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PREFACE

BEFORE WE PLUNGE into the business of radio writing there is
an understanding which must be reached between the author
and the reader concerning the philosophy behind the organiza-
tion and content of this book. Unless there is such an under-
standing, much that follows might be subject to misinterpreta-
tion by the reader, who, presumably, is about to become a
writer. The following is the basic approach to the problem of
writing for radio as it is set forth in this book.

It should be understood that no one can learn to write by
reading a book about writing. One learns to write by writing.
Such a volume as this can serve only as a guide along the
way, as a series of warnings against certain pitfalls, and as a
handbook of practical information.

After the painful first-hand process of writing, the time
comes to receive criticism (to administer self-criticism), and to
tollow this by rewriting. The cycle is repeated over and over
again; and out of this process eventually comes an understand-
ing of the techniques that make for brilliant, clear, concise, ex-
citing writing. Learning to write is a process of learning to
rewrite.

The business of writing for any medium involves three dis-
tinct steps. The first step is to gather material with which to
write. The second is to put the material into a specific form
for presentation in a given field. The third step in the process
is marketing. Anyone who stands on the threshold of the
writing profession must recognize all three processes in terms
of their relative importance. Too many mentors in the teach-
ing of writing concern themselves only with the development
of skill in expression, ignoring the obvious fact that, before
one can write well, one must have something to say and some-
one to say it to.

Preparing to write is something that one does over a period
of years, not days, weeks, or months. Great writing, in any
medium, comes only with the maturity of the writer himself.
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Quite naturally, some writers mature faster than others, but
each writer must have a coming-of-age before he can make a
significant contribution. It is with these basic principles in
mind that we approach the problem of writing for radio.

One thing should be said about writing specifically for the
medium of radio. No writer coming to this field as an outlet
for his talent should underestimate the medium in which he is
working. There are many ways of measuring the effectiveness
of a medium for a writer. We might say that a medium is
effective in terms of the number of people it reaches, the depth
to which it moves them, and the length of time they remember
its message. Few other modes of expression are able to touch
their audience more deeply than radio, and certainly no other
offers an audience of such tremendous size. These facts place
upon the radio writer a responsibility which no writer worthy
of the name should accept lightly. Knowing the depth to
which he can touch people, and the number of people he can
reach, he must approach his job with great humility and a
sense that the power in his hands must be used wisely and well.

These, then, are the basic principles upon which this book
has been written, to which everything in the book will con-
form; they are principles which any potential radio writer
must accept before he decides to step over the threshold into
the still new and tremendously exciting field of radio writing.
There has never been a time in the history of the world when
interpreters of the current scene who are honest, sane, courage-
ous, and clear-seeing, were so badly needed. And there has
never been a time when writers who could meet that challenge
have had available such a satisfactory medium in which to
work. If this book can help a few people along that path, then
it will have served its purpose.

ALBERT CREWS
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PROLOGUE

A Charge to Writers

WHEN YOU SET OUT to become a writer, you must accept an in-
herited responsibility of the profession. Writers in every age have
been an important influence on the times in which they lived. The
best of them have been the thinkers, the leaders, the philosophers
of their time. In addition, they have been the reporters of events,
the mirror of customs and manners, the editorialists, the pin-
prickers of pomp, and the champions of great causes. It is in-
evitable that this should be so. The writer is one who, by necessity
of his profession, stands off and looks at life as it is. His is the
nearest approach to historical perspective that is possible in con-
temporary life.

The beginning writer usually starts out with ideas of reforming
the world and creating new worlds of art. When his writing ceases
to be an academic affair, and when he is faced with paying the
rent with the income from his typewriter, he too frequently under-
goes a strange metamorphosis. The gallant knight storming the
battlements of art too often becomes a scared small boy wondering
where he can find a door to get a toe in. Some of this change is
inevitable, but if the beginning writer can somehow hang on to
some of that first idealism about his work, his work will be better.

If the writer learns and grows, perhaps he will regain some of
his enthusiastic desire to reform the world. Certainly he will be
impressed with his responsibility to report the world. In times like
these, the responsibility is a heavy one, indeed. Any serious ob-
server of the current scene must have a sense of bafflement at its
complexity. But with maturity comes a mellowness and tolerance
which may bring the picture into focus in the camera of his mind.

Every beginning writer should promise himself to do an honest
job. No matter how short he may fall of his goal, he should aim
for it in every piece of writing he does. The temptations of quick
turn-over and.large profits are great. Hack work is always easy
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to do. But the good writer will never let anything laave his desk
until he is satisfied that it is the best he can do.

Guard against impatience. A young writer must realize his lim-
itations. Only years of living and observing will bring him a partial
understanding of a world that is often beyond comprehension. He
will see much in his writing years. He will see cheapness and
petty jealousy and ugliness. He will see faith broken in public
office and men broken by lies. But, if he looks, he will also see
honesty and great-hearted generosity. He will see in the man in
the street a simple faith — a faith that has up to now withstood
every attempt to shake it. And he will know people with a deep
belief in the basic goodness of man.

In the course of his work, he will meet the great and grow to
be flippant about them. He will some day meet the common man
and grow humble before him. As his wisdom grows, he may learn
to see the bond between the great and the common, and realize
how short and strong it is.

He must see all these things and record them in his mind. As
he sees more and more, he will seek for a pattern made by these
isolated facts. Gradually, he will see the pattern take shape and
reveal the motivations of human existence. And as he sees it, he will
report it. But before he reports it, he will filter it through the
alchemy of his own mind, and distill off the illusion, leaving only
the truth.

Growth in insight is a part of the process of maturing. In propor-
tion to his capacity to grow, so will his writing grow. And as the
young radio writer grows, his understanding of and respect for his
medium must and will increase. The surface impression of chro-
mium and black glass will pass. Eventually, he will come to realize
that the medium he has chosen is one of the most potent forces in
the world. When he sits down to his typewriter, he will realize
that he is undertaking a contract with millions of people which he
must do his best to fulfill. He will think of the vast number of ears
that will lean to his message. With this realization must come a
humbleness in the face of the job he has elected to do. Humility,
together with pride in his calling and an effort to see things clearly
and to see them whole, may make of him someday a writer worthy,
of the medium in which he works.
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CHAPTER 1

WRITING — A WAY OF LIFE

WRITING FOR RADIO is a broad, all-inclusive activity which,
cutting across many allied fields, is not a single job, but a com-
bination of several complex ones. Certain kinds of radio writ-
ing must be considered as purely business occupations, or,
even more specifically, sales occupations. Other kinds can be
considered only as “work.” There is also radio writing that
may be considered creative art. Radio writing must, therefore,
be defined broadly enough to include these various kinds of
writing, whether you plan to write commercial credits for an
advertising agency, or gag continuity for a variety show, or
purely dramatic forms for network evening programs. You
will still be doing writing for the radio, and your conception of
the job must be broad enough to include all these various
aspects.

Writers are sometimes divided roughly into three classes.
There is the writer who writes purely for the sake of eating,
He regards his work, not as a profession, but as a job to be
done so that he can receive a pay check at the end of a given
period. This kind of writer does uninspired hack work which
fails to furnish him the stimulation he needs to do something
better. Of course, there is in radio, as in any other medium,
plenty of hack work to be done and someone must do it. Since
not all writers develop great skill or profundity, a large segment
of the writing profession will always be doing this kind of work.

The second group of writers must be classed as propa-
gandists or crusaders. They are concerned with writing, not
as an end in itself, but as a means to promote some idea to
which they have dedicated themselves. Nearly all speakers
over the radio, exclusive of news commentators, come into this
category. Their purpose is not to do effective writing for the
medium of radio, but to advance certain ideas.

8
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The third category is the group that represents the highest
ideals and attainments of the profession. Let us call this group,
for want of a better title, the observer-reporter-interpreter
group. The writer in this group is not concerned with hack
assignments or the grinding-out of a given number of words
per day. Neither is he concerned with the selling of a product,
an idea, or a political philosophy. He watches the world and
the things that go on in it, and calls the plays as he sees them.
His job is to present events and people as he sees them, and
to interpret them as best he can for the rest of the world.
Among the writers in this group are the true creators in the
field of radio writing who have a common understanding with
all the other men of the world who have looked on life and
mankind and reported what they have seen. If there is any
hope for greatness in radio, it must come from such men.

It would be an interesting experiment to try to break down
a day’s broadcasting into the three categories mentioned and
see into which category the writer of each program would fall.

Regardless of the field of writing in which you may happen
to find yourself, there must be much of this latter attitude per-
meating your work if it is to be the best of which you are
capable. Even though you are called upon to do straight-
forward, everyday continuity writing, even if you are doing
writing of a commercial nature, you will be effective in direct
proportion to your ability to look upon the world and see it for
what it is. It is only when you have touched the final deep
undercurrents of people’s lives that you come to an understand-
ing of human nature which will enable you to do your best
work in writing for radio.

You will probably have little conscious choice as to the kind
of writer you turn out to be. What you become as a writer
will depend largely on your own background and the peculiar
combination of personality factors that make you the person
you are. It does not matter into which of these categories
you fall so long as you are doing the best job of which you are
capable within your field.

Writing, in its final essence, is having something to say to
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people. No individual is endowed by the Almighty with this
inherent gift of having something to say. A writer has some-
thing to say only after he has filled himself with living. As a
potential writer, you must look upon yourself as a reservoir,
at first almost completely empty. Until you have filled your
reservoir to the point of running over, you will never write. It
is only when you are soaked so full of things to say that they
spill over in spite of you that you will become an effective
writer.

Writing is a phenomenon which occurs when the personality
of the author reacts so strongly to what is going on around
him that the reaction itself creates a new quantity. This expe-
rience is akin to reaction. One member of the equation is the
experience of the writer; the other part is his personality.
When these two are thrown into contact, a third phenomenon
is created, and that phenomenon is good writing. This process
of filling your personal reservoir of facts, experierces, observa-
tions, acquaintances, is not something which takes place auto-
matically or rapidly. It is a process that takes time. That is
why few great writers have written anything of importance in
their early years. The young writer still has a reservoir that is
taking in instead of giving out. Only when the reservoir is
full to overflowing can the writer begin the process of giving
out what has been taken in, with a new significance added by
his own personality. Only at that point does worth-while
writing result. It must be understood also that the process is
continuous. One does not write by soaking up a certain
amount of experience and then giving it forth again; to fill the
reservoir over and over again, so that it is always full to the
brim, is the only process by which writing can continue to be
significant. There must be a constant search for new meanings,
new interpretations of the passing scene.

A writer should dedicate himself to the outward look. He
cannot concern himself only with himself. He must concern
himself with people and places, with experiences, with long
observations, with deep insight into the ways people act. This
is a process which begins at the moment when he decides to
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become a writer and which continues as long as he writes. Un-
less the potential author understands this demand, he will
never succeed. If he can look upon life and people, develop a
deep desire to understand them, and then spend the rest of
lite working out that desire, he has an excellent chance of
becoming a writer.

It is also necessary to develop an attitude of objectivity. If
you allow yourself to become too much embroiled in what you
see, what you feel, and what you come to understand, you
cease to be an observer-reporter-interpreter, and become in-
stead a propagandist. Writing is not then the ultimate end
of your effort. You must not only develop a love for life and
a zest for living, but also an objectivity which permits you to
see the whole game without allowing yourself to become drawn
into it. As soon as you step off the sidelines and onto the
playing field, you step out of the position of the observer and
into the position of the participant.

Nevertheless, you cannot write effectively about anything
which you do not yourself know at firsthand. Inevitably, there-
fore, if you are going to write about many subjects, you must
know many things at firsthand. This process of learning, of
meeting life and people and experiences, must be the major
concern of the first years of your writing existence. Perhaps it
is for this reason that so many of our best serious writers were
first journalists. By the very nature of their profession, news-
papermen are constantly in the position of the observer-re-
porter-interpreter. They are seeing important things happen.
They are seeing people at the crises of their lives. They are
seeing events shape themselves, and, by this very fact of their
ringside seat in the theater of living, they have an undeniably
enviable preparation for writing. The average reporter, in the
normal course of his professional career, can in six months gain
more experience that will help him as a writer than most other
people can in six years. It is not necessary, however, to be-
some a newspaper reporter in order to put yourself on the road
toward being a successful writer. There is a constant oppor-
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tunity every day to meet people, to see new things, to add to
your storehouse of experience.

No matter how you regard writing, you must consider it
as more than a job. Writing is a way of life. It is one profession
which transcends business hours, working hours, the routine
part of the business day, and permeates the practitioner’s entire
existence. Some professions can be practiced during the work-
ing day and then dropped when evening comes. There are
others in which this relaxation is not possible. For the writer,
his profession is his way of life just as completely as is the
doctor’s profession his way of life. No doctor is ever com-
pletely free of his work. He is, and by the nature of his work
must be, on call twenty-four hours of the day. So, too, the
writer can never entirely divorce himself from his work. It
will color his social life, his philosophy, his religion, his friend-
ships, even his relations with his own family.

The potential writer who does not recognize this all-inclu-
sive nature of his work should never step over the threshold
of the writing field. Unless he is willing to subordinate most
of the rest of his existence to his job, he should never attempt
to write. It should not be assumed that the hold which the
writing profession takes of one’s life is an unpleasant one. The
kind of life which a writer lives is probably as exciting, as
packed with interest, as any that one could follow.

This leads to the first step in the writing process. We have
said that writing is a threefold job: the business of gathering
material, the business of putting this material down in an effec-
tive manner, and the business of seeing that it reaches the
ultimate consumer. It is not enough to say that you must go
out and meet life and observe it. If you are going to be prac-
tical about radio writing, you must have a practical approach
to this first step, the business of getting acquainted with life
and learning how and where to gather material about which to
write. This is the practical means by which one answers the
inevitable question ot the beginner — “What shall I write
about?”




CHAPTER 2

FILLING THE RESERVOIR

TrE FILLING of a writer’s reservoir of human experience has a
threefold purpose. First, it will bring him gradually to an un-
derstanding of human nature and the motivations with which
people act —an understanding essential for every writer. In
the second place, it will give him an inexhaustible encyclo-
pedia of seemingly unrelated factual material which he will
sooner or later discover he needs. During the course of his
career, he will write about a thousand subjects and find many
other thousands about which he will need to know something.
The process of gathering material will do much to help fill out
the general background of information which he will need in
his work. The third need which this process serves is that of
actually getting something specific to write about. The mere
gathering of material will result often in direct leads for ideas
which may eventually become a radio script of importance.
As a writer goes about the process of gathering material, he
must be conscious of the three objectives toward which he is
working. He will be adding to his general understanding, he
will be soaking up innumerable facts which he will need, and
finally he will be discovering specific ideas for programs which
will eventually result in actual writing,

It is all very well to talk about the necessity of gaining ex-
perience in order to write, but the advice is vague and in-
definite unless it can be reduced to specific terms. Any tactical
problem becomes solvable only when it is reduced to a specific
method of operation. It is just this reduction to the specific
which the present chapter will attempt.

What follows is a specific plan of action for gaining experi-
ence, for meeting new people, for putting oneself in the way
of new ideas, and, in general, for opening every possible avenue
to the development of personal capacity for living. Because

8
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individuals differ widely, some of these techniques may be
more valuable than others. Only after trying many of them
will the writer eventually discover those which are the most
advantageous for him. He will, inevitably, develop techniques
other than those included here. These are meant only as guide-
posts to help him start to live as a writer must.

TueE CoNTEMPLATION PERIOD

Set aside for yourself thirty minutes every day to devote to
what we shall call, for want of a better term, contemplation.
It is not important that you do this at any specific time of day
or at the same time every day. But it is important that at least
once a day you sit down and stop all activity for thirty minutes.
Plan to do absolutely nothing during this time except to stay
awake and to keep your eyes open. If you do these two things,
you will inevitably find that your mind is increasingly active.
Eventually out of this mental activity will come usable ideas
for writing.

The place you choose for this daily contemplative half-hour,
or the circumstances, do not matter greatly; the important
thing is to insure that you have nothing else to do. Nature
abhors a vacuum. If you will try to make of yourself, mentally,
a vacuum, nature will take care of the process of filling it.
Most Americans seem anxious to avoid thought. They are ob-
sessed with the idea of speed. They whip across the continent
in no time, only to have needless time on their hands when
they arrive at their destination. Even when they travel, they
take books along. They read. They buy magazines. They
practically invent “busy-work” to keep themselves from having
to be alone with themselves. A writer could use such time ad-
vantageously for the business of contemplation.

So devote thirty minutes every day exclusively to the open-
ing of your mind. Let what will come in through any of the
senses. During this time you should not even try to think of
things about which to write. Do not bother to think at all. Just
keep your eyes open, your senses alert, and see what comes to
yon. Get yourself into a position where, if possible, you can elim-



10 GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS

inate bodily action, so that all factors of distraction are removed.
Then — let it happen. After you have done this for a week,
you will be amazed at the inrush of thoughts that will come
to you. You will have time to observe things in your immediate
surroundings which you never before took time to see. You
will see people whom you never saw before. You will note
associations between ideas which never before occurred to you.
The process of creating an intellectual vacuum into which
thoughts, ideas, association may come will pay off in terms
of writing ideas.

There is one other thing you must do during this period of
observation: jot down those things which occur to you as they
come along. Ideas are as elusive as dreams, and they must be
captured when they occur. You should, therefore, have with
you at these contemplation periods some cards on which you
can jot down any ideas which come along. Keep your notes
brief. They should serve only as a reminder of the things you
thought about. They can be amplified later.

You may discover that days will go by during which nothing
significant occurs to you. Your total accumulation for a week
may be only a series of irrelevant doodlings on your note cards.
But on the eighth day or the eighteenth, something may come
along which will be the push-off on a script of real merit. You
can be sure that this practice, kept up long enough and con-
sistently enough, pays dividends. It may seem a very simple
way of going about the writing process, but it is highly
effective.

If you select for your contemplation period a place where
there is much activity around you, there will naturally be
more stimuli available than there will be if you choose a
cloistered room. Either place, however, will bring results.
Try first a quiet place where there are not too many distrac-
tions, and then, as you begin to master the technique, move
into more crowded spots. This practice is not one that can be
tried as a lark for a week and then abandoned. It should be
part of your daily routine; you should ingrain it into your
life so that it becomes an inevitable part of your daily habit of
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living. No one realizes better than the successful professional
writer that his whole process of gathering material is one which
must be constantly practiced.

MEeer NEw ProrLE

The next step in filling your reservoir and gathering material
about which to write is meeting new people. You need to have
a fairly thorough acquaintance with literally thousands of
people of all kinds and types. Creative writers tend to divide
themselves into two general groups: those who write about
nature and those who write about people. Of these two, the
latter is by all odds the larger group and usually draws the
bigger audience. If you are going to write about people, you
must know at firsthand a great many people in all walks of
life and in as many parts of the world as you can.

Most people are familiar with the extrovert who can walk
into any situation and strike up a conversation on a moment’s
notice with a total stranger. This is the kind of person whose
expansive personality dominates the club cars on transcon-
tinental trains and the businessmen’s clubs all over the country.
Unfortunately, this kind of expansive extrovert seldom has the
keen sensitivity which might make him a writer. He is so
absorbed in spreading his own personality around that he has
neither the patience nor the point of view which would allow
him to absorb the ideas and personalities of other people. The
person who has the innate sensitivity to make a good writer
often tends to be an introvert who unfortunately draws away
from people rather than moves toward them. It is, therefore,
highly desirable that the potential writer, early in his career,
develop some kind of technique for forcing himself into con-
tact with many different people. This technique is much more
easily described than carried out, because of certain innate
traits.

One of these inhibitions is man’s hate and fear of the un-
known! This dread dominates, not only most of his major de-
cisions in life, but many minor decisions every day. Given a
choice between following a procedure with which he is familiar
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and following a new procedure, he will tend to take the
familiar one. Try to remember the last time you attended a
large party at which you knew only two or three of those
present. Can you remember what happened? You probably
moved into the group, made polite noises to your host or
hostess, and having been turned on your own, made a beeline
across the room to those two or three people in the group whom
you knew. If you are a writer, this is the most unintelligent
course of action which you could take. Finding yourself in a
situation where there are, let us say, three known quantities
and twenty-five unknown, why do you proceed to those quan-
tities which you know? The answer is simple. You do it be-
cause you are afraid of the unknown. This is not a major fear
and is usually not even a conscious one. It is, therefore, all the
more insidious. You tend to follow the line of least resistance,
and by so doing you may pass up a gold mine of information
and the personal contact which is one of your most valuable
stocks in trade. The successful writer would probably reverse
this normal process. He would ignore the people he knows
with as little passing comment as possible and proceed imme-
diately to the new factors in the situation, hoping for new
ideas, new characters, and a new way of looking at life.

