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ABSTRACT –  Theory of Genre and the Practice of Genre Fiction: A Tightrope in The 

Dark 

I set out to understand genre by reading from the theory, but ultimately this project came to 

demonstrate the synergies between practice and theory, and the necessity for a writer to be 

conscious of those synergies. My interest in genre arose from the simple fact that I am a 

writer of genre-driven fiction, and faced by a marketplace destabilized by new publishing and 

distribution technologies, I wanted to understand what it meant to engage with the genres of 

my choice. Reading genre theory alone proved insufficient to describe genre as it is 

understood in the popular fiction community. A more complete description of genre was 

obtained by invoking reader/reception theory and interpretive communities, and by 

examining texts in sociology and post-modernism which considered the implications of genre 

as a commercial concept. 

The breadth of theory necessary to encompass the idea of genre in popular fiction 

suggests that the writing of such fiction is not a simple exercise. Evidence points to the need 

for a writer to have an individual and highly detailed theory of pastiche derived from, and 

closely aligned with, their chosen genre. This theory must incorporate not only elements of 

style and tropes from the genre, but must reflect a knowledge of the aesthetic, political, and 

ethical regimes of value that are reflected in the work and the institutional and industrial 

contexts within which a given genre or sub-genre is produced, consumed, and critiqued.  

This understanding of pastiche led directly to the development of the creative piece 

associated with this research. I chose to work within the steampunk genre, and wrote a poem 

that is a pastiche of Byronic poetry, designed to add complexity, depth and backstory to a 

forthcoming steampunk novel. The poem, following the theory explored in the exegesis, is a 
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genre-guided pastiche designed to illustrate the way in which a theoretical understanding of 

genre can both shape a work for its intended audience, and extend the boundaries of the genre 

itself. 

Synopsis -- The Queen of Bedlam 

The Queen of Bedlam is a narrative poem in ottava rima, a form made famous by George 

Gordon Byron in Don Juan. The use of ottava rima is a nod to Byron who appears 

pseudonymously in The Queen of Bedlam in the role of the character “Harold.” The poem 

tells the story of Maeve, the last Fairy Queen and her decades-long imprisonment inside the 

walls of Bethlem Hospital under three generations of Doctors Monro – men who, in the role 

of Chief Physician, did much to build the reputation that made Bethlem a byword for cruelty 

and madness. Trapped by dark magic, Maeve contrives to hide herself and to be forgotten by 

the outside world until she can find someone to take her place – a young man of Fairy blood. 

Unfortunately, young Harold is beguiled by the discovery of his Fairy power, and instead of 

freeing Maeve he strives to return England to its former, magical state.  

Meanwhile, the last Doctor Monro – Thomas, the Iron Doctor – discovers Maeve, and 

sets about destroying the Bedlam Court to capture her and study her powers. Harold 

intervenes to defend her, but he is overpowered and saved only by Queen Maeve herself who 

is killed by the Iron Doctor’s machines, banishing fairy magic from earth for all time. 

The Queen of Bedlam is intended to serve as an adjunct to a steampunk novel of the 

same name. It utilises a range of common steampunk tropes including romance and arcane 

science, and calls on a number of themes important to the steampunk genre including 

questions of female social roles, industrialization, and personal honour. It is furthermore a 

deliberate pastiche of Byron, acknowledged as such, thus underscoring the issue of pastiche 
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which is central to the theoretical underpinnings of this study. While the poem is intended to 

be broken up and distributed through the novel as chapter-headers, it nevertheless stands on 

its own, offering readers of steampunk both a unique challenge, and an additional path to the 

desired qualities of suspension of disbelief and narrative immersion.  
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Introductory Notes on the Poem 

Presentation of the poem within the context of a research paper creates some difficulty, as the 

poem as seen here in its full and final form will be used very differently for publication. 

While it must serve here as the creative element of the paper, in order to authentically enact 

its relationship to the theoretical elements discussed in the exegesis it is necessary for it to be 

delivered quite differently to the steampunk community. 

I envision that the full poem will be presented as a “found manuscript”. There will be a 

simple introduction to the novel that the poem is supposed to work with, stating that I 

received the original MS in a box of antique papers from a friend in Venice who knows of my 

interest in both Venice, and Byron. With some effort, the introduction will say, I have 

transcribed the original piece and added glosses to help modern readers understand it. While I 

have no direct evidence the piece is by Byron, it uses the ottava rima form, and both the 

language and the events depicted suggest an encounter between Byron himself and the 

famous Bedlam asylum in 1815. The story which unfolds in the poem is the inspiration for 

the novel itself.  

Within the novel, portions of the poem will provide chapter-headers to offer a glimpse 

of the long backstory and to add a layer of verisimilitude that will help reader immersion. The 

poem as a whole will be available in the form shown here either as downloadable content, or 

as an inexpensive chapbook, or possibly even as an appendix to the novel if the publisher 

desires it. The long form of the poem deliberately recalls older-style poetic collections, 

complete with explanatory side-bar glosses, further enhancing the immersive experience. 

This concept of the immersive experience is vital. The poem is not intended as a perfect 

pastiche of Byron’s work. It is presented as a means of supporting and enhancing the novel. It 
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draws on concepts from Victorian fiction including the “found MS” to allow readers the 

opportunity to suspend their disbelief and accept the possibility of an alternate “steampunk” 

history in which Byron plays a crucial role. By offering the piece as a “possible abandoned 

draft of Byron”, perhaps dictated to a secretary, questions of authentication and exacting style 

are circumvented. Meanwhile, the faux-scholarly presentation and the explanation that the 

poem – whatever its true origins – supplied inspiration for the novel allow readers familiar 

with steampunk (or even with Byron’s work) to appreciate an added layer of complexity 

within the work itself.  
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CREATIVE WORK – THE QUEEN OF BEDLAM  
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EXEGESIS  – “THEORY OF GENRE AND THE PRACTICE OF GENRE FICTION: 

A TIGHTROPE IN THE DARK.” 
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Introduction: Why “Genre Fiction”, Anyway? 

The modern writer working in the realms of popular fiction faces tremendous obstacles along 

the path to publication and the development of an audience and the shift to digital forms of 

publication – part of what it termed the “new publication paradigm” – have complicated an 

already complex challenge. Until the end of the twentieth century the business of novel-

length fiction was supported by the back catalogues of the major publishing firms, 

incorporating a long list of literary lions whose works sold to generation after generation. 

These publishing firms could then seek out and actively support the development of new 

writers. The advent of digital production and distribution has changed the landscape 

drastically.  As an anonymous publisher says to John B. Thompson in his book Merchants of 

Culture, “It’s become easier to publish and harder to sell – that’s the paradox. Any old sod 

can publish a book now, but actually getting it out to the public has become much trickier” 

(239).  At the same time, popular fiction or genre fiction has begun to dominate sales 

(Greene) which erodes the profitability of “long tail” publishing as a business model. The rise 

of popular fiction is supported by new technology which permits cheap and rapid distribution 

of fiction in digital form. This suggests that genre fiction will continue to dominate the 

marketplace for the forseeable future (Chambers.) 

 The demand for popular fiction is intensified by the consumption patterns of its 

audience. In Popular Fiction, Ken Gelder observes that readers of what he calls “popular 

fiction” (which he equates with genre fiction) are frequently rapid, serial consumers of their 

chosen material (41). However, as the shift to electronic production and distribution makes it 

easy for the readers to acquire new works, it also becomes easy for new writers to enter the 

marketplace. As Thompson’s anonymous publisher points out, almost anyone can publish in 
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some form now and as a result, it has become more difficult than ever for an individual writer 

to develop an audience.  

 Until recently, the pathway to publication and a potential career as a writer of fiction 

was reasonably simple, if laborious.  One simply wrote, and submitted work for publication. 

In the process, the writer would polish her prose with the goal of catching the eye of first a 

literary agent and then a major publisher with a novel manuscript. I speak here from direct, 

personal experience as a writer whose career began under the old system of publishing. 

When I began, the roles of the agent, the editors, the publishers, the distributors and the 

marketing people were all relatively distinct and defined.  

 The new technology has blurred the roles once so clearly defined, and the associated 

pathways to publication. For example, it is increasingly common for writers to advocate for 

themselves. Where once a new manuscript would have been sent to literary agencies, now a 

new writer is more likely to submit directly to publishers and call on an agent only after 

receiving an expression of interest. Similarly, more writers are acting as editors, 

anthologisers, assessors, proof-readers, and even publishers simply because it is now possible 

to do so. Advances in information technology have made it feasible for one person to 

electronically carry out processes which were once labour- and resource-intensive, such as 

typesetting and printing.  

 It is now increasingly difficult for the book-buying public to discern the difference 

between a self-produced novel and a commercial release from a large publishing firm. To 

confuse matters further, the big publishers are plucking new writers from web-based 

businesses associated with self-publishing, such as Amazon and Smashwords. For example, 

Hugh Howey’s recent best-selling series Wool began with a self-published short story 
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released on Amazon’s Kindle Direct, and ended with a six-figure deal for the print version 

from Simon & Schuster, as well as a film deal with Fox (Alter). Writers such as Howey have 

effectively become their own agents, their own publishers, their own publicists and 

distributors. Meanwhile, literally hundreds of new players have sprung up to fill industry 

roles in new ways: online distribution sites which offer IBN numbers and slick packaging (for 

example, Lulu.com); pay-for-review sites which link writers to respected reviewers for a fee 

(for example, Kirkus Reviews); and less respectable groups who can be paid to provide 

positive reviews and feedback on Amazon and other distribution sites. 

 As a writer, I view this changing marketplace with both excitement and dismay. It is 

now possible for genuinely new voices to reach a broad audience without being censored by 

publishers intent on nothing more than the fiscal bottom line. On the other hand, the new 

marketplace is a mass of voices all striving to be heard. The overwhelming problem facing 

the modern writer of genre-based fiction like me is clear: in this new publishing paradigm, 

how is one to create work that effectively reaches and engages with its intended audience?  

 I hypothesised that a careful reading of genre theory might provide insights that could 

guide and direct the writing of fiction that would engage an audience. The assembled body of 

theory represents a resource which is not generally put to use by practitioners, particularly of 

genre fiction. The traditional path to publication is immensely practical. It does not include 

careful investigation of academic research into genre, nor encourage critical thought into the 

nature of genre itself.  Nevertheless, evidence shows genre fiction is thriving in the new era 

of publishing, and it seemed likely that careful examination of the research on this topic 

would be easier and more effective than attempting to construct my own theories of genre 

from scratch.  
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 This close reading proved to be a complex task, and is described over several sections. 

The first section deals with the necessity of selecting both a genre of fiction and a body of 

theory to work with. It quickly became apparent that identifying a genre as such was a non-

trivial matter, and more importantly that theoretical approaches to genre did not cohere with 

concepts of genre which must be acknowledged by the writer/practitioner. In the second 

section (Looking Behind the Curtain: The Wizards of Genre) I discuss an audience-

moderated definition of genre, showing how it can effectively describe much of the elements 

of genre which must be acknowledged by a practitioner, and I offer an image of the 

steampunk genre drawn from audience expectations and behaviour. Support for this 

audience-oriented view is provided in section three (Fishing for An Audience) by integrating 

the idea of the audience as an interpretive community. Section four (The Business of Genre is 

Business) investigates the role of the publishing industry in establishing genre and in 

directing the work of writers who seek to address a genre of fiction. Section five (Business 

Isn’t Everything) discusses commercially driven fiction writing from the point of view of the 

writer, including an investigation of media tie-in fiction. Section six (Genre in Fiction: It’s 

Bigger On The Inside...) seeks to integrate all these distinct, yet related elements of genre and 

proposes the idea of a theory of pastiche as the key element in the work process of a writer 

engaged in producing genre fiction. The final section (Theory to Practice: There And Back 

Again) shows how the idea of a theory of pastiche relates directly to the practice of a writer 

of genre fiction, and how it guided the creative element of this work. It also explores the 

degree to which writers are already drawing on the ideas involved in this theory of pastiche, 

and suggests that there may be more insights into theory to be found by closer examination of 

the practices of writers going about their craft.  In and of itself, this research represents an 
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attempt by a practising writer of genre fiction to question what theories of genre can offer 

practice. Equally it is an attempt to consider what the rapidly changing landscape of fiction 

publication can offer the realms theory and its ongoing efforts to understand and explain the 

dynamics of the production, consumption, instutionalisation and industrialisation of literature 

and literary criticism. 
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1. Picking A Genre and Choosing The Theory 

I planned to compare what I learned from theory of genre with the visible reality of a popular 

contemporary genre of fiction. I assumed that if the chosen body of theory was essentially 

valid, it should with some accuracy describe the visible, identifiable phenomena associated 

with that genre of fiction. In choosing elements of theory to inform my work, I strove to 

select works and writers whose understanding of genre reflected the issues that I, as a 

practicing writer of genre fiction, encounter on a daily basis: questions of marketability, of 

audience response, and of the role of the publishing industry itself as an influence on my 

choices in writing.  

