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INTRODUCTION



There’s a cliché about radio drama I’ve heard more times than even a cliché should be heard: ‘I like radio, the pictures are better.’ I understand what this means; I just don’t think it’s right. It isn’t fair to radio to make it compete with visual media; it is equal, but different. It doesn’t need to make excuses for itself by pretending to have the attributes of other forms.


With the special intimate quality of radio we return, however technologically complex the production, to the human voice telling us a story. We remember how evocative sounds, isolated or in composition, can be for us. We are reminded how much power there can be in a single word.




The difference between the right word and the nearly right word is the same as that between lightning and the lightning bug.


Mark Twain





This book aims to be of interest to curious radio listeners as well as writers. It is written with passion as well as expertise gleaned from producers, writers, directors and technicians far more experienced than myself. Writing for radio documentary, soaps, panel shows and comedy are all addressed in this book, but the main topic is writing radio drama. Most of the suggestions about how to write successful radio drama apply to speech radio in general.




People love stories, and there is no better or more intimate medium for the telling of stories than radio. A good radio drama feels like it is being performed for you and you alone. There is no sense of sitting down to share a dramatic experience that you get when going to the cinema or theatre. The radio drama experience is one where you eavesdrop, alone, to a drama playing out on the airwaves, and when the story is strong and the characters compelling, there is no more powerful medium in the world.


But of course we can never take radio drama for granted; in radio terms drama is expensive, and in many countries it has already withered and died. But in Britain, with its strong dramatic tradition, and the realization that the medium is a breeding ground for writers and actors, radio drama will survive, I trust, as long as radio exists as a medium.


Gordon House, Former Head of BBC World Service Drama







1 WHY WRITE A RADIO PLAY?


A television producer once told me that I was wasting my time writing radio drama. They described it as ‘a sideshow of a sideshow’.


Radio drama may not pay dizzying sums, or bring immediate fame and glittering prizes. It might bring a line in the Radio Times rather than a name in lights, but for writers, radio is a place where they are treated as being at least as important as the studio runner; they can be involved in the process from start to finish and they can have a production realized that comes very close to the production they imagined.


Radio has been a way in to a career as a dramatist for many successful writers and is revisited by just as many who are far above the sideshow level of their careers. Tom Stoppard, Edward Bond, Howard Barker, Anthony Minghella, Peter Barnes, Roy Williams, Sarah Daniels, Mark Ravenhill, Lee Hall – there’s a very long list of contemporary writers who don’t think radio is too obscure or old hat, who choose to revisit to the medium’s special qualities.




The limits on radio drama are those we put on it ourselves: habit, low expectations, our preference for the familiar and, well, the usual shortage of genius.


John Taylor, Creative Director, Fiction Factory Productions





RADIO DRAMA – BIGGER THAN YOU’D THINK



This book is intended to inspire and encourage people to begin their writing careers in radio. They may already be writing and need to branch out, perhaps taking a rest from the treadmill of television series writing and wanting to try something where the writer has more freedom from interference. Or perhaps the writer is considering the different possibilities available in radio drama compared with stage drama.


With the exception of those few writers who attract massive Broadway or West End audiences, a stage play will not achieve the audience figures of a radio play. The average audience figure for a BBC radio afternoon play in 2008 was 600,000. Your first play on at the Royal Court or the Cottesloe couldn’t achieve these figures in a month of performances. It wouldn’t be physically possible, no matter how crammed the theatre was every night. A first radio play has this ready-made audience of over half a million people.


If a novel sold over half a million copies the publishers would be buying the author lavish lunches and marking them out as a rising star. A radio dramatist can achieve a massive audience and no one will know their name; except the listeners they touched with their writing, of course – those hundreds and thousands of listeners.


Radio may not be a high profile writing form, but it’s far from being a sideshow.


