
D E S I G N I N G  SOUND DOCUMENTS 

by Barbara Diggins 

M s .  Diggins is  a f ree- lance  broadcas te r  r e s id ing  i n  Vancouver. Her a r t i c l e  
i s  based upon a p re sen ta t ion  made a t  t h e  Canadian Oral  His tory  Assoc ia t ion ' s  
annual meeting held i n  Edmonton i n  September 1977 .  

The va r ious  uses  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  have been discussed i n  t h e  j o u r n a l i s t i c  sense ,  
t h e  academic sense,  and t h e  a r c h i v a l  sense,  bu t  what about i n  t h e  a r e a  of en t e r t a in -  
ment? I don ' t  t h ink  we need t o  re-define o r a l  h i s t o r y ,  bu t  I th ink  h i s t o r i c a l  
documents can become e n t e r t a i n i n g  sound productions. It i s  poss ib l e  t o  e n t e r t a i n  
and inform a t  one and the  same time and t h i s  is  what I ' l l  endeavor t o  exp la in  us ing  
some product ion ideas .  A broadcas te r  knows i t  i s  p a r t  of h i s  job t o  choose en ter -  
t a i n i n g  people and t o  c o l l e c t  information h i s  audience w i l l  be i n t e r e s t e d  i n  hearing.  
The o r a l  h i s t o r i a n ,  on t h e  o the r  hand, might do an  in t e rv i ew pure ly  f o r  t h e  infor -  
mation and the  h i s t o r i c a l  va lue  of a p a r t i c u l a r  person ' s  vo ice  and/or  expression,  
but  how do we make our sub jec t s  more i n t e r e s t i n g ?  

I n  broadcast  product ion,  a l l  o r a l  in te rv iews  co l l ec t ed  on audio t ape  s o l e l y  o r  
accompanied by v ideo ,  remain unf in ished  u n t i l  post-production work i s  done. The 
sub jec t s  need n o t  be i n s i p i d  a s  some might th ink .  The prec ious  conversat ions should 
not  be shelved l i k e  books. L e t ' s  produce them and have them heard.  

I n  choosing a t o p i c  and a focus ,  l e t  your imagin ia t ion  run f r e e .  How about 
working on a sound t r a c k  t o  accompany a s l i d e  sequence i n  t h e  lobby of your l o c a l  
l i b r a r y ?  O r  t r y  present ing  a s h o r t  product ion t o  your f a v o u r i t e  r a d i o  s t a t i o n ?  
They might even he lp  produce i t .  

Here a r e  some product ion ideas  based on broadcast ing experience.  Always make 
a dub (copy) of t h e  o r i g i n a l  in te rv iew;  t h e  o r i g i n a l  i s  t o  be catalogued and 
t r ansc r ibed .  The copy i s  yours t o  p l ay  with.  So many of us  have access  t o  r ee l -  
to - ree l  t ape  recorders ;  t h e s e  d e f i n i t e l y  have t h e  b e s t  q u a l i t y ,  so whenever poss ib l e  
t ake  advantage of t h i s  medium. Por t ab le  machines t o  suggest  a r e  t h e  hand-made Swiss 
Nagra l V ,  t h e  Sony TC 800, and t h e  Uher i n  va r ious  models. They t ake  a f i v e  inch 
r e e l  (Nagra 1 V  adapts  t o  7 i nch ) ,  so an in te rv iew recorded a t  t h e  usua l  32 i . p . s .  
g ives  a recording time of t h i r t y  minutes.  It i s  wise t o  record on one s i d e  of the  
t ape  only t o  make e d i t i n g  e a s i e r .  The tape  recorders  mentioned above a r e  po r t ab l e ;  
however, some l a r g e r  machines a r e  t r anspor t ab le  and a r e  recommended i f  you can handle 
t h e  weight .  Casse t t e s  a r e  t he  most common, and t h e r e  a r e  techniques t h a t  w i l l  
accomplish adequate r e s u l t s .  For i n s t ance ,  i f  you buy a q u a l i t y  microphone, t he  
sound reproduct ion i s  heard wi th  g r e a t e r  f i d e l i t y .  A popular broadcast  microphone 
i s  t h e  EV (ElectroVoice) 6358. This i s  a n  u n i d i r e c t i o n a l  microphone and w i l l  pick- 
up wi th  equal  f a c i l i t y  from any d i r e c t i o n  without  any l o s t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  

