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In an era dominated by visual media a resurgence of audio theatre is occurring. A study 
of its history, production techniques, and business practices will shed light on the future of this 
form of story telling. While its history will be explored, the main focus of this thesis will be to 
explore the modern audio drama industry to determine the potential of it developing into a self-
sustaining industry. 
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Introduction 

 At the BBC Audio Drama Awards in 2013,  David  Tennant  said  “The  quality of our radio 

drama is one of the things that make me proud to be British” (Vincent, 2013).  Tennant, who is 

better known for his television and film work in Dr. Who and Harry Potter and the Goblet of 

Fire, has acted in several audio dramas produced by the BBC.  Tennant along with other 

prominent actors and writers have embraced this form of story telling during an age dominated 

by visual media.   

 New modes of distribution and technological advances in production have allowed large 

amounts of content to be delivered to consumers.  The present and future of audio theatre looks 

promising at first glance, but a deeper look reveals some other elements of this industry that give 

pause to this promising outlook. 

 This author has edited and mixed several series for Colonial Radio Theatre and is 

investigating the probability for revenue streams from this style of story telling.  This thesis will 

study this industry to explore the state of radio theatre and its commercial viability. 
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Chapter 1 – The Theory and History of Audio Theatre 

 It is important to discuss the theory and history of this style of story telling, as it will 

form a vocabulary and build a foundation on which to study the modern iteration of audio 

theatre.  

 There is little documentation on the early development of the radio.  In the late 19th 

century several men including James Clerk Maxwell, Heirich Hertz, Guglielmo Marconi, Nikola 

Tesla and Oliver Lodge all discovered important principals in the field of electromagnetism and 

wireless communications that made radio broadcast possible.  Scholars have a hard time 

pinpointing an exact date for the invention of the radio, but Marconi’s transmission in 1895 was 

the first radio transmission over a long distance, with an approximate distance of 1.5 miles.   

 By the turn of the century, radio had more of a hobby status and its main use was to 

broadcast emergency notifications.  Radio began to grow from broadcasting emergency 

notifications to music and spoken word content.  In 1920, KDKA became the first radio station 

to broadcast content.  In 1922, the British Broadcast Company was established and by the end of 

the 1920s stations in France, Germany and South Africa were in operation.  

 Once radio stations began broadcasting, the search for content brought early versions of 

audio books, children’s  programming  and  dramas.    The Wolf aired in 1922 By WGY in 

Schenectady New York, and is considered the first drama broadcast on radio (Hand, 2011).  It 

was edited from a three-act stage play to a forty-minute drama.  The show was so successful that 

over forty plays were aired the next two years.  In England an adaptation of Cyrano de Bergerac 

was broadcast in October 1922 and versions of Shakespeare began airing.   
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 As radio developed, the demand for original content created specifically for this medium 

arose.  Radio historian, Bill Jaker postulates that the first drama written for and broadcast on 

radio in the United States was by several agricultural professors that showed up at a West 

Virginia radio station for an interview with a script for a play entitled A Rural Line on Education.   

In Great Britain,  the  BBC’s  A Comedy of Danger premiered in January 1924 (Hand, 2011). 

 In his book on radio drama, Tim Crook separated the history of radio drama into six 

different ages (Crook, 1999).  The dates of these ages coincide with the changes in distribution 

and consumption of this form of media.  Technological improvements have also advanced Audio 

theatre to new ages.   

  AGE  DATES   TECHNOLOGY 

1st age  Origin of Time  Oral History 

  2nd age  1878 – 1902   Phonograph 

  3rd age  1902 – 1908   Telephone 

  4th age  1908 – 1926   Radio and Wireless Communication 

  5th age  1926 – 1994   Film and Television 

  6th age  1994 – Present   Internet era 

 Oral story telling was the most common form of story telling in the first age. Tribes and 

societies used rhythms and meter in their voices as they told stories of their culture.  Crook 

referenced a quote by Marshall McLuhan, defining the spoken word of this era as boundless and 

directionless.  This era continued until Gutenberg invented the printing press in the 1450, and 

according to McLuhan, the printing press bound communication with margins and edges and 

required strong visual bias (Crook, 1999).  The spoken word of the 1st age was a precursor of 

today’s shows such as This American Life.  

 The invention of the phonograph ushered in the second age.  This invention allowed 

content to be recorded and distributed in mass quantities.  Crook believes we are still somewhat 
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in that age with other forms of analogue and digital recording.  The invention of recorded content 

has kept many older programs alive with consumers buying copies of the broadcast long after the 

show had ceased broadcasting. 

 The telephone defined the 3rd era with content transmitted over telephone lines.  

Enterprising producers used this technology to create pay-per-listen opportunities to stream 

content to listeners.  This form of distribution parallels the Internet age and the streaming content 

of today such as the subscription services like Pandora and Spotify and ITunes and Netflix. 

 The fourth age was defined by radio and wireless communication.  This invention gave a 

tremendous boost to audio drama.  Its ability to transmit over large distances gave writers and 

producers a new forum for their content.  Soon shows were being written just for radio and a new 

form of entertainment was created.  Crook believes this age is still continuing with the BBC 

producing and broadcasting audio dramas in the 21st century.  This is also the age that I believe 

the  title  “radio  drama”  became  relevant.    Before  this  age, this form of entertainment could only 

be presented either over the phone or phonograph, but with the popularity of radio as an 

entertainment vehicle, audio drama became the perfect genre for this new technology. 

 Crook has the 5th age starting in 1926.  The film and television age marks the time when 

radio drama had to compete with film and television for an audience.  Early in this age, radio was 

the clear winner.  Films were brand new and television had not been invented yet.  With radios 

becoming commonplace in households by the mid 1930s, the radio drama theatre genre became a 

popular form of entertainment.  By the 1960s, radio dramas were a dying breed with television 

taking over the home media market. 

The 6th of  Crook’s  ages  is  the  Internet age.  He starts this age in 1997 with the advent of 

the Internet and the democratization of the distribution channels.  Radio dramas no longer had to 
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rely on radio for broadcast and anybody with an ideal and a means to record could distribute 

their story with this new technology.  Producers from all around the world have taken advantage 

of this technology to distribute new content. 

A three-age system may be a better classification system for audio theatre.  They are the 

golden age, the television age and the download age.  Shows are written, produced and 

distributed markedly different in these eras.  Just as important, consumers purchase, listen and 

interact with the content in dramatically different ways.  These differences constitute a change in 

philosophy in the production and distribution of audio theatre. 

 These eras will be explored in more depth in the following pages, but a brief introduction 

is needed.  The golden era extends from the 1920s to the mid 1950s.  Radio dominated the home 

entertainment in this era, and the vision of the family sitting around the radio in the living room 

listening to the Lone Ranger or other shows dominates the memory of most people.  Most of the 

content was either half hour or 1-hour episodes, so it would fit into the format of radio and were 

sponsored by the biggest corporations of the day.  The biggest stars participated in this form of 

media and it launched television careers of stars such as Jack Benny, George Burns and Gracie 

Allen.  

 In the 1950s, television started to overtake radio as the dominant entertainment medium 

in the home.  This marked the beginning of the television era.  The popularity of traditional radio 

drama began to diminish.  New shows such as the Saturday Night Live Comedy Hour tired to 

find an audience but had short broadcast lives as original content.  Cassette and CD sales did 

little to keep the medium alive.  This era continued till the mid 1990s when technology took 

another leap forward creating a new way to produce and distribute content. 



 

 
 
 

7 

In the late 1990s, the transition to a new mode of distribution began.  The Internet along 

with better and less expensive production equipment made the creation and distribution of new 

content simpler.  Mobile devices have changed the way consumers listen, and presently 

distribution by download is more important than by broadcasting and hard copy sales. 

In the theory of ages put forth by this author, the time before the 1920s is not under 

consideration.  While there may have been content created, recorded and broadcast during this 

time, till the 1920s when radio broadcasting became popular, audio theatre was, at best, a hobby 

with miniscule distribution lines.  Not withstanding the arguments and variations when applying 

a theory of ages to audio theatre, there are ideals and principals that appear through out all eras 

of audio theatre.  The vocabulary of sound design, types of listening, and structures are all 

concepts that are valid across all eras of audio theatre.  

A specialized vocabulary is useful when studying this genre.  This vocabulary must 

include terms on the all the aspects of production.  Several theorist have contributed to this 

lexicon as well as providing a theoretical framework.  Dialogue, sound effects and music are all 

covered in their work 

Chion, in his book, Audio-Vision Sound on Screen presents a vocabulary of sound design 

for films.  This work has  been  adapted  for  audio  theatre  in  Tim  Crook’s  book  Radio Drama 

Theory and Practice.  In this adaptation, dialogue is divided into theatrical speech, textual speech 

and emanation speech. (Crook, Radio Drama Theory and Practice, 1999)   

1. Theatrical speech is the dialogue between characters and is the most common type of 

speech in audio theatre 

2. Textual  speech  is  the  descriptive  speech  in  a  production.    The  narrator’s  lines  are  the  

most common of this type of speech.  Textual speech has the power to break the 
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constraints of time and place with one line from the narrator and can trigger the 

imagination of the listener. 

3. Emanation speech is the least common type of speech.  It consists of words that are not 

completely heard or understood.  This is type of speech could cause the listener to lose 

the story line.  It is used in more experimental productions. 

Chion discusses rendering, which is the use of sounds to communicate feeling.  The most 

common use of this technique is using some type of effect to change the tenor of the voice.   

Chion defines the frontal and back voice, on the air sound, extension, in-the-wings, 

superfield, territorial sounds, empathetic and anempathetic sound, external and internal logic and 

phantom/negative space.  These concepts have varying uses in audio theatre, but a definition of 

each will further the study of this medium.   

Frontal and back voice is defined as sound perspective to the characters perspective.  Frontal 

voice is when the character is facing audience and the back voice is when the characters back is 

turned to the audience.  This technique is not used extensively in audio theatre but can be 

achieved by cutting out some of the high frequencies on the dialogue.   

When a sound is processed as to tell the listener it is being played back on a device in the 

story is called on-the-air sound.  Examples of this are telephone calls, music or a broadcast news 

program.   A modern term from the film industry for this technique world is futzing.  This 

technique is used extensively in audio theatre. 

Extension describes the placing of the sounds in the sound field to give the production a 

sense of space. Fred Greenhalgh from Fianlrune Productions uses an X-Y stereo technique when 

recording to achieve extension (Greenhalgh, 2013).  In-the-wings refer to the continuation of 

sound before an actor enters or after an actor exits the scene.  An example is a car or train 
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arriving or departing as the scene starts or after it ends. Chion describes superfield as placing 

speakers around the theatre to place the audience in the middle of the action.  The superfield is a 

precursor  to  today’s  surround  sound  technology.    Due to the technology and how listeners 

consume the content today, stories mixed in surround are still a small segment of the work being 

produced. 

Territorial sounds are defined as the atmospheric sounds or background sounds in the scene.  

This could be street noise or the sound of birds chirping in the forest.  By helping set the time 

and place, territorial sounds are important in audio theatre.    

The flow of a show is described to have either an external or internal logic according to 

Chion (Chion, 1994).  

Chion’s  (1994)  book  states  the  following: 

“I  shall  call  internal  logic  of  the  audiovisual  flow  a  mode  of  connecting  images  and  

sounds that appears to follow a flexible, organic process of development, variation, and 

growth, born out of the narrative situation itself and the  feelings  it  inspires.”  (p. 46) 

When listening to a production with internal logic, the story moves in a smooth linear fashion.   

 External logic is a flow that features discontinuity and the flow can jolt listeners.  Chion 

sites the film Alien as a film that uses frequent jolts and jerky progression to reinforce tension as 

an example of external logic (Chion, 1994).   

 Empathetic and anempathetic sound has close relation to the music of a production.  