This tendency to dig for yourself familiar grooves and then
go through those grooves time and time again is a perfectly
normal, natural pattern of behavior. Because you are lazy, and
because you are afraid of the unknown, you tend to establish
routines which you repeat over and over. For the average
individual this is a harmless, although rather dull, habit. For
the writer, it is professional suicide. He must make a habit of
always hunting the new contacts, the new individual, the new
place, the new information, all of which is a part of his pro-
cedure of gathering material.

Not only must a writer meet many new people, but he must
meet those in all walks of life. Most of us tend to draw our
friends from our own immediate environment. They come
from the same social class, the same economic level, and very
often from within our own profession. Docters tend to make
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other doctors their friends. Journalists tend to associate with
other journalists. As a writer, you must break down this easy
way of forming human contacts and make your spread of ac-
quaintance as broad and as catholic as possible. You must
know rich men, poor men, businessmen, shysters, engineers,
technicians, flyers, navigators, artists, and scientists. You must
spread your contacts vertically and horizontally through the
entire social structure. If you can travel, you must spread your
contacts geographically as widely as possible. Sooner or later,
you will need to have the information and background which
all these people can give you.

Many people in other occupations do not feel the need for
a widely spread group of acquaintances. They have no need
for human contacts beyond those which their immediate en-
vironment offers. It is more work to talk to a stranger than to
. someone you know, and human laziness always encourages us
to follow the line of least resistance. Acquiring a wide circle
of contacts, not necessarily friends, requires time and effort
and the average individual does not have the motivation to
expend that additional energy. The writer has all the motiva-
tion in the world; to him it is a matter of necessity.

If you have no technique for meeting new people, then you
must develop one. There is no common technique which suits
all individuals or all persbnalities, but there are a few basic
suggestions which will help almost anyone in trying to form
new contacts. Remember these basic facts:

1. People react expansively to sincere interest from
other people.

2. People will always talk about themselves.

8. People will usually talk about their work.

4. People will often talk about their prejudices.

Knowing these facts, you have a good start toward develop-
ing a technique in talking to strange people. Impertinent curi-
osity is one thing; honest interest in the problems of another
human being is something else. To this latter approach, people
make an almost universal friendly response. It is a rare person
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who will not open up to you if you have a sincere and honest
interest in his problems, his work, his points of view. Remem-
ber this: anyone’s favorite subject of conversation is himself.
If you can encourage people to talk about themselves and show
a genuine interest in what they have to say, your problem of
making contacts with new people is solved. Once you can
assume this basic interest in people, all the rest of the problem
is simple.

It is imperative that you recognize at once that making con-
tacts with people takes time. This expenditure of time is a
part of your investment as a writer, just as surely as that of a
mechanic in buying himself a good set of tools. The time you
invest in being with people and in coming to know them is the
best possible investment you can make in a writing career.
You must not look upon it as something which keeps you from

your typewriter. You will find that the time spent on people

will force you to your typewriter.

Let us bring one criticism out into the open right now.
When we talk of “making contacts” and “meeting people,” we
open ourselves to the charge that we are only using people. It
may be said that we are scraping acquaintances only for what
we can wring out of them —a very cold-blooded and mer-
cenary process. What a writer needs is the exact opposite of
this attitude. The whole secret of success in making the ac-
quaintance of people may be summed up this way: if he seeks
out people and can scrape acquaintances only for the good
they can do him, they will do him no good; if he seeks out
people with a wish to understand them and a hope to get ac-
quainted with them, he will succeed.

The following discussion on how to make contacts with
people is very pointed and practical. It may even sound cal-
culating. But it must be direct because many beginning writers
pull away from making new contacts. It is not meant to be —
and must not become — a selfish business. Seeking out people
to quiz them, to sap their ideas and pick their brains, is a
brazen, annoying, impolite procedure which can bring only
harm to the writer. Good taste and common politeness should

.
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guide you always. And the magic word that opens all doors
is an honest, sincere interest in people.

There is only one sure way to go about this process of meet-
ing people. You must work at it and take time for it. There
are no magic formulas. It simply demands thought, hard work,
and giving a great deal of yourself to the job. One example
may help. Why not take time to become acquainted with the
dozens of people who cross your path in the pursuit of your
daily routine? Get acquainted with your newsboy, your milk-
man, your meter reader, your grocer. You have many people
working every day to give you the comforts of modern living.
.Take time to meet them and talk to them. They will give you
an excellent cross-section of the life of your immediate com-
munity. People living in small towns are more naturally
friendly than city folk. In small towns everybody has the
opportunity and takes the time to get acquainted with his
neighbors. In the city it is very easy to live in an apartment
house for five years and not know the persons in the apartments
on either side of you.

Anyone who is not a recluse has ample opportunity to meet
all kinds of people. The writer will learn to take these oppor-
tunities rather than to dodge them. He will learn that to wel-
come every chance to make new acquaintances is the essence
of his success.

As you proceed along this path, you will discover an interest-
ing change taking place. You will cease to look on people as
“classes” or “groups,” and become increasingly aware of people
as individuals. You will no longer be subject to the popular
delusion that “the radio audience is a composite of fourteen-
year-old minds.” There is no such thing as “the masses.” There
is no such thing as a “Southerner.” There is no such thing as
the “farm population.” There are only individuals! When you
hear people speak of the “common man,” you may be sure that
person does not know any common man. The writer eventu-
ally learns that this is a world of individuals.

It is true that the more people one knows, the more one is
struck by certain common denominators of human nature
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which occur again and again in all races, in all ages, in all
creeds, in all countries. An understanding of these fundamental
common denominators is an essential part of the writer’s prep-
aration for his work. No good writer makes the mistake of
talking about groups of people. A good writer knows that
every individual is a law unto himself. But if you can under-
stand one farmer and know him intimately, there is some
magic of understanding that makes it possible for you to
write about that man in such a way that all farmers will be
interested in him and accept him as an authentic member of
their occupation. This does not mean, however, that you have
reached the point at which you can talk about groups of people;
you should in fact never reach that point!

Do not overestimate the capacity of your memory. As you
meet people with interesting ideas, or people who you think
would make interesting characters, make frequent jottings on
cards which you can file. These cards need not be literary
masterpieces. They certainly should not be too voluminous.
But they should capture in as few words as possible the es-
sence of what you thought was interesting about an individual
and what might make him worth putting into a story sometime.
Certainly, if you are meeting many people, you will forget
them. Therefore, it is not only wise but necessary to keep
some kind of index of those you meet. If you do this, you will
always have your information at your fingertips.

A “PrAces” PROGRAM

A writer needs to do the same thing about places that he
must do about people. He must get acquainted with many
localities. But taking an interest in places can be interpreted
as broadly or as narrowly as the individual chooses. Many suc-
cessful writers have chosen to make the world their experi-
mental laboratory; others have been content to fathom the
depths of a small town. In either case, the result may be
good writing.

The average person avoids new places almost as assiduously
as he avoids new people. He tends to go over and over to the
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places he knows. He goes to the same summer resort for his
vacation, he patronizes the same movie house whenever pos-
sible, he eats in the same restaurant when he goes out for
dinner. Most people like to create a pattern and then live
within it. The writer must avoid such a pattern almost as
religiously as he avoids a too restricted pattern of acquaintance.
Concerning places, the writer must cultivate a keen sense
of observation and a high degree of curiosity. This attitude
will result in the collection of much usable material. Investi-
gating places, like making acquaintances, takes time and costs
money. One cannot sit down and say, “I should like to go
somewhere,” and get there on a magic carpet. A program of
travel, whether it be afternoon sightseeing trips around the
city or year-long tours around the world, does not become an
actuality by simply wishing. Few people are financially able
to indulge their travel whims. On the other hand, hundreds of
people with practically no financial resources at all manage to
travel widely by careful planning and by ingenious economy.
Whatever time and money are spent on travel are well worth
the while if the writer makes the most use of his opportunities.
Incidentally, the writer’s necessity for traveling and seeing
places may become rationalization for indulging in a nomadic
existence which many would enjoy, but few can afford. One
of the pleasant aspects of writing is that it is a highly portable
profession. The writer’s office is wherever he happens to be.
This program of travel should be accompanied by a program
of reading and research. If you will take the trouble to find out
what there is to see and what there is to learn about a place
before you visit it, your dividends from the visit will be much
greater. If, through reading and investigating, you know what
there is to be seen, seeing it will have much more significance.
You tend to see what you look for; if you know what you are
looking for, your chances of seeing it are infinitely greater.
To what kinds of places should the writer go and for what
kinds of things should he look? It may be impractical, but
certainly not wrong, to advise the writer to go everywhere and
see everything he can. He must look upon all places as po-
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tential settings for stories or subjects for writing. However,
that answer is general, and like all generalities, somewhat un-
satisfactory. What follows gives a few specific suggestions for
the beginning writer.

Visit the industries in your locality. Some day you may have
to write a story dealing with steel mills or pottery plants or
railroad yards or canning factories. If you have visited such
places and know in general what goes on in them, your re-
search when you come to a specific assignment will be greatly
facilitated. Any metropolitan area offers enough such oppor-
tunities to keep a writer busy on week-ends for at least a year.

Go to places of historic interest. These places often provide
good story suggestions; some may furnish ready-made material
which only needs putting on paper. Such places are important
to the writer for another reason. If they are well known,
many people will have visited them and be able to recognize
them. The more obscure historic spots are often useful because
the stories surrounding them may be less well known and
therefore furnish fresher material. If the occasion ever arises
when you have to include one of them in a story or a script,
you will have firsthand information for your description; more-
over, you can avoid inaccuracy in detail which many in your
audience might detect. Too many people, for instance, have
visited Niagara Falls and know what it looks like for you to try
to write about it with insufficient background.

Co to places where people gather. Wherever there are
crossroads in human traffic, there are stories and ideas for
stories. Railroad stations, bus depots, county fairs, movie
lobbies — any place that throws large numbers of people to-
gether is a happy hunting ground for the writer on the prowl
for ideas. One needs only remember such programs as Grand
Hotel and Manhattan at Midnight to realize how this material
can be used.

Visit places of geographic interest. Parks, mountains, natural
scenic spots — all these have their uses to the writer. Every
such place has a “feel” all its own and from many such places
the writer can glean ideas that might eventually result in a
script.
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If you live in a city, look up the foreign settlements. There
will be communities of Turks, Mexicans, Swedes, Greeks. In
large cities some of these settlements may even support a
regular community life. Such neighborhoods, if one can get
into them, give the writer a chance to see how other peoples
live, what their customs are — their modes of life, their foods,
their religions. Through looking into some of these settle-
ments, a writer with a real curiosity can learn much of the rest
of the world without going far from home. Again, if you live
in a metropolitan area, become familiar with the “districts” of
your city. Every city has its financial district, its newspaper
district, its industrial district, its theater district. Each of
these tends to be a little way of life in itself; each has its own
characters, its own flavor, sometimes even its own vocabulary.

An experienced newspaperman, following this procedure,
can find out more about a locality in three weeks of concen-
trated work than many persons who have lived in it all their
lives. The young writer will do well to adopt the tactics of
these journalists.

One more caution: take time enough to do a good job. Most
writers will find it more profitable to know one place well than
to know ten places in a sketchy manner. The writer cannot
afford to be a traveler who “does” Europe in ten days. Travel-
ing for pleasure is one thing; traveling to find copy in new
material, places, and people is something else.

You may wonder how you can afford to take time for such
a program as this. As a matter of fact, you must take time.
Remember that a writer must be constantly filling his reservoir
of information and experience. The fuller that reservoir is
filled, the more it will run over into honest creative writing.
Many writers have spent their entire lives moving from one
community or one part of the world to another. They live a
nomad existence, wandering from place to place and finding
new material everywhere they go. Somerset Maugham is one
of the best examples among our current literary men. He has
lived all over the world and written about most of the places
where he has lived. And in each case, he has spent enough
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time in one place to have an honest understanding of that
place when he comes to write about it.

Finp A Prace to TALx SHoP

Writers seem to act as catalytic agents on other writers.
They “spark-plug” each other, and by this reciprocal stimula-
tion all parties seem to profit. Some of the best contacts a
young writer can make are those with other writers in his com-
munity; these are made, not for friendship, but for the sake of
talking shop. Quite aside from the information which the be-
ginner may glean, there is some kind of alchemy at work
which inspires the young writer with new ideas and new
endeavor.

There are few communities that do not boast writers of
some sort. They may not be great novelists or world-renowned
playwrights. Remember that the staff of the local newspaper
is composed of men who write for a living, and it is axiomatic
that every newspaperman in his spare time (or at least in his
imagination) is at work on the next great American novel.
Even though most of these self-started great works may never
come to life, the hopeful author is still thinking of himself in
those terms and he is willing to talk shop. As long as a writer
is willing to talk about writing, he can be of help to another
writer. If you happen to be in a community where there are
many successful writers, and this is true of almost all metro-
politan areas, you are fortunate. Do your best to seek them out
and make their acquaintance.

Writers are as human as anyone else in their wish to talk
shop. Like newspapermen and printers and drill-press op-
erators, they love to get together and compare notes. In some
localities, writers are banded together in groups that meet
regularly. In other communities there are no regular meetings,
but they do get together occasionally. Any potential writer
would do well to make contact with such a group.

For years in Chicago most of the topflight writers used to
meet every Saturday for lunch at Schlogl’s Restaurant and
talk. Some of the respected names in contemporary American
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literature were at one time or another members of this group.
Ben Hecht, Charles MacArthur, Henry Justin Smith, Carl
Sandburg, and Lew Sarett, to name only a few, were there.
Any young writer who could have identified himself with this
group would have learned much and profited greatly froin
those luncheons. If the practicing writers in your locality are
not already meeting regularly, you may be able to form some
kind of luncheon club or informal meeting where you can
meet. Contacts of this kind can be made just as on a person-tc-
person basis. However it is managed, this business of talking
shop with other writers is important, and it is well worth the
time invested.

All these suggestions have been aimed to help the young
writer acquire, as quickly as possible, a large number of ex-
periences, acquaintances, contacts, information, and to enable
him to accelerate the process of filling his personal reservoir.
Only after this program has been followed for some time will
the young writer find himself in the enviable position of having
more to write about than he will ever have time to put on
paper. The suggestions which have been made here are not
theoretical and they are not only to be read. They must be
absorbed and carried out. The summation of all these ideas is
what we mean when we say that writing is not a profession,
but truly a way of life. Only after these practices of day-to-
day living have been incorporated into the schedule of the
prospective writer will he be assured of a steady and constant
flow of raw material that will lend itself to honest creative
writing,



CHAPTER 3

A STUDY OF THE ULTIMATE CONSUMER

Rapro wrrTING may be called a profession, a business, or
merely a job, but in any event it is a job which presumably
must net the writer a decent living. If this assumption is true,
the writer must please his consumer often enough to keep him
buying the product. The writer can please the consumer only
if he has an intimate and detailed knowledge of what the
consumer audience wants. He should know every pertinent fact
about the people who listen to, and ultimately pay for, the
radio programs he writes. With the best knowledge and in-
formation available, it is still largely a matter of guesswork,
with many more X factors in the problem than a scientist would
accept in an experiment. At best, the whims of public accept-
ance are variable, subject to many circumstances over which
the writer has no control. It therefore behooves him to know
as much as possible in order to be able to hit his market.

This may seem to be pandering to the public. Undeniably
much pandering goes on in the writing and designing of radio
programs. But it means something else to the writer. It means
that in studying his audience he is seeking those well-springs
of human emotion and experience that make people respond
positively to aural stimuli. It is just as impossible to write suc-
cessfully for an audience that you do not know as it is to
write successfully about material with which you are not
familiar. You must be intimately and thoroughly familiar with
both these factors in the equation.

Not only must you have an intimate knowledge of the ulti-
mate consumer, but you must also have a knowledge of the
problems of the “jobber” or the “wholesaler” of your product.
After all, a writer is in a position similar to a manufacturer — it
is seldom that he delivers direct to the consumer. Your stuff is
handled through agents whose job is to distribute it through
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sale to the ultimate consumer. Therefore, you must know the
problems and the interests of the salesmen, both wholesale
and retail, who handle your products. Perhaps this makes the
whole thing sound far too commercial to suit a creative radio
writer. It is meant to sound so. The commercial aspect of
radio must be recognized. Even great writing is of no value
in radio unless it reaches its audience. Knowledge of the
processes by which writing reaches its audience enables you
to market your material successfully. If you know the ultimate
consumer and the jobber who delivers to him, then you may
be able to please both, and accomplish the results for which
you are striving,.

THE “LISTENER’

What known facts are there which will help us to understand
the average radio listener? This question might be approached
from several different directions. We can take the statistical
approach and quote facts and figures about our audience. We
can approach the whole thing subjectively by checking our
own listening habits, or we can apply the yardstick of exterior
information to our audience and draw certain conclusions from
this source. Before we have finished, we shall have done all
three.

How many listeners are there?

About the size of our United States radio audience we have
certain specific facts. There are 28,838,203 homes in the United
States equipped with radio, or 82.8 per cent.! We know that
there are about eighty million habitual radio listeners. We
know that more than 50 per cent of all the radio receiving sets
in the world are located in the United States. We know there
are many more homes equipped with radios than with tele-
phones. These are matters of statistical fact. While they do
not tell all that we should like to know, they do give a fairly

1The figures that appear here are estimates made by the National Associa-
tion of Broadcasters’ Research Department from the 1940 United States Census
of Housing data.



24 GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS

accurate idea of the size of our audience. We also know that
as high as 83 per cent of the total audience sometimes listens
to a single program.? This was the listening rating accorded
the two speeches by President Roosevelt immediately follow-
ing the declaration of war on December 7, 1941. These figures
include only the American audience, and do not take into
account the many Canadians who listen regularly to American
stations. Neither do they take into account the audience out-
side the United States that is reached by short wave.

These figures would indicate that approximately two-thirds
of the American public are more or less habitual radio listeners.
This would include most of the adult population. It is the
largest audience that is available to any known medium of
communication.

Where are they?

Where are our listeners located and how are they dis-
tributed? Again statistical answers are available. Table 1 will
give some specific answers to these questions.

These figures indicate the proportion of radio-equipped
homes in the indicated areas of the United States; the region
in and around New York has the highest percentage; the south-
east section has the lowest.

Aside from geographical distribution, there is another break-
down which is significant. We should know what percentage
of our audience is metropolitan and what percentage is rural.
Figures drawn from the 1940 United States Census of Housing
data indicate that in urban areas 91.9 per cent of all homes
are equipped with radios. In rural non-farming areas, the
saturation is 79 per cent. In rural farming areas it drops to
60.2 per cent. This sharp drop is undoubtedly caused by lack
of rural electrification.

What kind of people make up the audience?
In trying to determine the nature of our general radio au-
dience, we must apply every possible yardstick. We must

2 A, W. Lehman, “Program Popularity in 1943, Broadcasting 1944 Year
Book, p. 28. Washington: Broadcasting Publications, Inc., 1944.



A STUDY OF THE ULTIMATE CONSUMER 25

TaBLE 1. DistrBuTiON OF RADIO OWNERSHIP

States Percentage of States Percentage of

Radio Homes Radio Homes

Connecticut .................... 95 or more West Virginia ................ 75.0—84.9
Massachusetts .......c....... Missouri ......ccoeeeee

New York ....uvceeeivvennae Kansas ...........

New Jersey ........ccvernnnne Nebraska ..............
Rhode Island .............. South Dakota
New Hampshire ............ 80.0—-949 Colorado ..........
Pennsylvania .........cernee. Wyoming ...

