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As Movable Type enters its moment of 
reinvigoration after its relaunch in the 
Spring of 2022, it is with great pleasure and 
excitement that we present to you the Fall 
2022 Issue: “A New Frontier: Navigating the 
Information Age, From the Geopolitical 
Landscape to Internet Fandoms.” The 
submissions we received were varied in 
subject matter and conceptual gleanings, 
and this diversity in subject matter 
mirrors the range of authors’ voices we 
have chosen to highlight. In curating this 
body of work, we hope to magnify the 
breadth of the coursework of the Media 
Studies Department and showcase the 
analytical skill sets that have evolved as a 
result of it. Our selections stretch from 
an independent project examining the 
business culture at UVA’s local ‘Corner’ 
to an analysis of a British popstar’s use 
of AI. They apply a larger frame of social 
justice to niche, focused topics, such as 
the depiction of Black women in Stardew 
Valley, or the queer subtexts presented by 
LGBTQIA+ fans of Taylor Swift. We hope 
that this collection of work sparks a flame 
of curiosity and open-minded exploration 
as we move through the ever-changing 
landscape of media, and we invite you to 
join us as we process the dynamic–and 
at times, tumultuous–experience that is 
being an everyday media consumer. 
                                                                 
Sincerely, 

                  Katherine and Tracy
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Stardew Valley is a 2016 
life simulation video game 
solo-developed by inde-
pendent  designer Eric 
Barone, who goes under 
the alias ConcernedApe. 
In this game, the play-
er finds  themselves in 
a fictional world where 
they leave their corporate 
job in the city to begin life 
anew  in Stardew Valley, 
a magical, rural farming 
land and community. 
Stardew Valley (2016) is  
renowned for its nostal-
gic, 16-bit art style and 
cozy farming mechanics, 
where players can  be-
come a profitable farmer 
amongst other roles and 
even make friends and 
find love.1 

Pelican Town is 
the main community in 
Stardew Valley and is 
where most of the  char-
acters live. Of 28 villagers, 

there are twelve people 
available to date and mar-
ry, including  bachelors 
Sebastian, Alex, Harvey, 
Shane, Sam, and Elliot, 
and bachelorettes Penny, 
Abigail,  Leah, Emily, Hay-
ley, and Maru. Each bach-
elor and bachelorette 
has a unique personality 
and  storyline that play-
ers experience with that 
character as they interact 
more and grow closer to  
them.2 Maru is one of the 
original five bachelorettes 
from the game’s early 
development3and is  de-
scribed as the, “friendly, 
outgoing, and ambitious” 
daughter of the town car-
penter (Robin) and  local 
scientist (Demetrius), who 
“has a passion for creating 
gadgets.”4 She is also the 
only black  female charac-
ter in the entire game.  

Each marriable 

The Problem with Maru from Stardew Valley 
(2016): Black Women’s Hair in Visual Media

Olivia Shepard
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character has a distinct 
look and outfit, with Ma-
ru’s being her reddish-tan  
skin, purple shirt, denim 
overalls, pink glasses, and 
pin-straight hair. Non-
black communities  may 
view Maru and never do 
a double take; as a black 
woman myself, it is hard 
to ignore the  blatant 
issues regarding Maru’s 
character design and the 
overall lack of diversity 
and proper  BIPOC rep-
resentation in Stardew 
Valley (2016).  

Maru from 
Stardew Valley (2016) 
reflects the desire to 
white-wash black wom-
en found  in western 
film, television, video 
games, and other visual 
media. As the only black 
woman in 
Stardew Valley, her 
heightened proximity to 
whiteness relays the mes-
sage that Maru, with light  
skin and pin-straight hair, 
represents the preferred 
image of a black woman. 
Maru’s character  design 
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is harmful as it connotes 
that other forms of black 
femininity that do not 
have such  proximity to 
whiteness as Maru are 
undesirable or flat-out 
unwanted within the 
world of Stardew  Valley. 
The implications of Ma-
ru’s design pushes away 
a potentially larger black 
female player  base from 
this game and reinforc-
es harmful sentiments 
purported by mainstream 
media that are  damaging 
to black women’s self-es-
teem.  

In this essay, I 
will discuss the issues 
regarding black repre-
sentations in a variety 
of  visual media and how 
that connects to a game 
like Stardew Valley (2016). 
Through a discussion  
of Maru’s straight hair, 
I aim to illustrate how 
Maru’s character design 
reflects a broader trend 
of  white-coding black 
female characters to 
present them as more 
palatable to white audi-
ences. This  is particularly 
important to discuss in 

relation to a game like 
Stardew Valley (2016), 
which was  principally de-
veloped by a white man 
without the consultation 
of black female players 
or game  designers. I will 
conclude this paper by 
discussing the role of 
the online gaming and 
modding  communities of 
Stardew Valley in bringing 
diverse representations 
to this game and how 
these  efforts should be 
incorporated into the 
base game.  

Hair has always 
been an important as-
pect of black history and 
identity and has impact-
ed  the identity-forma-
tion of men and women 
differently. Originating 
from the Atlantic slave 
trade,  curly and kinky 
hair textures were used 
by colonizers as a vehicle 
to subordinate people 
of  African-descent.5 For 
women, hair connotes 
several meanings of 
beauty, sex appeal, and  
desirability.6In the West, 
where the beauty stan-
dard is based on white 
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feminine features of long,  
straight, typically blonde 
hair, black women’s de-
sirability has been gauged 
on their own  proximi-
ty to these standards, 
especially in relation to 
hair texture.7 Put simply, 
the straighter and  more 
white-appearing a black 
woman’s hair is, the more 
desirable she is deemed.  

In the late 19th 
century, film became 
accessible to mass 
audiences and soon 
thereafter,  visual 
media projected via 
a screen became a 
mainstream of society. 
As the 20th century  
Hollywood culture, 
television, and vid-
eo games developed, 
white beauty standards 
and black  
women’s necessity to 
adhere to them carried 
over into these media. 
Black female characters 
in  film, television, and 
other media have been 
presented with “pin-
straight, relaxed hair” 
in  producers’ efforts to 
make them more pal-

atable to target white 
audiences.8 Alternatively, 
black  hair styles such 
as braids and locs have 
been used to create 
“rowdy” or criminal 
characters with  natural 
hair typically being re-
served for black women 
playing house slaves.9 

These  representations 
are harmful to black 
women as they present 
the message that black 
hair and  styles must 
be connected to racist 
stereotypes or slavery, 
while also implying that 
an adherence  to white 
beauty standards is nec-
essary to be considered 
desirable. This negatively 
affects the  self-esteem 
of black girls and wom-
en, who through such 
discriminatory practices 
are made to  feel phys-
ically inferior to white 
celebrities or peers.  

Maru is a fictional 
black woman whose hair 
naturally grows straight. 
What is interesting  about 
her character design 
is that during the beta 
stages of Stardew Valley 
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...they present the message 

that black hair and  styles 

must be connected to racist 

stereotypes or slavery, 

while also implying that an 

adherence to white beauty 

standards is necessary to be 

considered desirable.

“



1312

(2016), Maru was  designed 
with curly hair. Figure 1 is 
a timeline of Maru’s char-
acter design from the beta 
version  to final publish-
ing; I will regard the top 
left image as design 1, the 
bottom right image as the  
final design or design 11, 
and all others in between 
with their respective num-
bers going in  ascending 
order from left to right, 
top to bottom. Out of 
the eleven preliminary 
designs, seven of  them 
had some form of wavy or 
curly hair. In designs 2, 4, 
and 5 there is a consider-
able amount  of attention 
paid to her hair texture, 
seen in her small, abun-

dant curls with detailed 
highlights and  shadows 
decorating each individual 
curl. There is a noticeable 
difference between her 
hair  texture in designs 2, 
4, and 5 versus designs 1, 
3, 6, and 7, where her hair 
presents a looser wave  
shape closer to typical 
white hair.  

Between designs 
1 and 7, Barone dances 
between curly and wavy 
hair for Maru.  However, 
in design 8 and onward, 
Barone takes a turn and 
completely straightens 
Maru’s hair,  and settles 
with this design in the 
published game. Little 
information is available as 

Figure 1. A Timeline of Maru’s development from beta to final publishing, 
top left is oldest design, bottom  right is final design. (Image by Eric 
Barone (ConcernedApe), Maru Timeline.png, February 23, 2016, 
Retrieved  from Stardew Valley Wiki, https://stardewvalleywiki.com/
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Figure 1. A Timeline of Maru’s development from beta to final publishing, 
top left is oldest design, bottom  right is final design. (Image by Eric 
Barone (ConcernedApe), Maru Timeline.png, February 23, 2016, 
Retrieved  from Stardew Valley Wiki, https://stardewvalleywiki.com/

to why  Barone originally 
designed Maru with curly 
hair, but then conceded 
for straight. Whatever his  
intentions were, Bar-
one’s choice to ultimately 
design Maru with straight 
hair cannot be cast aside  
or regarded as purely in-
nocent. Black women have 
far too often in film, tele-
vision, and more  recently, 
video games, been repre-
sented with straight hair. 
Natural hair, locs, braids, 
and other  black hairstyles 
have been underrepre-
sented or used for stereo-
typical representations of 
black  people.  

