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Beth Emily Richards 

Poor Copy: fan practices and producerly art making  

Abstract 

 

This thesis includes a body of artworks including performance, video, photography and audio 

installation, a zine, and textile artwork, documentation of which is presented via a YouTube 

channel, also titled Poor Copy.  

 

This research explores methodological similarities between fan and art practices, and analyses 

how fans, artists, and their methods of making engage with extant narratives. Two histories act 

as a narrative throughline for this investigation: a 1999 Michael Jackson concert in Barnstaple, 

North Devon, where the performer may or may not have been a tribute artist; and a day in 2002 

when Michael Jackson visited Exeter City Football Club, Devon. I use these intersecting 

histories as a narrative way in to making a new body of art work as a practitioner-researcher, 

to ask how might art-making processes and products foster, embrace and represent activities 

that empower participants (artists, fans, and audiences) to create, change or build on dominant 

histories and mythologies?  

 

I analyse the notion of ÔtributeÕ via my experiences at EuropeÕs largest Elvis tribute artist 

competition, and a subsequent practice-research experiment at the Experimentica live art 

festival at Chapter Arts Centre, Cardiff. Using theory from both fan and performance studies, 

I position tribute as a transformative practice: in which an existing ÔtextÕ is re-enacted with new 

expression; and in which both performers and audience go through a significant (though 

temporary) change. Elvis tribute artists act simultaneously as ÔtheÕ Elvis and as Elvis fan, and 
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audiences act as co-conspirators in this performance ÔresurrectionÕ of ÔThe KingÕ. I identify 

how Michael Jackson tribute artists highlight tributeÕs ability to unpack identity performances 

as iterative, which is underscored by JacksonÕs changing and complex performances of 

identity. Representations of JacksonÕs performances and histories via performances and 

artworks contribute to his star text; intertextuality means that when additional Jackson-related 

narratives come to light, such as the allegations of child sexual abuse, these artworks are often 

received differently, and new exhibition platforms should consider how to sensitively handle 

critical discussion. Not all representations of Jackson need be a ÔtributeÕ.  

 

I create two practice-research artworks, Yes, It Really Did Happen and No Such Event Took 

Place, to demonstrate that fannish engagements with archival fragments can happen within 

institutional archives, and that these participations are characterised by treating the material as 

producerly: following John Fiske, these are texts which are open, containing gaps, irresolutions 

and contradictions. Producerly texts invite creative re-inventions. I make a practice-research 

video work raremjvideos1, and zine and banner artworks to draw comparisons between fan 

and contemporary art practices: both use appropriation and repetition to platform subjectivity; 

the notion of an established canon (and at times narrative clarity) are set aside, to embrace 

fannish myth-making. My practice-research acts as fan art of fan art, and demonstrates that 

when re-presenting archival texts, myth and memory blur the lines between ÔthenÕ and ÔagainÕ. 

I develop and stage a versioned practice-research performance work Like A Pantomime which 

positions verbatim theatre techniques as a way to engage with and platform a multiplicity of 

community voices, and their perspectives of cultural memory. 

 

Through this practice-research, I position JacksonÕs narratives and performances as producerly 

texts which beget producerly practices. By producerly practices, I mean appropriative practices 



! "# !

which transform the originary for the producersÕ own purposes and pleasures. Producerly 

practices are similarly open and malleable in their reading and reception as a producerly text 

is, and often will invite future interpretations. Producerly practices are also inherently iterative, 

offering opportunities for the sharing, discussion, and repetition of artworks with and by 

communities, allowing for changes in (and critical reflection of) narrative-construction. When 

working with archival fragments, cultural memories, and community historiographies, 

understandings and perspectives of the past will vary. I propose several discursive strategies of 

art-making to platform a variety of voices in artworks which engage with the past: re-

versioning, verbatim, and agonism. These dialogic methods recognise that ethics are at the fore 

of research projects which speak of contentious histories, but acknowledges that an ethical 

approach does not necessarily mean a neutral one. An agonist methodology in particular 

respects and gives voice not only to community members, but also to the subjectivity of the 

practice-researcher: by platforming often-conflicting retellings, the artwork deconstructs the 

idea of an objective historical narrative, and instead celebrates fannish myth-making. 
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It is difficult to discuss histories which involve Michael Jackson without mentioning 

allegations of child sexual abuse. While there is no graphic description of abuse, the allegations 

