Radio and the Internet

Radio Documentaries Take Listeners Into Dark Corners

David Isay is the founder of Sound
Portraits Productions. Its radio docu-
mentaries profile the lives of men.
women and children living in com-
munities often neglected or misunder-
stood. During the past 13 years, Isay’s
work bas won nearly every award in
broadcasting, including three Peabody
Awards, two Robert F. Kennedy jour-
nalism Awards, and two Livingston
Awards for Young Journalists. He was
recently awarded a MacArthur Fel-
lowship. Included amorig Sournd Por-
traits’ documentary work is "Ghetto
Life 101,” “Witness to an Execution,”
“The Jewish Giant,” “The Sunshine
Hotel "and “The Executive Tapes.” Isay
was interviewed by Nieman Reports
editor, Melissa Ludtke.

. Melissa Ludtke: Can you describe
why you chose the radio documentary
- asaway to tell the stories and reflect on
’ “al issues?

David Isay: Well, 1 didn’t choose it.
It was a series of strange circumstances
and rwists of fate that kind of led me
into making radio documenitaries when
1was 22 years old and headed to medi-
cal school. It totally kind of exploded
my life and sent meinashole

getting into dark corners of this coun-
try and telling stories that can’t be told
on film.

ML: Why is it a great medium for
telling the kind of stories you want to
tell?

Isay: Well, it’s cheap. And a lot of
the stories that interest me are about
people who are living on the margins.
Our mission is to tell stories of people
who are outside of the mainstream. A
fot of times people don’t want photo-
graphs, don’t want their faces shown.
Many times they communicate best
through talking.

ML: You've spoken about finding a
place where the concentric circles of
whatyoudowell come together. Could
you share what you feel are the ingre-
dients of those intersecting circles?

Isay: It's everything from techni-
cally—it is not rocket science to use
audio equipment, and technically 1
enjoyed doing it. It was just the right
amount of technical stuff so that it
didn’t distract me. I like asking ques-
tions. And I jove editing. I love héaring

tapes. I mean, making these programs
is all about finding tape that’s on fire
and stringing it together in a cohesive

way. So that was great. And doing the

interviews when you're talking about
the kind of stories that Fm drawn 1o,
it’s kind of a cross berween, 1 don't
know what it is. I'm uncomfortable
kind of labeling. Bur, it's sort of part
journalism, part like social work. When
vou'redoinganinterview, it can be this
very intense sort of verbal exchange. 1
come from a family of therapists. And
that’s enjoyable to me.

. ML: What’s the part of it that you
think relates 1o journalism?

Isay: Thatit tells the truth. The kind
of radio stuff that 1 do is elose to narra-
tive journalism. It's about a kind of
total immersion in a topicand bringing

" you into a place. If you look at some-

thing like the Sunshine Hotel, it’s a
matter of going into a dark place and
doingalotof recording and then creat-
tng this space through audio where
people can step into this other world.

ML: A journalist who goes into the
Sunshine Hotel and does interviews
might ask the same gues-
tions you do, or might

new direction. So I wasn’t
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not. Might get similar an-

drawn o the radiodocumen- e
tary; it just kind of hap-
pened.... 1 wasn't a journal-
ist.

V'd never taken a journal-
ism class. | never listened to
public radio. I mean, | knew
nothing. And I certainly
could have ended up going
in different directions in ra-
dio, or leaving radio and go-
ing to some other form of
storytelling.... And it just so
happens that it was the me-
dium thatwas perfectfortell- | .
i~ +he kind of stories that |

tbout. Radio is a won-
aertul medium to tell emo-
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swers to what you get
But, if that person was
doing this as part of a
news story on radio, then
there’d be other compo-
nents and responsibili-
ties. To the best of their
ability. they would have
tocheck outthe story that
they were ‘told, to see
what was true and what
might not be true.

Isay: And that's sort of
a fallacy about the work.
Of course we do that, the
kind of research that goes
into doing astory like this,

tional stories. That interests
me. It’s a great medium for

On soundportraits.org, visitors can learn about David Isay’s work.

eventhoughthere’s never
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been an expert in a piece that we've
done in nine years. When we do a
story, we’ve got cubic inches of infor-
mation. Every expert that could be
talkedtohasbeentalked to. Imean,it’s
like jazz in the sense that you can’
improvise until you've got the basics
down. So when we go in we do the
basic journalistic work, the research,
the background, the digging, talking 1o
people, getting to know them, and
checking their stories as best we can.

ML: But that's not transparent in the
work you do.

