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Then you start writing. You choose and edit your final quotes at the same time s':vurréunding
as you write the script. Here are some things Ira thinks about when writing for vadio.

S ——
Once you have a first draft, you run the whole thing by someone else. wto imposing your will on what the
You read them the script and play the quotes. They critique. On our world is..And the danger of having a
show, [ edit the producers' stories, and they edit mine.

vision is that your vision can cloud

and when Kenny Whorton and his wife Jackie talk about what it was

like in Canalou when they were kids That transition to the last You know what the point of this L your eyes about what is..

4 mown Tn an ollf Block amt s doticsiouts I e Stom dienie scene makes ro sense. The tape's scene is? ln order to do good of any | | T 17 " 7 vy MG TR
i e 1 tells his friends. He notices the things he says : f . o the dan the worlg |

A the order b Hhem. Th 9 h", ' pretty but | have no idea why 'm kind, you have to have a vision of that poos”, Of having a vig

. . an e order he says them. This paragraph is j hearing it th t thi 0 OUr ¥ision cap
Egpel = . %0 This wag th? lgl]"l?c? in the story because whenever Julie told Mg ! rufehlv:::nzzz r;a:ha:'::‘gs Th::\"fs a about what cloud

€ Las PUT S SECONES) & . anyone about Canalou, one of the first things . = ging anyining... | Often when 1

tape -- :16 The old men ... giv she found herself talking about was this kid. With hep viéi alked to Jael

the pagt

h
ere 4o Years say

When I pulled into Canalou, a 4-yr old who lives next door to the
Whortons was playing in a drainage ditch. These ditches line both
sides of every street in town, because there's no sewage system
here. Most people live in trailers, not regular houses. And some
people empty their septic tanks straight into these ditches, where
kids play. The day I arrived it had rained and the ground was
soft and muddy everywhere. An adult who'd let this four-year old
touch her a few weeks back had gotten a rash on her face that even
the doctors up in St Louis couldn't identify or cure.

Hold it—let me
type this into
the script..

This is the town Kenny and Jackie couldn't wait to get back to

He will write the way he talks. f there's any . 2) Location location location. You need quiet. No
phrase in your script that he wouldn't to come back and build a home here. . noisy fans, no music or TV playing in the back-
actually say to a person in a real conversation ) Radio reporters need to follow certain ground, no street noise, nothing that'll make it hard to edit
. ] - th g : ! i
at dinner, he will rewrite. These dot-dot-dot §r1szg2r\slt}s38§bzt MCDgZEZié ]gvovgg]];?csls the rules to vecord broadcast-quality tape. latex. Avoid echioey vooms. A carpeted living room is ideal.
sentence constructions are normal in radio ssociations and the board of ed And 7 E 5 h @i |And wear headphones so you can be suve the rvecording's OK.
scripts, but would never cut it in a newspaper. |~ e ) ‘ ;
- § wved back to Canalou, they'd try to bring d
back some of the spj_r_il\] they remembered growinc are in t 7 : .
50's & 60's ... maybe start a little league {n a narrative, you have to keep it S"“,‘" r’e, do our '"'e";"ew Sh"," we d: :“" ""fe‘;”‘ew
park with swings and trees ... put up a gym Whel vaising a series of broader questions, ) ; ’ in this vestaurant? in wy hotel room?
ball ... the kinds of straightforward, innocent! woven into the storytelling. . ;

hard to imagine anyone opposing anywhere

This -is the story of why they failed ... of why people did turn

their backs on the Whortons ... why three years of using every p - gvor— ——

skill they had - devoting energy and hope - only proved to them ecent microphone, a digita recorder, and a set of
that Canalou did not want to be improved ... and that something headphones are essential. But you have '°If5 of options.
had changed in this small town that would take a lot more than two Y°“ can make a broadcast-quality recording on your
do-gooders to reverse. iPhone. The key is having a decent microphone. Built-in

wmics won't cut it, (And yes, they make good cheap mics

Hopefully people hear this and want to krnow what fappened. Mowents like to use with an iPhone) Up-to-date, specific recommen-

this create suspense. Suspense, after all, is simply an unanswered question.

dations can be found on Transom.org.

