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Ben-Hur’s portrayal of Roman rule in Judaea: exploring the purpose and reception of William Wyler’s 1959 epic in the post-war and Cold War context
In a pivotal scene from the first hour of William Wyler’s Ben Hur (1959), the eponymous Jewish aristocrat and his boyhood friend - soon to be implacable foe - Messala clash over the latter’s request for co-operation in quieting the province of Judaea. Messala asks for the ‘names of criminals’ (for which we are meant to read Jewish nationalists) who are opposed to Roman rule, but his old friend’s reaction, starting with measured recalcitrance, soon intensifies to barely controlled fury: ‘You may conquer the land, you may slaughter the people, but that is not the end. We will rise again’, he seethes.
 The tribune’s response is cutting: 

You live on dead dreams, you live on the myths of the past. The glory of Solomon is gone. Do you think it will return? Joshua will not rise to save you, nor David.

This kind of Manichaean confrontation might easily be used to support the interpretation of Martin Winkler, who identifies in the film a number of thinly disguised allegorical references to the tyranny of Nazism.
 For Winkler, the film’s portrayal of Roman rule in Judaea represents the continuation of an ongoing trope in post-war Hollywood cinema, begun by MGM’s 1951 Quo Vadis, in which Roman imperialism is equated with Fascist totalitarianism. Ben Hur, he contends, amounts to a ‘powerful restatement of ancient Rome as evil empire…..comparable to Nazi Germany’.
   While this hypothesis offers a valuable insight into the film’s reception, it will be suggested here that it represents only one aspect of a more multi-faceted piece of work. Rather than privileging the allegorical struggle against Nazi Germany, I will argue that Ben Hur references a much wider range of the concerns and contradictions that characterised 1950s America and especially the worldview of its Jewish community. While the film undoubtedly alludes to the practises of totalitarian regimes, its manner of doing so is such that Nazism and Soviet Communism become conflated, perhaps in parallel with the changing orientation of American foreign policy in the Truman and Eisenhower years.
 Moreover, the film demonstrates an ambiguous attitude towards Roman imperial rule which mirrors the contradictions of America’s own imperialist (and anti-imperialist) pretensions. Finally, on a subconscious level at least, it appears to embody what Babington and Evans call the ‘psychic turmoil’ and ‘double allegiance’ experienced by America’s Jews in the wake of the Holocaust.
 
It is valid to argue that Wyler’s Ben Hur is ‘encoded’ (to use Stuart Hall’s term) with references to Fascist totalitarianism in a manner similar to other contemporary epics such as Quo Vadis (1951), The Robe (1953) and Demetrius and the Gladiators (1954).
  Several aspects of the film conform to Winkler’s model.
 Firstly, there are marked visual references to Leni Riefenstahl’s The Triumph of the Will (1935), particularly when Judah enters Rome as part of the triumph of Quintus Arrius.
 To the accompaniment of snare-drums, dotted rhythms and the blaring trumpet of Miklos Rosza’s ‘Marchas Romanas’ – which replicates the leitmotifs of Richard Wagner and Herbert Windt -  Judah rides past a vista that simultaneously showcases the grandeur of the imperial capital while evoking the monumental stadium that hosted the 1934 Nuremberg Party Rally.
 During the triumph, Rome’s soldiers march past adulatory crowds who shower them with flowers, just as in Riefenstahl’s film Hitler’s cavalcade winds its way through the town’s adoring throng.
 Strikingly, Arrius’s ascent up colossal steps towards the god-like Tiberius, flanked by gargantuan torches and filmed in epic widescreen, mirrors the extended shot of Hitler and Himmler as they lay a wreath to commemorate the ‘martyrs’ of the November 1923 Munich Putsch.
  Earlier in the film, when Valerius Gratus enters Jerusalem as Judaea’s new Governor, the sullen hostility on the faces of the watching crowd might also have evoked for some members of the audience the ubiquitous newsreel footage of the Nazi occupation of Prague (March 1939) or Paris (May 1940).
