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Greek plays: the National Theatre’s The Oresteia (Channel 4, 1983) 

POSTED BY AMANDA WRIGLEY ⋅ 23 JANUARY 2012 ⋅  

  
FILED UNDER  AESCHYLUS, CHANNEL 4, PETER HALL, ROYAL 

NATIONAL THEATRE 

Just over twenty years after ITV transmitted a production 

of Sophocles’ Electra in modern Greek and – astonishingly – without subtitles (about 

which I wrote a blog post here), the second of the two known reconfigurations of 

theatre productions of Greek drama for British television was transmitted by Channel 

4, less than a year after the network was established. Whereas the modern 

Greek Electra had posed alinguistic challenge for the audience in 1962, Channel 4’s 

transmission of Aeschylus’ Oresteia trilogy in 1983 – a televised version of the 

National Theatre’s 1981 all-male production directed by Peter Hall – was challenging 

in terms of its sheer length, for it ran over a 4½-hour slot on the evening of Sunday 9 

October. 

In this long post, I consider the other programmes that accompanied this viewing 

marathon, before going on to contextualise the production of Agamemnon, the first 

play in the trilogy, in terms of its place in Channel 4’s cultural programming schedule, 

think through some of the aesthetic effects of the production’s translation to the small 

screen and, finally, consider the contemporary critical response to the production. 

 

Culturally educative viewing 

The television version of the National’s The Oresteia was prefaced, earlier in the 

week, by two accompanying programmes. On Tuesday 4 October, a special edition of 

the Today’s History series, transmitted under the title The Weight of the Past, 
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connected the themes of the Oresteia with ‘modern instances of revenge as a route to 

justice’, asking ‘how a society ever emerges from feuds to the rule of law’ (Channel 

Four Television: Press Information, 1-7 October 1983). This programme was 

illustrated by extracts not only from the Channel 4 production but also from the 1977 

Sicilian film Padre, Padrone (directed by Paolo and Vittorio Taviani), which had 

recently been shown on Channel 4, and the recently released Handgun (written and 

directed by Tony Garnett, 1982). 

On Saturday 8 October, the day before 

the trilogy was transmitted, the one-hour documentary The Oresteia at 

Epidaurus featured the company’s tour to Greece in the previous year when they had 

received the honour of performing the first ever non-Greek-language production of a 

Greek play in the open-air ancient theatre of Epidaurus. But Andrew Snell’s 

documentary also deftly weaves together an enjoyable and accessible introduction to 

the issues of the trilogy, ancient performance conventions and modern production 

choices through interviews with Peter Hall, Tony Harrison, Harrison Birtwistle, 

Jocelyn Herbert, the classical scholar Oliver Taplin and several of the actors, 

including Greg Hicks and Tony Robinson (who was, around this time, becoming well 

known as Baldrick in the British historical sitcom Blackadder). 
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Much of the commentary in part one of the documentary focuses on the use of masks, 

with Peter Hall offering his interpretation of their power and facility, Jocelyn Herbert 

commenting on their use on the stage and the actors talking about how they began to 

find ways of working with the masks in rehearsals. The second half of the programme 

is more concerned with the new, muscular and rhythmical translation by Tony 

Harrison who, giving an interview sitting beneath a tree on the ancient site of 

Mycenae, talks about the nature of the play; this is endorsed and taken further by 

commentary by the scholar Oliver Taplin. We see the final rehearsal, watch the 

theatre slowly fill up on opening night (although it is still daylight), and the 

performance beginning. Some key moments from the drama are shown and the 

documentary ends with the rapturous standing ovation from the 15,000-strong 

audience. In this way the ‘big event’ (see below) of the potentially daunting 4½-hour 

masked Oresteia is broken down, explained, made accessible. Note also how the 

advert published in The Times, below, plays on the novelty of such a thing as a Greek 

play being shown on television: ‘If you missed it in 458 BC, catch it this Sunday on 

Channel 4’. 

