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Radiophonics

Kate Horsley & Graham Mort

‘Radiophony:  the production of sound by radiant energy’ (OED)

'The project… has opened a new window for me and surely deserves to be reproduced all over Africa.  We always have a story to tell.' 

Jackline Amaguru Olanya, Radiophonics participant

Introduction

Radio is the fastest growing medium in Africa, aided by the portable transistor radio, solar powered and wind-up technologies. The development of the Internet is hampered by the lack of electrification and telephone infrastructure, so, for educators, radio is by far the best remote method of reaching African lecture halls and classrooms. It attracts large audiences in both English and indigenous languages and, increasingly, has been boosted by the advent of commercial FM stations.

The Radiophonics project was devised and piloted in the autumn of 2006 and sought to exploit these advantageous conditions. The project built upon an existing initiative in literature development established by the Crossing Borders
 online mentoring scheme (2002-2006), designed and led by Graham Mort. Graham also designed the new project with Kate Horsley acting as researcher, web designer and online workshop coordinator. The scheme was developed in partnership with the Department of English and Creative Writing at Lancaster University and funded by the British Council. 

Radiophonics was stimulated by feedback from the 2005 Beyond Borders
 literature festival outlining the need for more holistic literature development policies in Africa that could provide professional development opportunities for writers and generate new audiences for writing. The project strategy took account of the mission of the British Council to reach greater numbers of people and a much wider cross-section of society. In doing so, it recognised the difficulty of effective literature development in countries where publishing and the distribution of new writing are seriously circumscribed activities.
The project was designed as legacy activity for Crossing Borders and was deliberately targeted at writers who had participated in the earlier scheme. From the outset, it was devised as having two phases: the first to develop a series of public broadcasts, the second to deploy the same materials for educational use in schools. The intention was to promote literature development in a professional context, but also to stimulate and extend public debate by addressing topical social issues. Live workshops and web-based forum technology were used to develop eight ten-minute radio scripts that were produced as ‘Under the Sun', a series broadcast on Sanyu FM in Kampala and later mounted as podcasts on British Council websites.
Radio as Education

Most of the precedents for the Radiophonics project have been African radio drama series with either a literary or a social development focus.  Examples of the former category are the BBC World Service, which currently broadcasts its African Performance series of radio dramas, and South Africa FM, which recently began broadcasting a series of daily and weekly drama slots (after over ten years without drama productions). The African Radio Drama Association, Nigeria, broadcasts serial dramas that engage with issues of governance. This includes Rainbow City, a Pidgin English soap about people struggling to survive that also explores ‘the new social and political dispensation of democracy.’ A Hausa-language ARDA production, New Dawn used ‘infotainment and edu-tainment concepts’ to deal with women's rights under Muslim law as well as the dangers of corruption in a democratic society.  Similarly, the Viim Kuunga Radio Project in Burkina Faso and Drama for Education projects run in Nigeria by DfID and the BBC World Service Trust aim to educate their audience about corruption, poverty, ethnic tensions, civil unrest and living with HIV/Aids.

Drama for social development runs the danger of creating homiletic radio.  It can become overloaded and confused unless the underlying themes are skilfully integrated into the narrative. One major advantage of the Radiophonics project's combination of broadcast stories and online workshops proved to be its emphasis on stories and storytelling as opposed to drama. 

Project Design

In June 2006 Graham visited Uganda to plan the first (public broadcast) phase of the project, from stimulus workshops to broadcast. There were difficult questions to be resolved relating to the appeal of the work itself, the literary genre, duration of the broadcast slot and the nature of its planned audience interaction. At one end was the rather formal model of a BBC Radio 3 style broadcast with its inevitably restricted audience, at the other the potential reduction of quality and seriousness in order to reach a wider audience through a commercial broadcaster.

As talks with radio stations progressed, it was clear that the project might have to embrace incentives for audience participation in order to persuade a radio station to take on the idea without damaging their audience ratings.  Other aspects of the project were validated by the radio station visits - the use of a topical focus for creative work and interactive elements in particular. Commissioning a series of thematically linked short stories would enable clear branding and promotion. The broadcast of one story per week over eight weeks was the preferred format and it was decided that creative work should be pre-recorded with professional actors and sound-effects to create a high-quality broadcast product. Rather than having the impression of literature being read out loud, the audience would then hear writing being performed ‘in-voice’. 

