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  Author’s Note, 2021




  

    The world of audio drama has changed considerably since Claire and I wrote this book in 2013. Reductions in the BBC's drama budget mean that certain of the slots we describe here no longer exist. Fortunately, the Afternoon Play is still there and provides the best point of entry into BBC Radio Drama. The BBC is also currently reviewing other ways of delivering drama via podcasts, through BBC Sounds, and a newly formed thirty-minute drama slot. It’s therefore more important than ever to consult the BBC Writers Room website (ww.bbc.co.uk/writersroom) to keep up to date on new developments, opportunities and competitions.




    Beyond the BBC, the audio-drama scene has expanded considerably both here and in the United States. A one-off script (or a podcast recording) may well be useful as a calling card – which one can self-release through various audio platforms or websites – but what most companies are looking for is long-term audio drama (five hours or more), particularly if it has development potential for television or film or another form of transmedia (but be careful what you sign away in terms of IP ownership!). The biggest company here is currently Audible, though companies like Wondery, iHeart and Stitcher are also in the market for new audio-drama ideas from new writers, but do remember, only if they have potential for long-term development and exploitation. These companies, however, are always open to explain to creatives about the kind of content they are looking for.




    If you’re interested in a specific area like horror, science-fiction or showbiz biographies, then there is a market with particular companies. Big Finish, for example, is built round its ever-expanding Doctor Who productions, though its output also includes other science-fiction-related subjects. Companies like AUK and Spiteful Puppet concentrate more on dramas related to specific stars or existing franchises. Unfortunately, there is no central database for all this activity, so if you have a specific genre/series idea, you will need to research the relevant production companies or platforms.




    If none of this is your bag, then it has never been technically easier to put together a podcast of your own original play in collaboration with like-minded friends. Depending on your temperament, this could be a satisfying end in itself, something to be broadcast on local community radio or the start of a really big adventure. If that appeals, do your research; there are many supportive professionals out there, ready to advise and help.


  




  Stephen


  With thanks for guidance to Jack Bowman




  





  Introduction




  This book is written by two people who have had a long-running love affair with radio drama. We have also enjoyed working together on a wide range of projects, both original plays and dramatisations, in a collaboration that goes back more than ten years.




  But our experiences are different. Claire has been a senior radio drama producer for the BBC and has intimate and extensive working knowledge of the way in which radio plays are chosen, commissioned, edited and produced. She’s also been responsible for encouraging writers new to radio and helping them to secure commissions.




  Claire: I love radio drama. I am a shamelessly enthusiastic listener and I’ve had the enormous pleasure of working in it for many years as a producer and director. Why do I love it? Because it can take me anywhere the writer wants to take me. It gives me the freedom to imagine complete worlds. It can take me to places where I could never actually go in life. I love the vast range of subjects that it embraces and the sheer volume of it splurging out of the radio on a daily basis. Thrillers, romances, fantasy, gritty urban; there’s something for everyone here. I love the fact that the word is king, that I can imagine complete characters from the timbre of an actor’s voice and that a sudden silence can stop me in my tracks because I simply have to discover what happens next. And it fits in with a busy life. I can listen to it on my iPod while I’m walking, in the car while I’m driving, or at home while I’m doing other things.




  Stephen is a freelance playwright who has been working in radio since the late 1970s, creating forty-five-, sixty- and ninety-minute original plays, as well as a wide range of dramatisations for radio. He’s also taught a number of courses on radio drama and created the UK’s first online radio drama course in collaboration with New Writing South and the University of Sussex.




  Stephen: Where else would I have been allowed to write a play involving a talking Elgin Marble? Or allowed to burrow inside the minds of Alfred Hitchcock and Raymond Chandler? Or create a drama which moved between the nineteenth century, the present day and a Heaven filled with the music of Edward Elgar? There’s something immensely liberating about the world of radio drama, and the people who work with you in it are a hundred per cent committed to doing the best for your play.




