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Jessica Abel has done a spectacular job capturing what our jobs are like.
Frankly, I find it astonishing that an outsider could come into our radio offices
and so thoroughly suss out the key things a person would need to know to make
great work. So many parts of this book blow my mind, theyre so well done. First
and foremost: the chunk of this book that starts on page 47 about how to tell if a
story idea is worth pursuing, and how to focus a story so it'll be great. People say
so many smart things in that section that I'd never heard before, things I wanted to
try out immediately. This book is a first-rate field manual for anyone thinking of
joining our radio army.

If you're even vaguely considering this yourself, my advice is: start now. Don't
wait for permission. Don’t wait till you get a job doing this. Don’t wait for inspiration
to strike. Don’t wait till you're at a better place in your life. Just start. You'll find it’s
simpler than you might think and as engrossing as you could ever hope for. And
where to start? Well you should choose whatever feels right to you but the most
basic radio piece you can make is an interview with someone who has some story
to tell. For that kind of piece, you don’t need to figure out how to write or perform
your narration. You don’t need narration! (All my early stories were non-narrated
interviews for that very reason.) If you want to spend a little money, spring for a
mic to plug into your smartphone and get a proper recording. Edit and mix the
sound on GarageBand or whatever free software you like. You can strategize what
to ask, do the interview, and structure the tape you get—go through all the steps
of making that piece—in a week or two. Play it for a friend and have them critique
and then make changes. Then play it for another friend and make more changes.
Then try another story, and another. Rinse, repeat, get better, post to the Internet.
Maybe pitch a story to some show you like.

In 1998 when Jessica Abel first came to Chicago to hang out and draw that
first short comic book about our show, my coworkers and I all thought we were far
along into our radio journey together, old hands at our craft. After all, wed been
making This American Life for three years! What else was there to learn? At that

point wed already succeeded beyond our expectations and gone as far as we could
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imagine anyone going, with our audience that was less than a million people and
our barely existent internet presence. We had no idea other people would someday
take up gear and join us on the battlefield making these sorts of stories. We didn’t
think of ourselves as the advance guard for the crowd that’s now formed alongside
us. But lately there’s so much great audio being made, it’s hard keeping up with it
all. People are trying new things, expressing their personalities, documenting stuff
nobody had gotten to till now. More than ever, it feels like there’s so much to invent

and discover. It feels like we're just at the beginning.

xi
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Foreword
by Ira Glass

I find myself lately living in a world I never imagined would exist. When I learned
to make radio stories like the ones I make today, you could fit everyone who made
these sorts of stories into a minivan. Now were an army. Our ranks have been
growing for a while but just in the last year, it feels like some new beachhead’s been
conquered and a flood of new podcasts has arrived, filled with stories that have
surprising plotlines and humor and emotion and interesting, original ideas.

And these podcasts are finding audiences. One measure of just how much
things have changed: When This American Life went on the air in 1995, it took us
four years to get to a million listeners. In 2014, our spinoff Serial got there in four
weeks. NPR’s show Invisibilia got there even faster: over two million listeners per
episode in four weeks. And as people continue to find these shows on the Internet,
the numbers just keep climbing. At this point, each episode of Invisibilia has been
downloaded by five million people. For Serial, the number’s over seven million.
Finally this year we seem to have left the era when telling someone about a podcast
got you blank stares or a confused “HOW do you hear one of those things?”

If you picked up this book hoping to learn how to make stories like this
yourself, let me be the first one to say Welcome! The water’s warm! Jump on in!

If you picked up this book as a fan of these shows, to get a look behind the
scenes, an enthusiastic Hello! to you as well. Please know that all of us in this comic
book look cuter in these pages than we do in real life. I've read that being in the
movies makes anyone look ten pounds heavier. Apparently comics lighten you by
twelve or fifteen pounds. And in the comics, I and my colleagues agree, our skin

has never looked better.
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Mavch, 2013, Yaris,
+he Radio France building.
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OK, je vais poser les
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Thomas Baumgartner, the host of L Atelier
du o7 on Radio France, found out abouk
wy comics about vadio and was intrigued. He
asked we in for an interview.

