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7KH�.�SRS�VWDU�RIWHQ�JRHV�E\�WZR�QDPHV��WKH�VWDJH�QDPH�DQG�³UHDO´�QDPH��
2Q� WKH�$UFKLYH� RI� 2XU� 2ZQ�� D�PDMRU� IDQ� ¿FWLRQ� UHSRVLWRU\�� WKH� WDJV� DUH�
designed to facilitate searches for either name. Given that the common 
SUDFWLFH�DPRQJ�.�SRS�IDQ�¿FWLRQ�ZULWHUV�LV�WR�XVH�WKH�³UHDO´�QDPH��WKLV�SDSHU�
DVNV�KRZ�D�VSHFL¿F�H[DPLQDWLRQ�RI� WKH�VWDJH�QDPH�LQ�WKH�.�SRS�PHGLXP�
PLJKW� UHGH¿QH� WKH� UHODWLRQVKLS� EHWZHHQ� WKH� VWDJH� QDPH� DQG� WKH� UHDO�
name in celebrity discourse. To this end, this paper compares two different 
FRQVWUXFWLRQV�RI� WKH�FHOHEULW\� WH[W��RQH�FRQVWUXFWHG�E\� WKH�.�SRS� LQGXVWU\�
WKURXJK�UHDOLW\�WHOHYLVLRQ�DQG�RQH�FRQVWUXFWHG�E\�IDQ�¿FWLRQ�ZULWHUV�UHÀHFWLQJ�
upon their own craft. This paper argues in favor of a connection between 
WKHVH�FRQVWUXFWLRQV��QDPHO\��WKDW�WKH�.�SRS�LQGXVWU\�DQG�.�SRS�IDQ�¿FWLRQ�
are both premised on the construction of a dichotomy between the public 
person and the private self that is performatively transgressed in order to 
generate an affect that cannot be evoked by either the public or the private 
alone. The paper concludes by suggesting that these transgressions point 
WRZDUG�D�QHZ�PRGHO�RI�FHOHEULW\�DV�HPERGLHG�E\�WKH�.�SRS�LGRO��QRW�D�VWDWLF�
³SHUVRQD´�EXW�D�G\QDPLF�QHJRWLDWLRQ�EHWZHHQ� WKH� ³YHU\�PXFK�SXEOLF´�DQG�
WKH�³QRW�VR�SXEOLF�´

What is “Real Person Fiction” (RPF)? 

Every year, Tumblr — a microblogging platform and social networking site that 
0RULPRWR�DQG�6WHLQ�GH¿QH DV�WKH�³PDLQ�ORFXV�RI�RQOLQH�IDQGRP�DFWLYLW\´1 — puts out 
D�³Fandometrics” report, a compilation of the most popular topics discussed on the 
SODWIRUP�WKDW�\HDU��,Q�������WKLV�UHSRUW�GHFODUHG�WKDW�³/DUU\�6W\OLQVRQ�´�D�SRUWPDQWHDX�

1 �/RUL�0RULPRWR�DQG�/RXLVD�(OOHQ�6WHLQ��³7XPEOU�DQG�)DQGRP�´�Transformative 
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RI�WKH�QDPHV�RI�2QH�'LUHFWLRQ�PHPEHUV�+DUU\�6W\OHV�DQG�/RXLV�7RPOLQVRQ��ZDV�³WKH�
QXPEHU�RQH�µVKLS¶�>UHODWLRQVKLS@�RQ�WKH�VLWH�´2 Between 2016 and 2017, Fandometrics 
UHSRUWHG�WKDW�WKH�DPRXQW�RI�IDQ�¿FWLRQ�DERXW�.�SRS�VWDUV�RQ�7XPEOU�KDG�JRQH�XS�E\�
ten percent.3�,Q�������³-LNRRN´��a portmanteau of Jimin and Jungkook, members of 
the K-pop boy band BTS, ZDV�RQH�RI�WKH�WRS�¿YH�PRVW�SRSXODU�VKLSV�RQ�7XPEOU�4 
Of the top 100 ships that year, seventeen were pairings between real-life people 
of which more than half were related to .�SRS��$W� WLPH�RI�ZULWLQJ�� WKH�³.�SRS´� WDJ�
KDG���������ZRUNV�RQ�WKH�$UFKLYH�RI�2XU�2ZQ��$2����D�³QRQFRPPHUFLDO�DQG�QRQ�
SUR¿W�FHQWUDO�KRVWLQJ�SODFH� IRU� IDQZRUNV´�DQG�D�PDMRU�GHVWLQDWLRQ� IRU�SRVWLQJ�DQG�
UHDGLQJ�IDQ�¿FWLRQ�5�7KHVH�DUH�H[DPSOHV�RI�WKH�SKHQRPHQRQ�NQRZQ�DV�³UHDO�SHUVRQ�
¿FWLRQ�´�D�JHQUH�RI�IDQ�¿FWLRQ�WKDW�ZULWHV�DERXW�³DFWXDO�SHRSOH��UDWKHU�WKDQ�¿FWLRQDO�
characters.”6�,W�KDV�KLVWRULFDOO\�EHHQ�D�FRQWURYHUVLDO�SUDFWLFH�HYHQ�ZLWKLQ�IDQ�¿FWLRQ�
FRPPXQLWLHV��-XVW�WKLUWHHQ�\HDUV�EHIRUH�³/DUU\�6W\OLQVRQ´�EHFDPH�WKH�PRVW�SRSXODU�
³VKLS´� RQ� 7XPEOU�� )DQ¿FWLRQ�QHW� EDQQHG� DOO� IDQ� ZRUNV� DERXW� UHDO� SHRSOH� IURP� LWV�
platform.7 In the 2013 interview that accompanied the twentieth anniversary edition 
of Textual Poachers, an ethnographic text on fans and fan practices, author Henry 
-HQNLQV�FRPPHQWHG� WKDW�KH�³ZDV�DVNHG�QRW� WR�ZULWH�DERXW� UHDO�SHUVRQ�VODVK´8 by 
his subjects while he was working on the book. In her 2018 Medium article on RPF, 
7RQ\D�5LOH\�ZURWH�WKDW�WKH�JHQUH�FRQWLQXHV�WR�UDLVH�³PXUN\�TXHVWLRQV�RI�FRQVHQW�DQG�
ownership of public identity.”9 A 5HGGLW�WKUHDG�IURP�WKH�VDPH�\HDU��WLWOHG�³53)¶V��5HDO�
3HUVRQ� )LFV��� +RZ�'R�<RX�5HDOO\� )HHO"´�� JLYHV� VRPH� H[DPSOHV� RI� WKH� FRPPRQ�
TXHVWLRQV�UDLVHG�DERXW�WKH�LVVXH��,V�LW�MXVW�FUHHS\"�,V�LW�DQ�LQYDVLRQ�RI�SULYDF\"�,V�LW�
VRPHWKLQJ�\RX�ZRXOG�ZDQW�VRPHRQH�WR�GR�DERXW�\RX��DQG�GRHV�WKDW�PDWWHU�"�,V�53)�
GLIIHUHQW� IURP�VLPSO\� IDQWDVL]LQJ�DERXW�FHOHEULWLHV� LQ�SULYDWH"�:KDW� LI� WKH�FHOHEULW\�
VHHV�LW"�&DQ�WKH\�DVN�\RX�WR�VWRS"�,V�WKHUH�D�IXQGDPHQWDO�GLIIHUHQFH�EHWZHHQ�³UHDO´�
FHOHEULWLHV�DQG�¿FWLRQDO�FKDUDFWHUV"�,V�53)�D�IRUP�RI�REVHVVLRQ"�$�IRUP�RI�VWDONLQJ"�
,V�LW�GHKXPDQL]LQJ"10 