(and how fan communities engage or disengage with victimsÕ statements) are discussed 

throughout the thesis. Please engage with this work in a way that is compassionate to yourself 

and to others.  
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PROLOGUE 

MICHAEL JACKSONÕS POSTCARD FROM DEVON 

 

Back in 2015, I was working at my admin day job when I received an email from my partner, 

with a link to a BBC news article. Opening it, the article described how ÔfinallyÕ, after 15 years, 

the mystery of the Michael Jackson in Barnstaple concert had been solved: that tribute artist 

Anthony King had come forward and revealed that he had performed in the June 1999 concert 

in the North Devon town, and that it was not Michael Jackson himself, as many believed. The 

article explained that despite Michael JacksonÕs publicity team releasing a statement that the 

concert could not have been performed by Jackson, as he was in Los Angeles at that time, many 

audience members refused to believe this, stating that the performance was Ôtoo goodÕ to be 

anyone else but the King of Pop. 1 

 

Having recently been making work around notions of tribute after visiting EuropeÕs biggest 

Elvis lookalike contest, this article piqued my interest. I loved the idea that readers had been 

waiting to hear the resolution of this ÔmysteryÕ for fifteen years. The statement that audience 

members were adamant that they had ÔwitnessedÕ Jackson, despite evidence to the contrary, 

was fascinating. I googled around to find out more. A North Devon Journal article released on 

the same day gave further information - in particular, that the concert had been organised by a 

Barnstaple businessman Matt Fiddes, who runs a chain of martial arts schools. The North 

Devon Journal article2, while still only relating bare facts, did not paint a complimentary 

picture of Fiddes; the inference was that he was capitalising on JacksonÕs fame and fortune for 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 As this digital article was only available for around twenty-four hours, I am unable to cite it. The deletion of 
the article is in itself significant to this story. 
2 This article was also only available online and taken down less than a day after publishing.!!
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his own ends. It implied that Fiddes advertised the 1999 concert with the ÔrealÕ Jackson as 

headline act for FiddesÕ personal financial gain.  

 

A blog post and YouTube video was also released3, with further statements from King, 

describing his working relationship with Fiddes and with further details of the hoax concert. 

Realising that there was a possible project in this, but thinking that I had already wasted enough 

of my day job time on this bizarre story, I resolved to look into this further the next day when 

I was working on my art practice. The next day, both news stories were gone. I refreshed the 

links, and searched both the BBC Devon and North Devon Journal sites: there was nothing 

related to this story. KingÕs blog and the YouTube video were also removed. This was 

maddening; I felt like this was the start of a possible art project and now that the information 

was gone I was even more sure that I wanted to investigate this. I emailed King to ask whether 

he was the performer, but received no response. 

 

I emailed Matt FiddesÕ contact on his website for his martial arts schools to enquire further. 

This was the puzzling reply:  

Hi Beth 

 

You will notice the story has been taken down early last week within a few hours. The 

story was false and legal action has commenced against the news papers [sic] who ran 

with the story 

 

No such event took place 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 These online sources were also removed. All sources in this section with no citation have been deleted, 
presumably due to threats of litigation.  
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Regards 

 

MFHQ 

 (Fiddes and Richards, 2015) 

 

Now I was even more intrigued. Why would Fiddes claim that this event hadnÕt taken place? 

There were older articles from 1999 still online which documented the concert via audience 

member interviews (BBC, 1999; The Herald Scotland, 1999). There was no way this event was 

a fabrication. Not to be put off, I called the North Devon Journal and asked if there was any 

way I could view an archived article of the removed story. The editor explained that this wasnÕt 

possible, and asked why I was interested. I explained my practice-research interests and that I 

had already contacted King and Fiddes. The editorÕs tone of voice changed very suddenly, and 

urged me not to contact Fiddes again, as he was a manipulative and very litigious man.  

 

I returned to Google to build up a picture of accounts of the 1999 concert. During this 

internet search, many weblinks appeared connecting Fiddes to Jackson and the Jackson 

family. There were a series of sleazy tabloid articles with Fiddes as the subject or as the key 

source, with no evidence to back up their lurid claims: 

  

! ! ÔMichael Jackson's former bodyguard vows to take legal action to prove he is 

Blanket's real fatherÕ (Kirby, 2012, online) 

! ! ÔMichael JacksonÕs order to shoot RandyÕ (Tinney, 2012a, online) 

! ! ÔMichael Jackson had a fling with Whitney É and wanted to get married 

Ð Says Matt Fiddes, JackoÕs minderÕ (Tinney, 2012b, online) 
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These Ôcash for celeb storiesÕ articles allegedly sold by Fiddes are very thoroughly catalogued 

on the Jackson fansite ÔEt Tu, Brutus?Õ, which I have included as an appendix (youtoobrutus, 

2012, online). 

