and centre in True Blood. Exploration of political and social issues however
are never at the expense of a sexualised celebration of attractive young bodies, particularly
the bodies of the male stars, leading some commentators to describe the show as

pornographic.!7?

Though Harris had two other offers for film option rights on T#e Southern Vampire Mysteries,
she agreed to Ball’s adaptation due to his understanding of her broader social commentary:
“He really ‘got’ me. That’s how he convinced me to go with him. I just felt that he
understood what I was doing with the books.”!7® Harris describes what she’s doing in the

novels as ‘having an agenda’:

165 Gray, “Review: True Blood Season 1.”

166 Sepinwall, “Sepinwall on TV: *True Blood’ Review.”

167 Ibid.

168 Patterson, “Hot Vampires.”

169 Shales, ““True Blood’: Undead On Arrival.”

170 Owen, “TV review: HBO comes out of the coffin.”

171 Associated Press, “Vampires, well, come to life in “True Blood’.
172 Chapman, “Why has True Blood been so successful?”

173 Shepard, “Charlaine Harris: Dead-On Author.”

2

47



[the] series is really about marginalized people. Though if you don’t get that and

read the books for the sheer fun of it, that’s OK too. I just write with a purpose.!7#

A balance between social commentary and ‘mere entertainment’ is navigated in the
marketing and public discussion of 7T7ue Blood. Ball has been hailed as a “strong voice for
the LGBT community” and his work frequently presents homosexual and homophobic
characters.!”> While clearly inviting allegorical readings of 77ue Blood, Ball cautions against

going too far with these readings:

If you get really serious about it, well, then the show could be seen to be very

homophobic because vampires are dangerous: They kill, they’re amoral.!7
Ball chides over-simplified interpretations of the show:

To look at these vampires on the show as metaphors for gays and lesbians is so simple

and so casy, that it’s kind of lazy.!"’

Yet he simultaneously objects to too much sustained attention on the show’s meaning,
resorting to a more evasive position often associated with less self-described ‘quality’

popular culture:

I just hope people can remember that because it’s a show about vampires, it’s not

meant to be taken that seriously. It’s supposed to be fun.!78

Ball seems simultaneously to advocate both a less ‘lazy’ and a less ‘serious’ approach to the
text. While this might seem inconsistent it makes sense in relation to the show both in terms
of its wider market presence and at a textual level. At the level of market value a delicate
balance between entertainment and loftier aspirations must be maintained for 7rue Blood to
function in its HBO home. It also ensures the show remains available to audience members
who may not be interested in a critique of heterosexism. At the interpretive level, the less
‘serious’ approach can be understood as a less literal decoding of metaphorical content.
Rather than approach the text with the aim of discovering what vampires are meant to

signify in the real world and limiting them to that reading alone, it may be more fruitful to
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leave aside attempts to map vampirism onto various disenfranchised or minority groups
and accept the image as an over-determined metaphor, one that can mean all these groups
and none of them entrely, one that is both of this world and not of this world, like the
vampire itself. As Harris puts it, “If people get my agenda, great. If not, that’s ok, too.”179
In this way, the show can appeal to greater numbers, both those who read a social critique
in the series, and expect such from a HBO programme, and those who prefer to watch it as

‘mere’ entertainment.

Avoiding strict policing of boundaries is necessary for the success of True Blood. HBO’s
marketing strategy is one that has been described as blurring fact-fiction boundaries.!#0
This begins with the show’s opening credits, produced by Digital Kitchen. The credits are
shot in a documentary style and have all the textual markers of documentary footage.
Scenes from religious ceremonies, in bars, in the Louisiana countryside give an impression
of ‘ethnographic’ footage. The credits do not feature any supernatural creatures, though
they establish a pattern replicated in the show’s supernatural content of a complicated
relationship between ideas of reality and invention, the real and the unreal. There can be
no strict divide in 7rue Blood and this is continued in the cross-platform and boundary
pushing marketing campaign for the show. HBO employed the services of advertising
agency ‘CampFire NYC’ to promote the show through viral marketing. They marketed the
show by “deliberately confusing fact and fiction.”!8! CampFire NYC set up websites
including TruBeverage.com and the blog Bloodcopy that advertised products aimed at
vampires. Well-known brands including Geico and Harley Davidson advertised products
for vampires. Geico’s ad included the line ‘Even vampires can save 15%’. TruBeverage
sells a ‘blood orange’ drink in the same packaging as the fictional synthetic blood product
TruBlood featured on the show. Profiles on major social networking sites cropped up
discussing the implications of TruBlood for the vampire community. The blog Bloodcopy
later became involved with Gawker Media, paying for Gawker to feature posts from the
marketing blog. This lead to Bloodcopy claiming it had been purchased by Gawker and
even sending out invites to a merger party. News outlets then reported on the ‘merger’ as

fact, including Business Insider who later issued a statement saying that “HBO, Gawker, and

179 McCune, “A Conversation with Charlaine Harris.”
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the marketing agency crossed a line.”!82 The ‘line’ crossed seems to be one Business Insider
drew to preserve some dignity in an embarrassingly naive misreading. Explaining how the

mix-up been news and advertising took place, Carlson explains:

. we received an email from a marketing firm announcing that ‘Blood Copy has
joined the Gawker Media Network’. The email was an invitation to a party to
celebrate this event. The email didn’t say that what Gawker was actually doing was
throwing a party for a sponsor, not adding a new blog (assuming the party was

real) 183

Carlson goes on to describe True Blood’s ad campaign as ‘all about creating fake news and
events’ saying ‘this campaign is designed to trick people to coming to the same conclusion
we came to’ (Carlson). Facing criticism for the ‘highly misleading’ marketing tactics HBO
and Gawker have pointed to the self-evident fakeness of the blog given that it is written by
a ‘vampire’: “Considering that it’s clearly stated that a vampire is writing this blog, the faux
aspect of it really isn’t hidden.”!® As Laycock points out, however, the defence that it
cannot be read as real by a reasonable person because it is written by a vampire, a fictional
creature, fails to account for the existence of self-identified vampires in American society.
There are blogs written by ‘real’ vampires, as HBO is certainly aware having attempted

(unsuccessfully) to involve the ‘real’ vampire community in some of True Blood’s campaign.

The marketing campaign is in sync with the vision of the show as a whole, deliberately
playing with ideas of real and unreal, overlapping and confusing them at every level. From
the credits of the show, to the campaign surrounding it, to the narrative itself, True Blood
works to suggest ‘real’ world connections and then belies those connections as far-fetched
by recourse to the fantastical ontological status of vampires. Ball’s seemingly contradictory
comments about the show fit perfectly with this position demanding greater and better

interpretive strategies while simultaneously shirking any intended or potential significance:

182 Carlson, “How HBO and Gawker tricked us into reporting and ad campaign as news.”
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Figure 1: True Blood opening credits, produced by Digital Kitchen for HBO.182

% Digital Kitchen (2008). Combined opening credit stills found at Submarine, “Forget the Film, Watch the
Titles™ (web), http://www.watchthetitles.com/articles/0013 1-true_blood. March 25, 2009. Accessed January
28, 2016.



Occasionally, if you look, there may be a little nod to American politics or the place
of religion in our culture or things like that. But it’s never one hundred percent

serious. 80

There is, however, more than a ‘little nod’ to American politics and the place of religion in
American culture in the show. A quote from the vampire character Pam De Beaufort gives
a representative example of the show’s approach to political satire: when Pam and Eric
dress up to try to infiltrate a GoP event in Texas, she says flatly upon looking at herself in

the mirror:
Oh my God, I'm a republicunt.'?’

While True Blood and The Vampire Diaries both use irony to differentiate themselves from
Twilight, the tone of The Vampire Diaries 1s less acerbic, sticking to self-conscious awareness of
genre conventions and popular culture referencing, rather than political satire. A detailed
consideration of genre will be undertaken in the following chapter. The next section will

introduce The Vampire Diaries and relevant aspects of its production and reception contexts.

Between Abstinence and Orgies

The Vampire Diaries (2009-) is a supernatural drama series created and produced by Julie
Plec and Kevin Williamson, based on a vampire romance novel series first published in
1991/2. It 1s currently entering its seventh season airing on the CW Television Network.
The CW is an American broadcast network operated by CBS Corporation and Warner
Brothers Entertainment, which, like HBO, is a subsidiary of Time Warner. The demise of
United Paramount Network (UPN) and The WB led to the launch of the CBS and Warner
Brothers backed network in 2006. With hit shows including America’s Next Top Model
(originating on UPN 2003-), Gossip Gurl (2007-2012), Supernatural (originating on WB, 2005-
), the CW network described itself as the only network targeting women aged 18-34.'88

Rick Haskins, marketing executive at the CW, states: “in this demographic, you want to be

18 Holmes, “Alan Ball on Leaving “I'rue Blood” Behind.”

187 True Blood, STES5 “Lost Cause”

188 The target demographic of the CW has changed to a mixed gender demographic with the change from
Dawn Ostroff to Mark Pedowitz as president of entertainment at the network in 2011.
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hitting what’s popular,”!89 hence the decision to produce a vampire show in the wake of
Twilight’s success. The Vampire Diaries 1s based on a novel series of the same name. Though
they share a title and several central characters, the television series departs significantly
from the storyline of the original novels. Williamson’s background writing postmodern
horror films, the most famous of which were the Scream (1996) and I Know What You Did Last
Summer (1997) franchises, and creating the self-conscious teen melodrama Dawson’s Creek
(1998-2003), 1s evident in The Vampire Diaries, a television show which combines a focus on
emotion and relationships with supernatural elements and horror film clichés. Plec worked
on many projects with Williamson, co-producing Scream 2 (1997) & 3 (2000) amongst other
co-producer credits. Before The Vampire Diaries she was writer and producer on the science-
ficton teen drama series Ayle X1 (2006-2009). Like Ball’s adaptation of Harris’ novels as
True Blood, The Vampire Diaries television series creators draw on the ‘story world” of the
original novel series, but create an alternative narrative with many altered characters and a
different supernatural mythology. After reading part of one of The Vampire Diaries’ original
novels, Williamson was initially reluctant to create a television series based on them as he
felt they were too like Twilight. After reading more in the series, particularly after the
introduction of the character Damon, Williamson believed there was enough of a

difference there to warrant a show.