2 �7RQ\D�5LOH\��³7KH�'XELRXV�(WKLFV�RI�µ5HDO�3HUVRQ�)LFWLRQ�¶´�Medium, January 12, 
������KWWSV���PHGLXP�FRP�V�GDUNLVK�ZHE�WKH�GXELRXV�HWKLFV�RI�UHDO�SHUVRQ�¿FWLRQ��FG�E-
d498c16. 
3 �5LOH\��³'XELRXV�(WKLFV�´�
4 �³����¶V�7RS�6KLSV�´�)DQGRP�RQ�7XPEOU��1RYHPEHU�����������KWWSV���IDQGRP�WXP-
blr.com/post/180587157919/2018-ships.
5 �³$ERXW�WKH�27:�´�$UFKLYH�RI�2XU�2ZQ��DFFHVVHG�0D\����������KWWSV���DUFKLYHRIRX-
rown.org/about.
6 �³53)�´�)DQORUH��DFFHVVHG�0D\�����������KWWSV���IDQORUH�RUJ�ZLNL�53)�
7 �5LOH\��³'XELRXV�(WKLFV�´�
8  Henry Jenkins, Textual Poachers: Television Fans and Participatory Culture. Up-
dated 20th anniversary ed. (New York: Routledge, 2013), xxxiii.
9 �5LOH\��³'XELRXV�(WKLFV�´
10 �/DG\)DQJV��³53)¶V��5HDO�3HUVRQ�)LFV���+RZ�'R�<RX�5HDOO\�)HHO"´��U�)DQ¿FWLRQ�
Reddit thread, September 26, 2017, https://www.reddit.com/r/FanFiction/comments/72mv40/
USIVBUHDOBSHUVRQB¿FVBKRZBGRB\RXBUHDOO\BIHHO�
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$Q�H[DPSOH� RI� VXFK� ³UHDO� SHUVRQ� ¿FWLRQ´� LQ� WKH�.�SRS�PHGLXP� LV� ³,Q� WKH�
Territory of the Dragon King,” by Archive of Our Own (AO3) user curledupkitten 
(chanyeol).11�7KLV�IDQ�¿FWLRQ�ZRUN�IRFXVHV�RQ�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�WZR�PHPEHUV�
RI�WKH�.�SRS�ER\�EDQG�(;2��³%\XQ�%DHNK\XQ�'R�.\XQJVRR�_�'�2�´�,Q�IDFW��WKLV�LV�WKH�
ZRUN¶V�RQO\�WDJ��7KH�³WDJ´�LV�D�IXQFWLRQ�RI�$2���D�PDMRU�IDQ�¿FWLRQ�UHSRVLWRU\��ZKLFK�
allows creators to optimize their work for the archive’s search engine by appending 
character names, common tropes, or content warnings.12�7KH�VROH� WDJ� IRU� ³,Q� WKH�
7HUULWRU\�RI�WKH�'UDJRQ�.LQJ´�LV�D�UHODWLRQVKLS�WDJ��$Q\RQH�ORRNLQJ�IRU�IDQ¿FWLRQ�ZRUNV�
about the relationship between EXO members Baekhyun and D.O. can use this 
WDJ�WR�IDFLOLWDWH�WKHLU�VHDUFK��7KH�WDJ�³%\XQ�%DHNK\XQ�'R�.\XQJVRR�_�'�2�´�KDV�D�
notable punctuative characteristic. The second name, Do Kyungsoo, is connected 
via a vertical bar to the name D.O., which refers to the fact that the EXO member 
known as D.O. has two names: D.O., a stage name based on his surname of Do, 
DQG�'R�.\XQJVRR��:KDW�VKRXOG�ZH�FDOO� WKLV�VHFRQG�QDPH"�+LV�JLYHQ�QDPH"�+LV�
OHJDO�QDPH"�+LV�UHDO�QDPH"�,I�ZH�FDOO�LW�D�³UHDO´�QDPH��GRHV�WKLV�PHDQ�WKDW�WKH�VWDJH�
QDPH��DQG�E\�H[WHQVLRQ�WKH�VWDJH�SHUVRQD��LV�QRW�UHDO"�:KDW�GRHV�WKDW�VLJQLI\�IRU�
³UHDO�SHUVRQ�¿FWLRQ´"�

³,Q� WKH�7HUULWRU\� RI� WKH�'UDJRQ�.LQJ´� LV� DQ� ³alternate universe” work that 
reimagines the EXO members as characters in a world where EXO, a massively 
popular K-pop boy band, does not exist. Instead, the EXO members are given 
new backstories: Baekhyun runs a small inn on Jeju Island, inherited from his 
grandmother, and Kyungsoo is a businessman from Seoul who comes to visit.13 
The cast of characters is not limited to EXO members, but is drawn from a wide 
YDULHW\�RI�.�SRS�LGRO�JURXSV��DOO�RI�ZKRP�DUH�UHIHUUHG�WR�E\�WKHLU�³UHDO´�QDPHV��7KLV�
LV�D�FRPPRQ�SUDFWLFH� LQ�ZULWLQJ�53)�IDQ¿FWLRQ��SDUWLFXODUO\� LQ�.�SRS��ZKHUH�PDQ\�
idols use stage names. The AO3 tags have been designed to facilitate searches for 
ERWK�WKH�³VWDJH�QDPH´�DQG�WKH�³UHDO�QDPH´�KHQFH��WKH�YHUWLFDO�EDU�LQ�³'R�.\XQJVRR�
_� '�2�´�:K\� GR� .�SRS� IDQ� ¿FWLRQ� ZULWHUV� FRQVLVWHQWO\� XVH� WKH� ³UHDO� QDPH�´� ZKLOH�
VLPXOWDQHRXVO\�FODLPLQJ�WKDW�WKH\�GR�QRW�WUDQVJUHVV�XSRQ�FHOHEULWLHV¶�³UHDO�VHOYHV"´14 
In this paper, through a comparison of two different constructions of the celebrity 
WH[W� ±� RQH� FRQVWUXFWHG� E\� WKH� .�SRS� LQGXVWU\� WKURXJK� UHDOLW\� WHOHYLVLRQ� DQG� RQH�
FRQVWUXFWHG� E\� IDQ� ¿FWLRQ� ZULWHUV� UHÀHFWLQJ� XSRQ� WKHLU� RZQ� FUDIW� ±� ,� DUJXH� WKDW�
while both the K-pop industry and K-pop RPF are premised upon the dichotomy 
between the public persona and the private self, both performatively transgress that 
dichotomy to generate an affect that cannot be evoked by either the public or the 
private alone. On one hand, K-pop RPF relies on the theoretical divide between the 

11 �&XUOHGXSNLWWHQ�>FKDQ\HRO@��³,Q�WKH�7HUULWRU\�RI�WKH�'UDJRQ�.LQJ�´�Archive of Our 
Own, May 17, 2014, https://archiveofourown.org/works/2160063/chapters/4722243.
12 �³$UFKLYH�)$4�´�$UFKLYH�RI�2XU�2ZQ��DFFHVVHG�1RYHPEHU�����������KWWSV���DUFKLYH-
RIRXURZQ�RUJ�IDT�WDJV"ODQJXDJHBLG HQ�ZKDWLVDWDJ�
13 �&XUOHGXSNLWWHQ��FKDQ\HRO���³,Q�WKH�7HUULWRU\�RI�WKH�'UDJRQ�.LQJ�´
14 �*ULVFODLU��³536��6ODVK��DQG�.�3RS����*UHDW�7DVWHV�WKDW�7DVWH�*UHDW�7RJHWKHU��2U�
Something,” LiveJournal post, May 29, 2012, https://grisclair.livejournal.com/77953.html.
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public persona and the private self in order to justify its own existence even as its 
practices threaten any such clear-cut divide. On the other hand, the K-pop industry 
constructs this public/private dichotomy in order to transgress upon it in the pursuit 
of authenticity, and that it is this authenticity that fans are seeking when they speak 
RI�WKH�³UHDO�´�,�FRQFOXGH�E\�VXJJHVWLQJ�WKDW�WKHVH�WUDQVJUHVVLRQV�SRLQW�WRZDUG�D�QHZ�
model of celebrity as embodied by the K-pop idol: not a persona, a mask or stage 
name to be removed at will, but a constant negotiation between the very-much-
public and the not-so-public. 