  *




  This is above all a practical book, written for anybody who feels they’d like to write a radio play, whether they’re a first-time writer or a writer currently working in a different medium. It’s also intended to be of help to anybody already involved in writing a radio play who wants some guidance on how to improve it or where to submit it.




  It would be perfectly okay to read the book from cover to cover without doing any writing yourself – and hopefully you would still find out quite a lot about the process of how radio plays are written and made. But throughout we’ve also included a number of practical exercises, to encourage you to create your own radio drama. It’s up to you, of course, how many of these exercises you do, what order you do them in or, indeed, whether you do them at all. But we both believe that if you’re serious about wanting to write a radio drama, then the exercises will help you to explore and develop your ideas and get the most out of reading this book.




  *




  When we were planning this book, we both felt that it should reflect our shared knowledge of how radio drama works but also our very different perspectives on how radio plays get to be written and produced. We’ve therefore written in our own distinct voices about what each of us knows best.




  But in the first part, we join together to explore just what makes radio drama such an exciting and inspiring medium to work in.




  Claire and Stephen




  





  PART ONE




  What is Radio Drama?




  CLAIRE AND STEPHEN
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  In the Beginning




  In 1926, Gordon Lea’s book Radio Drama, and how to write it was published in the George Allen & Unwin Practical Handbooks series. It carries a dedication ‘To the BBC to whose enterprise is due the birth of a new art.’ Lea’s book was extraordinarily early in the field since what is generally agreed to have been radio’s first specially written drama – Danger, by Richard Hughes, about a group of people trapped in a Welsh coal mine – had been broadcast in 1924, only two years previously.




  Lea’s comparisons are exclusively with the stage play. Films, after all, were still silent, while James Logie Baird was conducting the early experiments which would lead to the creation of television. Much of what Lea has to say is therefore badly dated, but it’s impossible not to be struck by his enthusiasm for the imaginative possibilities of radio:




  

    Instead of a theatre capable of holding large numbers of people, we have an ordinary domestic room. For audience, actually hundreds of thousands of people, not gathered together in one place, but individualised in their own homes. Ultimately the audience is a vast number of individuals, geographically and psychologically disparate. By means of headphones or loud-speakers they ‘listen’ to the play. Objectively, they see nothing, but subjectively they can see everything. This is what the radio dramatist has to bear in mind.


  




  He grasped the essential nature of the communication between writer and listener in the new medium:




  

    In conversation with a friend you can use a direct method, an intimate method, which would not be suitable for an orator’s platform. The radio-play gains just this intimacy which a stage-play can never hope to have.


  




  And he also understood the basic limitations:




  

    The medium of radio drama can offer positively the sound of the human voice and the sounds of nature, either actual or mechanically produced in imitation of nature. In other words, the means of interpreting the dramatist’s work are the Human Voice, Music and Sound Effects.


  




  Radio drama was just about to enter its first golden period. You can get some idea of it from the 1934 film Death at Broadcasting House, directed by Reginald Denham with a script based on a murder mystery co-written by the then head of radio drama, Val Gielgud, in which an unpopular actor is strangled on air during a broadcast (he’s supposed to be alone in a studio at the time). Most of it was shot in a film studio rather than inside Broadcasting House, but it gives a strong flavour of how plays were recorded and the sense of occasion they created. Perhaps the most startling feature of the film is the night of the actual recording, when chauffeur-driven limousines deliver smart couples wearing full evening dress to the BBC Radio Theatre for all the world as if they were attending a West End first night.




  Those glory days are gone but the announcements of the death of radio drama have proved again and again to be wildly exaggerated. It’s survived the coming of sound to film, the advent of television (both black-and-white and colour), the inventions of the CD and the DVD and the rise of the internet. And, in all likelihood, it will survive whatever comes over the horizon next.




  Perhaps that’s partly because of the power of two distinctive features of radio drama which Gordon Lea identified in those early, heady days. One is its relationship with its audience. ‘The radio drama does not make its appeal to a crowd but to an individual,’ he wrote, although now in the computer era radio is far from alone in offering an experience direct to one person.




