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Fan Fiction as Historiographic Storytelling

        Aujourd'hui, je ne suis pas sûre que ce que j'ai écrit soit
 vrai. Je suis sûre que c'est véridique. (Charlotte Delbo)

HISTORY AND ITS COMPETING NARRATIVES

Toward the end of Thingswithwings’ meticulously researched and immensely popular historical 
Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU) fan novel “Known Associates” (AO3 2016), Steve Rogers hands 
over a box of historical documents to a librarian in order to correct his own faulty historical record as 
Captain America. Whereas canonically he is known as a member of the Greatest Generation, enhanced 
super soldier, and defrosted 21st century Avenger, this story’s Captain America is political, queer, and 
genderqueer. Upon awakening in the United States of 2011, he is confronted with a historical account 
of his life that has eradicated all but the most patriotic, unoffensive, apolitical version of the icon. 
Trying to reconstruct his, his friends’, and his communities’ histories, he tracks down the artifacts of 
his past life, thereby creating a narrative correction that is more socialist, more queer, and more 
complicated than the history books have allowed him to be:

The stack has grown a lot since he first got this box from SHIELD; where there were 
once just a few thin Army records, there are now stacks of letters and photographs.... 
He's put in the non-classified FBI files he'd dug up on all his queer and protester friends,
the transcriptions of their phone calls, the pictures that Arnie still had of his Army drag 
shows. … It's his life as he knows it, all the people he's known and the lives he's led. 

Steve Rogers, of course, is a fictional character, but the story’s historical context is all too real as 
Thingswithwings’ extensive biography constituting the last chapter of the story illustrates. And yet 
these sources themselves are part of a larger social and historical movement that challenges the familiar
narrative that tends to ground history in a narrative connecting great events and people: wars, treaties, 
and revolutions; kings, state men, and rebels; inventions, discoveries, and plagues. Even as academic 
historians began to research social history from the 1960s onward, most popular history writing (as 
well as teaching in secondary if not tertiary education) tended to outline the broader strokes, often 
ignoring particular experiences, especially by minorities. Thus, when Allan Bérubé publishes Coming 
Out Under Fire in 1990, he does so against hundreds, if not thousands, of other books that have already
been written about World War II—about battles, logistics and supply lines, about politicians, spies, and
generals, about concentration camps, atomic bombs, and war trials. And yet the experiences of gay men
and women in the US military during the war might as well not have existed until a historian finds and 
gathers the evidence, interviews survivors, and shares their findings. 

Historians themselves are all too aware of the limitations of sources and the ever-changing nature of 
interpreting the available historical record. In their 2019 revised “Statement on Standards of 
Professional Conduct,” The American Historical Association describes how history “depends on the 
collection and preservation of historical documents, artifacts, and other source materials.” They 
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continue: “We all interpret and narrate the past, which is to say that we all participate in making 
history.” Moreover, the statement also clearly acknowledges the inevitable bias of historians and points
out that “multiple, conflicting perspectives are among the truths of history.” In so doing, they counter a 
commonplace understanding of history that conflates mainstream historical narratives with factual 
truths, foregrounding battles and revolutions, leaders and nobles, in favor of everyday events and 
peoples. There are many books and projects like Bérubé’s that are trying to reconstruct the lives of 
subaltern peoples and cultures and tell the myriad of previously ignored everyday experiences, often 
using their own voices and judgments over what to share (Steedman 2002; Stoler 2008; Giannachi 
2016).  Together, they constitute a long-overdue shift in a discipline that has always acknowledged but 
not necessarily cherished and embraced the simultaneous factuality of competing and contradictory 
narratives of history.