ÔRead throughÕ of the youtoobrutus authored blogpost: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sg3DmUhYGbY&list=PLbHdpeGnwWFjFa1hCI7eNWoI

7gCB7Wmip&index=11  

 

It must be noted that this fan siteÕs agenda (like many other Jackson fan sites) is to discredit 

any of JacksonÕs detractors, so although I believe that the stories had no truth to them, this 

websiteÕs own construction of histories also have very specific, often problematic, objectives.  

 

One story which was picked up by the broadsheets was the legal battle between Fiddes and the 

production company Studio Lambert and documentary filmmaker Jane Preston, over the 

Channel Four project The Jacksons Are Coming To Devon (Preston, 2008). This hour-long TV 

programme followed Katherine Jackson (MichaelÕs mother), Tito Jackson (MichaelÕs brother) 

and his three sons (members of 1990s pop group 3T and MichaelÕs nephews) searching for a 

new home in Appledore, a small fishing village near Barnstaple. The ÔfriendÕ and ÔfixerÕ for 

the Jacksons, who appeared prominently on the show? Matt Fiddes. Unsurprisingly, the 

programme documented that the Jacksons didnÕt find their dream home in Devon and that they 

returned to Los Angeles. Michael Jackson never appeared in the documentary, or in Appledore. 

Instead, FiddesÕ friend, the Michael Jackson tribute artist Navi performed was documented, as 

were the relationships between Tito Jackson and Fiddes becoming tense and difficult. 

Paparazzi followed the Jacksons everywhere in the programme, and it becomes evident that 

Fiddes is the one tipping them off, as well as providing tens of his martial arts students to act 
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as ÔmindersÕ for the family, which doesnÕt help them keep a low profile. Tito eventually decides 

to stop contact with Fiddes; the JacksonsÕ Devon visit then becomes a quieter affair, with fish 

and chip dinners, walks on the beach, and games of Pictionary.  

 

The director stated that Ôthe overriding thing for me whilst making this film was the idea of 

trust and betrayal. Everyone that comes into [the Jacksons] lives seems to have their own aims 

and objectivesÕ (Preston in Carter, 2008, online). The documentary showed Fiddes gaining 

additional fame and money, leveraging the Jacksons to do so. Fiddes then launched a libel case 

against Preston and the production company, asserting that they had faked scenes to cast him 

as the villain. Fiddes dropped the case after 19 months, leaving each party with a legal bill of 

£1.7million (Bell, 2010, online).  

 

The final ÔJackson in DevonÕ news story, which again Fiddes is linked to, is Michael JacksonÕs 

visit to Exeter City Football Club (ECFC) in June 2002. For me, as someone living in the South 

West, this was a story I had always heard rumours of, but one I didn't know whether to give 

credence to. As I began my sleuthing regarding the Barnstaple event, I also started to look into 

the ECFC story. This was well documented nationally; however, the responses of friends living 

in or near Exeter to my enquiries varied wildly, with some stating that they had seen Jackson 

themselves, others stating that it was apocryphal, an urban legend. Interestingly, even after 

approaching this research more seriously as part of this doctoral project, and conducting oral 

history interviews, one interviewee connected with the football club claims still to be unsure 

that the visit was from Jackson himself, instead suggesting that it could have been a tribute act 

as a stand in.4  

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 My methods and sources for this will be discussed in detail throughout the substantive thesis. 
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An illusionist and television personality most famous for his powers of psychic spoon-bending 

in the 1970s, Uri Geller began to get involved with the football club because his son, Daniel, 

was a fan. Daniel had dreamt about the first witches to be hanged in England and said that he 

Ôfelt a powerful spiritual draw to themÕ (Geller, online, 2002). On the way to an Exeter City 

match, Daniel and Uri spotted a plaque marking the site where the witches had been hanged. 

