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Ben-Hur
1925 · Directed by Fred Niblo

Silent Cinema Historical Epic Biblical Epic Classical Hollywood

In Roman-ruled Judea, a young Jewish nobleman and his 
boyhood friend, now an officer of the occupying army, find their 
bond tested by pride, loyalty and empire. Their quarrel unfolds 
against the early life of Jesus, on a canvas of galleys, palaces and 
a great arena.

D I R E C T O R Fred Niblo

Y E A R 1925

R U N T I M E 2h 23m (143 min)

C O U N T R Y USA

G E N R E S Adventure, Drama, Romance, Action

C A S T Ramon Novarro, Francis X. Bushman, May McAvoy, Betty Bronson, Claire McDowell

M U S I C William Axt

I M D B 7.8 / 10 (8,047 votes)

R O T T E N  

T O M AT O E S

96% (critics)

T M D B  S C O R E 7.3 / 10 (117 votes)

W H E R E  T O  

WAT C H

Free: Search YouTube (restored / 4K)
Free: Search YouTube (all versions)
Free: Search Internet Archive
Rent: Amazon Video, Apple TV Store, Google Play Movies, YouTube, Fandango At Home
Buy: Amazon Video, Apple TV Store, Google Play Movies, YouTube, Fandango At Home

Part one is spoiler-free. Part two, “After watching”, reveals the story, scenes and ending.
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Before watching
Spoiler-free

W H Y  W AT C H  T H I S ?

1 The biggest silent spectacle Hollywood ever built
MGM's 1925 Ben-Hur was the most expensive silent film of its day. Its Circus Maximus set and chariot race 
are the standard by which later screen action was measured.

2 A landmark of the silent epic
Alongside Intolerance and The Ten Commandments (1923), it defines the Hollywood silent epic: religion, 
romance and crowd spectacle fused into one popular, mass-market entertainment.

3 Action filmmaking learned by watching
The chariot race shows how editing, camera placement and real danger can build suspense without a word 
of sound. It is a masterclass in visual storytelling.

W H Y  I T  M AT T E R S  I N  C I N E M A  H I S T O R Y

A defining film of the silent epic and the early MGM studio, it set a template for the biblical spectacle 
that Hollywood would remake and enlarge for decades.

W AT C H  W I T H  I N T E N T I O N

Y O U R  L E N S

Watch it as a machine for turning private grievance into public spectacle, 
where every big set serves a personal conflict.

T H R E E  T H I N G S  T O  N O T I C E

How Ramon Novarro plays emotion with posture, eyes and gesture, since there is no dialogue 
to lean on and the intertitles are brief.

The shifts between colour and tinted black and white, and what kinds of moments the film 
chooses to colour.

How the film builds scale: where the camera sits relative to the crowds, sets and models, and 
how editing blends real and constructed spaces.

O N E  Q U E S T I O N  T O  C A R R Y  W I T H  Y O U

When a film's biggest set piece is a sporting event, what has to be set up beforehand for it to 
matter emotionally?
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C I N E M A  AT  T H E  T I M E

Industry: The film began under the Goldwyn company and was completed after the 1924 merger that 
created MGM. It became the new studio's first great prestige gamble.

Source: Lew Wallace's 1880 novel was already a phenomenon, and a stage version with live horses had 
toured for years. Audiences arrived knowing the story and wanting to see the race.

Technology: Silent film was at its technical peak. Selected sequences use two-colour Technicolor, a rare 
luxury, while the rest is tinted black and white.

Production: The shoot began in Italy under a different director and star, ran into trouble, and was largely 
restarted in Culver City, California, with Fred Niblo directing.

W H E R E  I T  C A M E  F R O M

F I L M

Cabiria (1914)
This Italian epic showed American producers that a feature-length historical spectacle with huge sets could draw large 
international audiences.

↓
F I L M

Intolerance (1916)
D. W. Griffith's colossal sets and crowds established the scale of the silent epic, and its sacred strand parallels Ben-Hur's 
religious thread.

↓
T R A D I T I O N

Lew Wallace's novel and stage melodrama
The story was already a best-selling novel and a theatrical spectacle with live horses on treadmills, so the film inherited a 
public hungry for the race.

↓
T H I S  F I L M

Ben-Hur (1925)

N E W  AT  T H E  T I M E   It combined colour sequences, huge sets, and a chariot race shot with many cameras, at a scale 
and cost no earlier American film had attempted.