(0] 111 U Nevada .....cveecvrernereenne
Michigan ......cceeveerrenneen Virginia ....cceoeveevrveseeanes 60.0 —-74.9
IHHNois .....cccorevcvenvencnncns North Carolina ..............
Wisconsin .....eeeveseesnones Florida ........coeeceercencnreens
TIowa .......cveninncsnronsnnes Kentucky .......cccccersaononne

Minnesota .......ceeeeerennnee Tennessee ......cceeerences
O£ ¢: 1 N Oklahoma .....corveerrernres
Washington ........ccceerrennee Texas ....ccooemmmevuecanirenns
California .....cccceerernenenes ALiZOna ....oeeeeeeneennn
Maine .....covvevvrereniennen. 85.0—-89.9 South Carolina .............. less than 60.¢

Vermont .........ccoreremreensens Georgia .......cceeremersene
Maryland ........cvvvueneen Alabama ........coeevcrennnes
Delaware .......ccocrrerrraenses MisSiSSIPPI «cvvvverererensvenseee
Indiana .....cccccommrreerenrenes Louisiana .....cccooerervennes
North Dakota .......cerenn. Arkansas .......cooeceecenecne
Montana ......cciceiiinnenns New Mexico ........cecvveune.
Idaho ... -

Oregon ....verenieerenceranns .

consider their incomes. We must know their education. We
must inquire as to their age and sex. And finally, we must
determine their occupation. All these matters will contribute
to our understanding of the kind of people who make up our
radio audience.

Of homes with a yearly income of $10,000 or over, 90 per
cent are radio-equipped. In homes with an income between
$1000 and $10,000 a year, 88 per cent are radio-equipped. And
in homes with an income under $1000 a year, the figure drops
to 52 per cent. These figures do not, however, tell the full
story. Various surveys seem to indicate that the homes with
the highest incomes have the poorest listening audience in
terms of the amount of time spent at the radio. Wealthy people
listen to the radio less than any other class. People in extremely
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low-income brackets listen more than the people in the ex-
tremely high-income brackets, but not so much as people in
the middle-income brackets. In terms of the amount of listen-
ing, then, our audience is largely a middle-class, average
income audience. People from wealthy homes do not listen to
the radio as much as other classes for the obvious reason that
they have many other opportunities for entertainment. There
are more demands made on their time; their interests spread
over a wider area. People in the extremely low-income brackets
listen to their radios more than wealthy people, but have
fewer radio-equipped homes. Even in low-income homes that
are radio-equipped, the amount of listening is less than that of
middle-class families because the former have less leisure.
From an economic point of view, then, it is safe to say that
the listening audience is largely made up of the broad middle
class.

From an educational point of view, the same basic facts hold.
College graduates listen to radio less than any other group.
Grammar-school graduates listen more than college graduates,
but less than any other group. High-school graduates listen the
most. People with average education — that is to say high-
school graduates, as opposed to grammar-school graduates and
college graduates — do the most listening,

In terms of age, the audience range begins at approximately
five years old. No studies have been made on a broad enough
basis to indicate at what particular age level the most listening
occurs. Definite listener preferences have been ascertained for
various age groups. It has been determined, for example, that
young people like sports programs, dance music, fashions, dis-
cussions of psychology, as well as all the other popular pro-
grams on the air. Older people like news, humor, old songs,
talks, interviews with famous people, and serious music. But
in terms of the number of people listening in each group, little
is known. For all practical purposes, the age spread is almost
universal from approximately five years.

In terms of sex we know some fairly definite facts about our
audience. We know broadly that the daytime audience is made
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up largely of women. We know that the evening time is, in
general, a listening time for the entire family, minus the
younger members. We know that the peak in children’s listen-
ing comes between four and six o’clock in the afternoon. We
know that there is no established time when there is a purely
male audience listening. All these matters are fairly axiomatic
in radio. There is certain evidence to indicate that the male
audience tends to get first choice on evening listening, even
though the actual audience is made up of both men and women.
The sex difference in the listening audience has been some-
what lessened in recent years by the addition of other radio
sets in the family. Whereas ten years ago families usually had
only one radio in the home, many now have two and even three
or four radios in one household. The influence of this trend is
to broaden the base of the evening audience.

In terms of occupational division, the lines seem generally
to follow those laid down in the income and education
brackets. People in the highly paid professional occupations
are the least frequent listeners to radio. People in the lowest-
paid laborer divisions of occupations listen more than the pro-
fessional people, but less than the middle class. And so again,
as in the other divisions, the largest and most loyal listening
group is made up of people in the middle-class occupations.
These statements are made, not on the basis of specific studies,
but rather on indications from mail received by various pro-
grams. In spite of the fact that the evidence supporting these
statements is somewhat inadequate, it is accepted by most
broadcasters.

These considerations on the basis of income, education, age,
sex, and occupations tend to indicate that the radio audience is
for the most part a middle-class audience. The people who
make it up are Carl Sandburg’s people and William Allen
White’s people. They are, in short, summed up in the humble,
loyal, fumbling, honest, hard-working figure known in America
as Mr. John Q. Public.

What do they likeP
If anyone could find the specific answer to that question he
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would be a millionaire in short order. However, there are cer-
tain general answers to this basic question. Table 2 will give
some idea of audience preference in terms of night-time pro-

gram types.

TaBLE 2. PrREFERRED Nicut-TIiME Proaraym TyYrEs

Percentage Rank in Popularity

Type of Program 1942-43 | 1941-42 1940-41 193940
Rank 9, Rank %, Rank 9, Rank Y,
Drama....covoeneennnes 1 27.9 1 81.4 1 28.0 2 24.3
Variety...... secsnss seas 2 19.5 2 22.6 2 21.6 1 26.3
MusiC. covovsvennocnnnns 3 17.9 8 20.6 8 19.2 8 0.0
Audience Participation... |4 16.8 4 14.5 4 18.9 4 15.9
News..ooiniiiiiiiiinnnn 5 16.4 5 10.9 5 12.3 5 10.0
Children’s Programs...... 6 1.5 6 8.5

In terms of content, the audience has come to look upon
radio as a source of entertainment, of instruction, of news, of
general information, and also as a pleasing background for
other activities.

The favorite listening times throw some illumination upon
the habits of the audience. Table 3 indicates these, in order of
preference for each given time zone.

TAeLE 3. PREFERRED LISTENING TIMES

Choice Time Choice Time

First ccveecervencnnessosannnee 7Tto 9 pMm Sixth 6 p.M.
Second ... 9 to 10 .M.  Seventh .. 12 p.m.
Third 8 to 7 p.M. Eighth 12 am.
Fourth 10 to 11 p.M. Ninth .. 10 Am
Fifth 12 to 1 pMm. Tenth S PM

In general, Saturday afternoon is fairly low in listeners. Satur-
day night is the worst night, although all the other nights are
good; Sunday is probably the best day. Audiences tend tc
drop 6 to 8 per cent in the summer time with a steady decrease
each year in the amount of audience slope-off during the
summer months. This decreasing slope-off is probably due to
the increasing use of car radios and portable battery sets.
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Information gleaned from many sources indicates that listen-
ers prefer hearing news on the air to reading it. Seventy-five
per cent of the listeners do something else while they are
listening to radio programs. Seventy-five per cent of them
would rather see an event than hear it broadcast, if it were
possible.

One common bit of misinformation should be corrected.
There is no such thing in radio as the audience with a twelve-
year-old mind! That common fallacy has haunted the whole
industry from the beginning. To say that the radio audience
is of average intelligence is perfectly true. To say that it is an
audience with a twelve-year-old mentality is libel. The danger
of this statement is that it implies a superior attitude in those
who voice it." It implies that radio must talk down to people.
It seems to indicate that the radio listener is not mentally
capable of dealing with adult problems. All these ideas are,
obviously, utter nonsense. Any writer who approaches the
radio audience with such a point of view will certainly fail.
It is only when one can achieve a wholesome respect for the
intelligence and the imagination of the “man in the street”
that he has come to intellectual majority.

What are their listening habitsP

One of the things we want to know about the listener is his
listening habits. For example, how does he select his pro-
grams? It is interesting to know that 5.6 per cent of all radio
listeners listen to only one station; 76.6 per cent of all radio
listeners never hear more than three stations. Most listeners
simply tune their radio set to their favorite stations and let it
go at that. There is a growing audience that listens on the
basis of a predetermined plan. Approximately 30 per cent of
the radio listeners now tune into programs which they have
either looked up in advance in the papers or have selected as
a favorite program from previous listening. This percentage
seems to increase slightly each year, indicating that perhaps
listeners are becoming more selective in their choices.

Another habit of the listeners is writing fan letters. Fan
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mail seems to come mostly from people in the lower-income
brackets and rural people, probably because people in these
two categories have the least chance for social contacts in their
normal life and seek a release for their social instincts in this
way. We have learned that sad programs draw more mail than
comedy programs, although this fact is no indication of au-
dience preference. We have learned that fan mail always rep-
resents a biased and extreme point of view. The only people
who write fan letters are those who offer bitter condemnation
or enthusiastic endorsement. Practically no fan letter repre-
sents an unbiased, considered opinion. Fan mail is therefore
most useful to the radio station as an index of the prejudices
of the radio audience. Aside from the letters elicited in re-
sponse to a box-top offer, the largest fan mail comes as a
protest against some specific broadcast practice. Enough ex-
perience has been obtained by broadcasters to make some
rough forecast of the size of an audience on the basis of its
fan mail.

It is difficult in the extreme to characterize a whole radio
audience. Very few programs are designed to play to such a
total audience. Although most of the evening network pro-
grams which are scheduled between six-thirty and ten-thirty
are designed for the total audience, most other programs
broadcast during the day are leveled at a specific group. The
writer who is given a definite audience to amuse must utilize
whatever research facilities are available to find out every-
thing he can about the habits, the intellectual outlook, the
prides and prejudices of that particular group.

TaE MmODLEMAN IN RADIO

You are, as a writer, working for the ultimate consumer
audience. However, the ultimate audience does not buy your
product directly. You are forced, by the business structure of
radio, to deal with a middleman. This middleman is the job-
ber, the wholesaler, who takes your original product — the
radio script — and processes it for delivery to the public. Who,
then, are these jobbers who deal directly with the ultimate
market?



A STUDY OF THE ULTIMATE CONSUMER 81

The largest buyer of radio writing is the advertising agency.
The advertising agency's primary interest is to inform the
public about a given product in order to create a desire to
buy it. To do this it must furnish the public with a program
which will arouse wide interest.

The second largest buyer of the radio writer’s wares is the
network. In the United States there are four major national
networks, and numerous regional, state, and local networks,
all of which represent a potential market for the radio writer.
They must create commercial programs and also many sustain-
ing programs to fill their schedules.

Next in importance is the radio station. Some large stations
buy a considerable number of scripts every year. Some local
stations buy little or no such material, but depend on other
sources for their copy. Between these two extremes there is
a fairly profitable market for the radio writer.

The sponsor who wishes to use radio as an advertising
medium must also be considered as a possible market for the
radio writer’s wares. Sponsors who deal largely in radio ad-
vertising place most of their work through an advertising
agency. There are, however, a few organizations that prefer
to handle their programs themselves and deal directly with
radio writers tor the design and creation of those programs.

Finally, there are a few individuals who are potential
markets for the radio writer. An individual who owns a pro-
gram (which he in turn sells to a sponsor) may hire a writer
o1 buy free-lance material. This is the case with some of the
leading comedians, who hire their own writers. Sometimes a
prominent political figure will need a radio writer to ghost-
write speeches. Occasionally, even, one writer may have so
inuch work that he will hire another writer to help him. All
these, except the first, are more or less unusual.

These five general classifications, then, constitute the whole-
sale markets to which the writer usually sells. In order to sell
radio writing, the writer must consider not only what interests
the ultimate consumer audience, but also what interests the
direct purchaser. Obviously, specific motives vary widely.
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They run the gamut from direct sales advertising to a wish to
create a certain impression in the mind of the public. One
thing they all have in common — they want to sell something
to somebody. That thing which they have to sell may be goods,
it may be ideas, it may be good will, it may be specific informa-
tion, it may be only an attitude. But everyone who buys time
on a radio station, paying money to another to write programs,
does it for a specific purpose. Each has something which he
wants to sell to an audience. His motives may be purely al-
truistic or completely commercial, but whatever the motives,
they must certainly be considered by the radio writer.

The brutal fact is that most people who buy the output of a
radio writer are not interested in writing as such. They are
only interested in radio writing to the extent that it will
guarantee them an audience to whom they can appeal for some
kind of action. This fact does not necessarily mean that the
purchaser of such writing is not interested in its quality. The
sponsor of a commercial program may take great pride in his
program, but that pride is not the reason he writes a check
for it at the first of the month. Sponsors support programs be-
cause they sell goods or create good will for the company or
product. This fact must be taken into account by the radio
writer who wants to see his output reach its ultimate market.

The radio writer must also understand some of the facts of
the business of radio. He must understand that radio is a
medium which is supported by advertising. As such, it is a
medium which is in direct competition with all other media
which draw their support from the same source. Newspapers,
magazines, outdoor advertising, and novelty companies all exist
on advertising appropriations just as does radio. Hence, radio is
a direct competitor of these other businesses and a radio
writer must consider himself in competition with writers in
these other media. This statement does not mean that he
must write exclusively for radio. It does mean, however, that
when a writer is working for radio, he must be conscious of
this competition and control his output accordingly.

He must also realize the facts of competition as they affect
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his audience. In terms of audience interest, radio is in direct
competition with the movies, with magazines, with newspapers,
with social events, with the theater. All these make bids for
the attention and support of the same audience which listens to
and supports radio. The beginning radio writer would do well
to study the attractions of these competing groups and learn
what he can from them. Many of them do a successful job of
distracting his audience from their radios. Only by recognizing
these basic facts and acting accordingly can the writer do his
best job.

What general conclusions can be drawn from all this infor-
mation? It is certainly evident that the beginning radio writer
must learn early in his career all the available facts about his
audience. He must, in addition, make himself familiar with
the problems of the people who pay for radio and the people
who make it their business to create radio programs. He must
know the possibilities and the limitations of the medium in
which he works. Ile must recognize the taboos inherent in
his medium and conform to them. He must recognize the fact
that an audience will accept ideas in the theater that they will
not accept on the rodio because of the basic difference in the
audience situation. Ile must, in short, make himself thoroughly
familiar with the listening habits and tastes of the people
for whom he hopes to write, and the people through whom
his writing reaches the ultimate audience.



CHAPTER 4

PROGRAM TYPES

Trus FAR we have discussed the business of collecting raw
material, and have gained a fairly accurate idea of the audience
for which we shall be working. Our next consideration is the
kinds of programs which can be written. What are the various
types now on the air? We must look over all of them and
get some idea of the requirements of each, and of the back-
ground necessary to work with it. Having obtained such an
over-all idea, we can then begin the trial-and-error process
which may lead us eventually to specialization within a given
type of program writing.

Very few people are so versatile that they can be successful in
all fields of radio writing. The person who may be a genius at
writing commercial announcements may be a total loss in the
news and special-events department. And someone who may
do excellent work in the writing of children’s programs may-be
completely unable to write dramatic shows. It is, therefore,
wise for the beginner to try his hand at the various types of
programs and get a fairly complete understanding of the re-
quirements and limitations of each. This exploratory process
will soon tell the beginner where he can best fit in and where
his specialization may eventually lie.

Many of these program types are overlapping. It is quite
possible to have a dramatic program which is also a children’s
program, or a woman’s program which turns out to be an au-
dience-participation show. However, there are certain fairly
distinguishable lines between program types, and these should
be understood and observed by the neophyte. With this back-
ground, let us examine the various program types, both as
broad categories and as subdivisions within these categories.

MusicAL ScRIpTs

There are many kinds of programs which fall under this
34
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general heading. Between some of these it is a little difficult to
draw a distinct line. The divisions made here are arbitrary,
but they do indicate, in general, various kinds of writing that
a continuity writer may be called upon to do in the general
field of musical programs.

Symphonic programs

In symphonic programs the audience is interested primarily
in the music. Any writing involved in the program must hew
strictly to this line of interest. It must be concerned directly
with the music and interrupt it as little as possible. This gen-
eral statement is true whether the program is a “live” program
or a recorded one.

Opera programs

These programs are nearly all “live” programs, since the
number of complete operas on recording is comparatively
few, and since the audience for opera is somewhat less
than that for symphony music. Again, the demands on the
continuity writer are entirely those created by the kind of
music which makes up the program. Music is the important
thing, and any continuity which appears on the program is
important only as it footnotes the music.

Salon music programs

Continuity for salon music programs, like the music itself,
may be lighter in nature than that required for some of the
preceding programs. This is still serious music, and the con-
tinuity is accordingly serious. The main interest is the music,
for which the continuity serves only as notes.

Popular music programs

Continuity for popular music programs may come in a much
wider variety of styles and approaches than that of any of the
preceding types. The copy may have its own intrinsic im-
portance in the program, along with the music, instead of
being completely subservient to it. There may even be a pro-
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gram idea to be played up along with the music itself, tending
to give more importance to the continuity. Popular music
places less stringent requirements on the continuity writer and
is usually marked by a certain amount of informality and a
more intimate contact with the listencr than is permissible on
most of the preceding program types. Whereas symphony
music draws a fairly specialized type of listener, popular music
draws a broad and variable audience. Therefore, the approach
to continuity for such programs may be proportionately
variable. Writers of continuity in this field have a little more
leeway in the preparation of their copy than in continuity for
more formal music programs.

Dance music programs

Continuity for programs of dance music is usually brief and
nearly always informal. Dance music again seems to be slanted
toward a specialized audience. Younger people who have a
specific interest in the latest dances and dance music tend to
be a rather homogeneous group with reasonably common
reactions. This is a help to the continuity writer, because it
makes his audience fairly specific. The “high-school crowd”
is usually exceedingly well informed about current music in
this field, and the continuity writer must be equally well
informed if he is to provide copy which is acceptable to
students who are constantly following the latest dance releases.
Whether this continuity is intended for a live orchestra or a
recorded program matters only in the mechanics of announcing
a recorded show.

Choral music programs

There is nothing distinguishing about this type of program
so far as continuity is concerned, and like most of the preced-
ing types the kind of copy and the approach to the program
will be largely influenced by the program idea itself and by
the group furnishing the music.

Novelty music programs

This catch-all designation indicates a wide variety of pro-
grams. Hill-billy music, ‘novelty piano teams, instrumental
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trios, piano and vocal combinations, song-and-patter teams,
and small swing combinations are all units which might furnish
novelty music programs. It is clear from the diversity of talent
listed that continuity may be varied in a similar way. Each
program under this general heading is a law unto itself and
the continuity writer must conform to it. There is, however, a
general over-all pattern of lightness and inconsequence which
pervades most such programs. The continuity will stress
comedy and talent more than the music.

Music and continuity programs

This term is used to designate those programs where music
and the script idea are combined to bring out a total program
unit. Programs of poetry read to a musical accompaniment
would fall in this category. The perennial Moon River is an
example in point. Many programs have been written around
the lives of composers, using their music as illustrative and
supplementary material. There are other variations on the
basic idea of using continuity and music combined to make up
a program.

Musical comedy programs

There are few programs on the air which could be classed as
radio musical comedies. This is true for the simple reason that
good original scores are scarce. Any such programs on ‘the air
make use of the already created musical literature available in

the field.

The revue program

The revue program varies slightly from the musical comedy
program in that the former tends to be more topical, with the
music and lyric combinations an integral part of the script.
Although the revue is a definite stage type, a few of these
programs have been transferred bodily to radio.

Tarxs ProGrAMS

The term “talks programs” is generally used to indicate
programs without music which depend on talk in some form
or othes
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Speeches

Few speeches are made by professional radio people.
Speeches, for the most part, are made by non-radio people who
have something to say to a radio audience. Usually these
speakers will attempt to write their own speeches and onl
occasionally will they fall back on the resources of the station’s
continuity department for this purpose. However, the con-
tinuity writer is frequently called upon to edit and help re-
write and polish a speech to be broadcast in local stations,
where less experienced speakers may be appearing on the air.

Interviews

Sometimes interviews really are what they appear to be on
the air — spontaneous back-and-forth question sessions. More
often, however, they are broadcast from a script which both
the questioner and the interviewee read. In the latter case,
the continuity writer may have to furnish the script.

Sermons

The continuity writer will seldom be called upon to write a
sermon. He may have to edit sermons of local ministers who
broadcast Sunday services and who wish professional advice
on their efforts.

Round-table programs

Like the interview, these are sometimes truly spontaneous,
unrehearsed programs in which no script is used. More often,
round-table programs are broadcast from a completely written
script. In some cases this script will be written by the partici-
pants. The station continuity department only edits it. But
sometimes the final version of the script is written by the con-
tinuity department from the notes and outlines of the par-
ticipants.