From these events, Uri surmised that Daniel had lived in Exeter in a past life, which explained 

his Ôdrive and passion for the clubÕ (Geller, online, 2002). Following this, Uri and Daniel 

became joint chairmen at ECFC. Uri then used what he described as his psychic powers to 

inspire victory in the team (although they were on a losing streak during this time) - burying 

ÔchargedÕ crystals beneath the football net, urging fans to massage orange spots printed in the 

local paper while chanting, etc. Uri declared to the local newspaper, the Express and Echo, that 

he would bring his Ôgood friendÕ Michael Jackson to St James Park (the club grounds), to raise 

awareness and funds for the club. Astonishingly, Jackson agreed, providing that he could also 

raise funds for other charities. Before visiting Exeter, Jackson and Geller visited the Houses of 

Parliament, at the invitation of labour peer Greville Janner (with whom Geller was friends via 

the Magic Circle), even dropping by on a birthday party for MP Paul Boateng. Jackson, Geller, 

and Janner then got on a train to Exeter with 200 Jackson fans, shepherded by Ôhead of securityÕ 

for the event, Matt Fiddes. The event at Exeter City Football Club included a line up of music 

and other performances, and Jackson gave a speech, around eleven minutes long, which 

focused on world peace and ending AIDS and malaria. Throughout this speech, you can see 

(via local news documentation) Fiddes standing next to Jackson, sheltering him from the sun 

with a black umbrella. Later, Jackson met several children from the local childrenÕs hospice. 

After JacksonÕs visit, the club made him Ôhonorary directorÕ. Unfortunately, the celebrity visits 

did nothing to improve the fortunes of the football club, and its directors were shortly after 

jailed for defrauding the club.  
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These Jackson in Devon histories act as a narrative jumping off point for my doctoral thesis 

which follows. 
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INTRODUCTION  

 

The body and narratives of Michael Jackson (1958-2009) are mythic, iconic and recognised 

globally. He has achieved fan scholar Matt HillsÕ (2002, p. 143) definition of Ôcult statusÕ: he 

is received as a figure of genius and as ÔauteurÕ, but also embodies a sense of excess and 

ÔunknowabilityÕ. As Hills (p. 141) uses the figure of Elvis Presley to explain, death can wrest 

a celebrityÕs image creation from the cultural industries into the hands of audiences. The 

unsettling affect of JacksonÕs performances of hybridity (discussed in Chapter Two of this 

thesis) underlines this ÔunknowabilityÕ, creating a desire amongst his fans, and amongst many 

with an interest in pop culture, to continue to speculate on and interrogate his past. His 

performing body is an extreme Ôcultural attractorÕ: that is, an icon which invites participation 

by fans, part of a canon open enough to stimulate debate and transformative works, while also 

recognisable enough to be part of a consistent mythology (Zubernis and Larsen, 2012, p. 3).  

 

The very ÔglobalnessÕ of Michael Jackson makes it surprising when you find related narratives 

which took place close to you, outside of large metropolises. However, the 2015  North Devon 

Journal article about his supposed performance in Barnstaple in 1999, discussed in the 

prologue to this thesis, intrigued me for a number of other reasons as well: it related to the work 

I was making as an artist, as well as the Masters by Research (MRes) project I had recently 

completed in expanded re-enactment practices; it spoke about the gig as ÔhoaxÕ - many believed 

that they were seeing the Ôreal dealÕ; it connoted ideas around the power of performance and 

of belief - although JacksonÕs representatives denied that he was the performer back in 1999, 

many of the audience refused to believe this, stating that the performance was too amazing to 

be anybody BUT Jackson; that this was making the news (albeit local) sixteen years after the 

fact.  After noticing that the North Devon Journal article had been removed from the website 
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and beginning to explore JacksonÕs 2002 visit to Exeter City Football Club, it became clear 

that the deeper I dug, the more these stories became tangled, confused, and hard to get to the 

bottom of. As many of these narratives involved legal action, online sources were frequently 

erased, often leaving instead a version of events filtered through fan commentary on fan forums 

and websites. Each aspect of each story is unusual, perhaps closed down or partially erased, 

unsettled and unclear.  