The key is to keep moving between diffevent kinds So we put in a scene wheve we heard people goofing

; ; | ° 3) Get in close. The single biggest factor in making a Why is it so important to get close? Make a recording
cf{'. momenf‘sz funny scenes, emc.)honal scenes, arotfnd at hovlmel. a !«-d does his Forrest G‘fW'P and good vecording is proper mic placement. You can make with the wic ', 8", and 12" from your mouth. Listen. When
vaising qu.eshons. After seve'ml winutes O.F people Sling Blade 'W‘Ifaf_'tfl’lsi a woman fal!&s wistfully cheap equipment sound good if you do this right, Hold the wic's closer, your vecordings sound richer, with wore
talking about how terrible Canalou is.. about how great it'll be to grow old in Canalou. the mic 3-4 inches below the interviewee's mouth, just | | frequencies present, with less of the hum of the room.
2 P’ below the chin. Yes, you'll feel weird getting this close
//’ o fo a stranger's face. But you must. Be brave! Now lva
/ = will demonstrate the cartooning skills that inspired
i him fo hire Jessica for this job:
= &
,J = I Ira © 1999
: J :g
g 2 '
gr AEL = o~ 3 "’?
,?_3. @ é @ = == 2l -y ) More wmic placement. When you ask a guestion, point
Julie and [ felt strongly that we ‘ ) the wic back at yourself. Otherwise, the question won't
ieededrs iovent EXplaifing p Keep the wic below the wouth: if it's " away, but be loud enough on tape. At the end of the interview,
what's good about the fown. After divectly in front of the wmouth, the air coming out of record a half minute of voom sound, without anuone
all, some people like it theve. the interviewee's mouth will make annoying ‘p-pops.’ talking; you'll need this for editing.




FOITING: THE INVISIBLE ART

¥ you're trying to make something that sounds like the
interviews or documentary stories on 74is American Life,
uou have to edit the sound. It's not as hard as you might
think. In fact, editing is one of the great pleasures of
working in radio. lt's easy to ga into a kind of trance.

Young lva cutting
tape at NPR.

You can edit sound on reel-to-reel tape, using a razor
} blade to litevally cut sentences out of your storu.

And there's lots of good software that lets you edit on
your laptop or desktop. Some is cheap or free. Some
comes with your computer, like GarageBand on Macs.

But whichever system you use, when you've editing people
talking, there ave certain basic vules. First, you have to
preserve the rhythim of normal speech. When we speak,
we normally say a sentence, and then we breathe, and
then we say another sentenice. Then we breathe again.

the ends of sentences, but sometimes in the middle.

This is a section of Philip Gourevitch's interview, loaded into the editing software used at 74ir American Life. On
the computer, sounds and words are graphically represented as waveforms, and edits ave also visible, as vertical
lines. Pauses ave flat sections of line, and breaths are small waveforms. Notice where the breaths fall: often at

"Literally, litevally, there ‘private orga- | 7 =
'were scores, perhaps nizations... :evﬁrgl‘h_iﬂg:]ﬁom...

mave than a hundred..”

‘privale organizations, Toctors of | | Mmerican Refugee
meaning things like Pac || 5o o | Committes, nternational
tors Without Borders..” Hescue Commitlee..”
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There were
many 1

[lbreatial]|

iWIml‘ we're going to cuﬂ

¥ you remove a phivase or a sentence, you have to keep the rhiythm natural. Usually that means keeping a
breath after each sentence, at the edit points. Sometimes you have to try different breaths, to see which one
sounds wore natural, Your edit points are almost always at the very beginning of a word (after a pause or
breath) or at the very end of a word (before a pause or breath).

‘private ovga-
nizations..”

“Literally, literally, theve
were scores, perhaps
wore than a hundred..”

“There were maiy
m swtaller private organi-
M| |zations and church-

based ovganizations..

"You htj\d Caritas From [ They all came in
or 7 different countvies, | | w1, their, flagsi.”

you had World Vision...”

[ [brea!ﬂ
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"it was..it was..”

point, take a quick breath, but then rush on to the next

Second, there's a difference belween a pause and a brealth. Sometimes an interviewee will finish an important

before the breath—or replace the breath with a pause, then their big idea will vegister more clearly with the listener.
Heve we inserted a pause to emphasize a particularly apt and chilling analogy.

idea. If you insert a pause—just the sound of the voom—

"In this vegime, the humanitarians

were treated vather like the service

staff at a seedy, Mafia-occupied hotel”
. L

“They were theve to provide:

4

food, medicine, housewares...”
I

Philip Gourevitch is one of the best interviewees possible,

urgent and thoughtful things to say about those anecdotes. It took Nancy and Jorge two full days to choose
among the many stories and ideas, and to shorten anecdotes here and theve.

He has surprising and moving stories o tell, and many

One of the most striking things about watching
the producers at 74is American Life work is just
this, the editing process—the sound of the
interviewee's voice, saying bits and pieces of the

=3, same thing, over and ovey, for days on end..

