
BBC RADIO 3 COMMISSIONING BRIEF    
 
Programme Title: Sunday Feature 
 
Time: 1845 – 1930  
 
Commissioning period: April 2017 – April 2018 
 
Estimated no. of programmes available: 38 
 
Duration:  44’ including recorded programme and presentation 
announcements 
 
Guide Price:  Two categories: a) up to £8,500 b) up to £10,000  
 
Commissioning Editor:  Matthew Dodd 
 
RAP Commissioning Brief Reference No: 31234 
 
This strand is open to both independent and in-house producers. 
 
EDITORIAL GUIDE 
 
The Sunday Feature is Radio 3’s documentary of the week – a showcase for thought 
provoking programmes that reflect the breadth and the depth of the station’s arts and 
culture agenda. This is a place for the audience to hear strong stories about painters, 
archeologists, musicians, film-makers, novelists, philosophers, psychologists and 
many more. Fascinating works of art, ideas and locations from the contemporary to 
ancient, are celebrated, dissected, re-appraised and brought-to-life.   
 
These programmes should be real appointments to listen – and stand out in the 
Radio 3 schedule as an enticing experience. At nearly three-quarters of an hour, the 
Sunday Feature has the time to create distinctive cultural narrative and analysis. In 
addition, this slot aspires to be a showcase for the highest standards of imaginative 
feature-making.  
 
The best programmes in this slot are one-off, virtuoso imaginative programmes 
about an idea, a theme, or a work of art. 
 
At the heart of the Sunday Feature is clever and engaging storytelling. The target 
audience for this strand has an active interest in music, arts, history but given the 
range of topics here you cannot assume any knowledge of your subject.  
 
Crucial to this long-form documentary is the presenter – these are established 
cultural figures and broadcasters, and they can also be voices new to Radio 3. But 
they always bring authority, a lightness of touch and distinctive points of view. 
 
Crucially, we are looking to increase the number of programmes which are rooted in 
the present – and the recent past - and rely on first person testimony and eye 
witness accounts. 



The range of topics that we’re looking for: 
 

 Cultural biography. Programmes that put the case for re-appraising the life 
and work of significant individuals or groups of people from the recent and 
distant past. Excellent recent examples include Naomi Alderman’s 
examination of the little known art historian Signor Morelli; the life of Yehudi 
Menuhin told through the BBC archive; Sarah Dillon’s unpicking of the story of 
Jean Rhys, writer of Wide Sargasso Sea; Marie-Louise Muir’s retracing of the 
lives of the women of Dublin’s Abbey Theatre and their role in the Easter 
Rising.   
 

 Global culture – explored with insight and introducing us to lesser-known but 
influential people, places and movements around the world. In the past year, 
we’ve been to the Appalachians with Andy Kershaw in the footsteps of folk 
collector Cecil Sharp; we’ve been to Seoul to encounter the influential world of 
South Korean popular culture; we’ve travelled across the Mongolian Steppes 
to explore how nomadic cultures and city life are trying to accommodate each 
other – and we’ve retraced Beat poet Allen Ginsberg’s trip to India in the early 
1960s.  
 

 Offbeat and unexpected features about an idea, a theme, or a work of art, 
with good reason to be re-appraised. Paul Morley revisited the art galleries of 
his youth in north-west England to try and explain the twenty-first function of 
public galleries and museums; Ian McMillan celebrated the bizarre 
shenanigans around the London Surrealist Exhibition of 1936; we retold the 
moral panic and imaginative world around the idea of brainwashing since the 
1950s; Hayden Lorimer explored the notion of “freezing” in the north of the 
planet.   
 

 The history of ideas and culture around the UK. Features in the last twelve 
months on this include Safraz Manzoor piecing together the history of Asian 
Theatre in Britain; Emma Smith followed the fate of Shakespeare’s first folio in 
the initial hundred years after its publication; Kate Kennedy tried to 
understand the meaning of the Battle of the Somme to the British composers 
who fought there. 
 

