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First things first: In my new role as presi-
dent of our association the very first order
of business must be a sincere thank you—

not only from myself but also from every other
member of IALJS—to our dear friend and col-
league, John Bak. It was John who first con-

ceived the original
conference on liter-
ary journalism
from which our
learned society has
grown. Further-
more, it was John’s
steady hand,
unfailing kindness
and extraordinary
collegial efforts
over the past two
years as our
founding president
which has brought
the association to
its current state of
both commendably

robust health and exciting future promise. So,
from the bottom of our hearts, we hope John
will accept this small gesture of appreciation
and gratitude. And for myself, I only hope that
I can follow in his footsteps. With his term in
office as an inspiration, I hope to serve you and
our association nearly as well. 

Another note of great thanks must cer-
tainly be extended to our colleagues, Alice
Donat Trindade and Isabel Soares Santos at
Universidade Técnica de Lisboa. Our annual
conference, hosted by their institute, Instituto
Superior de Ciências Sociais e Políticas (ISCSP),
was a huge success, largely due to all of their
wonderful efforts. As everyone who attended
IALJS 3 in Portugal last month can attest, the
meeting went extraordinarily well. Moreover, I
am delighted to be able to report Alice has been
elected vice president of our association and

therefore, will succeed me as your presi-
dent in 2010. In addition, Isabel was elect-
ed the chair of our Research Committee,
which means that the research selection
process for our future conferences will be
in excellent hands. For a full list of all the
officers and chairs of our association who
were elected in Lisbon, please see page 29. 

Speaking of this issue of our
newsletter, two other items inside might
be worth mentioning.

On Page 19 you will find a Call
for Papers for IALJS 4, our annual confer-
ence which my own institution, the Medill
School of Journalism at Northwestern
University, will be honored to host on 14-
16 May 2009. The Call not only offers
information about submitting research

presentations, but also asks for ideas for
panels that we might include in the con-
vention program. 

The second item, to be found on
page 22 and included simply for your
files, is a current copy of our constitution
and bylaws. At the Lisbon meeting there
was a minor amendment to enable the
legal signing of contracts on behalf of our
organization—a legal necessity if we are to
enter into a contract with a publisher for
our forthcoming journal, Literary
Journalism Studies. I hope to be able to
report to you in more detail on this subject
shortly.

To our entire membership, but
especially those who are giving so gener-
ously of their time and energy, I would
love to hear from you about any and all
ideas you might have to make IALJS an
even greater success. ©

FUTURE SITES 
FOR ANNUAL
CONFERENCES
The following future IALJS convention
venues have been confirmed or are
under consideration. For more info,
please see <www.ialjs.org>.

22000099:: IALJS Annual Convention at
Norhtwestern University, Evanston, Il,
USA, 14-16 May 2009.

22001100:: IALJS Annual Convention at
Roehampton University, London, UK, 13-
15 May 2010.

22001111:: IALJS Annual Convention at
Ryerson University, Toronto, Ontario,
Canada, 12-14 May 2011.

CONVENTION
DATES CONSIDERED 
The 14-16 May 2009 dates of the next
IALJS Annual Convention in Chicago
have been confirmed, but in response to
a request for consideration of alternate
dates for 2010 and beyond, it is hoped
that the membership can be surveyed to
ensure we have a schedule which best
suits the most possible attendees.
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STARTED WITH HIM
A salute to our colleague
who made IALJS possible.
By David Abrahamson, Northwestern (U.S.A.)
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FROM LEFT, 
GONZALO SAAVEDRA

(PONTIFICA UNIVERSIDAD
CATOLICA, CHILE) AND 

CHEN PEQUIN (SHANGHAI
INTERNATIONAL, CHINA) 

WERE INTRODUCED 
BY NORM SIMS 

(MASSACHUSETTS-AMHERST,
U.S.A.).

A PANEL ON 
TEACHING 
INCLUDED, FROM
LEFT, SUSAN 
GREENBERG 
(ROEHAMPTON,
U.K.), 
BILL REYNOLDS
(RYERSON, 
CANADA) AND THE 
CONFERENCE 
CO-HOST ALICE
TRINDADE 
(TU-LISBON, 
PORTUGAL).

AT RIGHT, 
CONFERENCE

KEYNOTER, TOM
CONNERY (ST.

THOMAS, U.S.A.), 
WHO WAS 

INTRODUCED
BY DAVID 

ABRAHAMSON
(NORTHWESTERN,

U.S.A.). 
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The weather was not so nice, but what
happened at the Third IALJS
Conference was truly memorable. For

the third consecutive year, IALJS held a con-
vention to promote and further the study of
literary journalism—and what an opportuni-
ty this was! From four continents, 12 coun-

tries and places as
far apart as Chile,
China, Australia
and Slovenia, 46
participants
enjoyed 34 col-
leagues presenting
stimulating papers
that bear testimo-
ny to the wide-
spread interest in
literary journalism.

Tom Connery, this
year’s keynote
speaker, addressed
the issue of literary

journalism’s critique of conventional journal-
ism, and Norman Sims inaugurated the
Scholar’s Breakfast, a tradition we hope to
maintain at future conferences by focusing
on the younger generations of researchers.
Another of the high points of the conference
occured when the new officers of the associa-
tion were elected, and a new president and
vice-president, David Abrahamson and Alice
Trindade, were installed with a two-year
mandate. They follow the outstanding presi-
dency of John Bak, to whom the association
recognised its debt of gratitude with a stand-
ing ovation. Naturally the conference could
not have been completed without a most
pleasant social program that included a cock-
tail reception (Portuguese “Port of Honour”),
a banquet by the River Tejo and an old tram
ride through the hills of Lisbon. ©

IALJS ANNUAL CONVENTION IN PORTUGAL
A successful program and, we admit, a truly wonderful occasion.
By Isabel Soares Santos, TU-Lisbon (Portugal)
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THE DIRECTOR
OF ISCSP, THE

HOST INSTITUTE 
OF THE 

CONFERENCE, 
JOAO BILHIM

(TU-LISBON,
PORTUGAL) 

WAS 
INTRODUCED 

BY IALJS 
PRESIDENT

JOHN BAK
(NANCY 2,
FRANCE).

JOHN HARTSOCK (SUNY-CORTLAND, U.S.A. ) ENJOYED THE MARVELS
OF BRAZILIAN CUISINE AT THE CONFERENCE BANQUET IN LISBON.

ABOVE, THE SITE OF THE CONFERENCE: THE NEW BUILDING OF
THE INSTITUTO SUPERIOR DE CIENCIAS SOCIAIS E POLITICAS AT
THE UNIVERSIDADE TECNICA DE LISBOA (TU-LISBON). 

ISABEL METELLO (UNIVERSIDADE NOVA DE LISBOA, PORTUGAL), WAS
INTERESTED IN REPRESENTATIONAL AS WELL AS LITERARY ART. 

ONE OF HER SKETCHES, ABOVE, CAPTURED A PANEL WHICH INCLUDED,
FROM LEFT, JOHN BAK (NANCY 2, FRANCE), MARIA JOAO FERRIERA

(TU-LISBON, PORTUGAL), SHARON NORRIS (ROEHAMPTON, U.K.) AND
JOSHUA ROILAND (ST. LOUIS, U.S.A.).

A PANEL ON 
“LITERARY 
JOURNALISM’S 
SUSTAINING
NATIONAL THEMES”
INCLUDED, FROM
FAR LEFT, OMER
OZER (ANADOLU,
TURKEY), 
DOUG CUMMING
(WASHINGTON AND
LEE, U.S.A.), 
EDVALDO LIMA,
SAO PAULO, BRAZIL)
AND LEONORA FLIS
(LJUBLJANA, 
SLOVENIA).

CONFERENCE Continued from previous page
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KEYNOTE ADDRESS FROM LISBON MEETING
“By its very nature”: Literary journalism’s critique of conventional journalism.
By Thomas Connery, St. Thomas (U.S.A.)

Ivery much appreciate this opportunity to speak with such a gen-
uinely interested and interesting audience. Although I will be
focusing on American literary journalism, I hope that you will

see ways of relating what I have to say to literary journalism global-
ly, and I hope as well that in our discus-
sion and in conversations afterward you
will help me learn more about literary
journalism or literary reportage in each of
your countries.

For quite a while I have been struck
by how literary journalism can provide a
critique of more conventional journalism,
whether in newspapers or magazines. I
believe that this has been an important
role of literary journalism over time. My
remarks today are a mere starting point
that is, in effect, intended to be somewhat
of a return to basics, more of a revisiting
of the idea of literary journalism as
viewed through the “conventional cri-
tique” lens.

In a sense, I will be acknowledging
and reaffirming some boundaries rather than
claiming something grander or more original,
and so I ask you to consider my remarks with-
in that context.

I am going to begin with a baseball
analogy. I almost decided not to start this way,
however, I thought: “What I am doing, using
this distinctly American game in a talk in
Europe? How rude!” But then I thought, why
not? I’m speaking to very bright people and to
understand my baseball illustration, an under-
standing of baseball isn’t really necessary. So,
let’s for a moment talk baseball—and litera-
ture, and journalism, and literary journalism.

And, for a moment, let’s go to Boston, to a baseball field. 
Back in my grad school days, I recall very vividly a class-

mate in a seminar who claimed that he could capture the essence of
some major American literary figures by placing them within the
context of a Boston Red Sox baseball game at Fenway Park, which is
a legendary baseball park in Boston. Here’s a version of what he
said:
• For instance, as the game gets underway, Hemingway would be
the Red Sox starting pitcher, the man—and writer—of action, expe-
riencing the game and life so he could then better write about both; 
• Scott Fitzgerald, along with his wife, Zelda, would be out in the
bleachers, in the cheap seats where the crazies hang out. Fitzgerald,
of course, would have his shirt off as the game progressed and as
he kept taking gulps from the whisky flask on his hip; 
• Henry James would be quietly sitting in box seats—the expensive

seats—behind an upscale and somewhat chic young couple,
eavesdropping on their conversation, which is not about the
game at all but about their relationship and their relation-
ships with others of their circle; 
• William Faulkner would be sitting in the owner’s box, sip-
ping a large tumbler of bourbon and wondering how he
could move this baseball team to Jackson, Mississippi, all the
while jotting down notes about a southern boy’s days at
Harvard, creating dialogue in which that southern boy tries
to tell his northern roommate about the South; 
• Meanwhile, T.S. Elliot, the poet, wouldn’t even be at the
game. No, he’s a short distance away in Cambridge, in the
stacks of the Harvard Library, verifying obscure classical
allusions for use in his poetry. 

And this went on through several other writers
who at that time were central to the American literary
canon. 

But at one point, I interrupted and asked, “Where
are the journalists?” Oh, they’re up in the press box, he
replied, where they belong, recording the game. Maybe
some highly regarded commentator would be there to com-
pose a brief essay, he admitted, to provide a bit of opinion

but that would be it. But the journal-
ists, the reporters, he maintained, give
us the facts; they describe the event
and tell us what happened. The novel-
ists and poets, on the other hand, mat-
ter more because they give us the truth
about life and human behavior. As I
recall, I responded with a suggestion
to read Tom Boswell, a Washington
Post writer and columnist whose stuff
on baseball I read whenever I could
get it. For instance, one of Boswell’s
pieces about aging baseball players

with the headline, “Losing it, Careers fall like autumn
leaves” begins this way:

The cleanup crews come at midnight, creeping into the ghostly
quarter-light of empty ballparks with their slow-sweeping brooms
and languorous, sluicing hoses. All season, they remove the inani-
mate refuse of a game. Now, in the dwindling days of September
and October, they come to collect baseball souls. Age is the sweep-
er, injury his broom.

As the piece progresses, there are allusions to the
poets John Keats and Emily Dickinson, and then we get to
the final paragraph:

Once my
own ideas on the subject

started to
come together, I would have

a question
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quent, metaphor-rich prose that, perhaps,
sees contemporary baseball, with its over-
paid, drug-taking athletes, as an example
of a culture slipping and sliding away
from its values and roots.

The point is that the literary
journalists, by the very nature of their
writing, which is non-formulaic and
varies in style and approach, and by
virtue of their reporting and observing,
which gathers details and dialogue differ-
ent from that of conventional journalism,
provide a critique of conventional
American journalism. At the same time,
they create an imaginative alternative to
fictional accounts of life, reality, and base-
ball. Both form and content yield a

counter narrative.
At the risk of stating the obvious

to this knowledgeable audience, I would
like to expand on that just a bit. In the
United States through much of the 19th
century, the need for such a critique was-
n’t as strong as it would become once
there was established a more common,
institutionalized journalistic form. And
similarly, the need may not be as strong
today. Or at least the need is somewhat
different because there is more acceptance
of story-telling in journalism broadly
speaking, although I want to qualify that
in a moment or so.

When I speak of the very nature
of the form, I’m really speaking of an
indirect critique. But when that need has
been stronger, literary journalism has
often provided a more direct comment or
critique of conventional or, in the 1890s in
the United States, emerging conventional
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When I 
speak of the very nature of

the form, I’m
speaking of an indirect

critique

Age, with his broom of injury, will sweep
them out someday. But, until then, these
Yankees are a standing lesson of how old men,
who are really young, can staunchly refuse to
go gentle into that good night.

