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Aural REH

Like many of you (from discussions I’ ve had at
Pulpcon), | was very pleasantly surprised with
the CD which accompanied the Wandering Star
The Savage Tales of Solomon Kane. When | first
heard that there would be a CD with readings of
the Solomon Kane poems with background mu-
sic, | was skeptical. Not of the reading, but of
themusic. But | have to admit, it worked.

This took me back to prior attempts to portray
Howard stories and poems through recording.
There were severa dramatizations of Conan sto-
ries, both original and pastiche, but the most in-
teresting to me was the only attempt I'm aware
of (prior to Wandering Star) to present Howard
through dramatic readings. 1’ m speaking, of
course, of the Alternate World Recordings LP
From the Hells Beneath the Hells.
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There are several interesting things about this re-
cording. One isthe choice of material. We have
amixture of prose and verse. And the proseis
hardly the headlong action which many think of
when they hear Howard’ s name. “Mirrors’ is
arguably his most poetic story. Itsimagery and
descriptions are incredibly vivid and many How-
ard fansrank it among their favorite stories.

“Skull” isamore minor tale, but it does have at
least one distinctive characteristic which makes
it well suited for inclusion here: it contains abso-
lutely no dialog. This strengthens the reading as
the orator does not face the dilemma of how to
handle the different voices. Do you adopt differ-
ing dialects and possibly jar the listener for
whom the voice does not match their own con-
ception? Do you risk confusion by using asin-
glevoice? Mr. Toppo had to face this decision
in“Mirrors’ and I’'ll comment on this below.




The poems are rife with colorful and elaborate
wordplay which Mr. Toppo seemsto relish. And
this leads to my observations of his approach.

Overdl, I'd have to give Mr. Toppo fairly high
marks. He has a powerful and expressive voice.
He seems to have a good feel for the material
and handlesit well. | believe hisfamily’s poetic
background serves him quite well.

There are afew problems, but they don’t spoil
things, just jar you out of the atmosphere briefly.
An example of thisis hisreading of “blazing
stars’ in “Mirrors’. Hisrushed reading of this
phrase feels out of place. Thereisaso adlight
stumble over some wordsin “Mad Minstrel”.
And he does get a bit bombastic in spots, particu-
larly “Golden Skull”. But these aren’t major.

His approach to the dialog in “Mirrors’ isrea
sonable. He makes minor changes to hisinflec-
tion and pitch, such as the dlightly raised and
breathy voice used to portray the sole female.
Enough to differentiate the voices, but not glar-
ing. Tuzun Thune has a dlightly softer, higher
voice, abit unsteady, as befits one of his ad-
vanced years. Kull isstrong and powerful.

Brule somehow seems to lack a voice of hisown.

There are also afew production problems. |If
you listen carefully, you can here pages turning
in afew places. The enclosed booklet which in-
cludesthe full text of the poems and stories was
typeset on atypewriter. But it’s hard to knock
them for thisas | consider it agreat boon to have
included the text at all.

To me, the biggest problem with this LP is not
the fault of Alternate World Recordings, but that
of time and technology. | very rarely listen to
LPsanymore. CDs, despite their faults, are far
more convenient. So afew years ago | made an
attempt to transcribe the album to CD. It
worked, sort of, but | was clearly feeling my
way. The main problem was that recording lev-
elsweretoo high, leading to distortion. But it
was still niceto have. Thisistheversion | had
in my car at Pulpcon thisyear. But on the long

drive back, as | was listening to the Wandering
Star CD again, | was inspired to try to do this
again, and thistime do it right.

So here you haveit! Thistime the recording lev-
els were better, leading to a cleaner sound. |
used Cool Edit Pro to clean up most of the ticks
and pops that plague old vinyl. Copied the cover
and cleaned it up a bit for the label. Ordered
some CShell CD cases as there is no way stan-
dard jewel cases would survive being included in
a REHupa mailing without at least half of them
being crushed by the USPO.

| hope you enjoy it. | hope nobody has a prob-
lem with playing their CD. | chose avery high
quality CD-R disc which should have a better
than average level of compatibility with even
older CD players, but problems can still arise.

I'll end with some detail from the back cover:

ABOUT THE STORYTELLER

Ugo Toppo was born into afamily with a
rich artistic background. Hisfather, Re-
nato Toppo was a famous artist and por-
trait photographer; hisunclewas are-
nowned poet, his grandfather, the pub-
lisher of La Follia di New York, the old-
est Italian weekly in the United States,
was a devotee of the arts, possessing ex-
clusiverights to the vast mgjority of En-
rico Caruso’s caricatures.

Asaboy, Mr. Toppo sang with the choir of
St. James and St. Bartholomew’ s Church.
He has appeared in and directed many Off-
Broadway and summer stock productions.
His credits include Look Homeward Angel,
Dead End, Macbeth, Othello, and Richard
[11. Mr. Toppo has received critical acclaim
for his recordings from the works of Bierce,
London, O’'Henry and Poe. In addition, he
teaches courses in mystery, horror and the
literature of the macabre.
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