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FADE IN:

SUPER: “AD 59” 

INT. NERO’S PALACE - DAY

THREE SERVANTS stand in a small antechamber. The first, 
30ish, fidgets with full-bladder nervousness. 

An older man holding a ceramic jar looks at him with a 
paternalistic grin, while another servant with a tray of gold-
trimmed razors can’t suppress his amusement. 

OLDER SERVANT 
Having a seizure?

SERVANT WITH RAZORS
I think he has to pee.

YOUNGER SERVANT
Leave me alone. I’m fine.

OLDER SERVANT
Caesar’s face is no different from 
the hundreds you’ve shaved. Relax.

SERVANT THREE
That’s right. Cut his face, he’ll 
cut off your head.

A FOURTH SERVANT enters the room, with a brush and a bowl of 
soapy foam in hand. He exhales mightily.

SERVANT FOUR
Your turn. I wouldn’t want your 
job.

The young servant’s shaking resumes in earnest. 

CHAPEL IN NERO’S PALACE - CONTINUOUS

The servants enter an ornate chapel filled with THIRTY 
DIGNITARIES.

In the front of the room sits EMPEROR NERO, 22, looking 
proud, or as proud as a man in a lathered face can look. 

Off to the side are Nero’s two advisers, the philosopher 
SENECA, 55, bald and thin, and BURRUS, 50, bearded, in his 
prefect’s armor. 



On Nero’s other side is his wife OCTAVIA, 20s, stunning as a 
lone rose in autumn. 

The young servant breathes deeply, then leans over Nero with 
one of the razors. Nero juts out his chin as the servant 
sweeps the razor over his face. 

Relieved to find only stubble and foam on the razor, the 
servant drops it into the jar held by the older servant, then 
picks up a clean razor. 

BACK OF THE CHAPEL - CONTINUOUS

TWO OLDER WOMEN whisper to each other. 

LADY ONE
Lady Octavia looks care-worn.

LADY TWO
They say the emperor has lost his 
affection for her and is sleeping 
with the wife of his best friend.

LADY ONE
The poor child. Her brother 
Britannicus murdered by you know 
who.

She looks toward Nero with a scowl.

LADY TWO
Sh! He died of a seizure.

LADY ONE
At his own birthday party. How very 
convenient. Her father poisoned by 
you know who.

LADY TWO
Quiet!

LADY ONE
Then he murders his own mother. 

LADY TWO
(squirms and turns away)

She drowned in an accident.

LADY ONE
In a boat that just happens to 
break apart in calm seas. If you 
ask me, the royal family’s screwed 
up.
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LADY TWO
Sh!

A murmur goes up from the audience. The barber has cut Nero's 
face.   

FRONT OF THE CHAPEL - CONTINUOUS

Nero touches his cheek and sees blood on his fingers. As his 
eyes fill with fury, he glances at Seneca who discretely 
motions downwards with his hand.

NERO
If you intend to disfigure me, 
could your choose a part of my body 
other than my face?

The servant freezes in place while the audience laughs 
pathetically. Nero suddenly swipes the towel from the 
servant’s arm, exploding in rage.

NERO (CONT’D)
Damn you, will you let me bleed? 
What are you, a Carthaginian 
assassin? Dismiss yourself at once.

The servant rushes out. As Nero dabs at the cut, he surveys 
the room. Octavia blushes and looks down. 

NERO (CONT’D)
(to the older servant)

Are you his accomplice, or can I 
trust you to complete this task?

The older servant nods assuredly and hands the other servant 
his jar, then takes a razor and continues shaving.

NERO (CONT’D)
Now I know why you never shave, 
Burrus.

Burrus tips his head to the emperor. 

CHAPEL - LATER

The shave complete, Nero stands and presents himself to the 
audience which applauds loudly. A PRIEST carries the jar of 
razors to an altar area. There he raises it reverently.
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PRIEST
To the glory of the gods of Rome, 
we offer the first-fruits of 
manhood of your divine son, Nero. 
Hail to our Lord Caesar, rich in 
mercy.

CUT TO:

LADY ONE 
May the gods save anyone who looks 
to you know who for mercy.

INT. PRISON CELL - DAY

A JAILOR accompanied by a SOLDIER opens the APOSTLE PAUL’S 
cell. Paul, 60, with a gray beard, is kneeling at his cot. 
His calves are marked with whip scars. 

JAILOR
Praying again? This morning you get 
to talk to someone who might 
actually help you. King Agrippa 
wants to see you. 

PAUL
(standing)

Perhaps the king is here because I 
have prayed. 

The jailor scoffs, then releases Paul to the soldier.

INT. HEROD’S PRAETORIUM - DAY

Paul, in chains, is led into a palatial room crowded with a 
50 PEOPLE, richly dressed. As Paul walks past, he draws 
disdainful stares. TWO GUARDS at their post whisper.

GUARD ONE
They say that King Agrippa sleeps 
with his sister.

GUARD TWO
Nothing like brotherly love.

They laugh and look in the direction of KING AGRIPPA, 45, 
stout and muscular, and his striking sister BERNICE, 35, as 
they hobnob with GOVERNOR FESTUS, 50, short and sinister, as 
they sit together on a dais. 

The crowd gives way as Paul is ushered before them.
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FESTUS
King Agrippa, this is the man I was 
telling you about. Paul. He shows 
his face in Jerusalem and the place 
explodes in rioting. The Jews 
demand his execution. But he’s a 
Roman citizen and has appealed his 
case to Caesar. I don’t know what 
to write Lord Nero about him.

Paul stands before the king, and for a second they lock eyes 
and seem to wrestle there silently. 

AGRIPPA
So you are Paul, prophet of the 
Galilean Messiah, thorn of the 
Jews, and troubler of my kingdom?

PAUL
I am honored to speak with you, 
your majesty.

AGRIPPA
The honor is mine. You are famous.

BERNICE
Infamous, you mean.

AGRIPPA
No Bernice. Let’s hear the man 
before we judge. You once 
persecuted the faith you now adopt?

PAUL
I am ashamed to say it is so.

AGRIPPA
And so it is guilt that sends you 
all over the empire spreading this 
heresy of yours.

