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Verbatim Theatre
Theatre is an ever-changing industry that makes us think and reflect upon what’s occurring on stage. As “art, at the moment, does not have any widely accepted ‘artistic method’” (Wittig, 2008, p. 21) it’s acceptable to acknowledge the arts are regularly fluctuating. Documentary theatre demonstrates this by marrying the worlds of journalism and theatre to document real events and/or pressing social issues (Dunkelburg, 2025). Similarly, research highlighted that “verbatim theatre, which makes fascinating use of taped actuality recording as its primary source, is the latest manifestation documentary theatre” (Paget, 1987, p. 317).
To understand verbatim, like all theatre, understanding what the art and process entails is fundamental. Reading the “Little Revolution” (Blythe, 2014) play and “Our Generation Rehearsal Diaries” (Bailey, 2022) assisted in the development of my understanding of what was expected for rehearsals. For example, these studies taught me that when performing verbatim, it is key to imagine the other side of the conversation was present and stimulating the conversation to help play the reality.
Throught this module, the exploration of ‘headphone verbatim’ was employed. This is where “the actors are fed the recording via headphones and repeat what they hear and the way in which it is spoken” (Joseph, n.d.). Headphone verbatim helps us portray a realistic representation of the interviewee. The style keeps us grounded and alive in the scenes every time we perform, but concentration is key to embracing the full nature of someone you are representing. To support this, theorists Paget and Megson argue that “the actors concentration is on their part of the job is greatly facilitated by both by their understanding of the material and by the rhythms of everyday speech” (Paget, 1987, p. 333) and that “by listening to the audio during performances, the actors remain accurate to original recordings rather than slipping into their own patterns of speech” (Megson, 2023).
Actioning this knowledge into practical work has allowed me to explore different theorists' perception on verbatim and illustrated how they’ve influenced my definition of the art. Further exploration of these readings has also empowered me with new skills for exercising within verbatim.
Exercising Within Verbatim
As discussed, headphone-verbatim is mimicking the interviewee as accurately as possible. Verbatim actors want to become a vessel for the voice, it’s a different field compared to standard theatrical acting as we’re playing real people, not fictional. So, realising that the actor was freed from some of the “burdens of conventional playwrighting within the naturalistic mode” (Paget, 1987, p. 318) was essential for the progression of rehearsals.
Meisner’s “beyond repetition” (Meisner and Longwell, 1987, p. 57 – p. 77) exercise to introduce how to effectively copy one’s movements was beneficial as it demonstrated how to mimic someone vocally and physically who differs from my everyday humanities. Sitting parallel from my partner and copying every decision they make proved how intricate verbatim actors’ work to bring their interviewees to life in truthful fashion. Furthermore, allowing myself to “try to tighten the repetition. Try to let it move in its organic rhythm. Don’t be torn between ‘sense’ and the emotional impact of so-called senseless repetition” (Meisner and Longwell, 1987, p. 62) helped engage that level of concentration needed, so I could portray them authentically while laying truthful to the rules of verbatim where we copy not just the words but how they are uttered, every stutter, hesitation and laugh. 
After exercising verbatim clips, a quick discovery was the toll it takes on your voice, it’s like training a muscle. Accessing pitches that don’t sit in my everyday register can be demanding, so ensuring that I warmed up vocally and physically before sessions became of high importance as it “centers our energy and breathing so we can feel more comfortable when we work” (Leigh, 1989). Vocal exercises such as sirens and tongue twisters were effective in the process as they prepared my vocal cords and diction for the work ahead, following “articulation exercises for actors” (StageMilk, 2021) assisted in this. Since “it is through the speaking of voice that you convey your precise thoughts and feelings” (Berry, 1973, p. 7) and verbatim being the embodiment of every characteristic, doing these warm-ups prior to each session was important so I could successfully reach each persons’ octaves accurately to portray those ‘precise thoughts and feelings’.  For example, within “Jan and Ade: Hanging onto life” (The listening project, 2018), their voices are at opposing ends of the spectrum so exercising sirens helped find where they sit compared to my voice.
