
John Lee’s explanation for why he narrates so many long books is “stamina.”
“My dad worked as a carpenter until he was 79. The rest of the men in his

family were blacksmiths. Some of my cousins are bricklayers and pipe fitters. We’ve
got stamina.” His trademark rich, smooth voice with its hint of a growl turns the
word into a seduction.
“I’ve done farm laboring, so I know that narrating audiobooks ain’t as hard as pick-

ing fruit. But it is effort. It gets insanely claustrophobic. Not because of the size of
the studio, although you do work in tiny rooms, but because you’re concentrating so
hard.” He says that his voice—English with an echo of the family’s Irish heritage—
will hold out “for a pretty long recording day. Maybe 90 minutes at a stretch for five
to six hours.”
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“A good narrator
is a sponge.”
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More Listening

THE COUNT OF MONTE CRISTO
Alexandre Dumas

Tantor Media Unabridged
Trade Ed.:CD,DD
Library Ed.:CS,CD,MP3,DD

EMPIRES OF THE SEA
Roger Crowley

Tantor Media Unabridged
Trade Ed.:CD,MP3,DD
Library Ed.:CD

PANDORA’S STAR
Peter F. Hamilton

Tantor Media Unabridged
Trade Ed.:CD,MP3,DD
Library Ed.:CD,DD

THE SOLITUDE OF THOMAS CAVE
Georgina Harding

Blackstone Audiobooks Unabridged
Library Ed.:CS,CD,MP3,DD

THE WHITE TIGER
Aravind Adiga

Tantor Media Unabridged
Trade Ed.:CD,MP3,DD
Library Ed.:CD

Golden Voices

In the last 12 months, he’s narrated Dumas’s The Three Musketeers (23 hours)
and The Count of Monte Cristo (48 hours), which won him Earphones Awards.
“Ha! Those were long ones. That’s what narrators say to each other,
you know. ‘Whoo, that was a long one!’ They very rarely go, ‘That was fantastic.’”
Even on the long-distance telephone, you can hear the grin in his voice.
Lee is comfortable sight reading nonfiction but always pre-reads, or at least

skims, novels before recording. “You can’t get to the end of the book and suddenly
have it say, ‘in her deep, husky French accent,’ and you’ve been doing her as an
English person or a Romanian!” Speaking of accents, Lee easily handles
England’s many intonations, as well as French and “four Irish accents. I also do
Eastern European and Indian and Pakistani voices. I grew up in Birmingham
with lots of South Asian and Caribbean families, so I have those accents ringing
in my head. And I’m always collecting new ones. A good narrator is a sponge.”
The only thing that gives Lee pause is reading from a poorly edited proof.

“The producer and I can spend the longest time trying to decipher what the writer
meant. And when we can’t—well, the result is that sometimes I have absolutely
no idea what a sentence means, but I say it anyway—with conviction! That’s
the key to it. Say it with conviction, and it will sound as if it means something.”
Lee narrates everything from science fiction, such as Peter Hamilton’s

Pandora’s Star and Judas Unchained, and nonfiction, such as Roger Crowley’s
Empires of the Sea, to literary fiction, including Aravind Adiga’s The White Tiger,
which is a 2009 Audies Finalist and Earphones Awards winner, and Georgina
Harding’s The Solitude of Thomas Cave, which gave him another Earphones. In
addition to reading audiobooks, Lee narrates video games, does voice-over work,
and writes plays. His newest is about Lyndon Johnson. “I’m a complete freak for
him,” he enthuses. “The greatness. The corruption. What a man!” He pauses. “It
may even turn into a musical.”
“A musical?”
“Wouldn’t that be freaky?” Again, the grin in his voice.
The theater is Lee’s first great love. “Of course, getting up on stage is hard

work,” he drawls, as if to impress.
“But you get the applause at the end.”
“That’s right!” He bursts out laughing. “It’s pure narcissism—let’s not pre-

tend otherwise.”
It is his devotion to the stage that engenders his passion for reading aloud. “I love

doing audiobooks because it’s as close as you get to good theater without being in
one. The narrator is building
the set, designing the lights,
putting the costumes on
everybody. And then you get
to play all the roles. It’s my
own little theater in that
recording studio.”
Then, as if I may not have

understood the wonder
of that, he adds, “I make
my living doing this. I’m
very lucky, you know.”
—Aurelia C. Scott
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