Well. There you have it. Not only
does the piece reverberate back to the
start with the sweeping broom, but we are
left with a lovely and appropriate allusion
to a Dylan Thomas poem. Literary jour-
nalism? I’m not sure; maybe. But certainly
it doesn’t just give us the facts, although
the body of the piece contains many facts
and quotes. It ultimately gives us an inter-
pretation.

Once my own ideas started to
come together, I probably would have
thrown in another question, now obvious
to most of you: “Where are the literary
journalists?” And the answer to that gets
us to today’s topic because the literary
journalists could be right along side any
of the literary figures just mentioned:
• Ted Conover could be Hemingway’s
catcher, being the nonfiction writer as par-
ticipant-observer, not just there for the
day but having become a part of the team
over the course of the season; 
• Norman Mailer could be a part of the
team as well, but he’s been benched
because he keeps referring to himself in
the third-person as “Mailer,” which
strikes everyone as a bit odd, plus he’s
usually as drunk as Fitzgerald in the
stands; 
• Hunter Thompson is out in front of the
stadium selling tickets to the sold-out
game at exorbitant rates—what’s called
ticket scalping—and once Thompson sells
the tickets, he’ll go to the nearest bar and
drink and watch the game on TV and take
some notes before writing one of his out-
rageous screeds about how he tried to
cover and understand the game—from
the perspective of the bar; 
• Joan Didion will have been observing
the very nature of being a Red Sox fan for
several weeks now and she’ll be at the
game. But her writing will present the
game and the fans relationship to it in elo-

journalism. It’s worth noting some exam-
ples.

For instance, in “When a Man
Falls, A Crowd Gathers,” published in the
New York Press 1894, Stephen Crane calls
into question what is becoming the sub-
stance of much urban newspaper reporting
in America—the Who, What, Where—by
stating that those calling for such informa-
tion had “magnificent passions for abstract
statistical information.” Rather than pro-
viding useful, concrete facts, Crane sug-
gested that such details were just the
opposite, they were “abstract.” 

More than 40 years later, James
Agee was even more direct and blunt in
Let Us Now Praise Famous Men when he
said “Who, what, where, when and why
(or how) is the primal cliché and compla-
cency of journalism” and that “The very
blood and semen of journalism. . .is a
broad and successful form of lying.” 

And then 32 years later Norman
Mailer’s opening to his classic work of lit-
erary journalism, The Armies of the Night,
begins this way: “From the outset, let us
bring you news of your protagonist” and
then he provides an account from Time
magazine. But that is immediately fol-
lowed by his declaration that “Now we
may leave Time in order to find out what
happened.” 

About the same time as Mailer, or
a few years later, Michael Herr in
Dispatches, his striking Vietnam narrative,
some of which was published in Esquire,
openly critiqued the news media at several
points. For instance, when he sees “a large
group of correspondents” returning from a
daily briefing from the U.S. military he
calls the briefing the “standard diurnal
informational freak-o-rama, Five O’Clock
Follies, Jive at Five, war stories” with these
reporters going “to their offices to file...the
wasted clocking the wasted.” At another
point, he writes, “The press got all the
facts (more or less), it got too many of
them. But it never found a way to report
meaningfully about death, which of course

KEYNOTE ADDRESS Continued from previous page

Continued on next page



T H E  N E W S L E T T E R  O F  T H E  I A L J S

PAGE 6 LITERARY JOURNALISM / SUMMER 2008

was really what it was all about.”
According to Herr, the news media in
Vietnam was missing “a story that was as
simple as it had always been, men hunt-
ing men, a hideous war and all kinds of
victims.” 

For these writers and for many
literary journalists, events and facts are
anything but straightforward but are, as
Crane said more than a hundred years
ago, “abstract.” Didion suggests as much
in Salvador, when she refers to attempting
to capture “elusive shadows” rather than
the kind of detail that is supposed to
“illuminate the story.” 

When Herr, Didion, Mailer or
even Adrian Nicole LeBlanc in “Trina and
Trina” share their frustrations in getting
to the truth, in getting the story in the tra-
ditional sense, they allow us to participate
in the coverage itself. When they do this
or when Mailer or Hunter Thompson or
Ted Conover become characters in their
pieces or use first-person narrators, they
are not only questioning conventional
journalism’s claims to unassailable fact
and Truth with a capital T, but they are
providing that counter narrative that by
its very existence through its publication
provides a critique. Certainly, such
approaches automatically call into ques-
tion what we know and how we know; as
paradoxes and uncertainties emerge, the
legitimacy of “facts” alone are thereby
questioned. 

These uncertainties and para-
doxes, unlike so much of the content of
conventional journalism, give us a slip-
pery and shifting reality rather than
Reality, single and simplified with a capi-
tal R. These works stand in contrast in a
most striking fashion to conventional
journalism’s certainties and truth claims
just by letting us see how the material
was gathered and how the writer
responded to the material, to the people,
to the scenes and to the situations
encountered and observed. They let us
see how narratives were created or
brought into existence, and in doing so
declare that what we are getting is one
version of reality. As one of my students

said in response to a Susan Orlean piece,
“One reason her style of writing is so
good and effective is because she
acknowledges her own existence.” That
seems obvious, doesn’t it? But think
about it a minute and compare that to
much conventional journalism: the
writer/reporter is not staying in the
background but “acknowledging his or
her existence.”

As striking and contrary as it
might be to have a writer or journalist
acknowledge her own existence when
compared to more conventional
American journalism’s faceless reporters
and narrators, I don’t mean to suggest
that writers who avoid being part of the

story or who do not allow us to see the
challenges in their reporting and the
birthing of their narratives are not pro-
viding an alternative to conventional
journalism. Even writers who believe
more fully in the ability to fully represent
reality, who would say as Wolfe once
said, “Come, here! Look! This is the way
people live these days! These are the
things they do!” and point to an article
or book as depicting life being lived,
who believe such writing can be a mir-
rored reflection of reality, even the work
of these writers provides a counterpoint
to conventional reporting by its very
nature. As already suggested, it does so
because the range and depth of the
rhetorical strategies—some might call
these literary devices—employed in the
finest literary journalism also stand in
contrast  to those employed in much con-
ventional journalism. 

You all are familiar with these

devices or strategies that make up a
writer’s tool kit, but let me quickly run
through them and splash a few examples
through the list: metaphor and symbol-
ism; repetition of words or images that set
a tone, create an atmosphere and help
establish or reinforce themes; imagery,
particularly imagery that connects to the
senses; characterization—in fact, the
writer might even be a character in the
piece, as already noted; framing (exam-
ples from Lillian Ross, “The Yellow Bus,”
Jane Kramer, The Last Cowboy, Sara
Davidson, “Real Property”); narrative
perspective or point of view, which not
only changes from article to article or
from book to book, but often shifts within
an article or within a book; use of contrast
(Martha Gellhorn, “The Third Winter”);
use of irony and satire; a structure that
varies and fits the tale being told; shifting
rhythm for effect; taking traditional liter-
ary or journalistic forms and reinventing
them or using them as parody (examples:
Wolfe and food criticism in “Radical
Chic,” Didion employing the form of
travel writing in Salvador, James Agee
employing a stream-of-consciousness
style common to some of Faulkner’s nov-
els, such as Absalom, Absalom!, As I Lay
Dying or The Sound & the Fury; John
McPhee shifting to a Hemingwayesque
prose rhythm to capture the ritualistic
nature of seemingly common and simple
activity, such as building a fire and cook-
ing a meal over it). 

And, significantly, from several
of these devices or strategies emerges a
distinctive voice, which is absolutely cru-
cial to literary journalism’s impact and
importance. 

As Mark Kramer has written,
“The genre’s power is the strength of this
voice.” As he further says, “The narrator
of literary journalism has a personality, is
a whole person, intimate, frank, ironic,
wry, puzzled, judgmental, even self-
mocking....” That, of course, also stands in
marked contrast to much conventional
journalism that is fact-filled and non-per-

The range and
depth of literary journalism’s

rhetorical strategies
stand counter to those used by most

conventional journalism
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sonal, authoritarial and unemotional.
Even when some of these characteristics
are present in journalism that is more
polemical, it would not play the same role
or have the same effect as literary journal-
ism. That’s because this “voice” is a story-
teller’s voice. You might even say, literary
journalism critiques conventional journal-
ism just by telling stories. That, again, is
its nature. 

In fact, that precisely is what lit-
erary journalism contributes to public life,
as my friend and New Journalism scholar
John Pauly has suggested. Pauly correctly
notes that storytelling is a “fundamental
communication practice, one of the ways
by which humans come to understand
their experience, imagine themselves, and
dramatize their relations with one anoth-
er.” This is significant. Literary journalists
aren’t memoirists capturing their personal
trials, tribulations, and angst. They write
from and of the culture; theirs is a social
act and not simply, as Pauly puts it, a “tri-
umph of individual sensibility.”

But “stories” are regularly pub-
lished in newspapers and magazines,
aren’t they? Well, yes. The literary jour-
nalistic story, however, has a voice unique
to the writer and often unique to each
piece of writing. It is not an institutional
voice. A first-person narration or an
account in which the narrator is a main
character may at first seem more distinc-
tive or original, yet Tracy Kidder’s voice
is as unique as Hunter Thompson’s.
Furthermore, that distinguishing voice
can be in works long or short.

Although I recognize that much
of the most highly regarded and praised
literary journalism involves months and
even years of reporting, observing, and
writing, I believe that we shouldn’t be too
quick to dismiss shorter works that
employ these strategies and devices and
that have a storyteller’s voice. I strongly
believe they also can be classified as liter-
ary journalism. A shorter literary journal-
istic work, one that is somewhat impres-
sionistic, is still a meaning-making vehicle
in the way a poem might be or the way an
artist’s sketch might be, providing a

glimpse of a moment or an hour or a day.
A longer literary journalistic work will
contain a complexity that reflects and
contains larger issues and deeper mean-
ings of human nature and society. But
both types, long and short, provide an
interpretation when they can make use of
this range of strategies or devices, and,
similar to a long-form work, short-form
works stand in contrast to and sometimes
in opposition to, more conventional jour-
nalistic approaches. 

We also shouldn’t be too quick
to dismiss some changes in journalism
broadly speaking—in books, magazines
and newspapers. While I have been very
disappointed in attempts at what’s being

called the long-form narrative in my
hometown newspaper—so far the report-
ing seems predictable and shallow, the
writing limp and insipid, and overall it
lacks an interpretative quality—for years
now there has been evidence of fine writ-
ing to match excellent reporting so that
even some deadline journalism in the
United States pushes toward literary jour-
nalism, some of it collected every year in
the Best Newspaper Writing editions pub-
lished by the Poynter Institute For
instance, I still occasionally use a piece of
deadline writing that David Zucchino did
for the Philadelphia Inquirer more than 20
years ago from the Middle East. Here’s
how it begins:

BHAMDOUN, Lebanon—Down by the ruins
of the Hotel Splendid, squatting atop the
blackened husk of a car, a mannequin in a red
fright wig grins obscenely. Someone has shot
off his nose and arranged his fingers in a little

V for victory. Nearby, a charred plastic leg has
been stuffed into a shell crater.

A roving circus of the absurd has
come to Bhamdoun, the first major town to
fall in the war of the Shouf Mountains, a war
that permits no prisoners and few survivors.
Bhamdoun has been delivered by the conquer-
ing Druse militias to ragtag bands of gunmen
who had helped them destroy it.

Yesterday, as the expanding moun-
tain hissed and crackled three miles down the
highway, the gunmen picked at the smolder-
ing corpse of Bhamdoun.

That opening contains facts, but
more importantly it contains images and
imagery as well as a specific narrative
perspective to accompany two central
metaphors: one the notion of the battle as
a “roving circus of the absurd,” and two
the town of Bhamdoun as a “smoldering
corpse.” The ending to this piece of dead-
line writing is as unconventional as the
beginning and contains a nice ironic
touch:

Nazih sat down to bean stew and totaled up
the effects of the war: He had no electricity, no
telephone, no hot water and no windshields in
two of his cars. The boom of artillery kept him
awake at night. He could not travel to see his
brother in Beirut because of Phalangist and
army checkpoints. But the Druse were win-
ning.

He has a generator, and so at least
there were small pleasures. He cranked it up,
and his 9-year-old son watched a “Tom and
Jerry” cartoon on television. Sonic booms
from American F-14 jets on surveillance mis-
sions high overhead shook the house. The boy
did not flinch, and he giggles as a cartoon
mouse escaped from an onrushing cat.