 Profiles of significant contemporary cultural figures where the feature format 
clearly offers listeners an alternative to extended studio interviews found in 
Free Thinking. 
 

 Music Features. We are looking for music programmes in this slot – not just 
biographical stories but imaginative and unexpected treatments. In this year 
Sam Lee explored how oral recordings are causing debates and 
reassessment for musical anthropologists; we told the story of Antonio Carols 
Gomes, the first Brazilian to have an opera performed at La Scala.  

 

 Strong series ideas, which will act as stand out moments on Radio 3. These 
will probably be 2 - 4 programmes and will usually mean one presenter across 
the whole series although different presenters bringing personal perspectives 
to a single theme might also be considered.  This year we commissioned 



three features about the culture of the far northern hemisphere as part of 
Radio 3’s Northern Lights season. We’re looking for more ideas that have this 
sort of ambitious reach of subject.  

  

 Cultural journalism – the Sunday Feature is a means to explore issues of the 
moment in a longer form – these need strong, original stories at their heart. 
Michael Goldfarb explored the twenty-first century own relationship with faith, 
by following contemporary attitudes to the 17th century Dutch philosopher 
Spinoza. 
 

 We also need lighter proposals – but please demonstrate they can sustain 
this longer-form feature for 45 minutes.   
 

 
Your proposal 
 
What is original about your programme idea?  We’ll be looking to see what makes a 
feature distinctive, whether the presenter has a particular expertise, passion or point 
of view, and how the feature offers new insights into a subject.   
 
Please give us an indication of your treatment not just the story. In previous rounds, 
proposals haven’t always explored the nature of the programme - as well as an 
outline of its subject and its significance. We are keen to broaden the range of 
treatments of in this slot.   
 
Your programme needs to entertain and enlighten the audience – but not be glib. 
The Sunday Feature goes out at 1845 and needs to attract listener’s attention 
between the popular Words and Music, and the core output of the concert which 
follows.   
 
The proposal should also include brief details of the producer’s experience if they 
have not recently worked for the station. 
 
 
The Presenter 
 
The presenter for this long form slot has become increasingly important – the 
Sunday Feature needs a strong voice at its helm – especially for subjects which are 
outside the mainstream. Finding the right presenter for these programmes has 
become one of the most frequently discussed topics between the station and 
producers – and will decide the future of a commission.  
 
Please give this part of your proposal some considerable thought. We are unlikely to 
agree to a presenter simply because they are the leading expert in the subject of the 
feature; nor are we likely to commission broadcasting novices as presenters since 
this is a long programme slot – although their broadcasting experience obviously 
does not need to come from Radio 3.  
 
Across the year we are looking for a selection of high-profile figures to use the 
Sunday Feature to explore topics they have developed ideas on – good examples in 



recent years have been Laurie Anderson’s examination of performance art and 
Fiona Shaw’s journey through the life of architect and designer Eileen Gray.  
 
Please indicate whether or not the proposed presenter has been involved in the 
development of the idea (they do not have to have been) and why you believe they 
would be appropriate.  
 
 
The Beginning of Sunday Features 
 
We’ll be introducing a new template for the first few minutes of commissioned 
Sunday Features – comprising a short checklist of information that has to be 
imparted to the audience at the very start of the programme. This is to ensure 
consistent format amongst a huge range of topics in this slot.  
 
 
Supporting Material 
 
If proposing a presenter new to Radio 3, supporting material, such as downloads of 
previous broadcasting experience, and notes on their experience and authority on 
the subject proposed will help your proposal.   
 
 
Related Programming  
 
The Sunday Feature is one of the pillars of Radio 3’s output. We’d welcome ideas 
which link the features to a related series of The Essay, or a related Drama on 3 
proposal, or is a part of a wider idea for other parts of the Radio 3 schedule. For 
example, last year, Sunday Feature, the Essay, Words and Music and Drama on 3 
all marked the centenary of the birth of playwright Arthur Miller from a variety of 
perspectives. 
 
We are also happy to receive offers which link to key events in the arts and cultural 
diary for the commissioning period – exhibitions, anniversaries, openings of major 
new international institutions or similar.  
 
