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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING MAGIC OF NARNIA ON THE BBC

For millions of readers around the world, C.S. Lewis's The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe is
more than just a story; it is a gateway. It is a tale of courage, redemption, and the battle between
good and evil that has captivated audiences since its publication in 1950. When it comes to visual
adaptations, one name stands out with particular nostalgia and reverence among British audiences:
the BBC. The BBC's commitment to bringing the magical land of Narnia to life has resulted in some
of  the  most  cherished  and  faithful  television  versions  of  Lewis's  work.  While  the  big-budget
Hollywood films from the 2000s brought CGI spectacle to the story, the BBC adaptation, particularly
the  celebrated  1988  serial,  holds  a  unique  place  in  the  hearts  of  viewers  for  its  charm,  its
faithfulness to the source material, and its inventive use of practical effects. This article explores the
rich  history  of  the  BBC's  involvement  with  BBC The Lion The Witch And The Wardrobe,
examining its production, its cast, its legacy, and why it continues to be a definitive version for so
many.

THE BBC'S FIRST STEPS INTO NARNIA: THE 1967 SERIAL

Long before the 1988 classic, the BBC first attempted to adapt Lewis's novel for television in 1967.
This early version was a ten-episode serial that aired on BBC One. Unfortunately, this is a piece of
television history that is almost entirely lost. The BBC, like many broadcasters of the era, did not
routinely archive their programming, and only a few still images and the original scripts survive. This
first adaptation is notable for being the very first time Narnia appeared onscreen, but it is the later
1988 version that most people refer to when they discuss BBC The Lion The Witch And The
Wardrobe. The 1967 serial, while a pioneering effort, suffered from the technological limitations of
its time and was ultimately overshadowed by its more famous successor.

THE LANDMARK 1988 SERIAL: A NEW ERA FOR NARNIA ON TELEVISION

A Faithful and Beloved Adaptation
The most famous of all BBC adaptations of C.S. Lewis's work is undoubtedly the 1988 serial, which
aired as part of the BBC's classic serial  strand. Produced in association with WonderWorks, an
American educational television series, this adaptation of The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe
was  the  first  of  four  Narnia  books  that  the  BBC  would  adapt  over  the  next  two  years  (the  others
being Prince Caspian, The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, and The Silver Chair). The 1988 serial is
widely  regarded  as  the  most  faithful  screen  version  of  the  book.  Unlike  the  later  films,  which
expanded on the story and added action sequences, the BBC serial is a slow, deliberate, and almost
theatrical  retelling.  It  respects the quiet,  conversational  nature of  Lewis's  writing,  allowing the
characters to develop organically and the moral weight of the story to sink in.

Production and Direction
Directed by Marilyn Fox, the serial was produced with a budget that seems meager by today's
standards, but the creative team made exceptional use of their resources. The decision to shoot
primarily in a studio with elaborate sets rather than on location gave the show a distinct, almost
stage-like quality. The snowy landscapes of Narnia were created using tonnes of polystyrene and
salt, giving it a tactile and believable texture. The production design focused on creating a world
that felt both magical and tangible, drawing heavily on the original illustrations by Pauline Baynes.
The low-tech approach forced the team to be inventive, and this ingenuity resulted in a visual style
that,  while  dated,  has  an  undeniable  charm  and  authenticity.  The  reliance  on  practical  effects,
puppetry, and animatronics gives the creatures of Narnia a physical presence that some argue is
more engaging than purely digital creations. The beavers, for instance, were wonderfully expressive
puppets, and Mr. Tumnus, played by Jeffrey S. Perry with a magnificent goat-like costume, remains a
fan favorite.

Cast of the 1988 BBC Serial
The casting for the 1988 BBC The Lion The Witch And The Wardrobe was a masterstroke. The
four Pevensie children were played by young actors who captured the essence of their characters
without the gloss of modern Hollywood:

Sophie Wilcox as Lucy Pevensie: Wilcox perfectly embodies Lucy's wide-eyed innocence,
her unwavering faith in the goodness of Narnia, and her courage. She is the heart of the story,
and her performance is both natural and deeply moving.
Jonathan R. Scott as Edmund Pevensie: Scott portrays Edmund's initial sullenness and
bitterness with nuance. His betrayal feels believable, as does his eventual redemption. He
captures the internal conflict of a boy who knows he is wrong but is too proud and lost to find
his way back.
Sophie Cook as Susan Pevensie: Cook's Susan is the cautious and sensible one, the voice
of reason who slowly learns to believe. Her performance grounds the fantastical elements of
the story in a relatable reality.
Richard Dempsey as Peter Pevensie: Dempsey portrays Peter's journey from a worried
elder brother to a confident High King of Narnia. His growth is steady and believable, and his
sword-fighting, while not up to Hollywood standards, is earnest and exciting.

The adult cast was equally impressive. Michael Hordern provided the voice of Aslan, the great lion.
Hordern's voice is deep, wise, and kind, but also carries a note of terrible authority and sorrow. It
remains for many the definitive voice of Aslan. Barbara Kellerman played the White Witch, Jadis.
Her performance is chillingly cold and regal. She does not play the Witch as a hysterical villain but
as  a  calculating,  proud,  and  genuinely  terrifying  figure.  Her  interpretation  leans  heavily  into  the
character's  inhumanity,  making  her  a  formidable  and  memorable  antagonist.