There are plenty of more recent
examples of just this type of newspaper
writing, certainly in those annual Best
Newspaper Writing collections. This type
of imaginative journalism, some of which
could be called literary journalism,
appears much more often in American

The passage
contains facts, but also

images, imagery
and a specific narrative

perspective

KEYNOTE ADDRESS Continued from previous page
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A number of our
colleagues in the
discipline have
particular
favorites in the

broad canon of literary journalism that
they have found to have special meaning
both in and out of the classroom. Their
nominees are the books and/or articles
they find uniquely useful examples of the
craft.
• Gonzalo Saavedra Vergara (Pontificia
Universidad Católica, Chile) highly recom-
mends LLooss SSuuiicciiddaass ddeell FFiinn ddeell MMuunnddoo bbyy
LLeeiillaa GGuueerrrriieerroo (Tusquets, Barcelona,
2005), observing that it is “a deep and
sensitive investigation on a series of sui-
cides among young men and women in
the Argentinian Patagonia. Good journal-
ism, very well written.”
• Ginger Carter Miller (Georgia College &
State, U.S.A.) recommends, ““IInn TThheessee
GGiirrllss,, HHooppee iiss aa MMuussccllee:: AA SSeeaassoonn iinn tthhee
LLiivveess ooff tthhee AAmmhheerrsstt HHuurrrriiccaanneess”” bbyy
MMaaddeelleeiinnee HH.. BBllaaiissee (New York Times
Magazine, 18 April 1993) for “its thor-
ough and thoughtful immersion tech-
nique. By the end of the story, you find
yourself transported to the high school
gym, cheering on these girls.” Another
favorite is MM..FF..KK.. FFiisshheerr’’ss ““HHooww NNoott ttoo
BBooiill aann EEgggg”” iinn HHooww ttoo CCooookk aa WWoollff
(1942). Fisher’s work has a narrative
voice unlike any other food writing of its
time. “Her word choice is eloquent and
descriptive, and she places the most
ordinary ingredients in extraordinary, dra-
matic settings.”
• Russell Frank (Pennysylvania State,
U.S.A.) recommends BBiillll BBuuffoorrdd''ss AAmmoonngg
tthhee TThhuuggss (Norton, 1992) because “it is
terrifying,” and the author refuses to
“offer any easy answers to the problem
of football hooliganism.” Another nominee
is WWhhoorreeddoomm iinn KKiimmmmaaggee:: IIrriisshh WWoommeenn
CCoommiinngg ooff AAggee bbyy RRoosseemmaarryy MMaahhoonneeyy
(Anchor, 1994) because he “found
Mahoney to be a thoroughly compelling
storyteller.” In addition, Frank adds, “Of
course, just about anything by Orwell,
Liebling, Mitchell or McPhee.”
• Harriet Hustis (College of New Jersey,
U.S.A.) recommends RRiicchhaarrdd PPrreessttoonn''ss ““TThhee
MMoouunnttaaiinnss ooff PPii”” (New Yorker, 2 March
1992) because “it merges the form of the 

READING
LIST

Continued on Page 9

newspapers than it did, say, 30 years ago,
no longer primarily found in so-called
“alternative” papers or Sunday maga-
zines. But when it does appear, we have
the ironic and seemingly incongruous: a
counter-narrative running on the same
page or even next to a conventional narra-
tive, providing a glaring contrast.
Nevertheless, it still is not common. But it
should be.

I’ve often said that literary jour-
nalism gives us the “feel of the facts,”
which separates it from conventional jour-
nalism. I’ve also used a phrase from Alan
Trachtenberg that qualifies that just a bit:
literary journalism is “the rendering of felt
detail.” That adds another layer. But more

recently I’ve come to think that two lines
from a poem by a poet I’ve been reading
lately, Jack Gilbert, adds still another
layer. In a poem titled “Beyond Pleasure,”
Gilbert writes:

Gradually we realize what is felt is not so
important / (however lovely or cruel) as what
the feeling contains.

So, literary journalism is not just
the “feel of the facts,” it’s what “the feel-
ing contains.” But perhaps Susan Orlean
in The Orchid Thief captures the nature of
literary journalism as well as anyone
when she writes: “Sometimes this kind of
story turns out to be something more,
some glimpse of life that expands like
those Japanese paper balls you drop in
water and then after a moment they
bloom into flowers, and the flower is so
marvelous that you can’t believe there
was a time when all you saw in front of

you was a paper ball and a glass of
water.” 

Conventional journalism may
give us the paper ball and glass of
water. Literary journalism drops the
paper ball into the water and we see the
flowers bloom; life expands and we
then experience “what the feeling con-
tains.” We “penetrate” the culture, as
Norm Sims once put it. And literary
journalism does so by its very nature.
Which conventional journalism rarely
does, by its very nature. That doesn’t
mean literary journalism is right or
good and conventional journalism is
wrong and bad. 

Again, to quote Agee: “This is
not to accuse or despise journalism for
anything beyond its own complacent
delusion, and its enormous power to
poison the public with the same delu-
sion, that it is telling the truth. . . . 
Journalism can within its own limits be
‘good’ or ‘bad,’ ‘true’ or ‘false,’ but it is
not in the nature of journalism even to
approach any less relative degree of
truth. Again, journalism is not to be
blamed for this; no more than a cow is
to be blamed for not being a horse.”
Still, without assigning blame, we know
where to go when we hope to see that
transformation, when we desire to see
those flowers bloom. ©

Thomas Connery, professor of Communication
and Journalism, recently completed eight years as
dean of the College of Arts & Sciences and 24
years as a faculty member at the University of St.
Thomas. Prior to becoming dean, he chaired the
Department of Journalism and Mass
Communication for 10 years. He received a Ph.D.
in English from Brown University, an M.A. in jour-
nalism, specializing in pubic affairs reporting, and
a B.A. in social sciences (with primary focus on
history and political science and secondary focus
on sociology and economics), both from Ohio
State University. An authority on the history, nature
and practice of literary journalism, he edited A
Sourcebook of American Literary Journalism in
1992, and more recently he co-authored Writing
Across the Media, an introductory textbook.

KEYNOTE ADDRESS Continued from previous page
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IALJS SEMINAR AT DENMARK MEETING
Our panel in August at the ESSE conference in Aarhus. 
By John Bak, Nancy (France)

This August IALJS will participate in
the biennial congress of the
European Society for the Study of

English (ESSE), the “European federation
of national higher educational associa-
tions for the study of English”
(http://www.essenglish.org).  ESSE’s
executive board accepted our seminar
proposal, “Literary Journalism and the
Canon,” for their Ninth International

Congress to be
held at the
University of
Aarhus,
Denmark, from
22-26 August
2008 (http://
www.esse2008.
dk). Our seminar
description
reads: While liter-
ary journalism has
generally been
considered an
American phenom-
enon, whose writ-
ers include Capote,

Mailer, Wolfe, Agee, and Didion, today it is
practiced and studied worldwide. And as jour-
nalists look more and more to literary devices
to tell their stories, and fiction writers to
immersion reporting to lend a phenomenal
reality to their narratives, scholars of literary
journalism have concerted their efforts to
define the genre's emerging academic disci-
pline. One immediate issue has surfaced: how
will the classic examples of literary journalism
over the last century or more be regarded
within a given nation's growing literary
canon? This seminar will examine to what
extent literary journalists have contributed to
palliating the quarrel of fact versus fiction and
have (re)shaped our notion of what constitutes
a national “literature.”

While many students, scholars,
and practitioners of literary journalism
have long acknowledged its Anglo-
American roots, this seminar takes a more
heterogeneous approach to examining the
ways literary journalism is practiced and
read throughout the world today. The

seminar’s aim is to assess to what extent lit-
erary journalism can be found in the presses
of various nations, some of which have only
recently known democracy. 

Our program includes talks from
established scholars in the field as well as
graduate students working on literary jour-
nalistic topics relevant to their home coun-
tries: 
• “History and the Literary Journalism
‘Canon’” by Norman Sims (University of
Massachusetts, Amherst, U.S.A.), who will
look at the “canon” of American literary
journalism as a moving historical topic. 
• “Trans-National Influencings” by John C.
Hartsock (State University of New York—
Cortland, U.S.A.), who will explore the inter-
national proletarian writer’s movement as a
major influence on the development of liter-
ary journalism.
• “The Origin of Canadian Literary
Journalism: Clues, Signposts, Evidence” by
Bill Reynolds (Ryerson University, Canada),
who will discuss the appropriation of fiction
techniques in the service of nonfiction story-
telling in the pages of old Canadian maga-
zines
• “From Political Fictions to Fixed Ideas:
Joan Didion’s Unhidden Agenda” by Isabelle
Meuret (Université Libre de Bruxelles,
Belgium), who will address how Joan Didion
debunks the myths upholding the master
narratives of global power by contributing to
a thorough understanding of the fictionaliza-
tion of politics and bringing a creative imagi-
nation to a distorted reality.
• “Examples of Literary Journalism in the
Greek Press” by Anastasia Cholivatou
(Aristotle University of Thessaloniki,
Greece), who will study the intersection of
journalism and literature in Greek magazines
and newspaper supplements which have
recently leaned towards the use of narrative
practices.
• “War Blogs as Literary Journalism” by
Viviane Serfaty (Université Paris-Est Marne
la Vallée), who will examine the aesthetics of
hybridization in several blogs written during
the Iraq war with respect to war novels such
as Joseph Heller’s Catch 22 and Norman
Mailer’s The Naked and the Dead.  ©

IALJS IN
MOTION

Continued from Page 8

biographical por-
trait with a sci-
ence journalism
feature story, and
it uses vivid
physical descrip-
tions to make

abstract mathematical and metaphysical
concepts seem uniquely real and rele-
vant.”
• John Pauly (Marquette, U.S.A.) names
JJaannee KKrraammeerr’’ss UUnnsseettttlliinngg EEuurrooppee (Penguin,
1990), in which each story de-centers the
traditional feature story, putting the group
rather than the individual at the center of
the narrative.
• Anastasia Cholivatou (Aristotle University
of Thessaloniki, Greece) suggests JJoohhnn
KKrraakkaauueerr’’ss IInnttoo tthhee WWiilldd (Villard ,1996).
She commends “the writer’s intense per-
sonal involvement, his brave reporting and
his identification with his subject.” In
addtion, she recommends the nonfiction
novel ZZ by VVaassssiilliiss VVaassssiilliikkooss (1966).
Inspired by Capote’s In Cold Blood—and
later known the world over because of the
film by Costa Gavras—she notes “his
accurate recording of the atmosphere of a
very important era of the Greek political
history.”
• Michael Norman (New York University,
U.S.A.) feels he must suggest fiction since,
he observes, “all our craft, our store of lit-
erary devices, come from across the genre
divide.” For the most compressed narrative
he urges the work of EEllmmoorree LLeeoonnaarrdd. He
has been inspired “by Leonard’s tight
story-telling syntax, close-to-the-bone ren-
dering of character (all the psychological
complication is suggested, just as it must
be in nonfiction) and Leonard’s exquisite
narrative pacing. So much story is such a
short space.” He also recommends the lit-
tle known WWII novella, SSoollddiieerrss AAlliivvee bbyy
TTaattssuuzzoo IIsshhiikkaawwaa, recently re-released by
the University of Hawaii Press. Ishikawa
was a Japanese reporter and was not
allowed to write the stories developing in
front of him in China in 1937-1938 as he
accompanied the Japanese army. So he
turned them into a reportorial roman à
clef, disguising his characters. The book
was initially suppressed and could not be
published until after the war. Michael notes
that “Soldiers Alive is brutally graphic in its
renderings. Few books can create on the
page such a vivid simulacrum of experi-
ence. A g rea t  s to rehouse o f  tech-
n ique.”

READING
LIST

(CONTINUED)
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CALL FOR PAPERS
INTERNATIONAL ASSOCIATION

FOR LITERARY JOURNALISM STUDIES

“Literary Journalism: Past, Present and Future”
The Fourth International Conference for Literary Journalism Studies

Northwestern University • Medill School of Journalism
Evanston, Illinois, USA

14-16 May 2009

The International Association for Literary Journalism Studies invites submissions of origi-

nal research papers, abstracts for posters and research in progress, and proposals for panels

on Literary Journalism for its annual gathering of international scholars.

About IALJS: The International Association for Literary Journalism Studies is a multi-dis-

ciplinary learned society whose essential purpose is the encouragement and improvement of

scholarly research and education in Literary Journalism. As a young association in a relative-

ly recently defined field of academic study, it is our agreed intent to be both explicitly inclu-

sive and warmly supportive of a wide variety of scholarly approaches.

The conference is a forum for scholarly work of both breadth and depth in the field of lit-

erary journalism, and all research methodologies are welcome, as are research on all aspects

of literary journalism and/or literary reportage. For the purpose of scholarly delineation,

our definition of literary journalism is "journalism as literature" rather than "journalism

about literature." All submissions must be in English.

Download the official conference call at:

http://www.ialjs.org/IALJS_2009_CFP_v05.pdf

Details of the programs of previous annual meetings can be found  at:

http://www.ialjs.org/conferences08.html 

For more information regarding the conference or the association, please go to

http://WWW.IALJS.ORG

oorr ccoonnttaacctt::

Prof. David Abrahamson

Northwestern University (U.S.A.)

President, International Association for Literary Journalism Studies

E-mail: <d-abrahamson@northwestern.edu>

DEADLINE FOR ALL SUBMISSIONS: NO LATER THAN 31 JANUARY 2009



T H E  N E W S L E T T E R  O F  T H E  I A L J S

LITERARY JOURNALISM / SUMMER 2008 PAGE 11

LITERARY JOURNALISM IN GREECE
Two writers are challenging the country’s conventional journalistic traditions.
By Anastasia Cholivatou, Aristotle University of Thessaloniki (Greece)

Amodern version of literary jour-
nalism in the Greek press, adapt-
ed of course to the Greek journal-

istic circumstances, is the work of the
journalists Stavros Theodorakis and
Gazmend Kapllani. Both are writers in
the daily Athens newspaper TA NEA
(“The News”), where they hold respec-
tively every Saturday the columns Oi
alloi Protagonistes (“The Other
Protagonists”) and Imerologio Synorwn

(“Diary of
Frontiers”).