Barone’s apparent 
hesitation to curl Maru’s 
hair reflects the styling 
choices often  employed 
in television and film with 
black female characters. 
Barone, a white man, 
cannot be  assumed to 
be free from white bias 
or that of Western media 
and culture. Though he 
is generally  renowned 
for solo developing this 
game (including the code, 
art, music, and all game 
elements),  it also makes 

him entirely responsible 
for what I argue is a haz-
ardous representation 
of a black  woman in his 
game. Maru’s design, 
especially when given the 
fact that she is the only 
black  female character in 
which players can interact 
with, implies that natu-
ral black hair or styles is 
not  a desirable feature; it 
implies that black wom-
en’s hair is merely suited 
for the beta version, but  
rarely the final product. Is 
black hair not worthy of 
publishing? Should black 
women not be able  to see 
themselves and their hair 
in films, television shows, 
and video games? Barone’s 
design  choices suggest 
the answer is no. 

Luckily, there is 
hope for Stardew Valley 
(2016). In the game’s six 
years of being, there  have 
been active conversations 
in the community about 
Maru’s design where users 
ask critical  questions 
about her design not 
unlike the ones I pose in 
this essay. Additionally, 
Stardew Valley’s  modding 
community has been dili-
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used  and favored by black 
women and without being 
tied to whiteness.  

Modifications or mods 
are downloadable files 
that alter a variety of 
mechanical or  aesthetic 
features of a game. Since 
Stardew Valley’s release, 
modders have used their 
creativity  and coding 
knowledge to tackle the 
issues of diversity and 
representation within 
this game.  Perhaps the 
most popular mod is 
Airyn’s “Diverse Stardew 
Valley” mod (DSV), avail-
able for  download on 
Nexus or Moddrop. In 
DSV, players are able to, 
“[add] ethnic, cultural, 
gender  identity and body 
diversity to Pelican Town 
and a full set of season-
al & festival outfits for 
every  character’s vanilla 
[non-modded] design 
or the DSV design.”14 Not 
only are various non-
white  options added for 
each character, allowing a 
player to potentially have 
a completely-diverse  
Pelican Town, but Maru’s 
options include three 

gent in creating mods that 
combat Maru’s whitened 
depiction  and the lack 
of diversity in the game’s 
world. On the Reddit 
thread “r/StardewValley”, 
a post by  u/maplevines 
asks the gaming commu-
nity for their thoughts 
on Maru’s hair as they 
“always  thought straight 
hair doesn’t really suit 
[Maru].”10 The post, now 
archived, has received an  
overwhelming 7.2 thou-
sand upvotes and 224 
comments. Several users 
agreed that straight hair  
did not suit Maru and that 
she should have curly 
hair,11 locs, or braids.”12 

Petitions have even  been 
created to re-texture 
Maru’s hair, such as com-
munity member Naye 
Rose’s Change.org  peti-
tion, where she calls for 
ConcernedApe to update 
the game with Maru’s 
curly hair from the  beta 
version.13 As shown, there 
are many conversations 
going on in the community 
about this  topic, where 
thousands of players are 
interested in seeing Maru’s 
hair more true to styles 

Figure 2. Maru’s type 4, modded hair in Airyn’s “Diverse Stardew Valley” (Art by Airyn and 
Eric Barone  (ConcernedApe), Untitled, September 4th, 2022, Retrieved from Moddrop.com, 
https://moddropstorage.blob.core.windows.net/images/media/08d9c85e817061921cc94fac/
source).
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Figure 2. Maru’s type 4, modded hair in Airyn’s “Diverse Stardew Valley” (Art by Airyn and 
Eric Barone  (ConcernedApe), Untitled, September 4th, 2022, Retrieved from Moddrop.com, 
https://moddropstorage.blob.core.windows.net/images/media/08d9c85e817061921cc94fac/
source).

hair textures including 
a type 4 hair pattern 
(see  fig 2). This is a vastly 
different presentation of 
a black female character 
than the current Maru,  
and a positive one at that. 
Other mods also include 
vampirestrinity’s “Alter-
nate Maru” mod,15 
which offers a short 
curly bob style for Maru, 
cjbeukema’s “Maru Re-
placement Portrait”16,  
another hair re-texture 
for Maru, amongst oth-
ers. These are only a 

few options available 
that can  bring not only 
a better depiction for 
Maru as a black woman, 
but also for all BIPOC 
players and  players with 
marginalized identities.  
Community efforts are 
incredibly important, 
but they do not minimize 
the necessity for  these 
representations to be 
implemented into the 
base game. Though DSV 
is available for  Android 
download, nearly all 
mods are only available 
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for PC-play and through 
the Steam game  engine. 
This means that play-
ers on Nintendo Switch, 
phone, and other non-
PC platforms only  have 
what is available in the 
base game. Additionally, 
modding can be difficult 
to learn, as it can  take 
multiple online tutorials, 
modding forums, and 
general troubleshooting 
to have mods appear  and 
function properly in one’s 
game. Mods usually need 
to be updated with each 
game patch  (update) and 
sometimes may no longer 
work if the game’s code 
is adjusted too drastically 
for the mod to handle. 
There is also the occa-
sional weariness about 
mods loading viruses into 
one’s  computer or other-
wise destroying the game 
files and code.  

It’s clear mods are 
not immediately acces-
sible to all players. This 
only further illustrates  
the necessity for these 
changes to be made in 
the base game, a change 
which requires Barone’s  

direct involvement. The 
Stardew Valley community 
has been active in already; 
I urge the  community to 
utilize the affordances 
of platforms like Twitter, 
Reddit, or even the official 
game  email, contact@
stardewvalley.net, to com-
bine their passion for the 
game with their personal  
abilities to grab Barone’s 
attention and demand 
these necessary changes. 
Through Barone  team-
ing up with modders like 
Airyn and others from the 
modding community, the 
game can  become a more 
equitableand inviting 
space, where positive de-
pictions of black women 
exist and  get to be creat-
ed through the guidance 
of black women them-
selves. With these chang-
es, Stardew  Valley can act 
as a guide for how other 
visual media can reform 
their representations for 
black  women and other 
marginalized identities, 
and set an example for 
new films, shows, and 

games to come. 
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 Taylor Swift is an 
eleven-time Grammy 
award-winner with nine 
albums and over 50 mil-
lion album  sales, making 
her one of the best-selling 
music artists of all time. 
Taylor Swift’s success has 
gained her much media 
attention, and so have 
her various relationships, 
upon which many of her 
songs are based. Publicly, 
Taylor Swift has been in 
relationships only with 
men. However, there is a 
subset of the Taylor Swift 
fandom, “Gaylors,” who 
believe that Taylor Swift is 
a closeted queer woman. 
Although I have encoun-
tered Gaylor fan edits and 
theories on social media 
including Tiktok, Reddit, 
Wattpad, and Twitter, I 
conducted much of my 
research about this subset 

of Taylor Swift’s fandom 
on Tumblr, where count-
less blogs have compiled 
evidence of why they be-
lieve Taylor Swift is queer. 
Many of these blogs are 
run by fans of Taylor Swift 
who are queer them-
selves; these fans have 
determined that Taylor 
Swift is queer because of 
“Easter eggs” that Swift 
has left in her social media 
posts and music lyrics, as 
well as  by analyzing her 
close “friendships” with 
other celebrities. Gaylors 
on Tumblr use their blogs 
as a way to explore queer 
identity, and Taylor Swift’s 
habit of dropping hints in 
her media has created a 
unique situation for her 
queer fans in that they 
feel encouraged to cre-
ate queer readings of her 
social media, music videos, 