 

In this PhD, I use these ÔJackson in DevonÕ stories to investigate methodological similarities 

between fan and art practices, and to explore how fans, artists, and their methods of making 

engage with extant narratives. These intersecting narratives act as a way into making a new 

body of art work as a practitioner-researcher, that explores how fans and the media documented 

them, and how these documents were then circulated, built upon, archived, and disseminated 

again. To do so, I draw upon the ways fan communities memorialise historical narratives, using 

material, digital, and oral historical fragments. I work across performance, visual art, and fan 

practices to explore fan methodologies of making: examining online fan labour, fan 

performance communities such as tribute artists and their audiences, and fan communities and 

their fan art. Bringing a practice-research methodology to the disciplines of fan studies and 

popular culture studies, I devise and deliver a series of artworks that investigate how reiterative 

strategies can present ÔhiddenÕ stories, explore which voices are missing from dominant extant 

narratives, and work within or without a ÔcanonÕ,5 linking the creative practices of fans to that 

of twentieth and twenty-first century appropriative art practices. 6 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 I use ÔcanonÕ to mean both the generally ÔacceptedÕ texts within a body of literature, and more specifically 
within fandom sources which are agreed as ÔauthoritativeÕ within a fandom (Fanlore, 2019a, online).  
6 Appropriation in art and art history terminology refers to the practice of artists using pre-existing images, 
objects, and texts in their artwork (Tate, 2020, online).!!
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Key to this investigation is the analysis of how different fan communities, fan producers, and 

artists construct, access, share and interpret archives. I aim to show, through practice-research,  

how archival remnants can be used, misused, and reconfigured. In doing so, I contrast 

performance studies and fannish approaches to archives;7 consider how artists can use fan 

methods of making when working with archival material; investigate different types of texts 

and audiences through making; and consider how to perform cultural memory and make 

evident myth-making through art-making.  

 

My methods of making begin with an extant narrative, whether historical or fictive, and re-

work it, to turn it into something with a new purpose, sensibility, or mode of expression. 

Creative Ôagain-nessÕ is used by various communities which act as cultural producers: 

reenactors, fandoms, and artists. The texts that are re-worked are ÔproducerlyÕ: a key term in 

fan studies, taken from John FiskeÕs (1989, 1992, 2011) work on the cultural economy of 

fandom. Producerly texts follow from Roland BarthesÕ conception of ÔwriterlyÕ texts, which 

(as opposed to ÔreaderlyÕ texts) place the reader in an active position in the construction of 

meaning, their agency contributing to the creation of multiple narratives. According to Barthes, 

Ôthe goal of literary work (of literature as work) is to make the reader no longer a consumer, 

but a producer of the textÕ (Barthes, 1974, p. 4). Fiske states that fan texts - that is, the existing 

cultural properties and narratives to which fans make artwork and stories in response - are 

producerly in that they invite fan labour by being open, containing gaps, irresolutions and 

contradictions. Producerly texts go a step further than writerly, to invite a creative reinvention, 

a reworking, a redoing.  

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 Later in this introduction I discuss how I am making use of differing fieldsÕ definitions of ÔarchiveÕ. 
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In the early stages of this doctoral research project, I was also working with two other possible 

histories as narrative starting points to examine how communities of interest engage creatively 

with archives. The first was the cultural commemorations of the four hundredth anniversary of 

the sailing of the Mayflower, specifically looking at how underserved communities and artists 

could approach this from a decolonial perspective.8 The second was working collaboratively 

with a group of rurally-based artists, writers, and occultists to explore the rituals and divinatory 

art practices of surrealist artist, writer, and occult practitioner Ithell Colquhoun (1906-1988). I 

chose to focus on the Jackson in Devon histories within this thesis as it offered several lines of 

enquiry that the other possibilities did not.  

 

Michael Jackson is internationally regarded as one of the most culturally significant people of 

the twentieth century. He represents the height of celebrity, which some cultural studies and 

religious studies scholars position as a new hegemonic influence on society, who fans position 

as an idol or almost god-like figure (Ward, 2012; Laderman, 2010). Celebrity culture has 

become even more ubiquitous in the twenty-first century, with social media giving us a window 

into starsÕ lives whenever we wish to engage with it (and sometimes when we do not). Their 

histories and stories have become the narratives which we discuss with family, friends, co-

workers. The Jackson in Devon histories were both before the social media era, and pre-

smartphones, and this affects how the stories are told, archived, and how I and fans engage 

with them; I discuss this in Chapters Three and Four. The Jackson visit to Exeter City Football 

Club offers a history which has been experienced, documented, and memorialised by two very 

different fan communities: a global music fan community for Jackson, and a much smaller and 

more local sports fan community of Exeter City Football Club fan supporters.  This allows me 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 At the time of submitting this PhD thesis, I am exploring this via a socially engaged curatorial project, 
Reverberations. 




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