Isay: Absolutely. But, hopefully,
when people hearthe work they’lthear
a solidity to it. And if it’s on public
radio, they'll understand that it’s not
done lightly. If this had been done as a
straight reported news piece, the re-
search that would have gone intoit, on
any of these pieces, is much less than
what we end up doing. We spend a
long, long time doing these pieces.
And thatinvolves checkingitbackwards
and forwards and upside down. I think
. it's very similar to the long-form New
Yorker sort of journalism or any other.
sort of immersion journalism. It’s just
that the narrationis usually in the hands
of someone who is in the place that
we’re working. That's what makes it
different. And that’s part of what differ-
entiates radio from print.

ML: Your work often airs without a
narrator’s voiLe per se.

Isay: It always has a-narrator, be-
cause it’s impossible to tell a story
without a narrator. And that’s great if
you didn’t realize that someone was

narraiing. There's always a narrator.

But the narratoris not us. The narrator

issomeone who is from the place where

this documentary is taking place. In the

documentary about the executions in

Texas, the narrator is the warden. In

“The Sunshine Hotel,” the narrator is
. the guy who runs the flophouse.

ML: He’s also a character in it in
some ways, too, isn't he?

Isay: Yeah, he is.
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ML: Where there is another overlap
with the role that the journalist playsin
reporting a story is in the fact that
you're making obvious editing deci-
sions zbout what voices to include,
what sounds to make prominent, and
the order in which the story will be

told.

Isay: Sure, absolutely. The bottom
line is thar hopefully 1 can look the
people with whom i've worked in the
eye and not feel embarrassed about
what we've done together..._ I like to
think that these are places that are
important for people who don’t live in
[them] to experience. And for people
to meet people living these lives that
are different than theirs. Because the
eight million listeners to public radio
are typically middle class, upper middle
class, you know, people driving to or
from work_ 1 mean, that’s who'you're
playing to. My goal always is to kind of
sneak up behind people and almost
like quietly lift them up into this story.
And | try to.carry them for 22 minutes
without them even knowing it. Not
give them the chance to turn off the
radio,. if iU’s successful. And then 22
minutes later quietly put them down
and walk away. That's sort of the image
in my head of what I'm trying to do.

ML: You want to have Jeft them at
that point with an emotional experi-
ence primarily, or with an experience
that could be defined as one that in-
creases their knowledge?

Isay: It's an experience where
they’ve gone some place they wouldn’t
otherwise have gone. And if it’s emo-
tional for them, that’s great; if it’s not,
that’s fine. Whatever that experience
is. Butit’sa matter ofleading them into
a world that they would not otherwise
know of or experience, and letting
them meet people who they otherwise
wouldn’t have mer.

ML: And is there a purpose in your
mind bevond the transporting of some-
one to a different place? '

Isay: Yeah, because I like all the
people that I do stories about, and it’s

abblitSeeing the humanity in others.
Again, it's hard because it’s 50 easy to__
get kind of clichéd. But, that’s what i
is. The guvs who do the executions in" "’
Texas, you know, they're decent
people. The kids who live in the ghetto
or the guys in the flophouse—what-
ever. | do stories about people that 1
like, who are for the most part prob-
ably either ignored or misunderstood
or not thought about. It’s just about
humanity. It’s just about introducing
people 1o people. And again it’s corny,
but just seeing that evervbody is sort of
the same.

ML: I'd like to go to your experi-
ences, particularly Jooking on death
row, where you've spent a lot of time,
whether it was in the jails of Louisiana
or more recently bringing to light the
tapes from the death chamber in Geor-
gia. There’s been a lot of reporting
examining the death penalty fromalot
of different angles, whether it's the
racial fairness angle or the question of

‘whether there should be a death pen-

alty. What do you think your work;
iluminates that isn’t part of the tradi-

‘tional ‘or mainstream journalistic cov-

erage of the.death penalty story?

Isay: Again., I'm not consciously
thinking like "What story can 1 tell that
nobody else has told?” or “How can i
do something different?” I was in a
situation in which I was doing a story,
and it just kind of occurred to me,
“What is it like for these guys who do
these executions?” And 1 didn’t know if
it was going to turn into a five-minute
piece or a no piece. And it just kind of
opened up. It was just being curious
and then following the path and seeing
where it leads. And these guys who we
interviewed, for the most part, had
never been asked these questions be-
fore. The warden hadn’t. None of the
people who worked in the prison had
been asked what’s it like to do these
executions.... Again, it’s as much as
possible trying tobe the vehicle through

which people can tell their stories. =™

That's what we're trying to do, trying to '
be the translator to the larger world of
some kind of insular group or what-
ever, some group of people, and (0



help them use this medium 1o tell their
story in a way that they feel is true.._.
I'm in 2 really fortunate circumstance
of getting independent funding, and
being able to do whatever | feel pas-
sionate about, and then slamming it
onto the air whichever way I can._.it’s
about not letting stories be watered
down,