S O C I A L  C O N T E X T

Made in Jazz Age America, as Hollywood's most expensive production, a troubled prestige project tied to a 
bestselling Christian-themed novel and to a new studio's reputation.

Country and moment: The mid-1920s were a boom time in the USA, with rising consumption and 
mass cinema-going. Lew Wallace's 1880 novel, hugely popular and long staged as a theatre spectacle, 
gave producers a story already familiar to a broad public.
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Religion and audience: Church-going Protestant and Catholic audiences were a major market, and 
Hollywood was under pressure from moral reformers. A biblical story of faith and Roman oppression 
offered spectacle that seemed respectable.

Production troubles: The shoot began in Italy under Goldwyn Company, with a different director and 
lead actor. Costs soared and the work was moved back to California. The newly formed MGM took over 
and finished it, making it one of the costliest silent films.

The filmmaker's situation: Fred Niblo, known for lively popular hits such as The Mark of Zorro, was 
brought in to rescue the project. His job was to deliver a safe, large-scale success for a studio that needed 
one.

W H AT  T O  E X P E C T

Pace: Measured and episodic. The first half builds characters and the Roman setting patiently before the 
action sequences take over.

Style: Grand, theatrical and sincere, with melodramatic acting and reverent religious imagery typical of 
mid-1920s epics.

Format: Silent with intertitles. Modern releases carry an orchestral score, often based on the original 
William Axt compilation.

Colour: Mostly tinted black and white, with a few early Technicolor sequences.

Aspect ratio: 1.33:1, the standard silent frame, so the image is nearly square.

Performance: Expressive and physical. Gestures are larger than in sound-era acting, but the lead 
performances are restrained for the period.

W AT C H  W I T H  K I D S ?

10+ S U G G E S T E D  A G E

BBFC rates it PG and the US has no rating (NR); a silent epic with intense set pieces and a long runtime 
suits roughly ages 10 and up, watched together.

Official ratings: US NR  ·  UK PG

Good for: Spectacular silent-era set pieces, including a famous chariot race and large-scale sea battle, plus a 
sweeping adventure of friendship, loyalty and faith that suits curious children who enjoy epics.

May unsettle, peril: Action sequences are tense and physically dangerous, with crashes, fighting and 
moments of real threat, especially in the large-scale race and sea scenes.

May unsettle, mature themes: Themes of injustice, cruelty and loss are treated seriously, with some harsh 
treatment of characters shown on screen.

May unsettle, intensity: Some scenes of suffering and distress are emotionally heavy, and may affect sensitive 
younger children.

May unsettle, pace: A silent film of over two hours, with title cards to read and a slower, theatrical style in 
places.
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Explain first: It is a silent film with music and on-screen title cards, so younger readers may need help keeping 
up with the text.

Explain first: The story is set in the Roman-ruled Holy Land and includes Christian religious imagery and 
figures, which shape its themes.

Talk about it after: Why do you think old friends can end up wanting very different things, and how might people 
choose between loyalty and their principles?

Cinespective’s own guidance, a draft. Check it against the official ratings and your own judgement.
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After watching
CONTAINS SPOILERS

T H E  F I L M ,  U N PA C K E D

C E N T R A L  I D E A

The film turns a personal feud into a story about power and faith. It contrasts the 
Roman impulse to conquer and punish with a quieter idea of mercy, and it can be 
read as asking which kind of strength actually changes a life.

T H E M E S

Friendship turned to enmity: Judah and Messala begin as equals. Their break shows how occupation, 
status and pride can corrupt a bond more thoroughly than hatred could.

Empire and subjugation: Rome is shown as glittering and brutal at once, a system that can elevate an 
individual while crushing a people.

Vengeance versus mercy: Judah's drive for revenge runs alongside the life of Christ, so that the film 
constantly asks whether retribution can ever satisfy.

Family and loss: Judah's mother and sister anchor the emotional stakes. His wider fight is for what was 
taken from his household.

Spectacle as devotion: Sacred scenes are staged with reverence, sometimes in colour. The film asks the 
audience to feel awe rather than just watch.

Key scenes

The falling tile
A small accident during a Roman procession ruins Judah's life. It shows how arbitrary power can be and 
sets the whole revenge plot in motion.