It has been
said that the
goal of both the
American New
Journalism of
the 1960s and
literary journal-
ism from 1990
on was to give
the readers a
different per-
ception, as well
as a fuller
knowledge of
the social reali-

ty. Tom Wolfe, referring to the New
Journalists, once said that they were
interested in new areas of life—he called
them terra incognita—that no one else
wanted to write about because no one
considered them important to be serious
journalistic subjects. 

This terra incognita seems today
to concern the Greek journalists
Theodorakis and Kapllani. Their atten-
tion is focused to a great extent on the
unexplored field of the invisible heroes
or counter-heroes of today’s multicultur-
al society: people who with their actions
and their behavior inspire feelings of
both admiration and compassion, but
whose names are usually not present on
the front pages of our country’s major
newspapers. 

It seems that both Theodorakis
and Kapllani have successfully recog-
nized that the turbulent period we are
living in demands a more pointed per-
spective—and a more creative journalis-

AROUND THE
WORLD

tic approach. As was often the case with
the New Journalism of the 1960s in
America, this idea of theirs is largely
related to their youth and their desire to
explore society in depth. They also have a
tendency to object to the mainstream,
one-dimensional and self-delusional
stance of modern Greek media—which, it
can be argued, continue to recycle the
same names and ideas.

As many of the American New
Journalists of the 1960s, Theodorakis and
Kapllani often use the method of first-
person narration. Using a more personal
style, which differs from the typical and
detached journalistic discourse, they try
to penetrate beyond the most evident

aspects of a story. The result is an
enlivened narrative in the mind of the
reader. Contrary to the common and stan-
dard practices of most Greek journalists,
the journalism of Kapllani and
Theodorakis adopts novelistic methods
and narrative techniques. These include
the depiction and detailed description of
scenes, dramatic structures which create a
of sense of storytelling rhythm and the
use of metaphors, hints and allusions. In
addition, they employ a great deal of dia-
logue, crucial details and remarks, as well
as important references from the speech
of the people involved in the story.
Through the use of these elements, their
aim is not only to bring the reader closer
to the events being described, but also to
add a broader meaning and an intensely
human dimension to the story which they
are attempting to narrate. 

As a new new journalist,
Gazmend Kapllani relates stories which

are a kind of travel reporting, and his
main subjects are immigrants. Similarly,
Stavros Theodorakis writes interviews-
portraits—mosaics of different people and
sub-cultures—which are mostly focused
on people living on the margins of society. 

Neither Theodorakis nor
Kapllani are distant and impartial judges.
Instead, they attempt to include in their
reporting an ethical vision, which means a
personal involvement.The use of scene-
setting, the full explication of the place
where a story takes place, the introduc-
tion of the characters, the inclusion of
atmospheric description—all are the kind
of details which Wolfe wrote about in his
1973 manifesto. And they are common
elements in the stories of Theodorakis and
Kapllani. 

It must be noted, however, that
this kind of journalism is probably not as
ambitious and innovative as that of their
American colleagues. In addition, their
reporting is neither as meticulous nor as
time-consuming (it lasts a few days but
not weeks, months or years as in the case
of the New Journalists). Perhaps its inher-
ent aesthetic value will not prove long-
lasting as that of the New Journalists. But
even if their journalistic efforts do not rise
to the highest level of art, I would argue
that we should not ignore their efforts.
Because compared to most conventional
journalism in Greece, the work of
Kapllani and Theodorakis stand out as a
noteworthy example of both a literary
quest and a needed examination of
aspects of Greek life that have long been
under-reported. ©

Our association members
often have interesting
work that is either recently
published or in press. A
somewhat modest but
heartfelt celebration of

one such scholarly accomplishment follows.
• BBiillll RReeyynnoollddss (Ryerson, Canada) had a journal
article, ""AA MMeettaapphhoorr ffoorr tthhee WWoorrlldd:: WWiilllliiaamm
LLaannggeewwiieesscchhee,, JJoohhnn VVaaiillllaanntt aanndd LLooookkiinngg ffoorr tthhee
SSttoorryy iinn LLoonngg--FFoorrmm,,"" published in Asia Pacific
Media Educator (18 December 2007).

It is this terra incognita that is
concern to

the Greek journalists Stavros
Theodorakis

and Gazmend Kappllani

WORK OF
INTEREST
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1.

When you begin to write book-length literary journalism (or
memoir, or novels), or to teach that process in a writing
workshop, you inevitably find yourself puzzling over the

organization of that book over the course of its 250 or more pages.
You want to understand its structure.
How to arrange the material in a
sequence that makes for the best possible
narrative development? You begin by
looking at examples of successful books,
beginning with a look at the sequence of
chapters, followed by a deeper look at
those various parts in an attempt to
understand the relationships between
them. You observe some common pat-
terns, and among certain writers, some
characteristic choices. 

I began thinking about structure when
I entered graduate school. I had studied
journalism as an undergraduate, but I was
going through an MFA/fiction program in

order to develop the skills to write book-length
narrative nonfiction. My decision to study fic-
tion writing had been inspired by the advice of
a journalism professor, after I had asked how I
could become successful at the craft of writing
extended nonfiction, or what he called “docu-
mentary journalism,” meaning the kind of
writing done by John McPhee, Lillian Ross,
Joseph Mitchell and Tom Wolfe. 

Before I entered graduate school I
read the John McPhee Reader, which in a preface
described McPhee’s approach to developing
his narratives and creating structures. McPhee
took field notes by hand, but later typed and copied, and then
marked up a set according to subject categories. He then cut those
notes up with scissors and placed them in folder files according to
the categories, and marked a set of index cards according to the
labels on the file folders. Then—this was the magic of his
approach—McPhee spread the cards out on a table, shuffled and
rearranged them in many sequences as a way of testing out narra-
tive strategies and creating original approaches to storytelling.
(Often by means of juxtapositional ironies.) Once he had decided on
his structural sequence, McPhee tacked the file cards up on a bul-
letin board and—this was the delightful eccentricity of his
approach—he stuck a steel dart into the board under the first card,
and so began the work. The folder approach allowed McPhee to
segment his work, to see a folder as a particular day’s work, so as
to reduce the larger narrative structure into manageable parts. This
piecework approach helped provide the emotional comfort of safety
in small things, helping to prevent the writer from getting lost, and
getting blocked. 

McPhee famously uses symbols for structures (anoth-
er way of reducing the extended narrative to a manageable
idea). In “Travels in Georgia” he used the “e” to represent the
narrative that begins part way through the story and loops
back in time, only to come forward again. Or the three trian-
gles in a line over a solitary triangle in fulcrum position, in
Travels with the Archdruid, a three-part narrative that puts envi-
ronmentalist David Brower in opposition to first a mining
engineer, then a builder of dams, then a real estate developer.
Or even the symbol, or rather image, of a tennis ball bouncing
back and forth, which is the basis for the counterpoint narra-
tive in Levels of the Game, an account of a Wimbledon tennis
match (and a book that cleverly employed point of view nar-
rative through the use of videotape and subsequent inter-
views). 

Upon reading about McPhee’s method, I felt a sense
of relief (“Oh, so that’s how it’s done”). I also found inspira-
tion in the seminal anthology The New Journalism by Tom
Wolfe, and the introduction that defined this genre of literary
journalism, stating it used scene-by-scene construction and

dialogue and was cinematic. Status
details were essential, he wrote, and
19th century novelists (Dickens,
Balzac, Tolstoy) were good examples.
There was also that tricky matter of
point of view, of portraying a charac-
ter’s thoughts—which was possibly
the most exciting element of that kind
of nonfiction writing, at least from the
fiction writer’s perspective. Wolfe
opened the way for thinking about
journalism as literature, and the rela-
tionships between novels and nonfic-

tion books—a two-way street that has been traveled for many
years. 

I used McPhee’s file-folder/file-card approach (I
even bought a dart) for my first magazine assignment, an
account of a week aboard a fishing trawler off of Cape Cod. It
worked. I gradually adapted the McPhee method and added
other strategies as I wrote books. Developing book-length
structures helped me to think on larger scales, and to remem-
ber structures, not only my own but those of other writers. It
seemed to me that having an entire book in mind and being
able to think through the parts was the headiest part of the
writing experience. Not the most inspiring—that was the cre-
ation itself—but the most exhilarating. That’s if you think that
holding a 250-page narrative in your mind can be exhilarating. 

I began organizing some of my thoughts about struc-
tures while teaching freshman composition during graduate

Developing
book-length structures

helped me
to think on larger

scales

GUEST
ESSAY

OBSERVATIONS ON NONFICTION BOOK STRUCTURES
Reaffirming our universal condition of co-existence.
By Douglas Whynott, Emerson College (U.S.A.)

Continued on next page
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school. I had to cover one of the most
basic structures, the five-part essay—one
paragraph of introduction, three para-
graphs of development, one paragraph
of conclusion. It was pretty boring stuff, I
thought, and made me remember staring
out the window during English class in
grade school.

On the other hand, I saw artful-
ness in the five-part structure as present-
ed by the short-story writer Frank
O’Connor in his book The Lonely Voice. I
was an adjunct professor then, teaching
an international short story course and
preparing to teach O’Connor’s “Guests
of the Nation.” The Lonely Voice was the
best book I found for discussion of writ-
ers from a writer’s perspective.
O’Connor’s five-part structure was dra-
matic rather than expository, and was
defined as development, complication,
crisis, climax and resolution. I used his
definition to discuss his great story. I also
began to wonder about the structure’s
more macroscopic uses: How would a
five-part structure apply to the entire
structure of a book? Was it a common,
standard form? What other forms might
commonly be used in books?  And, from
the creative perspective, I wondered how
the use of such mechanical structures
might compare to the more organic
method of shifting index cards on a
table—were the two compatible? 

What follows are some of my
observations on nonfiction book struc-
tures. There are no hard rules for book
structures, other than that they must
develop in satisfying or useful ways, and
there are probably as many architectures
for books as there are for houses. But
there are standard architectures, and I
did find the five-part structure in some
exemplary nonfiction books. I also found
other standard forms such as the 3-part,
four-part and 12-part structure, as well
as compounds and variations. The
majority of the books I discuss are exam-
ples of literary journalism, but I also
include examples of memoir, travel writ-
ing, sports biography and historical nar-
rative, working under the larger umbrel-
la of narrative nonfiction. I do not dis-
cuss the structures of novels, though the
same sorts of structures that I mention
below do appear in novels (the structure
of Philip Roth’s The Human Stain is a

five-part structure much like Tracy
Kidder’s House). 

2.
Tracy Kidder often uses the five-part
structure in his books. It appears in House,
Home Town, and most recently in
Mountains Beyond Mountains, a profile of
the doctor Paul Farmer. I will summarize
House and explain how it employs a stan-
dard five-part structure, and then look at
how Mountains Beyond Mountains uses but
also innovates upon that structure.

House is a simple story, the build-
ing of a house in Amherst, Massachusetts,
but it is novelistic and richly complex
because of Kidder’s observation of the
process and, characteristically, because of
the dramatic interplay of the characters.
Kidder is a literary journalist writing psy-

chological nonfiction. 
House follows a standard pattern

of 1) introductory development, 2) bio-
graphical digression, 3) complication, 4)
crisis and climax, and 5) resolution. Part I
is called “The Contract,” a title that
implies conflict, and a story that delivers
it. Part I happens to be in five parts too,
but is introductory and meant to create
suspense, and so follows an appropriate
pattern. “The Contract” is 1) opening
scene at groundbreaking through a car-
penter’s point of view, 2) homeowners
profiled, 3) architect profiled, 4) carpen-
ters profiled, and 5) the settling of the
contract during which there is a quarrel
over a few hundred dollars that have
been lopped off in the homeowner’s
favor. I point this ending out because in a
five-part structure (as in a five-part essay
structure), the fifth part usually speaks to
the first. There are various names for this
principle, but a good one might be the
title of Part V in House, which is
“Returns.” In this Part V consequences

come into play, and the quarrel over
money in “The Contract” is dealt with
again with further negotiations. One of
the functions for a Part I – Part V relation-
ship is a frame, and House is very much a
frame story. (Not to be confused with the
actual framing of the building that comes
in Part III of House, titled “Wood.”)

Parts II and IV in a five-part
structure also tend to be in oppositional
relationships, but in a diametrical way.
Part II and IV tend to have a low-and-
high opposition. Part II is almost always
some sort of digression, while Part IV
tends to reach the highest point of tension
or some other form of climax. In House,
Part II is “Architecture” and profiles the
architect who provides a spiritual under-
pinning to the story, as he does to the
house; this section also describes the deci-
sion on a Greek Revival design style. Part
IV describes the project in its final stages,
and depicts the sort of quarrels that can
occur in a large building project. The
breaking point is over a second coat of
paint, which comes in the penultimate
section of the penultimate Part IV, often a
key climactic point. The psychological
story that has been developing since Part I
also comes to its highest pitch in Part IV.
Again, Kidder writes psychological non-
fiction, relative simple stories with deep
personal underpinnings, built up through
the old horses of status detail, dialogue,
scene development, and point of view. 

