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Echolocating the Gutenberg Parenthesis
Improv/Comedy Podcasts and the Legacy of Harry Shearer’s Le Show

ABSTRACT This essay argues that improvisational actual-play and comedy podcasts are a key inheritor
and extension of the legacy of Harry Shearer's weekly radio program/podcast Le Show, now in its
42nd year. | examine such podcasts in light of widespread calls for a “Joe Rogan of the left” following
the 2024 US presidential election. Such calls acknowledge the importance of podcasts as a part of the US
political and media ecosystems, juxtaposing the success of The Joe Rogan Experience, which consistently
tops the charts on major podcasting platforms and frequently features chummy appearances by right-
wing guests, with the lack of a similar podcasting juggernaut on the left. However, if one turns from
Spotify to crowdfunded podcasts and independent podcast networks, one finds charts topped with leftist
comedy podcasts as well as actual-play podcasts that feature actors and comedians playing tabletop
role-playing games. While this may seem to be a disparate mix of genres, this piece argues that such
podcasts represent a meaningful and influential movement held together by a polyphonic,
improvisational ethos as well as the sheer scale of podcasting, and that they offer a notable
counterpart to the carefully scripted and edited programs stereotypically associated with liberal audio
programming. Blending rhetorical analysis with the author's own experiences with podcasts, the piece
positions these subsets of comedy and other improvised podcasts as significant next steps in Le Show's
legacy: voluminous and extemporaneous, and a playful challenge to podcasting's reiteration of right-wing
talk radio. KEYWORDS podcasts, rhetoric, humor studies, digital media, sound studies

In 2012, I—like a lot of other academics—was getting ready to start a podcast. More
specifically, I was working in a digital rhetoric lab as part of my PhD assistantship, and
I was charged with leading a group of graduate students to launch a podcast on the
intersections of rhetoric and technology.' Podcasts had already been around for a decade
or so, but the technological infrastructure for starting one had hit an inflection point,
becoming accessible and comprehensible for academics without experience in radio or in
setting up RSS feeds.”

While podcasting was an exciting, relatively new medium, my sense of it was strongly
tied to an old one: radio. Like many graduate students, I initially engaged with podcasts as
a means of syndicating NPR—a way to listen to shows like This American Life and
Radiolab, and later Invisibilia and Code Switch, on an iPod rather than an FM station.’
Those were also the kinds of shows that served as inspiration for the podcast we cooked
up in that lab, though we operated at a much more DIY scale. We built thematically
unified episodes with multiple carefully edited segments, interspersing audio essays and
interviews with occasional audio experiments. Intentionally or not, we set out to do This

American Life host and producer Ira Glass proud.
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A few years later, I had the opportunity to develop a writing class focused on
podcasting, and I carried my NPR-informed sense of what podcasts were and should
be into that course. I assigned Jessica Abel’s excellent Out on the Wire, a sort of nonfiction
graphic novel that grew out of a project the author did with This American Life. The
book documents the storytelling practices of radio shows and podcasts in Glass’s orbit—
programs Abel describes as “the most fertile ground for narrative non-fiction in English-
language media.”* These were shows with involved, labor-intensive production processes:
“get tape, cut tape, write narration (if any), get feedback, rewrite, recut, layer in sound,
score with music, air.”” I had students listen to S-Town, a flawed and intricately narrated
podcast that grew out of the podcasting phenomenon Serial, which itself grew out of This
American Life

But early in the course, I was thrown for a loop. One of the first assignments asked
students to give a short, scripted presentation on a podcast of their choice, incorporating
a curated highlight reel of clips from the show as a way of giving their classmates and me
a sense of its vibe. I designed the project to introduce students to what I saw as key
podcasting skills: writing scripts for oral delivery and editing together audio montages. On
the day of the presentations, I encountered a trend that is obvious in retrospect: Instead
of selecting carefully edited narrative nonfiction podcasts, almost every student presented
on a loosely edited discussion podcast—a group of people riffing on sports or beauty tips
or video games or music. In the moment, one of my instinctual responses was to think,
“Tll have to narrow the parameters of this assignment next time.” But the experience also
made me curious about the disjunct. After all, one of the reasons I'd pursued a PhD in
rhetoric instead of literature was that I wasn’t particularly interested in “great books” and
gaining expertise in a highly curated subset of canonical texts (no offense meant to my
literary colleagues). I was much more interested in the ways everyday speech acts, mun-
dane genres, and odd bits of written communication shaped the world. In another sense,
I've always been more interested in why students are drawn to the texts they are and why
they make the communicative choices they do than I am in shaping their writing to
match others’ idealized, exemplified standards. I wasn’t especially interested in building
the new podcasting canon.” So I began branching out beyond the striated, segmented,
often serious space of Glass-inflected NPR podcasts and into the rangy, rambling, fre-
quently comic realm of podcasting writ large.® I didn’t want to just tell my students they
should listen more narrowly. I figured I should listen more widely.

