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Documentary Theatre practices the creation of performance using existing, non-fictional sources; this genre against ‘traditional’ theatre shows that a script of this kind has severe commitment to accuracy of information, with sources being transcribed into a coherent script or recited from a pre-recorded interview. Documentary Theatre-makers aim to “hold a theatrical mirror to the real world” to show people the truths of their time and to encourage them to reflect on what they have seen (Roth, 2008, p.5), something that has been explored throughout the Specialised Performance Practice Module. 
The Importance of Verbatim Theatre
Within the genre of Documentary Theatre, comes Verbatim Theatre; a more specific practice that is created and performed using the words and recorded testimonies of real people, as actors are given a recording through a pair of headphones and are then expected to repeat what they hear, how they hear it, imitating a person’s reality, or, similarly, they treat transcripts as dialogue. 
Digital Theatre+ encapsulates Verbatim Theatre, by saying how “Verbatim Theatre can inject the healthy dose of reality into a production, it helps us think about the real people who were affected at a certain moment of time” (Digital Theatre+, n.d).
Verbatim also provides people with a voice, it serves as a platform for people to speak out about something that is important to them and to society, and it allows theatre makers and performers to make sure these voices are heard. The Queen Mary University of London conducted a research project in collaboration with The Verbatim Formula in which they created a piece called ‘Are You Listening?’ using the voices from young care givers and leavers, and the adults responsible for their education. The aim of this project was to “create opportunities for young people to be heard in systems and services that are responsible for their care” (The Verbatim Formula, no date). 
Similarly, Alecky Blythe brings real life to stage with her verbatim work through her company ‘Recorded Delivery.’ Her play ‘London Road’ explores the murders of five female sex workers in Ipswich in 2006, Alecky discusses how she aims to work at the most “extreme, purest end” of verbatim theatre, which she later says is “brilliant, joyful, and illuminating” (Blythe, 2014). 
All of these points are crucial to an actor exploring verbatim, as they highlight the importance of Documentary and Verbatim Theatre in the creative industry, that actors and theatre-makers strive for truth and authentic reflections of the world today. But, for verbatim to be successful, it must have an effective rehearsal technique that supports the points made by pivotal verbatim practitioners. 
Vocality
A major point of development within a verbatim technique is vocality. An actor must take on the idiosyncrasies and nuances that are found within the listening of their recordings, as well as pitch, tone, and accent; exploring the adaptation and manipulation of the voice is key, allowing the actor to become a vessel for a real person’s voice. This process works in conjunction with act of listening.
Tom Cantrell discusses the act of ‘Micro-Listening’ or ‘Deep-Listening’ defining a micro-listening approach as something that “can provide insights into the individual” (Cantrell, 2023) Similarly, as discussed in Cantrell’s article, Jacquelyn D. Hall further highlights his points by saying “the gaps, silences, misrememberings, false starts, and awkward, uncomfortable interactions are so disconcerting to interviewers but so often comprise the rifts that allow new meanings to break through” (Hall, 2005, p.192). 
Looking at ‘The Listening Project’, broadcast on BBC Radio 4, particularly a conversation between Suzanne and Karen titled ‘Let’s Talk About Sex’, upon initial response, it can be inferred that Suzanne and Karen are close friends from North-East England, who frequently have mutual conversations such as this, in a friendly, open environment. Using a ‘Micro-Listening’ method however, there are moments where Suzanne and Karen talk over each other, Karen aiming to push her voice above Suzanne’s to perhaps appear more dominant in this friendship, when Karen feels passionate about the conversation topic, her accent is stronger, and the pitch of her voice changes in accordance with her level of enthusiasm. (The Listening Project, 2013). 
Patsy Rodenburg reviews the value of range – “the human voice can only sound interesting if it is free, moves, and is connected to emotional and intellectual truth” (Rodenburg, 2024, p.83). Connecting to Karen’s emotional truth allows the voice to naturally become more colourful and replicate that of Karen’s, a useful technique to rehearse to find the emotion is to ‘speak only when you’ve heard the word’ to avoid pre-empting what a person might say and lose their intention. Rodenburg continues by saying a “potential hindrance to the range of the voice is the speaker’s fear of being ‘over the top’ or sounding too committed to the text” (Rodenburg, 2024, p.84). To combat this, actors may benefit from first exploring a caricatured version of the recording; doing this has proven to bring more colour into the voice and character but also a more accurate representation of the person they are replicating. 