Part III is titled “Wood.” In a
five-part structure, Part III tends to sit on
its own as the body of the structure, or the
vehicle on which the book rides. I and II,
introduction and digression, are on one
side, with IV and V, climax and resolution
on the other. Part III carries the load or
does the heavy work—thus “Wood” is an
apt title for Part III in a book about build-
ing a house. Kidder goes into the sources
of the wood, and this section also narrates
the carpenters’ story. One is a working-
man’s hero, another a sympathetic artist
type. We don’t see the homeowners much
in this section, and the architect is per-
ceived through the carpenters’ eyes. This
section starts with the foundation and
ends with a glorious event—the roof-rais-
ing, and finally, through point of view, the
carpenters “glancing back over their

The section
starts with the foundation

and ends
with a glorious event,

the roof-raising
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shoulders at what they have built.” In Part
III the body of the work has been completed,
as has the body of the house. It’s on to Part
IV, and more complicated details—the finish
work. Not to labor the metaphor too much,
but House is like a finely built house—every-
thing is right and in its place, finely detailed
and well designed. The Greek Revival archi-
tecture (and Aristotelian five-part structure)
is pleasing to the eye and spirit. 

Mountains Beyond Mountains also
follows a standard pattern of 1) introduction
in scenes, 2) biographical digression, 3) cri-
sis, in this case a health crisis, 4) climactic
action, close up with the doctor, and 5) reso-
lution. But there are some interesting differ-
ences. 

Part I, “Dokte Paul,” consists of
four stories in four chapters: one set in 1995
when Kidder met Farmer in Haiti while
reporting for The New Yorker; a second in the
present with Kidder accompanying Farmer
on rounds at a hospital in 1999; a third with
Farmer at the clinic he founded in Haiti; and
a fourth on a hike with Farmer to a dam that
has impoverished the region, with Kidder in
dialogue with Farmer, again in 1999. (Here
readers familiar with Kidder fully under-
stand that, unlike most of his other books,
Kidder will be an active presence interacting
with a central character—because it had to
be done that way, he has said.) Kidder and
Farmer on a walk—the hiking motif—will
appear again in Part V—in fact the book
ends with them hiking at night after visiting
a remote village, with Kidder once again
struggling to keep up with the energetic doc-
tor. (As in House, this Part V frames Part I
and returns the reader to opening scenes.)

Part II, “The Tin Roofs of Cange,” is
straight biographical digression. In eight
chapters we get Paul Farmer’s early life with
his eccentric father, his college years, his first
visits to Haiti, his relationship with Ophelia
Dahl, his efforts to build a clinic and success
in attracting a donor, his friendship and
partnership with Dr. Jim Kim, his expulsion
from Haiti after a coup, and the award of a
MacArthur grant, ending with “a big
change…was about to begin.” 

Part III of Mountains Beyond
Mountains, the body of the book, develops
the issue of multi-drug resistant tuberculosis.
The narrative takes the form of an adventure
story titled “Medicos Adventuros.” It begins
with the death of a priest from MDRTB,
someone Farmer has known since medical

school and who has been working with
the poor in Peru. Farmer and Kim go to
Lima and discover the extent of MDRTB
there, and the refusal of the medical
bureaucracy to admit it, a conflict that
comes to a head when Farmer is asked
to treat the daughter of a doctor placed
high up in that bureaucracy. As in Part
III of House, Kidder shines the light on
lesser or subsidiary figures—the carpen-
ters in that book and Dr. Jim Kim in this
one. “Lesser” is not the right word for
someone like Kim, who is about to
ascend to the stage of the World Health
Organization, but lesser is true in the
dramatic sense for this man who stands
in the shadow of Farmer. Section III, like
House closes with character perspective,
in this case Kim’s “alternate vision” and
his words in dialogue. 

I end with Part IV because of
Kidder’s novel way of elevating the ten-
sion and creating a climax. “A Light
Month for Travel” is just that, a travel
narrative. It’s important to note that this
point in time is also the point when
Kidder got on board and began his
research in earnest. Kidder had given the
reader some of this real-time in-scene
writing in Part I, but in Part IV he is
fully and continuously present. Part II
has digressed for biography, Part III for
key developmental material, while Part
IV builds through extended engagement
with Farmer. Kidder travels with him to
Haiti (where some of the Part I scenes
took place), then to Cuba, then to France
to meet Farmer’s wife, and then to
Russia. The account of this trip became a
profile in The New Yorker that preceded
the writing of the book. Nothing espe-
cially dramatic happens during this trip,
aside from the fact that Farmer’s work is
almost always dramatic. Rather, it is the
increased presence of Kidder, and the

use of his own perspective, sometimes
in contrast to Farmer’s, that serves to
heighten the story. It is a point-of-view
event that stands in for narrative cli-
max. 

Part V closes with Farmer still
arguing his purpose to the changed
Kidder, a parallel movement of charac-
ter development that stands for resolu-
tion. 

Did Kidder know he was
going to use a five-part structure or
make a plan to do so? (He had effective-
ly used the structure before.) No—but
he did know that he was going to place
the travel story near the end of the book
in climactic position. From that, the
other parts fell into place. Those places
most likely happened to feel right for
him. 

3.
I remember that in a fiction workshop a
professor once told us that in writing,
three is a special number. He was refer-
ring to a group of three adjectives at the
time, but he meant it more broadly, and
I wondered why three would be special.
I think he was referring to the power of
repetition and contrast in that number.
Stating something three times can be
emphatic or funny; four times doesn’t
seem to work quite so well. With a
structure of three it is possible to repeat
something once and also to have a con-
trasting statement. In music (which is so
inherently structural), the three-line
blues stanza comes to mind, and an
example from Roosevelt Sykes: 
1) “When she walks, she’s like a leaf
shaking on a tree; 2) When she walks,
she’s like a leaf shaking on a tree; 3)
Come here daddy, get your steak, pota-
toes and tea.”  

The previously mentioned
Travels with the Archdruid by John
McPhee is a three-part narrative that
makes use of repetition (three excursion
narratives) but also variations (a differ-
ent “antagonist” in each excursion).
David Brower, a former director of the
Sierra Club and founder of Friends of
the Earth, goes on all three excursions,
but each time he is accompanied by and
debating with someone who exploits

A professor
once told us that

in writing,
three is a special
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natural resources: Charles Park, a mineral
engineer in Part I on a hike in the
Cascades; Charles Fraser, a real estate
developer in Part II on a visit to a Georgia
sea island; Floyd Dominy, builder of dams
in Part III on a rafting trip on the
Colorado River. McPhee is present for
these wrestling matches of course, and
depicts himself setting them up, but he is
merely there as an observer and note-
taker. Unlike Kidder on his trip with
Farmer, McPhee doesn’t take part in the
dialogues because he has orchestrated the
antithetical relationship—antithesis being
an essential factor for prose narrative, not
only in terms of ideas or issues but also
by means of characters in opposition. The
symbol that McPhee devised for this
structure—three triangles over one trian-
gle—appears on the title pages in Travels
with the Archdruid.

Another book with a three-part
structure is The Liar’s Club, a memoir by
Mary Karr. This book, which reputedly set
off the memoir craze of the 1990s in the
U.S., is on the edges of the nonfiction
genre, especially with its fictionalized
“Liar’s Club” sections (interlude sections
with her dad telling bullshit stories to his
friends, which Karr admitted to fabricat-
ing in a 1995 Salon.com interview), but it is
nonetheless a solidly good example of the
narrative autobiography form. Karr is a
gifted narrator with a phenomenal eye for
detail. 

The Liar’s Club uses an A-A-B for-
mat based on the return narrative. The
parts of the book are of diminishing
length but with increasing dramatic
power. The first part, “Texas, 1961,” has
eight chapters and takes up just over half
the book. “Colorado, 1963,” follows with
five chapters, about a third of the book’s
length. “Texas Again, 1980,” consists of
two chapters, roughly a sixth of the book.
The narrative begins at its most traumatic
point, when Karr’s mother is taken away
after an alcoholic breakdown—“Texas,
1961” ends with Karr’s mother about to
return home, which is communicated by
the emotionally loaded image of her
hand-print on a screen at the institution.
Part II describes the family off on a road
trip after Karr’s mother inherits money,
but they only get as far as Colorado
where she buys a bar; Karr’s father soon

leaves, and after Mom blows the money
and marries her bartender she too returns
to Texas, with the bartender, and after a
fight, which Daddy wins easily, Mom
makes the return complete. Karr ends
this part with indirection again, this time
with the loaded image of Mom answer-
ing the sheriff’s knock at the door in her
nightgown. 

Both are simple return stories,
despite their emotional thickness and
wealth of detail. In Part III, “Texas Again
1980,” the return narrative is used again
but it is of a different nature. Seventeen
years have passed, and the narrator has
returned home on a visit. To help her dad
get veteran’s benefits, she climbs into the
attic to look for documents. There she
discovers some wedding rings, owned by
her mom, which leads to a confrontation

and quest for information, which in turn
leads to the revelation of a secret, of some
children who were taken away from her,
long before she met Daddy. This eventu-
ally leads to the return of those children
(though the reader never sees them)—
and the play upon the return narrative,
which is infused with the narrative of
revelation also occurring at the end of the
book. Understanding comes to the narra-
tor and to the reader, a satisfaction that is
largely due to the play on the archetypal
return motif, and is what sets this book
apart from others in the memoir genre
that are largely confessional. 

Seabiscuit, by Laura Hillenbrand,
employs a three-part structure with an A-
B-B pattern. Seabiscuit is historical nonfic-
tion and sports biography, in that it is the
story of a famous racehorse, and so uses
a victory narrative. The book is also
sports journalism, in that Hillenbrand
was able to conduct interviews with
every elderly jockey and racing enthusi-
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ast who were present during the post-
Depression years covered in the book (for
those who don’t know the book and writer,
there is also something of a heroic story and
victory narrative in its composition, in that
Hillenbrand was afflicted with Chronic
Fatigue Syndrome, and doing many inter-
views and much of the writing from her
bedroom). 

In Part I Hillenbrand presents the
cast of characters in a series—the owner of
the horse in Chapter 1; the trainer in Chapter
2; the horse himself in Chapter 3, the jockey
in Chapter 4. A transitional Chapter 5 tells
stories about the lives of jockeys at that time.
Chapter 6, “Light and Shadow,” depicts the
team coming together in near-mystical fash-
ion. As such Part I follows a standard intro-
ductory format, (almost identical to the one
previously described in House), of focusing
on characters in succession before coalescing
with swift dramatic movement that is both
transitional and suspenseful. 

Two “B” sections follow, each
depicting the quest for a race and its victori-
ous outcome for Seabiscuit. In Part II the
Seabiscuit team seeks out a contest with the
horse War Admiral, and is by far the longest
part of the book at 13 chapters. Part III is
only four chapters in length, but narrates
greater adversity as both the horse and his
jockey overcome injuries to win the famed
“Hundred-Grander” race. 

In Seabiscuit, Part I (assembly of the
team) and Part III (the last glorious race)
also sit in a frame relationship with the long
and central quest narrative of Part II. Thus
the structure has another contrasting pat-
tern, an A-B-A format that utilizes the magic
of the number 3. This format, as it exists in
Seabiscuit, is very similar to the central and
pivotal Part III function in a five-part struc-
ture. 

Another book that utilizes a three-
part structure that is not so obvious and that
underlies the narrative movement is The
Bookseller of Kabul, by the Norwegian jour-
nalist Asne Seierstad. In this book, it is the
focus on and the writer’s sympathies for
three major characters that give the book its
dramatic development. The book is not bro-
ken up into three parts, and consists of 19
chapters (plus an epilogue). But we move
through a complicated set of emotions

Understanding
comes to the narrator and

to the reader due
to the play on the archetypical

return motif
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regarding these three characters, beginning
first with Sultan, the owner of the book-
store and patriarch of the family, under-
standing both how he has been persecuted
by the Afghan authorities and how he per-
secutes his own family. Seierestad then
moves through a series of chapters in
which Sultan’s son Mansur tends to be a
dominating figure, with the reader under-
standing how he has been dominated by
his father, but also how he dominates oth-
ers, especially women. Finally, in what is
roughly the last third of the book (and you
could say the last third in the emotional
sense), Seierstad increasingly focuses on a
woman named Leila, Sultan’s sister, who is
not much more than a slave in the family
but who aspires to be a teacher of English,
and is ultimately thwarted by the now bul-
lying Mansur, her nephew. In The Bookseller
of Kabul the writer uses a narrative
approach of shifting emotional emphasis—
in three parts. 

4.
While the three-part and five-part struc-
tures offer uneven patterns—diamond-
shaped narratives, in some cases, and their
inherent contrasts—the four-part structure
offers symmetry, the solid symbol of the
square. Of course this structure can also
be—well, “square,” as in dull or pedestri-
an, and so perhaps one challenge of the
four-part structure to bring originality and
freshness to it—the square invites innova-
tion. 

In Cold Blood, the most influential
work of literary journalism in the 20th cen-
tury, has a four-part structure. Capote
claimed that he wrote the first nonfiction
novel but he also wanted In Cold Blood to
function like a collection of short stories.
There are 86 stories, or sections, in the
book. Part I and Part IV each contains 22
stories or sections. Part II contains 18 sec-
tions. Part III, the longest of the book, has
24 sections. It’s not quite symmetrical, but
one can see the possibility of the frame or
square developing with the two outer sec-
tions enclosing the middle, and the book
dividing in half. 