  For purposes of this study, I chose the presently very active genre known as steampunk. 

Aside from being lively and publication-friendly, steampunk is closely related to genres in 

which I have worked, including science fiction, fantasy, cyberpunk, and horror. I expected to 

find that the body of theory would help me identify and understand tropes, techniques and 

practices within exemplars of the steampunk genre, helping me frame a work which 

addressed the requirements of the steampunk audience. In selecting theoretical works, I was 

guided by the fact that this study is about the practice of writing genre fiction, not about the 

steampunk genre in particular. I needed theorists who discussed the nature of genre itself, not 

simply offered an analytical approach to one or more genres.  

 It was this approach that led me to set aside the work of Tzvetan Todorov, perhaps 

against expectations as Todorov is recognised for his thinking on genre. Nevertheless, his 

approach is highly analytic and specific, and therefore its cross-genre application is 

questionable. For example, in his 1975 book The Fantastic, Todorov offers an exquisitely 

refined definition of “The Fantastic”: 
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In a world which is indeed our world, the one we know....there occurs an event 

which cannot be explained by the laws of this same familiar world.  The 

person who experiences the event must opt for one of two possible 

solutions:  either he is the victim of an illusion of the senses, of a product of 

the imagination – and the laws of the world then remain what they are; or else 

the event has indeed taken place, it is an integral part of reality – but then this 

reality is controlled by laws unknown to us. (25) 

Todorov goes on to add that, “The fantastic is that hesitation experienced by a person who 

knows only the laws of nature, confronting an apparently supernatural event” (25). Not much 

later, he carefully distinguishes “the fantastic” from “the uncanny” and “the marvelous” (30). 

Given such specificity in defining his genre, it is doubtful that even Todorov expected his 

observations to generalise in the fashion required by my study. 

 Todorov’s highly specific approach provided me with the first indication that the very 

concept of genre is far more elusive than I had assumed. By focusing so closely, Todorov was 

able to make detailed observations about elements of what he called “the fantastic” – but 

equally, he understood that his observations might not be applicable outside the very specific 

limits he applied. This specificity undermined my initial view of genre as a kind of theory of 

types. This concept of genre guides book-buyers the world over when they walk into any 

book store and look for the shelves which hold their preferred reading material. It is a 

taxonomic approach which sorts books (and other forms of narrative, music, and art) into 

groups that are related largely by content. Todorov’s views might at first glance seem 

consistent with such an idea, but if you imagine trying to apply such specificity to the process 

of identifying books in the bookstore, it quickly becomes apparent that genres as understood 
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in the marketplace are much broader, and far more difficult to pin down. 

 This idea of a theory of types is quite an old approach to the idea of genre. In his book 

Genre, John Frow traces it as far back as Plato and Socrates (55), while Alastair Fowler 

suggests that it “goes back to the ancient grammarians” (37). However, both Fowler and 

Frow state explicitly that this is not a useful approach to understanding genre. Fowler calls it 

“a venerable error” (37), while Frow suggests that the taxonomic approach to genre arises 

from scientific habit, and the careful, detailed classification systems of biology (52).  

According to Frow, such a detailed biological and taxonomic approach is not particularly 

effective for thinking about genres – literary or otherwise – because “genres are facts of 

culture, which can only with difficulty be mapped onto facts of nature” (53). 

 In rebutting this taxonomic view of genre, Frow raises two very interesting points, both 

of which are potentially of high relevance to the central question of this study on how genre 

directs and is reflected in the practice of writing. Frow points out that biological classification 

of species depends on the impossibility of interbreeding, but then cites Rick Altman, stating 

that “not only are all genres interfertile, they may at any time be crossed with any genre that 

ever existed” (qtd in Frow 53). Frow notes that in biology, each individual member of a 

species must embody the characteristics of that species, whereas the opposite is true in genres 

of literature. Drawing from David Fishelov, Frow notes that “in literature and in culture more 

generally every individual text to some extent modifies or changes the group.” (qtd in Frow 

53). 

 In similar fashion, Fowler says that the taxonomic problem “seems intractable” (17). He 

argues that the character of genres is that they change, and that “Only variations or 

modifications of convention have literary significance” (18). These two closely related ideas 
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represent insights which offer potential direction for the writer. The concept of crossing 

genres is extremely important to the modern marketplace, while the idea that a new work 

must somehow embody characteristics of similar works yet necessarily differ from them is 

perhaps the most central idea to emerge in this study.   

 Fowler’s approach to taxonomic issues remains problematic. The primary focus of his 

book is on the idea of “Literature” as an identifiable thing, and if he is quick to condemn 

taxonomic genres, he is equally quick to use precisely such a taxonomic approach to 

disenfranchise vast quantities of fiction from the hallowed realms of “Literature”.  

Our age has a great appetite for studies of writing that is hardly worth 

studying. Thrillers, detective stories, science fiction, advertisements, pop 

poetry, pornography; these and other kinds of Trivialliteratur are accorded a 

weighty treatment that nevertheless avoids, somehow, questions of value. (10) 

This statement clearly demonstrates the pervasive power of the taxonomic model. Despite 

disavowing it altogether, Fowler nevertheless accepts it as a helpmeet in his search for 

“Literature” and “value”. This alone is enough to suggest that the taxonomic model may yet 

have something to contribute to this discussion, though clearly something more is required. 

  An alternative to this concept of genre begins to emerge from Johnathan Culler’s 

landmark work Structuralist Poetics. Culler clearly eschews the taxonomic model of genre: 

“A genre, in other words, is not simply a taxonomic class” (159). He goes on to discuss the 

very useful idea of ‘genre conventions’, of which he says: “The function of genre 

conventions is essentially to establish a contract between writer and reader so as to make 

certain relevant expectations operative and thus to permit both compliance with and deviation 

from accepted modes of intelligibility” (172). This idea has considerable importance, taken in 
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conjunction with Fowler’s assertion that only variations of genre convention can have literary 

significance. When Fowler uses the term “conventions”, it is clear he is speaking of 

conventions of the narrative itself: form, tropes, and techniques. Culler’s frame of reference is 

broader, and leads us to ask: what is the full range of conventions available for the 

construction of genre in a written work? Can we determine the relative importance of these 

conventions in the process of genre as perceived by a target audience, and is there a means by 

which these conventions can be manipulated to enhance audience response to a work? Or to 

extend Culler’s metaphor, can we “strengthen the contract” by effective use of genre 

conventions?  

  Turning again to John Frow and Genre we see that he depicts genre as a broad force, a 

system which has effect across the range of human social activities. At times, this stance 

appears to compel him to compromise with existing ideas on the literary concept of genre. 

For example, in the chapter on “Approaching Genre”, Frow sets up the case of a newspaper 

broadsheet headline visible to passers-by. He points out that the gnomic proclamation of the 

broadsheet can only be decoded effectively by someone with considerable prior knowledge of 

the conventions of broadsheets: their purpose, their placement, even their typeface, all of 

which might well be viewed as elements of Culler’s “genre conventions” (Frow 7).  Not 

much later, Frow is willing to say that “genre is not just a matter of codes and conventions, 

but… also calls into play systems of use, durable social institutions, and the organisation of 

physical space” (12). Yet by the time he discusses the history of genre in literary theory, he is 

prepared to isolate the concepts of genre and sub-genre from both the semiotic medium 

(typefaces, print size, and so forth) and from what he refers to as “the radical of presentation” 

(kind of text, narrative form, etc) (67).  
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 This presents a conundrum. Frow’s description of genre as incorporating social 

institutions and physical space immediately brings to mind the bookstores mentioned 

previously, and it is tempting to accept his ideas wholeheartedly simply because they include 

such readily observable phenomena which are clearly bound up with ideas of genre as it is 

widely understood. In this, Frow is broadly in agreement with Culler. Frow states that 

“Genre… is a set of conventional and highly organised constraints on the production and 

interpretation of meaning… its structuring effects are productive of meaning; they shape and 

guide, in the way that a builder’s form gives shape to a piece of concrete” (10). Frow seems 

to limit his use of the word “genre” in these matters only when confronted by the venerable 

body of literary theory which already attempts to address the idea, but he is clearly not 

entirely comfortable with the structure which faces him: “One of the inherent problems with 

working with genre theory is of course the lack of an agreed and coherent terminology” (65).  

 At this point, some of the underlying tensions in genre theory become visible. 

Taxonomy is not a valid basis by which to conceive of genre; nevertheless, it remains the 

most widely understood, most widely utilised, and very possibly the most practical form of 

the concept. Genre and genre conventions form a contract between writer and reader, 

permitting the successful construction of meaning, yet works which hew too closely to genre 

conventions are “imitative” and “slavish” (Fowler 23). And even though only variations and 

modifications of convention have literary value according to Fowler, both he and Frow state 

explicitly that every literary work in some manner changes the genres to which it relates. It 

would seem that for any question a writer might pose on the topic, genre theory is capable of 

providing at least two opposing answers. 

 Regardless, Culler and Frow’s active, process-based model of genre seems more 
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effective than the taxonomic model as a means of framing the idea for discourse useful to a 

market-oriented writer of genre-driven fiction. Culler’s ideas on the range of genre 

conventions are not fully articulated, but appear to include a set of things beyond the 

narrative itself. Frow, meanwhile, narrows the term “genre”, as applied to literature alone, 

down to matters of narrative style and content.  Which of these two views is more effective?  

 Certainly, for the practicing writer of fiction, style and content must be pre-eminent as 

these are the only areas over which the writer exerts a significant degree of control under the 

traditional model of publishing. But of course, this inquiry was provoked by the fact that the 

traditional model of commercial publishing is in a state of flux, destabilised by the 

democratisation of the tools of creation and distribution. A writer entering the field now, 

particularly in the realms of genre fiction, may not simply have the option of control over 

factors such as typeface, type size, layout, cover design and marketing material. In fact, it will 

more than likely be necessary that the writer exert such control, unless she is prepared to pay 

independent professional contractors to handle them. All these matters, once the provenance 

of the publishing firms with their concentration of resources, now open up before the new 

writer. Ergo, it becomes necessary to ask: just how important are these non-narrative, non-

content matters in establishing that “contract between writer and reader”? (Culler 172) 

 To answer such a question and to permit a range of deeper inquiries, one would assume 

that carrying out a Todorov-style examination of a genre (or possibly sub-genre, by Frow’s 

way of thinking) in the wild would be valuable. Steampunk would seem to be a perfect 

candidate, but in the very moment of decision, the first obstacles arise. If we are not to follow 

Todorov’s model in providing our own extremely precise and personal definition of 

steampunk, we face not just the question of what is steampunk, but we must also ask who 



Burch 77 
 

 

gets to decide what is steampunk, and what is not? How are these decisions made? 
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2. Looking Behind the Curtain: The Wizards of Genre 

If we follow Frow and Culler, we should assume that the existence of genre implies sets of 

literary work which hew to more or less distinctive sets of conventions that permit an 

audience of readers to construct meaning from those works. But who is that audience? How is 

it decided which interpretation of genre conventions is correct?  