Looking back, the potential breadth of what “podcasting” meant should have been
obvious. Of course many of my students gravitated toward chattier, less pristinely edited
podcasts. Such programs have loomed large since the genesis of the medium: One-time
MTYV video jockey Adam Curry is frequently positioned as one of podcasting’s progeni-
tors, popularizing a “style [that] was more casual than [journalist Christopher] Lydon’s
NPR-influenced approach, and included the sort of personal reflections, meta-scenes and
incidental references we are used to hearing today.” The very title of one of Curry’s most
popular shows, No Agenda, illustrates the point neatly. Moreover, Curry’s format is an
outgrowth of talk radio, which looms large in podcasting’s prehistory, from Howard Stern

and Robin Quivers to “morning zoo” programs to Dr. Laura to—and here we arrive
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at a key reference point for this piece—Harry Shearer’s Le Show. More on that after
a quick break.

OFF SCRIPT

Talk radio has come, in many ways, to occupy a place diametrically opposed to NPR in
the cultural imaginary surrounding US radio. NPR finds itself stereotypically aligned with
center-left liberalism, positioned in both the jokes of fans and the attacks of critics as
representative of twee, dispassionate politesse. Meanwhile, the death of the Federal Com-
munications Commission’s Fairness Doctrine during the Reagan administration paved
the road to “conservative hegemony” in the world of talk radio starting in the 1990s,
which Joshua Gunn notes “arguably [achieved] the grass-rooting of the modern conver-
sative movement.”'® While talk radio isn’t exclusively conservative, it is disproportionately
so, providing a stark contrast to the oft-overstated liberal leanings of NPR. More to the
point, these two components of the radio landscape provide convenient metonymic
stand-ins for liberalism and conservatism, with the cart (the format) potentially put
before the horse (the ideological content).

It would be an oversimplification to just map that divide onto podcasting, which is
regulated and funded and distributed in ways that echo but also sharply diverge from
radio. But in some ways, it also wouldn’t be wrong. That became palpably clear in the
immediate wake of the 2024 presidential election, when a vast array of liberal politicians,
commentators, and activists began calling for a “Joe Rogan of the lefe.”!! Rogan—a former
actor, reality television host, and stand-up comedian—has become a unique juggernaut in
the world of podcasting. The Joe Rogan Experience, a “long form conversation” podcast,
launched in 2009 and is still going strong as of 2025, with multiple episodes released
every week and the runtime of individual installments frequently exceeding three hours."
The podcast attracted a wave of media attention in 2020 because of an exclusive licensing
deal with the streaming service Spotify worth at least $100 million."” Reporting on the
deal two years later, the New York Times characterized it as Spotify’s attempt to “further
challenge Apple and Google” via a “superstar podcaster, much as Howard Stern helped
put satellite radio on the map in 2006 2% The comparison is politically fraught, but The
Joe Rogan Experience is in many ways a high-profile podcast iteration of The Howard
Stern Show’s aggressively irreverent, arguably funny, long-winded talk radio format, with
Rogan joking, conversing, and speculating with his co-hosts and each episode’s featured
guest. During the 2024 election cycle, guests included presidential candidates Donald J.
Trump and Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the latter now Trump’s secretary of health and human
services, as well as prominent Trump supporter Elon Musk. Ultimately, after making
supportive remarks about Kennedy, Rogan endorsed Trump on the eve of the election.'