In Cold Blood is true-crime nonfic-
tion, and Capote makes use of an evolving
parallel narrative, switching back and
forth between characters. In Part I, “The
Last to See Them Alive,” the parallel sto-
ries alternate between the murderers,

Perry Smith and Dick Hickock, and
their victims, the Clutter family. After
an introductory section, the Clutters
appear in even-numbered sections, 2-
16, while the murderers are in odd-
numbered sections, 3-17. The climax of
Part I occurs in sections 18-21, which in
some hands might be a depiction of the
murder but in Capote’s hands is four
sections of stories about the reactions of
friends and neighbors after the mur-
ders. Capote finishes Part I and section
22 with a scene at the home of Dick
Hickock, also after the murders—por-
trayed novelistically by means of point
of view, through the eyes of his father,
watching his son sleep. 

Part II, “Persons Unknown,”
moves into the pursuit section of the
book.  The killers are on the run and

the detectives are on the case—the par-
allel narrative now begins to move
between them. Part II is also digression-
al, as implied in the title. Here Capote
presents a narrative about Perry
Smith’s childhood in the penultimate
and climactic position, giving further
emphasis to the background story. In
Part III, “The Answer,” the parallel nar-
rative continues between killers and
detectives as the arrest approaches. Part
III is the penultimate position within a
four-part structure, an inherently cli-
mactic position, and so it is appropriate
that here the murderers are caught. But
it is not the arrest that is in climactic
position of the penultimate Part III.
Rather it is Perry’s confession to the
detective during a drive to Kansas after
the arrest. This gives the confession cli-
mactic power and puts it into a sym-
metrical relationship with the narrative
about Perry’s childhood in Part II. The
two opposing narratives, and their the-
matic basis (“Persons Unknown” and

“The Answer”) deepen the underlying
psychological narrative as well as the
irony implied in the book’s title (and its
relevance to death-penalty punish-
ments). 

Part IV, “The Corner,” is the
story of the trial, appeals and execu-
tions. As stated, Part IV has 22 sections
and is in an oppositional, frame rela-
tionship with Part I, the story of the
time of the murders. The crime (Part I)
and punishment (Part IV) frame the
interior Part II (pursuit) and Part III
(capture)—double frames, inner and
outer pairs on either side of the mid-
point. Very neat and square.
Throughout, Capote rises above the
merely structural, the humdrum square-
ness, the genre-formulaic, with point of
view and character perspective, includ-
ing the use of dreams, and through dia-
logue, and rich detail. It comes with the
very first sentence: “The village of
Holcomb stands on the high wheat
plains of western Kansas, a lonesome
area the Kansans call ‘out there.’”  This
imagery is echoed, framed perhaps
(after many pages of unrelenting bril-
liance), in the very last sentence with,
“Then, starting home, he walked toward
the trees, and under them, leaving
behind the big sky, the whisper of wind
voices in the wind-bent wheat.” 

Another and similar example
of the four-part structure is Driving Mr.
Albert by Michael Paterniti. This is a
travel narrative, as the title implies, and
a quest story—the account of driving
cross country with the pathologist who
is in possession of Albert Einstein’s
brain. The author has found Thomas
Harvey and posed the idea of the trip to
him, and Harvey decides he will give
the brain up to Einstein’s granddaugh-
ter Evelyn, who lives in Berkeley,
California. The author happens to be
obsessed with Einstein and his brain,
and this is his quest story too, a parallel
quest narrative. The same sort of sym-
metry occurs as in In Cold Blood. Here
Part I is the preparation for the trip and
the author’s journey to meet Harvey,
while Part IV tells the story of what
happens in California after their long
drive—this outer frame is around the

Capote rises
above the merely structural

and genre-formulaic
with point of view, dialogue

and rich detail
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actual trip. This middle pair, II and III is
also roughly divided in half, with a break
coming in the middle of the country, in
Lawrence, Kansas, (site of the fallout film
The Day After), after a meeting with
William Burroughs (giving the book Beat
resonances). Again it’s the outer framing
the inner pair in this four-part structure
(also framed by Prologue and
Afterword), and again it’s the author’s
voice that gives Driving Mr. Albert origi-
nality, as in this section near the end of
the book, when Einstein’s brain has spent
a night on the pillow next to the author’s
head: “Even now, the universe if filling
with dark matter. We’re slowing down.
Snowballs the size of jumbo trucks are
pelting our atmosphere.” Very unsquare. 

5.
I turn to the 12-part structure last of all
because it stems from the four-part and
three-part structures, and because I find it
to be the most interesting form. I suppose
I might have predicted that I would find
a 12-part structure in nonfiction narra-
tives, because that number seems to flow
in our blood. Twelve months to the year,
12 hours on the clock, 12 signs in the
zodiac, 12 days of Christmas and all that,
12 notes to the chromatic scale, 12 eggs to
the dozen. The 12-part structure would
the natural choice for a depiction of the
calendar year, just as the chronological
year is the natural choice for a narrative
structure. 

One such book would be the
landmark environmental narrative
Beautiful Swimmers by William Warner,
which received a Pulitzer Prize in 1977.
Beautiful Swimmers not only has 12 chap-
ters depicting a year (with some stretch-
ing of the chronology), it also breaks
down into four seasons and is inherently
a four-part structure. That sort of subdi-
vision—four parts of three chapters
each—is true for other 12-part structures,
and gets at the idea of compounds, of one
or more structures within a greater one. 

The chapter titles in Beautiful
Swimmers give away the seasonal motif.
Chapter Three is simply “Winter”;
Chapter Six is “Spring”; Chapter Nine is
“Summer and Scraping”; Chapter
Twelve, though titled “Crisfield,” takes
place during a Labor Day weekend festi-

val in September after the crabbing sea-
son has come to a close. 

Beautiful Swimmers also follows
the frame motif as described in the four-
part structure, in that the first quarter of
the book (Chapters 1, 2, 3) precede the
actual fishing season, while the last quar-
ter (Chapters 10, 11, 12) follows it and
reflects upon it. Chapters 4-9, what would
be Parts 2 and 3, embody the real-time
fishing narrative that is the documentary
center of the book. The inner and outer
pairs are here, with two cold seasons (fall
and winter) framing two warm ones. 

In another similarity to the four-
part structure, and its penultimate/cli-
mactic third section, in Beautiful Swimmers
the most emphatic and dramatic of the
real-time in-scene fishing narratives
appear in the third quarter or summer

season, Chapters 7, 8 and 9.  The longest
chapter of the book is Chapter 9
(“Summer and Scraping”) and the second
longest is Chapter 7 (“Lester Lee and the
Chicken Neckers”), another real-time day
on the water. These two penultimate-sec-
tion chapters frame a much shorter mar-
keting chapter (Chapter 8, “To Market”),
a relationship that gets at the three-chap-
ter groupings that can occur in a 12-part
structure that is also inherently four-part;
in this case, it’s an A-B-A relationship. I
may be straying into esoterica, but these
three-chapter groupings can have repeti-
tions and variations that contribute to the
drama of the narrative. My main point in
this paragraph is that in the third quarter
of Beautiful Swimmers, as with Capote’s
Part III, “The Answer,” and with
Paterniti’s Part 3 completion of the jour-
ney, the book reaches a kind of comple-
tion as well as a dramatic turning point.

I want to point out the special
roles of the fifth and ninth chapter as they

sometimes occur in the 12-part structure.
In Beautiful Swimmers the fifth chapter is
the eponymous “Beautiful Swimmers”
narrative. Chapter 5 is pure nature writing
and tells the life history of the Chesapeake
blue crab, in prose that is as lyrical as the
best of Thoreau (the literary ancestor of
this writer and book). During the climactic
section covering the mating season, this
chapter reads almost like a love story.
Formidable are the talents of a writer who
can bring a reader nearly to tears over the
natural death of a blue crab, but Warner is
that sort of writer. Chapter 5 prepares the
reader for the fishing season, and the envi-
ronmental case that will come in the
fourth season or quarter (chapters 10-12)
of this book. 

The ninth chapter in a 12-part
structure plays a prominent role too, and
is often the most dramatic or climactic, the
most significant turning point. In Beautiful
Swimmers the ninth chapter, and the
lengthiest, is “Summer and Scraping,” the
final real-time fishing chapter and in the
eye of the author, the last of the good
days. Chapter 10, “The Islands, Looking
Ahead,” emphatically follows and pre-
sents the environmental outlook, which is
not good. 

A Civil Action by Jonathan Harr
employs a similar 12-part structure,
though it is not a calendar motif. This
book is the narrative of a legal case in
which Jan Schlichtmann takes on two cor-
porations over the deaths of children in a
Massachusetts community due to pollu-
tion of the public water supply. A Civil
Action, like Beautiful Swimmers, is environ-
mental nonfiction, though of the true-
crime sort rather than nature writing. 

Like In Cold Blood, from which
this book is descended, and like Beautiful
Swimmers, this 12-part structure breaks
down into four parts. The inner and outer
frames are here, with the parties and the
crime being presented in the first quarter,
while the verdict and settlement come in
the last quarter—framing the trial prepara-
tions and trial proceedings in the middle
six chapters (4-9) in the book. The actual
trial is narrated in Chapter 9, the climactic
event in the penultimate quarter of the
book. 

Formidable are
the talents of the writer who

can bring a reader
to tears over the natural death

of a blue crab
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third of six sections; Riley spews his
antagonism at the end of the chapter, in
section 6. The chapter provides the hope
and the motivation for the maverick
lawyer to continue his nearly hopeless
effort.

6.
I have described patterns but not rules.
Certainly there are 12-part structures that
don’t follow the characteristics described
above. Lucy Grealey’s memoir,
Autobiography of a Face, has 12 chapters,
and though it does seem to break up into
quarters (history and situation in
Chapters 1-3, chemotherapy and radiation
in Chapters 4-6, high school, college,
graduate school in 10, 11, 12), the noted
emphasis on Chapters 5 and 9 doesn’t
seem to be present. In this book it is
Chapter 8, “Truth and Beauty” that seems

to mark the highest flight in the book,
with Grealey’s profound and moving
statements about poetry and beauty, her
flat telling of great pain and of deep
pathos, as in the story about her friend-
ship with a horse (which she has previ-
ously pointed to in the Prologue, titled
“Pony Party.” 

That Chapter 8 lent its title to the
memoir Ann Patchett wrote about her
friendship with Lucy Grealey. Truth and
Beauty has a neater and more symmetrical
structure, though it is a dual narrative, a
writer’s memoir and a portrait of a
doomed friend. It is an 18-chapter book.
The highpoint of Grealey’s career comes
right in the center—by the end of Chapter
9 she has published Autobiography of a
Face and received a Whiting Award. The
narrative about Grealey then follows the
declining line of the tortured artist. The
paired narrative about Patchett’s career is
a slowly ascending line—Patchett is the 
ant to Grealey’s grasshopper, she says,

The aesthetic is
the result of the choices made

by the writer
based on his or her response

to the material

I will touch briefly on the
three-chapter groupings to point out
their rhythmic patterns. In A Civil Action
the pattern tends to be A-B-A. In the
first set of three this comes as “The
Lawyer,” Chapter 2, in the middle and
framed by a chapter about the towns-
folk and cancer in Chapter 1, “Woburn,
1966,” and another about the big law
firms representing the major corpora-
tions in Chapter 3, “Rule 11.” In the
final three chapters, also in an A-B-A
pattern, a chapter about waiting for the
verdict is in a frame with a chapter
appealing that verdict. However, this
pattern changes in the third quarter, the
Chapters 7-9 grouping, which in this
penultimate section becomes A-A-B,
culminating in “The Trial,” Chapter 9. 

This Chapter 9, I note, is the
longest in A Civil Action, and it is also in
12 parts, a dozen numbered sections.
“The Trial” also happens to break down
into four groups of three, each with its
climactic and transitional point—a key
defendant cracks in section 3; a previous
case is settled providing needed funds
in section 6; an expert witness is defeat-
ed in section 9; the exhausted lawyer
Schlichtmann gives a rambling final
statement in section 12, the peak dra-
matic moment in the book, and the most
transitional. Chapter 10, “The Vigil,” fol-
lows—the lawyer, bankrupt, his car
repossessed, awaits a decision. 

It would be possible to look at
and compare the structures of chapters,
but I will conclude with a nod at the
Chapter 5, titled “Discovery.” It’s a title
that may best sum up what can be the
mysterious or even transcendental func-
tion of Chapter 5 in some 12-part struc-
tures. “Discovery” is primarily a narra-
tive about taking depositions, and a sig-
nificant breakthrough occurs when a
man named Love, who works for one of
the corporations, comes forward and
tells Schlichtmann about some illegal
dumping he has witnessed. Love is in
opposition, structurally speaking, to
another character named Riley, a tan-
nery owner who is antagonistic—he is
the man who defiantly dumps water on
the expensive table in Schlichtmann’s
office. This chapter consists of two
three-chapter groupings in antithesis.
Love tells his tale at the midpoint, in the

and the ant keeps on writing. Her first novel
is published in Chapter 6, her second in
Chapter 9, her third novel in Chapter 12.  In
the penultimate Chapter 17 the story reach-
es its most crossed point when Patchett’s
novel Bel Canto becomes a bestseller at the
time Grealey dies of an overdose. It’s a con-
tinuing line paired with a final one, a dra-
matic formula screenwriters use all the time.