Forum
Forums consist of a moderator, a selected panel of people
who speak from prepared material on opposing sides of a sub-
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ject, and a participating audience. The forum usually opens
with the prepared speeches, and is then followed by a dis-
cussion in which questions from the floor may be addressed to
any member of the panel. Obviously, this latter part of the
forum could not be written. The first part — the formal speak-
ing part —is nearly always read from manuscript, but this
manuscript is usually prepared by the speakers themselves.
There is little work for the continuity writer in this kind of
talks program.

AUDIENCE-PARTICIPATION PROGRAMS

The audience-participation program is not particularly a new
idea in radio, but it has come into great popularity during the
last four or five years. Participation programs have many ad-
vantages. They are comparatively inexpensive from a talent
point of view. Their inherent interest does not depend on
the skill of performers, but rather on the exigencies of the
moment. In all programs of this type, the burden of the script
is usually not heavy on the continuity writer. In each case, the
writer is responsible for a framework for the program, but the
burden of the actual content usually lies with the master of
ceremonies or a central figure of some sort who must be de-
pended upon to meet specific situations which, in this type of
program, can seldom be anticipated. This spontaneity is part
of the charm of the program. Because so much of it is un-
predictable, much of it cannot be written. There are several
types of programs which may be broadly classed in the above
category.

Man-in-the-street program

This type of program was extremely popular before World
War II. During the war all such programs were cancelled be-
cause of the impossibility of controlling completely what goes
out over the air under those circumstances. However, it is a
good basic type and has all the advantages of ease, informality,
freedom from talent problems and similiar “headaches” which
characterize other kinds of audience-participation shows.
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Informal interview programs

Like the quiz program, there are many variations on this
general idea of informal interviews, under the general heading
of audience-participation programs. They are differentiated
from straight interview programs in that they are planned in
advance and depend on drawing people out of the studio au-
dience for interviewing,

There are other variations on the audience-participation
idea which do not classify under any of these general headings.
Some of them, notably Information Please and Truth or Con-
sequences, have reached wide popularity.

FEATURE PrOGRAMS

Feature programs is a catch-all term which is used to apply
to any program type which cannot be classified in the other
categories. Exercise programs, cooking schools, household hint
programs, and various kinds of demonstration and educational
programs, “how-to-do” and “how-to-make” programs, all fall in
this general category.

These programs usually cater to a specialized audience with
specific interests. They are most often written and produced
by people who have special knowledge in these fields. For
example, a program of interest to stamp collectors might be
created by a well-informed philatelist, who might not only
write but also serve as the talent on the program.

VARIETY ProGrams

The variety program is a staple item around which most of
our evening schedules are built. Because the variety program
is designed to interest all members of a family, all ages and
both sexes, it has been given the best evening spots and is
therefore one of the most familiar of program types. The
variety show is radio’s nearest counterpart to the vaudeville
of twenty-five years ago. It may, and often does, include
everything from talking dogs to concert violinists, The only
limitation in the variety show is the limitation of radio itself.

In spite of this rather broad outline, there has come to be
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accepted a certain fairly standard format for this kind of
program. The basic elements are popular music and a comedy
or gag routine, usually highlighted by the appearance of a
guest star. This staple diet, together with specialty acts, makes
up the bulk of most variety programs.

Variety is one of the hardest fields for the beginning writer
to crack and is, by that token, one of the most lucrative fields
in all radio writing. Since nearly all variety programs are based
on comedy, and since comedy is the most difficult kind of
writing, the writers of variety shows are the highest-paid
members of the radio-writing fraternity. Few people can write
this kind of comedy. The prices that they demand are corre-
spondingly high. More often than not a whole committee of
writers will be assigned to create an important evening variety
program.

CHILDREN’S PROGRAMS

Children’s programs are designated as a separate program
type because of the audience factor. All such programs may
fall within any of the categories already named or still to come.
But the children’s program has certain peculiar characteristics
which are conditioned by the type of audience to which it is
directed. This necessitates a special study of child psychology
and of those factors which govern the tastes of child audiences
in order to be able to work effectively to such an audience.
The children’s program may very well be an audience-partici-
pation show, a dramatic program, or a round table — but it is
still a children’s program by virtue of the audience to which
it is directed and the peculiar conditions which that audience
imposes on the writer. For these reasons, it is necessary to list
children’s programs as a separate type. Obviously, children’s
programs must be broadcast when the audience is available to
listen. This is another reason why they are handled as a special
program type by the station and program director.

CoMMERCIALS
Strictly speaking, “commercials” are not a program type.
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They are an integral part of all sponsored programs. American
audiences have grown up on sponsored programs and are
quite aware of the dividing line between these and sustaining
programs.

The specific job of writing advertising copy — the sponsor’s
message — which may become a part of any program, is a spe-
cialized writing task, requiring particular skill and specific
backgrounds which are not required in other kinds of radio
writing. For these reasons, the writing of commercials must be
listed as a separate item for the potential radio writer to con-
sider. It is one of the many broad fields in which he may be-
come interested.

NEws ProGrRAMS

Since 1938, radio has come into its own as one of the primary
news-dispensing media of the country. People who are not any
longer willing to live on a day-to-day basis, so far as news is
concerned, have become accustomed to the almost hour-by-
hour news service which radio is furnishing to a news-hungry,
news-jittery world. Because of the immediacy of radio and
the ability to cover huge spans of geography, it has become
the ideal channel for the dispensing of up-to-the-minute news.

News programs fall inte several different categories, all of
which have their place and serve their own peculiar functions.
This is another one of those large specialized areas of radio
writing which tends to become a profession in itself. It is still
radio writing and may be one of the fields which the beginning
writer should consider when he is measuring the width and
depth of his own talent. The writing of news for radio is not
treated in this book, however, because the author feels that it
is largely journalistic in background and belongs more truly
there than in this discussion. However, the kinds of news pro-
grams which are commonly aired are listed here for the sake
of completeness.

Straight, unedited news
This type of program is the most frequent of the news-pro-
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gram broadcast. Radio is in the unique position of dispensing
news with practically no primary news sources at its command.
Only the largest networks maintain a staff of domestic and
foreign correspondents who furnish them directly with news.
The rest of the industry depends entirely on the service of
United Press, Associated Press, Trans-Radio, and others, which
furnish even the major networks with the bulk of their news.
The dispatches are received and read by the announcing staff.

Edited and rewritten news

Some of the larger radio stations and all networks have
separate news staffs capable of doing critical editorial work.
They make it a practice to take the incoming news from the
various sources available and rewrite it for broadcasting. Most
radio news writers insist that, for the best results, wire copy
should be rewritten and edited. Not only is the news subject
to editorial treatment, but it is selected for a specific program.
Many news programs are built and edited in the light of news
programs which may precede or follow them.

News commentary programs

This type of news program is comparatively recent, growing
largely out of the recent war. News commentators are a hybrid
form of reporter, editorial writer, editor, and propagandist, the
proportion varying with the personality and interest of the com-
mentator himself. As this type of program has become more
popular, it has settled down to something of a formula. News
commentators report the news first of all, and then comment
on it and interpret it in the light of their own particular ex- _
periences and background. Radio has made an attempt to
bring to the microphone men as commentators who have had
firsthand knowledge of the places and people who are making

news at the moment.

News analysis programs

This type of news program may not seem to be different
from a commentator type of program. It is true that the two
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are similar. But strictly speaking, the news analysis program
makes no attempt at interpretation beyond the actual copy
itself. A news analyst simply attempts to point out to the
listener the meaning of news by presenting various items in
significant juxtaposition. News analysts feel more strictly
bound to draw deductions from the actual news presented.
News commentators are more nearly parallel to editorial
writers who feel free, not only to report the news, but to make
their own personal commrents on it.

Specialized news programs

In addition to the types of news programs which we have
outlined, there are several kinds which are based on specializa-
tion of content. There are, for example, many programs of
agricultural news; there are sport news programs; programs
have been built around financial and market news, women’s
news, religious news, Hollywood news, and so on. Each of
these requires some specialized background of information
against which such news is written and edited. In many of
these fields training in writing is much less important than a
good background in the factual content of the material to be
broadcast.

SeeciaL EveNnTs

Special events programs are another basic program type whose
creation usually originates within the station staff. In most
station organizations, news and special events are lumped to-
gether and handled by one department. In this case the con-
tinuity for special events programs is written by writers in
the news department. In local stations, where there is no
separate news department, the writing comes out of general
continuity. This special kind of writing, which many writers
find very interesting indeed, should be investigated by the be-
ginner. It is the field in which news-trained writers usually
turn out the best copy.

Special events programs may be roughly defined as those
which occur, usually outside the studio, on an unscheduled
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basis. That is to say, they are usually one-time programs or
programs which occur only during specialized periods. Nearly
all football games are covered by special events departments.
The covering of such events as the Memorial Day races, the
Kentucky Derby, prize fights, dedicatiuns, important political
speeches, conventions — all these are considered special events,
and all of them require some written script.

DraMaTic PROGRAMS

There are many kinds of dramatic programs on the air. The
beginner should be familiar with the different basic types in
common use and have some understanding of the techniques
and limitations of each type. The terminology which is applied
to various dramatic program types is by no means standard
and there is no general agreement on what to call specific kinds
of programs. The terminology used here is arbitrary and the
listing that follows is meant to scrve only as a general guide.

The unit play

The unit play or radio drama is one which is complete in
each broadcast. That is to say, the plot starts and finishes in
each broadcast. Very often a continuing program may be
made up of a whole series of unit plays. One of the oldest
and best-known examples of so-called unit drama on the air
is the Lux Radio Theater. The only continuing factor in this
program is the name and the framework. Within the frame-
work occurs a complete play each week. This is the commonly
accepted definition of the unit play. Because of the difficulty
of telling a story in such a short time, most unit plays are at
least thirty minutes in length.

The serial play

It is questionable whether the serial play by any other name
would smell as sweet. Certainly no other type of radio drama
has had so many epithets cast at it. Probably the most com-
mon of these is “soap opera.” The serial play is to radio what
the continued story is to the magazine business. It is exactly
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what its name indicates —a long story told in a series of epi-
sodes which all interconnect in a common plot. One of the
oddest phenomena of the daytime serial play is that it seems
to have no terminal facilities whatsoever. The most common
plan of broadcasting serials is to use five, sometimes three,
fifteen-minute programs a week. In some cases a single half-
hour program each week is used.

Dramatic narrative

This type of radio drama is becoming more popular all the
time because of the flexibility it allows an author in handling
certain types of material. Dramatic narrative is exactly what
its name indicates — a story told by a combination of narration
and dramatization. Its most frequent use is in the handling
of expository material or in telling a story which spreads over
a long period of time. However, it has a great many uses which
will be discussed in the dramatic chapter of this book. A good
example is CBS’s Report to the Nation.

Biographical drama

This type of drama is set off from others by its content
rather than by its form. Most often biographical drama is told
in the form of dramatic narrative because the material is best
suited to this kind of presentation. One of the most con-
sistently brilliant examples of American dramatic radio has
been the job on Cavalcade of America.

Adaptations

The adaptation, like the biographical drama, earns its sep-
arate designation because of the source of material rather than
because of the form. An adaptation may be cast into any of
the molds previously described. However, it is classed as an
adaptation so long as it is a radio presentation of material
which originally appeared in another form. Successful radio
adaptations have been made of novels, short stories, plays,
poems, and even musical comedies. Certain operettas have
been given successful broadcast treatment. There is no reason
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to believe that still other kinds of material may not eventually
be adapted for radio.

Dramatized information

This last category of dramatic programs must be included
because of certain developments in the documentary program
which have occurred during the last few years. Most notable
of these is probably the dramatized news presented in The
March of Time. The Office of War Information also used this
form to great advantage during the war to publish a great
many facts which the public needed to know in order to co-
operate fully in the prosecution of the war. Much can be done
in the presentation of otherwise dry material by the simple
process of combining several dramatic techniques in the work-
ing-out of the presentation.

This rather long and sometimes overlapping division of pro-
gram types has been presented in an attempt to depart-
mentalize under specific headings the various kinds of pro-
grams which make up our daily radio fare. Undoubtedly there
are many programs which it would be difficult to pigeonhole.
All we can do is to indicate the general categories which have
thus far been established. These will, however, serve as a
general guide for the beginning radio writer so that he can
see within what part of the radio-writing framework he is most
likely to do his best work. ’

Writers should be constantly on the lookout for new forms,
for new ways of presenting old material, and for new material
which can be presented on the air for the first time. It is true
that the medium has certain inherent limitations, but no one
for a moment believes that these limitations have been reached.
The fact that a particular idea has never been tried out on
radio is not necessarily an indication that it might not be ac-
ceptable on radio. We must constantly remember that radio,
as a medium, is still in the diaper stage of its development.
Radio writing offers rewards to the ingenious writer such as
few other professions offer these days. Ideas are the writer’s
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commodity. This, more than any other one thing, is what the
writer has to sell. The facts of program organization as they now
stand should in no way be considered as a fixed framework
within which all ideas must fall. On the contrary, new types
are constantly being sought and the people who can develop
them will have all the encouragement the radio industry can
offes.
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THE AURAL STYLE OF WRITING

"THE sTYLE of any lines which an author puts on paper must be
governed by the nature of the medium by which they are to
be communicated to others. If they are to be set in type
and read from a printed page, they will conform to one
standard; if they are to be spoken by a human voice, they will
conform to another. This dichotomy of the field is inherent in
the peculiarities of the perceiving sense in each case. Visual
stimuli set up one set of responses; aural stimuli set up an-
other. A good style for visual perception and a good style for
auditory perception will exhibit basic differences.

CAny writer, then, who hopes to succeed in the field of radio
must recognize at the outset that there are certain conventions
peculiar to this medium of communication which he must ob-
serve,-l’for while radio writing, in a sense, belongs to the general
school of writing intended for oral delivery, it is subject to
special conditions, some of them purely psychological, others
technical and mechanical. El" he author must, therefore, master
the “aural style,” which simply means writing for the ear and
the ear alone. Radio is the only medium of expression which
is entirely conditioned by this particular limitation. Delivery
on the stage or the public platform is supported by movement,
gesture, and {acial expression, and in general by the immediacy
which the physical presence of the speaker gives as nothing
else can. These aids the writer for radio must forego.| There are
also, as we have suggested, certain technical and mechanical
considerations which must be taken into account. It is impera-
tive that beginners in the field recognize all the factors which
make radio writing different from any other.

Before we go too far, we must first establish a working
definition of good writing in general. Good writing is
that writing which has something to say and which says it
49
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effectively. The author should have something to say to which
people will listen. It need not be great or soul-shaking in its
importance, but it shiould be original, or timely, or entertaining,
or informative, or thought-provoking, or some combination ot
these. And he must say it effectively; it must be well expressed. |
Writing that conforms to a few simple, time-tried standards
has an excellent chance of being effective. What, then, are
these standards?

The most important quality of good writing is strong struc-
ture. The composition, like good architecture, should spring
from a plan artistically conceived and structurally sound. Each
sentence, each paragraph, should be essential to the develop-
ment of the entire work. No matter how pretentious the writ-
ing may be, if it is not organized into a structural unit, it can
never be called good.

Not only must the whole be a clear unit, but the relation of
the parts to each other must be felt. This consecutiveness de-
pends upon proper order and clear transitions. Sentences and
paragraphs should flow naturally from one to the other. The
construction of sentences must be clear and easy to follow,
for it is perfectly possible to be grammatically correct and
still be very involved. Relative words and transitions must
point up the logical sequence of the development. Proper at-
tention to consecutiveness will prevent obscurity and give a
normal easy flow which makes what is said easy to compre-
hend and easy to remember.

George Bernard Shaw, writing to Ellen Terry, once apolo-
gized for the length of his letter, saying he did not have time
to write a short one. Like every experienced writer, he knew
that it takes infinitely more artistry to do a good short job
than a long rambling one. Good writing, then, is marked by
conciseness, by a certain incisive directness that gets to the
point. It is interesting to note that the Declaration of Inde-
pendence takes only one page. It is easy to kill a point by
writing it to death. It is not easy to be simple, direct, and
brief; but conciseness is one of the hall-marks of a good literary
style. In radio writing it is of tremendous importance, as the
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author must work within the close time-limits of an inflexible
program schedule, and the scheduled time is measured in terms
of seconds, not minutes.

Then there is the matter of diction. Good writing is marked
by precision and aptness in word choice. This is achieved by
using specific and concrete words. The writer must avoid gen-
eral terms and work always for the particular word that most
precisely fits his idea. It is better to say that the wind “whined
and clawed at the corner of the house” than to say that the
wind “was blowing.” If a word can tell not only what was
done but how it was done, so much the better.

UIn general, short and forceful words are better than long and
less emphatic ones. Flowery writing is outmoded. Simplicity
is the contemporary test of effective writing;l Too often the
beginning writer feels that the elaborateness of his expression
is a measure of his skill. Quite the reverse is true. The simpler,
the more clean-cut, the shorter the terms are, the more effective
they will be. ffhe special importance of familiar and simple
words in the' aural style will be discussed in a later section.
[The roots of our language are Anglo-Saxon and most Anglo-
Saxon words are short, hard, forceful. “Food” is a better word
than “viands.” “He is dead” is better than “He has passed
away.” “I want” is better than “I desire.” “Give me that book”
is more forceful than “I demand that you surrender that vol-
ume.” “Help me up” is better than “Assist me to arise.” “I like
you is better than “I hold you in high esteem.” Short words
and forceful ones should be used whenever possible, but al-
ways the exact word, the right word must be used.

Effective diction —and this is especially true of the aural
style — is marked by words with high sound-effect value. The
writer should employ onomatopoeia, which is the use of words
whose sound suggests their sense. The words “tinkle,” “roar,”
“crunch,” “crush,” “lull,” “soothe,” are onomatopoetic words.
The poet has always recognized the sound value of words and
every good writer should be aware of it. Like any other lit-
erary technique onomatopoeia can be overused or badly used.
But used with discrimination, it is always eﬂ?ectng
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A writer sensitive to words also makes use of those that have
high connotative value — suggestive words, which awaken as-
sociations and stir the imagination. Good writing is rich in con-
notation. Words that have not only the exact literal meaning
desired, but also a rich connotation, will give to your writing
color and life and warmth. To say “His mind quickly compre-
hended a problem” would convey the meaning intended, but
it would be more effective to say “His mind flashed to the
heart of the problem.” The word “flashed” carries with it a
definite connotation and a sharp visual image which not only
tells the listener what happened, but also gives him the feeling
of its happening.

With these general principles in mind, let us consider in de-
tail a few of the specific differences between literary style and
aural style. Some of these have been suggested in the forego-
ing paragraphs. Literary writing tends to be more formal and
more complex in structure, for it reaches the mind through the
eye. Any writing which is too complex and involved is bad
writing. But certain ideas seem to defy simple statement and
literary style may use to advantage a complex grammatical
structure. If a reader gets lost in a long sentence, his eye can
always flick back to reconstruct what lie has missed. This is,
of course, impossible for the listener. Writing intended for the
eye also makes constant use of visual cues to indicate structure
and emphasis. We paragraph copy to mark each stage in the
development of the thought and punctuate to clarify sentence
construction. \We use italics and, more rarely, boldface type to
make certain ideas stand out above others. The aural style can
count on voice inflection, pauses, and stress. But we have be-
come eye-minded through reading and f{eel the lack of visual
clues.

The literary style can and usuallv does employ a much larger
vocabulary than the aural style. The average person’s reading
vocabulary is about three times as large as his speaking vocab-
ulary. A reader may recognize or be able to figure out the
meaning of many words in print which he would lose com-

pletely if he heard them. The reader can also look up words
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which are strange to him, a recourse hardly available to the
listener. If the word is not instantly familiar, he will lose the
meaning.

Literary writing is more often slanted to a definite group.
Many magazines, for example, cater to a certain reading public
and encourage their contributors to adopt a style which will

_be intelligible to and please that public. In aural communica-
tion, such a careful pre-selection of an audience is not possible.
Certainly, the radio audience is seldom a specialized vne. Be-
cause comparatively little listening is based on programs looked
up in advance, the audience tends to be heterogeneous. Read-
ers, on the other hand, do select their reading matter. The
writer for the medium of print can be reasonably assured of a
relatively homogeneous audience by the very process of selec-
tion which the reader exercises. Aural writing must be keyed
to the receptive ability of its least well-equipped listeners.

Literary writing is affected by the fact that print, in compar-
ison with speech, is both impersonal and abstract. The printed
page is a comparatively neutral carrier of information and
ideas. But anything delivered orally must inevitably be col-
ored by the personality of the speaker. Since the aural style
can scldom be abstract and hold attention, listeners have come
to count on the personal and familiar approach.