Historiography is the history of history, including its philosophy and the study of historical methods. 
As such, it tends to be restricted to only the highest levels of historical research rather than a concern in
secondary and lower level post-secondary education: "until around 1970 few teachers raised the 
awkwardness that historiography ought to be seen as a crucial ingredient in the cake rather than its 
superficial decoration" (Bentley 1999 vi). While historiography includes historical models that aspire to
ontological certainty where history becomes a purposeful, ordered, truthful, and often teleological 
narrative, I am most interested in the challenges of postmodern theory and the rise of counterhistories 
to historical narrative. This narrative turn, the awareness that the historian’s situatedness matters, that 
there are no epistemological let alone ontological certainties has all but overturned any belief in an 
objective, neutral, and unbiased historical writing. In fact, the current model merely draws awareness to
the fact that historians regularly have to pick and sort and choose, have to weigh and order and evaluate
facts, documents, and accounts (White 1987; Le Goff, 1992; Jenkins 2003; Ankersmith 2012; Munslow
2013).

Incidentally, the historical moment that saw the rise of minority cultures with their attempts to uncover 
their own forgotten histories and the postmodern and poststructuralist challenges to philosophical, 
cultural, and historical metanarratives not only coincided with the growing awareness of narrative as a 
central feature of historical interpretations but also the rise of fan communities that rewrite the 
canonical story lines of mainstream media. The arguably most radical proponent of this narrative turn 
in history is Hayden White, who describes history as combining “a certain amount of ‘data,’ theoretical
concepts for ‘explaining’ these data, and a narrative structure for their presentation as an icon of sets of 
events presumed to have occurred in times past” (White 1973 ix). In particular, White looks towards 
literary techniques and linguistic processes to foreground historians’ strategies of selection, 
organization, condensation and interpretation, yielding multiple competing narratives. In so doing, he 
rejects the model of history as an empiricist and positivist science or even history as a mimetic 
representation of the past. Moreover, by turning his focus on meta-history, i.e., a historiography of 
historiographies, he moves beyond the realization that history written in different eras will have 
different emphases, concerns, sources, and narrative structures to argue that rather than epistemological
concerns this actually constitutes ontological uncertainty. Historian Alun Munslow, a current 
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representative of this position, articulates how “history cannot ‘recover’ and much less ‘discover’ the 
inherent nature of the past because it is a form of knowledge-making that generates its own discursive 
‘narrative reality’ through its composition as a text” (Munslow 2012 133). 

In fact, the process of selecting, organizing, condensing, and interpreting is used repeatedly throughout 
all fan fiction as the stories engage the source text in myriad ways, repeating, reframing, opposing, and 
challenging the established narrative of the canon. Historical fan fiction actively thematizes history and
its various tellings and interpretations: the questions of truth and truthfulness in historical accounts, the 
way readers look at canonical material and interpolate their own interpretations that may challenge the 
established narrative, and how historiographic debates inform our understanding of the relationships 
among fan fiction, source texts, and community interpretations. This essay looks at fan fiction as a 
form of interpretive approach in which writers study and analyze the available information and imagine
and recreate that which isn’t available but possible or likely. This is not to conflate fact and fiction, 
historian and aestheticist, but rather to look at the way historiographic theories and strategies are 
present and presented in fan fiction. 

Analyzing these stories shows how fan fiction that includes layers of reality and historicity often enacts
historiographic methodological concerns by challenging mainstream readings with its subaltern voices 
and questioning mainstream narrative through its archival interpretations. Historical fan fiction thus not
only relies on but also mirrors the methods of more recent challenges to the master narrative of 
historical truths—be they unflattering revelations of supposed heroes, accounts of everyday lives and 
experiences, or centering subaltern subjects and their histories. Historical documents and the canonized
“history” they produce become but one version of truth and, in its stead, epistemological, if not 
ontological, questions arise through alternate narratives, archival findings, and personal recollections, 
all of them challenging if not contradicting the official narratives. 