  The other, however, is the enduring appeal of the medium for a playwright:




  

    Anything that is conceivable in his imagination is capable of complete expression and interpretation… If he wishes to set his play in the heart of a buttercup, the imagination of his hearer will provide the setting.




    This opens a new world to the dreamer of dreams.
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  Listening In




  Do you listen to radio dramas? This may seem a strange question to start with but it is surprising how often people decide to have a go at fame and fortune in a field about which they know very little. There are people out there who imagine they are going to write a best-selling novel, a Hollywood screenplay or a long-running television series without seriously considering what’s involved or the competitive nature of the field.




  Anybody who believes they are going to get very rich or very famous by writing a radio play is obviously suffering from serious delusions of grandeur. Current fees for a first-time writer for a forty-five-minute Afternoon Drama, for example, stand at around £2,500. Thankfully, in our experience, most radio writers and most aspiring radio writers seem to have a grip on reality – and enjoy listening to radio dramas.




  If you don’t, you probably shouldn’t have bought this book.




  The enjoyment is very important but if you want to write a radio drama, you’ll now be moving into a different and more analytical way of thinking about how it all works. Listening is an essential part of the learning process and, in tandem with your use of this book, we’d like you to keep on listening. Although there are occasional opportunities elsewhere to hear short experimental pieces or independent local drama broadcasts, for all intents and purposes this means listening to the radio drama output of the BBC, and it’s on this that we concentrate throughout this book.




  We also have a suggestion, which we hope will prove helpful. Keep a radio-drama diary. We don’t want to dictate how you do this or set you homework you don’t want to do, but we do believe that buying a notebook – or creating an online file – and recording your thoughts on what you’ve heard is something you should seriously consider. You’ll find that, later on in the book, we’ll both be making references to the ways in which such a record can be useful.




  

    Keeping a Radio-drama Diary




    Here’s a possible framework for your radio-drama diary. For each drama you listen to, write down:




    1. Title of play.




    2. The drama slot (e.g. BBC Radio 4 Afternoon Drama) and the date of transmission.




    3. The writer (of course).




    4. The director/producer. (If you like their work, you might want to contact them one day.)




    5. A brief outline of the story. (Try to keep it short and describe the content in such a way that it will enable you to remember the core of what happened later on. There’s no doubt this is often difficult to achieve because it involves stepping back from the detail and trying to describe an overall concept. However, practising the skill involved will also help you with your own work. We promise.)




    6. Notes on anything unusual or interesting in the treatment, e.g. the narrator was a tree, or the play shifted between the present and Ancient Egypt, or the effectiveness of a particular scene in its use of sound.




    7. What you liked and didn’t like about the play. (If possible, explore both, rather than just giving a thumbs up or thumbs down.)


  




  Of course, you’re not always going to have the time or the inclination to do all these things, but do as much as you can and as often as you can. There are a number of practical exercises throughout this book, but in many ways keeping a radio-drama diary is one of the most valuable things you can do. You can learn about content, about technique and about what is at the core of any given radio play. You will also receive a constant reminder – and hopefully encouragement – about the huge variety of the plays being put out and the often very different ways in which they handle the conventions of radio.




  So how do you find your way around the BBC Radio Drama that’s on offer?




  The Drama Slots




  BBC Radio 4 has the largest number of drama slots, sandwiched between news, features and documentaries, and BBC Radio 3 has a flagship drama on Sunday nights. You can listen live or via BBC iPlayer, where all radio dramas can be found for up to seven days after broadcast. You can look in the Radio Times or on the BBC website for detailed information about what’s on, and every week there is a new Drama of the Week Podcast and a Comedy Podcast available for download. You can sign up for these free podcasts on the BBC website. But be warned, once you find it, this stuff is very addictive.




