British Radio Drama - A Potted History...





The BBC began life in 1922, shortly after the end of the first world war, and for over thirty years was the only broadcaster legally operating in Britain. Initially, the BBC was only involved with radio broadcasting. While radio and television were both being developed during the early years of the century, television technology was far less advanced than that of radio, and there was no regular television service in Britain until the end of the second world war in 1945. For over twenty years, therefore, radio was the only broadcast medium available to the British public, and the BBC was the only organisation to provide it. One of the principal forms of entertainment developed by the BBC during its early years was the radio play.





The first radio drama to be broadcast on the BBC’s fledgling radio service was a selection of scenes from Shakespeare, aired in 1923. This broadcast - and those like it - set the tone for much of what was to come in the subsequent years. Shakespeare was (and still is) considered by many to be the national poet and playwright, and the fact that the BBC chose works of ‘high culture’ to broadcast was representative of its conservative attitude at the time. Many such radio adaptations of ‘great’ plays and novels were broadcast during the 1920’s - and, indeed, are still broadcast today.





The first play specifically written for the radio was broadcast in 1924. ‘The Comedy Of Danger’ represented a significant step forward in terms of the radio drama form, since it opened in a coalmine after the lights had failed, and took place in complete darkness. This meant that the listeners could close their eyes and experience the same ‘blindness’ as the characters in the play. This device was the first time that the medium of radio had been used as a distinct asset in a dramatic production, instead of as simply a compromise solution.





A year later, in 1925, a specialised Radio Drama Department was set up within the BBC. It largely shared the same upper-class values as the BBC itself, and still produced much which closely followed the theatrical conventions of the day (a musical overture before the performance, and music between acts, and so on). The historical/literary/‘high art’ attitude of the Radio Drama Department was not a problem at the time, however, since radio sets were themselves still scarce and only owned by the wealthier middle- or upper-classes.





There were technical and production problems in the early days, however. The first radio drama broadcasts had basically involved placing a microphone in front of the performers (usually in a large hall) and getting the project their voices towards it. The results were often inaudible, and even when the actors’ voices could be heard, the effect was far from subtle. This state of affairs continued until 1928, when the ‘Dramatic Control Panel’ was invented, a sound mixer which enabled the producer to ‘fade in’ sounds from a number of different studios or microphones, including music and sound effects. Radio plays were still broadcast ‘live’, however, without being recorded in advance.





The Dramatic Control Panel meant that radio drama could advance in many new directions, and develop into a form quite separate from film or stage drama. The ability to mix sound sources meant that ‘stream-of-consciousness’ monologue could be mixed with ‘normal’ dialogue and music, and produce a unique montage of impressions in the mind of the listener. Many radio dramatists took full advantage of radio drama’s ability to paint vivid ‘mental pictures’ which could never be achieved on stage. Radio drama flourished.





During the 1930’s, many more radios were bought by lower-income families, and the BBC responded to the changing tastes of the audience by producing more plays with broader popular appeal. 1930 saw the Radio Drama Department produce more plays as all the London theatres put together, and over the course of the decade, its output to over 7 times this number : radio had become the popular home entertainment medium. Crucial to this success was the development of the drama serial. The idea of a ‘soap opera’ had originated in the USA, where commercial radio had meant that sponsors (often soap companies - hence the name) would finance an entire radio drama series. The BBC adopted the idea (without the sponsorship), and produced its own homegrown soaps, including ‘Mrs Dale’s Diary’, ‘The English Family Robinson’ and ‘The Archers’ (which is still running today on Radio 4).





Radio drama continued to attract huge audiences during the 1940’s. Partly, during the war years of 1939 to 1945, this was due to the fact that it was the only dramatic entertainment available. The BBC’s experimental television service had been taken off-air at the outbreak of war, and most theatres were closed down because of the blackout - so people stayed at home, and listened to their radios. Many comedy shows were hugely popular at this time, series such as ‘It’s That Man Again!’ attracting millions of listeners every week and quickly becoming national institutions. Adventure series such as ‘Dick Barton - Special Agent’ (which began in 1946) were also hugely popular in the years following the war, capitalising upon its audience’s strong nationalist sentiments.





The 1950’s were also a time of significant development in radio drama. By the start of the decade, television had started to take off following its re-introduction in 1946, although few families could afford to own a set. However, following the coronation of Queen Elizabeth in 1952 - a huge media event - more and more people bought television sets, and its population began to soar. When regional ITV stations started broadcasting in the mid-1950’s (providing an outlet for the kinds of popular drama that radio had once specialised in), it might have seemed that radio drama was finished.





However, the 1950’s were actually something of a ‘golden age’ for radio drama. During the decade, much new and experimental drama was broadcast, including Dylan Thomas’s ground-breaking ‘Under Milk Wood’ in 1954. Echoing the radical developments taking place in the theatre at the same time (particularly Samuel Beckett and the absurdist movement), the BBC produced an astonishing array of challenging new dramas for radio. Radio comedy was also enjoying considerable success, both with anarchic formats such as ‘The Goon Show’, and domestic sitcoms like ‘Life With The Lyons’.





It was not until the 1960’s that radio drama began to lose its grip upon the affections of the British public. Following a huge reorganisation of BBC Radio in the late 1960’s - which gave birth, in 1967, to Radio 1 - radio drama was largely consigned to the ‘highbrow’ Radio 4. For much of the 1970’s, the BBC used radio drama as a means of ‘trying out’ new writers, who - if successful on radio - could be moved on to careers in television writing. Many of the plays written specifically for radio were domestic dramas aimed at the ‘housewife’ audience.





During the 1980’s and 1990’s, however, radio drama began to reclaim its identity as a medium for cutting-edge drama. ‘Traditional’ series such as ‘The Archers’ began to deal with serious contemporary issues (such as teenage pregnancy, drug abuse, travellers and ‘green’ issues), while many new black and Asian writers found a national voice through radio drama. In radio comedy, series such as ‘The Hitch-Hikers Guide To The Galaxy’ started using new audio technologies to create a uniquely bizarre alternative universe. In the past few years, women playwrights (and comedians) have also made significant in-roads in using radio as a means of expression.





At the start of the twenty-first century, the future of radio drama in Britain seems relatively secure. Certain forms have almost certainly disappeared forever - children’s radio drama, for instance, stopped being broadcast in the mid-1990’s. The fanatical following of soap operas such as ‘The Archers’, and continuing audience for good quality radio plays on the BBC means, however, that there will be a demand for radio drama for many years to come.





