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Abstract
This thesis explores the ethical and relational dimensions of verbatim theatre, focusing on how encounters between theatre-makers, participants, and audiences shapes both the creative process and the final performance. Moving beyond traditional notions of representation, I argue that verbatim theatre is not justmerely a vehicle for reproducing real-life narratives but a dynamic practice of engagement, co-creation, and ethical witnessing.
Through a practice-led inquiry, I analyzse two key projects, Sense of Home and Company in the Gardens, to examine how verbatim theatre can foster attentiveness to the complexities of lived experience while avoiding extractive storytelling. By prioritizsing the process of encounter over fixed notions of truth or authenticity, these projects explore how the exchange between interviewer and interviewee, as well as performer and audience, generates meaning and challenges pre-existing assumptions.
Theoretically, this research draws on Bart Brandsma’s (year) concept of the “silent middle” as a space of resistance to polarization, Diana Taylor’s (year) “ethics of presence” as an alternative to archival knowledge, and John Shotter’s (year) withness-thinking, which frames knowledge as something emergent and relational rather than pre-existing. Additionally, Joe Salvatore’s (year) work on playing across identity and James Thompson’s (year) concept of micro-politics inform a critical reflection on performance as a site of ethical negotiation rather than static representation.
By weaving together autoethnographic reflections, theoretical analysis, and artistic practice, this study proposes a framework for an ethical and relational approach to verbatim theatre. It considers how the form can resist simplification, create spaces for dialogue, and foster meaningful connections across difference. Ultimately, this research positions verbatim theatre as a deeply political act—not in terms of advocacy or protest, but as an ongoing practice of presence, attentiveness, and shared meaning-making.



Introduction
The seeds of this thesis were sown in a cold, industrial space in Leiden, the Netherlands, where, as a five-year-old, I witnessed my first verbatim theatre performance. It was titled King Corn, a poetic portrait of Sam, the last worker in a dismantled flour factory. The performance—directed by my mother and performed by my father—imbued the mundane with beauty, drawing attention to the ordinary in ways that felt extraordinary. That early memory stayed with me and became a touchstone for my later explorations into verbatim theatre, where the rhythms of vernacular speech, the significance of real-life narratives, and the ethics of representation became central concerns.
This thesis is a practice-led investigation into verbatim theatre, exploring how encounters between artists, participants, and audiences shape the process and outcomes of this form. At its heart lies a question that has guided my projects: how can verbatim theatre balance the relational and ethical dimensions of artistic practice with real-life narratives while fostering meaningful connections between people?
Structure 
The chapters that follow explore this question through personal reflections, theoretical frameworks, and detailed accounts of my verbatim theatre projects, Sense of Home and Company in the Gardens. Each chapter builds on the last, weaving together practical experiences and academic insights to develop a framework—or blueprint—for ethical and relational verbatim practice.
Chapter 1: A Practice-Led Journey
The thesis opens with an exploration of three formative experiences that shaped my understanding of verbatim theatre. These reflections, including King Corn and my first neighborhood project in Amsterdam, illuminate how my personal history and artistic development intersect with the questions and methodologies that underpin this research. This chapter situates my work within broader traditions of interview-based theatre and introduces the research questions that guide the thesis.
Chapter 2: Method and Literature Review
This chapter presents the methodological approach underpinning my research, drawing on autoethnography to integrate personal experience with cultural analysis. By reflecting on the evolving practices of verbatim and applied theatre, I situate my work within key debates on ethics, positionality, and artistic agency. Key texts from scholars such as Helen Nicholson, Clare Summerskill, and Julia Salverson inform my approach, emphasizing relationality and the importance of navigating the tensions between individual creativity and collaborative engagement with real-life narratives.
Chapter 3: Sense of Home
In this chapter, I examine Sense of Home, a verbatim theatre project inspired by my own experiences of displacement after moving to South Africa. This project investigates how people create a sense of home in unfamiliar environments, focusing on the real-life narratives of individuals connected to The Commons, a café in Muizenberg. The chapter details the interview process, ethical considerations, and performance design, reflecting on how working with participants’ narratives became a means of fostering connection and understanding.
Chapter 4: Company in the Gardens
Building on the first project, this chapter explores Company in the Gardens, an eight-week workshop that culminated in a performance based on interviews conducted in Cape Town’s Company Gardens. Here, I emphasize the importance of ethical and artistic flexibility in verbatim theatre, highlighting how themes of generational gaps and public space emerged through collaborative exploration with student-participants. The chapter examines how the interplay between personal reflection and collective engagement with real-life narratives shaped the final performance.
Chapter 5: Political dimension of Performing the Encounter
This chapter examines the political dimension of verbatim theatre, not as a tool for advocacy or protest, but as a practice rooted in presence, dialogue, and ethical engagement. Drawing on Bart Brandsma’s concept of the “silent middle,” I explore how verbatim theatre resists polarization by creating spaces for reflection and connection. The chapter also engages with Diana Taylor’s “ethics of presence,” John Shotter’s “withness-thinking,” and Joe Salvatore’s ideas on identity in performance, positioning verbatim theatre as a relational practice where meaning emerges through encounter.
Chapter 6: Toward an Ethical Blueprint for Verbatim Theatre
The final chapter synthesizes insights from the preceding chapters to propose a framework for ethical and relational verbatim practice. This blueprint prioritizes attentiveness, co-creation, and transparency, aiming to foster meaningful encounters that honor the complexity of participants’ voices. It reflects on the potential of verbatim theatre to bridge divides, celebrate locality, and engage with broader societal issues without compromising its relational integrity.
Conclusion
This thesis is both an academic inquiry and a personal journey, rooted in the belief that verbatim theatre holds the potential to transform ordinary encounters into spaces of connection, reflection, and shared humanity. By weaving together theory, practice, and personal reflection, I aim to contribute to ongoing conversations about the role of verbatim theatre in fostering ethical and creative engagement with the real-life narratives that shape our world.