The combined programme of creative work, audience interaction and topical debate would ultimately be mounted as podcasts in order to overcome the temporal limitations of broadcast and develop an international audience for new Ugandan writing and the debate it had stimulated. 

Live and Online Workshops

Eight Ugandan writers
 successfully applied to take part in the project. In October 2006 they attended a series of live workshops Graham ran in Kampala. The writers were each commissioned to develop a short story for radio focused on a contentious topical issue.


The initial focus of the live workshops was on examples of radio writing, the ‘radiophonic’ qualities that were desirable, and the intended shape of the series. It was hoped that the writers would influence each other and produce a linked sequence of stories, although there was no plan for an over-arching linkage or Canterbury Tales style meta-narrative. Radio in Uganda is often communal, playing in matatus (mini-bus taxis), community centres, schools and markets, so it was more than usually important that broadcasts were easy to follow rather than subtly descriptive, that they grabbed the reader and pulled them through to the end.
Once the participants had begun to develop their stories in a rough form, they were asked to produce a one-sentence synopsis, e.g. 'Ghosts' by Roy-Moses Kalyesubula:  A bona-fide citizen of Uganda is fed up with a rotten system.  They then worked forwards, using minute-by-minute story planners that enabled them to track what happened in each section, an effective method for reducing stasis. After three days of workshops, all the participants had a draft they had timed themselves reading aloud and could edit into a structured 10-minute piece.

The stories centred on problems most affecting communities, like HIV/Aids and drug abuse, as well as cultural and political issues like tribal intermarriage, corruption and injustice.  Infidelity, various forms turned out to be an issue connecting several of the pieces, each writer added an individual social nuance to that personal theme. For example, 'Get Back On My Feet', by Julius Sseremba told the story of an adulterous relationship which results in a husband and wife contracting HIV. 

Each of the stories placed a strong emphasis on narrative, avoiding too much dialogue, character description and digression. Our priorities were the creation of a compelling storyline likely to stimulate debate and audience reaction. Sanyu FM had never broadcast voice radio before and their audience were unused to subtly nuanced pieces. Since it was important to make the urgency of the human voice dominant, most stories were written in the first person. 
When the first drafts were completed, the mentoring process continued through email tutorials and online workshops hosted on the British Council website. Kate developed the web facilities and protocol for these workshop and co-ordinated the participants and UK mentors, Sara Maitland and Michelene Wandor. The aim was to develop the existing stories to broadcast standard. It was important that participants had the opportunity to think about how their work related to the other stories and group discussion in these workshop aided them in revising their pieces. Our mentors had a great deal of experience in writing for radio and their role was to promote debate and keep the discussion moving, allowing writers to take charge of what was now a collaborative exercise in drafting the series.

The methodology of the online workshops built on strategies for organizing virtual conference exchanges developed through Lancaster’s distance learning MA in Creative Writing. Submissions were posted simultaneously and critiqued by the other writers and by the moderator. There were eight labeled discussion threads dedicated to the work of individual participants, and the group had five days to comment on each piece and widen the forum discussion out to encompass any larger issues raised.  

Attention to narrative viewpoint was particularly evident throughout these exchanges.  The writers observed each other's tendency to build on stock Ugandan characters: the corrupt bureaucrat, the University ingénue, the adulterous spouse and the drunk.  Julius, for example, addressed David's use of narrative voice to engage the audience's attention through a bar room drunk: ‘I like the desperate ramblings in his hopeless monologue. I also see that within the 1st person voice, you have played with the 2nd person. It involves the listener even more intensely. One moment he’s engrossed in the drunk’s misfortunes the next for a fraction of a second he’s tricked into trying to imagine what his reaction would be in a similar fix.’  Whilst having this urban culture in common, the writers in fact came from a variety of ethnic backgrounds. The use of local language words and the idiomatic translation of proverbs were contentious leitmotifs for the forum. In response to Adrian's story, for example, Jackie suggested: ‘Pay closer attention to your use of direct translation in statements such as 'they talk this and talk that'.  How about turning it to something like this 'A lot is being said'? The saying, 'When a man dies frogs climb the house' would bring out the message very well if it were known globally but because of its local context it falls flat.’ 