I'd been living in France for nine wonths at
+his point. Long enough +o understand questions
in French, not long enough +o answev thew.

*OK, I'm going to ask you the questions in French.
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Jessica Abel, ce qu'il vous intéresse dans
la vadio, c'est quoi?* by &t hearing.
peop/e’d Staed? ld i a zwedfzim of
dound, of vocce? ld it a nariative
guestion that you want to resolve?
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*...what is it that interests you about radio?

For over a \ear, 'd been working on this book and thinking
about Awerican vadio alwmost nonstop. But it was shill a struggle
+o define for this smart vadio guy whak, exactly, | was doing.

> A T
T
S BEEH P)
- ! TN
i !
— E y 7
N 2
. N D —— 7 7
The kind of vadio that 773
entrances we as a liskener, Z (7 %

and that excites we as a
thinker, it's unknown here.

Since then, l've had a lot
wore ime +o think about
. So heve's wy answev.

Right, exactly, all of those things. In the last
15 years, vadio in the U.S. has evolved entively
new ways of kelling stories. There are so many

How the hell could | explain what
# is *hat wmakes the vadio [ love so
important and worth our attention?

Radio, especially public
vadio and the podcasts
that have sprung from it,
and especially Gthough not
exclusively) in the USA, is
the wost fevtile ground for
navvative non-fickion in

English-language media.





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/Abel_9780385348447_epub3_019_r1.jpg
Have you heard of “driveway woments”? Wheve
you've liskening +o a story on the vadio in your car
and you arvive wheve you've going buk you just sit

in your cax to hear the end of the story?

The producers
wovking in this
wedium Cproducers”
in this context
usually means people
who report, narvate,
edit, and soundtvack
+heir audio stories)
ave making work

that's golidd gold

"

While you wight get caught in a social media vorkex 'w betting you do, koo. H nok in +he form of
and have a hard fiwme pulling yourself away, i cowics, then you've +elling stories when you

doesn’t usually feel fvanscendent. Buk that's what i+ write up veports for your boss, ov make a

feels like when \ou expevience the best audio stories. sales call, or even create a Facebook profile.

k / \\\’&}W’ ,
o Vgl
And | fell stories. That's "\ \W 5 =

what | do for a living.

n
[T IS \'&\‘k

So what do these
vadio producers know
that | don't know?

stonytellevs. { W\ N =
- | i Because, the question is,

How do they wake these
stories solid gold?
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Theve's a spivik of, “let's just all gek fogether
and wmake this thing,” of fearlessly breaking
new avhistic ground, that chavacterizes people
working in this field.

l/iilllnl//llll/lil/—'_ / S

S ——

PLANET
MONEY
MAKES A
T-SHIRT

They've aking the best +ools our
culture has Yo offer and wixing it |
up in the sevvice of audio stovies.

Fublic vadio foday is entvepreneurial and
DIV. And | mean that in the 'mnk vock
sense, as well as in the business sense.

Wromoam (GO0 e
We are a collective of amazing storyteling radio shows. Let's

K 3cromes 9voea
remake public radio together.

Creative vadio producers
don'+ hesitate *o borrow

T frowm the other avts.

S / i
N il

1
Jad Abumrad brings his

1 forwmal wmusical education.
Fat Mesihi-Miller brings his
expevience as a hip-hop
producer. Jay Allison velies
on his background as an
expevimental theater divector.

Being self-taught kakes intense willpower and
self-discipline Yo become the best. But it also
+akes imagination and self-knowledge.

Everyone's stories go
+hrough edits, and even the
] lowliest interns have a voice.






OEBPS/OEBPS/images/Abel_9780385348447_epub3_023_r1.jpg
OK, yeah, so this is not
+he fivst hiwe 've wmade a

Back in 1998, | was living in Mexico City.
e s ‘

comic book about vadio.

like +o be a cartoonist, you can start by imagining
incvedibly long hours hunched over a dvawing +able.