_Radio gv?fting“ must not only be informal; it must sound
spontaneous. This is one of the conventions of the medium of
radio. The fact that it is based on an illusion need bother no
one — neither the creator of the program nor the listener. Every
art depends upon creating illusions to nullify the limitations of
its medium of expression; painting, for example, uses perspec-
tive to create the illusion of three dimensions. As long as an
illusion is willingly accepted, there is no deception. The radio
listener likes to assume, and the speaker on the radio tends to
encourage the idea, that the speaker is talking directly and ex-
temporaneously to his audience. Nearly everybody knows
these days that announcers do not stand up and talk into a
microphone ad lib. They read from script. The public knows
this and accepts it as an intellectual fact. They do not, how-
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ever, accept it as an emotional reality. They choose to be under
the illusion.

The radio writer must, therefore, make written copy sound
as much like spontaneous speech as possible. In order to
achieve this, he uses all the elementary colloquial constructions
and diction at his command. He will use the contractions
everywhere current in informal talk — “can’t” for “cannot,”
“won’t” for “will not,” and so on. 1He will use words from the
listener’s speaking vocabulary instead of from his reading vo-
cabulary. He will say, “I want to go to bed,” rather than “I
wish to retire.” \—gut of the fifteen or twenty thousand words in
the reading vocabulary of the average individual, he will con-
fine his vocabulary chiefly to the two or three thousand words
in common daily spcken use. e does this not so much because
the audience may not understand the words from his reading
vocabulary, but rather because those simpler, more familiar
words help to create the impression that what comes over the
radio is being spoken extemporaneously, and not read from
manuscript. The writer will use the idioms of colloquial speech
and will avoid the studied kind of literary figure. He will draw
freely on the slang of the day wherever that does not violate
the spirit of the program. Finally, he will use a loose, easy
structure instead of a strict, formalized structure for his sen-
tences. This, as much as anything else, will help to foster the
illysion of extemporaneous speaking. /

(Radio writing must have a frequentchange of pace. As has
been said before, the span of attention in hearing is short. Be-
cause the ear is short-memoried and because it is easily dis-
tracted, it is difficult to hold attention without a constant
change of pace. This change of pace may be achieved by vary-
ing the sentence lengths, by alternating voices of various speak-
ers, by adding sound or music, or by any one of several other
means. The important thing is that one pattern of sound is not
repeated over and over, and over again. This is one of the
basic reasons why a public address on the air does not usually
make a very exciting program. There is little variation in the
sound stimuli coming out of the loud-speaker. The lack of vari-
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ety makes the address difficult to listen to. Therefore, the radio
writer will do well to change constantly the pace of his style.
If it is necessary that one sound or one speaker hold the spot-
light for any length of time, the writer must use extra care in
varying sentence length and sentence rhythm;]

TrE Basic ConcepTiON OF Rapio WriTiNG: COMPOSITION
IN SouND

The radio writer deals with two things: with the meaning
which his language conveys and with sound as such. Language
is primarily a system of sound symbols, spoken or written, for
the communication of ideas. An author writing for print is
using words chiefly as a carrier of ideas. The radio writer does
this, too, but he is also writing in sound values — even words
themselves are sound effects as well as meaning-carriers. Sound
should be understood to mean everything that occurs in the
broadcast except the association of ideas with words. It in-
cludes music and all the varied “sound effects” (to use the
term in its technical application). So the whole field of radio
writing can be summed up under these two general headings.
There is the association of ideas with corresponding language
symbols and the use of sound (whether it be the sound of
words or the sound of music or the sound of a rushing tank).

The radio writer should conccive himself as a composer in
sound. He is putting on paper a score for a sound symphony
which will be translated by the production director into a
meaningful pattern of sound and directed to the ears of a listen-
ing audience. This concept is basic and must be accepted. So
long as the beginning radio writer is thinking of himself only as
someone associated with the front end of a typewriter, he has
not yet crossed his first bridge. He must learn to think of him-
self as a composer in sound. Only when this concept is ac-
cepted by the beginning writer will he be on the right road in
his new profession.

There is a tendency on the part of radio people in general to
assume that a writer’s job is to put down the words which go
into a broadcast. All other factors of that broadcast are con-



58 GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS

sidered to be the problems of the announcer or the production
director or whoever brings those words and the rest of the pro-
gram to life. The weakness of this assumption is that it as-
sumes that there will be two creative minds at work on the pro-
gram. The writer will be working creatively from his concep-
tion and the production director who takes the script and adds
sound and music to them is also working from a conception
which may or may not be the same as the writer’s, At best
there is a division in working out the original conception. Un-
fortunately, most programs these days are developed in this
way. The writer who first designs the program puts down
what is to be said and may go so far as to indicate roughly
that sound would be nice here or music might be beautiful
there, but he seldom goes beyond that. This means that the
person who produces the writer’s program must try to ferret
out what the basic idea was and then go to work on the cre-
ative job of completing the pattern with sound and music
which, together with the words, will make a finished program.
It is much more sensible to place the entire responsibility in
the hands of one creative artist — the writer! This leaves the
production director free to interpret and execute the program
without the added burden of being a creator as well. It cer-
tainly seems that a more artistic unity could be achieved in all
the creative process if it be centered in one person.

This responsibility for the complete making of a program,
from the first sound that goes on the air to the last that ends
the program, is the only means by which this unity of creation
is possible. If the writer does the whole job in the beginning,
it is not necessary for anyone else to do creative work. It
leaves the production director free to carry on the translation
of that sound into physical reality.

Few radio writers are so thoroughly conversant with all
aspects of their chosen medium as to be able to do this com-
plete job. Most of them are writers converted from other
media. They still look on a typewriter as a final means of ex-
pression, and it is difficult for them to conceive of the ultimate
translation into sound of what they put into the typewriter.
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If this concept of writing directly into sound by using type-
writer and paper only as a mechanical means of putting down
sound symbols could be achieved, the quality of radio writ-
ing would improve. The addition of sound to our writing con-
sciousness and the approach to writing as a scoring-in-sound
creates the special problems of radio writing. In this area the
beginning writer needs the most radical and complete educa-
tion.

The radio writer’s problem divides, then, into two clean-cut
categories: (1) the management of language, both in its mean-
ing and in its vocal effect; and (2) the management of other
sound in the program. Much has already been said or implied
about the handling of language. Before discussing the man-
agement and uses of sound, it is advisable to consider some of
the special sound characteristics by which listeners are con-
sciously or unconsciously affected. Because sound is so im-
portant to the radio writer, he should know the basic facts
about its psychological effects. What we have to say in this
connection applies to music and technical sound efects as well
as to the sounds of speech.

The characteristics of sound which have constant applica-
tion to the work of radio writing are these:

1. Pitch 4. Duration
2. Volume 5. Distance
8. Quality 6. Juxtaposition

7. Acoustical relationship

The writer should know that, in general, low pitches are
pleasing; rising pitches and high pitches are disturbing and
irritating up to a point near the limit of human perception; be-
yond this point they become less irritating and less exciting as
they proceed upward. The reason for this slope-off in effect on
the high-frequency end of the scale is that the ear is less acute-
ly aware of the extremely high pitches which eventually pass
beyond the threshold of hearing and of course cease to have
emotional value. Pitch may be exciting, disturbing, or merely
irritating as it goes upward, depending on the other character-
istics of sound accompanying it.
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Audience reactions to volume are, in general, the same. Low
volume tends to be soothing, comforting, reassuring. As vol-
umes increase, they become more disturbing and more irritat-
ing until they eventually reach the level of actual pain.

The quality of timbre or sound can be measured only by
highly technical means and we usually fall back on descriptive
terms to indicate it. We may say that a sound is harsh or mel-
low, strident or soft, exciting or soothing, brassy or liquid, and
so on. We may refer to a sound as full, round, and vibrant or
as thin, flat, and mechanical. The descriptive word used to
suggest the quality of the sound also indicates the listener’s
probable reaction to it.

Duration refers to the period of time that a sound continues.
The duration of a given sound has little meaning as an isolated
fact. However, it is the variation in duration and the organiz-
ation of various time-lengths of sound into recurrent rhythm
patterns which makes it possible for us to have timing, pace,
and rhythm — all of which are of the utmost importance in
radio writing.

The fact that the ear can perceive the distance from which a
sound comes is extremely useful in radio. While this percep-
tion of distance is valid only within rough limits, within these
limits the characteristic ability of the ear to estimate its dis-
tance from a sound is an extremely helpful quality in arranging
a sound score.

By the juxtaposition of sound we mean having several
sounds introduced simultaneously, relying upon the ear’s abil-
ity to determine the distance of each from the listener and
from the other sounds. The ear can, in other words, hear sev-
eral sounds simultaneously and distinguish differences in qual-
ity, distance, direction, volume, and pitch. This ability is of
great use to the radio writer.

By acoustical relationships, we mean the changes that are
made on sound by various surroundings. The quality of sound
is altered by the space enclosing that sound. A given sound
will have one quality on an open lawn and quite another at the
bottom of a well. In one case, where there is no surrounding
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enclosure, the quality of the original sound is unaltered; in the
other, where a very solid and close enclosure surrounds the
sound, an echoing, boomy quality is given the sound of the
reverberation by the enclosure. The ear can hear these differ-
ences in quality very clearly.

So much for the facts. Now come the questions: How are
they used? What do they mean to the radio writer? How cau
they be put to work? The best way to answer these questions
is to take the facts up one at a time and demonstrate specifi-
cally their application to radio writing.

Control of pitch

How can the writer control pitch and to what purpose? We
said that high pitches are exciting, irritating, disturbing; low
pitches are soothing, pleasant, reassuring. Obviously, if the
writer wants to reassure his audience, he will want to use low
pitches to do it. He may use any of the following methods of
controlling pitch, depending on the kind of program being
written and the specific circumstances of the script:

1. He can indicate music which will use a predominance
of instruments in the desired pitch range.

2. He can describe the voice of the person who should
be chosen to read the lines.

3. He can write a stage direction which will indicate
how the line is to be read.

4, He can chose words for his continuity or dialogue
which will to some extent control pitch.

5. He can write in a sound effect in which the pitch will
predominate.

In some cases all of these means may be used at once, or they
may be used in any combination to gain the desired effect. Let
us try an example. Suppose we are assigned the task of writing
the continuity for a ten-o’clock evening music program that is
calculated to let the audience down and soothe it into a
dreamy, quiet, reminiscent mood. To begin with, we should
hardly choose a brass band to furnish the music. We might,
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on the other hand, use violas and ’cellos very effectively. Our
announcer should be a man with a smooth, mellow baritone
voice, which could be effective even when he reads very
quietly. lle would be instructed to use a low, quiet voice.
Finally, the writer would write lines of which the following
might be a sample:

In the quiet of the evening, long shadows fill the corners of
the room; memories drift in like the smoke of an autumn
mist. . .. One of these memories comes to us now in song . . .
“I'll See You in My Dreams.”

Quite aside from any attempt to establish mood through pic-
ture or figure of speech, notice how the word-choice makes it
easy to use a low pitch. The words “long,” “corners,” “room,”
“smoke,” “autumn,” “one,” “comes, song,” all use a vowel and
consonant combination that encourages low pitches. It would
be hard to read that copy in a tight, high-pitched voice. The
word-choice discourages it. Given the same problem, suppose
an announcer were given something like this to read:

»” <«

Settle back in your chair. Fill up your pipe. Put out the
lamp. Look at the fire dance in the grate. You see a face in
the fire . . . which is called up by our next song ... “T'll See
You in My Dreams.”

This piece of copy is an attempt to capture a mood of reminis-
cence, but it certainly does not encourage low pitches. The
choice of vowels and consonants would make low, smooth read-
ing difficult. Even though the ideas may be appropriate, the
word-choice is all wrong if the writer wishes low pitches to
predominate. The words “settle,” “back,” “look,” “dance,”
“grate,” all have short vowels followed by consonants that cut
them off sharply, and discourage the use of low pitches. By
these methods, then, the writer can control pitch.

Control of quality

The writer controls the quality of sound by the same meth-
ods that he uses to control pitch. Since we tend to describe
the quality of sound in terms which indicate its effect on us.
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it is easy to indicate the quality desired in any given spot. Con-
sider again for a moment the problem posed in the discussion
on pitch. We must write a musical program designed to soothe
an audience into a restful mood. What kind of sound quality
shall we use and how can we get it? It must be pleasant, restful,
quiet, melodious. We will, therefore, choose music with these
qualities, and instrumentations which can project them. We
will choose an announcer or narrator who has a full, rich,
melodious voice and instruct him to read his copy in a quiet,
pleasant way. The word-choice and sentence structure must
make this possible. In the two examples of script quoted, there
is a marked difference in the quality of the sounds quite aside
from pitch and the ideas expressed. The words “long,” “room,”
“autumn,” and “comes” all use a long vowel in conjunction
with a consonant that can also be prolonged, which helps cre-
ate a soft, pleasant quality of sound. But in the other example,
“settle,” “pipe,” “look,” and “grate,” are all short in quantity.
The combination of vowels and consonants used make them
abrupt words on which it is difficult to put a soft, melodic qual-
ity. They. are not soft, melodic words; they are crisp, un-
musical prosaic words and the whole passage is affected by
their quality. :

Duration of sound and the related effect of rhythm are con-
trolled by the same techniques. Timing and rhythm can be
controlled by casting and by stage directions. Some actors and
announcers have a naturally brisk, lively style of reading, and
for a lullaby program such reading would be out of place. It
would be much better to use an announcer whose normal
speech rhythms were smooth and even. Most announcers are,
however, adaptable enough so that a direction for reading the
lines is sufficient to guarantee at least a broad adjustment to
the desired rhythms.

Finally, the author controls rhythm with the kind of words
and sentences he writes. The style of the copy can control the
rhythmic flow of the language to a greater extent than it can
either pitch or quality, because the natural rhythm of the lines
is completely in the control of the writer. Turn back to the
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two examples quoted above and notice liow this matter of
rhythm works. The first example flows smoothly. Each phrase
cun be read easily and smoothly, as a unit, and all the units —
five of them — flow together naturally with very little interrup-
tion in thought. The second example, on the other hand, is
jerky. It stops and starts abruptly with each phrase. There is
no smooth connection between phrases. Each comes to a full
stop. They are written as commands, which encourages stac-
cato reading. The object was to create a piece of smooth,
soothing copy, but that would be impossible with the rhythm
of the second example.

Every poet creates rhythm patterns with words. The radio
writer seldom dares to use the formalized repetitive patterns
of the poet, but he does use rhythm. The patterns may be less
obvious and regular than those of verse, but they can be just as
effective. This is one element of sound over which the writer
has direct control. Choice of words, length of words, combi-
nations of words, and construction of sentences all combine to
determine the rhythmic patterns which so strongly affect the
audience. If music is used, its rhythm too must be appropriate.
Going back to our program assignment, we should have to
choose music that had a smooth, regular, recurrent rhythm.
We could not lull an audience to rest with a brisk march or a
rhumba number.

Many sound effects tend to have an inherent, if irregular,
rhythm, and care must be taken to see that sound effects help
instead of destroying the rhythmic pattern of a program. We
know that long, slow, steady rhythms are reassuring. They
tend to be solemn and pompous. Short, staccato, irregular pat-
terns are disturbing, upsetting, exciting. Quick, regular
rhythms have a military effect, and so it goes throughout the
entire possible range of patterns.

In sound and music the radio writer has at his command two
resources of the utmost flexibility for the creation of rhythm.
We often accept rhythm patterns from sound or music more
readily than from a speaker’s lines. The writer must use what-
ever kind of rhythm will be most acceptable to the audience.
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The simpler patterns are likely to be most effective. In general,
the more complex a time pattern or rhythm is, the more subtle
it is in effect and the less intelligible it becomes to large num-
bers of people. The more elemental or obvious a pattern, the
greater the number of people it will affect, and the more deeply
it will affect them. Eugene O'Neill, in his play The Emperor
Jones made a very obvious, but nevertheless effective, use of
rhythm. It remains one of the classics of the theater in that
respect. No matter whether it be sound or music or dialogue
which is involved, the radio writer must be constantly aware
of using time and rhythm to the best possible advantage.

Control of volume

Volume is controlled by the writer largely through direc-
tions written in the script. He can, of course, control the vol-
ume of technical sound effects and music not only by direc-
tions, but by his original choice. Some music has to be loud
to be right. The same is true of some sounds. There is no such
thing as the quiet sound of a boiler factory. The volume of the
announcer’s or actor’s voice is, of course, chiefly subject to
directions in the script. But to a certain extent voice volume is
also influenced indirectly by the copy itself.

Since pitch, volume, quality, and duration (or rhythm) are
so closely interrelated, it is difficult 1o illustrate them inde-
pendently. Having stated the basic faclors governing their use,
let us examine some samples of script to see exactly how they
can be simultaneously put to work. Study the following ex-
amples to see exactly how the author has taken every possible
advantage of the psychological qualities of sound in the crea-
tion of this scene. A pilot is coming in to land from a demon-
stration flight. His best friend (Bing), also a pilot, his fiancée
(Nan), and another girl (Joyce) are watching from the edge of
the landing field. Suddenly something goes wrong. The author
of this script ! had the problem of creating quick suspense,
building it to a high climax, and then breaking it into quick
relief. In order to do this, she has cousciously built into the

1 Ruth Brooks, Give Us This Day.
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scene an increase in pitch, volume, and tempo, and the quality
of the sound is made increasingly harsh and discordant. This
is how the scene was written.

SOUND: OF PLANES GETS LOUDER AS TIIEY ARE LANDING.

Bing: See, Joyce — they top over there.

Joxce: 1 see. When does Wallie’s plane come in?

Binc: His is in the next three to— Holyl —1

Jovce: What’s wrong?

Bing: Nan, you were right. Something must have happened.

Nan: I told you I saw something fall off when they were way up.

Jo¥ce (GETTING EXCITED AND NERvOUS): What is it? What’s wrong?

Bing: I don’t know — but his landing gear has come off.

NaN: What can he do?

Bing: Bail out. He can’t bring that plane in.

Joyce: Oh no. Nan—1...

Nan: Hold on, Joyce, don't let yourself go.

SOUND: PLANE SOUNDS LOUDER.

Bing: Why, he’s crazy — he’s going to try to do it anyway.

Nan: He can’t land that way, can he?

Bing (TENSE): It's a crack-up for surel Why doesn’t he bail out?

Jovce: Oh, Nan, I can’t stand this! Wallie — please don’t try to land.

Bivg: He’s bringing her in now. There’s a chance in a million that
he can do it.

Nan: Ile’s slowing down.

SOUND: MOTOR CUTS.

Bing: He has to.

Jovce (FranTicaLLy): He’s getting so low —

Bing: He’s going to try to slide it in — a pancake!

Nan: Bing, he’s going to .

SOUND: LONG SCREECH OF SLIDING PLANE. THEN SUDDEN QUIET.

BING (PAUSE — RELEASES OF HELD BREATII): lle did it.

To begin with, there was a natural aid in the sound effect.
The noise of a plane coming in to land increases in volume,
which is in itself exciting. The pitch also increases as the plane
comes closer. Both pitch and volume come to a crashing
crescendo as the plane skids to a stop on the runway. The
actors’ voices will build the tempo, volume, and pitch of the
scene just as the sound builds. In fact, the increasing sound
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forces them to shout over it. Their tension also increases as the
crisis comes to a peak. Notice how short and jerky the speeches
are, how many of them are incomplete sentences. Toward the
end they are little more than quick-moving fragments, mount-
ing in emotional intensity to match the scene. At the end, the
sudden silence as the plane skids to a stop will be all the more
ellective after the climax of sound. One simple line releases
the tension of the scene. All of the basic factors of pitch, vol-
ume, quality, and rhythm go into the building of this climactic
scene.

The listener’s ability to perceive distance between himself
and the sound source is one of the most useful principles at the
radio writer’s command. Every artistic medium has its conven-
tions. Radio is no exception. One of the conventions of radio
is that the listener is always with the immediate sound source,
the microphone. Therefore, if the radio writer wants to tell his
audience that a speaker is at some distance from the scene, he
can do so by the simple process of backing him away from the
microphone. This indication of not only who speaks but at
what distance from the center of the scene he speaks is the
best means of creating the illusion of a third dimension. By
establishing the nearest sound source to a pickup and the one
farthest from it, with possible intermediate sources, a radio
writer can tell his audience the size of the locale in which the
scene is taking place. Unless otherwise indicated in the script,
the production director will assume that the sound takes place
“‘on mike.” If the writer visualizes the broadcast any other way,
he should indicate those lines which are to be faded on or
faded off, or which take place at any given distance from the
microphone, which is the listeners’ center of attention. Just as
a composer of music indicates that some instruments are to be
loud at a given point and others soft, so the radio writer in his
composition of sound pattern may indicate that some sounds
are to be near and others distant.

