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Fundraiser in aid of the Wesley Mission and its critical and valuable work with the homeless
Enhancing the dignity and worth of disadvantaged people. 

 
Proudly presented by the Festival with the Wesley Mission  

 
Accompaniment by acclaimed theatre organist David Bailey 

On the mighty Christie theatre organ 
 

The Wesley Theatre 220 Pitt Street Sydney (opp the Hilton Hotel) 
 

Ticket prices: $25 / $20 concession or child. 
Tickets and credit card sales at website and cash only at door 

www.ozsilentfilmfestival.com.au / info@ozsilentfilmfestival.com.au 
 

Telephone 0419 267318  .
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On Thursday September 22 at 6pm in aid of  the annual Wesley Fair fundraiser the Festival is 
pleased to announce that with the Wesley Mission the greatest silent film will be presented with 

live theatre organ accompaniment on the mighty Christie theatre organ. 
 
 
 

The Wesley Fair fundraiser this year seeks to raise funds “For young people living in out of 
home care..... Wesley Take Charge of Your Life was developed in 

partnership with The Rotary Club of Sydney to fill a gap that currently exists to assist these 
young people transition 

successfully from living in out of home care to living independently by providing them with the 
right support, and helping them to develop the skills and confidence they need to make this 

major change in their life.” 
 
 BEN HUR  (1925) 143 minutes 

Director: Fred Niblo 
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Ben Hur is the epic of American silent films 
 AFI describes it as the “biggest and most dazzling thing anyone had ever seen, with its jaw-        dropping 

special effects, enormous action sequences, death-defying stunts, glorious two-strip Technicolor and a six 
digit cast of extras. It was the most expensive movie ever made, coming in at just under $4 million, and 

the death toll of its famed chariot race prompted a rewrite of film safety standards. All too often, big 
special effects blockbusters lose their shine after a few years, as improved effects technology makes them 

seem dated, even comical. Not so with Ben-Hur: although it is clearly dated, I nonetheless find myself 
watching it with an overwhelming sense of wonder. Just as 1925 audiences must have done, I keep 

repeating, "Can they do that?!" 
 
 

The real magic in this film, however, is the part that audiences didn't see for several generations. Portions 
of the film were originally shot in early two-strip Technicolor, but later distribution used an edited down 

black and white version. That's quite a loss. Among other functions, the color segments highlight the 
portions of the story that intersect with the Gospel narrative, and help to bolt down the film's thematic 
focus. This is far more than a mere nod to piousness as an excuse for a big budget action film. All the 

spectacle of the film is really secondary to these smaller, more intimate scenes. The promise of a deliverer 
haunts Ben-Hur's actions throughout, sparked by a few chance encounters or rumors of a Messiah. This 
creates the emotional resonance in which we read his early salvation from slavery and death at the sea 
battle, and the moral struggle he undergoes over his need for revenge. By putting the Gospel scenes in 

color, it makes them even more awe-inspiring than the big action scenes. 
 

The color sequences are nothing short of spectacular. Early attempts at color are not generally impressive 
in hindsight. The color portions of The Phantom of the Opera and even The Black Pirate, which was 

filmed entirely in color, differ little in effect from the full-frame color tinting that was standard practice at 
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the time. This tinting could be quite sophisticated, ranging from simple effects like differentiating 
daylight and artificial light, or they could be used for more complex artistic means, as in the expressive 
dream visions of The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. The color segments of Ben-Hur, however, are 

just plain beautiful, and the limited range of color available appears as much an artistic decision as a 
technical constraint. I've never seen two-strip Technicolor produce shades of blue (albeit blue-green) or 

realistic flesh tones like that before. It has that same pop that you see in later three-strip Technicolor, 
where Dorothy's blue dress and ruby slippers seem to jump out of the screen. However, the limited color 
pallet in use here gives the sequences a painterly look that later Technicolor does not possess. It reminds 

me of medieval illuminated manuscripts, stylized but ornate illustrations of religious texts. The wise 
men's cloaks sparkle, and Mary's face shines with beatific radiance.” 

 
http://www.afi.com/members/catalog/DetailView.aspx?s=&Movie=2811  
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
 

This magnificent spectacle is not dwarfed by its sound remake 34 years later. 
The chariot race and sea battle 

in the silent version thrill modern audiences as do the poignant sequences filmed in two-color         
Technicolor. 

 
 

  The TCM site proclaims,  
       
"The great decade of the progress of motion picture art reaches its summit! A cast of 125,000!" read the 
advertising tag-line for MGM's silent epic Ben-Hur (1925). "Endless strife in the making!" could have 

been added to the exclamations, since the production proved to be as troubled as it was lavish. The 
behind-the-scenes story of this version of the Lew Wallace novel involved abrupt cast and production 
crew changes, with original star George Walsh replaced by Ramon Novarro as Ben-Hur and director 

Charles J. Brabin dumped in favor of Fred Niblo. 
 

Studio changes turned potential disaster into a personal triumph, partly by lavishing $300,000 on a single 
sequence - the all-important chariot race. The filming of this sequence, on a specially built replica of the 

Circus Maximus, became the talk of Hollywood. An accidental crash, when the wheel of one chariot 
smashed into another vehicle and created a pileup of four chariots, horses and stuntmen, was captured on 

film to become one of the most stunning episodes yet seen in movies. 
 

The final production cost of Ben-Hur was $3.9 million, a fortune in 1925. The film was a sensation with 
audiences and grossed $9,386,000, but royalties and distribution costs were so high that MGM came up 

$850,000 short. The prestige the film brought to the new studio, however, left its executives feeling 
that Ben-Hur was well worth it. More than any other single production, this film laid the foundation for 

the studio's reputation as the producer of elite entertainment. The Oscar-winning remake of Ben-
Hur (1959) would herald the end of MGM's Golden Era, just as this silent version had begun it.” 
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    Kevin Brownlow in his seminal book on the era, “ The Parade’s Gone By…” devotes  

    a full chapter to     the epic and details the chariot scene closely with its forty-two cameramen. 
 
 

 
          Some years back David Stratton presented this wonder on SBS.  
                        His excellent introduction can be found at  

 
    
                            http://www.sbs.com.au/nitv/video/11710531534/Ben-Hur-1925 
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David Bailey 
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   We acknowledge the invaluable and generous support and advice from the renowned David Shepard,   Film Preservation Associates and Blackhawk Films, MK2, Lobster Films, Mark Spratt and the sublime flair and talents of Stephanie Khoo.  The Festival is grateful for the generous assistance of Rod Blackmore, Rev. Dr. Keith Garner and Carol Garner, Lila Elias and the wonderful Wesley Mission team.  Please visit and read about your favourite silent film with the superb reviews at Amazon by the Festival’s tireless supporter, Barbara Underwood, whose notes grace many of these pages.  
 

 

 

 

   
 AUSTRALIA'S SILENT FILM FESTIVAL www.ozsilentfilmfestival.com.au 

Phone 0419267318  
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