The Queer Narrative of 
Taylor Swift on Tumblr

Lydia Newman
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and song lyrics and share 
them with their Tumblr 
community.
         On Tumblr, I en-
countered many blogs 
that labeled themselves 
as “Gaylors” or “Kaylors” 
(fans who think that Taylor 
Swift and Karlie Kloss 
were/are in a relationship). 
These blogs typically have 
Taylor Swift as their profile 
photo and have usernames 
that allude to their Swiftie 
status, such as @palm-of-
your-freezing-hand, which 
is a lyric reference, @
thatmermaidsequinbomb-
erjacket, which is a tour 
costume reference, and 
@tswiftisgay, which gets 
straight to the point. None 
of these blogs had user-
names or header names 
that contained the per-
sonal names of the user. 
Tumblr has, for years, 
“been central to fannish 
passions and creative 
production among youth, 
especially girls, people of 
color, and LGBTQ identi-
fied fans, who have found 
a home on the platform” 
(McCracken 151). Because 
one of the greatest affor-
dances of Tumblr is its 

anonymity, many queer 
teens who join Tumblr re-
alize there is a “freedom of 
expression not found else-
where online.” On sites 
like Facebook, “Queer us-
ers… potentially face se-
vere consequences for the 
publicity of their queer-
ness.” Whereas on Tumblr, 
communities like Gaylors 
“crop up organically, often 
built around fandoms, in a 
kind of semi-public meet-
ing” (Pitre). And queer 
communities have been 
afforded “the chance to 
express themselves in a 
way that may be awkward, 
uncomfortable, or unsafe 
in public” (Cho 44). These 
communities “under-
take fanwork activities to 
‘queer’ media narratives 
and engage with likemind-
ed communities,” (McInroy 
& Craig 181).  The affor-
dances of Tumblr allow 
queer voices to “thrive 
through collective affec-
tion of cultural objects (i.e. 
performing artists)… and 
attempts at dismantling 
hegemonic and marginal-
izing societal and cultural 
structures found offline 
and online” (Phillips 27).
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 Gaylor blogs on 
Tumblr engage in “slash 
shipping,” which is “to pair 
or group at least two peo-
ple or fictional characters 
of the same gender inti-
mately, sexually and/or ro-
mantically,”i.e. m/m (male/
male) and f/f (female/
female) (Klink). On Tumblr, 
the two most prevalent 
slash ships for Gaylors are 
Taylor Swift/Karlie Kloss 
and Taylor Swift/Dianna 
Agron. For fans, slash ship-
ping “can be considered 
a form of empowerment, 
challenging masculinity 
and heteronormativity” 
(Phillips 27). Historically, 
“female and queer fans 
have dominated participa-
tion in fandom, particu-
larly fan faction and slash, 
which [are] consider[ed] 
to be a challenge to the 
masculinist and heter-
onormative focus in me-
dia products” (Phillips 8). 
Gaylor fans feel validated 
by perceiving Taylor Swift 
and her media as repre-
senting them; these “fans 
construct their cultural 
and social identity through 
borrowing and inflecting 
mass [popular] culture 

images, by articulating 
concerns, which often go 
unvoiced in the dominant 
media (Jenkins 23).
These Gaylor blogs can 
be a helpful escape to 
Swifties who are  strug-
gling with their queer 
identity. By participating in 
fandom, these individuals 
“enter a domain of cul-
tural activity of their own 
making which is, potential-
ly, a source of empower-
ment in struggles against 
oppressive ideologies and 
the unsatisfactory circum-
stances of everyday life” 
(Lewis 167). Online queer 
fandom spaces like Tum-
blr are not only spaces 
for queer fans to express 
their love for an artist, 
but a space to connect 
with other queer fans 
and to provide resources. 
A Tumblr blog named @
tswiftisgay has a homep-
age with a rainbow profile 
photo, a homepage photo 
of Taylor Swift in a rainbow 
jacket, and an introductory 
welcome page.
I’m a bisexual lady, mu-
sic-lover, swiftie, and 
gaylor!... If you’re young or 
new to being queer, you 
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might enjoy my Queer/
WLW 101 Syllabus (aka me 
being your big gay sister) 
and my representation 
matters tag! Please ask me 
questions and share your 
feels! I’m really glad to be 
in this with you all. xoxo (@
tswiftisgay)
In providing advice and 
resources for younger, 
potentially queer, mem-
bers of the same fandom, 
Gaylors have become 
“bonded primarily by com-
mon, passionate affective 
and progressive interests 
rather than solely by age 
group,” which is a key 
component of Tumblr 
for its young users. (Mc-
Cracken 153). Tumblr’s role 
in the identity formation 
of young LGBTQ+ fans 
has become impossible 
to ignore, and for these 
young people, Tumblr has 
“become an alternative, 
tuition free-classroom, 
a powerful site of youth 
media literacy, identity 
formation, and political 
awareness that often re-
produces cultural studies 
methods of media analy-
sis” (Phillips 25). 
         Taylor Swift is 

known for leaving lit-
tle clues for her fans to 
decipher, which she calls  
“Easter eggs.” An Eas-
ter egg is an “intentional 
inside joke, hidden mes-
sage or image, or a secret 
feature of a work… The 
name is used to evoke the 
idea of a traditional Eas-
ter egg hunt” (Easter egg 
(media)). In 2019, Taylor 
Swift admitted, “I love to 
communicate via Easter 
eggs… I think the best 
messages are the cryptic 
ones.” An example of one 
of her “Easter eggs” comes 
from her song, “Last Kiss.” 
The intro to “Last Kiss” is 
27 seconds long, the same 
length of Swift’s “infamous 
breakup phone call” with 
Joe Jonas.  Speaking about 
her Swifties (the Swift 
fandom name), Swift said, 
“I love that they like the 
cryptic hint-dropping. Be-
cause as long as they like 
it, I’ll keep doing it. It’s fun. 
It feels mischievous and 
playful” (Gibson). Swift’s 
confirmation for her love 
of hint-dropping has en-
couraged her fanbase to 
search for clues in every-
thing she says and does. 
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Swift’s confirmation for her 

love of hint-dropping has 

encouraged her fanbase to 

search for clues in everything 

she says and does. While 

Swifties love to create “Easter 

egg” theories about when 

Swift’s next album will 

drop or which man she is 

referencing, Gaylors see her 

messages through their own 

queer lens.
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While Swifties love to cre-
ate “Easter egg” theories 
about when Swift’s next 
album will drop or which 
man she is referencing, 
Gaylors see her messages 
through their own queer 
lens.  
 On Tumblr, Gay-
lors analyze Taylor Swift’s 
social media posts, music 
videos, and her audio me-
dia— her music—to search 
for queer “Easter eggs.” 
Whenever Taylor Swift 
posts a story on Instagram, 
Tumblr blogs become 
flooded with intense anal-
yses of what Taylor could 
have meant. For example, 
on April 30th, 2021, Taylor 
Swift posted an Instagram 
story of  a song from “girl 
in red” called “I’ll Call You 
Mine,” with the captions, 
“entire album on repeat,” 
“okay everyone drop 
everything now and sup-
port, stream, and buy this 
album because it is spec-
tacular,” and “congratula-
tions @girlinred !!”. Gay-
lor blogs went wild. Girl 
in red is “known for her 
hazy, wistful songs about 
falling in love with girls” 
(Kim). And although she 

says that her music “can 
(and should be) enjoyed 
by everyone,” anyone who 
frequents social media 
sites such as TikTok or 
Tumblr knows that asking 
if someone listens to girl 
in red is code for “are you, 
as a girl, attracted to other 
girls?” (Vaynshteyn). The 
use of “do you listen to girl 
in red?” is so widespread 
that it is no longer a niche 
reference that only queer 
communities know. Gaylor 
blogs went a step further 
to analyze Taylor’s post; 
they said that “to me that’s 
not even a clue but… this 
time she did it in a more 
obvious way than she ever 
did! Look she even chose 
the 13th second of the 
song.” Thirteen is known 
to be Taylor Swift’s lucky 
number, and the fact that 
she posted a photo of the 
13th song on girl in red’s 
album was seen as a huge 
clue by Gaylors and dis-
cussed on a number of 
blogs.
I swear this is so fucking 
gay and if y’all straighties 
aren’t even capable to see 
this huge clue when you 
know at this point that ‘do 
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 is THE way/joke to ask if 
a woman is a lesbian or 
bi without really asking 
them then you’ll never be 
convinced (@positivityfor-
lesbians)
Some blogs went even fur-
ther to analyze the words 
Taylor Swift used in the 
captions of the post, not-
ing that “drop everything 
now” is a lyric in “Sparks 
Fly,” a song from Taylor 
Swift’s “Fearless” album. 
If it were any artist oth-
er than Taylor Swift, this 
could be seen as merely a 
coincidence, but Swifties 
have learned to look for 
clues in everything Taylor 
does.
Music fandom is “closely 
linked to notions of the 
self and expressing one’s 
identity , and on these 
Gaylor blogs, many ex-
press that they know Tay-
lor Swift is queer because 
they feel such an intense 
connection to her music, 
that they feel that she too 
must be queer (Dhoest 
and Wasserbauer 27). 
In this way, her fans are 
engaging in a “culture of 
feels,” which is “a culture 
of intimate emotion and 