That endorsement, combined with Rogan’s consistent place near the top of the
podcasting charts and his particular reach with young men, paved the way to post-
election calls for a so-called Rogan of the left.'® Those calls were almost immediately
met with mockery and backlash for a host of reasons: concerns that the narrow messaging
parameters of the Democratic Party would prevent them from embracing a rambling
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Rogan-like podcaster in the first place, that the tendency toward infighting among leftist
factions would prevent a single voice from rising to unified prominence, that the very
desire for such a figure smacked of misogynist impulses, that the calls created an exter-
nalized scapegoat for direct faults in Joe Biden’s and Kamala Harris’s campaigns.'” But
among those both issuing and critiquing the calls, there was frequent agreement that the
Democratic Party had a messaging problem in digital spheres. Rogan represented the
success right-wing communicators were having via podcasts and digital video (like many
podcasts, Rogan’s show is also distributed with a video component via YouTube) as well
as related channels like social media and livestreaming. Liberal politics, meanwhile, was
positioned as overly tied to fading models of Hollywood celebrity, vanishingly thin slices
of television news, and ostensibly siloed social media platforms.18 How does one imitate,
even articulate, the success of Rogan’s podcast on behalf of a conglomeration of political
ideologies that may be allergic to his rhetorical approach and—an important consider-
ation—when the platforms on which he’s succeeding seem at best agnostic and at most
actively hostile toward anything left of the right wing (e.g., Spotify’s embrace of Rogan,
Musk’s purchase of the platform formerly known as Twitter, the seeming rightward lurch
of Meta’s Mark Zuckerberg)?"

I set up Rogan and his role in post-election fallout not to diagnose and address these
wide-ranging problems in the realms of politics, podcasts, and digital media. That’s
beyond the scope of what I can accomplish here. Rather, I am interested in what Le
Show and its long history blurring the bounds of NPR and talk radio can reveal about
longstanding audio-rhetorical alternatives to The Joe Rogan Experience, and how that
might help scholars of sound and culture rethink which, why, and how podcasts merit
our attention.

BACK TO LE SHOW

In her introduction to the Le Show archives, Rosa Eberly emphasizes their “voluminous”
nature.”’ Le Show is, she notes, “a uniquely rich and rare historical archive of changes in
communication technologies and the political economy of radio over more than 40
years,” with the archive of the show’s self-described “constantly expanding” network
containing “thousands of examples of Shearer’s brilliant sonic satire.”®! The content of
the Le Show archive is, of course, a huge part of what makes it so worth preserving and
engaging. But its scope and style are noteworthy in their own right. Part of Shearer’s
remarkable capacity as a radio and podcast host is his sheer, persistent loquaciousness—
his ability to fill an hour a week for over 40 years.

Eberly also connects Shearer to the “transdiscipline” of rhetoric, an area of study and
practice that Plato’s Socrates characterized as having “no subject matter of its own.” That
characterization occurs in Plato’s Gorgias, a dialogue that opens with an exchange
between Socrates and the titular Gorgias. While he may not have the same name recog-
nition as Plato or Socrates, Gorgias was a key figure in ancient Greece’s rhetorical scene.
As a teacher and practitioner of the art of rhetoric, one of his key claims to fame was his
willingness to “speak on any subject” at the drop of a hat.** Gorgias would ask his
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audience to suggest a subject and off he would go. For rhetoric scholars, Gorgias is often
positioned near the start of a line of rhetorical figures who helped foster democracy,
a migrant from Sicily who trained Athenian citizens to speak effectively in the deliber-
ative and forensic contexts that were core parts of the city’s constrained but emerging
democratic fora. But framed another way (and I mean this with all due respect), Gorgias’s
rhetorical practices sound like forerunners to improvisational comedy exercises—ancient
predecessors to Shearer’s work as part of Christopher Guest’s mockumentary crew and on
Le Show itself. What binds Gorgias and Shearer together is their ability to extemporize at
length, to produce what Socrates might have derisively called makrologias. Millennia
before Second City or Upright Citizens Brigade, Gorgias stood in front of a crowd and
asked somebody to give him a scene.”