The galley and the sea battle
Rowing in unison, the slaves become a visual image of a crushed people. The battle uses large ships and 
miniatures to push scale and danger well beyond studio norms, and it changes Judah's fortunes.

The chariot race
The climax pays off the personal feud in a public arena. Cameras placed low, close to the wheels, together 
with rapid cutting and large crowds, make the sequence both a thrill and a lesson in action editing.

The Christ sequences
Jesus is never shown in full face, only suggested through light, hands and the reactions of others. This 
restraint gives the spiritual thread weight and lets the ending resolve emotionally rather than through 
force.
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Filmmaking

Set design: Cedric Gibbons and the art department built a full-size Circus Maximus in Culver City, 
with miniatures and matte-style tricks extending it. The scale was physical, which is why it still feels 
solid.

Multi-camera action: The race was covered by many cameras at different heights and positions, 
allowing editors to cut between speed, close detail and crowd reaction.

Editing: The race gets its tension from rhythm: alternating wide views of the whole field with quick 
shots of wheels, horses and faces, and building to a clear spatial logic.

Colour: Two-strip Technicolor is used for the Nativity and other sacred passages. Colour here marks 
the miraculous, not realism.

Performance: Ramon Novarro gives Judah physical grace and vulnerability, while Francis X. Bushman 
plays Messala with imperious stiffness. The contrast helps the audience read the rivalry at once.

T H E  F U L L  S T O R Y

The full plot, including the ending.

In Judea under Roman rule, Judah Ben-Hur, a wealthy young Jewish prince, is reunited with his childhood 
friend Messala, now an ambitious Roman officer. Messala demands that Judah help Rome identify rebels 
among his own people. Judah refuses, and the friendship ends.

During a parade for the new governor, a loose tile falls from the Ben-Hur roof and strikes him. Messala treats 
it as an assassination attempt. Judah is condemned to the galleys, his property is seized, and his mother and 
sister Tirzah are imprisoned.

At sea, Judah's endurance catches the eye of the Roman commander Quintus Arrius. When pirates attack, 
Judah saves him, and Arrius adopts him and sets him free. Judah becomes a Roman champion at the chariot 
races and returns east to search for his family and for Messala.

In Antioch he meets Esther, daughter of his family's faithful steward Simonides, and the sheik Ilderim. 
Judah agrees to race against Messala in the great circus. In the race Messala's chariot is wrecked and he is 
fatally injured, and Judah wins.

Judah then learns that his mother and sister survived but were left in a leper colony. After seeing Jesus, 
whose crucifixion brings a storm, Judah gives up his thirst for revenge. The two women are miraculously 
healed, the family is reunited, and Judah is united with Esther.

B E H I N D  T H E  F I L M

A troubled start: Production began in Italy with a different director and lead actor, and the early work 
went badly. The studio replaced them, brought Fred Niblo and Ramon Novarro on board, and moved 
most of the shoot back to California.

The Circus Maximus set: A vast arena was built on open land in Culver City. Thousands of extras filled 
the stands for the race, and the logistics made the production one of the most publicised of its time.
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A future director on set: William Wyler worked as one of the assistant directors. He directed the 1959 
remake, which won eleven Academy Awards.

The unseen Christ: The film never shows Jesus's face. The decision was reverent, and it also gave the 
sacred scenes a visual vocabulary of light, hands and reactions that influenced later biblical films.

A costly prestige bet: The huge budget and the reshoots made the film a financial risk for the new MGM. 
Its success in the end helped establish the studio as a major name.

Myth: Dozens of extras and stunt drivers died during the filming of the chariot race. Reality: No human 
deaths are documented. Such stories grew in later retellings, and accounts of injured or killed horses are 
disputed. The danger was real, but the legend of mass casualties is unsupported.

Myth: The 1959 film was the first screen version of Ben-Hur. Reality: A short film adaptation was 
made in 1907, and the 1925 film is the famous silent feature. The 1959 version is the second feature 
adaptation.

L E G A C Y  A N D  C O N N E C T I O N S

Its place in the lineage  before → after

F I L M

Cabiria (1914)
This Italian epic showed American producers that a feature-length historical spectacle with huge sets could draw large 
international audiences.

↓
F I L M

Intolerance (1916)
D. W. Griffith's colossal sets and crowds established the scale of the silent epic, and its sacred strand parallels Ben-Hur's 
religious thread.