In between the three acts there were two 10-15 

minute interludes: the first was ‘a combination of dance and computer graphics; 

movements choreographed to computer overlay and to the specially composed music 

of David Cunningham which, in turn, was inspired by the music of the Oresteia’; the 

second comprised the jazz saxophonist Lol Coxhill’s musical improvisations, which 

were also inspired by Birtwistle’s score (Channel Four Television: Press Information, 

8-14 October 1983). 

This plethora of associated, supportive programming around the Oresteia very much 

reminds me of a 3¾-hour production of the same trilogy broadcast on BBC Radio’s 
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Third Programme in 1956 which had been accompanied by a substantial series of 

culturally educative programmes. In addition to a prefatory talk by the translator of 

the plays, the production was followed in subsequent weeks by lectures on the 

interpretation of the trilogy in terms of theology and morality by the classicist Hugh 

Lloyd-Jones and a programme in which Elsa Vergi of the Greek National Theatre 

read extracts from the trilogy in Greek interspersed with summaries in English. It was 

not unusual for the BBC, especially on radio, to accompany ‘highbrow’ cultural 

broadcasts with explanatory programming, and early Channel 4 was clearly, in its 

own way and in televisual form, doing a very similar thing with its Oresteia.  

 

The young Channel 4 

… to provide a distinctive service; to innovate in form and content; to deal with 

interests and groups not served by commercial television, or perhaps any television; to 

draw programmes from a wider range of production sources than those which 

constituted the existing industry. (Michael Kustow, One in Four, p. 10) 

In October 1983 Channel 4 was, of 

course, in its infancy. The new network, launched on 2 November 1982, had chosen 

to focus its arts resources on actual performance – ‘the big event’ – in deliberate 

contrast with the long-running arts and culture series Arena and Omnibus on the BBC 

from 1975 and 1967 respectively and The South Bank Show on ITV from 1978 

(Jeremy Isaacs, Storm over 4, pp. 168-69: see below for the full bibliographical 

references). ‘We attached a high priority to the arts’, recalls Jeremy Isaacs, the 

founding Chief Executive of the network to 1987: ‘we couldn’t help but be distinctive 

in doing so, since no one else did’ (Look Me in the Eye, p. 359). 

 

The channel’s arts output began with a television version of the Royal Shakespeare 

Company’s theatre production of Nicholas Nickleby, included Bill Bryden’s The 

Mysteries for the National and Peter Brook’s Mahabharata, and encompassed regular 
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Sunday afternoon opera. Many of these projects were commissioned by Michael 

Kustow, Channel 4’s Commissioning Editor for the Arts, who had previously worked 

at the National Theatre and the Royal Shakespeare Company. Kustow recalls that he 

sought ‘not television about the arts, but art television’ (‘Prime-time piffle: 25 years 

of Channel 4′, The Independent, 5 September 2007). His goals were, on the one hand, 

to ‘keep alive heightened expression, poetry in speech and classic form’ and, on the 

other, for these works to be seen by new audiences: 

 

Reaching half a million people, a derisory number in television rating terms but three 

times the number that saw the Oresteia at the Olivier Theatre, means that some of 

those viewers are plunged into a classic for the first time. And if there’s a marriage 

between the visual language and performance style of the theatre work and the codes 

of television, those viewers may stay tuned. And if you back the thing up with 

informative documentary and print, as we did with the Oresteia and The Mysteries, 

you may have opened new interests and appetites people didn’t know they possessed. 

