
LAWRENCE OF ARABIA 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION  

The war between the Allies and Turkey in the Middle East during the First World War 

was seen by many combatants as being merely a sideshow to the ‘real’ war that was 

taking place in France. Unlike the war in France, which was confined to the trenches, 

the Middle Eastern war ranged over huge distances. One particular aspect of the war 

was the use made by the British of Arab irregulars, often under the command of 

British officers, against the Turks. It was in this area that T. E. Lawrence, “Lawrence of Arabia”, rose to fame. The Arab 

revolt, of which he was a part, saw as its aim the self-governing of Arabia by the Arab sheiks. However, the British and 

French had other ideas and were looking to extend their influence over the oil rich territories which, after the fall of the 

Turkish Empire, they saw themselves as administrating. It is against this background that the events of the film Lawrence 

of Arabia take place.  

 

T. E. LAWRENCE  

Thomas Edward Lawrence was born in 1888. During 

his studies at Oxford, he went to Egypt in order to 

carry out research into crusader castles, and whilst 

there became fascinated by Arabia and the Arab way 

of life. With the outbreak of the First World War he 

joined the Army and, because of his knowledge of 

Arabic and Arabia, was immediately sent to the 

region as part of the Intelligence Services. As an 

adviser to Prince Feisal he was a key figure in the 

Arab Revolt against the Turks. At the end of the war 

he returned to England, trying to escape from the 

legend that he had become. He joined the R.A.F. and 

then the Tank Corps as a private soldier under a false 

name, but his true identity was eventually revealed. 

In 1935 he was killed in a motorcycle accident. The 

fascinating aspect of Lawrence was his character. 

Over 30 biographies have been written about him, 

most presenting him in a completely different light, some idolizing him, others exposing him. He was certainly a complex 

character, by turns warrior, intellectual, politician, recluse.  

THE FILM  

Lawrence of Arabia was first released in 1962 and was awarded 7 Oscars. Why should the film be re-released years 

later? Despite the fact that on its first release it was hailed as a masterpiece, the fact remains that the film itself was cut 

in several places in order to reduce its running time. This was seen to be necessary in order that the film could be 

screened a certain number of times per day in cinemas. Originally lasting 222 minutes, on its first release 20 minutes 

were removed. In 1970 a further 15 minutes were removed, reducing the length to 187 minutes. The new print restores 

the lost material and also a number of scenes which were missing from the original print, so that many aspects of the 

original film, which at first seemed confusing, now are explained. 



LAWRENCE OF ARABIA 

Answer THREE (3) of the following questions on separate paper. Jot down notes for reference later. Your 

responses should include technical film terms and descriptions, as well as thoughtful, meaningful ideas, and be 

at least ½ page each.  

PLOT: Choose one of the following statements and explain how the movie accomplishes that.  

 The film is about the politics of the Middle East during the First World War.  

 The film tells about the character of Lawrence. 

 The film is about the effects of war on people.  

 The film shows the difficulty of a Westerner being accepted by the Arabs. 

 The film is about a Man’s struggles with Nature.  

NARRATIVE: Choose 3 scenes from the film that you feel are the most important and explain why.  

CHARACTER: Choose one of the following and respond.  

 Would you say that the film explored a character within a war, or does it show a war through a 

number of characters?  

 Does Lawerence’s attitude to his task in the war change at any time? What causes any 

changes? How are we shown these events in the film?  

SETTING:  During the film, there are many shots of the desert. In what ways could the desert be called 

a character in the film? Why should there be so many shots of the landscape?  

VIOLENCE: Would you consider Lawrence of Arabia more or less violent than other war films that you 

have seen? Is there a difference between the way violence is depicted in this film and more 

contemporary war films?  

OVERALL: Choose one of the following and respond. 

 It has been said that all stories are in the form of a quest, a search for something, the answer 

to a question. In what ways is the story told in Lawrence of Arabia a quest? How is the story 

constructed, so that at its conclusion, we feel the problem set out at the beginning of the film 

has been answered?  

 In what ways does Lawrence of Arabia construct characters and help us to understand them?  

 Lawrence of Arabia is nothing more than a war story, with its heroes and villains.’ Do you 

agree with this statement? In what ways is Lawrence of Arabia more complex than this? 

 

 


