
 
 

The King of Kings (1927-1928) 
 

Director: Cecil DeMille 
Cast: H. B. Warner (Jesus); Dorothy Cumming (Mary the mother of Jesus); Ernest Torrence (Peter); 
Jacqueline Logan (Mary Magdalene); Joseph Schildkraut (Judas Iscariot); Rudolf Schildkraut 
(Caiaphas) 
About the film: Cecil B. DeMille’s magisterial depiction of Jesus’ life and times was so successful 
that nearly four decades would pass before another major feature film took up the subject.  Virtually 
every aspect of its production and presentation has become fodder for Hollywood legend: its then-
staggering $2,500,000 budget; its colossal set, parts of which resurfaced in the later blockbusters King 
Kong and Gone with the Wind; its cast, which included more than five thousand extras (among them 
budding novelist Ayn Rand and her future husband, Frank O’Connor); even its premiere event, 
which marked the debut of the legendary Grauman’s Chinese Theater.  Children were excused from 
school in order to attend special matinee showings; one critic has estimated its total viewership at 
more than five hundred million.  Yet the film has certainly seen its share of controversy.  Despite 
DeMille’s efforts to obtain an ecumenical endorsement for his ambitious project—representatives of 
a wide array of faiths were on hand to offer prayers and invocations on the first day of production—
and his unusual portrayal of the high priest Caiaphas and his nefarious minions as the sole 
perpetrators of Jesus’ demise, accusations of anti-Semitic undertones grew steadily in the months 
following its release.  Some have suggested, however, that such undertones should not be attributed 
to religious bias but rather to DeMille’s commitment to “deep focus casting,” a technique in which 
actors’ physical and psychological aspects are honed to reflect those of their roles.  Thus Rudolf and 
Joseph Schildkraut, a notable father/son team of Austrian Jewish actors, were enlisted for the roles 
of Caiaphas and Judas Iscariot, respectively.  Interestingly, the younger Schildkraut went on to play 
two other notable Jewish roles: as Alfred Dreyfus in The Life of Emile Zola (for which he received an 
Academy Award in 1937) and as Otto Frank in The Diary of Anne Frank.  
 



Some things to think about:  
• During a brief ceremony held on the first day of production, a rabbi from the Los 

Angeles synagogue of B’nai B’rith gave an brief invocation which included the following: 
“Yet this One [Jesus] who has preached love and peace has been the center of such 
controversy that streams of blood have flowed to the sea.  Especially has my race been 
the unfortunate race and misunderstood… This story, free from any theology, will bring 
home to the world the true message which the great teacher taught through visual 
education.  This great theme put on the screen will sink into the hearts and souls of men 
and bring about a world filled with song, happiness, and universal love.”   

o Is it possible to separate a film depiction, indeed any depiction, of the life of 
Christ from theology?   

o Is it accurate or fair to describe the teachings of Jesus exclusively in terms of 
love and peace?   

o What is lost or gained by such a description? 
• How does the expansion of Caiaphas’ role as the principal culprit behind Jesus’ death 

impact the tenor of these scenes for the viewer? 
• How does DeMille’s treatment of the trial, condemnation, and execution of Jesus 

compare with others viewed in this series?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

The Passion of the Christ (2004) 
 

Director: Mel Gibson 
Cast: Jim Caviezel (Jesus); Maia Morgenstern (Mary the mother of Jesus); Monica Belucci (Mary 
Magdalene); Hristo Shopov (Pontius Pilate); Mattia Sbragia (Caiaphas); Hristo Jivkov (John); 
Francesco DeVito (Peter); Luca Lionello (Judas Iscariot)  
About the film: Largely limited to the rapid events of Jesus’ trial, sentencing, and execution, Mel 
Gibson’s treatment simultaneously stands as one of the most provocatively inspirational and most 
controversial films of the present generation.  As the entirety of its dialogue is presented in Aramaic, 
Hebrew, and Latin with accompanying English subtitles, it is technically the most successful non-
English film in cinematic history.  In a television interview, Gibson implied that the canonical 
gospels, which he described as “eyewitness” accounts and “what all Christians base their faith on,” 
served as his principal source materials.  However, details such as the removal of Jesus’ blood from 
the courtyard by his mother and Mary Magdalene bear strong resemblance to Roman Catholic 
tradition, noncanonical gospels, and The Dolorous Passion of Our Lord Jesus Christ, an anthology of 
visionary experienced of the mystic Anne Catherine Emmerich first published in 1883.  Accusations 
of anti-Semitism have abounded.  Speaking on behalf of an ecumenical council of scholars convened 
by the United States of Catholic Bishops and the Anti-Defamation League, John T. Pawlikowski 
(himself a professor of social ethics and an ordained Roman Catholic priest) commented that an early 
draft of the script was “one of the most troublesome texts relative to anti-Semitic potential that any 
of us had seen in 25 years.”  While others, even some Jewish rabbis, have defended Gibson’s 
portrayal, features such as the physical disparities between the Jewish opponents of Jesus and his 
loyal supporters are quite startling.  Many of the representatives of the Jewish hierarchy are portly 
and large-nosed; Mary Magdalene, in contrast, is portrayed by noted Italian model Monica Belucci.  
The film may not be worthy of Pope John Paul II’s purported conclusion—“it is as it was”—but it 
will likely remain among the most popular members of this genre for years to come.   
 
 



Some things to think about: 
• In a study of the role of the crowds in the film, scholar John Dominic Crossan asks the 

following questions: 
o “If a director decides to fill the streets of ancient Jerusalem and the screens of 

our modern cinemas with a Jewish crowd totally and inexplicably against Jesus, 
what inferences will global audiences take from that presentation?  That all 
Jews of Jerusalem, of Israel, of the Roman Empire, or of all time and place 
were and/or are against Jesus?” 

 How do you answer these questions?  In light of the concerns they 
raise, is The Passion of the Christ a responsible or successful film?  