Because they are cumulative over the years, these things are difficult to measure on 

television’s ‘appreciation index’. (Michael Kustow, One in Four, pp. 17-18) 

The television production 

It is a production that has been much admired, and almost as strongly disliked and 

derogated. (Oliver Taplin, ‘The Harrison Version’, p. 235) 

In his essay, the classical scholar Oliver Taplin, who was involved in the production 

(and the documentary: see above), talks about how this theatre production made a rare 

attempt to reflect the importance of music, rhythm and tone in the play’s ancient 

performance with its achievement of an energetic dynamic between Tony Harrison’s 

words and Harrison Birtwistle’s music. He discusses how the stage production 

excelled in its ‘momentum, pace, dynamic, rhythm — a constant sense of dramatic 

urgency and forward movement’, focusing on the example of how the production 
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made the non-naturalist Greek dramatic convention of stichomythia (passages of 

rapid-fire single line dialogue between two speakers), underscored by rhyme and 

Birtwistle’s score, a particularly potent feature (ibid., p. 235-237). 

To what extent did such characteristic aspects of this powerful production 

successfully translate to the television medium and how did the selective eye of the 

camera enhance or detract from them? 

The performance for television was filmed in the Olivier Theatre; or, rather, three full 

performances were captured on four cameras, resulting in twelve full-length 

recordings which Peter Hall took a very long time to edit. The resulting programme 

was broadcast on Channel 4 and also made available for purchase from an American 

educational supplier on three (incredibly expensive) VHS tapes, suggesting that they 

were considered to have an educational utility alongside their landmark theatrical 

status. A search ofwww.worldcat.org confirms that many academic libraries in the 

UK and across North America still hold this title on their shelves, nearly thirty years 

after it was originally broadcast. 

 

The television version (which, along with the documentary, is accessible in the RNT 

Archive) opens with the caption ‘The Oresteia Trilogy by Aeschylus’ followed by the 

names of the translator, designer, composer and director shown in white letters against 

a slow panning shot, from below, across the seated audience who are waiting for the 

performance. Viewers who watched the previous evening’s documentary heard 

that the Olivier had actually been modelled on the ancient theatre at Epidaurus, and so 

the perspective and subject of this shot is designed to underline the correspondence 

between Epidaurus and the Olivier, whilst the panning shot, from below, of the 

seated, chattering audience mirrors a similar shot of the Epidaurus audience shown in 

the documentary (the significant difference being, of course, that the open-air 

performance began in the light of early evening, whilst the television version is shot 

inside a closed performance space, darkly lit). 
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The camera abruptly switches perspective: we are now high up, looking down past the 

rows of audience either side of the stairs towards the stage which is in total darkness 

apart from the light on one tiny figure, situated high up — the Watchman (just visible 

in the adjacent image). The caption ‘Part I. Agamemnon’ appears quickly and fades, 

the lights dim, and we move to a close-up of the Watchman — a perspective which, of 

course, would not have been possible for the theatre audience. His opening speech is 

captivating, funny in places, and given in David Roper’s strong Bradford accent. He 

appears to be speaking directly to camera, with striking and good use of gesture and 

head movement, making for an arresting start to the production. 

 

On the Watchman’s exit, Birtwistle’s score accompanies the parodos, the traditional 

entry of the chorus onto the set. Here we get for the first time a rare glimpse of the full 

extent of the set, which with its large circular playing space and raised playing space 

at the back of the stage echoes elements of ancient theatres. The chorus break into 

their ode, their rhythmically delivered lines punctuated throughout by the percussive 

elements of the score. The camera shots, too, often take their cue from the line breaks 

in Harrison’s text, sometimes making for a rapid succession of similar shots which, 
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although they keep pace with the lines and music, are not – for this viewer – 

sufficiently differentiated to be worthwhile and engaging. 

 

Close-ups of the members of the Chorus sometimes show glimpses of lips moving 

through the mask’s mouthpiece and torsos inflating with the breath required to keep 

up with the energetic script which is chanted and sung at points. Despite these small 

signs of life beneath the near-identical masks and extremely similar costumes (in 

shades of grey and brown), the continuing focus on the gently moving figures and 

immobile mask-faces lends a very static character to this opening choral ode. Some 

shots of the audience or the whole stage would have helped to open things up a bit; a 

little more movement would have helped even more. It is also apparent that the use of 

such a rapid sequence of shots, selected from the films of the four variously located 

cameras, also lends a sense of slight dislocation, as the chorus seem to look in a 

number of different directions from line to line. 

