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Reading for pleasure

in the Digital Age

There is a temperate zone in the mind, between

luxurious indolence and exacting work; and it is to
this region, just between laziness and labor, that
summer reading belongs. [ Henry Ward Beecher

When classes are in session, | usually don't have time
to read for pleasure. | read students' papers, | read
linguistics materials for lectures, | read research
papers. But when it comes to reading for enjoyment in
the evening, I'm often asleep before | can turn the

page.

For me as for many others, reading for pleasure is a
pastime reserved for vacations. In America, summer
vacation means lying on the beach, shaded by a
beach umbrella or a huge floppy hat, reading a thick
paperback-- something I've never seen in Japan. In
Sapporo, winter break is, of course, the time to curl up
with a stack of books, your dog or cat, and your drink
of choice.

In early December as the snowflakes started to fall, |
thought to myself, what am | going to read this winter?
Instead of checking out the New York Times Book
Review, | simply put it to my friends on Facebook:
what do you recommend? Within hours, | had a long
list of books and authors, a list of astonishing breadth
and variety.

Friends recommended vacation-worthy science fiction
and mysteries and historical novels, all thick enough
to last through a Hokkaido winter. The newest novel
by an old favorite, Native-American writer Louise
Erdrich. Even poetry. | was delighted when a friend,
himself a writer, recommended Arab-American poet
Naomi Shihab Nye. “Oh, you've read her, too?” It was
like meeting someone at a party and finding that you
have friends in common.

| was impressed by the heavy dose of respect for the
past. Friends suggested books on 16th century British
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history and on 20th century US history. My brother-in-
law praised Sarah Bakewell's biography of the 16th
century thinker Michel de Montaigne. | was urged by
several friends to read the eminently quotable
Victorians Charles Dickens and Anthony Trollope.
Some books never go out of style!

There were votes for the English translations of The
Millennium Triology by Swedish author Stieg Larsson
and for Haruki Murakami's 7Q84. Because the internet
has transformed the way translators work, more non-
English-language writers are accessible to readers of
English than ever before. What a wealth of writing we
can get our hands on today!

The other interesting thing is how my friends and
family are going about getting their hands on these
books. One friend with a large house has collected
what must be thousands of books. Some are rare or
particularly beautiful books that she tracked down
using an online network of used-books dealers.
Friends in small apartments stock up on paperbacks,
then resell them online and buy more. Others
download e-books for their iPads or Kindles. A Filipina
grandmother | know listens to audiobooks on her
i-pod.

Book lust: Three days after hearing about a great read,
you can have it in your hands via Amazon. Or you can
download it instantly for immediate gratification.
Japanese publishers seem to be reluctant to get into
the e-book market, but this won't last forever. Books
are like anything else-the more choices you have, the
more you want. Whether it's a richly-bound first-
edition, a cheap paperback, an e-book, or an
audiobook, the more the better.

Time to go order my stack of winter reading from
Amazon. But next summer, | might just be taking an
iPad to the beach.
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