 Such overt visual references reinforce the view that the film’s creators intended the audience to compare Roman rule in Judaea to the Nazi conquest and occupation of countries in both Eastern and Western Europe. 
Indeed, the allusions to Nazi Germany and to European Fascism as a whole extend well beyond the iconographic. It can be argued that the character of Messala exhibits aspects of the mentality of Nazi satraps such as Heydrich, Eichmann or Hans Frank, not least in his belief in the superiority of Roman culture and its ‘civilizing’ mission. Ian Kershaw has argued that such men were motivated by a desire to ‘work towards the Fuhrer’, whose style of government rested on what Weber termed ‘charismatic authority’.
 Kershaw defines this concept thus:

Hitler’s personalised form of government…….promoted ferocious competition at all levels of the regime…….In the Darwinist jungle of the Third Reich, the way to power and advancement was through anticipating the ‘Fuhrer will’ and……taking initiatives to promote what were presumed to be Hitler’s aims and wishes.

Messala likewise looks to please the omniscient Tiberius by working to fulfil the Emperor’s vision:
The Emperor is watching us. At this moment he watches the East. This is my great opportunity Judah, and yours too. If I can bring order into Judaea I can have any post I want……The Emperor is watching us, judging us and all I need do is serve him.

While it must be acknowledged that Kershaw’s model comfortably post-dates the release of Ben-Hur, the power, influence and fanaticism of Nazi paladins such as Goring, Himmler, Goebbels and Heydrich would likely have been understood by many in the film’s post-war audience and may have further cemented its Fascist connotations. Certainly, Bosley Crowther, film critic for the New York Times, seems to have made the connection, noting in his review that Judah Ben-Hur ‘sets himself and the interests of his people against the subjugation and tyranny of the Roman master race [my italics].’
 Messala very much embodies ‘the triumph of the will’ so beloved of Nazi ideologues, having fully embraced Rome’s militaristic virtues and achieved his boyhood dream of commanding the Jerusalem garrison.
 
However, in his theory of ‘televisual discourse’ Stuart Hall also notes the crucial role played by the ‘decoder/receiver’ in the process of reception, emphasising that ‘the process of encoding and decoding may not be perfectly symmetrical’.
 If, as Winkler argues, Wyler and his screenwriters encoded Ben Hur with references intended to evoke connections between Roman rule and the apparatus of Nazi terror, the Cold War context in which the ‘actual viewer’ (to paraphrase Wolfgang Iser) was operating might conceivably have suggested Soviet totalitarianism instead.
 Maria Wyke stresses the anti-Communist connotations of the Hollywood epics of the 1950s, arguing that they were ‘steeped in the rhetoric of the Cold War’.
 While Bosley Crowther’s references to the ‘Roman master race’ suggest a symmetry between Wyler’s encoding and Crowther’s ‘decoding’, he also writes of the film’s ‘peculiar relationship and relevance to political and social trends in the modern day’, hinting at a broader set of connotations which could encompass the ‘tyranny’ of Soviet Communism too.
 Indeed, Wyler – whether consciously or otherwise - seems to do much to foster this ambiguity, forging a kind of ‘conflation of totalitarian systems’. The terror tactics adopted by Messala have relevance to both the Fascist and Stalinist regimes and were certainly attributed to Communist governments in much of the Cold War rhetoric that emerged in the wake of the Truman Doctrine.
 Parallels to the fate of Miriam and Tirzah, imprisoned and forgotten in the depths of the Antonia fortress then callously dispatched to the Valley of the Lepers, could undoubtedly be found in both Fascist and Communist totalitarianism, from the - widely reported - reprisals visited on the town of Lidice in the wake of Heydrich’s assassination to Stalin’s use of the Gulag camps as a repository for political opponents, real or suspected.
 Messala’s arrest and torture of the elderly – and clearly innocent - Simonides for no other reason than to further his own political ambition may well have had similar connotations for at least some of the film’s audience.