PAUL
On the contrary, my king. It is the 
mercy of God which compels me to 
this work. You yourself have heard 
my story -- how I was on my way to 
Damascus to imprison every 
Christian I could find. And at 
midday, I saw on the road a light 
from heaven, brighter than the sun. 

(MORE)
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I fell to the ground and heard a 
voice saying to me, “Paul, why are 
you persecuting me?” From that 
point on, my life’s work has been 
to bear witness to the one who died 
for me.

FESTUS
Paul, you are a lunatic. Your great 
learning has turned you mad!

PAUL
Most excellent Festus. The king 
knows about these things. King 
Agrippa, you have read the sacred 
books. These things were foretold. 
I know you believe the prophets. 

Agrippa drinks nervously from a nearby cup.

AGRIPPA
In a short time you think to make 
me like you.

PAUL
Short or long, I hope that not only 
you but all who hear me this day 
might become like me -- except for 
these chains.

Agrippa thoughtfully strokes his chin.

AGRIPPA
You might be crazed, but you can’t 
put a man to death for that. In 
fact, I’d release you now if I had 
the authority. But you have 
appealed to Caesar and to Caesar 
you shall go. Yet Paul, because of 
my mercy, I grant you an advocate 
for your journey to Rome.

PAUL
I’ve requested no advocate.

AGRIPPA
Before the request is even on your 
lips, Rome has acted on your 
behalf. We grant you the 
companionship and counsel of one of 
Rome’s finest citizens.

He signals to the back of the room where a double set of 
doors are thrown open. 

PAUL (CONT'D)
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A group of soldiers wedges through the crowd, escorting JUDAH 
BEN-HUR, 60. Paul’s face tearfully lights up with 
recognition.

PAUL
Judah?

Judah comes alongside Paul, and greets him with a warm smile.

BEN-HUR
My friend and my brother.

(turns to the king)
King Agrippa, Governor Festus, 
Madam, I am Quintus Arrius, known 
here in Judea by my birth name of 
Judah Ben-Hur. The people of Rome 
and her Senate request the 
transference of your prisoner into 
our safe-keeping, for presentation 
before Caesar’s throne.

FESTUS
With pleasure. And relief. We have 
assigned you a guard. You may go.

AGRIPPA
Wait. So Quintus Arrius, you two 
have met before?

BEN-HUR
When Paul was going to Damascus to 
imprison Christians, my name was 
atop his list of those to arrest.

AGRIPPA
And now you are friends?

They nod.

AGRIPPA (CONT’D)
So you believe his story?

BEN-HUR
Your majesty, I too have seen the 
Jesus that Paul preaches.

AGRIPPA
Before or after his so-called 
resurrection?

BEN-HUR
Both.

Agrippa’s trembling returns. 
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AGRIPPA
Well, I wish there was time to hear 
more, but you both have a ship to 
board. Quintus Arrius, how is our 
young emperor?

BEN-HUR
To be truthful, I have not met Lord 
Nero yet, your majesty. 

AGRIPPA
When you do, please greet him for 
me. I hear though young he is 
filled with wisdom beyond his 
years, and is bringing great honor 
to the empire. 

INT. NERO’S PALACE - DAY

Nero consults with Seneca, Burrus and another of his 
officers, TIGELLINUS, 25. Nero stands looking out a window, 
while the others are seated around a table.

SENECA
Congratulations Emperor. You 
look...

NERO
Careful Seneca.

SENECA
Shall we say that Rome has entered 
a glorious age of youthful vigor?

BURRUS
Delicately spoken, my philosopher 
friend. We’ll certainly need to 
mint some new coins.

Burrus tosses a coin, engraved with an image of the bearded 
Nero, onto the table. Nero turns the coin over in his hand.

NERO
I suppose you wish to tell me that 
I was harsh with the barber.

TIGELLINUS
A year ago, you would have plunged 
the razor into his chest. 
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SENECA
I think it’s worth remembering, my 
lord, that when the strong rule 
with gentleness, the people will 
follow with eagerness.

Nero walks behind Tigellinus and places his hands on his 
muscular shoulders.

NERO
Seneca, Burrus, without your 
counsel, I would be as hopeless a 
case as Tigellinus here. Is there 
anything more you wish to discuss?

SENECA
Caesar, I was hoping you would 
squelch some rumors that have been 
circulating about the palace.

NERO
Rumors. What rumors?

SENECA
I feel almost foolish to even ask, 
because I’m certain they are 
groundless. But I’ve heard it 
talked about that you intend to 
sing at the Festival. Of course 
nothing could be further from the 
truth. So I apologize for even 
considering that you would -- 

NERO
Remind me once again, my Counselor. 
Why is performing in public through 
music or sport, why is this 
dishonorable for a leader? 

SENECA
Athletic and artistic pursuits are 
of minimal use in preparing for 
public life. Your fathers have long 
modeled this conviction. 

NERO
But surely, gentlemen, to guide the 
chariot to victory in the Circus is 
worthy preparation for guiding the 
chariot to victory on the field of 
battle.   

9.



SENECA
Then how does one explain the 
weakness of Greece, for whom the 
Games occupy the center of their 
existence? How many Greek soldiers 
would you want to have with you in 
battle, Prefect?

BURRUS
Give me Roman slaves instead. 

SENECA
Music would be of even less value. 
The weak and infirm play 
instruments. The strong wield 
swords.  

NERO
You wield a pen, Seneca. You wage 
war with words. Is not the giving 
of a speech a public performance? 
Is not politics itself a form of 
art?  

SENECA
Then the rumors are true. 

NERO
Yes, I will sing and play my lyre, 
with my weak and infirm body. My 
beard is off now, Seneca. I am 
capable of solitary decisions. And 
you will all be present as Roman 
custom evolves before your eyes. 
The people are ready for this. The 
people want their leader to share 
with them in their recreation. Is 
there anything else to be 
discussed? 

Seneca and Burrus exchange glances. Burrus shakes his head, 
but Seneca proceeds.

SENECA
It is with the people in mind that 
I wish to say that your affair with 
Poppaea Sabina is beginning to stir 
up discontent in the streets.

