
National Theatre: Creating digital performance archives  
 
Overview 
The National Theatre has employed digital technology to enhance its archiving 
facilities, creating high-quality, valuable records of its performances. This not only 
ensures greater audience satisfaction, but also renders the archive a valuable 
educational tool.  
 
Background 
Holding performances in three theatres on London’s South Bank, the National 
presents an eclectic mix of contemporary pieces and classics. It strives to re-
energise the great traditions of the British stage and expand the horizons of 
audiences and artists alike. It aspires to reflect cultural diversity in its repertoire. 
 
In the Studio, the National offers a space for research and development for the NT's 
stages and the theatre as a whole. Through the NT Education department, 
tomorrow's audiences are addressed. Through an extensive programme of 
performances, backstage tours, foyer music, exhibitions and free outdoor 
entertainment it recognises that theatre does not begin and end with the rise and fall 
of the curtain. Through extensive touring, the National shares its work with audiences 
in the UK and abroad. 
 
Origins of Project 
The development of new innovations in archiving at the National Theatre was driven 
by a growing dissatisfaction with the quality of recordings of NT shows. Gavin Clarke, 
Archivist for the organisation, explained: 
 
‘The previous filming set-up, though good enough for basic technical analysis, did not 
allow a quality record of performances, and limited the potential of post-performance 
project work. We started this project with an ambition to improve public access to the 
theatre’s work and to allow NT shows a richer afterlife.’ 
 
Though previously a single point-of-view camera had been used in a static location, 
producing a recording that allowed a quality sufficient for analysis of the mise-en-
scène and the technical requirements of the show’s creative team, the organisation 
was keen to expand its recording capabilities. The National’s Executive Director, Nick 
Starr, was particularly interested in creating a high quality record of National Theatre 
shows, extending their accessibility beyond the run of the performance. 
 
It was envisaged that, as a result of the implementation of more sophisticated filming 
facilities and techniques, new developments could be made in the dissemination of 
valuable footage to the National Theatre’s audience, specifically through employing 
digital technologies.  
 
Objectives 
For the organisation: 
To update and improve previous filming techniques, unlocking greater resource 
potential. 
 
To increase the longevity of performances and productions, ensuring a more 
permanent, high-quality record of the National Theatre’s activity.  
 
To reach wider audiences through the employment of digital technology. 
 
For the audience: 



To have access to a more valuable and high-quality record of performances. 
 
Process 
The National Theatre embarked on a study of filming methods, with preliminary 
research focussing on those employed by other theatre organisations. Having 
conducted comprehensive analyses of different set-ups and equipment, and sought 
advice on procedure and technique, a budget of £80K was allowed for initial capital 
outlay on camera equipment, infrastructural development, edit suites etc. The 
National Theatre Foundation provided these funds. 
 
The system to be installed employed three close-to-broadcast-standard DVC PRO-
50 Panasonic digital video cameras, a move to HD is planed but the capital costs in 
storage and equipment were beyond the reach of the project’s first phase.  
 
Partly driven by cost considerations the decision was made to produce live-edits of 
NT productions: the three camera streams being mixed to produce a final edit and 
the central fixed camera stream being retained as a second master allowing 
researchers access to both an the edit and wide view of a single performance.  
 
With the system in place – and to budget – the organisation could then look at ways 
of using the new technology for audience benefit. Perhaps an obvious avenue to 
investigate was the use of web resources to distribute the recorded content; however 
there are considerable difficulties with this. As Gavin explains: 
 
‘There is no web access to the performance videos at present, primarily due to the 
number of copyright implications and intellectual property issues. However, we have 
made considerable progress in providing access to background and rehearsal videos 
via our educational Stagework website) and we are currently engaging with unions to 
look at more flexible arrangements; ideally, we would be able to reach a far wider 
audience; closed-network university based Virtual Learning Environments seem a 
good fit, allowing us to fulfil our national remit whilst still retaining control over the 
content. We are not contemplating any commercial ventures.’ 
 
The organisation has meanwhile begun developing other ways of making full 
recordings more widely accessible for the public. The archive is now in the final 
stages of development for its NT Digital Archive suite which will allow visitors to the 
NT on-demand access to its video and audio archive via a suite of workstations.  
 
And, though they are not yet able to provide web access for recorded performances, 
the National have utilised this technology in other ways. Last year, they began audio 
and video podcasting, providing this as a free-of-charge online resource licensed 
under the BBC led Creative Archive initiative. 
 
Resource Implications 
In addition to the funding received for set-up costs, the Theatre must also secure 
annual funding for filming, which is estimated at £35K, and the additional costs of 
necessary equipment upgrades.  
 
The NT Archive also films all of the theatres platform events and hopes to begin web 
casting these late in 2007. This, as the other developments, will hopefully be 
achieved at little or no cost to the public. Gavin sees provision of free services as 
integral to the Theatre’s development ambitions: 
 
‘Whether live webcasting will require further funding remains to be seen, and the 
pay-per-view avenue is certainly one to explore. However, the impulse is to provide 



everything which is an amplification of our shows free of charge. We hope that 
clearance from the unions to extend access to our recordings will open up new 
funding streams.’ 
 
The filming of NT shows has required the employment of a freelance 
editor/technician, hired on a show-by-show basis. Gavin estimates that digital 
developments at the NT over the past three years have required the creation of 2-3 
new posts: the Graphics department has expanded to work on video trailers and the 
NT-based BIG WALL touch screen interface, the award-winning Stagework site 
continues to grow and NT Marketing is using video in exiting ways to engage new 
audiences via websites such as MySpace, YouTube and, of course, the NT website.  
 
Digitisation also consumes a good deal of the work time of the archive as they run a 
photo library service, have created an online posters website, have recently 
completed the digitisation of their huge audio archive and are planning the 
digitisation of their manuscripts collection. 
 
Next Steps  
 
The National Theatre are trying to live up to the remit of being truly ‘national’, and 
believe that the more they are able to load their digital and online presence with 
accessible services, the more they can broach the issue of being national in ways 
other than touring. To this end, they are constantly looking for new ways to develop 
their digital capabilities. 
 


