Words in your ear: A techno-assisted revival of an ancient art

Hazel K Bell

Publishing has reached a stage of merging roles, fading distinctions, as editors become their own designers, readers become users, subscription agents aggregators, the electronic journal clamours to succeed the printed form, and the electronic book, to be read from screen, proposes itself. So what is a talking book?

   Answer (in its unabridged form), basically - a recorded version, a printed text read aloud on to cassette or CD - a verbal version of the music market. 

   The Royal National Institute for the Blind (RNIB) pioneered the format, launching their Talking Book Service in 1935 as compensation for those whose visual handicap precluded their reading print. They first recorded books on long-playing gramophone records; then started issuing 12-hour-playing sets of Talking Book cassettes in the 1960s. These were offered on post-free regular loan to registered blind or partially-sighted subscribers. The service still operates, from the RNIB Distribution Centre in Wembley, Middlesex, where around 12,000 cassettes from their 11,000-title library are despatched each day. These RNIB recordings can be played only on the special players supplied to RNIB members, not on commercial equipment available to the public.

   The first publicly available talking books were produced in the 1970s by Caedmon and Argos - recherché items tucked away in a few bookshops. Pickwick produced some single-tape detective and Dr Who and Flash Gordon stories; there was a `Tell-a-Story' series for children. In 1978 Richard Baldwin at EMI realized the untapped market potential, and followed EMI's `Music for Pleasure' series of tapes with a 20-title series of narrated books, `Listen for Pleasure'. Original packaging was devised and marketing expertise devoted to the launch, selling the tapes in large stores and supermarkets. There was no competition, and sales soared: over 100,000 for David Niven reading his own The moon's a balloon.

   Next on the UK Talking books scene came the BBC, with their hugely valuable archived material to draw on. In the early 1980s they became the most successful audiobook producers, marketing the BBC Radio Collection: mostly classics, but including some light entertainment. 

   In the '90s a few publishers followed this trend, HarperCollins, Hodder Headline, Penguin and Random House all including production of audiobooks among their traditional printed stock: an unfortunate fragmentation of the market, considers Richard Baldwin. In 1994 the Spoken Word Publishing Association was formed `to raise the profile of spoken word audio with retail trade, press and consumers'. The latest estimate for audiobooks' annual UK turnover is £60 million: perhaps now 5% of the overall publishing market, but growing steadily, significantly. 

   In the US - where normal driving distances are greater, and the radio broadcasting quality generally lower than in the UK - audiobooks have enjoyed correspondingly greater favour, an estimated 12 million households now listening to them. In recognition of their success, June 1998 was declared Audiobook month, greeted by a special supplement of Publishers Weekly.

   The appeal of audio-books has developed far beyond compensation for the visually handicapped. They can serve as supplementary claimants for attention during some not fully engaging activity: hands and eyes are boringly steering a wheel or scrubbing a floor - the imagination is marvellously engaged elsewhere. Books on cassette are particularly appreciated by solitary, far-travelling drivers. Laura Bodon, a Californian book dealer, explains: ` We do well with books on tape at our store as many of our customers commute to work over seventy miles away, spending three or four hours a day driving to and from work. I don't like driving, but listening to a book on tape makes it bearable. I will sometimes listen to one when I am working on my needle-point, or doing housework (which I loathe). Most of our radio channels here are country music which I can't stand.' She also sees the demand for audio books increasing due to the ageing of the population, who come to find print-reading more difficult and large-print books less convenient than listening to cassettes.

   Other major groups welcoming audio books are bed-bound invalids or the disabled who may find difficulty in holding a book and turning pages.

   Audiobooks succeed in the children's market too, to be played during travel trips, or helping those with reading difficulties. Favourites for children are classics such as E. B. White's Charlotte's web, A. A. Milne's Winnie the Pooh stories, Madeline L'Engle's A wrinkle in time, the stories of Roald Dahl, and the Narnia series by C. S. Lewis (read by Michael Hordern). Listening is a vital part of the UK educational system's Standard Attainment Tests for English - the child's ability to listen and report on what has been heard is given considerable weight. But children have to be taught how to do this in today's extremely visual world. Some classrooms are already using audiobooks to assist with this.