I begin with a Generation Kill story as an example that foregrounds the layers of reality and narrative 
when dealing with fictional representations of actual events. This story, which purposefully straddles 
the line between media fiction and Real People Fiction directly addresses the gaps that necessarily must
arise between personal memories, historical accounts, and the fictional versions of factual events. 
Fictionalizing these concerns moves them safely away from historiographic debate into fictional 
spaces, but it nevertheless foregrounds the underlying questions: who gets to tell the story, how does 
the narrator influence the narrative, and how can narratives construct identities. While most canons are 
not constituted by non-fiction, many stories nevertheless exist against the backdrop of historical events,
just like these historical events, in turn, are shaped in our cultural memory through the various stories 
told about them. 

The second set of examples draws from Captain America fandom: with the first film set during World 
War II, fans have used historical research and are engaging in historical reconstructions as they write 
their stories with and against the canon of the film as well as with and against historical accounts. In 
order to showcase how fan fiction structures mirror that of historical methodologies, I finish with a 
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discussion of a story from the science fiction series Stargate Atlantis. The story is presented as a 
collection of documents so that the reader must become historian and select, evaluate, and interpret the 
material. In so doing, the story (and many others like it) illustrates the very process not only of history 
writing but of fan fiction writing as well. Whether the source text is history, contradictory comic book 
canons, or merely the entirety of one TV series—choosing important aspects, analyzing these moments 
against the given context, and refiguring them with the help of literary strategies is at the heart of all 
fan fiction. 

WEAREMANY: THE MULTIPLE LAYERS OF HISTORICAL FICTION

Wearemany’s story “wholly imaginary” is a Generation Kill story that negotiates the complex 
relationship of reality and fiction; more specifically it actively thematizes history and its various 
tellings and interpretations thus illustrating the central themes of this essay. Generation Kill is a 2007 
HBO mini series based on Evan Wright’s accounts of his experiences as an embedded reporter during 
the initial invasion of Iraq in 2003. The initial 2004 book narrativizes, if not fictionalizes, the lives of 
the soldiers of the First Reconnaissance battalion of the Marine Corps, in particular the members of the 
second platoon of Bravo Company, with whom he travelled through most of the invasion. The mini 
series further fictionalizes the characters and events, casting actors in most of the roles. At the same 
time, the mini series strives for verisimilitude through stylistic choices, such as the lack of extradiegetic
music, as well as casting choices, such as the use several of the original protagonists as consultants and 
having at least one of the soldiers play himself. More importantly, however, the show refuses narrative 
closure beyond the external storyline that leads the team from Kuwait to Baghdad. In so doing, the 
series establishes a tone of senselessness and disenchantment that describes the experiences of war 
from the perspective of the single soldier with little awareness and less control over larger goals or 
movements.

Two central characters in the show that have created a stable slash fan following are the charismatic 
leader of the platoon’s front vehicle Sergeant Brad Colbert and the platoon leader First Lieutenant 
Nathaniel Fick. The former is career military while the latter’s Marine service merely interrupted an 
Ivy League education at Dartmouth and Harvard Business School. Moreover, Fick wrote his own 
account of his military experiences, including his version of the invasion of Iraq that covers some of the
same ground as Wright’s. Fans thus are confronted with at least three competing and collaborating 
textual versions of these events and characters: a primary televisual canon, secondary book canons, and
a tertiary real live canon. Wearemany acknowledges the various layers of reality and fiction: “This is 
about the overlap — and the aftermath — of being in a war, a magazine, a book, a memoir, a 
miniseries, and the world that's left behind.” Her characters portray imagined versions of the real 
soldiers who are now reading (and later seeing) the fictionalized accounts of that brief moment in their 
lives. 

Generation Kill fan fiction foregrounds the question of reality and fiction, of history and narrative, of 
truth and truthfulness in ways that neither fictional nor real people fiction on its own does. “Wholly 
Imaginary" traces moments in Brad’s and Nate’s lives in the after math of the events of the book and 
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mini series ranging from 2003 to 2010 in various locations. It thus adds a temporary and geographical 
breadth that Generation Kill itself refuses in its hyperfocus in the moment. Much like a traumatic 
recollection, the events depicted in Generation Kill are intensely present and localized, a distinct point 
in time lacking past and future, context and comprehension, meaning and purpose. While this 
foregrounds the show’s central theme of war’s senseless, helpless, and useless character, wearemany’s 
story reinserts the show’s characters back into the world. 