high performativity” that 
is “vital when fans share 
their interests on plat-
forms such as Tumblr” 
(Lamerichs 18). Swift fans’ 
deep engagement and 
close reading of the artist’s 
content evoke these spe-
cific emotionally charged 
responses, as evident in 
their blog posts:  
For all intents and purpos-
es, Taylor Swift’s love is the 
type of love that is cele-
brated: it’s straight, and it’s 
white. Yet her music tells 
a different story: looking at 
her lyrics, one would think 
that Taylor Swift spent the 
majority of her life being 
persecuted for her love. 
She writes about her love 
being “wrong.” She writes 
about hiding her love 
until the dark hours of the 
night, the only time she 
believes it to be safe. She 
writes about being afraid 
of love almost as much as 
she writes about enjoying 
it. (@twelveclara)
For Gaylors, “[r]eception 
is more than just making 
sense of a text;”this queer 
narrative is “felt, imagined, 
believed in” (Lamerichs 
34). Users like @nicollekid-
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34). Users like @nicollekid-
man on Tumblr fervently 
believe in the queerness of 
Taylor Swift’s lyrics, saying, 
“I read songs through my 
lens of being a gay woman 
who thinks Taylor is a gay 
women, and I do believe/
know that she’s in a loving 
relationship with a wom-
an, so that’s going to color 
how I interpret the lyrical 
content of this album.” If 
Taylor Swift “is queer, or 
her music is queer, her 
fans feel seen and heard 
and perhaps even vali-
dated by someone hugely 
mainstream, someone that 
consistently sings about 
love that could perhaps, 
this time around, include 
theirs too” (Charlene 
Lewis).
         The Gaylor fandom 
on Tumblr is not without 
its scandals and conflict. 
In an article by Lucy Ben-
nett, the author explains 
how there is a “right way” 
of “reading and approach-
ing” media like Taylor 
Swift’s music “in a fan 
community that dictates 
how members should 
approach the object of 
fandom, and within this, 

what forms of interaction 
are deemed normative and 
acceptable” (Bennett 13). 
This “right way” of read-
ing is a constant negotia-
tion among fans in online 
communities, and Swifties 
have long argued over 
what Taylor Swift’s “Easter 
eggs” or lyrics mean about 
her sexuality and relation-
ships. When a Tumblr ac-
count posts about Taylor 
Swift’s sexuality, Gaylor 
blogs are quick to come 
to Taylor’s defense from 
a queer point of view. For 
example, a blog named @
pynkthefuture questioned 
Taylor Swift’s intentions by 
writing.
I have an honest question 
for Taylor Swift. by default 
& by a lot of your fans, 
you are considered to be 
a heterosexual woman 
who’s only been in het-
erosexual relationships. 
More importantly you’re 
a wealthy white woman 
from a wealthy family.
1) why do most of your 
songs/lyrics carry a theme 
of oppression, what are 
you oppressed by?
2) why do you write a lot 
about secret relation-
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Like who cares? You’re a 
straight white woman in a 
heterosexual relationship 
right?!
3) the themes of oppres-
sion and longing described 
in your lyrics very closely 
relate to queer experi-
ences in most parts of the 
world, this is something 
very consistent. Unless 
you’re a woman living in 
an oppressed country and 
your parents have a say in 
everything you do & who 
you have to date/marry.
3a) even that^ is slowly 
changing in most parts of 
the world with time and 
education.
4) you have the money, 
time, wealth & luxuries to 
live life however you want 
& with whomever you 
want, hell you could fuck-
ing rent a private island go 
spend all your life there 
with your straight white 
boyfriend & no one would 
give a shit.
4a) so please educate us 
on why you have meet in 
dive bars & behind mall 
parking lots for even just 
a kiss? - this is just one of 
the many examples from a 
plethora of your work (@

pynkthefuture)
This post received 88 re-
blogs and responses, with 
Gaylor defenders saying, 
“in the scenario she is 
queer, that means she’d 
also be queer now, and 
closeted. Regardless of her 
other identities, we cannot 
demand she out herself 
in order to earn the right 
to write about the major 
emotional themes in her 
life right now” (@kaiscove). 
Another said, , “it’s really 
terrible to try to force 
people to out themselves 
or shut up/quit creating/
give up their career” (@
heartbeatsonthehighline). 
         A common miscon-
ception about Gaylors is 
what the fandom name 
means.The name can be 
confusing, as some think 
it means a fan of Taylor 
Swift who identifies as gay, 
when the unofficial defini-
tion is a fan of Taylor Swift 
who believes that Swift is 
a closeted queer woman. 
However, if a fan of Taylor 
Swift is queer, it does not 
make them a Gaylor. Some 
queer fans of Taylor have 
condemned Gaylors for 
their perceived “invasive” 
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habits at times, writing, 
“If I want Taylor Swift’s 
songs to be gay, they’re 
gay, because I listen to 
them and remember the 
women I have loved… it 
actually doesn’t matter 
at all what Taylor Swift’s 
personal sexuality is” (@
emotions-ew).  Another 
argued,  “it is her choice to 
decide when or whether 
she wants to reveal her 
inner life to us. It is our 
job as fans to remember 
we are not entitled to a 
straight answer on this and 
to respect her privacy” (@
swifterthancivility).
         Tumblr fandoms 
are powerful, and celeb-
rity culture has begun to 
realize this. It now nearly 
“impossible to ignore the 
fans’ capacity to com-
ment, analyze, transform, 
and re-invent the music 
of their idols with a stu-
pendous degree of intel-
ligence and imagination,” 
and “fans’ communities 
have now become a cen-
tral element of record 
companies’ marketing 
strategies” (Duffett 2). For 
this reason, some blogs on 
Tumblr feel that Gaylors 

are getting ‘queerbaited’ to 
give Taylor Swift publicity, 
saying, “Do I think Taylor 
would be okay if everyone 
became casual fans of her 
music?... Casual fans don’t 
buy pre-orders, casual 
fans don’t buy CDS… Ca-
sual fans are not as profit-
able” (@theprologues).
         This contention 
over whether Taylor Swift 
is queerbaiting or not has 
been discussed at length 
on Tumblr Gaylor blogs. 
Some queer fans feel as 
though she is intentionally 
leading them on if she is 
not queer, as she continu-
ally drops what they per-
ceive to be hints. She has 
admitted to intentionally 
leaving hints for her fans, 
and some of her media 
has been seen as obvious, 
flashing signs to her queer 
fans. Her “You Need to 
Calm Down” music video 
specifically dropped on 
the Day of Lesbian Visi-
bility and features many 
queer celebrities. This 
music video has been 
criticized immensely and 
was discussed widely on 
Tumblr blogs. Some of the 
blogs have expressed their 
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extreme frustration with 
Taylor’s Swift’s allyship 
claims.
This has everything to do 
with the gaslighting of her 
LGBTQ+ fanbase… and the 
fact that she is still cap-
italizing off the LGBTQ+ 
fanbase while also throw-
ing them under the bus 
every time she asserts her 
heteronormative narrative. 
Honestly, if you listen to 
her lyrics, it sounds like 
she is already coming out. 
But what if… we are all 
wrong? If we are, and she 
is not truly part of the 
LGBTQ+ community, then 
she is exploiting the com-
munity for her own gain… 
being an ally doesn’t mean 
you blur the lines between 
being a part of that mar-
ginalized group versus a 
supporter of those in that 
group   (@thatmermaidse-
quinbomberjacket)
Many Gaylors hold out 
hope that Taylor Swift is 
not queerbaiting and that 
she is just sending mes-
sages meant for the queer 
community–and the queer 
community alone. These 
Gaylor blogs truly believe 
that Taylor Swift is not 

queerbaiting, and she gives 
them hints that intention-
ally resonate with queer 
fans but not with straight 
Swifties. One fan com-
mented on the fact that 
Taylor has close friends 
who are members of the 
queer community, Todrick 
Hall and Hayley Kiyoko, 
who, if they thought she 
was queerbaiting, would 
have condemned her act. 
One blog speculated on 
what these friends would 
have said:
 Taylor, great that you’re 
an ally but this goes too 
far if you’re just an ally, 
this will come across as 
queerbait.’ I don’t think 
they told her that, be-
cause they know she IS 
part of the community, 
therefore it isn’t queer-
baiting and that’s why she 
never got called out… 
Allies are great but there 
are lines and honestly Tay-
lor crossed those and her 
friends should’ve called 
her out on it if she was 
‘just an ally.’(@youareboth-
thebestbestfriend)
When the fandom dis-
agrees with how a certain 
text should be read, con-
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agrees with how a certain 
text should be read, con-
flicts arise. The discussions 
between Gaylor blogs 
and Swiftie blogs raise 
the question about “how 
celebrities should ap-
proach personal sexuality 
and gender inquiries with 
their fans and whether 
they should and how to do 
so” (Phillips 28). The lines 
become blurred for fans, 
especially when they have 
been “trained” to search 
for meaning in an artist’s 
every action, as Taylor 
Swift has encouraged her 
fans to do through her 
love of “Easter eggs.” 
Some Gaylor blogs ap-
preciate the “thrill” of 
searching for the “Easter 
eggs,” and they feel seen 
through the way that they 
read Taylor Swift’s music. 
They create and inter-
act with Tumblr blogs to 
validate and appreciate 
their own queer identities 
through the queering of 
their favorite artist. Gaylor 
Tumblr blogs are a mani-
festation of the love that 
queer fans have for Taylor 
Swift, their desire to see 
themselves represented 