   The production process runs parallel to that for printed books, with technical variations. Audiobooks are usually recorded versions of already published printed books and there is a growing tendency to publish the abridged audiobook and the hardback simultaneously - in Borders' new flagship store in London's Oxford Street, the hardback of Maeve Binchy's latest bestseller, Tara Road, was piled high beside copies of the audiobook. The selection of titles has but little element of spotting unknown talent, asking for reports on possible submissions. Publishers in the abridged market (the largest area) have a criteria of 100,000 sales in paperback, though some will take a chance on unknowns -- such as Shani Mootoo, Kate Atkinson, Anne Michaels -- who look to have literary promise. Titles chosen for unabridged cassette version must have a proven track record of success, showing well in the library market, as the major determining factor for selection: big names, easily identifiable by the public, are best. Isis Audio Books, in Oxford, hold monthly selection meetings, scrutinizing publishers' catalogues, magazines and library lending records. Not all selections are recently published, though: the classics are well available, and Isis has started a reminiscent series of autobiographies, such as Flora Thompson's Lark Rise to Candleford.

   As library budgets are curtailed, though, Isis look for other markets, direct marketing niches. Terry Pratchett's science fiction books, for instance, now on cassette, are aimed at a specific age group perhaps not much given to borrowing from public libraries.
 As well as following market trends, there is a second factor in selecting titles for audio recording: the subjective judgement. Veronica Babington-Smith, chief acquisitions editor at Isis, looks for `the quality on the page that sweeps the

reader along, an engaging rhythym and compelling fluency, deriving from the internal structure of the language, that will also sound well when spoken aloud'. Texts lacking this quality, failing to grip the reader by the fourth page, are unlikely to sound well read aloud. The works of Doris Lessing and Fay Weldon she finds come into this sounding-difficult category, along with `overly mannered, precious, fine writing', as promulgated by so-called creative writing schools.

   The selection made, rights are pursued from the original print publisher, probably by auction. Rights for audio production of books are in three sets, separately saleable: dramatized, full text and abridged. Arundhati Roy's The God of small things is available in two different versions: Diana Quick reading it on two cassettes from HarperCollins for £8.99, Carole Boyd on 8 cassettes from Isis, running for 11 hours 25 minutes, for œ17.99; Anthony Burgess's Clockwork orange at once in a dramatized version from the BBC and in an unabridged reading in Polygram's `Cult Listening' series.

There are further complications in overseas rights, and those of author and producer: copyright in audio is a highly complex business.

   The market for unabridged Talking Books is mainly libraries. Isis Audio cater for these, producing only full-text audiobook versions (for adults; their audiobooks for children may be shortened). Isis grew from an established publisher of academic texts, primarily in history and politics, selling mainly to academic libraries. As budgets for these foundered in the 1980s, Isis sought to sell also to public libraries, and saw a gap there in the provision of large-print versions for those with restricted eyesight. The books so produced were chiefly in the field of romance -- historical or Cartland-type. Appreciating that short sight need not imply narrow reading needs, Isis provided more serious reading matter in large-print form. Audiobooks were a natural technical development from those, at first chiefly non-fiction, self-help, coming in the 90s.

   To provide shorter, two-cassette versions of books - the standard for retail - text must be tailored to fit. Hodder Headline's versions are almost always abridged, to fit two or four ninety-minute tapes, producing three or six hours of listening (three hours gives 28,000 words). Their audiobooks division was launched in 1994, with 100 titles in its first year, some 40-50 adult and 20 children's books p.a. since. They mainly record their own published titles, buying some other rights and selling on some of their own unabridged rights. 

   Rupert Lancaster, Audiobooks Manager for Hodder Headline, enthuses about audiobooks, seeing narration as `one of the oldest skills in the world' and this new technique, `an extension of having a story read to you' as `a fantastic way to experience literature'. It offers authors `another way for their work to become available'.