By tracing Nate’s and Brad’s reactions to the world outside the war theatre, wearemany foregrounds 
not just the multiple layers contained in this narrative, but also questions the way history and 
storytelling interact, the way memories and feelings may create different versions of the truth. The first 
segment takes place immediately after the battalion has returned from Iraq, leaving behind a war that 
the reader knows will take another decade and leave behind an utterly devastated country. Nate is asked
to factcheck his quotes for the book and already at this point acknowledges the divergence from his 
truths and memories: “The paraphrased quotes the woman reads back to him are so vehement, so angry.
They sound like him, though, like things he would say if he could remember how to feel something so 
strongly.” Meanwhile, he fears that the things that weren't recorded, weren't filtered by and through a 
reporter's point of view may indeed lose their reality and meaning. Recalling a moment of intimacy 
between him and Brad, he contemplates: “No one asks him to confirm those details and Nate wonders 
if eventually they'll fade, too. He wonders a little if he just imagined the whole thing.” 

Generation Kill may indeed work so well for a story about fan fiction and the way fans gather and 
collect, interpret and extrapolate information, because it centers around Brad Colbert, called the 
“Iceman” by his friends and colleagues, who remains a cypher throughout book and show. Brad 
promises meaning if only we could fully comprehend him, his actions, and motivations and, 
accordingly, wearemany's Nate describes that “what takes Nate aback is how much this story is about 
Brad. … No matter how captivating, Brad's arc is elusive, in print, on screen. In Nate's own memories.”
Within the story, Nate's memories, Wright's descriptions, and Alexander Skarsgård's portrayal in David
Simon's show all overlay one another and become various versions of truth. In another moment in the 
story, Brad Colbert watches the HBO show in a room full of his fellow marines:  

Espera is sitting to his left and when Brad stares down at his legs for a long moment, Tony 
nods. Later he says, "I got my own memories to protect," and Brad is shocked how much he 
wants to hug him for understanding. Everyone has a story about the Iceman, almost all bullshit 
and now all painted over with Evan's way of seeing things. Evan's not wrong but he's not 
completely right.

As throughout the story, the characters yet again try to negotiate their memories, already filtered and 
layered through years of recollection at that point, and the narrative that represents them, filtered 
through Evan Wright’s notes and David Simon’s vision, let alone the cameramen, actors, editors, and 
all others that collaborated on the final text.  
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So while wearemany’s narrative adds yet another layer to the characterization, she also thematizes the 
inability to ever fully determine the real person who is the initial matrix for the multiple Brad Colberts. 
In fact, the very fact that fan fiction returns again and again to the same moments in the text is in part 
driven by the awareness that no matter how many stories are told, no matter how many directions these 
stories take and characterizations they hold, they will never exhaust the potentially infinite details of 
both a given story or, even more so, a real person.  This story focuses not only on the multiple layers of
character that readers encounter, but also shows that the characters themselves are also readers and 
interpreters of events, and even of themselves.  All these layers put authors, characters, readers and 
spectators into interpretive communities, and fan fiction makes the act of interpretation and the various 
communities visible. 

