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ABSTRACT 

The focus of this study is contemporary literary celebrity in Australia. It argues that this 

phenomenon originated with a shift in Australian literature from its national imperative to 

a globally-orientated commodity, which increasingly made use of celebrity as an effective 

marketing tool in the promotion of authors. This change was assisted by the mass media’s 

growing involvement in the production and reception of literature, which in turn, 

contributed to the publishing industry’s absorption, “into a global entertainment and 

information industry under the control of a handful of large conglomerates” (Moran, 2006: 

324). These mega-conglomerations had investment holdings in numerous other, usually 

highly profitable, sectors of mass entertainment media, creating the ‘in-house’ 

opportunities to cross-subsidise between different divisions of the same parent company. 

Furthermore, it is the large entertainment holding companies that are shaping the 

marketing and promotion of literature, hence influencing the roles and functions of literary 

celebrities.  

This thesis examines some of the shifts in the terrain and logics of literary authorship since 

the 1970s. It investigates these changes through an interdisciplinary methodology, which 

incorporates concepts from the sociology of celebrity (authors and audiences), cultural 

studies, communication and media studies, semiotics, and the study of the psychology of 

entertainment. These fields are drawn upon to examine the operation of new factors, such 

as, participatory culture, transmedia storytelling, literary brand ambassador, mediagenic 

author, and literary media entertainment.  

The study’s principal argument is that literary celebrity is articulated through a new 

paradigm of literary media entertainment, formulated by a convergence of two economies: 

the entertainment economy and the attention economy. To demonstrate this, three authorial 

case studies are undertaken: Thomas Keneally, Kate Grenville, and Richard Flanagan, all 

major prize-winning Australian authors. The trajectories to fame of these celebrities, and 

their techniques for maintaining and managing their fame are studied in detail, enabling a 

more complex account of their social and cultural significance.  

The case study on Thomas Keneally explores how his authorial persona has been 

formulated through controversy, activism, and his participation in questions of Australia’s 
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national identity. It also investigates how this author’s enduring accomplishments and 

constant presence in the mediasphere have endowed him with the power to endorse people, 

products, and events. 

Kate Grenville’s case study investigates how her authorship consistently builds on the 

dialectics of contemporary culture and the interrelation of different vectors of identity 

politics. Grenville’s authorial persona and treatment of political issues is explored through 

controversy, her early feminist novels, and more recent colonial trilogy. 

The case study of Richard Flanagan predominantly examines his authorial persona as an 

eco-political activist and ‘fearless’ dissenter, in particular analysing his participation in the 

attention economy in relation to news-worthy controversies surrounding his activism and 

intervention in topics concerning national identity.  

Collectively, the case studies suggest that it is becoming increasingly important for the 

literary arena to share in the ‘flow of content’ in an audience-centric mediasphere, and that 

the shift towards literary media entertainment is an essential ingredient for the success of 

an author in the contemporary era.  
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1 Authorship and Literary Celebrity 

 

         Although the spread of 

         stardom was doubtless 

         influenced by the  

         movies, it should be  

         more generally  

         considered an effect of 

         the development of the 

          mass media.1 

 

Introduction  

Since the 1970s, there has been a steady increase in the proximity between literary 

authorship and popular media entertainment. As such, it is clear that the phenomenon of 

literary celebrity and its conventions of media performance as a form of entertainment is a 

significant part of the postmodern literary experience. An example of this paradigm took 

place in June 2009, when over a thousand people queued outside Oxford’s Sheldonian 

Theatre waiting for their idol to turn up. At this large gathering, one might have thought 

they were waiting for a rock star to appear, one who would quickly be ushered through the 

crowds towards the stage. But this was not the case. They were waiting for the elderly, 

softly spoken, grey-haired novelist, J.M. Coetzee. At this event, it was a surprise for those 

in the audience to see “how much of a showman Coetzee emerged as, when reading his 

own work, inserting moments of broad comedy into his performance that had the audience 

rocking with laughter.”2 A further instance of an author’s ‘rock-star’ treatment occurred at 

the Viennese press conference for Schindler’s List. Thomas Keneally on stage with Steven 

Spielberg, Branko Lustig and Simon Wiesenthal,3 recalled the events that immediately 

ensued when they tried to leave the stage:  

                                                             
1David, R. Shumway ‘The Star System in Literary Studies’, The Institute of Literature: Jewish Philosophical Reflections on The Life with 
Others, State University of New York Press, 2002, p. 179. Also in, Publications of the Modern Language Association of America, January 
1997, Vol. 112, Issue 1; pp. 85-100. 
2‘J.M. Coetzee Makes a Rare UK Appearance,’ (n.a.), 15 June 2009, www.thesouthafrican.com/j-m-coetzee-makes-a-rare-uk-
appearance/ (Accessed 30 April 2018).  The event took place four days prior to this report on 11 June 2009.  
3 Branko Lustig (b.1932) is a Croatian film producer best known for winning Academy Awards for Best Picture for Schindler's List and 
Gladiator. He is the only person born in the territory of present-day Croatia to have won two academy awards, and Simon Wiesenthal 
(b.1908 – d.2005) was a Jewish Austrian Holocaust survivor, Nazi hunter, and writer who dedicated his life to promoting awareness of 
the Holocaust. 

http://www.thesouthafrican.com/j-m-coetzee-makes-a-rare-uk-appearance/
http://www.thesouthafrican.com/j-m-coetzee-makes-a-rare-uk-appearance/
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 A stampede of press, uncharacteristic of Austrians, came pressing forward seeking 

 further  interviews. A fighting phalanx of American and Austrian security men – 

 adorned with the Great Seal badge – ruthlessly pushed aside the press to enable the 

 members of our party at the back of the room to reach us at the front. It was an 

 extraordinarily powerful performance and reminded me of the rolling maul in 

 rugby. And so we escaped by a further door, down staff corridors and offices and 

 through more kitchens, until we arrived in a laneway behind the Sacher [hotel], 

 where three Mercedes and a number of other vehicles waited for us to make up a 

 convoy. We were hustled into the Mercedes and whisked away at a great pace.4 

 

The focus of this project is literary celebrity in Australia. It will investigate authorial power 

and how this is articulated through the new paradigm of literary media entertainment.  

Remarkably, there is no concrete definition of ‘literary celebrity’ in the Oxford English 

Dictionary.5 According to Joe Moran, literary celebrity “is not simply an adjunct to 

mainstream celebrity, but an elaborate system of representations in its own right, produced 

and circulated across a wide variety of media.”6 However, this description effectively 

correlates with a number of the arts which have been forced to take up paradigms of 

celebrity, so I will argue the logics are not specific to literary celebrity alone. For this 

project, literary celebrity is indeed a sub-division of mainstream celebrity, which is 

articulated through literary media entertainment, as formulated by a convergence of two 

economies: the entertainment economy and the attention economy. It is the ideological 

contestations and the current ambivalences surrounding literary celebrity that mark the 

departure point for the thesis’ central research question: How is authorial power in the 

form of literary celebrity in Australia articulated through literary media entertainment? The 

study examines some of the shifts in the terrain of literary authorship since the 1970s, a 

time when Australian culture was entering its post-modernist phase. Its principal argument 

is that the two converged economies of attention and entertainment have assisted in 

creating today’s literary celebrities, and how these celebrities appropriate the new 

paradigm of literary media entertainment.7 One of the aims of the thesis, is to provide an 

insight into the dominant narratives which surround the Australian literary mediagenic 

                                                             
4 Thomas Keneally, Searching for Schindler, Sydney: Knopf, 2007, p.287. It is interesting to note that in Searching for Schindler which is 
brimming with instances of such rock star-like treatment, the words ‘celebrity’ and ‘publicity’ do not appear in the publication. The 
word ‘Fame’ does appear on page 182 but this is in reference to Jane Pauley, an American television journalist and author. 
5 The Oxford English Dictionary does have definitions for ‘celebrity novelist’ which are recorded under the Draft Additions of April 
2002: (a) a famous public figure who publishes a novel, esp. one expected to sell on the strength of his or her celebrity; (b) a novelist 
who has become a celebrated public figure.”  
6 Joe Moran, Star Authors: Literary Celebrity in America, London, Pluto Press, 2000, p.4. 
7 Della Robinson, ‘Novel Forms and Brand New Relations: Exploring Convergence Culture and Australian Literary Celebrity’, Limina: A 
Journal of Historical and Cultural Studies, Vol.18.2, (2013), Special Edition: Humanising Collaboration.   



 

   
 

3 

author, so that a more nuanced theory may be developed of his or her social and cultural 

importance. There has been much discussion on the fate of literary fiction and how it “has 

become just one genre among others,”8 which is disconcerting for a number of authors, 

however, commentaries such as these are timely and affect conceptualisations of 

contemporary authorship. To underscore the value of this study, John Hartley stresses that 

as cultural scholars, “we lose the ability to have any real influence over the directions that 

our culture takes if we do not find ways to engage in active dialogue with media 

industries.”9 Adding to this, Simone Murray maintains that the digital literary sphere is 

dissolving “the traditional distinction between an autonomous, after-the-event ‘reader’ and 

previously publisher-coordinated marketing and publishing functions.”10 She maintains 

that  

 

For literary authors, particularly in the star echelon, elaborate websites provide 

direct communication to readerships untrammelled by the potentitally pesky 

agendas of publisher publicity departments, profile-compiling journalists, and 

literary festival organizers… Now, the author is engaged in one-to-many or even 

one-to-one real-time relationships with readers.11 

 

Thus, an understanding of the effects of the changes in the mediasphere and their 

relationship to the literary is of importance to this thesis - specifically the oft-overlooked 

nuances in the connection of literary authorship and media entertainment, that signals a gap 

in research which this thesis wishes to address.  

 

Interdisciplinary framework for literary media entertainment 

The conceptual framework for this project’s investigation of contemporary literary 

celebrity in Australia, is predominantly organised around an interdisciplinary methodology 

which integrates the literary arena with media entertainment. The interdisciplinary mode 

studies “a complex problem… by drawing on disciplinary insights (and sometimes 

stakeholder views) and integrating them. By employing a research process that subsumes 

the methods of the relevant disciplines, interdisciplinary work does not privilege any 

                                                             
8 Mark Davis, ‘The Decline of the Literary Paradigm’, Making Books: Contemporary Australian Publishing, (eds) David Carter & Anne 
Galligan, St Lucia; Queensland, University of Queensland Press, 2007, p.129. 
9 John Hartley cited in Henry Jenkins, ‘The Cultural Logic of Media Convergence’, International Journal of Cultural Studies, Vol. 7, No. 1, 
(2004), p.42.  
10 Simone Murray, ‘Charting the Digital Literary Sphere’, Contemporary Literature, Vol.56, No.2, (2015), p.322. 
11 Ibid., pp.322-323.  
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particular disciplinary method or theory.”12 By investigating a topic that is too complex or 

wide-ranging for a single discipline, it draws on two or more disciplines with the objective 

of integrating the acuities of these disciplines to form a more comprehensive 

understanding. In 2011, John Hartley’s ‘Cultural Studies and the Urgency of 

Interdisciplinarity: Sooner, not Later, We’re Going to Need a Cultural Science,’ considers 

the Humanities to be ‘in flux’ and offers interdisciplinarity “as an attempt to reconnect the 

humanities,” even going so far as to say that if this did not take place it “may indeed be 

consigned to the policy bonfire.” However, on a more positive note Hartley urges that: 

 The inter- or trans-disciplinary flux now perturbing the humanities provides a new 

 opportunity to address problems of meaning, identity and social relations (in the 

 creation of human and cultural values) by linking these concerns to a new 

 understanding of the dynamics of change in global markets and among new 

 technologies (i.e. the creation of economic values), in the context of the growth of 

 knowledge as an evolutionary and complex-system process.13 

 

Hartley’s recognition of the need for humanities’ scholarship to change and engage with 

the dynamics of global markets and new technologies underwrites my examination of 

Australian literary celebrity and the new paradigm of literary media entertainment. The 

methodology used for this project will include an analysis of three contemporary literary 

celebrities in Australia: Thomas Keneally; Kate Grenville; and Richard Flanagan who are 

all well-known for their brands of historical fiction and their involvement in highly 

contested debates over Australia’s history and identity. They have been chosen because 

they are political ‘author activists’ who are overtly public figures, thus enabling them to 

valorise meaning and communication in the Australian public sphere.  

Literary celebrity is an ambivalent and ideologically contentious arena, that when 

discussed as paradigms of media entertainment, creates anxieties associated with ‘high’ 

and ‘low’ culture, absent boundaries between the public and private, and questions 

surrounding the ‘real’ or authentic image of the author. An interrogation of the notion of 

‘true’ authorship is certainly not a new practice, as ontological and existential debates have 

been deliberated on for centuries, producing redefinition after redefinition. Presented 

below is a brief historical overview of some of the differing conceptualisations of 

                                                             
12 For more information on interdisciplinarity and this citation on page 20, see the following online resource: 
www.sagepub.com/sites/default/files/upm-binaries/43242_1.pdf (Accessed 10 June 2018).  
13 John Hartley, ‘Cultural Studies and the Urgency of Interdisciplinarity: Sooner, not Later, We’re Going to Need a Cultural Science’, 
2011, MATRIZes, Vol.5, No.1. Open Access Journal: www.revistas.usp.br/matrizes/article/view/38307 (Accessed 9 June 2018). 

http://www.sagepub.com/sites/default/files/upm-binaries/43242_1.pdf
http://www.revistas.usp.br/matrizes/article/view/38307
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authorship,14 expressly to demonstrate how the concept of authorship has a shifting and 

evolving nature. 

A brief history of literary authorship 

With the decline of the aristocratic patronage system and the rise of merchant capitalism in 

the seventeenth and mid-eighteenth centuries, the literary text of an author moved towards 

becoming a legally supported marketable property;15 however, what gained momentum in 

the Romantic era in the late eighteenth to early nineteenth-century was the idea of an 

author as a uniquely inspired, individual genius.16 This, in turn, located the author in an 

honoured position outside the commercial sphere of exchange and profit, fashioning an 

uneasiness concerning authors receiving money for their labour. The rejection of 

payment—thus maintaining an author’s individual genius—assisted in creating much 

public disapproval of the commercial booksellers of London’s Grub Street, who Henry 

Fielding blamed for a “disastrous decline in literary standards,”17 (similar to today’s 

discussions on commercialisation and the ‘dumbing down’ of literature). But as Ian Watt 

points out, “the booksellers actually supported more authors, more generously than ever 

patronage had.”18 With the rise of print capitalism, the literary arena became a competitive 

and disorderly marketplace. “Cut loose from the simultaneous supportive and restrictive 

ties of patronage, authors found themselves struggling for recognition and remuneration 

from a rapidly expanding audience of strangers.”19 The consequence of this saw the 

Romantics as, “the first artists to champion their own sensibilities in response to the 

destabilising forces of the literary marketplace.”20 They wrote about masculine heroic 

figures, focusing not on the protagonist’s actions, but on their thoughts, thus creating the 

romantic hero as a mixture of the author, narrator and character/protagonist.21 This literary 

combination proved especially popular with a rapidly expanding female middle-class 

                                                             
14 A general overview of the history of ideas of authorship, see: Donald Pease, ‘Author’, Critical Terms for Literary Study, (eds) 
Lentricchia, Frank & McLaughlin, Thomas, 2nd ed.; Chicago Ill. : University of Chicago Press, 1995. 
15 Michel Foucault, ‘What is an Author?’ in Language, Counter-Memory, Practice: Selected Essays and Interviews, eds. Donald F. 
Bouchard (tr.) & Sherry Simon, New York: Cornell University Press, 1977, pp.124-26. 
Drawing on Foucault, Rosemary Coombe insists that legal systems are not only made up of a fixed set of constraints but are generative 
systems which actively create new concepts and practices, including practices of resistance. See: Rosemary J. Coombe, The Cultural Life 
of Intellectual Properties: Authorship, Appropriation, and the Law, London & Durham: Duke University Press, 1998.  
16 David Higgins, Romantic Genius and the Literary Magazine: Biography, Celebrity, Politics, London; New York: Routledge, 2005, pp.12-
13. 
17 Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson and Fielding, London: Chatto and Windus, 1957, p.56. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Loren Glass, ‘Brand Names: A Brief History of Literary Celebrity’, A Companion to Celebrity, (Eds) David Marshall & Sean Redmond, 
West Sussex; UK: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2016, p.40.  
20 Ibid., p.40.  It is also interesting to note that the European settlement of Australia occurred just as these changes in the idea of the 
author were occurring. 
21 The character of Childe Harold became the image of Lord Byron and similarly René became the image of François-René 
de Chateaubriand. 
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audience. The continual expansion of this demographic and the insecurities of the 

marketplace continued from the mid-nineteenth century into the early twentieth century, a 

time when literary modernism began to emerge in defiance of these market forces. At this 

juncture, authors who showed a lack of interest in the marketplace were paradoxically 

rewarded. Those particular authors then developed into publically endorsed literary figures, 

such as J.D. Salinger, a reclusive author who seemed to show no interest in fame, but was 

famous. However, it was Romantic ideals that shaped the understanding of literature in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries after it became a subject of study, and authors became 

the central focus of critical activity. Prior to this re-theorisation, authors and authorship had 

previously been naturalised.  

Attempts to raise the stature of authors were countered yet again in the late twentieth-

century. This time, theoretical debates of authorship mostly focused on the eradication of 

the myth of the ‘Romantic author.’ Roland Bathes’ famous anti-authorial argument, ‘The 

Death of The Author,’ not only greatly reduced authorial intention, but further decreased in 

stature the word author, relegating it to ‘scriptor,’ a word he frequently used to fracture the 

power between the terms author and authority. From a critical practice, one that reinstates 

the actual density of language, Barthes stated that, “We know now that the text is not a line 

of words releasing a single ‘theological’ meaning (the ‘message’ of the Author-God) but a 

multi-dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and 

clash.”22 Michel Foucault’s widely-read essay, ‘What is an Author?’ focuses on the 

historiographies of literature, elucidating on how the author is a function of modern 

discursivity, one created out of “existing texts and discourses.”23 These discourses are, 

according to Foucault, made up of embedded clusters of statements, social and cultural 

beliefs and claims that provide systems of signification that in turn structure and produce 

certain knowledge.24 In a literary media context, these might include the operations of 

literary intermediaries such as critics and editors, and it would be useful to remember that 

Foucault’s ‘existing texts’ also relate to visuals of authors in the media, which in turn, 

assist in creating publicity for the author. From the second half of the twentieth century, 

the pervasive anti-authorial paradigm began to be questioned by new historicism,25 

                                                             
22 Roland Barthes, ‘The Death of the Author’, Image, Music, Text, London: Fontana, 1977, p.147.  
23 Michel Foucault, ‘What is an Author?’ in Textual Strategies: Perspectives in Post-Structuralist Criticism, ed. by J.V. Harari. Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1979, p.150. 
24 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, London: Tavistock, 1977, pp. 21-77. 
25 Foucault was an influential historian of New Historicism. He taught at the University of California, Berkeley, during the theory’s rise 
as a postmodern approach to history. 



 

   
 

7 

feminist and gender theory, among other viewpoints. These theories furnished a new 

importance on an author as a topos, through which history, ideology, and identity are 

expressed. This new found centrality of the author is discussed in Seàn Burke’s, The Death 

and Return of the Author: Criticism and Subjectivity in Barthes, Foucault and Derrida, 

which illuminates and debates biographical positivism versus anti-authorialism and 

concludes that, “the concept of the author is never more alive than when presumed dead.”26 

This rings true when one considers that, “from the 1980s onwards, creative writing 

programmes (often taught by practising fiction authors) proliferated in the same academic 

settings where ‘The Death of the Author’ had begun to ossify into a theoretical truism.”27 

Since the 1970s, authors have been increasingly visible in the mediasphere with 

opportunities to be seen and heard on television, podcasts, webcasts, YouTube, blogs and 

vlogs, databases, webpages, writers’ festivals, Twitter, and other digital media platforms. 

The intense focus aimed at some of these ‘star’ authors, can to a large extent be accredited 

to the mass media, the parent and forerunner of mass marketing.  

An overview of Australian literary authorship 

The contemporary context of this overview will chart the shift of Australian literature from 

its national imperative to becoming a globally-orientated commodity which locates 

celebrity as an effective marketing tool in the promotion of its authors. 

Mid-twentieth-century: The latter stages of the mid-twentieth century was a time when, in 

literature, nationalistic questions of ‘spirit’ and ‘character’ still prevailed, very often as 

dramatic dichotomisations, the American character such as described in terms of a 

dichotomy between the ‘highbrow’ figure of Jonathan Edwards, and the ‘lowbrow’ nature 

of Benjamin Franklin. Persisting in this class-conscious vein, Australian literature was said 

to be characterised by the “dichotomised ways of living represented by ‘the stockyard’ and 

‘the croquet lawn.’”28 Geoffrey Dutton recalls instances of confusion in the academy of 

what constituted ‘good’ literature. He remembers a well-known academic saying to him 

with relish, “I’ve got a splendid lot of honours students at the moment. We had a double 

seminar yesterday and by the end, they’d fairly demolished Judith Wright,”29 and again, 

                                                             
26 Seán Burke, The Death and Return of the Author: Criticism and Subjectivity in Barthes, Foucault and Derrida, Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 1992, p.7. 
27 Simone Murray, The Adaptation Industry: The Cultural Economy of Contemporary Literary Adaptation, New York & London: 
Routledge, 2012, p.32.  
28 G.A. Wilkes, The Stockyard and the Croquet Lawn, Melbourne: Edward Arnold, 1981, cited in Bruce Bennett, An Australian Compass: 
Essays on Place and Direction in Australian Literature, Western Australia, Fremantle Arts Centre Press,  1991, pp. 227-228. 
29 Geoffrey Dutton, Snow on the Saltbush: The Australian Literary Experience, Ringwood; Victoria, Penguin Books Australia, 1985, p.3. 
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when lecturing at Adelaide University, one of Dutton’s best students approached him 

almost in tears saying, “I thought you told us Kenneth Slessor was a good poet. We’ve just 

had a lecture from Mr. X and he said Slessor isn’t even a third-rate poet.”30 Hence, the 

critical reception of Australian literature at this time continued to be hampered by differing 

and ardent appraisals. John McLaren speaking on the wider political context states that: 

 For most of the post-war period, Australian literary debate was marked by the 

 division between radical nationalists on the Left and cultural conservatives on the 

 Right. These Cold War ideological positions were represented respectively by the 

 journals Overland and Quadrant and also played out in our novels and newspapers 

 [so that]…as well as being a reflection of society, writing became a form of 

 politics.31  

 

In view of the political disparity between the traditional literary ‘elites’ and the popular 

writers, there became individual political allegiances to certain quarterlies, which were 

multifaceted and shifting, with the journal Meanjin occupying the common ground 

between them all. In addition to ideological divisions in the academy, there also appeared 

in some circles, a lack of regard towards the reading public of Australia. Brian Kiernan 

points out that, the “man of letters’ in Australia was more liable to be “a member of a 

university English department, accustomed to an audience of students and fellow teachers 

than to the general reading public.”32 Consequently, the writing was of a high quality, but 

regrettably “lost touch with the people.”33 Likewise, local authors did not especially feature 

in the public sphere. Ruth Starke declares that in the 1960s, “authors were rarely afforded a 

celebrity profile; indeed if you were a writer, some thought of you as a ‘pretty crook sort of 

minor tradesman.’”34 However, the shortfall in attention and general neglect of authors and 

their reading public began to change with the post-war burgeoning of a new middle-class 

identity: the middlebrow. In this new cultural milieu, the publication Nation (1958-1972) 

materialised, and was written by “a new intelligentsia, with a sense of the modernising 

potential of literary culture and a self-conscious relation to what was beginning to be called 

‘the media.’”35 Thus, the economic boom of post-war capitalism along with the 

                                                             
30 Geoffrey Dutton, Snow on the Saltbush: The Australian Literary Experience, Ringwood; Victoria, Penguin Books Australia, 1985, p.3. 
31 John McLaren, Writing in Hope and Fear: Literature as Politics in Postwar Australia, Cambridge; Melbourne, Cambridge University 
Press, 1996, back cover.  
32 Brian Kiernan, Australian Writers and their Work: Criticism, Melbourne, Oxford University Press, 1974, p.43. 
33 Geoffrey Dutton, Snow on the Saltbush: The Australian Literary Experience, Ringwood, Victoria, Penguin Books Australia, 1985, p.5. 
34 Cori Stewart, The Culture of Contemporary Writers’ Festivals, Doctoral Thesis, Creative Industries Faculty, Queensland University of 
Technology, 2009, p.25. Stewart’s quotation is from Geoffrey Dutton in Ruth Starke’s Writers, Readers and Rebels: Upfront and 
Backstage at Australia’s Top Literary Festival, Kent Town; South Australia, Wakefield Press, p.3.    
35 Tony Bennett & David Carter, Culture in Australia: Politics, Publics and Programs,(eds), Cambridge; Melbourne, Vic.: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001, pp.147-148. 
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introduction of television, magazines, popular newspapers, and radio broadcasts, assisted 

in generating much needed public attention for local authors.  

From the seventies, an expansion of government funding in the writing and publishing of 

Australia literature, and a general professionalisation of Australian literature meant that 

initially Australian literature existed as a collective national project. Its national imperative 

or cultural-nationalist model, lasted roughly up to the end of the eighties. In her memoir 

Other People’s Words, Hilary McPhee describes publishing in the sixties, seventies and 

eighties to be a time, “sparked by cultural nationalism, funded by progressive 

governments, [and] a nation shaking off a malaise as publishers sought to break away from 

the British-dominated publishing of the postwar era.”36 The significant cross-over from the 

sixties into the seventies is described by Jim Hart in, ‘New Wave Seventies.’ 

 If the 1960s was the infancy of modern Australian publishing, then the 1970s was 

 surely its adolescence – a time of life that is characterised by rapid growth, 

 increased maturity and an urge for independence, together with experimentation, 

 recklessness, high ideals and overactive hormones.’37 

 

But of these decades, Graeme Turner points out that the seventies was the time when 

Australian writing became the cultural flagship of the nation.38 It was also a period when 

Australian literary criticism was “marked by its founding moment as a university study,”39 

along with the formation of the Association for the Study of Australian Literature (ASAL) 

in 1977, which assisted in garnering more respectability for the nation’s literature.  

 

Late twentieth-century: In the eighties, the theoretical developments embraced by the 

academy, such as poststructuralism, feminism, postcolonialism, multiculturalism, and 

cultural studies, created an unease in the public domain and mass media who complained 

of a ‘dilution’ of the study of English literature. The attacks on the academy for its literary 

‘demise’ predominantly came from journalists, such as Gerard Henderson, Greg Sheridan, 

and Luke Slattery, among others. Turner maintains that this then became a question of 

cultural authority between the academy and media, and speculates that these contests 

                                                             
36 Hilary McPhee, cited in: Making Books: Contemporary Australian Publishing, (eds), David Carter & Anne Galligan, St Lucia; 
Queensland, Queensland University Press, 2007, p. 119.   
37 Jim Hart, ‘New Wave Seventies’, Paper Empires: A History of the Book in Australia 1946-2005, (eds.) Craig Munro & Robyn Sheahan-
Bright, St. Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 2006, p.53. 
38 Graeme Turner, Keynote Address, ‘Australian Literature and the Public Sphere’, refereed proceedings of the 1998 conference held at 
the Empire Theatre and the University of Southern Queensland, Toowoomba, 3-7 July 1998, p.5. 
39 David Carter, ‘Australian Literature and its Criticism’, The Cambridge Companion to Australian Literature, (ed) Elizabeth Webby, 
Cambridge; UK, Cambridge University Press, 2000, pp.278-279. 
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showed that the academy had lost the power to establish literary reputations. Therefore, the 

gate-keeping of an author’s standing very often became “the concern of newspaper features 

and editorials, photo profiles in glossy magazines, lifestyle interviews in the press, on 

television, or Radio National's Life Matters.”40 An example of the media’s endeavour to 

have more share of the gate-keeping was observed by Turner who examined the increase of 

promotional activity surrounding the publication of Oscar and Lucinda and its success in 

the Booker Prize in 1988. 

 

 Media coverage of his book was highly personalised, with the accent upon his 

 personal style, his marriage, and most substantially, his pronouncements on 

 Australian society and identity, and on the future. The book promotion became 

 utterly bound up with the marketing of Carey, the national celebrity.41 

   

However, in relation to the cultural authority between the academy and media, the 

theoretical developments of the academy in association with the politics of identity, 

actually assisted in creating opportunities for the promotion of a number of feminist and 

multicultural writers by gaining them prominence through literary prize awards and 

appearances at writers’ festivals.  

 

Since the mid-1990s, as Mark Davis demonstrates in his widely-read essay, ‘The Decline 

of the Literary Paradigm,’ the Australian publishing industry became increasing consigned 

to the global media giants. He stresses that this should be understood in terms of broader 

social and governmental shifts in relation to globalisation. Davis refers to clauses within 

the Australian-United States Free Trade Agreement (AUSFTA) and how these are 

consistent with the World Trade Organization’s objectives of, “removing local market 

protections to create a single global market for commercial media.” He adds that the “same 

trend to deregulation, enacted in world treaties such as the 1996 US Telecommunications 

                                                             
40 Graeme Turner, Keynote Address, ‘Australian Literature and the Public Sphere’, refereed proceedings of the 1998 conference held at 
the Empire Theatre and the University of Southern Queensland, Toowoomba, 3-7 July 1998, p.9. 
41 Graeme Turner, Literature, Celebrity and the Media, Townsville; Qld.: Foundation of Australian Literary Studies, c1996.  
Turner includes the following media covergage: “The Sydney Morning Herald claiming him as an Australian success story (29 October 
1988); a lifestyle piece on his relationship (‘Then we fell in love, starting that night’) with his [then] wife, Alison Summers in the same  
paper’s Good Weekend (27 August 1988); three-page features with pictures in Elle (April 1988) and Australian Time (22 February 1988); 
a feature on ‘the making of Oscar and Lucinda’ in The Bulletin (23 February 1988); and finally a “diary” piece by Alison Summers 
detailing ‘a week in the life of her husband’ around the time of the announcement of the Booker (The Bulletin, 15 November 1988).” It 
is also interesting to note, that in 2003, the Australian Society of Authors conducted a poll to determine the top forty Australian books. 
Cloudstreet was rated number one, and Dirt Music number four. While David Malouf and Patrick White also made it into the top ten, 
surprisingly, Peter Carey’s Oscar and Lucinda did not, appearing at number eleven. Cited in, Robert Dixon, ‘Tim Winton, Cloudstreet 
and the Field of Australian Literature’, Westerly, Vol. 50, (2005), pp.240-260. 
41 Ibid., pp.240-260. 
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Act, which underwrote the consolidation of US media corporations,’ was a catalyst in a 

worldwide trend to monopolise the media industry.42  

 

Twenty-first century: As a consequence of globalisation, Michael Wilding points out that 

“the weight and wealth of the transnationals meant that writers went across to those 

publishers and the small independents were in no position to compete.”43 Adding to this, 

Davis makes known that: 

 

 Declining editing standards, changes to literary tastes, the rise of marketing 

 departments in publishing houses, changing leisure patterns, the advent of Nielsen 

 BookScan itself – all have been blamed, in a string of public lectures, essays and 

 newspaper and magazine articles by leading literary figures, for Australian 

 publishers’ declining emphasis on literary fiction.44 

 

The literary decline was indeed verified with the introduction of Nielsen BookScan in 

2001. It then became clear that the categories of genre fiction, celebrity biographies, 

including literary celebrity biographies, created a higher profit margin than literary fiction.  

  

 It was only with the availability of data from sources such as [Nielsen] BookScan 

 that publishers began to shift away from a top-down approach to managing culture 

 to a bottom-up, consumer-driven understanding of the market… No longer is it 

 possible for low-selling but prestigious literary authors to hop from one publisher to 

 the next, fudging their sales figures.45  

 

The problem as Davis sees it, is that the literary paradigm had never been profitable and 

did not have the ability to sustain itself commercially. Rather, it was held afloat by 

“cultural nationalism, communities of enthusiasts, the education system, and government 

funding.”46  

 

The above brief historical overviews were to demonstrate how ideas of authorship and its 

material practices have changed due to intellectual, cultural, economic, legal and 

technological factors. One of its by-products is the study of literary celebrity, a subdivision 

of (mainstream) celebrity. A comprehensive review of the major publications on the theory 

                                                             
42 Mark Davis, ‘The Decline of the Literary Paradigm’, Making Books: Contemporary Australian Publishing, (eds) David Carter & Anne 
Galligan, St Lucia; Queensland, University of Queensland Press, 2007, p.121-122. 
43 Ian Syson, ‘After Libertarianism: An interview with Michael Wilding’, Australian Literary Studies, Vol.18, Issue 3, (May 1998), p.280. 
44 Mark Davis, ‘The Decline of the Literary Paradigm’, Making Books: Contemporary Australian Publishing, (eds) David Carter & Anne 
Galligan, St Lucia; Queensland, University of Queensland Press, 2007, p.120. 
45 Ibid., pp.126-127. 
46 Ibid., p.130. 



 

   
 

12 

of both celebrity and literary celebrity is presented in chapter two of this thesis. However, 

before discussing literary celebrity, it is worthwhile surveying just a few of the definitions 

of celebrity from well-respected theorists in the field. David Marshall’s summation of 

celebrity is valuable and has been widely cited: Celebrity “describes a type of value that 

can be articulated through an individual and celebrated publically as important and 

significant. The term is linked to past power structures (i.e., the church) and now has 

connotations that link it to modern power structures (i.e., capitalism).” Marshall also 

maintains that celebrity is “implicated in new categorisations of the public sphere.”47 Chris 

Rojek states that, “The emergence of celebrity as a public preoccupation is the result of 

three major interrelated historical processes. First, the democratisation of society; second, 

the decline of organized religion; third, the commodification of everyday life.”48 Rojek’s 

and Marshall’s accounts are similar, in that they both allude to the regression of powerful 

traditional institutions as assisting in the rise of celebrity. There are other widely circulated 

definitions of celebrity, such as Boorstin’s, “A celebrity is a person who is known for his 

well-knownness,”49 and Rein, Kotler & Stoller’s depiction of celebrity as, “A person 

whose name has attention-getting, interesting-riveting and profit-generating value.”50 

Robert van Krieken defines the ‘celebrity society’ and its celebrities as, “the assembled 

social practices and structures, formations of the self, legal order and political economy 

which systematically attaches this quality or status to selected individuals.”51 Literary 

celebrity then inherits this complex phenomenon.  

Literary celebrity 

The mass media’s expansion and involvement in the reception of literature originated in 

the prolific publishing mergers of the 1980s and 1990s,52 which in turn contributed to the 

industry’s absorption “into a global entertainment and information industry under the 

control of a handful of large conglomerates.”53 These mega-conglomerates have 

investment holdings in numerous other, usually highly profitable sectors of mass 

                                                             
47 David Marshall, Celebrity and Power: Fame in Contemporary Culture, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997, p.7. 
48 Chris Rojek, Celebrity, London, Reaktion Books, 2001, p.13. 
49 Daniel J. Boorstin, The Image: A Guide to Pseudo-Events in America, New York: Vintage, 1961, p.57. 
50 Rein, Irving, Kotler, Philip, Stoller, Martin & Hamlin, Michael. High Visibility: The Making and Marketing of Professionals into 
Celebrities, Lincolnwood; Illinois: NTC Pub. Group, p.15. 
51 Robert van Krieken, Celebrity society, New York: Routledge, 2012, p.10. 
52 I have used the expression ‘prolific’ here to chiefly indicate the high-volume of mergers in the 1980s and 1990s. Although, according 
to Katherine Bode, these began in the 1960s -1970s. For instance: “Pearson acquired Longman in 1968; the Penguin Group, including 
the Allen Lane and Puffin imprints, in 1970; Viking and Kestrel in 1975.” See, Reading by Numbers: Recalibrating the Literary Field, 
London: Anthem Press, 2012, p.78. 
53 Joe Moran, ‘The Reign of Hype: The Contemporary (Literary) Star System’, The Celebrity Culture Reader, Marshall, David P. (ed.), New 
York & London: Routledge, 2006, p.324. 
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entertainment media, creating the ‘in house’ opportunities that are effectively able to cross-

subsidise between differing divisions of the same parent company. Furthermore, it is the 

large entertainment holding companies that are fashioning the promotional marketing 

practices that control the roles and functions of literary celebrities. Joshua Gamson 

considers the effects of mass media and the creation of celebrity, describing how during 

the twentieth century, cultural weight gradually shifted from merit to production.54 He 

explains how contemporary celebrities were developed and marketed not only on the basis 

of their abilities or qualities, but also on their separate “capacity to command attention.”55 

This attention, when related to authors, indeed has the capacity to create a marked 

difference between a modestly successful author and one whose book sales skyrocket. He 

makes clear, that the interest has been developed by “a new, powerful elite: the media, the 

industry, the star makers [who are] able to make and control images, able to direct mass 

attention through marketing machinery.”56 In this way, the media ‘star makers’ are skilled 

at manipulating public preference and individual desires through image-intensive processes 

designed to create attention and build audience numbers. It is indeed the North American 

conglomerations and their economic approaches to entertainment and mass media 

marketing that brought about the transformation of the publishing industry. The necessity 

of these mega-corporations to manage and spread risk-factors and enhance their 

distribution networks, meant that they were forced to own a combination of assets which 

often included a book-publishing company or a magazine division.57  

 

In 1998, Thomas Middelhoff became the chairman of the third-largest media corporation 

in the world, Bertelsmann. He set in place  

 

 acquisitions that overnight turned Bertelsmann into the largest English language 

 book publisher in the world, as well as a leading force in electronic commerce. He 

 spent an estimated $1.2 to $1.4 billion to acquire Random House and then an 

 additional $300 million in a fifty-fifty joint venture with Barnes & Noble to see 

 books online.58 

 

                                                             
54 Joshua Gamson, Claims to Fame: Celebrity in Contemporary America, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1994, pp.15-16. 
55 Ibid., p.58. 
56 Ibid., p.54. 
57 Michael Wolf, The Entertainment Economy: How Mega-Media Forces are transforming our Lives, New York: Random House, 1999, 
p.25. 
58 Ibid., pp.137-138. 
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As a part of this acquisition, Bertelsmann not only bought access to premier literary talent 

but acquired a significant backlist, demonstrating that the most profitable publishers and 

their authors were the ones that belonged to a media entertainment conglomerate. 

Increasingly, then, authors were no longer perceived as localised, national figures, but 

international mediagenic author-personalities. The North American term, ‘mediagenic,’ 

recorded in the Oxford English Dictionary, explains that it is “of a person, subject, etc.: 

popular with the mass media or their audiences, media-friendly; creating a favourable 

impression when presented in the media.”59 One of the first attention-grabbing, some might 

say outrageous, instances of post-1970s literary mediagenic behaviour was reported in 

Time magazine (October 1987). The article, ‘Yuppie Lit: Publish or Perish’ considered 

how the book publishing industry was “relatively late in adopting the flummery of mass 

marketing.” It stated that an off-shoot of the Hollywood Brat Pack was the emergent 

Literary Brat Pack: Bret Easton Ellis, Jay McInerney, and Tama Janowitz. The article went 

on to describe how Janowitz, a friend of Andy Warhol, attracted attention 

 

 when she crashed the Four Seasons restaurant with handouts promoting her story 

 Slaves of New York. She was asked to leave, but not before power lurches  [media-

 influencers] were imprinted with the Janowitz look: bizarre but cute, a combination 

 of punk and old fashioned spaghetti-and-Chianti bohemian topped off by a swath of 

 dark hair whose cultivated wildness puts one in mind of a pampered yak.60 

 

After the excitement surrounding Janowitz’s behaviour, Betty Prashker, her editor, 

commented on this ‘performance,’ simply stating that Tama is ‘mediagenic.'61  

In a more local Australian context, similar reportage of extra-literary behaviour also started 

to gain momentum. Although a very different author to Janowitz, Tim Winton’s 

environmental concerns for the Ningaloo Reef began to be monitored by the press, with 

one particular event reported in the West Australian newspaper, in which Winton jumped 

off a boat in search of whale sharks declaring, “I was unprepared for it. Someone on the 

boat called out. I grabbed what I could by way of gear and went over the side in my 

                                                             
59 The adjective ‘mediagenic’ appears in The Oxford English Dictionary, recording that the term was first used in 1973, offering a 
quotation from Britannica Bk. of Year (U.S.) stating that a mediagenic is ‘likely to appeal to the audiences of the mass media, especially 
television.’ Oxford English Dictionary (Online), Oxford University Press, Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 1989. 
60 R.Z. Sheppard, ‘Yuppie Lit: Publish or Perish,’ Time, 130, 19 October, 1987, pp.77-79. 
61 Ibid.  
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undies.”62 In developed nations, such extra-literary reportage,63 along with the shift in 

economics of literary production, has essentially contributed to a further reorientation of 

the politics of contemporary authorship, one of which is transmedia storytelling.  

Transmedia storytelling: In the twenty-first century, the ‘flow of content’ across media 

platforms is assisting to produce more innovative and entertaining storytelling techniques. 

One technique that is currently very popular is ‘transmedia storytelling.’ Henry Jenkins, in 

the glossary of his seminal publication, Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media 

Collide, states that transmedia storytelling is, at its most basic level, “stories that unfold 

across multiple media platforms, with each medium making distinctive contributions to our 

understanding of the world”64 and further explains that: 

 

 each medium does what it does best — so that a story might be introduced in a 

 film, expanded through television, novels, and comics, and its world might be 

 explored and experienced through game play. Each franchise entry needs to be self-

 contained enough to enable autonomous consumption. That is, you don't need to 

 have seen the film to enjoy the game and vice-versa.”65 

 

A recognition and acknowledgement of transmedia storytelling along with other elements 

of contemporary terminology, such as ‘media convergence’, ‘participatory culture’ and 

‘spreadable content’ are often ignored by some individuals who believe that the media 

entertainment paradigm trivialises the literary arts, and who perhaps are not seeing the 

long-term picture of the creative process. Jenkins sees the movement of content across 

media as a development in the creative process, and contends that “moving characters from 

books to film to video games can make them stronger and more compelling,” adding that, 

“younger consumers have become information hunters and gatherers, taking pleasure in 

tracking down character backgrounds and plot points and making connections between 

different texts within the same franchise.”66 One only has to think of the historical 

progression of texts: the understanding that newspapers are now insufficient against 

television and online news feeds; and publishers’ limitations in regard to the competition 

of media entertainment. Hence, I argue that it will increasingly become an imperative for 

                                                             
62 http://www.save-ningaloo.org/frames/page6.shtml (Accessed 29.4.2012). 
63 The extra-literary reportage of authors is sometimes referred to as: para-publishing phenomenon. 
64 Henry Jenkins, Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Collide, New York & London: New York University Press, 2006, p.293. 
65 Henry Jenkins, ‘Transmedia Storytelling,’ 15 January, 2003.  http://www.technologyreview.com/biomedicine/13052/page3/ 
(Accessed 16.3.2012). 
66 Ibid.  

http://www.save-ningaloo.org/frames/page6.shtml
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the literary arena to share in the ‘flow of content’ in an audience-centric milieu, and as 

such, situate itself as part of the new paradigm of literary media entertainment.  

The ‘everyday’ micro-narratives of the mediasphere: At appropriate junctions throughout 

the study, investigations into social and cultural history post-1970 are incorporated to fully 

explore the successive modifications in the production and consumption of literary 

celebrity. In part, this is conducted through the practice of observing the media for 

verifiable changes in audience subjectivity and nuanced levels of the acceptability of 

celebrity. A similar approach was used by the famous sociologist, Leo Lowenthal, an 

affiliate of the Frankfurt School,67 and although Lowenthal’s study was of a prior historical 

context (1901-1944), investigating the shift of celebrity from ‘idols of production,’ such as 

great inventors, businessmen and entrepreneurs, to ‘idols of consumption,’ like sportsmen 

and stars of the cinema,68 it is nevertheless a framework I adopt to analyse the ‘everyday 

discourses’ that surround a valorisation of literary media entertainment. Speaking on this 

approach, Graeme Turner has commented on the importance of the mediatised landscape 

of celebrity, indicating that in studies of celebrity there appears 

 

 a potentially circular, and certainly reciprocal, relationship between the academy 

 and the media… both sectors feeding off each other: the media quote us 

 [academics] in order to legitimise their stories, while we mine them for empirical or 

 textual evidence for ours.69 

 

In saying this, Turner does not wish the differing styles of academic and journalistic 

writing to merge, expressing that it would be “disappointing if cultural studies’ writing on 

celebrity became indistinguishable from journalists’ celebrity profiles and feature articles 

in the weekend colour supplements.” Yet, the mediatised landscape of celebrity indeed 

makes it difficult to separate the two, with Turner having to admit that, “there are some 

close similarities at the moment.”70 Barbie Zelizer argues for a “greater consideration of 

the uneasy co-existence of journalism and cultural studies, inasmuch as journalism’s 

claims to facts, truth and reality, provides cultural studies with an opportunity to examine 

                                                             
67Other sociologists of the Frankfurt School, such as Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno are of particular interest to most scholars of 
celebrity. In the 1940s they coined the term ‘culture industry’ as critical vocabulary in their publication Dialectic of Enlightenment, 
which argued that celebrities are the product of a culture industry, classifying all products of this industry, including celebrities, to be 
the fulfilment of hype and propaganda for capitalism.  
68Leo Lowenthal, ‘The Triumph of Mass Idols’, Literature, Popular Culture and Society, Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1961, p.115. 
69Graham Turner, ‘Approaching Celebrity Studies’, Celebrity Studies, Vol. 1, No. 1, (2010), p.15. 
70Ibid., p.15. 
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its own epistemological assumptions.”71 A scholarly publication which manages to analyse 

the everyday micro-narratives in the mediasphere within a Bourdieusian framework is Joe 

Moran’s seminal book, Star Authors: Literary Celebrity in America. It employs a plethora 

of citations from the media, including twenty-three references to The New Yorker. This 

study also wishes to analyse the micro-narratives contained in ‘everyday’ texts, and 

therefore will include excerpts of, and references to, published interviews, newspaper 

reviews, radio transcripts, blogs, YouTube recordings, popular magazines, content on 

authors’ websites, and their television appearances, among others. The micro-narratives 

contained in these everyday texts are analysed in the light of research in disciplines, such 

as, the Sociology of celebrity (authors and audiences), Cultural Studies, Communication 

and Media Studies, Reader Reception theory, Semiotic Studies, and studies of the 

psychology of entertainment. Other questions in relation to this project are: Whose interest 

does the literary star system serve? How are authorial mediagenics represented and where 

are they located in relation to the changing modes of audience involvement and 

participation? How can a famous Australian author maintain a national profile in a global, 

transnational culture industry? How can the identity politics of literary celebrities stay 

separate from the vacuous and ephemeral notions of mainstream celebrity? The study also 

assigns importance to what the contemporary author actually produces, such as their 

literary works and asks; can the thematic content of a writer’s work further assist in the 

creation of celebrity? In addition, the study considers the material systems in which the 

texts are produced, disseminated, and evaluated. In a literary context, these include: the 

various bodies that award literary prizes; the schools and universities that select reading 

material for course booklists; the discussion of texts in reading groups and book clubs; 

literary criticism in scholarly journals; the functions of promotions and marketing 

intermediaries, and the importance of the contemporary literary agent, so that a full 

investigation is undertaken of the Australian literary landscape when converged with 

media entertainment. 

I first came across the term ‘literary media entertainment’ in 2010 when researching some 

of the literary agencies in New York. One particular website which drew my attention was 

                                                             
71 Barbie Zelizer is the Raymond Williams Professor of Communication and Director of the Scholars Program in Culture and 
Communication at the University of Pennsylvania's Annenberg School for Communication. Cited in Tony Bennett & John Frow, The 
SAGE Handbook of Cultural Analysis, London, SAGE, 2008, p.242. 
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the David Black Literary Agency in Brooklyn. Here is an excerpt from their website’s 

‘What we do’ tab:  

 Our mission is to bring quality books that will have an impact, move people, or  

 entertain... We act as creative and business partners, managing authors’ literary 

 careers and building their brand across all media. We work with co-agents 

 throughout the world to negotiate foreign and film deals… Our in-house team is 

 seeking out digital publishing opportunities as well as online marketing and social 

 media strategies to further partner with our authors in this ever-changing 

 marketplace.72 

 

Susan Raihofer, the agent and author of the above excerpt, indicates that literary success is 

built across all media. Consequently, for some authors, it has meant a modification in their 

working life. This might take the form of conducting a daily visit and posting on Facebook 

or Twitter, or maintaining a blog, vlog, or website. Alternatively, dependent upon on the 

celebrity status of the author, their publicity team might organise most of these entries for 

them, so that ‘groundswell’ and ‘buzz’ are generated in the mediasphere.  

Groundswell, buzz and authorial branding: In addition to traditional promotional avenues, 

‘star’ personalities rely on the creation of ‘groundswell’ and ‘buzz’. Groundswell is a 

contemporary term referring to “a social trend in which people use technology to get the 

things they need from each other, rather than from traditional institutions and industry.”73 

The power of groundswell is that it democratises the marketplace. Marketing companies 

are acutely aware that millions of consumers discuss products and have the capacity to 

communicate their likes and dislikes of a product. This word-of-mouth or social media 

communication, when viewed as authentic, is simply referred to as ‘buzz,’ as opposed to 

the other contemporary term ‘hype’ which happens before the product comes on the 

market. Usually, in the publishing world, hype is created by the author, the publisher, and a 

network of promotional and marketing intermediaries, whereas buzz is generated among 

the booksellers, librarians, and most importantly, the readers. Charlene Li and Josh Bernoff 

report that the world of marketing has changed, “from a one-to-many communication 

model to the new world of many-to-many,”74 and go on to explain how marketing 

companies understand that they cannot generate enough of a buzz by themselves, and so 

                                                             
72 Susan Raihofer. http://susanraihofer.com/what-we-do/ (Accessed 19.4.2012). In July 2018 I again accessed this website to find that 
apart from a few changes in its layout, the content on Literary Media Entertainment had not changed.  
73 Charlene Li & Josh Bernoff cited in Marketing: Real People Real Choices, Solomon Michael R, et al. Prentice Hall: New Jersey; USA, 
2011 p.358. 
74 Ibid. 
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they try to create what is known as ‘brand ambassadors.’ These are loyal customers who 

communicate with other consumers to promote the brand(s) they care about; almost like 

salespeople. After investigating the way brands operate, of which Simon Hammond’s 

elucidation on the theory of the three ‘BE factors’: belief, belonging and behaviour75 was 

most instructive, I then started to create a list of how brand ambassadors might organise 

themselves within a literary context. In effect, I transferred some the conventional 

behaviours of general material goods’ brand ambassadors over to the concept of ‘literary 

brand ambassadors’ and with a few pertinent adjustments, a list emerged with the 

following points:  

 

▪ someone who has become intimately familiar with all the texts a writer has 

produced; 

▪ someone who attends the literary events of an author (writers’ festivals, writers’ 

book launches); 

▪ someone who generates excitement and awareness of an author’s texts through 

social media – known as ‘buzz’; 

▪ someone who organises a book club night on a particular author; 

▪ someone who creates a positive atmosphere through a blog or vlog, so that other 

readers then attach themselves to that authorial brand; 

▪ someone who wishes to communicate their praise for an author through other 

fandom channels not mentioned above (graffiti, tee-shirts).     

In addition to literary ambassadors, there are, of course, the literary celebrities themselves 

who are known as ‘brands.’ In part, these authors are categorised as brands through a 

readers’ expectations of a certain style of writing from an author. Readers worldwide 

recognise Stephen King’s style and this, combined with the work of his marketing and 

promotional intermediaries, is what assisted in converting his name into a brand.76 In 

Australia, Tim Winton is a brand, as his readers expect to find certain features in his 

novels, such as dominant female characters, a love of the ocean, and a book written in a 

language style that is easy to read.  

                                                             
75 Simon Hammond is an expert in branding, online media, advertising, design, events and promotions. See: Simon Hammond, BE 
Brands, Milton; Queensland:  John Wiley & Sons, 2006, pp.1-47 passim. 
76 Stephen King was one of the first writers to recognise and describe the power of brands. The main tool in King’s marketing concept 
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In 2010, when first researching the complexities surrounding a conceptualisation of the 

theory of literary celebrity, there appeared much academic resistance to the topic, as 

opposed to mainstream celebrity, which was already receiving plenty of attention from 

scholars of media and communication, and cultural studies. At the time, there was very 

little scholarship on the paradigms of Australian literary celebrity,77 so it was refreshing to 

read Lorraine York’s work in Canada which was decidedly more positive towards the 

phenomenon of literary celebrity. She was of the opinion that celebrity “need not always 

be a negative thing, that it can operate and signify variously within a culture, and that 

audiences, in turn, can act and signify upon it.”78 In her 2007 publication, Literary 

Celebrity in Canada, York declared that a distinct theory of literary celebrity was needed, 

and moreover, one that did not dichotomise the celebrity author into either a “high-culture 

personality artist and [or] the crass-minded pot-boiling best-seller hack.”79 I well 

understand this classificatory dilemma and contend that the space taken up by the struggle 

for cultural capital is centred on two narratives: a narrative of the persistence of media 

entertainment, where intermediaries in conjunction with consumers assist in the process of 

cultural gatekeeping; and the other, a narrative of declension, promulgated by elites 

concerned with notions of dumbing-down, or loss of respect in the literary academy if a 

writer dare engage in a more consumerist milieu. Gaston Franssen believes certain 

contemporary authors are able to bridge these narratives, such as the Japanese author 

Haruki Murakami. Franssen maintains that, “the author lives in different worlds 

simultaneously: Japanese culture and global popular culture; the restricted field of literary 

production and the general cultural industry; the world of divine talent and the world of 

entrepreneurship.”80 But there is a significant problem here, as how does one know that 

this contemporary author respects Japanese culture or participates in literary production, or 

has a godlike divine talent? Logically, it is only through the construction of his ‘brand’ and 

authorial persona in the mediasphere, which includes online academic publications, 

popular magazines, broadcasts on radio or television, or the online dailies, that a picture of 

his authorial-self is created. Interestingly, The Guardian’s website recently reported that 

                                                             
77 Prior to 2010 a few articles were published: Graeme Turner’s ‘Nationalising the Author: The Celebrity of Peter Carey’ (1993); Wenche 
Ommundsen’s ‘Sex, Soap and Sainthood: Beginning to Theorise Literary Celebrity’ (2004) and ‘From the Altar to the Market-place and 
Back Again: Understanding Literary Celebrity’; Robert Dixon’s ‘Tim Winton, Cloudstreet and the Field of Australian Literature’ (2005); 
and Anthea Taylor’s ‘Feminists Misreading/Misreading Feminists: Helen Gardner, Literary Celebrity and Epitexuality’ (2008).  
78 Lorraine York, Literary Celebrity in Canada, Toronto: Toronto University Press, 2008, p.11. 
79 Ibid., p.21. 
80 Gaston Franssen, ‘Literary Stardom and Heavenly Gifts Haruki Murakami (1949), Idolizing Authorship: Literary Celebrity and the 
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Murakami had withdrawn from Sweden’s alternative to the Nobel Prize for literature, 

citing that the Japanese novelist wished to concentrate on his writing away from the 

media’s attention.81 However, in an attention economy (examined later in the chapter) this 

news report, featuring an attention-grabbing large mid-shot of Murakami staring directly 

into the camera, then becomes an example of how an author, who ranks in the literary 

canon, can simultaneously be an international celebrity. Moreover, without the conduit of 

the media, Murakami’s desires of a ‘reclusive’ lifestyle and his rejection of media 

attention, paradoxically, would not be public knowledge.  

China, like Japan, is situated in the East Asian cultural sphere. It has a demographic of 

almost 1.4 billion and is now the largest book market in the world. As a Communist 

country, one might assume it has classificatory cum gate-keeping dilemmas concerning its 

literature. A good example of China’s strict literary gate-keeping is the plight of Xue Mili, 

a mysterious female writer in Hong Kong who started to publish popular fiction books 

every two or three months, incredibly selling over a hundred thousand copies each time. 

After the initial success of Female Couriers in 1987, Xue Mili produced a series of best-

sellers all containing the word ‘female’ in their titles (Female Boss, Female Secret Police, 

Female Tribal Chief, and Femme Fatale). However, production came to a grinding halt 

when an article entitled ‘Hong Kong’s Xue Mili: A Big Deception in the Book Market’ 

was published in one of Hong Kong’s foremost literary journals. This article exposed that 

the female identity of Xue Mili was, in fact, a group of Chinese men, some of whom had 

already won literary prizes. The article disparaged the writers for giving up their literary 

ideals, and ultimately, after the literary establishment publicly called Xue Mili a literary 

prostitute, the writers came out and apologised to the whole nation for their ‘indiscretion’ 

of producing popular fiction.82 “For several years, the works of Xue Mili were turned away 

by virtually all publishing houses, even those which in the past had profited handsomely 

from them.”83 This account hints at the ideological power structures that embed themselves 

in class consciousness, and whose discrete polities create ‘literary hierarchies’ of 

exclusion. However, Xue Mili revisited the literary arena again in 1991, and eventually in 

1998 the Sichuan Art and Literature Publishing House, which until this time had declined 

to do business with Xue Mili, published a four-volume collection titled, Xue Mili: 
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September 2018). 
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83 Ibid., p.18. 
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Collected Gems. Furthermore, in 1999 the past vitriol aimed at Xue Mili was reversed, 

with some even claiming that Xue Mili was a successful literary brand name.84 Thus, as 

discussed earlier in the overview of authorship, conceptualisations of what is considered to 

be literary, and what is not, are ever changing. This being the case, it might be feasible to 

suggest that literary media entertainment, in the near future may well become more wide 

spread.  

The economy of entertainment 

In an attempt to address the often negative cultural connotations surrounding the concept 

of entertainment and its relation to art, it is worth briefly examining why certain forms of 

entertainment, such as popular art and mass culture, should be given more credibility and 

not simply dismissed as modes of hedonistic distraction.  

Entertainment and its shifting paradigms 

What is at stake in connection to the hierarchical dichotomy between high art and popular 

art, is the persistent judgement of popular art as an inferior cultural value. This attitude is 

investigated comprehensively by the aesthetic pragmatist philosopher Richard Shusterman, 

who stresses that, “the popular entertainments of one culture (such as Greek or Elizabethan 

drama) often become the high art classics of a subsequent age.” He reminds us that the 

novels by the Brontë sisters and Charles Dickens were 

 initially received as light popular fiction, not as the masterpieces of great literature 

 we regard them today… Indeed, even within the very same cultural period, a given 

 work can function either as popular fiction or as high art depending on how it is 

 presented or interpreted and how appreciated by its public.85   

 

One writer that Shusterman offers as an example of satisfying several publics in the same 

cultural period is William Shakespeare, observing that in nineteenth-century North 

America, Shakespeare’s plays were appreciated as “both high theatre and vaudeville.”86 

Lawrence Levine similarly argues that during the eighteenth century there was an evenly 

balanced cultural capital, but that fractures began to appear in the unrestricted appreciation 

of art as cultural elites worked at effecting a separation of their cultural consumption. This 

in turn, assisted in bringing about the dichotomy of art and entertainment. Levine 
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maintains the separation was accentuated in North America by, “an industrializing, 

urbanizing nation absorbing millions of immigrants from alien cultures and experiencing 

an almost incomprehensible degree of structural change and spatial mobility.” Levine 

explains how the immigrants and their cultures were blamed for generating a sense of 

“anarchic change, of looming chaos, of fragmentation, which seemed to imperil the very 

basis of the traditional order.”87 This fear of change generated a tripartite response from the 

elites which was 

 

 to retreat into their own private spaces whenever possible; to transform public 

 spaces  by rules, systems of taste, and canons of behavior of their own choosing; 

 and, finally, to convert the strangers so that their modes of behavior and cultural 

 predilections emulated those of the elites.88      

 

The model of ‘educating’ and converting audiences, according to Levine, then worked to 

“render audiences docile, willing to accept what the experts deemed appropriate rather than 

play a role themselves in determining either the repertory or the manner of presentation.”89  

Furthermore, when the self-determination of the people was suppressed, it made it difficult 

for them to appraise the popular art forms that were all around them. Adding to this, 

because these forms of expressive culture were accessible and well-liked, they were very 

often considered to be devoid of artistic merit and / or value.90  

 

Levine’s depiction of the willingness of certain audiences to accept what the ‘experts’ then 

deemed as culture, correlates to questions posed by two contemporary psychologists of 

entertainment research, Peter Vorderer and Franziska Roth. In, ‘How Do We Entertain 

Ourselves with Literary Texts?’ Vorderer and Roth ask, “Are we supposed to entertain 

ourselves when reading?” and “Are we even ‘allowed’ to do so?”91 They question whether 

reading is a “process of (aesthetic) distance” where readers “reflect seriously upon certain 

issues,” or if reading involves an experience of entertainment.92 David Shumway answers 
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88 Ibid., p.177. 
89 Ibid., p.189. 
90 Ibid., pp.232-233. 
91 Peter Vorderer & Franziska S. Roth, ‘How Do We Entertain Ourselves with Literary Texts?’, Scientific Study of Literature, 1:1, (2011), 
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this by suggesting, “Cultural productions derive their meaning from the judgments of 

pleasure and value that audiences make of them.”93 In 2005, he stated that 

  

 if you want to understand the longevity of art, its entertainment value is among the 

 most important factors. So, if we want to know why people have read Homer and 

 Shakespeare over the years, the place to start is with the guess that their works have 

 tended to yield pleasurable experiences.94 

 

More recently in 2017, Christy Collis declared that there was still a distinct lack of 

research surrounding entertainment, and goes on to explain that, “entertainment is not an 

obscure term for a niche genre. It is a multi-billion dollar global industry with whose 

products a significant portion of the world’s population engages deeply and regularly.” 

