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  Chapter 1


  Getting Started in Audio-Drama Writing

  
  [image: chpt_fig_001]


  Over the years, the art of telling dramatic stories through sound has been referred to as radio theater, audio theater, and radio drama. Today it is most commonly referred to as “audio drama.” It is a growing medium, but one that is still largely untapped. Its history is filled with innovations, trends, and milestones that can help you understand how to most effectively tell stories in this form. Having this knowledge will give you an edge as you craft audio plays and then submit them to companies.


  A Concise History of the Medium


  In 1914, the first live performance of a stage play—most likely In the Vanguard by Katrina Trask—was broadcast on a radio station in San Jose, California.1, 2, 3 In that moment, the roots of audio drama first took hold.4 They grew slowly until February of 1922, when General Electric opened radio station WGY in Schenectady, New York. The WGY Players were formed a few months later. They performed a feature-length production of Eugene Walter’s stage play The Wolf over the airwaves on August 3, 1922. A month later, the station began live, weekly broadcasts of plays, including The Garden of Allah by Robert Hichens and Get-Rich-Quick Wallingford and Seven Keys to Bald-pate by George M. Cohan. The success of these productions led other radio stations to broadcast stage plays as well.5


  In 1923, WGY launched an audio-drama writing competition to encourage script development specifically for radio. Approximately one hundred scripts were received. Unfortunately, the one that was selected and produced was not a hit.6 This prompted the station’s program manager, Fred Smith, to write an original piece entitled When Love Wakes, which aired to a more favorable response.7 The first network drama Billeted debuted the following year.8 Audio-drama programming started to attract more and more listeners over the next few years, which helped to establish it as a viable form of entertainment.


  In 1926, radio networks began to broadcast original dramatic series on a regular basis. This brought about the first era in audio drama’s history, one that roughly coincided with the Golden Age of radio.9 Most audio-drama programs at this time were fifteen-minute anthologies that were performed live over the air five days a week.10 It wasn’t unusual to listen to four different programs in a single hour.11 During this time, the acting/writing team of Freeman Gosden and Charles Correll produced the first audio-drama sitcom, Sam ’n’ Henry, at WGN in Chicago, Illinois. It was inspired by the comic strip The Gumps. During its successful two-year run, Gosden and Correll petitioned WGN to record the show so it could be sold to other stations. The network denied their request, which prompted the acting/writing team to bring the series to a close.12


  In 1928, Gosden and Correll approached WMAQ about revamping the concept for Sam ’n’ Henry into a new sitcom called Amos ’n’ Andy. While the series is considered dated and offensive by today’s standards, it was one of the longest-running audio-drama series of the Golden Age, airing for thirty-two years. It featured a blend of European American and African American actors in a variety of roles. WMAQ greenlit the series and approved Gosden and Correll’s request to record it, leading episodes of Amos ’n’ Andy to be preserved on 78 rpm records. These recordings enabled the first audio-drama syndicate to be born.13


  In 1930, the Blackett-Sample Hummert advertising agency came up with the concept of the daytime soap opera. The agency represented several manufacturers of soap and other household goods. They were looking for audio programing that was geared toward women, who were the primary consumers of their products. Soap operas dealt with everyday life, which was key to the genre’s success. Blackett-Sample Hummert employed writer Robert Hardy Andrews to adapt his newspaper series The Stolen Husband into an audio-drama soap opera. The show centered around a young man who strove to get ahead in the world of business with the help of his secretary—and his wife, who eventually discovered a growing relationship between the two.14 Soon after, writer Irna Phillips created the soap opera Painted Dreams. The characters she created for the series quickly grew to be role models of empowerment for female listeners throughout the country. The success of the program led Phillips to become a major player in the genre, originating series such as Today’s Children, Right to Happiness, and The Guiding Light, which ultimately transitioned to TV for a fifty-nine-year run.15


  By 1932, the popularity of audio drama had spread throughout the nation. Work in the medium was so abundant that one staff writer at WWJ in Detroit, Michigan, wrote up to eighteen scripts each week. Increasingly, the film industry was concerned about the competition posed by radio’s popularity. All large movie studios except for RCA blocked their talent from appearing on radio, but the ban had little impact on the audio-drama industry.16


