Netflix faces £134m defamation suit over ‘Baby Reindeer’ stalking portrayal
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The truth, as Oscar Wilde once stated, is rarely pure and never simple. This adage has never been more evident than in the unfolding legal drama surrounding "Baby Reindeer," a Netflix series that has captivated viewers since its April 2024 release. The show, advertised as a ‘true story’, is now the centre of a £134 million defamation suit that has thrust its creators and the subject of the alleged stalking into a contentious legal battle, forcing many to question the realities behind the narrative.
Fiona Harvey, a Scottish lawyer, has become the focal point of this high-profile dispute, asserting that she is unjustly depicted as the malevolent stalker Martha in the series penned by comedian Richard Gadd. Claiming that the portrayal of her as a twice-convicted criminal who served five years in prison is patently false, Harvey has vehemently described the show as "the biggest lie in TV history." Gadd, however, maintains that he transformed his real-life stalker into a fictional character, asserting that "we’ve gone to such great lengths to disguise her" so much so that she wouldn’t recognise herself.
The sharp divide between Harvey’s depiction of her life and Gadd’s narrative becomes even more pronounced when considering the dramatic claims made by both parties. While Gadd alleges that Harvey sent him an avalanche of correspondence—over 41,000 emails and 350 hours' worth of voicemails—Harvey’s response paints a picture of severe emotional distress as a result of the show's release. In recently filed legal documents, she describes living in fear, suffering from severe anxiety and panic attacks, which have significantly impacted her daily life. Her attorney, Richard Roth, emphasised her plight, stating that she is the target of a multi-billion-dollar entity that seems to disregard her well-being. 
As the legal skirmish continues, Netflix has defended its stance energetically. While Co-CEO Ted Sarandos has remarked that "Baby Reindeer" reflects Gadd's true experiences—albeit dramatized—this assertion has been met with scepticism. Critics argue that the series' opening declaration of being a 'true story' is misleading. Last year, a US judge ruled that Harvey could proceed with her case, indicating that Netflix’s portrayal of her was not only damaging but potentially defamatory.
The tension escalates further with revelations that Harvey's life experiences bear uncanny similarities to the character Martha, a detail that viewers quickly seized upon. Within days of the series premiere, internet sleuths primed by social media identified her as the real individual behind the character. Gabriel Roth, a stylist who has cut Harvey's hair for years, was among those who recognised her at once, noting the striking likenesses in appearance and behaviour between Harvey and Martha.
However, Netflix has tried to offset this narrative by highlighting various legal challenges, including arguments that Harvey lacks a reputation to defend due to prior criminal activities and media coverage. This has provoked further debate about the balance between artistic expression and responsible storytelling, particularly in a medium that purports to draw from reality.
The case is set against a backdrop of wider scrutiny regarding the responsibilities of streaming giants to their subjects, along with the ethical implications of blurring the lines between fact and fiction. As Netflix readies its response to the court documents filed recently, it has until June 28 to address these legal challenges. Given the complexities of this high-profile lawsuit, and the intensity of the public interest it has generated, the full trial is unlikely to be resolved until 2026.
The unfolding saga of "Baby Reindeer" serves as a potent reminder of the potential ramifications when entertainment straddles the realms of reality and creative interpretation. As Gadd enjoys newfound success, buoyed by awards like the Best Supporting Actress win for Jessica Gunning at the recent BAFTAs, the series continues to haunt Harvey, whose life has been propelled into an unwanted spotlight, leaving her to contend with the consequences of a narrative that she insists does not reflect the truth.
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