This year we would particularly be interested in proposals which explore: 
 

 The decriminalization of homosexuality in 1967 

 The 450th anniversary of the birth of Monteverdi 

 The 1918 Armistice 

 Leonard Bernstein’s centenary in 2018 
 
However, please remember that Free Thinking, The Verb and Music Matters usually 
cover major arts events, and so proposals directly related to the arts diary of the 
coming year need to offer a distinctive perspective.    
 
This year we are particularly keen to see proposals about poetry in this slot – with 
the possibility of making them part of a BBC festival of poetry. We are interested in 
emerging artists who might want to take on this sort of commission – and are very 



keen to hear the names of poets that people would like to work with.   
 
Online 
 
Production teams are increasingly adept at providing excellent images, text and 
audio for online and social media. Please let us know if you have particular online 
ideas to accompany your programme proposals that are realistic within limits of 
resources.  
 
We expect to podcast all editions of The Sunday Feature in the Radio 3 
Documentary as soon as they are broadcast. Please let us know in advance if rights 
issues will prevent a download of your programme being available.  
 
 
Pre-Offers 
 
All proposals should initially be submitted via Proteus as a Pre-offer of only 200 
words, entered in the short synopsis box.  We will re-request only those pre-offers 
that we’d like to see developed further as full offers.  You can then submit a longer 
proposal by the closing date.  The commissioning editor is available to discuss 
proposals.   
 
Proposals should include notes on the proposed presenter (their broadcast 
background and, particularly if new to broadcasting, the qualities you think they will 
bring), the producer (if unfamiliar to the station), the theme of the programmes and, if 
relevant, an indication of how a series will be structured.  Please also include some 
notes on the treatment.  
  
 
Budgets 
 
There are two categories of guide price for The Sunday Feature up to £8,500 and up 
to £10,000 and we will be looking to commission programmes at different points 
along these scales. Please submit a price (entered into the “Notes” field) that is 
realistic for your proposal, with justification – foreign travel etc - if necessary. At the 
point of commission a formal price offer will be made which, if accepted, will result in 
a contract being issued immediately at that price, without the need to have budgets 
analysed and approved. 
 
 
Forthcoming programmes include: 
 
 

Reformation 500 

As Germany prepares a massive celebration of 500 years since the Reformation, 

how the culture of Protestantism still shapes Europe's most important country at a 

crucial time. 

 



 

To resurrect Mayakovsky 

Ian Sansom tells the story of the poet who proclaimed the Russian Revolution - and 

asks if genius ally itself to tyranny. And if an artist becomes the mouthpiece for 

dictators, is there anything we can possibly admire in the work? Does Mayakovsky 

deserve to be read? 

 

Literary Pursuits 

Part-biography, part literary detective quest, Sarah Dillon continues her series which 

pieces together the puzzle of how a masterpiece was created. 

 

Hitting the High Notes 

From dubious drug experiments on jazz musicians at the infamous Kentucky Narco 

Farm of the 1950s, to contemporary research into the neuroscience of creativity, 

addictions expert Dr Sally Marlow traces the intertwined relationship between hard 

bop and hard drugs that produced some of the greatest music of the 20th century  

 

John Ruskin's Eurythymic Girls  

"A powerful book never does any harm to a noble girl." Before the suffragettes, 

Victorian thinker John Ruskin - now derided by feminist critics as a woman-fearing 

medievalist - was at the centre of a women's education movement that challenged 

the conventional female role in society. Tracing its beginnings to an influential 1864 

lecture Ruskin delivered, "Of Queens Gardens", Samira Ahmed takes us on a 

journey into the world of Ruskin's new "queenly" woman and explores its heritage in 

the cloistered schools and colleges he inspired that still keep it alive today  

 

Apocalypse How  

Eleanor Rosamund Barraclough investigates how cultures from across the globe 

have imagined the end of days and what these visions of Armageddon tell us about 

the societies that created them. 

 

Whatever happened to the avant-garde? 