  Around 1933, interest in vaudeville-style entertainment began to wane, leading many performers in the field to transition into radio. This migration helped increase the number of new audio-drama programs that were being produced, including Dick Tracy, Buck Rogers, Terry and the Pirates, and Hop Harrigan, all of which were audience favorites adapted from popular comic strips of the era.17, 18


  In January of 1934, a horror anthology series called Lights Out premiered. It quickly became a success and pushed the envelope on what could be depicted in an audio-drama series. At one point, audio dramatist Arch Oboler contributed an episode entitled “Burial Service,” which depicted a young girl being buried alive. Listeners were so disturbed by the story that many complained to the network. This led the subject matter of future episodes to be softened.19


  In the fall of 1934, Lux Radio Theatre premiered on NBC. It was sponsored by Lux Soap and featured one-hour audio-drama versions of current movies such as 7th Heaven, Little Women, and later The Wizard of Oz. The main cast of each film performed their roles in the radio production.20 The program, hosted by Cecil B. DeMille for many years, helped film companies promote their latest productions.21 It became so popular that it spawned copycat series, including Screen Guild Theater in 1939 and Screen Director’s Playhouse in 1949. Despite the competition, Lux Radio Theatre outlasted them all.22


  During the mid-1930s, a wide array of genres took hold of the public’s interest, including the sitcom Fibber McGee and Molly (1935 to 1959) and its spinoff, The Great Gildersleeve (1941 to 1958); detective series, such as The Shadow (1937 to 1954), Mr. Keen, Tracer of Lost Persons (1937 to 1955), and The Adventures of Ellery Queen (1939 to 1948); westerns, including Death Valley Days (1930 to 1945), The Lone Ranger (1933 to 1956), and Tom Mix Ralston Straight Shooters (1939 to 1950); and true-crime stories like Gang Busters (1936 to 1957) and Mr. District Attorney (1939 to 1952).23, 24 Biographical audio dramas also started to proliferate on the airwaves, attracting young writers like playwright Arthur Miller to work on the anthology series Columbia Workshop and Cavalcade of America.25


  In 1938, CBS commissioned Orson Wells and John Houseman to adapt the work that their Broadway repertory company the Mercury Theatre was doing to radio. Their weekly audio-drama series, The Mercury Theatre on the Air, featured adaptations of well-known classics.26 It premiered on July 11, 1938, with a production of Dracula and quickly became popular with listeners.27, 28 An October episode of the program featured an adaptation of H.G. Wells’s alien-invasion novel The War of the Worlds. The script was set in Grover’s Mill, New Jersey, and incorporated a blend of direct-address and dialogue scenes. Listeners throughout the United States thought it was an actual news broadcast. Thousands called newspapers and asked what to do. Some people were so panicked they reported seeing Martians. The production demonstrated the unique power audio drama can have on listeners.29, 30


  During World War II, American history became a popular subject for audio-drama series. In December of 1941, more than sixty million Americans tuned in to listen to We Hold These Truths. The program reinforced the challenges the country had faced in the past and aimed to help unite people.31 It also spawned shows, including A Woman of America, which depicted the achievements of women throughout the country, and Destination Freedom, which centered on accomplishments by African Americans, such as Benjamin Banneker, Sojourner Truth, and Booker T. Washington.32


  As the war came to a close, audio drama’s popularity was tested by the emergence of television, which reduced the number of listeners in the audio market.33 Despite this, several notable audio-drama series debuted to great success, including the sitcoms The Baby Snooks Show (1944 to 1951), Our Miss Brooks (1948 to 1957), and My Favorite Husband (1948 to 1951), which became the inspiration for one of the most popular TV shows of all time, I Love Lucy.34


  During the 1950s, network income from TV ads grew from $57 million to twenty-eight times that, enabling TV to become the dominant form of entertainment across the country. The average time individuals spent listening to radio decreased from four hours a day to two.35 A growing number of networks started to adapt their audio series for television.36 For a few years
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