NERO
Oh for the gods’ sake Seneca, the 
people of Rome do not belong in my 
bedroom. 
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SENECA
Lord Nero, first of all she is the 
wife of one of your friends, Otho. 
But secondly, and more importantly, 
Octavia is the daughter of your 
predecessor Claudius. You are his 
adopted son. To tamper with the 
cords that tie you to Octavia is to 
tamper with the cords that tie you 
to the throne.

NERO
(slams a hand down)

I am Caesar! And have been for five 
years. Still you dare to suggest 
that my claim to the throne is 
illegitimate! 

SENECA
What I think is irrelevant, my 
lord. What the people think is 
everything. The only security for a 
ruler lies in the love of his 
subjects. 

NERO
And the ruler’s army.

SENECA
Your subjects, and your soldiers, 
are deeply attached to Octavia. I 
would not yet toy with those 
affections. I believe that Burrus 
shares my convictions.

BURRUS
(irritated to be drawn in)

We would only remind Caesar to 
exercise caution. 

NERO
Our lessons are through for the 
day. 

He dismisses them with an abrupt wag of his head. Seneca and 
Burrus retreat from the room. Nero leans over the table and 
looks at Tigellinus who is stern and quiet.

NERO (CONT’D)
And where are your affections?

TIGELLINUS
Never question my devotion to 
Caesar.
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NERO
No, Tigellinus, I don’t. From 
childhood, you have been by my 
side. Seneca and Burrus belong to 
an age that has grown stale. Soon 
we must cast that age aside.

Nero walks away from the table and begins to pace in thought.

NERO (CONT’D)
And let it begin now. Tigellinus, 
prepare and deliver a note to my 
friend Otho. The distant and 
dangerous province of Lusitania is 
in need of a governor. Of course, 
the man I appoint will have to go 
alone. Lusitania is no place for a 
family. Or a woman. My mind draws a 
blank. Perhaps you can help me come 
up with a name. When you do, see 
that Otho is told. Even tonight.

Tigellinus salutes and steps from the room. Nero stares icily 
into a mirror. He observes the small scar on his face and his 
scowl deepens.

EXT. GROUNDS OF NERO’S PALACE - LATER

Seneca and Burrus walk in a disturbed silence. Seneca 
suddenly stops and faces Burrus. 

SENECA
Burrus, I fear that tradition is 
not the only thing to be cast aside 
in coming days. 

BURRUS
Our tutelage is obviously far from 
complete.

SENECA
You misunderstand me. I fear that 
our tutelage has been wasted. A 
lion cub can be taught to play with 
sheep, but the day comes when the 
growing lion smells blood. Either 
one is good by nature or one acts a 
role which cannot be maintained. 
How will you respond if in the end 
it turns out that all our time with 
him has been in vain?

12.



BURRUS
I love my country. My loyalty is to 
her first, before all others.

SENECA
Then we understand each other?

Burrus slowly nods. 

EXT. HARBOR - DAY

A dozen mounted soldiers escort Judah and Paul to their ship. 
A CENTURION trots alongside them.

BEN-HUR
Are all these soldiers necessary? 
An old man in chains can’t run far.

CENTURION
It’s not his escape we’re worried 
about. It’s his murder.

He rides on. Judah turns to Paul with a rising smirk.

BEN-HUR
As I recall, you never were good at 
making friends. 

PAUL
Enemies are much easier to manage.

(laughs)
I am so very pleased to see you, 
Judah. And humbled. You would come 
all this way from Rome to then turn 
right around and go back with me?

BEN-HUR
Truthfully, we traveled first to 
Jerusalem to see our family. And to 
make preparations for retirement. 
Esther and I intend to deliver you 
safely to Caesar, and then come 
back home here for good.  

PAUL
Esther is with you? 

BEN-HUR
I wouldn’t go anywhere without her. 
She’s gone ahead to the ship to 
prepare our quarters.
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PAUL
Oh Judah that is wonderful to hear. 
It’s like old times. I’ll never 
forget working beside you and 
Esther those early years. 

BEN-HUR
And then you somehow hoodwinked me 
into going back to Rome. 

PAUL
Did it not make sense? An adopted 
son of a Roman consul, champion 
charioteer of the Great Circus. 
With a reputation such as yours, 
who better to plant the seeds of 
our faith in the capital city than 
Quintus Arrius? 

BEN-HUR
The last place on earth I wanted to 
be. And still feel that way, mind 
you.

PAUL
You need a good prison cell to lift 
your sagging spirits. You’ve 
planted a church of hundreds, with 
converts among the house of Caesar. 
Judah, I applaud you. You’ve been 
very good to Rome. 

BEN-HUR
Rome has not been good to us. 

PAUL
(compassion washes his 
face)

The death of your children in the 
plague...I wish I could have been 
with you to comfort you. 

BEN-HUR
Why God heals one and not another. 
Such mysteries. Your letter was of 
great encouragement to us. And the 
church was strong during that 
trial. But now Esther and I find 
ourselves yearning to come home. 

PAUL
I understand my friend. You are I 
are like two vessels floating past 
each other. 

(MORE)
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One heading to sea with a full 
arsenal and a ready crew, and one 
limping to harbor after a great 
conquest, victorious but battle-
scarred. 

Judah smiles approvingly of the metaphor.

PAUL (CONT’D)
Judah. Why don’t you stay? You’re 
here. You have family and property 
in Jerusalem. Your companionship is 
welcome, but as you can see...

He points to the surrounding soldiers.

PAUL (CONT’D)
...Caesar will take good care of 
me. 

BEN-HUR
No, not yet. My duties call me to 
prepare you for the emperor.

PAUL
Ha! Or prepare the emperor for me.

Paul sees a woman off in the distance, waving from the ship.

PAUL (CONT’D)
Is that Esther?

Judah nods with a tender smile.

THE SHIP - LATER

While they ascend the loading ramp, ESTHER, 60, runs forward 
to them. She kisses Paul on the cheek.

ESTHER
Paul! God’s peace to you.

PAUL
And you dear sister. You look as 
ageless and beautiful as ever. 

(leans in closer)
Your husband on the other hand --

BEN-HUR
That’s quite enough.

PAUL (CONT'D)
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ESTHER
You’re smiling as always. Some 
things don’t change. Are you well? 