The radio writer can use one sound juxtaposed against
another to help tell his story and establish his scene. This
principle has its most frequent application in dramatic pro-
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grams. Suppose a writer wishes to create for his audience a
scene at a football game. He might do so by having an actor
simulate an announcer working directly at the microphone.
Behind this he might place in his script shouts of a crowd,
some of them at fairly close range. Still farther away he might
call for a band playing. The three sounds, occurring simul-
taneously in juxtaposition to each other, would be sufficient to
create a complete scene. The audience, hearing those simul-
taneous sounds and perceiving their distance relationships to
each other, would recognize the indicated situation. In this
case the writer would be using juxtaposition of sound to help
establish his locale. There are many other applications of jux-
taposition, but this example will serve.

Acoustical relationships have a high expositional value to the
radio writer, especially in the establishment of locale. Sup-
pose we are writing a dramatic script and wish to establish the
fact that the scene is taking place in a large empty cathedral.
The acoustical quality of the place might be approximated by
adding a considerable amount of echo to the lines spoken by
the characters in the script. The audience would assume from
the echo that the scene was taking place in some fairly large,
hard-walled enclosure, and a simple statement in the script
would be enough to make the audience know that it was a
church. This same principle could, of course, be applied to
any scene where there would be an abnormal acoustical con-
dition. This factor of acoustics is again something which the
writer cannot suggest in his lines, but must control by direc-
tion or production notes to the director of the program.

All these matters which concern pitch, volume, quality, dura-
tion, distance, juxtaposition, and acoustical relationships
should be constantly kept in mind by the writer and any one
or any combination of them used whenever possible. It should
be recognized that few of these characteristics of sound are
found in isolation. Pitch is always accompanied by some sort
of volume, quality, and duration. Distance is sometimes im-
portant and sometimes not, which is also true of juxtaposition
and acoustical relationships. But in any event, it is the total
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effect of the particular combination of factors that will govern
the audience’s reaction to the sound pattern.

It has been suggested in the preceding paragraphs that
sometimes a writer who understands the psychological effects
of the several qualities of sound can use them, not only to in-
dicate setting and express emotional values, but also to ad-
vance the action itself —to tell what is happening. There
is another sound factor, not itself one of these inherent quali-
ties, but like them owing its effectiveness, in part at least, to
unconscious audience reaction, which is of incalculable dra-
matic value, especially in character delineation. This is the use
of characteristic irregularities in the forms of speech, techni-
cally known as specialized speech. The radio writer can and
must avail himself of these irregular forms.

Specialized speech, briefly, is speech upon which variations
have been superimposed by the individual idiom or pronunci-
ation pattern of the speaker. A Texan and a second-generation
Austrian may read the same English words spelled the same
way on paper. But as they speak, two entirely different sound
patterns result. In other words, when the script is translated
into sound, there is added to the meaning of the language as
set down the particular sound significance of the speaker’s ut-
terance. Since pronunciation and intonation are conditioned
by language background and social environment, no two peo-
ple render the language in exactly the same way. And since in
radio writing we often need not only to set down what is to be
said, but also to indicate the kind of person who says it and
the kind of background from which he comes, the matter of
specialized speech is of very great importance.

The writing of foreign dialect presents a real problem in
specialized speech and should not be tackled by the beginner.
He has problems enough without inviting special trouble. But
when the writer has mastered the basic principles of radio, he
may wish to undertake dialect problems, and it is well to know
beforehand something of this difficult job. For regional or dia-
lect speech tends to be a sterile thing in print. Attempting to
indicate a foreign accent by semi-phonetic spelling is also a
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dangerous procedure. In the first place, such spelling is diffi-
cult to read and may cause the actor or announcer who reads
the lines to make mistakes. In the second place, the writing is
a very laborious job and one that does not pay dividends in pro-
portion to the amount of work that goes into it. Almost any
actor who is called upon to do a dialect part would rather have
a reasonably straight reading of the copy and make his own
dialect modifications.

Usually this involves substitutions for certain sounds. There
are several sounds in English which do not occur in other lan-
guages. A foreign-born person in attempting to approximate
these will substitute sounds characteristic of Lis own language.
The writer may indicate these substitutions if he chooses. But
another technique which is very eflcctive in giving the feel of
foreign speech, without writing the foreign dialect, is to use
in English the grammatical structure of the foreign language
which is to be indicated. For example, the German language
places most verbs at the end of the sentence. And Oriental
languages are marked by a certain circumlocutory verbosity.
If the typical construction patterns of another language can be
incorporated into a line using regular English words, the effect
of a foreign dialect will often be achieved; and if the actor can
add to this a reasonably accurate suggestion of the foreign
idiom, the combination will give a convincing performance.
For example, the expression of the same idea by different speak-
ers might be indicated in the script as follows:

French: “Is that not so, M’sieur?”
German: “That is true, no?”
American: “Isn’t that right?”

These three renderings, each in a different idiom, but all in
English, manage to give some flavor of the different back-
ground languages by means of word-choice and word-order
alone.

Regional or local speech presents another problem in spe-
cialized speech patterns. In this country there is a wide sec-
tional variation in the English of ordinary speech. Some of
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these regional differences are actual differences in pronunci-
ation. Others are local peculiarities in the stress or value given
to certain sounds. In still others the dilference is largely a
matter of voice quality and intonation. Sometimes the adjust-
ment is very broad, as in the Cockney and Lancashire dialects
in England. In other cases, as in Texas speech or Iowa speech,
for example, the differences may be quite recognizable, but
still hard to describe. To indicate these, the writer may use
some slight indication of pronunciation in his spelling of cer-
tain words. This. plus directions, may be enough to give the
actor a clue to what is wanted. Certainly no attempt should be
made either at phonetic spelling or at syllable-by-syllable
indication of pronunciation. That is an interpretative job for
the production director and his company. These differences in
speech should be known and taken into account by the radio
writer, but he need not actually indicate all of them in the
script. ]

There is also a characteristic idiom indigenous to most re-
gions. This idiom, usually richly connotative and picturesque,
should be known and used by the writer. Obviously, it should
not be assumed that every Texan greets his friends by saying,
“Howdy, pardner.” Circumstances of the individual situation
must determine the amount and kind of regional idiom to be
used. Nevertheless, there are certain idiomatic deposits in any
regional speech which are in fairly wide use and may advan-
tageously be included in the writer’s rendering of it. Sugges-
tion of the characteristic idiom is as valuable as is pronunci-
ation in giving the flavor of local speech.

Perhaps some dialogue examples will show how regional
speech may be captured. In the first example,? a soldier from
an upper-class family in Chicago meets a man from Oklahoma.
Read the speeches carefully and note how the “feel” of region
is achieved.

Tommy: Mind if I sit down. I want to talk to somebody.
OxranoMa: Sure. Pull up. Luke Trimball's my name. Down
where I come from people do more talking than anything else.
Git pretty good at it.
8 Albert Crews, Troop Train Heading West.
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Tommy: Where’s that?

OxraHoMA: Oklahoma. Bartlesville.

Tommy: What kind of people live there?

Ox1anoma: Oil men and Indians.

Tommy: Indians?

OxranoMma: Sure, The Osage Reservation begins right outside of
town. And half of them Indians got oil! Stinkin’ rich. Funny.
Ain'’t it?

Tommy: What do they do when they get money?

Oxranoma: They buy hearses! They love ‘em.

Tommy: Do they know enough to take care of their money?

OxraHOMA: Don’t be too harsh on ’em. I got some Indian in me,
soldier. I aint had no temptations of money, but I reckon [
could take kear of it, if I did.

Tommy: Oh, I'm sorry. I didn’t mean to say anything . . .

Oxranoma: Don't apologize, stranger. I ain’t sorry or ashamed
neither. Matter of fact I'm kinda proud of it. Most Indians is
nice people.

Tommy: Tell me something, Oklahoma. What are you doing in the
Army?

Oxranoma: Well, Mister, Il tell ya. I got a little farm outside of
Bartlesville. They ain’t a string on it, and it’s pretty good land.
But I aiways had a hunch they was oil under it, and I aint
ever had a chance to find out. And I tigger if Hitler gives us a
lickin’, I might never have a chance to find out. And I've got
the dog-gonedest curiosity you ever saw!

Here is another example from the same script in which the
boy talks to a Negro who has just been drafted into the Army.
Notice how little indication of dialect is used. Word choice,
idiom, and manner of speech are used to achieve the effect.

Tommy: Hi, Soldier. How they goin’?

Necro: O.K.

Tommy: Tommy Wilcox is my naiue.

Nxcro: Hi ya, boy.

Tommy: Mind if I sit down? I want to talk.

Necro: Save yo’ feet, boy. You'll need ’em.

Tommy: That's no lie. Where do you come from, fella?
Necro: Natchez. Das my home.

Tommy: Natchez. I thought that was just a name in a song.
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NEecro: No, suhl Das a real place. I gits myself the lonesomes jes’
thinkin’ about it.

TommMmy: What’s it like down there?

NeGro: It’s jes’ nice. That’s all. It's warm, I guess dat’s what I miss
most.

Tommy: How'd you come to be in the Army, fellah?

Necro: Ah didn’t come. I got took! OI Uncle Sam he jus’ reached
down an’ tapped me on de shoulder an’ say . .. “Come on,
boy.” An’ I come.

Tommy: Just like that, huh?

NEeGro: Yes, suh! I ain’t foolin” wit ol' Uncle Sam. He say, “You
come, boy,” an’ I come!

Tommy: But why did you come?

Necro: I don’ know why’s why. I don’ do no askin’ about things
like that.

Tommy: Did anybody ever ask you what America means to you?

NEcro: Nnnooo. Don’t think so. I guess it’s jus’ a place for
Natchez to be in.

Individual speech habits are handled in much the same way.
In dramatic writing, these speech mannerisms are important in
character drawing. One of the best and most commonly used
devices for character differentiation is to work out individual
speech patterns appropriate to the various characters. No two
people, for example, have the same sentence rhythms or use
the same habitual sentence length. And people with a given
background will use the vocabulary and the special speech
mannerisms characteristic of that background. Everything that
the writer has observed in the speech of people he has met
can be turned to account in the creation of dramatic character.

The flavor of individual speech can be achieved by word-
choice, by distinctive sentence rhythms, and by a character-
istic sentence length. Staccato speech is full of short, quick
vowels and short words that incorporate them. Conversely,
slow, deliberate speech uses longer words and more sonorous,
open vowel sounds. Sentences and sentence rhythms will also
be longer. Note, for example, how the following passages in-
dicate two quite different characters, even though the speak-
ers are really saying the same thing,
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Perhaps you'd better tell me. I'll ind out under any circum-
stances. You can save time for both of us by telling me now
what Mr. Davis did with those papers.

C’'mon, kid. Spill it. It won’t do you any good to dummy
up. I got my sources. Y'better give now before I get sore.
Where'd Douglas put them papers?

So far we have been talking for the most part about how
sound can be handled in terms of the spoken word; but it must
not be forgotten that it is also part of the radio writer’s job to
indicate the use both of technical “sound effects” and of music
in the creation of a total radio program. Many programs con-
sist only of talks, of course, and for them sound effects and
music have no importance. In most other scripts, however, one
or the other — if not both — has an indispensable place in the
total design of the program. The radio writer should know
how to handle both and how to make them serve in the
achievement of his result.

Let us mark out the field of the sound effect by saying that
anything which is not the spoken word of an actor, announcer,
or speaker, and which is also not music, may be classified as a
sound effect. The word is not limited to those sometimes
startling noises introduced by the sound effects department.
Technically, a sound effect is any sound occurring in a pro-
gram which is not classifiable as speech or music. Thus, in an
audience-participation program, the laughter elicited from the
audience is considered a sound effect. The ringing-up of a cash
register in Information Please is a sound effect. The cheering
of a crowd picked up by a sportcaster broadcasting a football
game is also a sound effect. These illustrations show that sound
effects are not restricted to dramatic programs, with which
they are most often associated. Let us emphasize again that
the sound effect is any sound, not classifiable as speech or
music. which is introduced into any kind of program.

As we look at all radio programs, the factor of sound falls
into two categories. In what is known as a realistic or non-
dramatic program, managing the sound pattern consists chiefly



THE AURAL STYLE OF WRITING 73

in deciding which sounds actually being produced on the locale
are desirable and should be picked up. They will be natural
sounds normally occurring in the broadcast situation. For ex-
ample, suppose the writer is designing an audience-participa-
tion program. Does he want the microphone so arranged that
the sounds made by the audience present in the studio will be °
picked up or not? Does he want the footsteps of contestants
coming up to the front to take part in the program to be
picked up or not? Does he want the sound created by the
mechanics of the program, such as drawing things on black-
boards or arranging chairs, to go on the air or not? These are
decisions which the writer of the program must make, though
in none of these cases is there a problem of creating the sound.
The sound is inherent in the situation; the only question is
whether it should be picked up and broadcast or should be
eliminated by technical means.

The other broad category includes sound effects introduced
by the station or studio stafl to help create an illusion, and is con-
cerned chiefly with dramatic programs. These effects must be
artificially produced to simulate the sounds they represent. In
the realistic program, then, the script merely indicates which
of the actual sounds present on the scene are to be included;
in the dramatic program, it must describe the kind of sound
the station is to furnish. But in either case, the writer creating -
the program is deliberately bringing in the sound effect to serve
as an integral part of his total composition. This is the im-
portant thing so far as the writer’s real job of composing in
sound is concerned.

With this broad approach to sound effects in mind, let us
consider some of the specific uses of sound — both the natural
sounds present on the locale and sound effects produced arti-
ficially to create dramatic illusion. Sound may be used advan-
tageously for any one of the following purposes, most of which
are self-explanatory:

1. To set a scene or establish a locale.
2. To project action, both real and dramatic.
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3. To create mood or atmosphere.

4. To achieve climax, or extend and intensify climax.

5. To establish time.

6. To indicate entrances and exits.

7. To act as theme signature or trademark for a pro-
gram,

8. To serve as a transition device between scenes.

9. To contribute to a montage effect.

A few of these are exclusively dramatic uses of sound. Most
of them, however, have equal application to non-dramatic pro-
grams and may be realistic as well as created sounds. When a
speech is to be broadcast from a banquet hall, the pickup on
the air of the rustle of the audience, the clatter of dishes, the
clink of glassware preceding the actual broadcast, help to es-
tablish the locale in which the speech is going to take place. If
that locale is important and the production director feels that
the audience should get the flavor of the meeting, arrange-
ments are made to pick up some of this sound just to help set
the scene. On the other hand, in a dramatic program, the sound
effects department would produce artificially the same pattern
of sound to set a similar scene in a play.

When a boxing match is being broadcast, very often a micro-
phone 1s strung over the ring so that the actual sound of the
blows landing may be heard over the air. This is an example
of the projection of real action over the radio. In a dramatic
representation, where pickup of sound from an actual event is
impossible, the sound effects department fills in the appropriate
sound as indicated in the script. Even the “impossible” events
of purely imaginary tales — for example, Superman’s flight
through the air — can be projected by the accompaniment of
convincing sound.

During the broadcast of national political conventions, pick-
ups are occasionally broadcast direct from the floor. The
shouting, the talk on the floor, the confusion, the bands playing
— all these are let into broadcast microphones and sent out over
the air to give the radio audience the general mood, the at-
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mosphere, the “feel” of the convention. This is an example of
the pickup of actual sound to demonstrate a mood. In a dra-
matic program also, the writer may wish to create a mood —
for example, one of utter loneliness and desolation. A low,
level, mournful wind sighing around the corner of the house
might do this better than anything else and can be filled in by
the use of a recording from the sound effects library.

The broadcast of a football game is a good example of the
build-up of climax through sound. A good broadcaster will let
us hear the cheers of the crowd which burst out spontaneously
as the ball is pushed over the goal line. This natural sound
effect, better than anything the broadcaster might say, creates
the climax of the touchdown. In the last moment of play,
when the gun marks the final climax of the game, the broad-
cast extends and intensifies that climax by including the crowd’s
behavior immediately following the end of the game. Here in
one broadcast we have both climax and the extension and in-
tensification of climax. Similar examples might be cited from
dramatic programs.

The next two uses — establishment of time and indication
of exits and entrances — are so familiar as hardly to require
illustration. In dramatic programs, the use of a striking clock
to establish the time has almost become a convention in radio.
The indication of entrances and exits of characters by the use
of accompanying sounds — doorbells, the approach of a car or
motor-cycle —is also a standard device. These uses of sound
have their parallels in non-dramatic broadcasts. One need only
remember the running gag used by Bing Crosby on the Kraft
Music Hall to build up the station break to realize that even in
a non-dramatic program sound effects can be used to set time.
And when a contestant comes up to a microphone in a quiz
program or audience-participation show and the radio listeners
hear him approaching, we are in effect using the sound to in-
dicate the entrance of a new personality into the program.

The use of sound as a signature of theme for a program is
familiar and universally accepted. This means of trademarking
a program has not, however, been fully exploited. Many pro-
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grams which habitually use music as a program theme might
very well get as good or better results by using an identifying
sound effect as theme.

The use of sound to make a scene transition has uses in both
realistic and dramatic programs. The picking-up of the bell
and buzzer between rounds of a prize fight makes a transition
from one scene to the next. The use of applause between
numbers in a variety show is a conventional effect familiar to
every radio listener. The reader can probably recall many
other examples of transition devices which the audience ac-
cepts just as it accepts the picture-frame stage in the theater.

In what is known as a montage scene, a number of quite
disconnected scenes are blended together by a unifying device.
Music is sometimes used for this, but often some sound effect
serves as the fusing agent which welds together these suc-
cessive fragmentary scenes to produce an impressionistic effect.
For example, suppose you want to tell the audience that revolt
is breaking out all over the country. The device of a high-
pitched radio code key might be used as a sound effect to knit
the scenes together; and between those quick staccato dots and
dashes might come in the voices of various announcers with
dne or two lines each, giving us a fact here, a fact there, a situ-
ation here, something breaking out somewhere else. All these
reports, coming’ in quick succession with the sound between
them, constitute the montage effect. In such a program as in
no other, the sound effect is the indispensable structural factor
of the whole scene.

So much for the several uses of sound effects. If the writer
conceives the value of this important resource in terms of these
specific applications, he will be more likely to expluit its possi-
bilities to the full. There are, however, unforeseen pitfalls for
the novice, and perhaps it would be well, before leaving the
subject, to add a few cautions about the practical handling of
sound effects.

For instance, let us consider the management of background
sound. A beginning writer, however already keenly aware of
its value, may yet be quite oblivious of the fact that back-
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ground sound, if it continues unmodified throughout a scene,
becomes very annoying. Suppose you are writing a scene
which takes place in an automobile. By the very nature of the
scene, if the car is running we should expect to hear the motor.
The best procedure in such a case is to establish the locale
first, using the sound at a normally high volume level. The
setting once clearly established, the importance of the sound
declines as the scene progresses, and it can be gradually 1e-
duced in volume until it is playing at a low level of back-
ground. It is still there enough to maintain awareness of the
locale, but it is considerably faded down in volume and does
not interfere with the action or distract the audience from the
central focus of interest. Incidentally, this process very direct-
ly parallels what happens in real life when the human ear is
exposed to continuous sound. The ear tends to get used to
sounds, even fairly loud ones, and ceases to hear them in the
foreground of attention. In conformity with this psychological
fact, a good radio writer, having introduced a sound to indicate
a continuing background eflect, will submerge it gradually
after the locale has been accepted.

The inexperienced writer may also go astray in the simul-
taneous use of low- and high-volume sound effects. In his
eagerness to project an action by its sound, he may not con-
sider whether, in the circumstances of the scene, the sound
would be audible. If the writer is creating a mob scene, he
should realize that the scratching of a pencil as a reporter
takes notes would be inaudible in the noisy confusion of the
mob’s behavior. Obviously, then, a quiet-action sound should
not be delivered in the midst of high-volume sounds which
would drown it.

