Journalism

The Novel Project – Reading and Reviewing

Begin:  January 26, 2011 – February 23, 2011   Presentations on February 24 and February 25, 2011
· Select a novel from the list below – complete your own assessment of the choice before commencing reading (research book reviews, determine your time commitment/length of novel)

· Purchase/library loan and begin reading

· Each week in class you will write two journal entries, discussing the story, the quality of writing, examples of well-written, important to the plot episodes, the impact the novel will have on readers, the overall themes, and relevance to journalism.

· Upon completion of the novel, create a Summary Journal Entry that will serve as part of your presentation – a bulleted overview of all of your journal entries (Power Point)  
· Upon completion of the novel, create a photojournalism story of the novel to accompany your Power Point presentation.
During the duration of this project, we will remain current on breaking news and relevant news stories; you will have in-class reading time and time dedicated to writing the copy for your journals, as well as researching and gathering photos for the photojournalism portion of the project.  
Where are the true journalism novels?      An article discussing novels involving or by journalists

Friday, February 22, 2008 

BY Steve Weinberg

I know something few other journalists know: Day after day, novelists are writing about us. Some of those writers actually work in newspaper, magazine, and broadcast newsrooms, but some of them have never even set foot inside a newsroom. What I call “journalism novels” — those with journalists as protagonists — get snatched up by pleasure readers across the nation. They show up in bookstores, airport shops, libraries and at online book retailers. They can be found in the “mystery fiction” and “romance fiction” sections, and, occasionally, the serious-literature section. 

As a result of all those novels — thousands of them — readers from all walks of life form mental pictures of how journalists gather news and what journalists are really like. The trouble is, a high percentage of journalism novels, including many written by real-life journalists, sensationalize and otherwise misrepresent the craft. (The same is often true of movies, television programs, and stage plays.) 

So even though it is traditional in newsrooms to pay little, if any, attention to journalism novels, the growth of unreliable portrayals almost surely contributes to image problems for reporters, editors, anchors and publishers. 

In the opening months of 2008, numerous journalism novels are scheduled for publication, among them Alex Witchel’s “The Spare Wife.” Others carry such titles as “Stalking Susan,” “Deviant Behavior,” and “A Little Trouble with the Facts.” 

I started collecting journalism novels in 1983, just for fun at first, or perhaps because I felt flattered that fiction writers would find my chosen career so alluring. The collection, which includes thousands of such titles, now resides in Ellis Library on the MU campus. Journalism professors at the university have assigned novels from my collection to their students. At least four master’s degrees and doctorates are based in part on graduate students mining these books. 

In real life journalism can seem a weird craft. It plays a role at the center of democracy but resides in a chaos of perceptions, at once reviled and revered, misrepresented and romanticized. Every time I start reading a new journalism novel, I hope the author will help me make sense of my craft. After all, good fiction helps shed light on the human condition, helps readers understand the personalities of its characters. 

Far too often this is what I take away from journalism novels: As a group we have a lot of sexual intercourse on the job, lack scruples when gathering information, and solve murders frequently enough to eliminate the need for homicide detectives in certain metropolitan areas. Good fun, I suppose, but disheartening because journalism should come across as something more noble. 

Given so powerful an affinity among authors writing about journalists, I am thrilled to read the relatively few credible, insightful novels in my collection. I confess that I have not read all of them, so a gem might sit on the shelf unacknowledged. Of those I have read, though, my favorite is now 37 years old. The author, almost unknown in the book-publishing world when he wrote “The Fly on the Wall,” is now famous for a series of mystery novels set in Indian country. He worked as a real-life journalist before turning to fiction. 

His name: Tony Hillerman. 

The novel’s title comes from the metaphor, attributed to Walter Lippmann, of the journalist who sees all and feels nothing. The protagonist, John Cotton, keeps a picture of the symbolic insect on the pressroom wall in the Capitol of a Midwestern state. Here is one passage from Hillerman’s novel that turned me on: 

“Cotton hurried past the Game and Fish Department offices, past the doors of the State Veterinary Board, the Funeral Directors and Embalmers Commission, the Contractors’ Licensing Office and the Cosmetology Inspection bureau. He reminded himself, as he did almost every day when he used this route, that there might be good hunting among these obscure agencies forgotten in the Capitol catacombs. In fact, he had a tip about the Veterinary Board. An anonymous caller had told him the director was letting his wife use agency gasoline credit cards. When he had time, he would check it out.” 

Now that is credible. 

Hillerman’s novel, while excellent, does sensationalize the craft from time to time. I dream of a novel better still. In his 1970 book “The Newspaper in the American Novel,” scholar Thomas Elliott Berry wrote that no author had “created a genuinely memorable newspaperman character. ... The great American newspaper novel still remains to be written.” 