  Indeed, in many ways Roman rule as it is portrayed in Ben Hur speaks more of Soviet Communism than of its Fascist nemesis. Messala’s contempt for the Jewish God and his glorification of imperial power – ‘He [the Emperor] is god – the only god. He is real power on Earth……not…. that’ – may have conjured up for some the fierce atheism of the Bolshevik regime, with its separation of Church and State, desecration of places of worship and expropriation of the Russian Orthodox Church, rather than the opportunistic policy adopted by Hitler, who, while personally despising the emasculating effects of Christ’s teaching, admired the Catholic Church’s hold over many Germans and was canny enough to negotiate a Concordat with the Vatican in March 1933.
 As Judah succinctly puts it, ‘Rome is an affront to God’, a phrase which might have seemed more applicable to Communist than to Fascist governments in the light of Churchill’s assertion at Fulton, Missouri that the Soviet regime was a ‘peril to Christian civilization’.
 Finally, it is the oppressive militarism of Roman rule that is emphasised in the film, with Messala its personification. While – as will be seen - references to Romans as ‘Herrenvolk’ are not entirely absent, this image was more consonant in the late 1950s with Soviet expansion in Eastern Europe or the recently concluded Korean War (1950 to 1953) than with the excesses of Nazi racism.
  
At this juncture, it may also be worth noting the more recent scholarly trend towards acknowledging the ‘liberality’ of Roman imperial rule in Judaea as opposed to its’ ‘tyranny’. Martin Goodman stresses that, prior to the destruction of Jerusalem (70 CE), the two ‘ancient cultures’ had for the most part ‘coexisted amicably’, while Josephus explains that direct Roman rule of the province was brought about not by cynical imperial ambition (Augustus to a great extent respected the provisions of Herod’s seventh will after his death in 4 BCE) but largely through the inadequacies of Archelaus as ethnarch, who ‘treated not only Jews but even Samaritans so brutally that both peoples sent embassies to accuse him before Caesar’.
 Yet both Lew Wallace’s source novel and Wyler’s production instead emphasise the ongoing struggle for Jewish ‘freedom’, with Judaea seemingly steeped in the weltanschauung of the Zealot movement and its eschatological yearning for ‘liberation’ from the tyranny of pagan oppression.
 No doubt this reception of Roman rule, with its emphasis on the Jews’ efforts to cast off the imperial yoke, conformed more conveniently to the perceived struggle between democracy and totalitarianism that characterised the 1950s. 
Furthermore, through its portrayal of Roman rule Ben Hur appears also to examine the contradictions of America’s own brand of imperialism. It is notable that when Messala tries to enlist Judah as collaborator, he encourages his old friend to ‘look West – look to Rome’, a statement of geographical fact which nevertheless undercuts the association of the Roman Empire with the ‘Soviet empire’ of the East and instead points to the United States itself.
 Maria Wyke notes that from its inception the American Republic had a contradictory relationship to its Roman exemplar, one the one hand extolling Republican virtues in its architecture and in the constitutional framework forged during the struggle for independence, while on the other lambasting the corruption and oppression of European colonialism.
 Such contradictions applied, mutatis mutandis, to the Cold War context of the 1950s, and are quite evident in Ben Hur. On the one hand Rome represents a tyranny which, according to Judah, ‘is strangling my people’.
 But at the same time, it offers opportunity and success for those who embrace its ideals. The story of Judah’s progress from galley slave to son of Arrius clearly mirrors this theme. Recognising Judah’s strength and determination, Arrius summons him to his quarters, telling him ‘I am a fighting man by profession and in my leisure moments it amuses me to train fighting men…..Would you like to become one of them?’
 Later, Arrius orders that Judah be unchained during the battle with the Macedonian pirates, a moment which is connected to divine intervention by the use of Miklos Rosza’s mellifluous ‘Christ theme’ as backdrop, but which is also the result of Arrius recognising Judah’s potential. Having saved the Consul’s life, Judah – through his own efforts and talents – becomes Rome’s most famous charioteer and is adopted by Arrius himself.