Background on Stage Names 

On the English-language Korean entertainment news website Soompi, Azra_A 
GHVFULEHV�VWDJH�QDPHV�DV�³D�IXQ�.�SRS�WUDGLWLRQ�ZKHUH�SHUIRUPHUV�JR�E\�DQ�DOLDV�
that adds an extra dimension to how we see them.”15 For example, in EXO, Suho is a 
VWDJH�QDPH�WKDW�UHIHUV�WR�WKH�LGRO¶V�SRVLWLRQ�DV�OHDGHU�RI�WKH�JURXS��DV�WKH�ZRUG�³suho” 
LQ�.RUHDQ�DOVR�PHDQV�³to protect.” Idols can change their stage names throughout 
WKHLU�FDUHHU�±�ERWK�*27��PHPEHU�-XQLRU��QRZ�-LQ\RXQJ�16 and BTS member Rap 
Monster (now RM)17 changed their stage names, but the close association between 
the initial stage name and the K-pop idol can be hard to break. For instance, all the 
EXO members still go by their original stage names, even if the reasoning behind 
those names no longer exists. For example, in 2019, EXO’s Chen released two solo 
DOEXPV�XQGHU�WKH�QDPH�³Chen” despite the fact that it has been many years since he 
was promoted as part of the subunit EXO-M.18 EXO-M was a subunit of EXO, based 
in China, that sang in Mandarin, and Chen’s stage name was deliberately designed 
WR�UHÀHFW�KLV�PHPEHUVKLS�LQ�WKDW�JURXS�GHVSLWH�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�KH�QHLWKHU�LGHQWL¿HV�DV�
Chinese nor speaks Mandarin natively.19 
 Situating the K-pop idol within the broader context of celebrity studies 
QHFHVVLWDWHV�ORRNLQJ�DW�WKUHH�GLIIHUHQW�ERGLHV�RI�UHVHDUFK��¿OP�VWDUV��79�FHOHEULWLHV��
and music celebrities. This is primarily due to the multimodal nature of K-pop. Although 
.�SRS� LV�EURDGO\�XQGHUVWRRG�³DV�DQ�DEEUHYLDWLRQ� IRU�.RUHDQ�SRSXODU�PXVLF�´�6XN�

15 �$]UDB$��³���.�3RS�,GROV�ZLWK�8QLTXH�DQG�0HDQLQJIXO�6WDJH�1DPHV�´�Soompi, 
August 22, 2019, https://www.soompi.com/article/1347136wpp/12-k-pop-idols-with-unique-
and-meaningful-stage-names.
16 �-�.��³*27�¶V�-XQLRU�$QQRXQFHV�+H¶OO�%H�8VLQJ�5HDO�1DPH�IURP�1RZ�2Q�´�Soompi, 
August 16, 2016, https://www.soompi.com/article/887297wpp/got7s-junior-announces-hell-
using-real-name-now.
17 �-�.��³%76¶V�50�2I¿FLDOO\�$QQRXQFHV�&KDQJH�WR�6WDJH�1DPH�´�Soompi, November 
����������KWWSV���ZZZ�VRRPSL�FRP�DUWLFOH��������ZSS�EWVV�UP�RI¿FLDOO\�DQQRXQFHV�FKDQJH�
stage-name.
18  Gim Minji, 1HZV�, August 29, 2019, https://n.news.naver.com/entertain/arti-
cle/421/0004169282.
19 �0DUJJHH��³(;2�0HPEHU�3UR¿OH�DQG�)DFWV��&KHQ�´�:RUGSUHVV�SRVW��-XO\����������
KWWSV���EORJJLQJGLVFRYHU�ZRUGSUHVV�FRP������������H[R�PHPEHU�SUR¿OH�DQG�IDFWV�FKHQ��
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<RXQJ�.LP�SRLQWV�RXW�WKDW�³.�SRS�LV�D�PXVLF�VFHQH�ZKRVH�.RUHDQ�RULJLQ�DQG�JOREDO�
GHVWLQDWLRQ� FRQVWDQWO\� YLH� WR� GH¿QH� LWV� LGHQWLW\�´20� .LP� HPEUDFHV� WKH� ³JHQHUDWLYH´�
SRWHQWLDO� RI� WKLV� LGHQWLW\� FULVLV� E\� VXJJHVWLQJ� RWKHU� SRVVLEOH�PHDQLQJV� IRU� WKH� ³.´�
LQ�.�SRS��VXFK�DV�³NDOHLGRVFRSLF�´�³NH\ERDUG�NH\SDG�´�³.OHHQH[�´�DQG�³NRUSRUDWH�´�
,W� LV� WKH� ³NDOHLGRVFRSLF´� WHUP� WKDW� ,� VHL]H�XSRQ�KHUH� WR�GHVFULEH�.�SRS¶V�SODFH�DW�
WKH�FRQÀXHQFH�RI�¿OP�DQG�PXVLF��.LP�ZULWHV� WKDW� ³NDOHLGRVFRSLF�SRS� OHDGV� WR� WKH�
FUXFLDO�FRQFHSW�RI�PXOWLPHGLD«�¿UVW�DV�PXOWLSOH� IRUPV�RI�SHUIRUPDQFH��FRPELQLQJ�
acting, singing, dancing, and talk shows to create a complex array of multimedia 
performances rather than just a music genre.”21 The K-pop star must be understood 
not only as a music celebrity, but also as someone who embodies what Kim calls 
³VSHFWDFXODU�YLVXDOLW\��ZKLFK�LQFOXGHV�JRRG�ORRNV��D�XQLTXH�IDVKLRQ�VWDWHPHQW��DQG�
dance moves.”22 P. David Marshall also points out the element of visuality present 
DPRQJ� PXVLF� FHOHEULWLHV� RXWVLGH� RI� WKH� .�SRS� FRQWH[W�� ³WKH� SUHVHQWDWLRQ� RI� WKH�
star, his or her music roots, style of dress, manner of speech, and public display of 
VH[XDOLW\�DUH�DOO�VLJQL¿FDQW�PDUNHUV� IRU� WKH�VWUXFWXULQJ�DQG�GLIIHUHQWLDWLQJ�RI�\RXWK�
culture.”23�*LYHQ�WKLV�NDOHLGRVFRSLF�FRQÀXHQFH��WKH�IROORZLQJ�VHFWLRQ�FRQVLGHUV�VWDJH�
QDPHV�LQ�DOO�WKUHH�FRQWH[WV��¿OP��79��DQG�PXVLF��EHIRUH�ORRNLQJ�DW�VWDJH�QDPHV�LQ�
K-pop proper. 
� 6WDJH� QDPHV� DUH�PHQWLRQHG� EULHÀ\� LQ�5LFKDUG�'\HU¶V� ERRN�Stars�� D� ¿OP�
VWXGLHV�WH[W�WKDW�ORRNV�DW�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�DQG�VLJQL¿FDQFH�RI�VWDUGRP�LQ�+ROO\ZRRG��
'\HU�PHQWLRQV�WKDW�-RKQ�:D\QH�DQG�0DULO\Q�0RQURH�XVHG�VWDJH�QDPHV�ZKLOH�-DQH�
Fonda and Robert Redford did not. He attributes this difference to cinema becoming 
LQFUHDVLQJO\�³FKDUDFWHU�RULHQWHG�´�D�WHUP�WKDW�KH�ERUURZV�IURP�OLWHUDU\�VFKRODUV�ZKR�
FKDUDFWHUL]H�QRYHOLVWLF� OLWHUDWXUH�DV�PRYLQJ�DZD\� IURP�³HPEOHPDWLF´�FKDUDFWHUV� WR�
³SDUWLFXODUL]HG´�FKDUDFWHUV�24�'\HU�DOVR�QRWHV�WKDW�³QDPHV�FDQ�EH�IRUHJURXQGHG�LQ�
UHODWLRQ�WR�LGHQWLW\«�LW�LV�YHU\�FRPPRQ�IRU�SHRSOH�WR�VSHDN�RI�D�FKDUDFWHU�LQ�D�¿OP�DV�
having the star’s name.”25�+HUH��'\HU�GLVFXVVHV�WKH�FRQÀDWLRQ�RI�WKH�¿OP�VWDU�ZLWK�
WKHLU�RQVFUHHQ�FKDUDFWHU��ZKLFK�LQ�KLV�YLHZ�REVFXUHV�WKH�RULJLQDO�³FRQVWUXFWHG�QHVV´�
RI�WKH�¿OP�VWDU��

Stars are, like characters in stories, representations of people… However, 
unlike characters in stories, stars are also real people…Because stars have 
DQ�H[LVWHQFH�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG�LQGHSHQGHQW�RI�WKHLU�VFUHHQ�³¿FWLRQ´�DSSHDUDQFHV��
it is possible to believe… that as people they are more real than characters 

20  Suk-Young Kim, .�3RS�/LYH��)DQV��,GROV��DQG�0XOWLPHGLD�3HUIRUPDQFH�(California: 
Stanford University Press, 2018), 8. 
21  Kim, .�3RS�/LYH, 9. 
22  Ibid., 15. 
23 �3��'DYLG�0DUVKDOO��³7KH�0HDQLQJV�RI�WKH�3RSXODU�0XVLF�&HOHEULW\��7KH�&RQVWUXF-
tion of Distinctive Authenticity,” in Celebrity and Power: Fame and Contemporary Culture 
(University of Minnesota Press, 2014), 161. 
24  Richard Dyer, Stars, 1998 ed. (London: British Film Institute, 1979), 97-98. 
25  Ibid., 109. 
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in stories. This means that they serve to disguise the fact that they are just 
as much produced images, constructed personalities as “characters” are.26 

,Q�'\HU¶V�WXUQ�RI�SKUDVH�KHUH��VWDUV�DUH�³more real than characters in stories.” Their 
offscreen personalities, as the word personality implies, are always in relation to 
WKHLU�RQVFUHHQ�SHUVRQDV��1RW�RQO\�DUH�RIIVFUHHQ�SHUVRQDOLWLHV�MXVW�DV�³FRQVWUXFWHG´�
DV�RQVFUHHQ�FKDUDFWHUV��DV�'\HU�VD\V��EXW�³UHDOQHVV´�DV�SK\VLFDO�H[LVWHQFH�FDUULHV�
an affective value that transcends and partially conceals this process of construction. 
� 2Q�WKH�WHOHYLVLRQ�VLGH��6X�+ROPHV¶V�HVVD\�³,W¶V�$�-XQJOH�2XW�7KHUH�´�ORRNV�DW�
WKH�VWDJH�QDPH�UHDO�QDPH�GLDOHFWLF�WKURXJK�WKH�FDVH�RI�-RUGDQ�.DWLH��D�³���\HDU�ROG�
glamour model has found fame in Britain largely due to the size of her surgically-
enhanced breasts.”27 Jordan’s appearance on a reality TV show generated an 
³extraordinarily self-conscious debate about the relationship between ‘Jordan,’ the 
media image, and the person known in reality as ‘Katie Price,’ who was perceived 
by the show as being her ‘real’ self.”28 It is worth noting here that this dual identity 
was primarily focused through the lens of Jordan/Katie’s romantic relationship with 
another celebrity on the show.29 As I will suggest later, the use of real names in RPF 
IDQ�¿FWLRQ�FDQQRW�EH�GLVHQWDQJOHG�IURP�WKH�GHSLFWLRQ�RI�LQWHUSHUVRQDO�UHODWLRQVKLSV�
EHWZHHQ� WKH� ³FKDUDFWHUV´� LQ� WKH� VWRU\�� 0RUHRYHU�� WKH� RWKHU� SDUWLFLSDQWV� RQ� WKH�
show frequently switched between the names Jordan and Katie, a fact that will be 
VLJQL¿FDQW�ZKHQ�,�GLVFXVV�(;2¶V�RZQ�UHDOLW\�79�VKRZ�ODWHU�LQ�WKLV�SDSHU��+ROPHV�HQGV�
her discussion of this case with the note that Jordan/Katie are not as equal in that 
ELQDU\�DV�WKH�³VODVK´�VXJJHVWV��7KH�-RUGDQ�.DWLH�SHUVRQD�SHUVRQDOLWLHV�DUH�QRW�RQO\�
LQH[WULFDEO\�ERXQG�XS�ZLWK�FODVV�DQG�JHQGHU��EXW�WKH�UHDOLW\�VKRZ�LWVHOI�EX\V�LQWR�³WKH�
notion that there is a ‘core’ to be found, even if this is partly ‘in process¶�LQ�WKH�>VKRZ@��
:KDW� LV� LPSRUWDQW«� LV� WKH�JHQHUDO� VXJJHVWLRQ� WKDW� WKH�SXEOLF� �FHOHEULW\�� VHOI� DQG�
the private (‘real’) self may well be blurred, but they can ultimately be separated.”30 
/LNH� LQ�'\HU¶V�DFFRXQW�� WKH�³SULYDWH�UHDO´�FDUULHV�D�YDOXH� WKDW� WKH�³SXEOLF�FHOHEULW\´�
GRHV�QRW��,Q�UHDOLW\�WHOHYLVLRQ��LW�PD\�DSSHDU�DV�WKRXJK�WKH�YDOXH�RI�WKH�³UHDO´��WKH�
³FRUH´��LV�EHLQJ�H[WUDFWHG�IURP�WKH�SXEOLF�FHOHEULW\�³RUH´�WKDW�VXUURXQGV�LW��,Q�IDFW��WKLV�
value is generated through the simultaneous processes of blurring and separation. 
6HSDUDWLQJ�WKH�³UHDO´�IURP�WKH�³OHVV�UHDO´�LGHQWL¿HV�D�³FRUH´�WR�EH�H[WUDFWHG��EXW�WKH�
³RUH´�LQ�WKLV�H[WHQGHG�PHWDSKRU��L�H��WKH�³SXEOLF�FHOHEULW\´��LV�QRW�GLVFDUGHG�EXW�UDWKHU�
given enhanced value through the process of extraction.

A similar process of value generation occurs in the case of music celebrities. 
,Q� ³7KH�0HDQLQJV�RI� WKH�3RSXODU�0XVLF�&HOHEULW\�´�3��'DYLG�0DUVKDOO� DUJXHV� WKDW�

26  Ibid., 20. 
27 �6X�+ROPHV��³,W¶V�D�-XQJOH�2XW�7KHUH��3OD\LQJ�WKH�*DPH�RI�)DPH�LQ�&HOHEULW\�5HDO-
ity TV,” in Framing Celebrity: New Directions in Celebrity Studies, ed. Su Holmes and Sean 
Redmond (London: Routledge, 2006), 56. 
28  Ibid. 
29 �+ROPHV��³-XQJOH�´�����
30  Ibid., 58. 
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³WKH�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQV�WKDW�KDYH�WDNHQ�SODFH�LQ�SRSXODU�PXVLF�LQ�WKH�WZHQWLHWK�FHQWXU\�
FDQ� EH� DWWULEXWHG� WR� D� QXPEHU� RI� IDFWRUV«� DOO� RI� >ZKLFK@� KDYH� EHHQ� PRGDOL]HG�
around concepts of authenticity.”31 Lip syncing, in particular, has come to embody 
this problem of authenticity in musical performance. In his book Liveness, Philip 
Auslander compares the lip syncing scandals of Milli Vanilli and Ashlee Simpson 
to discuss how fans of pop music, who do not necessarily conform to the same 
ideologies as fans of rock music, respond differently to questions of authenticity.32 
Crucially, Auslander mentions that Simpson rehabilitated her image by appearing on 
Saturday Night Live and publicly acknowledging her mistake, as well as introducing 
(in live performance) a song she wrote about the scandal.33 Auslander writes that 
WKLV�³SRVLWLRQHG�6LPSVRQ�VTXDUHO\�ZLWKLQ�URFN�LGHRORJ\�E\�VWUHVVLQJ�KHU�DXWKRUVKLS�RI�
the song and its autobiographical nature.” Auslander and Marshall’s insights suggest 
that music celebrities are just like reality TV stars in the sense that authenticity 
�³UHDOQHVV´��LV�DERXW�SURYLQJ�DQ�H[LVWHQFH�EHKLQG�WKH�LPDJH��ZKLFK�LQ�WXUQ�DGGV�YDOXH�
to the image. The acknowledgement of and performative gesture toward interiority, 
WKH�SHUFHSWLRQ�RI�³VRPHWKLQJ�HOVH´�WKDW�OLHV�EHQHDWK�WKH�SXEOLF�SHUVRQD��DQG�WKH�LGHD�
of depth is crucial here, partially concealed but always informing the persona above 
as intimacy. The creative act of writing a song about one’s personal experience 
FRQQHFWV�WKH�³LQWHULRU´�ZLWK�WKH�³SXEOLF�´�7KH�SXEOLF�VFDQGDO�LV�JLYHQ�QHZ�GHSWK�DQG�
ZHLJKW�� WKH�DXGLHQFH��ZKR�KDV�SUHYLRXVO\�NQRZQ�RQO\� WKH� ³SXEOLF�´� IHHOV� OLNH� WKH\�
KDYH�JRWWHQ�D�SULYLOHJHG�JOLPSVH�LQWR�WKH�³private.” In similar terms, Marshall writes 
that the love songs performed by teen idols serve as a conduit between the audience 
�WKH�IDQ��DQG�WKH�³SHUVRQDO�DQG�SULYDWH�UHDOP�RI�WKH�VLQJHU´�DQG�PRUH�JHQHUDOO\�WKDW�
³SRSXODU�PXVLF�ZRUNV«�>WR�EUHDN@�GRZQ�WKH�GLVWDQFH�EHWZHHQ�WKH�SRS�VWDU�DQG�WKH�
individual audience member at the very least in the level of fantasy for the audience 
member.”34�7KH�LGRO¶V�UHODWLRQVKLS�WR�FHOHEULW\�LV�FKDUDFWHUL]HG�DV�D�³SOD\�EHWZHHQ�
accessibility to the group members’ intimate world and the impossibility of fully 
entering that world.”35 In his paper about the Korean pop star Rain, Hyunjoon Shin 
VXJJHVWV�WKDW�WKH�(QJOLVK�VWDJH�QDPH�³5DLQ´��D�OLWHUDO�WUDQVODWLRQ�RI�WKH�.RUHDQ�VWDJH�
QDPH�³Bi”, served to position the star within a global market.36 However, this does 
not explain the Korean stage name Bi, but rather suggests that the stage name is 
OHVV�DERXW�PDUNHWLQJ�DQG�PRUH�DERXW�FKDUDFWHUL]LQJ�WKH�³SOD\´�EHWZHHQ�DFFHVVLELOLW\�
and impossibility.

31 �0DUVKDOO��³0HDQLQJV�RI�3RSXODU�0XVLF�&HOHEULW\�´������HPSKDVLV�PLQH��
32  Philip Auslander, Liveness: Performance in a Mediatized Culture. 2nd ed (London: 
Routledge, 2008), 126. 
33 Ibid.
34 �0DUVKDOO��³0HDQLQJV�RI�3RSXODU�0XVLF�&HOHEULW\�´������
35  Ibid., 179. 
36 �+\XQMRRQ�6KLQ��³+DYH�<RX�(YHU�6HHQ�WKH�Rain"�$QG�:KR¶OO�6WRS�WKH�Rain"��7KH�
Globalizing Project of Korean Pop (K-Pop),” ,QWHU�$VLD�&XOWXUDO�6WXGLHV 10, no. 4 (2009): 
514-515. 
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The claim that idols are always making calculated decisions about whether 
to refer to their fellow members by their stage names or their real names is not made 
here. Nonetheless, the effect is one of intimacy, a private world that is separate from 
the world of onstage performances and televised appearances, at which fans can 
get a glimpse of through these posts and broadcasts. The real name serves as a 
NLQG�RI�VKRUWKDQG�IRU�WKLV�SULYDWH�ZRUOG��SURRI�RI�³WKH�EDVLF�DQG�HVVHQWLDO�DXWKHQWLFLW\�
that a ‘real’ person is housed in the sign construction.”37 In Marshall’s words, the 
UHDO�QDPH�UHSUHVHQWV�³DFFHVVLELOLW\�WR�WKH�JURXS�PHPEHUV¶�LQWLPDWH�ZRUOG´�ZKLOH�WKH�
VWDJH�QDPH�UHSUHVHQWV�³WKH�LPSRVVLELOLW\�RI�IXOO\�HQWHULQJ�WKDW�ZRUOG�´38 Intimacy, as 
the transgression of distance, can only be created by ¿UVW�FUHDWLQJ�GLVWDQFH, which 
WKH�VWDJH�QDPH�GRHV��0DUVKDOO�XVHV�WKH�WHUP�³WUDQVJUHVVLRQ´�LQ�D�VLPLODU�ZD\�LQ�KLV�
HVVD\�µ7KH�&LQHPDWLF�$SSDUDWXV�¶�DUJXLQJ�WKDW�WKH�³PDLQWHQDQFH�RI�FHOHEULW\�VWDWXV�
IRU� WKH� ¿OP� DFWRU´� LQYROYHV� DQ� ³LQWHQVH� VHDUFK� IRU� WKHLU� PHDQLQJ� DQG� FRKHUHQFH�
beyond the screen into their private lives.”39�:KLOH� WKHUH�DUH�PDQ\� IDFWRUV�EHKLQG�
the use of stage names in Korean entertainment, not least of which is a cultural 
preoccupation with names as a source of good fortune40, many Korean celebrities 
VSHDN�RI�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�WKHLU�UHDO�QDPH�GLG�QRW�³VRXQG�FHOHEULW\�OLNH´�HQRXJK�WR�XVH�41 
In other words, an important function of the stage name is to create this sense of 
distance from everyday life, to nominally move the star from the sphere of private 
ordinariness into the sphere of public extraordinariness. Marshall goes even further 
DQG�DUJXHV�WKDW�LW�LV�WKLV�³FRPELQDWLRQ�RI�IDPLOLDULW\�DQG�H[WUDRUGLQDULQHVV�>WKDW@�JLYHV�
the celebrity its ideological power.”42 Bound up in that is the idea that the ordinary 
VSKHUH�LV�WKH�³UHDO´�DQG�WKH�H[WUDRUGLQDU\�VSKHUH�LV�VRPHKRZ�³IDOVH�´43 meaning that 
a K-pop star who uses a stage name must periodically gesture back to their real 
name to prove their realness and to demonstrate their authenticity by performatively 
transgressing upon the distance they have created. 

37 �3��'DYLG�0DUVKDOO��³3UHIDFH�´�LQ�Celebrity and Power: Fame in Contemporary Cul�
ture (University of Minnesota Press, 2014), xix. 
38 �0DUVKDOO��³0HDQLQJV�RI�3RSXODU�0XVLF�&HOHEULW\�´������
39 �3��'DYLG�0DUVKDOO��³7KH�&LQHPDWLF�$SSDUDWXV�DQG�WKH�&RQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�WKH�)LOP�
Celebrity,” in Celebrity and Power: Fame in Contemporary Culture (University of Minnesota 
Press, 2014), 105. 
40 �³1DPH�&KDQJH�LQ�.RUHD�´�$VN�D�.RUHDQ���%ORJVSRW), October 18, 2013, http://aska-
korean.blogspot.com/2013/10/name-change-in-korea.html.
41 �3ODWLQXP������³:K\�'R�0DQ\�.RUHDQ�$FWRUV�6LQJHUV�&KDQJH�7KHLU�1DPHV��&RP-
ments,” Reddit post, June 10, 2014, https://www.reddit.com/r/koreanvariety/comments/27qp-
pl/why_do_many_korean_actorssingers_change_their.
42 �0DUVKDOO��³&LQHPDWLF�$SSDUDWXV�´�����
43  Dyer, Stars, 43. 
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The K-Pop Celebrity Text in Reality Television