Is the 20th-century story of the avant-garde one of decline, moving from revolutionary 

movement to advertising technique, from attacking museums to being paraded 

inside them? Paul Morley explores how it became institutionalised, stereotyped and 

neutralised, while discovering what, if anything is the avant-garde's equivalent today 

and tomorrow.   



 

I Know an Island  

Jon Gower uncovers the work of the pioneering naturalist RM Lockley, whose work 

inspired 'Watership Down'.  

 

Whatcha doin', Marshall McLuhan? 

The most widely read book on media theory is nearly 50 years old. What does its 

success reveal to us about the rise and fall and then recent rise again of one of the 

twentieth century's more controversial thinkers? The writer and academic Ken 

Hollings reassesses the legacy of Marshall McLuhan. 

 

Savage Pilgrims 

Against a backdrop of an aggressively masculine New York art world, New Mexico 

became the retreat of a group of artists and composers who, inspired by the epic 

landscape and open spaces, would bring in to their work a new stillness, a new 

minimalist sensibility. We visit a land imbued with ancient spirituality, to discover how 

New Mexico came to inspire a generation of minimalist composers. 

 

The Dvorak Statement 

When Dvorak arrived in America he threw open the doors of the National 

Conservatory to African Americans. Today his legacy is fractured, through years of 

exclusion and ignorance. Mahan Esfahani traces Dvorak´s journey, uncovers the 

promising composers he inspired but we never hear of today, and meets the African 

American composers who pursued their art through the darks days of segregation. 

 

  



BBC RADIO 3 COMMISSIONING BRIEF     
 
 
Programme Title: Between the Ears 
 
Day:  Saturday          TX Time:  c.2130-2200 
 
Estimated no. of programmes available: 12   
 
Duration: 19’ or 29’ to include opening and closing announcements from 
continuity   
 
Commissioning Period: April 2017 – April 2018 
 
Guide Price:  £4000 - £7200 
 
Commissioning Editor: Matthew Dodd  
 
RAP Commissioning Brief Reference No:  31232 
 
This strand is open to both independent and in-house producers. 
 
 
EDITORIAL GUIDE 
 
Between the Ears is Radio 3’s home for the most imaginative feature-making and 
adventures in speech, music and sound. It’s a place for today’s feature-makers to 
display their virtuoso skills, their creative instincts and to try and fulfil the potential of 
the radio feature.   
 
At the heart of the most memorable Between the Ears are powerful stories, 
seductive sound and themes that matter to the listeners. Programmes in this slot 
should stop listeners dead in their tracks, leaving them glued to the art of radio.    
 
This year we went into the sonic world of a Syrian radio station exiled in Turkey; we 
heard the strange tales and rituals of the Christmas trolls in Iceland; and we traced 
the story of a hippy production of Alice in Wonderland. 
 
We are keen that Between the Ears should provide a platform for both established 
radio producers and as a shop window for new talent in radio production.  
 
Both the everyday and the out-of-the-ordinary can excel in this slot when 
sophisticated and surprising production are at the programmes’ heart.  For example, 
The Burma Bell followed the elections in Myanmar through the mythical powers of a 
sunken bell and attempts to retrieve it; Alice at Crackpot Hall explored a local legend 
– and met the woman who inspired it. 
 
Between the Ears may take many different forms and mix genres within a 
programme.  
 



 
We also commission new ‘radio poems’ for Between the Ears – for National Poetry 
Day in 2015 the pupils of an Oxford school wrote a collective work with their mentor 
Kate Clanchy about what it means to be British; and before that we accompanied 
Kate Tempest as she followed the spirit of Derek Jarman on Dungeness Beach. 
However, much of these poetic features include elements of recorded interview and 
actuality rather than relying wholly on commissioned writing.  
 
This year we are particularly keen to see BTE proposals for collaborations with poets 
and spoken word artists – which might include elements of live performance for a 
forthcoming BBC festival of poetry. These can be either emerging names or 
established poets. 
 
Between the Ears also gives significant artists working in other fields a space to 
develop creative ideas for radio.   A number of recent collaborations have been with 
distinguished sound artists and composers – a trend we would like to continue. And 
we’re keen to hear ideas about how BTE could make different use of its online 
presence.  
 