INTERNATIONAL AUDIENCES



A radio play will go out all over the world; what the writer wants listeners to think and feel is not restricted to those with the price of a ticket. Audiences in the furthest locations can pick up British radio through the internet; they can listen through internet repeat facilities at a time to suit themselves. With battery power and wind-up portables, radio can go where electricity runs out and television satellite signals are blocked. Many successful radio plays are sold in boxed set recordings so their life goes on and on.


AUDIENCE REACTION



A good radio play does not go unnoticed by the people it is really for, the listeners. There is no heady moment of applause at the curtain call; but then again, the writer is spared the agony of watching a first night audience for a flicker of the right reaction on their faces. There are reviews and previews in national papers, but the writer doesn’t have to suffer the tension of a theatre press night. A bad review for a radio play is distressing, a bad mark for the writer, but it won’t make or break the production; the play has already been broadcast, or is scheduled for broadcast. Reviews and previews for radio drama tend to be tucked away at the back of the television section, so the audience is more likely to make up their minds to listen based on the subject matter, the lead actor, recognizing the writer’s name or, most importantly, the first few minutes of the broadcast.


Radio drama can never compete with film and television for audience numbers. Yet a good radio play won’t fail to find a distributor, or be dropped because of changes in management at the station. Once a radio play has been commissioned, the writer can rest content that it will reach the audience. There are rare exceptions to this that I’ll explain later but a radio play seldom gets commissioned only to sink without a trace.


Radio drama sometimes hits the doldrums. The plays become safe and the audience as predictable as the customers for different types of daily news papers. There are loyal listeners and there are those who would never listen to radio drama any more than they’d buy a broadsheet newspaper. At times like these, writers avoid the medium because they see it as being too staid, too cosy – and not a proper home for their shocking truths or unnerving jokes. They take their ideas elsewhere and their audience isn’t tempted to try radio. Then a new wave of producers and writers comes in and battles are fought to change the audience profile.


NEW AUDIENCES



It is unlikely that seventeen-year-olds will suddenly be attracted to radio drama in droves; they have far better things to do – although students do listen, particularly to comedy. But older listeners, who may previously have felt excluded because of race, sexuality or range of interests, or possibly have just been bored, might be tempted by changes in the radio drama output to begin listening, or return to listening, and spread the word. For example, Radio 3, perceived home of classical music, serious arts documentaries and classical drama, recently produced a play by Caryl Phillips about soul singer Marvin Gaye – a new direction, attracting new listeners.


For some of the audience, a radio drama may be their last link with a world they can’t access because of failing health, or because they live in a remote or dangerous place. Conversely a radio drama may open the eyes of the thriving and comfortable to events and emotions they never imagined would bother them.


THE POWER OF SOUND



It’s unusual to walk through even the smallest of towns without hearing music playing, talk radio blaring, dogs barking, traffic roaring by (or grunting through a snarl-up), not to mention umpteen overheard conversations. Unless we wear very powerful headphones, we can’t shut sound out. There’s no equivalent of closing our eyes to keep it all out.


Sounds can be overwhelming – a helicopter overhead, party music next door, a verbose fellow passenger on the train – we talk about unwanted noise driving us mad. We like to choose what we hear, so if the sound is too loud, grating or unavoidable, it becomes a torment. We talk about noise making us feel that we can’t think straight.


In order to think straight we might, after a difficult day, put on music we love, or seek out quiet. Sound, we know already, can trouble or soothe our thoughts. Sound can overwhelm our emotions. Writing for radio means taking a very powerful route into a listener’s emotional life.




The actor is talking right into the microphone. The listener may be inches away from the radio speakers. There’s an extraordinary intimacy in radio.


Anne Edyvean, BBC drama producer





WHO IS LISTENING?


There are outbursts of market research at BBC radio. Figures show that the average listener to radio drama is over forty and educated. There is a high proportion of female listeners and retired people. There is, however, no reason why the dramas should only reflect the world the listeners inhabit. Part of the reason for listening is to learn something, to feel involved in worlds unvisited; to empathize with situations we haven’t experienced, but nevertheless could, one day.