PAUL
Dear Esther, I couldn’t be better. 
But then again --

(holds up his chains)
-- yes, I could.

Judah signals the centurion.

BEN-HUR
As a legate of the Roman Senate, I 
ask that these chains be removed 
during our voyage.

The centurion hesitates momentarily, then nods approvingly at 
the soldier that is accompanying them, who complies.

CENTURION
But only while we are at sea.

BEN-HUR
Now what were you saying a moment 
ago about me?

PAUL
Salt of the earth.

(looks at Esther)
Your husband is a wonderful man.

INT. PAUL’S CHAMBER ON THE SHIP - NIGHT

Judah and Esther knock on Paul’s door, and step inside when 
he opens it. The soldier on guard remains outside. 

BEN-HUR
Are you comfortable?

PAUL
Very much so. I’ve traded in my 
prison cell for a king’s suite. 

He motions to a small bench along the wall. 

BEN-HUR
The centurion tells me that we will 
be trading ships in Lycia early 
next week. He has given us 
permission to go ashore then.
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ESTHER
We’ll be able to meet with some of 
the churches in the area.

PAUL
Any opportunity to see our Asian 
brothers will be welcome. That’s 
where things really started to take 
off for us, Judah. 

BEN-HUR
I remember. We almost lost you that 
first trip. You stirred up one 
angry mob in Galatia.

PAUL
Yes, given a choice, I’d prefer 
flogging to stoning any day. 

ESTHER
It was a stone that changed our 
lives.

(looks at Judah)
If it wasn’t for that loose tile, I 
would have been married to another 
man, and with your blessing.

BEN-HUR
Do you think after that first kiss 
I was going to let you go?

PAUL
Love birds are still singing up 
your tree. It’s good to see. 
There’s so little love today. Does 
our emperor know about love?

BEN-HUR
I fear that Nero is unschooled in 
that discipline. 

PAUL
Tell me about him. I know he is 
young, the benefactor of an 
ambitious mother, and that all 
those who paved his way to power 
are now all mysteriously gone.   

BEN-HUR
Emperor Claudius, under whom I 
served for a time in the Senate, 
married Agrippina. 

(MORE)
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Britannicus was Claudius’ natural 
son, and the rightful heir, but 
younger than Nero. Somehow 
Agrippina bewitched Claudius into 
adopting Nero and appointing him as 
his successor. No sooner had this 
been arranged, then Claudius became 
violently ill and died. Before 
anyone in the Senate could do a 
thing, Nero was in power. Seventeen 
years old when he was crowned.

PAUL
Harmless little pup.

ESTHER
The pup grew fangs quickly. 

BEN-HUR
Britannicus came of age the next 
year. And died at a dinner party. 
Poisoned, as well, like his father.

ESTHER
It’s a saying in Rome that 
mushrooms are the food of the gods. 
In eating one, you may very well 
die and become a god.

PAUL
Well, that goes to show you how 
little the Romans know about 
theology. Or cooking for that 
matter. And then a year ago, his 
mother died of strange 
circumstances.

BEN-HUR
Boating accident, so it is said. 
The emperor is very theatrical in 
the way he dispatches of his 
enemies.

PAUL
Has any of this violence touched 
the church?

BEN-HUR
So far we have been left 
undisturbed. But as anyone who has 
fished the Sea of Galilee knows, 
the storms can come on you 
unannounced. 

BEN-HUR (CONT'D)

18.



EXT. THEATER IN ROME - NIGHT

A WOMAN, 30ish and lovely with a beautiful voice, sings 
before a filled theater. Nero, behind the stage, nervously 
chews on his nails. Seneca and Burrus are with him.  

NERO
That woman has the voice of the 
Sirens. Who is she?

SENECA
A senator’s niece from Pompeii. 

BURRUS
By far she’s the best entrant in 
the voice competition.

Nero glares at him. 

BURRUS (CONT’D)
That we’ve heard so far. 

SENECA
My lord, your presence at the 
Festival ennobles it. Your desire 
to participate in it assures that 
it will never be forgotten. For you 
to actually sing can hardly add any 
more glory to this event. I would 
suggest if you want to honor this 
woman, forgo your performance and 
award her the victory wreath. In 
that way --

NERO
Seneca, be quiet. You may honor a 
fool that way, but certainly not a 
woman. 

He turns to watch the woman as she finishes her song. 

NERO (CONT’D)
And you continue to miss the point. 
Every Caesar has expanded the 
boundaries of Rome. But what 
emperor has expanded the culture of 
Rome? Award your wreaths to 
whomever you wish. Tonight, your 
emperor will sing. 

The audience rewards her with robust applause. The MASTER OF 
CEREMONIES comes forward.
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MC
A most wonderful performance. If 
the contest were to conclude right 
now, we would call this the most 
memorable Festival held in years. 

The MC glances at Seneca for some confirming sign of what to 
do, but Seneca waves him on, not letting Nero see his hand.

MC (CONT’D)
And now we are all to be witnesses 
to a most historic moment. Never 
before has an emperor performed 
before his people. With humility, I 
now relinquish the stage to our 
divine lord and emperor, Nero.

Nero comes on stage before the stunned but admiring crowd.  
He is seated and two attendants bring him a lyre. He wipes 
his forehead and begins to play and sing. 

His voice is tolerable, like a bland casserole. Seneca and 
Burrus remain emotionless as they watch. 

The reactions on the faces of the audience range from puzzled 
to embarrassed to delighted, depending on their proximity to 
the soldiers.  

When he finishes his brief song, the soldiers begin 
enthusiastically cheering, and the audience joins them. 
Burrus and Seneca applaud as well, though with forced smiles.

BURRUS
Praise, as you grieve, my friend. 
Praise, as you grieve.

The MC comes on the stage carrying a wreath. He motions for 
the audience to be still.  

MC
Even before your performance was 
completed, the judges rendered 
their unanimous verdict that you, O 
Nero, are the most worthy recipient 
of this wreath of champions. We 
present it to the glory of your 
divine voice!

Nero stoops to receive the wreath upon his head. The applause 
rings out again. The woman singer also applauds, while 
weeping bitterly. Nero straightens up and drinks it in. 
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INT. NERO’S PALACE - NIGHT

Nero, fondling his victory wreath, drinks wine with 
Tigellinus in a spacious lounge. Both are near to 
intoxication. 