3:06 Tuesday U/6.Twree days, four hours to air, The
fievceness of the attention they pay to the minutest
details of the tape is truly amazing to witness. While |
watched, Nancy fixed an "um’ of the wrong pitch that
wade the edited list of aid organizations sound, well, edited,

Literally, literally, there were scores,
perhaps move than a hundved private
organizations, ah, there were many..

A St e
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A
's iust something
about the timing of

1 this that seems wrong.

was the producers hone and
polish the interview, bringing out the essentials while
Jjettisoning anuthing vedundant or off the point.

S

L ah, there weve
many smalley...

a:f\; th. ﬁMeYe weve wa.. 7

% there were

w maﬂg Sm“l

e

Aside from anything else, they are capable of discussing
the ovganization of ten or twelve selections of tape out
of an hour-plus-long interview without referring to their
notes, quoting back long sections of dialogue in ovder to
make a point, and of listening to the same minute-long
snippet wiore times than | think you want to know about.

As an observey, it's havd to understand how they can
remain enthusiastic about a story after having listened to
it continuously for four ten-hour days in a vow, but they
do, which either says something about the type of person
who's cut out to be a vadio producer, oy, possibly, the Zen-
like trance Ira claims editing can cause one to go into.

I
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i+ goes qu—pvjh here ..

e

wganizations... |

I | / 9
72y ﬁLv ey
wthere Wg;e %-

| wany swaller... «ah, there were

This is, like, a
veally small thing..

wivivate organizations, ahwm, theve weve
wany smaller Christian organiza..

|rﬂ"s just | think

works better.

|5 =

wa hundred private organizations, ahm, there were many

smaller Christian organizations and church-based organi-
zations, you had Caritas from six or seven diffevent
countries, you had World Vision and the International
Red Cross, the United Nations agencies, it was really...

-Again, this is just a
small..it just, like,
happens so quickly...
No, that's
cool, this...

It gave me a hell
of a lot of trouble.




PUTTING MUSIC 10 WORLS
6:32 Friday 4M. 28 winutes to aiv.

el =
it |

Let's do that again. | was' timing off um,
the counter, but it, you know what | mean,
she ends two seconds before the end.

§ = \_\ K
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Plenty of
time,

| wasn't thinking
about the time!

Nothin' but time, baby, |
We got time ta boint

I'm doing it so
that guitar will
come up when she
gets done talking,

This music we've using, as is often the case
on the show, begins with a “vamp," which is
a non-welodic motif, say it's 1Z seconds
long, and then the song's real melody comes
2 | in. We start the vamp while a person talks..

0 G
wl2 seconds before the
end of the quote

the machines), so that
the moment they stop
talking, the melody hits.

When | do a speech or something, | always
have a full vadio set-up. And when | do this
live, in front of an audience, it's a sponta-
neously exciting moment of theater..

\ \ S5 K
«people actually
applavd when |

demonstrate this,
It's amazing.

{ mean, this show's got Dan Savage and David Sedaris, Scott
Carvrier and Savah Vowell. And Philip Gourevitch. And {ra.

These ave intelligent,
insightful, well-spoken
people, funny and deep,

even without music, even

it makes it wore
real than real.
More than just

two guys talking.

AR,
Music is the frame
avound the picture.

(W' To my surprise, this is actually true. Even Philip
f1 Gourevitch can use a little outside help. With music, his
o| words ving with truth, sound heroic and urgent. With-

d out it, he's a smart guy talking about some stuff. |

—— e -

With music, his points are divided into sections, his wost
important statements highlighted. When he finishes
presenting an idea, the music plays for six or seven
seconds, and you can just pondev. It gives you time to

understand him beffer._}____. PSR e
Finally the
killing was
brought to a

\ halt by a rebel
army within
Rwanda, and
the command
[ that had been
| going out over
the govern-
ment vadio,

to the Hutu

Sc. We'll listen,

whad been previously: Kill all the Tutsi, join in the

killing. Now it was: Flee. Join in the exodus. And veally
close to a wiillion and a half or two million people

fled Rwanda in the largest and fastest mass exodus...

-

- ——

So what do
you think?

=
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| mean, this guy says great stuff, but he talks in a
way that's not so helpful for scoring: it's very long, he
doesn't tell a lot of specific, discrete anecdotes, and

there's a lot of changing of scenes.

2:356 Wednesday Y/7. Two days, four
hours, and 26 wminutes to air: Alix is
teaching Jorge how to score a piece,
using the Philip Gourevitch interview.

in some wauy,

understand, and it's havd to
pick where you should divide
it up by bringing in music.

