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The world première of FRANZ ABRAHAM’S BEN HUR LIVE at London’s O2 Arena 

on Sept. 17, 2009 was a huge success, not least because it included the first high-speed 

chariot race for over a thousand years, STAGED LIVE. 

The media was full of lavish praise: 

 “A production of the century” The Times London

“Richard Wagner would turn green with envy”  Daily Telegraph, London

“Almost like a biblical miracle” Münchner Abendzeitung
“Circus Maximus 2.0” Die Welt

“The XXXL-Spectacle” Süddeutsche Zeitung
“Entertaining, hypnotic and a runaway triumph“ The Sun 

”It feels like you were sitting in the Circus Maximus” Hamburger Abendblatt 

BEN HUR LIVE meant spectacular entertainment for the whole family – the Formula 1 of ancient 

times, the Circus Maximus of today. Apart from the Chariot Race itself, it included highlights such as 

a naval battle with immense galleys on a sea of fog and fantastic light effects, all imbedded in one 

of the greatest and most dramatic story lines that has ever have been created. A story of love and 

friendship, hatred, revenge, and redemption. 

BEN HUR LIVE set entirely new standards in Live-Entertainment. 20 shows altogether, over 40,000 

spectators in London and almost 100,000 spectators in Hamburg, Munich, Stuttgart and Zurich, all 

generated a turnover of more than €8 million. But even so, as a commercial enterprise, it eventually 

failed. Why? This film will begin to answer that question. 

DESIGN: SHARON SMART
© ISOLDE FILMS, 2023

The Untold Story of

“A cry of “Bravo” would come from God” DER SPIEGEL
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THE SEA BATTLE

IMAGES FROM THE LIVE SHOW AT THE 02, LONDON

Those two words immediately conjure up magic.
The great chariot race in which Judah Ben-Hur overcomes social and 

political prejudice (you might say anti-Semitism) is one of the defining 

images of the cinematic age. And not just in the famous Charlton Heston 

film, but in the two films which preceded it, in the three films that have 

followed trying to emulate it, and in the daring and in many ways triumphant 

attempts to stage it, literally, in a theatre. Can you imagine teams of horses 

thundering around an indoor arena in death-defying noise and apparent 

chaos? One man could: the German entrepreneur Franz Abraham, whose 

very name as the father of the Jewish people only adds 

to his extraordinary achievement. He enlisted more than 

400 performers, 46 horses, two donkeys, five falcons, 

two eagles, two vultures and 120 doves. The fact that 

his enterprise eventually failed does not detract from his 

attempt.
FRANZ ABRAHAM
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MAJOR GENERAL LEW WALLACE, C.1862

GENERAL LEW WALLACE 
WRITING IN THE SHADE 
OF HIS FAVOURITE BEECH TREE, 
CRAWFORDSVILLE, INDIANA

Our film will tell this story, focussing on the background 

to the Abraham production with all its chaos, confusion 

and drama with eye-witness accounts from all the major 

participants, but in the context of the history of the book 

itself and previous attempts to stage and film this deeply 

Christian work. We will include extracts from the earlier 

films and all of their attendant problems, plus archive of 

the historical background from 1880 onwards. Wallace 

himself has been portrayed in no less than 14 different 

feature films, including by Jason Robards. There are also 

people still alive, for instance, who were involved in the 

Charlton Heston film, and they will make an important 

contribution. As will Heston and Wyler themselves in 

archive interviews.

It is a thrilling tale, and will make a thrilling 
and immensely popular film.

CREATOR FRANZ ABRAHAM, ACTOR BEN BECKER, 
COMPOSER STEWART COPELAND AND DIRETOR PHILIP MCKINLEY 

AT THE ISS DOME, DUSSELDORF, 2009
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Franz Abraham’s staging in 2009, with music by Stewart Copeland, 

famous as drummer with The Police rock group, was an attempt to continue 

that tradition. It too featured a live chariot race, gladiatorial combat, 

and a sea battle. The production used 46 horses, 500 tons of special 

sand, and a cast and crew of over 400. All of the show’s dialogue was 

in  Latin  and  Aramaic  of the period, with voiceover narration also from 

Stewart Copeland. 