One of the most significant changes between the books and television series include the
changes made to Elena Gilbert’s appearance and character, going from a blond, spoilt
‘mean girl’ to a brunette, girl-next-door type, whose most distinctive characteristic is her
compassion. This and many other changes were so significant that a series of Vampire
Diaries’ novels, Stefan’s Diaries including Origins (2010), Bloodlust (2011), The Craving (2011),
The Ripper (2011), The Asplum (2012), and The Compelled (2012), written by ghost-writers and
the TV series executive producers Williamson and Julie, were published to complement the
plot and mythology of the television series. These novels do not reiterate the story explored
in the episodes of the television series, rather they recount Stefan’s back-story in detail
which is only relayed in brief flashbacks on screen. Marketed online as ‘Stefan’s secret
diaries’, they are directly linked to the television series in which Stefan is pictured writing in

his diary and the many diaries he has written over the years are referenced.

189 Elliott, “Looking for Viewers. No Need to pardon the Puns.”
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The original novels began as a three-part series commissioned by Alloy Entertainment, a
book packaging and television production company owned by Warner Brothers
Entertainment, and written by L.J. Smith in 1990. HarperTeen published books 1-3, The
Awakening (1991), The Struggle (1991), and The Fury (1991). Following the success of the
trilogy, a fourth in the series, Dark Reunion (1992), was published the subsequent year. This
would have mostly likely been the end of series had it not been for the success of Twrlight
and resultant publishing houses’ attempts to cash in on the vampire romance craze. In the
context of the huge readership achieved by Meyer’s novels, The Vampire Diaries, along with
many other vampire and gothic romance series, were reissued for publication with new
covers. A further three books in the series, The Return: Nightfall (2009), The Return: Shadow
Souls (2010), and The Return: Midnight (2011), were written by Smith. Alloy Entertainment
then commissioned three more books, numbers 8-10 in the series, although Smith’s
employment by the company was terminated before publication because of creative
differences. Though Smith was involved in the writing of Book 8 The Hunters: Phantom
(2011), further books in the series, The Hunters: Moonsong (2012) and The Hunters: Destiny
Rising (2012), were written by an anonymous ghost-writer. The latest trilogy in the series
The Salvation comprising Unseen (2013), Unspoken (2013), and Unmasked (2014) are written by
Aubrey Clark.

The ghost-written novels and the novels based on the television series do not highlight their
change in author, nor does the website for the television show which has several pages
devoted to the various novels connected with the series. In this way fans of the original
series are encouraged to view the television show and the ‘new’ novels as part of the L.J.
Smith bibliography, while fans that come to the series through the television show can be
marketed both the novels written to tie-in with the television series but the original novel
series, without creating too large a gap between the ‘new’ and ‘old’ versions despite their
different authorship. In fact it is only on L.J. Smith’s website that details of the books that
are and are not written by her is clearly laid out. Her website advises: “If a book has several
names on the cover or says ‘Created by L.J. Smith’ you can be sure that L.J. did not write
it.” Smith attempted to delineate what was actually written by her, in the face of an
entertainment company that legally owned the series and sought to both profit from the
fan-base established by Smith’s original 1990s novels, and take the series in an entirely
different direction under new creative employees. In a further development, Smith released
‘fan fiction’ in 2014 based on the original series to provide fans her version of the on-going

story. Thus far two books Evensong: Paradise Lost and Evensong: The War of Roses are available
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on Kindle Worlds, a platform established in 2013 that “allows fan writers to legally publish
and sell stories based on other people’s fictonal creations, without changing characters’
names or masking the story’s origins”'% for a limited number of licensed fictional
properties. The Vampire Diaries is one of the licenced story-worlds. In writing on this
platform, Smith’s work continues to generate revenue for Alloy Entertainment, given that
Amazon pay them for the license fee. However, as a ‘fan fiction’ writer, Smith 1s under no
contractual obligations about the direction of the series. These works continue Smith’s
version of The Vampire Diaries taking up from the volume The Return: Midmght. Alloy
Entertainment have links to Smith’s fan fiction on their Vampire Diaries’ website, showing
the non-threatening and potentially lucrative source these alternative storylines present for
Alloy Entertainment. Leslie Morgenstein, the president of Alloy, describes the benefits of
licensing their intellectual property to Kindle Worlds: “It’s potentially another revenue
stream for us that didn’t exist before... At the very least, it’s additional promotion, and in
the best-case scenario, there are ideas for new properties that we can mine.”!'?! While
Smith’s website has a banner reading “Official home of the ORIGINAL Vampire Diaries
Books,” Alloy works to minimise awareness of divisions between the original author and
itself as owner of the series. The desire on Alloy’s side to maintain a connection between
the disparate incarnations of the story world of The Vampire Diaries may be read as part of
an attempt to create brand identity.'9? Clearly stories that work as brand identities are able
to generate multifaceted streams of income such as merchandise, site tourism,
entertainment parks and more. It ceases to be a narrative arc that may be sold in different
forms (book, film, television series, comic book), rather the story world itself becomes open
to many alternative narratives, that through a sense of “the intellectual property,
advertising language, and presentational devices that cohere, authorize, and market the