Independent research taught how our voices can be broken down into four factors of “environment, ear, physical agility and personality” (Berry, 1973, p. 7 – p. 10). This exemplifies how individuals' voices can be affected by the current situation of their lives and how the voice is sensitive to its surroundings. This pushed me to research the intention behind each story I would showcase and how they would feel in their given circumstances. For instance, “Mark and Linda Green” (Storycrops, 2025) story differs from “Jamie and Margaret” (The listening project, 2013); Mark is smitten by Linda, and they’re reflecting on their memories in the air force. Whereas Jamie and Margaret’s conversation is a form of tough love, and you can sense the tension in their voices. To find these moments in both pieces, it was useful to write out a transcript and note all their subtle humanities to fully understand how they felt in that situation. Considering that “the text is the character. It fills him out and gives him life” (Barton, 2009, p. 63) it can be concluded that making these notes assisted in me tuning in with each interviewee as they acted as clues to how they would present themselves in everyday life. 
After examining the audio from each project and listening to myself back through recording, I found that self-critiquing relayed audio helped identify strengths and weaknesses; knowing our weaknesses as actors allows us to further develop our work through rehearsals and strengthen our voices. One weakness I discovered was ‘nailing the accent’, so breaking words down into phonetic components aided me to find those distinctive vowel sounds. Deep listening was useful for this, as to successfully verbatim the voice we must understand how they pronounce each word based upon the four factors mentioned above. Berry states that “listening accurately is one of the most important factors in using the voice fully, for the accuracy with which we can listen relates directly to how we respond vocally” (Berry, 1973, p. 123) which I share views with; as the more intently I listened to each sound, the more my voice aligned with theirs. Company to this, listening to the audio while performing established value as speaking with delay helped impersonate them accurately – the exercise of over-exaggerating their voices drew me closer to them also, by over-generalizing the voices until I went ‘too far’ supported in the discovery of their caricatures. 
Nyla recommends not to “over-practice... If you get overfamiliar, you end up not listening and you can end up speaking in to the ‘learned tune’ of how the interview sounds” (Joseph, n.d.) which I partially disagree with, I found the more I investigate the audio, the more characteristics I uncover, particularly with physicality. The most important part of rehearsals is stopping them, treating every run as if it’s the real performance permits you to be bigger and bolder physically. Since the clips were audio clips, there was no physical reference, but we can use physicality as a support system to bring those voices to life. Using “the body as the governing principle in the creation of drama; in other words, a blueprint for the structure of the play” (Helou, 2018, p. 7) and exploiting that blueprint to build the structure of voice I represent. To coin these physicality's, it was advantageous to look at dramatic TV clips and copy their movements to see how their physicality supported the dramatic tensions of the scene. Namely, studying “Breaking Bad: Season 4 Episode 6” (Cornered, 2011) while over-exaggerating body as well as voice, uncovered how their bodily movements as they speak show how they are feeling. Applying this into my practical displayed that the bolder I am within movements, the more realistic my interpretation of this person becomes; so, becoming overly smitten with Mark and overly flamboyant with Jamies brought me closer to their true nature.
Another intriguing paper was “how Stanislavskian terminology is limited or limiting to actors’ practice” (Cartell, 2011, p. 168), Stanislavski is a practitioner I exercised in prior studies and curiously thought if his technique would prove useful in verbatim. Cartell documents how “Merlin discovered that Stanislavski’s technique did not equip her for some of the experiences of the production” (Cartell, 2011, p. 169), however, he also states how “Ryman described employing the empathy he experienced can be understood through a particular formulation of emotion memory by Stanislavski” (Cartell, 2011, p. 171). I experimented with this independently. Emotional recall is a technique that has benefited previous work, so I wanted to see if the approach was successful through verbatim. Emotional memory has taught me that by “allowing your imaginative connection and your emotional connection and your empathic connection with the text to propel you into the heart of the character” (Merlin, 2007, p. 95). To develop empathetic connections, I had to emotionally connect first, so pulling on past experiences to draw out emotions that resonate within scenes such as Jamie, Mark, Jan and Ade allowed me to build that connection and bring more authenticity to my performance; similarly, to how Ryman experienced. 
