A few thoughts on yaoi and slash
Okay, guys, now is the time to avert your eyes if you’re grossed out by m/m erotica. Consider yourself warned! This little train of thoughts came about because I was asked to write some lines about yaoi and slash by the all-male editors of a certain magazine, none of them wanting to do it themselves. As I’m a fairly open-minded person who believes that anything goes as long as it doesn’t hurt innocent bystanders, I though, why not? I hadn’t entered the world of yaoi or slash before, but for the past six month it has taken up more and more of my time. So here goes. The following has an NC-17 rating (not necessarily so much because of the sex as the amount of boring details). Again: consider yourself warned! 

Yaoi

Yaoi is - to put it bluntly - fictional media that focus on guys having it off for the pleasure of women. Although the relationships depicted are homosexual male relationships, it is generally created for and by heterosexual females.

Yaoi came to life in Japan in the late 1970s and was popularised in the 1980s as part of the “dōjinshi” market i.e. self-published works, usually manga or novels. It has become an umbrella term in the West for male/male manga, the word being acronym for YAma nashi, Ochi nashi, Imi nashi, meaning "No climax, no point, no meaning". This phrase refers to how yaoi focuses on the yummy parts (oral sex and anal penetration guaranteed) rather than a traditional plot structure.

Other names for yaoi are 801 and BL. 801 can be read as "yaoi" in the following form: the Japanese "short" reading (on'yomi) of the number 8 is "ya", 0 can be read as "o", while the on'yomi for 1 is "i". The actual name of the genre aimed towards women in Japan is, however, Boys’ Love, commonly abbreviated as BL, although the males featured are pubescent or older. Works featuring prepubescent boys are labelled shotacon and seen as a distinct genre, not particularly aimed at women.

The main characters in BL conform to the formula of the seme (the attacker) who pursues the uke (the receiver). Though gay males are often referred to in English as "tops" and "bottoms," seme and uke are more nearly analogous to "pitcher" and "catcher", both protagonists having equal powers in the game, although different. The seme and uke are often drawn in the bishōnen style, bishōnen meaning beautiful boy, where the characters are blending both masculine and feminine qualities. The seme is depicted as the stereotypical male of anime and manga culture; restrained and physically powerful with a strong chin, short hair and small eyes. He usually pursues the uke, who has softer, androgynous features with bigger eyes and a smaller build. Usually the “top” character is the aggressor in the relationship, but sometimes the “bottom” character is. Other times the author will forgo the stylisations of the seme and uke, portraying both lovers as alike, but often with the distinct twist that whichever of the two, who is ordinarily in charge, will take the passive role in the bedroom.

As Japanese yaoi gained popularity in the U.S., a few American artists began creating gay-themed original English-language manga referred to as "American yaoi." What started as a small subculture in North America, has, since approximately 2004, become a burgeoning market. Because creators from all parts of the globe are now published in the original English language, the term “American yaoi” has been replaced by the term “Global BL” or “GloBL”.

Yaoi has received considerable critical attention, especially after translations of BL became commercially available outside of Japan in the 21st century. One stereotype that is criticised is that the protagonists do not identify as gay, but rather are simply in love with a particular person of their own gender. This is said to heighten the theme of all-conquering love, but is also pointed to as avoiding having to address prejudices against homosexuals. Only recently yaoi stories have emerged with characters that identify as gay. Some gay commentators have, on the other hand, criticised how yaoi is failing to provide accurate information about gay men and resented that they be used as masturbation fantasies. Well, hellooooo!! Does lesbian porn produced for men show how lesbians really are? I think not. And do guys wank off to lesbian porn? I know they do!

Another worry has been that young girls reading yaoi may come to think of sex as it having nothing to do with their own bodies, thereby depriving them of natural sexual relationships. I bet those teenage guys wanking to lesbian porn never thought it would prevent them from jumping a bird! That kind of criticism just shows the double standards in how the sexes are dictated to respond to...well, sex. It’s the old story, innit, the man is virile if he likes to shag, women are cheap, if they admit to liking it. And it gets worse. Lesbian sex is arousing, but gay sex is repellent. Why, for god’s sake, why?? I’m sure almost all men and even some women will deny it, but the truth is; women get as turned on by seeing two (or more) men having it off as men do by seeing women satisfying each other. Oh, no! What horror! Sure, babe, but that’s how it is. We’re always told that lesbian sex is arousing because the female body is aesthetic whereas the male body is crude, but why do you think that Michelangelo made the statue of David, that Hollywood promoted a Rudolph Valentino or that J.K. Rowling invented the gang of Weasley boys? And that, my friends, brings us to the fine arts of slash.