Admittedly, there are wrinkles in this comparison. One key difference is that Shearer is
not just an improviser. Eberly observes that the Le Show archive is full of Shearer’s hard-
to-index “extemporaneous comments and spontaneous rhetorical flourishes,” but these
unscripted beats operate in concert with Shearer’s prepared material: quoted passages
from news stories and written-up riffs that are often hard to distinguish from his ofthand
remarks.** The careful listener can often hear the shuffling of papers in the background of
Le Show episodes, sonic evidence of the written roots of many of Shearer’s spoken words.
To put it another way, Le Show blurs the NPR/talk radio dichotomy I laid out earlier in
this piece. On one hand, even when he’s joking, Shearer often speaks with the prepared,
measured tone stereotypically associated with an NPR host. He has the cadence of
a practiced deliverer of scripts. And there’s the straightforward fact that Le Show spent
decades based out of NPR stations in Santa Monica and New Orleans. But on the other
hand, Shearer is supremely capable of delivering unscripted satirical material more con-
ventionally at home on talk radio—segments some squeamish This American Life devo-
tees might find distasteful.”® As Matthew F. Jordan points out, Shearer code-switches
seamlessly between “the delivery of news commentary” and satirical impersonations of
right-wing “shock jock talk.”2¢

To conclude this essay, or maybe to get belatedly to its point (like Shearer, I tend to
run with the periodic style),”” I ask where we might find Le Show’s legacy in the
contemporary podcasting scene—where we might find the next stages of “the polyphonic
contours of our sonic heritage.”*® As Jordan notes, the bullying persona of deceased right-
wing radio host Rush Limbaugh, whom Shearer long satirized via imitation, has now
become the pluralized, univocal personae of right-wing politicians and commentators writ
large. But while Limbaugh’s legacy lives on in popular podcasts affiliated with entities like
the Daily Wire and Tenet Media, those shows pale in comparison to the success and
reach of The Joe Rogan Experience, which is in some ways more heterodox while still
manifesting a persistent rightward bent.*”

To mark the Rush-to-Rogan shift, I would argue that it’s useful to frame Le Show in
terms of Thomas Pettitt’s work on the Gutenberg Parenthesis. For Pettitt, this paren-
thesis marks “a period of four to five centuries in which the mediation of verbal culture
has been dominated by print technology in general and the printed book in particular.”*
In Pettitt’s telling, this period marks not a permanent shift from orality to literacy, but
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a lengthy interregnum between the dominance of oral (pre-parenthetical) and digital
(post-parenthetical) modes of communication, with the oral and the digital ultimately
sharing a great deal in common. Rhetoric scholar Damien Smith Pfister applies the
parenthesis in his work on attention and deliberation in the early blogosphere: bloggers’
“remixing of discourse, sometimes with little to no regard for citationality, harkens back
to oral culture. The [digital] medium, though, makes a difference: networked rhetorics are
often multimodal instead of just linguistic, are archivable in a way that oral speech is not,
and circulate faster and wider than speech.”"

Given Le Show’s historical span (1983 to the present), it arguably brings together the
Gutenberg Parenthesis’s three stages in a notable way. Analog radio relies on many of the
moves and affordances of oral culture: an emphasis on performance, strong ties to context
(consider how much Le Show relies on speaking to and riffing on the news of the week),
and a collective if atomized audience, all tuned in at a particular time.”* And yet 1983 is
obviously well after the advent of Gutenberg’s printing press, with Shearer making ample
use of features attributed to the parenthetical period of print dominance: a relatively
stable body of newspapers from which to draw the stories he satirizes as well as his own
ability to compose scripted bits to which spontaneous oral improvisations can be
attached. But that’s not all: Even though Le Show launched before what was once
commonly referred to as the World Wide Web, the program’s entire run deploys some
of the key terms Pettitt and Pfister link to the “post-parenthetical” digital era. Shearer
samples, appropriates, remixes, and recontextualizes the news through impersonation,
digression, elision, and other forms of satire. Meanwhile, the show itself, while still
broadcast on some community and public radio stations, made the jump to digital
formats almost two decades ago, followed by its subsequent addition to podcasting plat-
forms. In all, Le Show’s availability has largely shifted from the synchronous, schedule-
bound world of radio to the unsynchronized, listen-at-your-leisure world of podcasts.