Collis adds that the phenomenon of entertainment indeed “requires substantial analysis, 

investigation, and explanation”:  

  

 Despite the size and cultural penetration of entertainment, to date, the depth and 

 volume of academic investigations of entertainment remain surprisingly 

 insubstantial. Academic analyses of entertainment exist, but they are scattered 

 among disciplines, lumped into the much broader categories of ‘media studies’ or 

 ‘popular culture’, or focused on a single subsector such as television or music.95   

 

Collis’ observations are astute, and I agree with her summary of the lack of academic 

research afforded to the phenomenon of entertainment, particularly in reference to the 

literary arena. Currently, a definition of contemporary entertainment is still under much 

discussion. An article in the Creative Industries Journal, ‘Defining Entertainment: An 

Approach,’ offers a cross-sectoral definition of entertainment, as “audience-centred 

commercial culture.”96 Alan McKee and his ten co-authors, who published the paper, 

advocate that entertainment is a fundamental cultural category, but that questions of its 

definition can differ, depending on which sector of entertainment is under scrutiny. This is 

why the authors maintain that a conceptualisation of contemporary entertainment should 

logically be cross-sectoral: 
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 Within industrial discourses, entertainment is defined by a commercial business 

 model. Within evaluative discourses used by consumers and critics, it is understood 

 through an aesthetic system that privileges emotional engagement, story, speed, and 

 vulgarity. Within academia, entertainment has not been a key organising concept 

 within the humanities, despite the fact that it is one of the central categories used by 

 producers and consumers of culture.97  

 

The authors do however accept that the most established area of academic study into the 

phenomenon of entertainment is that of entertainment psychology, which predominantly 

investigates the psychological processes of an individual exposed to television, films, and 

music. However, as Vorderer and Roth point out, entertainment experiences such as 

individual responses to literary texts, “have not been sufficiently studied in the past.” They 

offer two reasons for this, firstly, “it does not occur to literary scholars that entertainment 

is one of the major functions of reading and so worthy of inquiry… the idea of studying the 

entertaining effects of canonised literature seemed to be problematic,” and secondly, the 

studies that were undertaken utilised simplistic texts that, “did not require very complex 

reader responses.”98 They cite the work of Thomas Scheff,99 who advocates that cathartic 

“emotional processes occur when an unresolved emotional distress is reawakened in a 

properly distanced context” such as canonised literature. More specifically Scheff suggests 

that literary texts 

 are not only consumed for hedonistic reasons but can also be used by the reader to 

 try to work through experiences of their own life that have not yet been resolved. 

 This idea adds a new perspective on why literature might be entertaining for its 

 audience, as it steps away from the idea of entertainment as pure hedonism.100 

 

Scheff’s point here is significant, because if one feels something from their reading 

experience, which may either be (an experience of) repulsion or amusement, it follows that 
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this experience “can be conceptualised as a media effect.”101 Drawing on Scheff’s work, 

Vorderer and Roth provide a broader account of the possible forms of entertainment 

provided by literary texts; but as yet, the literary arena has not been significantly 

conceptualised as entertainment. A small number of works have been written about the 

associative nature of literature and entertainment, such as Paul Hernadi’s late twentieth-

century paper, ‘Entertaining Commitments: A Reception Theory of Literary Genres,’ 

which argues that all literary texts may be seen as  

 providing occasions for various combinations of entertainment and commitment. 

 As a useful way of genre-alizing about literature, we may consider a particular 

 work ‘tragic’ or ‘comic’ to the extent that it affords us entertainment through thrill 

 or gratification, and we may consider the same work ‘satirical’ or ‘romantic’ to the 

 extent that it fills us with indignation or admiration, thereby committing us to 

 change the world or to change ourselves.102 

 

Hernadi’s chief focus is Reception Theory in conjunction with genres, but views 

entertainment as a factor in literary response. However, my study moves beyond this to 

explore the material conditions of production and reception, and in doing so, formulates 

the contemporary paradigm of literary media entertainment. The project calls for more 

scope in referencing the literary in association with entertainment, especially as there 

appears a shift in the mediasphere that is inattentive to the word ‘literature.’ For example, 

if one conducts a digital search of Google for the category of ‘Books’ in newspapers, more 

than often this section is placed under the category of ‘Entertainment.’ Listed below are a 

number of newspapers’ URLs and their classificatory configurations for Australia, 

England, and North America:  

 Australia 

 https://thewest.com.au/entertainment/books 

  

 https://www.dailytelegraph.com.au/entertainment/books 

 

 https://www.theage.com.au/entertainment/books 

 

 https://www.smh.com.au › Entertainment › Books 

  

 https://www.theaustralian.com.au/arts/books 
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 https://www.brisbanetimes.com.au/entertainment/books 

 

 England 

 https://www.telegraph.co.uk/books/  [Under ‘Culture’ tab.] 

 https://www.theguardian.com/books  [Under ‘Culture’ tab.] 

 https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment [No dedicated section. Found in 

        combined arts-entertainment.]  

 North America 

 https://www.nytimes.com/section/books 

 Washington Post [No dedicated section. Need to use internal search engine.] 

 New York Post [No dedicated section. Need to use internal search engine.] 

 http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/arts 

 

From the range of newspapers chosen, a number of the URL configurations clearly 

position entertainment as the lead category under which ‘Books’ are located. Another 

significant finding is that the category of ‘literature’ is conspicuously absent. Also, of the 

URLs which place ‘Books’ within the sections of arts or culture, one will generally find 

that television and films are also placed within these sections. Thus, the digitally accessed 

positionings of the various categories form a part of the everyday micro-narratives in the 

mediasphere, which in the case of most daily newspapers, clearly points to a general 

increase in the acceptability of the term entertainment in association with books, whether 

they are literary or genre based.  

The entertainment economy as cultural change  

In 1999, Michael Wolf, advisor to many of the world’s top media magnates, declared that 

“locally, globally, internationally, we are living in an entertainment economy.”103 His 

opinion was formulated from investigation of how paradigms of entertainment were 

assisting to transform cultural production. Wolf argues that, “Culture is being transformed 

as entertainment becomes the lingua franca of society.”104 He observed how the mega-

technology companies had moved into the territory of the entertainment giants, bringing 

about a huge number of transglobal mergers - companies whose common goal it is to 
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accumulate a range of assets which presents their products before the highest number of 

consumers. In his widely-read publication, The Entertainment Economy: How Mega-Media 

Forces are Transforming our Lives, Wolf equates these transglobal mergers to the 

rapacious activities of Spanish colonials:   

 Like the conquistadors of the Age of Exploration, the heads of the major media 

 companies are planting their flags everywhere, on as many unexplored shores as 

 they can reach, on every piece of media and entertainment territory, certain their 

 claims will turn into properties of enormous value… They are gobbling up 

 television stations, radio stations, book publishers, magazine groups, theme parks, 

 independent film producers, internet portals, and off-beat venues.105  

 

As a result of these ‘conquests,’ publishing companies were forced to assign additional 

expenditure toward attracting more consumers through buzz-building promotional 

strategies. They also had to arrange more finance to pay for talent-driven costs in the form 

of greater advances to authors with celebrity brand names, which is noteworthy, as the 

entertainment economy is predominantly built on the power of celebrity brands, whether 

this takes the form of goods and services, or human personalities such as famous authors. 

Wolf maintains that, “All consumer businesses are going to have to be partly about 

entertainment in order to be noticed in the increasingly crowded marketplace.”106 As a 

consequence of oversupply, the consumer becomes daunted by the task of choosing from 

so many alternatives, so that according to Paul Slovak, the associate publisher of Viking, it 

then becomes “a winner-take-all situation.”107 A fundamental element that propels the 

entertainment economy is that it is ‘hit driven,’ and in the case of publishing this equates to 

the ‘best-seller.’  

Best-sellers as a consumerist cultural statement   

Best-sellers are one of the identifying success factors for a publishing house and its stable 

of authors. According to Laura Miller, for many in North America, the best-seller lists 

featured in the weekend newspapers and news magazines are a source of entertainment. 

She maintains that, “many people find it entertaining to see who’s on top, what’s newly 

hot, and whether long-entrenched titles have finally been dethroned.”108 The public’s 
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interest in ranking people and products is then further utilised as an effective marketing 

tool to sell more books and promote authors. When a book makes the Times’ best-seller 

list, the publishers organise a cross-platform promotional campaign, so that this 

accomplishment is able to reach the attention of as many consumers as possible. 

Additionally, in the retail sector, the book shops of the high street and / or shopping malls 

offer the best-sellers the most eye-catching positions, with some retailers, especially in 

China, offering promotional cardboard cut-outs of their best-selling authors. 

 

 

Screenshot via Google: Hysan Place Bookstore, Hong Kong 

Wolf states that best-sellers occur when, “great entertainment taps into a source of great 

creativity,” and that this happens, “when a not-yet-articulated need in the general 

population connects with a product that addresses and satisfys [sic] that need.”109 Guy 

Mirabella agrees with Wolf on the topic of connecting readers with books at the 

appropriate time, stating that, “the success of a book is nearly always seen in its 

commercial ability to create sales [and that] it has to be right for its market at the time.”110 

Adding to this, Wolf maintains that a best-seller ‘hit’ is, “more than an economic 

success… hits transform mere commerce in to a consumerist cultural statement.”111 He is 
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aware that many best-selling ‘hits’ are soon forgotten about, but defends the idea that some 

“exist outside of a time in a moment that is always present.”112 For example, in relation to 

genocide and ethic cleansing, Schindler’s List is often evoked (‘we don’t want another 

Schindler’s List happening!’), so that the text then acts as a signifier for other more recent 

shocking events. In this way, the book is ‘still in the world’ and thus remains a consumerist 

cultural statement. 

Television book groups as literary media entertainment 

The introduction of television book groups, such as ‘Oprah’s Book Club’ on The Oprah 

Winfrey Show in North America, ‘Richard and Judy’s Book Club’ originally screened on 

Channel 4 in the UK, and The Book Club113 (formerly First Tuesday Book Club) on 

Australia’s ABC, are clear expressions of literary media entertainment. For the authors who 

have their books reviewed, it generally signifies an immediate increase in their celebrity 

status. “Oprah’s Book Club is by far the largest book club in the world, and Oprah’s 

endorsement – she promotes literary fiction, not popular fiction – can dramatically increase 

an author’s sales and profile.”114 In an interview with Thomas Keneally115 in 2014, he 

spoke about the selling power of the book club, and also the programme’s shortcomings: 

 There is no doubt that Oprah is very influential with the publishers, and that most 

 writers would kill to get on her show. However, there was a publisher in the US 

 whose book turned out to be a fraud. The publisher didn’t know it was a fraud and 

 it turned out to be a best-seller. It was supposed to be a memoir, but it was all made 

 up, and Oprah picked it for her Book Club selection. Then Oprah had the publisher 

 on the show, Nan Talese, and humiliated her in front of the nation. So it has its 

 downsides too, but basically people would kill to get nominated. Now, my author 

 friend Maeve Binchy, Maeve is deceased now, she was a big Irish woman, well, 

 Barbara Bush once said on camera to Oprah that she enjoyed Maeve’s books, and 

 that she thought every woman should read her earlier ones, and that made Maeve in 

 the US. Yes, so Barbara saying that on Oprah meant that Maeve had to keep on 

 producing the goods.116 
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The above example of Binchy’s success demonstrates that publishing houses are obliged to 

recognise the essential element of entertainment in the promotion of their authors. As Wolf 

stresses, with “increased and more aggressive competition, businesses will need to 

incorporate entertainment into their products and services in order to standout in the 

marketplace.”117 Is it clear, then, that with the escalation of books in the marketplace, the 

sales of these books will go to the winners of the battle for attention.   

The economy of attention  

As Michael Wolf correctly states, “there are more products competing for the consumer’s 

attention than ever before; and not simply more products but more kinds of products.”118 

Consequently, an abundance of choice has meant that producers have had to “increase 

advertising, marketing, and promotional expenditures.”119 Wolf points out that, “the need 

for the consumer’s attention has shifted the balance between production and promotion.”120 

Consequently, the repercussions of this new audience-centric environment includes a shift 

in cultural gatekeeping, giving more power to the media.   

Overview of the attention economy 

In 1902, Gabriel Tarde set out the principles of an Economic Psychology,121 which Yves 

Citton’s The Ecology of Attention frames as a “foundational monument of the attention 

economy.”122 Citton explains that Tarde understood “the extent to which advertising, 

necessary for the absorption of excessive goods coming from industrial overproduction, 

needed to be considered in terms of attention.” According to Citton, Tarde recognised “the 

way in which attentional alignment structures a whole new economy of visibility whose 

currency is ‘fame.’” The next major phase in the realisation of the attention economy was 

in the 1970s, and although there was much discussion then on how technology would assist 

in creating an information overload, Citton points out that the technological and 

sociological convergences of the 1990s confirms the nineties as the decade when the 

attention economy genuinely came into fruition. Supporting the authentication of this 

                                                             
117 Michael Wolf, The Entertainment Economy: How Mega-Media Forces are transforming our Lives, New York: Random House, 1999, 
p.79. 
118 Ibid., p.24. 
119 Ibid., p.24. 
120 Ibid., p.25. 
121 Gabriel Tarde, Psychologie économique, Vol.1, Paris: Alcan, 1902, pp.92 & 162. Cited in, Yves Citton, The Ecology of Attention, (tr) 
Barnaby Norman, Cambridge; UK: Polity Press, 2017, p.5. 
122 The Ecology of Attention was originally published in French in 2014 and the recent English translation in 2017 does appear to 
contain a number of words that may not exactly translate and so might confuse readers. By ‘foundational monument’ I believe he 
means ‘founding moment.’ 
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economy were, “the multiplication of television channels available on terrestrial or cable 

networks… peer to peer file exchange online, the establishment of free-access digitalised 

libraries, the development of alternative media and blogs, the emergence of YouTube and 

Google Books.”123 In the literary arena, the increasing number of new authors, print books 

and digital e-books in the mediasphere essentially produced an oversupply. In Laura 

Miller’s article, ‘The Last Word: How Many Books are too Many?’ she writes about the 

proliferation of accessible books and the subsequent oversupply generated by the 

publishing industry. Miller spoke to a number of editors on this subject, all of whom 

wished to remain anonymous. One commented that, “People who may buy one book a 

month and don’t follow reviews, are daunted by the task of choosing from so many 

alternatives.”124 Another one, specialising in literary fiction, spoke about ‘The Wall’ – the 

long shelves of books in the larger chain stores, bemoaning, “So many books. And in three 

weeks, they’ll be replaced by a whole new batch.” Therefore, with the increase in 

competition, it has become imperative for authors and their books to be visible in the 

marketplace.  

 The growth of entertainment has produced intense global media competition in 

 which  victory lies in momentarily capturing the fleeting, fickle attention of 

 consumers. It is a contest that is playing out in many different arenas: in your 

 home, in your office, on your vacation, in your airline seat, at the restaurant where 

 you eat, on the computer screen where you surf the Internet… on every 

 commercial, in every advertisement.125 

 

Thus, the most profitable publishers and their authors will be the ones most skilful at 

gaining individual and collective attention. Yet, this ubiquitous style of promotion is not a 

recent convention of advertising. Leo Braudy suggests the writer William Hazlitt (1778 – 

1830) was the first great fame theorist of the modern age, who effectively spoke about the 

value of famous writers to society at large.126 One collection of Hazlitt’s essays includes a 

section dedicated to literary celebrity, which Hazlitt satirically names ‘Patronage and 

Puffing’. In these discussions, he speaks about the ubiquity of advertising in relation to the 

famous writer, saying that:  

                                                             
123 Yves Citton, The Ecology of Attention, (tr) Barnaby Norman, Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2017, p.12.  
124 https://www.nytimes.com/2004/07/18/books/the-last-word-how-many-books-are-too-many.html (Accessed 28 September 2018). 
125 Michael Wolf, The Entertainment Economy: How Mega-Media Forces are transforming our Lives, New York: Random House, 1999, 
p.84. 
126 Leo Braudy, The Frenzy of Renown: Fame and Its History, New York: Oxford University Press, 1986, p.371. 
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 The test of fame or popularity is to consider the number of times your name is 

 repeated by others ... So, if you see the same name staring you in the face in great 

 letters at the corner of every street, you involuntarily think the owner of it must be a 

 great man to occupy so large a space in the eye of the town… There are various 

 ways of playing one's-self off before the public and keeping one's name alive. The 

 newspapers, the lamp-posts, the walls of empty houses, the shutters of windows, 

 the blank covers of magazines and reviews.127 

 

Hazlitt speaks about advertising and stresses the importance of ‘keeping one’s name alive,’ 

which essentially is what some contemporary scholars have labelled the ‘name 

economy.’128 However, I contend that the name economy is just one particular component, 

or subdivision of the attention economy. Undoubtedly, a central tenet of the logic of 

celebrity production is the ability to attract attention through the promotion of one’s name 

in the media. But in today’s predominance of visual forms of media entertainment, 

communication, and information, the promotion of an individual’s name will achieve far 

greater impact with consumers, if image-intensive processes are employed, which in turn 

some scholars have labelled the ‘visual economy.’ A premise of this project is that it 

interprets the name economy and the visual economy as integrated facets of the attention 

economy. What follows is an overview of the contemporary conceptualisations of the 

attention economy, to essentially demonstrate that this economy is indispensable in the 

creation and maintenance of literary celebrity.  

 

The attention economy - 1970 to the present 

Herbert Simon’s widely-read paper ‘Designing Organisations for an Information-Rich 

World’ (1971) addresses certain issues concerning the scarcity of attention. He proposed 

that, “In an information rich world, the wealth of information means a dearth of something 

else: a scarcity of whatever it is that information consumes is rather obvious: it consumes 

the attention of its recipients.”129 Following this, in the mid-1990s, the scholarship 

surrounding the attention economy began to gain momentum with studies by Georg Franck 

                                                             
127 Peter Landry, ‘William Hazlitt’s Table-Talk: Essays on Men and manners (1822), 
www.Blupete.com/Literature/Essays/TableHazIV.htm (Accessed 30.01.2011).  This is an informative site for scholars interested in 
Victorian studies and includes the facility of hypertext for links to many of Hazlitt’s essays.  
128 Brian Moeran, ‘Celebrities and the Name Economy’, Anthropological Perspectives on Economic Development and Integration 
Research in Economic Anthropology, Elsevier Ltd., Volume 22, (2003), pp. 299-321.  
129 Herbert Simon, ‘Designing Organisations for an Information-Rich World’, M. Greenberger (ed.), Computers, Communications, and 
the Public Interest. Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1971, p.40. 
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and Michael Goldhaber. Franck commenced his publications in 1989 and later compiled 

these into a seminal work published in 1998: Ökonomie der Aufmerksamkeit (Economics of 

Attention: A Design).130 Speaking on the ascendency of this phenomenon in relation to 

economic sectors, Frank identified that:    

 It was the drastic lightening of the burden of physical labour by machines and the 

 increasing need for organisation in the production and distribution of goods which 

 demonstrated that the service of rendering attention was not only a productive 

 contribution, but was, in fact, pivotal to the enforcement of economic rationality.131 

 

Here, Franck is describing the tertiary/service sector, which is “the largest sector of the 

economy in the Western world, and is also the fastest-growing sector.”132 This economic 

sector includes media entertainment. Therefore, in relation to the publishing industry it 

would be considered astute of publishers wishing to maintain or raise the celebrity of their 

authors, to participate in the workings of this sector. Franck offers a succinct definition of 

the attention economy, affirming that it is a model for examining the forces at work in the 

dynamics of contemporary communicative exchanges:  

 

 It is becoming popular in our affluent society to rank income in attention above 

 money income. When rising numbers of people are able to afford the insignia of 

 material wealth, then the desire for distinction will create a demand for attributes 

 which are more selective than a large money income. In accordance with the law of 

 the socialisation of luxuries, such attributes will be found among privileges 

 which are still elitist. The undisputed common denominator of present-day elites is 

 prominence - and prominence is nothing but the status of being a major earner of 

 attention.133  

 

Citton takes this one step further, by prophesying that “in a few years or decades, we will 

be able to request payment for giving our attention to a cultural good [sic] instead of 

having to pay for the right to access it.”134 He offers Google, the ‘free’ search engine as a 

present-day example, and imitating himself as the user, he questions, “What is free here is 

nothing but the price already paid for my attention, which explains the dictum of the ‘new 

economy’: if a product is free, then the real product is you! More precisely: your 

                                                             
130 Georg Franck, Ökonomie der Aufmerksamkeit, Munich; Germany: Carl Hanser Verlag, 1998.  
In the 1990s, Michael Goldhaber in North America started to write articles on the subject, which disseminated through ‘spreadable 
media’ and became responsible for initiating a public debate on the subject. 
131 Georg Franck, ‘The Attention Economy,’ http://www.heise.de/tp/artikel/5/5567/1.html  (Accessed 15 May 2014). 
132 www.princeton.edu/~achaney/tmve/wiki100k/docs/Tertiary_sector_of_the_economy.html  (Accessed 14 May 2014). 
133 Georg Franck, ‘The Attention Economy,’ http://www.heise.de/tp/artikel/5/5567/1.html (Accessed 15 May 2014). 
134 Yves Citton, The Ecology of Attention, (tr) Barnaby Norman, Cambridge; UK: Polity Press, 2017, p.8. 
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attention.” He then elucidates further by describing how Google, placed at the disposal of 

the masses, is able to upgrade its effectiveness in two ways:  

 On the one hand, our searches, our questions, our clicking choices, the links that 

 we establish or activate – give substance to Google’s marvellous intelligence, 

 whose  algorithm would be but an empty shell if we did not continually fill it up 

 with our collective intelligence… On the other hand, Google tends increasingly to 

 sell our attention, our needs to know and our search choices, to advertisers.135 

 

Citton makes clear, though, that the new attention economy is not going to replace the old 

economy of material goods, because this new economy would not exist if it was deprived 

of material goods. However, he does stress that a major reconfiguration is taking place in 

the mediasphere where, “the distribution of attention already plays a hegemonic role,” and 

stresses that “attention is the crucial resource of our epoch.”136 This then points to the 

importance of promotion and marketing to the publishing industry, as these divisions strive 

to maximise media attention in and around ‘their’ authors.    

Books as material objects of consumer attention 

A good deal of a book's meaning is produced by what the French critic, Gérard Genette, 

described as paratext. That is, the “heterogenous group of practices and devices” that 

mediate a book to its readers, ensuring its presence in the world, its reception and 

consumption. This paratext is comprised of both peritext, the devices located inside the 

book, such as chapter titles, prefaces and epigraphs, and epitext, the devices located in the 

physical and social space outside the book, or its promotional dossiers in the 

mediasphere.137 In relation to an author’s material object—the physical item—the book, 

Guy Mirabella maintains that, “A book’s cover should give us an insight into the character 

of the author and how he or she is thinking. However, a good book designer [also] accepts 

the reality that all decisions are a commercial-artistic compromise.”138 In the case of Peter 

Carey, the choice of Jeffrey Smart’s paintings for dustjackets, “encouraged an association 

between literature and art which helped place Carey’s fiction within a framework of 

                                                             
135 Yves Citton, The Ecology of Attention, (tr) Barnaby Norman, Cambridge; UK: Polity Press, 2017, p.9. 
136 Ibid., p.10. 
137 A useful publication for an in-depth study of ‘paratext’, ‘epitext’ and ‘peritext’ is, Gérard Genette, Paratext: Thresholds of 
Interpretations, Cambridge University Press, 1997. For an example of the workings of paratexts, see: Anthea Taylor, ‘Feminist 
‘Misreadings’/ ‘Misreadings’ Feminists: Helen Garner, Literary Celebrity and Epitexuality’, Australian Feminist Studies, Vol.22, No.52 
(2007), pp.73-88.   
138 Guy Mirabella, ‘Case-Study: Illustrated Books’, Paper Empires: A History of the Book in Australia 1946-2005, (eds) Craig Monroe & 
Robyn Sheahan-Bright, St. Lucia, University of Queensland Press, 2006, p.198. 
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established quality literature.” 139 Thomas Keneally’s choice for the front cover of 

Bettany’s Book (2000) was the artist Garry Shead. The physical aspects of a book 

production, according to Lamb, “subtly influence reviewers’ critical responses.”140 

However, it is not only the eye-catching artwork covering a book that attempts to gain a 

customer’s attention, it is also the positioning and quantity of books on show that provides 

certain publishers with an advantage in an economy of attention. 

 

 By putting the books where people already are, publishers seek to bypass the 

 gatekeepers of the newspaper book pages and traditional booksellers’ stock buyers. 

 The willingness of many discount department stores to prominently display 

 multiple ‘facings’ (face-out retail displays) of dozens, sometimes even hundreds, of 

 copies of lead titles complements the brand-building strategies of major publishers 

 and generates an aura of popularity around key titles.141 

 

The attention economy that resides on the Internet—ubiquitous buzz feeds, listicles, and 

clickbait—all vying for one’s attention, is fundamentally no different to the promotional 

features found in contemporary bookshops, meaning that every potential consumer is 

trapped in a promotional campaign to gain their attention.   

 

Australian Literary Celebrity 

Contemporary literary celebrity has been described by two of the leading figures in 

Australian literary and cultural studies, Robert Dixon and Graeme Turner, and both 

scholars maintain that Australian literary celebrity is a topic deserving of further study. 

Dixon’s ‘Tim Winton, Cloudstreet and the Field of Australian Literature,’ states quite 

plainly, “It would be interesting to compare the public media personas of Australian 

authors,” pointing out that, “Winton’s [persona] is obviously very different to Malouf's. 

Malouf appears as a sage-like, cosmopolitan man of letters. Winton is younger, and more 

down-home and folksy.”142 Dixon locates literary celebrity as existing within the field of 

Australian literature, and applying Pierre Bourdieu’s framework for cultural production, 

defines this field as, “a very broad spectrum of institutions, personnel, practices and values 

                                                             
139 Karen Lamb, Peter Carey: The Genesis of Fame, London: Harper Collins Publishers Ltd., 1992, p.14.  
140 Ibid. 
John Hirst chose, They Were Three, a famous Garry Shead painting for the front cover of his book, The Australians: Insiders and 
Outsiders on the National Character Since 1770 (2007), and another historian, Mark McKenna, selected a Shead painting for the front 
cover of his book, This Country: A Reconciled Republic (2004).   
141 Mark Davis, ‘The Decline of the Literary Paradigm’, Making Books: Contemporary Australian Publishing, (eds) David Carter & Anne 
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systems that is complex and diverse.”143 Although Dixon explains the term, field of 

Australian literature, and discusses how the literary celebrity operates in the mass media, 

Dixon’s essay overlooks the word ‘entertainment.’ The absence of this word is significant, 

as he discusses television programmes, such as, Enough Rope, Burke’s Backyard, and 

Channel Nine’s Today show, all in association with literary celebrity. In the twenty-first 

century, there is no greater exposure for authors than for them to appear on television. 

Turner affirms this, stating that the productions authors need to feature in are the 

“mainstream entertainment programs into which authors must find ways to insert 

themselves,” and further adds: 

 

 What literature has lost in the way of credibility through its acceptance of the need 

 for promotion and publicity, it has gained in terms of visibility. This may be 

 uncomfortable and embarrassing for the individual [author David Malouf] trapped 

 in the chair being interviewed by Liz Hayes, but it is not self-evidently a bad thing 

 for the culture.144 

 

It is clear, that television is the most effective platform to create and /or maintain a literary 

celebrity status. The media attention received and the entertainment value of the 

adaptations of authors’ novels assists greatly in transformation of authors into celebrities. 

For example Christos Tsiolkas’ novels, The Slap (2008) and Barracuda (2013) were 

adapted and serialised for the ABC and televised in 2011 and 2016, respectively. The 

adaptations and their contentious content, created much media attention surrounding 

Tsiolkas’ authorship, gaining for him a greatly increased level of celebrity status. Simone 

Murray suggests that, “The appositely named Adaptation represents perhaps the logical 

end point of the contemporary literary author’s increasing absorption into the adaptation 

economy, not only as a provider of source material, but as a potential screenwriter, actor, 

promoter and general brand spokesperson.”145 An Australian writer who has executed a 

number of these tasks is Richard Flanagan. He is the author of the novel, The Sound of One 

Hand Clapping, which was published in 1997 and then adapted to a film the following 

year. The film was given the same title as novel and Flanagan became the film’s 

scriptwriter and director. Interestingly, Flanagan originally wrote the story as a screenplay, 
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but was unable to procure the finance for the production. Flanagan also worked with Baz 

Luhrmann as a writer on the 2008 film, Australia, and publishes essays and speeches. The 

author’s wide-ranging aptitude then brings into focus the changing roles and functions of 

authorship, as Murray observes: 

 

 This radically expanded version of Foucault’s author function has become so 

 culturally ubiquitous and commercially serviceable that, in the constantly 

 converging realm of the modern media, it becomes increasingly futile to try to 

 discern where the previous distinct entities of ‘author’, ‘book’ and ‘film’ begin or 

 end.146    

 

If one combines this new demand for authorial ‘multi-tasking’ with the paradigms of 

celebrity, it modifies the production and reception sequence within the literary system. 

Moreover, it may influence a novelist’s approach to their work.  

 

Literary activism and the attention economy 

In the twenty-first century numerous writers have been involved in what has come to be 

known as ‘literary activism.’ A number of authors in Australia, such as Thomas Keneally, 

Kate Grenville, Richard Flanagan, Tim Winton, Kim Scott, Rosie Scott, Christos Tsiolkas 

among others, have taken it upon themselves to be a ‘voice of the people.’ They engage in 

a range of issues, such as: the rights of asylum seekers and refugees; issues of gender 

equality; racism; the unethical destruction of the natural environment to increase a 

corporation’s profit and share price. This creates much needed media attention not only for 

the plight of marginalised group(s), but also for the writers themselves who speak out at 

organised public events. In relation to mainstream celebrity, Jo Littler has suggested that, 

“public displays of support for the ‘afflicted’ can be a way for celebrities to appear to raise 

their profile above the zone of the crudely commercial into the sanctified, quasi-religious 

realm of altruism and charity, whilst revealing or constructing an added dimension of 

personality: of compassion and caring.”147 Continuing in this vein, Littler maintains “the 

idea that celebrities might be involved in charity causes as a means of strengthening their 

own careers is in many ways common knowledge.”148  Adding to this, David Marshall 
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commenting on mainstream celebrity, suggests that the sign of the celebrity is very often 

“ridiculed and derided because it represents the centre of false value [and that] …the 

success expressed in the celebrity posture is seen as success without the requisite 

association with work.”149 But are the Australian literary activists mentioned above, and 

other literary activists, also perceived in this light?  Issues surrounding the authenticity of 

authors’ activism are complex. Brigid Rooney, in Literary Activists: Writer-Intellectuals 

and Australian Public Life, looks at the various methods that authors have employed to 

take up their public interventions:  

 

 Many writers have contributed their ideas, either by means of their books or in 

 interviews, to public discourse and debate. Sometimes they have done so 

 diplomatically and quietly; at other times polemically and divisively. Some have 

 sought to quarantine their writing from their public engagement. Others have drawn 

 on their public engagements and activisms creatively, feeding these experiences 

 back into their writing in new and challenging ways.150 

 

Many writers have declared their views collectively through writer-organisations, such as 

the Australian branch of PEN, an international writer advocacy and human rights group. 

On behalf of PEN, Thomas Keneally and Rosie Scott visited the Baxter Detention Centre 

in South Australia to speak to the detainees. Those seeking asylum, some writers 

themselves, were asked to write down their perspectives, either in letters, poems, short 

biographical stories, and others were asked to produce artwork, all in relation to their 

feelings on being held at the detention centre. Keneally and Scott edited the collection and 

PEN published the anthology. The powerful introduction by Scott communicates the 

urgency of the situation:      

 

 It is a place where innocents are locked up for years without charge, without trial, 

 without hope, where children live behind razor wire without trees or dreams. It is a 

 country where people sew their lips together in acts of courage and despair, and the 

 fostering of hopelessness is law, deceit the language, the breaking of the human 

 spirit official policy.151 
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Keneally and Scott’s work with the detainees and the subsequent personal time they 

allocated to editing the anthology, Another Country, is testament to their authenticity as 

activist authors, which exists as a negotiation between the solitary pursuit of writing and a 

passionate need to intervene in matters of injustice. Edward Said observed that 

 

 at the dawn of the twenty-first century the writer has taken on more and more of the 

 intellectual’s adversarial attributes in such activities as speaking truth to power, 

 being a witness to persecution and suffering, and supplying a dissenting voice in 

 conflicts with authority.152  

 

Keneally has witnessed firsthand the persecution and suffering of the Eritrean people. In 

1987 he flew to the Sudan, then managed to make the long journey by road across to the 

Ethiopian border and up into the mountains to reach Orotta, the military camp of the 

Eritrean People’s Liberation Army. Keneally experienced what it was like to walk the 

trenches and sleep in deep bunkers. His novel, Towards Asmara (1989), focusing on the 

liberation of the Eritrean people, was set in motion through his friend and eye specialist 

Fred Hollows who worked in Eritrea for many years.153 Flanagan has also recently 

witnessed suffering in the refugee camps of the Bekaa Valley in Lebanon.  

Authorial activism and its possible connections with the attention economy is further 

investigated in the chapters of the author case studies.  

 

Literary biographies 

Literary biographies in Australia allow consumers to inspect and evaluate particular 

authors at close quarters. These books reveal much of the author’s career and personal life, 

which then feeds into the attention economy and works through a para-social relationship 

that lessens the distance between the literary celebrity and reader, helping to foster brand 

loyalty. Turner maintains that: 

 

 Literary biography is virtually the only form of writing about Australian literature 

 that is  routinely and respectfully reviewed in the mainstream mass media. It is 

 also, one has to say, the only academic writing about Australian literature that is 

 comfortable with regarding writers as cultural products, as personalities, as figures 

                                                             
152 Edward Said, cited in Brigid Rooney, ‘Reluctant Prophets and Gadfly Laureates: The Australian Writer as Public Intellectual’ Ned 
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 who excite public interest through their celebrity or notoriety rather than through 

 their specific skills or  artistic credentials.154 

 

To maintain the public’s interest in a literary celebrity and for them to remain sustainable 

against competition, the marketing of an author as a public ‘personality’ then becomes 

central to a publisher’s methods of promotion. In addition, to help sustain and increase 

brand loyalty, the necessity of creating attention in the media then partly becomes the 

responsibility of the author. Thomas Keneally has spoken about North American authors 

and how the ones that go on book tours “are great performers of their work.”155 Keneally 

remembers he was   

 

 reading in Boston with Peter Carey and his wife at the time, Alison Summers. She 

 was giving him acting lessons all way up to New York on the train, and then on 

 arrival  was back stage trying to make him into an American-style reader.156 

 

 

Peter Carey was the subject of a study in the early nineties that included a focus on his 

authorial celebrity.157 Likewise, in 2015 a full-length biography of Thomas Keneally was 

published containing over four-hundred pages of information on the star author.158 

 

Literary tourism in Australia 

 

There are other settings that are not directly associated with an author’s performance, but 

do nevertheless attract attention, thus adding to, and maintaining an author’s prominence. 

One such locale is Sydney’s Writers’ Walk,159 which is a tribute to the lives and 

achievements of acclaimed Australian authors. The ‘writers’ walk’, consists of a series of 

circular brass plaques embedded in the pavements, stretching from the side of the Opera 

House forecourt on East Circular Quay, to the International Passenger Terminal on West 

Circular Quay. The plaques contain an excerpt of the author’s writing as well as a brief 
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biography. Chip Rolley, the Artistic Director of the 2011 Sydney Writers Festival, declared 

that, “These literary leaders have all made a significant contribution to our national identity 

and cultural landscape over generations.”160
 

 

 

Thomas Keneally’s brass plaque on the Sydney Writers’ Walk  (Source: D. Robinson, 2014) 

 

Melbourne, a city that has been awarded the honorary title of UNESCO City of Literature, 

also offers a tribute to Australian writers in the form of a literary themed walking tour. The 

tour, in a sense, parallels writers’ festivals, where participants take great pleasure in 

uncovering the touchstones of a writer’s life. Unlike the extraction of personal information 

from authors on stage at literary festivals, these tours operate simply by walking the same 

streets as a writer did, or staying at the same hotel, or residence, where a particular writer 

penned his or her most famous books. An online advertisement for the literary themed 

walking tour: 

 

 Adventure into many of the 70 booksellers in the CBD guided by a Melbourne 

 writer. Many are hidden in obscure and historic locations including basements and 

 upper floors. Purchase books if you wish. Learn about the history of Melbourne 

 writers and read extracts from stories, poems and books connected to the streets of 

 Melbourne.161 

 

                                                             
160 See Arts NSW press release: https://www.create.nsw.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2011/10/111024-Sydney-Writers-Walk.pdf 
161Literary Tour of Melbourne. See: http://melbournewalks.com.au/literature/ (Accessed 2 November 2018). 
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Other avenues that generate attention for authors, on a more performative level, are the 

various literary festivals on large cruise ships, especially ones that feature bestselling 

novelists, such as Booker Prize-winning Thomas Keneally, and Pulitzer Prize-winning 

author Elizabeth Strout, among others. The literary festivals at sea are a good example of a 

contemporary convergence culture which increasing organises and facilitates literary 

events. For example, the Cunard cruiseline’s 2019 ‘Literature Festival at Sea’ is in 

partnership with Cheltenham Literature Festival and The Times and The Sunday Times.162 

 

Reviews, interviews, and prizes   

  

Critical discussion of an author’s work today occurs in various formats, from short pieces 

which announce the author’s name and communicate the publisher’s press release, to in-

depth critical analyses in scholarly journals.   

 

 Reviews attempt to offer individual observations, yet there are some familiar 

 perspectives: the quasi-objective stance, where opinion takes second place to a 

 well-mannered attempt to draw up and kind of literary balance sheet, or the review 

 of the psychological transference, where the reviewer transmits to the book 

 qualities that are dear to the reviewer’s heart but absent from the book. Then there 

 are reviews where genuine engagement produces pure chemical alchemy: 

 combustive joy, dislike, or much subtler amalgams of intelligent sentiment which 

 change colour and shape within the course of a review.163 

  

 

In the contemporary era, the production and reception of literary reviews have changed in 

the way they are structured and disseminated. Many authors and publishers are now having 

to share column space in national newspapers, with three or four novels being reviewed at 

one time. Adding to this, a major shift in book reviewing practices sees readers themselves 

offering their reviews to online giants such as Goodreads and Amazon. The platform 

Goodreads appears to be democratically based, due to its participatory nature of enabling 

readers to post their reviews on its site. What is interesting, though, is that a user of 

Quora.com who responded to the question, ‘What is the best website for book reviews?’ 

after declaring that Goodreads had better interface and access, said that, “The reason for its 

fame is it encourages users to write reviews, unlike Amazon which is more biased and 

                                                             
162 For a description of the literary entertainment on board, see: www.thetimes.co.uk/travel/deals/queen-mary-2s-literature-festival-
sea/ (Accessed 7 August 2018). 
163 Karen Lamb, Peter Carey: The Genesis of Fame, London: Harper Collins Publishers Ltd., 1992, p.50. Lamb offers a further reference 
on the subject of literary reviews: Robert Holub, Reception Theory: A Critical Inroduction, New York: Methuen, 1984.   

http://www.thetimes.co.uk/travel/deals/queen-mary-2s-literature-festival-sea/
http://www.thetimes.co.uk/travel/deals/queen-mary-2s-literature-festival-sea/
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business centric.”164 However, the user was probably unaware that Amazon owns 

Goodreads, thus indicating that Goodreads may well be an entity just as ‘business centric’ 

as its holding company. Another shift in the literary arena concerns the replacement of the 

critical review with author interviews. In Anne Galligan’s, ‘Build the Author, Sell the 

Book: Marketing the Australian Author in the 1990s,’ she reports Humphrey McQueen, 

socialist historian and cultural commentator, as saying that, ‘the more personal and usually 

friendly environment of the interview produces a form of public relations or unpaid 

advertising.’”165 Thus allowing the personality of the author and his or her interaction with 

the interviewer, to promote and sell the book. Galligan further quotes David Foster, who 

believes that, “literary critics and academics are not playing a leading role in creating 

literary value, but are largely following an agenda established by other non-literary forces.” 

Foster identifies those forces: “The literary arts follow the media… They don’t realise the 

processes involved before they even direct their attention to a book… It is a publicist-

driven literary world that the academics jump on afterwards.”166 Confirming Foster’s 

comments, and the literary arena’s need for attention in the market, academic Susan Lever 

suggest that academic literary criticism is also being affected by ‘star’ authors:167  

 

 The market for Australian fiction is so strained that promotion of individual writers 

 is an essential part of its survival. The ‘star’ system ensures some media attention 

 and sales for writers, and literary criticism must ride on the backs of ‘star 

 authors.’168 

 

 

In the literary arena, literary prizes have become a system of approval and a significant 

gauge of literary merit. James English’s, The Economy of Prestige: Prizes, Awards, and 

the Circulation of Cultural Value (2005), maintains that the early 1970s “was the last 

period of widespread anti-corporate, anti-establishment attitudes and practices” and 

suggests that an individual “can still refuse a prize, of course, but the refusal can no longer 

be counted upon to reinforce one’s artistic legitimacy.” 169 English further states that the 

actual refusal of a prize “has become a recognized device for raising visibility and 

                                                             
164 See:  www.quora.com/What-is-the-best-website-for-book-reviews  
165 Anne Galligan, ‘Build the Author, Sell the Book: Marketing the Australian Author in the 1990s’, Australian Literature and the Public 
Sphere, (eds), Alison Bartlett, Robert Dixon and Christopher Lee, Toowoomba: ASAL, 1998, p.157. 
166 Ibid., pp.157-158. 
167 Susan Lever, ‘The Cult of the Author', Australian Literary Studies, Vol.16, No.3, (1993), p.230. Cited in, Anne Galligan, ‘Bu ild the 
Author, Sell the Book: Marketing the Australian Author in the 1990s’, Australian Literature and the Public Sphere, (eds), Alison Bartlett, 
Robert Dixon and Christopher Lee, Toowoomba: ASAL, 1998, p.158. 
168 Susan Lever, ‘The Cult of the Author’, Australian Literary Studies, Vol.16, No.3, (1993), p.230.  
169 James English, The Economy of Prestige: Prizes, Awards, and the Circulation of Cultural Value, USA: Harvard College, 2005, pp.220-
221. 
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leveraging success.”170 Literary agent, Lyn Tranter, commenting on the withdrawal of 

Miles Franklin Award for, The Hand that Signed the Paper (1995), by Helen 

Demidenko/Darville, said that, “Blind Freddy would realise that the controversy caused by 

that book increased the sales enormously.”171 The commercial benefits of controversy in 

connection with literary prizes have also been affirmed by Michael Heywood, CEO and 

editor of Text Publishing, who has said that “it’s important for there to be controversy of 

some sort, because prizes thrive on that.”172    

 

Literary endorsement 

 

The freedom to debate and choose which symbolic meanings connect to one’s own 

lifestyle, according to Alan Warde, involves choices that are associated with tastes. In 

Cultural Consumption, Classification and Power Warde rejects “Bourdieu’s vision of a 

tight integration between a single objective principle of domination (class) and a single 

overarching scale of cultural legitimacy (high culture and the aesthetic gaze).”173 He argues 

that, “Bourdieusian sociology has failed to appreciate how distinction in matters of taste 

relates more to general conceptions of excellence and the good life,”174 maintaining that 

“legitimacy is not only about the valuation of specific art forms, but also about the entire 

configuration of life choices and orientations.” Warde makes clear that “excellence is 

achieved not through conformity or respectability (e.g. doing the right thing or shunning 

mass entertainment), but rather through singularity, originality and authenticity.”175 Similar 

arguments have been put forward by Jim Collins in, Bring on the Books for Everybody. 

Central to Collins’ analysis of contemporary literary culture, is the “notion that refined 

taste is now easily acquired,” and that it is “just a matter of knowing where to access it and 

whose advice to trust. Using recent novels, he shows that the redefined literary landscape 

has affected not just how books are being read, but also what sorts of novels are being 

written.”176 For his investigation, Collins employs (as does this project) convergence 

culture, which essentially looks at the ways in which old and new media coexist: 

                                                             
170 Ibid., p.222.  
171 Cited in, Anne Galligan, ‘Build the Author, Sell the Book: Marketing the Australian Author in the 1990s’, Australian Literature and the 
Public Sphere, (eds), Alison Bartlett, Robert Dixon and Christopher Lee, Toowoomba: ASAL, 1998, p.154. 
172 Michael Heywood is the Managing Director of Text Publishing. Cited in Rosemary Sorensen, ‘The Power of the Prize’, The Australian, 
16 June 2007.  
173Alan Warde, Cultural Consumption, Classification and Power, Oxford: Taylor and Francis Hoboken, 2013, p.24. 
174Ibid., p.30.  
175Ibid., p.31.  
176 Jim Collins, Bring on the Books for Everybody, Durham & London: Duke University Press, 2010, back cover.  
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 Cinema did not kill theatre. Television did not kill radio. Each old medium was 

 forced to coexist with emerging media. That’s why convergence seems more 

 plausible as a way of understanding the past several decades of media change than 

 the old digital revolution paradigm had. Old media are not being displaced. Rather 

 their functions and status are shifted by the introduction of new technologies.177  

   

Collins explores how the early-twenty-first-century forms of digitalisation and early-

nineteenth-century conceptions of individual genius, now, due to convergence culture, 

“coexist synergistically.” However, taking this a step further, Collins maintains that the 

popularisation of the literary arena depends just as much on the “convergence of antique 

and emergent notions of access, artistic genius, reading pleasure and personal taste.”178 

Collins explores the democratisation of aesthetic pleasure made possible by the “mass 

production of goods and the mass dissemination of a new way of talking the talk of 

aesthetic appreciation, in which the aesthetic experience becomes explicitly designated as 

such, on pizza cutting packaging at Target and by bestselling Booker Prize finalists and 

books on the Times’ Top Ten Notables list.”179 In this way, as creators of the written word 

and perhaps as the givers of aesthetic experience, authors are able to endorse all manner of 

goods, as their symbolic properties personify the aesthetic experience. Keneally, not just as 

a Booker finalist, but as a winner, is thus endowed with the symbolic power to endorse:   

 

 Sydney is vibrant and multicultural, and you only have to look at the number of 

 incredible restaurants we now have… I can’t think of anything better than fish and 

 a crisp white wine, the sort of stuff Sydney does really well. If you asked someone 

 much younger, they would give you a list of new, exciting restaurants, but for years 

 I’ve been going to Rockpool in The Rocks, Aria, near the Opera House, 

 Whitewater in Manley looking out over the sea, and Jonah’s high on the 

 escarpment above Whale Beach, which has fantastic views.     

 

Keneally’s endorsement of some of Sydney’s well-established restaurants, which featured 

in a British Airways inflight magazine, fits seamlessly into an economy focused on 

entertainment and consumer pleasure.  

 

 

 

                                                             
Jim Collins also edited Hi Pop: Making Culture into Popular Culture, Oxford; UK: Blackwell Publishers, 2002.  
177 Henry Jenkins, Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Collide, New York & London: New York University Press, 2006, p.14.  
178 Jim Collins, Bring on the Books for Everybody, Durham & London: Duke University Press, 2010, p.13. 
179 Ibid., p.243.  
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Literary media entertainment 

 

An example of literary media entertainment in Australia, with its cross-platform structure, 

is Tim Winton’s famous novel Cloudstreet. As a literary text, it is studied in the New 

South Wales’ Higher School Certificate Advanced English Course and is also included in 

other states’ secondary English curricula as a literary text. It was adapted for the stage and 

also appeared as a television miniseries on Showcase, a subscription television channel 

only available on Foxtel, Optus and Austar television platforms (now Fox Showcase). 

However, what makes Cloudstreet different, is that the text not only demonstrates the flow 

of cross-media content, but also ventures into the world of corporate advertising. Showcase 

accepted a sponsorship from Lexus, the luxury car company, which in turn featured 

Cloudstreet in one of its online advertisements. On viewing the advertisement, the literary 

and media entertainment arenas are openly converged. The design of the ‘collaborative’ 

image, shows the protagonist (the character of ‘Fish’) hovering spread-eagled in mid-air 

over the Swan River, and located beneath him, almost floating on the waterline in 

capitalised large letters are the words: ‘Lexus takes a drive down Cloudstreet.’  

 

 

 

Screenshot via Google: Advertisement for Cloudstreet the mini-series (2011)  

The nexus of (canonical) literature, media entertainment, and luxury car sales, to some may 

be distasteful. But in a contemporary market-driven milieu, the expert design of the 

advertisement appears to overcome any problematising of its reception. The producers of 

the mini-series uploaded an official trailer180 on to YouTube and created a Facebook 

                                                             
180 Official CloudStreet Trailer: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xQMOa7vXRjY 
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account containing a number of photos and videos. In West Australia, teachers of English 

and literature were invited to a preview of the series at a megaplex cinema in Perth, and 

before leaving were handed out posters for their classrooms. 

 

 

 

Screenshot via Google: Poster for Cloudstreet the mini-series (2011)  

Other media on the text which has been uploaded to YouTube, includes: fifteen short-

duration clips of footage from the show, an interview with the mini-series’ director, 

Matthew Saville, and a lecture on the novel by Hilary McPhee at the Wheeler Centre, as 

part of the ‘Australian Literature 101’ lectures.181 The convergence of the literary arena 

with media entertainment is clearly evident in this text, so that it becomes, as Murray has 

pointed out, difficult to discern the previous distinct entities of ‘author’, ‘book’ and 

‘film.’182    

 

Writers’ festivals as literary media entertainment 

 

Another clear expression of the literary media entertainment context is the writers’ festival. 

In this setting, a postmodern popular culture tends to dissolve the boundaries between the 

‘private’ and ‘public’ when generating its public media personas and fandom. Literary 

celebrity, now an intrinsic part of writers’ festivals, creates certain expectations around 

authors and their ability to entertain. The public-private accordance is openly witnessed at 

these festivals where attendees more than often desire knowledge of the private side of 

                                                             
181 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=135XsjJc8yk 
182 Simone Murray, The Adaptation Industry: The Cultural Economy of Contemporary Literary Adaptation,  New York: Routledge, 2012, 
pp.46-47.  
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celebrity authors. A number of scholars have suggested that these actions are a search, or 

quest to find the ‘real’ person behind the star image. In Chris Rojek’s publication, 

Celebrity he draws on George Herbert Mead’s theory of the ‘Veridical self’ (a split 

between public self and private self – ‘veridical’ being one’s true self, not one’s star 

persona).183 I would argue that, on occasion, this quest for the ‘real’ is able to induce 

certain members of festival’s audience into becoming ‘pseudo detectives,’ desirous of 

extracting confessional information from the various authors on stage. Just as attracting 

attention through controversy and scandal is now rapidly becoming a form of 

entertainment in itself (discussed later in the case studies), the probing questions one might 

pose to authors also operates as a form of entertainment for others at the event. Millicent 

Weber has described some of the  audience’s responses at the Melbourne Writers Festival 

in 2013 as “ranging from politeness, to political solidarity, to ill-concealed xenophobia.”184 

Indeed, it appears there are similarities between the format of question time at writers’ 

festivals and television programmes such as the ABC’s Q&A, Australia’s television panel 

discussion programme. In that, authors find themselves responding to curious agenda-

driven questions with both formats then working to create the public attention needed to 

maintain authorial celebrity.    

Wenche Ommundsen, reflecting on the social and cultural dynamics of writers’ festivals, 

maintains that a writer whose performance is “too flippant or overbearing”185 will be 

considered as not taking the audience or the event seriously: 

  Festival audiences are generous and grateful for the opportunity to rub  

  shoulders with their cultural heroes… they want to find out who they are, as 

  writers and as human beings, to experience the aura surrounding the creator 

  of the literary works.186 [Italics in original.] 

In her article ‘Literary Festivals and Cultural Consumption’ Ommundsen equates the 

‘aura’ of certain authors with Foucault’s biographical fallacy, vis-à-vis readers confusing 

authors’ lives with the lives of characters in their books. John Fiske, on the other hand, 

proposes that literary festivals are events where attendees evaluate who is worthy of their 

fandom, before they allow themselves to become interested in an author’s books.187 In this 

                                                             
183The American social psychologist, George Herbert Mead, makes a case in Mind, Self and Society (1934), that the split between the ‘I’ 
(the ‘veridical’ self) and the ‘Me’ (the self as seen by others) is the human condition in Western society. An interesting website offering 
commentaries on Mead’s theories of ‘The Social Self’ and a link to his 1913 paper can be found at: 
http://varenne.tc.columbia.edu/bib/info/med00gerg34mindself.html (Accessed 26 August 2012).  
184 http://cass.anu.edu.au/news/qa-literary-festivals-their-audiences-and-their-impact-culture (Accessed 5 October 2018). 
185 Wench Ommundsen, ‘Literary Festivals and Cultural Consumption’, Australian Literary Studies, Vol.24, Issue 1, (2009), pp.19-34.  
186 Ibid., p.30.  
187 John Fiske, Understanding Popular Culture, Boston: Unwin Hayman, 1989, p.147.  
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respect, the author’s aesthetic work then takes second place in relation to the author’s 

personality and performance, thus signifying that literary festivals are often events that 

function on the entertainment value of an author’s performance which is measured by 

audience-centric principles.   

There are more than 450 literary festivals happening each year in Australia and the United 

Kingdom, and many more in North America, and other countries.188 The prevalence of 

such events signals to authors that to be successful in today’s ever-changing marketplace, 

they must be highly visible-mediagenic authors. Galligan, after interviewing many writers, 

concluded that most authors “believe that they need to be visible in the marketplace if they 

want to sell books,”189 and echoing this sentiment is Kerryn Goldsworthy’s somewhat 

frank remark on the visibility of authors in the media, saying that “if they want to improve 

their sales, then they should get out there more and be a dancing bear.”190 This 

commentary, although rather extreme, is accurate in reference to the necessity of high 

visibility in the life of a celebrity author, effectively pointing to the ways economies of 

attention and entertainment are implicated in the creation of greater book sales. Cassandra 

Pybus has observed that it is “becoming more important to be a performer than to be a 

good writer in the literary world.”191 Robert Dessaix has also commented on the growing 

culture of authors required to be entertainers. Reluctant to adopt the role of a performative-

author, he spoke dismissively about the topic in his opening address at an Adelaide 

Writers’ Week, commenting that, “writers now have to tap dance as well as write 

books.”192 In an economy based on attention and entertainment, an author’s attention-

grabbing, and sometimes ‘formulated’ performance is what many literary festival 

audiences want to see. In a playful tone, and at the same festival, Dessaix suggested that it 

might be best if authors were packaged and that their textual content include the following 

elements: “Ethnic plus gay, Aboriginal plus hot issue (e.g., stolen generation), married to 

politician plus fashionable genre (e.g., feminist detective fiction), a Miles Franklin [literary 

award] plus scandalous past, illustration of intellectual fad (e.g., post-colonial theory) plus 

                                                             
188 http://cass.anu.edu.au/news/qa-literary-festivals-their-audiences-and-their-impact-culture (Accessed 5 October 2018). 
189Anne Galligan, ‘Build the Author, Sell the Book: Marketing the Australian Author in the 1990s’, Australian Literature and the Public 
Sphere, (eds), Alison Bartlett, Robert Dixon and Christopher Lee, Toowoomba: ASAL, 1998, p.155. 
190 Ibid., p.155. 
191 Cited in, Anne Galligan, ‘Build the Author, Sell the Book: Marketing the Australian Author in the 1990s’, Australian Literature and the 
Public Sphere, (eds), Alison Bartlett, Robert Dixon and Christopher Lee, Toowoomba: ASAL, 1998, p.157. 
192 Ruth Starke, A Festival of Writers: Adelaide Writers’ Week 1960-2000, Ph.D. Thesis, Adelaide: The Flinders University of South 
Australia, 2000, p.217. Cited in Cori Stewart, The Culture of Contemporary Writers’ Festivals, Doctoral Thesis, Creative Industries 
Faculty, Queensland University of Technology, 2009, p.26.  
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vampirism … and so on.”193 Cori Stewart questions whether, “by unveiling the commercial 

nature of contemporary book culture Dessaix fuels his own celebrity status as an artist and 

intellectual independent of commercial and institutional obligations?”194Refreshingly, 

Thomas Keneally, who is the subject of chapter three of this study is one author who does 

not seem perturbed by the conceits of celebrity performativity and media entertainment, 

jovially admitting that he is indeed a ‘media tart’ who enjoys the limelight and praise.195  

Other components of literary festivals that work to attact attention and promise 

entertainment include literary cabaret sessions on grunge writing and rap.196Michael Wolf 

makes a good point when he states that, “Entertainment pervades the economic 

landscape,”197 and in relation to literary festivals one may indeed draw a parallel with his 

statement, especially when taking into consideration literary quizzes, trivia nights, 

cabarets, and the inclusion of fashion and cooking shows as events and formats taken from 

other areas of the entertainment industry.  

Literary media entertainment as convergence culture 

One can only hope that literary fiction in print form will survive a future which is media 

orientated, and that the new generations will write literary fiction, read it, and appreciate it. 

Today, young people are making immediate connections with the ubiquitous media 

entertainment around them—print text alone is clearly not enough—they want to be 

entertained. An example of the popularity of literary media entertainment occurred when 

Campfire, a North American media company which uses multiple media platforms to 

engage the fans of particular novels, television series or video games, generated a buzz for 

the premiere of the miniseries Game of Thrones based on George R.R. Martin’s series of 

historical fiction and high fantasy novels. The audience participation aspect entailed the 

readers of the novels being immersed in a fan engagement program, based around the five 

senses. For instance, the strategy surrounding the sense of ‘taste’ involved a top chef 

creating a collection of dishes from the Seven Kingdoms of Westeros and distributing them 

in trucks around New York and Los Angeles. Each day, a recipe-video featuring Colicchio 

                                                             
193 Ruth Starke, A Festival of Writers: Adelaide Writers’ Week 1960-2000, Ph.D. Thesis, Adelaide: The Flinders University of South 
Australia, 2000, p.217. Cited in Cori Stewart, The Culture of Contemporary Writers’ Festivals, Doctoral Thesis, Creative Industries 
Faculty, Queensland University of Technology, 2009, p.26.  
194 Ibid., pp.26-27 
195 Della Robinson, ‘Literary Celebrity: An Interview with Thomas Keneally’, Perth, Western Australia , 25 November 2014, n.p.  
196 Wenche Ommundsen, ‘Literary Festivals and Cultural Consumption’, Australian Literary Studies, Vol.24, No.1, (2009), p.23. 
197 Michael Wolf, The Entertainment Economy: How Mega-Media Forces are Transforming our Lives, New York: Random House, 1999, 
p.51. 
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restaurant was released, and clues to the truck’s locations were posted on Facebook and 

Twitter. This resulted in long lines of fans waiting in anticipation for their free ‘Westeros 

food’ and garnered widespread interest from the press for both the Colicchio restaurant and 

the work of George R.R. Martin. This is media entertainment for modern-day readers of 

his novels.198  

 

Another example of literary media entertainment, apart from the numerous adaptations of 

the classic novel, concerns Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights and the popular music 

dedicated to both author and book. Kate Bush’s song, ‘Wuthering Heights,’ released in 

1978 was a tribute to the novel. In turn, other musicians produced renditions of Bush’s 

famous chart-topping single: Pat Benatar, China Drum, and the jazz artist Milla Brune. 

Over the last few years, there has been a revival of the song, and Bush’s famous writhing 

and twisting dance. The revival has taken the form of a world-wide phenomenon, aptly 

named, ‘The Most Wuthering Heights Day Ever’ (MWHDE). Since 2016, this annual 

event produces a re-enactment of Kate Bush’s single ‘Wuthering Heights’ and its 

accompanying music video. The entertaining spectacle is usually scheduled for one day in 

July, when participants adorn themselves with long flowing red dresses with red flowers in 

their hair, some wearing wigs, so that they look similar to Kate Bush in the late seventies. 

Comparable to the style of a flash mob, the huge crowd, sometimes with over five-hundred 

participants, come together to dance the ‘Wuthering Heights dance.’  