in her music, and the 
immense queer connec-
tion that they feel to her 
music. Meanwhile, Taylor 
Swift’s unique relationship 
with “hint dropping” al-
lows her fans on Tumblr to 
read her media in a queer 
way, and their blogs can 
act as resources for young 
fans exploring their queer 
identities.
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“A micro utopia born / 
As the overture plays 
… Lose yourself in our 
embodimnt” are  lyrics 
from Imogen Heap’s song 
“Entanglement” from 
her most recent album 
“Sparks.” Heap is  drawing 
attention to physicality in 
this song, as it explores 
the importance of embod-
ied  connection in rela-
tionships. She expresses 
a desire to be “entangled” 
with someone else, to a  
point when their distinc-
tions as separate individ-
uals are blurred. Heap 
advocates for the blurring  
of boundaries and control 
outside of her intimate re-
lationships as well. Heap’s 
body of work, means of 
production, and approach 
to performance represent 
her desire for entangle-

ment and  grounding in 
the physical world.  
Imogen Heap is a Brit-
ish singer, songwriter, 
and producer. She began 
releasing music  com-
mercially in 1997 and is 
active as a pop and electro 
pop musician to this day. 
Strictly in  terms of music, 
Heap is most well known 
for her 2005 songs “Hide 
and Seek” and “Goodnight  
and Go.” These songs 
have been revived in the 
mainstream pop world by 
Jason Derulo’s 2009  hit 
“Whatcha Say”— which 
samples “Hide and Seek” 
— and Ariana Grande’s 2018 
song  “goodnight and go” 
— which samples “Good-
night and Go.” She is also 
well known for her work  
in the electronic music 
duo Frou Frou, composing 

A Squeeze of the Glove: Imogen Heap and the 
Future of Entanglement 

Mia Gualtieri 
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all of the music for Harry 
Potter and the  Cursed 
Child, using blockchain to 
make information about 
the production and distri-
bution of a  music public, 
and inventing gloves that 
make music. 
Heap has not only made 
waves in the world of 
pop and electronic music 
through her  unique style, 
she has also developed 
innovative methods of 
producing and performing 
her music.  In 2010, Heap 
created “MiMU” gloves 
(“MiMU Story”). These 
gloves were designed for 
artists  to create or repro-
duce electronic music live 
without having to use a 
computer keyboard or any  
other form of bulky tech-
nology. Heap performs 
live with the gloves and 
she and the MiMU team  
continue to develop new 
versions that have become 
more and more sleek. For 
example, the  gloves used 
to be corded and connect-
ed to a computer system 
strapped elsewhere but 
have since  become com-
pletely wireless and all of 
the larger physical oper-

ating systems have been 
concealed  or condensed 
(Dezeen). In her 2019 NPR 
tiny desk, Heap gave her 
audience a crash course 
into  how the gloves op-
erate. Through her hand 
movements and the cor-
responding software on 
her  computer that she 
triggered, Heap demon-
strated how she could 
make her voice and music 
pan  across the room, re-
verb, loop, shift pitch, and 
more. Every other per-
formance with the MiMU  
gloves can be interpreted 
as a tutorial in their func-
tioning because, although 
much more  complicated 
than what meets the eye, 
audiences can hear shifts 
in music that correspond 
directly  with her hand 
movements.  
Heap has seen the mu-
sic industry change and 
develop drastically over 
her decades long  career, 
especially in terms of 
means of production, and 
Heap has change tactics 
right there with  it. Not 
only has she developed 
her own technology for 
music production, but 
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she has also leaned  into 
working on a completely 
new plane: artificial in-
telligence. When asked 
in an interview  about AI 
and music, she said “I’m 
dying to collaborate with a 
machine” (The Wall Street  
Journal). Heap has used 
AI as an aid to generate 
unique chord progressions 
and patterns in her  mu-
sic. In an interview with 
BBC, she explained how AI 
generated music gives her 
the potential  to create 
combinations that she may 
not have discovered on 
her own, although she is 
responsible for the final 
sound (BBC). There is still 
a uniquely human element 
to the final product when  
Heap is the one compiling 
every layer of production, 
and deciding which op-
tion to choose out of  the 
nearly infinite AI generated 
options.  
With the context of Heap’s 
extensive history in music 
production and technolo-
gy, her  decision to de-
velop MiMU gloves all the 
more interesting. These 
gloves make production 
simple  in some sense, 

as they do not require 
the “drag” of traditional 
instruments or even a 
computer  keyboard. How-
ever, they are also prone 
to imperfection in the 
same way that traditional  
instruments are. If a flick 
of the wrist or a point of 
a finger goes awry, the ef-
fect would be ruined  (es-
pecially for someone who 
is not as well practiced as 
Heap).1 Additionally, the 
gloves do not  lend them-
selves to sharing music 
widely, as they are perfor-
mance driven. Without the 
visuals of  Heap waving her 
hands and “cutting” the 
air, music produced with 
the MiMU gloves would 
not  sound any different 
than music produced on 
a computer (and maybe 
even worse). From a cost  
analysis standpoint, Heap 
is definitely not profiting 
off of the music she pro-
duces with the gloves  any 
more than she would with 
more traditionally pro-
duced songs. Other than 
the fact that MiMU gloves 
are just a “cool” form of 
music technology, why 
would Imogen Heap create 



3736

them?  
Despite the fact that Heap 
produces with intangible 
software and often non-
traditional  computer-gen-
erated instruments, she 
still prioritizes her human-
ity and physical grounding 
in her  music. Much of 
Heap’s motivation to cre-
ate the MiMU gloves came 
from her desire to create 
electronic music with 
improvisation. In a talk and 
performance Heap did 
for TEDx, she  explained 
that “I wasn’t looking for 
control, I was looking for 
freedom.” She did not 
want to  push electronic 
music to be increasingly 
perfect or flawless, which 
would be theoretically  
possible with computer 
editing software. Instead, 
Heap wanted expressive 
freedom to be her  priority 
in music production, not 
the control of being able 
to achieve perfection. At 
the talk,  Heap provided 
an anecdote about the 
importance of unexpect-
edness and momentary  
improvisation that made 
her understand her re-
lationship to the gloves. 

When she had to  demon-
strate the applications 
of the gloves a few years 
prior to the TEDx Talk, she 
had been  overly ambi-
tious and ultimately not 
completely prepared for 
her presentation. How-
ever, instead  of focusing 
on performing a mechan-
ical reproduction of the 
song she had written, 
Heap  capitalized on the 
fact that gloves allowed 
her to make changes at 
a moment’s notice that 
could  wow an audience, 
even if they were not 
pre-planned (TEDx Talks). 
This moment of panic on  
stage represented how the 
gloves could assist in the 
uniquely human experi-
ence of the  interjection 
of the soul. René Des-
cartes was a 17th century 
philosopher known for 
his work on  “mechanized 
cognition” and the cogni-
tive traits that make one 
human (Bates 43). David 
Bates  explored the mod-
ern relationship between 
humans, consciousness, 
and artificial  intelligence/
technology through a Car-
tesian lens and concluded: 
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Instead, Heap wanted 

expressive freedom to be her  

priority in music production, 

not the control of being able 

to achieve perfection.“
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Heap’s ability to alter her 

performance with the help 

of the gloves when she had 

completely  blanked on stage 

demonstrates how the gloves 

enable a human interruption 

of the soul.