 Clearly, Roman rule is not to be regarded as purely oppressive; it also offers the potential for advancement, much as the American Dream was – and is – held to reward both talent and the Puritan work ethic.
 Yet the darker flipside to the American Dream – the inexorable logic of ‘Manifest Destiny’ and, in the 1950s, the ‘economic imperialism’ that the United States adopted towards the countries of Latin America – doubtless helped to foster the kind of cognitive dissonance that Wyke articulates.
 Ben-Hur’s success in the imperial capital comes at the price of assuming Roman citizenship, wearing Roman clothes and adopting Roman manners; when later he returns Arrius’s ring to Pilate – ‘I honour him too much to wear it any longer’ -  it becomes clear that he can no longer sustain a dual identity which suppresses his true, ‘Jewish’ self.
 Peter Ustinov noted a similar parallel between imperial Rome and twentieth century America. ‘Even the outlooks are the same’, he opined. ‘You don’t have to be born Roman as long as you accept the Roman way of life, with the flag and the eagle and the Chase National Bank with the columns of gorgonzola.’
 
All this arguably reflects the contradictions of America’s international standing at the time of the film’s production. On the one hand, the ‘liberating’ mission writ large in Cold War rhetoric characterised American intervention in other countries as a Christian crusade against Communist atheism, bringing ‘freedom’ and opportunity to those oppressed by an ‘evil’ system of government.
 At the same time, in the late 1940s and early 1950s United States foreign policy itself assumed an imperialist hue, with the extension of its economic influence over Latin America complemented by direct military intervention in Guatemala (1954) and Cuba (1961).
 In Greece, meanwhile, United States policy from 1948 onwards seems to have aimed at replacing Britain as the hegemonic power in the Eastern Mediterranean.
 The dictates of the Truman Doctrine also required that America support regimes of an anti-democratic, corrupt and sometimes murderous character. Of brutal South Korean leader Syngman Rhee, President Truman noted euphemistically in his memoirs that he ‘has little patience with those who differ with him’, while John F Kennedy was driven to endorse the removal and assassination of South Vietnam’s Ngo Dinh Diem, whose vengeful slaughter of political opponents represented the very opposite of America’s self-proclaimed values, in theory if not always in reality.
 Ben Hur, it therefore seems, is subtly imbued with the contradictions of American foreign policy during the early years of the Cold War. On the one hand, it portrays Roman rule as oppressive, while on the other demonstrating that Rome offers opportunity for both freedom and success to those who subscribe to its mores. This line of argument is further supported by the contrast between the depiction of Roman rule in Wyler’s film and that of Fred Niblo’s 1925 production. The latter emphasises Rome’s Old World paganism and the ‘tread of her iron legion’ – a brand of imperialism more befitting the post-First World War context of the 1920s, a war which American president Woodrow Wilson for one believed was to be blamed on the ‘secret diplomacy’ and overweening ambition of Europe’s emperors.
 In Niblo’s production, Roman governor Valerius Gratus is portrayed as an effete, self-indulgent glutton, borne aloft by servants as he enters Jerusalem, an image far removed from the tough military man of the 1959 version, and perhaps reflecting different conceptions of empire in the 1920s and 1950s; the former a decadent ‘European’ imperialism dominant in American thinking after the First World War and the latter a more sinister form of Fascist/Soviet empire-building pertinent to the post-Second World War era.
 
It is also possible that the post-Holocaust context of Ben Hur affected its portrayal of Roman rule, and that this would have been recognised, inter alia, by the Jewish component of its audience. Deborah Lipstadt has argued that ‘the Holocaust had a limited overt impact on the American Jewish community’ of the 1950s and ‘did not emerge as a factor in the construct of American Jewish identity’ until the following decade.
 In part, she contends, this was due to the evolving international situation of the time; the United States depended on an economically and politically recovered Germany to protect American and Western European interests from the ‘onslaught’ of Soviet Russia.