Special Effects and Music

The  special  effects  in  the  1988  serial  are  perhaps  the  most  talked-about  aspect  of  the  show.  The
animatronics and puppetry were state-of-the-art for British television at the time. The wolves, led by
the terrifying Maugrim, were portrayed by real dogs in makeup and by actors in wolf costumes,
creating  an  uncanny  valley  effect  that  many  fans  find  more  unsettling  than  realistic  CGI.  The
centaurs, gryphons, and other fantastical creatures were brought to life through a combination of
costumes,  puppetry,  and  clever  camera  work.  The  music,  composed  by  Geoffrey  Burgon,  is  a
haunting and memorable score. The main theme, with its lilting woodwinds and poignant strings,
perfectly captures the melancholic beauty of the Narnian winter and the hope of its spring. Burgon's
score is now considered a classic of British television music and is inseparable from the identity of
BBC The Lion The Witch And The Wardrobe.

COMPARING THE BBC AND HOLLYWOOD ADAPTATIONS

Faithfulness vs. Spectacle
The primary difference between the 1988 BBC serial and the 2005 Disney/Walden Media film lies in
their core approach. The BBC adaptation is a television serial designed to be watched in episodes,
allowing the story to breathe. It is extremely faithful to the book, including scenes and dialogue that
were  cut  from  the  film.  For  example,  the  BBC  series  includes  the  long  section  with  the  Beavers
explaining the prophecy, the extended sequence of the Witch's journey to the Stone Table, and the
full  story  of  the  Deep  Magic.  The  2005  film,  directed  by  Andrew  Adamson,  is  a  big-budget
blockbuster. It expands the action sequences, particularly the battle, and adds new scenes to create
a more cinematic experience. While the film is visually stunning, many purists feel it sacrifices the
intimate,  conversational  tone of  the  book for  spectacle.  The BBC version,  with  its  practical  effects
and  slower  pace,  often  feels  more  like  reading  the  book,  allowing  the  viewer  to  use  their
imagination. For fans who prioritize fidelity to Lewis's text and characters, the BBC The Lion The
Witch And The Wardrobe remains the superior version.

The Portrayal of Aslan
No element better illustrates the difference between the two adaptations than the portrayal of Aslan.
In the BBC version, Aslan is primarily a voice, provided by Michael Hordern. The physical lion was a
combination of a puppet and an actor in a suit, and while the visual is not photo-realistic, the focus
is entirely on the character's presence and words. Hordern's voice delivers Lewis's dialogue with
perfect weight and gravity. The scene of Aslan walking to the Stone Table is not about the quality of
the CGI;  it  is  about the solemnity of  the moment and the emotional  impact of  the sacrifice. In the
2005 film, Aslan is a flawless CGI creation voiced by Liam Neeson. The visual is breathtaking, but the
emotional resonance is different. The film focuses on the physical reality of the lion, while the BBC
version focuses on the spiritual and allegorical truth of the character. For this reason, many viewers
find the BBC's Aslan more resonant and mysterious.

CULTURAL IMPACT AND LEGACY OF THE 1988 SERIAL

The 1988 BBC serial of The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe has had a profound and lasting
cultural impact, particularly in the United Kingdom. For an entire generation of British children born
in the 1970s and 1980s, this was their Narnia. It was a staple of Christmas and holiday television
viewing, and its imagery is deeply embedded in the collective memory of that generation. The serial
introduced the story to millions of children who might not have been avid readers, and it inspired
countless  others  to  pick  up  the  book.  The  specific  designs  of  the  characters—the  Beavers,  Mr.
Tumnus, the White Witch, and the centaurs—have become the definitive visual representation of the
story for these viewers.
The serial's legacy also lies in its approach to children's television. It treated its young audience with
respect, refusing to talk down to them or sugar-coat the more frightening and complex aspects of
the story. The Witch's cruelty, the imminent threat of war, and the heavy theme of sacrifice are all
presented honestly. This has given the show a longevity that many other children's programs from
the 1980s lack. It is a show that adults can revisit and find new depth in, while still being accessible
and exciting for children. The BBC's Narnia serials, with this one at the forefront, are often cited as
the gold standard for literary adaptations on British television. They proved that a low budget did
not have to mean low quality, and that faithfulness to the source material, strong performances, and
a clear artistic vision could create something truly magical.

BEHIND THE SCENES: CHALLENGES AND TRIUMPHS

Making  the  1988 serial  was  not  without  its  challenges.  The  most  famous  anecdote  from the
production involves the scene on the Stone Table. The animatronic Aslan took hours to set up for
each shot, and the scene had to be filmed in a single take due to the limitations of the puppet. The
entire sequence was emotionally draining for the cast and crew. The children, in particular, were
genuinely moved by the experience, which translates onto the screen. The production also had to
deal with the constraints of a single studio and a tight budget. The "winter" sets were notoriously
cold and uncomfortable, with the fake snow getting everywhere. The animal costumes were hot and
heavy. Despite these difficulties, the cast and crew created a warm and collaborative atmosphere,
and the resulting show has a palpable sense of care and affection. This behind-the-scenes dedication
is felt in every frame of BBC The Lion The Witch And The Wardrobe.

WHERE TO WATCH THE BBC NARNIA SERIALS TODAY

For those who wish to revisit the magic or experience it for the first time, the 1988 BBC serial is still
widely available. It has been released on DVD and Blu-ray, often as part of a box set containing all
four of the BBC's Narnia adaptations. It is also frequently available on streaming services that carry
classic British television. The transfer has been cleaned up and restored, but viewers should go in
with the understanding that the visual effects are of their time. The charm lies not in photorealism
but in the artistry, the storytelling, and the performances. Watching the BBC The Lion The Witch
And The Wardrobe today is a wonderful way to experience a different era of television production,
one that relied on imagination, craft, and a deep respect for the
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