 
Proposals should include: 
 

 It is important to tell us what the programme will be about and how it will 
sound.  This does not mean you have to give a literal account but all 
proposals should give a treatment of the structure and ambition of the 
programme and how it will engage an audience. 

 

 Please make it clear in your offer why you are proposing the programme for 
Between the Ears and not another speech strand. Some proposals in this slot 
seem to have at their heart good stories which have been unnecessarily 
overburdened with an “experimental” treatment.   

 

 If you are going to use a presenter please include a note on their role in the 
programme as well as the usual details of any broadcasting experience.  Also, 
if the proposed producer is unfamiliar to us, please include notes or 
downloads of their background and experience. 

 

 Offers are invited for individual commissions of 19 or 29 minutes. Please 
indicate the appropriate length for your proposal.    

 
 
Supporting Material 
 
We welcome recordings which give a flavour of the proposed programme style or 
music.  If you are suggesting a collaboration with an artist, some background 
material would be appreciated – audio and websites - and the nature of any previous 
work you’ve done with them.  
 
 
 



Pre-Offers 
 
All proposals should initially be submitted via Proteus as a Pre-offer of only 200 
words, entered in the short synopsis box.  We will re-request only those pre-offers 
that we’d like to see developed further as full offers.  You can then submit a longer 
proposal by the closing date.   
 
Proposals should include notes on any collaborators or contributors, particularly if 
new to broadcasting (the qualities you think they will bring), the producer (if 
unfamiliar to the station), and the theme of the programme.  Please also include 
some notes on the treatment.    
 
Online 
 
Please let us know if you have particular online ideas to accompany your programme 
proposals that are realistic within limits of resources.   
 
The Podcast 
 
All editions of Between the Ears are made available as a podcast as soon as the 
programme is broadcast. Please let us know in advance if there are any rights 
reasons why your programme cannot be made available as a podcast. 
 
Budgets 
 
The guide price for Between the Ears is between £4,000 and £7,200 according to 
length and we will be looking to commission programmes at different points along 
this scale. Please submit a price (entered into the “Notes” field) that is realistic for 
your proposal, with justification if necessary. At the point of commission a formal 
price offer will be made which, if accepted, will result in a contract being issued 
immediately at that price, without the need to have budgets analysed and approved. 
 
 
Recent and forthcoming programmes include: 
  
         
Between Ballard's Ears 
Take a trip between J.G. Ballard's ears as his fictional obsession with sound 
resonates on Radio 3, in new, sonically surprising performances of two or three short 
stories. His worlds are full of crystalline vibrations, howling winds from the end of 
time, mutant birds, sound dumps, sonic vacuum cleaners - and singing statues. 
 
Danu 
David Bramwell explores his psychological relationship with the River Don, 
recreating its history, from the source in the Pennines guarded by standing stones 
and a well (which he sees as ancient 1's and a 0), to his childhood home of 
Doncaster where the digital revolution has brought the IT industry, driven by the 
binary code of its 0's and 1's.  
 
 



The Mind's Eye 
Unique, personal, and secret; can we ever tap into other people's visual 
imaginations? A scientist, a poet, an artist and a musician are wired up to a 
soundscape, crafted to stimulate images and colours, characters and scenarios. 
Simultaneously, we record their responses, before creating a new work of blended 
visions. 
 
 
Jump Blue 
On 2 August 2015, world champion freediver Natalia Molchanova disappeared in 
Spanish territorial waters. Her body was never recovered. Apnea, or freediving 
without breathing apparatus, is described as an art form, not a sport, in which the 
few who practise it encounter a profound stillness as their heart rate slows and their 
lungs contract. In the darkness of the abyss they enter a weightless space, touching 
nothing, where they truly meet themselves.  
 
  
Tomorrow Never Knows:  
A 28 minute 'cut-up' that examines the idea of 'Pop(ular music) Art', cultural values 
and a turning point in the story of music through the album Revolver by 'The Beatle 
Quartet'.  
 