 However, the allusions to genocide in a film such as Nicholas Ray’s King of Kings (1961), which in its prologue tells of how under Caesar Augustus ‘like sheep from their own green fields, the Jews went to the slaughter’, indicate that by the late 1950s/early 1960s Hollywood was willing to make reference to the Holocaust.
 Winkler suggests that as early as 1951’s Quo Vadis such allusions were rife, with Neronian Rome characterised as a place where ‘no man is sure of his life’ and in which ‘murder replaces justice’; here, Nero’s persecution of Rome’s Christians in the wake of the Great Fire becomes an avatar for the fate of Europe’s Jews.
 Indeed, pace Lipstadt, Hollywood’s Jewish community had long made efforts to counter the march of anti-Semitism, as evidenced by films such as ‘Mr Skeffington’ (1944) and ‘Ivanhoe’ (1951).
 
It should not, therefore, surprise us to find in Ben-Hur, with its Jewish director and producer, subtle references to anti-Semitic persecution. When Judah tells Messala ‘I believe in the past of my people, and in their future’, he responds, ‘Future? You are a conquered people’; soon after, he insists that Joshua and David ‘will not save you’ and that the Jewish people ‘live on dead dreams’.
 Such persecution is ultimately the driving force behind Judah’s desire for revenge, a recurring motif of the film. Quintus Arrius certainly recognises this force in Judah’s life: ‘your eyes are full of hate, 41’, he notes. ‘That’s good. Hate keeps a man alive.’
  Later, in Antioch, Balthasar also detects Judah’s unquenched thirst for vengeance. ‘I must deal with Messala in my way’, Judah intones, to which the former knowingly replies ‘And your way is to kill him.’
 Given the film’s references to anti-Semitic persecution and to the oppression of the Jews by the Roman state, as well as the already acknowledged allusions to Nazism, it does not seem unreasonable to argue that for some of the film’s audience Judah’s revenge on Messala (long recognised by scholars as the embodiment of Rome) may also have betokened the desire for vengeance against the Nazis, since as we have seen Wyler made a purposeful attempt to suggest a connection between the two. In the light of this hypothesis, the chariot race assumes great symbolic significance, though any discussion of it must of course recognise the financial inducements which helped to make it the film’s centrepiece. Anxious about the encroachment of television and facing bankruptcy after antitrust regulation severed its connection with the Loews theatre chain, Sam Zimbalist and the doyens of MGM looked to Wyler and to Ben Hur to save them from disaster.
 The time and money spent on the chariot race, often regarded as the most memorable component of both the 1925 Fred Niblo silent picture and the stage productions that preceded it, no doubt reflected this.
 Nevertheless, the decisions made about the race by Wyler and his colleagues also seem to serve a deeper purpose. Whereas in Lew Wallace’s novel it takes place in the arena of Antioch, as indeed is also true of the 1925 production, in Wyler’s Ben Hur the contest between Judah and Messala is acted out in the arena of Jerusalem.
 In a non-too subtle symbolism, the brilliant white horses of Sheikh Ilderim, rode by the Jew Ben-Hur, are set in contrast to the ‘noble tribune’s blacks’, and while Messala must rely on coercion and duplicity to win the chariot race, whipping his horses mercilessly and employing a deadly device on the spoke of his wheel to slash the chariots of his opponents, Ben-Hur utilises the paternalistic relationship he has established with the Sheikh’s horses as well as his hard-earned skill as a charioteer.
  In the Lew Wallace source novel, however, Messala is not killed but only disabled by his accident in the arena, and it is Ben-Hur himself who uses, as Wallace puts it, ‘the cunning touch of the reins’ to bring about the tribune’s defeat by slashing ‘Messala’s wheel with the iron-shod point of his axle’.