The necessity of making sure that the listeners will be able
to interpret a sound correctly is another essential that is some-
times overlooked. In general, care should be taken in the use
of sound to see that it is supported by the lines of dialogue.
Do not, for example, use a sound to project physical action
unless the intention to act or the possibility of action has al:
ready been indicated in the lines. Or, when two people are
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engaged in spirited conversation, and suddenly one of them
slaps the other, and that sound effect is given without any
warning, the listeners will not recognize what has happened.
They will hear the sound, but will not be able to interpret it.
On the other hand, if the lines clearly indicate that the two are
quarreling and that physical violence is imminent, the audi-
ence will be prepared for the sound and will immediately iden-
tify it.

While many sounds are reasonably unmistakable, there are
many others which could not possibly be identified without
some clue. The rattling of a pan on a stove, for example, is an
easily identifiable sound if the scene is in a kitchen, and the
audience would not have to be told what was happening. On
the other hand, a sound effect to represent falling rain might
or might not be correctly interpreted by the audience without
reinforcement from the lines. This particular sound is very
similar to certain interference in bad radios or to atmospheric
disturbances which may interrupt a broadcast, and the writer
must be aware of this. Any sound, then, which is not easy to
identify, or for which the audience might be unprepared,
should have line reinforcement.

Just a few words should be said about the actual writing of
sound cues in the radio script. First of all, dont waste literary
efforts on the sound effects or production departments. A
sound cue is purely functional and need not be “literary.”
It should describe in as exact and concise terms as possible the
sound effects desired. In general, sound cues should be writ-
ten in terms of actual sound. Of course, for a realistic broad-
cast the writer has only to indicate which of the sounds present
in the broadcast situation are to be picked up and relayed to
the audience. But for a dramatic program, his cues should de-
scribe the effects desired in sound terms — that is, in terms of
pitch, volume, quality, duration, distance, and acoustical rela-
tionship. And they should be specific.

For example, it is a bad practice to use the word “denote” in
a sound cue. Do not ask the sound department to give you “a
sound which will denote the passage of time.” Ask for a spe-
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cific sound which you think will serve. The word “denote”
simply says that you don’t know what to do here and are ask-
ing someone else to create that part of your program for you.
This kind of side-stepping of creative responsibility is bad.
And since the sound must be explicitly indicated, the cue,
though concisely expressed, must not be too niggardly. A cue
saying only “footsteps” is hardly enough. We want to know
what kind of footsteps — hurried or slow or walking at a nor-
mal pace; walking on what kind of surface and in what kind
of shoes; footsteps of a man or a woman, of one person or
many. These things and others have to be known to the sound-
effects man before he can execute the simple direction “foot-
steps” so as to convey accurately what you have in mind. “The
closing of a door” does not tell a sound-effects man much. If
he has a well-stocked department, he may have fifteen differ-
ent kinds of doors, each with a different quality and different
sound. Do you want the closing of a closet door, a screen
door, a car door, or a vault door? Be specific.

Sound, valuable as it is, should never be included in a script
just for the sake of having it there. Unless it performs some
specific function, it should be excluded. A sound effect has no
value unless it accomplishes either a dramatic or an exposi-
tional purpose. But while it is quite possible to overuse sound,
niost beginning writers do not avail themselves of it enough.
They may use some of the hackneyed, stereotyped effects
which occur again and again, but they will overlook good
possibilities which may not be so well known, but which are
infinitely more effective. There are literally thousands of
sounds at the command of the radio writer, and a continuous
awareness of their availablity will contribute much to his suc-
cess. The whole field of sound is so vastly important that any
amount of time spent in its study will not be wasted.

We have now considered at some length two of the three
sound factors which the writer has at his disposal in planning
his program as a composition in sound: (1) the vocal effects of
the spoken lines, and (2) technical sound effects, whether
natural or mechanically produced. The third great resource,
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the reader will recall, is music. Its possibilities have not hither-
to been developed very extensively by radio writers, partly
because the satisfactory exploitation of music requires more
understanding of it than many radio writers possess.

It is understood, of course, that there are many fine programs
of music on the air, programs designed and executed by accom-
plished musicians. About 50 per cent of all radio time is
devoted to such programs. The use of music by the script
writer is something quite apart from these exclusively musical
broadcasts. At present the amount of writer-inspired music is
not impressive, but there are brilliant exceptions, and more and
more writers are studying music and availing themselves of its
possibilities. Within the last two or three years there has been
an increasing amount of music conceived by the writer and
designed by him for incorporation into the fabric of his
program.

There are six principal uses of music in the script writer’s
total program. The reader will note the correspondence of some
of these to the uses of sound effects.

1. To serve as theme, trademark or signature.

2. To make the transition between scenes or between
sections of a program.

8. To serve as a sound effect.

4. To serve for accentuation or as pay—off.

5. To provide comedy.

6. To serve as background.

We have said that exclusively musical broadcasts absorb
roughly 50 per cent of the time on the air. At least half of
the remaining programs use music as a theme, or introduction
and conclusion for the program. Too many writers begin their
scripts by simply writing in “theme music” and letting it go at
that. If the radio writer is to be a composer in sound, he cannot
dismiss so important a part of his sound composition by simply
indicating “theme.” The kind of theme that is used, the quality,
the length, the instrumentation and execution of it, are all
matters of importance to the radio writer. It can, of course, be
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argued that these are musical matters and belong rightfully in
the music department of the station. But if the radio writer
fulfills his complete function, he should have very clear ideas
about any music used in his program. Obviously, he should
have a sound musical background himself. He need not be a .
technical musician, but should know at least the effect he
wants from the theme music.

Theme music should set the general mood of the program
to follow. It should be easily identifiable and preferably easy
to hum or sing. It should be distinctive enough to be remem-
bered and immediately identified with the program it intro-
duces. Its instrumentation and arrangement should be suit-
able for the budget available, and the quality should be such
as adequately to introduce and set the mood for the program
to which it is attached. Theme music should do all these things
if it is to fulfill its purpose.

Transition music ideally should perform three functions.
First of all, it should separate the scenes or portions of the
broadcast. Secondly, it should resolve the mood or emotional
key of the scene it follows. Thirdly, it should set the mood
or atmosphere for the scene it precedes. Whether the transi-
tion music comes between two sections of the quiz programs,
between two comedians on a variety bill, or between two
scenes in a dramatic show, it still should conform to that
general pattern. In some cases it may have to serve only one
of the last two functions. Transition music might pick up the
end of a scene and resolve it into a definitely concluding piece
of music. Then the scene which follows might open cold with-
out any musical introduction at all. An even rarer instance
might be one in which the scene ends without any musical
help, and then music is introduced to establish a mood for a
new scene. More often than not, however, it must fulfill all
three functions.

Suppose music is being used as a transitional device in a
variety show. The spot preceding the music is filled by a
comedy gag routine building up to a hilarious climax and what
follows is to be a serious appeal by the announcer coneerning
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a war-bond drive. Obviously, the music in such a case would
pick up the key of the tag line of the comedy routine and
build it up to the climax which would be high and loud and
suitable to the uproarious mood created by the comedy routine.
Then by skillful transition the music must carry the audience
down to a quiet, serious, thoughtful mood and end so that the
announcer can give his serious announcement. In this case the
music would have to perform all three of the functions nor-
mally assigned to it. In this same instance, however, it might
be decided to use music to end the comedy scene alone and
bring it to a crashing climax and then a cut. After a suitable
pause, which serves as a sobering influence on the audience,
the announcer could come in with his announcement. Either
application of music might be effective.

Music is seldom used as a realistic sound effect, except as a
dramatic scene might call for an orchestra playing in the back-
ground or something of the sort. Then, technically, the music
would be fulfilling the function of sound. In a non-realistic
program music is quite often used as a sound effect. Suppose
we are writing a pseudo-scientific script in which some inventor
was getting ready to take off on a rocket trip to the moon. The
launching of the rocket and the take-off into the upper strato
sphere would be a difficult assignment for the sound depart-
ment, although not an impossible one. Because it is essentially
an unrealistic effect, however, it might very well be assigned
to music, so that the audience, instead of feeling that they were
actually hearing the sound of a rocket ship taking off, would
experience musically the effect of the same thing. The latter
treatment would probably be more artistic. Such sound-effect
assignments are frequently given to music.

The use of music for the accentuation at the end of a scene
or for the tie-off of a particular section of a broadcast is so
frequent and familiar that it does not need discussion. It is a
standard technique for variety programs and other kinds of
programs where a division point in the broadcast is desired.
The use of music as a comedy device is also familiar. Some
orchestras become expert at musical horseplay and create many
amusing effects.
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One of the most exciting applications of music in radio is its
use as a background for other broadcast material. Recordings
are sometimes used to back poetry readings. Some dramatic
programs are almost completely scored for music, which sup-
ports most of the dialogue and narration in addition to serving
for transitional effects and other routine purposes. This skillful
interweaving of music with drama is obviously expensive and
is available for the most part only to the networks, but it is
perhaps the most'challenging and exciting use of music in
broadcasting. It is not a new device: it is as old as drama itself;
but in its recent development it has attained a very high level
of artistic perfection. Background music is definitely designed
for a secondary level of attention with something else occupy-
ing the primary attention area. It is being used to underline
and highlight the emotional content of whatever is being
broadcast over it and also, in many cases, to induce uncon-
scious emotional reactions in the audience. This use of music
demands very skillful planning and execution, but when it is
handled well, it is extremely effective.

Much that can be said about the use of music will not help
the writer unless he already has some fairly accurate “feel” for
musical values. The best possible advice to the novice is to
secure access to an excellent library of recordings and begin
to listen constantly to music. Such listening will inevitably de-
velop in him an increasing awareness of the possibilities of
music. It may even, eventually, give him an idea for a com-
plete script.

This chapter began with a consideration of some of the
special conditions of radio communication to which the au-
thor’s style and technique must conform, and throughout the
discussion of the varied phases of a script writer’s total job
these limitations of his medium have been uppermost in our
minds. But every art, every mode of expression, has the ad-
vantages as well as the limitations of its material conditions,
and is peculiarly qualified by the nature of its medium to
express certain aspects of reality. What are the special ad-
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vantages of radio? For rendering what kinds of program
material is it an especially valid instrument? The key to the
answer is in the conception, already insisted upon, of radio
writing as a composition in sound. The special characteristics
of auditory perception make radio, with its rich resources of
sound, the most effective medium of expression for some kinds
of writing,

Because of the immediate and highly imaginative response
to aural stimuli, impressionistic and expressionistic writing is
most acceptable on the radio. The ear is infinitely ready to
“make-believe” and the whole field of fantasy is open to the
radio writer. Another consideration is that people respond
more emotionally to stimuli perceived through the sense of
hearing than to those coming through other channels. This
gives the radio author a direct approach to the hearts of the
listening audience; if his work is well done, he will be re-
warded by an immediate and powerful emotional response.
And because the ear is fond of regular time and stress patterns,
radio is perhaps the ideal medium for poetry, with its move-
ment and rhythm and the sound values of its diction. In the
interpretation of these aural values of poetry, the absence of
any distracting visual terms is an advantage.

The conviction that radio has a special field in which it can
be more effective than other media, that for rendering certain
emotional or dramatic values it is uniquely adapted, should
be the efficient drive behind the radio author’s best work. This
field of special opportunity is not yet fully exploited or even
well defined. The challenge to develop and extend it should
be a stirring one to an imaginative and sensitive writer.

To qualify for taking up this challenge, the script writer
must develop all his techniques, not as separate skills, but as
factors in a single complex but unified activity. He must be
conscious of responsibility for the total job, as the composer
of a symphony is responsible for the contribution of each in-
strument and for the integration of the several parts as related
factors in the final effect. Ideally everything which comes out
of the loud-speaker in the final broadcast should have been
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conceived and set down on paper by the author himself. It is
an ideal which few have approached. But only if he subscribes
to this ideal will a writer exploit to the full his own possibilities
and the possibilities of his chosen field.



CHAPTER 6

THE MECHANICS OF RADIO WRITING

Rapro wrrring has its own set of mechanics. Most of the
mechanics are dictated by the requirements of production.
Specifications will be set down for the format of a radio script
and these should be followed religiously by the beginning
writer. They are the first signs of a professional approach to
work. Each of the specifications is important in the machinery
of production. The rules which are set forth here for the form
of radio writing make the whole process of production infinitely
easier and more accurate. The writer may rightly ask, “What
does this have to do with creative writing?” The answer is —
nothing whatsoever. However, since a radio script is only a
sound score on paper, it should be so designed as to allow for
the maximum efficiency in translating that score into actual
sound.

THe ForMAT

It should be understood that there is no such thing as a
standard form for a radio script. Every station has its own
peculiar set of specifications. They differ somewhat from
station to station and from network to network. Even between
various offices of the same network there may be some varia-
tions in script form. The form recommended here, however,
has been found to be completely satisfactory, and meets most
of the requirements of easy, accurate production. It may be
varied as the specific case warrants, but, in general, this set of
specifications will be found concise and workable.

The title page
Most stations have a printed form for the title pages they
use in their scripts. The beginning writer would do well to
86
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include as much of the material called for on the form pages as

he can. Title pages usually show the following information:

1. The advertiser
2. The author
3. The program title

4. The outlet (the station over which it is broadcast)

ADVERTISER SUSTAINING

OR'S PLAYHOUSE - UNCLE BENKY AND
A SERLIULE - Ceet! THE BIRD DUGS oK

whiea METROPOLIS

CHICAGO OUTLET WMAQ-RED .
(10330-11:00 pm CWT ¢ OCTOBER 27, 1943 (mm
)

cart ' BaAY
PRODUCTION CREWS
ANNOUNCER NMURPEEY
ENGINEER FITCH
Charles Scribher's Sons, New York, 1940.
Also reprinted as first story in SUBTREASURY OF AMERICAN HUMOR,

by E. B. and K. 8. White, Howard-MoCann, New York, 194l.
Adaptation by Christine Metrcpolis.

REMARKS Adapted from When The Whiggoorwnl = by Marjorie Kimman Rawlings
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The time of the broadcast
The date of the broadcast
The day

The production director
The announcer

The engineer

Remarks

1
1

Ho OO ¢m

Optional information on the title page may include the cast
of characters, with the names of the actors who are assigned
to the parts. Some stations also list the sound effects called
for on the title page. Under “Advertiser” the name of the
sponsor appears, if it is a commercial show. If the show is sus-
taining, the word “sustaining” usually appears after the word
“Advertiser.” Such a title page shows all pertinent information
about that particular script. It furnishes the members of the
company with a complete reference to other members, so that
everybody knows who is assigned to the program and what
job he is doing. It also serves as a permanent record in the file
of that particular program.

It is obvious that if a writer is free-lancing, there is much of
this he cannot fill in. If he is simply submitting a program, it
may be sufficient to show on his title page the advertiser to
whom it is submitted, the name of the script, and the name of
the author.

Inside pages

Each inside page of the script should show the name of the
script, the name of the series, if it is one script in a series, and
the page number at the top of each page. Actors and an-
nouncers should never use a script that is clipped together.
There is too much chance of rattling paper when the page is
turned. Being unclipped, the pages of the script can easily get
out of order or even be mixed with someone else’s script. If
each page of the script has its number and the name of the
script on it, there will be little danger of that script getting
mixed up, or if it does, it will be very easy to reassemble it.
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It is fairly general practice to type in capital letters every-
thing which is not to be said on the air. Everything which is
to be said over the air, is typed in lowercase letters. This is
done so that actors can quickly see, in their reading of the
script, which are stage directions and which are lines to be
read. Their eyes skip over the stage directions, sound and
music cues, and jump directly to the lines which they are to
read. If these lines are in a different style type — that is, lower-
case — from the stage directions and sound and music cues,
they are obviously easier to locate and read. There is less
likelihood that the announcer will solemnly read, “Door opens
and closes,” in the middle of an announcement. Sound cues,
music cues, the names of the cast members, directions for
reading lines — all these items should be typed in caps, and
only the lines which are actually to be spoken over the air
typed in lowercase.

Common practice dictates that the names of speakers or
characters be placed in the left-hand margin. On that same
line farther in on the page will come the beginning speech of
that character. Every time a new character speaks, his name
should appear in the margin in capital letters. Every individual
sound cue and music cue should also appear in the left-hand
margin and should be labeled Sounp or Music, as the case may
be. Then, in the body of the copy, in capital letters, a descrip-
tion of the sound or music can be placed.

Where stage directions occur in the middle of a speech, they
should be enclosed in parentheses and typed in capital letters.
This is done to prevent an actor from reading a stage direction
or an interpretative direction. Everything that can be done in
the format of the script to prevent reading mistakes should be
done.

All copy should be double-spaced. Single-spaced copy is
difficult to read and triple-spaced copy is uneconomical.

Every line of each page in the script should be numbered, a
new set of numbers beginning at the top of each page. This
facilitates reference by the director to specific places in the
script when he is working with his company. When he wants
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to refer to a certain place in the script, he merely says to them,
“Turn to page six, line fourteen,” and everybody in the com-
pany knows exactly where it is and can find it almost instantly.
The sample page of script reproduced on page 289 illustrates
these directions.

There is another common reference system which consists
of numbering each new item in the script. If the script opens
with music, the music cue is labeled Cue No. 1. If that is fol-
lowed by an announcer announcing the title of a program, that
becomes Cue No. 2. If that is followed by scene-set music,
that becomes Cue No. 8. And then a new number is assigned
to each new item in the script, whether it be a new character
speaking, a sound cue, or a music cue. This form is less de-
sirable than the first one for two reasons. First of all, a speech
may be several lines long and the cue number refers only to
the first line. The other difficulty about consecutive number-
ing of cues is that it makes rewrite very difficult. If any change
in the script occurs, it will change the number of the cues and
may lead to confusion. However, if each line of each page is
numbered, and a new set of line numbers is used on each page,
additions can be made very easily without causing confusion.
Every line of every speech has its particular reference so that
it can be located quickly.

TueE MATERIAL oF WRITING

Many writers develop such eccentric notions about the pro-
duction of their work that no really down-to-earth, straight-
forward approach to the equipment for writing has ever been
agreed on. What is said here about equipment is meant only
as a guide along the right road. It seems, however, that if an
individual decides to make an honest try at the business, he
should invest a certain amount of time and money in assem-
bling the proper materials to do the job. No one would think
of trying to learn drafting without having some of the essential
drafting tools —a T-square, for example, and a couple of
triangles.

First on every writer’s list of materials is a good typewriter.
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If you do not know how to type, learn! There is no excuse for
the wasteful process of writing everything out in longhand
and then hiring someone to type it for you. Learning to type
is a simple, mechanical job. The writer need not take a course
in touch-system typing, although this would be a distinct ad-
vantage. But anybody can learn, very quickly, to “hunt and
punch” sufficiently to do a fairly accurate job of composing
on the typewriter.

The typewriter should be kept in good repair at all times.
First of all, it will last longer if properly serviced. Secondly,
copy cannot possibly look clean and neat if there is something
wrong with the typewriter. If the space bar jumps or if the
ribbon jams in the carriage or any of the other things happen
to which typewriters are addicted, it should be adjusted at
once. It will have to be done sometime and you might as well
keep your copy clean as you go. Get used to having good tools
and taking care of them. Next, keep a fresh ribbon in your
typewriter all the time. Buy ribbons by the box instead of one
at a time. The cost is less, and you will always have one on
hand when you want to change. And don’t be too hesitant about
changing a ribbon. It is easy over a period of weeks or days
to watch a ribbon go from intense black to a dull gray that is
difficult to read. The change is so gradual that you are not
aware of it as you would be if you suddenly came upon the
grayed-out copy. You would notice then how difficult it is to
read. As a matter of professional pride, keep fresh ribbons in
your typewriter all the time and make your copy black.

The professional writer should have the right kind of paper
on hand for his job and plenty of it. The best procedure is to
buy paper in fairly large quantities in regular ream stock and
have a printer cut it up to proper shape and wrap it in packages
of five hundred. The best kind of paper for radio script is
twenty- or twenty-four-pound sulphide stock. If you want to
be efficient and save yourself time, it is a good idea to type a
sample script page on your own typewriter as illustrated on
page 101. Then take the sample either to a mimeographer or
a printer and have your script paper printed with the line
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numbers on it. If these are printed in some color other than
the black of the typewriter ribbon, they tend to stand out from
the script and are less likely to be confused with the actual copy
itself. This process is inexpensive and does give the script
paper (and therefore your finished script) a professional look.
Most people prefer to put even their carbons on regular script
paper. It gives a neater appearance and keeps all the copies
of your script uniform.