“Wholly Imaginary”  stages the interpretive and creative strategies of fanfic in other ways as well: At 
one point, Nate catches the HBO show True Blood and finds it a relief that it allows him to 
retroactively make the televisual Brad representation less real. Seeing the actor Alexander Skarsgård, 
who plays Brad on Generation Kill, playing Erik, a vampire on True Blood, Nate finds relief in 
thinking, “Vampires aren't real. This actor isn't Brad. Nate isn't in the desert.” One of the more 
interesting aspects of fan fiction of fictional shows is the way writers often include the actors as the 
embodied avatars or interpreters of their roles (and sometimes even other roles they’ve played). 
Beyond the celebration of the actors’ bodies in pic spams and photomanips, the loving detail of their 
physical bodies is often noticeable as are quirks that may have slid in from other characters. Not all fan 
writers do that, of course, and in fact there are often debates as to how close the imagined characters’ 
bodies are to that of the actors. But the moment where Nate sees Skarsgård play a role other than Brad 
Colbert foregrounds this very issue. In fact, the story takes an even more circular turn when it imagines 
(or recalls?) the fact that new marines read Nate Colbert’s book in preparation for their own service. 
This anecdote, fictionally recounted by Brad in the story, foregrounds yet again that fiction and reality 
are never easily separable and may indeed mutually influence one another. 

The story negotiates the complex relationship of reality and fiction, of history and narrative, of truth 
and truthfulness. As a result, fans in this fandom continually engage in practices closely resembling 
historical research as they try to find truth and meaning in layers of texts, all recounting (and 
interpreting) the experiences of a few dozen men during a historic event whose effects are yet to be 
fully understood. Moreover, as fans interpret the textual sources and create their own narratives, they 
continually add onto an ever-growing fan text that itself offers another layer exploring and obfuscating 
the original events. Fan wearemany’s very name in fact draws attention to that multiplicity that is at the
center of fannish as well as historical engagement: the many voices of the historical subjects are 
supplemented by the many voices of readers and writers reimagining their experiences.

SUBJECTIVE HISTORIES: WORLD WAR II, CAPTAIN AMERICA, AND THE HISTORICAL ARCHIVE

“Wholly imaginary” is narrowly focused on the main characters, their layered identities and 
relationships. This makes sense for a short story in a canon such as Generation Kill, which foregrounds
the soldiers’ (and the audiences’) inability to see a bigger picture—both an epistemological 
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commentary as well as a political one given how our understanding and consequent interpretations of 
the Iraq invasion have changed since 2003. In contrast, MCU’s Captain America: The First Avenger 
(2011) takes place against a canvas both more established and with a wider number of historical 
accounts. After all, World War II is a war with a well-defined enemy who is also unambiguously 
morally wrong. As such, the historical object seems more stable, especially within a comic book verse 
where Captain America’s archenemy, the Red Skull, is not only Hitler’s right-hand man but also an 
accidental product of the super serum that leaves him horribly deformed.

As a result, there is a large number of historically engaged MCU stories that focus on Captain America|
Steve Rogers and the Winter Soldier|Bucky Barnes, whose friendship in the 1920s-40s frames their 
encounter with the 21st century in MCU canon. A popular trope in those stories is the juxtaposition of 
the official and published history with the actual events that have been hidden from the public record. 
Analyzing these stories shows how fan fiction that includes layers of reality and historicity often enacts
historiographic methodological concerns by challenging mainstream readings with its subaltern voices 
and questioning mainstream narrative through its archival interpretations. Historical documents and the
canonized history they produce become but one version of truth and, in its stead, epistemological 
questions arise through alternate narratives, archival findings, and personal recollections, all of them 
challenging if not contradicting the official narratives. 

One popular trope for stories dealing with Bucky, Steve and their special forces group, the Howling 
Commandos, is the creation and reception of found documents. Praximeter’s “The Night War” (2017) 
for example, is a story written in the form of Bucky Barnes’ lost wartime diaries, which are 
“posthumously published as the classic war memoir The Night War.”  Bucky’s found diaries that tell 
the story of the everyday soldier, recovering from the horrors of war, and thus imagine a 
counternarrative to a fictional canon that tends to sidestep the suffering and daily toil, dramatizing their
war mostly in a montage of successful missions in Captain America: The First Avenger. The story, that
is to say, the lost memoir The Night War, is presented as a bestseller, a “classic of wartime literature,” 
and a “high school history classroom mainstay and required reading at West Point.” The story not only 
immerses the “memoir” within the fannish canon but also contextualizes it within a specific historical 
period, offering references to actual historical figures and footnotes referencing historical events and 
documents. In so doing, “The Night War” offers a well-researched imaginary narrative that strives for 
canon compliance with both history and the MCU, where canon compliance means that we cannot 
support an event, characterization, or emotion in the text but the text doesn’t refute it either.