 Ken Gelder and Gary K. Wolfe both approach the vexing issue of genre independently, 

but both wind up moving in substantially the same direction. In Popular Fiction, Gelder 

explicitly avoids using the term “genre” in his title, making it clear that he is interested in the 

phenomenon of popular fiction as a “culture industry” (1). Gelder is happy to define popular 

fiction as precisely what it sounds like: the vast field of works read and enjoyed by the bulk 

of the fiction-buying marketplace. In other words, Gelder invokes the audience for a 

definition of his field of study. Nevertheless, he says quite clearly that “Popular fiction is, 

essentially, genre fiction” (1). It is worth noting here that Gelder also states that popular 

fiction is “…not just a matter of texts-in-themselves, but of an entire apparatus of production, 

distribution (including promotion and advertising) and consumption” (2). This is a vitally 

important idea to which we will return, because the influence of this enormous apparatus on 

the writing of genre fiction is absolutely inescapable, even with the rise of digital 

technologies.  

 Like Gelder, Wolfe turns to the audience for an understanding of genre in his work 

Evaporating Genres. He dismisses the idea of any kind of precise definition of the idea, 

stating that “the term ‘genre’ is used largely as a term of convenience” (1). From there, he 

quickly moves on to say that “Nearly all these readerships, though, think they know what 

they’re pointing to when they point to it; they possess a functional sense of genre as 
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something more than a sales category but perhaps less than an art form distinct from the 

general arts of fiction” (2).  Wolfe here deliberately echoes a well-known quote from Damon 

Knight, a celebrated writer, editor, fan, and critic of science fiction: “[Science Fiction] means 

what we point to when we say it.” (Wilson, Mark) 

 This willingness to accept popular genres as an existing phenomenon, worthy of study, 

on the basis of a mass audience or readership is not only strongly relevant to the experience 

of the writer of genre fiction, but it suggests something we may be able to examine and 

interrogate in order to answer our question about the relative importance of genre 

conventions as exposed by Frow and Culler. If we accept Wolfe and Gelder’s approach, we 

can provide a reasonable description of the steampunk genre by investigating the expectations 

of the readership. This is achieved through the internet where fans and practitioners of 

steampunk disseminate and discuss their ideas freely.  

Of course, this study is about genre, not specifically about steampunk itself. A study 

which drew conclusions relevant only to a single genre would be of no broader value to the 

writer of genre fiction than Todorov’s painstaking isolation of “The Fantastic”. 

Consequently, a history and outline of the genre has been duly composed by researching 

published opinions of the steampunk readership, but is supplied as an appendix to this study. 

For now, it is sufficient to note the major features characterising steampunk.  

 Steampunk involves a kind of “retro” approach to science fiction involving relatively 

low-tech modalities serving in place of modern electronics, photonics, etc. Steampunk 

favours clockwork and cogs, glass and brass and iron. In keeping with this, steampunk 

usually demonstrates within its narratives an artisanal approach to the design and production 

of technological items. Many fans of steampunk take considerable enjoyment from personally 
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designing and building props and devices with a ‘steampunk’ aesthetic, including jewellery, 

toys, and even modified computer and information technology.  As a framework to support 

and expand these ideas, steampunk fiction frequently invokes the Victorian period, 

particularly in and around London, but also in the British colonies and on frontiers such as 

the American west.  

 Aside from these elements of aesthetics and setting, there are purely fictional elements 

of narrative which also recur. Steampunk fiction often incorporates romantic themes and 

subplots and often involves narratives reframing or re-examining issues of industrialisation, 

colonialism, and feminism. Steampunk fiction very frequently depicts a kind of idealised 

female character, liberated and made socially equal in historio-social contexts notorious for 

marginalising women. Not infrequently, even the narrative voice reflects Victorian language 

albeit in a somewhat streamlined, and modernised form, perhaps modelled after writers such 

as Jules Verne and H G Wells, both of whom are frequently referenced in discussions on the 

origins of steampunk.  

 Moving past tropes, themes and contents, the physical appearances of the books offer 

yet more commonalities. Steampunk book covers and other iconography (internal 

illustrations, posters, and advertising) frequently feature sepia-tone or otherwise faux-aged 

imagery. The art associated with these books often depicts clockwork devices, airships, or 

women in period costumes in situations of action. Even the fonts used in cover art and 

advertising are frequently pseudo-gothic, or otherwised designed to suggest period printing.  

 It is quite clear that the commonalities surrounding steampunk fiction go much farther 

than simple narrative content. Beyond the realms of the stories and their tropes, another world 

opens up: a world of costuming, game-playing, design, decor, art, and music, all of which the 
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participants identify as “steampunk”. (See appendix – “Steampunk: An Introduction and 

Brief History”) This broad iconography of steampunk plays a powerful role in providing an 

identity for the genre, and in binding and empowering the culture of people who take part in 

the genre. Ergo, any approach to producing material for the genre must take into account not 

merely themes and tropes, but visual imagery and social practices associated with it. At the 

very least, if the writer is restricted purely to the role of creating prose, it is useful to 

recognize the visceral elements of steampunk. The readership’s understanding of steampunk 

demands action and romance, cogs and clockworks and bizarre machinery, so the text must 

provide such, if we accept the proposition that the audience is responsible for identifying 

what is, and what is not steampunk. 

 It is worth noting that other academic researchers have developed a very similar picture 

of steampunk as a genre and a phenomenon. For example, Ekaterina Sedia, in Steampunk: 

Looking to the Future Through the Lens of the Past, notes: 

Some will think of early steampunk, as envisioned by Powers, Blaylock and 

Jeter; others will recall the retrofuturism of Wells and Verne; yet others will 

shrug and deride faux Victoriana with its grafted-on machinery. The beauty of 

steampunk is that none would be wrong – much like trying to determine the 

shape of an elephant by feel, summarizing literary steampunk is daunting, and 

it is tempting to grab a trunk and call it an elephant. It is tempting to say that in 

order to be properly steampunk, a story needs to be an alternate history, or to 

be set in Victorian England, or at least have an airship or two. (2) 

Like Del Rey, Sedia expressly rejects this trope-based definition, and suggests an 

alternative which she describes as “...operational – that is, what do these stories do?” (2)  The 
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answer she provides to this question is lengthy. She suggests that “great” steampunk works  

confront an uneasy past with its history of oppression and science that serves 

to promote dominance, where women are chattel and where other races are 

deemed subhuman and therefore fit to exploit, where we can take things 

because we feel like it, where the moral code of conduct does not apply to 

treatment of lower classes. (2)  

 In their introduction to Neo-Victorian Studies 3.1, Rachel Bowser and Brian Croxall 

state that “Steampunk seems precisely to illustrate, and perhaps even perform, a kind of 

cultural memory work, wherein our projections and fantasies about the Victorian era meet the 

tropes and techniques of science fiction, to produce a genre that revels in anachronism while 

exposing history’s overlapping layers” (1). In the same article, they refer explicitly to 

steampunk as both a literature, and a culture (2) 

In his essay ‘Steampunk: Looking at the Evidence’ published in Julie Taddeo and 

Cynthia Miller’s collection off essays Steaming into A Victorian Future, Jeff Vandermeer 

says “And all of this creates an atmosphere for publishers in which the term steampunk sells 

books. Whenever a term can sell books, it naturally creates fragmentation, contamination, and 

mutation of the term in question which is why thinking off steampunk as a kind of umbrella 

or an aesthetic rather than a movement is more useful” (301).  For Vandermeer, steampunk is 

moderated as much by the publishing industry as by writers and readers, which view is 

necessarily at odds with the lofty goals of “great” steampunk described by Sedia.  

Nevertheless, it is this publishing-industry mediated view of steampunk which must, by 

definition, be of most interest to the aspiring writer of steampunk fiction. 
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3. Fishing for An Audience 

 For the writer of genre fiction the audience is paramount, and the manner in which 

Wolfe and Gelder turn to the audience to inform and direct their studies feels completely 

appropriate and natural. Yet as a scholar, it is necessary to question the basis on which writers 

such as Wolfe and Gelder do this. Is there a functional alternative? Is it reasonable to 

recognise a body of “popular” or “genre-driven fiction” without granting considerable agency 

to the audience itself? 

 Gelder invokes the audience precisely because he is concerned with popular fiction. 

He emphasises the importance of entertainment to popular fiction, touching on that idea 

repeatedly. (This echoes Lester Del Rey’s definition of science fiction as “dealing with the 

possible in an entertaining way”, from his World of Science Fiction [ix].)  This key concept 

of entertainment, an audience response, becomes especially important in the context of the 

genre fiction reader as a serial consumer. Gelder cites Victoria Nelson’s description of the 

differences between reading Literature versus reading popular fiction, noting that she 

characterises the reader of popular fiction as a kind of addict (41).  

 Nelson’s view is particularly interesting because she clearly opposes the idea of agency 

within the readership. Nevertheless, her metaphor of addiction does not support the concept 

of genre as audience or readership-centric. Addiction suggests drugs: dealers, supply, 

demand, and ultimately helpless consumption on the part of the addicts. Nelson, however, 

asserts that popular fiction readers keep gobbling up more of their favourites because the 

experience of each book is somehow empty and unsatisfying (qtd in Gelder, 41). Readers of 

“Literature,” on the other hand, do not show this pattern of consumption because the literary 

experience is infinitely more fulfilling, leaving the readers fully sated. This remarkable stance 
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negates Nelson’s own metaphor, since it requires an addiction to a nothingness. 

  Another writer who denies agency to the readership is John Sutherland. In his 

Bestsellers: A Very Short Introduction he says: “But, like alcoholics, one was too many but a 

thousand not enough for the brand-loyal corps of readers” (37). Sutherland’s alcoholic image 

sustains an idea of continuous, helpless consumption of something, whereas Nelson’s idea of 

addiction to emptiness can only be wondered at.  At the very least, one is forced to conclude 

that as serial consumers readers of particular genres of fiction are receiving some kind of 

enjoyable experience which they seek to replicate, even as alcoholics crave the effects of 

their drug. It is reasonable to assume that the experience in question is the entertainment of 

which Gelder and Del Rey both speak.  

 Yet does this make the readers simple, helpless addicts? It seems unlikely that any 

effort to depict the active, involved and highly creative readers of popular fiction as mere 

hapless consumers could be successful. Such a model runs contrary to ideas we have already 

accepted. Culler regards genre as a kind of contract, which metaphor implies negotiation, and 

the possibility of breach from either side. Frow goes farther, clearly stating that genre 

incorporates both readership and texts, and that both act, and are acted upon, and we can 

easily see this in the enormous, highly active community surrounding steampunk. But what 

exactly is it this audience is doing? How is its activity moderated by the genre? How does 

that activity in turn affect the genre?  In a marketplace where the lines are increasingly 

blurred these are vital questions, and it is not sufficient to dismiss the behaviour of the 

audience as simple addiction. 

 Reader-response theory may help reframe the discussion. In his book Is There A Text In 

This Class? Stanley Fish champions the idea of the interpretive community in regard to the 
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production of meaning itself within the interaction between text and reader. It is Fish’s 

contention that meaning does not reside within the physical text at all. He points out that  

language is always perceived, from the very first, within a structure of norms. 

That structure, however, is not abstract and independent but social: and 

therefore it is not a single structure with a privileged relationship to the 

process of communication as it occurs in any situation, but a structure that 

changes when one situation, with its assumed background of practices, 

purposes, and goals, has given way to another. (318) 

 This concept of language as functioning within, and guided by a structure of norms is 

strikingly suggestive of Culler’s genre conventions and the role they play in establishing 

meaning. It also bears a relationship to Frow’s ideas on an educated audience as illustrated 

through his example of the newspaper broadsheet. Taken alongside the other ideas articulated 

by Fish, it suggests that there is some form of relationship between the two viewpoints, 

perhaps as though the two writers were approaching elements of the same phenomenon from 

different directions. Culler, as a structuralist, gives primacy to the text above all whereas Fish 

addresses the question of meaning by all but abandoning the text in favour of the readership. 

In seeking to understand the creation and location of meaning, Fish invokes communities of 

informed readers who have an appropriate understanding of language, syntax, and social 

usages and norms associated with a text. Tellingly, Fish situates the writer of any text within 

such a community (161).   