 

 

Screenshot via Google:  ‘The Most Wuthering Heights Day Ever’ 2016 
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The event is then uploaded to YouTube and / or other social media. Scheduled on the same 

day in 2016, events were held in Melbourne and Perth and “were conducted in Adelaide, 

Sydney, Hobart, Berlin, Oslo, Montreal, Tel Aviv, Amsterdam, Copenhagen, and 

Wellington.”199 This is an instance of participatory culture and how a literary text might be 

expressed through media and entertainment, and what is most significant is that this event 

has a world-wide context. Furthermore, every facet of the event is recorded, or has an 

‘afterlife’: the author’s name, Emily Brontë, her literary text, Wuthering Heights; Kate 

Bush’s music and video on YouTube’s ‘afterlife’; and the ‘MWHDE’ events and their  

participants also feature on YouTube and other digital media platforms.200  

 

Literary media entertainment’s growing presence, indeed makes it difficult for authors, 

their agents, and the marketing divisions of publishing companies to create innovative 

experiences for consumers through paradigms of entertainment. These entertainment 

experiences either strive to connect consumers to products emotionally, or provide 

audiences with information in a stimulating manner, and as a consequence of this 

contemporary context, “we have come to expect that we will be entertained all the time.”201 

However, the entertainment economy cannot work on its own. It would be futile to lecture 

or perform on stage in front of an absent audience, or live stream a literary event with no 

one watching on their screens. Thus, the creation of literary media entertainment must 

operate conjointly, between the economy of entertainment and the economy of attention. 

 

In this introductory chapter, it has been my intention to make clear the project’s enquiry 

into literary celebrity in Australia, and argue for a convergence of the literary arena and 

media entertainment; furthermore, to emphasise the importance of an acceptance of the 

phenomenon of literary media entertainment. Chapter Two provides a literature review, 

which I have for the most part attempted to structure chronologically, starting first with 

mainstream celebrity. This chapter then moves on to review landmark publications that 

focus on post-1970s’ contemporary literary celebrity, to investigate the issues, ambiguities, 

                                                             
199 Nicole Precel, ‘Thousands to embody Kate Bush in Most Wuthering Heights Day Ever,’ Sydney Morning Herald, 9 July 2016. 
https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/thousands-to-embody-kate-bush-in-most-wuthering-heights-day-ever-20160708-
gq1bxx.html (Accessed 15 October 2018).  A YouTube of the event in Melbourne can be viewed at: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yo7ApSneQwI 
200 It would be interesting to conduct a survey the hundreds of individuals world-wide, to approximate how many participants had read 
the novel. Also, a study of the event itself, might then lead on to further research in areas such as, cultural studies and s ociology. For a 
more comprehensive list of places that hold the event, see Appendix 2.  
201Michael Wolf, The Entertainment Economy: How Mega-Media Forces are Transforming our Lives, New York: Random House, 1999, 
p.73. 
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fissures, and the relevant criticisms that exist in the scholarship to-date. The literature 

review will also offer an overview of publications that focus on paradigms of the 

entertainment economy and attention economy, although books on these topics are in short 

supply. As most mediagenic authors today have a transnational profile, the content of the 

selected texts for this chapter will traverse both a national and international contemporary 

context. The remaining three chapters investigate Australian literary celebrity through case 

studies of each of the selected mediagenic authors: Thomas Keneally, Kate Grenville, and 

Richard Flanagan. In Chapter Three, Keneally’s literary celebrity is investigated through 

his long-standing presence in the mediasphere. Topics such as Keneally’s contribution to 

Australia’s national identity, activism, controversy, and product endorsement, form much 

of the content of this chapter. Chapter Four looks at Kate Grenville’s authorship and its 

involvement in Australia’s cultural landscape, and how her authorship has influenced 

different vectors of contemporary identity politics, such as paradigms of gender and race. 

In chapter five, the celebrity authorship of Richard Flanagan, is investigated in light of his 

eco-political activism and how this naturally participates in the attention economy. 

Flanagan’s authorship is also studied in relation to topics such as Australia’s national 

identity. This study is also interested in trying to determine the potency of the literary 

celebrity’s own influence in their rise to fame and the methodological paradigms that 

surround this process. Thomas Keneally was kind enough to discuss this topic in an 

interview – see Appendix 1.     

Many have commented on Australian literature’s viability and how its existence is under 

threat. Mark Davis, in ‘The Decline of the Literary Paradigm in Australian Literature,’ 

states that, ‘By the early 2000s almost no major Australian publisher was aggressively 

seeking or promoting new literary fiction at the forefront of their lists, and literary fiction 

was no longer the cornerstone of the industry’s self-perception.”202 Davis also cites 

Rosemary Neill’s thoughts in the Australian, questioning whether “the literary novel is 

dying down under.”203 More recently, an article in the Sydney Morning Herald argued that, 

“literary fiction is in deep trouble,” revealing that, “no local literary fiction titles reached 

the top bestseller list last year, although several Miles Franklin-winning authors and Man 

Booker prize-winner Richard Flanagan all released books.”204The value of this study then, 

                                                             
202 Mark Davis, ‘The Decline of the Literary Paradigm’, Making Books: Contemporary Australian Publishing, (eds) David Carter & Anne 
Galligan, St Lucia; Queensland, University of Queensland Press, 2007, p.120. 
203 Ibid. 
204 Jane Sullivan, ‘Turning Pages: Why Readers are Turning Away from Literary Fiction’, Sydney Morning Herald, 18 January 2018.  
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is that it explores the possibilities for the convergence of Australian literature and media 

entertainment, as an under-recognised facet of the system of cultural production and 

reception.  
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2 Literature Review 

 

       The negotiation between pure profit  

       making and ‘higher’ cultural values  

       has produced intense debates and  

       conflicted meanings around literary  

       celebrity in contemporary culture.205  

 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to review the cultural and theoretical research into celebrity 

in the second half of the twentieth century. This historical timeframe is an important period 

in discussions of celebrity, as the decades that follow the seventies are significant due to: 

the introduction of more advanced technology; an increase in democratic societies as more 

receptive to mass production, consumption and communication; and the formation of 

ideological reconceptualisations of the study of celebrity. Following this, the review 

focuses on literary celebrity in general and surveys a number of full-length publications. 

Thereafter, it will shift its attention back to more national literary concerns to examine the 

existing literature on Australian literary celebrity, which will demonstrate that although 

specific representations of contemporary literary authorship have been published, there still 

appears a significant lack of research surrounding the theoretical frameworks of 

contemporary Australian literary celebrities, post-1970s. The final two sections of the 

review will examine the literature relating to the two economies of entertainment and 

attention, which this study argues now fundamental to the new paradigm of literary media 

entertainment.  

Historical background to contemporary celebrity 

A review of the entire critical literature on the trajectory of celebrity leading up to the 

twenty-first century is beyond the scope of this review; however, at the inception of this 

project, it became clear that over the past seventy years, research on the subject of celebrity 

has essentially produced three broad approaches to the subject: the scholars who chose 

early on to take more of a positive stance toward celebrity, suggesting that the 

phenomenon was beneficial to society due to new technologies fostering a heightened 

                                                             
205Joe Moran, ‘The Reign of Hype: The Contemporary (Literary) Star System,’ The Celebrity Culture Reader, Marshall, David P. (ed.), 
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emotional commitment, expressly from collaborations within a participatory culture 

(Henry Jenkins and Howard Rheingold); those scholars who disapproved of its existence, 

signifying what Janice Radway has termed, the declension narrative206- a part of popular 

culture that dumbs-down society with its paradigms of surface glamour and vacuousness 

(Boorstin and Mills); and the theorists who challenged these straight-forward divisions, 

preferring to describe celebrity as: 

 an unstable, multifaceted phenomenon - the product of a complex negotiation 

 between cultural producers and audiences, the purveyor of both dominant and 

 resistant cultural meanings and a pivotal point of contention in debates about 

 the relationship between cultural authority and exchange value in capitalist 

 societies.207 

 

Academics such as Richard Dyer, Joshua Gamson, Graeme Turner, Chris Rojek, and 

David Marshall, to name some of the more well-known theorists, have each written on the 

heterogeneous nature of contemporary celebrity and its promotion of multiple meanings. 

This approach represents the most complex interpretation and simultaneously offers a 

deeper insight into the ideological functions of celebrity in modern culture.  

The ‘emptiness theory’: The conservative scholars emerging from the nineteen-fifties, such 

as Daniel Boorstin and Charles Wright Mills, formulated the ‘emptiness theory’ perceiving 

celebrity as a hollow and undesirable force.208 It should be noted, though, that both 

Boorstin and Mills’ conceptualisations of celebrity were not grounded in any ideological 

methodology, and were merely anecdotal and ahistorical in form, thus making their 

findings limited in scope. Boorstin, a historian, was one of the first scholars to discuss 

American image consciousness and interpret the nature of celebrity in twentieth century. 

His 1961 seminal work, The Image: The Guide to Pseudo-Events in America is still cited 

today by a number of contemporary scholars, probably due to its well-defined theory of the 

lack of social value, and its uncomplicated framework which makes it a suitable 

‘springboard’ to extend upon for further research. Boorstin’s main argument in relation to 

celebrity focused on what he termed, the ‘pseudo-event.’ He introduced this expression to 

describe media-orientated events, such as press conferences and political debates, which he 

                                                             
206 Loren Glass. ‘An Interview with Janice Radway’, Iowa Journal of Cultural Studies, Vol.10, Issue 1, (2009), p.95.  
207Moran, Joe, Star Authors: Literary Celebrity in America, London, Pluto Press, 2000, p.3.  
208 Boorstin often alluded to ‘emptiness’ in association with celebrity, but did so directly in The Image: “God is the celebrity author of 
the world’s best seller. We have made God into the biggest celebrity of all, to contain our own emptiness.”    
Daniel Boorstin, The Image: A Guide to Pseudo-Events in America, New York: Harper Colophone Books, 1961, p.183. 
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maintained were events that were created solely to be reported on. For Boorstin, the 

individual who lacks skills but at the same time is an attention-grabbing, entertaining 

personality is the human form of the media’s ‘pseudo-event,’ and contends this is simply 

“a person who is known for his well-knownness… is neither good nor bad, great nor petty 

… [they are a] human pseudo-event.”209 Boorstin further explicates the concept of popular 

celebrity as a cultural void, a position he feels was once occupied by brave hero figures, 

and clearly expresses his opinion through several short, succinct axioms: “The hero created 

himself; the celebrity is created by the media” and, “The hero was a big man; the celebrity 

is a big name.”210 In another of Boorstin’s works, which has a strikingly similar title, 

published a year later, The Image: Or What Happened to the American Dream, he suggests 

that Arthur Miller, one of America’s great playwrights of the twentieth century, only 

“became a ‘real’ celebrity by his marriage to Marilyn Monroe,”211 thus affirming his 

hypothesis on the power of popularity as a ‘big name.’ Parallels may be drawn between the 

theories of Boorstin and the sociologist, Charles Wright Mills, in that they both promote 

the ‘emptiness theory’ of celebrity. In his publication, The Power Elite (1956), Mills 

argues that popular culture is vacuous and that celebrities, “rather than being celebrated 

because they occupy positions of prestige, occupy positions of prestige because they are 

celebrated.” For Mills, celebrity represented not so much the lack of heroes but the absence 

of earlier cultural elites, or the gentrified “society lady and man of pedigreed wealth.”212 

Although Boorstin and Mills express their views in a slightly different manner, they both 

essentially present the ‘emptiness theory’ of celebrity.   

 

Richard Dyer - celebrity in the era of ‘high theory’: Richard Dyer’s renowned publication, 

Stars, published in 1979, was the first to substantively utilise ideological approaches in the 

field of celebrity. His particular methodology of investigation is characterised by two 

distinct but interdependent areas, sociology and semiotic studies. Dyer indicated that 

“sociological concerns can only make headway when informed by a proper engagement 

with the semiotics of stars, that is, their specific signification as realised in media texts.”213 

This interdisciplinary method seemed to produce a persuasive and rich account of the 

celebrity phenomenon, with his study receiving much praise for its insights into a new 

                                                             
209 Daniel Boorstin, The Image: A Guide to Pseudo-Events in America, New York: Harper Colophone Books, 1961, p.57. 
210 Ibid., p.61. 
211 Daniel Boorstin, The Image: Or What Happened to the American Dream, New York: Atheneum, 1962, p.65. 
212 C. Wright Mills, The Power Elite, New York: Oxford University Press, 1956, pp.71-74. 
213 Richard Dyer, Stars, London: British Film Institute (BFI), 1979, p.1 
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investigative methodology of celebrity in association with film studies. Just as Boorstin’s, 

The Image: The Guide to Pseudo-Events in America, was seminal in the early nineteen-

sixties, so too was Dyer’s Stars, in the nineteen-seventies and eighties, and continues to be 

a well-cited text in regard to the concept of explicit ideological positioning. Dyer’s 

publication predominantly examines the relationship between the realms of representation 

and the network of ideological discourses these representations emerge from. He argues 

that the celebrity negotiates models of selfhood and identity which Dyer contends is the 

primary ideological and social function of the star, or the ‘star text.’ From a platform 

deploying an Althusserian conceptualisation of ideology, he suggests that “stars articulate 

what it is to be human in society: that is, they express the particular notion of the 

‘individual.’”214  

However, there is disagreement in the scholarly literature, to the extent that Martin Barker 

questions Dyer’s premise, that celebrities ought to be explained ideologically, and 

commenting on Dyer’s later work, Heavenly Bodies: Film Stars and Society (1979), 

suggests that “perhaps we have looked for too tidy a relationship between stars and 

ideological processes.”215 Furthermore, making use of a scathing metaphor, Barker rejects 

Dyer’s theories, complaining they contain some, “distinctly unhealthy ideological E-

numbers.”216 Given the hostility of his metaphor, ‘E -numbers’ being an analogy for E-coli 

bacteria, it is clear, then, that Barker rejects Dyer’s theoretical approach. Sociologists, 

Barry King and Alan Lovell, in relation to notions of identity have also challenged Dyer’s 

theories, drawing attention to celebrities as postmodern decentered subjects. They discount 

Althusserian concepts of the interpellated subject in association with celebrity models of 

selfhood and identity. King suggests that the existential parameters of stardom have 

changed and that today the celebrity is, “a decentered subject deeply reflexive and 

disdainful of claims to identity.”217 In support of this, Lovell maintains that celebrities are 

very often perceived as individuals who are superficial, and who represent the absolute 

opposite of a unified, stable identity, and further states they are “improbable candidates for 

carrying out the ideological task” which Dyer assigns to them.218 Yet, although 

conceptualised over thirty years ago, Dyer’s theories are still cited today by scholars of 

                                                             
214 Richard Dyer, Heavenly Bodies: Film Stars and Society, London: British Film Institute (BFI), 1986, p.8. 
215 Martin Barker, ‘Introduction’ in T. Austin & M. Barker (eds.), Contemporary Hollywood Stardom, London: Arnold, 2003, pp.14-15. 
216 Ibid., p.6. 
217 Barry King, ‘Embodying an Elastic Self: The Parametrics of Contemporary Stardom’, T. Austin and M. Barker (eds.), Contemporary 
Hollywood Stardom, London: Arnold, 2003, p.45. 
218 Alan Lovell, ‘I Went in Search of Deborah Kerr, Jodie Foster and Julianne Moore but got Waylaid…’ , T. Austin and M. Barker (eds.), 
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celebrity studies. In 2013, Lorraine York’s, ‘Star Turn: The Challenges of Theorising 

Celebrity Agency’, which as the title suggests, investigates celebrity agency, quotes Dyer’s 

Stars on the first page of her essay, and more recently in 2018, Gaston Franssen’s 

‘Introduction: The Celebrity of Haruki Murakami,’ begins the first few lines of his article 

with reference to Dyer’s theories. In addition to these, Su Holmes’ editorial in the first 

issue of the journal Celebrity Studies recognises Dyer’s importance in the field:  

 Few would dispute the crucial status of Richard Dyer’s canonical works, Stars 

 (1979)  and Heavenly Bodies: Film Stars and Society (1986). Working from 

 within film studies (but certainly drawing upon intellectual tools and paradigms 

 from media and cultural studies), Dyer famously drew attention to the analysis 

 of stars in the realm of representation and ideology: stars were semiotic signs 

 that could be ‘read’ and deconstructed.219 

 

Dyers’ ideological approach to the study of Hollywood fame has been notably influential 

in the more nuanced approaches to celebrity that emerged in the 1990s. 

Other theoretical approaches to celebrity culture: As constructive background knowledge 

to a study of literary celebrity, this section wishes to explore some of the more 

comprehensive publications that critically examine celebrity, which offer investigative 

arguments and strong analytical methodologies as required of landmark studies.   

  

Leo Braudy’s The Frenzy of Renown: Fame and Its History (1986) is a compendious and 

well-researched publication. Like Rojek and Marshall, Braudy argues that the origins of a 

contemporary celebrity culture can be found within a deterioration of the hierarchical 

hegemonic social structures, such as the collapse of the aristocracy, church, and monarchy, 

resulting in the creation of a capitalist system.220 Braudy emphasises the continuity of 

celebrity, maintaining that, “whatever, political or social or psychological factors influence 

the desire to be famous, they are enhanced by and feed upon the available means of 

reproducing the image,”221 and reminds readers that previous creative channels have 

included literature, theatre, public monuments, Renaissance paintings, engraved portraits, 

among others. A contemporary correlation of Braudy’s historical accounts of the 

pervasiveness of the image is the well-cited publication, High Visibility: The Making and 
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Marketing of Professionals into Celebrities (2005), by Irving Rein, Philip Kotler, Martin 

Stoller and Michael Hamkin. The authors assess the importance of visibility, not from a 

cultural studies paradigm but a communications and marketing perspective, adopting a 

broadly social scientific methodology rather than conducting a theoretically based 

approach.222 The publication has been described as, “The Bible, the Das Kapital, the Origin 

of Species of the infant science of celebritology.”223 It investigates the necessity of 

attracting attention as a paradigm of contemporary celebrity, and although the authors do 

not write about this in the sense of an ‘economy,’ their findings have made a substantial 

contribution to the understandings of an ‘attention economy.’ Rein et al. agree that to 

become a celebrity, an individual must put their life into the hands of the ‘celebritizers,’ 

such as public relations, marketing and advertising executives, so that these specialists can 

spin lives into characters’ roles in a story, thus constructing the individual and the ideas 

they represent into ‘products.’ The factory system’s purpose is straightforward: to launch 

individual aspirants in much the same way that marketing does for major consumer goods’ 

companies, thus mimicking the way they roll out their new products.224 This is also chiefly 

the subject matter of Gamson’s widely cited publication, Claims to Fame: Celebrity in 

Contemporary America (1994). Similar to the authors of High Visibility Gamson is 

interested in celebrity as an industry which, he suggests, creates products from raw 

materials, so that celebrities must be thought of as ‘investments’ and be marketed 

accordingly.225 Gamson’s publication is considered an important sociological study of the 

production and reception of celebrity in North America. It is a noteworthy publication, as it 

not only investigates celebrity as an industry, but also explores the shifting paradigms of 

celebrity culture and audience subjectivity, including content that employs an empirical 

framework involving participant-observation. His study documents the appreciation, 

reception, and interaction of individuals with celebrities, and from his observations 

Gamson notes three differing categories of audience:    

 

 

 

                                                             
222 Irving Rein, Phillip Kotler, Martin Stoller & Michael Hamlin, High Visibility: The Making and Marketing of Professionals into 
Celebrities, Lincolnwood; Illinois: McGraw-Hill, 2005, p.165. 
223 This descriptive encomium features on the back cover of the book and is an endorsement by Peter Carlson of The Washington Post. 
224 Irving Rein, Phillip Kotler, Martin Stoller & Michael Hamlin, High Visibility: The Making and Marketing of Professionals into 
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 Traditionalists/Believers:  Audiences who understand celebrities to be  

      realistic representations of themselves; 

 

 Second-order Believers:  Audiences who recognise the mediated  

      constructions of celebrities, but still believe  

      they can evoke the ‘real’; 

 

 Postmodernists/Game-players: Audiences that acknowledge and   

      appreciate the process of celebrity and “ride  

      the belief/disbelief and fiction/reality axes.”226

     

 

Gamson’s audience-classification focuses on a desire for authenticity, and suggests this is a 

major concern for some audiences. Yet, for the third group, the younger Postmodernists 

cum Game-players, the question of authenticity is not so problematic, as they are more 

accepting of social media and other digital platforms.  

 

David Marshall’s Celebrity and Power: Fame in Contemporary Culture (1997), similarly 

addresses discussions of celebrity in association with audience subjectivity. He 

acknowledges Boorstin’s theory of great men and heroes; however, he agrees with Braudy 

in the perpetual nature of fame:  

 

 The reading of the public sphere as populated by heroes and great men becomes a 

 declining discourse around public subjectivity in the twentieth century. Celebrity 

 itself generated an entire industry by the second decade of the twentieth century, 

 with the emergence of fan magazines… that openly celebrated movie stars and their 

 lives.227 

           

In his acclaimed, Celebrity and Power, Marshall’s main focus is on the celebrity-audience-

relationship and the changing paradigms of ‘public subjectivity.’ To advance his main 

argument, that audiences are a fundamental component in determining the meaning of 

celebrity, his methodology charts the roles that celebrity plays in connection to ideologies 

of individualism, consumerism and democratic capitalism. He draws on case studies such 

as Oprah Winfrey and Tom Cruise, to show how the production of celebrity works in 

producing identities that ultimately become powerful cultural icons. Furthermore, he offers 

examples of celebrity in different artistic categories and examines the intimacy developed 
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between the celebrity and dissimilar audiences. For example, Marshall suggests that film 

stars have a distinct aura which acts to distance them from audiences, whereas he believes 

that the viewers of television shows tend to relate to ‘their’ on screen TV celebrities in a 

more personal way. He maintains that the closest celebrity-audience relationship is to be 

found in the contemporary music industry, due to fans being able to relate to celebrity 

musicians through the emotions generated from the music, thus creating a longer lasting 

relationship than the other two categories. Had the literary arena been included in 

Marshall’s evaluations, it would have been interesting to read where he positioned fans in 

relation to authorial celebrity. However, Marshall’s acuity in the reading of contemporary 

public subjectivity is formidable, starting from a premise that deems the construction of 

individuality is formed through the new mass audience, which he states is vital in 

understanding definitions of worth and social value.  

Chris Rojek takes the notion of the ‘individual’ a step further. His publication, Celebrity 

(2001), a well-cited publication investigating collective behaviours and mass 

communication, attempts to explain the psychology and sociology behind the phenomenon 

of celebrity. He suggests that as modern society developed, “celebrities have filled the 

absence created by the decay in the popular belief in the divine right of kings, and the 

death of God,”228 and that, “‘post-God’ celebrity is now one of the mainstays of organising 

recognition and belonging in secular society.”229 Rojek, and a number of other theorists are 

in agreement that the well-spring of celebrity came about through the deterioration of the 

uppermost hegemonic social structures.230 I agree, and to my knowledge, no other celebrity 

scholar has disputed this.  

Rojek’s ideas on the ‘para-social interaction’ or ‘second order intimacy’ of celebrity are 

particularly appealing. He points out that this ‘intimacy’ is facilitated by the mass-media, 

between celebrities and their fans, who don’t really know each other in a physical, face-to-

face sense, but form a para-social ‘relationship’ manufactured by the celebrity’s high 

visibility in the media. It is both interesting and noteworthy that the “physical and social 

remoteness of the celebrity is compensated for by the glut of mass-media… turning a 

distant figure into a significant other.”231 This second-order intimacy is, as I will argue 

later, associated with the necessity of contemporary writers to be visible to their 

                                                             
228 Chris Rojek, Celebrity, London: Reaktion, 2001, p.13.  
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readers/fans/audiences. Furthermore, another element of Rojek’s work which is markedly 

innovative is his creation of neologisms, such as ‘Celetoid,’ a person described as someone 

only famous for a brief time, and a ‘Celeactor,’ a mass media creation of a fictional 

character that sums up the times.232 Of this celeactor category, Rojek offers examples such 

as, the Fonz from Happy Days, and more recently, Mulder and Scully from the X-Files, 

and I am guessing more locally, that Crocodile Dundee might be deemed as an Australian 

celeactor, “a fictional character who is either momentarily ubiquitous or becomes an 

institutionalised feature of popular culture.”233 Although these terms are not often referred 

to outside of celebrity studies, the neologism for philanthropic capital, ‘celanthropy’ in 

Rojek’s book Fame Attack: The Inflation of Celebrity and Its Consequences (2012) is 

widely cited in the mediasphere. Rojek maintains that “the PR-Media hub supports 

celanthropy… It builds the celebrity brand by demonstrating that the star has a good heart, 

a commitment to activism and a social conscience.”234 However, the main criticism of 

celanthropists is that they are uninformed and offer superficial, simplistic solutions, and 

also that the masses who support them are simply ‘star-struck.’ Although, there are those 

that believe:  

 With the help of new media, celanthropy will continue to gain momentum. As 

 the reach of information about charities increases, the legitimacy of celebrity 

 charities and philanthropy will also increase. Celanthropy is just beginning to 

 become a trend thanks to forerunners Angelina Jolie, Bono, and Oprah.235 

 

In Fame Attack, Rojek contends that scholars must investigate audiences in more detail, to 

examine whether personal uncertainty and / or issues of psychological loneliness are at the 

core of celebrity culture. In association with Oprah Winfrey, apart from touching on her 

‘celanthropy,’ Rojek does not adequately delve into Winfrey’s talent for connecting with 

her audiences on a psychological level. This is dealt with in more detail in Tim Wu’s 

Attention Merchants: The Epic Struggle to get Inside Our Heads (see attention economy 

section below). Another term Rojek makes good use of is the ‘Veridical self.’ The 

‘Veridical self’ is a useful theory, as frequently celebrities “complain of identity confusion 

                                                             
232 Rojek also differentiates three categories of celebrity:  ‘Attributed celebrity’, that which is created by being well known; ‘Ascribed 
celebrity’, that which is of an inherited status; and ‘Achieved celebrity’, that which is created by accomplishments, such as celebrity 
musicians, writers, actors or sports persons. The latter, ‘achieved celebrity’ is investigated in the chapters of the author case studies of 
this project.   
233 Chris Rojek, Celebrity, London: Reaktion, 2001, p.23. 
234 Chris Rojek, Fame Attack: The Inflation of Celebrity and Its Consequences, London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2012, pp.69-71.  
235 https://celebsfightback.wordpress.com/2010/11/28/celanthropy/ (Accessed 6 November 2018). 
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and the colonization of the veridical self by the public face.”236 Rojek offers an example of 

Johnny Depp attacking photographers at a London restaurant shouting: “I don’t want to be 

what you want me to be tonight!”237 The theory of the ‘Veridical self’ is then also 

significant to studies of literary celebrity, as parallels can be drawn between this theory and 

an author’s literary performance.  

Graeme Turner’s Understanding Celebrity, also features examples of celebrities and their 

‘melodramatic’ behaviours. It is a comprehensive and engaging publication largely aimed 

at academic circles; however, the book is not weighed down by a semantic density, and as 

such, the subject matter might well be of use to individuals outside the academy. In this 

book, the first of three publications,238 Turner deals with everything of significance, 

providing a complete overview and critical examination of the study of celebrity and the 

media. In his introduction, he reports on the philosophies of a number of celebrity 

theorists,239 so that readers are able to appreciate the complexity of the phenomenon. Lelia 

Green believes that readers of this publication will feel, “confident that every contribution 

to the debate has been analysed and mined for nuance and significance,” and goes on to 

say that, “The cover could legitimately proclaim, ‘If you only ever read one book on 

celebrity, this is the one to choose: it saves having to read all the others,’”240 and her 

comment has considerable merit. Early in the publication, Turner points out the inherent 

tensions between mass cultural production and elitist groups preoccupied with the loss of 

societal and cultural influence, declaring, “Each new shift in fashion is offered as the end 

of civilisation as we know it, with the real motivation being an elitist distaste for the 

demotic or populist dimension of mass cultural practices.”241 Turner, an academic 

continually at the forefront of social and cultural studies, describes the increase in the 

populist dimension as the, “demotic turn.”242 In Ordinary People and the Media: The 

Demotic Turn, Turner uses this expression as a means of examining how the media 

contribute in the production of culture arguing that, “the idea of the demotic turn emerges 

as a way of describing the increased participation of ordinary people in the media.”243 It is 
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Turner’s desire for more understanding of the paradigms of celebrity and ‘the demotic,’ 

which promoted his most didactically toned article in 2010, ‘Approaching Celebrity 

Studies.’244 This germane interpretation considers the heterogeneous nature of celebrity 

and how it might be defined, “as representation, as discourse, as an industry and as a 

cultural formation.”245 Like a number of the other theorists who feature in this review, 

Turner encourages a stronger basis to be established for the study of celebrity as industrial 

production, and suggests that empirical modes of enquiry might be more effective for 

studies in this field.   

In summary, the theory surrounding the roles and functions of celebrities has shifted from 

its earlier ‘emptiness theory,’ espoused by Boorstin and Mills in the 1950s and early 1960s, 

to the ‘manipulation theory,’ which effectively recognises the power of marketing and 

promotions executives as the ‘star markers,’ the machinery behind the production and 

reception of celebrity. 

 

Literary celebrity and its approaches  

When moving from studies of mainstream celebrity to literary celebrity, it must be 

emphasised from the outset, that whilst there has been substantial scholarship on the 

subject of mainstream celebrity, in comparison, there are very few full-length academic 

publications that solely focus on the critical examination of contemporary literary 

celebrity, post-1970.246 This is witnessed when one surveys the list of books dedicated to 

literary celebrity in ‘Authors in the World,’ compiled by Lancaster University,247 where it 

becomes clear, that most post-1970s publications either form part of edited collections or 

are individual articles published in journals. In addition, a substantial number of these 

published collections focus their investigations toward a modernist historical timeframe, or 

earlier. However, articles focusing on literary celebrity post 1970 have started to appear 

intermittently in journals, such as: Celebrity Studies; Convergence: The International 

Journal of Research into New Media Technologies; Social Semiotics; and The Journal of 

Marketing Management. Yet, in the first edition of Celebrity Studies, as the list below 

                                                             
244The journal, Celebrity Studies, is the first journal dedicated to the critical examination of celebrity. Launched in March 2010, the first 
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among others.  
247 To my knowledge this is the most comprehensive online bibliography of celebrity and literary celebrity. It is compiled by Lancaster 
University and can be found at: http://www.authorsandtheworld.com/?p=1467 (Accessed 11 October 2018). 
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demonstrates, literary celebrity was noticeably absent from topics that were listed as 

subjects of scholarship:  

 The work in what we might call ‘celebrity studies’ ranges across such topics as 

 the relationship between celebrity and the construction of the self and identity 

 under consumer capitalism (Biressi and Nunn 2005, Marshall 1997), the gender 

 politics of contemporary celebrity (Negra and Holmes 2008), the celebrity industry 

 (Gamson 1994, Turner, 2004), celebrity and media history (Murray 2005), celebrity 

 and religion (Redmond 2008, Rojek 2001), the interconnections between celebrity, 

 politics and citizenship (Corner and Pels 2003), celebrity and discourses of law and 

 regulation (Gies 2009), or the cultural and political economy of sporting celebrity 

 (Andrews and Jackson 2001, Whannel 2001).There runs throughout this 

 scholarship the common assumption  that we are now in the business of analysing a 

 culture of celebrity.248 

 

Other publications that generally include at least one article on literary celebrity are 

anthologies of (mainstream) celebrity studies, such as The Celebrity Culture Reader 

(2006), Stardom and Celebrity: A Reader (2007), and A Companion to Celebrity (2015).249 

However, there are two recently published anthologies solely devoted to literary celebrity: 

Celebrity Authorship and Afterlives in English and American Literature (2016), and 

Idolizing Authorship: Literary Celebrity and the Construction of Identity, 1800 to the 

Present (2017), both edited by Gaston Franssen and Rick Honings. As each of the three 

(mainstream) celebrity anthologies includes one article pertaining to literary celebrity from 

a post 1970s timeframe, it is worth reviewing the content of these publications. Following 

this, a review of the two anthologies of literary celebrity is conducted, before moving on to 

a critical analysis of Moran and York’s full-length studies on contemporary literary 

celebrity.   

Anthologies of celebrity which include literary celebrity 

The Celebrity Culture Reader (2006), edited by P. David Marshall is split into six parts and 

contains forty-one articles from a range of scholars. Out of these, only one relates to 

literary celebrity, Joe Moran’s ‘The Reign of Hype: The Contemporary (Literary) Star 

System’, which focuses on mediagenic authors and promotional culture. The article is a 

                                                             
248 Su Holmes, ‘Celebrity, the cerebral and pseudo-academic mumbo jumbo’, Celebrity Studies, Vol.1, No.1, (2010), p.6. 
249 Sean Redmond’s Framing Celebrity: New Directions in Celebrity Culture (2006), Celebrity and the Media (2013), and Celebrity (2018) 
do not contain any dedicated articles on literary celebrity; therefore these have not been included in this review. Although Celebrity 
and the Media includes a cursory glance at Byron on pages 62-63.   
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valuable source for different reasons, one of which is the recognition of authorial 

performance as integral to a contemporary author’s celebrity and book sales.  

 The New York Times has reported cases of authors being sent to speech tutors 

 and image consultants by publishers, and of literary agents providing publishers 

 with dummy video tapes of their clients along with book proposals, acceptance 

 or rejection of the manuscript sometimes hinging on the author’s performance.250 

 

As Moran is one of the leading scholars in the field of literary celebrity, surprisingly, then, 

his work does not feature in Stardom and Celebrity: A Reader (2007). However, there is 

one article out of twenty-nine whose content does focus on the literary arena, and that is 

Wenche Ommundsen’s ‘From the Altar to the Market-Place and Back Again: 

Understanding Literary Celebrity.’ It suggests that celebrity is so ubiquitous, that it now 

invades “those parts of the public sphere normally concerned with matters of a higher 

cultural order.”251 Much of the focus of Ommundsen’s article is her reading of the social 

and cultural dynamics of literary festivals,252 and her analyses are insightful. Commenting 

on Caroline Lurie’s less than complimentary observations of Australian literary festivals, 

Ommundsen responds with aplomb:  

 The widening of the audience for literature is here perceived, not as cause for 

 celebration, but instead as a threat: consumed with ‘decent’ wine and ‘good’ 

 coffee, the ‘spunky author’ and ‘new black chick’ become embodiments of 

 cultural populism, and the ‘cashed-up audience’ they attract are denied entry 

 into the privileged demographic of ‘passionate lovers of literature.’ 

     

Lurie’s class consciousness is clearly critiqued in Ommundsen’s article, but does further 

show a correct evaluation of the economic basis of literary consumption.  

An anthology published considerably later, A Companion to Celebrity (2015), also 

contains one article, ‘Brand Names: A Brief History of Literary Celebrity’ by Loren Glass. 

What is interesting about this article is not the author’s explanation of literary branding, 

but the section on ‘Second Selves’ examining the rise of post-colonial and non-Western 

authors in the postwar era; writers such as, Wole Soyinka, Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Toni 

                                                             
250 Joe Moran, ‘The Reign of Hype: The Contemporary (Literary) Star System’, The Celebrity Culture Reader, (ed) David Marshall, New 
York: Routledge, 2006, p.326.    
251 Wenche Ommundsen, ‘The Altar to the Market-Place and Back Again: Understanding Literary Celebrity’, Sean Redmond & Su 
Holmes (eds.), Stardom and Celebrity: A Reader, London: SAGE Publications Ltd., 2007, p.244.  
252 Two years alter Ommundsen published, ‘Literary Festivals and Cultural Consumption.’ 



 

   
 

69 

Morrison, and others who at the time were thrown toward international celebrity. Glass 

explains that 

 Decolonisation produced a proliferation of ‘new nations,’ all of which had  literary 

 figures invested in buttressing political independence with cultural  identity and 

 prestige; the establishment of UNESCO and other institutions of cultural diplomacy 

 and exchange in turn provided patronage and publicity for authors… Literary 

 authorship in this new global environmental took on an air of political and ethical 

 prestige and many prominent postcolonial authors were also, officially and 

 unofficially, diplomats and political power brokers. In this age of heightened 

 cultural diplomacy, celebrity authorship became truly global.253  

 

This article by Glass is most informative, as it combines a theory of literary brands with a 

history of literary celebrity, incorporating the Romantic era, literary modernism, and the 

contemporary political context.     

The two remaining anthologies, Celebrity Authorship and Afterlives in English and 

American Literature (2016), and Idolizing Authorship: Literary Celebrity and the 

Construction of Identity (2017) are devoted to literary celebrity. The contents of both 

publications chiefly focus on literary celebrity from the eighteen and nineteen-hundreds, 

therefore, this next section will review the introductions and only articles pertaining to a 

post-1970s timeframe, and also ones which have theoretical perspectives relevant to this 

thesis. The reviews are relatively brief, so more space is given to full-length studies of 

contemporary literary publications, thus keeping commentary on single articles of 

published collections to a minimum.   

Franssen and Honings’ introduction to Celebrity Authorship and Afterlives in English and 

American Literature, ‘Introduction: Starring the Author’, maintains that literary celebrity is 

“the product of two telescoping discursive constructs: the author function and the ‘celebrity 

function.’”254 The use of the word ‘telescoping’ is semantically perplexing, as synonymic 

gerunds relate to: contracting; minimising; shrivelling; disappearing, and so on. The 

authors then extend on their dual hypothesis of functions by offering four subdivisions of 

literary celebrity, or “variables” as they term it, stating that:  

                                                             
253 Loren Glass, ‘Brand Names: A Brief History of Literary Celebrity’, A Companion to Celebrity, (eds.), P. David Marshall & Sean 
Redmond, West Sussex; UK: Wiley & Sons, 2015, p.67. 
254 Gaston Franssen & Rick Honings, ‘Introduction: Starring the Author’, Celebrity Authorship and Afterlives in English and American 
Literature, (eds.) Gaston Franssen & Rick Honings, London: Palgrave Macmillan Limited, 2016, p.10. 
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 Celebrity authorship is a discursive construct of subjectivity whereby, in varying 

 proportions, a major role is played by (1) information about the author’s life and 

 personality, (2) the technical, medial and commercial dissemination of the work 

 and the authorial image, (3) views on the nature and properties of literary writing as 

 they circulate in public discourse, and (4) the way in which the author lives in his 

 or her afterlife.255      

 

The first three variables are interesting and are a rearrangement of Olivier Driessens’ 

concepts of ‘The Celebritization of Society and Culture’: ‘mediatization’, 

‘personalization’, and ‘commodification’, which the authors discuss earlier in the piece. As 

such, Driessen is given inadequate acknowledgement when the authors announce that they 

are “taking on board the considerations from the previous section” so that they are “now in 

a position to specify these variables.”256 However, they do add a fourth variable, “(4) the 

way in which the author lives on in his or her afterlife.”257 Afterlife, they point out, is deep-

seated in mid-twentieth-century art theory, however in the past decade it has “received a 

reappraisal in the discipline of cultural memory studies.”258 This is an interesting section, 

especially when they invoke Walter Benjamin’s ‘The Task of the Translator’ (1921) and 

connect Benjamin’s investigations of translation as a form of afterlife, where the original 

undergoes a change, and invoking David Marshall’s ‘celebrity sign’ and Richard Dyer’s 

‘star text’ they suggest that: 

 The reinterpretations and reappraisals of an author’s afterlife over the centuries 

 can easily be understood as ‘translations’ of the authorial ‘star text’ or ‘celebrity 

 sign’ in different contexts… The author’s fame is detached from its historical 

 and social context in order to be written in a different language and time. As 

 with the original work and its translation, the original ‘way of meaning’ of the 

 authorial image will always differ from its afterlife.259 

 

The ‘afterlives’ of authors is a thought-provoking topic in association with cultural 

memory. Other scholars have also looked at this most interesting of subjects, such as Hila 

Shachar in association with postfeminism, postmodernism and youth media culture.260 

Also, Loren Glass in connection with academic archives and publishers’ backlists, 

                                                             
255  Gaston Franssen & Rick Honings, ‘Introduction: Starring the Author’, Celebrity Authorship and Afterlives in English and American 
Literature, (eds.) Gaston Franssen & Rick Honings, London: Palgrave Macmillan Limited, 2016, p.10. 
256 Ibid. 
257 Ibid. 
258 Ibid., p.11. 
259 Gaston Franssen & Rick Honings, ‘Introduction: Starring the Author’, Celebrity Authorship and Afterlives in English and American 
Literature, (eds.) Gaston Franssen & Rick Honings, London: Palgrave Macmillan Limited, 2016, p.13.  
260 Hila Shachar, Cultural Afterlives and Screen Adaptations of Classic Literature: Wuthering Heights and Company, Hampshire; UK: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2012.   
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maintains that “the ephemerality of contemporaneous celebrity gradually morphs into 

something more like the traditional protocols of posthumous fame; no longer tethered to 

their biographical referents, authors live on as markers of lasting cultural and economic 

value.”261  

Overall, the content of Franssen and Honings’ ‘Introduction: Starring the Author’ 

continues to build its argument towards an understanding and definition of literary 

celebrity, making a good case for models such as  ‘mediatization’, ‘personalization’, and 

‘commodity’, and that when “these forces begin to get a grip on the literary domain… [i]t 

is at that moment that literary celebrity culture develops.”262 However, immediately after 

stating this, they stay on the safe side and declare, “Yet the literary author is not, by 

definition, in pursuit of fame, success and media attention: the conditions that apply to 

literary authorship sometimes prove to be at odds with the celebritization of culture.”263 At 

this point an example would have assisted to resolve the apparent contrast of ideas.264  

The focus of this review will now turn to the article in Celebrity Authorship and Afterlives 

in English and American Literature that contextualises literary celebrity, post 1970s: Odile 

Heynder’s ‘Public and Private Posture: Zadie Smith.’265 This article is notable for its 

reading of Zadie Smith’s physical appearance as a valuable asset in the literary 

marketplace. Heynder quotes Stephanie Merritt’s observations of Smith, “In her turban, 

thick-rimmed glasses and big trainers, she looks like a fairer-skinned version of Lauryn 

Hill [American rapper].”266 Heynder then takes this as Smith having a “keen eye for the 

ambivalence of culture” and postulates how Smith appears to be a young author bringing 

together, “literature and hip hop, high and popular culture, prestige and entertainment, 

intellect and looks.”267 However, as much of the content focuses on the media’s 

representations of Smith and her celebrity, it is surprising that Heynder does not make use 

of the term ‘literary mediagenic’ or discuss Smith’s contributions to The New Yorker. In 

relation to the content of Smith’s novels, White Teeth and Autograph Man, Heynder 

                                                             
261Loren Glass, ‘Brand Names: A Brief History of Literary Celebrity’, A Companion to Celebrity, (eds.), P. David Marshall & Sean 
Redmond, West Sussex; UK: Wiley & Sons, 2015, p.70. 
262 Ibid, p.7. 
263 Ibid., pp.7-8.  
264 There is an inaccurate reference to an author in the bibliography of ‘Introduction: Starring the Author.’ The article, ‘Brand Names: A 
Brief History of Celebrity’ in A Companion to Celebrity (pp.39-57) is actually written by Loren Glass, not Lorraine York.    
265 The anthology contains one other article which may be of interest to scholars of contemporary authorship, ‘The Silence of the 
Celebrity: J.D. Salinger.’ However, as Salinger’s works were published  before 1970 (not the republished work), the article on Salinger is 
not reviewed. 
266 Odile Heynder, ‘Public and Private Posture: Zadie Smith’, Celebrity Authorship and Afterlives in English and American Literature, 
(eds.) Gaston Franssen & Rick Honings, London: Palgrave Macmillan Limited, 2016, p.180. 
267 Ibid., p.193. 
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maintains that Smith positions herself as an author cum cultural analyst, which is 

perceptive, and concludes, that “Smith’s orchestration of posture(s) transforms the author 

into a star while retaining her cultural authority.”268  

Franssen and Honings’ other edited collection, Idolizing Authorship: Literary Celebrity 

and the Construction of Identity, 1800 to the Present (2017) is split into three parts. Part 1: 

The Rise of Literary Celebrity; Part 2: The Golden Age of Literary Celebrity; and Part 3: 

The Popularisation of Literary Celebrity. It is Part 3’s contemporary context that takes in 

the timeframe of this project; however two of the four articles in Part 3 will not be 

reviewed due to the following reasons. ‘The Fame and Blame of an Intellectual Goth: Sofi 

Oksanen’ by Sanna Lehtonen, employs a feminist discourse analysis drawing on Judith 

Butler’s theorisation of gender performativity, and so does not correlate with this 

interdisciplinary study of the two economies that constitute literary media entertainment, 

and Gaston Franssen’s, ‘Literary Stardom and Heavenly Gifts: Haruki MuraKami,’ an 

article that looks at the author’s antinomy and cultural ambivalence which was addressed 

in the introduction to this thesis. An appraisal of the remaining two articles, ‘Sincere e-self-

fashioning: Dimitri Vodennikov’ and ‘Playing God: Harry Mulisch’ will follow after a 

review of the editors’ introduction. 

The introduction, ‘Idolizing Authorship: An Introduction’ is structured in the same manner 

as the previous anthology a year earlier. It firstly sketches a background to celebrity studies 

which then progresses on to literary celebrity. For this publication, the editors are more 

discursive and not as concise in their definition of literary celebrity. In their earlier 

publication, they defined literary celebrity as a composite of four variables, whereas this 

book does not focus so much on trying to work out clear definitions of literary celebrity, 

but offers instead a list of preoccupations on the subject. Firstly, “there seems to be a 

difference between modern forms of renown and more traditional forms of fame,”269 which 

is accompanied by a short discussion on the topic. The second tension, which focuses on 

‘high culture’ and ‘mass culture,’ suggests that “literature and celebrity are two different, 

irreconcilable phenomena.”270 The editors maintain that this is a long-established tradition, 

which associates literary fame with “cultural capital, and elitist refinement,” while 

                                                             
268 Odile Heynder, ‘Public and Private Posture: Zadie Smith’, Celebrity Authorship and Afterlives in English and American Literature, 
(eds.) Gaston Franssen & Rick Honings, London: Palgrave Macmillan Limited, 2016, p.180. 
269 Gaston Franssen & Rick Honings, ‘Idolizing Authorship: An Introduction’, Idolizing Authorship: Literary Celebrity and the Construction 
of Identity, 1800 to the Present, (eds.), Franssen & Honings, Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2017, p.17. 
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celebrity is “sooner linked to popular entertainment, commerciality, and mass 

production.”271 However, statements such as these which seemingly contain class 

consciousness at their forefront are steadily decreasing in number. As Loren Glass affirms, 

“we have entered a new era in which cultural consecration no longer depends on a division 

between a restricted and a general field of cultural production.”272 Affirmations such as 

these are fundamental to literary media entertainment, and assist to further acknowledge a 

democratic convergence of the literary arena and media entertainment.273 The third 

‘tension’ the editors offer, proposes the star author can be positioned between self-

fashioning and public perception, claiming that, “Some authors become masters at self-

celebrification, others, in contrast, shy away from the celebrity industry in an attempt to 

retain a form of control over their authorship.”274 As for the latter, I contend that even 

established authors need to maintain a sustainable media presence in the twenty first-

century’s audience-centric environment.275 In this particular editors’ introduction, the 

authors again briefly touch on the phenomenon of an author’s ‘afterlife’, however much 

less space is allocated to it. In this collection, the authors do not actually utilise the word 

‘afterlives’ or offer any examples, but simply describe it as an appropriation of the author’s 

work, which they claim safeguards the continued success of the author, even after death.276 

As a final comment on ‘Idolizing Authorship: An Introduction,’ there appears some 

confusion in the accreditation of particular academics’ theorizations. For example, the 

editors praise Graeme Turner for introducing the term, ‘post-God celebrity’:  

 The gap left by the decline in the cultural purchase of organized religion has at 

 least partly been filled by celebrity,’ as Turner observes, leading him to 

 introduce the term ‘post-God celebrity.’ 

 

                                                             
271 Gaston Franssen & Rick Honings, ‘Idolizing Authorship: An Introduction’, Idolizing Authorship: Literary Celebrity and the Construction 
of Identity, 1800 to the Present, (eds.), Franssen & Honings, Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2017, p.17.  
272 Loren Glass, ‘Brand Names: A Brief History of Literary Celebrity’, A Companion to Celebrity, (eds.), P. David Marshall & Sean 
Redmond, West Sussex; UK: Wiley & Sons, 2015, p.69. 
273 Loren Glass uses the example of Toni Morrison, winner of both a Pulitzer Prize for Fiction and Nobel Prize for Literature, and her 
close association with the Oprah Winfrey Show. Glass says that “while this syncretism has generated a degree of resistance in  certain 
quarters, it has clearly not jeopardised their cultural influence.” See: Loren Glass, ‘Brand Names: A Brief History of Literary Celebrity’, A 
Companion to Celebrity, (eds.), P. David Marshall & Sean Redmond, West Sussex; UK: Wiley & Sons, 2015, p.69. 
274 Gaston Franssen & Rick Honings, ‘Idolizing Authorship: An Introduction’, Idolizing Authorship: Literary Celebrity and the Construction 
of Identity, 1800 to the Present, (eds.), Franssen & Honings, Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2017, p.17. 
275 This is a point I have previously argued in 2013, in ‘Novel Forms and Brand New Relations: Exploring Convergence Culture and 
Australian Literary Celebrity.’ 
276 Gaston Franssen & Rick Honings, ‘Idolizing Authorship: An Introduction’, Idolizing Authorship: Literary Celebrity and the Construction 
of Identity, 1800 to the Present, (eds.), Franssen & Honings, Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2017, p.18. 
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Whereas, in the actual text, Turner clearly attributes the ‘post-God’ conceptualisation to 

Chris Rojek: 

 The gap left by the decline in the cultural purchase of organized religion has at 

 least partly been filled by celebrity. As a result, as Rojek puts it, ‘post-God 

 celebrity is now one of the mainstays of organising and belonging in a secular 

 society’ (2001:58). 

 

In addition to this, the editors do not make use of expressions such as ‘drawing on’ or 

‘builds on’ in relation to accrediting theorisations to scholars. The ‘illusion of intimacy’ is 

not spoken about in association with Richard Schickel (1985:4), or ‘para-social 

interactions’ in relation to Chris Rojek (2001:52). In Franssen and Honings’ introduction, 

these theories, along with Rojek’s ‘post-God celebrity’ theory, all seem to belong to 

Graeme Turner, but Turner duly makes reference to the original theorists.   

 

Ellen Rutten’s article in this collection makes known from the outset that “Russian 

literature, media, and public fame is growing, but as yet a cultural history of Russian 

literary celebrity is still to be realised.”277 In her article ‘Sincere e-self-fashioning: Dimitri 

Vodennikov’ she makes a good case for twenty-first-century authorial practices of e-self-

fashioning.278 Essentially, this amounts to the practices of authors presenting themselves 

online through social media and other digital platforms. Rutten draws on the work of Geert 

Lovink, the founding director of The Institute of Network Cultures (INC), which “analyses 

and shapes the terrain of network cultures through events, publications, and online 

dialogue.”279 The article then proceeds to offer a reading on the subjectivity, more 

specifically, the ‘e-subjectivity’ of Vodennikov, a Russian celebrity poet. She questions 

whether his prolific online presence, where he shares intimate details of his private life, is 

one of sincerity, or whether his digital openness should be “read as mere postmodern 

play?”280 Most of the content then shifts towards a Russian historical, social and cultural 

context which is not pertinent to this study; however, early on Rutten brings up some good 

                                                             
277 Ellen Rutten, ‘Sincere e-self-fashioning Dimitrii Vodennikov.’ Idolizing Authorship: Literary Celebrity and the Construction of Identity, 
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points that correlate with the economy of attention, in relation to Vodennikov’s pervasive 

online presence through his Facebook page, website, weblog and Twitter account.  

The final article in the collection to be considered relates to the Dutch literary celebrity, 

Harry Mulisch,281 who was considered by the Dutch media to have been a viable candidate 

for the Nobel Prize for Literature.282 ‘Playing God’ is Sander Bax’s contribution to ‘The 

Popularisation of Literary Celebrity.’ The noteworthy article draws on Michel Foucault’s 

‘What is an Author?’ (1969) and Roland Barthes’ ‘The Death of the Author’ (1968),283 to 

analyse the myth surrounding Harry Mulisch’s literary celebrity or ‘star image’ as a God-

like figure. Bax investigates numerous media texts to support his argument of the 

“paradoxical self-fashioning of the author in his attempts to both combine and reconcile his 

economic success with his artistic integrity.”284 Bax traces a change in the representation of 

Mulisch in the media through a chronological inspection of cartoons, and notices a shift 

from the 1970s onwards. Increasingly, the cartoonists began to “portray Mulisch as a 

sphinx, a god, or as a venerable classical philosopher [and] Invariably, Mulisch is depicted 

looking very serious and a bit arrogant.”285 Bax calls this the ‘the Mulisch Myth’ and 

maintains this is a construction built by both Mulisch himself and his intermediaries in the 

media, which correlates with this project’s insights into the significance of the attention 

economy. At this point it is astute of Bax to invoke John Fiske’s Television Culture (2011):  

 The format of television, still influential in contemporary mass media culture, is 

 focused on creating a ‘reality effect’, which in the case of public figures means 

 that there is a great deal of attention for their personal lives, for example as “the 

 man behind the book.286 

 

As a result of this review, Bax is led to ask how a writer can be positioned in both the 

literary arena and the sphere of mass media? His answer is that this comes from a clever 

manipulation of two target audiences and their expectations, and offers a case study of one 

of Mulisch’s novellas, The Pupil (1987) as evidence. Bax presents an excerpt from the 

back cover of the publication as being clearly targeted at the mass audience, which 

advertises that the book is “a ‘childhood memory’ and as a ‘revelation’ of a ‘secret,’” 

                                                             
281 Harry Mulisch, 1927-2010.  
282 https://www.theguardian.com/books/booksblog/2007/aug/01/letshearitforharrymulisch (Accessed 16 October 2018). 
283 Bax Sander predominantly draws from The Foucault Reader (1984) which is cited in the footnotes and bibliography.    
284 Bax Sander ‘Playing God: Harry Mulisch’, Idolizing Authorship: Literary Celebrity and the Construction of Identity, 1800 to the 
Present, (eds.), Franssen & Honings, Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2017, p.194. 
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whereas, the literary critics elucidate on its “clever literary construction.”287 Adding to this, 

in Mulisch’s autobiography, Voer voor Psychologen (Food for Psychologists), (1961, 

p.80), he explains to readers that literary principles are similar to an ‘autonomous 

organism,’ saying, “All that matters is what happens on the paper, in the construction, that 

which he had not foreseen, which he did not know, which he was not, that which he finds: 

that alone is creation.”288 However, one must remember that this text was published in 

1961, and as Bax maintained at the start of the article, the shift in the representation of 

Mulisch changed as from the 1970s onwards. Therefore, an example of Mulisch’s thoughts 

on autonomy post-1970s might have been more effective here. Overall, this article is 

convincing in its ‘Mulisch Myth’ positioning, and its clear explanations of Foucault’s and 

Barthes’ theoretical arguments in relation to authorship were lucid, as opposed to some 

other articles which can, on occasion, be obscure. The end result situates Mulisch as a 

“paradoxical self-narrative aimed at pleasing two different audiences.”289  

The literature review will now move from the introductions of anthologies and their 

particular articles, to book-length landmark studies of literary celebrity. This section will 

start with Joe Moran’s seminal publication, Star Authors: Literary Celebrity in America 

(2000), and then move on to Lorraine York’s, Literary Celebrity in Canada (2007). 

Following this, an appraisal of the remaining publications in association with literary 

celebrity is undertaken. In addition, a few of the full-length publications that do not match 

the timeframe of this project are briefly reviewed for their main arguments, as there are so 

few full-length books published on the subject, that it indeed seems appropriate that this 

project dedicate a small number of investigative pages to these publications.  

Star Authors: Literary Celebrity in America   

As with many seminal works, this book is grounded in a doctoral thesis. Moran’s 

publication is generally considered to be the first full-length book which critically 

examines contemporary literary celebrity, and as such, its formative status appoints Moran 

as the leading scholar in the field. Moran’s influential standing is also determined by the 

publications that directly followed, particularly those of Lorraine York, Loren Glass, 

Aaron Jaffe, and Faye Hammill, who each draw from Moran and cite him a number of 
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times in their introductions. Star Authors is structured in two parts: the first part, ‘Cultural 

Context,’ is essentially an overview of American literary culture in the twentieth-century, 

and tracks the developments of famous writers, such as Mark Twain and his literary self-

marketing. The second half focuses on a reading of Moran’s chosen authors for case 

studies, two of which, John Updike and Don DeLillo are later reviewed.290 The publication 

as a whole retains a clear focus on the increase of a middlebrow print culture with the 

advent of literary celebrity. 

In his introduction, Moran makes clear he wants “to challenge the way the emergence of 

literary celebrity is most commonly explained – in terms of the vulgarization of literary life 

by commercial mass media in America.”291 However, after offering this statement in 

relation to his argument, he does not go ahead and reveal his methodology or how he is 

going to prove this vulgarisation. Instead, the author directly moves on to offer a brief 

history of the Boorstinian ‘emptiness’ paradigm. It is later in the introduction that one 

understands Moran’s argument, and how it will draw on Bourdieusian concepts of “the 

‘pure’ subfield of restricted production and the ‘extended’ subfield of large-scale 

production,”292 thus depositing the celebrity author mid-way between these fields. Literary 

celebrity then, for Moran, becomes a ‘negotiation’ of cultural and economic capital. In 

James English’s review of Star Authors, he communicates Moran’s assumptions of the 

literary celebrity as  

 a phenomenon of the middle space between what Bourdieu  has called the fields 

 of restricted and of general production: the space of  ‘crossover’ fiction, where 

 writers enjoy both commercial viability and critical  distinction… The reasoning 

 here is familiar enough; Moran takes literary celebrity to be a variant of what 

 [Janice] Radway and [Joan Shelly] Rubin call the ‘scandal of the middlebrow.’293 

  

Furthermore, English has doubts whether the battle of the ‘brows’ is still valid in the 

contemporary context, asking, “is the cross-over between high and low still so productive 

of cultural anxiety that we can see it as the engine of celebrity at the turn of the twenty-first 

century?” He also observes that, “Moran offers no empirical evidence to support this 

view.”294 English goes on to question Moran’s list of famous authors who, according to 
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Moran, are authors that are “more read than read about [in the media].”295 When surveying 

Moran’s list of John Grisham, Danielle Steel, Thomas Harris, Scott Turow, Michael 

Crichton, Tom Clancy, Stephen King, I would have to agree with English and place 

Stephen King as a celebrity mediagenic author who is constantly in the media, and who 

indeed is often ‘read about.’ English then prompts readers to make “a quick search on Dow 

Jones or Lexis/Nexis” to note that “far more media coverage has been devoted to King 

than to Acker and DeLillo combined.”296  

In his introduction, Moran maintains “that the complicated relationship between cultural 

elites and the market place means that literary celebrity is different in significant ways 

from the celebrity produced by commercial mass media.”297 However, I would argue that 

this declaration no longer holds sway in a twenty-first century context, for two reasons. 

