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‘@skyleridk Hows this, Larry is the biggest load of bullshit I’ve ever heard. I’m happy why can’t you accept that.’ [sic] (Louis Tomlinson, @Louis_Tomlinson, 16 September 2012, 18:09, (https://twitter.com/Louis_Tomlinson/status/247381724760264704)


With 16.4 million followers, Louis Tomlinson of One Direction was recently ranked fourth in the list of most influential tweeters in the United Kingdom (Peer Index 2013). While Twitter has been, and continues to be, intrinsic to the band’s success, with claims that it is virtually impossible to be a fan without an account (Kerr 2013), the high visibility of the real person slash (RPS) subsection of its fandom has been met with much controversy. Traditionally, RPS fandoms have endeavoured to maintain distance from the slashed celebrities, yet fans of Larry Stylinson1 – the portmanteau name referring to the alleged romantic relationship, or ‘ship’, of Harry Styles and Louis Tomlinson – publicly support the ‘romance’ with such fervour that their hashtags frequently top the list of worldwide trends. As one highly vocal element of One Direction’s fanbase, Larry fandom was partly ignited by the many openly flirtatious tweets exchanged between Harry and Louis at the beginning of their careers, which also seemed to endorse Twitter as a space for such a fandom to operate. The candid nature of these tweets indicated a sense of authenticity, and the public display of their relationship/friendship was a central feature of the popstars’ formative personas, offering an illusion of intimate access to backstage behaviour that was then forced frontstage by Larry fans. This forced acknowledgement occurred on 16 September 2012, when 12 tweets were sent from Louis’ account – with the ‘bullshit tweet’ the most divisive and second most retweeted and ‘favourited’ of the series. If, as Duits and van Romondt (2009) contend, authenticity involves stability, then to Larry fans the ‘bullshit tweet’ was inconsistent with Louis’ previous online behaviour, and thus ruptured their sense of authenticity. The 12-part series itself oscillated wildly in tone as @Louis_Tomlinson exposed fans’ (mis)behaviour, apologised and expressed gratitude to the ‘REAL’ fans (‘And now to finish on a good note :) ive clearly flipped on twitter today. I’m sorry to any REAL fan of ours that I’ve offended.’ [sic], Louis Tomlinson, @Louis_Tomlinson, 16 September 2012, 21:59, https://twitter.com/Louis_Tomlinson/status/247439608596545536), who were distinguished from the shamed Larry fans.
Confronting rumours and tackling controversial or negative topics are features of performative intimacy (Marwick and boyd 2011) that contradict the stereotype of tightly controlled celebrity accounts, creating an illusion of access to the ‘real’ person behind the gossip. Yet, in this context, it worked in reverse to traditional perceptions of authenticity, as Larry fans reflected over the series of tweets, suspecting that management prompted them in an attempt to invalidate certain fan activities, and rehabilitate Louis’ star persona for the ‘good’ of the One Direction brand and their positioning of the ‘normal’, that is heterosexual, image as authentic. The context and narrative structure in which the tweet occurred are significant in terms of exploring the complex concept of authenticity, and fan responses to a perceived ‘authentic’ identity. @Louis_Tomlinson’s tweet series began with a vague reference to ‘ridiculous conspiracy theories’ (‘Still months on reading ridiculous conspiracy theories. It’s upsetting that I have to read them daily. Thank god for the lovely people on here’ [sic], Louis Tomlinson, @Louis_Tomlinson, 16 September 2012,17:43, https://twitter.com/Louis_Tomlinson/status/ 247375271156666368). Rather than spontaneously addressing a longstanding rumour, the ship was merely alluded to, exonerating Louis from potential claims that he unnecessarily drew attention to a contentious subject. Yet its vagueness was also considered to be an open invitation for fans to comment on the ship. The subsequent ‘bullshit tweet’ (‘@skyleridk Hows this, Larry is the biggest load of bullshit I’ve ever heard. I’m happy why can’t you accept that.’ [sic], Louis Tomlinson, @Louis_Tomlinson, 16 September 2012, 18:09, https://twitter.com/ Louis_Tomlinson/status/247381724760264704) then functioned as a justified defence to provocation. The use of the @reply (ibid), primarily a marker of ‘addressivity’ (Honeycutt and Herring 2009), further underlines this sense of provocation and, crucially, maintains it when the tweet is viewed in isolation. In this context, the @reply can be seen to authenticate the tweet, since responding to a follower indicates a level of intimacy between fan and celebrity while also reiterating the ‘normalcy’ of the star as one who directly engages with his fans online.