 The clear implication for the aspiring writer is that in order to create works which will 

generate meaning for members of a particular interpretive community it is necessary to be a 

fully informed member of that community. To write steampunk fiction that will engage a 
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steampunk audience, a writer must be a part of that audience: able to read and enact 

steampunk with the enthusiasm and facility of the fans. Writer becomes virtually 

indistinguishable from reader in this model, and it is interesting to observe just how strongly 

Fish’s ideas are reflected not simply by the existing and formalised fan activities, but by that 

digitally-induced breakdown of the traditional boundaries in the publishing industry 

previously mentioned.   

 The interpretive community model has tremendous relevance and value when applied 

to genre fiction and the fan groups associated with it. Questions about the role of the audience 

– the strong and active fan-base of steampunk – and how their actions affect and are 

moderated by genre simply dissolve. The varied pursuits of these groups all become parts of 

the genre, empowering that contract to which Culler refers. The contract itself becomes 

something different: not an ironclad legal arrangement constraining a producer and a 

consumer, but an understanding which arises between members of a complex community 

with an array of shared norms. 

 The lesson for the writer is clear: more than simply knowing the major works, themes 

and tropes of the genre, one must be prepared to know, respect, and play an integral role 

within the community whose existence permits the genre to flourish, or may even be 

considered indistinguishable from the genre itself. Gelder is specific: “...writers of popular 

fiction cannot afford not to know about the genres they inhabit” (91). The word inhabit there 

becomes doubly significant in the light of Fish’s ideas, implying not just that the works of the 

writer belong to the genre, but that the writer herself is an integral part of the interpretive 

community which organically defines and enacts the genre. 
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4. The Business of Genre Is Business 

 Even when we include the role of the readership into our expanded understanding of 

genre in popular fiction, the model remains incomplete. Recall Gelder’s insistence that 

popular fiction is a true “culture industry” (1), and his reference to the “enormous apparatus” 

(2) that surrounds it. If we recognise that Fish’s interpretive communities describe the 

members of the active fan base of a genre such as steampunk, is there any way we can rule 

out editors, publishers, cover artists, and even well-informed book-store operators? They 

meet Fish’s description of an informed and engaged readership, and there can be no question 

about their power and influence over the world of publishing. Gelder uses the term 

“processing” in relation to popular fiction. He means not simply the consumption of fiction 

by readers, but a range of associated epiphenomena: professional and fan-based magazines, 

websites, specialised reviewers, generic awards and organisations. The roles played by these 

elements in the continuous reconstruction and reaffirmation of their genres is vital. Yet while 

it is interesting, and offers further support for Fish’s interpretive communities and their role 

in creating meaning. Gelder’s examination offers limited insight for the writer who has 

already accepted the necessity of understanding and engaging deeply with the genre. This is 

not a fault on Gelder’s part.  As he notes, there is a lack of academic investigation in this area 

with most studies and writing aimed more at formal readings of the fiction rather than the 

industrial and commercial aspects of the field (75).  It is more productive for the aspiring 

writer to examine basic assumptions of the industry itself for guidance on producing material 

which is likely to effectively enact the chosen genre. In his opening remarks on processing 

popular fiction, Gelder directs the reader’s attention to Pierre Bourdieu’s The Rules of Art. 

Bourdieu ranges across several fields of study in examining the cultural, social and economic 
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underpinnings of the production of art, literature, theatre and music. Of particular interest to 

the writer of genre fiction is Bourdieu’s concept of multiple forms of capital bound up with 

the processes of producing commercial fiction: economic capital, cultural capital, and what 

he calls “symbolic capital”, which might be described as social capital which accrues to a 

practitioner from peers and others involved with the art in question (124). 

 For the practising writer, the immediate value of this model comes from Bourdieu’s 

observations that genres (or forms of cultural manufacture) accrue capital for their producers 

in differing degrees. In particular, Bourdieu notes an inverse relationship between cultural 

and economic capital: where a genre offers high economic returns, the degree of cultural 

respect is relatively low, and vice versa. Illustrating by example, we can see that Dan 

Brown’s works have made him wealthy (high economic capital) but he is almost universally 

dismissed by critics and literary commentators (low cultural capital). However, Bourdieu 

observes also that as cultural capital accrues, a book may continue generating economic 

capital for a very long period of time; far longer than the lifetime of an author in the case of 

books canonised as “classics” (144). 

 For the individual writer, this division of rewards between Literature and popular or 

bourgeois fiction calls for a choice, and serves at least in part to explain why a writer such as 

Margaret Atwood, whose work is replete with tropes and themes inextricably linked to 

science fiction, can fiercely resist being identified with that genre. Beyond any particular 

personal preferences, Atwood’s insistence that her writing is not science fiction (Hoby) 

represents both a decision for a cultural over economic value-return on her works in the short 

term, and a calculated gamble on economic returns in the longer term. A book which enters 

the realms of Literature can continue selling throughout the author’s lifetime and beyond, 
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whereas Sutherland notes the ephemeral quality of the “bestseller” model associated with the 

modern popular fiction industry (3). The outcomes of this decision can be seen in all aspects 

of Atwood’s writing: the narrative style that she utilizes, the publishers with whom she 

works, the prizes and awards she garners, the shape and texture and cover art of the physical 

books, and the audience which receives her works.  

 The implications here for the working writer lie in the approach to publication, in the 

traditional model. Publishing is a business, designed to run at a profit. As Sutherland 

observes – in support of Bourdieu’s idea of a dichotomy in the industry – in the long term, 

literary books may be more profitable than the ephemeral “bestseller” (18). Publishing firms 

know their business, and are aware of their markets and genres. There is no point, for 

example, in offering a gritty crime-noir manuscript to the romance-dedicated house of Mills 

& Boon. Publishers are as much a part of the interpretive community of a genre as are 

readers, and a writer must inhabit that part of the genre as effectively as they do the more 

obvious genre conventions.  

 Of course, there are exceptions to every rule, and it is worth noting that Frank Herbert’s 

Dune, regarded as a seminal work of science fiction and perhaps a modern classic, was not 

originally published by a firm associated with science fiction, or indeed fiction of any sort. In 

1965, Chilton Books was associated with trade magazines and auto repair manuals, and 

despite the monumental success of Herbert’s book and its sequels, Chilton’s core business 

remains essentially the same today (Chilton.cengage.com).  The publication of Dune is as 

famous within the science fiction publishing industry as is the publication of Joyce’s Ulysses 

in the realms of literature: Herbert’s book was rejected by more than twenty fiction 

publishing houses before being accepted by Chilton. It is tempting to suppose that perhaps 
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Herbert skated too close to the edge of contemporary science fiction genre conventions with 

his work, and wound up producing something which acts more like a work of Literature than 

a piece of popular, genre fiction. This would explain both his difficulties in finding a 

publisher, and the longevity of his work once published. 

 In Bourdieu’s model, symbolic capital inheres to the literary side of publishing, while 

popular fiction is relatively deficient in that area. However, Bourdieu built up his model 

through investigation of the French cultural and literary marketplace at the time of Gustave 

Flaubert. Gelder notes that in the modern world of popular fiction and publishing, it is 

entirely possible for writers to accrue considerable symbolic capital, and even cultural capital, 

albeit of a kind outside the formally canonised realms of high culture (91). Writers no longer 

merely choose between money and popularity versus cultural and social standing. The choice 

is now about kinds of cultural and social standing. Authors of popular fiction can hold a very 

high standing within the interpretive communities of their genres. One has only to look at the 

rise of pop-culture conventions such as the Supanova series here in Australia, which 

frequently feature writers as guests, and draw audiences in the tens of thousands who pay to 

come and meet icons of their genres in the flesh.  

 Another aspect of Bourdieu’s analysis is of more immediate importance to the writer of 

genre fiction. Bourdieu observes that the length of the production cycle is a major indicator of 

where a genre falls in this dichotomy of literary-versus-commercial. As he puts it, pop culture 

works are 

enterprises with a short production cycle, aiming to minimize risks by an 

advance adjustment to predictable demand and benefiting from commercial 

networks and procedures for marketing (advertising, public relations, etc) 
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designed to ensure the accelerated return of profits by a rapid circulation of 

products which are fated to rapid obsolescence. (142)  

 Confirmation of this pressure in genre fiction is easily found on the internet. Already 

authors are complaining of the requirement for rapid turnaround times on sequels and novels. 

At one time, it was accepted that a novel took about two years to write. Lately, the market has 

come to expect sequels on a yearly basis. Now we find that publishers are already reducing 

that lag (Bosman). This parallels what has been happening in popular cinema for decades. In 

the 1980s, the decision to film two sequels to the original Back to The Future simultaneously 

was newsworthy and completely groundbreaking within cinema. Modern cinema, however, is 

geared to turn out sequels of complex, expensive movies such as the Lord of The Rings or 

The Hobbit on a yearly basis, often filming scenes from several movies alongside one another 

(Media.newzealand.com).   

 For a writer seeking to position a manuscript, this implies there is considerable value in 

speed and volume. While one may not find oneself able to churn out material at the rate for 

which Lester Dent (creator of the Doc Savage novels) was famous (Mallory), one can 

certainly structure one’s work to facilitate sequels and extensions. Further, this suggests that 

the “BFF” (Big Fat Fantasy) novel of 300,000 words may be less useful to the new writer 

than three linked novels of 100,000 words each which can be released, marketed and 

supported to greatest effect by the publishers. This idea is supported by Gelder’s depiction of 

popular fiction readers as rapid, serial consumers of their chosen genres. 
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5. Business Isn’t Everything. 

 Bourdieu is interested in what he calls the dualist structure in his model of cultural 

industry, and further illustrates the high-art/low-art dichotomy he perceives in his discussion 

on the differing manner in which cultural products age. Like Sutherland, he recognises that 

canonised literary classics have a long commercial life. In Bourdieu’s model, the opposite is 

the best-seller which appears with great fanfare, has its moment in the sun, and vanishes. 

However, Sutherland notes that the bestseller can arise in any genre, including the avowedly 

literary (21).  

 That the dichotomy is hardly as clear-edged as Bourdieu might seem to suggest is 

entirely in keeping with Gelder’s note on the social and symbolic capital available inside the 

complex structures surrounding modern popular fiction. Genre borders are diffuse and 

porous. For example, the Sherlock Holmes stories of Arthur Conan Doyle, printed originally 

in the Strand Magazine have all the hallmarks of one of Bourdieu’s consume-and-forget 

bourgeois cultural products. The works were produced quickly and marketed to a large 

audience in an ephemeral format, and might easily have vanished from print like the near-

contemporaneous Monsieur LeCoq stories of Emile Gaboriau, or been relegated to the 

position of curiosities after the manner of the detective fiction of Anna Katharine Green, who 

is now more remembered for herself as a Feminist icon (for her pioneering success in the 

field of crime writing) than for those works themselves, as noted by Maida in her book 

Mother of Crime Fiction. Yet in some fashion, Sherlock Holmes and the stories associated 

with him have moved into a position of considerable cultural status. If not true literary 

classics, the Holmes stories are nevertheless a vivid, instantly recognisable element of our 

cultural landscape, still in print, still being recreated in new forms with great success to this 
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day. 

 Clearly, it is possible for the writer of popular, genre-oriented fiction to hope for more 

than simple bestseller status. It is not even clear that best-seller status is required to bring a 

work into the realm of Sherlock Holmes – what we might call a “pop classic”. What this does 

suggest for the aspiring writer is that there is a reason to give consideration to more than just 

the generic characteristics of their work. The history of popular fiction is punctuated by 

writers who have achieved a lasting place in the literary annals. Inextricably associated with 

the genres in which they worked, their books remain in print and continue to exert powerful 

cultural influence often long after the demise of the authors. Alongside Arthur Conan Doyle, 

one would have to consider writers such as Raymond Chandler, Ursula K Le Guin, Bram 

Stoker, Mary Shelley, J. R. R. Tolkien, Jules Verne, H G Wells and Frank Herbert, to cite just 

a few. 