And for wost X So. Mexico. 199€. 56.6-baud dialup internet
cavkoonists, it theve- - S| service (When it wasn't on the fritz).

fove involves listening +o ;

vadio—hours and hours

and hours of vadio.

o oy

’ ) nﬂ""""'"'.i ‘ Oh lovd, +he |
Heving.
7 bu 9

N/ /%////’//% == | BN

Of course, | could have just liskened o wausic and not I'd been listening +o it since it launched on local
tested the priwitive capabilities of RealAudio, buk | was Chicago public vadio WBEZ as Your Radio
an addict of this new show, 77s American Life. Plaghoude back in 1996, Suve, I'd woved +o
Mexico, but | was not about +o give that up.
NIV,
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So when wy phone vang in the fall of 199¢, and
| answered, i +ook all of 4wo words for we +o
vealize that, incredibly, lva Blass was on the line.

K, may |
speak +o
Jessica Abel?

N

Vou don'* know
we, but my name
is lva Blass...

He thought of we because he'd clipped and saved
a journalistic comic I'd done a few yeavs eavlier in
a Chicago newspaper. So \es, making comics about
vadio was lva Blass’s idea. Hre's the one who's

always saing, “Radio is a very visual medivm.”

He had called we o
ask if 'd be intevested
n creating a comic book
abouk Thet American
Ldfe o give Yo people
who donated woney +o
suppovt the show.

Well, uh, yeats.

Buk journalistic comics weren't all that common
ak the time, so maybe he saw something kindred
in we: someone Willing o cross arkistic boundaries.

/... 50 YOU SHOULD
BUyY THIS DolL.
60T FIVE BUckS?

A panel from the story Ira saved.)
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They speak %o us with vecognizable voices, and This feels so right +o us Yoday, when authority

sound like veal human beings, allowing us +o connect cowmes from divectness and authenhicity, not
+o theiv stovies through the passion that we hear. distance and formality.
K N
I ) ,
7
<~
e

But when | was sitting in the
hallway of Radio France, | hadn't R
figured any of that ouk yet.

Seveval wonths
earlier, | had been
in Oakland, doing
+he veseavch for
+his book with the
vadio show S
Sudgment. e

My first day, the executive producer and host, 6lynn Washington, +ook +he ..
whole staff—and (full disclosure) me—ouk +o eat spicy Sichuan food.

'wa kind of inkentionally
nok asking what some of
the weats ave unhil after.

This is good. This’s got
beef and...shrimp?
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wake this book come togethev.
[ S \1
X Ave you veally ’
///// ! ] going +o cut all y

7
/ this tape?

"Cu this fape,” meaning, am | going o tvanscribe
and edi €0 or 100 hours of +ape of interviews
and wmeetings and Sichuan lunches? Ves.

| quote faivly exactly,
buk as Justin Green

said, the divty secvet
of carkooning is copy

F1 €itting. Vou litevally have

limited physical space in

which words can fit.

S

g

it

%

2

h

wrnssriraws 00000100,
wranIIE::

"wa excited. ['ve wanked Yo see
the lva comic for like, ever. Fovever.

iy ['ve heard about it for years.
[ I (=
0 \ = ~
L;\%‘\%\ -

2 (TANSS

Vou could have ordeved i+
from the That American Life
website. For like five dollavs.

)
Vi

0ooh. | don'+ know. Sovk of 7 Ws
not exactly the same as you guys..

We should use
swaller words.

Exactly. You will be
using smaller words when
# comes o the comic.

X
5
N
R
N
N
N
\i
N
N
N

§
\
N
N
\
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We called our comic Radio: An lllustrated Guide. \W's designed +o explain Thds '
Ametican Life's work process (as of 1999), and +o show behind-the-scenes tidbits.

The basic process

X

# describes. .. "\
===l o

S =y

. N

ab, there were
many smaller...

soundtvacking
=
' L

-..is not only shill basically
unchanged ok This American Life,
#'s also essewhially the same process
every vadio show in this book uses.

Thevre are vaviations, of
course, but: get tape, cut tape,
write narvakion Gf any), ger
feedback, vewrike, vecuk, layer in
sound, scove with wusic, aiv.

That's

+he Yechnical

underpinning

of all vadio
stovies.