—_—
Sometimes there've obvious music |
cues, like, somebody will introduce a
new character, or they'll talk about
some event, or some feeling, and you
bring in music which speaks to that

where there isn't an obvious cue, and
create a beginning. We start music
where a sequence of action begins or

wand you always take oul the music

when there's a big idea that you really

want people to pay attention to. You
lose the music so it stands out.

This! | had to learn this by trial
and evvoy, but it is so profoundly
true: if there is music under a
person speaking, and then it stops,
whatever is said next is veally
powerful, it sounds wore impor fant.

starts to build. It adds to the drama.

it's like shining
a light on it,




FROM THE TOP TAKE Z

; The top of the show—that five-minute-or-so [ For a while we tried to ot do 74is American Life live; we
Ah, the compuf.er is introduction Iva does each week—is vecorded ahead went on the air locally on Friday and then put it up on
prone to crashing. of time, but sometimes not much ahead of time. the satellite a week later. But then we didn't take the

initial broadcast seviously. It was like an art project—um,

| —" H
| grew up on a daily not that there's anything wrong with an art project...

news show. That's
normal to me. That's

what I'm used to.

There's no slack in
the system.

So it's volling onto a
DAT*, so you can..

We have half an hour
until air, and the top isn't
7} vecorded, and the biggest
piece isn't volled off.

{4

It was comwon to
get a feed that
needed editing and
wixing 20 minutes

S~ _ah, f i
Because it's a 33-minute piece, and
if they don't start volling off..they
have like five minutes to roll off.

Thal's not veally great;
that's et great.

What is ‘volling off'7 You can't

Doing it so close to the edge—for bett:
play it off the computer? g er or

worse—makes it feel like a real radio show.

/ Now it's like, when |7 2 q
wand then if some- || «Asigh)..0K, so starting with six..0o we broadcast the You know when a deadline
thing happens... ( you see a pen? An actual pen?.here.. P show, at that isn't veal, and when it is.

exact moment—

—our voices are
going into

SPACE!!
2NV

On the other hand, we norm
top of the show by 5:00 on Friday. It's a lot easier
to read the script if theve's less pressure.

And then this is a ten second..ub, - From WBEZ Chicago—and Public For "Do-Gooders,” Ira and Alix finished vecording The top is the biggest section of the show that's mixed
this is ten seconds to the post? N Radio International—it's T#is the top at about 20 winutes to air, and Alix live—meaning that all the music is brought in and cut
Awmerican Life. Im lva Glass. finished the edit at about four minutes to air (and out, and all the quotes—"actualities” in radio-speak—are

had missed one stumble in lra's veading, which played by hitting buttons and sliders on the console,

would be fixed befove the re-broadcast on Saturday, not by orchestrating everything on a computer screen.

),

{ronically, the story that became the top of the "Do-Gooders”
show, finished at four minutes to seven on Friday 4/9, was
the story that got the whole idea for the show rolling in
the first place, back in January: the Blind Woman.




FROM THE TOF TAKE 3

Finally, on Friday at 6:58 exactly, the public radio
satellite is put at the disposal of This American Life.

o i)
AL
Al that woment, the studio is often full of visitors,

watching, hoping they don't have an irresistivle urge to
cough at the wrong mowent, excited o see how the
whole thing works, And here is how it works:

First, iva plays a tone for a minute and 50 seconds. This
lets stations that are recording set the proper level on
their tape machines. At 7:00 exactly, he plays the DAT of
the show's opening (the “top’), then the DAT of the first
story—about Kenny and Jackie. As the story plays, he and
Saral Vowell discuss what song to put on when it ends.

1

Bob Dytan, "Highway
61 Revisited”

Thirty-three minutes later, Jackie and Kenny's story ends.
{ra plays the song that he and Sarah have just chosen.
Next, he reads the script that goes into the (D break,
pauses a second, plays 69 seconds of (D-break music for
local announcements, pauses for a second, and reads the

L the aiv, it doesn't feel like a formula.

You know, when you spell out how the show is made, it
sounds almost formulaic—an anecdote, some bigger
idea, another anecdote, a few seconds of music—but on

next intvo (to the Gourevitch story, in this case) live.
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pockets and plane tickets overseas. That's in a wminute, from
Public Radio International, when our program continues.

Well, that structure—and all the rules here—they've
just the bare frame of a stage on which the people
and ideas of a show can take place. We stretch and
break these rules all the time, But they give us a
framework to think about what we've doing.