So many times I have heard someone say, ‘I heard a really interesting radio play this week.’ And they go on to describe something that I know is outside their world. They have overheard another world, had an aspect of the past illuminated or been forced to stretch their mind to imagined futures. People seldom say, ‘I heard a radio play today. It was so interesting because it was about someone exactly like me.’


It may depend how interesting the listener is I suppose.


Listeners are more likely to recognize situations and emotions, and to be interested to hear how someone very different copes, triumphs or fails in that situation. It is never a good idea to try to pre-empt the nature of the audience for a radio drama. A listener may be someone who is completely outside the demographic, just flicking along the dial – your play may have surprised them by appealing to them and a convert has been made. Or they may be a habitual listener, somewhat tired of the plays about educated female retired people, and relish an insight into Northern Soul, Eritrean freedom fighters or Icelandic teenage angst.


It is better to imagine drawing an audience. Find a subject and style of writing that will attract attention. Think of ways to hold their attention – some techniques for this will be explained in this book, but an individual vision, an urgency and energy in the writing are essential. Even habitual listeners can turn off and they are never as easy to second guess as market research might suggest. Educated people over forty are all very, very different. Female listeners do not want to hear domestic dramas all the time, any more than older listeners lack any curiosity about the world that teenagers live in today.




I can do all kinds of other things while I listen to radio drama, and I don’t have to share the listening experience with anyone else if I don’t want to. I can devise my own scenery, and draw the faces of the characters.


Marilyn Imrie, independent drama producer





THE UNEXPECTED AUDIENCE



Radios run on mains electricity, batteries or by a clockwork mechanism. Radio can be heard through digital television, car stereos or on the internet. Listeners could be in the garden or in a factory; they could be in a desert or a jungle. The portability of radio means the audience is more unpredictable than that of a theatre or cinema audience. Listeners want the radio with them for company, for distraction, or for information – but they have seldom made a commitment to listen. A radio audience is all over the place, listening in all sorts of ways but is easily distracted.


Online radio stations are proliferating, there are more and more independent broadcast stations and the pirate stations run from teenagers’ bedrooms are ever present. Radio is a difficult medium to suppress. It can reach beyond electricity and beyond boundaries. This is exciting – but wherever they are, the listener can still wander off or switch off.


It can be mind-boggling to think how far away a radio audience might be. It is also mind-boggling to think how the audience might differ in culture, age, ethnicity, experience and education. Trying to second guess where the audience is, what they might be doing and who they might be is a problem for market researchers, not writers. A writer writes to express something in themself; if they’ve expressed it well, then it communicates. Who the writer communicates with is unknowable. Arthur Miller said that he felt he was casting his bread upon the waters when he wrote a play. With radio drama the waters are broad.


Occasionally, as if a message in a bottle has been returned, the reaction of a listener rather than a critic, can come back to astonish the writer. The BBC World Service soap opera Westway had audiences of up to thirty-five million for its fifteen-minute dramas about West London doctors. These listeners were in Africa, India and America. Fan mail came in from workers in remote power stations in China and truck drivers in Seattle. Then there was a heart-rending email from a group of women in Taliban-ruled Afghanistan who listened to the programmes in secret meetings.


Some World Service listeners had complained about Westway when it first went on air, feeling that the BBC World Service was no place for something as trivial as a soap opera. For the women in Afghanistan, Westway was profoundly important; it reminded them of a world were women were doctors, drivers, nurses, householders – and all able to speak their minds. It was far from trivial to them.


Who is listening? You never know.


WHEN NOT TO WRITE A RADIO PLAY



If you have a very visual imagination perhaps film and television would be better for you as a writer. If you like in-depth analysis of ideas rather than glancing insights, then your imagination might be better suited to prose. The key to radio drama is the dialogue; if you don’t relish the way people speak and notice the words left unsaid in their sentences, then this may not be the best place to begin writing.