And yet Le Show remains tied to many of radio’s structures: fairly standard runtimes,
a regular release schedule, and at least some portion of its audience listening via broadcast.
That’s one of the few things Le Show shared in common with the now-defunct Rush
Limbaugh Show. It’s a substantial difference from a podcast like The Joe Rogan Experience,
whose producers can release episodes as long as they want, whenever they want, without
having to worry about editing content down to fit a particular broadcast slot. One other
notable difference that is telling in light of Pfister’s comments on “citationality”: the way
Rogan makes use of sources. The aforementioned rustling of papers, though ameliorated
in the digital era, indicates the way Le Show engages with written material. Often, Shearer
is starting from scripts and news excerpts prepared and curated in advance. (A paren-
thetical on Le Show’s writing/speech relation: During the August 24, 2025, episode,
Shearer pauses after a momentary stumble while reading a passage from a story about
Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth’s church, recently in the news because Hegseth shared
a video in which the church’s pastor opposed women’s right to vote. “I should read these
in advance,” Shearer sidebars, before returning to the story at hand.) Meanwhile, a com-
mon feature of The Joe Rogan Experience involves Rogan’s producer conducting

internet searches mid-show in order to fact-check the host’s more obviously dubious
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claims—often, it should be noted, without much vetting of the sources the producer
himself is using to do the fact-checking,® Ultimately, both the misinformation and the
supposed fact-checking get left in, which—rather than undercutting Rogan’s credibility
and appeal—lends precisely the sense of immediacy and authenticity that draws many
listeners to the show. Like former guest Trump, Rogan’s propensity for spreading mis-
information and factual inaccuracies, even when acknowledged, becomes a sign of a deeper
kind of honesty.** It’s also something that is part and parcel of the unfiltered, decisively
not edited for radio style of Rogan’s podcast.

Where, in this context, do we find podcasts carrying over Le Show’s legacy into a sonic
milieu dominated by Rogan, and what can we learn from the audio work they’re doing?
The prospects are more copious than might be expected given the hand-wringing over the
lack of a Rogan of the left.

AFTER THE BREAK

As I mentioned earlier, one of the key moments of publicity for Rogan’s podcast was his
nine-figure licensing deal with Spotify in 2020. Around the same time, Spotify pursued
exclusivity deals with other podcasting companies that “didn’t pan out.””> Among them
was a $230 million acquisition deal with Gimlet Media, which I highlight given one of its
cofounders: Alex Blumberg. Before cofounding Gimlet, which produced an array of
tightly produced narrative nonfiction podcasts,36 Blumberg was affiliated with NPR
programs including This American Life and Planet Money and helped produce such iconic
This American Life episodes as “The Giant Pool of Money.””” Despite Gimlet’s Spotify
deal and production acumen, it was “wound down [in 2023] after a series of layoffs.”*®

As T write this article, it’s been about a month since the federal government clawed
back $1.1 billion in funding for the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, a significant
source of funding for NPR and other public media.’® In all, it’s a tremendously difficult
time for audio journalism in the NPR mode, with federal funding eliminated as part of
the Trump administration’s race to slash government spending it finds politically detest-
able and companies like Spotify seemingly hesitant to invest in privatized iterations of the
kind of high-production-cost shows profiled in Abel’s Out on the Wire. It makes a certain
kind of sense that Spotify, a monopolistic behemoth in the realm of audio streaming,
would prioritize massive investment in 7he Joe Rogan Experience, a monopolistic behe-
moth in the realm of podcast listenership.

With public radio losing substantial funding, streaming giants consolidating their
investments behind figures like Rogan as well as high-profile celebrities from other arenas
who are adding podcasts to reliably lucrative media portfolios, and slowdowns in the
growth of podcast advertising revenue, what other options and signs of life exist for
podcasting?® One major alternative has been a move to crowdfunding models, which
points us to a few clusters of podcasts that I would position as powerful if indirect
inheritors of Le Show’s sonic legacy.

Consider Patreon. One of the most recognizable crowdfunding sites for independent
creative projects, Patreon has emerged as a particularly significant platform for podcasts.*'
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As of August 2025, seven of Patreon’s ten most-subscribed-to projects are podcasts.42

There are two subcategories of podcast prominently, though not exclusively, featured
among those seven: (1) leftist political discussion podcasts on which comedy and
satire play significant roles (e.g., Chapo Trap House, TruedAnon) and actual-play
podcasts on which the hosts play tabletop role-playing games in the vein of
Dungeons and Dragons (e.g., Not Another D&&D Podcast, Dungeons and Daddies, and,
worth noting though it sits at number 12 on the Patreon charts, Worlds Beyond
Number).