Tigellinus reclines on a sofa while Nero excitedly paces 
around the room. Two large glass doors are open, revealing a 
veranda which overlooks part of the city.

NERO
Tigellinus, I feel invigorated! 
Tonight it has begun. Tonight we 
throw off Augustus’ shadow. We 
begin to remake Rome in our image. 

He holds his wreath above his head, and marvels at it.

NERO (CONT’D)
Do you know what this wreath 
represents?

TIGELLINUS
That judges can be bought.

NERO
An awakening, you fool. Tonight 
Athens and Rome become one. All of 
Rome’s greatness up till now has 
been an illusion.

He walks out onto a veranda and gazes over the city.

NERO (CONT’D)
Look at this city. So dirty. These 
buildings are not worthy of us. We 
should call in ten legions of 
soldiers right now, command them to 
lay siege to the city and level it. 
Such a waste of marble. Babylon was 
a finer city six hundred years ago. 

TIGELLINUS
Your new palace is under 
construction. Let’s take it one 
building at a time. 

NERO
Did you hear their applause? The 
people want this. They’re tired of 
war. Of generals wearing Caesar’s 
mantle. They want me. They want an 
artist. And I will lead them.
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TIGELLINUS
A few years ago, you had a very 
innovative way of releasing all 
your pent-up energy. We could 
continue the work of demolition 
even tonight.

NERO
Yes! The nights we used to dedicate 
to my dear mother. What a perfect 
way to end this evening. Go and 
gather some of our friends. Let’s 
revisit the past even as we 
recreate the future.  

EXT. STREETS OF ROME - NIGHT

FIVE MASKED VANDALS run out of the shadows, down a deserted 
street. They come to a pottery shop. 

One of them kicks in the wooden door, and the five rush 
inside and begin overturning tables and smashing pottery. One 
of the vandals looks out the door, then turns inside.

VANDAL ONE
Soldiers! 

They rush outside.

VANDAL TWO
Quick! Up this street.

They run into a sidestreet and vanish as a group of soldiers 
rushes up to the pottery shop. They pause to survey the 
wreckage.

EXT. STREETS OF ROME - CONTINUOUS

The five vandals run down to the Tiber River and stop 
alongside a bridge. With breathless laughter, they remove 
their masks. It’s Nero, Tigellinus and three others.  

FRIEND ONE
Now what would your mother have 
said?

FRIEND TWO
(in a mocking voice)

Nero, this is not how I raised you.
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NERO
I ruin buildings. My mother ruined 
lives. At least I can repair the 
buildings in the morning. And 
Tigellinus, see that the 
neighborhood we visited receives 
royal compensation. As emperor, my 
heart is grieved that such violence 
can still occur in our city. 

TIGELLINUS
These hooligans must be stopped.

NERO
Indeed. 

(accepts a drink of wine 
from one of his friends)

Like old times. 

TIGELLINUS
Lord Nero, I believe we are in the 
vicinity of a grieving young woman 
who is recently bereft of her 
husband. Official responsibilities 
have taken him to a distant 
province for a long, long time.

NERO
My friend, I believe you are right. 
I think I will pay a visit to this 
hurting woman and offer her my 
comfort. So if you’ll excuse me, 
gentlemen.

Nero runs up the river bank and turns down another road.

EXT. SMALL HOUSE - CONTINUOUS

Nero jogs up to a small house, and knocks several times. A 
peephole opens briefly, then the door pulls back and POPPAEA 
SABINA, 25 and ravishing, in a revealing nightgown, appears. 
Seeing Nero, her face drops. Tears well up in her eyes.

POPPAEA
Emperor. Why did you send my 
husband Otho so far away? What kind 
of demon are you? It will be months 
before I see him again.

Nero smiles sadistically.

NERO
More like years.
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She looks up, and her sorrow melts into a seductive smile.  
She passionately embraces him, kisses him and leads him 
inside the house, shutting the door behind them.

INT. HOUSE - NIGHT

Judah, Esther, and Paul with a guard beside him, sit on the 
floor in a simple room with about TWENTY PEOPLE. They pass 
bread and wine to each other, while singing a hymn. As the 
hymn finishes, the PASTOR of the little congregation stands.  

PASTOR
Brothers and sisters, we are the 
happiest of God’s children tonight, 
for the Lord has sent us two of the 
greatest pillars in his church: 
Judah Ben-Hur, founder of the 
church in Rome, and our beloved 
Paul who has tirelessly spread the 
gospel throughout our region and 
beyond. Both are here tonight by 
God’s appointment to encourage us.

He motions at Judah and Paul. Paul touches Judah and beckons 
for him to speak. Judah stands.

BEN-HUR
I have never met any of you before, 
and yet, because of our bond of 
faith, we are family. A little over 
a year ago, my wife and I had been 
preparing to return home to Judea. 
Word came to us that Paul had been 
arrested and had appealed his case 
to Caesar. Because of my experience 
with the Roman senate, the church 
requested that I serve as Paul’s 
advocate, an assignment I gladly 
accepted. 

PAUL
You may regret that.

The congregation breaks into hearty laughter. 

BEN-HUR
We are on our way to Rome. I know 
it is difficult at times to believe 
that God is still in control. There 
was a time when I was consumed with 
hatred for Rome.

The Roman soldier flinches slightly at this.
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BEN-HUR (CONT’D)
But then I met the one who took the 
dagger of anger out of my hand. I 
still do not understand everything. 
Life is so often hard and 
perplexing. As we return to Rome we 
have no guarantees about what will 
happen. But we know that however 
the story unfolds, our God writes 
the final chapter. And so we press 
on, enduring, overcoming, 
rejoicing. Rome is great. But God 
is greater. Caesar is powerful. But 
Jesus is Lord. Life is uncertain. 
But eternity is sure. 

EXT. SEASIDE BEACH - NIGHT

Judah and Esther walk alone holding hands, while calm waves 
lap on shore beside them.

BEN-HUR
You’ve been quiet this evening, 
Esther.

ESTHER
I feel teased by our time in Judea. 
It was too short. I wish we could 
stay longer. This is our home, 
Judah.