  The most well-known works of the authors listed above are respected not merely for 

their position within their genres, but for the qualities in their writing frequently associated 

with what Fowler speaks of as “literature”, as noted in modern critical responses from a range 

of sources. Such qualities include, but are not limited to: vigorous, decorative prose, engaging 

and deftly-constructed characters, and complex, thought-provoking themes of relevance to 

the human condition. None of these is mandatory in the creation of a Sutherland-described 

bestseller, but despite the exigencies of the market it is apparent that genre fiction covers a 

broad terrain. Margaret Atwood may choose to deny science fiction, but science fiction 

accepts Atwood, and therefore it is clear that a writer of genre fiction is not limited to 

choosing the bestseller path in order to reach an audience. The writer of genre fiction, 

therefore, may well benefit from taking part not only in the interpretive community of their 
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chosen genre, but in the community of classic literature, and has good reason to produce 

work of a high standard.  

 Naturally, this begs the question: is there value for the writer of genre fiction in going 

the opposite direction? Can one engage an audience effectively by adhering to the strictest 

possible limitations suggested by genre? To answer this, it is useful to consider media tie-in 

books: novels or stories which are written using proprietary characters and settings from 

popular existing franchises, usually from television or movies. These franchises or brands 

will be familiar to even those of us most insulated from pop culture: Star Wars, Battlestar 

Galactica, Stargate, Doctor Who, The X-Files and so forth. Those writing the books are 

likely to be far less well known: Keith R.A. DeCandido, Christopher Golden, K.W. Jeter, 

Peter David and Kevin J. Anderson are hardly household names, though at least two of them 

have reasonably respectable careers in science fiction and fantasy in their own right.  

 In his book Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism Fredric Jameson 

says: “the products sold on the market become the very content of the media image, so that, 

as it were, the same referent seems to maintain in both domains” (275). Jameson sees a 

blurring of boundaries which he regards as distinctly postmodern, and a loss of distinction 

between thing and concept. He is describing a situation where the narrative fiction is no 

longer a distinct commodity in its own right, but is instead indistinguishable from a brand, or 

a product line. This is precisely the case with media tie-in works. While the writers are paid 

well, all rights to characters and settings remain with the corporate owners of the brand, and 

the writers are required to follow strict rules of canon in their work. These rules have two 

purposes: first, they are designed to prevent any changes to continuity which might make 

further profitable tie-in novels difficult, and secondly, they are intended to prevent the writers 
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from alarming or disturbing the fan communities which purchase these books, expecting and 

desiring nothing more than a continuation of their favourites and the fictional status quo in 

which they exist. 

 These books represent what is presently the final word in normative genre forces. Not 

only are writers required to fulfill the regular conventions of whichever genre their tie-in 

novel nominally enacts, but it is contractually demanded that they write to a very particular 

formula in terms of plot, setting and characters. It might be suggested that each media tie-in 

franchise represents a strict sub-genre of its own, with genre conventions not suggested by an 

audience, but dictated in detail by a section of the interpretive community holding legal 

power over the intellectual property. In an article for Clarkesworld magazine, Jason Ridler 

writes: “Tie-in fiction is largely defined by its limitations. You can’t just kill Captain Kirk or 

give Chewbacca a sex change, no matter how awesome a story might result” (Ridler). 

 The restrictions on originality and invention are daunting, especially in the light of 

Fowler’s statement about the importance of varying conventions in creating “literary” work. 

It implies that these works stand virtually no chance of entering the long tail, and becoming a 

persistent part of our cultural heritage. And indeed, despite this practice going back to the 

early part of the twentieth century, there is no evidence that any of these works has achieved 

anything more than momentary fame. The interpretive communities that support media tie-in 

novels seem to be very much a product of their times.  

 Can a new writer build a presence, amass symbolic and cultural capital by producing 

such works? Is it possible to “springboard” from the position of tie-in writer to become an 

independent, recognised artist? Certainly there are authors who became moderately well 

known within their genres, largely for their media tie-in work. Terry Nation, creator of the 
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villainous “Daleks” of television’s Doctor Who, is one such. Yet while there are plenty of 

well-regarded genre authors who have accepted media tie-in work (James Blish wrote Star 

Trek novels; Jeff VanderMeer wrote a Predator novel; indeed, there is an entire International 

Association of Media Tie-In Writers), a search of the internet offers no authors of note who 

began their careers with media tie-in work. In part, no doubt, this is because the highly 

commercial nature of these novels means they are heavily supported by media corporations 

which can pay relatively well, and can therefore command the attention of authors who are 

already on top of their craft or on the rise. Nor are profit-driven media corporations likely to 

risk their money on untried newcomers, of course. Yet clearly, when a lesser-known writer 

works for a world-wide franchise or brand and the property remains entirely with the 

corporate ownership, there would seem little scope for an author to build an independent 

reputation. Further, the limitations on creativity and originality placed on media tie-in works 

place them at the extreme end of the phenomenon of genre which is under study. They 

represent a kind of boundary, a demonstration of the effects of genre as an absolute limiting 

factor.  
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6. Genre in Fiction: It’s Bigger on the Inside... 

 With media tie-in novels this examination of genre theory and the practice of writing 

genre fiction has reached its logical apotheosis. While there is a good deal more which has 

been written around genre fiction, as Gelder observes the great majority of this material is 

concerned with formal readings of the texts, not with investigating the logic of creation, 

distribution and consumption. And yet even to paint the limited picture of this study, consider 

how far-ranging the investigation has been: all the theoretical writings cited here agree that 

the historical model of genre as a theory of types or a taxonomy is outmoded, and incapable 

of describing the mutable phenomena described by the term. Yet to build even a sketch of 

genre in modern fiction, it has been necessary to invoke reader/response theory, interpretive 

communities, sociology, economics, and even Postmodernism. All of this to do little more 

than establish that we can talk about a thing – the steampunk genre – and agree as to what is 

under discussion when we use that term.  This unexpected complexity raises a simple, but 

very interesting question. 

 Genre fiction is much dismissed by the Literary and academic establishment. Fowler 

overtly derides it as Trivialliteratur (10). Gelder quotes Nelson likening the reading of 

popular fiction to an addiction (41). Sutherland compares the readers of bestsellers to 

“alcoholics” (37). Yet if genre fiction is such a simple, trivial exercise, why is it so very 

difficult to pin down and describe? Why is it necessary to extend the boundaries of 

conventional genre theory to get an adequate picture of a phenomenon which every 

practitioner in the field is required to understand intuitively? 

 In part, we can turn to Bourdieu for an answer to this. This apparent contempt for 

popular culture from what might be called the apparatus of processing high culture (to borrow 
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an idea from Gelder) lies, to a degree, with the dichotomy between high and low literary art 

that Bourdieu describes, and with the necessity for opposition and struggle which this 

dichotomy entails. For while the distinction between high and low (or popular, or bourgeois) 

literary products is for Bourdieu essentially a question of how they appropriate and acquire 

capital, he observes that both sides position and define themselves in opposition to the other 

(163).  The struggle and the distinction is real but also inevitable; the machinery of high 

culture is playing out a preordained role in its devaluation of pop culture. In other words, the 

critical and academic entities associated with high literature are by definition required to 

reject popular fiction, promulgating an image of popular fiction as simplistic, moribund, and 

without deeper content.  

 Invoking Bourdieu certainly explains why popular fiction is dismissed critically and 

given less weight in academic investigation, but it is not sufficient to explain why the 

phenomenon of genre in fiction is so hard to describe within existing theory. My personal 

belief is that the difficulty arises from a powerful tension inherent to the very practice of 

writing genre fiction. It is possible to see this tension reflected in the divided nature of genre 

theory itself. Examining the theory, we see the outmoded taxonomic model being replaced by 

Culler’s Structuralist ideas, and Frow’s powerful elaboration of those ideas which extend the 

concept of genre to virtually all aspects of human social activities. And yet despite the power 

and flexibility of this approach, the taxonomic model persists for most of those who engage 

with the field.  

 Do genres define and limit? Or do they enact and enable? Here is the tension at the 

heart of genre fiction: the requirement for the writer to create a text which enacts sufficient of 

the genre conventions to satisfy the audience and identify with a useful genre structure, and 
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yet to retain sufficient freedom and originality to create a work worthy of the readers’ 

attention. This struggle between the need for creativity and the necessity of enacting genre is 

as difficult for the writer to resolve as it is for the theoretician, and in a very real sense 

constitutes one of the most fundamental differences between literature and popular, generic 

fiction. 

 Consider a canonised work of literature, such as Joyce’s Ulysses. Unbounded by genre 

requirements, Joyce writes as he sees fit. He plays with style, and with language, vigorously 

drawing the reader’s attention to the rules that he chooses to break, forcing the reader with 

every shift and change to take on new means of reading and decoding. Joyce regularly 

distances the reader from the narrative, reminding the reader that Ulysses is a text, and in 

doing so Joyce offers a dexterous tour of language in action, a maestro’s performance clearly 

designed to be admired. 

 Now consider the author of a murder mystery. The tale is bounded by genre 

conventions: there must be a murder, and a detective. There must be clues and false leads, 

before a final denouement in which the killer is revealed and the detective triumphs. If the 

tale is one of a series, there may be even more rules at play; routines the characters are 

expected to enact. Yet somehow, the author must inject a note of originality and engage the 

reader even while these inevitabilities unfold, for the author is required to entertain, and to 

give the reader a chance to submerge themselves in the story.  

 Meanwhile, the intended reader – consciously or otherwise – is strongly aware of these 

boundaries and conventions, for the reader is part of the interpretive community which enacts 

the genre in which the book is situated. If the genre cues do not occur in the text at the proper 

place and time, the reader’s interaction with the book will be affected and her ability to 
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develop meaning from the text will be inhibited.  

 Nevertheless, the reader demands a new text. If she had no desire for novelty she could 

simply re-read previous works. Therefore, the reader must navigate this text, following and 

expecting the inevitable landmarks – yet somehow retaining a sense of the unknown, the 

feeling of exploration, of engaging with something new. Recall that the reader of this form of 

fiction seeks entertainment and escape (according to Gelder, Del Rey, Wolfe and others), 

vicariously entering the story through identification with a protagonist and forgetting, for a 

time, that they are reading and reconstructing a text at all.  

 Observed thus, the relationship between writer, reader, text and genre becomes a 

masquerade. The writer creates in accordance with a set of generic cues, but must not draw 

attention to them. The generic elements must seem to be natural, organic elements of the plot 

and style, or the reader will be in peril of falling out of a story which is too obviously generic.  

At the same time, the reader must enact those generic cues in the course of reading, yet 

simultaneously ignore the obvious information supplied by those cues: that the detective will 

confront the villain in the drawing room by the end of the book, the murder will be avenged, 

and the girl will be won. In entering the story, taking the role of a protagonist, the reader must 

at least pretend the same degree of ignorance, or once again risk losing the sense of 

immersion.  

 The whole process, viewed from without, seems almost a dance, a seduction in which 

both sides must pretend to be innocent while simultaneously fully aware of the intentions of 

the other, and even aware of the other’s awareness. Both writer and reader in approaching a 

work of genre-related fiction must utilise something that might be described as a theory of 

pastiche. We may define such a theory as the body of knowledge necessary to permit both 
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satisfactory enactment of genre requirements, and sufficient extension of genre boundaries 

within a work. That body of knowledge clearly must include, but is not necessarily limited to, 

an understanding of genre tropes and content, language use, plot structures, text length, 

character types and archetypes. To move beyond mere creation of a manuscript, a functional 

theory of pastiche must also include an awareness of marketplace requirements such as 

means of printing, publishing, distributing and promoting the work as all of these are capable 

of influencing elements of the manuscript itself.  It is not necessary to propose that readers 

operate from a radically different theory to writers; Fish’s interpretive community model 

places both on essentially the same level. It is probable that the theory or model possessed by 

the writer should be more detailed than most community members, and it is probably 

desirable that the writer be more consciously aware of that model or theory, but 

fundamentally both operators utilize very similar constructions. The major difference is likely 

to lie within the notion expressed by Frow that all new genre works extend and change the 

nature of the genre itself, for writers must always be aware of the need for some element of 

originality or novelty, while readers have the luxury of being able to reject new elements, and 

return to the familiar at will. 