 

Enter Clytemnestra, and the chorus scatter as the palace doors open and she walks 

forward. The actor Philip Donaghy’s evidently male body and voice in a feminine 

dress, walk and stance effectively captures the way in which Aeschylus portrays 

Clytemnestra as a women with some masculine qualities. (This is rendered by 

Harrison in the translation as ‘That woman’s a man the way she gets moving’ and 

‘You feel like a woman but talk like a man talks’.) 

 

Shortly, things liven up even more with the swift entrance of Agamemnon on his 

chariot, followed by Cassandra in a cage. When they swing round the circular playing 

space the camera moves back and we see the shape of the stage and the lights above, 

and these indisputable signs that we are in a theatre strangely inject some welcome 

energy into the production. 
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The scene between Clytemnestra and 

Agamemnon, in which she cleverly persuades him, despite his gut instinct otherwise, 

to walk into the palace on a fine purple cloth which is good enough to honour the 

gods with (and which, as such, a man should refrain from treading on) is powerfully 

played. As the two actors engage in the passage of stichomythia at the climax of their 

discussion, the camera and score work beautifully together to punctuate the shifts 

from one shot to another. As Agamemnon moves slowly towards the doors of the 

palace – where he will meet his death at his wife’s hands – the camera moves back 

and forth between close-ups of his bare feet on the cloth, the watching Chorus, and 

Clytemnestra. The effect is reminiscent of the eyes of a fully engaged audience 

member darting back and forth between the different performance elements on stage – 

but in a more formal and stylised way, choreographed by the regularity of Birtwistle’s 

percussive music. 

At several other points do the cameras’ 

various close-ups of the immobile mask, the text of the play and the score work in real 

harmony. When Agamemnon and Cassandra are in the palace being murdered, the 

camera moves from mask to mask amongst the Chorus. As they utter the following 

lines, their immobility and the lack of accompanying gesture or movement 

underscores the fixed nature of the Chorus in the orchestra, the circular playing space 
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(because Greek tragic convention dictates that they do not enter the stage building, 

and indeed they rarely take any actual action), and at this point it works particularly 

well to emphasize their sense of fear and impotence in the face of the murders 

Clytemnestra is enacting within the palace. 

I fear that those screams mean that our clanchief’s slain 

Now we should take counsel 

And every man should say what he thinks is the safest plan. 

In my opinion we ought to bring 

The whole city here to help the king. 

And I say rush in, break down the door 

Catch them with swords still dripping with gore. 

In addition to the Chorus’ static poses and immobile heads here, a pause of a couple 

of seconds follows on from the line ‘And every man should say what he thinks is the 

safest plan’: in other words, no-one knows or wants to say what ought to happen next. 

They are utterly frozen. 

The outcome of those murders – the 

corpses of Agamemnon and Cassandra – are, again, according to ancient convention, 

wheeled out through the palace doors on a low platform (the ekkyklema in Greek) for 

the Chorus, and the audience, to see. The camera here enables us to look upon the 

corpses, entangled in a net like fish, more closely than the theatregoer, as it had with 

Agamemnon’s feet treading on the red tapestry on his way into the palace. This makes 

for a fabulous tableau, with Agamemnon’s left forearm erect, and the lifeless 

Cassandra lying between his legs (see adjacent image). There are definitely sexual 

elements to this scene, particularly Clytemnestra’s ecstatic rendition of the lines: 
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He lay there gasping and splurting his blood out 

Spraying me with dark blood-dew, dew I delight in 

As much as the graincrop in the fresh gloss of rainfall 

When the wheatbud’s in labour and swells into birthpang. 