 Clearly, then, morally righteous – Jewish – Judah Ben-Hur is to be contrasted with the corrupt, duplicitous Messala, representative of the Roman ‘master race’, who can in any case hope to prevail over his nemesis only by resort to dirty tricks. This juxtaposition is made manifest by Sheikh Ilderim before the race begins. Pinning a Star of David onto Judah, he implores him to ‘shine out for your people and my people together, and blind the eyes of Rome.’
 The decision to stage the chariot race in Jerusalem rather than Antioch may therefore reflect a (possibly subliminal) desire for vengeance – if only by cinematic proxy -  in the face of Nazi persecution, since it is in the city of the Jews that Messala as representative of the Herrenvolk is defeated and killed. That Wyler intends his audience to make this connection is suggested by Messala’s arrogant racial pronouncement to Sheikh Ilderim in the Roman baths – ‘4 to 1 Sheikh. The difference between a Roman and a Jew’.
  If we may not wish to go as far as Rebecca Alpert and label Judah Ben-Hur a ‘macho mensch’, an example of Jewish ‘menschlikayt’ designed to combat the stereotype of the weak, effeminate Jew and exact revenge on his persecutors, it is nevertheless fair to argue that Wyler does much to emphasise his hero’s Jewishness as well as strength of character, from the meal of which the Hur family partake while adorned in kippah and tallit to the mezuzah inscribed with menorah which Judah at first kisses in despair and later restores to its rightful position in the door frame of the Hur palace.
 This complex amalgamation of subtle references to the persecution of the Jews and the understandable desire for vengeance seems to reflect the ‘psychic turmoil’ and ‘dual allegiance’ felt by America’s Jewish community – as Lipstadt herself notes, many American Jews had by necessity ‘to balance their desire for a more punitive stance towards Germany with a growing foreign policy conviction that our old enemy was our new ally even as our old ally was our new enemy.’
 In its conflicted representation of this aspect of Roman rule, Wyler’s Ben Hur encodes that dilemma.
Given Wyler’s pro-Zionist stance – he approved of the creation of the State of Israel in 1948 and agreed to direct Ben Hur partly because it ‘appealed to the Jewishness in him’ – it is also instructive to consider the film’s portrayal of Pontius Pilate as Roman governor of Judaea.
 In Wyler’s film, Pilate (Frank Thring) is encoded as the realpolitician par excellence; in spite of his friendship with Quintus Arrius he understands that, in the wake of his triumph over Messala, Judah now poses a political threat to the Roman state. ‘I crossed this floor and spoke in friendship as I would speak to Arrius’, he warns Judah, ‘but when I go up those stairs I become the hand of Caesar, ready to crush all those who challenge his authority.’
 The Pilate portrayed here bears little resemblance to the historical figure illuminated by ancient sources such as Philo and Josephus; and while Philo’s attempt to blacken Pilate’s name with the Emperor Gaius by branding him ‘inflexible, stubborn and [of a] cruel disposition’ may be regarded as tendentious, the account of Josephus also reveals a ruthless man lacking in religious sensitivity.
  His replacement of the Jerusalem garrison with a unit whose standards bore idolatrous medallion busts, their arrival deliberately timed to coincide with the Day of Atonement and the Feast of Tabernacles, and his appropriation of money from the Temple Treasury to fund the building of an aqueduct, offer only two of the more salient examples of Pilate’s inflammatory style of governorship.
 Indeed, Smallwood goes so far as to suggest a deliberate anti-Semitic policy on his part in cynical emulation of his patron Sejanus.
 The Pilate of Ben Hur is far-removed from this; perhaps inevitably, the film’s portrayal of the governor instead echoes that of the Gospels. Scholars have long suggested that the New Testament’s emphasis on Pilate’s unwillingness to crucify Jesus reflects the desire of the ascendant Pauline Church to cultivate the support of the Roman state, and Thring’s Pilate is certainly more in keeping with this interpretation.