Firstly, as Georg Franck points out, “The undisputed common denominator of present-day 

elites is prominence - and prominence is nothing but the status of being a major earner of 

attention.298 In a contemporary attention economy, it then becomes necessary for those 

who consider themselves to be literary elites to also maintain a media presence in the 

marketplace. Loren Glass offers a good example of this in the cultural syncretism between 

Toni Morrison and the Oprah Winfrey Show. Morrison is of the literary ‘elite,’ the winner 

of both a Pulitzer Prize for Fiction and a Nobel Prize for Literature, and yet she embraces 

‘Oprah,’ the most commercial of television shows, which in 2011, gained the attention of 

over forty-million viewers each week.299 Moran’s argument solely relies on Pierre 

Bourdieu’s theory of the field of production, maintaining that literary celebrity:  

 Straddles the divide between the restricted and extended subfields of cultural 

 production… As cultural signifiers they often contain elements of the idea of the 

 charismatic, uniquely inspired creative artist associated with the autonomization 

 of the cultural field, but they also gain legitimacy from the notion of celebrity as 

 supported by broad popularity and success in the marketplace.300 

 

Star Authors was published in 2000, and with plenty of time having now passed, this 

allows one to survey Bourdieu’s restricted and extended subfield to ascertain whether his 

                                                             
295 Joe Moran. Star Authors: Literary Celebrity in America, London, Pluto Press, 2000, p.6. 
296 James F. English, Book Review, Textual Practice, Vol.14. No.3, (2000), pp.547-578 
297 Joe Moran. Star Authors: Literary Celebrity in America, London, Pluto Press, 2000, p.3. 
298 Georg Franck, ‘The Attention Economy,’ http://www.heise.de/tp/artikel/5/5567/1.html (Accessed 15 May 2014). 
299 James English also discusses how Toni Morrison manages to fracture Bourdieu’s field of production. See: ‘Winning the Culture 
Game: Prizes, Awards, and the Rules of Art’, New Literary History, Vol.33, No.1, (2002), p.125. 
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theory of sub-fields still has relevance for an audience-centric literary arena. For many 

years, academics were generally loath to dispute any work by Bourdieu and his 

sociological frameworks. However, more recently, some critics have questioned the 

compatibility of Bourdieu’s field of production for a twenty first-century context. James 

English, in his essay, ‘Winning the Culture Game: Prizes, Awards, and the Rules of Art’ 

introduces the concept of “journalistic capital” (visibility, celebrity, scandal) as a 

transformatory power between economic and cultural capital. He maintains that the 

Bourdieusian “rules… no longer apply” and that the two discreet zones of economic and 

cultural capital should be put aside when attempting to understand the production of 

value.301 In his widely-read publication, The Economy of Prestige: Prizes, Awards, and the 

Circulation of Cultural Value, he “explores the convergence of the sacred with the profane, 

or the symbolic with the material, in the modern and contemporary awards scene.”302 In 

regard to the anachronism of Bourdieu’s subfields, one finds a similar link between 

English’s, The Economy of Prestige, and John Frow’s, Cultural Studies and Cultural Value 

(1995), which also argues that “Bourdieu’s models of cultural production may apply in a 

French context, or at a structural level, but… Bourdieu does not take into account the 

heterogeneity, flux and overlapping realms of cultural production, especially in the wake of 

cultural systems affected by globalisation and postmodernity.”303  

To return to Moran’s findings, his straddling of the divide between the restricted and 

extended subfields is chiefly investigated through an argument for authorial agency, 

demonstrating how a number of authors in North America actively worked at creating their 

own celebrity through channels, such as, reported events in magazines, newspaper articles, 

and performances on lecture circuits. Thus, the publication is effective in showing how the 

contemporary author utilises media power to assist in redefining his or her celebrity 

persona. Moran’s case studies, to varying degrees, contain examples of this practice.  

Moran’s reportage and analysis of Updike in chapter five, ‘The Scribe of Suburbia,’ is 

comprehensive and illuminating, especially his significant investigation into the celebrity 

author’s strategies of self-promotion. The chapter describes how Updike expertly created 
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for himself the persona of an urban, golf-swinging bourgeois, and suggests that Updike’s 

autobiographical publication, Self-Consciousness: Memoirs, follows 

  

 a common technique of autobiography in seeking to individualise a subjectivity 

 which is in fact culturally and historically produced, and this can be linked more 

 generally with an assumption of transparency in his public persona which obscures 

 his own inevitable involvement in the promotional aspects of contemporary 

 authorship.304  

 

One of the ways Updike accomplished the promotion of his authorial-self was through 

certain controlling interests in the marketing of his books. It was his choice of photographs 

that were designated for publication dustjackets, which Moran adds, were photographs 

depicting Updike with an ordinariness, and ones which were, “not merely accidental” in 

their constructed composition.305 A number of Updike’s dustjackets profile him raking the 

leaves or reading the newspaper whilst drinking coffee, depicting him as the epitome of a 

white, middle-class suburban man. To get this point across, Moran applies a line taken 

from Updike’s, Self-Consciousness: Memoirs, and cleverly turns this into a sub-heading 

that reads: ‘A Mask that Eats into the Face,’ and proceeds to discuss Updike’s own 

thoughts on author subjectivity and celebrity, observing that he, “distinguishes clearly 

between a ‘pure’ self and the publically famous author.”306 Moran further cites Updike’s 

commentary on himself regarding authenticity and that which lies, “behind the façade, the 

human courtesies, my performance, my ‘act.’”307 It would be unproblematic here to assign 

George Herbert Mead’s theory, later enhanced by Rojek, of the difference between the 

‘Veridical-self’ and Updike’s ‘star persona’ which would explain Updike’s comments. 

However, I argue that if authors are now prepared to explicitly market their creative texts 

and join forces with the commercial interests of celebrity—something they must undertake 

to maintain a presence in the attention economy—then in respect to the literary, this 

undermines the binary of the cultural field in Bourdieu’s anti-economic theory, on which 

Moran’s theory depends.  
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Moran’s investigation of Don DeLillo and the phenomenon of the, ‘celebrity recluse,’ is 

interesting, especially when considering the paradoxical semantics of the expression 

‘celebrity recluse’: ‘traditional’ notions of the author as a solitary individual, as merged 

with the public and audience-centric nature of today’s celebrity. In chapter seven, ‘Silence, 

Exile, Cunning and So On,’ Moran contends that DeLillo’s celebrity is partly a result of his 

battle against becoming a mediagenic author, and partly due to the fascination the public 

has of DeLillo as an author wishing to remain private. Moran maintains that DeLillo was 

“a major beneficiary of the efforts of publishing houses in the 1980s to exploit the potential 

of serious, intellectually complex fiction as a consumer product, which helped, among 

other factors, to turn him into a national celebrity.”308 Although DeLillo has argued that 

artists should be “independent of affiliations and independent of influence,”309 Moran 

makes known that DeLillo has “undertaken interviews, book signings and other 

appearances organized around publicity tours.”310 He also thinks that what DeLillo is 

trying to avoid is having to, “fall back on a romantically alienated persona which he knows 

is outmoded.”311 

In summary, although I contend the Bourdieusian field of production is now inapplicable 

to a literary arena of the twenty first-century, Moran’s seminal publication Star Authors: 

Literary Celebrity in America is still an interesting, informative publication and—more  

importantly in the context of this thesis—an entertaining read. The publication became a 

springboard for a number of scholars that followed, such as Lorraine York and Loren 

Glass.  

Literary Celebrity in Canada 

Although Lorraine York’s book does not separate its content into two parts like Moran’s, 

one deduces from the Contents page that its chapter structure is similar to Star Authors, 

with a contextualisation of literary celebrity in Canada first, followed by three 

contemporary author case studies: Margaret Atwood, Michael Ondaatje and Carol Shields. 

It also briefly discusses earlier Canadian figures such as: Mazo de la Roche; Pauline 

Johnston; L.M. Montgomery; and Stephen Leacock. The style of language in the 

introduction is quite playful for an academic publication. For instance, she constructs 
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sardonic but witty commentary that focuses on other academics if she thinks they have 

been ‘fence sitting’ with their hypotheses. In observing Gamson’s introduction to Claims 

to Fame, she hints at its contradictory nature, demonstrating this through inserting a 

forward-slash quip in her commentary which works to signify the author’s ambivalence: 

“Gamson’s formulations – on the one hand / on the other hand,” and following this pun, 

she then continues to comment on Gamson’s prolific use of comparatives to further 

demonstrate the “conflicted nature” of the publication.312 However, York’s own 

introduction is not ‘perfect’ either, as there appears an excessive use of the words ‘uneasy’ 

and ‘uneasiness,’ repeating these six times on page four. York’s main critique of Gamson’s 

introduction is that he presents the ‘manipulation theory,’ the notion that, “both stardom 

and particular stars are seen as owing their existence solely to the machinery of their 

production,”313 and then later weakens his argument by suggesting that, “commercial 

culture is not nearly as powerful, and those consuming it not nearly as powerless as the 

critics propose.”314York also applies the terms ‘fame’ and ‘celebrity’ interchangeably, as I 

have in this project, whereas some scholars like, John Cawelti, prefer to differentiate the 

terms:  

 The test of artistic fame is that one’s words or images remain in the minds of 

 men; the test of celebrity is being followed everywhere by a photographer … 

 The object of celebrity is the person; the object of fame is some 

 accomplishment, action, or creative work.315 

 

York argues that the duration of artistic fame is “slightly beside the point,” adding that “the 

question is, what effects does it create when it is in operation?”316 However, she does not 

elaborate on this point. Chris Rojek’s three categorisations of celebrity would have been 

helpful here: ‘Attributed celebrity’, that which is created by being well known; ‘Ascribed 

celebrity’, that which is of an inherited status; and ‘Achieved celebrity’, that which is 

created by accomplishments, which includes authorial celebrity.317 As I mentioned in the 

introduction, York’s book sets itself apart from some of the other academic studies 

published at the time, as she approaches the subject with a clear recognition of the value of 

celebrity, preferring “a definition of celebrity that at least holds open the possibility that 
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being celebrated need not always be a negative thing.”318 The enthusiastic tenor of York’s 

introduction contrasts with Moran’s more staid “vulgarization of literary life by 

commercial mass media.”319  

 

York’s case study of Margaret Atwood, ‘“Uneasy Eminence”’: Negotiating with the 

Famous,’ invites comparisons with Moran’s investigation of John Updike, as the two 

celebrity authors are involved in the creation of their own celebrity. York points out, that 

one method Atwood utilises in the mediasphere is her witty commentary and self-

parodying comic strips which appear on her website. This, in turn, assists to combat the 

critics’ evaluations of her work and public persona.320 York further argues that Atwood’s 

comic strips function to breakdown the, “visual commodification of a passive, objectified, 

star,” which “not only disrupts a commodifying gaze” but also confirms it.321 And I would 

add here, that the visual commodification of Atwood’s brand then becomes reinforced 

through an attention economy, as every comment on her appearance in the mediasphere, 

such as the, “familiar wreath of disorganized hair,” or the, “nimbus of crinkled curls,” and 

the, “kinky flyaway hairstyle that is her trade mark,” 322 each contributes to, and maintains 

the attention surrounding Atwood’s authorial celebrity.  

 

York’s argument that Canadian literary celebrity produces no particular signifiers that 

make it identifiably Canadian is interesting. She maintains that literary fame is “performed 

in different keys by particular star authors, depending on the various sets of meaning 

circulating in their star image,”323 insisting that the lack of nationally specific performance 

is due, in part, to the tensions inherent in citizenship identity. However, Canada has 

comparable conditions for the production and consumption of literature to that of 

Australia, such as its small population in comparison to the United States, its great 

expanses of land and subsequent high distribution costs, its cultural protectionism, and so 

on. Therefore, it is perplexing that she maintains its literary celebrity does not contain at 

least some distinctive features of a Canadian identity.  
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In summary, York’s publication is similar to Moran’s Star Authors, as they both make use 

of Bourdieu’s field of production for their methodologies, and highlight the “paradoxical 

relation of celebrity to personal agency or power.”324 However, York’s publication features 

more analysis on female authors and identifies the association of celebrity manufacture and 

celebrity agency as, “one of the vexed yet repressed questions in existing theories of 

celebrity.”325 Later, York returns to this issue in her article ‘Star Turn: The Challenge of 

Theorizing Celebrity Agency,’ where she suggests that “there is a tendency to 

conceptualize celebrity as a markedly binary field, riven by the twin forces of production 

and consumption, leaving the celebrity and any agency he or she may possess in a no-

man’s land lying between these two forces.”326   

Celebrity and the Feminist Blockbuster 

A more recent publication that elucidates on celebrity agency is Anthea Taylor’s, Celebrity 

and the Feminist Blockbuster (2016). The publication is structured in two parts. The first 

part, investigates three feminist writers from the 1960s-1970s: Helen Gurley Brown, Betty 

Friedan, and Germaine Greer, and the second part, examines the contemporary feminist 

authorships of: Naomi Wolf; Roxane Gay; Sheryl Sanberg; Amy Pochler; and Lena 

Dunham. Taylor points out that Brown, Friedan, and Greer have all enjoyed “longevity as 

highly visible feminists in the Western mediasphere,”327and that their first blockbusters 

“have each remained in print, been translated into several languages, and have been 

reissued, often appearing with revised introductions or additional contextualising essays, 

several times since their initial publication in the 1960s and 1970s.”328 For example, Taylor 

looks at the career and celebrity persona of Germaine Greer in relation to celebrity agency 

and self-branding. She maintains that the media’s “fascination with Greer has an extensive 

history,” and that this “was central to her blockbuster’s marketing and commercial 

success.”329 She examines how Greer has adapted her public persona for new media 

formats, especially television, citing programmes such as: Celebrity Big Brother; 

Absolutely Fabulous; and Grumpy Old Women. As these programmes constitute media 

entertainment, it then points to paradigms of the entertainment economy and attention 

economy as integral to the management of Greer’s celebrity. Taylor’s study makes known 
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that blockbuster feminist authors “have long been integral to public feminist 

performances—and adds that we should not presume that this is inevitably limiting to 

feminism.”330This publication is timely, and offers an insight into feminist authorial 

celebrity as a means of political intervention in the mediasphere.  

What follows is a review of a selection of publications that are not within the timeframe of 

this project, but which assist in demonstrating a trajectory towards postmodern literary 

celebrity.  

Loren Glass’ publication, Authors Inc.: Literary Celebrity in the Modern United States, 

1880 – 1980, focuses on gender paradigms in the modernist context. He argues that literary 

celebrity is closely linked to a masculinity that needs to defend itself from what ostensibly 

has been termed, feminised mass audiences. In consequence, the feminised mass audiences 

are ironically the ones responsible for the success of the (male) celebrity authors. Glass 

argues that within this interaction, “Celebrity authorship was a specific articulation of the 

mystique that enabled a gendered dialectic between modernism and mass culture,” and that 

this, “disappears once that dialectic dissolves with the coordinated emergence of second-

wave feminism and literary postmodernism.”331 He further argues that literary celebrity’s 

high modernist context threatened the ‘stable ego boundaries’ of male authors and that this 

should be understood as “a symptomatic response to the feminised, and feminizing, literary 

marketplace.”332 What brought about this discordance was the late-nineteenth century’s 

embracement of human-interest stories and gossip columns, which subsequently produced 

tension between ‘highbrow’ and ‘lowbrow’ literary cultural forms. Glass explores 

marketable (literary) images through the autobiographies of: Jack London; Samuel 

Clemens; Gertrude Stein; Henry Adams; Norman Mailer; and Ernest Hemingway, to 

reflect upon the crisis of masculinity leading up to the twentieth century. In a similar vein 

Aaron Jaffe’s Modernism and the Culture of Celebrity investigates, with substantial 

archival research, the paradox that whilst modernist authors favoured elite cultural forms, 

shunning paradigms of mass culture, their strategies for this, such as, editing and 

commenting on each other’s work, inherently created an atmosphere of celebrity, thus 

manipulating the economic market forces they professed to reject. Jaffe’s author case 

studies consist of four male authors: T.S. Eliot; Ezra Pound; James Joyce; and Wyndham 
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Lewis. However, unlike Moran, York and Glass’ publications, which engage a nuanced 

understanding of middlebrow culture, Jaffe’s publication does not concern itself with this 

sector, maintaining that for many modernists, “anxiety about the literary marketplace has 

less to do with the proliferation of middlebrow readers than with the proliferation of a 

liquid and ubiquitous, often feminized, commodity culture”333 The marginalisation of the 

middlebrow in his investigations is quite surprising given that his content analysis focuses 

on celebrity.334 In contrast, Faye Hammill is interested in both the middlebrow culture and 

gender in association with literary celebrity. Her publication, Women, Celebrity and 

Literary Culture Between the Wars (2007), which is the first comparative study of North 

American and British female celebrity authors, investigates the effects of gender on the 

literary reception of their work. As the title suggests, Hammill features authors from the 

1920s to 1930s and examines seven authors: Anita Loos; Mae West; Margaret Kennedy; 

Dorothy Parker; L.M. Montgomery; E.M. Delafield; and Stella Gibbons. Hammill explores 

how, through public performance, these (female) writers tried to negotiate their own 

celebrity images, and further, how their commercial success was denigrated by literary 

elites such as the Sitwells and the Bloomsbury Group, who labelled it as writing for the 

middlebrow.335 

Australian literary celebrity  

This section of the literature review will effectively show that there is a distinct lack of 

full-length publications solely dedicated to Australian literary celebrity, post-1970.  

Understandably, there are numerous biographies of local literary authors, such as: Patrick 

White: A Life (1991); Interestingly Enough: The Life of Tom Keneally (2015); A Writing 

Life: Helen Garner and Her Work (2017); and Les Murray: A Life in Progress (2000). 

Also, a number of publications concerning literary criticism, notably: Salhia Ben-

Messahel’s, Mind the Country: Tim Winton’s Fiction (2006); Karen Lamb’s, Peter Carey: 

The Genesis of Fame (1992); and Elaine Barry’s Fabricating the Self: The Fictions of 

                                                             
333 Aaron Jaffe, Modernism and the Culture of Celebrity, Cambridge; UK: Cambridge University Press, 2005, p.33. 
334 Another of Aaron Jaffe’s publications that focuses on modernism is: Way Things Go: An Essay on the Matter of Second Modernism. 
He also co-edited: The Year’s Work in Lebowski Studies; Modernist Star Maps: Celebrity, Modernity, Culture; and The Year’s Work at the  
Zombie Research Centre.  
335 Faye Hammill, Women, Celebrity and Literary Culture Between the Wars, Austin: University of Texas, 2007.  
For perspectives on modernist authors, see: Jonathan Goldman, Modernism is the Literature of Celebrity, Austin: University of Texas, 
2011; Timothy W. Galow, Writing Celebrity Stein, Fitzgerald, and the Modern(ist) Art of Self-Fashioning, Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2011; and Guy Davidson, ‘Introduction: Modernism and the Networks of Celebrity Construction’, Journal of Modern 
Literature, Vol.39, No.1, (2015), pp.127-128. 



 

   
 

87 

Jessica Anderson. However, full-length studies in which Australian literary celebrity is 

examined continue to be of narrow concern, a situation which this thesis wishes to address.  

 

In terms of post-colonial literary theory, Canadian and Australian writing developed under 

what Stephen Slemon identifies as the, “ambivalence of literary resistance.”336 According 

to Slemon, this condition in postcolonial literary writing is the ‘always already’ condition 

of the settler, an “internalisation of the self/other binary of colonialist relations [and] the 

necessary entanglement of anti-colonial resistance within the colonialist machineries they 

seek to displace.”337 Therefore, unlike York, I argue that to a certain extent, Australia has 

acquired a distinct national flavour in the construction of its literary celebrity, both in 

performance and textual content. Moreover, that the very existence of anti-colonial 

resistance has assisted in creating celebrity for some of its contemporary writers. Many 

Australian authors are known for their brands of historical fiction, indeed the authors 

chosen for the case studies of this project are similarly recognised for their colonial 

resistance, whether taking the form of historical fiction writing, or performativity in the 

manner of literary activism and / or interventions in public debates.  

Literary activism as celebrity in Australia 

 

A cultural phenomenon which is increasingly associated with literary celebrity is literary 

activism. In a contemporary context, this generally takes the form of mediagenic authors 

who rally the cause of the marginalised in the mediasphere, such as the plight of refugees, 

and / or conservation of the natural environment, a pursuit generally labelled, eco-political 

activism. Brigid Rooney’s, Literary Activists: Writer-intellectuals and Australian Public 

Life, investigates a number of celebrity authors: Judith Wright; Patrick White; Oodgeroo 

Noonuccal (known until 1988 as Kath Walker); Les Murray; Tim Winton; David Malouf; 

and Helen Garner. However, of these Australian authors, Rooney only allocates the term 

‘celebrity’ to White and Winton.338 This is perplexing, as I would say all the authors are to 

varying degrees, contemporary literary celebrities, especially Garner and Murray. Malouf 

on the other hand is a special case; he is certainly a mediagenic celebrity author, but is very 

often thought of in terms of his quiet gentility, or as Robert Dixon puts it, he “appears as a 
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sage-like, cosmopolitan man of letters.”339 So why is it, that Rooney does not describe him 

as a literary celebrity? In the past, Malouf has been filmed and interviewed in Tuscany, 

Italy (1985) and Sydney (1996) as part of the Writers Talking series, and has for many 

years featured at writers’ festivals, and on occasion has been interviewed on television, as 

well as appearing quite regularly on the front cover of the Weekend Australian Review 

(most recently, the 2018, September 29-30 edition). As such, Malouf’s collusions with the 

mediasphere surely classify him as a literary mediagenic celebrity author. An explanation 

of Rooney’s shying away from describing certain authors as celebrities is offered by 

Turner, who suggests that there is “a long tradition of moral critique of the media which 

sees media celebrities as intrinsically inappropriate as cultural representatives of any 

sort.”340 A clear example of this attitude in Rooney’s publication, is when she compares 

Wright’s and Murray’s relationship with the question of the private and personal accord of 

celebrity, informing readers that, “Where Judith Wright had deflected inquiry into her 

private life and had actively spurned the cult of personality, Les Murray has often alluded 

to his personal life as part of his public discourse.”341 In relation to Murray, the word 

‘celebrity’ is noticeably absent, even though he is often outspoken in the mediasphere. For 

instance, he called Richard Flanagan’s Booker Prize-winning novel, The Narrow Road to 

the Deep North, as a “pretentious and stupid book.”342  

 

An interesting section of Literary Activists is the inclusion of Winton’s commentary on 

White’s growing celebrity, and how Winton deems this to be White’s, “Retreat into the 

Kingdom of disgust, the steady burgeoning of fame and the diminution of his powers.”343 

Rooney points out that for Winton, White’s best novels were the ones he wrote when living 

in the semi-rural suburb of Castle Hill and that White’s move to Centennial Park in the city 

marks a time when, in Winton’s words: 

 

White becomes much more read about than read… Fame seems to have robbed 

White of his vision and replaced it with his mission – keeping everyone else, from 

the next door neighbours to Ronald Reagan, in line. Preaching from the high 
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342 Helen Davidson, ‘Row Over Tony Abbott’s ‘Nasty’ Intervention to Split Literary Prize’, The Guardian, 11 December 2014. 
343 Tim Winton, ‘Foreign Body,’ review of Patrick White: Letters, published in London Review of Books, 22 June 1995, pp.18-19, Cited in 
Brigid Rooney, Literary Activists: Writer-Intellectuals and Australian Public Life, St Lucia; Queensland: University of Queensland Press, 
p.34. 



 

   
 

89 

ground of material safety … [White] created a monster of a persona which robbed 

his work of the lasting attention that it deserves.344   

 

In an attention economy, a critique such as this works to create attention for both authors, 

but possibly more so for Winton, who appears to confidently take the high ground, daring 

to impinge upon the reputation of a Nobel Prize-winning author. Rooney does not directly 

comment on Winton’s opinion, but recognises that his observations are associated with the 

interaction of suburb and metropolitan in White’s work, “and their polarities of obscurity 

and exposure, privacy and publicity.”345 Later in the book she does make reference to 

Winton’s shrewd formulations when being interviewed by Andrew Denton on his 

television chat show, Enough Rope. The example Rooney offers is when Winton, rather 

humbly, says to Denton and the audience, that he is unsure of the right given to him to 

speak on the show, and then continues to proclaim, “Certainly not as a novelist. Who cares 

what a novelist thinks?”346 Rooney correctly sees through this and adds that Winton’s 

statement is “doing something other than what it is saying.”347 She goes on to explain that 

such acts: 

 

 Occur habitually, and are usually indispensable to the public positions taken by 

 writers. They establish the writer as non-elite, non-intellectual, and therefore, as 

 sincere and legitimate, as someone to be found down ‘among’ the ordinary 

 folk… being straddled between the possession of cultural authority and the 

 appearance of ordinariness, between power and its lack. A writer who seems 

 too aloof, too powerful or too exceptional runs the risk of alienating readers.348 

 

Another example of Winton’s desire to be perceived as ‘ordinary’ occurred at the premiere 

of Cloudstreet, the television mini-series. In his speech, Winton declares that the financial 

gains from the novel had, “been paying the rent for 20 years.”349 It seems unreasonable for 

audiences to accept that an international best-selling author and Australian National Living 

Treasure, for the last two decades, might have to pay rent. Adding to this, Rooney believes 

that Winton’s activism in environmental campaigns, such as preserving the Ningaloo Reef, 
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is less rebellious than Judith Wright’s activism of the 1960s. “Winton is addressing a far 

more environmentally-conscious mainstream… [which] can be seen as necessarily less 

risky and radical, and even as benignly conservative or populist.” However, she states that 

“Winton’s value, as a celebrity author, to the profile and success of these environmental 

campaigns is obvious.”350 Rooney’s book investigates, “the urgent necessity of sustaining 

the relevance, value, and public authority of an Australian literary culture.”351 She does this 

effectively through the role certain authors perform in the nation’s public life, whether as 

writer-intellectuals, activists, or via their creative works. Literary Activists: Writer-

Intellectuals and Australian Public Life is an insightful publication on the public roles and 

reputations of six of Australia’s famous contemporary literary writers (a seventh is Richard 

Flanagan who features in the publication’s Coda), and even though the word ‘celebrity’ has 

in my opinion been used too sparingly, it is still an excellent resource on Australian literary 

activism.  

On occasion, published articles in Australian literary journals present discussions on 

authorial celebrity, such as, Graeme Turner’s, ‘Nationalising the Author: The Celebrity of 

Peter Carey’ which featured in Australian Literary Studies.352 This article is particularly 

useful for background knowledge on literary celebrity in conjunction with nationalistic 

values. Turner examines the increasing amount of promotional activity centred on the 

publication of Oscar and Lucinda, and its success in the 1988 Booker Prize, and maintains 

that all of the media attention at the time moved “between Carey's work and his private 

life—representing the latter in the mode of any celebrity interview, be it with Alan Border 

or Madonna.”353  

Another article that does not so much investigate a nationalising of the author, but does 

touch upon the paradigms of celebrity and Australian regionalism, is Robert Dixon’s, ‘Tim 

Winton, Cloudstreet and the Field of Australian Literature,’ in Westerly.354 Dixon, like 

Rooney, examines the construction of Tim Winton’s celebrity authorship through the lens 

of Bourdieu’s field of cultural production. Dixon’s article was discussed in the introduction 

to this project in relation to literary media entertainment, but here I wish to examine 
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another aspect of its content, that of fandom, especially in association with younger 

readers. Dixon makes known there are high school websites that contain extra-literary 

information on Winton, such as: links to publishers’ sites; newspaper reports of Winton’s 

prize wins; his interviews with radio and television journalists; and short reviews by 

students and fans alike. It is worth quoting this section, to show aspects of the convergence 

of the literary arena and media entertainment, and how this manifests itself contextually 

within a high school’s website:  

 Tim Winton is my favourite Australian author. The man is a creative genius. He 

 writes as himself, a Western Australian bloke who spent his early childhood in 

 Perth before being transplanted into the country when his Dad was stationed to a 

 town called Albany on the south-west coast…355 

 

 I've just seen a fascinating interview between Winton and Andrew Denton on 

 Enough Rope, and am looking forward to reading The Turning, a collection of 

 short stories that has just been published.356 

 

 

Commenting on the above students’ postings, Dixon states that, “at this level of fandom, 

Winton operates much like a popular TV star in a show like Neighbours—to which 

Cloudstreet, significantly enough, has sometimes been compared.”357 Dixon notes that 

Winton’s literary persona is created through aspects of his personal life and the author’s 

appearance on the Andrew Denton show. Another significant piece of information shared 

between students is the promotion of Winton’s latest book, The Turning. The interaction 

between students demonstrates two paradigms of literary media entertainment, firstly, the 

convergence of the literary arena and media entertainment, and secondly, the format of 

spreadable media.358 Commenting on this example of fandom, Dixon notes that “this is 

typical of the way celebrity operates in the mass-media. For Tim Winton, we could 

substitute Britney Spears, Brad Pitt or David Beckham.”359 Dixon’s article is insightful for 

its excellent interweaving commentary on both the mediasphere and the academy.  

Two other articles which have been very helpful in building Australia’s knowledge of its 

literary celebrity are, Wenche Ommundsen’s, ‘Sex, Soap and Sainthood: Beginning to 
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Theorise Literary Celebrity,’360 and, ‘Literary Festivals and Cultural Consumption.’361 The 

introduction to this project spoke at length on the latter, therefore a review of ‘Sex, Soap 

and Sainthood: Beginning to Theorise Literary Celebrity’ now follows.  

In this publication, Ommundsen highlights tensions in association with globalisation and 

the relatively small size of Australia’s literary market and its short history of national 

literature. She maintains that Australian writers enjoy a modest variety of fame, however, 

suggests that, “One might argue that globalisation of the literary marketplace if anything 

diminishes their status [as] overseas celebrity writers get star billing in bookshop displays 

and festival programs,” pointing out that local writers are then “reduced to the role of 

warm-up or support artists.”362 This is affirmed by Anne Galligan’s article, ‘Living in the 

Marketplace: Publishing in the 1990s,’ which points out that the University of Queensland 

Press “rarely release an Australian book at a writers’ festival because all media attention is 

focussed on the big international names.”363 Galligan’s other noteworthy article, ‘Build the 

Author, Sell the Book: Marketing the Australian Author in the 1990s,’364 discusses the 

imperative of visibility in the lives of celebrity authors as being a key factor in their 

success, and after interviewing many writers, concludes that most authors, “believe that 

they need to be visible in the marketplace if they want to sell books.”365 Even though 

conceptualisations of the attention economy were not widely disseminated at the time 

Galligan published her articles, the content of both articles, with their interest in the 

visibility of authors, draws parallels with the economy of attention.   

The final two sections of this literature review, therefore investigate publications in 

connection to, ‘The Economy of Attention,’ and, ‘The Economy of Entertainment.’ 

Understandably, the majority of books on entertainment focus on the categories and 

productions of films, music, television, radio, and so on. As such, the scope of the 

literature review for these sections is narrowed to publications that include commentary on 

the two economies in connection with the literary arena. In a similar manner to the 

introduction of this project, an aim of the survey of the economies is to demonstrate the 

rising hegemony of media entertainment in association with the literary arena.   
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The economy of attention  

Yves Citton’s The Ecology of Attention (2017) was first published in French in 2014 as, 

Pour une écologie de l’attention. Citton states in the foreword to his publication, that 

individual and collective attention is an under-investigated field in areas such as, 

“advertising, literature, artistic experimentation, television, on-line courses, credit 

agencies, search engines, live performance, militant gardening, [and] political 

organisations.”366 This list is not exhaustive, but Citton offers these as explorative content 

for his publication. After his introduction, which contains a survey of the literature, the 

remaining chapters are structured in three parts: Collective Attention; Joint Attention; and 

Individuating Attention, respectively. In his introduction, ‘From Attention Economy to 

Attention Ecology,’ Citton correctly argues that material objects such as books are “only 

‘goods’ within a system of value-creation that is eminently cultural,” and that this logic, 

“strongly depends on the way in which we distribute our attention.”367 To make his point, 

Citton offers examples of the developed world’s twenty-first century ‘time poor’ society, 

where “frustrations arise less and less frequently from a lack of resources, and increasingly 

from a lack of available time to read, or listen or watch all the treasures hastily 

downloaded onto our hard drives or recklessly accumulated on our shelves.”368 Citton 

believes, as other scholars do, that the excessive attention that now typifies the circulation 

of cultural goods, calls “for the advent of another economy, which is not only possible but 

necessary if we are to orientate ourselves in this new situation of overabundant supply: an 

attention economy.”369 In the publication, Citton labels the names of his various categories 

with large capitalised headings, which are then often explained with italics.  

 COROLLARY OF COMPETITION: the amount of focused attention allocated 

 to a certain phenomenon reduces the amount of focused attention available for 

 considering other phenomena.370  

 COROLLARY OF CRITICAL RENUNCIATION: if you would like it to go 

 away, don’t talk about it.371 

 CIRCULAR SELF-REINFORCING DYNAMIC: attention attracts attention.372  
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Many of Citton’s terms at a glance are self-explanatory in a linguistic sense; however, 

some are a little more complex in their semantics. 

 DIFFUSION BY DILUTION: what dilutes the radicalisation of aesthetic 

 experiences allows them progressively to infiltrate the broadest strata of the 

 population, and in this way generalise the reprocessing of values taking place in a 

 concentrated and narrow way in ascetic experiences.373    

 

The manner in which Citton presents these numerous classificatory descriptions appears to 

be trying to maintain a reader’s attention, which is also compounded by his intermittent use 

of another stylistic element, the rhetorical question, for example, he asks, “Why do editors 

for books for young people develop services which enable bloggers to receive new releases 

at no charge in exchange for a review,” and answers with, “if not because attention is 

contagious and getting people to talk about you is a condition for survival in this ‘new 

economy?’”374 This, in essence seems quite logical, even simple in its findings; however, 

on the whole, the book’s content and development is complex with Citton explicating his 

findings through the use of mathematical equations and ‘attentional graphics.’ I am also 

indebted to this publication, for its innovative use of ‘Google Books Ngram,’ as an 

invaluable tool for investigating celebrity in an attention economy, and which subsequently 

features in the case studies of this project.  

Citton’s study, like most other scholars of the attention economy, is grounded in Herbert 

Simon’s seminal paper ‘Designing Organisations for an Information-Rich World’ (1971), 

which emphasises that, “attention is now the commodity in short supply.”375 However, 

each new scholar drawing from Herbert Simon’s famous paper offers a nuanced 

understanding of the economy, whether this is through a publication in print form, or by 

the internet’s ‘spreadable media’ which Michael Goldhaber used to disseminate his theory 

on the same subject.376 In one of Goldhaber’s webpages he puts forward an equation for 

the attention economy:  

 Attention wealth = size x attentiveness of your past and present audiences.377  
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His ‘attention wealth’ theory essentially acts as an attention ‘bank.’ In the case of authorial 

celebrity, the more an author appears in the media, the more attention capital he or she 

accrues towards future audiences, thus furthering the author’s celebrity status.  

 Getting attention is not a momentary thing; you build on the stock you have 

 every time you get any, and the larger your audience at one time, the larger 

 your potential audience in the future.378  

 

This corresponds with Citton’s circular self-reinforcing dynamic, or attention attracts 

attention, and Graeme Turner’s assertion, that there is no greater exposure for authors than 

for them to appear on mainstream television entertainment programs.379 In the literary 

arena this has been aptly affirmed by Oprah Winfrey, who Tim Wu classifies as “a one-

woman celebrity attention merchant.”380 His publication, Attention Merchants: The Epic 

Struggle to get Inside our Heads (2017), is a useful resource for scholars interested in 

celebrity and the attention economy. In Wu’s ‘The Oprah Model’ he brings to light that at 

first, the media took: 

 A dim view of her program, suggesting it was popular because it made white 

 viewers feel better about themselves. It further derided her viewers as, in effect, 

 losers, those ‘lonely and uninstructed’ who ‘draw sustenance from her, from the 

 flickering presence in their living rooms they call her a friend.381   

 

In the earlier screenings of the show, Winfrey expounded her Christian values, and at times 

described her work as a religious mission. Wu states that, “Oprah’s great innovation was to 

amalgamate the ancient-capturing potential of a great faith with the programming function 

of a broadcaster, and the mass drawing power of her own celebrity.”382 Wu extends on this, 

saying that by the late 1990s Winfrey’s 

 endorsements had become systematized in several ways. First she produced a 

 program called ‘Oprah’s Favorite Things’; for this annual event, the entire show 

 was devoted to promotion of the products she liked most, some of which were 
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 given out to the excited studio audience. Combining the ecstasy of a religious 

 revival meeting with the acquisitive intensity of Black Friday.383  

 

In relation to the literary arena, the television show Winfrey will most be remembered for 

is, ‘Oprah’s Book Club.’ Wu reports that when launching it, Winfrey referred to it as, “the 

biggest book club in the world,” and that, “Her first choice was, “The Deep End of the 

Ocean, by Jacquelyn Mitchard. Far from a dud, it had previously sold 68,000 copies; after 

its selection, however, it would sell four million.”384 This example demonstrates the power 

of television in relation to an author’s book sales, and the mass attention a programme such 

as this is able to generate for favoured authors.    

An authoritative and well-cited publication on the attention economy is John Beck and 

Thomas Davenport’s, The Attention Economy: Understanding the New Currency of 

Business (2013). The authors, who are management scholars, maintain that, “understanding 

and managing attention is now the single most important determinant of business 

success.”385 In their introduction they duly credit Georg Franck by citing a lengthy 

quotation from Ökonomie der Aufmerksamkeit (Economics of Attention: A Design). They 

advocate that “in the past, attention was taken for granted, and goods and services were 

considered valuable.” But the authors suggest that, “ In the future, many goods and 

services will be given away for free in exchange for a few minutes of the user’s 

attention.”386 The authors’ 2001 prediction is now increasingly becoming a realistic 

contemporary condition. An example of this recently occurred when Richard Flanagan was 

being interviewed on a local West Australian radio show. Just before the end of the 

interview, listeners were invited to ring the radio station, with the first three listeners 

receiving a signed copy of the author’s new novel. As Davenport and Beck state, “if you 

want to be successful in the current economy you’ve got to be good at getting attention.”387 

Conversely, in a mediatized literary arena, the lack of attention, especially in regard to the 

promotion of an author’s new publication, will generally bring about an economic deficit; 

however, just how much of a shortfall is hard to gauge, as according to Beck and 
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Davenport, “attention is one of those slippery intangible assets, it’s difficult to document 

its presence (though its absence is surely felt.).”388  

Adding to the importance of securing attention , Robert van Krieken’s publication, 

Celebrity Society (2012), maintains that, “it is the capacity of celebrities to function as 

‘bundles of attention capital’ that is the key to understanding how all forms of celebrity 

operate.”389 Van Krieken maintains that: 

 One body of literature that’s important to include in the analysis… [of celebrity] 

 not currently referred to in the media and communications discussions, is the 

 work on the economics of attention, the concept of ‘attention capital,’ and the 

 notion of celebrities as entrepreneurs of that particular kind of capital, difficult 

 as it is to pinpoint.390   

 

Van Krieken is correct in his assessment of the difficulty in locating the entrepreneurial 

pursuits of celebrities in their quest for attention, as generally this is not an individual 

practice. In the case of authorial celebrity, this might involve a number of intermediaries, 

such as marketing and promotions people.   

When there is an abundance of attention in the mediasphere, it is more than often termed as 

media ‘hype.’ An insightful publication dedicated to this phenomenon in relation to the 

literary arena is, Hype: Bestsellers and Literary Culture (2014). The introduction by Ann 

Steiner, states that the word ‘hype’ is used “to describe trends, things, fashions, and 

phenomena that receive massive attention at a given point in time.”391 Steiner maintains 

that often bestsellers suffer from the hype created around them, as hype is, “by definition 

perceived as something hegemonically engineered and pushed by producers who are intent 

on selling more books, inevitably linking the concept of hype to mass production by 

conglomerates rather than an artistically and intellectually created work of literature.”392 

The publication is informative in its sociological understandings of the social and cultural 

economics of bestsellers, and observes that, “Bestselling literature plays an important role 
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in the lives of millions of readers, offering entertainment, social commentary, and alternate 

perspectives on life.”393 Steiner pays due regard to facets of bestsellerdom and makes 

known, that large publishers have “paid ‘co-op’ money to have their bestsellers 

prominently displayed and advertised,”394 acknowledging this is a tactic which essentially 

undercuts the smaller publishers who do not have the economic viability to survive such 

acts. These ‘shady’ undertakings form part of the background mechanisms of the attention 

economy, but nonetheless are a constituent part of its whole economy.  

An interesting chapter in the collection which contains certain parallels with this project, is 

Cristine Sarrimo’s, ‘The Mediatized Zlatan: The Immigrant’s Path from Provincial 

Otherness to National Identity and to a Western Literary Space.’ Sarrimo points out that 

the signifying content surrounding the life of Zlatan the Swedish footballer is a, “central 

element in global literary hype and myth production.”395  

 It is not enough to rely on a book review or to trace the workings of the book in 

 public to understand the construction of Zlatan. A global celebrity such as this 

 must be considered as signifying cultural content in a mediatized network… The 

 mediatized Zlatan content appears in the form of fragmented and displaced 

 narratives, transmitted through different channels, and not exclusively through 

 clear-cut book framing the life story and thus keeping it ‘in place.’396      

    

In relation to the cross-platform mediatization that Sarrimo speaks of, indeed correlates 

with the three literary celebrities chosen for the case studies of this project – all 

representing an uncontained ‘rags to riches’ narrative in the mediasphere. As Sarrimo says, 

“The emotive discourse and socially stratified structure of class identification is central to 

the mythological qualities of the life story and its attractiveness to the public… and 

feelings connected to the underdog’s journey.”397 
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The economy of entertainment 

In the late nineties, the American Social theorist Neal Gabler published, Life the Movie: 

How Entertainment Conquered Reality (1998). The book argues that through a 

transformation of technology and collective psychology, entertainment has become the 

most essential of human ‘values’ in North America, and as such, its effective reality. 

Gabler labels this phenomenon as the, ‘Republic of Entertainment,’398 and offers a 

pertinent illustration of the correlation of entertainment and life through the example of the 

film, The Truman Show. Gabler suggests that the most difficult modification to the 

obligations of entertainment were those experienced in the arts, which had, “by definition, 

been arrayed against entertainment and had denied its sensationalist aesthetic.”399 In 

association with the two economies of attention and entertainment, each of his examples 

pertaining to the ‘Republic of Entertainment’ is a demonstration of the overlap of these 

economies. For instance, Gabler remembers the comments of a publisher (anonymous) 

complaining about the sensationalising of paperback’ covers, reporting that the publisher 

admitted, “The contents of the book… were relatively unimportant. What mattered was 

that its lurid exterior should ambush the consumer.”400 Furthermore, Gabler is cognizant of 

the power of attention in relation to the marketing of authors’ work through their persona 

and photographs, stating that, “the final surrender of literature to entertainment may have 

come with the discovery that a book needn’t even be a vehicle for the author’s lifies; it 

could be a vehicle for the author’s photo.”401 Gabler’s neologism, ‘lifies,’ apart from 

sounding very similar to today’s ‘selfies’ is explained as a transformation in the content of 

news, which according to Gabler, “becomes a continuous stream of what one might call 

‘lifies.’” He offers examples of the death of Princess Diana, the murder trial of O.J. 

Simpson, and the repeated claims of extramarital liaisons by President Bill Clinton. These 

life-generating episodes, he says, are the, “new blockbusters that preoccupy the traditional 

media and dominate the national conversation for weeks, sometimes months, or even years 

at a time.”402  

This is what Turner et al., call ‘flashpoints’, “where a particular celebrity completely 

dominates media coverage, producing an excessively focused global public.” They too, 

                                                             
398 Neal Gabler, Life the Movie: How Entertainment Conquered Reality, New York: Knopf, 1998, p.124. 
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offer Princess Diana’s passing, as “uncontainable news, as obituary, as identity politics, as 

entertainment, as myth or narrative, or as gossip.”403 In association with ‘lifies’ and 

‘flashpoints’ as popular entertainment, Gabler argues that books also need to be 

entertaining to sell in the marketplace: 

 What empowered the forces of marketing was entertainment, because quite 

 simply, entertaining books were most likely to sell than nonentertaining ones, or 

 more accurately, books that could become part of an entertainment process 

 were likely to sell.404 

 

Gabler gives the example of Robert James Waller, author of the Bridges of Madison 

County, who recorded compact discs of himself singing compositions that were inspired by 

his own novel. As Gabler notes, “Perhaps it was inevitable that with literature drawn into 

the entertainment vortex, it would generate ancillary merchandise.”405 Martin Amis, when 

reviewing Michael Crichton’s, The Lost World, quite humorously offers an example of 

some of the cross-media merchandise: “When the dino colouring-books have at last been 

put aside, and they’ve cleaned their teeth with dino brushes and paste, and they’re lying in 

dino pyjamas, under dino duvets, what do children talk about? Dinosaurs.”406 Although 

authors generally have nothing to do with the buying frenzy surrounding merchandising, 

they do of course reap the financial rewards (if their agent has secured contractual rights). 

“Most merchandise is what Allison Thompson calls ‘evocative’—it is sold as objects 

intended to evoke the feeling of the book, the actors, the emotions, the author, or the 

setting,”407 and according to Clive Bloom, the merchandise then initiates a “renewed 

interest in the authors and their books in a continuous loop of production.”408  

Although Michael Wolf’s, The Entertainment Economy: How Mega-Media Forces are 

Transforming our Lives, features in the introduction to this project, it is worth looking at a 

few more insights from this publication. Wolf maintains that fundamental changes in the 

emotional landscape of the traditional household and workplace have assisted to advance 

the importance of entertainment. He contends that for most people, “the model of our job 

                                                             
403 Turner et al., Fame Games: The Production of Celebrity in Australia, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000, p.3.  
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405 Ibid., p.129. 
406 Martin Amis, The War Against Cliché: Essays and Reviews, 1971-2000, London, Vintage, 2001, p.219, cited in Ken Gelder, Popular 
Fiction: The Logics and Practices of a Literary Field, Abingdon; Oxon: Routledge, 2004, p.116.  
407 Allison Thompson, ‘‘Trinkets and Treasures’ Consuming Jane Austen’, Persuasions: The Jane Austen Journal, Online, 28/2, 2008. 
Cited in, Jon Helgason, Sara Kärrholm, and Ann Steiner, (eds.), Hype: Bestsellers and Literary Culture, Lund: Nordic Academic Press, 
2014, p.35. 
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as an anchor in the real world and our home as a refuge no longer holds true,” so that when 

one is “looking for common ground with family or colleagues, it will be a shared 

entertainment experience.”409 Wolf offers examples of families at theme parks, or 

discussions between people about a popular book, or people conversing online. Thus, 

through the influence of technology, humans have started to conceptualize time in a 

different way. Wolf points out that most people now spend their time in segmented grids, 

with boxes needing ticks of accomplishment, and that this structure is the same as 

television networks and how they divide airtime between commercials, regularly scheduled 

programmes, and longer periods for sporting events, feature films, and documentaries. 

Wolf observed that in the 1980s people became proficient at channel surfing, and then in 

the 1990s individuals were organising their time in a grid system. “Time fragmentation and 

the resulting reorientation of leisure patterns are leading consumers to choose recreation 

that can be enjoyed intermittently.”410 In addition, he indicates that not only is the structure 

of time shifting, but that place-shifting is also a characteristic of the new market place.  

 

 There is a high premium on portability, so that when you get that extra five 

 minutes or two hours you can chose from a range of audio books, radio 

 programs, or home videos that can go wherever you do. We increasingly expect 

 entertainment devices to allow us to have access to fun anywhere and 

 everywhere, even when we are doing other things, such as driving, working, or 

 exercising.411     

 

This literature review has presented an overview of much of the existing scholarship on 

celebrity, literary celebrity, and the economies of entertainment and attention, identifying 

the latter two as the fundamental elements of the new paradigm of literary media 

entertainment. The review demonstrates that the theory surrounding the roles and functions 

of celebrities has shifted from the ‘emptiness theory’ of the 1950 and 1960s, to a 

‘manipulation theory’ which recognises the power of marketing and promotions in the 

production and reception of celebrity. 

The review shows that at present, there is a significant lack of research surrounding the 

theoretical frameworks of contemporary Australian literary celebrity. Therefore, the 
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following case studies will examine the conditions under which authorial celebrity in 

Australia exists as expressed through a convergence of the literary arena and media 

entertainment. 
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3 Thomas Keneally: Controversy, Endorsement, 

  and the Attention Economy 

 

 

         It is hard to imagine a 

         world in which a  

         Keneally book does not 

         regularly appear  

         among the new  

         releases.412  

 

        

In September 2014, the University of Wollongong hosted a conference in celebration of 

Thomas Keneally’s fifty years in publishing, suitably titled ‘50 Years of Keneally as 

Writer, Activist, and Celebrity.’ On this particular day, as various conference-goers 

trickled in to the seminar room, a mood of anticipation and excitement seemed to grow. 

There were audible whispers ranging from “Is Tom here yet?” to “I’ve heard the press are 

coming later.” The arrival of the octogenarian Order of Australia awardee (1983) and 

National Living Treasure (1997) was nothing less than remarkable. The short, plump 

writer, somewhat casually dressed, marched through the doors radiating a wide grin from 

his Lincoln-shaped beard whilst visibly scanning the room.413 Once entered, he 

immediately started socialising with academics and fans alike, and a few moments later 

one could hear raucous laughter from the crowd around him as he entertained them with 

his comical one-liners. The public persona, or literary brand, that is Tom Keneally, did not 

disappoint those who’d travelled to the conference to hear him speak. It was quite 

noticeable that after finishing his plenary address, at least three-quarters of the room 

quickly and quietly departed, signifying that he indeed was the star of the show they had 

come to see and hear. 

                                                             
412 Stephany Steggall, Interestingly Enough: The Life of Tom Keneally, Nero, Victoria, 2015, p.351. 
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On the international stage, Keneally has been short-listed for the Man Booker Prize on four 

occasions: in 1972 for The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith; Gossip from the Forest in 1975; 

and Confederates in 1979; before winning the prize in 1982 with Schindler's Ark, the basis 

for Steven Spielberg’s famous film adaptation, Schindler’s List. To-date, one of only two 

films adapted from the Booker Prize to have won an Academy Award for Best Picture.414 

In Australia, among a host of other awards, Keneally has won the Miles Franklin Award 

twice with Bring Larks and Heroes in 1967 and the following year with Three Cheers for 

the Paraclete in 1968, the only author having won this award in consecutive years. He’s 

been entertained at the Kennedy Compound, has dined with Bill and Hillary Clinton, and 

met with Queen Elizabeth II and Prince Philip at Government House (a contentious issue 

given Keneally’s allegiance to republicanism). He is a Fellow of the Royal Society of 

Literature, has a number of national and international honorary doctorates, and has served 

on the Australian Constitutional Commission and the Australia-China Council.  In 2015, he 

received the Australia Council Award for Lifetime Achievement in Literature and the 

previous year, the Presidential Distinguished Service Award for the Irish Abroad, an award 

Keneally says he is very proud of. However, the trajectory of his literary career has not 

always been so convivial in Australia. Peter Pierce, a long term supporter of Keneally, 

maintains, “Few Australian Authors—in the course of long, productive and internationally 

acclaimed careers—have suffered such critical opprobrium in their own country.”415 If this 

statement is correct, and I suspect it is, then one has to query why his authorship, on so 

many occasions has not been well-received by the academy, and how Keneally, “a Labour 

man to his boot straps”416 ultimately surpassed the critical censure to survive in the 

publishing industry for over fifty years, to arguably become Australia’s most prominent 

literary celebrity.   

There are a number of key topics relating to Keneally’s literary celebrity which have 

previously been well-documented, such as Paul Sharrad’s work on the numerous 

translations of Keneally’s novels as a wider network within literary publishing,417 and 

David Carter’s examination of Keneally’s international authorship with its ‘triangulation’ 

of publishing in Australia, Britain, and the United States.418 This case study, however, 

                                                             
414The other award for Best Picture adapted from a Booker-winning novel was The English Patient in 1996. 
415 Peter Pierce, ‘‘The Critics Made Me’: The Receptions of Thomas Keneally and Australian Literary Culture’, Australian Literary Studies, 
Vol. 17, Issue 1, (1995), pp.99-103. 
416 Gerard Windsor, ‘Our Tom Still a Work in Progress’, Weekend Australian, 31 October-1 November, 2015, p.21.   
417 Paul Sharrad, ‘Interpodes: Poland, Tom Keneally and Australian Literary History,’ Text Matters, Vol.2, No.2, 2012.  
418 David Carter, ‘Traduit de l’américain: Thomas Keneally and the Mechanics of an International Career’, Book History, Vol.16, 2013.  
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wishes to shift its focus to Keneally’s achieved celebrity419 within a mediatised attention 

economy. The chapter explores Keneally’s authorial persona, branding, activism, and 

national identity, and following a verification of his author-entrepreneurship, the study will 

then move on to an interrogation of Keneally’s powers of literary endorsement - an 

important element of his celebrity which demonstrates his astute gauge of new material 

circumstances as consistent with a modification in literary culture and public subjectivity.  

 

Keneally’s early days - divided ideologies and the academy  

Keneally had initially left the Catholic priesthood and embarked on what would be a long 

and prosperous career in writing in the 1960s. This was a period when Australia had only 

just started to slow its “non-Anglo flowering... [as] the stain marking those with convict 

origins had not been expunged.”420 Perhaps this is why Bring Larks and Heroes,421 

Keneally’s third novel focusing on the horrors of the convict era, “for all the excitement 

that marked its reception… sat awkwardly in its moment.”422 However, its publication was 

fundamental to Keneally’s success as a professional writer, and according to Laurie Clancy 

it took him “from apprenticeship into maturity at one lightning stroke.” Clancy also quite 

generously declared that the novel should be marked as “one of the outstanding 

achievements of Australian fiction since 1945.”423 However, Keneally’s first few years as a 

writer materialised at a time of much uncertainty in the Australian literary arena. Even 

after establishing himself as an author who had won numerous literary awards, his critical 

reception continued to be hampered by ideological divisions in the academy.  

At this time there also appeared a lack of regard towards the reading public. Geoffrey 

Dutton observed that the writing in Australia was of a high quality, but regrettably “lost 

touch with the people.”424 The shortfall of attention and general neglect for the Australian 

reading public was a practice Keneally did not observe. From the very beginning, 

                                                             
419 According to Chris Rojek, achieved celebrity is ‘fame acquired by reason or talent, accomplishment and skill.’ See: Fame Attack: The 
Inflation of Celebrity and its Consequences, London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2012, p.101. 
420 Geordie Williamson’s Introduction, ‘At the World’s Worst End,’ to Thomas Keneally’s, Bring Larks & Heroes, Melbourne; Victoria: 
Text Publishing, 2012, p. viii. 
421While writing this novel, Keneally was the recipient of a four-thousand dollar Commonwealth literary grant. Later, when the book 
was published he received a six-thousand dollar Commonwealth Literary Fellowship. Cited in Peter Pierce, Australian Melodramas: 
Thomas Keneally’s Fiction, St. Lucia; Queensland: University of Queensland Press, 1995, p.30. 
422 Geordie Williamson’s Introduction, ‘At the World’s Worst End,’ to Thomas Keneally’s, Bring Larks & Heroes, Melbourne; Victoria: 
Text Publishing, 2012, p. viii. 
423 Laurie Clancy, ‘Conscience and Corruption: Thomas Keneally’s Three Novels,’ Meanjin Quarterly, Vol.27, No.1, (1968), p.33. 
424 Geoffrey Dutton, Snow on the Saltbush: The Australian Literary Experience, Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin Books Australia, 1985, p.5. 
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Keneally’s target audience was the burgeoning new postwar middle-class identity: the 

middlebrow. Keneally’s astute appraisal of a shifting public subjectivity and his 

prioritising of these publics, often at the expense of either ignoring or antagonizing the 

critics, in due course would become an aspect of his success and pay dividends in the form 

of an ever-growing loyal readership. By the late sixties, Keneally’s popularity was 

escalating through his achieved celebrity, a form Chris Rojek classifies as “the perceived 

accomplishments of the individual in open competition,” adding that “in the public realm, 

these are recognized as individuals who possess rare talents or skills.”425  

Often, achieved celebrities are able to gain recognition in the mediasphere by receiving a 

well-known award, and Keneally attained this with two consecutive Miles Franklin 

awards. This acknowledgement and championing of his talents as a writer by the judging 

panel was crucial to his early career. The timing of these awards was indeed advantageous 

for Keneally, as this was a period in Australia when “a new sense of public culture began 

to emerge, in part through a new interaction between journalism and the academy.”426 The 

nexus of a shifting literary arena, along with its rising democratic voice and broadening 

identification of the significance of mass-media was a springboard for Keneally’s career 

which assisted in elevating his stature in the attention economy.  

Keneally’s entry into the attention economy was through his initial literary awards and the 

subsequent accolades from the media, in the form of radio interviews and reports in the 

daily newspapers. When Max Harris reviewed Keneally’s first book, The Place at Whitton, 

he heralded Keneally as the newcomer, declaring ‘His is the new voice,’ and that his work 

had ‘coruscating brilliance.’ He likewise extended these profile-raising descriptions to the 

title of his review, fashioning Keneally’s entry into the literary arena as a distinct advent, 

through a simple but impactful statement: ‘The Arrival of Thomas Keneally.’427 Keneally’s 

second book, The Fear, received mixed reviews. Some critics thought the style “often 

unbearably fidgety, littered with unnecessary similes, adjectives as novel as possible, and 

tortuous syntax that jerks us to a stop to unravel it.”428 While others claimed it achieved “a 
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concentration of purpose that owes something to the emotional intensification produced by 

the war, but also to the tautness and economy of Thomas Keneally’s style.”429 

Laurie Clancy describes the acclamation that swamped Keneally and his third novel, Bring 

Larks and Heroes:  

 Long and lyrical reviews appeared simultaneously in the Age and the 

 Australian, radio and television interviews followed hard on the heels of 

 newspaper tributes, and Keneally’s sudden precipitation into fame culminated 

 in the announcement by the Commonwealth Literary Fund of an award of $6,000 to 

 assist him to complete the novel on which he is currently working.430  

 

As a result of all the media attention, Keneally became a prominent award-winning writer, 

one whose political disposition was observed as leaning distinctly towards the Left. In 

Bring Larks and Heroes he “clearly sides with those that some might deem to be historical 

‘losers’… [and] not only gives voice to the convicts silenced in official histories, he briefly 

recovers, as well, the voices of Indigenous peoples in the narrative.”431 Keneally clearly 

felt he had a national role to play, one in which the challenge was to try and “bring this 

continent on the literary map,”432 to engage readers and foster a reconsideration of their 

national perspectives. Thus, the publication of Bring Larks and Heroes was “positioned at 

a moment of crucial importance in view of the cultural and historiographical debates over 

the nation’s beginnings.”433 As Keneally recollects, “There weren’t many of us around who 

were visible writers, which we very much wanted to be, and so there was a great cultural 

weight put upon us that didn’t exist in the UK and US.”434 Keneally’s literary role and 

contribution in helping to influence the national imaginary was, in part, due to Australia’s 

small population, which in turn made it easier for him to become a notable figurehead in 

public matters. So much so, that his next novel, Three Cheers for the Paraclete, a novel 

focusing on a young priest who returns to Australia to teach at a seminary, transformed 

him into “a ready spokesperson and ‘authority’ on all that was wrong with the Catholic 

Church.”435 Thus, Keneally’s growing celebrity assisted in drawing attention to questions 
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surrounding individual and collective identity in a nation that was not yet 200 years in the 

making.  

Keneally’s national role and attempts to reconfigure the national consciousness were 

eventually recognised and rewarded. Towards the end of 1972, Keneally wrote to Gough 

Whitlam, explaining that he, like many other Australian authors, worked “under conditions 

of pressure and insecurity such as no academic will ever experience.”436 The content of the 

letter went on to ask whether his unstable income might be somewhat relieved, and 

speaking with assured efficacy on the cultural role he had already played in the country’s 

cultural identity, said that, “The flat, simple, unadorned, almost statistically certain fact is, 

that I have already contributed more to what we might call Australia’s self-awareness than 

most literary academics are in a position to do in a lifetime.”437 At the beginning of 1974 

he was awarded a fixed income of six-thousand dollars for three-years, and in the 

following year Whitlam authorised the first of the PLR (public lending rights) payments, 

which would also boost Keneally’s income, allowing him to continue to write for a living. 

The inclusion of this insight into Keneally’s financial affairs makes the point that many 

celebrity authors, even when they have attained the status of achieved celebrity, need to 

continuously negotiate their legitimacy and authenticity. Indeed, Keneally contends that 

“every book that an Australian writes is a potential contribution to the body of Aust. Lit., 

and if you disappoint a reviewer you are not just disappointing the reviewer you are 

committing an act of national dereliction.”438 As Peter Quartermaine remarks, “popularity 

can have a hard price to pay, though, from a writer’s point of view, in that they may feel a 

pressure to conform to some consensus view of what is suitably Australian [my 

emphasis].”439 This is perhaps one of the reasons why, after Keneally’s early acceptance 

into the literary sphere and two consecutive Miles Franklin awards, his mid-career 

compositions which moved away from ‘Australiana’ started to displease certain Australian 

critics. This then engendered a long drawn out ‘battle’ in the mediasphere between 

Keneally and his detractors. His overreactions and hastily penned retorts in response to 

critical censure ended up becoming commonplace, which worked to produce substantial 

media attention surrounding his craft and authorial persona. Whether one believes as Peter 
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Pierce does, that “it is a tribute to Keneally’s moral resilience” or whether Keneally 

“courted trouble… [and] was a real smart-arse”440 toward critics, his mid-career remains a 

good example of how controversy is able to fuel an attention economy and so maintain an 

author’s prominence in the mediasphere.   