range of media products”, maintain a sense of unity.'%3

Despite Smith’s dissatisfaction with her termination as writer on the series, Alloy
Entertainment maintains the sense of connection between the original texts and the new

ones. In this way 7he Vampire Diaries functions as a particularly “transmedial text”!%* in
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which the “economics of media consolidation”!%> operate. Alloy Entertainment aims for
the best financial result from the narrative by creating or giving its blessing to various
tributary narratives in different mediums. As outlined, in the case of The Vampire Diaries, the
narratives are not in sync with one another, but a sense of alternative narratives is
capitalized on, as shown here in The Vampire Diaries’ website’s promotion of Book 8 in the
L.J. Smith-authored series. “Book Elena” and “Show Elena” can provide audiences with

alternative romantic choices for “Elena’:

Elena Gilbert from The Vampire Diaries has it good. She’s gorgeous, surrounded by
great friends, and has two ridiculously handsome vampires vying for her affection.
However, whereas “show Elena” hasn’t yet embraced the idea of switching
Salvatores (despite her blatant attraction to both Stefan and Damon), “book Elena”
has gotten cosy with each brother! If you love Stefan but want a taste of what Elena
and Damon are like as a couple, look no further than 7he Vampire Diaries new book

TVD Hunters: Phantom! This steamy excerpt is for you, Team Delena!“¢ shippers.!97

The fan-base cultivated by The Vampire Diaries is based on strong identification with the
‘story world’ and a ‘team’ style support of a romantic relationship between the heroine and
one of the heroes in the love triangle. This type of fan-base is also a strong element of
Twilight and True Blood fandom. Alloy capitalises on the divergent versions of The Vampire
Diaries to provide ‘shippers’ with the relationship pairing they are rooting for.'? Focusing
on the ‘story world’ rather than the ‘story as narrative’ allows the various Alloy owned
Vampire Duaries stories to co-exist. Maria Leavenworth notes, “the TV series’ puzzle cannot
be solved by turning to the novels and vice versa; snippets of the story do not necessarily
complement each other. Rather, although each novel and each season provides a certain

closure, each instantiation contains a number of gaps...”!9

The words “created by L.J. Smith” are flagged as signifying that a work is not written by

Smith, setting up a new code for reading the cover text of these works. With Smith writing

195 Jenkins, “Transmedia Storytelling 1017, 2.
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‘fan fiction” of her own work, the issues of intellectual property and authorial ownership are
invoked, eroded, and reinstated. In this murky situation of original author, ghost-writers,
creators, and corporations, the producer Julie Plec emerges as the public persona most
connected with creative ownership of the television series and the spin-off show 7he
Onginals (2013-), which follows the lives of the original vampire family introduced in 7he
Vampire Diaries. Plec took over as show-runner from Williamson after the first season of T#e
Vampire Diaries and continues to run the series now entering its seventh season. Plec is also
show-runner on 7The Onginals, commencing season three in October 2015. Unlike the
authors and producers of Twilight and True Blood there is little or no discussion or comment
on feminism or politically charged issues by Plec or other spokespeople for the show. This
is read as indicative of the more comfortable fit between postfeminist ideology and The
Vampire Diaries. There are few if any overt references to ideas that would be considered
either risqué or out-dated to the mainstream popular sensibilities of the imagined audience.
In line with this, The Vampire Diaries has been received as relatively inoffensive. There have
been some critiques of the highly sexual nature of the teaser material for the show but this

1s in keeping with the sexualized representations of the CW’s other major series.

The CW targets a young female viewership using language obliquely associated with
feminism yet entrely appropriated to a commercial rather than a political context. With
slogans such as ‘Free to Be’ (2006), ‘Get Into It’ (2007), ‘Good Night’ (2008), “TV to
Talk/Text/Tweet About’ (2009), “‘We Own The Night’ (2011), and “TV Now’ (2012) the
CW 1s clearly situated in a postfeminist context, one in which language associated with
political activism is relocated to an entertainment setting and emptied of its political
significance. This use of feminist rhetoric in a purely commercial context is in line with
how scholars such as Yvonne Tasker and Diane Negra define postfeminism. Postfeminist
texts are “highly knowing about sex and gender (both cognizant of sexism and knowing with
respect to sexual innuendo) and deeply invested in conventional modes of femininity.”20
Through this discourse “contemporary women are imagined ... to be free to choose, free
of both old-fashioned, sexist ideas about women’s limits and feminisms’ supposed
imposition[s].”?! The network’s slogans suggest a liberal ideology. ‘Free to Be’ evokes
identity politics, freedom of expression, and the 1970s gender neutrality project of the Ms.

