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A D V E N T U R E  ·  H I S T O R Y  ·  W A R

Lawrence of Arabia
1962 · Directed by David Lean

Historical Epic War Film Classical Hollywood

In 1916 a restless, unconventional British officer is sent into the 
Arabian desert and becomes entangled in a revolt against the 
Ottoman Empire. David Lean's film is a huge, patient portrait of 
a man and a landscape, more interested in ambition and identity 
than in battle.

D I R E C T O R David Lean

Y E A R 1962

R U N T I M E 3h 48m (228 min)

C O U N T R Y UK

G E N R E S Adventure, History, War

C A S T Peter O'Toole, Alec Guinness, Omar Sharif, Anthony Quinn, Jack Hawkins

M U S I C Maurice Jarre

I M D B 8.3 / 10 (334,419 votes)

R O T T E N  

T O M AT O E S

93% (critics)

M E TAC R I T I C 100 / 100

T M D B  S C O R E 8.0 / 10 (3,601 votes)

W H E R E  T O  

WAT C H

Stream (US): Netflix, Philo, Netflix Standard with Ads, Sony Pictures Core Amazon Channel
Rent: Amazon Video, Apple TV Store, Google Play Movies, YouTube, Fandango At Home, 
FlixFling
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 summit of the roadshow epic
Lawrence of Arabia is widely regarded as the defining epic of the 1960s and David Lean's best-known work. 
It won seven Academy Awards, including Best Picture and Best Director, and set the standard for large-scale 
widescreen filmmaking.

2 A film made for the biggest screen
Shot on 70mm by Freddie Young, it turns the desert into a character. Its images of heat, distance and 
emptiness are best experienced as large as possible.

3 An epic with a troubled centre
Peter O'Toole's breakthrough performance gives a heroic story an unsettled psychology. The film asks what 
drives a man to lead, and whether he knows who he is.

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 widescreen historical epic, it showed that spectacle could carry a morally 
complex, adult character study rather than only pageantry.
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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 study of a man and the landscape that magnifies him, where 
every vast image also says something about his mind.

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

How often the frame is mostly empty sky and sand, with tiny figures far away, and how long 
Lean lets you watch them approach.

Peter O'Toole's shifts of manner: playful, intense, theatrical, withdrawn. Note how others react 
to him in the same scene.

Maurice Jarre's score and the use of silence, and how sound changes between cramped interiors 
and open desert.

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

Is Lawrence being swept along by events, or is he using the desert and the cause to become 
someone he wants to be?

C I N E M A  AT  T H E  T I M E

Industry: Hollywood and British producers answered television's growth with long roadshow films, with 
overtures and intermissions, sold as special events in large theatres.

Technology: Wide 65mm and 70mm formats were prestige tools. Lean and Freddie Young used them 
for desert expanses and very long lenses, not only for crowds.

Dominant styles: Biblical and ancient-world epics such as Ben-Hur dominated the genre. Many leaned 
on pageant and piety, with relatively simple heroes.

Director's moment: Lean came to this film after The Bridge on the River Kwai, which had won him 
major international success and the freedom to attempt something larger.

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

F I L M

The Bridge on the River Kwai (1957)
Lean's earlier war drama also studied an obsessive man and a flawed sense of duty, and gave him the stature to attempt a 
larger project.

↓
F I L M

Ben-Hur (1959)
The most successful recent epic, it proved audiences would pay for long, large-format roadshow films.

↓
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T R A D I T I O N

Seven Pillars of Wisdom
Lawrence's own memoir of the Arab Revolt is the principal source for the story and for its self-mythologising tone.

↓
T H I S  F I L M

Lawrence of Arabia (1962)

N E W  AT  T H E  T I M E   It brought the scale of the Hollywood epic to a modern, ambiguous protagonist and made 
emptiness, not crowds, the source of spectacle.

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

Made as Britain's empire was fading after Suez, when the Middle East was in the news and a veteran director 
took on a huge location shoot.

Country and moment: In the early 1960s Britain was giving up its empire, and the 1956 Suez Crisis 
had exposed its reduced power. A film about a celebrated imperial-era figure arrived in that uncertain 
mood.