Beyond letters and diaries, archival history relies heavily on eyewitness testimonies, and there exist a 
good number of interview stories that juxtapose an official heroic Captain America narrative with the 
realities of Steve Rogers and, often, his deep abiding love for Bucky Barnes. Odbodkins’ “Subjective 
Histories” (AO3 2013) announces the multiplicity of historical narratives in the title as it presents a 
1974 transcript of Peggy Carter and several surviving members of the Howling Commandos being 
interviewed for an upcoming biography in which they address Steve and Bucky’s relationship. 
However, Steve and Bucky’s love is the secret repressed and hidden by cultural expectations and 
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historians refusing to admit the existence of gay soldiers, let alone a queer national hero. The interview 
is followed by four SHIELD memos several years apart debating the advisability of publishing the 
biography, with only a redacted version released by 1998. The story thus illustrates not only post-
Stonewall history but also 20th century historiography.  We see the recovering of a gay past as well as 
the resistance such endeavors faced.

In the MCU, Steve is found and defrosted in 2011, a time different from his on many levels, but 
particularly on LGBTQ rights, identities, and visibility. In response, many fans imagine Steve’s coming
out, his difficulties coming to terms with being able to be out, his frustration with the narrative that 
history books have created for him, and the world’s reaction to the incongruousness between his 
official image and the actual Steve Rogers. In “The Greatest Gay Voice” (AO3 2015) for example, 
Anna Fugazzi imagines an interview published in The Advocate but actually initially done for an 
Exploring Gay History class. It situates Steve Rogers as a historical eyewitness among several men and
women of his generation who lived through the war and allows him to discuss the public response to 
his coming out: “I think it’s interesting that some of the people who admired me the most before now 
hate me the most.... the ones who still thought I was some kind of hero... everything I did that they 
thought was heroic, was done by a gay man. The only difference now is that they know it.” Like 
“Subjective Histories,” the story addresses both the process of history making as well as the recovery 
of subaltern voices by imagining Steve as one such voice.

The absence of Steve’s reality and community in official accounts is a thread through many stories that 
present an academic approach to unearthing Steve Rogers’ past. In the scene from “Known Associates”
with which I begin this essay, Steve entrusts memories of his queer community to an archivist who is 
overjoyed that Steve is “offering to substantially alter [his] own historical record.” Likewise, 
wobblyheadeddollcaper’s “Behind closed doors: collected oral histories of queer community in New 
York, 1930-1945. doi 10.1999/journal.amhistqstud.32557038” (AO3 2015) depicts the relationship 
between Steve and an academic studying queer history. In his search for finding traces of the friends 
and community he has lost, Steve engages a historian to help him find out what happened to his friends 
in exchange for documenting his personal experiences before and during the war in New York City.

Both stories foreground the importance of community in Steve’s life. “Known Associates” moreover 
emphasizes how Steve’s political beliefs and his sexual and gender identities are inextricably linked, 
making queerness political, subversive, and antihegemonic by definition. Throughout, it is community 
and solidarity that allow Steve to protest the war and make it possible for him to survive a variety of 
challenges associated with his queer sexuality, including police raids, homophobia, and body 
dysphoria. Like the queer reading of Steve Rogers, fan interpretation of him as a socialist is a possible 
extrapolation of MCU canon, and is quite popular. And just like the politically efficacious icon of 
Captain America can’t be gay, he can’t be a socialist or communist either, so this interpretation of 
Steve Rogers creates a counternarrative to the canon universe as it recounts movements of the early 
part of the 20th century that are often ignored and repressed in a narrative that becomes dominated by 
wars and economic and scientific progress.
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WRITTEN BY THE VICTORS: HISTORICAL RESEARCH DEBATES AS FICTIONAL METANARRATIVES