So I circulate among the library shelves holding my collection, thinking about when I will finally come across the “Moby Dick” of journalism novels. 

Steve Weinberg is the former executive director of Investigative Reporters and Editors. He teaches at the Missouri School of Journalism, and he has written eight (nonfiction) books. This column was originally written for Editor and Publisher and is reprinted here with the author’s permission.

When journalism becomes a good story      ….     NOVEL SELECTION LIST
The Fabulist [Hardcover]
Stephen Glass
This fictionalized memoir fits the trend of autobiography as a replacement for therapy. But rather than giving a compelling story about sin, or powerful story of redemption, it contains the whining of someone who just can't seem to understand why everyone (sob) hates him. <Other people are bad too> seems to be the strongest defense Glass can muster as he whines about mistreatment throughout the book. There is a superficial sorrow as he realizes how he destroyed others' careers through his lies and how he betrayed the trust of everyone around him, but most of the book is mired in his reflections about his lack of self love. He only seems to muster real emotion when contemplating the suffering he goes through when people overreacted to his lies. What I found most interesting about this book is its complete lack of understanding of other character's concerns and problems--Glass's narcissist's mind cannot seem to see others beyond the anecdotal, colorful vignettes he peppered his articles and stories with. Thus the stereotypical coworkers, parents, brothers, and women. Glass cannot extend his imagination and interest enough to write about anyone except himself, and his refusal to probe his own psyche leaves his only important character (himself) blank and dull.

The recent publication of “The Imperfectionists,” Tom Rachman’s  witty and entertaining little novel about a struggling English-language newspaper in Rome with a colorful staff, was a reminder that, even as newspapers face a tough economic climate, there’s still a good market for stories about them.

–“The Year of Living Dangerously,” by Christopher Koch: Maybe it’s the romantic 1982 Peter Weir film adaptation with Mel Gibson and Sigourney Weaver that makes this work so unforgettable to me.  A young Australian broadcast journalist, Guy Hamilton, arrives in Indonesia during the Sukarno era and joins a foreign-correspondent community marked by rivalry and the ability to consume large amounts of alcohol. Lots of romance and espionage intrigue and a plot to overthrow Sukarno. Hamilton finds himself way too close to the story.

–“The Lotus Eaters, “by Tatjana Soli: This newly published novel follows an American female photojournalist during the Vietnam War. As the title’s nod to Greek mythology indicates, the novel looks at how journalists are sometimes narcotized by the stories–particularly the wars—that they cover and find they can’t live without them.

–”The Quiet American,” by Graham Greene: What is it about Asia that gives us such great journalism books? Greene’s novel, set in the sunset of France’s war in Vietnam and in the dawn of America’s conflict, features a journalist, Thomas Fowler, who is finally forced to take a stand. But does he do it for the right reasons? And is it worth a life?

–”In Cold Blood,” by Truman Capote: I’m stretching the criteria here. A controversial and compelling “true-life novel” about the murders of the Clutter family in Holcomb, Kansas, in 1959, Capote’s book isn’t about a journalist or journalism; it’s a work of journalism that reads like a novel. Capote worked on the book for more than five years and the work–while challenged as inaccurate and ethically compromised by some critics–shows how deeply Capote immersed himself in the story. (The 2005 film “Capote,” starring Philip Seymour Hoffman in an Oscar-winning performance, explores Capote’s techniques.

–”All the King’s Men,” by Robert Penn Warren: This is a book I have been reading and re-reading for more than 40 years and I always discover something new in it. On one level, a tale of Willie Stark, a charismatic populist politician who descends into corruption, it’s also the story of Jack Burden, a journalist who begins by reporting on Stark, then becomes his personal aide. It’s a complex, multilayered novel that challenges the notion that a journalist can be a passive observer.

I said at the beginning that this list would be arbitrary and incomplete. Tell us what books about journalism have inspired you, enraged you, made you laugh, made you cry. As in all the best journalism, make sure there’s a good story.
Evelyn Waugh's Scoop,
A lot of books complain about the world, but here's a book that knows that there's a difference between what actually goes on in the world and what gets reported as news, and that the news is only as good as the people that report it. Inspired by his own experience as a foreign correspondent, Evelyn Waugh's "Scoop" is partly a satire of journalism, partly a spy story with a well-crafted plot, and totally a masterpiece of comic writing.
The Shipping News    by E. Annie Proulx
The story centers on Quoyle, a third-rate newspaper reporter from upstate New York whose father emigrated from Newfoundland. Shortly after his parents' suicide, Quoyle's unfaithful and abusive wife Petal leaves town and attempts to sell their daughters to sex traffickers. Soon thereafter, Petal and her lover are killed in a car accident; the young girls are located by police and returned to Quoyle. Despite his daughters' safe return, Quoyle's life is collapsing, and his paternal aunt, Agnis Hamm, convinces him to return to Newfoundland for a new beginning. They return to their ancestors home on Quoyle's Point.