“
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For Descartes, the human 
body was a robotic infor-
mation machine that was 
capable of  interrupting 
itself. Read in this way, 
Descartes’s soul might 
best be understood not 
as a  figure of spiritual 
and divine transcendence, 
but instead as a special 
dimension of the  human 
cognitive automaton, a 
dimension that was not 
easily assimilated to the 
linear  causality of ma-
terial relations yet was 
intimately bound to the 
material organs and  struc-
tures. (Bates 45-6)

Heap’s ability to alter her 
performance with the help 
of the gloves when she 
had completely  blanked 
on stage demonstrates 
how the gloves enable a 
human interruption of 
the soul. In a  traditional, 
meticulously rehearsed 
performance, an artist is 
encouraged to be robotic 
in terms of performing 
the exact same way every 
night. There are specific 
expectations of mechani-
zation in  some live music, 
especially when that music 

is electronically produced. 
However, the gloves let  
her break away from a 
cookie cutter performance 
and let her soul interrupt 
on stage. Even though  this 
she employs technology 
that takes the place of 
physical instruments and 
keyboards, Heap is  able to 
become more human on 
stage. 
Heap’s focus on improvisa-
tion and her appreciation 
for moments of unexpect-
edness on  stage demon-
strates how she prioritizes 
individual moments and 
experiences rather than 
“purity”  or consistency. 
Even in playing songs that 
have been released, if her 
priority was faithfulness 
to  the original, she would 
be defeating the poten-
tial of a live performance. 
In Durham Peters’  con-
clusion for his book on 
communication, Speaking 
into the Air, he argues the 
impact of  communica-
tion is more strongly tied 
to delivering a message 
than the original “truth” 
or sticking  to an original 
form: “communication 
involves not the direct 
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sharing of truths but the  
manipulation of effects 
… [which] shifts the crux 
of communication from 
fidelity to an original  to 
responsibility to the audi-
ence” (266). Inconsistency 
is a uniquely human (or 
non-machine)  trait that 
Heap prioritizes through 
improvisation with the 
gloves. No two perfor-
mance  environments can 
be replicated exactly, and 
Heap instead focuses on 
her “responsibility to the  
audience” instead of her 
“fidelity to an original” re-
cording of her music. In an 
electronic music  sphere 
where she felt this respon-
sibility to an audience was 
not entirely possible, Heap 
created  the gloves as a 
solution to humanize her 
performances and capital-
ize on the possibilities that  
come from “impurity.”
With improvisation and 
inconsistency no two per-
formances can be exactly 
the same, but  also no two 
crowds and performance 
environments can be ex-
actly the same. There is an 
element  to physical pres-
ence that cannot be rep-

licated, especially by only 
reaching listeners through  
streaming music alone. 
Although Heap was still 
able to perform electronic 
music live, her shows  pri-
or to the gloves required 
a great deal of equipment, 
and as she described it, 
it looked like she  was 
“doing her emails” on her 
computer in front of a 
crowd (NPR Music). Heap 
invented the  gloves as a 
way to connect with the 
physicality of performance 
and the movement of her 
music.  In Peter’s work on 
communication, “Being 
there [physically present] 
still matters, even in an 
age  of full-body simula-
tions … Touch and time, 
the two nonreproducible 
things we can share, are  
our only guarantees of 
sincerity” (270-1). Using 
the MiMU gloves enables 
Heap to show  audiences 
the unique possibilities 
of touch (or rather hand 
movements in midair) 
and how she  values the 
transitive nature of per-
formance in physical space 
over fidelity to her orig-
inal  production. When 
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performance instead of 
perfection is Heap’s goal, 
she demonstrates how 
she  sees connecting with 
others and audience expe-
rience as a fundamental 
aspect of music, one that  
can easily be forgotten in 
generating and sharing 
music behind a screen.  
Beyond “Entanglement” in 
relation to other people, 
Heap’s music production 
technology  and means 
of sharing her music 
(through performance and 
distribution) demonstrate 
how she  values an entan-
glement both with tech-
nology and with the natu-
ral world. Environmental 
and  feminist scholar 
Donna Haraway describes 
this form of entanglement 
as “sympoiesis:”  “’collec-
tively-producing systems 
that do not have self-de-
fined spatial or temporal 
boundaries …  the systems 
are evolutionary and have 
the potential for surpris-
ing change’” (33). Heap’s  
performances with MiMU 
gloves are inherently 
sympoietic as they are in-
tended for  improvisation 
(otherwise known as live 

evolution and “surprising 
change”). These perfor-
mances are the melding 
of Heap’s musical expres-
sion and the ability of the 
gloves in order to defy and  
erase preexisting bound-
aries in both music pro-
duction and performance. 
The world of sympoesis  
described by Haraway and 
demonstrated by Heap 
contradicts Haraway’s 
concept of  “autopoiesis:” 
“autonomous units ‘with 
self defined spatial and 
temporal boundaries that 
tend to be centrally con-
trolled, homeostatic, and 
predictable” (33). In de-
veloping the MiMU gloves,  
Heap was moving away 
from a state of music pro-
duction and performance 
that she saw as  autopoiet-
ic. The gloves allow Heap 
to be unpredictable and 
unbounded by the con-
fines of  electronic music 
composition programs 
(Dezeen). Also, avoiding 
autopoiesis in music en-
sures  that there is still a 
uniquely human aspect to 
its production. In the case 
of the AI generated music  
that Heap has explored, 
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if she was not ultimately 
making decisions about 
the emotions and  concept 
of the final sound, her mu-
sic and the music industry 
more broadly could delve 
into  autopoietic territory. 
If one were to generate 
an entire song with AI and 
then immediately release  
it for mass consumption, 
theoretically music would 
become “centrally con-
trolled, homeostatic,  and 
predictable.” Human mu-
sicians are responsible for 
generating the unexpected 
sympoietic  element when 
the soul “interrupts itself.”  
The concepts of sympoe-
sis and autopoesis are 
applicable in the context 
of embracing  improvisa-
tion and ensuring creative 
progress in the music in-
dustry, but they also have 
tangible  effects pertaining 
to the human relation-
ship to the natural world. 
Haraway introduced these  
concepts to readers in 
her book Staying with 
the Trouble: Making Kin 
in the Chthulucene as  
essential means to ana-
lyze the current state of 
human disconnect from 

the natural world which  
results in degradation and 
ultimately devastation for 
all. Haraway advocates for 
embracing the  Chthulu-
cene as the next stage of 
earthly existence as an 
alternative to the Capi-
talocene, following the 
Anthropocene. This stage 
would require humans 
“to renew the biodiverse 
powers of terra [which] is 
the sympoietic work and 
play of the Chthulucene 
… human beings are with  
and of the earth, and the 
biotic and abiotic powers 
of this earth are the main 
story” (Haraway 55).  The 
Chthulucene as entan-
glement with the natural 
world without boundaries 
and reverence for  the 
interconnected existence 
of humans with everything 
else on the planet is Har-
away’s principle  example 
of sympoesis.  
Despite her seemingly 
unrelated primary field of 
music production, Imogen 
Heap has  managed to en-
tangle the production and 
distribution of her music 
with environmental  con-
servation, making these 
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processes aligned with 
the ideals of the Chthu-
lucene. In an April  2022 
interview with the “Cli-
mate of Change” podcast, 
Heap explains how she has 
recently  composed music 
using animal sounds re-
corded around the world 
by a zoologist. Heap found  
herself not only using the 
sounds as tools for pro-
duction, but also as inspi-
ration for altering her  own 
vocals: “I start to sing a bit 
like a gecko” (Audible UK 
- Audiobooks). The means 
of music  production that 
Heap describes is almost 
a collaboration with the 

natural world to create 
music,  which is the ulti-
mate reverence for their 
entanglement. Even when 
her music is not produced  
with animal sounds, Heap 
entangles her distribution 
process with environmen-
tal conservation.  Heap 
has employed blockchain 
technology to more quick-
ly redirect revenue from 
her songs to environmen-
tal causes that she deems 
urgent or particularly 
significant. This system en-
ables her  to choose cer-
tain songs to donate all of 
their profit to the cause of 
Heap’s choice, and then in  
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some form when listeners 
stream or purchase that 
song they receive a mes-
sage about where the  pro-
ceeds are going in order 
to further raise awareness 
for the cause (Audible UK 
- Audiobooks).  The inte-
gration of awareness about 
environmental issues into 
seemingly unrelated socie-
tal  activities like streaming 
music is another example 
of Heap contributing to 
a potential  Chthulucene 
future. 
Beyond the title of her 
song, Heap’s invention 
of the MiMU gloves and 
concern for her  relation-
ship to the natural world 
demonstrate her belief in 
the value of entanglement. 
Heap’s  perspective on en-
tanglement is particularly 
optimistic, especially when 
confronting her  entangle-
ment with anxiety-induc-
ing subject matter. In an 
industry that fears a lack 
of authenticity  from new 
technology, Heap produc-
es and performs her music 
using the technology to 
enhance  her humanity. 
She speaks on the poten-
tial that AI can provide for 

creativity, and how elec-
tronic  music technology 
can become more ad-
vanced while still leaving 
opportunity for human  
imperfection and impro-
visation. However, Heap 
is not blindly optimistic 
as she has addressed  the 
harmful consequences 
advancing music technolo-
gy can have for musicians. 
She continues to  develop 
blockchain technology 
that enables artists to get 
credit for their work at 
every stage of  production 
and creates transparency 
about how revenue is di-
vided. Continuously advo-
cating for  environmental 
causes with this revenue 
proves Heap’s awareness 
of the impacts that music 
and  music technology can 
have, further connecting 
herself to her listeners 
and to the world around 
her. Imogen Heap’s con-
tributions to the world of 
music serve as an example 
of the necessity of  sym-
poiesis and the positive 
implications of conscien-
tious entanglement with 
technology.
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Culture and Connection: How to Save 
Bookstores in the 21st Century

Mimi Lammarre

One day in Febru-
ary around noon, I took 
the normal path of any 
UVA student as I mean-
dered my way down the 
Corner and onto Elliewood 
Avenue. I walked along the 
brick sidewalks that are 
worn down from centuries 
of foot traffic. I must have 
appeared to be the aver-
age white female college 
student, holding a cup of 
coffee and possessing a 
certain look of preoccupa-
tion. Heartwood Books is 
a yellowish building with 
white paneling around its 
storefront. It appeared 
inviting to me, like the 
majority of Charlottesville. 
It has a wooden, whimsical 
sign over the front door. 
The sign on the outside 
has hand-painted letters: 
“Heartwood Books: Used 
& Rare, We Buy Books!” 
The stairs on the front are 

painted red, which seemed 
to compliment the colors 
of the books in the front 
window. The front door is 
white with a large window 
and brass-rusted handle. 
There were signs and 
sticky notes taped to the 
door. A large bay window 
faces the parking lot be-
hind the shop. 