Generation Kill and MCU fandom both have to negotiate the filmic narratives (and their respective 
actors) and the historical accounts of the Gulf War and World War II respectively. But the split 
between official and unofficial accounts pervades fandoms and stories without historical resonance as 
well, suggesting that fan fiction looks to create narratives and foreground the process of historical 
interpretation even when the “history” is wholly fictional and fantastical. I want to end with a story that
moves entirely away from our shared history and creates a new history wholesale. It also does so 
collectively.

Written By the Victors (AO3 2007) is a novel-length Stargate Atlantis story that describes an 
intergalactic revolutionary war of the Atlantis colony (the setting of the show) against Earth. The 
events are related mostly chronologically, but consist of multiple accounts, often mutually 
contradictory, ranging from diverse academic analyses to eyewitness testimonies and varied other 
documents. In so doing, Victors mirrors fannish and academic disputes in analysis and interpretation by
asking the reader to weigh different historical accounts and documents against one another. The story’s 
multiple contradictory accounts with their different stylistic and generic documents ask the reader to 
understand that any true account, any attempt to know what “really” happened, is foreclosed and can 
only be circumscribed and approximated. The comparison between academic and fannish discourses 
often has been repeated (and successfully challenged by Matt Hills [2002]); however, by presenting 
proper academic debates over the very subjects fans tend to argue, Speranza offers a fictional text that 
allows us to see the similarities without collapsing the differences. 

This pars-pro-toto status of Victors goes further, however, when considering reader responses to the 
story, which have created an amazing array of multi-media artifacts that accompany, comment on, 
analyze, and illustrate various aspects of this particular universe. With the proliferation of fan artifacts 
the story doubly mirrors fannish behaviors as its reception performs the very fannish aspect Speranza is
describing in the first place. Fans of Victors produced illustrations, vids, missing scenes, post-scripts, 
missing documents and academic analyses thereof, podcasts, and various artifacts sung and recited, all 
add to and expand the collection of documents that comprise this fan-fictional universe. In a 
metonymic mise-en-abyme, fandom, SGA fandom, the story’s fandom, and the story itself all reflect 
one another in their postmodern inability to ascertain one truth or even desire one interpretation. 

Victors relies on the readers’ abilities to recognize its references, which adds another layer of meaning 
onto the story at the same time as it comments on the state of the fandom at the moment the story’s 
written. Employing or multiple points of view mirrors the way fans actually experience fandom most of
the time, reading stories and analyses and commentary side by side, often on the same page when using
online feed reader aggregates. This complementary if not mutually contradictory account, created 
collectively and often collaboratively, is the fannish archive par excellence, merely mimicked in these 
stories, but it is also a mirror of the historical archive. Historians (like fans) know that there can never 
be one true version of a story, and they accept (where fans celebrate) these epistemological, if not 
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ontological uncertainties. Any individual document is only ever archival and supplemental and partial, 
and it is only by connecting, comparing, contrasting, and interpreting a multitude of texts that any 
reader can approximate a version of the past. 

WHO LIVES, WHO DIES, WHO TELLS YOUR STORY?  
In early 2016 the success of the historical musical Hamilton provoked a passionate debate among 
historians about the value and accuracy of the musical. On the one hand, there was praise for engaging 
(in particular young) people in early American history; acknowledgment of its often painstaking 
reconstruction of historical moments and documents; and an awareness that the racebending cast and 
the multicultural musical heritage connected today’s beliefs, ideals, and values to a past that all too 
often seemed distant and unrelatable to many (Romano and Potter 2018). On the other hand, the central
criticism of the play focused on the absence of non-white characters, i.e., while the play recreated the 
past with primarily actors of color, it continued to focus on the primary narrative of the white and 
wealthy “founding fathers” that have overshadowed American history for more than two centuries 
already (Reed 2015; Gordon-Reed 2016; Monteiro 2016). 

