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In the year that sees the NHS celebrating its 70th anniver-
sary, we take a look behind the scenes of a busy cancer ward 
in a hospital in Wales today, with a script and songs created 
from interviews with ‘real’ nurses. This new play shines a 
light on the experiences of nurses – the challenges they face 
in their day-to-day work, and the mischief, sisterhood and 
sense of vocation that sustains them. This is a heartfelt de-
piction of the life and work of these real-life heroes who care 
for us and our loved ones within a healthcare system that is 
under perpetual strain. 
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The Author  Bethan Marlow 

Bethan Marlow trained as an actress at the   

Webber Douglas Academy before discovering her 

talent as a playwright. She also travelled and    

volunteered abroad before realising that she 

could, through her writing, combine her need to 

work with liaising with communities whose voices 

are never heard. She is driven to write by peo-

ple’s stories – their journeys, their experiences 

and their means of survival in the world. Her   

process of working entails collaborating very 

closely with unheard-of groups on the edge of 

society to create productions in which their    

voices are heard loudly, honestly and creatively.  

Bethan was born and brought up in north Wales, 

but she now lives in Cardiff. She writes in both 

Welsh and English.  

A word from the author  Bethan Marlow 

What is the process involved in creating a verbatim play? 

It’s a long process, and with a verbatim play it needs to be so because it takes time to find suitable      

people, arrange interviews, and then listen back and type every single word (in exactly the same way as 

they were spoken). Then you must look at the whole body of work and think, “where is the play?” This 

process is repeated many times until you eventually feel that you have grasped the whole drama.     

Sometimes you have a great opening, and a good idea of how it will end, but there’s a huge chunk     

missing from the middle, and you just can’t find the right words to fill the gap! You must then go back to 

look at old interviews, or conduct new ones, until every word is in place. Nyrsys has taken four years to 

write. 

 

But I love this form, because people speak in so many different ways and say incredible things, and every 

sentence speaks volumes. And a verbatim play is always written for a purpose. It’s written because they 

are voices that need to be heard, or because they have something to say, and we need to listen. Another 

reason why I’m so fond of the form is because it gives ‘real life’ voices a platform. People listen to the 

voices and say, “that’s how I talk”, and that’s very important to me. I hold workshops in various parts of 

Wales and hear loads of young people saying that their Welsh isn’t good enough, that they don’t speak 

like the people on the telly, don’t use grammatically correct language, or don’t use long, posh words but 

rather dot their speech with English words. I want those young people to hear their own voices in my 

plays; I want them to know that their Welsh is just as good as, if not better than, the Welsh spoken by 

anyone else. 



A word from the Director  Sara Lloyd 

Directing a verbatim play is a huge challenge. Interviewing people for a verbatim play is something that 

tends to happen on a one to one basis, sitting down listening to people telling us their stories. This 

means that a verbatim work can be very static, with the actors standing in front of an audience for a 

long time, speaking directly to them. This entails expecting the audience to listen carefully and          

concentrate for long periods of time, which can be very boring. In more conventional plays, the       

characters speak to each other and move on the stage. When interviewing people, Bethan and I tried to 

arrange to meet them in groups whenever possible, so that we could hear people talking to each other. 

This gave them an opportunity to interact with each other, and move around. The challenge for me in 

directing ‘Nyrsys’ is making sure that we hold the interest of the audience throughout the play, and part 

of this is ensuring that the actors move. Bethan notes at the beginning of the play that we are on a   

cancer ward, with the nurses working their shift. I believe this is a very important factor when directing 

the  work – not only to hold the attention of the audience, but also to enable us to understand how 

busy and physical the work of the nurse is over a period of twelve hours.  

 

Even though the play is acted out on one ward, a number of other locations around the ward are also 

part of the action and we move quickly from one location to another. As it would be impossible to     

include them all on stage, the set must be able to suggest a number of different places without being 

too definite about where we are. We must create the atmosphere of the ward, and be true to the            

surroundings, but in a slightly abstract way. Also, the set must tell us something about the play, that 

themes are revealed in what we as an audience can see, and what the actors do with the set. 

Llun: Kirsten McTernan 



A word from a member of the cast   Bethan Ellis Owen 

In April, we spent five days working on the script of ‘Nyrsys’ and learning the songs, as a part of a ‘work 

in progress’ project to give a taster of what is to come in the full production of the play which will tour 

in November and December.  

 

We had five full days of concentrating and experiencing a whole range of emotions and feelings, but 

there was also a lot of laughter! This is a verbatim play about nurses who work on a cancer ward; it’s 

very important, therefore, that we as actors stay true to the way in which the nurses who shared their 

experiences told their stories – to show respect, and to keep the characters real. They have been very 

honest and open, and the play contains both humorous and harrowing passages.  

 

As an actor, it’s a privilege to be a part of a work such as this that has a more profound effect, I believe, 

because these are real life people who have actually faced similar situations – and are still doing so. But 

there is also some additional pressure due to the wish to be as true as possible to their words, and to 

give their stories and their lives a voice. 

