Chapter 3

Documentary production




Doing a documentary is one demanding exercise in radio
production. It takes ambition, skill, adventure and emotional
commitment. The risks are great - the ultimate pinnacle
is striving and the ability to dig into a topic with depth
and insight and place that information in a broader context.
For instance if you are to do a documentary about people
who are living in areas where there is poverty, hunger and
life threatening diseases like malaria and cholera, etc.
What do you as a documentary writer and producer do to
make your subject comfortable? How do you make sure
that they give you the story that you want to tell?
The secret is simple, you need to stay with them, live their
lives and go through what they go through on a daily
basis. In that way your subjects will feel like you are part
of them. They will be more comfortable talking to you and
won'’t feel like they are being exploited by giving you their
stories.

Radio documentary production pulls together every skill
the radio producer/writer must have: technical, intellectual,
artistic and editorial. Documentaries come in different
styles. Few people ever master them all and, in fact, many
producers learn more and more each time they attempt
these heights. The lessons learnt and the challenges faced
when really looking into a topic are well worth it.

Essential Questions.

How do I select the best topic for documentary treatment?
What kind of documentary style do I want to choose?



What are the steps to follow when doing this kind of a
documentary?

Remember Documentary deals
with fact, not fiction.

Most importantly, documentaries delve into a non-fictional
world with real events, real issues, real conflict, real people
and real emotions. Everything seen and heard on screen
is grounded in accuracy and has no element of fiction.

Documentary is flexible.

Unlike fictional programmes, documentaries have no fixed
recordings and conceptual guidelines per say. It’s impossible
to concretise events or decide one way or the other about
how the documentary will turn out eventually. There are
fewer ‘rules’ to be followed, which reflects the fact that
there are few rules in the real world as well. This makes
it more challenging but definitely more exciting.

Documentary inspires
movement and action.

At the very heart of a radio documentary, there is an issue
and a message at hand. The passing on of this message
to the listeners is usually the reason that the programme
is made in the first place. Radio documentaries have long
been used as an instrument to inspire change in their
audience, be it social change or inner change.

Documentary involves less
control.

Unlike Radio drama, Radio documentaries must be recorded
in the real world and reflect real events happening. Often,
the producer is unable to control the event he is recording
as well as the circumstances surrounding the event.



It’s difficult to think about other production elements
when in the middle of an interview! There is less control
over the subject in documentary; however this unmodified,
improvised element is often the very charm of non-fictional
programmes.

Documentary subject is
paramount.

Documentaries are inherently bound to their subject
matter. Since their purpose is so issue-specific and their
circumstances are non-fictional, the subject is the most
important aspect of a radio documentary and is given
precedence over other aspects, for example: entertainment
value.

Guidelines to a successful
Radio Documentary.

1 The topic must be well chosen, researched and
explored in depth.

2 It should have an original style that is appropriate
for the subject, focus and theme.

3 Your documentary should have a clear progression
of ideas and a beginning, middle and end.

4 The writing is clear, descriptive, and leads to tape
effectively.

(Note: Some documentaries might not have scripts.) This
happens because most producers record as they do their
research. So they use the same material to put together
their documentaries. If you do this you should always make
sure that you have got quality sound

5 All actualities, music, and ambience are should be
used effectively in clear, interesting, and compelling
ways.