Microphone technique i s  very  important e s p e c i a l l y  when good q u a l i t y  i s  requi red .  
P r a c t i c e  wi th  a f r i e n d ;  po in t  t h e  microphone back and f o r t h  ad jus t ing  volume l e v e l s  
i n  record then  playback and ana lyse  t h e  qua l i t y .  Sound recorded i n  the  "mud" i s  
p r e t t y  w e l l  impossible t o  boost  l a t e r  i n  t h e  s tud io  because t h e r e  i s  too much t ape  
and machine h i s s .  On your c a s s e t t e  o r  r ee l - to - r ee l  you probably have a V[J (volume 



u n i t )  meter ,  Use i t  t o  a t t a i n  voice  l e v e l s  peaking i n  t h e  red i n d i c a t i n g  proper  
adjustment of volume con t ro l .  When dubbing from c a s s e t t e  t o  r ee l - to - r ee l ,  i t  i s  
necessary t h a t  t h e  l e v e l s  were recorded proper ly  f o r  good q u a l i t y .  

Another easy mistake when record ing  i s  t o  f i n i s h  wi th  a l a c k  of "presence" i n  
somebody's voice.  " ~ r e s e n c e "  is  t h e  q u a l i t y  of being on t h e  microphone, a t  t h e  
c o r r e c t  i nd iv idua l  d i s t a n c e  from t h e  mic r0~hone .1  This  i s  c a r r i e d  ou t  by p r a c t i c i n g  
holding t h e  microphone d i r e c t l y  i n  f r o n t  of your in te rv iewee ,  and then  back t o  
yourself  when asking a ques t ion .  

Your conversat ions w i l l  u s u a l l y  t ake  p l ace  i n  a q u i e t  room, b u t  i f  app ropr i a t e  
t o  t h e  top ic ,  c o l l e c t  "wild" sounds along wi th  t h e  vo ices .  This  w i l l  add i n t e r e s t  
t o  your program. Imbert Orchard is  w e l l  known f o r  h i s  t r i p s  around B r i t i s h  
Columbia recording o r a l  h i s t o r y .  H i s  programs a r e  a l l  produced. One t r i p  he made 
was wi th  pack horses  covering t h e  same r o u t e  a s  David Thompson, and another  was a 
conversa t ion  wi th  two n a t i v e s  i n  B . C . ' s  Cariboo country. You could hear  f o o t s t e p s  
i n  t h e  long g r a s s  a s  t h e  people reminisced. This  technique gave l i f e  and r e a l i t y  
t o  t h e  r e c o l l e c t i o n s  of t h e  Indians .  Suggest ions might be  t o  t a l k  t o  your s u b j e c t s  
i n  t h e i r  surroundings. I f  he  i s  an engineer ,  f o r  i n s t ance ,  t ake  a r i d e  on an  o ld  
steam engine and t a l k  t o  him t h e r e ,  o r  when in te rv iewing  an o ld  seaman, t a k e  t h e  
time t o  capture  sounds of t h e  wa te r f ron t ,  s e a g u l l s  sc reeching  and t h e  dock creaking.  

A workable s t o r y  i d e a  i n  t h e  pre l iminary  s t a g e  r e q u i r e s  brainstorming e i t h e r  
wi th  a pa r tne r  o r  on your own. Designing a sound documentary t h a t  w i l l  be  success- 
f u l  depends upon t h e  appeal  t o  t h e  l i s t e n e r .  Sometimes t h e  e a s i e s t  way t o  f i g u r e  
t h i s  out  i s  t o  de f ine  your aud.ience, and program t o  them, a s  b roadcas t e r s  do wi th  
t h e i r  surveys. 