Empathetic is music that matches and enhances the emotions of a scene.  An example would a 

high-energy fast paced cue during a car chase scene.  Anempathetic sound is, According to 

Chion  (1994),  “  Sound-usually diegetic music- that seems to exhibit it conspicuous indifference 

to  what  is  going  on  in  the  film’s  plot,  creating  a  strong  sense  of  the  tragic.”  (p.  220).    In  the  film  
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Psycho after Marion Crane has been killed, the shower is left running as if nothing happened.  

This is and example of anempathetic sound.   

 Lance Sieveking was a producer of BBC radio during the early years of radio drama.  He 

wrote The Stuff of Radio in 1934 (Crook, 1999).  In this book he discusses several principles of 

sound production in audio drama.  These principles include the realistic-confirmatory effect, the 

realistic-evocative effect, the symbolic-evocative effect and the conventionalized effect.  These 

principles still have value in analyzing modern audio theatre.   

 The realistic-confirmatory  effect  is,  according  to  Crook  (1999)  “a  sound  with  amplifies  a  

signpost rooted in the dialogue”  (p.  70).  Without the advantages of visual input for the listeners, 

dialogue must include hints to the story.  These hints are called signposts.   For example if a 

police  sergeant  is  talking  to  a  lady  in  a  police  station.    The  lady’s  dialogue  should  include  a  line  

with  the  word  “sergeant”  in  at  the  beginning  of  the  scene  so  the  listeners  have  a  clear  

understanding of the context of the conversation.  An example of the realistic-confirmatory effect 

would be the sound of a ship laboring in heavy seas after a character has introduced the ideal of a 

storm at sea.   

 The realistic, evocative effect does not depend on signposting from the dialogue.  An 

example would be to represent a distant ship at sea with the sound of a Morse code transmission 

or to evoke the feeling of peace, a forest soundscape with birds and a small brook could be used.   

 When a characters state of mind or emotion needs to be communicated, the sound is a 

symbolic, evocative effect.  This category is more abstract and can include music but is not 

exclusively  music.    The  sound  of  a  loud  heartbeat  signifying  a  character’s  fear could be a 

symbolic- evocative effect. 
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 Sounds that can be categorized as conventionalized effects are ordinary, recognizable 

sounds.  The sound of a car driving, birds chirping or telephone ringing are all examples of this 

category.  Sounds in this category can come under scrutiny, as they require the listener to have a 

suspension of disbelief in order for the sounds to be believed.  If a sound is used too often it can 

loose its power with listeners. Crook discusses this loss of power with a telephone ring and 

seagull that appear in almost all BBC productions.   

 Andrew  Crisell  discuses  another  theoretical  level  when  he  applies  C.S.  Peirce’s  work  on 

Semiotics.  According to Crisell (Crisell, 1994) Semiotics  is  “the  study  of  signs,  distinguishes  

between the icon – a sign which resembles the object which it represents, such as a photograph; 

the index – a sign which is directly linked to its object usually in a causal or sequential way”  (p.  

45).  Crisell investigates how the semiotic relationship of words, sounds, silence and music in 

radio.   

 In audio theatre words are symbolic in character; they may not resemble what they 

represent.    According  to  Crisell  (Crisell,  1994)  “We  may  represent a canine quadruped by the 

word  “dog”  but  we  may  equally  refer  to  it  as  ‘chien’,  ‘hund’  or  ’cur’  or  even  invent  a  private  

word”  (p.  46).  In radio, the symbolism of words must trigger the listener’s imagination to 

produce a picture that will communicate the meaning of the dialogue.   

There is a difference between words on a page and words on radio.  Words on radio are 

spoken and therefore are symbols of what they represent.  The voice, which is heard speaking the 

words, is a signpost for the character speaking the words.  A person speaking French could be 

thought of as being romantic, not withstanding what they are saying.  Radio stations have been 

using the signposting of their Dish Jockeys to build a unifying station presence.   The sound of 
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the talent on the BBC and Voice of America broadcast an image of Great Britain and the United 

States to their listeners.   

Sounds can be categorized as indexal.  They are signs that are directly linked to its object.  

A doorbell ringing or key entering a lock communicates a person is approaching.  In radio 

sounds sometimes needs to be symbolized by words to communicate properly.  A human sitting 

in a coffee shop hears many things but prioritizes the important sounds and tunes out the non-

important ones.  They will hear friends approach and important conversations, while tuning out 

the background noise of the shop.  In recorded medium, the listener is not afforded this 

opportunity and it is up to the producers to mix the content in such a fashion that the important 

dialogue and sounds are emphasized and unimportant sounds are deemphasized.  Background 

sounds can be important in some scenes and not in others.  In a big battle scene with two armies 

fighting, the sound of the battle is important, but in the same production a scene between a nurse 

and her patient at a battlefield hospital, the noise of the battle could distract the listeners from the 

conversation.  Silence is indexal as well, as it constitutes an absence of objects making sound. 

Music can be categorized as symbolic, indexal and iconic.  Underscore that is meant to 

communicate emotion is symbolic.  Music that mimics in tone and rhythm is iconic and if a 

death march is played during a funeral it is indexal.   

Many areas of Audio theatre have changed during the lifetime of audio theatre and how 

consumers listen to content is one of the most dramatic.  In his book, Crook categorizes listening 

into elliptical and parabolic listening (Crook, 1999).    He describes the physical position, 

imaginative spectacle and acoustic space of both types. 

According  to  Crook  (Crook,  1994)  Elliptical  listening  is  “based  on  a  metaphorical  

representation of an elliptical section in a cone.  The summit of listening consciousness is high 
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but  tilted  towards  the  basal  orientation  of  physical  listening  environment  and  aural  hearing  field.”  

(p. 65) 

In elliptical listening the physical position of the listener is static and controlled and the 

environment is ignored.  The listener is fully engaged giving them the highest level of 

imaginative spectacle.  The acoustic space is designed to allow the listener to fully appreciate the 

sound design to its greatest quality. 

Parabolic listening has a mobile or active physical listening position.  This physical 

activity requires the listener to be engaged with other stimulus and at times making cognitive 

decisions.  The listener is only partially engaged and priority given to the outside world over the 

content.  The acoustic space is a competitive space with the sounds of the space competing with 

the recorded medium.   

 

THE GOLDEN AGE 

In 1938 Orson Wells and the Mercury Theatre shocked the world with the broadcast of 

The War of the Worlds.  Even with the standard opening, of welcoming listeners to the show, a 

large portion of the audience believed the world was under attack.  When broadcast in Chile a 

provincial governor mobilized his troops and artillery to repel the attack.  Mass panic occurred in 

Ecuador and in New York police stormed the studio twenty minutes into the one-hour broadcast 

(Hand, 2011).  While the wild reaction of the audience to this show was not typical, The War of 

the Worlds is a prime example of content during the golden era of radio drama. 

 The golden era of radio was approximately from 1922-1955.  In this era, radio was the 

dominant source of information and programming carried prodigious influence with listeners.  

According to the Radio Drama Handbook by Richard Hand and Mary Traynor, 6 million people 
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listened to War of the World, of that number 1.7 million believed the events to be true, while 

another 1.2 million were genuinely frightened (hand, 2011).  While the numbers show a dramatic 

percentage of listeners vividly affected by this program, these numbers were dwarfed by NBC, 

which had 30 million listeners tuning into The Edger Bergen and Charlie McCarthy Show during 

the same time slot (Hand, 2011).    

 Content was broadcast live during this era, requiring actors, musicians and production 

personal.  Shows were written in either half hour or one-hour episodes to fit the radio format.  

The shows were sponsored by the companies such as Jell-O, Chevrolet, General Tire, and Rexall 

Drugs and featured the biggest starts such as Bob Hope, Bing Crosby, and Orson Wells.  These 

facts influenced the way these shows were written and produced.    

 The War of the Worlds used only the dialogue of one character and a narrator to tell the 

story.  Most shows of this time followed the same formula with some deviations.  The Dialogue 

consisted almost entirely of the theatrical speech of the actors and the textual speech of the 

narrator.  Signposts were written into the actors and narrators lines to guide the listener’s 

imagination.  During an episode of The Green Hornet the gang of criminals are heard in an 

apartment reading a newspaper and signpost are given in the theatrical lines as one of the gang 

asked another member to read the newspaper article.  The gang member audibly complied, not 

only  to  inform  his  cohorts  of  the  article’s  contents but also to inform the listener of the  article’s  

content, as it becomes an important point of the plot. 

 The lines of the textual speech guide the listener by filling in story lines that would be 

hard to grasp without visual content.  In the Green Hornet, the narrator is used to give place and 

time of the scene with lines such as “Later that night Brit Reed returned to his office at the Daily 

Sentinel.”  Shows like The Whistler used the narrator like a Greek chorus, telling most of the 
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story through the textual lines.  Inner Sanctum, a horror show from this period used the textual 

lines to provide some comic relief in a tense story and in Bold Ventures, a series featuring 

Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall; the narrator takes the role of a hotel singer and gives story 

points in his songs.   

 An internal logic with empathetic music dominated this period.  The shows flowed from 

start to finish and did not feature discontinuity.   The music fell into step with the story.  The 

opening of the Whistler consisted of a footsteps and the sound of a person whistling.  This music 

along with the following dialogue set the scene for a suspenseful show.  (CBS, 1942) 

“I  am  the  Whistler,  and  I  know  many  things,  for  I  walk  by  night.    I  know  many  strange  

tales, hidden in the heart of men and women who have stepped into the shadows. Yes I 

know the nameless terrors of which they dare not speak.” 

  The sound effects of this era could mostly be categorized as realistic confirmatory being 

referenced in the dialogue.  The shows of this era used live sound effects with a minimalistic 

approach.  These sounds were called out for in the dialogue and mostly consisted of gunshots, 

footsteps, doors and cars.  The sound design was crafted to keep the dialogue in the foreground 

while the sound effects and music stayed in the background.   

 Listening was elliptical, with listeners shutting the world out and intently listening to the 

broadcast.  Listening to these broadcast in a parabolic sense can present problems as the 

productions values of the time created content that can be difficult to understand when not 

concentrating on the show.   

 Radio provided a powerful platform for the biggest stars of the day to reach a massive 

audience.  While the power of radio was a positive for audio drama it also had negative 
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consequences.  In his book Richard Hand related a quote from Orson Wells on the Dean Martin 

Show in 1970 that illustrates this point (Hand, 2011). 

“Back then radio was really big you know it was a big piece of furniture in our living 

rooms like TV today and it occupied a big piece of our lives.  Radio in those days before 

the  tube  and  transistor  wasn’t  just  a  noise  in  somebody’s  pocket  it was a voice of 

authority.  Too much so, or at least I thought so.  I figured it was time to take the mickey 

out  of  some  of  that  authority;;  hence  my  broadcast  “War  of  the  Worlds”,  which  informed  

the public the Martians had landed in New Jersey and had taken over the country.  This 

was Halloween remember and in my middle western childhood that was the season for 

pranks  (…)  in  that  notorious  broadcast  I  said  ’boo’  to  several  million  people  over  a  full  

network and pumpkin head was a flying saucer from Mars.  Trouble was an awful lot of 

listeners forgot what day it was”(p.  29). 

 

THE TELEVISION ERA 

By the mid 1950s television had become the dominant distribution of entertainment in the 

home.  This signaled the end to the golden era of radio drama and began the television era.  The 

television era continued from the early 1950s till 1997.   Some scholars contend the golden age 

lasted till 1962 with the final broadcast of Yours Truly, Johnny Dollar.   While radio drama did 

continue into the 1960s, most of the big shows ended in the mid to late 1950s and the stars like 

Jack Benny, George Burns and Gracie Allen moved to television.  Television soon took over 

family time from radio.  A cottage industry rose up around this cultural change and products 

such as television trays were sold in staggering numbers allowing families to watch content as 

they ate dinner. 