In an article published in the wake of these conversations, Aja Romano sidesteps the debate by arguing 
that the historians misunderstand the genre itself and thus “the question of historical authenticity is a 
derailment of the argument Hamilton is making” (Romano 2016). Rather than historical fiction, she 
suggests, “Hamilton is a postmodern metatextual piece of fanfic, functioning in precisely the way that 
most fanfics do: It reclaims the canon for the fan. In this case, Hamilton’s canon is history, and the fan, 
Miranda, is doing a lot more than simply adapting it. Like the best fanfic writers, he’s not just 
selectively retelling history — he’s transforming it” (Romano 2016). Francesca Coppa expands this 
argument further when she reads Hamilton as a form of drag rather than mimicry: emphasizing that 
“authorship matters,” she describes Miranda's utter transformation and appropriation of Alexander 
Hamilton as “made from and for particular communities in a way that is not necessarily true of a color-
blind Shakespeare” (426)

While Aja Romano correctly rebuts some of the historical criticism pointed at Hamilton, I hope that 
this essay has offered a reading in which the historical criticism is not incorrect while at the same time 
enfolding Hamilton as another version of historical accounts and interpretation. After all, the most 
important part of contemporary history writing is the refusal of any unilinear truth, any one narrative 
containing it all. In other words, I would challenge Romano’s claim not because she mischaracterizes 
Hamilton as a racebent Alternate Universe fanfic (which it is), but because she mischaracterizes 
history. Whereas Romano’s constructs history as mostly determined and concise, as ontologically and 
epistemologically stable and certain, most current historians resist these very notions. In fact, the 
central objection to Hamilton, after all, is that it retells the “canon,” the dominant narrative or, at the 
very least, solely focuses on the actors that have been canonically deemed important. That very 
criticism suggests that historians do not restrict history to a singular narrative but instead interpret the 
historical records.
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So while I agree with the criticism lobbed against a musical that yet again makes the story about a 
privileged white man, Hamilton’s engagement with history is multifaceted not only in Miranda’s 
foregrounding of Hamilton as an immigrant and casting all of the revolutionaries as people of color, but
also in the way he thematizes history itself. Throughout the play, there’s an awareness of the historical 
record that often strikes the viewer as very meta, whether it is Hamilton “writing like he’s running out 
of time,” Burr claiming that “history obliterates,” or Eliza asking us to notice “Who lives, who dies, 
who tells your story.” In their collection of historians on Hamilton, editors Romano and Potter 
describe:

The musical also strikes at the heart of what historians do: as it makes clear, history is not 
simply a matter of facts, but is an interpretation of the existing archival record actively 
constructed by whoever is serving as the historian. The musical acknowledges that there are 
certain things we simply cannot know.” (2018, 7)

So where historical facts are obliterated, where letters were burned or “no one else was in the room 
where it happened,” sometimes creative imagination fills in where history even as interpretive science 
has to stop. Fiction can supplement history and tell the truths of a story at the very point where facts are
missing.

Hamilton (and its playful expansions and performative revisions) combine to create alternative readings
—from traditional historical canon and from the show canon itself—and it is the archival collection of 
all these versions that approach historical rigor. It’s the multiplicity rather than any one ideal master 
text that can get us closer to recounting and understanding the past. And it’s the structural awareness of
how history is created, how our factual knowledge is limited and all too often biased even before we 
get to historians interpreting the material that makes Hamilton a historical fan fiction in the way I’ve 
looked at it throughout this essay. It may not use alternate historical sources, but it draws from cultural 
alternate traditions to frame the familiar moments and defamiliarize them. It remains ever aware of its 
own construction and the way creativity, fiction, and transformation are already a central feature of 
good history and obviously must be for good historical fiction. 
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