Foundation for Women “Free to Be... You and Me”. ‘Get Into It’ has a sexual connotation

200 Tasker, “Enchanted by Postfeminism”, 68.
201 Thid., 60.

37



and suggests a 'sex positive’ celebration. “T'V to Talk/Text/Tweet About’ invokes a
feminized realm of talk and friendship surrounding television programming in the context
of social media. In this way it invokes an idea of a technologically savvy feminine
community energized by the televisual material. This is significant given that online
critique of cultural products has been a chief marker of the currently popular mode of
feminism. ‘We Own The Night’ is the most overtly related to a feminist political
movement. It clearly echoes the ‘Reclaim the Night’ slogan of feminist activist marches and
protests against rape and violence against women. In the context of the CW network
television channel, ‘We Own the Night’ is a claim to airing the best television shows in
primetime evening viewing. This slogan illustrates well the way feminist rhetoric operates
in a postfeminist context. Stripped of its political significance ‘owning the night’ comes to
refer directly to commercial success using the symbolic residue of the language’s assertion

of agency and power in a different context.

The identities created through this discourse are those best suited to consume the available
product. It is no coincidence that the postfeminist, postmodern feminine identity exists
largely through exerting consumer choice. Identity based not only on what one buys but
what one likes/views in terms of consumable programming is, of course, the perfect
consumer identity for a television channel selling cultural product. Twilight and True Blood
are certainly involved in the same process, but they do not fit as seamlessly with
postfeminist sensibilities. As the title of this section suggests, The Vampire Diaries self-
consciously positions itself between the perceived extremes of Twilight and True Blood, filling
“the void between abstinence and orgies.”?°2 The next section explores the popular

perception of the relationship between these three vampire romance stories.

This thesis presents True Blood and The Vampire Diaries as popularly received with reference
to the social image of Twilight. Despite differences in the original publication dates, 7wilight,
True Blood, and The Vampire Diaries share mainstream popularity in the same historical
moment. This results in producers, cast, reviewers, and fans frequently comparing the

series. Reviewer Daniel Fienberg notes precisely this regarding The Vampire Diares:
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Publication chronology aside, it would be disingenuous to claim that just because its
source preceded the sources for True Blood and Tuwilight, The Vampire Diaries isn’t

utterly and completely indebted and beholden to those burgeoning franchises.?%

The main points of comparison centre on sex, vampires, heroines, and audiences. In this
thesis, the popular relationship between the texts is read as revealing both popularly
acceptable and problematic aspects of contemporary modes of feminine feminist

subjectvities.

Though clearly green-lit in the context of Twrlight’s popularity, and indeed because of this,
the creators of True Blood and The Vampire Diaries are quick to differentiate themselves from
Meyer’s young-adult franchise. The makers of True Blood and the media coverage of the
series and its stars emphasise the differences between True Blood and Twilight particularly
regarding the audience courted, the depiction of sex, and the ‘coolness’ of the vampires.

When asked about the similarities between Twilight and True Blood, Alan Ball answered:

I have not read Zwilight so 1 don’t know what those similarities are. I think vampires
are a timeless powerful archetype that can tap into people’s psyches. They’ve been
around forever... I don’t really know why this is all happening at this time. I’'m just

glad it’s happening.?94
He also points to the different audiences aimed at by the different stories:

Twilight fans are thirteen year old girls. I think that if thirteen year old girls, who
watch Twilight and the kind of sex scenes that are in Twilight, watched True Blood, they
would be traumatized. No, True Blood is for a different audience. True Blood is for

adults. Period.205

Charlaine Harris points out the difference between the series in terms of audience age-

related conceptions of romantic love:

My books are just aimed at adults. There’s not the fairy-tale aspect in my books that

there 1s in hers [Meyer’s] ... How are they different? Bill turns out to be betraying
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Sookie the whole time. Sookie finds that out and it’s devastating to her. But this

leaves her to look in many different directions for love.20

Certainly, given True Blood’s graphic content it 1s clearly aimed at an adult audience. This
does not preclude an under-18 audience, however: it simply precludes the direct marketing
of the show towards such an audience. Equally, Twilight, though marketed as a young-adult
series, has found a large audience amongst adult women. The implied audience of a text
may be the one coded into the text and tacitly appealed to, but the actual audience is rarely
entrely made up of those targeted. Online discussion forums evidence that audiences of
both True Blood and Twilight clearly overlap despite being aimed at different demographics.
Given the importance of ‘quality demographics’ to HBO’s success and the public
denigration of Twilight fans, it is not surprising that Ball and others foreground the different
audiences of True Blood and Twilight. These audiences are not constructed as equally

respectable. Ball emphasizes this in his comments on abstinent vampires:

To me, vampires are sex. I don’t get a vampire story about abstinence. I'm fifty-
three. 1 don’t care about high school students. I find them irritating and

uninformed.207

Ball links high school students with abstinence, while vampires are connected to sex. The
connection of abstinence itself to sex, however, is ignored and thus the sexual content of
Tuwilight ignored. This works as a means of differentiating the adult from the juvenile not
simply in terms of age groups but in terms of worth in HBO’s construction of ‘quality’. The
‘irritating and uninformed’ teen or “T'wi-hard’ is contrasted with the ‘smart people’ of Ball’s
target viewership. Sex is the topic he uses to separate the two when in fact both Twilight
and True Blood are preoccupied with sex in different ways. Both shows have been called
pornographic but for different reasons: 7Twilight has been described as “abstinence porn”,
fetishizing abstinence over the course of four novels, while 7True Blood has been described as

pornographic in the more traditional sense of showing graphic sex scenes.?08

While True Blood 1s presented as the antithesis of Twilight in many ways, the producers of
The Vampire Diaries track a balanced course between the two series in the hope of attracting

fans of both, rather than alienating or fragmenting them. Like Ball, Williamson also claims
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never to have read Twilight, though Plec is a fan. Williamson identifies himself as a 7True
Blood follower. In this way the producers personify the amalgamation of both sensibilities,
as Williamson says in an interview: “The way we look at it is, she’s sort of the earnest
“Turlight” girl and I'm the bloody “True Blood” guy, and we try and put it together.”?%9 The
gender division here is not coincidental. The 18-35 year-old female audience pitched at by
The Vampire Diaries are imagined as potentially being fans of both Twulight and True Blood.
While acknowledging the similarities between Twilight and The Vampire Diaries, Williamson

3

presents an important difference in their visual medium: “...you’ll see the differences,
because you're watching a weekly show. We’re not a movie with a beginning, middle, and
end. We’re actually evolving, and we get to evolve and just tell the stories, and it just sort of
unrolls.”?1? There is no sense of offering an alternative take on political or social issues in
the presentation or popular discussion of The Vampire Diaries. Indeed while Stephenie
Meyer, Charlaine Harris, and Alan Ball have been asked for and provided comments on
feminism and related topics in their series, Smith, Williamson, and Plec provide no such
commentary. Articles, blog posts, and user-generated videos frequently compare and
contrast the three vampire series. These comparisons largely reflect and develop producer’s
representations of Twilight and True Blood on opposite ends of a spectrum of values, with 7#e

Vampire Diaries operating in a less politicised zone between these two poles of culture wars.

A fan is quoted by MTV saying:

Tunhght 1s based off a horribly written novel tailored to 12-year-old girls, and the
movie 1s twice as bad as the book... True Blood is freaking awesome. It is a show with

layers, which ‘“T'wilight’ is desperately lacking.?!!

Reviewer Charlie Brooker writes: “Contemporary vampires come in two flavours... sexless
wimps (Twilight) or smouldering hedonists (7rue Blood).”?'? An Entertainment Weekly article

praises the versatility of contemporary vampires to express:

both conservative and liberal views. Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight novels are steeped in

her Mormon values. But True Blood speaks in part for gays and, as Ball puts it, “eight
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years of institutionalized demonization of pretty much any group that wasn’t on the

bus with Mr. Bush:”213

While Bella is extensively criticised in the popular conversation as passive, weak, and
unempowered, the heroines Sookie and Elena are praised for their display of largely
postfeminist attributes lacking in Meyer’s heroine. The “current neoliberal exhortations to
work on and transform the feminine self as a project of self-transformation”?!* which
Jameson and Dane suggest is resolved in Twulight but which this thesis argues are resolved
in a highly problematic way for postfeminism. The containment of Twilight's subversive
potential involves the positioning of other texts as offering examples of proper femininity,
that is to say representing a model of femininity in which the work of containment and self-
regulation is presented as part of the pleasure and power of feminine identity. Sookie’s
refusal to be a victim despite her on-going victimization further illustrates empowerment in
terms of choice but not in terms of systemic changes that would decrease the need to
actively refuse vicimhood. The taking on of and refusal of vicimhood is central to the
vampire romance and to conflicts in feminist approaches, leading to the terms “victim

feminism” and “power feminism.”

Scholar Simone Knewitz writes: “[7rue Blood] enacts the social conflicts 7urlight suppresses,
remembering particular moments in US cultural history and advocating a liberal political

position of cultural diversity.”2!> She goes on to describe how

Tuwnlight and True Blood position themselves at opposite ends of the current
ideological conflicts about alternate lifestyles, religion, and conceptions of morality....
Meyer thoroughly reappropriates the figure of the vampire for conservative ends,
True Blood is more ambivalent and actually calls into question whether the Other can

ever be fully domesticated.?!®

Reflecting the popular discussion, scholarly consideration of The Vampire Diares is
substantially lower than that of Twrlight and True Blood. Given its popularity, the lack of
controversy or discussion of the politics of The Vampire Diaries is read as indicative of its use

of largely acceptable discourses of gendered subjectivity.
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This chapter has served to provide a background to Twulight, True Blood, and The Vampire
Duaries. They are presented as enmeshed in a popular cultural conversation involving ideas
of feminism in both explicit and inferred ways. This thesis proposes that the dynamic
established between the three texts in the production and reception contexts described
above is one that limits feminist readings of the texts to the predictable and repetitious
construction of Twilight as antifeminist and reactionary, True Blood as progressive, and The
Vampire Duaries as either balanced or silent. It is the aim of this thesis to offer an alternative
reading, one that sets up the popular conversation as key to understanding the texts. The
dynamic of the popular critical engagement reveals the weak points and problematic areas
of/for feminism in contemporary culture. This is in line with feminist cultural critics such
as Eva Chen’s call for the “feminist critique of popular women’s culture... to readjust its
terms of engagement.”?!” The following chapter explores the relationships between genre,
gender, and feminism in the narratives’ exploration of subjectivity. Genre informs the texts’
exploration and construction of gender, feminism, and subjectivity, complicating the
inclination in the popular consciousness to reduce each series to a clear position regarding

forms of feminism that are taken for granted and therefore go unexplained.