 It is worth considering the relationship between the idea of a theory of pastiche and 

concepts such as allusion, influence, and homage. All three of these may certainly appear 

within a work of genre fiction, but none are sufficient – either individually or together – to 

describe the entire gestalt which is necessary to place a work within a genre-space as 

understood by its audience. It is entirely possible for a work which is heavily influenced by 

another to fall within an altogether different genre. A notable recent is example is that of E.L 

James’ novel Fifty Shades of Grey. Heavily influenced by Stephanie Meyer’s Twilight series 
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(generally referred to by the reading community as paranormal romance) James abandons all 

fantastic elements while incorporating explicitly erotic writing to situate her work in an 

altogether different space despite its acknowledged debts to Meyer’s trilogy 

(Hollywoodlife.com). James work illustrates the versatility of a theory of pastiche in that 

although James was consciously re-creating elements of Meyer’s work (influence and 

homage), she was able to recognise that a strongly derivative work might not be viable and 

by abandoning certain key genre elements (supernatural entities), and incorporating others 

(explicit sex and bondage), she was able to move outside Twilight’s genre to reach a very 

different audience.  It is this same genre-awareness, this theory of pastiche which allows 

writers such as J K Rowlings to extend genres such as fantasy by incorporating elements 

from other genres – in the case of the Harry Potter novels, the venerable British Schoolboy 

tale.  

 Incorporating examples such as these from the existing body of art alongside the weight 

of evidence already explored in the theory, the idea becomes compelling. In the construction 

of a work of genre fiction, the author consciously engages in an act not of pure creation, but 

of re-creation and reassembly; in a word, pastiche. It is by definition impossible to be wholly 

original and still enact a recognized genre of fiction. The process demands an awareness of 

previous examples, past practitioners, highly regarded works, audiences, awards, and 

publishers. The task of the writer is to assemble enough of what the readers already know and 

enjoy to permit the work to situate itself in the desired genre-space. Yet the writer must also 

have sufficient knowledge to avoid outright copying or reproduction of these works, and 

sufficient skill to insert their own ideas, bring their own unique voice to mix without 

destroying the carefully crafted sense of genre. The writer re-creates the genre from known 
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genre elements, and extends it with new material. 

 The problem with suggesting that this process of re-creation results from a complex 

theory of pastiche lies in the fact that the term pastiche is almost a pejorative in literary terms. 

The word is associated entirely with the idea of imitation, rather than creation. The Oxford 

English Dictionary defines pastiche as: 1 An artistic work in a style that imitates that of 

another work, artist, or period.  

 Jameson is particularly scathing of the idea of pastiche, saying:  

Pastiche is, like parody, the imitation of a peculiar or unique, idiosyncratic 

style, the wearing of a linguistic mask, speech in a dead language. But it is... 

amputated of the satiric impulse, devoid of laughter, and of any conviction that 

alongside the normal tongue you have momentarily borrowed some healthy 

linguistic normality still exists. (17) 

In Jameson’s view as a Post-modernist, all writing and literature has collapsed into pastiche, 

and writers are simply mining earlier works, eras and ideas to present them, dead and sterile, 

neatly packaged for the purposes of commerce and profit.  

 This view of the idea of pastiche is difficult to reconcile with what we know of the 

history of literature. Even if we accept that there has been some kind of collapse of originality 

within the present culture, are we to regard modern works as the only true exemplars of 

pastiche? If so, how shall we describe the raft of thirteenth-century imitators of Chretien de 

Troyes’ Arthurian romances? Must we insist on dismissing Malory’s Morte d’Arthur as 

linguistically unhealthy and abnormal? Is T H White’s Once and Future King truly devoid of 

laughter and satiric impulse? I would argue it is not the nature of pastiche itself which 

offends, but the process of commodification that depends on pastiche. In her well-known 
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introduction to Tales from Earthsea, Ursula Le Guin writes that “Commodified fantasy takes 

no risks; it invents nothing, but imitates and trivializes. It proceeds by depriving the old 

stories of their intellectual and ethical complexity, turning their action to violence, their 

actors to dolls, and their truth-telling to sentimental platitude” (xii). Clearly, Le Guin does not 

regard her own works as commodified fantasy. Nevertheless, her famous Earthsea stories 

invoke dragons and wizards, ancient temples and dark gods, and they are replete with the 

kinds of quests, journeys and coming-of-age tropes that we associate with the fantasy genre. 

They are a pastiche of well-known and well-loved ideas recreated, reassembled, and 

rekindled by Le Guin’s particular talent. 

 Identifiying the process of writing genre-based fiction with a theory of pastiche does 

not preclude creativity, art, and artistic instinct. None of the theoreticians writing on this topic 

have stated exactly which conventions are critical to a work of fiction in permitting it to enact 

a chosen genre, nor how many conventions must be invoked to place a work in the desired 

genre-space. All agree that genre boundaries are imprecise, and that each new entry must 

necessarily change the genre as a whole.  Clearly, a very significant part of the skill or art or 

talent of a writer of genre fiction lies within her personal theory of pastiche; her ability to 

select and enact precisely those conventions of genre to provide meaning and identification 

for the readers; her ability to push the boundaries without drawing attention to them; her 

capacity to extend and explore genre tropes and elements of language and style without 

alienating the interpretive community at which the work is aimed.  Truly: a tightrope walk in 

the dark.  
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7. Theory to Practice: A-Roving with Byron Once More. 

 This study began with the goal of illuminating the practice of writing fiction through an 

understanding of genre theory.  However, in examining the theoretical literature it became 

apparent that no one body of work fully described genre as understood by participants in the 

greater community of genre fiction, and none were effective in describing the writing 

process. The concept of a theory of pastiche emerged synthetically from the examination of 

existing theory across several areas in conjunction with my own experiences as a writer of 

genre fiction. It is an interesting, satisfying, and potentially very useful theoretical concept. 

 The idea that writers of genre fiction proceed from a theory of pastiche offers the 

potential for valuable insight into one of the most vexing questions of literary theory: what, 

exactly, is Literature (the capital letter signifying reference to high literary art) and what is 

not? For it is clear that a work of genre fiction is created under very specific tensions supplied 

by the writer’s theory of pastiche which must include an awareness of audience response, and 

a willingness to direct the narrative in genre-moderated ways to permit the audience to derive 

meaning from the work. It is not clear, however, that a work of Literature must be similarly 

driven. From the earlier comparison with Joyce’s Ulysses we are aware that Joyce was 

interested in actively separating the reader from his work, ensuring the reader remained apart 

from the narrative through frequent shifts in style and language. This operates in direct 

contrast to one of the foremost goals of genre fiction, that being the immersion of the reader 

in the tale to provide the fullest entertainment value. Does this imply that Literature may 

genuinely somehow stand apart from genre? Or does it suggest that there may be a 

recognisable set of genre conventions which potentially identify a work of Literature? Is a 

focus on the language and style of the text over the immersive qualities of narrative a sign of 
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literary work? One could certainly argue the case for works such as Russell Hoban’s Riddley 

Walker with its distinctive and idiosyncratic narrative voice, or for Orwell’s 1984 with its 

finely crafted Newspeak as an exploration of the link between language and thought. While 

both these works could be viewed as science fiction, both have long been treated as serious 

and engaging works of literature by the critical community. 

 Another potentially valuable use for the concept lies in confronting the hoary 

intentional fallacy.  While the pitfalls of assuming authorial intent are well known, it seems 

likely that it would be possible for critics to comment usefully on, or even attempt 

reconstruction of, an author’s theory of pastiche in relation to individual works, to a collected 

body of works, and even to works and collections of other authors. Without having to make 

assumptions regarding intent, the theory of pastiche would provide a useful framework for 

considerations of audience and reception, influences, and in particular changes of technique, 

style, thematic material and tropes over time.  

 Another interesting outcome of this research appears when we canvas the practitioners 

of genre fiction to see how their works and methods compare with predictions drawn from 

the theory. Major items gleaned from the reading are already understood and used by the 

genre fiction writing community, whether consciously or otherwise. Bourdieu’s short 

production cycle, for instance: the most successful of the popular fiction authors are also 

often among the most prolific, and they are not slow to give credit to this in discussing their 

success. In the first chapter of his book Death Is No Obstacle, fantasy and science fiction 

author Michael Moorcock famously offered instructions on writing a novel in three days. 

Likewise, John Sutherland notes that Mickey Spillane could turn out his Mike Hammer 

novels in three days, “if he was pushed” (66).  Similarly, we have already seen Gelder note 
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the degree to which authors of popular fiction immerse themselves in their fields and engage 

with their audience. It is unlikely these authors are aware of the work of Stanley Fish, but it is 

clear that they are aware of the importance of being immersed in the interpretive community 

which enacts their genres, and they are happy to communicate their immersion through their 

websites, blogs, and other social media presences. From these examples it seems reasonable 

to suggest that careful investigation of various authors’ theory of pastiche might uncover 

more commonalities – commonalities which may well point to ideas not yet considered or 

discussed in broader literary theory.   

 While such questions are intriguing and suggest future directions for research, it 

remains to put the theoretical concept to the test. Can one proceed from a theory of pastiche, 

through the process of  creating a work of fiction that successfully engages with an 

identifiable genre? The creative element of this study will – hopefully – offer a positive 

answer, but only after all elements of the theory of pastiche which drives it are properly 

understood. It is a work guided by an understanding of the steampunk genre it is intended to 

inhabit, and only by acquiring some idea of what ‘steampunk’ means can the relationship 

between the Queen of Bedlam and the theoretical elements of this exegesis be recognised. 

 Narrative length is the first genre constraint, as the limits placed on this creative work 

are awkward. In the marketplace that sustains steampunk, there are a number of common 

word-lengths for stories. A short story usually runs to around 5000 words. After that, the 

novella (15,000 – 30,000) words is a length traditionally appreciated more by authors than by 

publishers; too short to justify the expense of individual publication and distribution, too long 

for a place in a collection of short works. At 13,000 words the creative element of this study 

fits no common market, which represents a problem. I could have addressed this simply by 
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providing an extract from a novel, but such an extract could display only an understanding of 

content, style, and tropes. Instead, by creating a lengthy narrative poem to be used as an 

adjunct to a future novel, I have attempted to satisfy a range of elements from a working 

theory of pastiche on steampunk, and to show clearly how an understanding of genre can 

guide the inception and construction of a work of genre fiction which actively extends the 

boundaries of that genre.  

 This idea of extending the genre is important, particularly in consideration of Fowler’s 

idea that extending the boundaries of a genre has literary value – and literary qualities may, 

according to Bourdieu, help a work enter the “long tail” of publishing. Extending steampunk 

without actively breaking out of the genre (particularly with a long, complex poem) required 

careful consideration. However, steampunk is related to science fiction and fantasy, and 

shares an audience with those genres to a degree. The idea of using fictitious books or poetry, 

attributed to others than the author, within a book is a staple of both science fiction and 

fantasy. (Consider the poetry and songs in Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings, or the quotes from the 

Bene Gesserit Way in Frank Herbert’s Dune for classic examples.) To the best of my 

knowledge and the extent of my reading this has not yet been done in steampunk. Ergo, 

including elements from the poem as chapter headers to a linked novel allows me to push 

genre boundaries, while still retaining a recognised element of fantastic fiction.  

 Naturally, the piece does much more. It is a complete narrative in its own right, replete 

with steampunk ideas and imagery, and it offers a complex backstory to the proposed novel. 

Further, since the piece will be presented as “found poetry” itself inspiring the novel, the 

conceit of the novel as alternate magical history is strengthened, allowing greater immersion 

and suspension of disbelief, in keeping with the goals of genre fiction such as steampunk. 
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However, the complexity of the poem, the demanding ottava rima structure and the unusual 

language and vocabulary involved represent a significant risk; a challenge both to the author, 

and to a genre fiction audience. Personally, it is this risk and challenge which makes the work 

of value to me – but of course, it also satisfies Le Guin’s observations and those of Jameson 

by taking the proposed novel out of the realms of simple commodified fantasy or pastiche, 

demanding more from both writer and readers. 