 

 
 
 

17 

In October of 1954 the Regency Division of Industrial Development Engineering 

Associates and Texas Instruments developed and marketed a transistor radio (Transistor Radios, 

1999).  The transistor along with the FCC approval of the technology to broadcast in stereo in 

19661 (Smith, 2001) allowed broadcasters to deliver content to listeners in more places.  Radios 

went to the beach, work and many other places that before were inaccessible by the medium.   

The development of the transistor radio and the popularity of the automobile triggered a 

change in the listening habits of people.  Radio was now a mobile platform and was listened to 

while people where on the go.  This meant listeners were listening in a parabolic form rather than 

the elliptical form used in the golden era.  Listeners now had to pay attention to driving and to 

other important tasks as they listened to programs.  The listening environment had changed, gone 

was the quiet living room and now the radio was in competition with the sound of the car, 

outdoors, and in public.  This development started to phase out certain content, as production 

standards on some shows did not translate well to the new environment.   

At this time a culture change was taking place.  World War II had a profound impact on 

the listening habits of people.  During the golden era most broadcasts in the United States and 

Great Britain could be categorized as patriotic.  Shows like Captain America, Superman and 

Green Hornet all contained ideology to prompt viewers to support the government.  The main 

characters were introduced as heroes defending the American way.  The shows talked about the 

rationing of products and the buying war bonds.  The tone of the shows sent the message by 

following the government without question the listener supported the troops and evil would be 

suppressed. 

Returning troops brought home the psychological effects of being in battle and a different 

life philosophy started to emerge.  In his book Sonny Barger, the founder of the Hells Angels 
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illustrates how ex-servicemen looking for adventure formed the Hells Angels Motorcycle club.  

Men such as Spike Milligan, who wrote and performed a show called The Goons on BBC radio 

in England, came home with a darker sense of humor and a strong distaste for war and the effects 

it had.   The content they produced frequently took a satirical view of the government. 

The philosophies that pushed people in these new directions also gave birth to rock and 

roll and consumers now wanted new and different entertainment.  The traditional radio producer 

had trouble with accepting these new ideals, and to the determent of radio drama kept producing 

the same style of content.  While small changes were made they were not done fast enough nor 

did they change enough to keep the medium relevant on the national scale.    

Losing market share and popularity did not signal the end to this form of story telling.  In 

the United States, westerns had a little longer life with shows like Gunsmoke not going off the air 

till  1960.    “Yours Truly Johnny Dollar”,  a  series  about  an  insurance  investigator  was  broadcast  

till 1962.  The traditional detective and sitcoms did not translate well in the new culture.  Variety 

shows had some success depending on how big the star was.  The bigger stars went to television 

and abandoned the radio version of their shows.   

This is the era the soap opera went from radio to television. The Guiding Light, a radio 

show from 1938-1956, became a long running daytime television series ending in 2009.  The 

name soap opera for this category of show was derived from soap companies sponsoring the 

radio version of these shows.  In Great Britain, The Archers is still airing on BBC radio.   

In the 1970s and 80s radio tried to reintroduce the radio drama to listeners, with shows 

like National Lampoon Radio Hour, CBS Radio Mystery Theatre, Sears Radio Theater and 

others.   National Lampoon Radio Hour was a precursor to Saturday Night live and used many of 

the same actors such as Chevy Chase, Jim Belushi and Gilda Radner.  The Sears Radio Theater 
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was broadcast in the late 1970s, and in the early 1980s as Mutual Radio Theater. The show 

featured shows of different genres broadcast on different nights.  Monday was western night 

hosted by Loren Greene from Bonanza.  Tuesday night was comedy night with Andy Griffith; 

Wednesday night was horror night with Vincent price and etc.  Even with big stars and a diverse 

content most of the shows only lasted a very short time.  The longest running of these shows was 

CBS Radio Mystery theatre that ran from 1974-1982.   Another notable Show was The 

Adventures of Harry Nile.  This show was produced by Jim French and ran 24 episodes in 1976.  

The show is now in production as part of the Imagination Theater library.  Jim French produces 

the shows under this umbrella.  While this show originally aired in 1976.  It went on hiatus till 

1991 and this author believes is more of an Internet era show. 

The BBC operates under a different structure.  The British government funds the BBC.  

This allows them to air programming not as dependent on ratings.  For this reason the BBC can 

broadcast radio dramas on their spoken word channel.  Shows like Hitchhikers Guide to the 

Galaxy and Dr. Who and The Archers have had success in this format.   

The BBC Radiophonic Workshop is a big part of the success of these shows.  From the 

time it was founded in 1958 it provided music and sound effects for the BBC radio and television 

show.  The original Dr. Who theme was composed in this environment.   Having minimal 

equipment, artist such as Daphne Oram and Delia Derbyshire and Dick Mills created an 

unprecedented amount of work.  Creating complex sounds by using non-traditional methods and 

then manipulating these sounds by reversing them, slowing the sound down and using other 

processes, they created a distinctive sound for the radio drama of the BBC.  Even though the 

workshop was shutdown, their work is still relevant today as it is still inspires modern day sound 

designers to think outside the box in their designs.  
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The production values were vastly improved from the golden era.  While the golden era 

was recorded and broadcast in mono, most of these shows were recorded and broadcast in stereo, 

giving the production a wider more realistic sound.  Shows like Sears Radio Theatre still 

marketed  their  shows  with  the  phrase  “recorded  and  broadcast  in  stereo.”  With the ability to 

record and distribute via records, cassettes and compact discs shows like National Lampoon 

Radio Hour were recorded for distribution.  This guaranteed a stereo version and let the listener 

use portable devices such as Walkman and compact disk players to consume the content. 

Recording technologies also improved with better microphones, processing and recording 

devices providing a cleaner broadcast with a lower noise floor.  Sound effects were more realistic 

and were created with better recording techniques and equipment.  Broadcasters such as BBC 

and CBS created their own high quality sound effects libraries that could be used on a variety of 

shows.   

Structurally these shows were very similar to their predecessors.  The shows had an 

internal logic that kept the show flowing from scene to scene.  Textual and theatrical speech was 

still the dominant styles of dialogue.  Half hour and hour lengths were the norm to fit into the 

radio time slots and even though the listeners were moving to a more parabolic listening style, 

the shows were still best listened to in an elliptical manner with the listener giving the show its 

undivided attention. 

While the structure was similar, some differences are detected.  Shows like The Goons, 

and National Lampoon Radio Hour used satire and poked fun at authority.  Topics started to 

include domestic violence, divorce and insurance fraud.  Shows like The Goons and National 

Lampoon Radio Hour that used short sketches were more suited for the listening style of the day.  
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The listener could pick up sketches and bits done in the show and were not required to listen 

intently for a full half hour.   

In the United States, NPR made a significant contribution to radio drama with Earplay 

and NPR Playhouse.  These shows commissioned writers to produce content for radio.   

Earplay aired from 1972-1990 and NPR Playhouse aired from 1981-2002 (NPR Earplay, 2009).  

Playwrights such as Edward Albee, Arthur Kopit, and David Mamet contributed.  After airing in 

1975, Edward  Albee’s  show  Listening went on to be produced on stage.   In 1981 Star Wars was 

aired on NPR Playhouse.    The impact of these shows are felt today as producers such as Radio 

Repertory Company of America received their start by submitting content to NPR.   

Even though this era was marked by a sharp decrease in airplay on radio, several 

positives emerged.  A new distribution channel was created by recording and selling content on 

records, cassettes and compact discs.  This allowed older work to continue to live and new 

content providers another viable distribution line.  A different culture allowed for a diversity of 

programing that would not have been possible during the golden age.  Satire and topics such as 

divorce and foreign policy were approached with a more open mindset.   

 

THE INTERNET ERA 

    In 1989 Tim Berners-Lee is credited with inventing the World Wide Web (History of 

the web).  With the invention of this technology, a whole new world was opened up to audio 

theatre producers.  As this medium grew and download and upload feeds became faster the 

opportunity to distribute work grew.   

In 2001 several new technologies changed the way listeners consumed content.  In 

January, Apple Computer Inc. introduced ITunes, an online store for purchasing and 
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downloading music.  In October Apple introduced the IPod a mobile device for playing music.  

These two products propelled consumers to a more parabolic listening style.  Ear buds became an 

iconic phrase and now topping the ITunes charts is just as important as billboard charts.  In 2007 

Apple changed the game again with the introduction of the IPhone.  The phone became a device 

to communicate, search the web, play music and video, text; and with the development of apps, 

almost anything a computer can do, smart phones can now do.   

Companies such as M-Audio, focusrite, Adobe, Avid, Apple and Syntrillium all marketed 

affordable audio interfaces and Digital Audio Workstations.  With this new hardware and 

software and a Shure SM58 microphone, producers could record and edit multi-track productions 

on their own personal computers.   Software like FileZilla allows collaboration between people 

not withstanding distance.  These developments made the production of content much simpler 

and maybe more importantly more fiscally possible.   

These technological opened up a new distribution line for audio theatre.  Now audio 

theatre can be consumed almost anywhere and anyplace.  Distribution was streamlined as the 

download has overtaken compact disc sales.  This allowed producers to sell and distribute their 

product without having to create a physical form.  Services like PayPal gave producers the ability 

to receive payments and donations directly.   

With all the advances in the Internet era, a plethora of production choices exist.  

Producers like Chatterbox Audio Theater records live and use manual sound effects.  This is to 

decrease the amount of post-production required.  Fianlrune Productions records on location 

using a stereo microphone to record the dialogue and then adds edits the dialogue and adds sound 

effects and music in their post-production process.  Radio Repertory Company of America 

records dialogue and sound effects in a studio with a workflow much like that of animation.   
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New stories are being written and produced, with the science fiction and horror genre 

leading the way.  These stories do share some structural similarities with their predecessors.  The 

dialogue is mostly theatrical and textual dialogue.  Textual dialogue is becoming less important 

with the narrator having less of a role and sound effects and character dialogue giving the 

signposts needed for the listener to follow the story line.   

The stories are more risqué in topic, language and content since terrestrial radio broadcast 

is not prevalent.  This freedom has allowed the content to be much more instep with culture of 

the era.  Radio  Repertory  Company  of  America’s  The Adventures of Red Cloud and Joel 

Metzger’s Hothouse Bruiser use violence, sex, and other taboo topics.   

The majority of shows are produced with an internal logic, giving the listener an easy 

story to follow.  Shows like Night Vale are being produced with an external logic that uses 

discontinuity to bring listeners out of their comfort zone.  Productions like We’re  Alive uses 

sound effects to jolt the viewer in their process of telling the story.  This puts the listeners on 

edge and helps the viewer to stay focused on the story.   

The biggest change in the Internet era is distribution and marketing.  Most terrestrial 

radio distribution has disappeared and recently SiriusXM has canceled it channel dedicated to 

spoken word.  This loss has pushed the distribution of audio theatre to podcasting, audible and 

other forms of download. A culture of free content is pervasive which makes monetization 

difficult.  To monetize, producers have used several strategies.  Pay-per-story, freemium, mobile 

apps and donation are some of the most popular methods.  Many small producers give away their 

product for free in order to get people hooked on their story.   

Marketing is another challenge.  Most producers are on ITunes, but if a producer does not 

have enough material, it can get lost.  Some producers have started attending conventions like 
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comic con and dragon con to market their product to fans of their stories.  Producers doing 

stories such as Star Trek market their fan fiction stories to fans of the television and film series.  

Social media is a big tool used by producers.  Facebook and Twitter and Google Plus are all sites 

that producers can create buzz about their content.  Fan based forums are another medium to 

keep listeners connected with the shows.   

The Internet era has democratized radio drama and given modern storytellers another 

medium.  This opportunity does come with the difficulties of distribution and monetization, but it 

could become a good opportunity for the modern storyteller. 