She gets angry, condemning her 

husband as ‘Shagamemnon, shameless, shaft-happy, ogler and grinder of Troy’s 

golden girlhood’, ramming home the sense of betrayal she feels at his bringing home 

as concubine Cassandra, on top of the greater loss of their daughter Iphigenia, whom 

he sacrificed to gets favourable winds for the sea journey from Greece to Troy. In this 

scene, the fixed camera shot, with occasional close-ups, works well. There is nowhere 

else one would wish to look in this scene. 

 

Critical reception 

Critical opinion of the television production was polarised. John Naughton, writing 

in The Listener, considered that ‘although one could guess at the theatrical impact of 

the stage production, it didn’t work on the box. It was like looking at great events 

through a keyhole, or the wrong end of a telescope: interesting, but distant’. Lynne 

Truss of The Times Educational Supplement was similarly disappointed: ‘it is a pity 

that, as the production was filmed during public performances, there is not more sense 

of it as a theatrical event. There are few shots of the whole stage (so the groupings of 

the chorus are sometimes missed), there are no shots of the musicians, and, saddest of 

all, there is no applause at the end. In the Epidaurus programme, the enthusiastic 

reception is thrilling’. Robin Buss, also of the TES, had a more general criticism: ‘if 

C4 wants to commit hara-kiri, this is a safe, even a noble way to do it. Culture is not 

popular, but it is non-controversial and everyone knows that is a good thing. C4 

appears to have decided that, if it has to go, its suicide note will take the form of a 

pious condemnation of our philistine disregard for Greek drama’. 
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Those who were left deeply impressed by the production often had praise for the 

technical aspects of the production. Note how some of the same points arose for those 

who liked it and those who did not so much. Michael Wood, writing in New Society, 

considered that: 

rather than simply being recorded for/by television it has been genuinely translated, 

given a new and different life by fluent photography and fast, imaginative editing. We 

rarely see the whole stage, for example. The camera moves from face to face (from 

mask to mask), waiting only the length of a line or a cadence, picking up groupings of 

the chorus, now one, now two, now five heads, framing two protagonists as they 

quarrel, cutting to silent characters for their gestures of reaction, putting 

Agamemnon’s foot in a giant close-up as he steps on the purple cloth which will lead 

him to his murder. Apparently four cameras were set up in different spots for three 

full performances, leaving Hall with 48 hours of film to edit. The result is not only 

that television sees the plays for us, chooses emphases not available to a theatre 

audience, but that something like a musical dimension is added. […] Everything in 

Hall’s production – words used, rhythms of speech, stylised gestures, unmoving 

masks, pauses, silences – helps us to see not what these characters feel but what their 

tactical and formal position is: the father-murdering mother faces the mother-slaying 

son. 

 

The freedom that Peter Hall gave the cameraman impressed some critics including 

Alix Coleman in the TV Times – who reports Hall as saying, ‘There was no shooting 

script. I’d say, shoot what interests you. You’re free. They were fascinated and had a 

great deal of fun” ’ – and Julian Barnes in The Observer. Barnes goes on to write that 

‘The masks (no longer dampening the actors’ delivery, as in the theatre) were a great 

success: the camera prowled from one to another, shifting the angle of vision, cutting 

away suddenly, and giving these formal disguises an immediacy and flexibility 

beyond that available to the static viewer in the stalls’. 

 

Suzie Mackenzie’s write-up in Time Out, 6 October 1983, offers perhaps the most 

balanced assessment of all: 

this epic rendering […] adds as much as it loses to the original experience. It is still 

Harrison’s verse that carries you through and the masks still possess that eerie quality 

of actually transmitting emotions to the audience. But most obviously the 

sweeping mise en scene of Peter Hall’s original production is replaced by an attention 

to nuance that is impossible without the focus of a camera and editing. Prepare 



yourself for a marathon and submit to the natural pull of television. This is one 

occasion when the concentrated intimacy of the box is a real plus. 
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