Controversy, scandal and the attention economy  

In an attention economy, critical censure as well as acclaim is indispensable, as both 

contribute to furthering an author’s presence in the mediasphere. It is indeed the hype, or 

“massive attention at a given point in time”441 which assists in transforming new authors 

into literary mediagenics. As Pierce observes, Keneally “has been in the public arena for so 

long, and not only as a novelist, that critics’ fatigue has consorted with a degree of envy of 

his durability and commercial success.”442 In relation to the trajectory of Keneally’s career, 

I do partly subscribe to Pierce’s ‘envy’ theory which is constitutive of ‘academic disdain’ 

and the “depths of rancour existing in certain recesses of Australia’s cultural life.”443 

However, I do not agree that Keneally has suffered from his lengthy period of prominence; 

and how for so long, Keneally remained “the victim of a critical melodrama.”444 Here, I 

argue that in fact, one begets the other, as the accretion of all the controversy and critical 

melodramas amplified in the mediasphere is exactly what has assisted in producing and 

maintaining Keneally’s long standing celebrity status. In the past Keneally’s name has 

been linked to controversy on issues such as, anti-monarchism, sexism, and a number of 

times found voicing contempt for academic critics. In a recent radio interview Keneally 

shared with Geoffrey Blainey, of which there is an aptly entitled podcast, ‘Putting the 

History Wars behind Them,’ both authors spoke about their new publications and 

addressed, in an affable manner, some of their past public ‘squabbles.’ During the on-air 

chat, the interviewer, Jon Faine, turned to Keneally saying, quite frankly, “You have not 

avoided controversy in your career. What’s the biggest mistake over the many years?” to 

which Keneally, circumventing a direct response, chuckled saying that “The history of my 

folly would fill as many volumes as Geoffrey Blainey’s bibliographies.”445 It is no secret 
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that ‘negative’ reportage surrounded much of Keneally’s mid-career which, in part, was 

due to his self-efficacy and constant resistance to the critics. In view of this, a reckoning of 

the continual controversies that beset him is significant, as if one considers the numerous 

unenthusiastic reviews he endured during the seventies, eighties, and nineties, and then 

weighs this up against the celebrity he currently enjoys, it would appear that the simple 

aphorism ‘no publicity is bad publicity’ is valid in respect to Thomas Keneally. The 

Oxford English Dictionary defines controversy as an “argument or dispute on a matter of 

opinion; a (typically heated) discussion involving contrary opinions; esp. one conducted 

publicly (as in the press) and at length.”446 So if one shifts one’s cognition from perceiving 

controversy as something incongruous, which one would not wish to participate in, to more 

of an acceptance of controversy as a means to gain attention, it then becomes easy to 

understand the logic of how controversy and its inherent conduit, the media, by turning 

harsh remarks and heated debates into an attention frenzy exercise, ultimately benefits both 

authors and publishers alike.  

An examination of the attention economy in connection to Keneally becomes valuable if a 

quantitative analysis is applied to his controversial mid-career. I wish to demonstrate that 

the dissemination of media attention surrounding the author, what Pierce correctly terms as 

‘critical melodrama,’ actually functioned in a way to increase his celebrity standing. There 

have, of course, been numerous investigations which focus on the changing paradigms of 

attention and fame in the media. Probably the most well-known being Leo Lowenthal’s 

sociological survey of biographies in popular magazines (1901 to 1941), concluding that 

the heroes of the past, ‘idols of production’ had changed to ‘idols of consumption.’447 In 

the same ‘archeological’ nature, but now with the aid of drastically changed modes of 

mediation and connectivity, one is able to assess, specifically through digital 

communications and the rise of data industries, how to measure quantities of media 

attention. In contemporary mainstream celebrity, popularity and prominence is generally 

gauged by how many times a particular star’s name is mentioned in the media over a 

period of time using a hierarchical structuring of perhaps ‘A’, ‘B’ and ‘C’ grade celebrities. 

Until recently, authors have generally been immune from the discerning metrics of media 

attention; however, since the 1980s quantitative investigations, mainly consisting of 

rigorous data analyses which evaluate outcomes and report on the metrics of book sales, 
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library borrowing records, and newspaper reviews have become useful to ‘measure’ the 

media attention surrounding celebrity authors.  

There are certain parallels to be drawn between my hypothesis of the hostile reviews on 

Keneally’s work accruing more attention and thus more book sales, and a study conducted 

by Berger et al., entitled ‘Positive Effects of Negative Publicity: When Negative Reviews 

Increase Sales.’ The article focuses on the performance of negative book reviews in the 

New York Times to gauge the influence of publicity and product awareness on the actual 

sales of books. The authors’ methodology employs a “time-series variation in sales to 

identify the effect of published reviews,”448 and their findings were interesting, reporting 

that, “a negative review hurt sales of books by well-established authors but helped sales of 

books by relatively unknown authors.”449 However, the authors admit that their estimates 

are imprecise due to the relatively small number of established authors in the study. They 

also, more importantly, do not determine whether any of their ‘well-established’ authors 

are mediagenic award-winning celebrity authors who enjoy a loyal readership, or indeed 

whether they are internationally renowned authors. What they do assume, though, is that 

“negative reviews may be more interesting to read and more likely to be shared with 

friends, and if so, this could lead one negative review to generate greater word of mouth 

and have a larger overall effect than a similar positive review.”450 Continuing with this line 

of thought, Debra Adelaide makes known that “Australian reviewers have a long and proud 

history of viciousness,” and humorously prompts “Who does not relish reading a truly 

toxic review? Apart from the subject, of course (and their mother), the rest of us have to 

admit we love them.”451 So is it the thirst for controversy in a critic’s toxic review that 

people enjoy? Conversely, the hostility might then work to create empathic emotion or 

“audience affective recognition”452 for the poor author under fire, especially if readers have 

an interest in, or enjoy reading that particular author’s books.  

From a sociological point of view, Keneally, a boy from the (poorer) Western suburbs of 

Sydney appears sympathy-worthy, and was possibly conceived as lacking a certain amount 

of cultural capital in comparison to the literary critics. He is generally a well-liked person 
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in the mediasphere, and is known as ‘a man of the people,’ so the more his author persona 

was disparaged, the more likely the critics would be perceived as hostile intimidators. Neal 

Gabler maintains that Ernest Hemingway gained a certain amount of immunity from critics 

who criticised his work, in that “the public didn’t care whether he was a good writer. They 

cared that he was a bold personality – a movie’s idea of a good writer.”453 Hence, Keneally 

is a good example of an author who has an ‘affective relationship’ with his audience, as 

witnessed by the fact that for many years his reviews have been less than complimentary, 

but “his books sell well – that is, that they are actually read by a large number of 

people.”454 Confirming this, Pierce notes that Keneally “has been subject to censure by 

some academic critics without losing a loyal general readership, in Australia and 

overseas.”455 Keneally is indeed cognizant of his large following, and has revealed that 

“through being published in the United Kingdom and the US” he knew he had acquired 

“what was called ‘a cult following.’”456 Returning to consider Adelaide’s assumption then, 

that readers secretly delight in the ‘toxic’ language contained in unfavorable reviews, 

perhaps it is now time to examine whether controversy and scandal surrounding certain 

literary reviews is discreetly functioning as a form of entertainment?  

Certainly, over the last few years new interdisciplinary fields of study in association with 

controversy have been evolving. The most recent, to my understanding is, Scandalogy, 

which in April 2016 had its first International Conference at Bamberg, in Germany 

(‘Scandals as Social Phenomena’) and more recently in 2018 its second (‘Cultures of 

Scandals – Scandals as Culture’). International researchers in this field have labeled 

‘scandal’ as a social phenomenon which occurs in every social field, leading to “enormous 

media coverage and a lively public discussion about values and norms.”457 Furthermore, 

Scott Brenton in his revealing article, ‘Scandals as a Positive Feature of Liberal 

Democratic Politics:  A Durkheimian Perspective,’ states that “in observing contemporary 

political scandals there is a temptation to assume a moralistic position that scandals are 

inherently wrong or negative,”458 and invoking the work of the eminent anthropologist, 

Max Gluckman, argues that scandals may facilitate important positive virtues and define 
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broader social values. Gaston Franssen suggests that “personal controversies can either 

wreck (or in some cases, even propel) celebrity success, and avoiding, managing and 

atoning for scandal consists of a large part of maintaining a career in public.”459 

Critical censure and Keneally’s mid-career  

During the seventies and eighties, even with a substantial readership in place, literary 

grants awarded to him, and the Man Booker Prize (as discussed later), there still remained 

a certain amount of unpredictability as to whether reviewers were willing to include his 

work in their publications. An example of this inconsistency occurred when Brian Kiernan 

chose not to reference Keneally in his 1971 book, Australian Writers and their Work, but 

did allocate a considerable amount of space to Bring Larks and Heroes in his 1974 

publication, Images of Society and Nature. The blatant exclusions of Keneally’s work 

shape a noticeable pattern for the remaining postwar period, on occasion greatly offending 

and frustrating the writer. For instance, Laurie Hergenhan’s article ‘War in Post 1960s 

Fiction: Johnston, Stow, McDonald, Malouf and Les Murray,’460 overlooked Keneally’s 

novel The Cut-Rate Kingdom, a novel focusing on the early stages of the war in the Pacific 

and Australia’s politically unstable framework, a publication perfectly suited to the content 

of Hergenhan’s article. Keneally, irked by the blatant omission, wrote a personal letter to 

Hergenhan. An extract clearly shows Keneally’s fury with Hergenhan and a number of 

other literary editors’ neglect of his work:  

 Far be it from me to force my work on the attention of critics, but I cannot see 

 your neglect of The Cut-Rate Kingdom in your article in the October 1985 ALS 

 [Australian Literary Studies] as anything but a mirror of the critical neglect of 

 my work in this country. The Cut-Rate Kingdom has received more critical 

 attention in Britain than any of the works you mention, but that again is 

 characteristic… I can in no way blame you for this exclusion of my work from 

 serious attention in this country. It is matched by the similar neglect of all literary 

 editors. I think it should be a question of curiosity though, to your distinguished self 

 and to your colleagues, why I am taken seriously in Britain  and the US and am 

 beneath consideration here.461  
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However, the following year Hergenhan published an interview with Keneally in 

Australian Literary Studies, of which the first question read, “A number of your novels 

have been concerned with history and war.”462 Whether this was as recompense on 

Hergenhan’s part or not, it would appear that Keneally’s fulminations ultimately gained 

him an individual feature in the respected journal. Another example involving the 

allocation of vastly differing publication space is seen in Ken Goodwin’s A History of 

Australian Literature (1986) and Harry Heseltine’s The Uncertain Self: Essays in 

Australian Literature and Criticism (1986),463 both published in the same year with 

Goodwin allocating an entire sub-section to Keneally under Chapter Ten, ‘The generation 

of the 1960s.’ In this collection, Keneally’s prominence is clearly noticeable as Goodwin 

provides Keneally’s Christian and surname, and is the only writer afforded this distinction:  

 Poets  

 Thomas Keneally  

 Novelists of poetic texture: Stow, Koch, McDonald  

 Absurdist novelist: Ireland, Foster and others  

 Satirical and domestic novelists 

 Writers of short fiction: Moorhouse and others  

 Novelists of the later 1970s464 

 

In stark contrast is Heseltine’s publication, which just mentions Keneally’s name once in 

the entire publication – mid-chapter and on a single line which he shares with Thea Astley. 

Hence, what can be deduced from the disparity of content between these two publications? 

Clearly, it is Heseltine’s obvious marginalization of Keneally’s work. At the time, the two 

academics in question lectured in distinct environments: Heseltine at the Royal Military 

College, Duntroon, and Goodwin at the University of Queensland, so observing this 

through a political lens, one might well come to the conclusion that the disproportionate 

provision of space to Keneally’s work was just another example of lingering Cold War 
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ideological positions and the “struggle to control the agenda of ideas in Australia.”465 The 

1990s was also a trying time for Keneally, particularly in 1993. Tony Abbott’s review of 

Keneally’s Our Republic in the Adelaide Review remarks that “it is an extraordinary self-

absorbed story.”466 Also noteworthy here, is that Abbott selected a particularly 

condescending title for his piece, ‘Uncle Tom’s Republic,’ which would, of course have 

been quite acceptable to pro-monarchy editor, Christopher Pearson, who it was widely 

known “was decidedly anti-Keneally.”467 Moreover, in a heated exchange between Pearson 

and Keneally on 5AN Radio, Pearson’s diatribe turned nasty when he declared (to 

Keneally’s face) that: 

 The best that the Republican Movement can do is to trot out a novelist who’s 

 burnt out basically, who’s done his best work early and who’s never overcome 

 the plagiarism charges of Season in Purgatory and is now writing warm, fuzzy 

 Holocaust novels and who’s obviously in a sense looking for rehabilitation, to 

 rediscover a role for himself as a man of public affairs.468  

 

It was no secret that Keneally was deeply involved in politics, becoming the Australian 

Republican Movement’s first chairman and then continuing to be its literary celebrity 

spokesperson. However, vigorously contesting this attack, Keneally informed Pearson that 

his opinionated censure was not shared by the New York Times Book Review, but was 

typical of the normal small town literary malice which journals like Pearson’s exhibited.469 

A slightly less malicious review, but one still containing much derision was from 

conservative critic Imré Salusinszky, which stated that “Keneally’s prescription for 

Australia’s republic future seemed to be a long, boozy lunch at Neville Wran’s, followed 

by an alcohol-induced coma in which we forget the fundamentals of the English 

language.”470 The final insult came in the form of a review by Michael Sharkey of Jacko: 

The Great Intruder, for the Weekend Australian. The review’s title, ‘Tom Tries too Hard,’ 

reported that “many of Thomas Keneally’s regular readers appear to think that, somewhere 

between Bring Larks and Heroes and Women of the Inner Sea, he has lost the plot.”471 

Perhaps Sharkey took umbrage at a certain section of Jacko that hit back at Australian 
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critics. In this novel, the character of an author who is also the narrator, functions as a 

mouthpiece, communicating Keneally's views on the local cultural critics who measure 

books on the amount of content devoted to Australia. In the novel, this character speaks of 

internationally known Australian writers who have:  

 broken the rules by writing about subjects other than the Australian subjects 

 approved by Aussie culture police, the critics whose purpose in life was to convince 

 themselves there was indeed an Australian literature – as indeed there was, 

 independent of their huffing and puffing.472 

 

Readers are informed that the author-character has enjoyed occasional commercial success 

and that he is positioned on the cusp between a certain international renown and the 

perceived duty to write continuously about Australia and enrich the national cultural well-

springs.473  

When Keneally’s writing started to move away from themes of ‘Australiana,’ much local 

critical commentary on his craft became vindictive. However, Keneally was not the only 

author to receive censorious remarks in relation to comparisons made between early and 

later works. Writers such as Peter Carey and David Williamson also came under fire, 

prompting Williamson to remark in facetious tones: 

 You were discovered, given premature canonisation, the artistic hopes of 

 Australia were placed on your shoulders, then if you happened to have a critical 

 reverse you were subjected to savage retribution and you spent the rest of your 

 life wandering from bar to bar wondering why you weren’t Dostoevsky.474  

 

Of Keneally, Carey, and Williamson, it was perhaps Keneally who received the most 

malicious reviews. In a less than complimentary article by Peter Craven, he haughtily 

describes Keneally as a “potentially major talent which dissipates itself in 

commercialism.”475 Pierce commenting on this shameful charge correctly notes that:  
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 Such accusations leave no way of escape for the author, whose financial  rewards 

 are disparaged… What emerges from such remarks, is a sorry picture of incontinent 

 envy towards authors who by their own taxing, and taxed endeavours, have won the 

 independence to live by their wits and their word processors, and to write what they 

 choose.476  

 

After the systematic persecution from the above critics, along with Sharkey’s speculations 

that Keneally’s fan base was waning, Keneally decided yet again to defend his reputation 

in the mediasphere. This took the form of a satirical piece, ‘Critical Correctness’ published 

in the Australian Weekend Review. Firstly, Keneally listed his various national and 

international literary awards and spoke of his Distinguished Professorship for Life at the 

University of California. Then, after establishing his critical and commercial achievements 

abroad, he went on to report that none of the reviews abroad were “as bitter and intimately 

rancorous” as the ones he frequently received in Australia, which was especially 

perplexing as his work was very often “praised by literary figures in the New York Times 

Review of Books.”477 His inclusion of the New York Times as a famous North American 

reviewing authority is interesting, clearly intending to diminish the literary power of 

Australian critics. The other possible objective, apart from signaling his frustration with, 

and aversion to, some Australian critics, was to inform his loyal readership of the constant 

alienating treatment he had endured from a number of Australian critics.  

In view of the cross-section of controversies recorded above (and others too numerous to 

mention here), it is the increase in media attention focusing on the Keneally name, and by 

association the accumulated product awareness, which is significant in an attention 

economy. “Prior work has shown that sales of cultural products tend to peak in the first 

few weeks and then exponentially decline.”478 This is why I argue, that controversy (or 

scandal) in the mediasphere especially in the pre-release phase of a publication is of the 

utmost importance, as it creates the much needed media attention to further increase 

product awareness and escalate book sales.  
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Book sales and entrepreneurship  

In 1984, Keneally’s novel, The Cut-Rate Kingdom was published in Britain by Allen Lane. 

Its setting, Australia and New Guinea, focuses on the early stages of the war in the Pacific. 

In Manly Johnson’s review, he reports that Keneally emphasises Australia’s “precariously 

balanced political structure through incidents that occurred” and that the politically 

charged content deals with the “quality of moral response to wavering principles and the 

ethical indeterminacy of governments and the military.”479 Johnson ends his review by 

praising Keneally and how the publication “contributes to our sense of his passionate 

involvement with moral issues.”480 In relation to a previous edition of this work published 

in Australia, I would like to investigate the local publication through a lens that considers 

Keneally’s powers of entrepreneurship. As van Krieken states, “the notion of celebrities as 

entrepreneurs is difficult to pinpoint.”481 Indeed, then, how much greater might be the 

difficulty in determining the entrepreneurship of a celebrity author, taking into 

consideration the erstwhile anti-economic paradigm that still very often demarcates them?  

The previous edition of The Cut-Rate Kingdom in 1980, published by Wildcat Press broke 

new publishing ground with its structure essentially combining the format of a novel and a 

magazine. Inside, it contained four full-page glossy colour advertisements: Taylors wine, 

Esso, Qantas, and Polaroid; two black and white double-page advertisements: Bryson-

Citroën and American Express; as well as four full-page black and white advertisements: 

The Bulletin, The Prudential, American Express and Wildcat Press, and a back page colour 

advertisement for Black Douglas whisky. It also included an application pamphlet stitched 

into the spine of the book to join American Express. Keneally’s innovative idea to increase 

market share through consumers paying less for their product preceded Jeff Bezos’ 

Amazon by fifteen years. Admittedly, the concept is not exactly the same, as Amazon lures 

customers away from bricks and mortar competitors, by selling its books online; however, 

the concept is consistent with Keneally’s idea of gaining exposure to a much wider 

audience by greatly reducing the cost of the book. The British publication released in 1984 

sported a traditional novel’s format and retailed at £8.95 and the earlier novel/magazine 

edition in Australian, printed slightly under an A4 size was cheaply priced at $2.50. The 
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cover also advertised the low price in bold type at the bottom, stating: ‘First-class, new 

Australian fiction at a price everyone can afford.’ The publisher’s note at the beginning 

explains the innovative idea behind Keneally’s desire to publish a less expensive 

novel/magazine: 

 Publishing these days is a very expensive business. It’s expensive for the 

 publisher and for the consumer. This book/magazine is an attempt to make 

 things cheaper… The concept is a radical one, originated by Thomas Keneally 

 himself… That a writer of Keneally’s stature and fame, whose work is generally 

 published overseas, is prepared to commit one of his works to a publishing 

 experiment such as this is extremely important… we are confident that in the 

 process a new dimension can be added to publishing which will result in gaining 

 exposure to a much wider audience, and consumers obtaining their reading at a 

 much reduced cost.482   

 

Trevor Kennedy, the editor, also offered a note of explanation, as he predicted this type of 

advertising would be annoying to readers. In his somewhat brash ‘Publisher’s Note’  he 

reminds prospective consumers that in purchasing the book it becomes cheaper “for all 

Australians because there isn’t a lot of government money in it… so before anyone grizzles 

about it containing advertising they should remember that, because it’s there, some other 

Australian publisher can move up the queue for government support.”483  

The layout of the book was reminiscent of the Australian magazines, Home (1920-1942), 

and BP Magazine (1928-1942) which, Victoria Kuttainen states “invested significant 

energy and capital into placing illustrated Australian stories alongside commercial 

material.”484 Kuttainen maintains that, “This layout aimed to draw the reader’s eye from 

the text to the advertisements; meanwhile, editors increasingly prioritised their audiences’ 

identities as potential consumers rather than as mere readers.”485 If one then looks at the 

definition of an entrepreneur, “a specialist in exploiting profit opportunities… developing 

new products and organizational forms,”486 Keneally’s experimental novel/magazine 

containing numerous advertisements clearly positions him as a celebrity author-

entrepreneur.  
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Controversy and the Booker Prize 

The concept of controversy and its media coverage for many years has been witnessed in 

the lead-up to and aftermath of various literary awards, especially the Man Booker Prize 

(previously Booker McConnell). Keneally’s first success was in 1972, the first year he was 

short-listed for the novel The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith. This particular year, the Chair 

had resigned and the sponsors were considering a withdrawal, so for Keneally and for the 

purposes of maximising the media attention of his short-listing, the timing was ideal, as the 

public were already inquisitive as to whether the Booker would continue to survive or not. 

Adding to this, a further instance of media attention surfaced when the winner, radical art 

critic and novelist, John Berger, in his prize-acceptance speech attacked Booker 

McConnell’s trading record in the Caribbean and announced that half of his prize money 

would go to the Black Panthers, thus further increasing the press coverage of the event, 

from approximately fifty stories the previous year to over two hundred in 1972.487 More 

media attention followed in 1975 when there were only two novels short-listed: Keneally’s 

Gossip from the Forest and Prawer Jhabvala’s Heat and Dust. Although Keneally did not 

win out of the shortest of short-lists in the history of the Prize, it still gained him 

tremendous media attention and book sales. As English explains, “To be short-listed for 

the Booker was a distinction of greater value—symbolic as well as monetary—than any 

other prize could muster.”488 By the 1980s the Booker “outstripped all other British literary 

prizes combined in terms of the sheer volume of publicity, renown, and book sales it could 

generate for the winner.”489 So it was to Keneally’s good fortune that in 1981, the year 

before he won the Booker Prize, the organizers restructured the ceremony to incorporate 

television coverage; something Keneally would again benefit from in the form of media 

attention. However, a number of the British newspapers, such as The Times and The Daily 

Telegraph that had supported the Booker for many years were disgruntled over the 

ceremony being televised. As James English points out, the prize administrators thus 

“needed to balance the investments of different kinds of media agents, those from 

television and newspapers, to ensure a multi-dimensional media success,”490 which in turn, 

would gain Keneally ever more media attention. After this date, the annual black-tie dinner 
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and prize announcement ceremony continued to be televised, albeit with television viewers 

eagerly waiting to observe some manner of drama-filled incident. On the evening of the 

gala dinner, for which most years has been held at London’s medieval Guildhall,491 a 

television crew and its roving floor reporter conveyed the scenes of tense authors 

competing against each other for the grand prize, sitting at the lavishly decorated tables 

trying to keep their composure.492 Gay Firth of the Financial Times commenting on the 

soon approaching 1984 Booker Prize, reported on the financial side of the prize, with a 

section of her article featuring the Booker’s growing commercial connection with 

Ladbroke’s, and its Public Relations Manager, Ron Pollard.493 Pollard is quoted as saying, 

“Our investment brings high-class novels down to the man in the street. Authors need that, 

to sell their books.” She humorously describes the prize announcement event as having a 

roll-up, roll-up, Big Top atmosphere declaring, “The star turn in a promotional circus will 

perform under television spotlights at a dinner at Guildhall on October 18.” She then goes 

on to emphasise that it is “not just the size of the cheque but the expectation, amounting 

now almost to a certainty, of enormously increased sales, which distinguishes a Booker 

winner from other winners of more than 200 literary prizes awarded annually in the 

UK,”494 and after offering an overview of the sales figures for the previous year’s winner, 

J.M. Coetzee, she then continues to report on Keneally’s book sales:  

 The 1982 Booker winner, Thomas Keneally’s Schindler’s Ark, had sold just 

 under 4,000 copies on the eve of the award. A year later, UK and Commonwealth 

 edition sales had reached 56,000 in hardback, 35,000 in bookclub, and 250,000 in 

 the paperback edition. They stand now [in 1983] at 66,000,100,000 and 350,000.495 

 

As the above figures clearly show, and as Keneally’s editor confirms, when Keneally 

received the prize, the win was “like an avalanche hitting you all at once.”496 The Booker 

Prize website states that the multi-award winning classic earned US$321,306,305 

                                                             
491 Other venues for the Booker prize announcement have been famous landmarks such as Claridge’s, Café Royal, Stationers’ Hall, and 
the British Museum.   
492 A YouTube video clip shows the lavishly decorated table settings of the Booker’s gala dinner with various authors sitting at tables 
conversing. See: ‘John Berger on the Booker Prize (1972).’  www.youtube.com/watch?v=otu4tjqrOk0. 
493 The late Public Relations Manager of Ladbroke’s, Ron Pollard, was somewhat of a famous public personality. The Telegraph’s 
obituary of this most famous of bookmakers said that “When it came to fixing odds for the Booker Prize, Pollard would read the first 60 
or so pages of a novel, a similar number in the middle, and the final 60.” The full obituary and visuals of Pollard can be found at:  
www.telegraph.co.uk/news/obituaries/11719070/Ron-Pollard-odds-maker-obituary.html (Accessed 15 August 2017).  
494 Gay Firth, ‘The Financial Facts of Fiction: The Booker Prize,’ Financial Times, 6 October, 1984. 
495 Ibid. 
496 Ion Trewin, quoted in Patricia Miller’s ‘Booker Triumph: ‘‘Like an Avalanche Smothering You’’, Sunday Times, London, 24 October 
1982, cited in English, James F., The Economy of Prestige: Prizes, Awards, and the Circulation of Cultural Value, Harvard University 
Press: Massachusetts, USA, 2005, p.207.   

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/obituaries/11719070/Ron-Pollard-odds-maker-obituary.html


 

   
 

122 

worldwide on its original release,497 and the statistical data gathered below also confirms 

the increase in name attention directly after the event.  

 

Occurrences of ‘Thomas Keneally’ in Google Books Ngram Viewer British English corpus 1970 – 2006  

 

The statistical data from Ngram Viewer’s attention measuring software, demonstrates that 

after Keneally won the Booker Prize in 1982, there was a clear spike in the proliferation of 

his name in Google Books.498 The reason for the second high point is more difficult to 

gauge. However, in 1998 Keneally appeared on ‘This is Your Life’ hosted by Michael 

Aspel, a very popular British biographical television documentary, and following this in 

1999 Keneally’s publication The Great Shame: A Story of the Irish in the Old World and 

the New was released in Britain. Therefore these two events would no doubt have 

increased the number of entries in Google Books at that time.  
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Interestingly, the statistical data for ‘American English’ covering the same years 

demonstrates an increase in the name-attention line between the years 1990 – 1996.     

 

Occurrences of ‘Thomas Keneally’ in Google Books Ngram Viewer American English corpus 1970 – 2006   

 

The distinct upsurge in attention surrounding Keneally’s name in North America appears 

just before the release in 1993 of the bestselling film Schindler’s List. The line then 

continues escalating for approximately another four years. The other two inclines on the 

graph, account for his success with Confederates released in 1979 (based on the American 

Civil War) and the increase of attention after the success of the Booker Prize Schindler’s 

Ark, published in North America as Schindler’s List.  

What is indisputable is that the Booker Prize creates a great deal of attention in the media. 

The controversy in Britain relating to Keneally’s winning entry commenced almost 

immediately. It was short-listed for the Prize even before it was published and “there had 

been some mention in pre-publication reviews that the documentary style of the book made 

it an unusual contender for a fiction prize, and a storm of controversy erupted.”499 Many 

reviewers devoted much time in speculating whether it was indeed a novel with some 

assigning it a hybridised genre of ‘faction.’ The media hype then became more intense 

when the Chair of the judging panel, John Carey in his prize announcement speech 

declared, “About Thomas Keneally’s Schindler’s Ark there has been some public debate: is 

it really fiction?” In the post-win press conference, Keneally’s jovial personality along 

with some cunningly quick-thinking, chuckled-off the controversy saying that the book 

must be a novel as “the judges thought so, and who am I to argue with them.”500 Later, in 

                                                             
499 Gale Cengage Learning,  A Study Guide for Thomas Keneally’s ‘Schindler’s List’, Farmington Hills, USA: The Gale Group, 2016.  
500 Murray, Simone, The Adaptation Industry: The Cultural Economy of Contemporary Literary Adaptation , New York & London: 
Routledge, 2012, pp.125-126.  



 

   
 

124 

his memoir publication Searching for Schindler, Keneally admits that “like most 

controversy, it initiated a frenzy of interest in the book.” 

 It is no secret that the success of the Booker Prize—its seemingly magical  power to 

 attract the attention both of the broad book-reading public and of the most critically 

 respected British novelists—is bound up with the annual flurry of scandal that 

 attends it in the dailies and in the literary press.501  

 

The hype surrounding Keneally’s Booker Prize ‘faction’ naturally attracted much 

controversy; however, given that religious convictions were also at stake, some of 

Keneally’s jovial phrases on the subject were not appreciated. In a Qantas article, Keneally 

refers to Paul Poldek as “the Polish bagman” and in the Herald Keneally was quoted as 

finding another, “obsession: Jews.” Furthermore, in the same article he declares “It is a 

book likely to appeal in America because all their grandmothers [are] from Cracow.”502 

His good humour appears at odds with the serious subject matter of the Holocaust; 

however, his off-the-cuff words generated attention in the media, which is essential after 

such a significant win.   

If the Booker survives as a media spectacle, thriving on literary controversy, scandal, and 

gossip-journalism, then perhaps Foucault is right, in that, “it is time to study discourses not 

only in terms of their expressive value or formal transformations, but according to their 

modes of existence. The modes of circulation, valorisation, attribution, and appropriation 

of discourses vary with each culture and are modified within each.”503 Accordingly, then, I 

would argue that a part of contemporary literature’s postmodernist ‘mode of existence’ is 

that it circulates and disseminates within an attention economy that very often thrives on 

controversy and scandal. 

 

 

Schindler’s Ark to Schindler’s List - adaptation 

                                                             
501 James F. English, The Economy of Prestige: Prizes, Awards, and the Circulation of Cultural Value, Massachusetts, USA: Harvard 
University Press, 2005, p.198.  
502 NLA MS Acc05, 198, Box [78]: Glovin to Keneally, 26 March 1982, cited in Stephany Steggall, Interestingly Enough: The Life of Tom 
Keneally, Victoria: Nero, 2015, p.224.   
503 Michel Foucault, ‘What is an Author?’ Literary Theory: an Anthology, 3rd Ed., Julie Rivkin & Michael Ryan (eds.), West Sussex; UK: 
Wiley Blackwell, 2017, p.227.    
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To maximise the potential for visibility and name recognition—two essential aspects of an 

attention economy—a literary celebrity such as Keneally has to mediate between different 

forms of cultural production. The media hype surrounding the pre-release of a film, 

especially one adapted from a Booker Prize-winning novel and directed by a renowned 

director-producer such as Steven Spielberg, would without a doubt create a high level of 

attention world-wide. This is one reason why the Booker Prize is such a sought-after 

award, as:  

 More than a quarter of all Booker prize-winners have been turned into films, 

 and some great ones, The English Patient and Schindler’s Ark [sic] – both 

 Academy Award winners - among them. And another 25 shortlisted novels 

 have been filmed too… The prize has acted as an invaluable catalyst for some 

 of the most imaginative film-making of the past four decades.’504 

 

Hence, in winning the Booker Prize, it is not only the assurance of sky-rocketing book 

sales and the indispensable media attention that emanates from being a Booker-winner; it 

is the genuine possibility of film options that will earn for the author even greater media 

attention and produce abundant earnings from the options. Within a few days of 

Schindler’s Ark being reviewed on the front page of the New York Times, two production 

houses, Goldcrest, the British company which had recently made the film Gandhi, and 

Amblin, Steven Spielberg’s production company at Universal, approached Keneally in 

relation to signing a contract, an event Keneally describes as “what every writer sometimes 

secretly dreams of: payday.”505 Apart from the large (undisclosed) sum Keneally received 

from Universal’s purchase of the book-derived content, it is the much increased media 

attention that further elevated his celebrity to an almost rock star status. In Los Angles, 

Maeve Binchy, then working for the Irish Times, thanked Keneally for not cancelling an 

interview with her now that he was “a rock star.”506 Another instance of rock star treatment 

was after the Viennese press conference for Schindler’s List, when Keneally, Spielberg and 

party had to escape the large crowds by being whisked off at great pace in a convoy of 

“three Mercedes and a number of other vehicles.”507  

                                                             
504 Ion Trewin, cited in Simone Murray, The Adaptation Industry: The Cultural Economy of Contemporary Literary Adaptation, New York 
& London: Routledge, 2012, pp.110-111. 
505 Keneally, Thomas, Searching for Schindler, Sydney: Knopf, 2007, p.182.  
506 Ibid., p.169. 
507 Keneally, Thomas, Searching for Schindler, Sydney: Knopf, 2007, p.287.  



 

   
 

126 

Although the book Schindler’s Ark has been translated into many languages, it is 

essentially the film adaptation that garnered world-wide fame for Keneally.508 Eric 

Abrahamsen, an expert on Chinese book publishing at Paper Republic, thinks that name 

recognition for Australian authors is lagging. He openly says that, “Australian authors 

aren’t very well known in China” but maintains that “the only novel that had a chance of 

recognition is Schindler’s Ark, and only there because of the movie.’”509 Simone Murray 

extends Abrahamsen’s commentary and advocates for the function of the book/novel as a 

multi-marketable material object which is able to create further celebrity for authors:   

 The book is not the final, definitive repository of a celebrity author’s identity 

 (even if it is the first such iteration). Rather, books constitute only one of a 

 number of potential media forms in which creative content can be embodied 

 and through which authorial celebrity can continue to circulate publicly and 

 replicate ad infinitum.510  

 

Adding to this, she reports that Julian Friedmann, a literary and screen agent in Britain has 

noticed that there is a growing trend to include film rights contacts which have clauses 

stipulating that the author must abstain from any potentially damaging publicity about the 

adaptation.511 A sure candidate for a signing of this type of contract would be Keneally, as 

he admits; he is “someone who’s likely to say anything in the public arena.”512  

Author, identity, and performativity 

The concept of performativity looks at the construction of identities and how these might 

be produced by performative actions, behaviours, and gestures.513 In an attention economy, 

an author’s ‘performativity’ in the mediasphere is yet another significant public 

performance which contains a certain amount of theatricality. Boone and Vickers consider 

“a primary route—perhaps the primary route—for literary trained scholars interested in 

celebrity lies directly through the related disciplines of performance studies and theatre 

history.”514 Today, an author’s performativity is observed and emphasised predominantly 

                                                             
508 Thomas Keneally remembers being ‘sacked’ by Steven Spielberg after delivering a draft screenplay for Schindler’s List. See: Thomas 
Keneally, Searching for Schindler, Sydney: Knopf, 2007, p.193.  
509Helen Clark, ‘The Australian Authors Proving a Hit in China’, South China Morning Post, 22 May 2017.  
http://www.scmp.com/week-asia/society/article/2095014/australian-authors-proving-hit-china  (Accessed 21 August 2017). 
510 Simone Murray, The Adaptation Industry: The Cultural Economy of Contemporary Literary Adaptation, New York & London, 
Routledge, 2012, p. 36.  
511 Ibid., p.45. 
512 Della Robinson, ‘Literary Celebrity: An Interview with Thomas Keneally’, Perth, Western Australia, 25  November 2014, n.p. 
513 Notable theorists in the field of performativity include: Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Louis Althusser (philosophy); Judith  Butler 
(gender studies); and John L. Austin (linguistics).  
514 Joseph A. Boone and Nancy J. Vickers, ‘Introduction - Celebrity Rites’, PLMA, Vol.126, No.4, (2011), p.907. 
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in the mediasphere, which has implications for the author’s star persona, and as such is 

intricately entwined with the veridical self (Rojek). Investigating this further, it would 

appear that the celebrity author’s star persona is indeed a living, acting character (mask) 

employed in the construction of an identity. But how exactly can one analyse an individual 

celebrity’s character-persona? Robert Dixon’s article, ‘Tim Winton, Cloudstreet and the 

Field of Australian Literature,’515 looks at the construction of Winton’s celebrity 

authorship through the macro components of the field of Australian literature. However, 

what is also needed is a framework for the micro aspects of an author’s star persona, one 

that is capable of examining the differences between the (I) veridical and the (Me) star 

persona. For this, I propose a methodology that ‘deconstructs’ the conventional 

characterisation profile, notably by examining the star person’s character traits within the 

framework of ‘SAAO,’ the acronym for Speech, Action, Appearance, Other. By applying 

these four fundamental elements constitutive of the study of characterisation, its 

operational framework then becomes an essential tool to ‘deconstruct’ the performative 

identity of a celebrity author’s persona. What I am arguing is that these fundamental 

elements of characterisation are functioning within an entertainment and attention 

economy to effectively create a star persona. As such, the mediagenic celebrity author, in 

fact all mediagenics, find themselves positioned on their own (pseudo) mediatised stage, 

vying for attention in the media. In accordance with the ‘SAAO’ framework, one now has 

to look at the representations contained in Keneally’s Speech, his Actions, his Appearance, 

and what Others’ say of him, respectively, as a way of investigating his performative self 

in the mediasphere.  

Speech: In numerous interviews and public appearances Keneally states that he is still 

perplexed at receiving so much national and international attention, declaring that, “I’m 

just a klutz from Homebush,”516 and another time even describing himself as one of the 

Catholic Church’s “ruined tykes.”517 Furthermore, when interviewed by Victoria Laurie, 

Keneally relays a story of when Richard Flanagan described him as “part wombat, part 

goblin with a crystal meth cackle,” to which he whole-heartedly agreed, saying “Oh it’s the 

truth. I can put the remaining tufts of my hair up at the side, put a spoon over my nose and 

you’ll see I make a perfect wombat.”518 This self-parodying, self-deprecating speech works 

                                                             
515Robert Dixon, ‘Tim Winton, Cloudstreet and the Field of Australian literature’, Westerly, Vol.50, 2005, pp.240-260. 
516 Della Robinson, ‘Literary Celebrity: An Interview with Thomas Keneally’, Perth, Western Australia, 25  November 2014, n.p. 
517 Candida Baker, ‘Thomas Keneally’ in Yacker 2: Australian Writers Talk About Their Work, Sydney, Pan, 1987, pp.166-142. 
518 Victoria Laurie, ‘Tom Keneally, Writer, 79: Ten Questions’, The Australian, May 2, 2015.  
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in a psychological manner to position him on the same social and cultural level as his 

general audience, thus representing himself as an ordinary, everyday person. Yet, in the 

same interview, he is equally at ease articulating on significant political matters, as the two 

extracts below demonstrate: 

 

 Victoria Laurie: Why don’t you like the term Team Australia, used by  

    Prime Minister Tony Abbott to encourage inclusivity?  

 Thomas Keneally: I think it’s a formula for division. It is not a proposition  

    that comes out of a desire for inclusion but to chide people  

    into line.  

 Victoria Laurie:  Is Australia in a better shape than the politicians say?  

 Thomas Keneally Yes, they’d rather divide and rule than admit it. We’re made 

    to believe that the aged and young in Australia are locked in 

    a war for resources. But the Intergenerational Report said  

    people would be as prosperous in 2050 as they are now.519  

 Victoria Laurie: You’re a staunch republican, but when will it happen?  

 Thomas Keneally: We’ll need to address Aboriginal recognition first. If we  

    become a republic before I die I’ll be a very happy old  

    bastard. 

 

As the final word above suggests, a further aspect of Keneally’s ‘everyday person’ 

discourse is his use of expletives. Australia has a reputation for robust language520 and his 

use of such language works to align him with audiences. He often calls himself ‘an old 

bastard’ and occasionally uses the ‘F’ word. His writing is also styled for the ‘average 

reader,’ in that he writes in a language that is not too semantically dense, thus representing 

himself as a writer who is an ‘ordinary’ bloke. Peter Quartermaine observes that many of 

Keneally’s books “promise the reader easy and instant access to historical characters, and 

to a ‘period feel’ for the times they inhabit across a wide historical and geographical 

range.”521 An important point in relation to Keneally’s ‘ordinary bloke’ construction, is 

                                                             
www.theaustralian.com.au/life/weekend-australian-magazine/tom-keneally-writer-79-ten-questions/news-
story/2a44576fa47541f1eddd7ff8c2ae4fc5 (Accessed 6 May 2016). 
519 Ibid. 
520Brian Taylor’s ‘Unseemly Language and the Law in New South Wales’ is both informative and on occasion quite humorous. The 
content includes numerous tables of the hierarchical nature of Australian expletives, an examination of their linguistic properties, and 
the law surrounding these words. See: Arts: The Journal of the Sydney University Arts Association, Vol.17 (1995), pp.1-23. 
521 Peter Quartermaine, Thomas Keneally, London: Edward Arnold, 1991, p.93.  

http://www.theaustralian.com.au/life/weekend-australian-magazine/tom-keneally-writer-79-ten-questions/news-story/2a44576fa47541f1eddd7ff8c2ae4fc5
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that he has never (to my knowledge) spoken about or described his writing as being 

mystically transcendental in the Romantic sense, as this would counteract his ‘ordinary’ 

persona. However, Keneally does, like many other celebrity authors, have a repertoire he 

draws on to assist in constructing his authorial persona. In interviews, which are normally 

uploaded on to YouTube, he articulates his one-liners, which are either about him growing 

up in Homebush in Sydney’s (then poorer) Western suburb district, his family, his foibles, 

and so on, so that these articulations then become the narrative that surrounds his celebrity 

persona.   

Actions: Keneally’s actions in the mediasphere represent him as a humanitarian author in 

pursuit of democratic platforms for the marginalised. Politically charged issues, such as the 

pursuance of protection for asylum seekers, and ending the ill treatment of refugees denote 

him as a literary activist. Apart from visiting the Baxter Detention Centre in South 

Australia, Keneally has co-edited two anthologies with Rosie Scott on the writings of 

refugees. The second collection, Another Country (2004), contained a copy of the letter 

Keneally sent to Senator Amanda Vanstone, the then Minister for Immigration, on behalf 

of the Sydney Writers’ Festival panel and audience. Among other requests, it asks that 

“more genuinely liberal democratic means be sought to protect our sovereignty, without 

sacrificing the beliefs in human dignity.”522 Keneally’s literary activism is not his only 

preoccupation, as despite his busy schedule he also gives much of his time to, and is a 

patron of numerous charitable concerns, such as: The Fred Hollows Foundation;523 

Schizophrenia Research Institute (Spark of Genius supporter);524 Cerebral Palsy Alliance 

Ambassador;525 Ambassador for Asthma Australia;526 Patron of ASCA (Adults Surviving 

Child Abuse);527 and other charities too numerous to mention here. Thus, a combination of 

Keneally’s Australian activism, ambassadorships, and his association with the Australian 

Republican Movement maintains for him a national presence in the local mediasphere, 

which in turn bolsters his authorial celebrity. 

Appearance: The attire of a celebrity is often analysed for its symbolic codes. For instance, 

particular shirts or hats can act as a representation of geographical specificities, often 

working to reinforce the visual attention surrounding the celebrity. In the case of Keneally, 

                                                             
522 Thomas Keneally & Rosie Scott (eds.), Another Country, New South Wales: Halstead Press, 2004, pp.118-119.  
523www.hollows.org.au/news-media/thomas-keneally-remembers-fred 
524www.schizophreniaresearch.org.au/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/annrep2011.pdf 
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his appearance assumes a casual air when he wears his Manly Sea Eagles’ rugby league 

shirt – he is known as their number one ticket holder.528 This particular sporting gear holds 

no significance for audiences in the UK, Europe or North America, but is immediately 

recognisable to local Sydney siders. Many other visuals of Keneally feature him sporting a 

flat cap (round cap with small stiff brim at the front).  

 

 

Screenshot via Google: Thomas Keneally at the Sydney Film Festival in June 2012 

 

The flat cap as Keneally’s choice of hat to wear is interesting, as it is an object that is 

recognised in many countries. It is familiar to North Americans, who call it a driving cap. 

In Scotland it is a bunnet, and in Wales a Dai cap, and in New Zealand it is called a cheese-

cutter hat. Therefore, as a semiotic dress code, the flat cap assists to formulate Keneally as 

familiar person, and thus more likely to be accepted by international audiences.   

Other: The final element of the ‘SAAO’529 persona profile framework is, ‘Other’ denoting 

what other people say about the author. Keneally, apart from holding a special place in 

literary history as Australia’s first-ever winner of a Booker Prize, is generally described as 

a philanthropic humanitarian who gives generously of his time. Richard Flanagan notes 

that: 

 Patrick White was gentry who did not need money to write. In Tom Keneally, 

 we have the first professional literary writer in our history who sustained himself 

                                                             
528 Thomas Keneally appears in an advertisement for Australian rugby league: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hvbqwu0Pihc  
529 SAAO is a framework used by most English and literature teachers at high school level in Australia. It is utilised as a method for 
scaffolding characterisation.   
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 for a lifetime from his writings. This was a new thing, and no small thing, and in 

 the stories encapsulated he related something so much bigger: the rise of a new, 

 confident Australian culture… Keneally is one of the few writers who speaks as 

 his writes, and there is not a page-width of difference between Keneally the 

 writer, Keneally the gregarious family man and Keneally the Hollywood 

 hobnobber.530 

 

Also, Flanagan as the younger writer, who has known Keneally for years, makes clear his 

gratitude to Keneally stating, ''He opened the space for me and for so many other 

Australian writers to follow. He showed all that was possible, he demonstrated the 

connection between the writing and the readers and the life, and he was kind to so many 

writers, me included.''531 This heart-felt tribute was offered from a professional colleague, 

another celebrity writer, but what do people think of Keneally when they meet him for the 

first time? James Walton, a journalist for the Telegraph clearly depicts Keneally as good-

natured celebrity author:   

 Thomas Keneally is a famously genial interviewee – courteous, self-

 deprecating and with a chuckle Sid James might have envied for its 

 earthiness…  At one point, he becomes the only writer I’ve ever interviewed 

 who shows me pictures of his grandchildren… And yet, you have to keep 

 reminding yourself, this is one of the world’s most distinguished authors… 

 And with that, the least grand of grand writers thanks me warmly for my time, 

 and goes off to be just as unfailingly charming to the photographer.’532  

 

The ‘SAAO’ framework assists as a methodology for investigating and reporting on the 

celebrity persona, and is useful for building up a picture of a literary celebrity’s ‘character.’ 

However, it is difficult to ascertain which aspects are the author’s ‘Veridical’ self and 

which constitute his or her star persona. As Brian Castro points out, the life of the writer is 

more than just the writer’s biographical details, but “the way that life is fictionalised, 

fabricated and manufactured for consumption.”533 In Keneally’s case, his authorial persona 

is signified by his working-class roots from West Sydney - a ‘man of the people’ who has 

achieved international renown. Robert van Krieken maintains that it is possible to further 

enhance the trajectory of an individual’s celebrity status “if they have a distinctive 

                                                             
530 Richard Flanagan cited in https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/books/after-50-years-writer-tom-keneally-takes-a-bow-
20140612-zs4ju.html 
531 Ibid. 
532 James Walton, ‘Thomas Keneally: I Wanted to be Recognised by The Poms’, The Telegraph, 7 October 2015. 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/books/authors/thomas-keneally-interview/ 
533 https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/literature-and-fashion/ (Accessed 11 November 2018).  

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/books/authors/thomas-keneally-interview/
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narrative, allowing themselves to be subjected to constant scrutiny and a demand for 

perpetual performance, encompassing their private life and personality as well as their 

public roles.”534 The representation of Keneally’s subjectivity is supported by a rags-to-

riches narrative. As he acknowledges: “I knew that if I was to survive I would need to be 

published as widely as I could manage - a pittance from England, a pittance from America, 

a pittance from Australia, all adding up to a living.”535  

 

Today, his international celebrity status, jovial temperament and portly-grandfather 

appearance make him a sought-after candidate as a celebrity speaker at dinner 

engagements and other corporate events. The agency, ‘Celebrity Speakers,’ offers 

descriptive profiles of their clients, and describes Keneally’s public speaking skills to be 

“as eloquent off the page as on it. He is both erudite and earthy with an engaging, self-

deprecating sense of humour that appeals to audiences worldwide.”536 Hence, the 

charismatic performative quality of Keneally’s media persona then becomes well-suited to 

television appearances.  

 

Keneally and the televisual 

 

As a literary celebrity, Keneally would be cognizant of the importance of maintaining his 

presence in the mediasphere. “Besides being one of its most popular authors, Keneally is 

among the most publicly recognisable figures in Australia.”537 So for authors such as 

Keneally it then becomes imperative to retain their accrued attention through appearances 

on mainstream entertainment television programmes. One particular show which had high 

ratings is Adam Hills in Gordon Street Tonight. Hills advertised Keneally’s forthcoming 

appearance on the show in a somewhat sensationalist manner on his widely-followed 

Facebook saying, “In Gordon St Tonight, Ross Noble almost  

breaks my nose, Alain de Botton talks about airport sex, Thomas Keneally goes ‘all the 

way’, Olivia Newton John phones it in, and Boy and Bear play a couple of songs.”538 

 

 

                                                             
534 Robert van Krieken, Celebrity Society, New York: Routledge, 2012, p.10. 
535 Keneally, Thomas, Searching for Schindler, Sydney: Knopf, 2007, p.35.  
536 ‘Celebrity Speakers,’ www.celebrityspeakers.com.au/thomas-keneally/ (Accessed 17 August 2017). 
537 Peter Pierce, Australian Melodramas: Thomas Keneally’s Fiction, University of Queensland Press, St. Lucia, Queensland, 1995, 
Preface.  
538 https://en-gb.facebook.com/officialadamhills/posts/10150619249384316 (Accessed 17 August 2017). 
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Screen shot via Google: Adam Hills in Gordon Street Tonight (Front Row): Thomas Keneally, Alan de Botton, and Ross 

Noble. Season 2, Episode 3, 22nd February 2012. 

 

Keneally also appears intermittently on other popular television shows, such as the Studio 

10 Breakfast Show with media personality Ita Buttrose, and Sunrise with Samantha 

Armytage and Andrew O’Keefe. On Keneally’s first appearance on Sunrise,  

Armytage described Keneally as an Australian National Living Treasure, and following 

this reminded viewers of how Keneally has been a driving force in the national 

conversation. In contrast to the lightly humorous content of breakfast shows, Keneally is 

often chosen as a panellist to speak on more serious matters, including the SBS and NITV 

programme, Awaken – First contact, an indigenous affairs programme, focusing on the 

misrepresentation, invisibility and trans-generational trauma of indigenous peoples.   

 

 

Screenshot via Google: Awaken-First Contact, 29 November 2016. Thomas Keneally, Lydia Miller, Shane Houston, Shireen 

Morris, and Aaron Fa’aoso 
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In addition, Keneally has featured as a panellist for the ABC’s live public affairs 

programme, Q&A hosted by Tony Jones.  

 

 

Screenshot via Google: ‘Demos, Heroes, and Menopause,’ Q&A, 26th May 2014 (From left): Tony Jones, Tim Storrier, Tara 

Moss, and Thomas Keneally 

 

Furthermore, in 2011 Keneally spoke about Australia’s history on the popular television 

series, Tony Robinson Explores Australia. The programme was repeated on SBS in 2017 as 

Tony Robinson Down Under. Adding to these programmes, Keneally made a significant 

appearance on Ray Martin’s Australia Day Special where Martin explored various 

concepts of being Australian. In Part 1, Keneally is filmed watching a typical citizenship 

ceremony on Australian Day which then cuts to him walking towards the entrance of an 

Iraqi migrant’s house where he is filmed celebrating Australia Day with them in their 

home. The next scene cuts to Keneally visiting a frail elderly lady at her home on her 100th 

birthday. The footage covers a discussion she has with Keneally of her dying wish, that 

Australia become a republic. So why do television producers choose Keneally for their 

shows? It is because he is known as a man of the people, and a national icon. People want 

to see and hear him speak on all manner of subjects, and this is one of the reasons why he 

is also chosen to endorse cultural products.  
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Literary celebrity and paradigms of endorsement   

Keneally is known as a National Living Treasure, signifying that he is “the people’s choice 

of an exceptional Australian with substantial and enduring accomplishments in his 

field.”539 He is also a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature, a society designed to 

“reward literary merit and excite literary talent.”540 It is his achieved celebrity along with 

the many accolades bestowed upon him that gives him the power to endorse people and 

products.  

One question that needs to be asked in relation to literary endorsement is: what mixture of 

immediate associations might the author Thomas Keneally evoke? Many who have met 

him would describe him as a ‘self-made’ man, an eminent novelist with a great sense of 

humour, and a writer who’s had a major impact on the nation’s political, cultural and social 

life. He is a husband, father and grandfather – in essence, an individual who is charged 

with detailed and powerful meanings. Additionally, Keneally is signified as having earned 

his fame, writing prolifically for more than fifty years while negotiating a long and 

successful international career, which clearly defines him as an ‘achieved celebrity’ 

(Rojek). It is these ethical, hard-working, aspiration-affirming qualities which consumers 

take into account when he endorses a product.   

The Oxford English Dictionary defines the word ‘endorsement’ as: confirmation; 

ratification; and approving testimony. Certainly, since the mid-1980s, there has been an 

increase in proximity between literary celebrities and their powers of validation in 

connection to particular ‘cultural products,’ such as literary tourism (often linked to 

cultural and heritage tourism), fashion, hotels, restaurants and luxury cars, and numerous 

other products and pursuits deemed to represent aspirations of the developed world. In 

broadening the concept of validation, Grant McCracken in, ‘Who is the Celebrity 

Endorser? Cultural Foundations of the Endorsement Process,’ contends that there are four 

categories of celebrity endorsement: the ‘explicit mode’ where the celebrity simply 

endorses the product; the ‘implicit mode’ where the celebrity declares that he or she uses 

the product; the ‘imperative mode,’ as in ‘you should use this product’; and the high-

volume category of the ‘co-present mode’ where the celebrity both endorses and appears 

with or alongside the product. These categories can and do intersect, notably when the 
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celebrity endorser is located as part of the respective product, which frequently occurs in 

the leisure industry.      

In her article, ‘Film Tourism, Evolution, Progress and Prospects’ Joanne Connell describes 

literary tourism as a type of cultural tourism that investigates the lives of authors and their 

work, including visiting a certain author’s favourite places and some of the locations and 

events from their fictional texts, and as with all contemporary cultural products, it is 

shaped and contextualised by media production, circulation, and consumption.541 An 

example of literary tourism in association with Keneally was advertised in the Weekend 

Australian’s 2012 ‘Summer Reading Special’ which contained a visual image of Keneally 

and an accompanying caption stating that the author ‘Stars in a literary tour to New 

Orleans and New York.’ Keneally is quoted as saying, “It will be particularly delightful to 

walk in the presence of other writers in the same streets and districts that formed 

Tennessee Williams’ sensibility,” and that he “is delighted to be visiting New Orleans 

again to speak about books and writing.” 542 The content of the article points to the 

potential of participants on the literary tour seeing and possibly talking with Keneally, as 

he was to be an integral part of the event. Therefore, his presence on the tour, according to 

McCracken’s classifications, would categorise Keneally’s involvement as a ‘co-present 

mode’ of endorsement. Another example of Keneally’s endorsement of literary tourism is 

his association with Frontiers Elegant Journeys and its ‘Writing under the Stars,’ which 

advertised that the renowned Australian author, Thomas Keneally, is heading to Longitude 

131, a campsite near Uluru (Ayers Rock). The article makes clear that people on the tour 

would get to meet the author and share stories around the campfire with him. Keneally’s 

renown was built on his storytelling skills, hence, what better literary tourism experience 

would there be for booklovers, than to join Keneally around the campfire listening to his 

stories at the Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park.  

Literary tourism is only one aspect in the wide scope of literary celebrity endorsement. 

Owen Thomson, of drive.com reported that “you won’t ever see Thomas Keneally driving 

a flashy car or going off road, as his role as a grandfather shapes his driving choices.” In 

this interview/advertisement, Keneally points out that his Volvo is “an all-wheel-drive, and 

more importantly for paradigms of endorsement, goes on to ratify “it's an excellent, 

                                                             
541Joanne Connell, ‘Film Tourism, Evolution, Progress and Prospects’, Tourism Management, Vol.5. No.33, (2012), PP. 1007-1029. 
542 https://whisperinggums.com/2012/09/24/monday-musings-on-australian-literature-australian-literary-festivals/  (Accessed 12 
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reliable vehicle.”543 Thus the mode of endorsement here covers three categories: explicit (I 

endorse this product); implicit (I use this product); and co-present (shows an image of the 

celebrity author together with the product). In the interview, the celebrity author creates a 

narrative of himself as a busy grandfather in need of a Volvo, declaring, “I'm a devout 

grandchild person and it can hold two child's bikes, umpteen Christmas presents, nappies, 

all of which it has done, and of course it's good for luggage.” And when questioned as to 

his favourite car, he promptly declares, “It's certainly not a Porsche. If I were driving a 

Porsche or a Lamborghini, I would die of shame,” thus adding to the narrative of himself 

as an ‘ordinary’ bloke.   

Other examples of Keneally’s literary celebrity endorsement, concerns a number of 

restaurants featured in High Life, a culture blog published by British Airways. In his article 

‘Portrait of a City: Sydney,’ Keneally, endorses four Sydney restaurants, informing readers 

he is also a longstanding patron of these restaurants. The British Airways article did not 

include a visual image of Keneally as the endorser; however, aligning with paradigms of 

the name economy, Andrew Wernick points out that “one whose name and fame has been 

built up to the point where reference to them, via mention… serve[s] as a promotional 

booster in itself.”544 Keneally’s name and attendance at public events is invariably reported 

on, so that almost everything he says and does is relayed to audiences through the media. If 

he plants a special tree, the report reads, “Thomas Keneally plants hoop pine at the 

National Arboretum”545 or if he visits one of Australia’s well known caves, the report 

reads, “News from the Underworld: Visits by Jana Pittman and Thomas Keneally,”546 and 

there are even websites that can tell interested parties which ‘Desert Island Discs’547 he 

would choose as a castaway.   

Celebrity endorsements are pervasive in an attention economy, and as such are an 

influential tool in the world of contemporary marketing, the process of which, according to 

McCracken is contingent on the symbolic properties of the celebrity endorser. Essentially, 

in the celebrity endorsement process, modern marketing companies utilise distinctive 

symbolic properties which appear as a ‘meaning transfer’ process. McCraken contends 

                                                             
543Owen Thomson, ‘Victor to Volvo, Thomas Keneally’s Wheels’, Drive.com, 4 December, 2009.  http://www.drive.com.au/motor-
news/victor-to-volvo-thomas-keneallys-wheels-20091203-k7en.html  (Accessed 16 August 2014) 
544Andrew Wernick, Promotional Culture: Advertising, Ideology and Symbolic Expression, London, SAGE Publications, 1991, p10. 
545www.nationalarboretum.act.gov.au/living-collection/trees/Ceremonial-tree-plantings/2011/mr_thomas_keneally_ao  (Accessed 10 
August 2014). 
546http://www.jenolancaves.org.au/newsletter.asp?id=29#s297 (Accessed 16 August 2014). 
547http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/features/desert-island-discs/castaway/964d0d66  (Accessed 16 August 2014). 
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there are three stages to celebrity endorsement, effectively so that the symbolic properties 

of the celebrity (Stage 1) move from the celebrity on to the consumer product (Stage 2) and 

then from the product to the consumer (Stage 3), in a vector of:  

CULTURE [celebrity] → ENDORSEMENT [product] → CONSUMPTION [consumer] 

The final stage of meaning transfer is the most complex, and one might well ask as to how 

the celebrity endorsement assists consumers to acquire meanings from the product, and 

then subsequently move these meanings to their lives?  McCracken best answers this, 

proposing that:  

 Consumers are constantly canvassing the object world for goods [activities 

 and events] with useful meanings. They use them to furnish certain aspects of 

 the self and the world. The object world… gives them access to workable  ideas 

 of gender, class, age, personality, and lifestyle, in addition to cultural principles of 

 great number and variety. Celebrities serve the final stage of meaning transfer 

 because they are ‘super consumers’ of a kind. They are exemplary figures, because 

 they are seen to have created the clear, coherent, and powerful selves that everyone 

 seeks.548  

 

However, an important factor also pertinent to the final stage of meaning transfer is the 

collapse of traditional institutions which previously supplied the self with meaning and 

definition, such as, the church, the family, and community. On this issue, McCracken 

argues that: 

 [Jointly] individualism and alienation have conspired to give individuals new 

 freedom to define matters of gender, class, age, personality, and lifestyle. The 

 freedom to choose is now also an obligation to decide and this makes us 

 especially eager consumers of the symbolic meanings contained in celebrities 

 and the goods they endorse.549  

 

Keneally is able to endorse people, places, and events, as audiences know he is a 

humanitarian. In 2004 Keneally was nominated for the Human Rights Medal. People trust 

his judgements and want to listen to what he has to say. They appreciate that over the last 

                                                             
548Grant McCracken, ‘Who is the Celebrity Endorser? Cultural Foundations of the Endorsement Process’, Journal of Consumer Research, 
Vol.16, No.3, (1989), pp. 310-321. 
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fifty-four years he has transformed himself from a Homebush boy into an international 

bestselling author, literary celebrity, and Australian national icon.   