  
The Shepherd  
An innovative, binaural interpretation of Frederick Forsyth's haunting and powerful 
classic aviation Christmas story, The Shepherd. 
 
 
The Cherry Branch 
Neneh Cherry travels to her late parents' home in rural South Western Sweden 
where she revisits the converted schoolhouse in the woods where she was brought 
up as part of one of music's most nomadic and fascinating families.  The Cherry 
Branch is Neneh's raw recollection of her relationship with her stepfather, the free 
jazz and world music pioneer Don Cherry.  
 
  
Eve's Apple  
An immersive exploration of what it is to sound male or female, how we manipulate 
our voices and the psychology of gender identity and voice.    
  
     
  



BBC RADIO 3 COMMISSIONING BRIEF     
 
Programme Title:  The Essay  
 
Day:  Mon-Fri       TX Time: 2245-2300  
          
Estimated no. of programmes available:  up to 31 weeks of (usually) 5 progs. 
 
Duration: 14’ including live announcements 
 
Commissioning Period: April 2017 – April 2018 
 
Guide Price:  up to £2,000 per programme 
 
Commissioning Editor:  Matthew Dodd 
 
RAP Commissioning Brief Reference No:  31281  
 
This strand is open to both independent and in-house producers. 
 
 
EDITORIAL GUIDE 
 
The Essay is a crafted, intimate and personal programme. It’s a place for a 14 
minute single-voice script that jumps out of the radio, and a presenter who reads with 
confident and charismatic delivery. 
 
Each weekday night, the Essay covers a wide-range of cultural, arts, philosophical 
and science themes. It does so from a personal perspective – this isn’t the place for 
traditional lectures or text book analysis. Radio 3 essayists offer authoritative 
reflections – but they are usually original in their premise, off-beat, unofficial, based 
on experience, authorial and novel. They rely on personal insight not received 
wisdom. Writers in this slot display ownership of their topics – even when they are 
basing their work on scholarship or scientific research.  
 
There is a strong emphasis on good writing and strong storytelling. 
 
In the last twelve months, we’ve heard Richard Eyre’s passionate homage to the 
playwright Arthur Miller; AL Kennedy has laid out her personal unease with other 
people; William Dalrymple offered us his five pictures that tell the story of India Art, 
novelist Chibundu Onuzo examined her relationship with the thyroid, David Hepworth 
revealed why he thinks it’s the drummers who really matter in rock groups; Mezzo-
soprano Sarah Connolly has explored the female inspiration behind her singing and 
Edmund De Waal has offered a case for viewing the art of storytelling through 
objects.  
 
We expect programmes to be themed across a week and each proposal should 
cover one week’s programmes.  They may be presented by a single voice or a new 
one every day.  However individual programmes should be led by only one 
presenter.   We expect most programmes to be recorded in studio but previous 



essays have been recorded on location. 
 
The Essay continues to attract strong critical attention and reinforces Radio 3’s 
commitment to ambitious and engaging speech programming. 
 
The Essay can cover topical and contemporary issues, as well as offer new 
perspectives on historical subjects. This year Marcus du Sautoy chose five living 
artists whose work he thinks shows signs of a mathematical mind; Radio 3 
presenters selected five seismic moments that changed the course of 20th century 
music; The Essay dedicated a week to different personal perspectives on the life and 
work of Charlotte Bronte – and later in the year did the same for Roald Dahl. 
Madeleine Bunting spent a week taking a journey through a pressing social issue: 
what does it mean to care in the twenty-first century? 
 
In fact, we’re looking for more programmes which capture a subject of the moment or 
a topic that seems to resonate with our times. These are not political issues – but are 
more embedded in our culture: So for example this year we heard a week of writers’ 
reflections on the nature of worry, Joanna Robertson viewed a selection of cities 
through their shopping habits and five poets introduced new poems linked to the 
centenary of the Somme.  
 
Radio 3 is looking for new ways to explore human experience through music and 
culture. Music, art and ideas have human stories within them and the ability to touch 
you, resonate and have a lasting impact. The Essay is an ideal place to reflect this 
idea.  
 