Those two categories—leftist/progressively inclined comedy podcasts and actual-play
podcasts—are also fixtures of independent networks like Maximum Fun, Critical Role
Productions, and Headgum, which have provided podcasters with another notable
alternative to tech goliaths like Spotify. These networks operate in a variety of ways.
The wide-ranging Maximum Fun—founded by Jesse Thorn, host of NPR’s Bullseye—is
a worker-owned cooperative largely reliant on revenue from member subscriptions,
which are driven in part by an annual NPR-style membership drive; Headgum, which
is explicitly comedy-focused, operates as a network and production company inter-
woven with Gumball, a business that coordinates host-read podcast ads, though both
the network itself and many of its shows have Patreon accounts as supplementary
sources of income; and Critical Role Productions is an LLC that produces podcast
versions of its genre-defining actual-play campaigns, performed by teams of experi-
enced voice actors, alongside video-centered productions.*® As those descriptions may
begin to suggest, these networks, in addition to the crowdfunded podcasts mentioned
in the preceding paragraph, carry on Le Show’s rhetorical and sonic legacy in some
key ways. While leftist comedy podcasts and actual-play podcasts are far from iden-
tical genres, I articulate some shared features en route to concluding this piece and

demonstrating their strong resonances.

Satire

As Eberly puts it, “If journalism is the first rough draft of history, Le Show is a second,
revised through a lens of satire.”** Many of the shows and networks described above are
carrying on this second-order drafting. For instance, just as Shearer satirizes right-wing
ringleaders and bugbears in segments including “Musk Love,” “News of the Godly,” and
“News of News Corp.,” one regular Chapo Trap House segment is a reading series in
which the hosts satirically respond to the writings of right-wing and conservative figures
like Ben Shapiro, Dennis Prager, and Rod Dreher. Like Shearer, the hosts of Chapo Trap
House are also more than prepared to satirize Democratic figures (just peruse archived Le
Show episodes from the Clinton administration). Note also the recently launched podcast
Kill the Computer, cohosted by June Sternbach—known on social media as Junlper—who
is a contributor to satirical news site 7he Onion and recognized by Wikipedia for her left-
wing “shitposting.”*> That Wikipedia citation may strike some readers as an unnecessary
and tasteless terminological move, but Junlper’s work represents a reiteration of Le Show
for the podcasting age: a gifted satirist steeped in internet news and culture in much the
way Shearer is steeped in political news and—like Shearer has done for decades—pushing
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anti-right-wing counterculture in satirical directions that scratch at the edges of what even

sympathetic audiences might consider obscene.

Polyphony

As Jordan notes, the Le Show archive provides endless instances of Shearer’s polyphonic,
imitative “radio ethopoeia,” which Jordan aligns with the “polyphony of voices” so
important to a functional deliberative democracy. In different ways, both comedy pod-
casts and actual-play podcasts provide rampant instances of polyphony in action. As
I mentioned above, Critical Role is largely staffed by experienced voice actors—inheritors
of Shearer’s legacy as the voice of a panoply of Saturday Night Live, Simpsons, and
Le Show characters. Performers like Erika Ishii, Brennan Lee Mulligan, and Ashley
Johnson readily slide into and between characters and voices across actual-play campaigns,
weaving connections between players, characters, and game worlds that facilitate—among
many other things—forms of “queer kinship” that proliferate modes of social relation.*®
While the style of actual-play podcasts, with a cast of voice actors staying in and rotating
between characters in fantastical settings, is markedly different from Shearer’s work as
a singularly polyphonic imitation machine on Le Show, I would align them in their
potential to interrupt and invent alternates to conventional, conservative ideologies and
social structures. Such polyphony is also commonplace on comedy podcasts that don’t
involve 20-sided dice, but more readily falls under the next heading