  The Afternoon Drama




  There is nothing quite like the Afternoon Drama. Every weekday, Radio 4 broadcasts a forty-five-minute play following The Archers, the BBC’s longest running soap. Nearly two hundred programmes are commissioned in this slot every year, two thirds of which are single dramas, and about forty of which are by first- or second-time writers to radio. This is where new writers usually start. The plays can be contemporary, period, comedy, thrillers, drama-documentary, poetry or anything else that you can think of. Writers can do virtually anything in the Afternoon Drama slot as long as they are telling the listener a good story, so here is a five-day sample taken at random from October 2012 to give you an idea of the range that is on offer:




  •  Monday: Not Bobby by award-winning writer Nick Warburton. A quirky satire about the education system in which a group of people try to educate a rabbit.




  •  Tuesday: Collateral Damage, the second play in a detective series created by Danny Brocklehurst and written by television writer Martin Jameson, in which DCI Stone investigates the death of a war veteran.




  •  Wednesday: Power in Crimpsea by Vicky Meer, a comedy drama in which the mayor of a fictional seaside town in the north-west of England hits on an ingenious way of reducing fuel costs whilst also boosting tourism.




  •  Thursday: Top Kill by award-winning writer Mike Walker. A hard-edged drama about the environmental devastation caused by cutting corners on an oil rig.




  •  Friday: Rock and Doris and Elizabeth by former EastEnders actress Tracy-Ann Oberman, exploring the relationship between Rock Hudson, Doris Day and Elizabeth Taylor, based on events in 1985 when Elizabeth Taylor launched an AIDS campaign and Rock Hudson’s ravaged appearance shocked the world.




  If you are new to writing radio drama this is the slot you should be aiming at.




  Fifteen-minute dramas




  This gets the largest audience of any drama slot on Radio 4 apart from The Archers. It is broadcast at 10.45 a.m. on weekdays, repeated at 7.45 p.m. It is a mixture of dramatisations and new writing, usually commissioned in batches of five. It has to grab the listeners and deliver story and characters simply and powerfully in a very short amount of time. Audiences don’t usually hear every episode so each one has to be satisfying in itself, as well as creating an air of suspense to encourage them to return the next day. No mean feat in under fifteen minutes. It is sometimes known as the Woman’s Hour drama because it is first broadcast as part of that programme, but that doesn’t mean that the material has to be solely aimed at women. There are a lot of male listeners too. Also, the drama has to work for the evening audience which has just been listening to the arts programme Front Row. Here is a sample of what you’ll find in this slot:




  •  Tales of the City, an account of the sexual mores of 1980s San Francisco, by Armistead Maupin, dramatised by Bryony Lavery.




  •  HighLites, a comedy crime series set in a hairdressers’, by Steve Chambers and Phil Nodding.




  •  Not a Love Story by Shelagh Stephenson, in which a woman decides whether or not to report a rape. We follow her decision and the devastating consequences.




  •  A dramatisation by Pat Cumper of Alice Walker’s The Color Purple, which won a Sony Radio Academy Award (the radio equivalent of the Oscars).




  •  Q & A, based on the novel by Vikas Swarup, which inspired the film Slumdog Millionaire, brilliantly adapted by dramatist Ayeesha Menon and director John Dryden. The story revolves around an Indian boy from the slums who goes on a game show. In each episode the boy faces a new question, creating a sense of escalating tension and mounting stakes: will he or won’t he be able to come up with the answer? And he is a kind and honourable character in a corrupt world so we are automatically rooting for him. The game-show storyline is intercut with incidents from the boy’s past which reveal how he knows each answer. It was a completely gripping piece of storytelling, and it went on to win a Sony Award.




  A first-time writer is unlikely to be commissioned in this slot, although it’s not impossible if the idea is outstanding and you have plenty of evidence of top-quality writing to back it up.




  Comedy narrative: morning, evening and night




  The 11.30 a.m. slot on Radio 4 is usually a narrative comedy drama, panel game or occasionally a dramatisation of something well-loved and familiar, such as an Agatha Christie detective novel. It is a mid-morning comforter for an audience that is busy doing other things. It is thirty minutes in length and usually in series of between three and six episodes. Good examples include:




  •  Cabin Pressure, a comedy series by John Finnemore, featuring the ups and downs of a small airline. The crew are forever getting lost, landing in the wrong place and generally cocking up.