STEWART COPELAND

Every aspect of Ben-Hur demands attention. The 1880 book on which 

all subsequent manifestations are founded has never been out of print. 

With its subtitle ‘A Tale of the Christ’, it was one of the most important 

and influential Christian books of the 19th century, easily out-selling every 

book at that time except the Bible. It is a tale of vengeance and spiritual 

forgiveness through Christian redemption, God’s benevolence and the 

compassion of strangers. No wonder it was even blessed by Pope Leo 

XIII. And the fact that it was written, after years of research, by a retired 

Civil War Union General, Lew Wallace, Governor of New Mexico, US 

Ambassador to the Ottoman Empire, only adds to the intrigue.

LEW WALLACE FISHING WITH HIS GRANDSON
IN THE MOAT SURROUNDING HIS PALATIAL STUDY

BEN-HUR 
FIRST DAY COVER
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What we propose is a film which tries to understand the extraordinary 

journey Wallace’s book has travelled, beginning at the disastrous Civil 

War Battle of Shiloh in which the Union army of Ulysses S. Grant failed 

to overcome the Confederates with huge loss of life, for which Wallace 

got the blame. There’s no question that his experiences there were later 

translated into his great novel. Then to the first attempt to actually ‘stage’ 

the book on Broadway in New York in 1899 where it was such a hit that 

it subsequently toured the world, from London to Sydney Australia, and 

IMAGES FROM THE 2010 MINISERIES STARRING JOSEPH MORGAN AS JUDAH BEN-HUR

THE 2016 FILM  
BOMBED AT THE BOX OFFICE 
WORLDWIDE TAKINGS: $94.1 MILLION
PRODUCTION BUDGET: $100 MILLION

JACK HUSTON AS JUDAH BEN-HUR IN THE 2016 FILM
AND MORGAN FREEMAN AS SHEIK ILDERIM
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BEHIND THE SCENES FROM THE 1959 FILM, L to R: FILMING THE CHARIOT RACE; CHARLTON HESTON AND STEPHEN BOYD; WILLIAM WYLER

STILL FROM THE 2003 ANIMATION

even included an actual chariot race on stage achieved 

(it was said) by “four great cradles” 20 feet long and 

14 feet wide that moved “back and front on railways”, 

while the horses secured with invisible steel cable traces 

galloped on treadmills towards the audience. The horses 

also drove the movement of a vast cyclorama backdrop, 

which revolved in the opposite direction to create an 

illusion of rapid speed. Electric rubber rollers spun the 

chariot wheels, while fans created clouds of dust. 

It must have been an incredible spectacle, and little 

wonder it was seen by an estimated 20 million people.

ORIGINAL CAST OF THE 1899 BROADWAY PRODUCTION OF BEN-HUR
WILLIAM S. HART (CENTRE) AS MESSALA.
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Then came the films: six so far!! In 1907; again in 1925 starring 

Ramon Novarro, which became the highest grossing film of the 

silent era; in 1959, directed by William Wyler (who had actually 

been an assistant on the 1925 film) with its record 11 Oscars, 

including one for Charlton Heston as Best Actor; again in 2003 in 

an animated version; then a mini-series in 2010; and then a further 

film in 2016. And these do not include Ben-Hur chocolate, flour, 

toiletries including Ben-Hur perfume, Ben-Hur bicycles, cigars, 

automobiles, clocks, hair products, Ben-Hur 

clothing, household goods, jewellery, food 

products and action figures.

1907 SILENT SHORT
BY KALEM STUDIO 
DIRECTED BY SIDNEY OLCOTT 
ADAPTED FOR SCREEN BY GENE GAUNTIER

THE 1925 SILENT FILM STARRED RAMON NOVARRO AS BEN-HUR

automobiles, clocks, hair products, Ben-Hur 

HAYA HARAREET AND CHARLTON HESTON 
IN THE 1959 FILM




