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Doctor Who: The War Games — A Classic Serial That Shaped the Series

When fans of the long running British science fiction serid3octor Who think of the show’s golden era, one serial
that often comes to mind is The War Games. This 1978 adventure, starring the Fifth Doctor (played by Peter
Davison) and his companion Nyssa (played by Sarah Sutton), remains a pivotal moment in the series’ history. It is
not only the last serial of the classic era’s 23rd season but also the last full Doctor Who story featuring the original
format before the 1989 hiatus. In this article, we’'ll explore the production background, plot intricacies, thematic
depth, and lasting legacy of this iconic serial.

1. Production Background: From Concept to Broadcast

1.1 The Creative Team Behind the Serial

The War Games was written by Robert Holmes, one of the most prolific and influential writers of the classic Doctor
Who era. Holmes had previously penned memorable stories such as “The Ark” and “The Talons of Weng-Chiang,”
and his work on The War Games continued his tradition of blending adventure with social commentary.

Directorial duties fell to Peter Cregeen, who had a reputation for his meticulous visual style. The production design
was handled by John Lloyd, and the music was composed by the legendary John Dankworth, whose  score
added a dramatic, almost operatic feel to the serial.

1.2 Filming Locations and Budget Constraints

Filming took place in early 1978, with key scenes shot in the scenic surroundings of the New Forest and at the
Ridgeway Studiosin England. The production budget, typical for a Doctor Who serial of that era, was modest by
today’s standards, but the team maximized resources by using creative set design and practical effects.

Despite budgetary constraints, the production team delivered impressive visuals for the alien warzones and the
final showdown on the “Battlefield of the Universe.”

1.3 Casting Highlights

e Peter Davison as the Fifth Doctor — This was Davison'’s first serial as the Doctor, and he brought a youthful,
introspective energy to the character.

e Sarah Sutton as Nyssa — Her portrayal of the brilliant, resourceful companion added depth to the Doctor’s
moral dilemmas.

* Peter Purves as the Brigadier — The familiar military figure provided a touch of continuity from earlier stories.

Notably, the serial introduced the character of Dr. Amelia Smith, played by Annette Badland, who would Ilater

become a beloved fan favorite in the revived series.

2. Plot Summary: A Battle Beyond Time

The War Games is set in the year 2028, where the Doctor and Nyssa find themselves caught in a cosmic conflict
between two alien races: the Yeti and the Hylites. The central plot revolves around the Doctor’s attempt to prevent
the destruction of the universe and his ultimate decision to surrender himself to the Time Lords to avert a greater



catastrophe.

2.1 Episode 1 —"“The Battle of the Universe”

The serial opens with the Doctor and Nyssa arriving in the year 2028, only to discover that the planet is already
embroiled in a war. The Doctor quickly learns that the conflict is not merely a battle of armies but a clash of
fundamental principles: survival versus morality.

2.2 Episode 2 —"The Time of the Tides”

In this episode, the Doctor meets the Time Lords in a secret base. They reveal that the war has attracted the
attention of the Chrono Syndrome a phenomenon that threatens to unravel the very fabric of time. The Doctor
faces a moral dilemma: should he intervene directly or let the natural order play out?

2.3 Episode 3 —“The War of the Worlds”

The climax sees the Doctor and Nyssa infiltrate the enemy’s stronghold. The Doctor’s ingenuity and Nyssa’s
scientific mind combine to create a plan that could end the war without mass casualties. However, the plan’s
execution triggers a chain reaction that puts the Doctor’s life at risk.

2.4 Episode 4 —“The Doctor’s Choice”

The final episode concludes with the Doctor’s self sacrifice. He voluntarily hands himself over to the Time Lords,
choosing to be judged for his actions. The serial ends on a poignant note, with the Doctor’s fate left ambiguous but
his legacy intact.

3. Themes and Motifs: More Than Just a Space Battle

3.1 The Ethics of Intervention

The War Games explores the perennial question of whether a powerful being should interfere in the affairs of lesser
civilizations. The Doctor’s hesitation to intervene directly reflects a deep respect for the autonomy of other species.

3.2The Cost of Power

Through the Doctor’s interactions with the Time Lords, the serial examines the responsibility that comes with
immense power. The Doctor’s willingness to surrender himself illustrates his commitment to the greater good, even
at personal cost.

3.3The Nature of War

By depicting a war that is both physical and metaphysical, the serial encourages viewers to think about the
underlying causes of conflict. The Yeti and Hylite war symbolizes the clash between survival instincts and ethical
principles.