The Perfect Storm aside, I’m sur-
prised not to see more 10-part structures.
It’s the most common number—just look at
our hands. And there sits that five-part
structure that goes back at least to
Aristotle—why not just double it? Could the
10-part idea be too close to reality, too math-
ematical, with all those tens stretching off
into infinity? Could it be that in literature,
literary journalism, narrative nonfiction, the
novel, the short story, we need something a
little bit more artful than a mere 10 can give
us? 

It’s the artful part that drives this.
No one sets out to write a 12-part structure
with an A-B-A pattern that modulates dur-
ing the penultimate section. The structures
are merely paths, with some old and famil-
iar markers along the way. Writing is struc-
tural, and any structure that aspires to be
art, aspires to be literature, has an inherent
aesthetic, whether it be based on three, four,
12 parts, or 86. That aesthetic is the result of
choices made by the writer based on his or
her response to the material, and the grace
of that aesthetic may be a reflection of the
structure of that individual soul. I find it
fascinating to look at and think about the
relationships, as well as to occasionally hold
some conjured up sequence in my own
mind. ©
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CALL FOR PAPERS
International Association for Literary Journalism Studies

“Literary Journalism: Past, Present and Future”

The Fourth International Conference for Literary Journalism Studies

Northwestern University

Medill School of Journalism

Evanston, Illinois, USA

14-16 May 2009

The International Association for Literary Journalism Studies invites submissions of original research

papers, abstracts for research in progress and proposals for panels on Literary Journalism for the IALJS

annual convention on 14-16 May 2009. The conference will be held at the Medill School of Journalism at

Northwestern University in Evanston, Illinois, USA (Evanston is the first suburb immediately north of the

city of Chicago).

The conference hopes to be a forum for scholarly work of both breadth and depth in the field of literary

journalism, and all research methodologies are welcome, as are research on all aspects of literary

journalism and/or literary reportage. For the purpose of scholarly delineation, our definition of literary

journalism is "journalism as literature" rather than "journalism about literature." The association

especially hopes to receive papers related to the general conference theme, “Literary Journalism: Past,

Present and Future." All submissions must be in English.

The International Association for Literary Journalism Studies is a multi-disciplinary learned society

whose essential purpose is the encouragement and improvement of scholarly research and education in

Literary Journalism. As a relatively new association in a relatively recently defined field of academic

study, it is our agreed intent to be both explicitly inclusive and warmly supportive of a wide variety of

scholarly approaches.

Details of the programs of previous annual meetings can be found at:

http://www.ialjs.org/conferences08.html

http://www.ialjs.org/conferences07.html

http://www.ialjs.org/conferences2006.html

Continued on next page
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I. Guidelines for Research Papers

Submitted research papers should not exceed 7,500 words, or about 25 double-spaced pages, plus

endnotes. Please regard this as an upper limit; shorter papers are certainly welcome. Endnotes and

bibliographic citations should follow the Chicago Manual of Style. Papers may not be simultaneously

submitted to any other conferences. Papers previously published, presented, accepted or under review are 

ineligible. Only one paper per author will be accepted for presentation in the conference’s research

sessions, and at least one author for each paper must be at the convention in order to present the paper. If

accepted, each paper presenter at a conference Research Session may be allotted no more than 15

minutes. To be considered, please observe the following guidelines:

(a) Submission by e-mail attachment is required, in either an MS Word or Adobe PDF format. No

faxes or postal mail submissions will be accepted;

(b) Please include one title page containing title, author/s, affiliation/s, and the address, phone, fax,

and e-mail of the lead author.

(c) Also include a second title page containing only the paper’s title and the paper’s abstract. The 

abstract should be approximately 250 words in length.

(d) Your name and affiliation should not appear anywhere in the paper [this information will only

appear on the first title page; see (b) above].

II. Guidelines for Poster/Work-in-Progress Presentations (Abstracts)

Submitted abstracts for Poster/Work-in-Progress Sessions should not exceed 250 words. If accepted, each

presenter at a conference Poster/Work-in-Progress session may be allotted no more than 10 minutes. To

be considered, please observe the following guidelines:

(a) Submission by e-mail attachment is required, in either an MS Word or Adobe PDF format. No

faxes or postal mail submissions will be accepted;

(b) Please include one title page containing title, author/s, affiliation/s, and the address, phone, fax

and e-mail of the lead author;

(c) Also include a second page containing only the work’s title and the actual abstract of the work-

in-progress. The abstract should be approximately 250 words in length.

III. Guidelines for Proposals for Panels

(a) Submission by e-mail attachment is required, in either an MS Word or Adobe PDF format. No

faxes or postal mail submissions will be accepted;

(b) Panel proposals should contain the panel title, possible participants and their affiliation and e-

mail addresses, and a description of the panel’s subject. The description should be approximately

250 words in length;

(c) Panels are encouraged on any topic related to the study, teaching or practice of literary

journalism;

(d) SPECIAL NOTE: A panel on the subject of the practice and/or teaching literary journalism in the

new era of digital media is already under consideration. Anyone interested in participating as a 

panelist is invited to contact the Conference Program Chair (e-mail address below).

CALL FOR PAPERS Continued from previous page

Continued on next page



T H E  N E W S L E T T E R  O F  T H E  I A L J S

LITERARY JOURNALISM / SUMMER 2008 PAGE 21

3

Evaluation Criteria, Deadlines and Contact Information

All research paper submissions will be evaluated on originality and importance of topic; literature review;

clarity of research purpose; focus; use of original and primary sources and how they support the paper’s

purpose and conclusions; writing quality and organization; and the degree to which the paper contributes

to the study of literary journalism. Similarly, abstracts of works-in-progress and panel proposals will be 

evaluated on the degree to which they contribute to the study of literary journalism. Submissions from

students as well as faculty are encouraged.

Please submit research papers or abstracts of poster/works-in-progress presentations to:

Prof. Isabel Santos

Universidade Técnica de Lisboa (Portugal)

2009 Conference Research Chair, International Association for Literary Journalism Studies

E-mail: <isantos@iscsp.utl.pt>

Please submit proposals for panels to:

Prof. Norm Sims

University of Massachusetts, Amherst (U.S.A.)

2009 Conference Program Chair, International Association for Literary Journalism Studies

E-mail: <sims@journ.umass.edu>

Deadline for all submissions: No later than 31 January 2009

For more information regarding the conference or the association, please go to

http://WWW.IALJS.ORG or contact:

Prof. David Abrahamson

Northwestern University (U.S.A.)

President, International Association for Literary Journalism Studies

E-mail: <d-abrahamson@northwestern.edu>

Prof. Alice Trindade

Universidade Técnica de Lisboa (Portugal)

Vice President, International Association for Literary Journalism Studies

E-mail: <atrindade@iscsp.utl.pt>

Prof. John Bak

I.D.E.A., Nancy-Université (France)

Past President, International Association for Literary Journalism Studies

E-mail: <john.bak@univ-nancy2.fr>

CALL FOR PAPERS Continued from previous page
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INTERNATIONAL ASSOCIATION FOR

LITERARY JOURNALISM STUDIES

CONSTITUTION and BYLAWS

(adopted 14 July 2006 and amended 19 May 2007;

latest version amended 16 May 2008)

CONSTITUTION

Preamble

In accordance with the scholarly, teaching and professional interests of its founding

members, a new international learned society dedicated to the study of Literary Journalism is

hereby created.

Article 1: Name and Purpose

Section 1. The name of the organization shall be the International Association for

Literary Journalism Studies.

Section 2. The purpose of the organization shall be the improvement of scholarly research 

and education in Literary Journalism. To this end, members of the Association shall undertake

the following objectives:

a. To foster scholarly research and inquiry in the field of Literary Journalism and related 

areas.

b. To enhance the subject matter of courses related to Literary Journalism and encourage

the effectiveness of teaching at the undergraduate and graduate levels.

c. To promote a sense of public service, professional responsibility and freedom among 

practitioners of Literary Journalism and those in academe.

d. To stimulate close relationships between the researchers and teachers of these subjects

and professional organizations and individuals.

e. To encourage the adoption and practice of high standards for scholarship and teaching 

of these subjects, and an adequate system of rewards and assurances for researchers and teachers

to support such standards.

f. To increase the understanding and awareness among professional and academic

personnel of the importance of Literary Journalism.

g. To attract to the study of these subjects a growing number of able students.

h. To plan a program to further the improvement of and the practice and advancement of

Literary Journalism.

Article 2: Membership

Section 1. Membership shall be by individuals and by educational or professional

organizations. Eligible individuals and organizations are those concerned principally with 

Continued on next page
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higher-education teaching and/or research in those areas listed in Article 1, Section 2, and those

in professional activities related to these subject areas.

Section 2. Membership classifications, qualifications, dues and privileges shall be defined 

in the bylaws.

Article 3: Officers

Section 1. The officers of the Association shall be as follows: President, Vice President,

Secretary, and Treasurer. The principal officer of the Association shall be designated as its

President and be chosen in the manner prescribed in the bylaws. The President shall perform the

duties assigned to that position in the bylaws and such other duties as may from time to time be

determined by the Association membership.

Section 2. The secondary officer of the Association shall be a Vice President, who shall

perform the duties requested by the President and shall serve as President should the principal

officer be absent from annual meeting or otherwise unable to serve.

Section 3. The Secretary of the Association shall perform the duties assigned in the

bylaws and any others requested by the President.

Section 4. The Treasurer of the Association shall perform the duties assigned in the

bylaws and any others requested by the President.

Section 5. The officers, the Journal editor, the Journal managing editor, the newsletter

editor, the webmaster, the elected member of the Nominating Committee, and the research,

program, and membership chairs shall constitute the Executive Committee of the Association,

which shall be vested with the authority to govern the Association and to direct its affairs. The

President shall serve as chair of the Executive Committee. The Executive Committee shall have

the power to fill vacancies pro tempore in its own membership. The outgoing President shall

serve as an ex-officio, non-voting member of the Executive Committee for two years from the

end of his or her term as Association President. The outgoing President shall not be counted in 

determining a quorum or in polling the Executive Committee by phone or e-mail.

Article 4: Dues

Section 1. The officers shall have the right to apprise the need for operating funds, from

time to time, and, upon ratification of such proposal by a simple majority of the membership 

voting at any annual meeting, to raise or lower annual dues as a requirement for membership in

the Association.

Article 5: Meetings

Section 1. Meetings shall be held as prescribed in the bylaws.

Article 6: Amendments

Section 1. This constitution and its bylaws may be amended by the affirmative votes of

two-thirds of the members participating in any meeting at which a proposed amendment or

amendments is or are presented for action by the members.

Continued on next page
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Section 2. The President shall prepare and distribute the text of the proposed amendment

or amendments at least two weeks before the meeting at which the amendment or amendments is

or are presented for consideration and action.

Article 7: Promulgation

Section 1. This constitution and its bylaws attached shall become effective upon adoption 

by a two-thirds affirmative vote of those members voting.

Article 8: Dissolution

Section 1. The organization may be dissolved by a two-thirds vote of the membership 

present and voting at any annual meeting.

BYLAWS

Article 1: Membership

Section 1. Classification of membership: Regular members, who shall be faculty, staff or

student members of institutions engaged in Literary Journalism education at the college

undergraduate or graduate level, or persons in related professional activities who have an interest

in Literary Journalism teaching and/or research.

Section 2. Funds of the Association shall be deposited with the Association Treasurer,

who will provide the facilities of his or her office for their accounting. Other funds will be

deposited in appropriate separate accounts.

Section 3. A regular member is one whose dues are paid in advance of the annual

meeting.

Section 4. Only regular members are entitled to voting rights.

Article 2: Meetings

Section 1. The annual meeting of the Association shall be held at a time and place

specified by the Executive Committee.

Section 2. Special meetings of the Association may be called and held in connection with 

any plan or activity designed to carry out the stated functions of the Association, upon

concurrence of a quorum of the Executive Committee.

Section 3. Decisions of the Association and its Executive Committee shall be by majority

vote of members present and voting.

Section 4. At the discretion of the presiding officer, either Erskine May's Parliamentary 

Procedure or Robert's Rules of Order will be the manual for parliamentary procedure in meetings

of the Association.

Section 5. Each regular member of the Association shall be entitled to one vote in 

elections, and to one vote on all issues or proposals presented at an annual or special meeting of

the Association.

CONSTITUTION & BYLAWS Continued from previous page
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Section 6. The Executive Committee shall meet at least once during the annual

Conference and at such other times as its membership shall determine. For purposes of

conducting business of the Association, the President may present propositions to the Executive

Committee and poll its membership by e-mail or phone. Such balloting shall constitute

performance of the advisory function of the Executive Committee between annual meetings.

Article 3: Nominations and Elections

Section 1. The current Vice President, who is the incoming President of the Association,

shall, with consultation of a two-member Nominating Committee, present a list of nominees to

the Association President prior to the annual meeting. One member of the Nominating

Committee shall be elected at the previous annual meeting and one shall be appointed by the

President.

Section 2. It shall be the duty of the Nominating Committee to invite nominations and

develop a slate of nominees from the Association's regular membership prior to the annual

meeting, to present the slate at that meeting, inviting further nominations from the floor, and then

to conduct the election of the officers and Executive Committee members. Nominations to the

position of Secretary may be made from the floor of the annual meeting. Upon completion of the

election, the nominating committee chair shall inform members of the name of the winning

candidates.