The process continued with a further cycle of online discussion and critique, aimed at polishing each piece for performance. By now we were working against the clock and it became apparent that this level of radio readiness required a longer period in which to establish good editing practice. Vigorous input from mentors and writers caused an overload for participants who couldn't adequately respond. The result of this input, plus the compressed time-scale, was a kind of ‘mission drift’ by some writers who lost sight of the absolute bottom-line of their commissions. Working on the stories to make them better sometimes translated into making them longer.
Other pressures arising out of local circumstances added to the frustrating sense that there was not enough time to fulfill the remit.  During the workshop process a great deal of commitment was required from the writers themselves.  Internet access is difficult in Uganda due to frequent power cuts and two of the writers lived in Western Uganda, having to travel eight kilometres each day to access the Internet.  The time-scale of the project did not allow for delay and two writers also fell ill with malaria during the final phases of polishing their stories. 

Despite these obstacles, the online process undeniably added the opportunity to refine work in an environment that facilitates group learning, developing the stories in relation to each other. The forum enabled writers to stay in touch, to critique and influence each other’s work, without having to be physically present in a workshop. It allowed mentors to see multiple drafts of each story and to teach participants as a group rather than having the stories develop in isolation.  

In both stages of mentoring we asked participants to interrogate each story for its radiophonic qualities as they wrote critiques, then to turn the same analytic ear towards their own work. This required an awareness of the constraints and opportunities of writing for radio.  It was essential for work to come out the right length and stories were scheduled to run for 10 minutes, excluding the introduction and credits. The writers were made aware that radio production involves teamwork and that, if they didn’t edit their own stories, then the producer would!

Recording and Broadcast

By November 2006 we had eight clearly differentiated stories and a series of broadcast slots booked for December and January. Graham returned to Uganda to work at Sanyu FM with producer Faith Kinani and presenter Ben Mwiine.  After some discussion, the series was branded as 'Under the Sun' and a set of trailers recorded: ‘Sanyu Fm brings you new fiction from the hottest Ugandan writers, stories that cover everything …under the sun.’

Each story was recorded by an actor as a character ‘in-voice’. Ambient sound, wild-track, and sound effects were used to suggest a context for each story that was ‘live’ rather than ‘passive’. Stories was split by a piece of African-American popular music and topped and tailed with an excerpt from Abdullah Ibrahim's 'African Sunrise’. Brief résumés were added after each musical break to bring the piece back in. The production process provided an opportunity to edit stories or in some cases lengthen them: one script that came in three minutes short, was 'ghosted' at the end by repeating the beginning to create a sense of the narrator rambling drunkenly. In the same piece, colloquialisms like 'bitch' and (sexually explicit) 'weapon of mass destruction' were edited out for our 6.00pm Sunday slot.

The recording process was hampered by overloaded station facilities with few online resources or cataloguing systems for sound effects. The takes were laborious, with the final cut being assembled from four versions. Studio edits were made to the recordings, usually omitting words to smooth the reading. Time again ran out and Graham had to return to the UK, continuing to edit the rough-cut of each story via his computer and email exchange in a painstakingly slow process. 
The stories were launched in December and broadcast at 6.00pm on Sunday evenings over 8 weeks to a target audience of 18-35 year olds. The 30-minute programmes included music, studio discussion with an invited guest, and live phone-in responses from the public. Once the story had ended, a studio panel consisting of presenter, senior writer, and the author of the piece discussed the themes and issues raised. 