In 2013, EXO starred in their own reality TV series called EXO’s Showtime.44 
Showtime�SXUSRUWV�WR�GHSLFW� WKH�³RII�VWDJH´� OLIH�RI� WKH�(;2�PHPEHUV��EXW�DFWXDOO\�
shows the members participating in highly staged events such as throwing birthday 
parties (Episode 3), exchanging Secret Santa gifts (Episode 4), and engaging in 
musical or physical games with each other (Episode 9). In her essay on English-
ODQJXDJH�FHOHEULW\� UHDOLW\�79��6X�+ROPHV�QRWHV� WKDW� ³UHDOLW\�79¶V�FODLP� WR�SUHVHQW�
WKH�UHDO�� WR�VWULS�DZD\�WKH�FHOHEULW\�SHUVRQD��FRPHV�LQWR�FRQÀLFW�ZLWK� LWV�VWDWXV�DV�
an openly performative space which is deeply self-conscious about its mediated 
status.”45 The footage in Showtime, as in most Korean reality shows, does not 
attempt to pass itself off as raw or unedited; on the contrary, the show features vivid 
subtitles and visual effects to accentuate the viewing experience. Showtime’s claim 
to authenticity therefore lies not in how it is presented (i.e. its format), but in how 
the people onscreen comport themselves. The members are shown wearing casual 
clothing, cracking inside jokes, and perhaps most crucially, referring to each other 
by their real names. 

In one segment, other idols at SM Entertainment are asked whether they 
can identify the EXO members by name. During this segment, TVXQ member 
Changmin proudly proclaims that he not only knows Xiumin’s stage name, but also 
his real name, Kim Minseok. This display of knowledge is meant to signify that he 
is close enough to Xiumin, or at least interested enough in him, to know both his 
names. A few seconds later, both members of TVXQ are unable to identify Lay’s 
stage name, although they both know that his real name is�=KDQJ�Yixing. Yunho 
pretends to leave the room (i.e. escapes the camera frame) in embarrassment at 
not knowing the answer, but Changmin soon reveals that this was a charade; he 
does know Lay’s stage name. This interaction is a particularly complicated interplay 
between stage name and real name. Depending on the context, knowing the 
stage name or knowing the real name can be a sign of intimacy (i.e. senior-junior 
intimacy within a company). Not knowing either or both can be a sign of shame, of a 
breakdown in relations between neighbors. More generally, this interaction exposes 
WKH�FRQÀLFW�WKDW�+ROPHV�SRLQWV�WR�LQ�UHDOLW\�79��EHWZHHQ�LWV�FODLP�WR�³VWULS�DZD\�WKH�
FHOHEULW\�SHUVRQD´�DQG�LWV�³VWDWXV�DV�DQ�RSHQO\�SHUIRUPDWLYH�VSDFH�ZKLFK�LV�GHHSO\�
self-conscious about its mediated status.”46 Changmin pretending not to know Lay’s 
VWDJH�QDPH�LV�D�VWDJHG�MRNH��SDUWLDOO\�LI�QRW�FRPSOHWHO\�IRU�WKH�EHQH¿W�RI�WKH�FDPHUD��
\HW� LW�SDUDGR[LFDOO\�VLJQL¿HV�DXWKHQWLFLW\�DQG�LQWLPDF\�E\�EULGJLQJ�WKH�SHUFHLYHG��LI�
not actually real gap between TVXQ, a legendary idol group that has been promoted 
for more than ten years at the time of the broadcast, and EXO, a relatively new idol 
group that have been together less than two years. Showtime itself gestures to this 

44  EXO’s Showtime, performed by EXO (November 28, 2013—February 13, 2014; 
6HRXO��60�&	&�0%&�(YHU\����79�
45 �+ROPHV��³-XQJOH�´�����
46  Ibid. 
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FRQÀLFW��ZKHQ�6XKR�DSSURDFKHV�WKH�PHPEHUV�RI�6XSHU�-XQLRU�WR�DVN�WKHP�WKH�VDPH�
TXHVWLRQ��KH�¿QGV�WZR�RI�WKHP�UHKHDUVLQJ�LQ�WKHLU�GUHVVLQJ�URRP��7KH�VXEWLWOHV�PDNH�
QRWH�RI�WKLV�IDFW��EXW�DGG�D�OLWWOH�DGGHQGXP��³,V�WKLV�D�VHW�XS"�2U�LV�LW�UHDO"´�

By the ninth episode, the show begins to make distinctions between the 
stage name and the real name depending on the context. During a rehearsal, Luhan 
UHPLQLVFHV�DERXW�D�VRQJ� WKDW�6XKR�XVHG� WR�VLQJ�GXULQJ� WKHLU� WUDLQHH�GD\V��:KHQ�
6XKR�EHJLQV�VLQJLQJ�WKH�VRQJ�LQ�WKH�SUHVHQW�GD\��WKH�VXEWLWOHV�QRWH��³6XKR�LV�VLQJLQJ�
trainee Junmyeon’s favorite song.” The subtitles give the impression that Suho and 
Junmyeon (Suho’s real name) are different people, separated not only by their name 
but their idol/trainee statuses. The stage name/real name dichotomy works here to 
show that the celebrity has a past, has depth, and more importantly that fans can 
have access to that depth by knowing more about their past. Similarly, in episode 
four, the members speak about an incident in which they witnessed D.O. crying 
ZKLOH�ZDWFKLQJ� DQLPH�� DQG� WKH� VXEWLWOHV� GHQRWH� WKLV�PRPHQW� DV� ³7KH� \RXQJ� ER\�
Kyungsoo was moved by the animation.” Although the members do not specify when 
WKLV�LQFLGHQW�WRRN�SODFH��WKH�XVH�RI�³\RXQJ�ER\´�DV�ZHOO�DV�'�2�¶V�UHDO�QDPH�JHVWXUHV�
back to a nostalgic past. 

Another example of this can be seen in a girl group member’s appearance 
on a reality show called Baek Jong Won’s Alley Restaurant.47 Solar, a member of 
the girl group MAMAMOO, was brought on the show to sample a dish served by 
a restaurant on the show. Her appearance was almost immediately questioned by 
WKH�VKRZ¶V�KRVWV��ZKR�MRNHG�WKDW�WKH�QDPH�³6RODU�´�DQ�(QJOLVK�QDPH��VRXQGHG�OLNH�
D�SHUVRQ�ZKR�ZRXOG�HQMR\�SDVWD��W\SLFDOO\�SHUFHLYHG�WR�EH�D�³:HVWHUQ” food) more 
than the dish that she had been brought in to sample, cheonggukjang, a fermented 
soybean stew perceived as a typical Korean food. One of the hosts, prompted by a 
cue card that had been prepared for him by the production staff, then delivered the 
SXQFKOLQH�RI�WKH�³MRNH´��6RODU¶V�UHDO�QDPH�LV�.LP�<RQJ�6XQ��D�QDPH�WKDW�DOO� WKUHH�
hosts instantly associate with the countryside, Korean-ness, and other ineffable 
factors related to cheonggukjang. In highlighting the difference between her stage 
QDPH�DQG�KHU�UHDO�QDPH��WKH�KRVWV¶�¿UVW�TXHVWLRQ�YHUL¿HV�6RODU¶V�FODLP�WR�HQMR\�WKLV�
dish. Although Solar does not speak during this segment as she is not in the same 
room as the hosts, the revealing of her real name is a performative transgression 
that reinforces her authenticity as a Korean woman who enjoys cheonggukjang.