  •  HR by Nigel Williams, in which two paranoid older men who work for a large organisation are in mortal fear that their laziness and ineptitude will be exposed by the secretary outside their door.




  •  Miles Jupp: In and Out of the Kitchen, in which writer Miles Jupp also plays the central character, a minor celebrity chef. In a media-driven world he is struggling to hang on to his dignity, his relationship with his partner Anthony and his ability to come up with great recipes.




  Radio 4 commissioning editors want comedies that will come back time and time again in this slot, but each episode has to be self-contained. Experienced comedy writers are most likely to get commissioned here.




  There is another thirty-minute comedy slot at 6.30 p.m. on weekdays. Some of the programmes here are panel games and sketch shows but you will also find narrative comedy such as the spoof historical drama Bleak Expectations by Mark Evans, and the hugely popular Old Harry’s Game written by, and starring, Andy Hamilton as the Devil who interferes in the lives of mortals in every possible way. This slot is about simple, clear storylines and little else at a time of day when the audience is at its busiest. Big-name comedy writers get commissioned here.




  There is a relatively new thirty-minute comedy slot at 7.15 p.m. on Sundays. This is mostly themed series featuring well-known performers such as Marcus Brigstocke or David Sedaris. Occasionally it features a sitcom such as The Golden Age, set in 1930s Broadcasting House, by television writer Arthur Matthews (Father Ted, Brass Eye).




  The late-night slot at 11 p.m. is where less experienced writers can find their radio legs and where established writers are encouraged to try something new. This is not just a comedy slot. It is a performance space for idiosyncratic voices at a time of day when listeners are prepared to try something a bit different. Programmes can be fifteen or thirty minutes long and can be commissioned as single dramas or series. Good examples include:




  •  I Regress, written by and starring Matt Berry, who plays a sadistic regression therapist. Each episode sees him dealing with a different client. It was dark, funny and original.




  •  Terry Pratchett’s Eric, a spoof version of the Faust story dramatised by Robin Brooks from the Discworld novel.




  •  War horses of Letters by Robert Hudson and Marie Phillips. Starring Stephen Fry, this was the love story of two gay horses who write to each other. It was gloriously silly and couldn’t have worked anywhere else but on radio.




  If you are new to writing comedy and you have a great idea, this is the slot where you are most likely to be commissioned.




  Saturday Drama




  This is the matinee slot on Radio 4. It is about enjoyment and escapism. It’s the film or theatre show that you wanted to buy a ticket for. It is usually sixty minutes long and starts at 2.30 p.m. This is where Raymond Chandler’s Philip Marlowe novels were aired and John le Carré’s Smiley novels were dramatised. This is where you’ll find James Bond, or a radical new version of Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass dramatised by Stephen Wyatt, or a complete season of ten Swedish novels by Per Wahlöö and Maj Sjöwall featuring Martin Beck, the curmudgeonly detective who is a forerunner to Ian Rankin’s Inspector Rebus and Henning Mankell’s Wallander. This is also the slot for intelligent storytelling by the best writers in Britain. New dramas by Peter Flannery, Charlotte Jones or David Hare are aired here alongside adaptations of classic theatre plays such as Howard Brenton’s Bloody Poetry or Henrik Ibsen’s Hedda Gabler.




  Classic Serial




  This slot more or less does what it says on the tin: dramatisations of substantial, well-known novels in two or three parts. Starting at 3 p.m. on Sunday afternoons, each episode is repeated the following Saturday at 9 p.m. Typical dramatisations include Alexandre Dumas’ The Count of Monte Cristo adapted by Sebastian Baczkiewicz, The Heat of the Day by Elizabeth Bowen adapted by Harold Pinter, and The History of Titus Groan, based on Mervyn Peake’s fantasy novels, a big, bold, brilliant series in six episodes by Brian Sibley. The Classic Serial slot also occasionally offers radical takes on much-loved books, for example Sony Award-winning writer Ayeesha Menon’s reworking of Charles Dickens’ Martin Chuzzlewit set amongst the Catholic community in modern-day Mumbai, India. The slot may also include lesser-known classics from world literature such as Pather Panchali: Song of the Road by Bibhutibhushan Bandyopadhyay, dramatised by Tanika Gupta. First published in 1929, this Bengali novel depicts a poor family’s struggle to survive in their ancestral rural home seen from the point of view of Apu, their bookish young son. A 1955 film version by Satyajit Ray is today considered one of the greatest films ever made.