If you concentrate on facts about radio demographics and scan statistics of successful radio plays of the past, then you might be going about things the wrong way. The most important thing is to tell the story you want to tell, knowing that in your own mind you can hear voices telling it. It could be twenty voices or just one. Capturing how those voices sound is more important than knowing a great deal about the technicalities of radio production and commissioning processes.


Technicalities and script layout will be addressed in this book but are not as troublesome as first-time writers might imagine. If the writer listens to radio, glances at some typical scripts and uses their common sense, their talent will out. However, it may not come out if it isn’t there. Just as someone can have all the music lessons time allows and the best guitar in the world, it won’t make them Eric Clapton. Then again, no one knows if they’re Clapton till they try, and it helps the audience appreciate you if you’ve learnt to play recognizable notes.


IS ANYONE GOING TO LISTEN?


In normal circumstances, radio has the advantage that it doesn’t dominate the listener’s attention. They can drive, baby-sit, cook, build a shed and go jogging while listening to the radio. Radio is company through dull chores or lonely tasks, while not stopping the listener doing what needs to be done. Any situation where a person can do something while having a conversation at the same time is a situation where they could be listening to the radio.


The writer’s aim, of course, is to stop them in their tracks, preferably without causing a traffic pile-up or a dropped infant. A piece of radio has really succeeded when the listener forgets the task in hand and only listens. In the meantime, its portability and its lack of demand on the attention, compared to television or a book, is what will attract listeners to radio in the first instance.


WHO IS MAKING THE PLAYS?


There are changes in the air. Channel 4 Television is moving in to radio and plans to move into drama. They promise to create the kind of upheaval in expectations of radio that they created in television. They plan to create radio drama that is appealing to younger audiences; tackling more disturbing subjects and experimenting with technique. All this is at the drawing board stage as this book goes to print.


Hopefully Channel 4 will introduce a larger element of competition to the field of radio drama, encouraging existing producers to be more innovative and daring. It’s hoped Channel 4 will do more to generate publicity and curiosity about radio dramas. At the very least, it will provide another place for writers to go with their scripts.


Some commercial stations try scripted sketch shows. Student and amateur radio dramas are on the internet, paving the way for all kinds of experiment and unregulated output. There is no reason why you couldn’t create your own short radio drama and put it on the internet; this is easier than putting videos on Youtube and is a good calling card. Radio advertisements are often presented as tiny dramas – not Shakespeare, but a way to make a living in radio and learn to be concise. At present, however, the powerhouse for radio drama production in Britain is the BBC. They have the licence fee funding to pay for it and they have worldwide broadcast networks. It is rare for technicians, actors, directors or writers to learn about radio drama somewhere other than the BBC.


Competition is healthy, but if profit were the only incentive for radio drama production, would there be so many chances given to the completely inexperienced as are given in the BBC’s subsidized environment? Currently over twenty per cent of BBC radio drama commissions go to writers new to radio. There is no radio equivalent of the studio or upstairs theatre, where beginners are tucked away to try their early works. In radio, beginners are put on the air alongside well-established writers. Without the testing ground of publicly funded radio, writers could be left with fringe theatre and occasional incentives in film and television to open the doors for them.


The only way to really learn to write any form of drama is in production. Until that happens, the writer has a musical score and no musical instruments. More than any other outlet, BBC radio is there, waiting to help the new writer learn how to work with all the other components that make up a good drama. The BBC is currently the home of radio drama but who else could be trusted to keep the house in order? Who else would have the economic liberty to look for innovation, quality and integrity in the radio output rather than commercial viability? Most commercial speech radio stations resort to the chat show or phone-in format because they are so much cheaper than drama production.