Across the year, we are looking for a mix of well-known and distinguished artists, 
academics and thinkers alongside emerging voices.  It is very important to Radio 3 
that we reflect the diversity of the UK in presenters and contributors across our 
programming.    
 
Please note: We are looking for original and previously unpublished writing.  We also 
expect all of the Essay (literary extracts and quotations included) to be spoken by 
their writers, rather than by actors or another broadcast voice. Essays recorded 
remotely on ISDNs are only to be used with the commissioning editor’s agreement.  
 
This year we’ve recorded several series of the Essay in front of an audience on 
location – for example, at The Hay festival we asked five writers of different kinds to 
explain The Art of Storytelling. At Wellcome Collection we heard from five writers on 
the human body. We’d be interested in other similar ideas for recordings of the 
Essay at partner venues.   
 
We welcome ideas that join The Essay to other Radio 3 speech strands – The 
Sunday Feature or Drama on 3 – as part of a series.   This year we would 
particularly be interested in proposals which explore: 
 
Poetry – in all its forms 
The decriminalization of homosexuality in 1967 
The 1947 Partition of India 
The idea of Revolution 



 
The commissioning editor would be happy to discuss these further. 
 
 
Audience  
The target audience for The Essay has an active interest in music, arts, ideas and 
cultural history but not necessarily an in-depth knowledge of subjects covered in this 
strand. This is not a slot for specialist interrogation.  
 
Online 
The online impact of any individual series of the Essay benefits from strong images. 
Production teams have done very helpful work in providing excellent images, text 
and audio for online and social media. Please let us know if you have particular 
online ideas to accompany your programme proposals that are realistic within limits 
of resources. 
 
The Podcast 
All editions of the Essay are made available as a podcast as soon as the programme 
is broadcast. This year we will be asking commissioned producers to record a very 
short podcast introduction for each series.   Please let us know in advance if there 
are any rights reasons why your programme cannot be made available as a podcast. 
 
Pre-Offers 
All proposals should initially be submitted via Proteus as a Pre-offer of only 200 
words, entered in the short synopsis box.  We will re-request only those pre-offers 
that we’d like to see developed further as full offers.  You can then submit a longer 
proposal by the closing date.  The commissioning editor is available to discuss 
proposals.   
 
Proposals should include notes on the proposed presenter (their broadcast 
background and, particularly if new to broadcasting, the qualities you think they will 
bring), the producer (if unfamiliar to the station), the theme of the programmes and, if 
relevant, an indication of how a series will be structured across the week.  Please 
also include some notes on the treatment.    
 
Budget 
The guide price for The Essay is up to £2000 and we will be looking to commission 
programmes at different prices up this maximum. Please submit a price (entered into 
the “Notes” field) that is realistic for your proposal, with justification if necessary. At 
the point of commission a formal price offer will be made which, if accepted, will 
result in a contract being issued immediately at that price, without the need to have 
budgets analysed and approved. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Current and Recent Commissions include: 
 
  
The Book that Changed Me  
Five illustrated essays from public figures on books that changed them. 
  
Letters to Writers 
In a series of imaginary correspondences, novelist Ian Sansom, writes 5 letters to 5 
of our most celebrated writers, interrogating them about their art. 
 
Fats Luther and The Reformation Gang 
Revered Father of Protestantism, Martin Luther, was just one of a Gang of Five who 
brought about the Reformation in C16th Europe but his name lives on in popular 
culture, where the others have been all-but-forgotten. 
 
Black and White 
Ideas of black and white in art, literature, science are plentiful. In this series of 
essays five writers look at what black and white means to them. Each one will use a 
black and white object or image as a starting point to tell a story that is personal and 
at times far reaching. 
 
Cornerstones  
Nature writing for rocks - recorded on location with some of our greatest writers. 
Exploring place and landscape through the ground beneath our feet. 
  
Gun Culture 
A series of five essays on the cultural history of guns, featuring new research by 
Catherine Fletcher and John Gallagher, and covering centuries of history.    
 