BEN-HUR
You know as well as I, my love, 
where our real home is. 

ESTHER
Why then are these feelings so 
strong? Don’t you feel them as 
well? I know you do! I’ve found you 
weeping in prayer to be able to 
return.

BEN-HUR
Of course. I’m sorry. Just smelling 
the ovens in Jerusalem filled me 
with so much joy. I’m sure the Lord 
will bring us back to fill out our 
days here.  

ESTHER
What about Paul? How long do you 
think this will take?
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BEN-HUR
Roman law is cumbersome. It could 
take a year. Maybe two. Which is 
why we need to be there. To make 
sure Paul doesn’t end up rotting in 
another prison cell. The man has 
suffered so much - and yet he 
shines. Have we lost some of that?

ESTHER
I know we have, Judah. I’m tired. I 
love Paul. I love our people. I 
just want to come home. 

Judah stops, faces her and touches her face.

BEN-HUR
I promise you, my love, as soon as 
Paul’s case is settled, and not a 
moment later, Rome will see the 
last of us. I want to spend my 
final years with you, with our 
family, with our people. Esther, I 
promise you this!

She smiles with tears in her eyes. They embrace and kiss. 

MONTAGE - VOYAGE TO ROME 

Their ship is shown in various times on its journey to Rome. 

EXT. OSTIA HARBOR - DAY

Judah, Paul, Esther and the centurion are on the deck of the 
ship as it coasts into the harbor on a glorious spring day. 
Judah's arms are around Esther who bears a weary frown.

BEN-HUR
Welcome to Italy. 

CENTURION
Ostia Harbor -- gateway to Rome.

PAUL
It doesn’t quite stir the soul as 
does Jerusalem.

ESTHER
No it doesn’t.

Judah sympathetically tightens his arms around her.
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CENTURION
Rome itself is five miles inland. 
When Caesar finishes building his 
new palace, he promises to cut a 
channel directly to his front door.

PAUL
Look at all the people here today. 
A large group over there. 

He points to the left side of the harbor where a throng of 
three hundred people has gathered. 

PAUL (CONT’D)
And another over here.

He points to another group of a hundred people off to the 
right side of the harbor, in the direction the ship is 
moving. The centurion points to the group on the left.  

CENTURION
The captain tells me that the 
Emperor is giving sacrifices at the 
harbor today. That’s probably his 
group over there. In fact, the man 
in the white robe is surely Caesar.

Paul, intrigued, shields his eyes to see better.

PAUL
Judah, you said it might be a year 
before we appeared before Nero, and 
here he’s come to greet me 
personally. What a nice man. I like 
him already. 

ESTHER
That means we can go home after 
dinner.

BEN-HUR
I don’t think Caesar has come to 
see us today. But they have.

He points to the smaller crowd, getting closer. They are now 
near enough to see faces and hear voices. Some of the group 
members begin to wave and others shout. Judah and Esther 
return the waves. Paul joins in. 

27.



EXT. OSTIA HARBOR - DAY

Nero stands on a raised platform along with his usual 
advisors and guards, addressing the crowd. Off to one side of 
the platform is an immense pyramidal heap of grain.

NERO
Fellow citizens, as we emerge from 
a long and difficult winter, many 
are fearful. Some say another year 
of famine approaches. Too many 
grain barges have been lost at sea. 
But I wish to assure you that our 
future has never been more hopeful 
and Rome has never been stronger. 
And to demonstrate our confidence, 
we dedicate this entire shipment of 
wheat to our gods. People, you need 
not be afraid. 

He motions to guards who approach the wheat with lit torches, 
and set the entire pile on fire. Gasps arise from the crowd. 
Nero walks to the back of the platform where Tigellinus, 
Seneca and Burrus stand.

TIGELLINUS
(for only Nero to hear)

You’ve always enjoyed playing with 
fire, haven’t you?

Nero smiles but ignores him.

NERO
Seneca, this idea of yours was a 
masterstroke. With a little theater 
we’ll burn away a winter’s worth of 
discontent. And the beauty is, 
we’ve really changed nothing at 
all. The famine rages on, but the 
people are happy. What do you call 
that, Seneca? Bread and circuses?

Seneca nods. The crowd has begun to dance wildly around the 
fire, while soldiers pass out bread and fruit in abundance. 
Nero notices the other group off in the distance.

NERO (CONT’D)
Rome is supposed to be one happy 
family today, yet there is a group 
over there ignoring our party. Who 
are they?
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BURRUS
A gathering of Jews welcoming some 
religious figure. 

NERO
Jews. That stands to reason. They 
won’t join us at our feasts. Or 
worship at our shrines. They enjoy 
all the benefits of our society, 
but refuse to thank us. Remind me 
of this someday, Burrus. I would 
like to show them the back of my 
hand.

OSTIA HARBOR - CONTINUOUS

As Judah, Esther and Paul walk off the boat, they are 
exuberantly greeted by their friends. Hugs and tears are in 
abundance. 

SUPER: “A YEAR AND A HALF LATER”

EXT. MARKETPLACE - DAY

LUKE, 40, weaves his way through a crowded market street. He 
is bundled up in a heavy cloak and carrying a small package. 
He turns down a narrow sidestreet into a neighborhood of row 
houses and enters one.

INT. AQUILA AND PRISCILLA’S HOUSE - DAY

As Luke walks into the house, he sees Judah, Esther, Paul, 
and AQUILA AND PRISCILLA, 60s and married, working around a 
large table, stitching a tent together. Paul is clean-shaven. 

PRISCILLA
Quickly, Luke. Close the door.

LUKE
(removes cloak)

Winter is coming early, I’m sure of 
it.

He tosses the package onto a bench.

LUKE (CONT’D)
Here’s the thread. 
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PAUL
Thank you my brother. You didn’t 
have to interrupt your writing to 
run that errand. But it is 
appreciated. 

Luke sits down at a small table where a scroll is partially 
unrolled. 

LUKE
Since I’m not good with my hands, I 
can at least use my feet.

BEN-HUR
A physician who’s not good with his 
hands? Isn’t that like a carpenter 
who can’t swing a hammer?

LUKE
Or a lawyer who can’t get his case 
heard?