   The task of abridgement is contracted out to freelancers. The 1997 Abridger of the Year Award (for Beryl Bainbridge's Every man for himself) was won by Kati Nicholl, a fulltime freelance with some 300 abridgements under her belt. Her method is to immerse herself in the book and `think myself into the author's head', decide what the author was intent on saying as the core of the book, and preserve that - a process of positive selection for keeping rather than picking out for rejection. She then finds suitable between-tape breaks, the final two-tape set always in mind - `finding curtains for the sides', in dramatic terminology - with some 7000 words fitting a side of tape. The original texts may run to well over 100,000 words, sometimes over 300,000. If cutting a particular title to fit a 3-hour set proves too drastic, the publishers may agree to extend a it to four or six hours' playing, though these sell less well than the standard three-hour set. The classics in particular are lengthier than most modern novels.


Some abridgers now have the texts on disk and work on screen, though this is whimsical. Even if an author writes the book on a computer, the majority of editors still work on hard copy and disks are frequently not available until proof stage: too late for the abridger if there is to be a simultaneous publication. Abridgers either invest in scanners, load the entire text on to computer themselves and edit on screen, or abridge on hard copy and then either read it in or type it in to the computer. Several successive passes through the text may be necessary, further reducing it each time: Nicholl puts it, `one may have to be a savage pruner, but in the end still have a lovely rose', `accessing the soul of the book'.

   What goes, in the reduction process? Excessive description; some minor themes, secondary characters. But paraphrase is quite illicit; it is the author's original style which must prevail, and abridgers must not impose their own ideas of what the text should be.

   The authors have the chance to review the abridgement before recording, but, in Nicholl's experience, rarely ask for changes. Maeve Binchy even said that the abridgement had improved her Tara Road, and that she would learn from it in writing her next novel!  

   The abridging process can cause complaint from authors, though. Stephen King declared in Publishers Weekly, `When abridgers go to work, it's not sex or violence that comes out; it's thought, it's humor, it's a lot of the things that make

literature literature. I think of abridgements as books for people who don't really like books.'

   Next comes the choice of reader on to the tapes. Authors may well be used as narrators of their own books, if their voices prove suitable. They may feel they can thus preserve the integrity of their work: Ed McBain, after narrating two of

his books for Audio Renaissance, claimed (in Publishers Weekly), `I think I know where the emotion is in a scene, when a scene should start building, where the beats are. A professional actor looks at it in a different way from the person who wrote it'. 

   With well known authors, their name as narrator is likely to be a further sales factor. Laurie Lee read his own Cider with Rosie on cassette; Douglas Adams read A hitchhiker's guide to the galaxy. Alan Clarke read his own diaries; Alistair Cooke his letters; Margaret Thatcher, her autobiography. Dirk Bogarde and Peter Ustinov could utilize at once their talents as writers and actors in narrating their own books. Copies may be signed by the authors to enhance sales.


In most cases actors are found to make better readers, especially with fiction, and they are carefully chosen. Prunella Scales, Anna Massey, Geraldine McEwan and Juliet Stevenson all offer readings of Jane Austen's novels; Derek Jacobi reads The Iliad as well as Ellis Peters' Cadfael Chronicles; Ian McKellen The Odyssey; Claire Bloom, Henry James's Portrait of a Lady. Martin Jarvis has made Richmal Compton's William his own (over 300,000 in sales for the titles!) and Miriam Margolyse's Dickens' Women is a tour de force. Authors may have a say in who should read their work -- Mary Wesley insists on Anna Massey, Maeve Binchy on her actress cousin Kate, a splendid pairing.


A former actress, Margot Strickland, read two of her own biographies on cassette for the Royal National Institute for the Blind. She regards such reading as `more natural and intimate than acting', treating it as one-to-one communication, with the narrative aspect of the greatest importance, outweighing any need for dramatisation. 

   Isis record in their own studio, John Durrant, the Managing Editor, acting as producer. The readers go through the text themselves, then discuss with him matters such as characterization, voice adapatation for different characters, and consistency. Production is continuous throughout the text, with comfort breaks, but not with advance sectioning into cassettes. Mistakes in the reading are marked on the tape.

subsequently rerecorded and edited in. The whole is then divided into suitable-length sections for the cassettes.

