
The epic film is a style of filmmaking 
characterized with large scale, 
enormous scope  and the sweeping 
panorama of its setting.

Definition:

A film that emphasizes human drama 
on a grand scale.



Epics often rewrite history, suffering 
from inaccuracy and fictitious 
recreations.  Accuracy is sometimes 
sacrificed under the disguise of 
creative licensing.

Definition:
It has become synonymous with the 
big budget film.



The epic film has a historic character or 
mythic heroic figure.

Characteristics:

It typically has a historical setting.

The central conflict of the film is usually 
seen as having far reaching effect, often 
changing the course of history.

In recent decades, however, fantasy and 
science fiction settings have become 
common in this film type.



The epic employs a large cast of 
extras.

Characteristics:

Epic films usually have lavish 
costumes and sweeping musical 
scores.



Because they require elaborate and panoramic settings, on-
location filming, authentic period costumes, inflated action on a 
massive scale and large casts of characters, they are expensive 
and lavish to produce.

Characteristics:



Braveheart (1995) is often credited as the film which 
revived the historic epic film type.

Historical epics focus events that altered the course of 
history.

Types of Epics:

Historical epics are often called “costume dramas” 
because they attempt to capture a particular era by 
using authentic period costumes.

Historical Epics



Period epics choose a specific 
historical period, and then 
superimpose fictional characters or 
events into the setting.  (Gladiator –
the character of Maximus was not a 
real historical figure.  He was a 
compilation of several different 
gladiators from that time period.)

Types of Epics:

Biographical epics deal with an 
actual historical figure.  (Braveheart
– William Wallace was an actual 
person in Scottish history).

Historical Epics



This type of film This genre was 
popular in the 1950s and was 
often associated with towering 
budgets and such stars as Charlton 
Heston and Yul Brynner. Notable 
examples include The Ten 
Commandments (1956), and Ben-
Hur (1959).

Types of Epics:

Grand-scale films involving Jesus 
and other religious figures have 
been called religious or Biblical 
epics.

Religious Epics



A contemporary example is The 
Passion of the Christ directed by 
Mel Gibson in 2004.

Types of Epics:

Religious Epics



Romance films are produced on a 
large scale, usually in a historical 
setting.

Types of Epics:

Romantic Epics

The romance itself is often 
portrayed in a counterpoint to war, 
conflict or political events in the 
background of the story.

In these films, the romance and the 
main character's relationships are 
the centerpiece of the story, rather 
than a subplot.



Examples of the Romantic Epic

Types of Epics:

Romantic Epics

Gone with the Wind (1939)

Doctor Zhivago (1965)
Titanic (1997)



War epics are war films 
produced on a large epic 
scale.

Types of Epics:

War Epics

These films are often used 
to recreate grand scale 
landmark war battles.

War epics also include the 
anti-war film genre.



Types of Epics:

War Epics

Examples of the War Epic

Braveheart (1995)

Schindler’s List (1993)

Saving Private Ryan (1998)

Lord of the Rings (2001)
Fellowship of the Ring



Epics are written versions of ancient oral poems or 
songs about cultural heroes developed in a warlike 
age.

History of the Epic Film

These traditional epics feature a hero who is known 
for heroic deeds in battle and long, difficult journeys 
or quests.  

Often times the hero is motivated by revenge, by the 
desire to reclaim lost lands or lost rights.

Examples are Homer’s Iliad and the Odyssey of 
ancient Greece and Beowulf of medieval England. 



Epics have existed since the earliest days 
of American cinema. 

History of the Epic Film

The film  reproduced the Civil War 
and Reconstruction Periods 
(including various battles, Lincoln's 
assassination, and the aftermath) 
and told of the war's effects upon 
two families (the Northern 
Stonemans and the Southern 
Camerons).   

D. W. Griffith's ground-breaking The Birth 
of a Nation (1915) is considered to be the 
first true epic film and blockbuster.



The other director famous for the early epic films was 
Cecil B. De Mille. He specialized in creating 
extravagant epics throughout his entire career. 

History of the Epic Film



History of the Epic Film

De Mille began his 
early film career with 
a series of silent 
biblical or religious 
epics. These epic 
films were set during 
Roman times in the 
ancient world and 
were noted for casts 
of thousands in 
crowd scenes. 



History of the Epic Film
His two-part silent version of The 
Ten Commandments (1923) 
included spectacular special effects 
for the parting of the Red Sea. 



The 1950s and 1960s are considered the Golden Age 
of the Epic Film.

History of the Epic Film

Epics gained popularity when Hollywood frequently 
collaborated with foreign film studios to use relatively 
exotic locations in countries such as Spain and 
Morocco for the production of epic films. 

Epics gained popularity once again in the 1990s and 
2000s partly because of the creation of CGI 
(computer-generated imagery). Examples of these 
epics are Gladiator, Troy, and other epics such as The 
Lord of the Rings trilogy. 



History of the Epic Film
1 Lawrence of Arabia 1962

2 Ben-Hur 1959

3 Schindler's List 1993

4 Gone with the Wind 1939

5 Spartacus 1960

6 Titanic 1997

7 All Quiet on the Western Front 1930

8 Saving Private Ryan 1998

9 Reds 1981

10 The Ten Commandments 1956
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