
 

 

 

 

Performing Voices in “Talking Heads” 
Kay Richardson 
 

My interest in the spoken discourse of TV drama always returns to one theme which 
is obvious to the point of banality but for me hugely fascinating – the conversion of 
writing to speech. This is a particular kind of writing – a 'to-be-spoken' kind – and a 
particular kind of speech – scripted to give the illusion of interactive spontaneity, 
and uttered by people who inhabit their words courtesy of fictional conceit. The 
multimodal form of TV drama (which it shares with other forms of audiovisual 
discourse) calls for the more or less credible embodiment of 'lines', within the 
collaborative production context, all oriented towards the creation of 
naturalistically convincing narrativised on-screen (and on-mike) events and 
reflections.  

In my talk, I shall point towards some of the implications of this perspective with 
reference to classic episodes from the acclaimed monologue series 'Talking Heads', 
written by Alan Bennett and performed by notable British character actors, 
including Dame Julie Walters and Dame Patricia Routledge. I have an especial 
interest in the 1988 episode 'Soldiering On', with Stephanie Cole, OBE, in the lead 
role. This series has been repeated on BBC TV in 2020, with new castings. Cole's role 
was taken on this second televisual occasion by Dame Harriet Walters, allowing me 
the opportunity to compare and contrast different voicings of the same lines.  

The atypicality of this series as monologue rather than dialogue is both a 
disadvantage and an opportunity. It is a disadvantage in foreclosing on what 
happens in more standard forms of drama production. It is an opportunity in 
allowing focus on a single voice, where, vocally speaking, the responsibility for the 
play's dramatic meaning lies with that voice alone. (Printed versions of the text are 
also available to buy, as is a CD audio-only version of the Cole production).  I have 
been using the first scene of the Cole play (audio-visual version) with groups of 
students on my English Voices module from 1998 to the present and will also be able 
to say something about their responses to it in an academic context. 

 

 