Politics and history: The film looks back to the Arab Revolt against Ottoman rule in the First World 
War. In 1962 Arab nationalism, oil and Cold War rivalry kept the region in the headlines.

The filmmaker's situation: David Lean was a leading name after The Bridge on the River Kwai (1957). 
He spent well over a year filming in Jordan, Morocco and Spain, with producer Sam Spiegel backing the 
scale.

Cold War blacklist: Co-writer Michael Wilson had been blacklisted in Hollywood during the McCarthy 
era. His work on the script went uncredited on release, and his credit was restored decades later.

W H AT  T O  E X P E C T

Pace: Deliberate and long, with an intermission. The film builds through landscape, travel and 
conversation as much as through action.

Format: Shot in 70mm widescreen. Seeing it on a large screen, or the largest you can, makes a real 
difference.

Colour: Colour, with a bleached, golden palette and strong contrast between the heat of the desert and 
dim interiors.

Performance: Large, theatrical performances from O'Toole, Guinness, Quinn and Sharif, in a literate 
script that favours speeches and argument.

Versions: The 228-minute running time reflects the restored cut with overture and intermission. Earlier 
release versions were shorter.

Tone: Epic in scale but sceptical about heroism. It is not a straightforward war adventure.

W AT C H  W I T H  K I D S ?
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12+ S U G G E S T E D  A G E

US and GB rate it PG, France U and Germany 12; the 12 fits best, since it runs nearly four hours, with war 
violence and mature themes beyond younger children.

Official ratings: US PG  ·  UK PG  ·  Germany 12  ·  France U

Good for: Older children and teens who enjoy epic adventure, vast desert landscapes, big-screen spectacle 
and a complex, ambiguous central character. It rewards patient viewing and sparks good conversation about 
heroism.

May unsettle, war violence: Battle scenes and killing, some of it harsh, though mostly not graphic by modern 
standards.

May unsettle, mature themes: Includes brutality and psychological distress, handled seriously and without 
much softening. Some scenes are disturbing for younger viewers.

May unsettle, peril: Desert travel is shown as dangerous, with moments of real threat and suffering.

May unsettle, pace: Very long, with an intermission, and a slow, talky stretch in places. Younger children may 
lose interest.

Explain first: It is based on real events in the First World War, when Arab tribes revolted against Ottoman 
Turkish rule in the Middle East.

Explain first: The film is nearly four hours with an intermission, so plan breaks or watch it in two sittings.

Explain first: It is a 1962 film, and some depictions of Arab characters and the period reflect the attitudes 
and casting practices of its time.

Talk about it after: What makes someone a hero, and is the person everyone admires the same as the person he sees 
in the mirror?

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 can be read as an investigation of charisma and self-invention: how a man's 
belief in his own destiny can inspire thousands and also damage him, while the 
historical forces around him, not his will, set the real limits.

T H E M E S

Identity and self-invention: Lawrence changes costume, manner and loyalties, and the film keeps asking 
which version is real. Even his fame is partly a performance for others.

Will against fate: Lawrence's faith that nothing is fixed is set against the fatalism of the desert people. 
The film neither fully endorses nor refutes either view.

Imperial manipulation: The British promise freedom to the Arabs while planning their own territorial 
arrangements. Lawrence is both an instrument of empire and its critic.

Heroism and violence: Courage and leadership are shown alongside cruelty and exhilaration, and the 
film is uneasy about how appealing it makes war for its hero.

Landscape as character: The desert tests, flatters and isolates. It shapes how every figure is seen and sets 
the film's moral scale.

Key scenes

The match and the sunrise
A single cut moves from a small flame to a blazing desert dawn. It shows Lean's editorial wit and 
Lawrence's showmanship, and moves the film from cramped rooms to open space, establishing the film's 
visual language of contrast.

Sherif Ali at the well
A speck in the heat haze slowly grows into a rider. The scene shows how Lean uses duration and distance 
to build menace, and introduces a figure who will become Lawrence's partner and opposite.