Walking into Heart-
wood, the smell of old 
books and worn out paper 
instantly hit me. The 
floors creaked beneath 
me in the otherwise si-
lent store. I looked to my 
left and there were books 
and newspaper clippings 
stacked haphazardly. A 
landline phone circa-1980 
is hanging below a sign 
reading the credit cards 
that the shop accepts. The 
sales patron, an older, 
bespectacled man, asked 
me if there’s anything he 
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can help me find. I de-
clined and walked around 
the space as though I 
was shopping. Consider-
ing the somewhat dated 
appearance of Heartwood, 
I found myself wondering 
about Heartwood’s exis-
tence as an independent 
bookstore over the last 40 
odd years.    

The shop, itself, 
is clearly a little off the 
beaten path. The beat-
en path, of course, is 
the Corner: the string of 
shops along University 
Avenue that epitomizes 
student life at the Univer-
sity. Heartwood is, in no 
ways, far from the Corner 
– situated just a block away 
from University Avenue 
on Elliewood, it’s about as 
close as you can get. The 
lacquered signs of sleek 
shops like Mincer’s and 
Corner Juice on University 
Avenue contrast the older, 
more unassuming nature 
of shops like Heartwood 
on Elliewood. Its modest 
appearance – both inside 
and out – indicate to me 
that it is often overlooked 
by potential buyers. 

The Corner is an 

area of historically fierce 
economic competition. 
Coy Barefoot, in a 1915 arti-
cle for UVA Magazine, puts 
the historical landscape 
of the University Grounds 
in contrast with that of 
the Corner. As he states, 
“Buildings rise and fall, 
businesses come and go, 
and once familiar faces are 
replaced by new charac-
ters and fresh scenes” (1). 
Even some 100 years ago, 
the Corner tested even 
the most prosperous of 
stores. In this way, the 
Corner – and the busi-
nesses within it—inhabit a 
distinctly separate sphere 
from the University, one 
where economic trends 
distinctly impact the phys-
ical existence of spaces. 
The article goes on to 
describe businesses that 
“have already closed” – in-
cluding Anderson Brothers 
Bookstore. 

The owner of 
Heartwood Books, Paul 
Collinge, has owned and 
run the shop since the 
early 1970s. In an interview 
with me, he elaborates on 
the bookstores of the Cor-
ner’s past, stating, “When 
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I started here, there was I started here, there was 
Anderson Brothers Book-Anderson Brothers Book-
store, there was University store, there was University 
Bookstore, there was a Bookstore, there was a 
thing called Paul’s Book-thing called Paul’s Book-
end, which was mostly end, which was mostly 
paperbacks and magazines. paperbacks and magazines. 
Later, there was a student Later, there was a student 
bookstore and, then, there bookstore and, then, there 
was Fine Print Bookstore. was Fine Print Bookstore. 
All of those shops are All of those shops are 
gone.” So, I asked, why are gone.” So, I asked, why are 
so many book stores and so many book stores and 
shops in Charlottesville shops in Charlottesville 
closing on the Corner? closing on the Corner? 
The answer: the changing The answer: the changing 
dynamics of the University dynamics of the University 
and other larger external and other larger external 
forces, such as internet forces, such as internet 
conglomerates like Ama-conglomerates like Ama-
zon. zon. 

Collinge points to Collinge points to 
a lack of local clientele on a lack of local clientele on 
the Corner as one rea-the Corner as one rea-

son for the decline of the son for the decline of the 
number of bookstores on number of bookstores on 
the Corner and beyond: the Corner and beyond: 
“Some of the changes “Some of the changes 
have taken place at the have taken place at the 
Corner in general. One of Corner in general. One of 
which is that local people which is that local people 
don’t come to the Cor-don’t come to the Cor-
ner. It’s too crowded, and ner. It’s too crowded, and 
there’s no place to park.” there’s no place to park.” 
In this way, the Corner In this way, the Corner 
represents an increasing represents an increasing 
divide between the stu-divide between the stu-
dent life of the University dent life of the University 
and Charlottesville itself and Charlottesville itself 
– a growing gap between – a growing gap between 
“town and gown.” Because “town and gown.” Because 
of this growing divide, it of this growing divide, it 
seems that any of Heart-seems that any of Heart-
wood’s potential buyers wood’s potential buyers 
must come from the stu-must come from the stu-
dent or faculty population dent or faculty population 
of the University. of the University. 

However, Collinge However, Collinge 
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has had difficulty gaining 
business from this demo-
graphic as well. He told me 
that, before 2000, “Pretty 
much most of [Heart-
wood’s] business—not all 
of it – came from UVA, and 
that includes summer in-
stitutions that took place, 
visiting faculty, parents 
and students. And, espe-
cially at the time, graduate 
students and young pro-
fessors. We don’t see that 
business anymore.” 

Such differences 
between local business-
es and the University is 
clearly evident in a com-
parison between the 
mega-bookstore on UVA’s 
Grounds and smaller book 
shops such as Heartwood. 
Mega-bookstores such 
as UVA’s sell everything 
from textbooks to cos-
metic products – making 
them a hub of student 
life. In comparing large 
mega-bookstores and 
independent bookstores, 
Martin and Samels argue 
that mega-bookstores 
serve as the center of 
economic and social life 
for many small to medi-
um-sized college towns. 
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Clearly, these monopo-
listic institutions threaten 
the existence of smaller, 
independent stores such 
as Heartwood by shifting 
potential buyers away 
from the Corner. To be 
clear: Collinge’s used 
bookstore does not sell 
textbooks for student 
sale. However, much of 
his business in previous 
years came from a search 
for unique books to widen 
a professor or student’s 
unique scholarship. There-
fore, it is not only the shift 
of student and faculty 
populations away from the 
trend of acquiring unique 
books for scholarship that 
is negatively impacting 
stores such as Heartwood. 
Rather, it is a shift of 
where and what scholars 
buy at the University – 
especially at the University 
bookstore.

The impact of the 
University is certainly not 
the most obvious exam-
ple of external forces that 
negatively impact local 
bookstores.  The role of 
massive internet platforms 
such as Amazon is more 
widely-debated today in 
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the conversation about 
the survival of indepen-
dent bookstores. This 
technology has become 
more pervasive since the 
late 1990s, when the inven-
tion of the internet caused 
a boom in online-shopping 
for goods such as books.

Heartwood is a 
place devoid of any tech-
nological influences. 
Stepping into Heartwood, I 
couldn’t help but feel a bit 
transported back – into an 
era when technology was 
not nearly as prevalent. 
That white phone visible 
as I first walked into the 
store still hangs ominously 
as I went back for more 
observations. The cash 
register reminds me of 
my childhood at South-
ern fresh-food markets, 
old-timey in atmosphere 
and practice.  My com-
parison with other stores 
comes from my position 
as a member of “Genera-
tion Z.” Having grown up 
in the early 2000s, a lack 
of technology stands in 
stark contrast to my nor-
mal experience. Perhaps 
Collinge’s deliberate use 
of outdated technology is 

a protest against the very 
forces that have rendered 
his own store outdated. 

Collinge, himself, 
makes his opinion known 
when it comes to the re-
lationship between books 
and technology. He noted 
that, “In order to read 
books, people need a lack 
of distractions. People just 
don’t live that way right 
now. Right now, they’re 
always distracting them-
selves. Their phone is dis-
tracting them, or they’re 
getting on the phone and 
distracting themselves. You 
know, everyone’s always 
telling you: ‘Oh, I’m too 
busy.’ It’s, like, you’re bare-
ly busier than you used to 
be.” Collinge, a bookstore 
owner since the 1970s, has 
clearly seen how technol-
ogy has impacted his store 
and his livelihood. 

