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Recently Reviewed

Posted: Sun., Sep. 11, 2005, 6:00am PT 
 
Ben-Hur
 
(Release: Sept. 13; Four-disc set; $39.92)

 
A Warner Home Video release of the 1959 MGM film directed by William Wyler.
 
With: Charlton Heston, Jack Hawkins, Haya Harareet, Stephen Boyd, Hugh Griffith.
 
By TIMOTHY M. GRAY

Many DVD "special editions" are cynical
attempts to seduce consumers into buying
something they already own. But, four years
after Warner Home Video's last edition of
"Ben-Hur," the company is putting out a DVD
set that merits the revisit. In keeping with the
mega-scope of the biblical epic, this
collector's edition offers four discs with 10
hours of extras, including a smart
documentary and the 1925 silent version of
the pic, making its DVD debut.

When MGM's film bowed in 1959, comic Mort
Sahl famously wisecracked, "Loved him, hated
Hur." That dichotomy has followed the film over
the years, with fans proclaiming it one of the
pinnacles of Hollywood filmmaking, and
detractors rolling their eyes at its oversized style
mixed with an old-fashioned sensibility.

Even the film's detractors may be converted
after listening to the info in the DVD's docus.
"Ben-Hur: The Epic That Challenged Cinema,"
produced and directed by Gary Leva, offers
folks like George Lucas, Ridley Scott, Arnon
Milchan and Michael Douglas talking about the
film's influence on pics as diverse as "Bullitt,"
"The Matrix," "Star Wars," "Gladiator" and "The
Aviator."

Each of the doc's 10 chapters tackles a different
area of study. Cinematographers Janusz
Kaminski and Ernest Dickerson talk about "Ben-
Hur's" composition and lighting; sound man Ben
Burtt praises the audio effects (and lack of
music) in the chariot race. In one of the more
interesting segments, production designers
Anthony Pratt and Arthur Max weigh the virtues
of matte paintings vs. CGI vs. actual sets.

Editor Joel Cox, director Frasier Heston and d.p.
Caleb Deschanel offer insights as the doc
intercuts the chariot race with the pod-racer
sequence from "Star Wars: Episode I -- The
Phantom Menace."

Fourth disc includes another good hourlong film
that was included in the 2001 DVD, the 1993
Turner Entertainment docu "Ben-Hur: The
Making of an Epic," produced and directed by
Scott Benson and written/co-produced by May
Adair Kaiser. The film provides an overview of
"Ben-Hur," from the 1880 book by General Lew
Wallace, through an early stage version (the
chariot race featured horses running on
treadmills), the silent pic and the making of the
1959 version, concluding with its then-record-
setting 11 Oscar wins.

Footage from the April 4, 1960, kudocast is
choppily edited, with winners mysteriously
appearing out of nowhere to grab their trophy.
Still, the segment is a lot of fun. Even hardcore
movie buffs may have a tough time identifying
some of those presenters, but it's easy to see
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why kudocasts were shorter in those days. Most
acceptance speeches consist of one sentence
("My humble thanks to everybody!"); accepting
as best director, Wyler was one of the longest-
winded winners, with a 13-second speech.

Also entertaining are the trailers from the era,
which exclaim flatly that this is "the finest motion
picture achievement in screen history!" and "the
entertainment experience of a lifetime!" It's a
reminder that studios always revved up the
hype, but once did it without the benefit of online
blurbmeisters.

There is also a "Ben-Hur collector's edition with
Bible Study Guide," written by Rev. Robert H.
Schuller and his son Rev. Robert A. Schuller,
co-chairmen of Crystal Cathedral Ministries. The
special edition will be available at DVD stores
and Christian retail stores.

The film looks terrif, in a newly remastered print
from the original 65mm film elements. Also
included are a new audio commentary by film
historian T. Gene Hatcher (interspersed with
vintage comments from Heston); screen tests,
including Leslie Nielsen's; and newsreels.

The silent version, restored by Thames Television and with a scored by Carl Davis, is new to
DVD, though the Fred Niblo-helmed version had been released on VHS. This silent film merits
its own extras; there are none here. Maybe they're waiting for the deluxe super-bonus-special-
collector's six-disc version someday.
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