Returning for Gasim
Lawrence turns back into the desert to save a lost man, and the act earns the Arabs' respect. It crystallises 
his belief that nothing is fixed, which sets him against Ali's fatalism, and it marks the peak of his 
self-confidence.

Deraa
Captured and brutalised, Lawrence loses his certainty about himself. The scene is the turning point where 
heroic adventure gives way to psychological damage, and it shapes how the second half should be read.
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Filmmaking

Cinematography: Freddie Young used 70mm and long lenses to show mirages, endless horizons and 
tiny moving figures. The light is part of the story, hot and flattening outdoors, shadowed indoors.

Editing: Anne V. Coates cuts with confidence, using abrupt transitions and graphic matches to jump 
across time and distance, then lets sequences breathe when the desert needs to be felt.

Music: Maurice Jarre's sweeping, rhythmic score gives the desert a grandeur and heroic sweep, while 
the film also knows when to hold silence.

Performance: Peter O'Toole plays Lawrence as part idealist, part showman, part wound. Alec 
Guinness, Omar Sharif and Anthony Quinn give the cast weight that keeps the star from taking over 
the film.

Writing and structure: Robert Bolt's script, with Michael Wilson's earlier work, frames the story 
through other people's views of Lawrence, so the film is also about how legends form.

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

The full plot, including the ending.

The film opens with the death of T.E. Lawrence in a motorcycle accident in 1935. At his memorial, people 
who knew him offer very different views of who he was.

In 1916 Lawrence is a junior British officer in Cairo, clever and insubordinate. He is sent to the desert to 
assess Prince Faisal, who is leading an Arab revolt against the Turks. On the journey his guide is killed by 
Sherif Ali, who later becomes his close ally.

Lawrence persuades Faisal and the tribal leader Auda abu Tayi to attack the port of Aqaba from the land 
side, across a punishing desert. They succeed, and Lawrence returns to Cairo a hero. He goes back to the 
desert, now convinced he can unite the Arabs. On a solo scouting mission he is captured and tortured at 
Deraa, and emerges shaken and disillusioned.

He is persuaded to return, and leads a campaign that ends in a massacre of retreating Turks, which he orders 
in rage. The Arabs capture Damascus, but the tribes cannot cooperate, and the British and French make 
their own plans. Lawrence is quietly sent home. He leaves in a staff car, passing a motorcyclist in the dust, 
the ordinary world he cannot properly rejoin.

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

Casting the lead: Albert Finney was first considered and tested for the role but chose not to sign on. 
Peter O'Toole, then little known to international audiences, was cast, and the film made him a star.

An uncredited writer: Michael Wilson, blacklisted in Hollywood, worked on the script before Robert 
Bolt but received no credit at release. His contribution was acknowledged officially years later.

Filming in the desert: The production worked in Jordan, Spain and Morocco, and the conditions were 
demanding. The desert shots required long lenses, careful logistics and a very large crew.
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The score: Maurice Jarre composed the music on a very tight schedule after other composers had been 
considered. It became one of the best-known orchestral scores in cinema.

Cuts and restoration: The film was shortened after its premiere, losing substantial material. In 1989 it 
was restored with Lean's involvement, and that version is the basis for the full-length cut seen now.

Myth: The film is an accurate account of the real T.E. Lawrence and the Arab Revolt. Reality: It is 
a dramatisation based partly on Lawrence's own writings, which were themselves self-mythologising. 
Characters are composites or invented, events are compressed, and the real Lawrence differed in 
appearance and temperament from the film's version.

Myth: It was filmed entirely in the real locations of the story. Reality: Jordan provided the desert, but 
Spain and Morocco were also used, with some locations standing in for places in the story.

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

The Bridge on the River Kwai (1957)
Lean's earlier war drama also studied an obsessive man and a flawed sense of duty, and gave him the stature to attempt 
a larger project.

↓
F I L M

Ben-Hur (1959)
The most successful recent epic, it proved audiences would pay for long, large-format roadshow films.

↓
T R A D I T I O N

Seven Pillars of Wisdom
Lawrence's own memoir of the Arab Revolt is the principal source for the story and for its self-mythologising tone.

