Christopher Davies Specialized Performance Practice: Verbatim Theatre
When approaching this module I was intrigued by Verbatim Theatre which is a new approach to me. I have often utilised method acting (Krasner, D. 2000) taking inspiration from real people and the reality of their lives and abstracting them into interesting structured theatre. Therefore when told  to get as close as possible to the person we are mimicking, I was averse to ‘ just mirroring real life’. Initially, I could see no interest in just mimicking reality therefore I will be looking at practitioner’s work in order to understand the extent to which this method can be used.
Something I have tried to develop as an actor s showing mental thought through physicalisation, this leads me to create a thought journey for the character and then plotting action becomes easier. Verbatim is very different to my style of acting. Our lecturer discussed Ioan Hefin  (Hefin Ioan, 2025) talking about the idea of being the vessel and letting the character flow through you as you listen to the words repeating it back. This didn’t give time for me to think about what I was saying instead just say it and think about how  to say it. Physicalization was a useful technique for working on this method. Using an exercise of a more caricature performance, it led to a higher level of energy in performance which gave everyone’s character in the group more reality and passion about what they are saying. When doing this abstract exercise this led me to notice when I use a particular action or movement it can directly correlate to how my voice sounds. By having a lower posture and dropping my arms I could lower my voice and match the character better. 
Something I found useful to help unlock Ade’s character was breathing exercises and fully warming up my voice. Ade has a very distinct voice and tone and it’s at a point in my register that I rarely use. Therefore doing sirens and trills (Jones, C. 2010) at the bottom of my voice was really useful, sitting his tone in my throat.   This also prompted me to work on the mouth shape of certain words he says, articulating his mouth but slurring and slowing his vowel sounds. Also breathing from my diaphragm and at a lower place, helped me find his tone much easier. Finding his tone, then working out where he breathes, helped to identify his thought process and when he finishes his thought. This felt so satisfying when I naturally breathed and the audio breathed at the same time.  Working on these specificities for this technique, I believe is essential as it is directly what the audience experiences, when trying to exactly replicate a voice.
When looking at specific practitioners, I looked at some of Alecky Blythe’s (National theatre, 2025)work ,a  renowned Verbatim artist. After watching “Our Generation”  (Alecky B,2022) It showed me the energy and caricature that’s needed to develop  a performance. The show follows a group of teenagers highlighting social groups, teen tropes and iconic moments in an adolescent’s life and reinforced in me the emotional effect this technique can have. A perception I had when learning about this module was that there are two spectrums of the technique either an abstract or copy of the recording. So when reading the rehearsal diaries for “Our Generation” (Bailey, Our Generation rehearsal Diaries, 2022) I was intrigued to see what perspective they would take. They had compiled and overlaid recordings, creating interpretive dance and singing elements to the performance. The line they’ve drawn between research of and abstracting the character is interesting. Verbatim theatre, talks about doing justice to the person you are portraying while also making an inspiring performance. This is a hard line to follow and “Our Generation” tackles this by simply saying : what makes the best performance. They made changes to order of script, cut specific lines and show the detail of actors performance having to re-establish contexts having detailed characterization when a scenario is changed. This shows the level of commitment and energy needed for a Verbatim performance having that dexterity of character and knowing what choices and nuance the character would make when repositioned.
When looking at specific pieces to perform at the end of the module there were two that stood out. “Northern Soul” (Listening project, 2025) and “They Joined the Air Force to Play in the Band and Left as Soulmate” (Story core, 2025) which we nicknamed “Trumpet”. Originally, I’d performed Northern Soul without previously hearing it, which was interesting as there was quite a positive reaction from my peers after we performed it.  It really highlighted the interesting part of this technique that the audience never hears the person your mimicking. It reinforced the idea, that as long as your definitively away from your natural voice, make broad characterizations about their mannerisms and quirks, then you can create a really distinct character that is interesting to watch. So from that I wanted to work on what I see as the other perspective of Verbatim Theatre getting as close to the realistic voice as possible.
In relation to The development of ‘Joe’ .From my first interpretation of the extract we went back to looking at the basics of where his pitch is, how his mouth shapes words and how he says vowel sounds. I started by putting his voice quite nasally and up in pitch, talking out the side of his mouth in a teenager style. At the beginning of the recording Joe doesn’t say much and often only makes sounds in reply to his mum. This  immediately gave me many ideas of who Joe is. I originally placed him as a shy teenager only wanting to talk about his passions either being on his phone or playing a game the majority of the time. After playing this for a while I felt Joe was too engaged in the conversation looking for moments to chime in instead of just casually speaking his mind. So it was decided that we should really lean into his disinterest in the conversation, only talking when he really has to and portraying him as being tired of his mum, almost annoyed at her for talking about his hobbies. This then reflects to his speech pattern,  dropping his articulation, being from Leeds and being harsh and aggressive on certain constants like “C” “K” and “T”. For a while I was struggling to find where Joe’s tone sits, I always put the tone of his voice higher than I should have but I was certain that it wasn’t as low as others thought. I often had trouble with hearing how I sound. I often think I’m higher in tone than how I’m actually speaking but when listening back to my recordings it was surprising how different I sound in my head. After some debate in our group and with our lecturer we realised that Joe breathes through his mouth talking on an outward breath or sigh. I noticed something similar in an early deep listening exercise but I had placed it as an anecdotal quirk rather than a key part of the characterization. After implementing and fully integrating physicalization, cadence and intention, Joe felt fully fleshed out and quite easy to slip into.
“Trumpet” was originally performed by someone else in the group and when I heard it I imagined it was a young couple perhaps due to their physicalization or that they are young actors, so when I was given the piece to perform I found out that the couple had been together for over 40 years. This again reinforced this idea of audience perception of Verbatim theatre but also how age in voice is such a difficult thing to portray, even more so when the voice has additional complexities such as accent. These layers of complexity intrigued me and gave me another new angle to Verbatim.  
Starting work on Mark’s voice was challenging. A problem I kept having was being too generalised with his accent. Mark is from the Arkansas area and has quite a generalised American accent. It became a process of looking for distinctive mannerisms to his voice and intentions that he had through many attempts at deep and micro listening (Cantrell T 2023). I picked up on the  croaky undertone to his voice that added texture to everything he said and an upward intonation towards the middle of sentences which then dies down towards the end of the line. Getting to know the rhythm of how Mark speaks was something I didn’t expect to pick up on in this process and felt like I’d integrated and knew him well at this point. Another barrier with Mark was that from the way he speaks to his wife in the speech it’s clear the love and want they share for each other even in moments where he stutters on himself because he’s almost embarrassed talking about her. Physically portraying that on stage was  challenging to me and my partner. Again we tried going with strong energy and a caricatured perspective on these character’s but that didn’t resonate with the genuine connection they had in the recording. So when trying to find the balance of energy and emotional connection a very simple change we made was sitting side by side rather than opposite each other .This immediately gave us the ability to interact with each other, holding hands more closely looking into each other’s eyes and giving us that connection that was necessary for the emotion to come through. (Oida, Y. And Wilson, L., 2023).
To conclude, something I’ve always struggled with when working was balancing professional play, and Verbatim I believe has honed this ability of respect to the person your copying and the caricature of performance that the stage demands. The specificity needed in relation to vocal physicality has brought a new level to my performance connecting movement to thought over thought to movement. Verbatim is a technique unique to itself no other technique makes you ask such unique questions, gives you elements unlike a script directors interpretation and gives you a new kind of creativity that as an actor I think is always a sought-after challenge.
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