Regarding emotional recall, Ryman formulated most of the emotion from his experience interviewing the persons’ story he would convey, “I would be picking up the character aspects [...] because I had met him, and knowing the kind of person he was, it was easy for me to know which emotions to act [...] for example, in performance when I talked about his kids I would have a real empathy”. (Cartell, 2011, P. 170). Given the module was short lived, we missed the opportunity to explore this side of verbatim and I believe it would have leveled up my performance if given that chance. Although it’s proclaimed that “the job of the actor in documentary theatre is has more to do with delivery of information than emotion in some cases” (Roth, 2008, p. 46), I wholeheartedly believe having that deeper connection with the interviewee would have propelled my performances. Contrary to this, as Jamie is well-known there are public interviews available so I could experiment with Roth’s “Physical Only Interview” (Roth, 2008, p. 19) and analyse how Jamie moves in an interview (jamie.muscial, 2022), obviously his circumstances differ within the Listening Project audio, but the studies showed how physical his hands are when talking so I could use this knowledge to push my performance further. 
Enforcing these developed skills and techniques, alongside prior knowledge assisted in bringing these people to life through a light that stays true to verbatim ethics. 
Verbatim Ethics
I feel it’s important to discuss the ethics and politics that surround the art of documentary theatre. Verbatim takes real stories that sometimes link to pressing issues, I agree that its “close connection to themes of political and social unrest also saddles it with an air of controversy... documentary theatre has the ability to reflect social problems and create controversy in a society that often remains silent on pressing issues” (Roth, 2008, p. 1). 
Proper ethics within verbatim rehearsals are essential to the progression of work. It’s a form of theatre where I had the fear of vulnerability, breaking that fear and allowing myself to express these emotions in a non-judgmental space helped me bring each person’s persona to life. As Growtowski says “to learn to break down the barriers which surround us and free ourselves from the break which hold us back” (Growtowski, 1968, p. 214), signifying to not let my lack of courage or ignorance hold me back from creating an authentic piece. Referring to an earlier point with the importance of warming-up, Roth says “the respect, trust, and focus needed among the actors can be created by group warm-ups both physical and mental before the performance or rehearsals” (Roth, 2008, p. 55); highlighting the significance of readying out bodies alongside proving how we can break these barriers as a company to support each other. 
Verbatim is an advancement within society as its “an inherently political example of dramatic performance, both in form and focus. Through the amplification of marginalised perspectives, verbatim represents the democratic principle that every citizen has a voice” (Chenier, 2022, p. 33). Understanding the political power of verbatim has enhanced my performance. Forcing audiences to come face-to-face with present issues about the political world around them (Chenier, 2002, p. 33). Roth displays how “it was Piscator, more than any other playwright or stage director, who took current events and made them come face-to-face with the public in the most direct of manners, using primary source documentation." (Roth, 2008, p. 4 – 5), utilising direct approaches within our practical to remind the audience that they are watching real stories. We showcased this by playing advertisement breaks from (The listening project, 2013) as a reminder so the “audience gain a better understanding of how political issues are experienced by hearing directly from those most impacted” (Chenier, 2022, P. 37).
One question that connected me to autobiographical theatre was “how do we account for the extraordinary proliferation of verbatim theatre in the 21st century?” (Megson, 2023). It brings political issues to life in ways that other forms of media cannot, forcing audiences to see society un-sugarcoated, and I believe that's the true beauty of verbatim theatre.
Evaluation
To close, combining new and prior knowledge has allowed me to create a rightful verbatim piece while demonstrating how these techniques can influence my performance to create an authentic drama.
The module has expanded my understanding of what a verbatim rehearsal process is and how reflecting on my achievements and failures can further develop my tools to best improve my work. Alongside undertaking healthy projection and diction practices to enlarge my vocal range as an actor. The fulfilment of this module has highlighted how creating a play that reflects true events is a rewarding experience.
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