ML: Your work, like any work, is a
product of its time. The way that you
approach your subjects, and the way
you approach the telling of stories has
something todowith the times inwhich
we are in, with the progression or
change of style in terms of how the
documentary is used. In the past, there
seemed to be a particular sort of style
and purpose to the documentary that
might have changed overtimein terms
ofthe way that we, as Americans, or we,
as an audience, take information in.
You may be a product of a different era
in terms of how you go about present-
ing stories. If you were doing "Harvest
of Shame" today what you might do is
have the migrant workers be the only
voice, as opposed to literally be stand-
ing in the field, were you Edward R.
Murrow. It's just a different sryle.

Isay: Absolutely. But there were al-
ways people doing oral histories. I do
think that doing the kind of hard hit-
ting journalistic stuff, I mean, certainly
the investigative stuffisa little bitapples
and oranges with this kind of docu-
mentary. work, because usually these
pieces are about kind of talking to
people who haven’t been talked to
before to reveal the humanity that's
there, as opposed to uncovering hard
news. It does uncover injustice, but in
a more roundabout 'wa)-'. [ mean, as
opposed to investigating some actual
single wrong that has been done. And
with the execution tapes, that was more
similar because it's uncovering docu-
ments that have been withheld or get-
iing into a place that’s been routinely
kept from the American public. So that
would be more in that tradition.

ML: National Public Radio [NPR]
declined to broadcasting those tapes
from the Georgia execution chamber

thitvou so much wanted to bring out
and use as documents. Instead, vou
brought this consortium of stations
together to air this, which you thought
was very imporiant for people to hear.

1say: I still do. 1 think it’s the only
document we’ll ever have of modern-

day American executions.

ML: And why do you think iU's im-
portant for Americans to hear?

Isay: Because this is an act that’s

being done in the name of American’

citizens. And Hthink people havearight
t0 know what’s going on.. ..

ML: In terms of building this new
consortium of public radio stations, do
you think that experience will lead ro
any new ways in which documentary

radio producers can have their stories.

aired? Or was this sort of a one-time
situation?

Isay: I think that the radic docu-
mentary is vastly underutilized. Alot of
people should be making alot of docu-
mentaries. And there should be alotof
ways 1o get them out there. With NPR,
it’s kind of a complicated story the way
this happened with the decision not 1o
broadcastthe Georgiaexecution tapes.
But 1 think that as much good stuff
should be able to get out there in any
way that it possibly can. All I really care
about is that good stuff gets on the air
and gets heard by as many people as
possible. And whatever way that needs
1o be done is good with me. 1 think it's
more an issue of making more people
understand what a great medium radio
is to tell stories in and getting more
great stories, as opposed to there be-
ingall these great stories that are some-
how being kept from the public. I see
more that there ‘aren’t enough. And
there are a lot of reasons. Because it’s
hard to make a living. But you know,
that’s changing, because I think we
have entered this little renaissance for
radio documentaries. '

ML: Why do you say this?

isay: I think a lot has 10 do with
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“This.American Life.” Letting people
see what radio could be, can be. And
maybe some of the work we've done.
But it’s totally changed. The New York
Times is reviewing radio documenta-
ries. They reguiarly review radio now.
We couldn’tget an intern six years ago,
and now we have the best and the
brightest coming out of the best Ivy
League schools, lining up to do this
stuff. People are seeing what a power-
ful medium this is. It's a very exciting
time technologically, too, because any-
one can take a 3700 i-Mac computer
and have an incredibly powerful edit-
ing system. You can download free
software, and you can be at 2 console
whichis a thousand times more power-
ful than the fanciest studio was six
years ago. And you can buy a mini-disk
player for $197, and a microphone for
$100 bucks, and you are a walking,
3Smm film production studio. I mean,
you can’t do better than that. The po-
tential is limitless. So the dream isalot
of people start picking up tape record-
ers and interviewing people and play-
ing around and adding music, and
doing all kinds of cool stuff. That would
be the dream.... I think there’s nothing
wrong with having a lot of great radio
journalism documentary stuff happen-
ing. I think that would be the best thing
that could ever happen.

ML: Because we are living in an era
where, at least, when one talks to me-
dia specialists they say, "Shortis berter.
People’s attention spans aren’t there.”
Yet this advice runs counter to what
you are saying.

Isay: | think you can have a half-
hour piece that seerns like one minute
and a two-minute piece that seems like
seven hours. It's about doing good
work. And certainly if the stuff can
sustain, then people will listen and
appreciate it It’s all about doing good
stuff. B
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