In the aftermath of the ‘bullshit tweet’, fans closely monitored the content and structure of Louis’ twitter account, making a variety of observations that countered @Louis_Tomlinson’s claim of sole access to his Twitter account (16 September 2012), (‘Just we are all clear the only person who has access to my account is me! :)’ [sic], Louis Tomlinson, @Louis_Tomlinson, 16 September 2012, 21:58, https://twitter.com/Louis_Tomlinson/status/247439278416752642) and further undermined the validity of the denial. In assessing the strategies Larry fans employ to invalidate the ‘bullshit tweet’, features that may typically indicate authenticity are called into question. Singling out one unsuspecting fan that tweeted only to her followers ‘funny that no matter what happens they will never deny Larry’ (skyleridk, @skyleridk, 16 September 2012, 18:00, Tweet deleted), was a controversial strategy that raised suspicion. By replying to a tweet that was not @ addressed to him, fans suggested that it appeared as though @Louis_Tomlinson deliberately sought out a Tweeter in order to issue a premeditated denial and make an example of a Larry fan by way of warning to others. Since authenticity is constructed in media texts through the use of markers that indicate a lack of control and lack of premeditation (Dyer 1991), any semblance of authenticity that may have been established was overturned by the constructedness of the ‘bullshit tweet’. While a lack of control is apparent in the ‘bullshit tweet’ and throughout the series, marked by the shaming of fans, use of expletives and fluctuations in tone, it was the inconsistent tone and the tweet series’ incoherence in the wider context of the star’s narrative that led fans to doubt Louis as sole author.
The presence of misspellings and grammatical errors is commonly recognised as a sign of authenticity (Marwick and boyd 2011), underlining a lack of premeditation. The ‘bullshit tweet’ and several others in the series contain minor errors; yet, seemingly aware of this as a marker of authenticity, some fans suggest this may be an intentional ploy by management tweeters to create such an illusion. The strategies of reversal that Larry fans employ here highlight the veritable instability of the markers of authenticity. Since many markers can be easily imitated by anyone, they can also be purposefully utilised in order to suggest authenticity, even in its absence. This suggestion is particularly pertinent as One Direction are consistently constructed as ‘normal’ boys in a discourse of authenticity that, while clearly managed, operates under the (false) assumption that fans are unaware of this smokescreen.
Twitter carries expectations of self-disclosure yet, as a form of disclosure, it has been described as being ‘perfectly attuned to the conspiratorial mindset’, a mode of desire that strives to attain ‘the secret’ (Muntean and Peterson 2009). This secret is unobtainable since it would mean ‘fully’ knowing the star. However, as a primary space for fan/ celebrity interaction, Twitter relies on promoting a guise of authenticity and ‘pseudo-intimacy’ (Zubernis and Larsen 2012, p. 150). Although star images are contested by fans and celebrities alike, it is heightened in Larry fandom and engendered by Twitter itself. One Direction fans have utilised Twitter to get ever closer to the stars and the truth behind their media images. A global network of update accounts, largely reliant on fan sightings/ reports, traces the boys’ every move. This gathered information plays a significant role in fandoms’ image and analysis of the stars, and is frequently utilised to disprove, or at least challenge, the authenticity of tweets in terms of content and author. With their actions so heavily documented, the potential for inconsistencies between words ‘spoken’ on Twitter and the stars’ public behaviour are more frequent and intensified, and fans’ tolerance for traces of inauthenticity diminished. As a bid to reorientate fan perceptions and rehabilitate Louis’ persona against that initially displayed on Twitter, the ‘bullshit tweet’ instead cast ongoing doubt over the authenticity of the account, amplified the intrigue and failed to discourage Larry fans.

Note
1. It is not my intention to imply that all fans engage in the same behaviour or believe in the same theories. Larry Stylinson fandom cannot be understood as just one thing; it is fragmented, ‘performed’ differently in various online spaces, and operates according to different (internal) politics even within the same spaces. My use of the term here is intended to be read as an analytical construct.
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