Llun: Kirsten McTernan 



VERBATIM THEATRE 
 
As mentioned above, the play ‘Nyrsys’ belongs to a particular type of theatre, known as         
Verbatim Theatre (from the Latin ‘verbum’, meaning ‘word’). The Welsh term is ‘Theatr Gair am 
Air’, meaning ‘Word for Word Theatre’. 
This type of theatre makes use of a process in which the playwright interviews a number of  
people about a particular subject or event, records their responses, and then uses those exact 
words without changing them in any way.  
This type of theatre is challenging. How does the playwright go about creating a theatric         
experience with material of this kind? They cannot change the order of events to make them 
more dramatic. The playwright brings real people, who speak their mind, to life on the stage.  
There are two main types of verbatim theatre:  
a play that focuses on people’s evidence of a particular event (e.g. a natural disaster, murder or 
other tragedy) 
a play that focuses on the responses of a group of people to a particular subject (as in the case 
of ‘Nyrsys’) 
Because verbatim theatre contains real life testimonies and stories, it is very often a powerful 
weapon for social change. Verbatim theatre is a type of documentary theatre, documenting a 
particular moment in history and providing an insight into that event.  
Verbatim theatre gives a voice to people who would not normally have an opportunity to have 
their say. 
It is interesting to note that ‘Nyrsys’ is not the first play to take the National Health Service as its 
subject. In 2017, the playwright Michael Wynne wrote Who Cares, based on 18 months of      
interviews with nurses, doctors, managers and politicians. The play was performed at the Royal 
Court Theatre, London, in the promenade theatre style.  
It is said that the first verbatim productions were directed by Peter Cheesman, who was the   
artistic director of the Victoria Theatre, Stoke-on-Trent, between 1962 and 1984. One of his 
most notable productions was Fight for Shelton Bar (1974), that was part of a campaign to fight 
against the closure of a huge steelworks in the centre of Stoke. It was performed in the city to 
an audience that included a great many ex-employees of the steelworks.    
 



SGINT 

The first verbatim play in Welsh was Sgint (2012), again written by Bethan Marlow – a play that looked 

at people’s relationship with money.  

The basis for the play was a series of interviews with a number of people from Caernarfon who were in 

dire financial straits, and others who were struggling to avoid being in the same situation. In an honest, 

outspoken way, the play reflected the current economic downturn, and the dream of a better life.  

When the play first appeared, Bethan Marlow said:  

“The most important thing for me is that these people’s voices are heard.  

 

“i’ve been working on this play for two years, and the most unexpected element for me is how honest 

the people I’ve interviewed have been.” 

Llun: Toby Farrow  
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HOLLTI 

Five years after the production of Sgint, another Welsh verbatim play was produced, namely Hollti, by 

the playwright Manon Wyn Williams. This time, the subject under discussion was the proposed new  

nuclear power station on Anglesey. This play was also based on numerous interviews and conversations 

with people living on the island, and reflected every possible opinion. The playwright brought all the 

material together to construct a script, allowing a cast of well-known actors to bring the various       

viewpoints to life on the stage.  

Llun: Mark Douet 
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DEEP CUT 

2008 saw the appearance of the notable play ‘Deep Cut’ by the playwright 

Philip Ralph. The play was commissioned by Sherman Theatre. 

The play took as its theme the unexplained deaths of four young soldiers 

found shot at the Deep Cut Barracks in Surrey between 1995 and 2002. It   

focuses especially on Private Cheryl James, an 18-year-old from Llangollen. 

She had much to look forward to in her life, but it was suggested that           

she – like the other three – had committed suicide.  

By combining interviews conducted with Cheryl’s parents, and conversations 

with others who played a part in the story, the play strongly suggests that the 

investigations into the deaths were deeply flawed – and, worse still, that 

there had been an effort to conceal the truth.  

The playwright Philip Ralph argues that the use of verbatim theatre is vital to 

express the message of the play in an efficient way.  

It took him 2 years to create the play, and his work documents the efforts 

made by Cheryl James’s parents to discover the truth about their daughter’s 

death.  

Llun: Kirsten McTernan 



What is the process of creating a verbatim play?  

 Choose a subject or an event as a source 

 Find suitable people to interview  

 These must be real people (not films) who speak in their own voice  

 Record the interviews to enable you to transcribe the conversation correctly  

 When you are performing the text, the verbatim element is all-important; you are bringing     

someone else to life through the process, and it is vital to convey their thoughts and words         

correctly 

Below is the opening section of the play ‘Nyrsys’. What strikes you about the way the nurses are speaking 
to each other? 