   Audio originals are with us now, too: recordings of stories commissioned specifically for cassette. Random House Audiobooks in the US offer mystery stories packaged as `Sounds Like Murder: Short Stories for Short Commutes', unabridged, tailored for the commuter: two hours long so that `if you have an hour commute, on your way to work you get half, and the other half on the way back'. The stories will subsequently appear in paper-back: the book of the tape. Tom Wolfe's fiction, Ambush at Fort Bragg, was performed unabridged on a 31/2 hour BDD (Bantam Doubleday Dell) Audio Publishing package after magazine serialization and was published in the UK only on audio, a coup for BBC Worldwide. BBD plans more originals, both fiction and nonfiction .

   Distribution of audiobooks is by mail order, retail sale, rental or library loan. The market tends to be middle-class, preferring middle-of-the-road fiction and biography, sales rising in summer. Public libraries stock them, usually unabridged versions. Many bookshops include audiobook sections, and in the US there are several audio-only stores -- these may offer automated listening booths or cassette player and headphones openly available for sampling, or audiobooks played over the sound system. 

   The Talking Book Shop in London's Wigmore Street, which opened in 1994, is as yet the only one in the UK. The covers of its stock of cassettes and CDs, and their mode of display, make it resemble a conventional print book shop, divided into areas shelving biography and travel; fiction; classics; crime; comedy (An audience with Jasper Carrott; The compact Coward [Noel]; The best of Tom Lehrer; The Goon Show volume 10: very close to performing art here); dramatization (Canterbury Tales; David Copperfield `starring Miriam Margoyles and others'; Hamlet, et al from the same author); short stories; history/documentary; poetry; science fiction; children's; business & motivation.

   Isis have found their steadiest audio best-seller to be Penelope Lively's Moontiger, first published in print in 1987 to enjoy high sales and public-library popularity. Their greatest sellers have been Laurie Lee's Cider with Rosie and Spike Milligan's How I won the war, each read by its author. The US Publishers Weekly conducted a survey to find `a core list of audios: the titles that no retailer's audiobook section should be without'. The favourite fiction audiobooks proved to be: The horse whisperer by Nicholas Evans; Homer's Iliad and Odyssey (in translation); and To kill a mockingbird by Harper Lee. The non-fiction favourites were: The seven habits of highly effective people by Stephen Covey; Angela's ashes by Frank McCourt; and Men are from Mars, women are from Venus by John Gray.

   There are Talking Book Clubs, like those for print versions: not forgathering for communal listening and discussion, but distributing cassettes to members. The Audio Book Club in the US is similar to the Book of the Month Club, with its own web site. The Talking Book Club in south London offers over 2000 recorded titles for rental by post, full-length or condensed, adding 400 a year to its library. Prices range from £1.45 for one cassette to £12.65 for a 16-cassette book. Calibre, near Aylesbury, Bucks, a branch of the Talking Newspapers for the Blind Association, send cassettes to registered blind or handicapped listeners, financed by voluntary work and donations.

   Audiobooks are yet another supplementary form, never intended or likely to supersede the traditional printed book. They bring less direct personal engagement between author and listener, and less freedom for the listener: Stephen King put it, `when you listen, you're forced to move along at the pace the reader read it' - no skimming eagerly ahead, or dwelling slowly over a favourite passage. Author Ed McBain complains that mere listening is passive, whereas `you have to collaborate with the author while you're reading. I would prefer that people read the book, because then it's filtered through the person's sensibilities, instead of the [audio] reader's sensibilities'. Laura Bodon comments, `I do not buy audio books for myself, only rent or borrow them. If it is something I want to reread then I much prefer owning a copy of the book. They seem more "real" to me that way.'


On the other hand ... verbal storytelling is the very first medium of the book that we are aware of: a child listens to a story long before it learns to read. Long before even the written word, ancient Greeks, Vikings, Celts and Anglo-Saxons all had oral literature in their tradition. Chaucer's Canterbury Tales illuminates the art of verbal storytelling as the pilgrims while away the evenings - and there are some splendid readings of these available on audio, both in Middle and modern English.  The art of the good audiobook is to find a true communion between author, narrator and listener, to revive and expand our earliest, hopefully fond, memories of being told a story. There is a great need for companionship, for the sound of another human voice, in the darker reaches of the night. Audiobooks go some way to fulfilling that need. Technology, rather than separating us from our roots, is bringing us back to them.
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