↓
T H I S  F I L M

Lawrence of Arabia (1962)

↓
F I L M

Doctor Zhivago (1965)
Lean's own next epic repeated the scale and sweeping landscape, with a more romantic emphasis.

↓
F I L M

Star Wars (1977)
Its desert settings and sense of scale owe visual debts to Lean's film, which George Lucas admired.

↓
F I L M

Dune (2021)
Modern desert epics follow its model of tiny figures against vast terrain and a leader entangled with a foreign people's 
cause.
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↓
F I L M M A K E R

Steven Spielberg
He has repeatedly acknowledged the film's influence on his sense of composition and scale.

Reception and reputation

The film was widely praised on release for its scale, visual power and O'Toole's performance, though 
some critics and historians objected to its liberties with Lawrence's history. Studio and distributors later 
trimmed it, but audiences and award voters responded strongly, and it was a major commercial success.

Its reputation has grown steadily. The 1989 restoration revived it for a new audience, and it is now 
routinely cited as the great example of large-format filmmaking. Later readings have also stressed its 
ambivalence about empire and its psychological ambiguity.

Awards  Oscars and Cannes

Academy Awards: 10 nominations, 7 wins (Best Picture, Best Director, Best Cinematography, Best 
Original Score, Best Film Editing, Best Art Direction, Best Sound). Nominated for Best Actor (Peter 
O'Toole), Best Supporting Actor (Omar Sharif ) and Best Adapted Screenplay.

Cultural impact  beyond cinema

Image of Lawrence: Peter O'Toole in white Arab robes against the dunes became the lasting popular 
picture of T. E. Lawrence, largely replacing the real man in public memory. It made O'Toole a star and 
gave Omar Sharif an international career.

Famous lines and music: Maurice Jarre's sweeping main theme is instantly recognisable and widely 
used as shorthand for desert grandeur. Lawrence's line about the trick of holding a lit match, "is not 
minding that it hurts", is among the film's most quoted.

Politics and representation: The film is often revisited in debates about Western involvement in 
the Middle East, especially when Iraq and Syria are in the news. It is also discussed for casting Alec 
Guinness as Prince Faisal and Sharif as Ali, and for presenting Arabs largely through a British hero's 
eyes.

Big-screen revival: Its 1989 restoration, which reinstated cut footage, and later 70mm and digital 
re-releases turned it into a touchstone for the case for seeing films in cinemas. It is a regular fixture of 
retrospectives and film teaching.

Its lasting influence

Directors such as Steven Spielberg, Martin Scorsese and Ridley Scott have cited it as a model of scale and 
image-making. Its desert imagery echoes in later science fiction and epics, and it shaped what filmmakers 
expected from big-screen spectacle.

W H AT  N E X T ?

Cinespective · Lawrence of Arabia (1962) 9 / 11



C O N T I N U E  T H E  D I R E C T O R

Doctor Zhivago (1965)
Lean's next epic keeps the sweeping landscape and long form, while shifting from a political legend to a love story set during revolution.

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

Ben-Hur (1959)
The most successful epic just before Lawrence shows the genre's more conventional pageantry, which makes Lean's psychological 

approach easier to see.

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

Once Upon a Time in the West (1968)
Another film that treats landscape and duration as storytelling tools, with a very different, mythic, Western version of the epic.

F O L L O W  T H E  I D E A

The Searchers (1956)
A heroic, obsessive protagonist and a vast landscape also appear here, with a similarly uneasy view of what the hero represents.

J U M P  F O R W A R D

2001: A Space Odyssey (1968)
Another large-format spectacle that uses empty space, silence and patience, taking Lean's visual ambition into science fiction.

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

David Lean
D I R E C TO R

Peter O'Toole
AC TO R

as T.E. Lawrence

Alec Guinness
AC TO R

as Prince Feisal

Omar Sharif
AC TO R

as Sherif Ali

Anthony Quinn
AC TO R

as Auda abu Tayi

Jack Hawkins
AC TO R

as General Allenby

Maurice Jarre
C O M P O S E R
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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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