He obtains work as a traffic accident reporter for the Gammy Bird, the local newspaper in Killick-Claw, a small town. The Gammy Bird's editor also asks him to document the shipping news, arrivals and departures from the local port, which soon grows into Quoyle's signature articles on boats of interest in the harbour.

Quoyle gradually makes friends within the community, learns about his own troubled family background, and begins a relationship with a local woman, Wavey. Quoyle's growth in confidence and emotional strength, as well as his ability to be comfortable in a loving relationship, become the book's main focus. Quoyle learns deep and disturbing secrets about his ancestors that emerge in strange ways.

New Grub Street  by George Gissing
Once upon a time - a few centuries ago - "Grub Street" was an enclave in London, on the fringes of the publishing industry. Amid the coffeehouses and cheap lodgings, wannabe writers congregated...some to starve in garrets, some to hack (eek!) out a living, and one or two, like Pope and Johnson, to find fame.

Fast forward to the late 1880s. "New" Grub Street is George Gissing's contemporary rendering of the Darwinisms of the same industry - and of marriage. True to life, and almost a roman a clef.

In fact, you might skip all the way forward to the 21st Century, and channel hop through episodes of Survivor, The Bachelor, and The Apprentice, to get a flavor of the plot lines of New Grub Street.
Towards the End of the Morning [Paperback] by Michael Frayn
Michael Frayn's 1967 Fleet Street novel draws unavoidable comparison with Evelyn Waugh's "Scoop", and that it comes off looking pretty good speaks volumes for Frayn's talent. It tells the story of John Dyson, a middling newspaper man slipping towards the end of his youth and towards the end of his foundering career. It also parallels the end of British print media in its traditional form as it gradually gave way to Americanization, i.e. the unavoidable slip towards television. But Frayn's portrait is a fair one: he isn't suggesting the lager-soaked world of British print was any better than what replaced it. He exploits the humorous potential of both. His dramatization of British class-based social anxiety and the irritating bullishness of American upstarts are both spot-on. Frayn's introduction to this edition interestingly explains the origins of the novel and the actual people and experiences on which it is based.

The Truth (Discworld) [Paperback] by Terry Pratchett   ******96 pages******
In the true Spirit of Pratchett, "Truth" is both fantasy and life as we know it. Pratchett continually claims the voice of the insane and unlikely, while simultaneously talking sense! He has tremendous skill in weaving fantastic tales, while successfully making a point or two and producing a good laugh in the process. Though Pratchett took some getting used to at first, he has quickly become a favorite with me. 

This particular book focuses on the beginnings of Ankha-Morpork's first Newspaper, and how "the truth will make ye Fret" - if you happen to be dishonest and are involved in a conspiracy to overthrow the government, that is! William de Worde is our hero, proving that the pen is truly mightier than the sword.

A Little Trouble with the Facts: A Novel [Paperback] by Nina Siegal 

Taking the Hollywood glamour mysteries of Jackie Collins and bringing them to pre 9/11 Manhattan so that the shine is street gritty, Nina Siegal provides an enjoyable chick lit investigative tale. Val is fun to follow as her asides about life defined as gossip and rumor, newly found lost kin, fleeting almost fame, and Malcolm make for a delightful tale that is somewhat amateur sleuth in nature (though she is paid as a reporter). Fans will clamor for more Val Vane investigations.

Other novels to investigate … recommended by a professor of Journalism:

Akst, Daniel, St. Burl’s Obituary, MacMurray and Beck, 1996.

Brady, Kathleen, Inside Out, Norton, 1979.

Brinkley, Joel, The Circus Master’s Mission, Random House, 1989.

Buchanan, Edna, Suitable for Framing, Hyperion, 1994.

Fuller, Jack, Mass, Morrow, 1985.

Heller, Jean, Maximum Impact, Tor, 1993.

Hillerman, Tony, The Fly on the Wall, Harper and Row, 1971.

Jaffe, Jody, Chestnut Mare, Beware, Fawcett/Ballantine, 1996.

Just, Ward, A Family Trust, Atlantic/Little, Brown, 1978.

Katzenbach, John, Just Cause, Putnam, 1992.

Kohler, Vince, Rainy North Woods, St. Martin’s, 1990.

Stout, David, Carolina Skeletons, Mysterious Press, 1988.

Trillin, Calvin, Floater, Ticknor and Fields, 1980.

Whitney, Polly, Until the End of Time, St. Martin’s, 1995.

Whitten, Les, Conflict of Interest, Doubleday, 1976.