 Yet if the Pilate of the film constitutes in some measure a direct reception of the Pilate of the Gospels, his part in Christ’s trial and death is subtly modified. In Matthew’s account, the role of the Jewish crowd in bringing about Christ’s death despite Pilate’s ambivalence is clear:
The governor again said to them, “Which of the two do you want me to release for you?” And they said, “Barabbas.” Pilate said to them, “Then what should I do with Jesus who is called Messiah?” All of them said, “Let him be crucified!” Then he asked, “Why, what evil has he done?” But they shouted all the more, “Let him be crucified!” (Matthew 27.21-23)
In William Wyler’s Ben Hur this episode is condensed; Pilate is shown very briefly at the end of the trial washing his hands, after which the film immediately cuts to Christ’s struggle along the Via Dolorosa, so that the demand of the Jewish crowd for his death is expunged.
 Furthermore, those lining the route to Calvary are portrayed not as hostile but sympathetic, with many visibly distressed and some even crying “Mercy on him!” Here, Miriam seems to act as a synecdoche for the crowd’s feelings. ‘Will someone help him?’ she calls out, ‘Pity on him!’
 In the conservative religious atmosphere of Eisenhower’s America, with its predominantly Christian audience, it was doubtless difficult to omit Christ’s trial from the narrative.
  Instead, it seems plausible that Wyler sought to underplay the Jews’ responsibility for Christ’s death, so that the Crucifixion becomes more a political act on the part of the Roman authorities in Judaea, catalysed by Pilate’s pragmatism but unwelcomed by the Jews themselves.
 Given the long-standing characterisation of Jews as ‘Christ-killers’, it seems at least possible that this sequence of the film sought to elide the Jews’ role in Christ’s death in favour of depicting the Crucifixion as the product of Roman oppression.

Finally, while Babington and Evans categorise Ben Hur as belonging to the Roman/Christian epic genre rather than as a ‘Christ film’ in its own right, the role of Jesus is in the movie is far from negligible, and has some bearing on the film’s depiction of Roman rule in Judaea.
 Wyler himself claimed that he wanted his portrayal of Christ “to be reverent, and yet realistic”, and his use of Michelangelo’s  ‘The Creation of Adam’ as a framing device for the film bears witness to this.
 However, the film’s relationship to Christianity is not without its sense of ambiguity. On the one hand, it is clear that Christ offers hope, salvation and freedom from Roman oppression for Judah and for the Jewish people as a whole. Moreover, it is ultimately Christ who meliorates Judah’s desire for vengeance against Rome – ‘I felt his voice take the sword out of my hand,’ he admits to Esther. Miriam and Tirzah’s leprosy is cured by the Atonement, while in the film’s final moments the Saviour’s blood, coursing through a tumult of rainwater, symbolically washes away the suffering of the land of Judaea.
  In the film the character of Esther becomes both conduit and proselyte for Christ’s teachings. ‘I have seen too much of what hate can do,’ she tells Judah, shortly after Messala’s death. ‘My father is burned up with it. But I’ve heard of a young rabbi who says that forgiveness is greater and love more powerful than hatred. I believe it.’
 For the Jewish Wyler and Zimbalist, as well as others involved in the film’s production, the ‘Promised Land’ of Christian America – and Hollywood in particular – had likewise offered a refuge from persecution, Wyler having been born in Mulhouse, Alsace, then part of the Wilhelmine Reich, and Zimbalist’s family having escaped the fierce anti-Semitism of the Ukraine.
 In Ben-Hur, too, it is Christ (for whom may be read America) who offers hope for the salvation of a Judaea crushed by the oppression of Roman rule.
At several points in the film however, Wyler emphasises not Judah’s embrace of Christ’s message but his scepticism towards it. In a moment of potent symbolism, as Christ preaches the Sermon on the Mount to a rapt audience, Judah walks away, his back turned to the Saviour.
 Having seen his mother and sister in the Valley of the Lepers, he pours scorn on the veracity of the beatitudes. ‘Children of God?’ he bitterly replies to Esther after she recounts Christ’s words, ‘That dead valley that we left them in? I tell you every man in Judaea is unclean and will stay unclean until we’ve scoured off our bodies the crust and filth of being at the mercy of tyranny.’