==,

The key to the whole thing isn't structure. In fact, the
simpler the structure, the wore space you have to follow
youy curiosity, to work in the moments and quotes that give
you pleasure, or evoke some feelivg in you, or amuse you,

30 pages giving away all the secrets to the show and
now you tell me that you've still basically on your own

A bnmnse Fn Calloiar 1imtir s mmctincte +a wasake vadiaZl

Well, yeah! A group of people with different personalities
than ours could take the same ideas about structure and
writing and editing, and make a show that's way sassier

than ours, or way more emotional, or way wore reverent.

e =l @ _A b
The key is to express your own persanality. Radio is
boring when the people on the air just want to sound

like everyone else. The people who ave the wost fun
to listen to—from Paul Harvey to Terry Gross—they

sound onlu like themselves. Everuone should tru it,

BACK IN THE PRESENT DAY

Like lva said,
“The key is %o
express Jour own

persona[i’f\f."

5 T T - 5
For exawple, Saap Judgment is a show thak Yells propulsive and
vevealing fivst-pevson tales. These can take the Form rrff amthing from
intimate mewoir to thrilling adventure, Yo even a bit of fiction. Then
they soundivack everything intensively with wusic and sound effects,
Re—————y
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The people pictured in the following pages are those that I've interviewed or mentioned by name in this book. They are nof by

any means all who are involved in producing these shows. They're also not all still ot the same shows since | interviewed them.
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] Alanel Money veveals the workings of the econouny +o those of us nok equipped
o] With graduate degrees in the diswmal science. They manage somehow 4o make the
.\imner workings of the wosk complex transactions not only clear, buk fascinating.

NN
%

Adawm Pavidson \
\\ IS §f \...h

WA = G

-
: = : :
TR \ 3 AN

N, X "‘l:‘? Ny
. \\\\\\?‘ Alex Blumberg | S TVl / Y % | Cartlin Kenney
-:\\. I ;’//%f David N
L - | /4 y/ 7 H Kestenbaum

SHE $N= =8

A5 o s S Y T "-3“.;./ = =) A
N A S =/ R )Y 2 ey \

i /v\

o 2 .- ey \\{ ﬁ;

”' ‘ Chana Jofte-Walr |I|\ Roberk Swith Zoe Chace
3 1
— : = f\/::
—
J\\ 4 /
I o - W'{((
o /-"'"": :-l TR
o pali] =
/‘ }' :I - o 1 n““ iy )
i = e NI aver LI 7=
s &5 %
\ﬁ::_-,-' = T
M
+ Soven Wheeler
Jad Abumvad Sean Cole

Robert Krulwich IR

|

Kadiokab is o show abouk ideas, often scientific ideas, which means they need +o
find ways *o wake very abstvact concepts concretre and understandable. They do
» this by underlaying rock-solid skory stvucture with incredible flights of sonic fancy.

. \ e
_‘1 /l.-"'/. oy
J i [

%

NENE I

Andvrew Novton

e ——

|/

Rob Rosenthal

v, 1

{-
@,

The Transowm Stony Workshop is an eight-week \
intensive draiming cecsion wheve future raroducers
learn their cvafy from the very best in vadio,

L P .Y N
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Rowman Mars

F9% [rvisible is abouk the buile
world; the invhimate voice of the host,
Roman Mars, invites us to wonder at
the amazing weirdness we have made.
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” Radlio Diaties embraces the vigovous discipline [/
of the “non-navvated” vadio piece, wheve the /
voducer can use only tape collected from the
| subjeck. Subjects may work with the show for up
~ o a \ear, amassing vast amownts of tape that's
then sifted into beawdiful, personal, diveck stories.




s just obvious ak this
poink: theve ave wlhiple ways
Yo kel all kinds of stovies,

NN m—T

And so 've

these vadio producers, +rying +o
learn what they know.

These shows differ. They reflect

following his or her own curiosity.

been talking +o all

the fruth of what -l'he\( ave:
+he work of individuals, each

But they have cevtain
elements in common
that just jump out.

i |

Stories Yhat ask
big queshions.

\\\/1/(, [

Surprising, engaging

chavacters.

Robust
navvahive
structure.,

~ =
v wany cases, intricate uses
of sound as part of storytelling. \

And the people making these stovies ger
there in a chavacteristic way: through
intense collaboration wheve everyone gives
and veceives honest feedback.,

These shows have
something universal +o
say about narvative.

You can use these ideas o |}
*ell stovies effectively, in comics, ]

in filw, in journalisw... .‘:
2[R

T These things | ]
il verk

When people crafk
stories with these
elewents, the voices
we hear ave powerful.
When they say,
“Lisken, lek we el you
a story...” you can't
help buk listen.

So listen. Lek we
tell you a story.






