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CHAPTER 1
Sun and Shadow

Thirty years ago, Marseilles' lay burning in the sun, one day.

A blazing sun upon a fierce August day was o geeater rarity in
southern France then, than at any other time, before or since.
thing in Marscile, and about Marscilles. had starcd at the fervid
sky.and beenstred a n retur, unil a seing habit had mm.,

white ek caring white walls, stariog white streets, staring
teacts of arid road, staring hills from which verduce was buene
away. The only things 10 be seen not fixedly staring and glaring
wete the vines drooping under their loxd of grapes, These did
occasionally wink a itle, as the hot air barely moved their faint
leaves.

"There was no wind to make 2 ripple an the foul water within the
harbor, or on the beauiful sea without. The line of demarcation
between the two colors, black and blue, showed the point which
the pure sea would not pass; but it ly as quict as the abominable
pool, with which it neve mixed. Boats without awnings were oo
ho o ouchsships bt at thee moorings the siones of he

ghe or day, for iths. Hir R
Chin rds, Portuguese, Englishmen, Fren ». G
Neapolitans, Venetians, Greeks, Turks, descendants from all the
builders of Babel* come to trade at Marscilles, sought the shade
alike - taking refuge in any hiding-place from a sea t0 intensely
blue to be looked at, and a sky of purple, st with one great flaming
jewwel of frc.

of lralian coast, indeed, it was z itele. nlm:d by light dmnd» of
mist,slowly rising from the evaporation of the sea; but it softened
nowhere else, Far away the staring roads, deep in dust,stared from
the hilkde sard from the hollow, saredfrom the inerminae
plain, Far away th
the monotonous wayside avenues of parched rees without ghied
drooped beneath the stare of earth and sky. So did the horses with
drowsy bells, in long files of carts, creeping slowly towards the
interior; so did their recumbent drivers, when they were awake,
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Reading Dickens Four Ways

How ‘Little Dorrit’ fares in multiple text formats

By ANN KIRSCHNER

ARDCOVER or paperback?
Until recently those were
our reading options. As with
everything else, whether it’s
ice cream or television, things are much
more complicated now. We are way be-
yond vanilla and chocolate, way beyond
the corner bookstore and neighborhood
library and into a multiplicity of forms
and platforms and technologies and in-
terfaces that could be dispiriting if you
are inclined to worry about the death of
the book.
Do I love books or do I love reading?
When my book group picked Little
Dorrit, I found myself asking that ques-
tion.
Good old paid-by-the-word Dickens:
I figured that it would take me months
to finish nearly 1,000 pages. My reading
would take place on the New York City
subway, in cars and planes, on business
trips and vacation, and (my all-time fa-
vorite) in bed at the end of the day.
I went automatically to my old Pen-
guin paperback, standing ready on
the shelf. Never mind its familiar and
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friendly orange spine—I hesitated.
Maybe it would make sense to read the
book on the Kindle that my husband
bought me last year. Then again, for
my daily Manhattan life, I love au-
diobooks, the best choice for crowded
public transportation and a wonderful
companion for walking. And now that
I use an iPhone, I have been surprised
by the ease of reading its crisp, bright
screen.

I decided to read Little Dorrit four
ways: paperback, audiobook, Kindle,
and iPhone.

It was often maddening to keep find-
ing and losing my place as I switched
from format to format. But as an experi-
ment, it taught me a great deal about
my reading habits, and about how a text
reveals itself differently as the reading
context changes. Along the way, I also
began to make some predictions about
winners and losers in the evolution of
books.

Little Dorrit was an accidental choice,
but I could hardly have done better.

Its length, multiple story lines, 19th-

Dickens’s Little Dorrit may be read via (from left to right) paperback, Kindle, iPhone’s eReader,

and/or listened to via audiobook, shown here on an iPhone. What’s your pleasure?

century allusions, and teeming cast of
characters helped me to test the func-
tionality of different formats. Beyond
the artifice of my reading experiment,
though, please don’t think that technol-
ogy compromised my ability to appreci-
ate this beloved novel, written in 1857
at the height of Dickens’s power and
popularity. Just the opposite.