 At this late juncture, Christ’s words of peace have failed to soothe Judah’s vengeful soul. Even at the foot of Calvary his world-weary scepticism prevails: ‘This is where your search has brought you, Balthasar’, he states despondently.
 Judah’s reticence to embrace Christ stands in some contrast to the plot of the Lew Wallace novel, where even before his conversion to Christianity he looks to Jesus as a possible saviour from Roman rule, albeit in the earthly sense.
 Moreover, in the novel’s epilogue Judah, along with Malluch and Esther, travel to Rome to assist with the building of the Catacomb of Callixtus as a sign of their devotion to the fledgling church.
 In the 1959 film, by contrast, this episode is exorcised entirely and, while we may infer that in the film’s final moments Judah converts to Christianity as he, Esther, Miriam and Tirzah embrace, this is left implicit rather than made overt.
 Thus, while the Christian component of the film’s audience could receive its reverential messages about Christ as redeemer – and indeed such a reception among the evangelical community greeted even the poorly reviewed 2016 remake, with Dr Geoff Tunnicliffe of the World Evangelical Alliance calling it ‘a remarkable gift to the Global Church’ and concluding, perhaps somewhat optimistically, that ‘the subtle yet clear portrayal of Jesus will also speak to a secular audience’ – the film’s contemporary Jewish audience might also have detected more than an element of ambivalence or doubt about Christ’s message of salvation and forgiveness in the aftermath of the Holocaust.
 In one sense, then, Ben-Hur constitutes a reception of the triumphant Pauline tradition of Christianity, with its emphasis on Christ’s divinity and His salvific purpose, but on the other it purveys a humanistic uncertainty about key aspects of Christ’s teaching. The historical reality of the nascent Church’s relationship with Judaism – that, in the wake of Jerusalem’s destruction in 70 CE, the church moved even further away from its Jewish roots, seeing in the destruction of city and sanctuary God’s will for the Jewish religion to be replaced and subsequently playing host to the anti-Semitism of the Epistle to Diognetus (c150 to 200 AD) as well as the accusations of Christ-killing made by Justin Martyr in his ‘Dialogue with the Jew Trypho’ – inevitably had no place in the conservative religious atmosphere of the Eisenhower years.
  Nor was Christ’s crucifixion a major event from the Roman point of view; when Tacitus mentions it, for instance, he does so only briefly and in order to explain the origins of the sect who were the target of Nero’s persecution.
 Judah’s hatred of the oppressions of Rome might be palliated by Christ’s message, but the undercurrent of ambiguity possibly expressed something deeper in the psyche of the film’s Jewish creators and could well have been received as such by sections of its audience. 
To conclude, while Martin Winkler is at least partly correct to see Ben Hur as a meditation on Fascist totalitarianism, the film’s encoding and reception might arguably have been more multi-dimensional than this interpretation allows. Roman rule as it is portrayed in William Wyler’s film encompasses a broad range of connotations, often reflecting more the tyranny of Soviet Communism than that of Nazi Germany. It also, I would contend, depicts the persecution of the Jewish people and their desire for vengeance against Judaea’s Roman oppressors in such a way as to encourage – albeit subtly – reflections on the Holocaust. Its treatment of Christ, so outwardly reverential and reflective of the social context in which the film was produced, also betrays hints about the ambivalence which many Jews must have felt towards His message of forgiveness in the post-Holocaust context. In view of the multiplicity of receptions which the film thereby invites, it is perhaps not surprising that it fared so well not only commercially but also critically. Here, we have an example par excellence of Mayer’s thesis, written in reference to the stage production but equally applicable to the 1959 film, that ‘in toga drama, an official text and a subversive text, with alternative readings, can co-exist’.
 In its complex portrayal of Roman rule in Judaea William Wyler’s Ben Hur embraces this maxim. 
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