PAUL
The doctor has opened a wound.

LUKE
How much longer can this drag on?

BEN-HUR
Esther asks me that every night. 

Esther smiles back, though weakly.

PRISCILLA
Our emperor is a busy young man. 
Games to play. A new palace to move 
into.

AQUILA
They say the dedication will be in 
a few weeks. Complete with the 
unveiling of that hundred foot 
statue of Nero.  

LUKE
Is there anything more pitiful than 
a man pretending to be God? 

Paul puts down his work and looks at Judah.

PAUL
Judah. Esther is a gem. You’d 
hardly know from looking at her 
that she is dying inside. 
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Judah looks at Esther with an empathetic smile.

PAUL (CONT’D)
What I’m about to say I’ve given 
much thought to. I want you and 
Esther to return to Jerusalem. And 
I want you to go within the month, 
before winter comes.

BEN-HUR
No, Paul. We’re going to see this 
through. As your friend, I think --

PAUL
-- as your friend I’m telling you 
that your job is done. You have 
supported me tirelessly. You have 
taught me all I need to know about 
Roman law. I no doubt will run 
circles around my opponents. 

He points to the scroll in front of Luke.

PAUL (CONT’D)
Luke has nearly completed his 
written defense on my behalf. This 
scroll outlines virtually my entire 
ministry. These acts of the 
apostles stand on their own. There 
is nothing you can add to these 
words. 

LUKE
And as you’ve wanted Judah, I’ve 
written you out of this record.

PAUL
You have fulfilled your duty beyond 
anything I could have hoped for. As 
a gift of thanks to you, I myself 
will purchase your passage home. If 
you love me, you can only accept 
this gift of thanks. 

BEN-HUR
You make it difficult to refuse 
you.

PAUL
That’s easy, when I will not be 
refused. An additional point. You 
are a son of peace. Jerusalem is 
running short of such people. 

(MORE)
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We’ve all been following the news 
from Judea. It’s grim. There are so 
many rebellious voices stirring up 
trouble. Voices which are begging 
Rome to silence them. I fear for 
our people and our homeland. If 
they insist on war with Rome...

AQUILA
...Jerusalem will be destroyed.

PAUL
And so, dear Judah, do not think I 
am sending you into retirement. I 
am releasing you that you might be 
recommissioned for a needier work. 

After a pause of reflective silence, Judah throws up his 
hands.

LUKE
It appears you’ve won your case, 
Paul. You’ve silenced the lawyer. 

BEN-HUR
So the verdict is given. To 
Jerusalem we shall go. 

Esther audibly gasps in joy and throws her arms around Paul. 

PAUL
Then we won’t delay. The church and 
I will make preparations for your 
farewell. And we will leave you 
time to complete one more task.

BEN-HUR
And what would that be?

PAUL
Help me finish this tent.

EXT. CIRCUS IN ROME - DAY

The stadium is filled with thousands of spectators, watching 
a combat between TWO GLADIATORS. 

Nero is seated in his private box with Octavia, and behind 
them are Nero's advisors and attendants. Nero leans forward 
in his seat, enthused by the combat.

PAUL (CONT'D)
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NERO
Octavia, how can something be so 
repulsive on one hand, yet 
compelling on the other? Violence 
is, in its own way, a form of 
poetry.   

Seeing her look away, he reaches over and snags her cheek 
roughly, forcing her to watch.

NERO (CONT’D)
Is it not?

OCTAVIA
There is nothing poetic about it. 
You’re drunk with it. 

NERO
It is intoxicating. Very true. 
That’s a deep thought for you.

She breaks his grip and begins to stand.

OCTAVIA
Let me leave. I’ll await you in the 
palace.

NERO
Leave? No, no, dear Octavia. Not on 
the day our new home is dedicated. 
The people need to see us together 
today. The people need to see us in 
love.

He flashes a lustful smile at her. She blanches. 

NERO (CONT’D)
The people, right Seneca?

He turns toward the philosopher, but then wheels right back 
toward the arena floor as a sudden sword blow sends one of 
the gladiators to the ground.  

NERO (CONT’D)
Oh! Well done!

The fallen fighter scrambles to his feet, recovers his sword 
then turns and runs toward Nero's box, ten feet off the arena 
floor. With a leap, he pulls himself up and over the wall.

Tigellinus and two guards react swiftly but not before the 
gladiator takes one vicious swing at Nero, barely missing. 
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Nero, Octavia and their party fall back with screams. With a 
determined blow, Tigellinus crashes his sword into the man's 
armored chest, sending him flying back over the railing onto 
the arena floor, spotting Nero with blood in the process. 

The man lands in a stunned heap. The other gladiator stands 
still about thirty feet away. Nero approaches the edge of the 
wall. The gladiator spits at him.

GLADIATOR
You devil! You’ve destroyed my 
family. My city. May the gods 
destroy you!

NERO
I’m afraid you have brought 
destruction only on yourself today.

Nero signals the other gladiator.

NERO (CONT’D)
Kill this man here and now, and you 
shall have your freedom.

Without hesitation, the gladiator strides forward, raises his 
sword and delivers a mortal blow. Nero signals to his men.

NERO (CONT’D)
Release him with a full pardon. 

Nero looks down on the dead man bleeding in the sand.

NERO (CONT’D)
What happens when a man draws his 
last breath? Look at him. Just 
seconds ago, he was breathing in 
our air, blinking at our sun, and 
now in an instant he is gone. Where 
does he go? I’m almost jealous. He 
is beyond pain. Beyond my reach. 
Brave fool who is now greater than 
Caesar. 

BURRUS
Lord Nero, were you wounded?

NERO
(breaks from his reverie)

No. Tigellinus, I am in your debt. 
I do believe you want Burrus’ post.
Let’s all clean ourselves up and 
carry on. Octavia and I are moving 
house today. Continue with the 
program. Octavia, take your seat. 

(MORE)
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Tigellinus, let us know when our 
chariot is ready.

He takes his seat and motions for the next event to proceed. 
As the spectators see that he is well, applause swells 
through the circus.

EXT. CIRCUS IN ROME - DAY

Nero and Octavia stand side by side in a chariot, preparing 
to drive out onto the circus floor. Nero, dressed in 
charioteer garb, signals an attendant who swings open the 
door.