217 Chen, “Neoliberalism and popular women’s culture”, 440.
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CHAPTER 2: LOVE SUCKS!

Genre and Crises that Sometimes take the Shape of Vampires?

Our Vampires Are Different?

DAMON: What's so special about this Bella girl anyway? Edward's so whipped.
CAROLINE: You have to read the first book first, otherwise it won't make sense.
DAMON: Uh, I miss Anne Rice, she was so on it.

CAROLINE: Hey, how come you don't sparkle?

DAMON: Because I live in the real world where vampires burn in the sun.
CAROLINE: Yeah, but you go in the sun.

DAMON: I have a ring, it protects me. Long story.

CAROLINE: Are these bites going to turn me into a vampire?

DAMON: It’s more complicated than that. You have to feed on my blood then die,
then feed on a human, it’s a whole ordeal. This book, by the way, has it all wrong.*

Each of the texts considered here engages the ‘our vampires are different’ trope, a
convention that serves to position contemporary work in relation to the long history of the
vampire and its many manifestations in western culture. In Meyer’s first novel and the first
Twilhght film, in the first season of True Blood and The Vampire Diaries, their respective
vampires are introduced, popular ‘myths’ about vampires dispelled, and the attributes of
‘real” vampires explained or discovered. Discussion of how their vampires are different also
takes place in the popular conversation with many comparisons of 7Twlight, True Blood, and
The Vampire Diaries’ vampires available. Typically these comparisons focus on the skills,
weaknesses, and relation to blood-drinking habits of the vampires. A gendered association
between feminine blood abstainers and masculine blood drinkers is evident. As
demonstrated in the previous chapter, the creators of each series also place the texts in
relation to other vampire work. Meyer distances her series from vampire texts, while Ball,
Williamson and Plec explain their texts in relation to 7wilight and other recent vampire
fiction, film, and television. Thus vampire culture is an important part of any consideration

of these texts.

! Tagline for The Vampire Diaries Seasons 1-3.

2 Adapted from Auerbach, Our Vampires, Ourselves, 117.

3 Listed as a convention of vampire texts on the popular “TvTropes’ website that compiles user generated
content explaining “devices and conventions that [can reasonably be assumed] in audience members’
expectations.”

4 The Vampire Diaries, S1E4 “Family Ties.”
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Much attention has been paid in both popular critique and scholarship to the changing
vampire and the significance of the particular developments of the vampire as romantic
hero. This chapter presents the vampire as a figure used to symbolise, negotiate, and
question the nature of human subjectivity. Presenting the changing image of the vampire in
popular culture as one involving a move from monstrous to domesticated, this chapter
argues that the horror of the vampire, based on category breakdown or boundary crossing,
is relocated rather than entirely diffused in the vampire romance narratives under
discussion. Julia Kristeva’s theory of abjection and Barbara Creed’s work on horror, using
Kristeva’s theories, are drawn on to discuss the relocation of horror in each text. Margaret
Shildrick’s work on monstrosity also informs the understanding of purity, contamination,
and controlling boundaries between self and Other in cultural conceptions of the
monstrous. The texts under discussion are explored with reference to the Dark Romance
genre, a hybrid genre drawing on gothic, romance, and horror conventions. Dark
Romance is presented as continuing in the tradition of Female Gothic. Using critical
approaches that consider the area of the Female Gothic and engage with the relationship
of gender and genre, Twilight, True Blood, and The Vampire Diaries are read as dramatising
conflicts in discourses of subjectivity with implications for feminism. In particular Diane
Hoclever’s work on gothic feminism and Helene Meyers’ work on femicidal plots are
drawn on to elucidate the workings of feminism at the level of genre. Gothic conceptions of
womanhood are explored. These are related to discourses of ‘power feminism’,
‘vicim/gothic feminism’, and ‘postfeminism’. The relationship between victimhood,
complicity, and agency are investigated in light of theoretical positions of cultural and

poststructural feminism.