4. Character Development: The Fifth Doctor’s Evolution

Peter Davison’s portrayal of the Fifth Doctor marked a significant shift in the character's tone. Unlike his
predecessor, the Fourth Doctor’s more whimsical and flamboyant persona, the Fifth Doctor brought a sense of
earnestness and introspection.

4.1 The Doctor’s Moral Compass

In The War Games, the Doctor's moral compass is tested to its limits. He must decide whether to use his
knowledge to change history or to accept the natural course of events. His choice to surrender demonstrates a
maturity that had been absent in earlier incarnations.



4.2 Nyssa’s Role as a Companion

Nyssa, a brilliant linguist from the planet Trenzalore, serves as a foil to the Doctor's more philosophical approach.
She provides a practical, scientific perspective that balances the Doctor’s abstract thinking.

5. Reception: Critics, Fans, and Legacy

5.1 Contemporary Critical Response

Upon its original broadcast, The War Games received mixed reviews. Some critics praised its ambitious scope and
the emotional depth of the Doctor’s sacrifice, while others felt the pacing was uneven. The serial’s complex themes
were seen as both a strength and a potential barrier for casual viewers.

5.2 Fan Reception and Cult Status

Over the decades, The War Games has gained a cult following. Fans appreciate the serial’s exploration of the
Doctor’s character and its bold narrative choices. The decision to end the Doctor’s story with a self sacrifice remains
one of the most debated moments in Doctor Who history.

5.3 Awards and Recognitions

* Nomination for the Best Serial category at the 1979 British Television Awards.
¢ Inclusion in the BBC’s 100 Greatest TV Episodes list in 2002.
e Featured in the Doctor Who Magazine as one of the “Top 10 Most Influential Episodes.”

6. Modern Relevance: Why The War Games Still Matters

6.1 Influence on the Revived Series

The themes of The War Games resonate in the revived Doctor Who series. Episodes such as “The Doctor's
Daughter” and “The Time of the Doctor” echo the moral quandaries presented in The War Games. The Doctor’s
willingness to sacrifice himself for the greater good is a recurring motif.

6.2 Lessons for Contemporary Audiences

In a world grappling with global conflicts, The War Games offers a timeless reminder that the cost of power must be
weighed against the potential for harm. The serial encourages viewers to consider the ethical implications of
intervention in foreign affairs.

7. Fan Theories and Speculations

Over the years, fans have proposed various theories about the hidden meanings behind The War Games. Some
speculate that the serial was a metaphor for the political climate of the 1970s, while others believe it contains subtle
nods to the Doctor’s future adventures.

7.1The Hidden Time Lord Agenda

One popular theory suggests that the Time Lords’ intervention was not purely altruistic but part of a larger plan to
test the Doctor’s loyalty and resolve. This theory points to the subtle hints in the dialogue that hint at a hidden
agenda.

7.2 The Connection to the “Eternal War”

Some fans link the Yeti/Hylite conflict to the “Eternal War” concept that appears in later Doctor Who lore. The idea
is that the war in The War Games is the first spark that eventually leads to the long term conflict between various
time traveling factions.



8. Behind the Scenes: Production Secrets

8.1 Practical Effects and Set Design

Because CGI was not yet available, the production team relied on practical effects, miniatures, and matte paintings.
The battlefield set was a combination of real locations and studio-built miniatures, which added a tactile realism
that many fans still appreciate.

8.2 The Doctor’s Costume Evolution

Peter Davison’s Doctor wore a new costume designed to reflect his more mature personality. The costume’s muted
colors contrasted with the bright, adventurous wardrobe of the Fourth Doctor, signaling a shift in tone.

8.3The Role of Music

John Dankworth’s score for The War Games is often cited as one of the most memorable in the classic era. The
music’s sweeping orchestration underscores the epic scale of the serial and accentuates the emotional stakes.

9. Rewatching The War Games Today

For those looking to revisit this classic serial, the BBC has made it available on BBC iPlayer and Amazon Prime
Video. The digital restoration preserves the original audio quality while enhancing the visuals for modern screens.

Watching The War Games today offers a chance to see how the series tackled complex themes with limited
resources, and to appreciate the storytelling craft that has kept Doctor Who relevant for over half a century.

Conclusion: A Serial That Endures

Doctor Who: The War Games is more than just a piece of television history; it is a testament to the series’ enduring
ability to weave complex moral questions into an engaging narrative. From its thoughtful exploration of intervention
ethics to the emotional depth of the Doctor’s sacrifice, the serial continues to resonate with new generations of fans.

Whether you're a long time devotee or a newcomer to the Whoniverse, The War Games offers a compelling glimpse
into a pivotal moment in Doctor Who's legacy. Its themes remain relevant, its storytelling remains
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