 The poem also engages with Bourdieu’s ideas on a short production cycle. Since it is 

ultimately to be used as chapter headers in a steampunk novel, it is capable of re-use for 

sequels or other related works as there are far too many verses for a single novel. More: to 

enhance interest in the novel, the poem can be released independently as a downloadable 

chap-book, or even presented in full with illustrations for a deluxe version. In this manner, 

the poem permits both itself and the novel to be exploited in a variety of ways which suit the 

genre publishing industry.  

 The nature of the poem itself is doubly a pastiche. It is presented as a found poem 

which may be a lost and unfinished work of Lord Byron, who is a major character within the 

novel (and in the poem, lightly disguised even as Byron did with Childe Harold’s 

Pilgrimage). The poem uses the ottava rima structure that Byron utilised for his epic Don 

Juan, and strives to include both Regency/Romantic language and themes, and Scots 

vocabulary noted in Byron’s work (Calder 134). Presented in a work of fiction it is to be 

understood as a pastiche despite presentation as found poetry. This presentation is itself a 

borrowed element, a means of referencing Victorian works in which diaries, letters and 

poems were used to frame fictional narratives. Note also that the poem is presented in a faux-

scholarly fashion, with explanatory glosses in the right-hand column to clarify unusual words 
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or historical points. This is yet another element of pastiche, another means of situating the 

reader in a familiar space which is nevertheless not what it seems. Finally, as observed 

earlier, by incorporating stanzas of the poem as chapter-headers, I am borrowing from 

traditions well known in fantastic fiction (but not hitherto utilised in steampunk) applying 

layer upon layer of pastiche to the proposed novel which, naturally, will operate from its own 

specific theory of pastiche.  

 In this manner The Queen of Bedlam demonstrates that a theory of pastiche is a valid – 

indeed, necessary –  basis to the creation of a work of genre fiction. More importantly, it 

demonstrates that a comprehensive theory of pastiche is capable of much more than 

commodified, imitative and derivative work.  If this study were to achieve nothing else, I 

would account myself satisfied if the term “pastiche” was liberated from its unpleasant 

baggage and celebrated as the complex, challenging and vital cultural process that my reading 

has demonstrated it to be: a thrilling tightrope act in which the audience is as much a 

participant as any of the authors. 
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APPENDIX: About Steampunk 

A simple web-search reveals a myriad of Steampunk bands, Steampunk conventions, retailers 

of Steampunk costumes and props, and of course, books. Lev Grossman, writing for Time 

magazine, sees Steampunk as nothing less than a fully-fledged cultural movement. 

(Grossman) 

In order to develop a picture of the genre, I followed the cues from Fish, and 

investigated the readership itself.  Of course, even without the theoretical guidance from Fish 

there is considerable precedent for this approach. An example is presented by Lester Del 

Rey’s 1980 work, The World of Science Fiction 1926-1976. Del Rey was a prominent science 

fiction author in his own right, and in 1977 with his wife Judy-Lynn Del Rey, he established 

Del Rey Books, a separate imprint owned by Ballantine, specialising in the publication of 

fantasy and science fiction. An acknowledged Grand Master of the Science Fiction and 

Fantasy Writers of America, Del Rey certainly could expect to be regarded as an authority on 

the topic; and yet the first sentence of the book is an acknowledgement of Edward and JoAnn 

Wood, whom Del Rey describes as “well known fans and experts in almost every aspect of 

science fiction” (vi.) Del Rey goes on a little later to state:  

I am also indebted to the many fans of science fiction, too numerous to credit 

properly, who have labored with little or no recompense to prepare the 

indexes, guides, and collections of data on the world of science fiction. No 

other fandom that I know has provided so much valuable scholarship for the 

researcher. (vii) 

 Del Rey’s book begins with an attempt to discover a definition of science fiction, and he 

spends three full pages discussing previous efforts to categorise the genre. All of these 
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attempts are based on content, and all are rejected. Del Rey states: “I found no satisfactory 

definition during most of my professional career, though I spent considerable time trying to 

find one” (5.)  

The challenge which faced Del Rey in defining science fiction mirrors closely that 

which confronts the researcher who seeks to define steampunk.  In fact, in Evaporating 

Genres, Gary K. Wolfe discusses genres closely allied to steampunk, noting that “From the 

pure perspective of literary theory, persuasive arguments can be made that none of the major 

fields discussed here – science fiction, fantasy, horror – are true genres in any taxonomic 

sense” (1). However he also goes on to say: 

Nearly all these readerships, though, think they know what they’re pointing to 

when they point to it; they possess a functional sense of genre as something 

more than a sales category but perhaps less than an art form distinct from the 

general arts of fiction; for the most part, they seldom pause to consider it as a 

complex of literary tropes, cultural markers, and reading protocols. That 

functional, largely commonsense approach to genre is what governs my use of 

the term here. (2) 

 Fortunately, times have moved on since Lester Del Rey toiled to create a history of 

science fiction. Where he needed to rely on correspondence, on archives of mimeographed 

and photocopied fanzines, and similarly difficult-to-access resources, the steampunk 

community has taken to the Internet with great enthusiasm. At the time of writing, entering 

the keyword “steampunk” into the Google search engine returns approximately 36, 500, 000 

results. This is, of course, a staggering amount of material, and gives some idea of the 

problem faced by Gelder in his attempt to discuss what he calls “the processing” of genre 
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fiction. The writings available online reflect precisely the kinds of thing Gelder speaks of: 

fanzines, blogs, criticisms, reviews, fan discussions and forums, awards, conventions – a 

dizzying array of responses to the original narrative material.  

Filtering through such a mass of material in search of an authoritative definition of 

steampunk is clearly impossible. However, by looking to the origins of the term itself, and 

examining the early days of steampunk, we can get an idea of what the first members of the 

steampunk community thought they meant by the term. The first book widely hailed under 

the steampunk label was The Difference Engine, by Bruce Sterling and William Gibson. 

Published in 1990, the book followed on from the success enjoyed by both authors 

(particularly Gibson) as founders of the cyberpunk movement. Combining ideas and tropes 

from crime fiction and film noir with near-future science, cyberpunk represented a shift away 

from the long-standard vision of technology in the hands of governments and the military, the 

staple of classic science fiction for many years. 

The Difference Engine explored similar ideas, but moved the time and setting to 

Victorian England. Sterling and Gibson posited a world in which Charles Babbage’s designs 

for a mechanical computer were fulfilled, and the device used to revolutionise the era through 

information technology – albeit a technology dependent on brass cogs and gutta-percha 

punch-cards. With both authors being strongly identified with cyberpunk, the term 

“steampunk” was an obvious and immediate marketing point. However, the term itself had 

been devised in April 1987 in a letter to Locus magazine by writer K. W. Jeter, who sought to 

apply it to the kinds of works written by himself, James Blaylock and Tim Powers (Jeter)  

Jeter’s letter was somewhat tongue-in-cheek, but the success of The Difference Engine made 

the term steampunk widely known. Perhaps owing to the commercial success of Sterling, and 
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Gibson and their joint work, the market was quickly inundated with works labelled as 

steampunk.   

The themes of The Difference Engine are very much in line with the definition-by-

process put forward by Sedia (2), in which steampunk serves to re-evaluate the role of 

technology in history, but the works of the authors cited in Jeter’s letter – Tim Powers, James 

Blaylock, and of course Jeter himself – were far less concerned with any political agenda. 

Powers’ works, notably The Drawing of the Dark (1979) and The Anubis Gates (1983) were 

alternate history/fantasy pieces, although the latter work fused fantasy and science fiction by 

positing ancient magic as a form of poorly understood science. Blaylock’s works, in the wake 

of Jeter’s notable letter and the success of The Difference Engine, have shifted to centre upon 

the alternate-history adventures of a Victorian-era scientific adventurer called Langdon St 

Ives, and once again show no particular relationship to the process described by Sedia. Jeter’s 

own novel Morlock Night (1979), referred to in his letter, was created as a sequel to H G 

Wells The Time Machine, with added elements of fantasy. Jeter’s own opinion of what 

steampunk meant can be inferred from this quote taken from the famous letter: “Personally, I 

think Victorian fantasies are going to be the next big thing, as long as we can come up with a 

fitting collective for Powers, Blaylock and myself” (Jeter) 

If the originators of the steampunk label regarded their works as ‘Victorian fantasies’, 

and the idea of a political process arrived later, we are forced to ask a difficult question: who 

gets to decide? Del Rey’s definition of science fiction is avowedly his own; a definition 

designed to satisfy himself, and presumably, his audience. As a Grand Master and a highly 

respected figure in the field, does he have the right to dictate what is, and what is not science 

fiction? Sedia is a comparative latecomer to steampunk, but as a writer of some note invited 
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by the publishers and the editor to provide a foreword, presumably she perceives her role to 

have a certain gravitas. Is it acceptable for her to decide what constitutes “great” steampunk? 

In both cases, it would seem highly unlikely that a single operator from the community 

of the genre has the right to lay down laws or strictures which must be obeyed by the rest of 

the community. Indeed, it is the very nature of these communities that such fiat action by any 

participant is impossible. There is no ruling body, no high council, no authority of final 

appeal. In fact, what Sedia and Del Rey are doing closely parallels Tzvetan Todorov’s 

approach to what he called “the Fantastic”. Todorov sought to define a genre in terms 

comfortable to his structuralist agenda, but effected a kind of intellectual sleight: in limiting 

his discourse to works which fit his own definition, he essentially avoids the question of the 

validity of that definition.  

Del Rey clearly created his definition to suit his own purpose, which was to write a 

history of his chosen topic, and openly admitted the limitations of that definition. Likewise, 

while Sedia may appear to be describing the broader phenomenon of steampunk, in real terms 

she is simply presaging the material within the book which follows her foreword. These are 

limited cases, and what the authors are doing is not setting limits to the greater genre, but 

establishing functional limits within which the works of their concern can be understood and 

examined.  

 Authors are only a small part of the interpretive community of steampunk, 

however, and that community has expanded far beyond simple fiction. As Lev Grossman 

observes, it now includes bands and music, conventions, magazines, costumes, specialty 

stores, games, props, comics, and movies, among other things. Nevertheless, the literature 

came first – and this provides us with a useful approach in seeking some kind of definition of 
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steampunk. By examining other parts of the greater steampunk community, we can discover 

what elements of the fiction these other avatars of steampunk have abstracted and claimed for 

their own, in order to be identified with the movement. In the commonality of such elements 

amongst the various parts of the steampunk community, we may hope to learn what it is that 

the steampunk community “points at” when they use the term.  

A listing of steampunk bands  suggests that such bands should display at least two or 

three of five clearly recognisable criteria: that they refer to themselves as steampunk; that 

they affect old-fashioned dress or style; that they utilise some elements of classical 

instrumentation; that they promote themselves with a fictional (preferably alternative-

historical) backstory; and that their lyrics are “steampunk”\ (here taken as a combination of 

science fictional and historical) (Steampunk Wiki.) 

The first item is self-explanatory, though intriguing. The next two are of interest: old-

fashioned dress or style, and elements of classical instrumentation. In other words, 

Steampunk music involves individuals actually interacting with regular, classical instruments. 

This is very much in keeping with Lev Grossman’s take on Steampunk as a movement of 

revolt:  

The same way punk took back music, steampunk reclaims technology for the 

masses. It substitutes metal gears for silicon, pneumatic tubes for 3G and wi-fi. 

It maximizes what was miniaturized and makes visible what was hidden. 

Where the iPhone is all stainless steel and high-gloss plastic, steampunk is 

brass and wood and leather. Steampunk isn’t mass-produced; it’s bespoke and 

unique, and if you don’t like it, you can tinker with it till you do.” (Grossman) 

In terms of music, therefore, steampunk is at least partly about escaping from electronic 
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instruments and computer-controlled, highly engineered sounds in favour of the music 

produced by the traditional player/instrument process. This process is seen as old-fashioned 

or antiquated, but is championed by the steampunk community for qualities of individuality 

and artisanship. 

The fictional alt-historical backstories are also important: the musicians are not simply 

performing; they are taking on an identity, and promoting a mythic alternate in which the 

audience is encouraged to take part. The use of historic/science fictional lyrics extends this 

process. It is overtly an escape from present-day reality; an escape in which the musicians 

and the audience collude. The music invites its community to take part in an idealised 

alternate reality drawing on chosen historical elements, and emphasising the style of the 

period, and individual mastery of the technical modes appropriate to the imagined era. 