Having demonstrated the controversy surrounding 7wlight and positioned True Blood and
The Vampire Diaries as responding pieces of popular culture in dialogue in the popular
critical conversation, this chapter turns to genre as the key to providing an alternative
reading. The public battles over Twilight’s feminist credentials turns on a media effects
approach to popular culture and a contradictory image of the female audience as both
vulnerable and threatening. It also presents an evolved postfeminism that no longer silences
or casts as irrelevant the project of feminism, but uses feminist rhetoric to limit greater
exploration of patriarchal conditions that might otherwise be productive for a feminist
analysis. Gendered understandings of genre form a recurring means of interpretation and
criticism of the series in their popular reception, making the linked areas of gender and

genre key to an interpretation of the texts. This chapter puts forward an understanding of
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genres as evolving textual histories concerned or preoccupied with certain themes, with the
potential to contribute to conservative, subversive, and more often ambiguous political and
social agendas depending on authorial intention, production contexts, reception contexts,
popular readings and alternative interpretations, and changes culturally, historically, and
geographically. Though operating across different media, the texts examined share a
generic background along with overlapping cultural space and similarities in their extra-
textual cultural life. The media effects approach dominating the popular consideration of
the texts draws on genre largely as a means of devaluing the series. Genre is presented here
as a suitable cultural mechanism for exploring interchanges of discourses of feminism,
femininity, and subjectivity. It is key to this alternative interpretation of the series that goes

beyond the feminist/antifeminist branding current in the popular conversation.

Our Vampires, Ourselves’

To consider Edward Cullen, Bill Compton, the Salvatore brothers and company is to
invoke an ancestry in vampire literature beginning in the 18" century with the German
Heinrich August Ossenfelder’s lyric poem “Der Vampir” (1748), Gottfried August Burger’s
lyric “Lenore” (1773), Goethe’s “Braut von Korinth” (1797), and E.T.A. Hoffman’s short
story “Aurelia” (1818), then moving to English language literature in the 19" century with
John Polidori’s “The Vampire” (1819), the Victorian serialised story Vamey the Vampure
(1845-47), Sheridan Le Fanu’s Carmilla (1872), and Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897). The 20t
century and the development of cinema brought the vampire from Victorian stage
productions to the silver screen from the very beginning of cinema with Geoges Mélies Le
Manoir du Diable in 1896, and perhaps most enduringly in F. W. Murnau’s Nosferatu (1922)
and Tod Browning’s Dracula (1931). Following these early films, vampire cinema has
proliferated becoming the medium through which many audiences are now first exposed to
the vampire. In the 1960s the vampire became a regular character on the television show
Dark Shadows (1966-1971). The late 20 century saw the vampire feature in a vast number
of television shows, including the cult hit series Buffy the Vampire Slayer (1997-2003) and spin-
off Angel (1999-2004). With a prolific presence in modern western culture, the vampire of

the 21t century takes many forms and may be found in a huge variety of cultural milieu

5 Auerbach, Our Vampires, Ourselves.
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from fiction, film, television, children’s books and programming, advertising, comedy,
satire, romance, as well as horror. Ken Gelder in Reading the Vampire (1994) shows “the
tremendous reach of the vampire into the popular imagination”, noting “the many forms
vampire narratives can take, and the many different things they can say... [though]
vampire narratives do share, or even ‘reproduce’, certain features”, including “the
vampire’s mobility” and their “unfailing ability to fascinate™.® In her study of the vampire
in cinema, Stacey Abbott shows the diversity of vampires today including the good and the

evil, the monstrous and the ‘normal’:

While Stoker’s Dracula was primarily the prototype for the cinematic vampire in the
first major cycle of American horror films in the 1930s and 1940s, since the 1970s,
the image of the vampire has become fragmented into a diverse range.... Vampires
today can be good, (Blade), evil (the Master in Buffy the Vampire Slayer, or both (Angel);
European (Revenant), African-American (Blacula), or Mexican (From Dusk till Dawn),
children (The Laittle Vampire) or grandparents (My Grandfather is a Vampure); isolate (Nadja)
or famihial (Near Dark); rock stars (Queen of the Damned), philosophy students (7he
Addiction), performance artists (Fright Night II) or action heroes (Blade); gangs (Blood Ties)
or gangsters (Innocent Blood); nomadic (The Forsaken) or urban (Habit); fallen priests
(Vamprres) or fallen apostles (Dracula 2000).7

In the context of the vampire romance, they may also be friends, boyfriends, husbands,
fathers, mothers, sisters, and brothers. However restrictively one defines the vampire, there
remain far too many to discuss in any great detail here. Scholarly criticism of the vampire
is equally expansive, proliferating, as other gothic criticism, particularly since the 1970s. As
it is not the aim of this study to provide a theory of the vampire figure in its many
incarnations, this section will only point briefly to aspects of the vampire figure and
vampire criticism of relevance to the reading undertaken here. More detailed discussion of

relevant vampire texts will be undertaken as required in the coming chapters.

The second half of the 20* century, particularly from the 1970s onwards, saw
developments in popular vampire culture without which the vampires of Twilight, True
Blood, and The Vampire Diaries would be incomprehensible. For this analysis the most

significant of these developments was the focus on sympathetic vampires as subjects. Novels

6 Gelder, Reading the Vampire, ix-x.
7 Abbott., 4.
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such as Fred Saberhagen’s The Dracula Tape (1975) and Rice’s Interview with the Vampire
(1976) inaugurated a significant development of the vampire as a sympathetic, self-
conscious subject. Rice focused on “vampire subjectivity”, a focus that, according to gothic
scholar Fred Botting, “opens what was once a repulsive object of horrified speculation into
a creature of sensitivit<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>