Slash

The dōjinshi subculture of yaoi has been considered the Japanese equivalent of the English-languaged slash fandom, especially as they both do not have typical narrative structure, science fiction works are particularly popular in both and they both originated in the 1970s. Where yaoi are “new” stories created for manga/prose or whatever, slash has fans pair any male/male from their favourite movies, TV-series or books. Slash is named so because of the / and it is commonly believed that current day slash fan fiction originated within the Star Trek fan community with the pairing of Kirk/Spock in the late 1970s. A pairing hard to get your head around, I know, but anyway, slash spread to other fandoms, such as Starsky and Hutch, Blake's 7, and The Professionals.

Due to the lack of canonical homosexual relationships in the source media, some have come to see slash fiction as being exclusively outside of canon. These people hold that the term “slash fiction” only applies when the relationship being written about is not part of the source's canon, and that fan fiction about canonical same-sex relationships is hence not slash, just gay lit. A little too highbrow in my opinion, as after all this is slash, my dears, not classical literature. Some authors opt out the easy way, though, concentrating on relationships that are possible due to cannon, but never described in cannon.

Most popular slash-characters at the moment are Frodo/Sam from Lord Of The Rings (outside of canon), Stan/Kyle from South Park (outside of or due to canon, who knows!!) and then of course Fred/George, the Weasley-twins from the Harry Potter books (possible due to cannon, but never described). The older twin brothers of Harry Potter’s friend Ron Weasley fit in smoothly with slash fiction, J. K. Rowling herself indicating their relationship as they – after having come of age – move away from home to live together. The cheeky, rebellious and very inventive nature of Fred/George makes not only the pairing believable, it also touches conveniently upon twincest, another aspect of both slash and pornography in general. In slash the Weasley twins are featured either on their own or with other male characters from the Harry Potter books. The loathed potion professor Snape, Harry Potter’s godfather Sirius Black (who can turn himself into a dog and does!) as well as the goody-two-shoed Potter himself seem favourite stuffing in the Weasley-sandwiches of slash-fiction.

Japanese yaoi vs English slash

Where yaoi often seems a little long-winded as it takes time to get to know the characters involved, slash is a lot more fun. That’s one of the mysteries in males and females when it comes to erotica and porn. Guys seem to be indifferent to whom the girls are, as long as they take their clothes off, but it matters to gals who the guys are. Where reading yaoi concerning two (or more) unknown protagonists seems a little boring, it gets spicier if you “know” the characters. I guess that’s why guys have posters on their walls of unnamed naked women whereas gals have images of famous rock- and movie-stars. We want to know how that particular guy is in bed, we don’t want to get laid by just anybody.

It is therefore no wonder that the fan communities of slash-heroes have much more wicked imaginations than professional yaoi writers. The fans call a spade a spade and have their idols do the deed very graphically and detailed – real porn, I would call it - whereas the professionals seem to go for the more romantic sides of m/m sex. This has of course something to do with the fact that if things get too smutty, it’s difficult for the professionals to get it published. Slash on the other hand is not published as it is (of course) forbidden to use other people’s characters in new stories, so you’ll only find slash on the internet or other such place. It should also be added that among the professional writers you’ll find quite a few men, whereas the fans are almost always women writing for women. So where did the “women are more romantic than men” go? Up the chimney in my opinion. Women want detailed porn like men; they just want it to involve men whom they know of, instead of breathtaking female strangers.

Does mainstream yaoi do anything for me? Well, a little bit… but slash does a lot! Depending on who the protagonists are of course and I think you’ve already guessed my favourites. But as my old sex ed teacher once said, I’d rather do it than watch it. Well, I can’t, can I? Although I’m also a fictional character (see the wonderful novel “Dronning Margrethe von Donner und Blitz” by Danish author Soren Mosegaard) I’m a woman and slash is male/male. I am, however, convinced that both yaoi and slash have a deserved place in erotica, slash being what I prefer.

P.S. After the success of the movie “Brokeback Mountain” quite a few m/m romance prose writers have emerged in the West, both male and female. Their novels focus mostly on the hardships of being gay (often in lavish, historical settings) and have an actual plot line like mainstream literature. They are not as graphical as slash, again probably due to publishing concern as those writers strive for the same credibility as writers of mainstream fiction. Again: gimme slash any day!
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