 

Chapter 2 – The Production of Audio theatre in the Internet Era 

 

 In 1946, the BBC established the Third Programme, a broadcast that became a cultural 

and intellectual force in disseminating the arts in Great Britain.  The Third Programme was later 

incorporated into BBC Radio 3 and featured works by Dylan Thomas, Samuel Beckett and Giles 

Cooper.  Sir William Haley the general director of the BBC remarked the programming was for 

the cultural elite, and defined the cultural elite not as one particular socio-economic class but the 

perceptive and intelligent (Hand, 2011).  With an intended audience being perceptive and 

intelligent, audio theatre producers must produce content with high production values.  With the 

plethora of entertainment choices available, low quality entertainment is often ignored or 

discarded.  The goal of high production values does not imply there is only one acceptable 

production method but that the end product is comparable to other forms of media.  In films or 

television, when bad ADR is heard and sync issues can be detected, the audience is pulled out of 

the story.  When watching live theatre, customers comment that when sound related issues arise 
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such as an actors microphone not being on or an element in the mix being to loud it distracts 

them more than any other type of technical issue.  A listener can be pulled out of an audio drama 

when the same sound effect is used too much or dialogue is recorded badly.  In his book, Crook 

mentions the overuse of one particular seagull sound effect in many BBC productions.   

 

WRITING 

 In his book, Richard Hand conducts a case study on the modern audio drama, We’re 

Alive, and uses this quote from one of its creators Kc Wayland (Hand, 2011): 

The first thing I had to learn when writing for this medium was how exactly to tell 

rather  than  show.    Having  a  background  in  film  I  was  inundated  with  ‘you  need  to  show  

them how this scene progresses and use subtext between the actors rather then doing it 

with  words.’    Now  it’s  a flip.    It’s  a  complete  180  degrees.    You  basically  have  to  tell  

your audience everything and then use extremely subtle cues with writing and the way 

someone says something, but also with sound effects, soundscape and things like that 

(p.104) 

This quote describes the difference between writing for a visual medium compared to writing for 

the audio drama.  To tell and not show the progression of a scene is an art form that is critical to 

good audio drama.   

 The theory of composition dates back to the time of Aristotle.  In his work Poetics, he 

emphasizes the need for a beginning, middle and end and discuses a hierarchy of rules placed in 

order by importance.  Plot, character, thought, diction, rhythm, and spectacle make up these 

rules.    Thought is believed to be the emotional dimension.  Diction is the dialogue, rhythm is 

the music and spectacle is the scenic efforts. (Crook, 1999) 
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 Most modern productions follow the Gestalt theory.  The Gestalt theory states the whole 

is greater than the parts and the parts of the artistic structure make sense only in relation to the 

whole.   Audiences have preferred a smooth story arch where all the pieces fit and there is 

resolution at the end.   

 When discussing writing Crook advances five main dimensions to communication in 

audio drama (Crook, 1999): 

1. Dialogue and narrative 

2. Music 

3. Sound effects 

4. Post-Modern use of previously recorded sound history, or previously recorded 

dialogue 

5. The imagination of the listener.   

These dimensions represent streams of narrative direction and when they are mixed well it 

provides the listener with an enjoyable experience.   

 Producers state a good story and engaging characters are the most important pieces to 

producing audio theatre.  This is no different than other forms of storytelling, but due to the lack 

of visual stimulation, its importance is heightened. 

 Just as in films, books and theatre the story is paramount.  A solid structure and plot 

twists have to keep the listener engaged.  In his Book, Writing for Radio, Vincent McInerney 

presents five structural parts to a good story.  They are the opening, develop, argument, 

resolution and ending. (Inerney, 2001, pp. 59-60).  While one has to be careful writing by a 

formula, this structure from McInerney is a good point of origin when constructing a story for 

audio theatre.   
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 A good script does on thing above all else; it engages the listener. In his book, Crook 

intimates that while boredom is not one of the seven deadly sins it is something everybody 

avoids.  One of the most creative producers of audio theatre is Roger Gregg of Crazy Dog Audio.  

In 2003 he delivered a paper on writing for Audio theatre to the National Audio Theatre Festival 

(Gregg, 2012).   In his paper, he contends clarity and focus are paramount if boredom is to be 

avoided.  Gregg referenced a quote by legendary radio drama writer Norman Corwin that clarity 

is conveying meaning, emotion and attitude through language.   

Clarity involves more than just writing eloquent dialogue but it also involves creating 

visual clarity.  Visual clarity references the dimension of communication that is the imagination 

of the listener.  The listener must get a clear picture of the time and place of the story as well as 

the action.  We’re  Alive  gives the listener’s  imagination  a  clear  visual  picture of the story.  In a 

few sentences we know the backstory of the main character, time period and setting, and as the 

episodes progress the listener is given a full picture of the persons character and their emotional 

state, along with the action-talking place in this story about a Zombie apocalypse.  

 One-way Clarity is achieved by properly using the dialogue, sound effects and music.  

Too much of one element can give the listener moments of confusion.  For example, two men are 

on a busy street hailing a cab.  The first example consists of an overuse of dialogue. 

 FX: CONGESTED CITY STREET 

 JERRY:  here comes a yellow taxi down this very congested street. 

 FX: CAR APPROACHING 

 TOM:  Oh it appears slightly damaged.  Look the front fender is damaged 

 FX:  CAR STOP 

 TOM:  The car has pulled over close to the curb and stopped.   
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 JERRY:  This cab looks like it is old and the smoke coming from the engine makes me  
       Apprehensive to get in 
 
The next example of the same scene is an example of better writing: 

 FX:  CONGESTED CITY STREET 

 JERRY: (WHISTLES AND CALLS OUT) - taxi! 

 FX:  CAR APPROACHING 

 TOM:  just in luck 

 FX:  CAR STOP AND DOOR OPEN  - PAUSE 

 TOM:  go on get in 

 JERRY:  okay here goes nothing 

The second example of the scene is clearer and more engaging because the use of a whistle and a 

hail  of  “taxi” we know the two men are hailing a cab.  Then in one line “okay here goes nothing” 

Jerry shows his reluctance to getting in the cab.  One of the principles that every writer has to 

learn is “less is more.”  When a writer tries and writes too much then he confuses the listener 

with too many details.   

 In his interview, Fred Greenhalgh mentions that sound effects are another character and 

are a keystone to great work (Greenhalgh, 2013).  Sound effects can communicate many 

different aspects of the story.  In the above example as the taxi approaches the listener can hear 

the sound of a rough running car and  understand  Jerry’s  reluctance. The background of traffic 

communicates the setting to the listener.  Certain sound effects have emotions associated with 

them.  In a tense story, a single cock of a gun is far more effective in increasing the tension, then 

the phrase “I have pulled out a gun and have aimed it at you.” 

 Sound effects can also damage the story line if used too frequently.  When too many 

sound effects are used it can distract from the dialogue of the characters.  In a dinner scene, if 
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there is too much eating Foley and scraping of dish noise, it will become overbearing and distract 

from the conversation.  Big battle scenes will lose focus and the human element can be lost if the 

scene is filled with sound effects and the dialogue cannot be understood.  Good sound designers 

and mixers realize that dynamic range is important.  In a murder scene, to increase the impact of 

a gunshot, have the preceding material be significantly softer and when the gunshot is heard it 

will have more impact.  While the sound effects of the battle are important, how the characters 

interact in the scene is more important. 

Music has the ability to elicit the listener’s emotions and can pull them in any direction 

the writer and producer desires.  During frantic chase scenes, music can help increase the energy 

and excitement of a scene.  Many scene transitions and time lapses are accomplished with a 

musical cue.  In horror shows, musical cues can increase the shows emotional impact on listeners 

almost as much as sound effects.  Music can distract from a story when overused.  It complex 

scenes, the use of music, sound effects and dialogue can create a confusing mix that fails to tell 

the story.     

 The design of the sound effects and music must work cohesively in a production.  The 

element that is telling the story at that time needs to be at the forefront.  In the battle scene if the 

music is louder than an explosion next to the main character then the listener can be pulled out of 

the story and the explosion will loose its effect.  The mixing of these elements can be tricky and 

requires great attention to detail. 

 Focus of story is the next important concept to consider.  Crook summarizes it with this 

golden rule that every word, line, character and scene must serve a purpose in terms of plot and 

character development (Crook, Radio Drama Theory and Practice, 1999).  This may seem to be 

intuitive, but listening to some of the modern productions show just how little this concept is 
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understood.  When writers attempt to write in signposts or indicators so the listeners can follow 

the story, many times too much is written and the scene can becomes awkward.  In the afore 

mentioned scene with the two men and the taxi, after  the  cab  has  pulled  up  add  the  line  “Oh  look,  

the driver has pulled up next to us and he has stopped quite  close  to  the  sidewalk.”    In reality this 

line would not be spoken and with the proper sound effect of the car pulling to a stop, the line 

would be the redundant and seem silly.  

 Excessive sound design can distract from the dialogue.  If a battle scene has too many 

sound effects and too much music it can be distracting to the listener.  Sound effects mixed at the 

wrong level can cause a story to loose focus.  Too many footsteps mixed too loud will be 

distracting to most listeners.   Focus and clarity are closely related and the success of a 

production is dependent upon them.   

 To be engaging, a story must captivate a listener from the opening lines.  Most agree that 

a strong opening is paramount and a writer must delve headlong into a story and drop the listener 

in at a dramatic point in the story.  In  Radio  Repertory  Company  of  America’s  production  Anne 

Manx and The Trouble On Chromius, the story opens with the sound of the main character 

shooting a deer and then she has to be rescued from drowning by a passerby.  The first two 

minutes has humor and action and hooks the listener.  It accomplishes the task of dropping the 

listener into the story at the right point.  Dropping the viewer in while the story in in a lull will 

increase the probability of the listener choosing other forms of entertainment. 

Writers whose stories are broadcast on radio believe that a listener will only listen a few 

seconds before they become bored and changing the station.  Producers like Fred Greenhalgh 

from Fianlrune Productions believe while a strong start is necessary; shows that are distributed 
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through podcast can have a little slower start because listeners have to chose to discover and 

listen to them, so they can be a little more forgiving of a slower start.   

The development of the plot should have conflict, resolution and character development.  

If the goal is not to bore the listener, then stories with multiple storylines and multiple characters 

are required.  The story needs to have closure in the end, but it is the writer duty to delay the 

climax and closure as long as possible.  The plot should have turns and twist to keep the viewer 

interested.  In Hot House bruiser, the story centers around a private detective caught in a 

containment zone.  The government had walled of part of Los Angeles to keep the contaminated 

people separate from the uninfected.  Bruiser, the detective, is caught in the containment zone 

and only has communication with his wife and daughter by a phone.  While the story has him 

trying to solve an assignation plot, there are many other storylines.  One of the major story lines 

is his relationship with Vera Grail, a bar owner who turns out to be a high placed corporate 

operative.  Do they have a relationship, is she the villain or is he the cleverly disguised villain, 

and many other plot twists are written in to keep listeners glued to the story for its nine episodes.  

There are many ingredients in making a good plot.   Surprise, conflict, polarities and 

extremes, tension and humor and a balance of characters and plot are some of these ingredients.  

Notwithstanding the medium, people desire conflict in their stories and audio theatre is no 

different.    In  the  Colonial  Radio  Theatre’s Vincent Price series, every story consisted of good 

verses evil.  In Trapped a young couple is kidnapped and after they escape, they find they did not 

escape at all.   Radio  Company  Of  America’s  series  all  contain  humor  to  help  the keep the 

listener engaged in their science fiction stories.  

