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which have been turned into 23
movies, two television shows, and 67
diob By the way, don’t pin me

ballpark. Partly, that's because there
aren’t that many people competing for
the title. And I'm not saying that I have
the world’s most complete collection of
Elmore Leonard audiobooks. But I'm
probably in the ballpark there, as well.
That's also not really that impressive
because as far as I can tell—based on
my bidding at eBay—I'm the only one
collecting Elmore Leonard audiobooks.

1 don't know why that is.

Elmore Leonard audiobooks are
supremely entertaining, they’re inspir-
ing on a literary and performance level,
and they are rarely disappeinting (and
I mean rarely). Leonard is one of those
rare novelists whose work seems crafted
for the audicbook listener—he gives
great story and provides a shifting nar-
rative tone, snappy dialogue, and a
screenwriter's scene-by-scene sensibil-
ity. The visual quality of his writing,
combined with some truly dazzling
reader performances, makes his audio-
books closer to a movie experience
than a literary one. I don't know why
everyone doesn't see that.

When I buttonhole some unfortu-
nate friend or acquaintance and I start
talking about how great Elmore Leonard
audiobools are, most of them don't real-
ly care. It's like I'm trying to get them to
go vegan or watch “Star Trek.” Okay,
some of the people aren’t really that
familiar with Leonard. They don't know
him. And then some of these people
know of him, but only as the guy who
wrote Gei Shorty, Jackie Brown (original-
ly Rum Punch), and Out of Sight.

This is doubly troubling. How can
you not know him? He’s Elmore
Leonard!! He's a signature American
voice, a master craftsman who's been
mistakenly labeled as a crime writer. If
awards impress you, he’s got a lot of
them—if peer review impresses you,
he’s been applauded by plenty of liter-
ary superstars. And if you're impressed
by quantity, he’s written 41 novels,
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down on the number of audiobooks. 1
have a feeling that I'm the only one
keeping track. According te my audio-
graphy, six of Leonard’s books—Glitz,
Escape From Five Shadows, Gunsights,
Hombre, La Brava, and Unknown Man
No. 8g—never made it to audio. (Help
me out here if you know where these
can be found.)

Leonard is one of those
rare novelists whose
work seems crafied for the
audiobook listener.

If you're studying audiobook narra-
tions, the Leonard oeuvre provides
some advanced lessons. That's because
there are so many different versions.
Compare Campbell Scott, Jason Culp,
Ron Mclarty, and Alexander Adams
(aka Grover Gardner), each of whom
has read an unabridged version of Be
Codl. Or compare Alfred Molina, Taye
Diggs, Henry Strozier, and William
Atherton, each of whom has read the
great Elmore Leonard short story, “The
Tonto Woman.”

The cool factor for narrative talent is
off the charts. Consider some of the
narrators: Liey Schreiber, Peter
Renaday, Neil Patrick Harris, James
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Naughton, David Strathian, Tom Wopat
(yes, from “The Dukes of Hazzard"),
Henry Leyva, Robert Lansing, Arliss
Howard, Joe Morton, Brian Dennehy,
Bruce Boxleitner, Tom Skeritt, Robert
Forster, Dylan Baker, Steve Buscemi,
Paul Rudd, Keith Carradine, and
Richard Poe. Wait, did T forget to men-
ton Ed Asner? And Henry Rollins (yes,
punk rocker Henry Rollins). And amid
all this testosterone, let’s not overlook
Barbara Rosenblat, the only female nar-
rator of Elmore Leonard. (Check out
her swinging performance of the story
When the Women Come Out to Dance.)

Of course, dominating the world of
Elmore Leonard audiobooks is master
narrator Frank Muller: He's read 11 of
them (be sure to check out his voicing
of Nolen Tyner, the second-rate actor
in Cat Chaser). Then, there’s the classi-
cally cool narration of Grover Gardner
(he’s read seven) and masters like
George Guidall (five), Mark Hammer
(five), and the actor Joe Mantegna
(five). Mantegna may be the best
known voice of Elmore Leonard, hav-
ing narrated abridged versions of Get
Shorty, Out of Sight, Pronio, Riding the
Rap, and Rum Punch.

Which leads us to abridgments. Did
you ever notice those “Approved by the
Author” labels on abridged audiobooks?
I posted a question at the Elmore
Leonard Web site asking if he actually

pproved the audio. App ly the
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publisher gives Leonard a chance to
approve the abridged audio, but that
doesn’t mean he actually reads the
abridged text. “After all the work that
goes into writing the book,” said the
posted response, “trying to figure out
what to cut would be depressing in that
post-partum period.”

With abridgments, the bad news is
that you miss quite a lot, and a few are
really poorly abridged (Cat Chaser, read
by Ken Howard, being an inexcusable
example). It's too bad we lose so much,
but audiobooks, like films, are perform-
ance pieces, and their lengths are often
dictated by commercial considerations.
The good news is that abridged Elmore
ILeonard audio can be satisfying, possi-
bly because Leonard’s characters are so
fully developed. If you want to hear a
good example, check out the abridged
Pagan Babies read by Steve Buscemi. By
the way, Pagan Babies (2000) appears
to be the last abridgment. The five
audiobooks issued after it have been
unabridged.

1 used to imagine which Elmore
Leonard audiobooks I would take to a
desert island. Then one day I realized
that would be a crazy concept, because
if I took audiobooks, I would need bat-
teries—or at least rechargeable batteries
and some sort of solar charger. So
instead of choosing which audiobooks I
would take, I decided I would take one
narrator—Robert Forster—and the
complete collection of Elmore Leonard
books and have Forster read them to
me. I know it's inconsiderate to him and
to his family to drag him to a desert
island, but after reviewing all of the
readers who have gotten behind the mic
for Elmore Leonard, Forster stands out
as the most “right” voice. He’s not
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flashy, and he doesn’t astonish you with
his characterizations. But in Mr.
Paradise, the one Leonard audiobook
that he narrated, Forster seemingly
found his inner-Elmore, delivering an
even handed, cool reading that distin-
guishes him from the rest of the pack.

1f you've made it to the end of this arti-
cle, great! If we meetin person, I promise
not to harangue you about my Elmore
ILeonard audiobook collection. But please
feel free to tell me about yours!
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