Apart from winning major literary prizes, one of the most prominent ranking endorsements 

of literary worth is to be bestowed with one’s own literary centre. The ‘Tom Keneally 

Centre’ is in the middle of Sydney’s busy Pitt Street, on the third floor of the Sydney 

Mechanics’ School of Arts. The centre is a peaceful sanctuary away from the hustle and 

bustle of the city streets, and when viewing the visitors’ book, one notes that many of the 

signatures are from overseas visitors. The centre contains all Keneally’s works and other 

books integral to his research of historical periods. It also displays his private collection of 

photographs and memorabilia. The centre schedules regular talks, screenings, and readings 

covering science and literature, history, art, and current affairs.  

 

Tom Keneally Centre at the Sydney Mechanics’ School of Art 

The ‘Tom Keneally Centre’ is an acknowledgment of Keneally’s national role and 

contribution to Australian culture. It is a place where people go to ‘get a sense’ of the man, 

and pay homage to the Australian Living Treasure. Penny Wark of the Financial Times in 

London, reported that, “It is not just Keneally’s status as a novelist, playwright and prolific 

non-fiction author that has earned him the National Trust of Australia’s accolade of 

Australian Living Treasure, it is his capacity for compassion combined with the kind of 
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intellectual rigour that explores complexity rather than tidying it up.”550 Closer to home, 

the novelist, Gerard Windsor described Keneally. 

 Let’s say we’re looking for a representative Australian writer, one whose 

 achievements are enormous but who we can feel is also one of us… a man 

 named Keneally might be just the right thing. More leprechaun than Adonis, the 

 child of battlers, gregarious, garrulous, fond of a drink, an anecdotalist, a Labor 

 man to his bootstraps but a prodigiously hard lifter and, as a result, moderately 

 wealthy, a dinner with the Clintons at the White House, a chum of Steven 

 Spielberg, yet never happier than when yelling his heart out at Brookvale Oval 

 for the Manly Sea Eagles rugby league team. That’s the boy we want, surely, to 

 put in the niche marked, “our great Australian writer.”551 
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4 Kate Grenville: Celebrity and the Postmodern 

 Feminist Author 

 

 

        I’m interested in the story- 

        telling process in general, the 

        way that a story becomes a  

        substitute for what really  

        happened, and the fact that if  

        you have control over the  

        story, then you have control  

        over the truth.552 

 

The 1970s was a changeable and exciting period for Australian women as the impact of 

women’s liberation and feminism assisted to redress women’s legal rights and create new 

possibilities in education and the workplace. Susan Sheridan has argued that the 

“enterprising feminist culture of the time gave several generations of Australian women 

writers access to a substantial and sympathetic readership.”553 One of the authors to emerge 

from this was Kate Grenville, who consistently produced literary works that rivalled the 

sales of mass-market genre authors and became a leading Australian novelist, both popular 

and critically acclaimed. Nicholas Birns in his historical account of Contemporary 

Australian Literature extends this, stating that she is “the best-known contemporary 

Australian novelist of concern worldwide.”554 In critical circles, Grenville is partly famous 

for her resistance to traditional and institutional majorities and is known as an advocate for 

women writers in the field of Australian literature. She has written several books about the 

creative writing process, and in the past her fiction has been, and still continues to be, read 

in light of theoretical frameworks such as Feminism555 (Kossew & Sheridan, 2010) and 

Postcolonialism556 (Ashcroft, 2010) criticism. However, this case study wishes not to 

restrict itself to an individual theory or movement, but rather to develop an integrated 

approach to the author’s literary celebrity. It aims to show that her work constantly builds 

                                                             
552 Gerry Turcotte, ‘“The Ultimate Oppression”: Discourse Politics in Kate Grenville’s Fiction’, Journal of Postcolonial Writing, Vol.29, 
No.1 (1989), p.82. 
553 Susan Sheridan, ‘Generations of Women Poets: Sisters Publishing is Established’, Telling Stories: Australian Life and Literature, 
(eds.), Tanya Dalziell & Paul Genoni, Clayton; Victoria: Monash University Publishing, 2013, p.363.  
554 Nicholas Birns, Contemporary Australian Literature: A World Not Yet Dead, Sydney: Sydney University Press, 2015, p.132.  
555 Susan Kossew (ed), Lighting Dark Places, New York: Rodopi, 2010. 
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on the dialectics of contemporary culture and the interrelation of different vectors of 

identity politics. The case study investigates Grenville’s treatment of political issues as 

explored through her newspaper articles and early novels. Following this, it looks at her 

authorial persona as a literary celebrity in a mediatised landscape, and considers The Secret 

River as an example of literary media entertainment. It will further examine how the text 

assists to transform racial stereotypes and challenge colonial discourse. 

From a very young age Grenville knew she wanted to be a writer; as she says, “nothing 

much interested me other than playing with language and telling stories and doing 

something with the wonders of the world around me.”557 Though one can presume she 

never envisaged herself as a much interviewed and photographed literary celebrity, 

Grenville is now most certainly a mediagenic author who continues to add bestsellers to 

her oeuvre. This chapter argues that The Secret River (2005) was the novel that shifted 

Grenville into the higher echelons of international authorial celebrity; however, it also 

regards her earlier works as integral in laying the foundations of her current literary 

success. Novels such as her bicentenary-sponsored work, Joan Makes History (1988), 

which followed the success of her Australian/Vogel Award-winning novel, Lilian’s Story 

(1985), indeed all her books, newspaper articles, essays, and literary adaptations assisted in 

generating the circular, self-reinforcing dynamic of attention (Citton’s attention attracts 

attention) in the mediasphere to create for Grenville the status of a literary celebrity.  

An intensification of her literary celebrity arose from winning Britain’s prestigious Orange 

Prize for The Idea of Perfection in 1999. As Birns affirms it was “a transitional book for 

Grenville’s career… It was with this book that Grenville crossed the boundary between a 

‘writer from Australia to ‘writer of Australia.”558 Six years later, The Secret River (2005), a 

novel that also became enshrouded in controversy, further amplified her status as one of 

Australia’s foremost literary celebrities. The two novels that followed The Secret River, 

The Lieutenant (2008), and Sarah Thornhill (2011), a sequel to The Secret River, also 

received much media coverage. However, the powerful narrative of The Secret River 

overshadowed these novels in the mediasphere. During the pre-publication phase of The 

Secret River a debate in the mediasphere developed between Grenville and a number of 

history scholars. At the time, this was described as “a new front to the history wars.”559 
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After its release, heated discussions on the subject resumed, and the following year 

continued to be debated in the public arena. Even today, there still appears a lingering 

desire to reignite the controversy in relation to Grenville’s publication. The book, now 

published in more than twenty countries, received a plethora of awards,560 including the 

2006 Commonwealth Writers’ Prize, the Christina Stead Prize for Fiction at the New South 

Wales Premier’s Literary Awards, and the Book of the Year at the Australian Book 

Industry Awards 2006. It was also shortlisted for the 2006 Man Booker Prize and Miles 

Franklin Literary Award, and it has, up to 2015 sold over 500,000 copies.561 In 1998 

Grenville observed the developing role of a prize culture, commenting that:  

 Prizes give writers headlines in a society where writing doesn’t usually make 

 headlines. This society doesn’t value writing as much as we’d like it to, but it does 

 value competition. When someone thinks a book is worth giving big money to, 

 books enter a realm that people understand.562 

 

Here, Grenville is referring to how literary prizes remain in the memory of the media, 

publishers, and general populace, and how prizes represent praiseworthiness and the 

recognition of a special talent for writing. Recently in 2017, Grenville’s cultural capital 

and celebrity status increased when it was reported that she had been awarded the Australia 

Council Award for Lifetime Achievement in Literature, and this year, 2018, she was 

included in the Queen’s Birthday Honours List and was awarded an Order of Australia.  

An analysis of Grenville’s celebrity-writer subjectivity is a difficult terrain to negotiate, as 

it is with most literary celebrities, since it occupies the converged cultural space of the 

literary arena and media entertainment. However, it is precisely this convergence that has 

transformed Grenville into a mediagenic author and a highly sought-after public speaker. 

Thus, the framework for understanding her celebrity is organised through an analysis of 

her literary authorship and its systems of consumption and production. Firstly, the study 

briefly looks at her authorship within the second wave feminist movement in Australia and 

how this impacted on the shaping of her celebrity. Following this, an examination of the 

shift in subject matter of her novels in favour of content that promoted multiple, 

                                                             
560 Other prizes awarded to The Secret River include: The New South Wales Premier’s Community Relations Award; The Australian 
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562 Cited in Anne Galligan, ‘Build the Author, Sell the Book: Marketing the Australian Author in the 1990s’, Australian Literature and The 
Public Sphere (eds.) Alison Bartlett, Robert Dixon and Christopher Lee, Toowoomba: ASAL (1998), p.152. 
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legitimising histories of the nation’s past and myths of exile is undertaken. A change 

which, after winning the Orange Prize for Fiction, assisted in raising her literary celebrity 

to an even greater level.  

Grenville’s feminist voice is heard  

In much of Grenville’s early work, the presentation of characters struggling to liberate 

themselves from stereotypes was a constant platform from which traditional, patriarchal 

discourses of power were dismantled. Her writing possessed a desire to subvert the 

imperial strictures that worked to construct the identity of minority groups. In ‘The 

Challenge of the Novel’ Susan Lever maintains that “the late 1970s and 80s was an 

exciting period to be a reader of Australian fiction,”563 adding that by the 1980s the novel 

had proved itself to be “a major source of intellectual commentary on Australia’s changing 

culture, engaging in the major arguments about feminism, multiculturalism, [and] the white 

relationship to Aborigines.”564 At this time, the revival of the feminist movement also saw 

female writers offer their perspective on the domestic and social life of Australia, which in 

turn, not only challenged the pre-eminence of male writers but conferred on such genres as 

the short story and novel a new political authority. An example of Grenville’s desire to 

interrogate and dismantle existing patriarchal discourses is illustrated in Joan Makes 

History,565 a satirical feminist version of Australia’s history written from an ‘everywoman’ 

domestic point-of-view. The narrative chronicles significant events in Australia’s history 

from the perspective of the protagonist whose behaviour very often does not comply with 

existing patriarchal strictures. In turn, this character produces a space for the 

‘everywoman’ to be inscribed into the national narrative. This oppositional posture then 

works to initiate a shift in readers’ consciousness toward a reassessment of their 

ideological positions on the subject of Australia’s past history. 

As a result of Grenville’s early confrontational literary works, along with her 

determination to restore a female presence in Australian’s history, she gained for herself a 

position alongside other experimental/progressive writers who were not afraid to oppose 

the political hegemony of the time; female writers such as: Helen Garner, Elizabeth Jolley, 
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Olga Masters, and Jessica Anderson, who all “assisted in shaping both the production and 

reception of a growing women-centred audience who were also developing an ever 

increasing awareness of the politics of reading.”566 

Language as self-creation 

In the late 1960s, finding the works of Germaine Greer inspirational, Grenville wrote about 

the experiences of being a woman of her generation, saying that her experience was one of 

“confusion and uncertainty,” and “anger,” and that she couldn’t find any fiction that 

reflected that.567 In response to the lack of literature dealing with women’s confusion, 

uncertainty and anger, her writing developed a preoccupation with communicative 

language as self-creation. Literary critic Gerry Turcotte suggests that a number of short 

stories in Bearded Ladies (1984), and the novels Lilian’s Story (1985) and Dreamhouse 

(1986) are largely sustained metaphors for the act of self-creation through self-expression, 

adding that the prevailing theme in these and many of her other works is a quest to survive 

a silencing.568 This correlates with Bell Hooks’ famous aphorism in Talking Back, notably 

the feminist focus of “coming to voice—on moving from silence to speech as a 

revolutionary gesture.”569 Laura Deane maintains that,  

 Both Lilian’s Story and Dark Places have primarily been read as examples of 

 Grenville’s feminist politics. For a range of literary critics, Grenville writes fiction 

 as a political act, creating unconventional heroines who are not fooled by 

 patriarchal injunctions to conform to the prevailing ideas of what an ideal woman 

 is, or should be, in order to take up their subjugated position in the gender order.570  

 

Grenville declares that “feminism for me has always been about broadening options – it’s 

been a response to the gap between the real and the ideal and trying to bridge that gap.”571 

In this vein, a general observation by Grenville was the absence of literature which 

centered on women’s domestic spheres, thus provoking her question: “Where is the great 

novel about housework? Where are the great novels about being a parent?”572 In relation to 

the absence of domestic-centered writings, and the prevalence of a 1970s’ cultural context 
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regarding questions of identity and gender, the powerful representations of female 

characters in Grenville’s work seemingly answered a national psychological need for 

change, which she creatively voiced though challenging the existing hegemony and its 

objectification of women. Moreover, her early fiction not only investigated ideas of the 

silence in women’s lives, but was also seen as examining other forms of cultural 

oppression, for example “the threat of imperial monoliths subsuming colonial identities 

unto themselves… the suppression of other marginalized groups, such as migrants and 

aborigines, or less categorical distinct groups – such as ‘social misfits’ by centralizing 

bodies.”573 As such, Grenville’s early work assisted in playing a valuable part in 

destabilizing the existing political hegemony. 

After studying creative writing for two years in North America, Grenville returned to 

Australia in 1983 and noticed Australia’s ‘newness.’ She witnessed that, “south-east Asia 

had migrated to Sydney” so that “suddenly it was a really good place to be,” which she 

says made her realise that “we do have a history, we do have a geography, and moreover, 

as a writer, a lot of it hasn't been done.”574 David Carter summarises the context of the 

time, including the emergence of a ‘new nationalism,’ 

 it was not until the late 1970s that Australian literature was fully established: 

 with a wide range of courses across different institutions, a professional 

 association, research programs, critical journals, and broad consensus over the 

 shape of the literary past or at least what was worth arguing about… [it] also 

 became the field for renewed cultural politics. Central to this was a complex ‘new 

 nationalism’: critical of the ‘old nationalism’ for its nostalgia, racism and sexism, 

 but also anti-imperialistic (American or British), hence predisposed to new versions 

 of nationalism focused on contemporary Australian culture.575 

 

Armed with enthusiasm for these renewed cultural politics, and after shedding “the whole 

colonial denial of self,”576 Grenville sought to creatively represent a ‘new’ Australia 

though her writing.  
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Grenville’s national and international recognition  

For more than three decades, the Australian Vogel Literary Award, first created in 1980 

has provided an important literary launch pad for many young Australian writers.577 The 

award, Australia’s most prestigious for an unpublished manuscript by a writer under the 

age of thirty-five, was Grenville’s first stepping stone towards literary fame. When 

entering her unpublished novel for the 1984 prize, she was just one year off not qualifying 

due to her age (thus classifying her as a mid-career writer). Grenville even admits that the 

book, Lilian’s Story, wasn’t quite finished when it was submitted, but knowing that the 

prize had an age limit, which she was just about to exceed, prompted her to quickly finish 

it.578 Each year, the award receives over two hundred entries with the winner not only 

collecting prize money and a contract with Allen & Unwin to publish their manuscript, but 

also the management of publicity for the writer through various media channels. These 

include attention-generating invitations to speak to television media, participate in radio 

interviews, and requests for the writer to speak at congratulatory functions/dinners, and 

numerous other promotional opportunities for the newcomer. The commencement of this 

publicity in support of the winner’s writing talent is an essential part of the process of 

cultivating renown for the new centre-stage author. Geordie Williamson, literary critic for 

the Australian and past editor at Picador believes that: 

 the award is a pivotal feature of Australia’s prize culture because it answers the 

 question: “Who’s coming next?”… Whatever happens in the wider field of 

 Australian letters, that sense of urgency, of reinventing the line-up, is crucial. 

 Otherwise, you have the same names, year after year, names who deserve their 

 space but not all the space, all the time.579 

 

Adding to Williamson’s observations on the necessity of new faces in the literary arena, is 

the recognition that these new writers, the winners of the Australian Vogel Literary Award 

have a reputation of going on to win, or be shortlisted for, other major literary awards, such 

as the Commonwealth Writers’ Prize, the Miles Franklin Award and the Booker Prize. 

Robert Drewe, in praise of the award’s impartiality, comments that the award “has brought 

us some of the nation's best writers [and that] it has never smacked of the hometown 

                                                             
577 Other recipients include: Brian Castro; Eva Sallis; Hsu-Ming Teo; Tim Winton; Sarah Hay; Danielle Wood, among others. 
578See Kate Grenville’s website: http://kategrenville.com/Lilians_Story_Readers_Notes  (Accessed 23 July 2014). 
579Geordie Williamson cited in Rosemary Neill, ‘Fully Formed: 30 Years of the Australian/Vogel Literary Award’, The Australian, 23 April 
2011.  http://www.theaustralian.com.au/arts/fully-formed-30-years-of-the-australianvogel-literary-award/story-e6frg8n6-
1226041575105 (Accessed 2 August 2014). 

http://kategrenville.com/Lilians_Story_Readers_Notes
http://www.theaustralian.com.au/arts/fully-formed-30-years-of-the-australianvogel-literary-award/story-e6frg8n6-1226041575105
http://www.theaustralian.com.au/arts/fully-formed-30-years-of-the-australianvogel-literary-award/story-e6frg8n6-1226041575105
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decision or the coterie.”580 In essence, then, winning the Australian Vogel Literary Award, 

flags to the mediasphere that the new aspiring writer has been professionally recognised by 

the publishing industry. For Grenville, this acknowledgement constituted the first steps 

toward her later becoming an author of practical writing guides,581 more award-winning 

fiction, and one of Australia’s foremost literary celebrities.  

To a certain extent, the trajectory of Grenville’s rise to fame followed a long line of 

Second-World582 writers that have been furnished with a ‘tick of approval’ from the 

imperial centre. Apart from winning the Australian/Vogel for Lilian’s Story in 1984, and 

eleven years later, the Victorian Premier’s Vance Palmer Prize for Fiction in 1995, her 

popularity was growing in England with her short-listing of The Idea of Perfection for the 

Orange Prize for Fiction. As Murray Waldren points out, the novel was “treated with 

relative ignore [sic] by home-town literati on its release in 1999,” saying that “critics 

seemed disconcerted by its unexpected ‘accessibility,’ and [that] it featured in no local 

award shortlists.”583 Continuing in this vein, Grenville herself has commented that it was 

only through international kudos that she finally came to accept that she was a writer.584 

Hence, she then progressed from a writer on the margins of the Australian literary 

establishment, to become in 2001, the winner of the prestigious Orange Prize for Fiction, 

the world’s richest women-only literary award, gaining her thirty-thousand pounds in 

prize-money, ahead of Canada’s Booker Prize-winner, Margaret Atwood, and the 

American Pulitzer-prize winner, Jane Smiley. Since the Orange Prize’s launch in 1996, the 

prize has courted controversy by excluding male authors. “Some authors decline to be 

entered for it; some critics deride it as a prize for people who can’t hack it in the rough, 

tough world of competitions that can also be entered by men.”585 As such, the annual 

gender disputes which played out in the mediasphere prompted the organisers in 2001 to 

contract a shadow panel of male judges, in essence to see whether the male and female 

                                                             
580Geordie Williamson cited in Rosemary Neill, ‘Fully Formed: 30 Years of the Australian/Vogel Literary Award’, The Australian, 23 April 
2011.  http://www.theaustralian.com.au/arts/fully-formed-30-years-of-the-australianvogel-literary-award/story-e6frg8n6-
1226041575105 (Accessed 2 August 2014). 
581 Grenville has written two practical writing guides: Writing from Start to Finish: A Six-Step Guide (2001) and The Writing Book: A 
Practical Guide for Writers (2010), and has taught creative writing for many years, commenting that she wanted the writing process of 
Searching for The Secret River to be "less mysterious, less magic, less elite."  See: Susanna Rustin, ‘Past Perfect’, The Guardian, 19 
August 2007. 
582 The term ‘Second World’ has been employed in post-colonial criticism to designate settler colonies such as Australia and Canada. 
See Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths & Helen Tiffin, Post-Colonial Studies: The Key Concepts, New York: Routledge, 2000, p.232. 
583 Murray Waldren, ‘An interview with the winner of the Orange Prize for Fiction 2001’, The Weekend Australian Magazine, 8 
September 2001.  
584 Ibid., 2001. 
585Geraldine Bedell, ‘Textual Politics’, the Guardian, 6 March 2005. 
www.theguardian.com/books/2005/mar/06/orangeprizeforfiction2004.orangeprizeforfiction (Accessed 27 April 2014). 

http://www.theaustralian.com.au/arts/fully-formed-30-years-of-the-australianvogel-literary-award/story-e6frg8n6-1226041575105
http://www.theaustralian.com.au/arts/fully-formed-30-years-of-the-australianvogel-literary-award/story-e6frg8n6-1226041575105
http://www.theguardian.com/profile/geraldinebedell
http://observer.guardian.co.uk/
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2005/mar/06/orangeprizeforfiction2004.orangeprizeforfiction
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panellists would choose the same books—and they did—in respect of the winning novel, 

Kate Grenville’s The Idea of Perfection.586 Of the 118 books submitted, this was the only 

novel selected by both male and female panellists for the shortlist, which in turn gained 

more media exposure for Grenville, especially when the Guardian reported that “[Paul] 

Bailey believes the male jury would have chosen it as its winner, had the chaps been 

allowed to choose one.”587 The continual gender debates surrounding the professionalism 

of literary prize judges is an example of the annual commotion and antagonism 

surrounding literary prizes which, in turn, assists in creating a culture of indispensable 

media attention for all concerned.588 Patrick Gallagher, Chairman of Allen & Unwin, 

believes that scandals enhance public awareness of literary awards, and is quoted as saying 

that “for an award to be worth its salt, it has to have controversy.”589 Similar sentiments in 

relation to the world of prizes and the engineering of scandal in the media are found in 

James English’s The Economy of Prestige: Prizes, Awards, and the Circulation of Cultural 

Value. He notes that “rapid prestige accumulation is often coupled with nearly constant 

ridicule and disparagement on the part of experts in the arts press and the popular 

media,”590 but explains that, “a crucial part of any cultural game is the art of the put-down, 

the art of expressing criticism.”591 It is also noteworthy that prize journalism has increased 

greatly over the past thirty years and that the rhetoric of scandal, according to English, has 

“never been given the scrutiny it deserves.”592 The psychoanalytical complexity of one-

upmanship is beyond the scope this chapter; however it is touched upon later in the chapter 

in association with Grenville and the ‘history wars.’593  

The Orange Prize, now the Baileys Women’s Prize for Fiction,594 is one of the most 

influential and lucrative of international literary awards. For Grenville, it not only secured 

                                                             
586 Grenville had thought of the title for, The Idea of perfection, as Frumps in Love, but her publisher talked her out of it.  
http://www.nla.gov.au/events/history/papers/Kate_Grenville%20.html (Accessed 29 May 2014).  
587 Geraldine Bedell, ‘Textual Politics’, the Observer, 6 March 2005.  
588 In association with the women’s Stella Prize in Australia, Grenville acknowledges that "in an ideal world where every playing  field 
was level, we wouldn't need a prize for women writers… this isn't that world. Not yet."  
Rosemary Neill, ‘A Prize of One’s Own’, the Australian, 6 April 2013.  
589 Rosemary Neill, ‘Fully Formed: 30 Years of the Australian/Vogel Literary Award’, The Australian, 23 April 2011.   
590 James English, The Economy of Prestige: Prizes, Awards, and the Circulation of Cultural Value, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 2005, p.198. 
591 Ibid.  
592 Ibid. 
593 In 2002, Keith Windschuttle published the first volume of his controversial, The Fabrication of Aboriginal History, which provoked a 
media war focused on the history and violence of Australia’s colonial frontier. Intellectual debates arose between academics and 
interested parties about the accountability of Australia’s past history. There were fierce debates on “how many Indigenous people 
were actually killed in frontier wars, and if historians had misrepresented these figures, [and] was a fight about how much the present 
generation of non-Indigenous Australians had to atone for this historical violence.” See: Catriona Elder, ‘Unfinished Business in 
(Post)Reconciliation Australia’, Australian Humanities Review, Issue 61, 2017.  
594 In May 2012, Orange, the telecommunications company ended its sponsorship of the prize, and in 2013 it was kept afloat by private 
benefactors led by Cherie Blair, Joanna Trollope, and Elizabeth Buchanan. At the start of 2014 the sponsorship was taken up by Baileys 
Irish Cream, so that the prize is now identified as ‘The Baileys Women’s Prize for Fiction’ or the Baileys Prize.  

http://www.nla.gov.au/events/history/papers/Kate_Grenville%20.html
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frequent requests for her backlist publications, quite a profitable exercise in itself, but also 

identified her as an author continuously spoken and written about in the media. The BBC’s 

Radio 4 show, ‘Woman’s Hour,’ featured The Idea of Perfection and discussed Grenville’s 

literary persona on air, thus amplifying her authorial image, and the New York Times 

review of the book was favourable, noting that Grenville “does her characters the honor of 

taking their pain seriously and is gracious enough to allow them their hard-earned pleasure. 

Her ability to move between these elements gives her novel a beautiful balance, and her 

readers a lasting faith in the necessity of bridges of all kinds.”595 Grenville, speaking 

candidly on the economics of winning a major literary prize overseas, points out that:  

 The spike in sales (including domestic sales) from an overseas prize is much 

 greater than from an Australian prize. Add to this the fact that even to be 

 shortlisted for a major prize is enough to dramatically increase sales (for the 

 really big prizes, even being long-listed is enough)…My novel The Idea of 

 Perfection was published here [in Australia] in 2000 and made lacklustre sales in 

 its first year. Just over a year later in 2001, it won the high-profile Orange Prize in 

 the UK and sales, both domestic and international, skyrocketed. For each of the 

 following several years, domestic sales exceeded what they had been in the first 

 twelve months of publication.596 

 

 

Occurrences of ‘Kate Grenville’’ in Google Books Ngram Viewer British English corpus 1970 – 2006                        

 

As the above graph shows, there is a marked increase after the release of her first 

publication of short stories, Bearded Ladies in 1984. The graph then continues to rise with 

                                                             
595 Sylvia Brownrigg, ‘Engineering Romance’, New York Times, 23 June, 2002.   
596 Excerpt from Grenville’s third letter to the Productivity Commission’s Draft Report. Throughout the lengthy process which inv olved 
a number of authors, one interesting question Grenville posed was: “Why would a publisher invest in nurturing authors and their 
books to the point where the world becomes interested, only to have the reward for that investment removed after twelve months?” I 
do empathise with her on this point, as celebrity authors (or aspiring ones) work very hard to promote their new book in the first year.  
See: www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/books/submissions/subdr315.pdf (Accessed 22 November 2018). 

http://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/books/submissions/subdr315.pdf
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the attention received from the publications, Lilian’s Story in 1985 and Dreamhouse in 

1986. In North America, the novel, Albion’s Story (entitled Dark Places in Australia) 

published in 1996 clearly shows an increase in attention surrounding her name. Adding 

further weight to this, Nicholas Birns maintains that “Grenville had a high enough profile 

in the USA for her books to be marketable to a defined audience, one that saw Grenville 

primarily as a feminist author.”597 The graph then continues to rise even higher towards her 

Orange Prize in 2001 for The Idea of Perfection. Grenville maintains her life was 

transformed by winning the Orange Prize, as not only did her book sales ‘skyrocket,’ but 

on her website, she describes how the prize “prompted publishers to take her next book, 

The Secret River, ‘very seriously,’” adding that, “instead of trailing cap in hand from 

publisher to publisher, I had the delightful experience of them courting me.”598 Birns 

affirms this by pointing out that the publication of The Idea of Perfection was indeed “a 

transitional book for Grenville’s career.”599 After the Orange Prize, the attention line 

escalates higher with The Secret River in 2005 exceeding all previous publications.   

The new mediasphere and a fragmentation of the Fourth Estate 

Alan McKee has commented on the distinctions between the socio-political paradigms of 

the modernist and postmodernist contexts, and reports that the postmodern is “increasingly 

trivialised, commercialised, dominated by spectacle, fragmented and associated with an 

apathetic response to traditional forms of political engagement.”600 However, he goes on to 

say that this is actually cause for celebration, as the previous modernist construction only 

benefited a small proportion of the public sphere, namely, white, middle-class, educated 

males. He points out that the new postmodern social model increasingly engages sectors 

that were previously marginalised by modernity’s perspective of how the public sphere 

should be maintained. In relation to McKee’s statement regarding the public’s apathetic 

response to traditional forms of political engagement, I wish to argue that the indifference 

to political concerns is partly borne of the Australian public’s discontent with a 

destabilised political establishment. In 2011, Tim Soutphommasane, a renowned social 

commentator and national barometer of public sentiment, commented that “Many of us 

right now are lamenting the poor health of our politics… The poor quality of political 

debate and public policy is enough to drive anyone who cares about our democracy to 

                                                             
597 Nicholas Birns, Contemporary Australian Literature: A World Not Yet Dead, Sydney: Sydney University Press, 2015, p.132. 
598Cited in Rosemary Neill, ‘A Prize of One’s Own’, the Australian, 6 April 2013.  
599 Nicholas Birns, Contemporary Australian Literature: A World Not Yet Dead, Sydney: Sydney University Press, 2015, p.132. 
600 Lelia Green, ‘Understanding Celebrity and the Public Sphere’, Cultural Studies Review, Vol.12, No.2, (2006), p. 220. 
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despair.”601 Adding to this, the Fourth Estate has also come under fire. Commenting on 

recent changes in the media and its social accountability, Graeme Turner suggests that:  

 

 The normalisation of chequebook journalism across the media, the revelations 

 in the ‘cash for comment’ inquiry of talkback radio’s abuse of its stars’ 

 commercial power, and the callous exploitation of unwitting subjects which 

 has become routine in television current affairs, encourage a view that the 

 Australian contemporary media is a long way from serving objectives we would 

 recognise as democratic or even socially responsible.602 

 

In a consideration of Soutphommasane’s and Turner’s findings on the questionable ethical 

conduct of political parties and (chequebook) journalism, I contend that this perceived 

‘lack of moral compass’ has assisted in generating a gradual increase in the visibility of 

certain celebrity authors and their politically charged voices. Thus, a breakdown of the 

Fourth Estate,603 traditionally recognised as the public’s media watchdog has affected the 

contours of reception in the functions and socio-political roles of celebrity authors. 

Julianne Schultz, who has published widely on the notion of the Fourth Estate, points out 

that whilst this Estate continues to be the ideal of most journalists, its independence and 

political autonomy have been affected by a growing commercialism and decrease in ethical 

standards, leaving many contemporary audiences sceptical of a number of journalists' 

ability to be the public’s democratic guardians. Schultz states that:  

 

 The duty of the journalist is the same as that of the historian—to seek out truth, 

 above all things, and to present to his [or her] readers, not such things as 

 statecraft would wish them to know, but the truth as near as he [or she] can 

 attain it…The first duty of the press is to obtain the earliest and most correct 

 intelligence of the events of the times, and instantly, by disclosing them, to 

 make the common property of the nation.604 

 

Similar deliberations on the moral dilemmas Shultz and Turner speak of, are debated in the 

essay, ‘‘Long May They Rave!’: Criticism and Magazines’ by Peter Rose, a long-time 

editor of the Australian Book Review. He suggests that “there seems to be a kind of 

                                                             
601 Tim Soutphommasane, ‘Should Politicians also be Ideologists?’ Weekend Australian, ‘Inquirer’, June 18-19, 2011, p.8. 
602Graeme Turner, Frances Bonner, & David Marshall, Fame Games: The Production of Celebrity in Australia, Cambridge; UK: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000, p.177.  
603The Fourth Estate grew from “the idea that journalists are as important in public life as the three traditional ‘estates’ of society: the 
aristocracy, the Church, and the ordinary people.” See: http://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/fourth-estate#fourth-
estate_3 (Accessed 20 February 2014). In North America, the media is often called the fourth branch of government (or ‘Fourth 
Estate’), as it monitors the political process to ensure that individuals do not abuse the democratic process. See: www.usfca.edu/fac-
staff/boaz/pol326/feb12.htm (Accessed 10 May 2014).  
604Julianne Schultz, Reviving the Fourth Estate, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998.  

http://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/fourth-estate#fourth-estate_3
http://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/fourth-estate#fourth-estate_3
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creeping conformism abroad in Australia – an ominous hostility to dissent and diversity – a 

seeming desire to rid us of turbulent doubters and commentators.”605 As a consequence, I 

argue that celebrity author activists, the ones that have strong voices of dissension in the 

mediasphere are assisting to suture what Shultz calls a ‘Fragmentation of the Fourth 

Estate.’ Grenville has indeed been seen to “advocate a social equity, work-orientated 

approach to life” and “practises what she preaches.”606 Favourable remarks such as these 

on the strength of her character have continued to assist in shaping her high profile in the 

media into that of a distinctive literary figure. Indeed all three case study authors, 

Grenville, Keneally and Flanagan, have displayed, at one time or another, a rebellious, 

anti-establishment sensitivity. Thus, by providing a measure of ethical commitment to an 

otherwise unstable political arena, outspoken and politically-unwavering celebrity authors 

such as these are seen to be filling the void of a fragmented Fourth Estate.  

An example of Grenville’s influential public voice was observed after the publication of 

her article, ‘Rudd's apology risks leaving a sorry legacy,’ originally published in the 

Guardian, under the heading: ‘A true apology to Aboriginal people means action as 

well.’607 This particular exposé demonstrates how Grenville is prepared to write about 

contentious political matters, in this case, the continued inadequacy of the Australian 

government policy in relation to the health and well-being of Aboriginals. The content of 

the article relates to Kevin Rudd, then Prime Minister, and his public apology to the 

Aboriginal peoples of Australia for the ‘Stolen Generations.’  Grenville, unafraid to place 

politicians in the spotlight, questions whether the apology was “just hot air, [or] a cynical 

exercise in spin?” Declaring that the Labor government under Rudd’s leadership was 

indeed correct in saying sorry, she argues that two years on “little has changed for the 

better in indigenous communities.”608 In her attempts to make known the tremendous 

disparity of social and economic privilege in Australia, she further accuses the government 

of moving with ‘glacial slowness’ in its promise of support for important issues concerning 

indigenous education, health and housing, adding that very often government support is 

‘inadequate and lacking in understanding and willingness to listen.’609 Never afraid to 

                                                             
605Peter Rose, ‘“Long May They Rave!”: Criticism and Magazines’, Readers, Writers, Publishers: Essays and Poems, (ed.), Brian 
Matthews, Canberra: Australian Academy of the Humanities, 2004.  
606 Murray Waldren, ‘An interview with the winner of the Orange Prize for Fiction 2001’, the Weekend Australian Magazine, 8 
September 2001. 
607 http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2010/feb/14/australia-aboriginals-apology-disadvantaged (Accessed 2 January 2014). 
608 Ibid. 
609Kate Grenville, ‘Rudd’s Apology Risks leaving a sorry legacy’, The Age, 17 February 2010. 
http://www.theage.com.au/opinion/politics/rudds-apology-risks-leaving-a-sorry-legacy-20100216-o8tl.html (Accessed 28 May 2014).  
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speak her mind, Grenville went on to criticise a division of revisionist/denial academics 

and their arguments that “no children were forcibly taken, and more generally that non-

indigenous Australians have nothing to apologise for.”610 The issues put forward by 

Grenville in the article were well-received by the Guardian’s readership, with over one-

hundred and twenty international readers continuing to discuss its contents through 

postings in the ‘comments’ section - the majority of which were sympathetic to Grenville’s 

line of reasoning, with quite a few of the comments in praise of Grenville bringing these 

injustices to light.  

An important factor in the reception of a celebrity author’s articles published in 

newspapers and magazines is whether the writer is perceived by the public to be an ethical 

brand. Marc Gobe labels this as ‘emotional branding.’ He believes that people are 

interested in buying emotional experiences and states that: 

 Today, consumers do not want to be romanced by brands, but want to establish 

 multifaceted, holistic relationships with them. People’s emotional bond with brands 

 is influenced by knowing if brands behave well and are actively involved in making 

 the world a better place.611  

 

The philanthropy emulated in Grenville’s article in the Guardian clearly shows her as an 

ethical author who has the power to harness an ‘affective relationship’ with readers. 

Another good example of an impassioned debate which generated tremendous media 

coverage was Grenville’s acrimonious dialogue with certain history scholars concerning 

The Secret River, labelled as ‘a new front to the history wars,’612 to which this chapter now 

turns.  

The fall-out from the ‘History Wars’ and the creation of media hype 

 

Published in 2005, Grenville’s historical novel, The Secret River, is the narrative of 

William Thornhill (based on Grenville’s great-great-great-grandfather, Solomon Wiseman) 

a lowly Thames bargeman driven to crime in order to feed his family, but who is caught 

stealing and, escaping a death sentence, is transported to New South Wales for the term of 

his natural life. On arrival, his dreamscape is one-hundred acres of land on the Hawkesbury 

                                                             
610Ibid. 
611F Guzman, ‘A Brand Building Literary Review’, excerpts from PhD thesis, Brand Building towards Social Values: Associating to Public 
Goods:  http://www.brandchannel.com/images/papers/257_a_brand_building_literature_review.pdf   (Accessed 31 March 2013). 
612Jane Sullivan, ‘Making a fiction of history’, The Age, 21 October 2006. 
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River—someone else’s land—Aboriginal land. It is this piece of land he desires to possess 

and name Thornhill’s Point; land that will, at great human cost, transform him into a 

wealthy gentleman, and where he encounters a race of proud but affable Aboriginals. 

However, the coming together of the two cultures and their complexities eventually 

becomes a formula for tragedy, one rooted in dispossession and ending in the 

extermination of a number of the local Aboriginals.613 Just after the release of The Secret 

River, a new bout of the ‘history wars’ played out in the mediasphere in Australia. This 

time, it was comprised of intense debates among public intellectuals, novelists, 

commentators, and more expressly, several angry historians who chose to reprimand 

Grenville for what they saw as a public denigration of their profession on national radio. 

This media hype emanated from an interview Grenville gave to Ramona Koval, especially 

Koval’s final question concerning the previous ‘history wars’ and a writer’s use of 

historical documentation. The response Grenville gave caused an outcry from some 

prominent historians, notably, Mark McKenna, John Hirst and Inga Clendinnen. It is 

therefore worth examining the last few lines of this particular interview transcript to bring 

into perspective why certain history scholars were so infuriated by Grenville’s response: 

 

 Koval:  So where would you put your book, finally, if you were laying out  

   books on the history wars?  

 

 Grenville: Mine would be up on a ladder, looking down at the history wars.  

   I think historians, and rightly so, have battled away about details  

   of exactly when and where and how many and how much, and  

   they’ve got themselves into these polarised positions, and that’s  

   fine, I think that’s what historians ought to be doing; constantly  

   questioning the evidence and perhaps even each other. But a  

   novelist can stand up on a stepladder and look down at this,  

   outside the fray, and say that there is another way to understand  

   it (emphasis added).614  

 

The phraseology Grenville used to describe the behaviour of historians, such as, battling 

away about the details, of ‘when and where and how many and how much,’ was taken as 

an affront to the historians’ profession, with a particular piece of the transcript seeming to 

                                                             
613 The Secret River was then followed by the publication in 2009 of The Lieutenant, a story based on the historical notebooks of 
Lieutenant William Dawes, an officer of the Royal Marines who befriended a young Aboriginal girl, Patyegarang.  The next novel to 
complete the ‘colonial trilogy’ was the eponymously titled book  Sarah Thornhill (2011), which moves on a generation to look at the life 
of Thornhill’s daughter Sarah, and the realisation of her father’s hidden guilt in playing a major role in the massacre of a local group of 
Aboriginals. 
614Interview with Ramona Koval, Radio National, 17 July 2005. See: www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/booksandwriting/kate-
grenville/3629894#transcript (Accessed 13 May 2014). 

http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/booksandwriting/kate-grenville/3629894#transcript
http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/booksandwriting/kate-grenville/3629894#transcript
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imply that historians were overly preoccupied with minor details, insinuating that “they’ve 

got themselves into...” a pickle. However, what is noteworthy is the chronological 

sequencing of events. Just before the release of The Secret River, an article appeared in the 

Age on the 2nd July, titled, ‘Skeletons are out.’ It contained an inflammatory byline by Jane 

Sullivan suggesting, “the history wars could flare up again… with the publication of a new 

novel by Kate Grenville.”615 Then two weeks later on the 17th July, Koval asked Grenville 

the question about her book in conjunction with the history wars. So, what needs to be 

asked, is whether Koval had read Jane Sullivan’s article in the Age prior to the interview, 

and whether this was the reason Koval presented the question to Grenville? Later, Sullivan 

published another provocative article, ‘Making a Fiction of History,’ which contained a 

byline that would have further incensed the historians: “Kate Grenville has upset historians 

by claiming her Booker-shortlisted, The Secret River, is a new form of history 

writing…[provoking] a new front to the history wars.”616 Furthermore, another statement 

by Grenville which may have also vexed the historians is when she said:  

 

 I feel very passionately that this book is probably as close as we are going to get 

 to what it was actually like.617  

 

For one to fully gauge the intensity of the disputation and its vitriolic discourse, Stella 

Clarke’s article, ‘Havoc in The History House’ clearly demonstrates the acerbic tone of the 

debate at that time. This article was a riposte to the historian Mark McKenna’s disparaging 

of Grenville and critics like Clarke herself, “for not being [sufficiently] critical.”618 It 

begins by derisively characterising a headmaster, John Howard, the then-incumbent Prime 

Minister as the principal of the History House, a “solid, sandstone institution, civilised and 

exemplary, like a private school in fine repair,” but then on closer inspection, her 

interpretation of its interior is, clearly, not an illustration which depicts such sanctified and 

serene academic halls:   

 

 But wait, what’s all that noise? Where’s the teacher? Who’s in charge?  

 In the History House, where the nation’s biography should be sagely intoned 

 by dignified experts for the edification of the class, behold a disgraceful mess: 

 pandemonium. Little piles of history lie about, higgledy-piggledy. Some people 

 are on the floor engaged in riotous creative play; others stand about 

                                                             
615Jane Sullivan, ‘Skeletons are out’, the Age, 2 July 2005. 
616Jane Sullivan, ‘Making a fiction of history’, The Age, 21 October 2006.  
617 Jane Sullivan, ‘Skeletons are Out’, the Age, 2 July 2005.  
618Stella Clarke, ‘Kate Grenville Creates a Personal History in a Colonial Setting,’ the Australian, 27 August 2011. 
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 squabbling over how to tidy it all safely away… How can we have any notion 

 of what Australia is, who Australians are, and what we might like to become if 

 we are incapable of a responsible and coherent approach towards our 

 history… So is it time to take history away from the historians?619  

 

  

In this article, which contained a facetious byline, ‘the rise of the novelist historian,’   

Clarke then continues to single out McKenna for his slight to her journalistic skills and 

commentary on Grenville, and then goes on to praise authors such as Roger McDonald, 

Kate Grenville, Peter Carey, and Thomas Keneally, “for vividly reminding us of the 

desperately hard experience of the earliest British arrivals in this country, as well as the 

desperately hard experience their arrival inflicted on those already here.”620 As one can 

appreciate, her depiction of the ‘History House’ was nothing less than caustic - a complete 

denigration of the historians and their profession. Therefore, in view of Grenville’s 

commentary and the high volume of media coverage immediately before and after the 

publication of The Secret River, one might ask: was Grenville’s discourse a manoeuvre to 

locate her name as one prepared to take on the history academics and purposely ignite yet 

another debate concerning our national identity? I think so, and I further propose that this 

was a premeditated ploy to increase the public’s curiosity and awareness of the novel. In 

order to try and substantiate this proposition, I offer an analysis of her essay, ‘History and 

Fiction’621 which was penned in response to the historian, Mark McKenna’s criticism of 

her.622 In Grenville’s reply it clearly acknowledges that a discussion between the historians 

and herself as a novelist was sure to arise if she did not officially state that her novel was 

fiction. Below I offer an excerpt from ‘History and Fiction’ clearly demonstrating this 

preconception: 

 

 It’s difficult to talk about a book set in 1815, the research I did for it, and the 

 real events that were its inspiration, without using that word [history]. Unless a 

 writer of historical fiction says (as Peter Carey did about The True History of 

 the Kelly Gang) “I made it all up!”, there is going to be a discussion of the 

 idea of “history”…if, like me, a writer wants to take the past (as illuminated by 

 historians and other scholars) as the basis for fiction, then there’s going to be 

                                                             
619Stella Clarke, ‘Havoc in History House (Australia),’The Weekend Australian, Review, 4-5 March 2006, pp.4-5. 
 This article can also be accessed on: http://historynewsnetwork.org/article/22470 
620Ibid.  
621http://pandora.nla.gov.au/pan/34311/20100410-0925/kategrenville.com/The_Secret_River_History%20and%20Fiction.html 
(Accessed 27 May 2014). 
622McKenna’s article made the assertion that “if ever there was a case of a novelist wanting her work to be taken seriously as history, it 
is Grenville.” See: Mark McKenna, ‘Writing the Past,’ The Australian Financial Review, 16 December, 2005.  

http://historynewsnetwork.org/article/22470
http://pandora.nla.gov.au/pan/34311/20100410-0925/kategrenville.com/The_Secret_River_History%20and%20Fiction.html
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 discussion about that established history and how close the fiction is to it 

 (emphasis added).623  

   

 

As can be viewed, Grenville distinctly predicts, twice, that ‘there is going to be a 

discussion’ (albeit with support from the media) in connection with ‘the idea of history’ 

and ‘about that established history.’ So why did she intentionally provoke the historians? 

The answer surely points to Grenville’s desire to generate a controversial space in the 

mediasphere related to her new book.624 Controversy builds hype, and hype is when the 

attention economy shifts into ‘overload.’ However, this is what authors and publishers 

covet, as it means that the mediasphere is saturated with stories which focus on their author 

as opposed to others in the marketplace. In a postmodern world of advanced technology, 

abundant knowledge and information overload, the allocation of print space in national 

newspapers for book reviews and articles on authors is indispensable. As Joe Moran has 

observed, “in the last two decades… publishers have also realised the cheapness and 

effectiveness of forms of publicity which concentrate on the author—magazine and 

newspaper features and television and radio appearances—over paid advertising.’625 As 

such, it is therefore imperative for writers to be appraised in the media for purposes of 

drawing attention to themselves. Supporting this concept, Andrew Wernick, speaking on 

the vast discourse constituted by promotion as a whole, maintains that as soon as the 

‘imaged name’ obtains visibility in the public domain, then the celebrity represents and 

becomes “a banked and transferable store of promotional capital.”626 As such, a central 

tenet of the logic of celebrity production is the ability to attract attention. Drawing on 

Georg Franck, Robert van Krieken upholds the view that the accumulation and distribution 

of attention can be regarded as a form of risk capital, where risk-taking can lead to massive 

windfalls which can then be converted with new projects into even more celebrity 

(attention) capital.627 In relation to the concept of risk capital in association with the Koval 

interview, I argue that Grenville understood she was performing a calculated risk when 

                                                             
623Kate Grenville, ‘History and Fiction’, 2007. This essay can be accessed through the National Library of Australia’s website archival 
facility, Pandora: http://nla.gov.au/nla.arc.34311  
624 ‘Media Hype’, the Oxford English Dictionary defines this as “extravagant or intensive publicity created by or by means of the mass 
media, esp. out of proportion to the person or thing being publicized.” The term does not have its own entry per se, but a definition is 
listed under the word ‘Media.’   
625 In this article Moran also offers the example of an author’s ten-day tour costing roughly the same amount as a full-page 
advertisement in the New York Times, thus emphasising the high price of advertising space. See: Joe Moran, ‘The Reign of Hype: The 
Contemporary (Literary) Star System’, The Celebrity Culture Reader, David Marshall (ed.), New York & London: Routledge, 2006, p.325. 
626 Andrew Wernick cited in, Joe Moran, ‘The Reign of Hype: The Contemporary (Literary) Star System’ , The Celebrity Culture Reader, 
David Marshall (ed.), New York & London: Routledge, 2006, p.337. 
627 Robert van Krieken, Celebrity society, New York: Routledge, 2012, p.56. 

http://nla.gov.au/nla.arc.34311
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commenting on the activities of historians, and hoped that later this would pay dividends in 

the form of increased media attention.   

 

There was much professional pride at stake in this round of the history wars’ debate, which 

Brigid Rooney contends morphed into what essentially was a public debate on the roles of 

historians-as-public-intellectuals pitted against the role of novelists-as-public-

intellectuals.628 Rooney is perceptive here, as apart from Grenville’s steady stream of 

invitations to speak at public engagements alongside other public intellectuals at events, 

such as, the Festival of Ideas, and appear on the ABC’s Q&A programme, she has indeed 

been characterised in the media as an intellectual.  

 

 

                   Screenshot via Google (Pinterest): Kate Grenville in the archival rooms of the National Library,  

September 2008 

 

The composition of the above photograph of Grenville has been thoughtfully constructed. 

The camera shot features her as its central focus and she is the only participant within the 

frame. It is a convivial eye-level shot wide enough to present the setting of one of the 

archival rooms of the National Library in Canberra. The visual appears to be projecting a 

sense of competency in an intellectual realm, thus correlating with Rooney’s thoughts on 

‘professional pride’ and the role of novelists-as-public-intellectuals.629 

                                                             
628Brigid Rooney, ‘Kate Grenville as Public Intellectual’, Sue Kossew, (ed.), Lighting Dark Places: Essays on Kate Grenville, Amsterdam 
and New York: Rodopi, 2010, pp.31-32. 
629Ibid., pp.31-32. 
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An audience with the Queen and climbing the celebrity ladder  

 

When an author receives a literary prize from the Queen of the Commonwealth, the 

attention economy around this event rises considerably. What higher personal literary 

achievement might there be (taking that one is not an anti-royalist), than to receive the 

Commonwealth Writers’ Prize from the Queen at Buckingham Palace. As Moran points 

out, “The willingness of both the book industry and other print media to exploit the 

potential of literary prizes is another factor which points to the interconnectedness of 

cultural and economic capital in the creation of contemporary literary fame.”630 Certainly, 

in the lead-up to Grenville’s audience with the Queen, newspaper articles in Australia and 

England fashioned catchy headlines and bylines on the event, such as: ‘Grenville’s River 

runs through the Palace’ (Herald correspondent in London); ‘Grenville to meet the Queen’ 

(the Guardian); ‘The novelist tells Helen Brown about meeting the Queen and why 

scholars are still hazy about Aboriginal history’ (the Telegraph). In the latter article, 

Grenville recounts to Brown how sharp and well-informed the Queen was on the subject of 

Australia’s indigenous peoples. She says that the Queen also posed a question to her on the 

‘first contact,’ asking, “How many Aboriginal people would have been there at that time?” 

Grenville’s reply was interesting if not provocative, stating that “Historians in Australia are 

at each other’s throats over this subject.”631 This disparaging remark was published in the 

Telegraph. So the question must arise as to whether Grenville’s derogatory comment 

concerning the historians was meant to create further controversy in the media? Certainly 

Grenville’s commentary a few weeks earlier in the Sydney Morning Herald was quite 

inflammatory with Grenville declaring:  

 

 There’s a sense that a cupboard has been opened in the last 20 years that was 

 always closed before in Australian history. We built a big, beautiful armoire and 

 put the uncomfortable parts of our history in there. Bit by bit, door by door, the 

 cupboard is being opened. Lawyers and historians have played their part and now 

 the novelists are moving in.632   

 

So, was Grenville trying to ‘stoke the fire of controversy’ again? In a consideration of all 

the previous media hype, one would have to think so. However, over the next few years, 

                                                             
630 Joe Moran, ‘The Reign of Hype: The Contemporary (Literary) Star System’, The Celebrity Culture Reader, David Marshall (ed.), New 
York & London: Routledge, 2006, p.331.  
631 Helen Brown, ‘A Writer’s Life: Kate Grenville’, The Telegraph, 3 June 2006. http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/books/3652863/A-
writers-life-Kate-Grenville.html (Accessed 5 June 2014) 
632Susan Wyndham, ‘Miles Franklin finalists tell it as it was’, Sydney Morning Herald, 28 April 2006.  
http://www.smh.com.au/news/books/miles-franklin-finalists-tell-it-as-it-was/2006/04/27/1145861486783 (Accessed 29 May 2014). 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/books/3652863/A-writers-life-Kate-Grenville.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/books/3652863/A-writers-life-Kate-Grenville.html
http://www.smh.com.au/news/books/miles-franklin-finalists-tell-it-as-it-was/2006/04/27/1145861486783
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the public debate diminished in intensity. In 2012 Grenville deleted her essay, ‘History and 

Fiction,’ which was posted on her website in 2010, declaring that:   

 

 The fiction/history fuss about the earlier two books was always a non-issue. The 

 bogus “controversy” seems finally to be dead. For this reason, I’ve removed from 

 this site the long and detailed responses I felt necessary to make. Anyone who 

 wants to read them is welcome to contact me and I’ll make them available.633 [My 

 emphasis]  

 

 

Then in the following year, Grenville posted a message on her website stating that she had 

received, “a constant stream of requests for the pieces,” and that she hated to, “give oxygen 

to this phoney ‘debate,’ but if articles and essays are going to continue to discuss it, my 

voice needs to be heard.” Therefore, the ‘History and Fiction’ essay was again posted on 

her website and still remains there.  

 

Authenticating the process of [Searching for] The Secret River 

 

Grenville’s memoir on the writing process of her award-winning novel The Secret River, 

assists to accentuate her authorial expertise. Grenville states that before she started to write 

The Secret River, she felt the desire to interrogate racial constructs and destabilise her own 

whiteness, declaring that “the novel and the journey to writing the novel were one and the 

same: a reassessment of what it is to be a white Australian.”634 An integral part of this 

process took place on 28 May 2000, the day of the Sydney Harbour Bridge walk for 

Aboriginal Reconciliation. Whilst on the bridge, Grenville describes how, for a brief 

moment, she made eye-contact with an indigenous woman and they “shared one of those 

moments of intensity—a pulse of connectedness, we smiled [and] held each other’s 

gaze.’635 The unspoken cross-cultural synergy made Grenville immediately think of her 

great-great-great-grandfather, Solomon Wiseman, which in turn produced thoughts of:  

  

 What he might have done when he crossed paths with Aboriginal people [and] 

 … in that instant of putting my own ancestor together with this woman’s  ancestor, 

 everything swivelled: the country, the place, my sense of myself in it.’…The 

 imagery of our walk, across a bridge, suddenly seemed all too easy. We were 

                                                             
633Kate Grenville, ‘Facts and Fiction’ http://kategrenville.com/node 
634 Susan Wyndham, ‘River of Champers for Grenville Opus’, Sydney Morning Herald, 16 September 2006. 
http://www.smh.com.au/news/books/river-of-champers-for-grenville-opus/2006/09/15/1157827158915 (Accessed 9 January 2014). 
635 Kate Grenville, Searching for the Secret River, Melbourne; Vic.: Text Publishing, 2006, p.12. 
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 strolling towards reconciliation—what I had to do was cross the hard way, through 

 the deep water of our history.636 

 

 

In the content of Searching for The Secret River, Grenville methodically recounts step-by-

step the quest to ‘find’ her convict ancestor, Solomon Wiseman (later to become her main 

character, William Thornhill). Her memoir is a recollection of both the mental and physical 

processes she underwent to produce the book, thus reinstating the narrative of labour and 

achieved celebrity in the literary arena. In the book Grenville reports that she camped 

overnight on the banks of the Hawkesbury River, on Darkinjung land, and then returned 

home to experiment with cooking convicts’ staples, such as hominy and pease. She 

recounts the experience of building a fire from rubbing two sticks together and describes 

how she also tried to make an early settler’s slush lamp from a rag and some lamb-chop 

fat. This lamp, she says, produced little else but lots of “dense, black, smoke, which 

smelled powerfully of burned fat.”637  After the slush lamp incident, she said “I learned 

more about life in a bark hut on the Hawkesbury in 1817 than all the books in the world 

could have told me.”638 Other experiences, like Grenville’s overnight stay in the old 

Wiseman House, now a hotel on the Hawkesbury, and her visit to the Kimberley to speak 

with the elders, and the numerous trips back to England to conduct the research into her 

forebears, all work to bring about a reversal of the traditional myth of the author recluse, 

“the notion of the artist as a sole inventor living alone in a garret.”639 Additionally, reports 

on Grenville’s out-of-doors research in various newspapers, such as Natasha Robinson’s 

‘Historic river inn still not about to give up its secret Aboriginal history’640 and Jane 

Sullivan’s ‘How writers use landscape – the real and the imagined,’641 function to structure 

micro-narratives about the historical fiction of The Secret River which then attracts 

attention in the media, generating a curiosity about the book - a well-known marketing 

technique. Thus, the content of her memoir Searching for The Secret River and the various 

reports in the media operate to cement Grenville’s authorial persona as an industrious 

                                                             
636 Kate Grenville, Searching for the Secret River, Melbourne; Vic.: Text Publishing, 2006, p.13. 
637 Ibid., p.161. 
638 Ibid.  
639Ross Harley, ‘Why Does Art Matter?’ UNSW Newsroom, 6 June 2013. https://newsroom.unsw.edu.au/news/art-design/why-does-
art-matter (Accessed 29 June 2014). 
640 Natasha Robinson, ‘Historic river inn still not about to give up its secret Aboriginal history’, Weekend Australian, June 13-14, 2015. 
641 Jane Sullivan, ‘How writers use landscape – the real and the imagined’, Sydney Morning Herald, 21 September 2018. See: 
https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/books/how-writers-use-landscape--the-real-and-the-imagined-20180920-h15n7a.html 
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writer, one whose novels are well researched over long periods, such as The Secret River, 

which took five years and twenty drafts to complete.642  

 

Controversy and tracking the language of Country  

 

One of the numerous controversies arising from the construction of The Secret River is the 

silencing of the Dharug voices in its narrative. In Jeanine Leane’s article ‘Tracking Our 

Country in Settler Literature,’ she comments on this by offering “an Aboriginal standpoint 

on some familiar tropes in British settler diaspora literature that have written and still write 

the Aborigine in the white imagination.”643 She describes this process as “a continuing 

stream of consciousness for white settlers.”644 Leane argues rigorously, that Grenville 

reinvented her colonial ancestor as a reasonable man, thus rewriting “dispossession and 

massacre in a way that is more empathetic and less judgemental of settler perpetrators and 

their descendents.”645Leane goes on to explain that in doing this with the main character, 

Grenville has appropriated an Aboriginal story, maintaining that (white settler) authors 

 

move Aboriginal characters in their stories like chess pieces to reconstruct the past 

and perpetuate the national narrative of settler foundation. It is arrogant to assume 

that Aboriginal people need settler authors such as Grenville, ‘to put us back’ in 

Australian history because we were always there. What is needed is for settler 

authors to stop appropriating our past for their own purposes.    

 

Furthermore, Leane is unconvinced that the character of William Thornhill is repentant for 

taking part in the massacre, as “he did build his mansion on illegal monies and theft. He 

also built over an Aboriginal rock carving: ‘the fish… [where] his children’s children 

would walk about on the floorboards and never know what was beneath’ (316).”646 It is 

interesting to note that after the controversy surrounding Grenville’s refusal to assume the 

Dharug’s viewpoints, the stage adaptation by Andrew Bovell (discussed later in the 

chapter) presents the Dharug perspective, giving the characters on stage voice and agency.  