 A  writer’s  job  is  to  guide the audience along in the story, which is done by pacing.  A 

story that is paced to slow will leave the audience bored and if a story moves to quickly the 
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listener is left behind.  Research shows that most productions need to be paced quickly.  While 

some believe the pacing for a podcast can be similar to television and film, if content is broadcast 

on radio it may need to be paced a little quicker as listener are more fickle and are not expressly 

looking for audio theatre.  The pacing also needs to vary.  Just like a good song, stories that are 

one tempo will lose listeners.  One strategy to change the pacing is by changing the length of 

sentences.  Short sentences usually quicken the pace, while longer sentences will slow the pace 

down.  Pace changes need to be even and fluid.  If the pace changes to fast or to abruptly, the 

listener can feel disoriented and the story will be confusing.    

For listeners to stay tuned into the stories, they must care about the characters.  Weak 

characters are one of the reasons that productions fail.  The IDRP website has several articles on 

writing for radio drama.  In one of the articles Tim Crook gives some principles that the 

characters should have (Crook, Principles of Writing Radio Drama): 

1. Believable and recognizable 

2. Purpose within the plot 

3. Characters have to have function.  Characters have to be consistent with function 

4. Characters have to be intentional 

5. Start with a stereotype to ensure rapid recognition, and then twist the stereotype.  

Challenge the homily that there is nothing new under the sun by making it new under 

the moon 

6. Give each character a dominant physical or behavioral characteristic.  Make the 

dominant characteristic purposeful.  Make it extreme 

7. Your main character must be active 
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8. Active  character  /  urgent  plot.    The  character’s  energy  has to fight the urgency of the 

plot and the urgency of the plot makes the character more energetic. 

 One of the strengths of We’re Alive is the characters are engaging.  They all have 

different personalities and react to the situations in unique ways.   One of the main characters is 

Michael Cross.  He is a loner, but when the Zombies attack, he becomes the charismatic leader 

that at the start of the series seems to have all the answers.  Listeners look up to Michael Cross 

because of his charisma, and loyalty to his friends.  He stands up for others and listeners can see 

themselves in him. During the series he appears to be the larger than life hero character.  

Balancing Michael is Burt, one of the survivors.  This ant-hero is a gruff ex-marine that 

seems to fight with Michael at every turn but is also a key member of the team.  At one point in 

the series he tries to lead a revolt against Michael, but every time things get tough he stands up 

and fights with the survivors.  Every hero needs a villain that is just as big, if not bigger than the 

hero.  The zombies and mallers fill this void.  The Zombies are smart and learn from their 

failures and the mallers are a rival group of survivors who attack the main group of survivors 

several times.  The secondary characters are strong characters that engage the listeners in their 

own way.  The characters balance each other out with some being loyal to the group and others 

out for their own purposes.  

The ability to get inside the thoughts and feelings of character is an advantage audio 

theatre has.  Many stories involve plot lines that delve into the inner psyche of a character.  Hot 

House Bruiser by Joel Metzger has the main character spilling his inner thoughts under the 

premise he is making a recording.  We’re  Alive uses the same strategy with a twist.  The 

characters each take turns narrating under the guise of writing in a journal.  The show starts off 

with Michael and then as it progresses other characters narrate their journals.  Fred Greenhalgh 
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believes the portrayal of the inner voice can be difficult.  How is the inner voice distinguished 

from  the  character’s  dialogue?  Some of the techniques include using more vocal effects on the 

inner voice such as reverb or a chorus.  Other ideals include using a different equalization and 

some have had the inner voice be a whisper.  An underscore musical cue can also be used to 

differentiate dialogue from the inner voice, while others mix the effects and backgrounds to a 

lower level than normal to put  the  listener  in  the  character’s  head.       

There are certain theories the dialogue itself should follow.  Arguably one of the most 

important is economy of words.  Every source states the importance of simpler is better in 

dialogue.  The use of sound effects can provide a better voice for certain signposts than dialogue.   

Crook mentions several principles for dialogue (Crook, Principles of Writing Radio Drama): 

1. Dialogue must be a response to a situation, plot or action 

2. Dialogue must be a response to each character in a scene  

3. Dialogue must be comic relief 

4. Dialogue must connect to the next scene 

5. Avoid, reflective passive and neutral.  Go for active, and direct and emotional 

6. Dialogue must  be  believable  by  being  specific…by  being  specific  to  the  character’s  

background and emotional state 

7. If dialogue is reacting to action or situation then it must be dramatic and poised on 

polarities.  The goals of the characters in each scene should be different. 

8. Dialogue should be continuous.  Sometimes characters talk over each other 

9. Dialogue must relate to function 

10. Humorous dialogue is not a character telling a joke but a line or lines responding to 

the dramatic situation 
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11. Heightened dialogue vs. naturalistic dialogue.  Heightened language is the language 

of  the  theatre…high  octane  communication…poetic,  philosophical…charged…the  

expression of the  playwright…It  serves  not  only  the  development  of  the  plot  and  

character, but it also presents the view of the writer.  Works well in radio, but if 

recording on location and realism is the goal then heightened dialogue will not work. 

When followed, the aforementioned principles can help the writer create a script that has 

proper pacing and a smooth arching storyline.   

 Jerry Robbins of Colonial Radio Theatre has his editors cut shows with very little 

pause between lines.  This is one of his ways of keeping the pace up.  He also uses the 

Heightened dialogue style to not only bring more life into his shows, but also to help the 

listener keep attuned into the story line while being distracted with outside noises.   

 Producers like Fred Greenhalgh of Fianlrune Productions want a more realistic 

sound and prefer dialogue to be performed in this manner.  This fits in with his vision of 

a raw and gritty story line. 

 There are several other factors that go into a good script.  Both Jerry Robbins and 

Fred Greenhalgh mentioned they have certain actors in mind for characters when writing 

a script.  This gives them the opportunity to write characters a certain way, depending on 

the actor.  Writing with actors in mind for the roles will allow a writer to develop a flow 

and rhythm of the show in his head.  This is effective when dealing with actors with 

unique delivery styles such Jimmy Stewart. 

Audio theatre producers use larger than life sequences to keep the listener 

enthralled.  Big battle scenes involving armies, aliens and monsters along with characters 

overcoming impossible odds are popular.  This is one of the reasons science fiction is 
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such a popular genre in audio theatre as there are many opportunities for larger than life 

sequences in these stories.  

 Adapting books to a script for audio theatre is a popular practice, dating back to 

Orson Wells’ production of War of the Worlds in 1938.  In recent times Colonial Radio 

Theatre has adapted a large catalogue of books into audio theatre.  Classics such as 

Treasure Island and The Canterville Ghost have been produced along with authors like 

Ray Bradbury.  Jerry Robbins believes the script must stay true to the story and the 

characters.  Changes can be made to the story, but since the stories are well known 

changes cannot be too extreme. 

 When writing audio theatre, writers must consider how risqué their material will 

be.  In film and television and on terrestrial radio, the FCC has given specific rules as to 

what is allowable.  A rating system has been created and content is rated and then 

distributed based on those rating.   Certain television shows can only be shown in the last 

hour of prime time because of their rating.  

 The FCC has not set any specific rules regarding age appropriate content 

distributed on the web, so producers have more freedom in the stories they write and 

produce.  With this freedom comes the responsibility to control the nature of the content.  

In the Internet age people are more willing to accept what was considered to risqué in 

previous eras, but a producer can go too far and alienate his listeners.   

 Research has shown that foul language will stand out to most listeners.  Jerry 

Robbins relates how a listener complained that in Powder River, an original western 

series from Colonial Radio Theatre,  a  listener  complained  about  the  use  of  “son of a 

bitch.”  The double murder that led to the men being sentenced to hang and the saloon 
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offering 5 cent whore night that all the deputies participated in did not offend this 

listener, just the language.  Jerry commented that a story should not be outside what the 

listener expects or a producer can receive pushback from consumers.   

  Listeners will be more tolerant of violence and sex than objectionable language.  

Producers have to walk a thin line and decide whom they are writing for.  Fred 

Greenhalgh mentioned that the writing has to be about the more about the characters in 

the story then what the audience wants.    Don’t  change  the  story  because  the  audience  

wants it.  

 Many companies produce horror and science fiction shows that contain implied 

violence and sexual references.  While the stories are filled with violence, sexual content 

is not as prevalent and in many shows foul language is kept to a minimum.  HotHouse 

Bruiser use foul language and has more sexual situations then some shows.  Every 

producer has their own standards, but all the episodes must be consistent, giving listeners 

a framework of expectations.  The producer must keep control of their story and not let 

the listener have too much voice in the storyline. 

 

ACTING 

 Tom Lopez is the creator of the ZBS Foundation, a not-for-profit organization that has 

been producing audio stories since the 1970s, said that casting the right actor is vital, as the right 

actor will bring the story to life.  Other audio theatre producers support this belief.  Radio 

Repertory of America hires actors such as Ed Asner, Claudia Christian, and Moria Kelly.  Clare 

Eden of Ministry of Chance during a Future of Audio Drama panel at Dragoncon mentioned they 



 

 
 
 

38 

pay the talent, because a key of producing good shows is using talented actors(Greenbaugh, The 

future of Audio Drama, 2013).  

 Nicholas Gibbs, in his article on audio drama acting states that 75% to 90% of 

communication is non-verbal.  This means that audio theatre actors only act with 25% of their 

communication skills (Gibbs, 2006).  He further states the actor must convey the same energy as 

he would on stage, facing a 400-member audience.  In audio theatre, the actor needs to focus on 

the listener.  The actor cannot forget the listener and only think about the other actors in the 

studio.   

 This energy is even more critical because of the listening environment of consumers 

today.  When interviewed most producers mention how their content is consumed in the car and 

how this factors into production decisions.  Jerry Robbins prefers his actors to act a little over the 

top so the show can overcome whatever environmental noise and distractions the listener is 

dealing with.   

 The  “less is more”  principle  discussed  in  writing  carries  over  into  acting.    The  ability  to  

convey emotion in a few words is a supreme talent.  The delivery of a message communicates as 

much as the words themselves.  Great actors portray emotion through their delivery.  The use of 

inflections, dynamics and velocity changes in the delivery of the lines will communicate the 

emotion more effectively than just the text itself. 

 Certain production techniques and workflows have been borrowed from the film and 

television industry.  Many audio theatre productions use an animation style of workflow for 

production.  While some ideals are borrowed, some producers feel the style of vocal delivery for 

film and television may not be energetic enough for audio theatre.  They believe the delivery for 

audio theatre has to be more energetic and is closer to the how a stage actor works then a 
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television or film actor.  There are some exceptions such as Fred Greenhalgh, who prefers more 

of a film style delivery from his actors   

 Acting for this medium requires certain skills. The ability to turn pages quietly and 

delivering the lines without sounding as if the lines are being red is a vital skill for actors.  The 

ability to stand in one place and deliver frenetic energy is another skill of the great actor.  

Nicholas Gibbs remarks that using facial features and gestures can help convey this energy.  The 

physicality of the facial feature and gesture will affect the voice and help the actor deliver their 

lines with more energy (Gibbs, 2006).   

 Voice actors must acquire the specific microphone techniques for this medium.  If they 

are to close when yelling and clip the microphone then another take is necessary.  Too great of a 

distance from the microphone can destroy the intimacy of a scene.  To have the recorded 

performance be great, the actor must know how to work with the technology provided to deliver 

the message.    

 Good actors know how to control their dynamic range.  By cutting down the dynamic 

range an actor can portray the same emotion and sound better in the mix.  If an actor has a 

normal dynamic range from 1-10, then having the actor compress them selves to a range of 3-8 

will provide a much better track.  In audio theatre an actor with good vocal control can give a 

great performance while providing a cleaner recording that will sit in the more naturally in the 

mix.  

 One difference of the Internet age of audio theatre compared to the golden age of audio 

theatre is the rehearsal process.  Many shows have little to no rehearsal before recording.  

