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Olivia Hussey and Her Transformative Portrayal in Jesus of Nazareth

When the BBC and Paramount Television released the 1977 epic miniseries Jesus of Nazareth, audiences were

treated to a sweeping retelling of the life of Jesus Christ, complete with an ensemble cast of international talent.

Among the standout performances was that of the young British actress Olivia Hussey, who embodied the complex

and often misunderstood figure of Mary Magdalene. This article explores Olivia Hussey’s background, her

preparation for the role, the cultural impact of the miniseries, and how her performance has endured in the

collective memory of religious drama.

Olivia Hussey: From Child Star to International Sensation

Early Life and Entry into Film

Olivia Hussey was born on March 12, 1951, in London, England, to a British mother and an Argentine father. 

Raised in a multicultural household, she developed an early fascination with storytelling and performance. At the 

age of 16, she landed a role in Romeo and Juliet(1968), directed by Franco Zeffirelli, where she played the titular

character opposite Michael Ande. The film’s international success catapulted her into the spotlight and set the

stage for a prolific career.

Career Highlights Before 1977

•  Romeo and Juliet – A defining role that showcased her dramatic range.

•  La Dolce Vita – A cameo that highlighted her versatility in Italian cinema.

•  Love Is a Many-Splendored Thing – A television adaptation that broadened her appeal in the United States.

By the mid-1970s, Olivia had become a sought-after actress for both film and television, known for her expressive 

eyes and nuanced portrayal of complex characters. This reputation made her an ideal candidate for the role of 

Mary Magdalene in Jesus of Nazareth.

Jesus of Nazareth: A Landmark Production

Production Context

Jesus of Nazarethwas a collaborative effort between the BBC and Paramount Television, directed by the renowned

Italian filmmaker Franco Zeffirelli. The miniseries ran for eight hours, split into two parts, and was broadcast in 1977

to unprecedented viewership numbers. Zeffirelli’s vision was to create a historically faithful yet emotionally resonant

portrayal of the life of Jesus, and he assembled an international cast to bring authenticity to the story.

Adaptation and Historical Accuracy

Based on the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, the series balanced scriptural fidelity with cinematic

storytelling. Zeffirelli employed a meticulous approach to set design, costume, and dialogue, aiming to transport

viewers to first-century Judea. The production’s commitment to authenticity was evident in its use of authentic

locations in Italy, such as the ancient city of Ostia, and in its inclusion of historically accurate details like the use of

period-appropriate language and attire.



The Role of Mary Magdalene in the Miniseries

Mary Magdalene: A Multifaceted Character

Mary Magdalene occupies a pivotal position in the narrative of Jesus’s life. Traditionally seen as a devoted follower,

she is portrayed in the miniseries as a woman of resilience, faith, and inner conflict. Olivia Hussey’s portrayal

captures the complexity of a woman who has endured personal tragedy, found redemption, and became a key

witness to the crucifixion and resurrection.

Script and Character Development

The script, written by John Mortimer, gave Mary Magdalene substantial dialogue and screen time, allowing her to

evolve from a troubled past into a steadfast believer. The narrative arc emphasizes her transformation,

underscoring themes of forgiveness, redemption, and the power of faith.

Olivia Hussey’s Preparation and Performance

Research and Immersion

Hussey approached the role with a deep sense of reverence and curiosity. She studied biblical texts, consulted

religious scholars, and watched earlier portrayals of Mary Magdalene to understand the character’s historical and

theological significance. Her research extended to the socio-cultural context of first-century Judea, allowing her to

portray a woman who navigated the expectations and hardships of her time.

Physical and Emotional Transformation

To embody Mary Magdalene’s journey, Hussey adopted a physical transformation that reflected her character’s

emotional states. She worked with a dialect coach to master the subtle inflections of a Galilean woman and

collaborated with a movement specialist to convey the grace and strength of a woman who had endured both

physical and emotional hardships.

Key Scenes and Their Impact

•  The Healing of the Blind Man – A scene where Mary’s faith is tested, showcasing Hussey’s ability to convey 

vulnerability and hope.

•  The Crucifixion – Hussey’s portrayal of Mary standing at the foot of the cross highlights her unwavering 

devotion and the depth of her grief.

•  The Resurrection – A pivotal moment where Hussey’s performance captures the awe and wonder of the first 

witness to the risen Christ.

Each of these scenes was pivotal in establishing Mary Magdalene as a central figure in the narrative, and Hussey’s

nuanced acting brought authenticity and emotional depth to the miniseries.

Critical Reception and Audience Response

Immediate Reviews

Upon its release, Jesus of Nazarethreceived widespread acclaim for its production quality, direction, and

performances. Critics praised Zeffirelli’s direction and the ensemble cast’s ability to bring the biblical story to life.

Olivia Hussey’s portrayal of Mary Magdalene was singled out for its authenticity and emotional resonance.

Long-Term Impact on Religious Drama

The miniseries set a new standard for biblical epics, influencing subsequent productions such as The Passion of 

the Christ (2004) and The Bible(2013). Its commitment to historical detail and character-driven storytelling has



become a benchmark for filmmakers seeking to create engaging, faith-based narratives.

Olivia Hussey’s Career After Jesus of Nazareth

Continued Film and Television Work

Following the miniseries, Olivia Hussey expanded her repertoire with roles in both mainstream and independent

projects. Notable works include:

•  Elvis (1979) – A supporting role in a biopic about the King of Rock & Roll.

•  The Last Emperor (1987) – A cameo that showcased her international appeal.

•  Love and Death on Long Island (1997) – A television movie that highlighted her dramatic range.

Public Appearances and Interviews

Hussey has often spoken about her experience playing Mary Magdalene in interviews, emphasizing the spiritual

and artistic challenges of the role. She has cited the experience as a turning point in her career, deepening her

appreciation for roles that explore complex human emotions and faith.

Mary Magdalene in Film History: A Comparative Overview

Early Portrayals

From silent cinema to early sound films, Mary Magdalene has been depicted in various ways—sometimes as a

repentant sinner, other times as a devoted disciple. Early portrayals often lacked depth, focusing on sensational

aspects of her story.

Modern Interpretations

Contemporary portrayals, including Olivia Hussey’s, have shifted toward a more nuanced, compassionate view.

Filmmakers now emphasize her humanity, resilience, and spiritual journey. This evolution reflects broader societal

changes in how women’s stories are told in cinema.

Legacy of Olivia Hussey’s Performance

Influence on Future Actors

Actresses who followed in Hussey’s footsteps, such as Elizabeth Taylor and Diane Lane, have cited her

performance as an inspiration for portraying spiritually complex characters with authenticity and sensitivity.

Impact on Religious Viewership

For many viewers, Jesus of Nazarethbecame a touchstone for faith-based storytelling. Hussey’s portrayal of Mary

Magdalene helped demystify the character, allowing audiences to connect with her on a personal level. This

connection contributed to a renewed interest in biblical narratives in mainstream media.

Academic Discussions

Scholars of religious studies and film have examined the miniseries for its theological accuracy and its

representation of women in biblical narratives. Olivia Hussey’s performance is often highlighted as a key element

that brings depth to the theological discourse.

Conclusion

Olivia Hussey’s portrayal of Mary Magdalene in Jesus of Nazarethremains a landmark achievement in television

history. Her dedication to authenticity, combined with Zeffirelli’s visionary direction, created a performance that



resonated with audiences worldwide and set new standards for biblical dramas. As we reflect on the enduring

legacy of this miniseries, we recognize the profound impact that thoughtful storytelling and nuanced acting can

have on cultural narratives about faith, redemption, and the human spirit.
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