What confirms the natural way of speaking, and suggests that these are real life people? 
How would you stage this opening section? Focus on the following: 

 The type of stage 
 The set 
 The props 

 
———————————————————————————————————————————- 
 

A CANCER WARD IN A HOSPITAL  

NURSE 2 SITS ON THE WARD IN HER UNIFORM ENJOYING A CUPPA BEFORE STARTING HER SHIFT. SISTER IS IN A 

MEETING DISCUSSING THE AVAILABILITY OF BEDS IN THE HOSPITAL. NURSES 4 AND 5 (NOT IN UNIFORM) ARE 

STANDING BY THE MAIN ENTRANCE. 

 

Nurse 5 OK. Fire away! 

 

Nurse 4 Right. I’ll do my best. 

 

Nurse 5 D’you want to . . ? 

 

Nurse 4 No, it’s OK, you start. 

 

Nurse 5 So . . . you come in ’ere, main entrance. (Pointing to the left) Day clinic. (Pointing to the right) And 

  the ward. Then this way you’ve got chemotherapy, that way, radiotherapy, so basically, oncology,                      

  haematology, all over ’ere. OK? 



 

NURSES 4 AND 5 WALK TOWARDS THE WARD.  

 

Nurse 2 Well . . . Twelve-hour shift. Well, quarter to eight ’til quarter past eight. Start at quarter to 

eight. I’m in at seven, quick coffee and . . . One of our healthcarers, she’s ’ere at seven, 

never wants a cuppa, straight to work. She’s nearly seventy. Honestly. But it’s the nurses’ 

stories you want, innit? Umm . . . 

 

NURSES 4 AND 5 ARRIVE AT THE WARD. THEY LOOK AT EACH OTHER, UNCERTAIN WHO IS GOING TO 

SPEAK FIRST. 

 

Nurse 5  I think umm . . . the best place to start would be, like, umm . . . 

 

Nurse 4   Cube two over there. Cube. Cubicle. 

 

Nurse 5  You’ve got cubes two, four, five, six. Then seven, nine and ten. So there’s a bed and a toilet 

in each one.  

 

Nurse 4 Yep. 

 

Nurse 2 Umm . . . 

 

Nurse 5 Then over ’ere . . . you’ve got ‘A bay’. Four-bedder. Walking this way you’ve got . . . the  

jacuzzi room, toilet, complementary therapies over there. Then ’ere, into ‘B bay’, another 

four-bedder, over there.  

 

Nurse 4  We’ve missed cubicle one some’ow, ’aven’t we? (Laughing) 

 

Nurse 5  O yes, (laughing) cubicle one is ’ere. 

 

Nurse 4  And the nurses’ station over ’ere. 

 

Nurse 5  Yes, then you’ve got the new clean utility over ’ere. Sluice over there. And sister’s office. 

The day room is there, then into the day unit, day clinic, that way. OK? 

 



ACTIVITY the process of creating a verbatim play 

In the class, choose a subject and ask each other questions. 

 

Example: Pupils sharing their opinions and stories about bullying. 

  

Choose a specific question or subject, then think about a person or persons you can interview.  

 

Example:  Interview one of your parents or grandparents, and ask the question, “What was school like 

in your day?” Collect all the responses and create a play out of them. 

 

A PROJECT TO CREATE A VERBATIM PLAY  

STEP 1 

In your group, discuss what subject you could choose. Examples could include a specific event reported 

in the local press – you could interview people affected by the event. 

Choose a subject that is relevant to your group – image, sexual orientation, unemployment, the future 

for young people, or even Brexit. The possibilities are endless! 

STEP 2 

Draw up a list of questions for the interviews. In order to get the best responses, it is always better to 

start an interview with something like: “Tell me about . . .” You want to hear about their experiences. 

STEP 3 

Decide who to interview. Try to get a good variety of people in order to include different voices and   

diverse stories.  

STEP 4 

Record your interviews. Make sure that the persons interviewed know what your intentions are.  

STEP 5 

Share your interviews with the rest of the group. You must listen to the interviews before trying to    

perform them, or before including them in a script. With your group, decide which words work best, 

and which words can be left out. 

STEP 6 

When you’re satisfied with the material you have, start creating a script based on the responses you 

have received.  



TASK 

Analyse and evaluate the use of movement in two key scenes in order to convey the meaning to the  

audience. In your answer, you should refer to the following:  

· the style of the production  

· how movement is used to create a character and to convey meaning 

 · your response to the performance as a member of the audience. 

TASK 

As a designer, discuss how you would go about staging the whole play. In your answer, you should refer 

to the following: 

 key sections of the play 

 the type of stage 

 set and props 

 sound and lighting 

 

Llun: Kirsten McTernan 



 

Useful websites: 
 
National Theatre Live – A guide to creating verbatim theatre—Here 
 
 
An Introduction to Verbatim Theatre – TES Resources—Here 
 

 

Garry Nicholas  2018 

ntlive.nationaltheatre.org.uk/media/video/behind-the-scenes/-a0
http://www.tes.com/.../an-introduction-to-verbatim-theatre-6394205