That said, it can be a huge pain when your play, or your idea for a radio play is turned down by the BBC. There’s little else to do but go away and come back with something new. Compared to television and film, however, the chances that you will break through eventually in radio are hugely favourable. The BBC has hours and hours of radio drama airtime to fill with original work – hundreds of hours. Theatre, film and television don’t have nearly the same amount of time available, or the money to take the risk on your early attempts to be a dramatist. More outlets would be great, but whatever its shortcomings, the BBC drama department’s public funding provides a generous starting point for technicians, producers, directors and actors, as well as writers.


AND YET MORE ADVANTAGES FOR RADIO WRITERS…




I like the fact that the whole process from final draft to delivery is so quick. And the director has so much input into the drafts up to the final one. I like that momentum. It makes for instant and instinctive choices which often don’t get in other media.


Marina Caldarone, independent director/producer





In radio, if you have a play commissioned, you can rest comfortably in the knowledge that once written it will be recorded and broadcast. Only exceptional events will prevent this happening. Even if you have made a terrible mess of the script, the producer will help you get it right rather than abandon the project.


In television, all manner of whims, regime changes and panics over the script can result in your commission being dropped. As there’s so much money and kudos at stake, everyone is terrified of making a mistake. It is far easier to say ‘no’ than ‘yes’. A pilot of your television script may even be recorded but never broadcast. In film, the chances of getting from script commission to the local multiplex are even slimmer. The more money involved, the more cautious people are about committing themselves to the next step.


In radio there isn’t a team of script editors, under-producers, passing-through-producers, executive and senior producers interfering with your script. You work with one person from start to finish. The radio producer is also the script editor, is usually the director and supervises the final edit. Occasionally a director may be brought in to do the recording if you have a very busy producer or a producer suddenly taken ill, but at this stage there won’t be a new voice giving opinions on the fundamentals of the script. For any writer who has worked in film or television, the clarity of this through-line is a joy. Eventually you will get your play out into the world, fairly close to the play you intended at the beginning.


In theatre, with a new play it is often possible to lose focus through a long rehearsal period. The writer can lose a sense of the play they intended. Financial constraints can limit the worlds it is possible to create on stage. Fast movement from atmosphere to atmosphere isn’t easy. In theatre, gaining access to a character’s inner thoughts requires devices such as the soliloquy, that are not as intimate as the eavesdropping that can be done in radio. In radio, very simple shifts are required to go from internal to external.


Similarly, theatre needs scene changes or stylized indicators to show movement through time. The shift from past to present in radio drama may only need the slightest of sound effects.


ACTORS



Television and film can be very performer-led. Despite all the generous remarks movie stars make about the importance of a good script, it is the presence of the movie star that will have got the film made.


Often in television we’ll hear that the broadcasters are looking for a good vehicle for a star who’s leaving a soap opera. Their acting ability may kill your script but in order to get it made, you have to let your script become a vehicle and not necessarily the drama you intended at all. If anyone cares what you intended by the time the cameras are recording, you’d be very lucky indeed.


In radio, the compromises demanded are few. Expressing the script is what matters in fact as well as sentiment. The writer is still allowed to call the tune.


In theatre, unless you are going into a very prestigious venue, it isn’t easy to get the cast you want. On radio, a first-time writer can ask for a dream cast and often get it. Writers are around on recording day. Although the broadcast is the public performance, the recording feels more like the first night for the writer – this is when their play comes to life, although usually there’s still some work to be done. Sometimes urgent rewrites are required; sometimes the writer is grateful for an eleventh-hour chance to tweak a scene.


Radio actors generally like having the writer around throughout the recording day. They can ask questions and the writer can explain if he thinks a line’s been misunderstood. Actors can help an inexperienced writer a great deal; noticing why they find a line unsayable, or a scene confusing, can be an invaluable lesson.


Actors love radio drama – no lines to learn and they’re in and out in a couple of days. Actors famous for one type of role may find radio the only place left where they can play against their typecasting. The very small publicity spotlight shone on a radio play can mean that an actor is happier to take a risk playing an unusual role.