StoryCorps is a resource full of stories about real events, from real people. Susan Williams and Alison Crews from Mississippi remember the hunting adventures they share in their group – ‘The Swamp Witches.’ To replicate Susan’s strong accent, a caricature method may be beneficial; the accent naturally makes the conversation topics heightened, so to embrace the fear of being ‘over the top’ and succeeding in that is useful, as it actually brings the story and character of Susan more accurately to life. Whilst what can be heard from Susan is mostly happy, there is a moment where she remembers an accident she had through her horse-riding experience, she talks about this topic truthfully, expressing that the accident may have left her unable to pursue her hobby. It is important to express this an actor, but not to let her heightened energy falter, as it risks losing the accent, the tone, and the colour that it adds to the performance (StoryCorps, 2024). 
With an understanding of the work required to hear the words and repeat them accurately, an actor must now begin to think of the physicality – something that isn’t always available to mimic. 
Physicality
Perception and mindfulness skills are valuable in the discovery of verbatim techniques, particularly when studying the physical mannerisms of a person. Naomi Joseph says to “sense the physicality” and “you must allow the recording to influence your physicality and movement choices” (Joseph, n.d). However, against Naomi’s advice, if given the opportunity to study a visual recording, it is believed that an actor should take on board the intricacies of their person, to create a more realistic portrayal of them.
The television show ‘Fleabag,’ despite going against verbatim’s rules around reality and fiction, can be a useful practise for natural physicality. The ‘Bus-Stop Scene’ within this show’s second season demonstrates emotional connection, tension, and heartbreak, all of which are truthful emotions that can be studied authentically using a verbatim approach (Episode 6, 2019). Repetition is a useful method for picking up the movement, paying close attention to the finer details on repeat can help the scene feel more accurately represented, and more impactful to an audience as, movement can provoke real emotional responses for an actor - “a subtle shift in posture, breathing, or movement can express more about a character’s emotional state than words ever could” (Rockstar Academy, 2025). 
Creating Verbatim Theatre
When presented the opportunity, an actor should explore the process of creating verbatim theatre. In his thesis, Daniel Roth discusses how theatre-makers take on certain roles in this process – “the journalist, the editor, the writer, the director, and the actor” (Roth, 2008, p.23). 
Documentary Theatre overlaps with journalism through its engagement with diverse people, each aiming to share what’s important to them. However, unlike journalism, verbatim lacks urgency, it’s aim is to share a perspective, rather than present an immediate circumstance. “There will be a focus on finding the theatricality, and the characters, in the story.” (Out of Joint, n.d). 
Alecky Blythe discusses how the writing and editing process may influence the directing process, “Sometimes context or action is changed in my plays, but the actual words are the words said by those real-life people” (Blythe, 2014). Roth agrees by saying “the colloquial parts of speech are often what dictate a character’s idiosyncrasies in monologues of this kind” (Roth, 2008). Ultimately, directing verbatim can present the recorded piece in a new light, actors can choose to replicate specific physicality, or they may choose to create their own context around the recorded testimonies, but Blythe captures the fulfilment that an actor gains in their creative result with “there’s something very liberating about giving yourself up to the tape” (Blythe, 2014). 
Politics in Verbatim Theatre
An observation to be made about Verbatim Theatre is that it can be political. Verbatim theatre brings important topics that impact a demographic to light for an audience to reflect on which, when compared to ‘traditional’ theatre, can be considered influenced by the works of Bertolt Brecht. 
Brecht’s objective was to create plays that could be viewed from a critical standpoint, he developed the ‘Alienation Effect’ - “the audience is encouraged to question its preconceptions and look at the familiar in a new and different way – that is, to make it strange.” (Unwin and Jones, 2014, p.4). The same could be said about verbatim as “audiences confront voices they may have been prevented from hearing previously, which allows them to better understand people’s perspectives of the political world around them” (Chenier, 2022). 
This further proves the importance of documentary and verbatim theatre to the arts as it invites a selection of people with varying political views “to participate in political reflection both as individuals but also as members of a community”, challenging topics they may have been prevented from hearing (Chenier, 2022).
Conclusion
The exploration of truth and authenticity have been rewarding within this module; the constant reminder that real people’s stories are the main source of material for a performance of this kind is inspiring, incorporating Brechtian techniques to remind an audience that what they’re watching is factual and encouraging them to reflect on what they hear is impactful, all in complete contrast with the feeling of entering a ‘flow state’, separating yourself from your ‘character’ and connecting with them emotionally. 
Developing a Verbatim Theatre rehearsal approach has proven itself to be transferrable to other aspects of acting, as having a deeper understanding of natural responses, interpretations, and the ability to transform the voice for a character makes up some of the building blocks needed to be an actor. 
Documentary Theatre has shown itself to be progressive, informative, and effective, and actors should always celebrate and demonstrate the voice it brings to the industry. 
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