Quite a lot of sec-
ondary research shows 
that many independent 
bookstore owners feel the 
same way as Paul Collinge. 
In a Washington Post arti-
cle, Fritz Hahn begins his 
article by describing how 
“experts have been pre-
dicting the death of small, 
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Perhaps Collinge’s deliberate 

use of outdated technology 

is a protest against the very 

forces that have rendered his 

own store outdated
“
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independent bookstores” 
for some time (1). He de-
scribes how the “villains” 
of these closures were 
once “mega-stores, like 
Barnes & Noble and Bor-
ders” (1). These book-steal-
ing villains then went 
online, with the rise of 
e-books and other online 
retailers like Amazon. The 
article goes on to quote 
a Washington Post editor 
stating that, “In the last 
20 years, the number of 
independent book stores 
tracked by the American 
Booksellers has fallen by 
about 66 percent” (1). Ryan 
Rafaelli, a professor at 
Harvard Business School, 
contextualizes the issue 
in a historical assessment 
of the role of bookstores. 
Rafaelli cites the opening 
of Amazon in 1995 causing 
“the number of indepen-
dent bookstores” to fall by 
“40 percent in five years” 
(1). 

Collinge has noted 
the exact same change in 
his own store, stating that, 
“Since 2000, the business 
is off by two-thirds. We 
have the same space, but 
it’s only about one-third 

of what it used to be.” 
Therefore, research con-
ducted on the influence of 
technology on bookstores 
shows a near-perfect neg-
ative linear relationship 
between the rise of tech-
nology and the existence 
of small bookstores such 
as Heartwood.   

Despite these alarming 
statistics on the decline 
of many bookstores af-
ter 1995, Rafaelli shows 
that there was a shift 
after 2009. Rather than 
a constant decrease in 
bookstore sales like from 
1970 to the early 2000s, 
the number of indepen-
dent bookstores began to 
steadily climb. Similarly, 
Hahn goes on to note 
how the D.C.-area’s book-
stores – situated only 120 
miles from Heartwood and 
where owner Paul Collinge 
started out – appear to 
be thriving. What might 
Heartwood learn from the 
“thriving” independent 
bookstores of D.C. and 
elsewhere, and is there 
a lesson here for other 
bookstores as well? 

The first answer to 
how and why independent 
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bookstores can thrive to-
day is through the creation 
of a personal and local 
connection. Martin and 
Samels argue that “[in-
dependent bookstores] 
maintain local followings 
and enrich their local en-
vironment” (20). Similarly, 
Hahn notes that sellers 
in the D.C. area told him 
that they had prospered 
due to, “A connection with 
community instead of 
fighting Amazon for every 
dime” (2). One owner of a 
local bookstore remarked 
that people in her store 
stop to chat, come in 
for author signings, and 
browse aimlessly. Adding 
to this research, Rafaelli 
argues that independent 
bookstores offer a “very 
personal dimension” (2). 
He even goes on to state 
that, “Real estate develop-
ers were actually willing to 
give deals to some inde-
pendent bookstores be-
cause [they are] a mark of 
authenticity” (3). Thus, in 
shifting the focus from DC 
to Charlottesville, it seems 
that a following among 
locals would aid book-
stores in both places. In 

Charlottesville, this could 
mean an environment of 
community and culture 
that keeps smaller shops 
competitive with Universi-
ty economic forces.  

The creation of such 
communities can take 
place through various 
means. Andria Cheng, in 
a recent New York Times 
article, cites one book-
store for using events such 
as operas and book-sign-
ings in order to engage 
local readers. Cheng also 
demonstrates how some 
bookstores have even 
offered monthly sub-
scriptions to their stores 
to engage buyer interest. 
Cheng adds something 
interesting, however, stat-
ing that “customers often 
feel comfortable shopping 
online.” Therefore, shops 
such as Books of Wonder 
in New York City, have 
capitalized on this online 
shopping by adding their 
own websites. 

Collinge told me that 
this personal dimension 
used to persist in his own 
store. He noted, “You 
[shoppers] come in and 
you see somethin’ that 
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you’ve never heard of. You 
don’t know what it is and 
you buy it. That’s also, I 
think, a dying art. The art 
of actual browsing. The 
weird thing is that with 
computers we call some-
thing a “browser” but we 
use it to search things. 
It’s kind of like walking up 
to a desk in a bookstore 
and saying, ‘Have you got 

a copy of this?’ and then 
leaving if you don’t. You 
know, it’s not browsing in 
the old fashion way…”  

Browsing is a clear 
example of a moment 
of connection between 
buyer, store, and seller. It 
seems the act of browsing 
that Collinge himself used 
to watch and aid in his own 
store is no longer preva-
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lent in Heartwood. 
However, it does seem 

that some bookstores, 
like those in the D.C. area, 
have been able to adapt to 
a new era of bibliographic 
culture. They have main-
tained this connection and 
culture within the four 
walls of their shops. Al-
though I am not sure that 
Collinge, with his forty 
years in the book business, 
is asking for my advice, 
I do think that there are 
some lessons here for 
Heartwood. Perhaps, the 
Charlottesville bookstore 
could tap into the factors 
that make bookstores such 
as those in D.C. thrive. In 
order to do this, however, 
does Heartwood have to 
sacrifice its own identity in 
order to give in to tech-
nological change? Does 
it have to compromise to 
become a part of the new 
brand of hip bookstores? 

I would argue that it 
doesn’t. In my opinion, 
I think that Heartwood 
can create community 
in a few simple ways. For 
one, college students are 
always looking for the next 
best thing. I think that 

creating a space in which 
people physically want to 
exist – by adding chairs 
and a physical sitting 
space – could help Heart-
wood. Even a coffee-maker 
could be helpful to make 
people want to stop and 
spend time in the store. 
Situated in-between to 
the often-full Grit Coffee 
and Starbucks, students 
at the University clearly 
search for a place to hang 
out with friends, study or 
take a break. I believe that 
Heartwood has the po-
tential to be one of those 
spaces. 

 In each of the thriving 
bookstores in my research, 
people came into the 
store to experience the 
atmosphere of intellectual 
cultivation. Such a cul-
ture of connection can be 
cultivated through events 
such as book readings 
and signings, which bring 
a social dynamic into the 
construction of space. Ac-
cording to UVA Professor 
Kevin Smith, bookstores 
on the Downtown Mall in 
Charlottesville utilize con-
nections with the creative 
writing department at UVA 
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in order to hold events 
such as these. Perhaps, 
Collinge could utilize his 
proximity to the University 
to his own economic and 
intellectual advantage. 

On a more personal 
note, in each of the book-
stores that I have entered 
in my life, I’ve experienced 
that these shops cultivate 
a policy of freedom of ex-
pression that pushes back 
against media oppression 
in today’s political culture. 
In order for bookstores to 
survive, I would argue that 
their purpose has to be 
stated. I believe that col-
lege students and scholars 
will flock to a place that 
inspires them to educate 
themselves and make 
them believe in a more 
intelligent future. 

One of the most diffi-
cult points to consider is 
the role of technology in 
Collinge’s store. Does the 
owner have to give in to 
the technological influenc-
es of the future? I would 
argue that he doesn’t. 
Even though online sales 
could potentially help him 
sell books, I believe that 
it would be an unneed-

ed distraction from the 
essence of Heartwood. 
So much of this research 
has indicated that people 
come into bookstores in 
the contemporary era in 
spite of technology, rath-
er than in search of it. I 
believe that Heartwood 
could be just the ticket.

Although Collinge said 
that he was, “Not sure [a 
used bookstore] has much 
of a role anymore,” I am 
not entirely convinced that 
this is the case. The role of 
bookstores has certainly 
shifted while Heartwood 
has been open, but the 
research on independent 
bookstores does provide 
some hope. For Heart-
wood and bookstores like 
it, there are small steps 
that they might consid-
er to cultivate a sense of 
community.  

During my many 
times in the store with 
Collinge, many customers 
meandered in and out of 
the white wooden door. 
Each time, the bell above 
the door would chime 
cheerily as Collinge looked 
up eagerly. One time, a 
young student came in. 
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Paul regarded her with a 
look of kindness and mild 
excitement. I smiled too 
broadly, then – perhaps I 
looked like I worked there 
– and I saw a mild twinkle 
of questioning in her eyes. 
Paul asked her what she 
needed and ran his hands 
expertly across a shelf of 
non-fiction titles. A mo-
ment of connection – an 
establishment of relation-
ship between book, seller, 
and buyer – made me re-
member why independent 
bookstores like Heartwood 
matter. 
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