The K-Pop Celebrity Text in Fan Fiction Meta

7KH�H[SORLWDWLRQ�RI� WKH� LQWHUSOD\�EHWZHHQ�³accessibility´�DQG�³impossibility”48 is not 
FRQ¿QHG�RQO\�WR�WKH�.RUHDQ�FHOHEULW\��WKH�.�SRS�LGRO��DQG�WKH�.�SRS�LQGXVWU\��)DQ�
SURGXFHUV�DOVR�PLQH�WKLV�³JDS´� LQ� LQWHUHVWLQJ�ZD\V��/LYH-RXUQDO�XVHU�JULVFODLU�� LQ�D�
post defending the practice of RPF, writes: 

47  Baek Jong Won’s Alley Restaurant��³(SLVRGH�����´�GLUHFWHG�E\�-HRQJ�8MLQ��,�
Gwanwon, and Yun Jongho, aired November 13, 2019, on SBS. 
48 �0DUVKDOO��³0HDQLQJV�RI�3RSXODU�0XVLF�&HOHEULW\�´������
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The thing about RPF is: there is no way for you to know whether the 
“source text” is genuine. For FPF fandoms such as books or TV shows, 
the source text is pretty black and white…The source text is predetermined 
as the “canon” by the original author. In the case of RPF, the “source text” 
gets a little muddy. What we call “canon” in RPF fandom is essentially 
TV appearances, interviews, some stalkerish/blurry candid snapshots, 
anecdotal “fanaccounts,” and such subjective sources. What percentage of 
these things are scripted, played up, jokes, lies, or plain misinterpretation by 
fans? What is the guarantee that what these celebrities show on camera is 
KRZ�WKH\�DUH�OLNH�RII�FDPHUD�LQ�SULYDWH�OLIH"�)DQV�DUH�MXVW�REVHUYHUV�WU\LQJ�WR�
interpret this (very choppy, very unreliable) source text.49

7KLV�LV�YHU\�VLPLODU�WR�'\HU¶V�FRQWHQWLRQ�WKDW�WKH�¿OP�VWDU�LV�D�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�³NQRZQ�DQG�
H[SUHVVHG�RQO\�WKURXJK�¿OPV��VWRULHV��SXEOLFLW\��HWF.”50 Grisclair’s account suggests 
that fans are well-aware that both the distance and the intimacy designed to bridge 
WKH�GLVWDQFH�DUH�FRQVWUXFWLRQV��DQG�WKDW�WKH�³UHDO´�SHUVRQDOLW\�LV�DV�PXFK�RQ�FDPHUD�
DV�WKH�³stage” persona. Far from being alienating, however, RPF writers like grisclair 
see that impossibility as productive:

My source text is unreliable and sketchy as fuck. Real Person and Fictional 
3HUVRQD�DUH�VLPLODU�LQ�VXSHU¿FLDO�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV��EXW�WKH�)LFWLRQDO�3HUVRQD�LV�
absolutely a Fictional Character in my head. I share this Fictional Character 
with other people in the same fandom, and we make up a Collaborative 
Fantasy Space where our headcanons interact and build our interpretations 
of these Real People with personas we happen to love.51  

The impossibility of a reliable source text, of truly knowing the celebrity on an intimate 
level, frees the fan producer from a certain level of commitment to the real. Grisclair 
quotes another writer in saying:

While I’m writing about them…I write them in a certain way, a little more 
thoughtful than they probably are, a little more genuine, a little more 
confused. I write them trying harder to get through life than I think they really 
are… I romanticize their problems, their struggles, to give them greater 
weight and depth than just some fucking rich kid who’s all woe is me, my 
life is so hard. I do that because I don’t want to read about their bloated, 
competitive, soulless, consumptive, defensive little lives.52 

49 �*ULVFODLU��³536��6ODVK��DQG�.�3RS�´�
50 �'\HU��³6WDUV�´�����
51 �*ULVFODLU��³536��6ODVK��DQG�.�3RS�´�
52  Ibid. 
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On the other hand, this describes RPF writers’ dependence on what I have discussed 
previously as the perception of depth��WKH�³µUHDO¶�OXUNLQJ�beneath,”53 which the stage 
name/real name dichotomy gestures toward. Celebrities become more interesting, 
by these writers’ own admission, when they are perceived to have greater underlying 
SUREOHPV�WKDQ�³MXVW�VRPH�IXFNLQJ�ULFK�NLG�ZKR¶V�DOO�ZRH�LV�PH��P\�OLIH�LV�VR�KDUG�´54 
7KLV�LV�ZKDW�FULWLFV�RI�53)�PHDQ�ZKHQ�WKH\�FDOO�53)�H[SORLWDWLYH��ZKHQ�IDQ¿FWLRQ�
ZULWHUV�PDNH�XVH�RI�UHDO�SHUVRQDO�WUDJHGLHV�WR�OHQG�WKHLU�FKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQV�³JUHDWHU�
weight and depth.”55

It is possible to make a comparison here between these writers and Joshua 
*DPVRQ¶V�³JDPH�SOD\HUV�´56 In his research into the relationship between audience 
DQG�FHOHEULW\��*DPVRQ�LGHQWL¿HG�JDPH�SOD\HUV�DV�D�FDWHJRU\�RI�DXGLHQFH�ZKR�³UHDG�
WKH�FHOHEULW\�WH[W�DV�VHPL�¿FWLRQDO´�UDWKHU�WKDQ�UHDOLVWLF�DQG�DUH�³XQFRQFHUQHG�ZLWK�
questions of truth and authenticity. Rather, the celebrity system becomes a source of 
play.”57 Grisclair’s earlier comments also bear a resemblance to Holmes’ comments 
DERXW� WKH� ³HYHU�SUHVHQW� RVFLOODWLRQ´� LQ� UHDOLW\�79� SURJUDPPLQJ�� LQ�ZKLFK� ³YLHZHUV�
have not so much abandoned the ‘idea of authenticity’ as they aim to search out the 
moment when people seem to be ‘really’ themselves in an unreal environment.”58 
+ROPHV�JRHV�RQ�WR�VD\�WKDW�³WKLV�VWUXFWXUH�LV�LQ�PDQ\�ZD\V�UHVRQDQW�RI�RXU�UHODWLRQV�
with the textual construction of celebrity: we understand the mediated nature of 
the celebrity image, but we are perpetually encouraged to search the persona for 
elements of the real and authentic, beckoned by the promise of intimate access to 
their ‘real’ selves.”59 This suggests that RPF writers, instead of being characterized 
DV�GHYLDQW�±�6HDQ�5HGPRQG�ZULWHV�WKDW�³REVHVVLYH�IDQV�EOXU�DQG�FRQIXVH�WKH�UHDO�
DQG�WKH�¿FWLRQDO�VR�WKDW�WKH�VWDU�RU�FHOHEULW\�LV�LPDJLQHG�WR�UHVSRQG�WR��RU�JHW�LQ�WKH�
way of, their wishes and desires”60�±�VKRXOG�EH�FRQVLGHUHG�DV�³DQ�DXGLHQFH�KLJKO\�
conversant in the concept of celebrity image production and construction”61 who are 
WDNLQJ�XS�WKH�LQGXVWU\¶V� LQYLWDWLRQ�³QRW�VLPSO\�WR�VHHN�RXW�WKH�µUHDO¶�VHOI�EHKLQG�WKH�
image but also to (apparently) view the processes of fabrication and performance 
which constitute this entity.62�7KH�³LQWHUSOD\´�EHWZHHQ�DFFHVVLELOLW\�DQG�LPSRVVLELOLW\�
WKDW�53)�ZULWHUV�WDNH�XS�LQ�WKHLU�ZRUN�LV�WKH�VDPH�SOD\�WKDW�LV�³DFWLYHO\�SUHFLSLWDWH>G@�

53 �+ROPHV��³-XQJOH�´�����
54 �*ULVFODLU��³536��6ODVK��DQG�.�3RS�´�
55  Ibid.
56  Joshua Gamson, Claims to Fame: Celebrity in Contemporary America (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1994), 178.
57  Ibid.
58 �+ROPHV��³-XQJOH�´�����
59  Ibid.
60 �6HDQ�5HGPRQG��³,QWLPDWH�)DPH�(YHU\ZKHUH�´�LQ�Framing Celebrity: New Direc�
tions in Celebrity Studies, ed. Su Holmes and Sean Redmond (London: Routledge, 2006), 
34. 
61  Ibid., 62. 
62 �+ROPHV��³-XQJOH�´�����
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E\�UHDOLW\�WHOHYLVLRQ�SURJUDPV�DV�³integral to… viewing pleasure.”63 It is a chicken-
DQG�HJJ�VFHQDULR�ZKHUH�IDQV¶�GHVLUH�WR�³VHDUFK�WKH�SHUVRQD�IRU�HOHPHQWV�RI�WKH�UHDO�
DQG�DXWKHQWLF´�LV�FR�RSWHG�E\�WKH�LQGXVWU\¶V�GHVLUH�WR�FDSLWDOL]H�RQ�WKH�³SURPLVH�RI�
intimate access.”64

The Relationship Between the Fan Fiction Text and the Reality TV Text

$W�¿UVW�JODQFH��³,Q�WKH�7HUULWRU\�RI�WKH�'UDJRQ�.LQJ´�DSSHDUV�WR�KDYH�QR�FRQQHFWLRQ�
to the EXO members’ real lives. 1RQH�RI� WKH�(;2�PHPEHUV�KDYH�DQ\�VLJQL¿FDQW�
FRQQHFWLRQ�WR�-HMX�,VODQG��WKH�SULPDU\�VHWWLQJ�IRU�WKH�IDQ�¿FWLRQ�ZRUN�DQG�WKH�FKDUDFWHUV�
are surrounded by characters that are also drawn from public personalities such 
as other EXO members and other idols at SM Entertainment rather than the idols’ 
QRQ�SXEOLF�IULHQGV�DQG�IDPLO\��3DUW�RI�%DHNK\XQ¶V�DUF�LQ�WKH�IDQ�¿FWLRQ�ZRUN�LQYROYHV�
the loss of his friend, Yixing, Lay, who left Korea to move back to China, but the 
work was written long before Lay’s effective hiatus from EXO promotions in South 
Korea.65 Unlike Tao, Luhan, and Kris, Lay remains nominally part of the group. But the 
characterizations are notably similar to how the EXO members present themselves 
in their reality shows. Baekhyun is effervescent and talkative, masking a deep 
insecurity about his future, and Kyungsoo is shy and reserved until he opens up to 
%DHNK\XQ�RYHU�WKH�FRXUVH�RI�WKH�VWRU\��:KLOH�%DHNK\XQ�DQG�.\XQJVRR¶V�UHODWLRQVKLS�
in the IDQ�¿FWLRQ�WH[W is certainly beyond what any reality show would suggest, the 
FORVH�IULHQGVKLS�EHWZHHQ�%DHNK\XQ��&KDQ\HRO��DQG�-RQJGDH�LQ�WKH�IDQ�¿FWLRQ�ZRUN�
mirrors the relationship that the three idols show in their reality series. For example, 
all three characters are the same age and affectionately referred to by fans as the 
³beagle line.”66 There is also an unexpected pleasure when curledupkitten includes 
details like Baekhyun being unable to eat cucumbers in Chapter Four, a strong 
dislike of which the idol has expressed in shows like Roommate.67 Such references 
testify to curledupkitten’s dedication as a fan and reward other fans’ close reading, 
QRW�RQO\�RI�WKH�IDQ�¿FWLRQ�WH[W�EXW�RI�WKH�FHOHEULW\�WH[W�DV�ZHOO��

I take these examples within the context of the meta essays referenced 
above, and argue that RPF writers are performing the same transgression of 
authenticity that K-pop stars perform, using the real name to gesture an interiority 
WKDW�FDQ�EH�H[SORUHG� LQ� WKH�QDUUDWLYH�ZRUOG�RI� WKH� IDQ�¿FWLRQ�ZRUN��+RZHYHU��53)�
writers like grisclair see that interiority as theirs to invent, breaking the relationship 
EHWZHHQ�WKH�UHDO�QDPH�DQG�WKH�VWDU¶V�³UHDO´�LQWHULRULW\�

63 �+ROPHV��³-XQJOH�´�����
64  Ibid., 53. 
65 �(PP\.RRNLH0LQ��³:KDW�,V�WKH�'HDO�ZLWK�(;2¶V�/D\"´�$OONSRS�IRUXP�SRVW��-DQXDU\�
3, 2018, https://www.allkpop.com/forum/threads/what-is-the-deal-with-exos-lay.132437/. 
66 �0LQML\D��³��5HDVRQV�:K\�(;2¶V�%HDJOH�/LQH�,V�&DOOHG�WKH�%HDJOH�/LQH�´�Soompi, 
January 26, 2016, https://www.soompi.com/article/813027wpp/5-reasons-why-exos-beagle-
line-is-called-the-beagle-line.
67 �-XO\�����������KWWSV���ZZZ�\RXWXEH�FRP�ZDWFK"Y $B(SE3��EF$�
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Conclusion

,Q� WKLV�SDSHU�� ,�KDYH�DUJXHG� WKDW�.�SRS� IDQ�¿FWLRQ�ZULWHUV�DQG� WKH�.�SRS� LQGXVWU\�
both negotiate transgressions of authenticity. RPF writers are borrowing the stage 
name/real name construction and its performative transgression from the K-pop 
industry, but the industry sets up that dialectic because of the existing fan desire for 
intimacy/authenticity. In order to prove themselves as being authentic and consists 
of depth, K-pop idols move back and forth between the stage name and the real 
name as the situation requires. The notion that they might do it unconsciously is no 
less indicative of the industry’s willingness to exploit the gap that the stage name/
real name dichotomy presents. At the surface level, the K-pop industry continues to 
HVSRXVH�D�³VWDWLF´�PRGHO�RI�FHOHEULW\�LQ�ZKLFK�VWDUV�DUH�HVVHQWLDOO\�RUGLQDU\�SHRSOH�
ZKR�RFFDVLRQDOO\�GRQ�D�³PDVN´��WKH�³SHUVRQD´��IRU�ZRUN�SXUSRVHV��,Q�DFWXDOLW\��WKH�
K-pop idol embodies a dynamic model of celebrity in which value is generated 
through the constant negotiation between the ostentatiously public and the 
ostensibly private. RPF exists because the entertainment industry’s transgression 
RI�DXWKHQWLFLW\�GHSHQGV�RQ�IDQV�EHLQJ�VDYY\�PHGLD�FRQVXPHUV��WR�³XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�
PHGLDWHG� QDWXUH� RI� WKH� FHOHEULW\� LPDJH´� ZKLOH� EHLQJ� ³SHUSHWXDOO\� HQFRXUDJHG� WR�
search the persona for elements of the real and authentic.”68 But RPF writers turn 
this back on the industry by performing their own transgressions of authenticity. They 
GHVWDELOL]H�WKH�³EDVLF�DQG�HVVHQWLDO�DXWKHQWLFLW\�WKDW�D�µUHDO¶�SHUVRQ�LV�KRXVHG�LQ�WKH�
VLJQ�FRQVWUXFWLRQ´�E\�VXEVWLWXWLQJ�WKHLU�RZQ�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�ZKDW�PDNHV�D�SHUVRQ�³UHDO�´��
Intimacy is not the reward of the transgression of distance, but rather an affect that 
is generated through the act of transgression. In RPF, the real name is the vehicle 
E\�ZKLFK�ZULWHUV�³UHDFK�EDFN´�WRZDUG�DQ�LQWHULRULW\�WKDW�LV�WKHLUV�WR�LQYHQW��%\�XVLQJ�
real names in their work, RPF writers both give the lie to their statement that they 
DUH�RQO\�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�WKH�¿FWLRQDO�SHUVRQD�RI�FHOHEULWLHV�DQG�H[SRVH�WKH�UHDO�QDPH�
IRU�ZKDW�LW�LV��QRW�D�WUXH�VLJQL¿HU�RI�WKH�FHOHEULW\¶V�LQWHULRULW\��EXW�\HW�DQRWKHU�PHGLD�
construction.

68 �+ROPHV��³-XQJOH�´�����
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