  Very occasionally the Classic Serial slot offers dramatisations of non-fiction. Claire produced an extraordinarily popular two-part version of Boswell’s Life of Johnson dramatised by Robin Brooks. Its popularity may have been partly due to the fact that many Radio 4 listeners have the book on their shelves and feel they ought to know what’s in it. Another non-fiction example is Songs and Lamentations from the Old Testament, in which poet Michael Symmons Roberts interwove the sensual love poetry of the Song of Songs with the violence and vengeance of the Book of Lamentations. It is rare that an inexperienced writer gets considered in this slot, but it is possible if you can show that you are uniquely qualified to dramatise the particular book you have chosen.




  The Archers




  Set in the fictional English village of Ambridge, The Archers is the world’s longest running radio soap. With over five million listeners, it is the most listened-to Radio 4 programme apart from the news, and it holds the radio record for online listening too. It inspires huge loyalty from its devoted followers. There is an Archers fan club, an Archers roadshow, a podcast and even a spin-off series called Ambridge Extra on the BBC’s digital station Radio 4 Extra.




  The Archers is broadcast on Radio 4 on Sundays to Fridays at 7 p.m., repeated the next day at 2 p.m., except on Saturdays. If you want to catch a whole week’s worth in one go there’s an omnibus edition on Sundays at 10 a.m. Each episode is thirteen minutes long. Ambridge Extra is broadcast on Radio 4 Extra on Tuesdays and Thursdays at 2.15 p.m., with an omnibus half-hour programme on Sundays at 11.15 a.m. and again at 7.15 p.m.




  As with all soaps, the hook for the audience is the characters. They behave in mostly predictable ways, but they must go in different directions every now and then or the audience will get bored. At the heart of the programme are solid and reliable David and Ruth Archer at Brookfield Farm. They deal with current farming issues such as organic food production and badger culling. The prosperous Aldridges are money-driven practitioners of the agribusiness. Brian, the head of the family, is a serial adulterer. The Grundys, formerly struggling tenant farmers who were brought to prominence in the late 1970s and early 1980s as comic characters, are now seen as a rural underclass doggedly battling adversity. Pretentious and domineering ‘townie’ Lynda Snell is the butt of many jokes, although her sheer energy, particularly organising the fête and the panto, make her a stalwart of the series. Then there are the nice-but-dim village squires, the Pargetters, who own Lower Loxley Hall. Nigel Pargetter’s death falling from a roof sent shockwaves through Archers fans, but his wife Elizabeth carries on his commitment to environmentalism. At the younger end there is Tom Archer, and we follow his chequered love life and the ups and downs of his sausage business.




  The Archers is written by a small number of writers. Occasionally they take on a new writer but soap teams tend to stick together for years. Teamwork is very important. The writers not only have to know the characters but also write to agreed storylines, picking up threads where the writers of the previous episodes have left off.




  Drama on 3




  BBC Radio 3 has a Sunday evening drama slot, usually ninety minutes, which broadcasts a mixture of classical adaptations of, for instance, Shakespeare, Chekhov or Ibsen, and new plays by established contemporary writers such as David Edgar, Caryl Churchill or Simon Stephens. This is the slot where regional audiences get access to successful plays from the Royal Court or the National Theatre, usually with their original director and cast. There is also new writing to be found here but it is unlikely that the writer wouldn’t have written anything before. The Radio 3 audience is not large but they are sharp, well-informed critics. They are used to listening to lengthy classical music programmes and they have often chosen to make a special date with the drama rather than just come across it while doing something else. A random sample of Radio 3 dramas broadcast in October 2012 includes: The Strange Case of the Man in the Velvet




  Jacket, Robert Forrest’s play based on Robert Louis Stevenson’s early life in Edinburgh, Mary Stuart by Friedrich Schiller in a new version by David Harrower, and The Torch-bearers, in which award-winning poet and dramatist Simon Armitage captured our extraordinary relationship with the Olympic flame. This was broadcast live – a rarity in Radio Drama – from the Free Thinking Festival at the Baltic Centre in Newcastle.




