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“Ben-Hur” 
 

 It was either a very bold or very stupid move to remake William Wyler’s Ben-Hur. The 
sprawling, three-and-a-half hour adaptation of Lew Wallace’s 1880 novel not only won a record 
eleven Academy Awards, not only featured Charlton Heston’s most iconic performance, and not 
only dethroned Gone With the Wind (1939) as the quintessential big-budget Hollywood epic (at 
least until George Lucas and Steven Spielberg came to town), it has been hailed by many as one 
of the greatest films ever made. The climactic chariot scene alone entrenched itself as an               
immediately recognizable piece of American pop culture. You might as well remake The Wizard 
of Oz (1939) or The Godfather (1972). 
 
 Whether through inadequate marketing, a lack of interest, or blockbuster burn-out, the 
American public stayed away from Timur Bekmambetov’s Ben-Hur. At the time of writing this, 
the film has been out internationally for almost two weeks yet still hasn’t managed to recoup a 
quarter of its $100 million budget. Analysts are already marking it down as one of the biggest 
flops of 2016. 
 
 But did it deserve to flop? The world didn’t need another Ben-Hur, but that doesn’t mean 
that another version couldn’t come along with a new vision and interpretation of the story. After 
all, the immortal 1959 version was no less than the third adaptation of the novel, the first two 
being silent films from 1907 and 1925. 
 
 The film’s story goes like this: Judah Ben-Hur (Jack Huston) is a Jewish prince living in 
Roman-occupied Jerusalem with his adopted brother Messala (Toby Kebbell), a native Roman 
and grandson of one of the conspirators behind Julius Caesar’s assassination. Determined to  
regain his family honor, Messala joins the Roman army and swiftly rises in the ranks. After a 
Zealot hiding in Judah’s home tries to kill a Roman dignitary under his protection, Messala    
betrays Judah, blaming him for the attack. Accused of treason, his wife and family are                
imprisoned and he spends five years as a rower in a Roman slave ship. After escaping his ship in 
the midst of a naval battle, Judah is rescued by Sheik Ilderim (Morgan Freeman), a wealthy   
Nubian who teaches him how to race chariots. Judah defeats Messala in a deadly chariot race 
after discovering that his wife and family have become lepers during their internment. After   
encountering Jesus of Nazareth on the streets and witnessing his crucifixion, Judah reconciles 
with Messala. The rains accompanying the storm that announced Jesus’ death washes the              
leprosy from Judah’s family, making them clean once more. 
 
 Having seen the film, I have come to the blasphemous conclusion that I liked              
Bekmambetov’s new    version more than Wyler’s. There are several reasons; let’s begin with 
the most immediately apparent. Bekmambetov’s film condenses the sweeping story into a tight 
two hours and gives it an emotional immediacy  noticeably lacking in Wyler’s version. In 
keeping with early Hollywood’s obsession with grand spectacle,  Wyler’s film seems oddly   
detached from the story, pulling the camera back so the audience can soak in the  expansive sets 
and legions of costumed extras. Much of the acting feels better suited for the stage than for the 
screen. But Bekmambetov keeps his camera close and intimate; there are relatively few                



long-distance shots of cities, battlefields, or chariot racing. Bekmembetov wants the audience to 
understand the emotions of its hero: his confusion during his betrayal; his fear during the naval 
battle—almost the entire sequence is filmed from inside Judah’s ship, giving us only occasional 
glances of the carnage through his tiny peephole; his terror during the chariot race. We don’t 
just witness the film, we experience it as Judah does.  

  
But the other reason why I prefer the new Ben-Hur is how it handles the inclusion of 

Jesus Christ. Wyler’s Ben-Hur relegates Jesus to only two or three scenes; we never even see 
his face. The overall effect is that he was shoehorned in. But Jesus is a constant presence in 
Bekmembetov’s Ben-Hur. We see him in the streets of Jerusalem before and after Judah’s    
betrayal, preaching love and compassion as tools to fight Roman oppression. Roman officers 
and politicians discuss him with disgust and fear as a revolutionary force potentially more    
powerful than a full army of armed Zealots. We see Judas’ betrayal, Jesus’ arrest, and his             
crucifixion. And there are little touches that bespeak his presence: in one scene where Judah 
returns to Jerusalem to speak with his wife, we see people in the streets joyously carrying palm 
fronds. But most importantly, Jesus has a thematic purpose. His sacrifice seems to symbolize 
the reconciliation denied Judah and Messala—indeed, it is after he dies that the two brothers 
forgive each other. His death signals the beginning of a new life, both for the human race and 
Judah’s family. Unlike Wyler’s Ben-Hur, Jesus isn’t a supporting character: he’s the crux of the 
film. 
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