The next item on your list is an adequate supply of good
carbon paper. The better the grade of carbon you buy, the less
likely it is to smudge and smear on the copies. Again you save
money by buying in quantities. Instead of buying a small
package, buy a box of a hundred or two hundred carbon sheets.
As soon as carbons begin to dim, replace them. Even your
second sheet should always be clear and sharp, and this is
possible only if you use fresh carbon. About simple things like
paper and office supplies the writer should be generous. The
neat professional appearance of scripts pays dividends later on.

You will need a supply of heavy manila mailing envelopes.
These can be had at any stationer’s or printing shop and do not
involve a large investment. Again, if you wish to do the job
professionally, you can either have gummed labels printed
with your own return address or have a return address printed
on the envelope itself. Of the two, the gummed label is prob-
ably the simpler solution because it is easier to change in case
of a change of address. Nine by twelve envelopes are the best
size for script mailing. They should have a metal clasp and
also a gummed flap because scripts must be mailed first-class.

The next item in the writer’s list of materials is an adequate
supply of postage. If you are doing a considerable amount of
marketing of free-lance material, you will be sending scripts
out all the time. Each script may cost you from fifteen tc
forty-five cents, depending on the weight of your paper, the
number of copies you send, and the size of your script. To
avoid pasting two- or three-cent stamps all over an envelope,
keep in your postage drawer a good supply of stamps of larger
denominations. Again, this gives a neater, more professional
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appearance. While it is not necessary, a postal scale will save
taking each individual manuscript to the postoffice for weigh-
ing. It eliminates the loss of time incurred if the script has
insufficient postage or the loss of money from having too much.
In terms of time and money saved, it will soon pay for itself.

A good stapler is an essential when you are working with
scripts. When you send manuscripts in for sale, there is some
risk that your script will be lost or scrambled if you use only
paper clips to keep it together. A stapler is neat and inex-
pensive and it is the simplest possible way of binding the script
together, either for mailing or for filing.

REFERENCE MATERIAL

Every writer who is serious about his job will find himself
in need of all sorts of reference material. Some of this is in-
expensive and easy to obtain. Other items are fairly expensive
and have to be collected. But it is material which the writer
should acquire for himself as soon as possible. It is as essential
to his work as a law library is to an attorney.

Trade journals are almost a “must” for the practicing writer.
To the person interested in radio writing, the outstanding
magazines in the field should be subscribed for and read
regularly. Broadcasting Magazine, Radio Daily, Variety, Ad-
vertising Age — these and others are valuable adjuncts to the
writer’s library and a necessary reference for his work. Not
only should they be on hand, but the supplementary publica-
tions of these trade journals should also be at hand. Broadcast-
ing Magazine puts out a yearbook number which is full of
valuable information. So does Radio Daily. Other magazines
in the trade field issue either special anniversary numbers or
regular yearbooks which contain a gold mine of information
for the worker in radio. These are basic tools which the writer
should not deny himself. They are not a luxury; they are an
ordinary part of his writing equipment.

Any writer will find his work greatly facilitated if he has at
hand a simple basic reference library. Radio writing is not a
matter of making up a script solely from imagination. Un-
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fortunately, no matter how imaginative a script may be, it
crosses the lines of reality somewhere, and it almost inevitably
involves the inclusion of some kind of specialized knowledge
which the writer may or may not have. No radio writer can be
expected to be a walking encyclopedia. But, since he must
use widely varied material, he must have easy access to a large
library. Any well-equipped library will have the items men-
tioned here, but if the writer can have personal copies at his
immediate disposal, it will be much simpler.

A basic reference library for any writer should include these
items:

1. A dictionary, preferably unabridged

2. A fairly voluminous encyclopedia

3. An almanac

4. An atlas with maps showing fairly large-scale details
of all parts of the world

5. A thesaurus

6. A book of quotations or quotation references

7. A radio yearbook

8. A set of music catalogues (copies of these can be had
from any good record shop) ’

This is a very slim list indeed. If the writer wishes to enlarge
his library, he will need a fairly complete historical reference
work, such as An Encyclopedia of World History, edited by
W. L. Langer — historical characters and historical facts have
a way of cropping up in scripts time and time again. Or a
series of books covering the major movements of world history
would be of great help in this respect. Several good geogra-
phies are very useful; very often the physical geography of a
region may influence the writer’s handling of a set of lines ot
a scene in a play or a detail in the script. A copy of Who’s Who
is useful.

From here on the library can become more general and
should contain some books in the areas of the various arts and
sciences. Biographies are always helpful. Fiction is probably
the least helpful of all, except for certain classics which may



THE MECHANICS OF RADIO WRITING 95

be important for reference. A large library is useful and help-
ful, but it is not necessary.

Contact should be made with a good general library and
acquaintance made with some of the librarians. Inevitably, no
matter what kind of writing you choose to do, you will find you
have to do a certain amount of research.

Two other items of equipment are very useful to the radio
writer. If he is turning out much volume, he will soon discover
that he has a good many scripts which he has to keep track of
in some way. The easiest and simplest way to manage this is
to buy a regular nine-by-twelve filing case in which the scripts
can be kept neatly and where they are easily accessible. Even
secondhand cases are sometimes available.

The writer will also find it extremely handy to have a three-
by-five or a five-by-eight card file. A card filing system is one
of the most convenient means of keeping track of program
ideas, or ideas for characters, plot situations, newspaper clip-
pings which have script possibilities, and all the hundred and
one other things which an active writer wants to keep on file.
It also has many other uses, but this one alone would justify its
purchase. Remember, the collecting of material is one of the
most important jobs a writer has; and the collection of material
is useless unless it can be filed and made available in an easily
accessible form.

Any person planning to write professionally should learn to
compose on the typewriter. Many beginning writers become
temperamental and say that they cannot so compose. They
have to write everything in longhand and type it later. This is
utter nonsense. It is true that a great many well-known writers
have turned out all their stuff in longhand. This does not dis-
prove the fact that it is a wasteful process, nor does it prove
that an individual cannot learn to compose on the typewriter.
It can be done.

Every final draft should be made with at least two and
preferably three carbons — four copies altogether. Paper is
cheap and an author’s time is valuable. There are several
reasons why carbon copies should be made. In the first place,
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even with careful handling, scripts are sometimes lost. If a
carbon copy is available, no harm is done. If there is only one
copy available and it is lost, the damage may be irreparable.
Even if the script can be reconstructed, the amount of work
involved is equal almost to the original effort. No writer should
ever let a script out of his hand unless he has a carbon copy in
his file. In the second place, carbon copies are useful in re-
writing. Very often a rewrite on a script can be made largely
with scissors and paste pot. This can be done only if you have
a second copy that you can cut up and paste in your original
copy to make a completed rewrite. There is certainly no need
for laborious retyping when the same end can be accomplished
with a pair of scissors, a little paste, and an extra copy. If the
first carbon is used for rewrite, then there still must be another
copy available to keep in the files. In case an author wants to
copyright his work, a fourth copy should be available for this
purpose. The moral to this story is: use carbon copies freely.
Carbon paper and second sheets are cheaper than an author’s
time.

One last item under the heading of mechanics of radio
writing is the matter of copyright. If a radio writer is free-
lancing and is marketing his stuff all over the country, he may
wish to protect his scripts with a copyright. This is a simple,
easy process. The writer should procure a series of cards from
the United States Copyright Office in Washington, D.C. The
proper form in this case is Form D-2, for dramatic compositions
not to be reproduced in copies for sale. The writer simply
sends to the Copyright Office a complete typewritten copy of
the script, together with a filled-out application Form D-2 and
one dollar. In due course of time, the Copyright Office will
send back a notice that the manuscript has been received and
copyrighted and give the author a copyright number. That is
all there is to it. It is possible to copyright an entire series of
scripts. It is not possible to copyright one script in the series
and then send other scripts in subsequently under that same
title. But if all scripts in a series are sent in at one time, one
application card and one dollar will cover the entire program.



THE MECHANICS OF RADIO WRITING 97

Most writers do not bother to copyright everything they
write. If they have something they think has particular merit,
they may copyright it in order to protect it. If a radio writer
copyrights everything he writes, it becomes a fairly expensive
process. On the other hand, it is the one sure protection against
plagiarism.

Writine RouTINES

The beginning writer should form the habit early of doing
some writing every day. It may be for only twenty minutes,
or it may be for five hours, but some writing should be done
every day. This is the only sure cure for the great enemy
procrastination which attacks all writers at one time or an-
other. Few writers report to an office at nine o'clock in the
morning and quit at five o’clock in the afternoon. The very
nature of the work makes their schedule their own. And this
possibility makes it easy to procrastinate. The United States is
full of people who are going to write the “next great American
novel.” Of course, they never get it written, because they are
yearners instead of writers. The one sure way to stay out of
the yearner category is to force yourself to do some writing
every day.

It takes time for script and story ideas to develop. They do
not come simply by sitting down and squaring yourself off at
the typewriter. They come through a long process of gestation
and mulling over and thinking about the problem at hand. For
that reason it is a good idea to have several things “in work”
at the same time. In that way, if one of the scripts meets a
mental block and you can do nothing with it, lay it aside for
a week, and do something else. This gives you something spe-
cific to have under way all the time. It allows for the slow
process of creation to take place without holding you up un-
duly in your total output.

The beginning writer should certainly keep up a practice
routine daily. Set yourself the exercise of writing a good open-
ing. Try to write a character skit that will bring a person to
life on paper that might be translated into sound by a good
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actor, and so create a new, believable character. Try to write
a climax. In other words, set for yourself certain writing prob-
lems and do one or two of these each day in the same way and
for the same reason that a concert pianist does a certain
number of finger exercises and scales every day. Set yourself
some plot problems to solve. Try to write some gag dialogue.
Try to write a commercial for the closing of some program you
have just heard on the air. Any one of these problems in
writing is excellent to keep the writer in practice.

Create artificial pressures for yourself whenever that is pos-
sible. Promise a script to a certain person at a certain time,
Practice self-discipline as much as is humanly possible. Set
yourself a schedule and then see that you stick to it. Boast to
your friends about the writing you are doing. Sooner or later
they will want to see something you have done; if you can’t
produce it, you will feel very foolish indeed. Even such an
extreme method of creating an artificial pressure has its value.

Write on a schedule. Set out for yourself a certain amount
of work to be done at a certain time. Plan your day so that a
certain amount of time is spent in writing. Don’t be too am-
bitious about it. Don't try to set up for yourself, in a moment
of rosy enthusiasm, a writing schedule which you would know
an hour later would be humanly impossible for you to keep.
If anything, err on the conservative side. Set for yourself a
schedule of writing that it is completely possible for you to
keep within the framework of your other activities. Having
once set that routine, never under any circumstances or for an
reason break your schedule. The first time your schedule is
broken, it will cause you considerable mentzl disturbance. You
will discover, however, that it will be easter to break two days
later, and still easier to break a day after that. By the end of
the week there will be no schedule at 4ll. The only way to
preserve a schedule is to keep it inviolate.

Be as objective as you can in observing your own work
habits. Some people discover that they can work only in one
room. When they have everything arranged to suit them,
their surroundings are familiar, and there is nothing to distract
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them, they can write. Other people can take out a portable
typewriter, set it on the back of a truck, and pound out copy
standing up with a forty-mile-an-hour wind blowing. Most of
your writing habits are conditional. Some of them may be
matters of personal idiosyncrasy. There is no reason why you
should not, within reason, humor yourself in these matters. But
it is always well to keep yourself in fairly rigid discipline as
far as your writing is concerned. Don't let too many tempera-
mental factors prevent you from doing the job you have set
for yourself. Much of the time a good writer may have to
travel. This means that you cannot have your own room and
your own particular window in front of you when you write.
You may have to write under a variety of circumstances. The
sooner you learn to do this and the better you learn to do it,
the greater will be your output.

All these are mechanical matters which the new writer must
learn. He must set for himself certain mechanical and work
habits. Once these are ingrained, they will work for the writer
for the rest of his life. If good habits are not set, a potential
writer may be a miserable failure. Make your materials and
your habits work for you.

PROCEDURES

The greatest mistake in the mechanics of writing which the
beginner can make is to start immediately to write a script.
Writing does not consist of sitting down to a typewriter and
rolling a blank sheet of paper into your carriage. Much has to
be done before the actual script is written. As a matter of fact,
the writing of the script is, in many ways, the least important
job the writer has to do. A good piece of writing must have as
definite and well-planned a structure as a house. No architect
would think of building a house by getting out some boards
and a hammer and nails and starting to cut and saw. He would
first of all make a very rough sketch of what is desired. This
could be followed by more detailed sketches and finally by a
series of blueprints which answer every question of construc-
tion down to the last eighth of an inch. A good writer must do
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exactly the same thing. Once a writer has the idea for a script,
the next thing to do is to rough out the outline of that script.

When a rough outline is available, it can be checked and
cross-checked against the desirable kinds of action and re-
visions made. If the writer is doing a dramatic program, he will
next sketch his plot in detail, showing each move and counter-
move all the way through. He may even write character
sketches of his characters and start the process of becoming
familiar with them. Finally, he will begin to plot actual scenes
— not by writing them, but by outlining notes on paper which
will indicate what goes on in each scene, how much the plot
develops, what ideas have to be planted, what characters in-
troduced, and what progress made. This will be followed by
a careful final outlining of the whole script. Then, and only
then, is the writer ready to begin writing actual lines. All this
planning process is necessary if wasteful rewriting is to be
avoided. Rewriting is more often necessitated by poor plan-
ning than by poor writing in the first draft.

The last and one of the most important steps in the writing

rocess is the business of rewriting and polishing. Unfortu-
nately, this is the part of the work which radio writers are often
not allowed to do. Because radio is a fast-moving medium,
where the elapsed time between manufacture and market is
extremely short, the process of writing, rewriting, and polish-
ing is usually held to a minimum. This should not be true.
There is just as much necessity in radio as in any other medium
for rewriting and polishing. There is too much slap-dash writ-
ing going on in the field of radio. It is a tendency which is
encouraged by the stations and networks, however, because of
the pressure of time. Naturally, everyone would like to have
all the time in the world for rewriting and polishing, but too
often this is not possible.

The more adept a writer becomes and the more experience
he has, the less rewriting he will have to do. Once a writer
learns the trick of carefully blocking an outline of a script in
advance, he has obviated much of his rewriting problems. All
the holes in the plot, all the faults in basic program structure
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and weaknesses in characterization, are usually discovered
then, which means that large sections do not have to be com-
pletely rewritten when the script is finished. The beginner may
have to throw out his entire first draft and start over; with the
experienced writer, the rewrite will be largely a matter of
polishing individual lines. No matter how much rewrite is
necessary, or how long it takes, it should always be done. If a
writer begins by planning to work on a script until he has done
everything to it that it is possible for him to do, he is setting
sound writing habits.
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CHAPTER 7

THE POLICY BOOK

EvErRY BEGINNING RADIO WRITER should know the limitations
which the medium of radio imposes upon him. A few of these
are taboos specifically mentioned in the Communications Act
of 1934 under which the Federal Communications Commission
was authorized. Many more taboos are listed in the code of the
National Association of Broadcasters. Each individual station
and network also has its own policy book, which furnishes a list
of “shalls” and “shall nots.” Regardless of the source of censor-
ship, there is a considerable degree of unanimity among these
various restrictions and they tend to be common to the entire
industry.

Why should radio be placed under such strict regulation?
What is the basis of all radio censorship? The answer is very
simple. Radio is a medium of communication unique in its
relations to the public. It is the only means of communication
or entertainment which enters the home unbidden. It can be
argued that any listener can stop listening by the simple pro-
cess of turning off his set. This is true, and insofar as it is true,
radio is always invited into the home. When, however, a per-
son decides to see a play, he probably knows something about
that play. He has read about it in the newspapers or seen the
reviews, and knows in general what it is like. Certainly, if he
is particular, he will make a point of finding out about it. Once
in the theater, he is there of his own free will, by virtue of hav-
ing paid to get in. Presumably he has some idea of what he
will see and hear before he buys a ticket.

In radio, on the other hand, the listener has no way of know-
ing what is going to come over his loud-speaker. He may have
some vague notion from a two- or three-word listing in the
newspaper, but that is about all Or he may know the general
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program type if he has heard of it before. Beyond that he must
take it on faith.

Because radio has such a wide range of ages in its audience
and because there is no practical way of segregating the
younger part of the audience from the older, except during
certain times of the day, radio must conform to standards of
purity and good taste suitable for listeners as young as five
years. Such rigid standards may seem somewhat restricting,
and they are. However, radio has discovered that the policy
of self-censorship has paid good dividends in public relations.

The only way that the radio broadcaster and his audience
can meet on safe ground is for the broadcaster to furnish the
listener a blanket assurance that nothing indecent or even
questionable will be broadcast into his home. The listener has
this blanket assurance from all broadcasters.

There are comparatively few program regulations indicated
in the Communications Act of 1934 or in the rulings of the
Federal Communications Commission which it created. Most
of the restrictions in radio are self-imposed by the stations and
networks. Upon them is placed the burden of convincing the
Commission that they are operating “in the public interest, con-
venience, and necessity” every time their license comes up for
renewal, This is the threat which the Commission holds over
the broadcast licensees.

The problem of self-censorship was undertaken by the
National Association of Broadcasters. After considerable dis-
cussion the problem of censorship was finally summed up in
what has come to be known as the NAB Code. This code was
adopted July 11, 1939, at the seventeenth annual convention
of the National Association of Broadcasters at Atlantic City,
New Jersey. It has since been subject to certain clarifications
and revisions, but still remains in essence the basis of all self-
censorship for the radio industry. It is considered in many
ways a model of self-regulation which other trade associations
have regarded with considerable interest. Every radio writer

should be familiar with this basic code.




GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS
THE NAB CODE

Tue CHILDRENS PROGRAMS

Programs designed specifically for children reach impres-
sionable minds and influence the social attitudes, aptitudes,
and approaches and, therefore, they require the closest super-
vision in the selection and control of material, characterization
and plot.

This does not mean that the vigor and vitality common to a
child’s imagination and love of adventure should be removed.
It does mean that the programs should be based upon social
concepts and presented with a superior degree of craftsman-
ship; that these programs should reflect respect for parents,
adult authority, law and order, clean living, high morals, fair
Play, and honorable behavior. Such programs must not contain
sequences involving horror, or torture, or use of the super-
natural or superstitious, or any other material which might
reasonably be regarded as likely to overstimulate the child
listener, or be prejudicial to sound character development. No
advertising appeal which would encourage activities of a dan-
gerous social nature will be permitted.

To establish acceptable and improving standards for chil-
dren’s programs, the National Association of Broadcasters will
continuously engage in studies and consultations with parent
and child study groups. The results of these studies will be
made available for application to all children’s programs.

ConNTROVERSIAL PusLic Issuks

As part of their public service, networks and stations shall
provide time for the presentation of public questions, includ-
ing those of a controversial nature. Such time shall be allotted
with due regard to all other elements of balanced program
schedules, and to the degree of public interest in the questions
to be presented. Broadcasters shall use their best efforts to
allot such time with fairness to all elements in a given con-
troversy.

Time for the presentation of controversial issues shall not be
sold, except for political broadcasts. There are three funda-
mental reasons for this refusal to sell time for public discus-
sion and, in its stead, providing time for it without charge.
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First, it is a public duty of broadcasters to bring such discus-
sion to the public audience, regardless of the willingness of
others to pay for it. Second, should time be sold for the discus-
sion of controversial issues, it would have to be sold, in fairness
to all with the ability and desire to buy at any given time.
Consequently, all possibility of regulating the amount of dis-
cussion on the air, in proportion to other elements of properly
balanced programming, or of allotting the available periods
with due regard to listener interest in the topic to be discussed
would be surrendered. Third, and most important, should time
be sold for the discussion of controversial public issues and for
the propagation of the views of individuals or groups, a pow-
erful public forum would inevitably gravitate almost wholly
into the hands of those with the greater means to buy it.

The political broadcasts excepted above are any broadcasts
in connection with a political campaign in behalf of or against
the candidacy of a legally qualified candidate for nomination
or election to public office, or in behalf of or against a public
proposal which is subject to ballot. This exception is made
because at certain times the contending parties want to use
and are entitled to use more time than broadcasters could pos-
sibly afford to give away.

Nothing in the prohibition against selling time for the pres-
entation of controversial public issues shall be interpreted as
barring sponsorship of the public forum type of program when
such a program is regularly presented as a series of fair-sided
discussions of public is