Section 3. Elections shall be held every two years at the annual meeting. Only members

of the Association shall be entitled to vote in the election.

Section 4. A candidate for office shall be deemed elected if he or she receives more votes

than those cast for any other contender for the office.

Section 5. Upon successful completion of an elected term of office as Vice President, the

holder of that office shall automatically succeed to, and possess all the rights and responsibilities

of, the office of President. His or her term as President will begin the day immediately following 

his or her election.

Section 6. Upon successful completion of an elected term of office as Secretary, the

holder of that office shall automatically succeed to, and possess all the rights and responsibilities

of, the Vice President. His or her term as Vice President will begin the day immediately 

following his or her election.

Article 4: Terms and Duties of Officers

Section 1. The President, Vice President and Secretary of the Association shall serve for

two years from the day after election at the annual meeting until the election at the annual

meeting two years hence. They shall not be eligible to succeed themselves in office, although 

they may be re-elected to the office after a period of two years. They shall be responsible for

planning and carrying out a program designed to accomplish the purposes of the Association.

The Association's Treasurer, Journal editor and managing editor, newsletter editor, webmaster,

the elected member of the Nominating Committee, and research, program, and membership

chairs shall serve for two years from the day after election at the annual meeting until the

election at the annual meeting two years hence. They shall be eligible to succeed themselves in 

office.

CONSTITUTION & BYLAWS Continued from previous page
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Section 2. The President of the Association shall be the Executive Officer of the

Association and shall administer its affairs, with the advice of the Executive Committee,

including the appointment of any necessary committees. The President shall preside at all

meetings of the Association and the Executive Committee, when present. He or she shall also 

preserve order, enforce the Constitution and perform all duties of a presiding officer. All

contracts entered into by the association must be signed by both the President and the Treasurer.

Section 3. It shall be the duty of the Vice President to carry out whatever tasks may be

assigned to him or her by the President for the purpose of accomplishing the stated objectives of

the Association. In the event of a vacancy in the office of the President, for any reason, the Vice

President shall assume the title and duties of that office until a new President is chosen at the

next regular election two meetings hence. The Vice President shall preside, in the absence of the

President, at meetings of the Association and/or the Executive Committee. In the event the Vice

President is unable to complete the term of that office, or succeed to the position of President, the

Secretary shall assume the title and duties of Vice President until the next annual Association 

meeting. The President will then name a new Secretary with the advice and consent of the

Executive Committee. In the event both the President and Vice President are unable to complete

their terms, any member of the Executive Committee may convene a meeting of that body and 

elect Association members to serve as President and Vice President until the next annual

meeting.

Section 4. The Secretary shall take and keep the minutes of the Association annual

meeting, all Executive Committee meetings and any other Association records, as well as

perform any other duties requested by the Association President.

Section 5. The Treasurer shall manage the financial affairs and records of the

Association, as well as perform any other duties requested by the Association President.

Section 6. The Association's Executive Committee shall consist of the Association's

President, Vice President, Secretary, Treasurer, Journal editor and managing editor, newsletter

editor, webmaster, the elected member of the Nominating Committee, and research, program,

and membership chairs, and the Association's outgoing President as an ex-officio, non-voting 

member. Members of the Executive Committee shall be elected at an annual meeting to serve a

term of two years, from the time of the election at the annual meeting until the time of election at

the annual meeting two years hence. In the event any member of the at-large membership of the

Executive Committee resigns or is unable to fulfill the functions of the office, the Executive

Committee shall fill the vacancy until the next annual meeting at which time an Association 

member shall be elected to serve the unexpired term.

Section 7. A quorum at a meeting at which all members of the Executive Committee have

been invited to attend in person shall be five. For the purposes of conducting the Association's

business, the President may present propositions to the Executive Committee and poll all its

members by e-mail or phone. Such balloting shall constitute performance of the advisory

function of the Executive Committee between annual meetings.

Section 8. Any member of the Executive Committee who does not attend the Association 

convention may be removed from office upon a recommendation by the Association President

and a majority vote of the members attending the annual meeting. Once a position is declared

vacant, the members will elect another Association member to fill that unexpired term.

CONSTITUTION & BYLAWS Continued from previous page
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first submitted it. Nevertheless, they say
that this model enables them to see what
is good in their writing and what could
be improved, and to actually improve it. 

At the end of semester, when I
ask them again how they find literary
journalism, they usually say that they
started to view traditional newspaper and
magazine articles in a different light and
that they now appreciate the power of
good narrative.

The problem that bothers them,
however, is what to do with their own

writing, especially when they compare it
with the masters’. I try to reassure them
by saying that the class was only the
beginning of the road to their journalistic
greatness, the framework they can now
work from. I tell them that good writing
requires daily practice in reading and
writing. Nevertheless, the improvement
they can see when they compare the first
draft with the final version of their sto-
ries lifts their spirit.

Finally, I have a confession to
make: the ideas of salon, as we call the

President John Bak called the meeting
to order at 3:30 p.m. and gave his final
address. During his two-year tenure

the IALJS has grown from 16 to 65 members,
a collection of papers from the first two con-
ferences was now in preparation, the launch
of Literary Journalism Studies was scheduled
for Spring 2009, and the association has a
healthy bank balance.

Secretary-treasurer Bill Reynolds
reported on current IALJS finances. The cur-
rent (post-Lisbon) balance is $8,021.00.

Regarding LJS journal, editor John
Hartsock and David Abrahamson are final-
izing the choice for the best publisher, and it
is hoped that the inaugural edition will be
published in time for IALJS 4 in Chicago in
May 2009. The question of an online versus
print journal arose, and Alice Trindade sug-
gested we should secure a publisher first,
then discuss the issue.

An amendment to the Constitution
and Bylaws specifying that all contracts
must be signed by both the association’s
president and the secretary-treasurer was
passed by the membership.

The issue of increasing annual
membership dues was discussed. John Bak
pointed out that PayPal has been an excel-
lent addition to the website but cautioned
that it costs three to four per cent per trans-
action to run. Sam Riley suggested that pay-
ing an extra $10 to $15 per year was worth it
to ensure that the membership receives hard
copies of LJS. David Abrahamson suggested
the association might consider surveying the
membership on the question of dues. Tom
Connery suggested we might place an

reading assignment, and of the submis-
sion of two versions of the article, as well
as the idea that the subject of the profile
be a journalist not just anybody, is not
mine. I picked them up from the literary
journalism teacher whose class I attended
at University of Missouri–Columbia,
Jacqui Banaszynski. She was the best pro-
fessor I ever had and I would strongly
encourage anyone who could attend her
writing workshops to do so. They are an
experience to remember. ©

advertisment in the 2008 AEJMC conference
program, in order to attract more interest for
next year in Chicago.

John Bak reported on the society’s
website, www.ialjs.org. Elaine Wong, the
Ryerson Review of Journalism’s webmaster,
will continue working on a revised version
of the site. Her hope is to create a lively look
as well as an easy-to-modify template. In
addition, Bill Reynolds reported he has
secured $1260 in grant funding from
Ryerson University for Wong to spend three
weeks at the end of summer 2008 to com-
plete her task. John Bak also mentioned that
Wong could try her new template on the LJS
part of the site, which needs updating
urgently. He also said links to publishers
were needed for the site, adding that he
would post pictures and video from IALJS 3
in the next month or so. Finally, conference
presenter Sharon Norris was mentioned as a
possible contributor to the web site project. 

David Abrahamson then discussed
IALJS 4 in Chicago on 14-16 May next year.
As host, he said he expected his administra-
tion would provide some financial help, but
how much was still to be determined. A
block of rooms at the Orrington Hotel in
Evanston, Illinois has been reserved at a rate
of approximately $120 (plus tax) per night.
He also suggested that an effort will be
made to secure a noted non-American
keynote speaker. Extracurricular activities
could include a Chicago river cruise, visiting
Frank Lloyd Wright residences, a pint at the
Billy Goat Tavern, a Chicago Cubs baseball
game, etc. He also mentioned that the asso-
ciation would try to secure host sites for
IALJS 5 (2010) and IALJS 6 (2011) in the next
few months. London and Toronto, respec-
tively, are tentative venues.

John Bak reported that the IALJS
would be represented at this year’s ESSE
conference in Aarhus, Denmark, August 22-

26, 2008. A roundtable, “Literary Journalism
and the Canon,” is scheduled for Saturday,
August 23. Representing the IALJS will be:
David Abrahamson (U.S.A.), John Bak
(France), Anastasia Cholivatou (Greece),
John Hartsock (U.S.A.), Isabelle Meuret
(Belgium), Bill Reynolds (Canada), Viviane
Serfaty (France) and Norman Sims (U.S.A).

John Bak also announced more
details about the upcoming anthology of
papers from IALJS 1 (Nancy, France) and
IALJS 2 (Paris). University of Massachusetts
Press  is considering publishing the volume,
International Literary Journalism: Historical
Traditions and Transnational Influences.
Though he is the volume’s editor, he
acknowledged Norman Sims’s generous
help in revising his original proposal.

In new business, John Hartsock
suggested that IALJS consider moving the
annual conference to a different week. He
said he is absent from his university’s con-
vocation every year, which does not sit well
with his administration. Susan Greenberg
also mentioned some difficulty with this
particular week, suggesting early June as a
better time. David Abrahamson suggested
surveying the membership to gauge the
general feeling on the scheduling matter.

As a last order of business before
adjournment, biannual nominations and
elections were held. There being no nomina-
tions from the floor, the proposed slate of
officers and chairs was elected by acclama-
tion. In addition, Tom Connery was elected
as the LJS book review co-editor.

At 4:50 p.m., David Abraham-
son—having been passed the IALJS presi-
dent’s gavel by John Bak—called for a
motion of adjournment, which was moved,
seconded and unanimously approved. ©

Respectfully Submitted,
Bill Reynolds, Secretary-Treasurer
(Ryerson, Canada)

IALJS ANNUAL
BUSINESS MEETING
Minutes from 16 May 2008.
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Teaching literary journalism in a
country where literary journalism
has almost no tradition is not that

simple. In Slovenia, even feature sto-
ries, a genre closest to literary journal-
ism of Tom Wolfe, Gay Talese, Truman

Capote, Norman
Mailer, or, for
example, Jacqui
Banaszynski, Tom
Hallmann, Tom
French, and Anne
Hull, are not high-
ly respected by
journalists,
although unright-
ly so. The reason

for this lies in the
fact that few prac-
ticing journalists
are familiar with
the theory of jour-

nalistic forms, and most of them are not
aware of the advantages of well-written
sophisticated feature stories. This is a
shame because in Slovene journalism
theory, the feature story is considered
the queen of journalistic genres, and
studies show that Slovene readers, just
as those elsewhere, love good stories in
newspapers.

Why journalists don’t think
much of feature stories? Because most
them are mainly familiar with what in
Slovene is categorized as reported sto-
ries. They are what Harrington (1997:
xv) called the “mishmash of superficial
stories about Aunt Sadie cooking pies,
unlikely heroes who save people from
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drowning or drag them from burning
buildings, the nice kid next door who
turns out to be a serial killer and poor
people who, against the odds, make it
to the top.”

Thus, when I start showing
students examples of good narrative,
(i.e., journalistic texts that read, as
Wolfe said, like novels), they sometimes
have difficulties accepting them as jour-
nalism. They see only their literary part
and dismiss them as literature.

So, what to do? I divide each
of my classes into two parts. The first
part is what we could call a traditional
lecture on literary journalism, its defini-
tion, characteristics, history and pre-
sent. I complement it with a presenta-
tion of good examples. The aim of this
part is to make students familiar with
the theory of literary journalism. I usu-
ally devote three to four classes to the
theory and history of literary journal-
ism, and then I follow with the presen-
tation of reporting, writing and rewrit-
ing tips that students might find useful
in their writing. 

In the second part (which actu-
ally comes at the beginning of the
class), I ask the students to present arti-
cles that they either loved (preferably)
or hated so much that they actually
remembered them, talked or cared
about. Usually, every week three or
four students present the articles they
selected (I usually teach around 30-35
students). The stress is on the form, not
the content. The students try to analyze
what inspired their emotional reaction

THE PICTURE OF THE STORY
Helping students understand what makes a good story work.
By Sonja Merljak Zdovc, University of Ljubljana (Slovenia)

and establish what they could learn
from the text. I ask them to think about
what they liked about the introduction,
the structure, the ending. What made
the article work? Often, the answer is
two of the four of Wolfe’s key compo-
nents of literary journalism: scenes and
details. Students say that scenes and
details paint the picture of the story. 

Later in the semester students
begin to work on their own writing and
have to submit two assignments. I ask
them to write a profile of a journalist
and a feature story. The subject of the
profile is a journalist—because this way
students have the opportunity to make
contact with respected colleagues who
might eventually become their men-
tors. Besides, they can talk to them
about their experience and learn from
them. Unfortunately, there is not
enough time to invite respected jour-
nalists and the few masters of the craft
(or shall I say art of literary journal-
ism?) that there are in Slovenia into the
class, so the profiles enable each stu-
dent to learn from at least one of them. 

Students submit the first draft
of the story which is then returned to
them with my (editorial) comments
and suggestions for improvement. They
have to rewrite their stories and submit
them for the final grade. From the feed-
back I have, they like this model,
although they sometimes find it diffi-
cult to try to improve a story that for
them was already finished when they

Continued on Page 28
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