Audio books are making
people sit up and listen,
thanks to narrators who
work just as hard as the
writers. By Pavel Barter

soundproof room, a chair and a

microphone, It wasn't the maost

intimidating of cnvironments,

but when Caroline Lennon

cntered the recording booth with
a copy of The Woman Who Walked Into
Doors (1996), Roddy Doyle’s harrowing
novel, she was prepared for the worst.
The Wicklow actress narrated the story of
an abused wife for hours at a tme,
and days on end. After cach recording
session, she cmerged from the booth
emotionally drained.

“l found the descriptions of domestic
violenee quite disturbing.” says Lennon,
“That was one of the most emotionally dif-
ficult books I've ever done. As the narrator,
there was no getting away from the awful
things [Paula Spencer] was going through.
We recorded over such long periods —
when you're recording, there's no escape.
Technically, it wasnt difficult because it
was 50 well written, but it would be wrong
to say that it was enjovable. You cnjoy it as
an artist, but the other slde of you thinks,
*Some women have to go through this”™

Lennon played Siobhan Hathaway in
BBC Radio 4% The Archers for elght years,
until the character died of cancer. Yet nar-
rating audio books is a different challenge.

She has read novels by Sheila O'Flanagan,
Marian Koyes and Patricia Scanlan, and
narrates Deirdre Purcell’s new audio book,
Pearl. a story of threg sisters that spans the
19205 to the 1960s. This work isn't for the
faint-hearted cither, she insists,

“You've got to really cojoy it A lot of
people rocord a book and then say, *I'm
never doing that again. There is that break-
ing point where you think, ‘Dear God, T've
got 400 more pages to go.” The joy of it is
that, unlike other arcas of acing, its all
you, There's no sitting around waiting for
your bit. It's the toughest work you do as an
actor. Owver. an cight=-hour day, you'll
probably be recording solidly for six hours.
Film and television tend 1o be shor bursts.
Theatre s middle distance. Audio books
are a marathon.”

Onee considered a second-best subst-
tute for print, audio books are growing in
popularity, largely duc to digital down-
loads and lower prices. Traditionally, they
wore released months afier print versions;
now they're often teleased simultancously.
Publishers such as Whole Story Audio-
books, which released an audio version of
Sehastian Barry's On Canaan’s Side, have
entirely unabridged catalogues.

Celebrity actors are keen to get in on the
gig. but for every impressive performance
such as Jeremy Irons’s take on Brideshead
Revisited, there is a fop. Matt Dillon and
Scan Penn appear to run out of steam, for
example, while respectively reading Jack
Kerouac's On the Road and Bob Dylan’s
Chronicles. Robin F Whitten, the editor of
AundioFile, an American magazine, agrecs
that some namators lose interest. “To some

extent, these wonderful actors anc
only accustomed to playing ong
role at a time. When they're in a
story that has many characters,
suddenly they dont just have o
be the narrator; they have to portmray all
these small bit parts” he says. “Stage-
malned actors are ofien better preparcd
than actors who may have grown up in
front of the monitor and have not had the
rigarous training of theatre.”

Mewry-bomn Susan Lynch, meanwhile,
who starved in films such as Nora (2000),
says there’s a bot of information 10 process.
In Martina Cole’s Dangerous Lady, a Lon-
don gangster story, she portrayed cockney
hard men and a 17-year-old protagonist.
“I'd acted in that on television,” says Lynch.
“They called me up and asked me to do the
audio book — it was onc of the most diffi-
cult things I've ever done, When you're act-
ing — be it theawe, film or wlevision =
you're just part of the namatve. When
you're doing an audio book. you are the
boak. You are the narrative.”

Gerry O'Brien, who narrated Parrick
McCabe's Winterwood and Tara French's
latest novel, Faithful Place, is the voice of
Ken Bruen's Jack Taylor series. Bruen's Gal-
way cop is riddled with addiction, despair
and self-loathing; O'Brien belicves his per-
formance should reflect this. “You have 1
feel thar pain, that confusion and get it into
your voice, There has o be a performance
glement. You have o create cmpathy for
the characiers. Jack Taylor brings a hung-
over, world-weary cynicism to the story —
finding hope, falling in love, then losing it
again because of his dependency on drugs.
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Speaking parts: left, Lennon
has volced several audio
books; below, the format has
become increasingly popular

You have to perform that
on the microphone.”

Movelists and publishers occasionally
add something new 1o the format Mick
Cave namrated and co-wrote the sound-
track for his last novel, The Death of Bunmy
Munro, Joe Stretch, a Manchester author,
collaborated with the band Huns and the
actress Anna Friel to oreate an interactive
audio novel for Spotify, the music-stream-
ing service.

For the most part, however, the medi-
um’s greatest assct is its simplicity, “There's
something, in the best sense, old-school
about it says Lennon. “It's simple and
direct. There's you, the words, and the lis-
tencr. There's nothing clse getting in the
way: no bells and whistles. In the books |
do, there's no underscoring of music, no
sound effects. | think listencrs like that. A
lot of our experience these days is noisy
and clamorous, There's a simplicity 1o the
audio-book listening  cxperience  that
SCCIMS 10 resonane.”

For the performers, there's no cxperi-
ence quite like it "You become a onc-man
show.” says O'Bricn. “A lot of actors don't
like it because you're on your own from
ninc to fve, but | feel you're crcating won-
derful amospheres.” He smirks, “The cast
partics arc terrible though™ &
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