Improvisation

As I write this, the podcast Comedy Bang! Bang! is only 70 episodes shy of 1,000. While
the show’s structure has changed since it launched in 2009 (the same year as The Joe
Rogan Experience), various improvisation and character exercises have remained part of its
DNA. Most notably here, each of the show’s ad breaks is followed by the arrival of
a comedian in character as a guest or interruptive force, ranging from parodies of celeb-
rities to stock characters to off-kilter entities that word limits prevent me from describing
here. The comedians who have appeared in character on Comedy Bang! Bang! have gone
on to host podcasts in an array of formats across an array of networks. While their
character work overlaps with polyphony, it is, in a more direct sense, the art of impro-
visation. Unsurprisingly, the comedy podcasting scene is flush with hosts who share
Shearer’s practice at “extemporaneous comments and spontaneous rhetorical flourishes.””
Driven by improv’s “yes, and” imperative, these comedians generate new figures of speech
and forms of sonic sociality. Comedy podcasts often operate in a different mode than
actual-play shows, but they share a tendency toward wanton, improv-fueled inventiveness.

Volume

While it might in some ways seem the least consequential, this last item draws everything
together. By “volume” I speak not of the relative loudness or softness of a sound, but of
scope and scale—voluminousness, capaciousness, sheer size. As I mentioned earlier, one of
Shearer’s skills as a radio and podcast host is his capacity to fill time, to riff persistently
and reliably on the news of the week for decades. This kind of capacity is often figured as
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a negative in academic and other highbrow cultural contexts: Don’t you know when to
shut up? Rhetorician, edit thyself! But it is a central gift of the polyphonic improviser
and satirist. It is also a relational mechanism: Part of what contributes to Shearer’s
following—and, in a very different way, Rogan’s—is the ability to build a relationship
with an audience over time, to breed rhythmic familiarity through production schedules
and rhetorical routines. In Shearer’s case, this is a testament to his prowess when it comes
to radio’s constraints and affordances: sticking to a consistent release schedule over huge
swaths of time and keeping episodes to a predictable length that befits radio distribution.
But the unbinding of podcasts from radio’s temporal strictures has let them grow.
A podcast could release one two-minute episode in a year or three two-hour-plus episodes
in a week.*® And in terms of building audience size and loyalty, the latter possibility allows
podcasts to put what radio can accomplish into overdrive. Near the end of a recent, hour-
and-a-half-long episode of Ger Played, a Headgum podcast about video games, host and
Comedy Bang! Bang! alum Nick Wiger riffed on the length of a game he and the other
hosts were discussing: “More is more. It’s like podcast listeners. They're like, ‘Give me the
longest episode you got.”. . . [to listeners] You freaks know what I mean.”*” While Wiger’s
comment is a throwaway joke, it’s also indicative of both the relationship many audience
members have with podcasts and a skill set that serves podcast hosts who aren’t aiming for
the highly edited limited-series approach popularized by podcasts like Serial. Writer,
podcaster, and game designer Austin Walker, who hosts the actual-play podcast Friends
at the Table and has played a key role in the world of video-game podcasts, makes
frequent reference to the “five-star runtimes” of the shows he’s a part of, a playful but
in many ways accurate indication of how inextricable quantity is from quality when it
comes to podcasting.™

CONCLUSION

It is hard, in an article of this kind, to say “quantity is quality” and not be understood as
making a derogatory statement, offering an indictment of our oversaturated digital age.
But when I think about the audio projects to which my students are drawn, the history
and prehistory of podcasting so eloquently captured by the Le Show archives, and my own
shifting listening practices in recent years (it’s no accident I can now cite chapter and
verse of comedian-hosted video-game podcasts in addition to the NPR podcasts so often
canonized in and around media studies), I believe that if we are to understand what Harry
Shearer can teach us about the future of sonic media and culture, we need to embrace the
virtue of his copiousness as much as his incisiveness. Just give him a mic and any subject,

then hear what he has to say.

Eric DETWEILER is director of the Public Writing and Rhetoric Program and an associate professor of English at
Middle Tennessee State University, where he researches and teaches courses on rhetorical education, digital writing,
podcasting, video games, and the history of rhetoric. He is author of the book Responsible Pedagogy: Moving Beyond
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Recently, he submitted a question to a podcast about Szar Wars that led the hosts to discuss how insufferable
Socrates would be on social media.
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