I ' d  l i k e  t o  u se  a f i f t e e n  minute program about t h e  dangers of snow avalanches 
t o  i l l u s t r a t e  one procedure t o  s c r i p t i n g  a documentary. F i r s t  a pa r tne r  and I 
a t tended  c l a s s e s  i n  snow avalanche c o n t r o l .  Next, we sought t h e  b e s t  persons t o  
i n t e rv i ew f o r  our program. For t h i s  succes s fu l  documentary we r e a l i z e d  t h a t  t h e  
in t roduc t ion  must be appeal ing t o  t h e  l i s t e n e r .  Usual ly a n a r r a t i o n  works b e s t  
a lone.  However, we added t o  our  n a r r a t o r ' s  vo ice  e l e c t r o n i c  music i n  t h e  background. 

I t ' s  t h a t  t ime of year  aga in  when thousands of B.C.  w in t e r  s p o r t s  enthu- 
s i a s t s  look forward t o  t h e  snow season. No ma t t e r  what t h e  s p o r t ,  snow- 
mobiling, cross-country o r  downhill  s k i i n g  a l l  t h e s e  a r e a s  have one 
th ing  i n  common; they a r e  prime t a r g e t s  f o r  snow avalanches. Already t h i s  
f a l l  an  avalanche has been t h e  cause of a death.  We contacted --------- 
o f t h e  National  Research Council  t o  g e t  s t a t i s t i c s  on snow avalanche acc i -  
den t s  and t o  f i n d  out  i f  t h e  numbers were s i g n i f i c a n t .  

Next, our  n a r r a t o r  in t roduced  a t h r e e  minute i n t e rv i ew wi th  t h e  h i l l  Manager 
a t  Whist ler  Mountain. Then w e  used an  i n t e r e s t i n g  programming device,  t h e  montage. 
We asked a crowd of s k i  e n t h u s i a s t s  whether they considered snow avalanches a 
danger t o  t h e i r  win ter  s p o r t .  By s p l i c i n g  f i v e  o r  s i x  of t h e s e  comments t oge the r  
we gained an  e f f e c t i v e  and i n t e r e s t i n g  mini-social  commentary. F i n a l l y ,  we t a lked  
t o  t h e  coord ina tor  of t h e  course  being o f f e r e d  i n  avalanche c o n t r o l ,  With a sound 
e f f e c t  of an avalanche a t  t h e  end of our  wrap-up, t h e  program f i n i s h e d  i n  f i f t e e n  
minutes. With t h r e e  in te rv iews ,  a s c r i p t e d  n a r r a t i o n  f o r  sound c o n t i n u i t y ,  some 
exce rp t s  of j azz  and c l a s s i c a l  music, and a sound e f f e c t ,  we had an e f f e c t i v e  i tem 
ready f o r  broadcas t .  



Elspe th  Chisholm, w e l l  known f o r  her  sound documentaries descr ibed  t h e  s p e c i a l  
approach of t h e  braodcas te r  t o  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  of o r a l  documents a s  r equ i r ing  s o l i d  
research ,  b r i e f  bu t  i n t e n s i v e  and h ighly  s t r u c t u r e d  in te rv iew ses s ions  and c a r e f u l  
e d i t i n g .  Remember, when interviewing a sk  only t h e  ques t ions  you want answers t o .  
Don't be a f r a i d  t o  cu t  t h e  t ape ;  t h e  o r i g i n a l  is s t i l l  i n t a c t .  The t r i c k  i n  e d i t i n g  
i s  what t o  l eave  ou t ,  no t  what t o  inc lude .  

By adding t h e  q u a l i t y  of recording and w e l l  produced programs t h e  uses  of o r a l  
h i s t o r y  a r e  only bounded by imaginat ion.  

FOOTNOTES 

1. R.S. Oringel ,  Audio Control  Handbook f o r  Radio and Telev is ion  Broadcasting 
Fourth Edi t ion .  New York: Hast ings House 1975, p .  116. 