Radio’s great, you can wear whatever’s lying on the bedroom chair and you don’t have to shave.


Lenny Henry, comedian and actor





WHAT CAN GO WRONG?


Exceptional events might intervene. I delivered a play about architects working for Saddam Hussein the day Iraq was invaded. The play had to be dropped. Perhaps, when we’re all old and grey, it can resurface as a piece of history.


Producers are increasingly aware of the dangers of litigation. They have the expertise of the BBC legal department to turn to for advice, so that the writer need not panic about what is legal and what isn’t. If you are saying something libellous about a living rock star then it’s unlikely the play will be made – although if you have copious proof of wrongdoing by said rock star and exposing the story is in the public interest, you may be backed to the hilt.


If your rock star has died, there are considerations to be made regarding living family members; they should at least be warned that the play is going out and may even want to issue statements in the press condemning your work. Again, it is unusual for a play to get to the stage of being recorded without proper inquiries being made.


I was once commissioned to write a play about a political campaigner who was still living. She refused to give permission for any dramatization of her life. However, the producer and commissioner deemed the campaigner’s political movement was as important as its leader. They felt it was a subject still worth exploring and suggested solutions. I was able to use news archive recordings of the leader’s actual speeches, as these were in the public domain. I created a fictional member of the political movement and told her story, with her comments on the actions of the leader. In the end the fictional route gave me more freedom and a broader take on the story.


LISTEN TO THE NOBODY



The thoughts of a great man’s servant on the eve of a crisis often make better radio drama than the thoughts of a great man. The lesser character can be irreverent, observant and a bridge to greatness for us lesser mortals listening in. It also avoids criticism from pedants who might write in saying, ‘But Napoleon never thought much of Blucher, it’s recorded in his letter to so and so.’ But Napoleon’s footman’s thoughts on Blucher? Who knows; who cares? Except the radio dramatist.


A film about the battle of Waterloo, with Napoleon as the man of action, will work far better than a radio drama about Waterloo because cinema has scale. Radio, however, has intimacy; it is the natural medium for behind-the-scenes, below-stairs conversations. An imagined servant belongs to the writer whereas Napoleon belongs to history.


If in doubt, invent a character to speak your words and do the things you need doing. If there are recordings available, then let the historical or famous figure speak for themself. If their speeches and actions are on public record, no one can complain you’ve misrepresented them. However, if you put words into their mouths and speculate on a secret, unrecorded life, you could face litigation or a barrage of criticism that would muddy appreciation of your play and obscure the story you wanted to tell.


WHAT ELSE CAN GO WRONG?


Large bestselling books are written about the terrible things done to innocent screenwriters. Perhaps unfortunately for my hopes of a bestseller, there are few persistent cruelties to writers of radio drama. Except perhaps the paltry fees. If you are determined to write only to be rich, your life will go very wrong in radio. To be creatively fulfilled, however, radio isn’t a bad place to start or to seek refuge in.


In normal circumstances radio producers are very dedicated to writers; they help you learn on the job and won’t drop a play because they think the script needs a lot of work. Perhaps you are certain that the script is exactly as it should be. It’s up to the producer to prove their case for change, although they could refuse to record it. This would be a terrible and unusual impasse to reach, but at least in radio you are only fighting one person, not some huge television script department.


It may be that having fought the producer round to your way of thinking, you get to the studio and the great star chosen for the lead is terrible or, as I did hear tell of once, drunk. A good producer-director can only try their best to cajole a decent performance out of the star. Later, in the editing suite their part may have to be shaved to a minimum. If the performance is an irretrievable disaster it’s not impossible for the play to be recorded with a new cast. If the commissioner liked the script and wanted it for broadcast at a particular time then the writer and producer can talk them into allowing a second recording. It is nothing like the disastrous experience involved in reshooting a film, or the horror of watching someone mess up your lines for the entire run of a stage play.
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