  The Wire




  This is an occasional series of radical dramas on Saturdays on Radio 3: contemporary, stylish and provocative. Pushing the boundaries of form and content, it is the Royal Court Upstairs or the Paines Plough of the airwaves. Writers are encouraged to take a risk here. A Wire play can be a monologue, a comedy or a dramatic poem. It is usually sixty minutes in length. If the Afternoon Drama is too full of middle-class angst for your taste, then try listening to this. Examples include:




  •  Iced by poet Kate Clancy, in which a teen eco-blogger from Finland wins a competition to join a low-carbon expedition to the North Pole. Blogging her way across the Arctic, she has to navigate deadly cracks in the ice as well as environmental controversy.




  •  Everything Between Us by award-winning Irish playwright David Ireland, a bold and original comic drama about two estranged sisters who come to blows on the first day of a new Truth and Reconciliation Commission in Northern Ireland.




  •  Jack Thorne’s People Snogging in Public Places, about a family looking after an uncle with learning difficulties, seen from the viewpoint of his nephew. Raw, funny and touching, with robust language, it won a Sony Award for best drama in 2010.




  Radio 4 Extra




  This digital station broadcasts repeats of comedies and dramas. They do commission a tiny number of new programmes but if you are an inexperienced writer you won’t get considered here. What Radio 4 Extra is brilliant for is catching up with programmes that you have missed. You can find anything from The Navy Lark through to the latest cutting-edge drama, and you can completely immerse yourself in a warm bath of plays, comedy and readings, uninterrupted by news and documentaries. A typical sample might include the narrative comedy A Charles Paris Mystery by Simon Brett starring Bill Nighy as an actor-cum-sleuth, I, Claudius by Robert Graves repeated from Radio 4’s Classic Serial, Incredible Women by Jeremy Front, a spoof fifteen-minute documentary series starring Rebecca Front, and archive repeats of Steptoe and Son by Ray Galton and Alan Simpson from 1966.




  Building a Database




  When you hear a production that you like, listen to the end credits and make a note of the name of the producer and where they are based. You can also find this information in the Radio Times and on BBC iPlayer. Put this in your radio-drama diary so you begin to build a database of people you want to contact in the future with your script.




  BBC in-house drama is made by BBC producers in London, Birmingham, Manchester, Cardiff, Bristol, Edinburgh and Belfast. There is a list of their addresses in the Resources section at the end of this book. Producers in all these centres are interested in finding new writers, so as well as noting the ones whose work you like, it makes sense to familiarise yourself with what is being made in the drama office that is nearest to you. All the information you need is on air, online and in the Radio Times.




  At the end of a drama, the producer’s name may be followed by that of an independent company, e.g. Pacificus, Gold-hawk or Sweet Talk. About forty per cent of BBC radio drama is made by independent companies. Many of them are small and only make their own work, but some of them are interested in finding new writers. There is a list of them in the Resources section of this book and their websites will point you towards who to contact.




  When the time comes to submit your script and ideas, you use more or less the same approach with any producer, whether they are BBC or an independent. We deal with submitting your work in Part Three of this book, but at this stage gathering names of who to contact and finding out what you do and don’t like is a key part of preparing for your future as a writer.




  BBC Writersroom




  If you do only one thing to get a better insight into writing for radio, television, film, and the theatre then visit the BBC Writersroom website, www.bbc.co.uk/writersroom. Created and led by Kate Rowland, an ex-head of BBC Radio Drama and commissioning editor for Radio 3’s The Wire, it is the BBC’s official entry point for new writers. The role of Writersroom is to find and develop relationships with talented writers and link them to producers within the industry.
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