Colonial Radio Theatre and Radio Repertory Company of America both have no rehearsal 

period.  They will schedule a recording time, press record and go.  Multiple takes are done and 
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directors are present to ensure the integrity of the story.  When queried, Jerry Robbins said he 

used to do rehearsal, but after rehearsing and then recording the show he found the recording had 

lost the energy the rehearsal had.  A typical 30-minute show will take approximately one hour to 

record.  If a rehearsal is added in it could easily become a two-four hour process for the 

participants.  It can become physically and emotionally tiring and the production can lose energy.   

 Radio Repertory Company of America uses celebrities as main characters in their 

productions.  Because of the economics involved, doing a rehearsal before recording is not 

desirable.  Angelo Panetta also states that these actors are experienced and do not need rehearsals 

to voice the characters.   

 Fred Greenhalgh records his shows on locations.  Being efficient with time is mandatory 

as a location may only be open a certain time.  A location could be perfect during the day, but at 

night too much extraneous noise will make it impossible to record.  Recording outside can 

provide a realistic sound, but if recorded in fall or winter, early sunsets may shorten the 

recording day.   

 Productions in the United Kingdom that are broadcast on the BBC, such as Wireless 

Theatre Company have a short rehearsal process.  Since most shows in the United States do not 

have the financial support that comes with radio broadcast and since they are not performed live 

for an audience, the rehearsal process has been cut. 

 

PRODUCTION 

 The traditional picture of an audio theatre production is a group of actors in a studio, 

gathered around a microphone and a technician performing live sound effects for a live show. 

While this picture brings back memories of a time when radio drama dominated the airwaves 
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new technology and techniques have emerged, and modern producers have embraced these 

ideals and use them in various ways. 

 The ability to record, edit and mix digitally has enhanced the ability to produce content.  

Now with a computer, a cheap or free digital audio workstation and an inexpensive audio 

interface a producer could have technology required to produce a show.  Not counting the cost of 

a computer, with an investment of $300 a producer could have the technology to produce a show.  

 In the golden era and the television era expensive microphones, mixers and tape recorders 

were necessary to produce content.  This technology was complicated to operate and required 

skilled technicians to operate the equipment to produce a high quality show.  With the 

introduction of the digital age and the development of the personal computer, the cost of entry 

has declined sharply. 

 The decline of radio drama from its height of popularity during the golden age to being 

almost invisible during the television and Internet era forced producers to distribute content 

through different mediums.  Downloads, podcasts and physical media brought new production 

and post-production possibilities to audio theatre.   

 The type of business plan a producer has will determine how they record and produce 

their shows.  Companies like Chatterbox Audio Theater still record live with manual sound 

effects.  This is done to reduce their post-production process as much as possible.  Fianlrune 

Productions records live on location using a Rode Stereo microphone for his gritty, realistic 

productions.  Colonial Radio Theatre records with the actors set up on 4 microphones.  This 

isolates the characters voices on separate tracks and allows for simpler post-production process.  

Other producers like Kc Wayland and Radio Repertory Company of America record in studios 

using techniques more associated with the animation and the film world.   
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 Each of these producers has different objectives that shape their productions.  Colonial 

Radio Theatre wants to build a massive library.  They do many book adaptations as well as 

original content.  Radio Repertory Company of America only produces their own original work, 

so while some producers have hundreds of titles, they have eleven titles in twenty years of 

operation.  Fianlrune Productions produces gritty, raw stories that are recorded on location with a 

stereo microphone.  Chatterbox Audio Theater prefers the energy obtained from everybody 

performing in the room together with manual sound effects.  Some of their productions are done 

live on WKNO in Memphis (The Process, 2007).   

  Every producer has his or her own process for recording, but the process must produce a 

clean, intelligible track.  While many shows are being recorded at a high level, many productions 

still sound as if they were recorded on a computer microphone with plenty of hiss and noise in 

the background.   

 One characteristic of shows that are recorded at a high level is the use of good equipment.  

Microphones like the AKG 414 and the C535 are used by Radio Repertory Company and the 

Studio Pro B1 is used by Colonial Radio Theatre.  We’re  Alive  uses the Audio Technica 4073, a 

shotgun microphone because they desire a film sound.  Fianlrune Productions uses a Rode Nt-4 

stereo microphone.  This allows them to have a different sound, but it still is high quality and 

easy to listen to.  These are not the only choices and other microphones like the Shure sm58 

work well.   

 Economics may play into the choice of microphone as much as production quality.  The 

AKG 414 can cost about $1000.00 while Audio Technica 4073 is around $700.00.  Many 

producers do not have the money to buy several of these microphones so other options must be 

explored.  The Studio b1 is more affordable at $120.00 and other quality microphones can be had 
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for around the same price.  One option is to rent or borrow microphones.  We’re  Alive will rent 

or borrow several of the Audio Technica 4073 when recording. 

 The Digital Audio Workstation and audio interface are the next steps in the chain.  The 

Audio interface will accept the analogue signal that is delivered and convert it to a digital signal.  

Many of these connect to the computer via USB or Firewire.  The audio interface in most cases 

serves as a pre-amp and lets the user control the input gain of the microphone.    

 Multi track digital Audio Workstations, such as Audacity, Adobe Audition, Reaper, 

Garage Band and Pro-Tools allow producers to edit and mix their content.  Each of these 

programs has their advantages and disadvantages.  Most can be operated on a typical home 

computer system.  Audacity is a free download, but has at least capabilities in track count and 

processing options.  Pro-Tools is the industry standard for the film and recording industry.  It has 

many options for processing and expansive track counts are possible.  It can be complicated and 

cost prohibited for some.  Many producers use Adobe Audition because it is economically priced 

for its features and is easy to use.   

 The production workflow is different for each producer.  Fred Greenhalgh at Fianlrune 

Productions records live on location with a stereo microphone.  His believes this type of 

recording gives his productions the gritty, raw, and realistic sound that works with his stories.  

Also on location, he will play with and use the set in the story.  If there is a nice sounding creak 

in the floor or a good door sound, he might change the scene to incorporate them.  Creating an 

outdoor scene in a studio can be difficult.  Finding the right backgrounds and processing the 

dialogue and sound effects for a realistic outdoor scene can be a hard task.  This is another 

reason Fred prefers to record live on location. 
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 A simpler dialogue edit is another reason Fred prefers the live process because a natural 

sense of timing is created.  He finds the right takes and edits them in.  Unlike recording in a 

studio, where the dialogue editing process is more arduous with constructing the scene and 

placing the voices in a stereo field, he has less editing and his voices are already set in the stereo 

field.  The dialogue is then bounced down to two stems of narrator and dialogue.   

 After the dialogue is cut, the finished stems are sent to a sound designer for the sound 

design.  He records many sound effects and backgrounds on location.  This allows continuity in 

sound between the dialogue stem and the sound effect stem.  After the sound design is done, the 

dialogue and sound effects stems are sent to the composer to create original music for each of his 

shows.  When the music is done all the stems are sent back to Fred for final mix.  The mix 

usually consists of four to six tracks that are mixed down to a stereo track.   

 Fred has a very film centric post-production process.  The raw and gritty story matches 

the stories he tells.  Fianlrune Productions is not the only production with a film or animation 

style post-production process.  Angelo Panetta and Larry Weiner at Radio Repertory Company 

of America follow a similar process.   

 Radio Repertory Company of America descries their production process as closely 

related to the animation process.    Their main characters are usually celebrities and recorded 

separately with the help of script readers to feed lines to the actors.  This is allows for greater 

control over the recording and editing process.  They will travel to the artist to record with them.  

Recently they flew to North Carolina for a session.  This allows them to have control over the 

recording and facilitates an efficient process in working with the actor, especially if it a new 

actor or actress.   Recently they have done a recording session through an ISDN line.  The talent 
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was in Los Angeles and they were in New Jersey.  This worked because they had working 

relationship with actress and knew they would get the performance needed.   

 Angelo’s  post-production  process  is  similar  to  Fred’s.    He  does  his  dialogue  edit  then 

adds the sound design, composes music and then mixes the show.  Angelo is the engineer and 

composer for all the shows and composes new music for each title.  Radio Repertory Company 

of  America’s  format  is to produce shows modeled after the movie format with average length of 

around 1.5 hours with 3 acts.  The dialogue is clear and mixed forward in the mix.  Their post-

production process allows their shows to have consistently high production values from 

beginning to end 

 Colonial Radio Theatre has a slightly different workflow.  Jerry Robbins records his 

shows on four microphones.  There is no rehearsal and the recording process starts at the 

beginning of the script and continues till the end.  Jerry believes this gives him the best energy 

and performance from his actors.  After recording, the files are sent to the editor who edits them 

and then adds the music and does the final mix.  Colonial Radio Theatre has many titles and their 

business plan is to build a large library of titles to distribute.  The workflow is designed to 

support this mission.   

 After the dialogue is recorded, the files are uploaded to a server and the editors download 

the files remotely through a program called FileZilla.  This program allows the server to be 

secure and limits the access to only those having the password.  Having editors being able to 

work remotely in one of the advantages of being in the Internet age.   

 Once the script and dialogue files are downloaded the editing starts.  Colonial Radio 

Theatre has a large library of sound effects on the server ranging from the BBC catalogue to the 

Sound Ideals catalogue.   A composer writes original music for the shows.  New music is written 
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for the bigger shows.  For many of the shows, recycled music from past shows is used.  This 

practice is reminiscent of the film studios in the 1940s and 1950s.  This allows Colonial Radio 

Theatre to have a relativity short turn around time for their shows.   

 Some sound effects and music cues are written into the stories, but the editor is free to 

change the design.  After each scene is done it is uploaded to the server for the producer to listen 

to and give notes.  After all notes are done a final mix is made and sent back for distribution.  All 

file transfers are done directly on the server.  Because there are multiple editors working on 

different shows, it allows for collaboration between editors when necessary.  Original sound 

effects and ideals can be shared easily. 

 We’re  Alive records in a large studio.  This allows them to get great sounding dialogue 

and makes it easier to edit.  They use shotgun microphones because they are interested in 

obtaining a film sound.  When the script calls out for it they will employ Foley recording 

techniques.  A scene required two men to be moving in a building while gas was making them 

choke.  They had one mask and were passing it back and forth.  The recorded the scene straight 

then went back and had a mask that the men passed back and forth as they recorded it again.  

They mixed the dialogue together and this allowed for realistic sounding dialogue while still 

being clear and easily understood.   For a scene that entailed two men floating in the ocean, they 

recorded two men in a hot tub.  The recording picked up the reflections off of the water.  They 

also recorded Foley of the actors swimming and splashing in the water.  The reason given by Kc 

Wayland was everybody has had a conversation in a pool or hot tub and the listeners would not 

believe  the  conversations  were  happening  if  the  voice  wasn’t  affected  by  its reflections off the 

water.   
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 Sound effects are a staple of audio theatre.  When misused it can distract from the story.  

There are many good sound effect libraries like the BBC sound effects library and places to buy 

individual sound effects on line such as Sounddogs.com.  Many companies like Airborne Sound 

give away free high quality sound effects.   

 When and how does a producer use sound effects?  We’re  Alive is full of them with many 

battles and lots of action in their Zombie story.  Fred Greenhalgh does not like footsteps in audio 

theatre, and prefers sound effects recorded live and on location.  While there is no rule, the ideal 

of less is more is usually a safe place to start.  Fred stated in interview that great sound design is 

unseen (Greenhalgh, 2013).  Other producers have echoed this sentiment. 

 Sound effects need to tell their part of the story.  There are certain characteristics of good 

use  of  sound  effects.    They  are  mixed  well,  nothing  jumps  out  when  it  shouldn’t and your 

attention is grabbed when necessary.  Sound effects should not distract from the dialogue, and 

even in big battle scenes hearing and understanding the dialogue is paramount.   