In one of the first programmes Adrian Baryamujura, the author of 'Deep Waters' discussed his piece with Dr. Frances Nakiwala, an English and literature teacher and curriculum developer in Uganda. Dr. Nakiwala commented: 'The programme is a plus in literature development as it takes care of those who are not keen readers.  They can now listen in to the stories.'  The pilot programmes succeeded in involving a lively Ugandan audience and caught the attention of listeners. They engaged with wider issues of social inclusion, democracy and free speech as well as with individual topics of current debate.  Each whole programme was then mounted on the Crossing Borders site as podcasts.

Conclusions

Radiophonics has now been commissioned as a new British Council project in Nigeria and Uganda (Phase II), commencing in September 2007.  The original idea that we could build a bridge between radio and reading, literature and orature seems well founded at this stage. Radiophonics opened out the possibility of exploring new writing in English within a professional and disciplined framework; it also offers the possibility of exploring the interface of English with indigenous languages through multilingual productions. The use of commercial radio, despite its drawbacks, holds out the possibility of sponsorship and sustainability. 

The problems encountered during the pilot phase were primarily to do with the compressed time-scale. The UK support system was over-engineered and complicated by an unwieldy online environment - that could certainly be simplified in future.  It seems sensible that the workshop facilitator doubles as the producer and keeps a close eye on development. Interaction between professional readers and writers in the workshop process is desirable, building a performative element into the live workshops so that the writers can actually hear the problems with their scripts and edit their own work more closely. 

In subsequent development, the process will benefit from using a file-sharing system to post drafts of documents and of using a blogging technology that enables archiving and consolidates several kinds of information (profiles, uploaded files, submissions, comments, podcasts). Making a space for participants to post their work – written and recorded – creates a community of nascent writers for radio who can help each other to develop through peer-to-peer discussion, augmenting formal learning with informal contact and advice.  

Crucially, the use of exemplar scripts and recordings from ‘Under the Sun’ will make it possible to develop an invaluable online interactive archive of radio writing, including podcasts and scripts in different stages of development. This exemplar material, together with expert mentoring, will aid the training of a new generation of radio writers in African countries. The newly commissioned phase of Radiophonics will also use web facilities as a management tool, so that all information relating to time-lines, roles and responsibilities can be located in shared and easily accessible virtual space.

The most exciting aspects of a project like this are its potential to commission new poetry, fiction and radio drama, exploring their agency in social and political debate that can be accessed and understood by the rest of the world. The next phase of the project will engage with the educational sector, producing teaching packs for secondary schools, featuring audiotapes and printed versions of new writing and providing training for teachers and writers. New writing can be published after broadcast in ‘print on demand’ editions marketed via radio trailers to develop readership. Creative writing as an arts discipline will be developed through workshops devised by teachers and writers together, stimulating new approaches to writing in schools and a greater openness about debating issues of democracy and social inclusion.
Notes



� � HYPERLINK "http://www.crossingborders-africanwriting.org/" ��http://www.crossingborders-africanwriting.org/�





� Kampala, October 2005, with delegates from 17 Anglophone African countries � HYPERLINK "http://www.crossingborders-africanwriting.org/about/beyondborders/" ��http://www.crossingborders-africanwriting.org/about/beyondborders/�





� For further information on these projects, see:         � HYPERLINK "http://www.comminit.com/" ��http://www.comminit.com/�   � HYPERLINK "http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/africa/4907274.stm" ��http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/africa/4907274.stm� � HYPERLINK "http://www.saswa.org.za/archive/news_bbc_workshop.htm" ��http://www.saswa.org.za/archive/news_bbc_workshop.htm� � HYPERLINK "http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/trust/projectsindepth/story/2003/09/030908_voices.shtml" ��http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/trust/projectsindepth/story/2003/09/030908_voices.shtml� 


� Adrian Baryamujura, Ebenezer Bifubyeka, Irene Luyiga, Jackie Olanya, Nancy Oloro Robarts, Roy-Moses Kalyesubula, Julius Caesar Sseremba, and David Tumusiime, all Crossing Borders alumni.





� The podcasts can be found here: � HYPERLINK "http://www.crossingborders-africanwriting.org/onlineworkshops/radiophonics/radiophonicspodcasts/" ��http://www.crossingborders-africanwriting.org/onlineworkshops/radiophonics/radiophonicspodcasts/�
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