I started with the paperback, reading
in bed. “Thirty years ago, Marseilles
lay burning in the sun. ...” As soon as
opened the book, there I was, encoun-
tering my name and my own marginal
notations—“Sunshine that illuminates
or blinds?”—from decades ago. That
and the $2.45 price marked on the back
made me more than a little nostalgic
about my graduate-school days, when
I first fell in love with the Victorian
novel. In a book about how the present
is haunted by the past, I was confront-
ing my old self through the medium of
the physical book, still in great condi-
tion, still fitting perfectly in my hands.
How dare we think that anything could
replace it? Impossible to imagine that
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any of these newfangled devices could
last nearly 40 years. The perfume of old
paper filled the air.

I could have stopped there.

I downloaded an audiobook edi-
tion of Little Dorrit, hoping for one of
those magical theatrical experiences
that occur when a great narrator is
matched with the right book, say, Jim
Dale and the Harry Potter novels, or
Frank Muller reading anything. I have
loved audiobooks since the days of the
Sony Walkman and my short career as
a long-distance runner. Back then, each
audiocassette held about 60 minutes,
which might not last long enough for
a training run, so I carried the next
ones in a small pouch around my waist.
They made a constant clacking sound
as I jogged around Central Park or
wherever I happened to be. On business
trips, I would bring along a dozen cas-
settes or more. Even after I finished my
first and only marathon, I remained an
audiobook enthusiast.

Cassettes have gone the way of LP
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Continued From Preceding Page
records, and really, does anyone miss
the accident-prone little devils? My first
digital device was an MP3 player. What
bliss. The only hassle was when my
cellphone rang, and I rushed through a
ham-fisted dance to remove my head-
phones, dig out the phone, take the call,
and plug in my headphones again. The
iPhone has forever ended that frenzied
fumble: It pauses the book automati-
cally, connects me to the call, and then
returns me right back to the same place
where the book was interrupted. Given
the enormous storage capacity of the
iPhone, I can also have several books
waiting their turns.

Alas for Little Dorrit, I was stuck with
a competent but uninspired narrator.
Nevertheless, Dickens has conquered
far worse. Soon I was looking for any

Members of the generation

that grew up playing

Game Boys and telling

time on their cellphones

will have absolutely

Faroemwes=l  no problem reading
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from a small screen.
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excuse to stay plugged in just a little bit
longer. In fact, if I made a graph of total
reading time on Little Dorrit, I bet that
the audiobook would win (though not
for the most pages).

You can listen while you are walking
around.

You can listen while driving.

You can listen while applying make-
up.

You can listen while you are cooking.

You can listen while you are in the
dentist’s chair.

Audiobooks also impose a certain
discipline. I think of this as real-time
reading: The author and narrator con-
trol your pace, and it is impractical to
skim ahead or thumb back to another
section. For Dickens, so naturally cin-
ematic and plot-driven, that can have a
breathtaking effect. It was my good for-
tune to be listening when Little Dorrit
and Maggie spent their long night wan-
dering the London streets. I shivered
with them, I shared their exhaustion,
and I sighed with the dull relief of re-
turning to the Marshalsea prison.

Just a fingertip away from the audio-
book controls on my iPhone was the
eReader, a free application, and the op-
tion for reading the same Penguin edi-
tion of Little Dorrit. The electronic text
included the original illustrations by
Hablot Knight Browne, more familiarly
known as Phiz; the map of the Mar-

shalsea; and the explanatory footnotes
that were impossible in the audiobook.
The controls were intuitive, and I was
soon able to bookmark pages, highlight
text, and switch back and forth between
novel and notes.

T’ve been dreading this, but let me
get my prediction out now: The iPhone
is a Kindle killer.