 

                                                             
642 Sam Mackie, The Secret River: VCE Teacher’s Resources. This is a fifty-five page online teaching resource for years 10 to 12. See:      
https://www.artscentremelbourne.com.au/-/media/ACM/Files/Learn/Resources/2016/Performances/The-Secret-River---VCE-
Resources.ashx?la=en&hash=8749B43FDC9A8874A6C6C00986418F9EADCD6A1B  
643 Jeanine Leane, ‘Tracking Our Country in Settler Literature’, Journal of the Association for the Study of Australian Literature, [S.I.], 
vol.14, No.3, 2014, p.2. 
644 Ibid., p.12. 
645 Ibid.  
646 Ibid., p.14. 
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The private or not so private life of Grenville 

 

As a literary celebrity, Grenville is cognisant of the need to communicate with her reading 

public, both in person, as in book signings and writers’ festivals, and through the requisite 

media channels. She has detailed, that to become a successful contemporary author partly 

depends on “long-term promotion… countless appearances at festivals, bookshops, 

libraries, for reading groups and in schools, as well as many articles written and interviews 

given for periodicals and newsletters.”647 See below two of Grenville’s scheduled 

timetables for public appearances/literary performances:   

 

WA Book Tour: The Secret River 
 

2006 Western 

Australia 

Venue & Time 

February 23 - 

27 

Perth Perth Writers Festival – literary lunch 

‘Landscape as Character’ with Catherine 

Ray, Carrie Tiffany and 

Gregory Day 

‘The Spaces and Seams in Between’ with 

Brenda Walker, Delia Falconer   

February 27 Karratha Karratha Community Library 7pm 

February 28 Newman Newman Community Library 7pm 

   

March 2 Port Hedland South Hedland Community Library 6.30pm 

 

Book Tour: The Case against Fragrance 

2017 State Venue & Time 

February 13 Sydney Barry O'Keefe Library, Mosman 

Junction, 7pm 

February 14 Sydney Gleebooks Bookshop, Glebe Point Rd, 

Glebe, 6pm 

February 20 Canberra National Library of Australia, 6pm 

February 21 Brisbane Avid Reader Bookshop, 6pm 

February 22 Brisbane Riverbend Books breakfast event, 7am 

February 28 Sydney Blues Point Bookshop, 6pm 

   

March  2 - 7 Adelaide Writers' Week at Adelaide Festival 

March 14 Sydney Stanton Library, 12.45pm 

March 20 Melbourne Wheeler Centre, 7.30pm 

March 21 Melbourne Readings Hawthorne, 6.30pm 

March 22 Melbourne Beaumaris Books, 7.30pm 

   

                                                             
647Excerpt from her second letter to the Productivity Commission regarding parallel importation restrictions. See: 
https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/books/submissions/subdr315.pdf (Accessed 20 November 2018).  

https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/books/submissions/subdr315.pdf
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May 6 - 7 Clunes, Victoria Clunes Booktown Festival 

May 27 - 28 Sydney Sydney Writers' Festival 

   

August 4 - 6 New South 

Wales 

Byron Bay Writers' Festival 

   

August 26 - 27 Melbourne Melbourne Writers' Festival 

   

October 21 - 22 New Zealand Tauranga Literary Festival 

 

 

Grenville’s visibility as a celebrity author is not only sustained by book tours with a high 

ratio of public events. Other attention-generating actions also need to be taken into 

consideration when maintaining celebrity, such as her lifetime ambassadorship of the 

Indigenous Literacy Foundation, her postings on Facebook and other social media to 

communicate with her aficionados. These sites function to supply readers with images of 

Grenville at various events, very often alongside other celebrity authors. This then works 

to satisfy some of the constant desires of her reading public to see more images of her, talk 

with her, and share more of her private life. Grenville’s website also has links to her:  

biography; fiction books; lectures, essays & short pieces; and non-fiction books. However, 

a carefully worded message on the website, kategrenville.com indicates that she is unable 

to answer all the questions fans pose to her: 

  

 Many of you have written to me via my agent on this site - so many that I'm 

 overwhelmed and not always able to answer all of your emails individually. I'm 

 very sorry about this, as I very much appreciate responses from readers, and in the 

 past I've always replied to each one… If I'm not able to reply, I apologise…it's 

 wonderful to hear from readers and know that my work is speaking to others. 

 Thank you all!648 

 

The tactful manner in which Grenville negotiates the blurring of the boundaries between 

the public and private is a testimony to her psychological acuity in maintaining such a high 

public profile. 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
648 Kategrenville.com (Accessed 4 May 2014).  
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Literary media entertainment and The Secret River 

 

The Sydney Theatre Company produced a series of mini-documentaries on their 

production of The Secret River. These were posted on YouTube and featured candid 

interviews with Sydney Theatre Company directors and exclusive behind-the-scenes 

footage. An interview with Stephen Page, the Artistic Associate of the stage production649 

is an excellent example of literary media entertainment. In the interview Page makes clear 

that: 

 

 This is a hidden Holocaust here. We don’t ever talk about it in this country. There’s 

 never been a Dances with Wolves or a Schindler’s List. We have a lot to do in our 

 history to put that on the table. In a way, awakening a historical story from the 

 early nineteen-hundreds, like The Secret River is really what’s great about story-

 telling—as art—as medicine, because it finds a new way to cleanse through and 

 heal that generation of guilt.650  

 

 

What is interesting about this mini-film production, which runs for over eleven minutes, is 

that within the first minute it manages to incorporate numerous facets of media. Firstly, the 

documentary is introduced by film footage from the ‘Secret River Trailer.’ This then 

moves on to show footage of Page and his thoughts on Australia’s hidden Holocaust. After 

this, and with Page still as a voice-over, there is an interweaving of still photographic shots 

from the stage play, more footage from the trailer while Page is speaking, to finally close 

the first minute’s footage with a still shot of the novel in the centre of the screen with a 

shimmering river as its backdrop. Thus, there are many factors in this production which 

when converged, classify it as literary media entertainment: the author, the novel and the 

narrative are featured, both verbally and cinematically; there are various facets of multi-

media, such as film, music, still photography; and televisual interviews, therefore it clearly 

classifies this mini-documentary as literary media entertainment, and for Grenville, as the 

creator of the text, it further assists to promote her authorship in the mediasphere.   

 

The novel was adapted for the stage by Andrew Bovell and directed by Neil Armfield. At 

the time, apart from the YouTube promotions, much publicity appeared in the national 

newspapers. The play was allocated the cover story in the Weekend Australian’s ‘Review.’ 

                                                             
649 Stephen Page is also the Artistic Director of the Bangara Dance Theatre.  
650 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZX6IhTHnucA 
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The front cover was interesting as it pictured a solitary boat and a sensational title which  

contained the word ‘blockbuster,’ which one does not normally associate with stage 

dramas. It read: ‘Searching for Secret River: Summer’s Dramatic Blockbuster Grapples 

with a Bloodstained Past.’651 Inside the supplement, there appeared a colour double-page 

spread with photographs of Bovell, Grenville, and a section of the Hawkesbury River at 

Wiseman’s Ferry. Rosemary Neill’s article was eye-catching with the title ‘Blood on the 

Banks,’ all in large capital letters with the word blood as the largest word and featured in 

red. The Guardian’s review of the play, declared that the music was integral to the play, 

having a live multi-instrumental score playing and occasional accompaniment which, in 

turn provided, “an epic, movie-like quality.”652  

 

 While the white colonisers sing London Bridge Is Falling Down, first for comfort 

 and later as a war cry, the Dharug chant their own songs, haunting melodies of 

 loss. At one point, the two come together on-stage in a jarring, discordant clash; 

 the political and historic resonance of the moment is hard to miss.653 

 

 

The production won six Helpmann Awards for live entertainment and performing arts in 

Australia, including the coveted prize for Best Play. Studio Festival TV also advertises the 

play offering a media entertainment segment which clearly invokes the literary.654 At one 

point, the footage shows Grenville reading and turning the pages of her book. This then 

fades into the next shot on stage with two members of the Dharug people holding spears 

while a page from the novel lingers as a backdrop.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
651 Rosemary Neill, ‘Blood on the Banks,’ Weekend Australian, Review, 2012, pp.22-23. 
652 Clarissa Sebag-Montefiore, ‘The Secret River Review – A Masterful Portrayal of Australia’s Dark Past’, The Guardian, 10 February 
2016.  See: www.theguardian.com/stage/2016/feb/10/the-secret-river-review-a-masterful-portrayal-of-australias-dark-past 
653 Ibid. 
654 See: www.youtube.com/watch?v=0WvHdTecH3A (Accessed 22 November 2018). 
The ‘The Secret River Trailer’ is another exceptional piece of media entertainment. See: www.youtube.com/watch?v=uYJkOaOvTNE  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0WvHdTecH3A
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uYJkOaOvTNE
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Screenshot via Google: Footage from Studio Festival TV’s advertisement for the stage drama of  

 The Secret River, 2013 

 

The Secret River was also adapted into a two-part mini-series format for the ABC 

television channel. Film producer, Stephen Luby of Ruby Entertainment, a devoted 

aficionado of Grenville's novel, approached one of Australia’s most celebrated 
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screenwriters, Jan Sardi, best known for her work on the film Shine, starring Geoffrey 

Rush, to modify Grenville's book for television. The production aired in June 2015 and 

received critical acclaim. Graeme Blundell said, “Seven years in the making, the television 

adaptation of Kate Grenville’s bestselling and highly celebrated colonial-era ‘first-contact’ 

novel The Secret River has arrived, and does it full justice.”655 In Melinda Houston’s 

review she observed:  

 How cleverly and sympathetically this mini-series has grappled with the sticky 

 issue of white settlement and indigenous dispossession. There are villains here – 

 as there surely were among those first convicts and soldiers – but what makes this 

 story so compelling and so satisfying (and so heartbreaking) is the effort taken to 

 intelligently illuminate the competing motivations of traditional owners and new 

 settlers. The result is a tragedy that feels truly Shakespearean, and a magnificent 

 piece of television.656  

 

 

The final sentence of Houston’s review works as a useful account of literary media 

entertainment. In her judgement, the mini-series felt, ‘truly Shakespearean,’ which for 

readers immediately locates the text within the literary arena, which then follows with the 

statement, ‘a magnificent piece of television,’ thus signifying the literary as converged 

with media entertainment. The television series won a plethora of awards, including best 

mini-series for the Screen Producers Australia Award, and best mini-series script for the 

Australian Writers Guild Award. The mini-series was nominated for eight AACTA 

Awards (Australian Academy of Cinema and Television Arts), and won two TV Week 

Logie Awards, one for ‘Most Outstanding Supporting Actor’ (Tim Minchin as the 

character ‘Smasher’) and the other for ‘Most Outstanding Mini-Series or Telemovie.’657  

Thus, since the publication of The Secret River, Grenville’s literary novel has been re-

created a number of times classifying it as a successful transmediated narrative. Firstly for 

the stage, then a television mini-series, and there were previous discussions of 

transforming the text into a full-length feature film starring Hugh Jackman.658 This has not 

come into fruition, but one might suppose that in the not too distant future there will be a 

                                                             
655 Graeme Blundell, the Weekend Australian, Review, 13-14 June, 2015. 
656 Melinda Houston, ‘The Secret River: TV Review’, Sydney Morning Herald, 16 June 2015.  
https://www.smh.com.au/national/the-secret-river-tv-review-20150616-ghoxpa.html (Accessed 22 November 2018). 
657 Before the success of The Secret River television mini-series, Lilian’s Story, Grenville’s first novel published in 1985 was made into a 
film of the same name in 1996. It starred Ruth Cracknell and Toni Collete, with Collete winning the Australian Film Institute Award for 
Supporting Actress for her performance as the young Lilian. Dreamhouse, published in 1986 was adapted into a film in 1994, with the 
title, Traps. It starred Jacqueline McKenzie, Saskia Reeves, and Sami Frey.  
658 Alexa Moses, ‘Jackman’s Germ of a Movie Idea’, Sydney Morning Herald, 16 August 2006. See: 
https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/movies/jackmans-germ-of-a-movie-idea-20060816-gdo6sl.html 

https://www.smh.com.au/national/the-secret-river-tv-review-20150616-ghoxpa.html
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big screen film version starring A-Grade celebrities. Claire Squires maintains “there is a 

strong link between bestseller publishing and the film and entertainment industry,” and that 

“cross-media synergies have become increasingly important for all book publishing.”659 

However, cross-media platforms are also valuable as aspects of ‘passive activism.’ 

Although at the time Grenville, her novel, and the media, created much controversy 

surrounding the ‘history wars,’ it may indeed have generated a positive outcome, through a 

broader public interest in historical memory, and a desire to revisit the foundational 

narratives of Australia. Thus, the literary media entertainment generated from The Secret 

River continues to create further discussion on the crucial subject of ‘Unfinished Business 

in (Post)Reconciliation Australia.’660 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
659 Claire Squires, Making Literature: The Making of Contemporary Writing in Britain, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007, p.24.  
660 Catriona Elder, ‘Unfinished Business in (Post)Reconciliation Australia’, Australian Humanities Review, Issue 61, 2017.  
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5 Richard Flanagan: Writer, Eco-political Activist, 

 and Fearless Dissenter 

  
 
 

        He doesn’t fear government.  

        He doesn’t fear big business. 

        He doesn’t fear the people  

         who hold power.661 
 
 
 

 
 

In the Encyclopaedia of Post-Colonial Literatures in English, Philip Mead offers a short 

biography of Richard Millar Flanagan, stating that the author was born at Longford in 

Tasmania. He was one of six children, who left school early to work and later took up the 

study of history at the University of Tasmania. Flanagan then won a Rhodes scholarship to 

Oxford University, England, where he wrote a thesis about the working class in Britain.662 

Later, he became “active in early Green politics in Tasmania in the 1970s” and wrote a 

history of the southwest of Tasmania, A Terrible Beauty: History of the Gordon River 

Country (1985), “which draws on his experience of the pining community around 

Macquarie Harbour and his involvement in the Green movement.”663 Flanagan discovered 

that both his great-great-grandfathers were convicts, one caught for “stealing eight pounds 

of cornmeal at the height of the famine in Ireland and the other a transported revolutionary 

from Ireland’s West Coast. His grandmother’s steadfast denial of her family history for 

most of her life is a phenomenon Flanagan sees as a “national identity crisis,”664 and one 

that he sought to rectify through his writing.   

 

Flanagan’s first novel, Death of a River Guide (1994),665 is the tale of Aljaz Cosini, a river 

guide who is drowning while reliving his life and the lives of his family and forebears, and 

his second, The Sound of One Hand Clapping (1997), tells the story of a post-World War II 

                                                             
661 Geoffrey Dyer, ‘A Letter from Richard Flanagan’, Australian Story, ABC, 3 November 2008. 
662 Parish-Fed Bastards: A History of the Politics of the Unemployed in Britain, 1884-1939. 
663 Philip Mead, ‘Richard Flanagan’, Encyclopaedia of Post-Colonial Literatures in English, (eds.), Eugene Benson & L. W. Conolly, 
Routledge, 2nd edition, 2005, cited in Austlit database.  
664 Cited in Janet West’s NoveList Book Discussion Guide of Gould’s Book of Fish, NoveList/EBSCO Publishing, 2003.    
665 In the 1980s, a river guide died at The Cauldron, a section of the Franklin River. The death of this river guide has now been 
immortalised as a character in Flanagan’s novel. Flanagan was once a guide  himself, and almost drowned in the river.  
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Slovenian migrant community dealing with loss and alienation. The novels were critically 

acclaimed overseas with Kirkus Reviews judging they ranked “with the finest fiction out of 

Australia since the heyday of Patrick White.”666 Writing and directing the feature film 

version of The Sound of One Hand Clapping the following year in 1998, earned for 

Flanagan a nomination for the coveted Golden Bear prize at the Berlin Film Festival. In 

addition, further acclaim was achieved after publishing his third novel, Gould’s Book of 

Fish in 2001, with The Economist (USA) reporting that Flanagan was “considered by many 

to be the finest Australian novelist of his generation,” and stating that the book was, “now 

regarded as a classic in prison literature… reminiscent of Henri Charrière’s Papillon or the 

Gulag writings of Alexander Solzhenitsyn.”667 Perhaps The Economist’s classification of 

the novel as ‘a classic’ was a little premature and lacking in critical judgement; however, 

the acclaim continued with the New Yorker declaring Gould’s Book of Fish a masterpiece 

in its employment of magic realism, and relating it to works of “Gabriel García Márquez 

with its shape-shifting, anthropomorphic characters and time-travelling narrative.”668 In 

Australia, his initial novel, Death of a River Guide, was all but ignored by reviewers, with 

publishers not wishing to proceed with a large print run. In an interview with Hugo Giles, 

Flanagan declared that it heartened him the book didn’t need “the imprimatur of the high-

placed critics” and adds that “Radio National's Books and Writing program wouldn't 

review it,” almost insulting him saying that they “only have big name writers and 

interesting new writers and this doesn't fall into either category.” The best reviews of the 

book, says Giles, “have been Brisbane, Adelaide and Perth - outside the Sydney-

Melbourne critical empires,” to which Flanagan responded, “so, the closer you get to the 

citadels of power, the more hostile the response. But that hasn't stopped the book selling in 

Sydney or Melbourne. Readers make books, not critics.”669 It was indeed through word-of-

mouth and the reading public’s demand for more copies, that within two years the novel 

had sold over ten-thousand copies.670 It also won the Victorian Premier's Prize for Best 

First Fiction – Sheaffer Pen Prize for Young Adult Literature (1995) and the National 

Fiction Award for Literature Festival Awards for Literature SA, (1996). Adding to this, 

according to the Australian Literature database, there appeared substantial press coverage 

                                                             
666 www.kirkusreviews.com/book-reviews/richard-flanagan/death-of-a-river-guide/ (Accessed 6 November 2017). 
667 www.economist.com/news/books-and-arts/21606246-love-and-war-none-it-fair-remembrance (Accessed 6 November 2017). 
668 www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/richard-flanagans-way-intimacy (Accessed 6 November 2017). 
669 Hugo Giles, ‘The Making of a Tasmanian Best-seller: An Interview with Hugo Giles’, The Write Stuff, Vol.1, 1995. A link to this 
interview can be accessed through the Austlit database.  
670 Transcript of ‘Being a Courageous Writer.’  See:  http://splash.abc.net.au/home#!/media/519989/richard-flanagan-being-a-
courageous-writer (Accessed 7 November 2017).  

http://www.kirkusreviews.com/book-reviews/richard-flanagan/death-of-a-river-guide/
http://www.economist.com/news/books-and-arts/21606246-love-and-war-none-it-fair-remembrance
http://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/richard-flanagans-way-intimacy
http://splash.abc.net.au/home#!/media/519989/richard-flanagan-being-a-courageous-writer
http://splash.abc.net.au/home#!/media/519989/richard-flanagan-being-a-courageous-writer
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for the novel in all the national newspapers. As such, what is noteworthy is the lack of 

criticism from literary quarterlies such as Southerly, Meanjin, and Westerly. There appears 

only one entry in Overland in 1995, ‘Life and Death in the Wilderness,’ a book review by 

the Tasmanian poet, Tim Thorne.671 Thus, it was not the academy that assisted Flanagan’s 

early career, but the excellent sales figures, newspaper reviews, published interviews, and 

literary prizes which gave Flanagan the impetus to continue to seek out a career for himself 

as a novelist. 

The same number of prizes was awarded to The Sound of One Hand Clapping, with the 

National Booksellers award for Best Book in 1998, and the Victorian Premier's Prize for 

Best Novel in 1998. However, there continued to be little evaluation of his work from 

academics. Delys Bird briefly mentioned the novel in her chapter of The Cambridge 

Companion to Australian Literature (2000),672 and David Carter referred to Flanagan’s 

name in The Cambridge History of Australian Literature (2009), saying, “American 

editions have become routine for the best-known literary novelists such as Carey and 

Malouf, and common for many others including Richard Flanagan, Kate Grenville, 

Winton, Linda Jaivin and Nicholas Jose.”673 A year after the novel was published, it was 

adapted as a feature film by Flanagan, who was both the scriptwriter and director. His third 

published novel, Gould’s Book of Fish gained three major awards: Australian Literary 

Society Gold Medal; Victorian Premier's Prize for Fiction; and The Commonwealth 

Writers' Prize for the Best Book in the Southeast Asia and South Pacific Region, all 

awarded in 2002. Although slow to be recognised for his first novel, these later awards, 

and their press coverage, along with his numerous short-listings for the Miles Franklin 

Award worked to consolidate Flanagan’s literary reputation. 

Since the 1990s, Flanagan has published four more novels: The Unknown Terrorist (2006); 

Wanting (2008); the Man Booker Prize-winning, The Narrow Road to the Deep North 

(2013); and First Person (2017), all to popular success and critical acclaim. He also 

assisted with the script writing of Baz Lurhmann's feature film, Australia, released in 2008.  

                                                             
671 According to the Australian Literature database, Austlit, in the first two years of the novel’s publication, only Tim Thorne’s, ‘Life and 
Death in the Wilderness’ appeared in the journal Overland, No.141, 1995. The database also lists a pre-publication extract of the novel 
in 1993 in the Tasmanian Biennial journal Siglo, and three interviews with Flanagan, two in the Tasmanian journal Island and one with 
Hugo Giles in The Write Stuff, 1995-1996.      
672 Delys Bird, ‘New Narrations: Contemporary Fiction’, The Cambridge Companion to Australian Literature, (ed), Elizabeth Webby, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000, p.201.  
673 David Carter, ‘Publishing, Patronage and Cultural Politics: Institutional Changes in the Field of Australian Literature from 1950’, The 
Cambridge History of Australian Literature, (ed), Peter Pierce, Victoria, Australia: Cambridge University Press, 2009, p.383.  
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This case study will focus on the trajectory of Flanagan’s achieved celebrity in a media 

convergent attention economy, predominately examining his authorial persona as an eco-

political activist and ‘fearless’ dissenter. A component of the analysis will investigate this 

economy in relation to news-worthy controversies surrounding his eco-political activism, 

and also examine his mediagenic author performativity from a pre-and-post-Booker Prize 

perspective. The objective of the case study is to demonstrate and further argue that the 

shift towards literary media entertainment is an essential ingredient for the success of an 

author in the postmodern era.     

Flanagan and literary aspirations   

Flanagan’s rise to fame did not exhibit the rapid trajectory that Keneally’s did; 

retrospectively, it appears as a gradual process that begins with him writing non-fiction. 

Before embarking on his career as a novelist, Flanagan’s early work consisted of four non-

fiction historical works. The first two, ‘A Terrible Beauty: History of the Gordon River 

Country’ (1985) and ‘The Rest of the World is Watching’ (1990), concerning the Greens’ 

rise in Tasmania and co-edited with Cassandra Pybus, were then followed in 1991 by 

‘Parish-Fed Bastards: A History of the Politics of the Unemployed in Britain, 1884–1939’ 

his Rhodes Scholar’s dissertation for a Master of Letters in history at Oxford, and in the 

same year Codename Iago: The Story of John Friedrich (1991), a memoir co-written with 

John Friedrich. At the time of writing the John Friedrich memoir, Flanagan’s wife was 

pregnant with twins, and so as a matter of financial necessity, he agreed to co-write it. He 

spent only three weeks working as a ghost-writer on the project when Friedrich committed 

suicide. What is noteworthy is that before Friedrich’s death, he was out on bail awaiting 

trial in one of the biggest corporate fraud cases in Australian legal history. Friedrich was 

the chief executive of the National Safety Council of Australia’s Victorian division, 

charged with the three-hundred million dollar fraud that led to its collapse in 1991. Simon 

Caterson maintains that Friedrich was “one of Australia’s most notorious and enigmat ic 

imposters” and that “Codename Iago is without doubt, one of the most unreliable memoirs 

ever to appear in print.” Appropriately, the text contains a postscript from Flanagan stating, 

“I can vouch for the veracity of none of it.”674  

                                                             
674 Simon Caterson, ‘John Friedrich: Australia’s Most Altruistic Fraudster’, Daily Review (Online), 2 September 2017. 
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During the course of writing these four non-fiction works, which Flanagan calls his 

“apprenticeship days,”675 his aspirations were always to become a novelist. Lorraine York, 

commenting on the labour involved with literary celebrity indicates that:  

 Legends abound in cinema history about celebrities whose fame is somehow 

 inborn, apparently from an early age. And yet literary celebrity often has to adjust 

 and revise this discourse of celebrity, in order to accommodate an apprenticeship 

 period that will justify the celebrity as the outcome of hard work.676  

 

In his early interview with Hugo Giles, Flanagan said, “I always wanted to end up writing 

fiction; it's just that initially history books… allowed me to get published. I could get 

published writing those sorts of things, but I wanted to end up doing novels.”677 

Forthrightly speaking on locating audiences for a genre other than the novel, he held that: 

 You're not going to become pre-eminent as a short story writer in Australia, 

 because outside of Australian Short Stories, there is no outlet. I think short 

 story competitions are a rather cruel form of torture for aspiring writers because 

 you find writers who've won competition after competition but they can't get a book 

 published. Writing is about getting published.678  

 

The concise import of the final sentence demonstrates a practical concern for developing a 

career in the profession. Another verification of his desire to write was his undertaking of 

blue-collar, hard-labour work after returning to Tasmania as a Rhodes Scholar. His 

enthusiasm to become a novelist is confirmed in the interview with Giles, when he 

declared, “I’ll keep on writing, maybe with concrete and plaster dust under my fingernails. 

I’ll still be there tapping away on the keyboard.679 In this instance, the tone in Flanagan’s 

discourse is aspirational and spans the affective indices of an individual who is dedicated 

to his craft, and of a father wishing to put food on the table for his family, which further 

adds to the authenticity of his authorial persona. It is indeed this form of impassioned, self-

sacrificing discourse, that when added to the identity politics surrounding his eco-political 

                                                             
675 See: www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/richard-flanagan-war-the-booker-and-a-life-more-circular-1.1971721 (Accessed 23 
November 2018). 
676 Lorraine York, Literary Celebrity in Canada, Toronto: Toronto University Press, 2008, p.150.  
677Hugo Giles, ‘The Making of a Tasmanian Best-seller: An interview with Hugo Giles’, The Write Stuff, Vol.1, 1995. 
678 Ibid.  
679 Ibid. 

http://www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/richard-flanagan-war-the-booker-and-a-life-more-circular-1.1971721
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activism, works to create public interest in the author and thus increase his attention capital 

in the mediasphere.  

Eco-political activism and anti-authoritarian politics                           

Flanagan’s political activities have done much to generate a national interest in the 

regional policies of Tasmania. In the 1980s and 1990s he began questioning corrupt 

forestry practices, which gradually created for him the necessary name and visual attention 

to become a mediagenic activist author. Flanagan’s public activism only came into fruition 

after his return to Australia from his Rhodes scholarship at Oxford. He remembers this as a 

time of sharpening up his class politics, since he was expected to despise the origins of his 

Irish convict lineage.680 As C.A. Cranston points out, “on his return he would gain his 

voice amongst a new-found confidence that public dissent was finally possible in the 

State.”681 Here, she is referring to Tasmania’s previous colonial commandant model which 

silenced and subordinated convicts by forbidding them to write for the press. Oppression 

and acts of silencing are a theme throughout Flanagan’s novels. In Gould’s Book of Fish, 

after the protagonist, William Buelow Gould escapes from Sarah Island, he is anxious and 

grapples with his inner thoughts:  

 Unless I did something, the lies I now dragged behind me would one day be all 

 that remained of the settlement, and posterity would seek to judge those who had 

 gone before—to judge Capois Death, Mr. Lempriere, the Commandant, even poor 

 Castlereagh, to judge them, to judge me—to judge us all through the machine of 

 the Commandant’s monstrous fictions! (312).  

 

Gould, though, will not be silenced, even going so far as to knock a few scabs off his 

elbow, so that the “blood that oozes slowly forth” (48) becomes the ink he uses to write 

with while making use of a carved shark rib as his quill. Thus, by creating an alternative 

story, he is able to write himself into history, a story the official history would have 

silenced.         

In 2003, Flanagan increased his stakes in the attention economy by speaking out in public 

against the proposed logging of the Tarkine wilderness. When the State Government 

                                                             
680 C.A. Cranston, ‘The (Hydro) Power Relations within Nation and Region, and the (de)Formation of Identity in the Case of Richard 
Flanagan.’ A plenary address:  ‘Representation of Region and Nation in Literary and Cultural Studies Conference’, University of Madras. 
See author’s website: www.ca-cranston.com/Flanagan%20.pdf 
681 Ibid. 
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announced that Forestry Tasmania would be the major sponsor of the annual, ‘Ten Days on 

the Island’ festival, many artists refused to participate in the event, and as such, placed 

Tasmania at the centre of an international cause célèbre. A number of well-known authors 

withdrew their names from the festival due to Forestry Tasmania’s practices of clear-

felling native forests for wood chipping, and use of 1080 poison, which the authors—who 

were called ‘cultural fascists’—argued were killing native and endangered animals in 

Tasmania's wilderness. The most intense media coverage on the subject was reserved for 

the internationally acclaimed authors, whose protests in the media were referred to as the 

‘writers’ revolt.’682 Along with his own boycott, Flanagan persuaded Peter Carey and Tim 

Winton to withdraw their entries, True History of the Kelly Gang and Dirt Music 

respectively, from the festival’s flagship event, the Tasmania Pacific Fiction Prize, then 

valued at forty-thousand dollars. At the time, it was reported that other Australian literary 

figures such as Robert Dessaix and Joan London were also boycotting the event.683 More 

media attention was secured for the boycott when Henry Reynolds, one of the judges, 

recorded that, “this is the first time an attempt has been made to get at a state government 

by trying to destroy a literary prize.”684 Furthermore, when the Nobel laureate, Gunter 

Grass, author of The Tin Drum, decided to combine with other cultural identities to stage 

‘Future Perfect,’ an alternative festival run at the same time as ‘Ten Days on the Island,’ 

the focus of attention on Tasmania intensified, The Sydney Morning Herald reported that: 

 Grass will deliver an essay discussing Bacon’s ‘cultural fascists’ comment. The 

 stamp of support from the German novelist, who won the Nobel Prize for Literature 

 in 1999, is an international embarrassment for the Tasmanian Government and the 

 festival’s artistic advisor, Robyn Archer.    

 

The artistic advisor responded by pointing out that the writers’ revolt, on the whole, would 

not affect the success of ‘Ten Days’ and went on to suggest that it would have been more 

constructive if the writers had chosen to engage with the issues at the festival itself.685   

Reflecting on the incentives behind the public actions of an author, Brigid Rooney argues 

that 

                                                             
682 James Norman, ‘Ten Days that Shook the Literary World’, Sydney Morning Herald, 14 March 2003. See: 
http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2003/03/13/1047431149291.html.  
683 Ibid. 
684 Henry Reynolds, The Examiner, 2 March 2003, p.11, cited in C.A. Cranston’s ‘Representation of Region and Nation in Literary and 
Cultural Studies Conference’ at the University of Madras. See author’s website: www.ca-cranston.com/Flanagan%20.pdf 
685 James Norman, ‘Ten Days that shook the literary world,’ Sydney Morning Herald, 14 March, 2003.  

http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2003/03/13/1047431149291.html
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 such interventions necessarily involve a complex of motivations and 

 circumstances inseparable from the interests of the individual writer's career 

 and from the interests of the literary field as a whole. It is obviously 

 advantageous, in a small national market, for writers to strengthen their 

 readerships through their crossings between literary and public domains.686  

 

So what might be the ‘interests of the individual writer’s career’ that Rooney speaks of in 

respect of Richard Flanagan?  Two points to consider are, firstly, that the ‘writer’s revolt’ 

was a controversy played out in the media, thus fuelling the attention economy and so 

securing for the author much more media coverage than would have originally been 

allocated to him in relation to the festival, and secondly, Flanagan becomes (like Carey, 

Winton, and Grass), an authorial brand, represented as taking an eco-political stand for the 

good of the natural environment. In the mediasphere, this would then categorise all the 

authors involved as ethical brands who reinforce their political independence alongside 

their literary prestige. Interestingly, though, if the event had not been boycotted, only one 

author would have won the prize and received the lion’s share of media attention, but by 

grouping together in a controversial act of abstinence, a much wider audience was obtained 

for each individual writer. In addition, one must not forget the increased media attention 

surrounding Tasmania’s ‘Ten Days on the Island’ festival, thus partly assisting as Rooney 

says, the interests of the literary field as a whole.  

Flanagan’s anti-authoritarian politics and eco-political activism concerning Tasmanian’s 

natural environment helped to garner the necessary media attention required to formulate 

his mediagenic authorial persona as a ‘fearless dissenter.’ In the same year as the ‘Ten 

Days on the Island’ boycott, the visual attention surrounding Flanagan increased greatly 

when his tough persona was captured in an award-winning portrait of him for the 

prestigious Archibald Prize.687 A friend of Flanagan, winning artist Geoffrey Dyer, 

describes how he wanted to present the celebrity writer-activist on canvas. 

 I wanted to get the sense of Richard as a bloke who stands up for himself.  He’s a 

 tough character and he doesn’t pull punches. In a fairly conservative town like 

 Hobart, he’s a breath of fresh air… I thought I’m going to try and throw the fellow 

                                                             
686 Brigid Rooney, Literary Activists: Writer-Intellectuals and Australian Public Life, St. Lucia; Queensland: University of Queensland 
Press, 2009, p.184.  
687 The winning portrait can be viewed on the Art Gallery of New South Wales’ website through this link:  
http://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/prizes/archibald/2003/22978/ 
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 out of the canvas and have him question the viewer. I wanted something tough 

 rather than decorative.688 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The artist’s description of wanting to represent the author as ‘a tough character’ correlates 

with Cranston’s account of Flanagan’s literary persona as exuding a ‘white fella 

toughness.’ She argues that the expression, ‘white fella toughness’ is a turn of phrase 

brought about by the “sociological inheritance of the island’s convict descendents.”689 

Also, in relation to the reception of authorial persona in general, Anne Galligan has 

commented that “among the wider public, it could be argued that the persona of the ‘author 

                                                             
688 The winning portrait can be viewed on the Art Gallery of New South Wales’ website through this link:  
http://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/prizes/archibald/2003/22978/ 
689 C.A. Cranston, ‘The (Hydro) power Relations within Nation and Region, and the (de)formation of Identity in the Case of Richard 
Flanagan,’ a plenary address at the ‘Representation of Region and Nation in Literary and Cultural Studies Conference’ at the University 
of Madras. See author’s website: www.ca-cranston.com/Flanagan%20.pdf 

 
Geoffrey Dyer’s 2003 winning Archibald Prize of Richard Flanagan   

Source: Viscopy 
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as rogue’ the ‘author as ardent social critic’ is generally well accepted,”690 which, I 

contend, correlates with the representation of Flanagan and the fierce ambiance of the 

portrait. A further examination of Dyer’s winning entry depicts a reddy-orange background 

which appears hot and intensive, suggestive of Flanagan’s anger at the destruction of the 

natural environment. Flanagan’s black shirt would also hold significance in colour 

psychology, with black implying independence and a strong will, therefore giving an 

impression of power and authority.691   

Flanagan’s outspokenness continued the following year in June on World Environment 

Day. Along with Australian music celebrities Jimmy Barnes and Paul Kelly, he spoke at a 

fifteen thousand-strong crowd at the, ‘Rally for Tasmania’s Forests,’ in Federation Square, 

Melbourne. In an emotive speech, he expounded on the greed of a monopoly and the 

bravery of ordinary people in association with the Franklin River:   

 At Christmas I was kayaking the Franklin River, a place where the measure of 

 all things is not man made. It struck me that in a world that seems ever more 

 only about power and money here was one place that spoke of other values… 

 The Franklin River, one of the great places on earth, exists today because of 

 ordinary people standing up against power and money for an idea of an 

 extraordinary world… This rape of Tasmania is happening because of one  reason 

 and one reason only. It is happening because of greed. Because one company, a 

 monopoly called Gunns, the largest logging company in Australia, is making record 

 profits selling these forests as woodchips.692 

 

The enormous gathering in Melbourne displayed a huge banner that read: ‘Tassie’s 

Forests: A Global Treasure: A National Responsibility.’693 This speaking engagement 

gained for Flanagan an increased presence in the mediasphere and further strengthened his 

literary persona as a fearless dissenter. Perhaps for many of the younger participants, he 

might also have appeared ‘cool’ as he was in the company of Paul Kelly and Jimmy 

Barnes.   

So, what is it about the construction of Flanagan’s public persona which enables him to 

draw large crowds? I would argue that a major factor in the increase of his popularity is 

                                                             
690 Anne Galligan, ‘Build the Author, Sell the Book: Marketing the Australian Author in the 1990s’, Australian Literature and The Public 
Sphere, (eds.), Alison Bartlett, Robert Dixon and Christopher Lee, Toowoomba, ASAL, 1998, p.154. 
691 https://www.color-meanings.com/black-color-meaning-the-color-black/ 
692 A full transcript of Flanagan’s speech can be read at: www.bluetier.org/articles1/flanagan2.htm  
693 C.A. Cranston, ‘The (Hydro) power Relations within Nation and Region, and the (de)formation of Identity in the Case of Richard 
Flanagan,’ a plenary address at the ‘Representation of Region and Nation in Literary and Cultural Studies Conference’ at the University 
of Madras. 
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related to a shift in the cultural consciousness of the contemporary audience. Since the 

early 1980s the world has experienced an extension of the evaluative logic of the market 

and the international turn towards neoliberalism in political-economic thinking and policy. 

The effect of this has been to create a fertile ground for the commercial exploitation of 

technological developments that have amplified, and in some cases, altered quite 

drastically the way in which people communicate and their perception of the world. 

Indeed, in the developed world, one is a member of a society labelled as ‘individualistic.’ 

Thus, in our post 9-11 world with its fears of terrorism, global warming, and looming 

financial collapse, which together present the trajectory of an unstable future, nostalgia-

fuelled marketing becomes very popular. When Flanagan takes a podium he often criticises 

economic rationalism, the valuing of all human effort in terms of money and profit, and 

enunciates this through the content of his speeches, which frequently contain 

underpinnings of a political ‘call to arms.’ In one of his anti-logging speeches in reference 

to Gunns’ previous corporate monopoly, Flanagan is recorded as reminding the crowd of 

the bravery of the earlier eco-activists, shouting:   

 Because twenty one years ago, thousands of Australians were brave enough to be 

 arrested; because hundreds of thousands of Australians rallied; because millions 

 of Australians cared.694  

 

For many commentators, mainstream celebrity activists function as ‘moral entrepreneurs’ 

and are thus associated with neo-liberalism; however, Flanagan’s rejection of 

neoliberalism is affective and works to promote a psychological desire in the audience to 

embrace past ideological values of community and social cohesion. Nicholas Birns 

advocates that in literature this view is one “that is not yet dead: a world in which people 

matter on their own terms and care for others, where they are not relentlessly subjugated to 

dehumanising market forces, and where commodification is not the only route to 

significance.”695  

                                                             
694 A full transcript of Flanagan’s speech can be read at: www.bluetier.org/articles1/flanagan2.htm 
695 Nicholas Birns, Contemporary Australian Literature: A World Not Yet Dead, Sydney: Sydney University Press, 2015, p.24. 
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Screenshot via Google: Richard Flanagan in Tasmania – Eco-political activism (nd) 

 

 

Similarly, Flanagan’s powerful public orations take on an anti-neoliberalism stance, 

encouraging people be a part of, and belong to, something bigger than their postmodern 

individualistic selves.  

The Google Ngram graph below shows that since the publication of Death of a River 

Guide in 1994, taking into consideration that higher sales occur in the following year of 

publication, the name of Richard Flanagan has increased each year.   

 

 

Occurrences of ‘Richard Flanagan’ in Google Books Ngram Viewer English corpus (includes Australia, North America & 

Britain) 1970 – 2006 
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One can see from the graph that the North American market had an influence on the 

number of times the author’s name appeared in Google. Grove Atlantic published The 

Sound of One Hand Clapping in 2001, before publishing Death of a River Guide in 2002, 

and the following year Gould’s Book of Fish was published. This, in turn produced the 

necessary media attention to raise the author to wider public recognition and increase his 

celebrity status. Another important component of the attention economy for authors and 

author activists is the online news platform, which Flanagan also used to voice his eco-

political concerns. 

Flanagan and the Tasmanian Times 

The paradigm shift in the activities of newsrooms, witnessed by the increase and 

prevalence of celebrity reporting, lifestyle sections and opinion pieces, assisted to increase 

attention in the mediasphere for charismatic authors and other public personalities. As 

Brett Hutchins confirms, “This is a cultural issue, one that involves journalism and the 

media industries, but also transcends them as it reaches beyond this horizon to the conduct 

and perception of personality, politics and public life generally.”696 This shift in the 

profession of literary journalism very often takes the form of authors’ biographical details 

and reportage on controversies related to their books, political interventions and public 

protests, such as eco-political activism, which, increasingly, is accessed online. 

The Tasmanian Times is an independent electronic news source which functions in a 

similar manner to websites and blogs. It presents Flanagan with yet another platform of 

attention for his eco-political and anti-authoritarian voice in the mediasphere. The news 

website, based in Hobart, initially uploaded in October 2002, a time when Flanagan had 

published his third book to critical acclaim, became an increasingly significant conduit for 

creating attention in relation to Tasmania’s eco-political concerns. Brett Hutchins, in 

describing this news site, maintains that it sits “on a fault-line of contemporary news media 

and journalism culture. On one side of this line is serious or quality reporting and 

discussion of party politics, civic issues and current affairs, whilst on the other sits 

tabloidisation, celebrity, scandal and infotainment.”697 Flanagan, while making use of this 

platform, also publishes political essays in well-known daily print media such as the 

Guardian, the New York Times, the Australian and the Sydney Morning Herald, and as 

                                                             
696 Brett Hutchins, ‘Public Culture, Independent Online News and the Tasmanian Times’, London: SAGE Publications, Vol.8, No.2, 
(2007), p.212.  
697 Ibid., p. 211. 
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such secures the attention of all audience subdivisions: individual, local, national and 

international. The content of one of Flanagan’s early political essays concerning the legacy 

of Jim Bacon, an ex-premier of Tasmania who died in 2004 at the early age of fifty-four, 

was particularly controversial and created much attention in the media. In his assessment 

of Bacon’s tenure, Flanagan makes known the unethical environmental policies that took 

place as a result of the Government’s close relationship to Gunns Pty Ltd. Flanagan’s 

exposition was brave in its ‘speaking ill of the dead,’ however, it was not well received in 

the media. The piece was strategically titled, ‘The Emperor’s New Clothes’ and was 

scathing of Bacon’s past premiership:  

 Under Bacon, forests disappeared, rivers began drying up, hundreds of 

 thousands of protected native animals were killed with 1080, drinking water 

 catchments poisoned, and Gunns shares increased in value over 700%... The 

 absurd eulogizing of recent weeks, in elevating Jim Bacon to greatness, demeans 

 his far more modest achievements as a competent, if flawed politician who had 

 both luck and charm but achieved little substantial with either. Jim  Bacon was 

 astute enough to ride a resurgent sense of Tasmania’s destiny, and fortunate enough 

 to have it presented as his own accomplishment… Bacon’s legacy was to hand 

 Tasmania’s economy and future direction over to a handful of big businesses with 

 too much influence and too much power and too little concern for ordinary 

 Tasmanians.698 

 

In July 2004, Flanagan, having previous trouble in getting his political essays published by 

The Mercury, a daily print newspaper in Tasmania, sent his critical assessment of Bacon to 

the Melbourne Age, where it appeared in the Opinion pages. Then, straight away, making 

use of the liberating role of the internet, he sent the same essay to the Tasmanian Times 

where, unlike dissipating news print, the piece on the world-wide-web became accessible 

not only to Tasmanian users of the site, but others on mainland Australia who wished to 

add their perspectives on the subject. This assisted to generate Flanagan’s critical 

assessment into a controversy with the nation’s attention focussed on Tasmania. 

Understandably, Bacon’s wife said she was deeply hurt by the untruths and distortions of 

Flanagan's article. In a letter to local newspapers, she wrote about Flanagan as a constant 

spoiler, further urging readers not to give Flanagan the last word on the subject, but instead 

to donate to Bacon’s cancer charities. In the media, others such as the barrister, author and 

political commentator, Greg Barns, declared that Flanagan was “dancing on a dead man's 

                                                             
698 For a full version of Flanagan’s, ‘The Emperor’s New Clothes’, see:  http://www.tasmaniantimes.com.au/index.php/article/the-
tragedy-foretold (Accessed 2 December 2017). 

http://www.tasmaniantimes.com.au/index.php/article/the-tragedy-foretold
http://www.tasmaniantimes.com.au/index.php/article/the-tragedy-foretold
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grave.”699 Paul Lennon, acting Premier at the time, lashed out at Flanagan, calling him a 

coward for formulating the attack: 

 It's easy to denigrate people after they're gone. After all, the dead cannot sue or 

 defend themselves. For that, Mr Flanagan has shown himself to be cowardly and 

 uncourageous, at the very least… [and] has proven himself to be a bitter, negative, 

 detached person at the fringes of Tasmanian political life.”700  

 

Clearly, Lennon’s piece was an attempt to downgrade the author’s growing political 

influence. Flanagan’s response was to substantiate that his opinion piece was not a 

personal attack on Bacon, but an appraisal of a public man’s life, and voiced that, “This is 

a Government of thuggery and intimidation, and seeks to crush any dissenting opinion.”701 

Flanagan went on to explain that:   

 It's very hard for mainlanders to understand how oppressive it can be. It's a 

 situation not unlike WA Inc., where there is an appearance of prosperity and 

 government colludes with business, but underneath it is corrupting and rotten… I 

 just think something went terribly wrong in Tasmania, and if you don't speak the 

 truth, you're party to it.702  

 

Flanagan’s last sentence is not quite a ‘call to arms,’ but works to position him as an 

ethically branded author, one who is prepared to speak for the voiceless against those in 

powerful government positions. Furthermore, he would have been aware that his use of the 

Tasmanian Times, as an independent online newspaper, enabled by the “relatively 

unregulated, free flowing and trans-territorial logic of the web,” which essentially would 

enable the debate to continue as the platform could not “be shut down, have its licence 

revoked or its advertising cancelled through State Government pressure on sponsors.”703 

Hence, this platform guaranteed the author’s name would be continually referred to during 

the online public debate, so that the attention economy surrounding Flanagan became 

infused with a certain amount of ‘affective investment,’704 through either pro or anti 

                                                             
699 Andrew Darby, ‘Premiers and Protesters in a Legacy Argument’, The Age, 31 July 2004. URL:  
http://www.theage.com.au/articles/2004/07/30/1091080440229.html  (Accessed 2 December 2017).  
700 ‘Letters’ http://www.theage.com.au/articles/2004/07/22/1090464794156.html (Accessed 13 January 2018). 
701 Andrew Darby, ‘Premiers and Protesters in a Legacy Argument’, The Age, 31 July 2004. URL:  
http://www.theage.com.au/articles/2004/07/30/1091080440229.html  (Accessed 2 December 2017).  
702 Ibid.  
703 Brett Hutchins, ‘Public Culture, Celebrity and Independent Online News’, TASA 2005 Conference Proceedings, University of 
Tasmania, 6-8 December. http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.453.2584&rep=rep1&type=pdf (Accessed 15 
January 2018). 
704 An ‘affective investment’ occurs when an individual in the public-eye connects with an audience in a para-social manner. See: 
David Marshall, ‘Fame’s Perpetual Moment’, M/C Journal, Vol. 7.5, 2004.     

http://www.theage.com.au/articles/2004/07/30/1091080440229.html
http://www.theage.com.au/articles/2004/07/22/1090464794156.html
http://www.theage.com.au/articles/2004/07/30/1091080440229.html
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Flanagan sentiments, thus furthering the author’s celebrity through the attention this 

controversy received in the mediasphere.  

Authorial participation and self-disclosure 

Any writer wishing to locate themselves in the mediasphere needs to create and maintain a 

sustainable presence in an audience-centric milieu, and as such, is required to divulge a 

little of their private self:  

 A clear expression of popular celebrity culture in a literary context is the desire 

 of the reading public to see more images of authors, talk with authors, and  share 

 more of them and their private lives than the worlds they create in print. It  is this 

 audience-desire for knowledge of the private that helps to establish authors as  

 public personalities and is also one of the most contentious issues a contemporary 

 author has to deal with - the juggling of a personal and public life.705 

 

An early instance of Flanagan’s sharing of his private life is witnessed on ‘Splash,’ the 

ABC’s digital education website. In this three-minute online video, he speaks about his 

psychological condition following the completion of his first novel. The close-up footage 

of him discloses the emotional strain of writing Death of a River Guide, and materialises in 

an honest manner. He reveals to viewers that he was worried about readers’ reactions, and 

further describes his novel as 

 a journey… that goes into the mysteries within my own soul, and I felt at the end 

 that I'd sort of spilt my guts totally, and I was terrified what people would make of 

 it, and I thought it was a shocking failure, because there was so much of me and 

 things that I didn't even know about me, that were there for everybody to see, and I 

 was frightened by it.”706  

 

In the footage he also admits that he found the fiction writing process difficult, as when 

first starting out as a writer “there was that sort of high-modernist ethos that the less words 

the better - to cut is to create,” and admits that he, “didn’t really write that way.”707 By 

Flanagan sharing this personal information, it almost becomes a ‘celebrity confessional’ 

                                                             
705 Della Robinson, ‘Novel Forms and Brand New Relations: Exploring Convergence Culture and Australian Literary Celebrity’, Limina: A 
Journal of Historical and Cultural Studies, Vol.18.2, (2013), Special Edition: Humanising Collaboration.   
706 http://splash.abc.net.au/home#!/media/519989/richard-flanagan-being-a-courageous-writer (Accessed 7 November 2017).  
707  Ibid.  

http://splash.abc.net.au/home#!/media/519989/richard-flanagan-being-a-courageous-writer


 

   
 

187 

discourse, which involves a sharing of emotional interiority, creating an affective reaction 

from audiences.   

The Unknown Terrorist an exercise in genre fiction 

There was a clear shift in the style and content of Flanagan’s fourth novel in 2006. It was a 

book that found Flanagan’s work to be retreating “to the safety of convention,” as noted by 

Peter Conrad of the Guardian, who declared that, “The Unknown Terrorist is an exercise in 

genre fiction - a thriller.”708 The novel is an angry attack on contemporary Australia and 

the media, and is a comment on the media as working hand in glove with a failed society. 

As Flanagan sees it, the media gives the government what they want in terms of generating 

fear and creating caricatures which can then be exploited for political purposes. The novel 

has been described as relocating Heinrich Boll’s 1974 work, The Lost Honour of Katharina 

Blum, into the context of contemporary Sydney.709 The New York Times said it was, “an 

armature for a brilliant mediation upon the post-9/11 world.”710 However, like Flanagan’s 

first book, it was not well-received in Australia. David Marr reported that the, “thriller 

about a pole dancer is a timely but unconvincing tale,” and that “Flanagan's tactical 

mistake has been to simplify the moral contrasts to such an extent that disbelief soon 

begins to undermine the narrative.”711   

In 2007, Andrew McCann suggested that books such as The Unknown Terrorist drew 

attention to a perceptible change in the field of Australian literary production, as “a shift 

away from the aesthetic as a form of resistance towards a much more direct and sometimes 

didactic engagement with a contemporary political climate defined by neoconservative, 

neo-imperialist and narrowly nationalist approach to both foreign policy and domestic 

issues.” In relation to popular fiction, McCann suggests that these books “raise questions 

about the political effectiveness of textual forms that are orientated to the entertainment of 

their readers.”712 However, Flanagan explained his thematic shift on Radio National’s ‘The 

Book Show,’ saying that all his “books until now have been about love, land and memory” 

                                                             
708 Peter Conrad, ‘Days of Thunder Erupt Down Under’, the Guardian, 8 April, 2007.  
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2007/apr/08/crimebooks.features 
709 James Buchan, ‘The Pursuit of Honour’, The Guardian, Books, 22 April, 2007. See: 
www.theguardian.com/books/2007/apr/21/featuresreviews.guardianreview19 (Accessed 22 January 2018).  
710Michiko Kakutani, ‘A Misunderstanding, and a Simple Life Descends Into a Nightmare’, New York Times, Books of the Times, 8 May 
2007. 
www.nytimes.com/2007/05/08/books/08kaku.html?ref=richard_flanagan (Accessed 22 January 2018). 
711 David Marr, ‘This thriller about a pole dancer is a timely but unconvincing tale’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 28 October 2006. See: 
www.smh.com.au/news/book-reviews/the-unknown-terrorist/2006/10/27/1161749302378.html?page=fullpage#contentSwap1 
(Accessed 22 January 2018). 
712 Andrew McCann, ‘Professing the Popular: Political Fiction Circa 2006’, Australian Literary Studies, Vol.23, No.2, 2007.  

http://www.theguardian.com/books/2007/apr/21/featuresreviews.guardianreview19
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/05/08/books/08kaku.html?ref=richard_flanagan
http://www.smh.com.au/news/book-reviews/the-unknown-terrorist/2006/10/27/1161749302378.html?page=fullpage#contentSwap1 (Accessed
http://www.smh.com.au/news/book-reviews/the-unknown-terrorist/2006/10/27/1161749302378.html?page=fullpage#contentSwap1 (Accessed
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and so he decided to write a “book about the opposite, about people for whom love wasn’t 

sufficient and money was enough… [and] for whom tomorrow wasn’t a promise but a 

growing threat.”713 During the writing process, did Flanagan have an adaptation in mind? 

The narrative certainly reads as if it could easily be adapted into a feature film, as Conrad 

affirms, it “moves with a hurtling rapidity that can only be called cinematic: The Unknown 

Terrorist reads like the book of the film it will surely become. A soundtrack is already in 

place, since a Chopin nocturne plays throughout the novel.”714 Similarly, Marr suggested 

that “what's not achieved on the page can be realised on the screen.”715 Eight months later, 

after Marr’s predictive comment, Susan Wyndham in The Sydney Morning Herald 

announced that, “Steven Spielberg's DreamWorks studio has paid a massive sum for film 

rights to The Unknown Terrorist,” adding that, “When Flanagan was on a recent publicity 

tour of the US, he says, ‘Hollywood went off for the book. Everyone from George Clooney 

to Angelina Jolie was reading it.’” Later in the article Wyndham makes known that 

Flanagan 

 could not have asked for higher praise than Michiko Kakutani's review of The 

 Unknown Terrorist in The New York Times. The book, she writes, is ‘a brilliant 

 meditation on the post-9/11 world’ deserving ‘to win him the sort of readership 

 enjoyed by two much better known novelists with whom he has much in common: 

 Don DeLillo and Martin Amis.’716   

 

A review such as this must have lifted Flanagan’s spirits after the lack lustre reviews he 

received from Australian critics. Adding to this, two articles appeared in journals published 

outside of Australia: Bruce Bennett, ‘Of Spies and Terrorists: Australian Fiction After 

9/11’ in Asiatic;717 and Theodore Sheckels, ‘Gendered Terrorism: Intertext, Context, and 

Richard Flanagan’s The Unknown Terrorist’ in Antipodes.718 More recently, the novel 

features in Robert Dixon’s edited collection of essays, Richard Flanagan: Critical Essays 

(2018).  

 

                                                             
713 www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/bookshow/richard-flanagan-writing-the-unknown-terrorist/3380126 (Accessed 20 
January, 2018). 
714 Peter Conrad, ‘Days of Thunder Erupt Down Under’, the Guardian, 8 April 2007. 
715 David Marr, ‘This thriller about a pole dancer is a timely but unconvincing tale’ The Sydney Morning Herald, 28 October 2006. 
716 Susan Wyndham, ‘Flanagan gets dream treatment’, Sydney Morning Herald, 9 June 2007.  
717 Bruce Bennett, ‘Of Spies and Terrorists: Australian Fiction After 9/11’, Asiatic, Vol.2, No.1, (2008), pp.10-20. 
718 Theodore Sheckels, ‘Gendered Terrorism: Intertext, Context, and Richard Flanagan’s The Unknown Terrorist’, Antipodes, Vol.24, 
No.1, (2010), pp.35-39. 

http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/bookshow/richard-flanagan-writing-the-unknown-terrorist/3380126


 

   
 

189 

Creative convergence and literary media entertainment  

In relation to The Unknown Terrorist, the contemporary paradigm of literary media 

entertainment has expressed itself in a number of creative ways. For example, in December 

2014, the musical ensemble, George Butrumlis and The Contemporary Creatures, 

composed and performed a song entitled, ‘For the Doll’ at Melbourne’s Caravan Club. It 

has since been uploaded to YouTube with an accompanying text explaining that it was, 

“An instrumental piece written for The Doll, the main character in Richard Flanagan's 

2006 novel.”719 YouTube, as a media convergence platform is adept at facilitating the 

presence of the literary in a visual mode. Towards the end of 2018, the uploaded extra-

literary footage pertaining to Flanagan, such as his books, speeches, interviews, and 

participation at literary festivals, amounts to over sixty postings. The YouTube platform as 

a postmodernist juncture integrates television, feature film, print, music videos, 

documentaries, and so on. In terms of a framework for the study of literary celebrity, 

YouTube and other digital convergence is what makes Pierre Bourdieu’s dualistic model of 

cultural production appear outmoded. Simone Murray in her recent publication, The 

Digital Literary Sphere: Reading, Writing, and Selling Books in the Internet Era, 

maintains that, “The advent of the Internet throws many of Bourdieu’s pronouncements 

into sharp relief, casting doubt upon the alleged universality of his structural-inflected 

‘rules’ of cultural functioning.”720 While she appreciates Bourdieu’s conceptual vocabulary 

for “challenging the textual exclusivists critical paradigms still constituting literary studies 

orthodoxy,” she suggests that Bourdieu’s, “models require sensitive reformulation and 

reframing to engage meaningfully with twenty-first-century digital cultural phenomena.”721 

Murray makes a good point when she highlights the unlikelihood of Bourdieu’s ‘rules’ of 

cultural functioning as being applicable in a de-territorialized digital domain, explaining 

that:  

   It is precisely the contemporary digital literary sphere’s mass democratic 

 accessibility, its vocal celebration of amateur self-expression, and the 

 preponderance of born-digital start-ups that generate its cultural energy and 

 dynamism. Unlike Bourdieu’s cultural kingmakers, operating in the largely veiled 

 context of literary coteries and exclusive salons, the digital literary sphere renders 

                                                             
719 See: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vpeNu6C3RQA (Accessed 23 November 2018). Another of their compositions is written 
for Julian Assange. 
720 Simone Murray, The Digital Literary Sphere: Reading, Writing, and Selling Books in the Internet Era, Baltimore; US: John Hopkins 
University Press, 2018, p.18.  
721 Ibid. 
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 the actual functioning of cultural brokerage more transparent and more readily 

 documentable than ever before.722  

 

A further example of literary media entertainment which amounted to enormous publicity 

for Flanagan was his television appearance on the ABC’s programme, Australian Story.723 

It was introduced by a friend of Flanagan’s, the musician Paul Kelly, and entitled, ‘A 

Letter from Richard Flanagan.’ The programme featured the author talking about his 

writing, showed archival footage of him campaigning to protect Tasmanian forests, and 

working together with Baz Luhrmann on the film, Australia. In the first two minutes, 

Flanagan is introduced by a number of people known to him, thus constructing for viewers 

an overview of the subjectivity of the literary celebrity: 

 

 Geoffrey Dyer: He doesn’t fear government.  

    He doesn’t fear big business. 

    He doesn’t fear the people who hold power. 

 

 Nikki Christer :  He doesn’t realise the impact that his words can   

    have. I don’t think he thinks he’s that powerful. But   

    he is.  

 Baz Luhrmann: Richard Flanagan is probably best described as the Ernest  

    Hemingway of Australia. You know. On the one hand, he’s 

    this immense intellect, and on the other, he’s this extremely 

    adventurous outdoors man of a man.724  

     

The programme, a visual ‘mini-biography’ of Flanagan’s life was indeed entertaining as it 

weaved from camera shots of the Tasmanian countryside, to footage of Flanagan in a 

canoe paddling along a river. There were a number of scenes of loud and colourful eco-

political rallies that showed Flanagan on stage speaking through a megaphone, which then 

juxtaposed with quieter scenes of him at home with his family. In addition, viewers see 

footage of Baz Luhrmann’s visit to Flanagan at his Bruny Island writer’s shack, where the 

two men discuss the film, Australia, seated around a camp fire at night. The biographical 

content of the programme adhered to Australian Story’s conventions of exploring the “life 

                                                             
722 Simone Murray, The Digital Literary Sphere: Reading, Writing, and Selling Books in the Internet Era, Baltimore; US: John Hopkins 
University Press, 2018, p.18.  
723 The episode was screened on 3 November 2008. See: www.abc.net.au/austory/specials/flanagan/default.htm 
724 Ibid.  
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featuring profiles of ordinary and extraordinary Australians,” with each episode cogently 

“told through engaging images and a compelling narrative.”725 Frances Bonner and Susan 

McKay have observed that “one of the most persistent accusations levelled against the 

news media during the 1990s was that in both news and current affairs they had favoured 

celebrity coverage and personalised stories over more serious issues.”726 In regard to 

Australian Story, many would label it as ‘soft’ journalism; however, the producers 

maintain that its content is “a mix of entertainment and journalistic exposition, with what 

could be reasonably regarded as demonstrations of what makes a good citizen.”727 They go 

on to say that the programme values the subjective and that it operates through case studies 

in the confessional mode, but that it steers clear of an on-screen interview. As there is no 

pressure for the celebrity to speak to a live audience, it is “a favoured site, especially for 

those already in the public gaze, for the revelation of matters which could be considered 

private, but which have been chosen by the subjects themselves to be made public.”728 

Therefore, with Flanagan effectively in control of the content, telling his story directly to 

the screen-audience, it almost designates the programme as a type of celebrity-profile. As 

such, the whole programme, then, becomes not only an endorsement of Flanagan’s 

subjectivity, but also assists to promote the author and his undertakings. This correlates 

with Andrew Wernick’s hypothesis that promotional culture has transformed the character 

of all forms of communication. It is worth amplifying a little of Wernick’s thinking on the 

production of symbols which have been commodified, leading to the development of an 

immense industry for the production and dissemination of culture, consciousness, and 

information. The latter, according to Wernick “has become crucial to the former since 

those who control the culture industry also control the major channels through which all 

mass-disseminated promotion must flow.”729 He goes on to explain that: 

 The interdependence, at once technological and financial, between advertising 

 and popular culture has changed the character of both – most importantly, by 

 dissolving the boundary between promotion and the wider world of expressive 

 communication. Through this breach, which coincided with the rise of the mass 

 media, advertising messages have swirled into every corner of commercialised 

 culture, transforming the latter, as a more or less integrated totality of ads, 

 entertainment, and news, into one gigantic promotional vehicle.   