 A sound effect can lose its impact if heard too much.  Tim Crook writes about a certain 

seagull effect that is in every BBC production.  After a while a listener starts to hear the seagull 

as an effect and is pulled out of the story.   If the same lion growl is heard in a jungle scene over 

and over at the same level and from the same position in the stereo field, then it will sound 

contrived.  By varying the sound, its level, position and intensity it can keep the listener on the 

edge of their seats.   

 Consider a dinner scene, if too much emphasis is placed on the eating and dish sound 

effects through the entirety of the scene then the conversation between the characters could be 

missed.   If the scene starts with some sound design of people eating and then diminishes to a 
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few well placed sounds of a fork on a plate and such can provide the listener with the 

information needed while making room in the mix for the actors conversation.   

 In the golden era orchestras were hired to pay music for shows, in the Internet era music 

production has changed.  Many productions use pre-existing music while others compose 

original scores.  Unlike sound effects that can be purchased inexpensively, music rights can be 

expensive and most producers can’t afford them.    Some producers either do not understand or 

ignore copyright law and use music illegally.  This could be trouble if the copyright owner hears 

it and decides to take down the show.   

Web cites like Incompetech.com provide royalty free music under the creative commons 

license.  Some of the same pitfalls that plague sound effects can also plague music cues.  The 

same clip heard too often can make a production sound second rate.  Some producers have said 

that not having original music shows laziness by the producer.   

 Programs, like Reason, Ableton live, Kontact and others made the price of entry into 

writing original music much lower.  These programs allow composers to write full orchestral 

scores without the expense of recording an orchestra.  Editors and designers with music 

composition skills have an opportunity to earn more by composing original music for shows.   

 Music is used to move the story ahead and help the listener connect with the emotion of 

the scene.  If a cue is used underneath the credits it can set the tone for the opening scene.  Music 

is used to transition from one scene to another and to compress the time line.  When underscore 

is used, it can enhance the story being told, but if it is too loud or extends too far it can be 

distracting.  When music is used in big over the top scenes such as a battle, music can provide 

more energy, but if it is too loud, it can overpower the sound effects and dialogue.   
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 The production values of a show can attract or drive away listeners.  Technology has 

allowed high production values to be within reach without a large financial investment.  In an 

age of higher fidelity films and animations, low productions values can be a deterrent to growth.  

 

Chapter 3 – The Business of Audio Theatre in the Internet Era 

 

 The biggest question for the audio theatre industry in the Internet age is how does a 

producer market, distribute and monetize their content.  After the golden age, audio theatre 

almost disappeared because the industry lost their radio distribution and with that their sponsor 

dollars.  With the development of the Internet a new mode of distribution was developed but to 

the extent it has helped monetize the industry is still in question. 

 

DISTRIBUTION 

 The Internet has become a major mode of distribution for audio theatre and podcasting 

has become the dominant form of distribution.  The most popular strategy for distribution is to 

have a website that allows consumers to either stream or download the content.  Most producers 

at this level give away their content or deploy a freemium strategy that gives some content for 

free and then charges for other content.  Other producers further distribute their shows on 

ITunes, Amazon and Audible.  With the rise of mobile devices some producers are 

experimenting with building apps for distribution. 

 A culture of free content dominates the Internet.  This culture has made selling content 

more difficult for producers.   Consumers in previous generations had large music libraries on 
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vinyl, tape and compact discs along with a film and television library on VHS and DVD, now 

young adults download or stream content rather then buy the physical media.   

Downloading includes paid downloads from sites such as ITunes and Nimbit and free 

downloads from illegal sites such as the Pirate Bay.  Pirate bay or bit torrent sites are sites where 

copyrighted content can be downloaded illegally for free.   If a producer plans to sell their 

content through downloads, being able to navigate both the paid and free download communities 

is vital.   

 Streaming services such as Pandora and Spotify for music and Netflix for film and 

televisions shows are dominating how people listen to and watch content.  Studies suggest that 

people are discovering more new music through these streaming services than more traditional 

mediums such as terrestrial radio. Brick and mortar music stores have been disappearing for 

years and as of November 2013 Blockbuster is closing down all of its stores.  

 New televisions and radios are being sold with streaming video and audio services built 

in.  Google and Apple have marketed their own brand of televisions that allow consumers to 

stream content to their television or airplay from their computers to the television.  Streaming is 

a form of distribution that audio theatre needs to take better advantage of.   

 One mode of distribution that has recently closed is satellite radio.  Producers such as 

Colonial Radio Theatre and Radio Repertory Company of America were regular contributors to 

the spoken word radio stations on satellite radio.  In 2013 Sirius XM cancelled the spoken word 

station thereby cancelling one of the distribution lines used by modern producers.  Some 

producers think this distribution will return in the future but as for now it has disappeared.   

 Audio Theatre has disappeared from terrestrial radio for the most part.  Imagination 

Theatre is one of the few exceptions to this rule.  This show is syndicated on 40-50 terrestrial 
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radio stations according to their website. (French).   Shows like Chatterbox Audio Theater do 

have special broadcasts on local radio.   

 Before the rise of high speed Internet, it was common for people to buy content on 

physical media such as compact discs and DVDs. Producers would distribute on physical 

medium allowing listeners to consume the content on a variety of devices including mobile 

devices.  With high speed Internet, ITunes and the rise of popularity of streaming content, the 

sales of content on physical medium has fallen off.  Stores such as Barnes and Nobles and 

Borders had varying success in selling physical media but see sales dropping.  Mark Vander 

Berg the executive producer of Colonial Radio Theatre sees the sales of compact disc falling 

behind downloads by a 5 to 1 ratio. (Vander Berg, 2013) 

 Many producers use the podcasting/ITunes model to distribute their content.  Finding 

content in this model can be difficult for consumers.  Listeners must find the producer on the 

web or find the product on ITunes, then find the appropriate link and click on it to listen.  In 

theory, these methods are great for the distribution of content.  The website gives the listener a 

place to find the content and information about the story, producer, actors and the process used to 

create the content.  ITunes is a known commodity where producers can send listeners to 

download the content. 

 The podcast/ITunes method of distribution has a major disadvantage.  Unless listeners are 

looking for it, a  producer’s  content  can  be  difficult  to  discover.  A listener would have to know a 

part if not most of the website or show’s  name  to  find  it.    Audio  theatre on ITunes can suffer 

from the same problem of being hard to discover.  Due to the amount of content on ITunes and 

the preference that is given to music and other media, unless a listener is specifically looking for 

audio theatre it can be difficult to discover.  Many believe ITunes has a terrible interface and 
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search engine making discovery more difficult.  Since there is no specific category for audio 

theatre, it can get lost among the other media types and the plethora of old time radio shows can 

further hide modern audio theatre.  

 For most producers the next level of distribution after podcasting and ITunes is online 

stores like Amazon and its subsidiary Audible.com.  Amazon can sell both downloads and 

physical media on their website.  A consumer can find content and download and then listen to it 

within minutes of first looking for the content. 

 Audible.com is a site dedicated to audio books.  Thousands of audio books can be bought 

and downloaded.  They offer both a pay by download and a subscription service for content.  

Apps are available for all mobile devices so one can listen on any computer, phone or tablet they 

own.  Books are synced so that if a story is started on one device, the listener can pick up at the 

point in the story they stopped on another device.  Audible offers a more focused approach then 

ITunes and Amazon.com.  Customers of Audible are looking to buy media that is very similar to 

audio theatre.   

 Audible has several disadvantages.  The site is designed for audio books and 90 percent 

of the content is audio books and audio theatre can be difficult to fine.  With no audio theatre 

category on the main page, finding a show or producer can be difficult, if a customer is not 

expressly looking for audio theatre.  Audible uses a codec with a high compression ratio on its 

downloads, so the listener may get a lower quality version of the show then the original version 

from the producer.  

   Audio theatre has several differences from audio books.  The large portion of audio 

books has a cast of one while audio theatre employs a larger cast.  The complexity of the 
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recording and editing process is greater in audio theatre. A large cast, sound effects and music 

makes editing and mixing audio theatre more complex and time consuming.   

Because of the large cast and complexity in producing Audible can be an unprofitable 

distribution channel.   Some producers have mentioned Audible can charge up to 85-90% in 

commission leaving the producer with a miniscule amount.  With such small payouts, producers 

have a difficult time monetizing current productions and convincing potential rights owners to 

sell the rights to new properties without the potential of profit. 

 Amazon and Audible has created an ACX publishing system that has the potential to 

create a more profitable distribution channel.  ACX is a publishing method that connects content 

writers with talent to produce an audio book for distribution on Audible.com.  Rights Holders, 

audio publishers and producer can create profiles in a database that can be accessed by people 

looking for those talents.  The basic cut is 50 percent between rights holders and publishers.  

ACX labels audio engineers as producers and they can get paid on a pay-per book fee or 

negotiate long-term royalty share deal with the rights holders.  Publishers such as Colonial Radio 

Theatre can maximize their profit margins as they both own the rights and publish the titles. 

 Radio Repertory Company of America uses a distribution system that allows customers 

to buy compact discs or downloads from Nimbit.com.  Their content is not distributed for free 

except for special promotions.  Nimbit is a site that allows producers to sell and distribute their 

content from the Nimbit store, and embedded store on the producers website and a store on the 

producers Facebook page.  Depending on the plan chosen, Nimbit charges between 5-10 percent 

commission per sale (nimbit).    

 Joel Metzger chose to create an app to distribute HotHouse Bruiser.  This nine episode 

series was released as a downloadable app to your mobile device from ITunes or Google Play 
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store.  Several episodes could be downloaded free but to get the entire series customers must 

purchase the app.  While some producers are intrigued with the ideal, on a panel at Dragoncon 

Joel mentioned it has not sold well. (Greenbaugh, The future of Audio Drama, 2013).  The app 

format has the same disadvantage the Audible and other distribution channels have in that the 

app store is not the traditional place to discover audio theatre.   

 The distribution channels are chosen based on the business plan of the producers.  

Colonial Radio Theatre goal is to build a big library and set up distribution partnerships.  This 

model allowed them to concentrate on the production of content and then their partners were 

responsible for conducting the transactions.  When purchasing products from their website the 

link will send the consumer to sites such as Amazon and ITunes to purchase the product.  When 

Mark Vanden berg and Jerry Robbins created this company they designed it as a business.  Their 

goal was to create partnerships with outside people to create as much content as fast as possible.  

This philosophy allowed them to build a library that can earn enough income to be the main 

source of income.  

 Other producers have taken the opposite vision.  The Radio Repertory Company of 

America’s plan was to only produce original content in a film length and style.  For this reason 

they have very few titles in their library.  The flexibility and sales commission rates make Nimbit 

a good distribution channel for them.   

 

MARKETING 

 The question of marketing an audio product in a visual world has been one of the main 

questions producers are facing in the Internet age.  With the structure of distribution channels 
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hiding content and providing little help to producers in the promoting and funding the projects, 

the marketing of shows has become even more important. 

 Every producer has his or her ideal how best to promote his or her work.  While there are 

awards for audio theatre such as the Parsec Awards, the Ogle Awards and others, the producers 

that have won these awards state that there is not a bump in sales from winning one.  Nobody has 

been able to solve the puzzle of how to transition the winning of the award into more sales.  One 

of the problems is many people have never heard of these awards or the organizations that 

present them.  The marketing of these awards has not done enough to bring the awards to the 

conscience of the public and thereby the productions that win the awards cannot use the publicity 

of winning the awards to market the shows.   

 National audio theatres festivals have not been the answer to the marketing problem.  

While most producers feel national festivals were great for education and learning the art of 

producing audio theatre the business side of the industry is not stressed.  Because of this, many 

producers miss the opportunity to collaborate and learn new ways to market, distribute and 

monetize their product. 

 When interviewed all the producers mentioned social media as the best way they have to 

market the shows.  Facebook, Twitter, Google Plus have given producers a forum to market their 

content.  These sites let the producers and their fans interact and form a community.  This 

community allows producers to promote new material as well as cross-promoting the existing 

library.   