Strange Beds  
We love our beds, we love sleeping in them, but what about the times we have slept 
somewhere else, under forced or odd circumstances?  Five writers will recall a 
strange night in a strange bed.  
  
All My Presidents 
Michael Goldfarb recalls the presidents of his lifetime - Eisenhower, Kennedy, 
Johnson, Nixon, Ford, Carter Reagan, Bush I, Clinton, Bush II, Obama. He focuses 
on their cultural influence more than their legislative influence.   
 
The Mabinogian revisited 
Five Welsh writers reflect on the greatest literary treasures of the medieval world, 
The Mabinogion. The earliest prose literature of Britain, the Mabinogion stories were 
compiled in the 12th-13th century from earlier oral traditions by medieval Welsh 
authors. These essays will bring to life archetypal themes of myth with concerns that 
preoccupy our twenty-first century consciousness. 
  



BBC RADIO 3 COMMISSIONING BRIEF     
 
Programme Title:  Specials  
 
Day:  various Time: various 
 
Guide Price:   Dependent on project. 
 
Commissioning Editor:  Matthew Dodd 
 
RAP Commissioning Brief Reference No:  31237 
 
This strand is open to both independent and in-house producers. 
 
 
EDITORIAL GUIDE 
 
Each year Radio 3 broadcasts a number of ad hoc ‘special’ programmes, events and 
seasons that stand out from the regular schedule, raising the station’s profile and 
reinforcing its quality, ambition and distinctiveness. We welcome proposals for 
landmark commissions of this kind.  
 
We want to use these big moments to excite our current listeners but importantly 
they should be able to interest and attract new listeners.  
 
As our biggest moments of the year, like the big temporary exhibitions at museums 
or galleries, they should create excitement and interest and make a statement about 
Radio 3. 
 
They should bring together a wide range of the music and culture we cover under 
one thought, question or theme that we can explore in specific period. 
 
Specials can contain a mixture of key events or one-off commissions as well as 
becoming part of our regular day to day programmes for a defined period.  
 
.   
Exploring human experience through music and culture 
 
Radio 3’s specials should use music and culture as a window into understanding and 
exploring human experience. 
 
Music, art and ideas contain within them human stories which have the ability to 
touch listeners, resonate and have a lasting impact. Radio 3 specials should search 
out and share these human truths and experiences and use music and culture as a 
way of exploring them in a way that is revealing and enhancing.  
  
In turn, we also want to use human experiences as a way of connecting more deeply 
with music and culture. The story of the piece, its author, its context, its performance 
or the story of experiencing it.  
 



Please get in contact with the commissioning editor before submitting any 
proposal for specials.  
 
 
Other special programming 
This is also the brief to use if you wish to propose a new regular programme to the 
station to be considered as part of any future schedule changes 
 
Furthermore, each year the station marks a number of major music and arts 
anniversaries, and much of the programming around these is generated within 
regular strands.    Any ad hoc proposals around anniversaries therefore need to be a 
clear enhancement of our regular programming.  
 
Composer anniversaries are often marked within regular music strands, through 
EBU collaborations as well as by speech programmes commissioned from a range 
of production partners (internal and indie) for the Sunday Feature and The Essay.  
So for example in the last round we commissioned a number of programmes from 
different suppliers for the BBC Shakespeare Festival and we have done the same for 
the forthcoming 70th anniversary of the Third Programme.  
 
We regularly commission clusters of programmes – for example a group of 
programmes on the Somme anniversary – but would normally expect these to be 
offered within the three main annual commissioning rounds (as Sunday Features, 
Drama on 3, The Essay, etc).   
 
Timescale:  We expect most special programmes to be commissioned at least six 
months ahead of transmission and hope to be able to identify a small number of the 
most ambitious proposals at least eighteen months to two years ahead of likely 
transmission.  
 
Proposals should name key presenters and potential contributors and give an outline 
of the scope of the project, key elements and structure.   You should also note any 
particularly relevant experience or expertise in the production company. 
 