                                                             
725 https://www.abc.net.au/austory/about-us/ 
726 Frances Bonner & Susan McKay, ‘Personalizing Current Affairs without becoming Tabloid’, SAGE Publishing, Vol.8, No.6, (2007), 
p.640. 
727 Ibid., p.644. 
728 Ibid., p.645. 
729 Andrew Wernick, ‘Demon Politics’, Canadian Journal of Political and Social Theory, Vol.15, No.1-3, (1991), p.268.  
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Wernick’s elucidation allows for a parallel to be drawn between the content of Flanagan’s 

episode of Australian Story and its promotional aspects: the programme was entertaining 

(visual medium with music and structured as a narrative); worked as an advertisement for 

the ABC, and Flanagan’s subjectivity as a literary celebrity cum eco-political activist; and 

it further ‘advertises’ all manner of people, objects, and events (Dyer’s paintings, 

Luhrmann’s films, Christer’s publishing house, the beauty of the Tasmanian wilderness, 

Hobart landmarks, and the list goes on); and news reportage delivered by the Matthew 

Denholm from the Australian newspaper.  

Wanting to return to historical fiction 

The novel, Wanting was published in 2008, the same year as Baz Luhrmann released his 

film, Australia. Wanting won the Western Australian Premier’s Literary Award for Fiction 

in 2009, the Queensland Premier’s Literary Award for Fiction in 2009, and the Tasmania 

Book Prize in 2011. Salhia Ben-Messahel states that Wanting delves into, “convict society 

and post-convictism, describing a hierarchical space, inherited from Europe, which is 

unstable, unpredictable and violent.”730 After the Australian critics’ censure of The 

Unknown Terrorist, Flanagan’s novel Wanting appears as a deliberate return to historical 

fiction, and as a novelist, what he is predominately famous for. However, the narrative 

differs from Gould’s Book of Fish, as a Dickensian setting is introduced. In 2009, Giles 

Foden remarked on Flanagan’s subtle modification:  

 The best post-colonial novels today are no longer framed as journeys into the 

 brutal historical exotic, or even the former empire ‘writing back’ to an apparent 

 centre; what they do instead is display a constant duplex or indeed multiplex 

 effect, the literary equivalent of globalisation. Biases of power and representation 

 are still the fuel of the genre, but they have ceased to be its engine; … neither the 

 Englishness of an English story, nor the quiddity of a Tasmanian one can be taken 

 for granted.731  

    

Foden makes an interesting point on the content of post-colonial literature and its new 

parallels with globalisation. This is further exemplified through the extra-literary effects of 

                                                             
730 Salhia Ben-Messahel, Globaletics and Radicant Aesthetics in Australian Fiction, Newcastle-upon-Tyne; UK: Cambridge Scholars 
Publishing, 2017, p.102.   
731 Giles Foden, ‘Wanting by Richard Flanagan’, The Guardian, 26 September 2009. See: 
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2009/sep/26/wanting-richard-flanagan-book-review 
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the book, or Genette’s paratext. The ‘multiplex effect’ of the differing artworks featured on 

the novel’s front cover; indicate that it was not only marketed as a historical novel, and 

further points to the novel being a commercial success.   

 

 

 

Following Wanting, three years later Flanagan published, And What do You Do, Mr Gable? 

(2011), a non-fiction collection of essays focusing on a range of topics, from Jorge Luis 

Borges to baking bread, and includes his famous essay on the Gunns corporation. Later in 

2011, another of his speeches, the Alan Missen Oration for Liberty Victoria, which 

doubled-up as the closing address of the 2011 Melbourne Writer’s Festival and was 

published in Quarterly Essay.732 Adding to this, in the same year, Flanagan’s 2007 essay, 

‘The Tragedy of Tasmania’s Forests,’ was chosen for The Best Australian Essays: A Ten 

Year Collection (2011). Before he went on to win the Booker Prize for Fiction, what 

assisted to keep Flanagan’s name and face in the mediasphere, apart from the success of 

his essays, were his powerful speeches. As we have seen, Flanagan’s speeches draw large 

crowds and are reported on in national and international media, and as they are generally 

politically-based, they become the stimulus for yet further debate in the media.  

 

                                                             
732 Quarterly Essay, Issue 44, December 2011, pp.73-94.  
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The 2014 Booker Prize  

Richard Flanagan is only the third Australian author to win the Man Booker Prize after 

Thomas Keneally and Peter Carey. The prize was awarded to him in 2014 for The Narrow 

Road to the Deep North, and constitutes the pinnacle of his career thus far. The novel was 

based on the horrors of the Burma death railway, an important national story as well as a 

family memory. Susan Lever suggests that “Flanagan is writing to entertain,” and so, “The 

kind of fast-moving and enjoyable narrative that Flanagan writes seems to demand further 

incident and excitement.” Lever states that the novel’s, “Elements of popular romance and 

adventure fiction impinge on the central subject of the novel,” adding that, “In the long line 

of fictional representations of this material, The Narrow Road to the Deep North has more 

in common with Neville Shute’s, A Town Like Alice (1950) than with David Malouf’s, The 

Great World (1990) with its slow-paced examination of small lives.”733  

The novel also won three other prizes in 2014: Western Australian Premier’s Literary 

Award for Fiction; Queensland Premier’s Literary Award for Fiction and the Australian 

Prime Minister’s Literary Prize in 2016.734 The latter caused a certain amount of 

controversy, as initially Flanagan’s novel had lost out to Steven Carroll’s, A World of 

Other People, until Tony Abbott, then prime minister, stepped in at the last minute, on the 

night of the awards, to overrule the judges and have the novelists share the prize. At the 

time, Abbott did not explain why he intervened; consequently, a heated commentary 

ensued in the media. Les Murray, one of the judges, was particularly upset and labelled 

Flanagan’s novel as a “pretentious and stupid book,” and further conveyed his anger that 

Abbott had gone “behind the scenes and worked a swifty.”735 Flanagan donated his half of 

the prize money of $40,000 to the Indigenous Literacy Foundation, of which he is now an 

ambassador. There were also arguments (as there were with Gould’s Book of Fish) within 

the Australian literary community, as “critics and prize judges were again deeply divided 

over the merit of Flanagan’s work, their differences showing how broad a spectrum the 

term ‘literary merit’ can cover.” The novel also  

 

                                                             
733 Susan Lever, ‘Heroes, Certainly: The Narrow Road to the Deep North,’ Sydney Review of Books, 26 November 2013.  
734 In 2015, the novel also won the Margaret Scott Prize, and in 2016 both the Athens Prize for Literature and the Lire Prix du meilleur 
livre étranger. 
735 Helen Davidson, ‘Row Over Tony Abbott’s ‘Nasty’ Intervention to Split Literary Prize’, The Guardian, 11 December 2014.  
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 attracted viciously negative reviews in two heavyweight British journals, the Times 

 Literary Supplement and the London Review of Books – and yet, on the other side 

 of the Atlantic, the literary editor of the Washington Post was saying, ‘Nothing 

 since Cormac McCarthy’s The Road has shaken me like this… this is a classic 

 work of war fiction from a world-class writer.736   

 

As stated in the introduction to this study, poor reviews still manage to secure attention for 

authors, as they work to keep their names in the mediasphere. The notion of how one might 

experience this public attention is touched upon in The Narrow Road to the Deep North 

through the protagonist, Dorrigo Evans, who reflects upon his celebrity status: 

“Inexplicably to him, he had in recent years become a war hero, a famous and celebrated 

surgeon, the public image of a time and tragedy, the subject of biographies, plays and 

documentaries. The object of veneration, hagiographies, adulation.”737 The character then 

continues to ruminate on the subject of his celebrity and how it appears to be affecting 

others around him.  

 He understood he was admired by the nation, if despaired of by those who had to 

 work with him as an aging surgeon, and mildly disdained and possibly envied by 

 the many other doctors who had done similar things in other POW camps but who 

 sensed, unhappily, that there was something in his character that was not in theirs 

 which had elevated him far above them in the nation’s affections  

 Damn that documentary, he said.  

 But at the time he had not minded the attention. Perhaps he had secretly even 

 enjoyed it a little (17). [My emphasis]   

    

Dorrigo then tries to come to terms with his inflated hubris and his numerous infidelities. 

He wished to restore his role as a doctor, one who is honest with humility: 

 Somewhere he felt it a necessary act of correction and contrition. Somewhere 

 even deeper he feared that such self-abasement, such humility, would only 

 rebound further in his favour. He was trapped. His face was everywhere but he 

 could now no longer see their faces (19).  

   

In the above excerpts, there are numerous allusions as to the functioning of celebrity. 

David Marshall’s theory on individualism and celebrity correlates to Dorrigo’s thoughts on 

himself as a person who had been elevated above others in relation to the nation’s 

                                                             
736 Kerryn Goldsworthy, ‘Reading Australia: The Narrow Road to the Deep North’, Australian Book Review, 22 April 2016.   
737 Richard Flanagan, The Narrow Road to the Deep North, Sydney; NSW: Vintage, Random House, 2013, p. 17.  
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affections. Marshall maintains that celebrity “describes a type of value that can be 

articulated through an individual and celebrated publically as important and significant.” 

There are also references to the inescapability of the public-private accord. Dorrigo knows 

if he sets in motion a process of self-abasement via the media, that this would generate 

further attention for himself which, in turn, would create an empathic emotion in his fans, 

or an “audience affective recognition”738 toward his apologetic and repentant self. So the 

character feels trapped in an attention economy, as he sees his face and name everywhere. 

The character, Dorrigo Evans, in this instance, offers a general insight into the life of a 

celebrity and the inescapability of fandom.   

After winning the Booker Prize in 2014, as would be expected, media attention 

surrounding the author sky-rocketed. Flanagan’s acceptance speech was copy in most daily 

newspapers, and a plethora of radio interviews and biographical articles in magazines 

ensued. Susan Lever called it a work of “national piety,” due to its homage to the men on 

the Thai-Burma railway.  

 The Narrow Road to the Deep North is Flanagan’s literary offering to history and 

 national culture. It works hard to turn the memoirs of the prisoners of war into a 

 work that is emotionally charged and accessible for readers too young to remember 

 the aftermath of war. It insists on the human failings of the men imprisoned in the 

 camps and tries to present a rationale for the inhumane behaviour of the Japanese 

 captors and the Korean guards.739     

 

Apart from its employment of national mythology, it is a familial story, too. Flanagan’s 

father was a prisoner-of-war and worked on the Thai-Burma railway, which in turn, makes 

the novel a tribute to him, and all the other Australian’s who experienced the horrors of 

that war.     

The BBC’s Imagine… Richard Flanagan: Life after Death 

After the Booker Prize, the BBC filmed a documentary about Flanagan’s life and works 

suitably entitled, ‘Imagine… Richard Flanagan: Life after Death.’ It was presented by the 

Series Editor, Alan Yentob, and produced and directed by Jack Cocker.740 At the start of 

the documentary the footage shows Flanagan accepting his Booker Prize from the Duchess 

                                                             
738 See Cristine Sarrimo, ‘The Mediatized Zlatan: The Immigrant’s Path from Provincial Otherness to National Identity and to a Western 
Literary Space’, Hype: Bestsellers and Literary Culture, Lund: Nordic Academic Press, 2014, p.197.  
739Susan Lever, ‘Heroes Certainly’, Sydney Review of Books, 26 November 2013.  
740 Two clips remain on the website: ‘The Cave’ (02:51) and ‘Gould’s Book of Fish,’ (02.22). See:  
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b063lywk 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b063lywk
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of Cornwall and then standing at the podium to give his speech. The first few minutes of 

his speech are interesting, as they distil his star persona through a rag-to-riches narrative, 

no doubt generating an empathic affective response from the audience:  

 I do not come out of a literary tradition. I come from a tiny mining town in the rain 

 forest in an island at the end of the world. My grandparents were illiterate, and I 

 never expected to stand here before you in this grand hall in London, as a writer 

 being so honoured.741 

 

At the time of the book’s release, certain distinctive narratives of Flanagan’s subjectivity 

were recycled, such as: how he worked as a builder’s labourer and as a river guide; how he 

had considered going to work in the mines of northern Australia as he had spent so long on 

writing the book; and emotive accounts of his father dying the same day as he finished the 

book. Effectively, then, each piece of information offered to the public assists to create a 

narrative around his authorial persona, and thus increases attention, admiration, and more 

importantly, brand loyalty for the author.  

The documentary ‘Richard Flanagan: Life after Death’ was a success in Britain, winning a 

BAFTA Award for Jack Cocker, for Television Director of the Year. However, in 

Australia controversy was building in response to insufficient advertising for the 

programme. It was reported in the Guardian that: 

 

 For reasons unknown even to people inside Aunty, the doco was completely 

 sidelined: not given the courtesy of a press release, a publicity campaign or an-air 

 promo. ‘It is more than strange when a documentary on an Australian writer can 

 succeed on the BBC and be set up for a resounding failure a year and a half later 

 on the ABC,’ one insider said. So why did they bury something that would be 

 popular, given the right handling? Politics? Resentment that the BBC made a 

 successful blue-chip, BAFTA-winning documentary about an Australian writer? 

 We have no clue.742 

 

                                                             
741 See: https://iview.abc.net.au/show/richard-flanagan-life-after-death 
742 Amanda Meade, ‘Sydney Sausage Sizzle Sparks Fairfax Fair Pay Fizzle’, the Guardian, 2 December 2016. See: 
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2016/dec/02/sydney-sausage-sizzle-sparks-fairfax-fair-pay-fizzle?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other 
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After this article was published online, many comments were posted as to why the 

programme was not promoted in the Mercury, a local Tasmanian newspaper. Some 

readers’ remarks were distinctly more political:   

 Shameful that Tassie’s media collectively chose to ‘forget’ to promote a film about 

 one of  our best-known novelists who is a Booker prize-winner to boot. It does 

 raise questions about the possibility of political pressure being involved in the 

 decision.743 

 Who would have thought? The ABC politically compromised by its right-wing 

 allegiances? Gone are the golden days of Gough, as Sir Les would say, with reds in 

 and under the bed everywhere, and in, are the days of neo-liberal, tight-arsed, 

 Murdochised, goose-stepping fascism.744   

 

The numerous comments posted on the Guardian’s webpage (over 70) point to the strong 

world-wide following Flanagan has as an activist literary celebrity, and how his 

aficionados become vocal when they feel Flanagan has not been provided adequate media 

coverage.  

The representation of Flanagan’s author persona in the documentary was well-received, 

with one blogger ending his estimation in The Guardian as, “Richard Flanagan down under 

is on top of what it means to be human.”745 In relation to paradigms of celebrity, this 

production represents Flanagan with a similar subjectivity as depicted in ‘A Letter from 

Richard Flanagan,’ Australian Story’s documentary. The footage at the beginning 

constructs Flanagan as situated within a rags-to-riches narrative showing his down-to-earth 

nature. For example, early on in the documentary, viewers see Flanagan taking Yentob up 

a hill in the Tasmanian countryside to a cave where his grandfather spent most of his time. 

The programme also takes Flanagan and Yentob to Thailand, to visit the graves of the 

Australian soldiers that died during the building of the Thai-Burma railway. Most of the 

documentary, unlike the edition of Australian Story, is melancholic and very moving, with 

some of the archival footage of the soldiers quite distressing. The end of the documentary 

comes full circle with more footage of Flanagan’s Booker Prize speech, which then fades 

away to aerial scenes of a winding river and the Tasmanian countryside.746 It is a 

                                                             
743 Amanda Meade, ‘Sydney Sausage Sizzle Sparks Fairfax Fair Pay Fizzle’, the Guardian, 2 December 2016. See: 
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2016/dec/02/sydney-sausage-sizzle-sparks-fairfax-fair-pay-fizzle?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other 
744 Ibid.  
745 Ibid. 
746 The documentary, ‘Imagine… Richard Flanagan: Life after Death,’ can be viewed on Vimeo. See: https://vimeo.com/135694839 
(Accessed 20 December 2018).  
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documentary that shows Flanagan’s concern for national identity and the need to remember 

the heroes that served for their country.   

Flanagan in Lebanon for World Vision  

Richard Flanagan was chosen to be a guest of World Vision in 2016 when the charity 

visited the sprawling refugee camps in the Bekaa Valley. Ben Quilty, an Archibald Prize-

winning artist accompanied Flanagan on the trip, and it was their dual purpose to attest to 

the overwhelming quality of “human dignity and courage in the face of war, death, and 

suffering.”747 Flanagan’s notes and Quilty’s sketches were later published as Notes on an 

exodus: an essay.748 The Guardian’s media coverage of the visit incorporated close-up 

footage of Flanagan on short video clips appealing to the public for help, stressing “We’ve 

seen things in the last few days that would turn a heart of stone to gravel. These people 

aren’t like you and me. They are you and me.”749  

 

 

Screenshot via Google: Richard Flanagan and Ben Quilty in the Bekaa Valley, 2016  

                                                             
747 https://trove.nla.gov.au/work/206671576?q&versionId=226801625 
748 Richard Flanagan, Notes on an Exodus: an essay, North Sydney; NSW: Penguin Random House Australia, 2016.  
749 https://www.theguardian.com/world/video/2016/mar/05/these-people-are-you-and-me-richard-flanagan-meets-syrian-refugees-
video 
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Flanagan’s visit to Lebanon adds to his representation as a political activist, and Quilty’s 

presence alongside Flanagan connotes a joining of two words, the literary and the visual 

arts.   

In a consideration of Flanagan’s eco-political activism and anti-authoritarian 

demonstrations, one might raise the question as to whether Flanagan would have become 

the successful literary celebrity he is today without his early public interventions. In 1996, 

he declared that, “you don't need all these bastards who try and impose their power upon 

you and make you think that you need their reviews,” a statement that apart from its 

courageous individualistic viewpoint, is grossly inaccurate in its perception of what builds 

a literary career in the twenty-first-century. Thomas Keneally acknowledged this and Peter 

Pierce wrote on the subject in his widely-read article, ‘The Critics Made Me.’ Like 

Keneally and Grenville, he has profited from the economy of attention which surrounds all 

literary celebrities. 
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6 Conclusion 

 

Even amid their failures and inadequacies, in the 

contingent, ephemeral and unfolding present, 

dissenting writers – who may not be purely altruistic, 

who may be caught in the contradictory nets of 

representation, yet who struggle to free themselves, 

momentarily, from desire for recognition or from the 

dictates of the market – such  writers may perhaps 

begin some small, unexpected and ultimately 

momentous thing.750 

 

 

This thesis has demonstrated that since 1970s there has been a marked increase in the 

association between literary authorship and popular media entertainment, which in turn has 

created a shift in the roles and functions of contemporary authors. It argues that 

contemporary literary celebrity is currently articulated through literary media 

entertainment, as formulated by a convergence of two economies: the entertainment 

economy and the attention economy. 

The introductory chapter identified that a high-volume of publishing mergers took place 

during the 1980s and 1990s, and that this contributed to the publishing industry’s 

absorption “into a global entertainment and information industry under the control of a 

handful of large conglomerates.”751 Furthermore, the chapter explained how it was, that the 

large entertainment holding companies had refocused Australian literature’s national 

imperative towards becoming a globally-orientated commodity, making use of the 

paradigms of celebrity as a marketing tool in the promotion of authors. One of the 

methodologies used in this study to evaluate the prevalence of literary media entertainment 

in association with authorial celebrity involved the case studies of three contemporary 

literary celebrities in Australia: Thomas Keneally; Kate Grenville; and Richard Flanagan. 

These particular authors were chosen as they are overtly public figures in the media, which 

allows them to communicate and valorise meaning in the Australian public sphere. Most 

                                                             
750 Brigid Rooney, Literary Activists: Writer-Intellectuals and Australian Public Life, St. Lucia; Queensland: Queensland University Press, 
2009, p.194. 
751 Joe Moran, ‘The Reign of Hype: The Contemporary (Literary) Star System’, The Celebrity Culture Reader, Marshall, David P. (ed.), 
New York & London: Routledge, 2006, p.324. 
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authors today are cognizant of the importance of maintaining a presence in the 

mediasphere. As Peter Pierce confirms of Keneally, “Besides being one of its most popular 

authors, Keneally is among the most publicly recognisable figures in Australia.”752 Hence, 

the thesis argues that it is imperative for contemporary authors, such as the three selected, 

to retain their popularity in the media through published interviews, newspaper reviews, 

radio transcripts, blogs, YouTube recordings, popular magazines, content on authors’ 

websites, and television appearances, as people want to see and hear them speak on all 

manner of subjects, especially Keneally who is known as a man of the people and a 

national icon.  

On investigation, the case studies have shown how an understanding of the effects of the 

changes in the mediasphere and their relationship to the literary is of importance, 

particularly the connections between literary authorship and media entertainment. To 

examine this, the case studies incorporated concepts from the fields of sociology (of 

celebrity - authors and audiences), cultural studies, communication and media studies, 

semiotics, and the psychology of entertainment. Collectively, the studies demonstrated that 

the literary arena has increasingly come to share in the ‘flow of content’ in an audience-

centric mediasphere. The thesis offered a cross-section of the manifestations of literary 

media entertainment to argue and substantiate this claim, using examples such as 

transmedia storytelling, which at its most basic level is made up of “stories that unfold 

across multiple media platforms with each medium making distinctive contributions to our 

understanding of the world,”753 the advent of television book groups, such as The Book 

Club754 (formerly First Tuesday Book Club) on Australia’s ABC, the live-streaming and 

uploaded YouTube content of literary festivals, which are also events that predominantly 

function on the entertainment value of an author’s performance, film adaptations as well as 

music video adaptations, live coverage of literary award events, televised interviews with 

authors, and so on. These examples demonstrate that the marketing professionals of 

publishing houses recognise the essential element of entertainment in the promotion of 

their celebrity authors, and astute authors like Keneally, who in an interview jovially called 

himself a “media tart,”755 have come to understand the value of performativity in relation 

to the creation of authorial celebrity.  The concept of performativity looks at the 

                                                             
752 Peter Pierce, Australian Melodramas: Thomas Keneally’s Fiction, University of Queensland Press, St. Lucia, Queensland, 1995, 
Preface.  
753 Henry Jenkins, Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Collide, New York & London: New York University Press, 2006, p.293. 
754 The final episode of The Book Club was broadcasted on the ABC on Tuesday, 19 December 2017. 
755 Della Robinson, ‘Literary Celebrity: An Interview with Thomas Keneally’, Perth, Western Australia, 25 November 2014, n.p. 
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construction of identities and how these might be produced by performative actions, 

behaviours, and gestures. The thesis has argued that in the mediasphere, a celebrity 

author’s ‘performativity’ is a significant public performance which must contain a certain 

amount of theatricality. Joseph Boone and Nancy Vickers consider that “a primary route—

perhaps the primary route—for literary trained scholars interested in celebrity lies directly 

through the related disciplines of performance studies and theatre history.”756 Taking their 

lead, the thesis has analysed authorial performativity in the Australian mediasphere and 

found that an author’s star persona appeared to be intricately entwined with the veridical 

self (Rojek). The thesis then argued that a celebrity author’s star persona manifests itself as 

a living, acting character (mask) employed in the construction of an identity. Several 

academics have analysed a celebrity author’s persona through the macro components of the 

field of Australian literature, however, what was absent in previous studies of literary 

celebrity was an empirical framework that analysed the micro aspects of an author’s star 

persona - a framework that was capable of examining the differences between the (I) 

veridical and the (Me) star persona. As such, this thesis has developed a methodology that 

utilized the conventional characterisation profile, notably by examining a star persona’s 

character traits within the framework of ‘SAAO,’757 the acronym for Speech, Action, 

Appearance, Other. These four fundamental elements constitutive of the study of 

characterisation then become an essential tool to examine the performative identity of a 

celebrity author’s star persona. As such, within the new paradigm of literary media 

entertainment, the thesis has established a new vantage point for examining literary 

celebrity and has made a further original contribution by creating an empirical framework 

for the study of an author’s star persona. In accordance with this new framework, an 

investigation of the case study authors’ speeches, actions, appearances, (and what) others 

had said of them was reported on. In the Keneally case study, it was established that his 

speech was often self-parodying or self-deprecating (“I’m just a klutz from Homebush,”758) 

which worked in a psychological manner to position him on the same social and cultural 

level as his general audience, yet it was also noted that he was at ease articulating on 

significant political matters. Flanagan’s acceptance speech when collecting the Booker 

prize was offered as an example of what the author says in the mediasphere: “I do not 

come out of a literary tradition. I come from a tiny mining town in the rain forest in an 

                                                             
756 Joseph A. Boone and Nancy J. Vickers, ‘Introduction - Celebrity Rites’, PLMA, Vol.126, No.4, (2011), p.907. 
757 SAAO is a framework used by most English and literature teachers at high school level in Australia. It is utilised as a method for 
scaffolding characterisation.   
758 Della Robinson, ‘Literary Celebrity: An Interview with Thomas Keneally’, Perth, Western Australia, 25  November 2014, n.p. 
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island at the end of the world. My grandparents were illiterate, and I never expected to 

stand here before you in this grand hall in London, as a writer being so honoured.”759 The 

thesis has demonstrated that both Keneally’s and Flanagan’s rags-to-riches narrative, 

propagated through ‘achieved celebrity’ (Rojek), has worked to generate empathic 

affective responses from audiences, which in turn assists to maintain their celebrity status. 

An example of Grenville’s influential public voice/speech was observed through the 

publication of her article, ‘Rudd's apology risks leaving a sorry legacy,’ originally 

published in the Guardian under the heading: ‘A true apology to Aboriginal people means 

action as well.’760 It was found that an important factor in the reception of articles 

published in newspapers and magazines is whether the public perceive the author as an 

ethical brand. The philanthropic content of Grenville’s articles identifies her as an ethical 

author who has the power to harness para-social ‘affective relationships’ with readers. For 

the second component (‘A’ for actions) it was noted that in the mediasphere Keneally, like 

Grenville is represented as a humanitarian author in pursuit of democratic platforms for the 

marginalised. Apart from visiting the Baxter Detention Centre in South Australia, it was 

shown that Keneally co-edited two anthologies on the writings of refugees, and despite his 

busy schedule gives much of his time to, and is, a patron of numerous charitable 

organisations. The thesis offers an instance of Flanagan’s humanitarian actions, too: after 

winning the Australian Prime Minister’s Literary Prize in 2016 Flanagan donated half his 

prize money of $40,000 to the Indigenous Literacy Foundation, of which Grenville is one 

of seven lifetime ambassadors. The third element in SAAO (appearance) describes and 

analyses the attire of the authors for its symbolic codes. The findings show that particular 

shirts or hats acted as a representation of geographical specificities. Keneally’s appearance 

assumed a casual air, especially when wearing his Manly Sea Eagles’ rugby league shirt, 

thus designating him as an ‘ordinary’ sport-loving Australian bloke. Similarly, the 

symbolic codes of Flanagan sporting a black T-shirt in the prestigious Archibald Prize 

award-winning portrait of him signify the personal traits of independence and a strong 

will.761 The final element of the persona profile framework examines what others have said 

about these authors. Keneally, apart from holding a special place in literary history as 

Australia’s first-ever winner of a Booker Prize, is generally described as a philanthropic 

and big-hearted author. For example, in Chapter 5 Richard Flanagan describes Keneally as 

                                                             
759 See: https://iview.abc.net.au/show/richard-flanagan-life-after-death 
760 http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2010/feb/14/australia-aboriginals-apology-disadvantaged (Accessed 2 January 2014). 
761 https://www.color-meanings.com/black-color-meaning-the-color-black/ 
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“one of the few writers who speaks as his writes” adding that “there is not a page-width of 

difference between Keneally the writer, Keneally the gregarious family man and Keneally 

the Hollywood hobnobber.”762 In the same chapter Geoffrey Dyer described Flanagan’s 

courage and forthrightness, saying “He doesn’t fear government. He doesn’t fear big 

business. He doesn’t fear the people who hold power,” and Baz Luhrmann defined 

Flanagan “as the Ernest Hemingway of Australia…On the one hand, he’s this immense 

intellect, and on the other, he’s this extremely adventurous outdoors man of a man.”763 

Hence, each piece of information offered to the public through the media assists to create a 

narrative around an author’s star persona, thus creating attention, admiration, and brand 

loyalty for those authors, particularly if they are literary activists.  

The thesis has argued that celebrity author activists, the ones who have strong voices of 

dissension in the mediasphere, are assisting to suture what Julianne Shultz identifies as a 

“Fragmentation of the Fourth Estate.”764 The breakdown of the Fourth Estate, traditionally 

recognised as the people’s guardian of the public interest, has affected the contours of 

reception in the functions and socio-political roles of the three authors studied here. The 

thesis concludes that Keneally, Grenville, and Flanagan have clearly displayed, at one time 

or another, an outspoken rebellious, anti-establishment sensitivity, and that their presence 

in the mediasphere has provided a measure of ethical commitment to an otherwise unstable 

political arena. These authors have all been involved in highly contested debates over 

Australian history, and indeed its present. It was established that their historical fictions 

focussing on Australia’s colonisation and the dispossession of the Aborigines, together 

with the authors’ extra-textual political activities in the media, assists in maintaining their 

celebrity status, both nationally and internationally. Indeed, the findings of the thesis 

showed that their ‘celanthropy’, various political interventions, and contestations over 

Australian history and identity have been central to their visibility in the mediasphere.  

The investigations of this thesis have brought authorial celebrity into dialogue with 

Australian literature in a project that might seem to compare years of dedication and 

                                                             
762 Richard Flanagan cited in https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/books/after-50-years-writer-tom-keneally-takes-a-bow-
20140612-zs4ju.html 
763 See: www.abc.net.au/austory/specials/flanagan/default.htm 
764 Julianne Schultz, Reviving the Fourth Estate, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998.  
The Fourth Estate grew from “the idea that journalists are as important in public life as the three traditional ‘estates’ of society: the 
aristocracy, the Church, and the ordinary people.” See: http://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/fourth-estate#fourth-
estate_3 (Accessed 20 February 2014). In North America, the media is often called the fourth branch of government (or ‘Fourth 
Estate’), as it monitors the political process to ensure that individuals do not abuse the democratic process. See: www.usfca.edu/fac-
staff/boaz/pol326/feb12.htm (Accessed 10 May 2014).  
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written achievement to Warhol’s popular ‘fifteen minutes of fame.’ However, Australian 

literature’s viability is under threat. Ivor Indyk stresses that Australian literature is leading 

“a precarious existence because it depends upon a small local readership. The trade 

publishers are reducing their literary output, abandoning their backlists, their mid-list 

authors, poetry, and even literary fiction.”765 More recently, an article in the Sydney 

Morning Herald disclosed that “literary fiction is in deep trouble” revealing that “no local 

literary fiction titles reached the top bestseller list last year, although several Miles 

Franklin-winning authors and Man Booker prize-winner Richard Flanagan all released 

books.”766 The value of this study then, is that it has identified and analysed the workings 

of the convergence of literature and media entertainment in Australian literary celebrity, 

and shown how mediagenic authors, an under-recognised facet of the system of production 

and reception, are determining for themselves, and for literary fiction, a sustainable 

presence in a media-centric twenty-first century. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
765 Indyk, Ivor.  Research Directions:  
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APPENDIX 1 

 

This interview with Thomas Keneally was conducted by Della Robinson in Perth, 

Western Australia, at the Duxton Hotel on 25th November, 2014. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

What was your first real experience of literary celebrity?  

Well, it was probably the publication of Bring Larks and Heroes which created quite a stir. 

It was 1967 and took place in a particular context, as two years before, George Johnston 

had published a book called My Brother Jack which caused a furore because it was, 

believe it or not, one of the first novels set in the suburbs. It drew on the ANZAC tradition 

and so on, in a very interesting way, a very post RSL way, but respecting all that, it talked 

about boys from the Melbourne suburbs and this was such a novelty. We Australians 

weren’t used to reading strange material at all. We would read about stockmen, drovers, 

shearers, and bushrangers, etc. Then my book came along, Bring Larks and Heroes which 

was about the penal colonies and it too had that same novelty. At that time, there wasn’t a 

lot written about penal Australia, and the fact that this problem—the European soul in 

Australia—of Australia not having many reference points to grab on to, the novel became 

a considerable success and won the Miles Franklin. It was also published internationally. I 

remember when the ABC reported that it’d been reviewed in the New York Times and, you 

know, I mean, that’s how Australian letters were then, they were just starting to get going, 

and to get an Australian book reviewed in the New York Times, although not a novelty 

anymore, it certainly was then. However, I’m not sure I was well-equipped to deal with the 

celebrity, at all. It’s an interesting thing; I was recently talking about this in India, actually 

on a panel with Sri Lankan writer Romesh Gunesekera. He’s a terrific novelist, and we 

were talking about the fact that people think that writing a book is a work of superior 

intellection, whereas, in fact, it’s instinct and the imagination. It’s all instinct, endurance, 

stubbornness, and not an intellectual exercise. For example, when we go to school, we’re 

asked questions like, remark upon how the alliteration reflects the pace of the scene, and 

all that stuff. So questions like that make you think, gee these authors are so intellectual, 

that they can actually work out the balance between the alliteration in the text and the pace 

of events. In fact, it’s all done by feel and by instinct. Also, there is this view that writers 

must be able to comment on many subjects, so they get invited to all sorts of events, and I 

was quite ill equipped. You know, I was just a klutz from Homebush. 

So what age were you at this time?  

I think I hadn’t quite turned thirty-two when this celebrity thing started to happen.  

In what capacity did this first instance of celebrity perhaps lead on to the next, if at all?  

The next publication was Three Cheers for the Paraclete, which also won the Miles 

Franklin, so by then I was pretty well-established. I did find this new career quite difficult 
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to manage, as although these times were delightful, they were also very testing. I just wish 

I could go back and do it better.  

Yes, a lot of people say that.  

I’d do it with more grace, more composure, and great confidence, and when asked a 

question perhaps simply say, I don’t know!  

Can you think of a case when your time and effort with the media hasn’t been all that 

rewarding in a promotional and/or profitable sense? 
 

Oh, well, many times when you are going on a book tour, you don’t really know what’s 

going to happen. Going on a book tour always runs the risk that you will end up becoming 

more famous than selling books. 

And that doesn’t go hand in hand? 

No, it doesn’t necessarily go hand in hand. There’s not a necessary connection, and so 

there’d be some book tours where you’d think, gee that was a lot of hard work for not 

really a great result. But you know, on the other hand, you as the author are lucky to have 

a publisher who’s interested enough and willing enough to send you on a book tour. Plus 

you do get to meet your readers, so it’s always a positive experience in many ways, but it 

can be time consuming. Then on the other hand, I mean, I’ve served on bodies like the 

Australia-China Council for the Department of Foreign Affairs and a sub-committee of the 

Constitutional Commission and that was a lot of work for very little return. Now I’m 

serving on the board of a body called the Constitution Education Fund of Australia which 

is utterly unpaid and has been in various ways quite demanding. Therefore, I’m pretty bad 

at getting paid, ha! 

But this is not what makes you so popular. 

No, you do get rewarded, as the Karma comes back. Sometimes you’ll talk somewhere for 

nothing, because you believe in the cause and give of your time, and then there’s someone 

corporate there that perhaps hires you for a good fee.  

Swings and roundabouts as they say.   

Yes.   

This question concerns the three nations that became the focus of your publishing: 

Australia, North America and the United Kingdom. Can you comment on any differences 

or similarities in regard to their approaches to authorial celebrity?  

They basically operate their publicity and so forth, in the same way. But what is interesting 

is that in Australia because—and I mentioned Frank Moorhouse in my talk at Wollongong. 

Yes, I remember. 

There weren’t many of us around who were visible writers which we very much wanted to 

be, and so there was a great cultural weight upon us that didn’t exist in the UK and US. It 
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was quite refreshing to be known, like if you went to the UK, the fact that you were an 

Australian and could write, and finish a sentence would knock ‘em out, ha! 

Oh, I can imagine. 

So I think I got quite a few tours out of the fact that there was this Australian who could 

write books. At that stage, we were still in the cultural cringe on both side of the 

relationship. 

So America and Britain had more of an acceptance of celebrity at that time?  

They had more of a tradition of it. They’d had super stars like Mark Twain and the Brits’ 

had Dickens, among others. But the Americans are good at publicity. I mean, publicity was 

always an American game; basically it was very professional, more professional than the 

English thing. The English, although less structured would still be well-meaning. This was 

in the days when English publishing was run by men spending half the day in the Garrick 

Club in London, and so there it was far more off-the-cuff and relaxed.  

Would you like to see that happening here, or is it happening here? 

The publicists here are pretty much like American ones, except there are fewer cities, 

because we don’t have the Mississippi, we don’t have the great big middle and the great 

lakes, we don’t have all those cities that are in the middle of American, like Minneapolis, 

Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, New Orleans, and therefore the pace of an American book 

tour can be quite demanding. Nowadays, I ask them to give me plenty of time off, but when 

I was young it used to be relentless. It was morning television, followed by an evening 

session, followed by a gratuitous meal, followed by getting up at 5.30am to go on to the 

next city. So it was quite intense in that way.  

Graham Turner has said that “the most powerful medium through which writers can reach 

audiences are mainstream entertainment programmes into which authors must find ways to 

insert themselves.” Apart from the fame you received from Schindler’s Ark, which would 

be the publication that’s gained for you the most media coverage in Australia? 

Bring Larks and Heroes would be close to it, but I also think The Chant of Jimmie 

Blacksmith, because it was of course made into a move, and the movie cost 1.5 million in 

1977. This was considered a fortune then, a big budget by Australian standards. But I think 

I made a plea in my speech at the Wollongong conference, that some of my later books are 

in my opinion much better than the earlier ones. That’s true, I think, although the writer is 

the last person who’d know that. However, I think The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith was 

one of the books that made a considerable impact. Donald Horne who wrote The Lucky 

Country said that an author should try to influence the influential and the influencers, 

which was his doctrine. You know, you don’t set out to have everyone read your book; you 

set out to try and get the influential people to read it, the people who set the agenda for 

debate, and so on. The book of mine that did a lot of that in foreign affairs was To Asmara. 

I found that people in the State Department had to read the book, and during the 1990s’ 

referendum in Eritrea, all the UN Observers had to read it, too. And I was really chuffed 

about that, because, I mean, this is an audience you’d kill to get. It wasn’t a mass market 

paperback or anything, but it was influencing the influential people, the people with 

knowledge of East Africa. The other book was probably The Playmaker in 1987 which was 

turned into a play by the Royal Court Theatre. It was about the first play in Sydney Cove, 
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on the debased, the detritus of northern Europe, and the teenage convicts. It was actually 

performed on 4th June, 1789 and was George Farquhar’s The Recruiting Officer. So that 

book had a certain media impact. It was also going to be made into a movie by Merchant-

Ivory, now of course a part of Disney, but it never got off the ground.  

Oh, why was that?  

I think it was because they had a perfectly good screen play, in my opinion, and then they 

went to the woman who wrote the play, Timberlake Wertenbaker and asked her to do it, but 

they actually had trouble getting the right actors, which can sometimes happen. So The 

playmaker attracted a lot of attention, but of course, nothing like Schindler’s Ark. Also, 

The Great Shame, my history book created a lot of attention in Ireland and the US. It was 

the subject of some debate amongst Irish historians, concerning the peculiar nature of 

Irish politics at the time. Whether it was, you know, what stable of Irish history it belonged 

to? Whether was the kind of history that encouraged the IRA to chuck more bombs, which 

it definitely was not designed to be as that would have been a terrible outcome. But it was 

that sort of debate that went on, and so in that area it got a lot of attention.  

Now, perhaps you remember me commenting on this at the Wollongong conference: In his 

article ‘Why Does Art Matter?’ Ross Harley suggests that “the notion of the artist as a sole 

inventor living alone in a garret waiting to be inspired is well and truly an image of the 

past.” And recently, when congratulating Richard Flanagan on his Booker Prize win, you 

said: “Despite all the clichéd assumptions about garrets, etc., security is good for creativity, 

and poverty’s bad.” Can you expand on this a little?  

 

I think a writer has enough pressure from the long-running endeavour of writing novels, 

and the intermittent income that’s involved, that they’re in the same situation as a primary 

producer who’s planting a crop when he doesn’t know where the world market will go. 

He’s speculating on the future, and I think that this, and the solitude, and the depression, 

and the possible failure that lies at the heart of every book is enough stress to keep anyone 

happy. And the poverty, like the author’s children wailing for bread and the author’s wife 

saying you had better go and get a job on the roads. But I also think it’s a part of the 

romantic notion of writers living fairly poorly; of Keats dying of tuberculosis at twenty-six 

as if that was somehow good for people! Three single ladies up in the vicarage in 

Haworth, West Yorkshire. Three maiden daughters writing great novels and then dying of 

tuberculosis, and that this somehow fuels creativity! So there’s always been the assumption 

that poverty’s good. I mean, poverty will come in the form of liquidity crises in any artistic 

life, and that’s enough stress for a lifetime. So I’m glad that Richard will be less subjected 

to these uncomfortable periods, and the unpredictable time that a novel takes to complete. 

I try to write a novel in about a year, but that doesn’t always work out. The other thing 

about getting on the chat shows, I would say this: that the chat shows are very good for 

certain authors, particularly the mass market ones, but just because you feature on a chat 

show doesn’t mean every punter wants to buy your book. If James Joyce followed that 

advice, I don’t think he’d have sold many more copies of Ulysses.  

But we’re in a different context now. 

Yes, I mean, there is no doubt that Oprah is very influential with the publishers, and that 

most writers would kill to get on her show. However, there was a publisher in the US 

whose book turned out to be a fraud. The publisher didn’t know this and it turned out to be 
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a best-seller. It was supposed to be a memoir, but it was all made up, and Oprah picked it 

for her Book Club selection. Then Oprah had the publisher on the show, Nan Talese and 

humiliated her in front of the nation. So it has its downsides too, but basically people 

would kill to get nominated. My author friend Maeve Binchy, Maeve is deceased now, she 

was a lovely Irish woman, well, Barbara Bush once said on camera to Oprah that she 

enjoyed Maeve’s books, and that she thought every woman should read Maeve’s earlier 

ones, and that made Maeve in the US. So Barbara saying that on Oprah meant that Maeve 

had to keep on writing, and keep on producing the goods. 

Then how do you make it nowadays if you’re an unknown author?  

Yes, it’s always difficult. You know, you just have to trust your voice, and trust in the Gods, 

and it’s fortunate that young writers do.  

The last time we met, you mentioned that your wife sometimes worries about how the 

media are using you for their own purposes, such as, the free interviews, the gratuitous 

media appearances, etc.  

 

Which I love, because I’m a media tart, ha!  

But how do you personally see this, as in, do you just accept that in the twenty-first century 

it’s the risk of being a mediagenic author, or in some aspects, do you agree with her? 
 

Well, yeah, I think I’ve been too available in some instances, but on the other hand, that’s 

my nature. You know, Judy’s misfortune is that she’s a very private person and she’s 

married to someone who’s likely to say anything in the public arena. I feel quite sorry for 

her in this way. Stephany Steggall, my biographer has been very sensitive in this respect, in 

not punishing Judy for marrying someone who’s willing to say nearly anything. On 

occasion when Judy says, you’re doing too much work for A, B, C, & D, I say to her: it’s 

just the way I am. I’ve come to the realisation that it’s partly who I am, so if you like the 

good bits you have to put up with the bad. Well, I’m not quite as upfront as that with her. 

But it’s the truth, I’m a garrulous person who likes communicating with the tribe, and even 

now, I find there are issues, almost weekly that I want to find a forum for. I was always a 

sucker for writing a free Op-ed piece.  

That last comment probably relates to Twitter, which we’ll talk about shortly. Now, Tom, 

numerous cultural theorists, journalists, and celebrities have argued that “there is no such 

thing as bad publicity.”  What are your feelings on this? 

 

Yes, well, if you’re a director of a big bunch of movies like Bas Luhrmann and the world’s 

press line up and say ‘it stinks’ then that’s bad publicity. But generally, there is an aspect 

to the media where quantity comes across to many people as quality. So you can get long, 

bad reviews and people will read them and you’ll be shattered by them, but because its 

media attention and someone’s gone to a lot of trouble to hate you, it’s actually a good 

thing. So there is an aspect of validity to saying that there’s no such thing as bad publicity. 

When blokes like Hawkie go on television and say, I screwed everything, and I’ve drunk 

every bottle I’ve met, and I’m so ashamed. People then say, good onya Hawkie you’re a 

legend. So his bad publicity was actually good publicity because of the way he said it. 
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I know exactly what you mean. In Australia, I think we’re quite sympathetic towards a 

person who comes across in the media as being up-front and/or quite genuine in their 

appeal. 

 

Yes, very often there are ways of managing bad publicity. I think I’ve always had the view 

that I was writing to make a living, and that if I was unfairly reviewed it was actually 

industrial sabotage. So I had this working class view, this unionist view of hostility when I 

felt it was ill-founded. I perhaps shouldn’t have, for this reason: if you don’t want bad 

reviews, then never write. Look at some of the reviews Keats received, and Melville the 

author of Moby Dick. 

And we mustn’t forget Dickens. 

Yes, Dickens received really bad reviews, and so I don’t think I should have taken that 

attitude quite so strongly, because many of the books sold despite the reviews.  

Prior to the release of Kate Grenville’s The Secret River, she came under fire from a few 

notable historians concerning the description of herself as a writer, “standing on a step 

ladder looking down at the fray.” This then grew into a to-ing and fro-ing in the media 

between her and the historians in question. Can you recall a similar personal instance of 

this type of acrimonious squabble which displayed itself in the media, and what do you 

consider was the outcome in regard to your literary celebrity? 

 

Oh well, there was a very bad incident. It wasn’t like that one with the historians. It was an 

accusation of plagiarism which I’d not consciously committed. I felt quite innocent when I 

was accused. It was in the 1970s and Quadrant ran with it. It was very hurtful and I was 

pleased to settle the matter and get it off the public agenda. I think that it was damaging 

and it remained damaging for some years. But I also think the Australians thought, well 

he’s written all these bloody books, he probably didn’t deliberately do anything. And I 

don’t even know if I did, because the Quadrant was so politically driven on the subject.   

Can I ask what novel we’re talking about here?  

Yes, it was The Season of Purgatory, and my assertion is, that I was not aware of having 

plagiarised anything. But I was worried. It was the most damaging and destructive thing 

that’s ever happened in my career.  

It must have been terrible for you. I certainly remember how Grenville was blasted. 

Yes, and I believe that she shouldn’t have been, and I wish I’d have known what was going 

on because I would have defended her. I defended Ian McEwan a few years ago, on a 

charge of plagiarism on the novel Atonement. And anyhow, then, I felt that for a number of 

years my work wasn’t fairly reviewed here, and as I said on the platform at Wollongong, 

you’d expect me to say that—and a writer whose fallen off his form would say that—but if 

you look at the reviews in the British and American press and put them together with the 

series of vicious reviews in Australia, well! However, I also think the Republican 

Movement made things worse, with people like the Quadrant and some of the right-wing 

critics in the Australian. Imre Salusinszky ran an article on me in the Quadrant called, 

‘Thomas Keneally: My Part in his Downfall’ and after a while I thought, he’s boasting 
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about bringing me down, but then I got to thinking, it’s a kind of compliment as he must 

have thought I was big game, ha!  

On the topic of big game, I have to mention the Booker. Celebrity wise, winning this 

award, was it an unequivocal game-changer? Would you say it was perhaps the start of a 

transition from novelist to having the kind of media profile that works towards creating 

international literary celebrity?  

 

It certainly contributed. In the early ‘80s, the Booker Prize suddenly went into being 

rocket-fuelled. It did so after Salman Rushdy won it with Midnight’s Children, and then it 

kept getting more and more important, so the win definitely had an impact. Perhaps, the 

Booker is a gift that gives one ideas above their station, and to be a novelist you need ideas 

above your station, so it was a game-changer, yes. Although, I think had a modest 

international and Australian readership then, so without it, I think I would have survived. 

But it certainly was important, as now Richard will find. The only trouble is he probably 

won’t be able to write for another year, because being the Booker winner is now a type of 

occupation. I also think he’ll be wiser in how he deals with the press. 

Why do you say that, because he’s older now? 

He’s older and he’s not as naïve. You know, there’s a big streak of naivety in me, and 

humility. But, there’s always a huge river of conceit and vanity, ha!     

This next question concerns a type of conceit, but it’s in regard to the critics. Vexed by 

Australia’s reception of The Tax Inspector, Peter Carey speculated about the ‘tall poppy 

syndrome’ in Australia. Do you think an envy culture still exists in literary circles in this 

country? Here, I’m thinking about the past and some of the treatment yourself and David 

Williamson received, or do you think much of this has dissipated now?  

 

I think a lot of it has dissipated. If you look at some of the younger writers’ work, take for 

instance Anna Funda’s Stasiland. I think that if it had been published in the 1960s, people 

would have said, where’s Australia in this? I think that in this way, we are more 

freewheeling now. I also can’t believe that some of the professional historians are still very 

twitchy. Funda was writing a novel, and this in itself is a valid defence. She’s writing a 

novel, not trying to reproduce the work. It’s her version of it, and she’s perfectly entitled to 

do that. If she were writing say, a history of Solomon Levey or a history of Solomon 

Wiseman in the convict era and the massacre of the Aboriginals on the Hawkesbury, then 

it’s a different matter.  

What do you think though, about the tall-poppy syndrome in Australia, has this really 

dissipated?  

 

I don’t think it’s as big in the literary field anymore. I think we’re a lot more culturally 

relaxed than we were. So you get someone like David Williamson, whom people identify 

with and a pattern starts to emerge. First, he gets published as everyone relates to his 

work, and they say, gee that Don’s Party is a great play, and then they look at his next play 

and say, well this one’s not as cutting edge, then they ultimately say, well he’s let us down, 

and this is just because he didn’t write what they wanted him to write. But I do think that 

there’s less of that going on now. I think that Australians on the whole are more relaxed. 

It’s like the atmosphere at literary festivals, that’s different now. It used to be quite 

begrudging, whether it was here or Canada. The Canadians had the same thing going on - 
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they were fighting over cultural space. In Melbourne, I was once attacked at a literary 

festival, because without my knowing it, my agent had sent a friend of one of the 

Melbourne cultural mafia to the festival. So this bloke gets up and starts talking about the 

film Rights of The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith, saying he was told they cost twenty-

thousand dollars, and so people at the event knew immediately he wasn’t really interest in 

Australian culture, as such. As I say, I used to see this sort of thing happen at Canadian 

literary festivals, too. But, yes, I think people don’t feel as threatened now and so things 

are a lot calmer at these events. 

This question concerns Lionel Shriver’s thoughts on celebrity. She has said, “If you really 

want to write, the last thing you want is to be a success” and that writing books “gets fitted 

into here and there, like making time for taking out the rubbish before bed.” She also 

admits that she’s grown “perversely nostalgic” for her previous commercial failures, when 

her “focus was pure, and the books were still fun to write, even if nobody read them.” In 

regard to your hectic promotional schedule, do you feel any, as Shiver puts it, perverse 

nostalgia for your pre-celebrity days?  

 

Ah, only to the extent that I’d do things differently, but I know I’m reconciled to the fact 

that everyone says that. Although, I’m not quite reconciled to dying but nature will look 

after that. 

My goodness Tom, don’t say that! 

My attitude now Della, is that I’m a child from Homebush and a grandson of immigrants. 

No one appeared in Homebush and said you are going to be a great novelist. They didn’t 

even say you’re entitled to be a novelist. Out of pure perversity, I grabbed at being a 

novelist, but was ill equipped to deal with it. Did I tell you my main writing aphorism? 

Don’t let the fact that you can’t write, stop you from producing literature, ha!  

So you have no nostalgia for the past, when you were making the world?  

It’s wonderful when you’re making it, because you don’t quite know what it’s going to be. 

By now, you know what’s going to be. Although, being a writer, the interesting thing is, or 

perhaps what keeps me going, is the idea that I’m going to surprise people. But, then again 

I might not, they might say ho-hum. However, it’s the very idea that I might, I mean, how 

many seventy-nine year olds think that way?  

That’s true. Now, as you are presently on a book tour, I’d like to ask you about book tours 

and the investment of an author’s time in publicity activities. I recently came across an 

article in the Los Angeles Times that said “authors don't just read, they perform, and stay 

until they've signed every book… they know the value of connection.” Is this how you see 

your current book tour?  

 

Not quite, but if I was in North America I would. And if I’d have been born in American 

like my cousins were, I certainly would. That statement applies to Australia, but it’s 

particularly true of America, where for a year after writer’s produced a book, he or she 

goes on tour selling perhaps 35 to 50 copies a night, which is a very good number. Then 

the next day, it’s off somewhere else, and they’ll sell more and pick up speaking fees. So 

it’s particularly true of the big markets of America. The first bloke I saw ‘perform’ in 

America was Richard Ford. He’s a great American novelist, and is a great performer of 

his work, and then I realised that all American writers, the ones who go on book tours are 
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great performers of their work. I was reading in Boston with Peter Carey and his wife at 

the time, Alison Summers. She was giving him acting lessons all way up to New York on 

the train, and then on arrival was back stage trying to make him into an American-style 

reader. And now he can do it. So that statement is particularly true of the US, and it’s 

becoming truer of Australia. 

As we take up more of their celebrity culture? 

Yes, indeed. 

Now, on a recent trip to Sydney, I visited the ‘Tom Keneally Centre.’ It was a wonderful, 

peaceful sanctuary away from the hustle and bustle of central Sydney. I also felt it 

conveyed a lifetime of hard work, seeing all the books you’ve written and some of the ones 

used for your research, especially the ones used for The Commonwealth of Thieves. I also 

spoke to a nice Canadian lady, Carole O’Brien about her involvement with the Centre. So 

what does a centre like this really mean to you and to what extent do you think it assists 

with your literary celebrity?  

 

Well, I mainly worried that when I left Bilgola Beach, my library would have to be 

sacrificed. So I went to see Frank Lowey, and he built the Centre to contain my library, 

which means a lot to me. I still don’t have everything in there, as a lot of the texts I use for 

my research, I’m still using. We’re hoping to start loaning books soon and there’s going to 

be a database going back to when I first started out writing. I also plan to write notes in 

every book in the library and tell stories about the various authors. I may even throw in a 

few scandalous remarks, well, of course, not too scandalous.  

That sounds like a big project. 

Yes, the notations will be there so that people can read about the relationship I have with 

certain writers. Some people want to know more about authors, about their lives and about 

their various connections. 

That’s very true. I’ll just have to visit the Centre again and have a look at these entries. I’d 

like to return now to the question of Twitter. Recently, it was reported that Colin Barnett 

had joined Twitter, and I know you’ve been using this social media platform for a while. 

 

Yes, for about a year.  

What do you mainly use this medium for, and how do you think it assists with paradigms 

of literary celebrity?  

 

Well, I can’t naturally use it for anything except politics. I’ve got a political side to my life 

as I come from a family that was always full of political opinion. I am supposed to use it to 

push my books, but it doesn’t work. I’ve got a friend whom I follow on Twitter, an English 

friend of mine and a great historian. He’s written a couple of novels and he pushes these 

on Twitter, and I know it doesn’t work. But, I did post one about my award from the Irish. 

However, generally a great part of my tweets are about economics, about Abbot and 

idiocy, and particularly about the detention of children, and so forth. In fact, I have been 

chastised recently for letting the frequency of my entries slip a bit. But it’s a great outlet 

for that desire to commentate on politics. You read the Herald in a rage, and if you read 
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the Australian, the rage is even greater, and then you go on to Twitter and compose a 

haiku of about 140 characters on the subject. The ideal writer for the publishers is 

someone like my former neighbour, Di Morrissey who has her own website. She puts 

footage on it and she says where she and her partner have been and other such details. 

And that works a treat, but I couldn’t run something like that and write at the same time. 

More importantly, on Twitter I’m not a novelist, I’m a citizen.  

Staying with the idea of political statements in the media, Julianne Shultz has written 

widely on the fragmentation of the Fourth Estate, and so too has Tim Soutphommasane, a 

renowned social commentator and national barometer of public sentiment. One of his 

comments in the Australian particularly interested me; he said that, “Many of us right now 

are lamenting the poor health of our politics… The poor quality of political debate… [it’s] 

enough to drive anyone who cares about our democracy to despair.” Do you think that 

democratically driven authors such as yourself have gained more authority in the media 

because of this so called breakdown?  

 

We’ve gained more authority in some ways. If you look at the career of someone like Sir 

William Deane as Governor General, he had great moral authority, and indeed the recent 

woman Governor General, Quentin Bryce. I think that there is an enhancement of civic 

leaders, not only writers, but people like Julian Burnside the barrister, and vocal people 

like Frank Brennan the Jesuit priest, and so on. The media has certainly opened up 

avenues for people looking to other figures outside the political arena to express their 

moral aspirations, their personal aspirations, and their aspirations for society in general, 

which is a complete contrast to when I started out writing. Then, no one would have asked 

a writer for their political opinion.  

Nowadays though, I think that more power in the form of public persuasion is coming your 

way, precisely because you are a literary celebrity.  

 

That’s true, but it’s also coming from the commentators, and of course, good online 

commentary in an organised form. For example, I would say the Guardian Australia is 

being read far more assiduously online than the Herald is, and various other online 

churners, these are also being consulted. So there’s a general opening up, and yes writers 

are a part of this.  

Finally, reflecting on your half-century in publishing, which is now rapidly coming to a 

close, can you talk about some of the highs and lows of this special celebratory year?  

  

Yes, indeed, let me see. You know, there aren’t too many lows. 

What about the highs then? 

The highs, well, I’d say the night of the celebratory dinner in Sydney, and the day at the 

Wollongong conference, that was very pleasant. At this age, I’m more amazed that I’ve got 

away with this trick, starting from such an unqualified base. 

What do you mean ‘this trick’, and ‘unqualified base?’ 

Well, what qualifications did I have to think that I was a writer? I knew nothing or very 

little about writing.   
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But over the last fifty years or so, Australia’s been the world of dreams. I guess I’m 

thinking of everyday expressions such as, ‘workingman’s paradise’ and ‘the lucky 

country.’   

 

Yes, that’s right. In fact dreams here are often more viable than they are in America, 

because education is more accessible, and so on. But, I am still a little bit shocked that I’ve 

got away with it. And I delight that the younger members of the Aussie tribe feel warmly 

towards me, they don’t necessarily read me, but they obviously have a fuzzy glow when 

they approach me, so that in itself is a kind of human success.   

It certainly is Tom. Once again, Thomas Keneally, congratulations on your fifty years in 

publishing and on your well-deserved literary celebrity.  

 

Thank you.    
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APPENDIX 2 

 

AUSTRALIA 

MELBOURNE 

https://www.facebook.com/events/1396442997107003/ 

SYDNEY 

https://www.facebook.com/events/2194367223912948/ 

BRISBANE 

https://www.facebook.com/events/784863655052739/ 

GOLD COAST 

https://www.facebook.com/events/224822454944502/ 

NEWCASTLE 

https://www.facebook.com/events/251797405312364/ 

WARRAGUL 

https://www.facebook.com/events/465616647202755/ 

BLUE MOUNTAINS 

https://www.facebook.com/Most-Wuthering-Heights-Day-Ever-Blue-Mountains-NSW-454173658120146/ 

CANBERRA 

https://www.facebook.com/events/280124715856156/ 

ADELAIDE 

https://www.facebook.com/events/2062915917330043/ 

BUNBURY 

https://www.facebook.com/events/436019900201474/ 

EUROPE 
FOLKESTONE, UK 

https://www.facebook.com/events/330423404132796/ 

DUBLIN, IRE 

https://www.facebook.com/events/199041567364666/ 

INSHOWEN, IRE 

https://www.facebook.com/events/215714409239659/ 

BERLIN 

https://www.facebook.com/events/243336649551030/ 

COPENHAGEN 

https://www.facebook.com/events/1848167052142850/ 

UPPSALA 

https://www.facebook.com/events/251057455400479/ 

GOTHENBURG 

https://www.facebook.com/events/1492055870881968/ 

BRUSSELS 

https://www.facebook.com/events/1993841260936628/ 

ROTTERDAM 

https://www.facebook.com/events/816100795225354/ 

 

THE AMERICAS 
SAN FRANCISCO 

https://www.facebook.com/events/158996714718666/ 

ATLANTA 

https://www.facebook.com/events/708871622570627/ 

AUSTIN, TX 

https://www.facebook.com/events/382400358943203/ 

BUENOS AIRES 

https://www.facebook.com/events/190449751726508/ 

 

 

http://bronteblog.blogspot.com/2018/07/the-most-wuthering-heights-day-ever-2018.html 

https://www.facebook.com/events/1396442997107003/
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