 Social media is a new and most producers are still learning how to use it to promote their 

content.  Radio Repertory Company of America uses its social media and the social media of its 

celebrities to promote the content.  With specials for members of a specific actors page, they can 
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market content to potential customers who are more likely to buy the show.  This has worked 

well for them. 

 One of the reasons We’re  Alive has found an audience is its use of social media.  It has an 

active Facebook page and regular twitter updates.  They have an active fan forum on their 

website in which fans can have conversations about the show.  This community has led fans to 

start podcasts about the show that can be downloaded from ITunes.  Social media has helped to 

build an active and involved fan base that has helped keep the show going strong.   

 There is some concern with the demise of satellite radio this year, a big marketing 

channel has been closed and nothing comparable has been created.   Producers are still looking 

for new ways to market.  Colonial Radio Theatre released Wrath of the Titans when the film was 

released so it could be marketed while the film was in the theatres.  Producers are going to comic 

book conventions and role-playing conventions to market similar content to that demographic. 

When an actress like Claudia Christian makes an appearance at cons, the hope is that her fans 

will buy other media she was in.   

 Marketing is one of the toughest challenges for producers.  Without a gold standard-must 

hear-production, the industry struggles to make a name for itself.  In the world of films, movies 

like Iron Man are must see movies and the public flock to them.  That type of content is missing 

for the audio theatre side, so getting people to listen takes a much more creative approach. 

 Several  producers  do  not  believe  the  term  “radio  drama” is an appropriate for the content 

being produced today.  Many  people  associate  the  term  “radio  drama”  with  a certain style of 

production popular in their grandparent’s generation.  The stories today have modern story lines, 

characters and pacing; and many producers feel that when their content is labeled as radio drama 
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it creates an image of a dated medium.      Names  such  as  “audio  drama”  and  “audio theatre”  have  

been used to replace radio drama. 

   

MONITIZATION 

 With new technology that provides a lower barrier to entry, new distribution lines and 

new listening devices for consumers it would seem that audio theatre would be a profitable 

endeavor for producers.  While some of the players are breaking even or turning a profit, most 

are not.   

 In a culture where people expect free content, the biggest challenge for producers is to 

monetize their productions.  Many avenues have been explored.  Physical media in stores, paid 

downloads, sponsors, and donations all have been tried with varying success.  Producers use 

different strategies for monetizing depending of their business plan. 

 From their beginning The Colonial Radio Theatre had a business plan to be a profitable 

company.  Similar to the Walt Disney Corporation, the Colonial Radio Theatre wanted to build a 

large timeless library that can be distributed for many years.  Shows like The legend of Sleepy 

Hollow and Treasure Island are stalwarts of a library of over 100 titles.   

 Another strategy was to develop many partners in all areas.  Ranging from a group of 

editors, to a diverse group of distributors that now include the ACX.  By developing these 

partnerships, it has allowed the Colonial Radio Theatre to expedite the process and distribute 

their content in a timely manner.  

 With this business plan The Colonial Radio Theatre has the ability to pay its editors a 

percentage or sales.  In theory, editors could be paid over their entire lifetime and as an editor’s 

number of shows increase their earning power increases.  At present rates editors can bring in 
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between $50 to $1000 per quarter (Vander Berg, 2013).  The business plan also allows entry into 

bigger projects by showing rights holders earning potential and a quick process.   Authors such 

as Ray Bradbury have had stories produced by Colonial Radio Theatre.   

 Producers like Fianlrune Productions and Clare Eden of Ministry of Chance fund their 

work through donations.  Their websites feature a PayPal button that allows listeners to donate.  

PayPal has been mentioned as one of the most important technological advances for audio 

theatre producers. The ability of producers to have PayPal handle the transactions in a secure 

manner takes a tremendous burden off of the producer to create a payment system that is 

intuitive, secure and trustworthy for the consumer.   

 Ministry of Chance produces audio theatre in the United Kingdom.  When discussing 

their operations, they mentioned when they first started they charged per episode and this 

strategy did not work as well as expected.  They changed the strategy to a donation strategy and 

have increased profits.  They now run a funding campaign and when the funding goal is reached 

they produce a show.  Two to three months between episode releases is the normal time frame 

for this producer.  Crowd sourcing sites like Kickstarter and Indigogo provide a great tool to 

raise money for new productions.  Aural Stage recently used crowd sourcing and funded a 

production for a new show through Rockethub.com.  Crowd funding will not work if a producer 

wants to produce many episodes quickly.  The producers who do use crowd funding can have 

months or years go by in between episode releases. 

 Kc Wayland of We’re  Alive mentions the need for multiple forms of monetization.  He 

believes using Google AdSense could be the best form of monetization.  He believes a producer 

could make enough money to pay for their website.   For him merchandising is another 

legitimate form of monetization.  Other producers have not had great success with 
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merchandising.  The Colonial Radio Theatre has tried selling its artwork but has not had much 

success. 

 A new way to monetize is to distribute through a paid app.  HotHouse Bruiser by Joel 

Metzger is an app download from ITunes of Google Play.  The strategy is to give listeners 

several episodes and get them hooked then charge for the remaining episodes.  While this may be 

a viable channel in the future Joel had not had great success with it yet.   

 The ideal of giving people part of the content and then charging them for the remaining 

story has been somewhat successful for the producers like Fred Greenhalgh and others.  Many 

producers believe this model is the most viable way to monetize their content.  This model of 

giving the original work away for free and then charging for extra content has been the most 

successful method of monetization on the web for the past several years.  Most apps are now free 

but upgradable for a cost; mobile games have used this model with great success.   

 Gear sponsorship is another way to monetize the production.  Aural Stage has a 

sponsorship with Samson Microphones.  While this may not bring income in it can help defer the 

cost of production.   

  

 

 

Chapter 4 – The Future of Audio Theatre 

 

 The future of audio theatre could be bright, but progress must be made in certain areas.  

Angelo Panetta of Radio Repertory Company of America believes that audio theatre does not 

have a good gold standard show that will attract large numbers of people to the medium.  This is 
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true and it does hinder the growth of the medium in several areas.  Producing  a  “gold  standard”  

show that will have listeners flocking to the medium is not the only strategy to monetize content. 

One tactic that has been suggested is to produce recently canceled or finished television 

series.  Shows such as Lost, Sopranos, and the recently finished Burn Notice have garnered huge 

audiences that religiously followed the shows each week.  Even though Burn Notice ended in the 

spring of 2013, several months  later  fans  are  still  active  on  the  show’s  message  boards  and some 

are re-watching the entire seven seasons.  Shows such as these have story lines and characters 

that would translate to audio theatre, especially if episodes were released before the afterglow of 

the show had diminished.  If the actors who play the main characters can be contracted for the 

first several episodes of the audio theatre production it could provide an added boost for the 

show.  This strategy would build upon Radio Repertory Company  of  America’s plan of using 

celebrities.   A recent example of this strategy is the release of the Enders Game audio play.  It 

was released several weeks before the film version of the book was released in the fall of 2013.   

 Fred Greenhalgh has started the site Audio Drama Revival, which is an aggregator for 

audio theatre productions.  Producers send content in and he features one episode on his weekly 

podcast.  A library of the shows can be streamed either from his website or through the Sticher 

app or listeners can downloaded them from ITunes.   

While this site provides many benefits to both listeners and producers, it barely scratches 

the surface as to what audio theatre needs in the future.  Discovering audio theatre content has 

always been a problem for modern consumers and this must be addressed for the industry to 

grow.  With podcasting being the dominant form of distribution, an aggregator needs to be 

developed that can assist listeners in finding new material. 
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The aggregator would need to have access to entire libraries from many producers.  The 

purchasing process must be streamlined down to one or two clicks.  Colonial Radio Theatre does 

not sell content from their website but provide links to Amazon, Audible and ITunes where their 

content can be purchased.  I believe this could work as after discovery of a show, one click and 

the listener could buy content.  This would allow the aggregator to not have to deal with the 

transaction process but use a more mature process to transfer money. 

 This site would need the ability for multiple pricing schemes for the different styles of 

content.  Producers with high production value content would be able to charge more for their 

shows and this would allow separation in the content.  Different pricing plans would allow for a 

wide range of content and producers.   

While a wide range of shows and producers is desired, certain technical specifications 

need to be required.  This would eliminate some of the content with the lowest production values 

and guarantee that all content be a certain quality.  Sites like Audible and Amazon have technical 

requirements to sell content on their sites and this new audio theatre aggregator should follow 

suit. 

 In addition to discovery and distribution the aggregator needs to also provide community 

for the fans of audio theatre.  One reasons for the success of We’re  Alive is the active forums that 

have risen up over the show.  A place where fans can communicate and connect over the show 

can help build a following.   Sports teams have taken advantage of forums, and now online chats 

are run during games and all aspects of the team can be discussed 24/7.    

 Pandora and Spotify revolutionized the way people discover and listen to music.  Now 

instead of buying music people stream their music.  Audio Theatre needs to exploit this medium.  

This service could be provided by the aggregator or by another service.  While Joel Metzger has 
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not had great success with the distributing through the app model, the streaming service and 

aggregator needs to have an app for mobile distribution.  At this point in its history, audio theatre 

needs to separate itself from audio books on certain platforms.  Audio Theatre needs its own 

platform, so content can be found easily.  While it is contrary to the culture of free content that is 

prevalent on the web, the streaming service must be able to provide producers and creators with 

income for their work.     

 Other distribution channels need to be explored.  Kc Wayland from We’re  Alive 

mentioned services such as Roku and Hulu as distribution channels.  These services broadcast 

television shows and podcasts over the Internet.  Consumers pay a subscription fee each month.  

While most producers of audio theatre do not have enough of a fan base to be considered for 

these distribution services an aggregator could build enough of a fan base to be distributed 

through these channels.   

 Content providers such as Direct TV give viewers the option to listen to different genres 

of music through their television content package.  Audio theatre needs to investigate this type of 

distribution.  While it may not provide a large amount of income for the producers, it can be part 

of a bigger plan  

 In the current industry condition, audio theatre is a hobby for most, or a way to promote 

themselves in order to gain other gigs in the more lucrative mediums such as films, animations 

and theatre.  For this to change, the attention that is given to the art must be given to the business 

aspect of audio theatre.  While most producers know how to tell their stories and take the time to 

produce them to the best of their ability, it can be questioned if the same attention to detail was 

given to the business side of audio theatre.  This can be difficult as most producers have full time 
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jobs and other obligations, and for most creative types the skills required for business can be 

lacking.   

 Writers, actors, directors and producers must understand their role.  Decisions about what 

to produce and how to produce it must take into account the financial ramifications.  Content 

must be produced with high enough production values so that it is a viable form of 

entertainment.   

 It took thirty years for television and film to topple the radio as the top form of home 

entertainment.  In the Internet age, the time frame audio had before video became a viable 

entertainment form was reduced to six years.  In the late 1990s technology did not allow for high 

quality video to be streamed by consumers.  In those years many audio theatre producers found a 

place to distribute their content.  In the early 21st century technology caught up and allowed 

video to be downloaded and streamed at a high enough quality that video production on the 

Internet has taken off.  Sites like YouTube have made everybody a content provider.  Netflix has 

brought movie rentals to the web.   

 Now that video streaming on the Internet has caught up, the question is if audio theatre 

can grow enough to become an economically viable industry.  Audio theatre producers have to 

gain more of the mobile market where video cannot be consumed.  This is the market that audio 

theatre must dominate to take the next steps in becoming an economically viable medium.      

 The industry has to find major distribution channels that can be found easily by 

consumers.  An aggregator must be created that allows producers a channel to present and sell 

their content.   Consumers must find the site intuitive and easy to find and offer consumers and 

fans a place of community.  The future may be bright for audio theatre, but that will be decided 

by the ingenuity and dedication of the people who participate in this medium.  
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