Returning to steampunk fiction, we find that according to Sid Plestid of the online 

magazine Suite,  steampunk is frequently characterised by several things including: a reliance 

on antique technology that is somehow able to exceed historical limitations; a romantic theme 

likely indicative of the fantasy parentage of the genre (as cyberpunk is less concerned with 

romantic subplots);  and alternative histories in which pivotal historical events (the American 

Civil War, World War II, the assassination of JFK) are often altered for dramatic effect 

(Plested).  So: the steampunk music community references alternate histories, individuality of 

performance and classical instrumentation, historical costume, fictional backstories, and 

science fictional lyrics/technologies, while we find that the fiction community appears to do 

likewise. Examining a third element of the steampunk community, the “cosplay” sector, 

provides further confirmation. 

“Cosplay” is a term from the Japanese pop culture fan community. It is a shortening of 
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“costume play”, and it refers to the act of dressing up to reference any pop culture characters, 

themes or ideas. Cosplayers often go to tremendous lengths to achieve verisimilitude, and the 

costumes themselves can be extraordinarily elaborate, highly individual creations. Steampunk 

cosplay has become commonplace. Not only are aficionados dressing in generic “steampunk” 

fashion, but it is also popular to create “steampunk” versions of existing pop culture icons. 

The alternate-history element of steampunk permits cosplayers to reinterpret characters from 

almost any source: Star Wars, Star Trek, and the comic-book superheroes such as Batman 

and Spider-man are particularly popular. A commercial costume-shop website puts it this 

way: “Steampunk... combines the fashion and science of the Victorian era with futuristic 

technology powered by steam, brass gears and dials” (Costumecraze.com).   Similarly, the e-

How website, which provides guides and information on doing any of a myriad of modern 

tasks, says this of steampunk cosplay:  

If the works of Jules Verne, H.G. Wells or Phil Foglio set your imagination 

spinning, if the sight of pocket watches, leather and aviator goggles make you 

reach for your wallet or if you’ve ever wondered just what might have 

happened if we’d stayed in the pre-electric era of the late 19th century you 

might just fit in well with the Steampunk culture. Steampunk replaced the 

cybernetics of cyberpunk with steam and clockworks, and usually reflects the 

fashions and aesthetics of the Victorian era, even though the stories may be set 

in an alternate future rather than the past. (Walker)  

Once again, we see a focus on alternate technology based on steam and clockwork, and 

an emphasis on high Victorian fashion. The reference to Phil Foglio is interesting to note in 

passing: Foglio’s contribution to steampunk comes through the Girl Genius graphic 
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novel/webcomic series, and is notably modern in comparison with the first two, yet the 

cosplay community sees no contradiction in drawing from both. (Foglio et al.)  

By this point, we have tentatively captured a number of qualities associated with 

steampunk in the eyes of its interpretive communities. We know that steampunk fiction – 

evolving out of science fiction and fantasy – is intended to entertain. We have established that 

it is often characterised by an alternate version of historical technologies and cultures, in 

which individuals can affect and encompass the major technical modalities of the times. 

These technologies are not limited, as they are in the real world, but can routinely transcend 

not only their own limitations, but even the theoretical limits of far more advanced ’real-

world’ technologies. Frequently, the settings reflect a romanticised view of history: Victorian 

England, the heart of the great British Empire, is a commonplace for Steampunk novels. 

Similarly, the legendary Wild West of nineteenth-century America is often co-opted for 

steampunk fiction.  

It is important to recognise that this is quite a broad and open view of steampunk 

fiction. The narrow, structure-specific approach put forward by Todorov to investigate “the 

fantastic” could never encompass such a loose collection of tropes and themes which can – 

and does – incorporate a large and changing array of works. Yet despite taking this open, 

audience-driven approach it is remains necessary to recognise that this view of steampunk is 

still a product of the here-and-now. Genres change, and this description of steampunk may 

become obsolete within a decade or so. Nevertheless, the here-and-now of the marketplace is 

the home of the author of genre-based fiction, and thus this conception of steampunk will 

suffice.  
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A History of Alternate Histories 

Armed with a functional definition, it now becomes possible to piece together an approximate 

history of the steampunk genre. Most examinations of the history of steampunk start with H 

G Wells, and Jules Verne. These authors utilised the science of their day in works designed to 

entertain, and to investigate the effects of science on the society of their time. In a very real 

sense, they fit Del Rey’s definition of science fiction, but times have changed. Scientific 

knowledge has progressed, and ideas which were rife with potential possibilities in the days 

of Verne and Wells are today understood to be scientifically impossible. 

This in no way detracts from the entertaining nature of their fiction. Verne and Wells 

are in print to this day, and with allowances made for changes in language and culture since 

the Victorian and Edwardian periods, they remain accessible and relevant. The same is true of 

a two other authors of the period who have affected steampunk: Bram Stoker and Arthur 

Conan Doyle. Stoker’s iconic Dracula pitted then-modern medical science against the 

horrific threat of the vampire, while Doyle emphasised Victorian science over crime with his 

Sherlock Holmes stories, and tropes of science fiction in the works featuring his other famous 

character, Professor Challenger. It is worth noting that while historians of science fiction 

frequently speak of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein as an important precursor to the genre, it is 

much more uncommon to find such references in the history of steampunk. Science fiction 

has always accepted that science has a dark side. There is a long history of dystopian science 

fiction, and science fiction in which the exploration of science leads to ruin.  Steampunk, on 

the other hand, is inextricably associated with the Victorian era, the height of the British 

Empire, and the almost unfathomable belief in a kind of manifest destiny which characterised 

the social order of that time and place. Steampunk romanticises its alternate-history 
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technology, keeping it individual, human and artisanal, while Frankenstein is a novel of 

technology outpacing and destroying its human creator. 

Rapid technological change in the early part of the twentieth century drove rapid social 

change, brought to a head in the horrors of World War I which ended the Imperial Age. 

Culturally these trends were reflected in the birth of science fiction itself, the precursor of 

steampunk. The modern genre of science fiction was perhaps created, or perhaps recognised 

by Hugo Gernsback, with the establishment of the first pulp magazine dedicated to stories of 

that type (Del Rey 14.) While the works of Verne and Wells were often referred to as 

“scientific romances”, it is Gernsback himself who is credited with coining the term science 

fiction. The pulp era was one of explosive growth for science fiction itself, particularly its 

mainstream themes. While the positive attitude to science – particularly to exotic inventions 

and technologies – of this period continues to play a role in steampunk, there is little else 

from this time which is outstandingly influential on the development of steampunk. Not until 

the New Wave of the 1960s, characterised in the UK by the material in New Worlds 

magazine under the editorship of Michael Moorcock, and in the US by the Dangerous 

Visions anthologies under Harlan Ellison, did science fiction begin to mature, and explore 

different forms and directions.  

There were some works which could be considered proto-steampunk from this period. 

Keith Laumer’s 1967 novel Worlds of the Imperium posits a British Empire which has 

expanded into multiple alternate dimensions – a continuation of the Imperial Age into 

multiple universes. Also in 1967, Ronald W Clark published Queen Victoria’s Bomb, which 

posits the development of a nuclear bomb in the Victorian era, potentially to be used in the 

Crimean War. Moorcock himself wrote The Warlord of the Air in 1971, about an adventurer 
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named Oswald Bastable, cast into an alternate reality full of airships, warlords, and vast, 

complicated, self-propelling war machines, thus presaging many of the tropes of steampunk. 

By 1979, of course, K W Jeter was writing Morlock Night, and working alongside 

James Blaylock and Tim Powers, who likewise were creating ’Victorian Fantasies’.  With the 

success of The Difference Engine legitimising steampumk in the eyes of commercial 

publishers, the way was opened for a veritable flood of titles identified with the genre. To 

illustrate: the Wikipedia timeline of publication of steampunk works recognises just seven 

novels, by four authors, all the way up to 1989. (I recognize that any Wikipedia reference is 

anathema in academic publication. Nevertheless, I remind the reader that we have established 

by way of Gelder, Wolfe, Del Rey and even Stanley Fish that the prime source for 

information on a popular genre lies with the readership of that genre. While Wikpedia may 

not be highly regarded academically, independent studies have demonstrated that it is 

consistently as accurate – or even more so – than Encyclopaedia Britannica, for example. 

More importantly, Wikipedia is created and maintained by the very people who are 

concerned by the information it contains: in this case, the readers and fans of steampunk. In 

short, Wikipedia represents the single best and most authoritative source for this particular 

timeline.) From 1990 to the present, however, the same timeline cites a total of sixty works, 

some of which are trilogies or series, or anthologies.  

In 2006, the first SalonCon was held near New Brunswick, New Jersey. Intended as a 

celebration of Victorian and Edwardian fashion, it was attended by a large contingent of self-

identified fans of steampunk, and in the following years became known as a steampunk 

convention. By 2011, the Tor.com website (the web presence of Tor Books, a notable 

speculative fiction publishing company) states there were 25 independent steampunk 
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conventions, and by 2012, the number had grown to 32. The picture of steampunk at present, 

therefore, is of a thriving, expansive, extremely popular genre of fiction, with a wide-ranging 

and active fan base. 

  

Steampunk: a core reading list 

 

1) The Difference Engine, by Bruce Sterling and William Gibson. While neither author shows 

up again on any lists of Steampunk works, and both remain associated with the cyberpunk 

genre, nevertheless it is widely agreed that this is the novel which coalesced the idea of 

steampunk as a genre. Some of the works of James Blaylock, K W Jeter and Tim Powers 

were retrospectively incorporated into the canon, but this novel marks the effective point of 

recognition of the genre by the larger science fiction reading community. 

2) Author/Editors Jeff and Ann Vandermeer: collectors of two definitive anthologies entitled 

Steampunk and Steampunk II, with a third anthology in the series due in December 2012. Jeff 

Vandermeer is also responsible for The Steampunk Bible, and the pair have co-written The 

Thackery T Lambstead Cabinet of Curiosities. Currently they are widely regarded as central 

to the genre, both as writers and editors. 

3) Perdido Street Station: Author China Mieville: entering the scene with this novel in 2000 

Mieville has now produced two further books in the same setting (The Scar and The Iron 

Council) 

4) Girl Genius: long running web-comic/graphic novel series by Phil and Kaja Foglio. Having 

won three successive Hugo awards (the premier science fiction award, named for Hugo 

Gernsback) in the Best Graphic Presentation category for this work, they have now retired 
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Girl Genius from the Hugos, though they continue to write, illustrate and publish. 

5) The Steampunk Trilogy by Paul Di Fillipo – the first book to use the term ‘steampunk’ in the 

title. 

6) Anno Dracula, by Kim Newman. While featuring Stoker’s Dracula as a character, and 

utilising vampire horror as a major trope, the book – and the series it spawned – features on 

dozens of “Steampunk” lists across the Web. 

7) Leviathan, by Scott Westerfeld and Keith Thompson. Already a noted speculative 

fiction/Young Adult author, Westerfeld turned his hand to Steampunk with this book in 2009, 

and it rapidly became accepted as a central work. First of a series. 

8) The Parasol Protectorate series, by Gail Carriger. Opened in 2009 with Soulless, the series is 

already five books long. 

9) Boneshaker: Writer Cherie Priest is noted for a number of books with a common alternate-

history setting, and this particular novel is widely listed on sites for popular Steampunk 

works. 

10) Infernal Devices: K W Jeter. First published in 1987, before the genre was formally 

identified, the novel has been reprinted by the Angry Robot imprint because of the current 

popularity of steampunk, Jeter’s importance to it, and the essential elements of this novel 

which makes it central to the canon. 

 While there are scores of other titles and authors which are identified with 

Steampunk to a greater or lesser degree, this list represents a strong mixture of the most 

prominent works and authors in the field. It incorporates stand-alone novels, elements of 

novel series, short stories, and even a long-running graphic novel series. At the time of 

writing, it is reasonable to suppose that reading this list of works provides a decent overview 
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of the themes, tropes, techniques, concerns, and genre markers (in the sense used by Frow) of 

steampunk. 
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