ABANDONED the Kindle edi-

tion of Little Dorrit almost as

soon as I read one chapter on

my iPhone. Kindle, shmindle.
It does almost nothing that an iPhone
can’t do better—and most important,
the iPhone is always with me. Woody
Allen had it right: Seventy percent
of success in life is showing up. Yes,
the Kindle’s reasonable imitation of a
book is an advantage, but not enough
to outweigh the necessity to carry an
extra object and its power plugs. The
Kindle screen is a permanent dishwater
gray, not exactly “just like paper,” as
promised by the ubiquitous Amazon
ads. With free software like eReader or
Stanza, iPhone readers have the same
capability for customization (font size,
footnotes, highlighting, bookmarking)
and a more-elegant interface. The new
Kindle2 has an intriguing capability to
turn any book into an audiobook, but
even if that survives the legal challeng-
es from publishers, the computer-gen-
erated voice is more R2-D2 than Jim
Dale. Worst of all is Kindle’s clumsy
way of turning pages, only slightly
improved on Kindle2. The momentary
blackout is a constant annoyance, espe-
cially compared with the delicate swipe
or tap that changes pages instanta-
neously on the iPhone (and which even
has an option for cruise control, where
the pages scroll automatically, though
too slowly for speed readers).

The only time I relied on my Kindle
was on vacation last year. All the
grown-ups on beach chairs seemed to
have one, as if we all had obeyed some
secret command to buy Kindles and
wear sunscreen. In fact, readers 50 or
older are the largest group of Kindle
buyers. Therein lies the clue to Kindle’s
short life. Middle-aged readers think
that the dimension of the screen is
critical. It’s not: The members of the
generation that grew up playing Game
Boys and telling time on their cell-
phones will have absolutely no problem
reading from a small screen. Let us
pray that they will. Right now, they
aren’t buying Kindles—and they aren’t
reading books.

Nor will the newly announced large-
format Kindle DX halt the death spiral
of newspapers and textbooks. The days
of prearranged and rigid formats are
over. Sadly, so is the editorial interven-
tion that authenticated and improved
content. The future of all publishing is
an open question.

I'm not gloomy, though. We will still
find our way to quality. We will find
new ways to seduce the next generation
of readers. Creative people are begin-

ning to exploit interactive and multi-
media capability into digital books.
Tomorrow’s readers will immerse
themselves in their favorite books, not
self-consciously as I did for this experi-
ment, but based on deeper needs. It will
be just the sort of seamless decision we
make every day when we decide wheth-
er we will place a phone call, send an e-
mail message or text message or photo
or video, handwrite a note, or make a
personal visit.

So I hardly read any Little Dorrit
on Kindle. I will probably continue to
use it at times, since its battery life is
far, far better than an iPhone, and be-
sides, I’ll worry less about dropping my
Kindle in the sand. More intriguing is
that Amazon has now thoughtfully en-
abled any new Kindle purchases to be
available simultaneously on my iPhone.
Why would the company do that? My
personal theory is that Amazon cares
less about our choice of screen than our
choice of store. Amazon wants Kindle
to be a verb, not a noun, as in “I Kin-
dled that book,” which could mean that
I read it on a smartphone, computer, or
dedicated electronic-book device.

Oh boy, have I had a lot of arguments
along the way to the marriage of Little
Dorrit and her long-suffering beau,
Arthur Clennam! Readers are passion-
ate and opinionated advocates for their
preferred formats. Flip announced
that she reads only hardcovers; end of
conversation. “I get it,” said Bill, watch-
ing me read on the iPhone: “You like
your books little.” Bob is no Luddite,
but he insists that Steve Jobs has bribed
me, since the Kindle is so obviously
superior. Just wait for the Apple tablet,”
advises techno-sage Joe. And Judith
derides my affection for audiobooks as
“not really reading.”

That’s the worst accusation: that I
am not a serious reader. Not guilty! I
love books as much as anybody. But I
love reading more. It is the sustained
and individual encounter with ideas and
stories that is so bewitching. If new for-
mats allow us to have more of those, let
us welcome and learn from them.

I spent my graduate-school summers
at the Berg Collection of English and
American Literature at the New York
Public Library, working just a few feet
away from Dickens’s actual desk. Surely
Dickens—the most successful author
of his day—would be experimenting
now with the form of this novel, seek-
ing ways to expand his impact on read-
ers. Regardless of format, Little Dorrit
seized me no less forcefully today in its
indictment of society’s ability to de-
stroy through greed and crushing self-
interest. ]

Ann Kirschner is university dean of Wil-
liam E. Macaulay Honors College at
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Holocaust Story (Free Press, 2006), also
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Chinese editions, and available as an e-book
on Kindle and iPhone.
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