↓
T R A D I T I O N

Lew Wallace's novel and stage melodrama
The story was already a best-selling novel and a theatrical spectacle with live horses on treadmills, so the film inherited a 
public hungry for the race.

↓
T H I S  F I L M

Ben-Hur (1925)

↓
F I L M

Ben-Hur (1959)
William Wyler, who worked on the 1925 production, remade it in widescreen and colour, enlarging the race and keeping 
the structure.

↓
F I L M

The Ten Commandments (1956)
DeMille's late-career epic belongs to the same tradition of scripture-based spectacle that the 1925 film helped to establish.

↓
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T R A D I T I O N

Hollywood biblical and Roman epics
The 1950s and 1960s cycle of expensive historical spectacles followed the template of private drama set within vast public 
events.

Reception and reputation

Audiences and critics treated it as a major event on release in late 1925. The spectacle, the race and the 
reverent religious scenes drew particular praise, and the film helped establish MGM's reputation. Its huge 
cost meant it needed enormous audiences to turn a profit.

Today it is seen as one of the peaks of silent spectacle, valued for its craft more than its drama. Its story and 
acting feel old-fashioned beside the 1959 remake, but the race and the physical scale of the production 
still impress.

Awards  Oscars and Cannes

The first Academy Awards ceremony was held after this film's release period, so it received no Oscar 
nominations.

Cultural impact  beyond cinema

Ramon Novarro's stardom: The title role made Novarro one of the major screen idols of the late 
1920s, often pitched as a rival to Rudolph Valentino. He is also remembered today as an early gay star 
of Hollywood, and his career is discussed in LGBTQ+ film history.

Popular-faith franchise: The film belonged to a long-running Ben-Hur phenomenon that began with 
Lew Wallace's 1880 novel and the hugely popular stage version with live horses. It helped make the 
story a familiar mix of Christian devotion and mass entertainment.

Chariot race shorthand: "Ben-Hur" became everyday shorthand for epic scale, and the chariot race 
became a go-to image for spoofs and homages of races and rivalries. The title still signals big-screen 
spectacle even to people who have never seen the silent version.

Silent revivals: Restored prints are shown with live or recorded orchestral scores at festivals and in 
film courses. It is a standard example of how Hollywood built the epic in the silent era, including the 
early two-colour Technicolor sequences.

Its lasting influence

Its chariot race became the model for every later screen race, most directly William Wyler's 1959 remake. 
The formula of faith plus spectacle shaped Cecil B. DeMille's later epics and the 1950s and 1960s biblical 
and Roman productions.

W H AT  N E X T ?

C O M PA R E  A N O T H E R  A P P R O A C H

Ben-Hur (1959)
Same story in widescreen colour and sound. Comparing the two races and the handling of the Christ scenes shows what changed and 

what remained.
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F O L L O W  T H E  I D E A

The Ten Commandments (1956)
DeMille's sound-era, colour epic carries on the mix of faith and spectacle, and it makes a good bridge between the silent and widescreen 

eras.

E X P L O R E  T H E  E R A  O R  M O V E M E N T

Metropolis (1927)
Another late-silent spectacle on a vast scale, this time in science fiction, showing how far design and crowd choreography had advanced 

by the end of the decade.

S E E  W H AT  I N F L U E N C E D  I T

Intolerance (1916)   COMING SOON

Griffith's monumental epic is the model for the huge sets and cross-cutting action that Ben-Hur later refined into a popular entertainment.

J U M P  F O R W A R D

Lawrence of Arabia (1962)
A later epic in which the spectacle is more psychological. It shows how the form could move from reverent display to a study of character.

F U L L  C A S T  A N D  C R E W

Fred Niblo
D I R E C TO R

Ramon Novarro
AC TO R

as Judah Ben-Hur

Francis X. 
Bushman
AC TO R

as Messala

May McAvoy
AC TO R

as Esther

Betty Bronson
AC TO R

as Mary

Claire McDowell
AC TO R

as Princess of Hur

William Axt
C O M P O S E R

David Mendoza
C O M P O S E R

Draft content generated for Cinespective and subject to review; awards and dates should be verified before being relied upon. This product uses the 

TMDB API but is not endorsed or certified by TMDB. Streaming availability by JustWatch via TMDB.
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