As the people see them ride out, they wildly cheer, tossing 
wreaths and cloaks before them. After circling the arena, 
Nero drives out of the stadium into a street where the people 
pour out to follow them. 

EXT. NERO’S NEW PALACE - DAY

The procession arrives at the Domus Aurea, the Golden House, 
Nero's new palace. In the front courtyard of this magnificent 
structure stands the Colossus, a one-hundred-twenty foot 
statue of Nero. 

Nero steps from his chariot and Octavia begrudgingly follows. 
They stride up the marble steps to the portico of the palace. 
Nero gazes in self-adulation at the Colossus. 

The crowd showers accolades and Nero raises his arms before 
them, basking in their worship. He places an arm around 
Octavia and brings her closer to him. 

NERO
At last I am being housed like a 
human being.

INT. NERO’S BEDROOM - NIGHT

Nero is alone, soaking in a hot bath while drinking 
contentedly from a flagon of wine. 

Approaching intoxication, he closes his eyes and allows the 
adulation of the crowds to waft over his spirit. He smiles, 
and takes a satisfied draught from the flagon. 

As he lowers it, a GHOSTLY APPARITION OF AGRIPPINA’S DEAD, 
BLOODIED BODY appears floating in the water in front of him. 
Horrified, he springs from the bath, slipping on the tile as 
he flees toward his bedroom. 

NERO (CONT'D)
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He turns and looks back on the bath which is now empty, then 
flings the flagon violently against the wall behind the bath.

NERO
You’re not real! You are not my 
mother!

After draping himself with a robe, he walks quickly out of 
the room through an open doorway into a large foyer where 
three guards are posted. 

They look at him, and he slowly gathers himself together. 

JULIA, a female attendant, 60ish, is walking down a hallway 
on the second floor above them. Nero shouts at her.  

NERO (CONT’D)
Is the Empress in her chamber?

JULIA
Yes, Lord Nero.

NERO
Have her brought to me at once.

NERO’S BEDROOM - LATER

Octavia appears at the doorway to Nero's bedroom. He is still 
in his robe, pacing. 

NERO
Empress, I am tired. I wish to 
sleep with you now. 

OCTAVIA
You’re also drunk.

NERO
I am intoxicated with passion to 
lie down with you.

She continues to stand at the door. His face suddenly 
contorts with rage.

NERO (CONT’D)
That’s not a request!

He marches toward her and extends his hand for her to take.  
She remains motionless. He violently takes her arm, and 
forcibly brings her to the bed and hurls her down upon it.

NERO (CONT’D)
Remove your gown!
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She shudders. 

NERO (CONT’D)
Rome worships me as a god. You will 
at least obey me as your husband. 
Why do you resist me?

He cannot restrain his wrath, and slaps her violently.

NERO (CONT’D)
You always resist me!

In falling, Octavia’s nightgown opens up. Nero looks at her 
bare legs and is overcome with lust. His complexion changes 
from anger to tenderness at once. He sits beside her.

NERO (CONT’D)
Octavia, why can’t we just be 
friends.

He strokes her leg.

NERO (CONT’D)
Like we were as children.

His hand reaches higher up. She suddenly flings him away and 
runs off the bed to the side of the room.

OCTAVIA
You are not the one I knew as a 
child. I mean nothing to you. All 
you care about is power. Just like 
your mother.

NERO
Do not slander my mother.

He walks over to her, his scolding finger extended.

NERO (CONT’D)
She gave you nurture and care.

OCTAVIA
She did nothing but ruin my life. 
And now I am alone in this world.

Nero stands back from her and nods his head.

NERO
You are alone because you choose 
it. You deny me affection, when you 
owe it to me. You deny me children, 
when you owe them to me. You are 
not my wife. 

(MORE)
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You are residue from the house of 
Claudius which I will wipe from me!

His anger mounts as he says this and he again viciously 
strikes her, sending her to the floor. He then kicks her.

NERO (CONT’D)
Return to your room. You do not 
belong in this house and you do not 
belong to me. Leave. Before I kill 
you tonight. 

He flings her out of the bedroom. She scrambles to her feet 
and leaves in tears, running past the guards who are trying 
to remain composed. 

INT. OCTAVIA’S BEDROOM - NIGHT

Octavia sits weeping in her room. Julia leans over her, 
attempting to comfort her.

OCTAVIA
Julia, I am alone. He will kill me. 
I cannot pretend to love him and 
yet if I refuse him, he will 
destroy me.

JULIA
My child, how my heart has been 
broken for you all these years.

OCTAVIA
Julia, you’re the only one I have 
left. What can I do? I cannot stay 
here, and I cannot run away.

Julia hugs her, and then looks up, struck by a thought.

JULIA
Maybe there is a way to leave here.

OCTAVIA
It’s not possible. He will hunt me 
down wherever I run. And whoever 
helps me, he will crush. 

JULIA
I know people who would risk 
everything to save you from evil. I 
know a place where you can still 
find love. We’re meeting tomorrow 
night. 

NERO (CONT'D)

(MORE)
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Let me take you there and introduce 
you to my friends. They’ll know 
what to do.

Octavia can only nod her head as she shakes with sorrow.

INT. NERO’S PALACE - DAY

Nero has summoned Tigellinus, Burrus, Seneca and a young 
soldier named ANICETUS to his counseling chamber. Burrus 
looks agitated and resolute.

BURRUS
Caesar, you are asking that we 
assassinate the Empress. Your 
request is out of the question. The 
Praetorian Guard will share in no 
crime against Lady Octavia. 

NERO
Prefect, I believe I said, Make her 
disappear. Would you prefer a 
divorce?

BURRUS
Then give her back her dowry!

TIGELLINUS
You mean the throne?

The atmosphere of the room becomes icy.

NERO
Prefect, your temper borders on 
insubordination. But I will 
overlook your emotions. I know that 
you care for Octavia, as I do. But 
this is not a situation where 
emotions matter.

Nero stands and looks out a window which overlooks part of 
the city.

NERO (CONT’D)
We are talking simply about the 
political health of the empire. My 
wife does not love me. And she is 
unable or unwilling to give me an 
heir. Simple logic tells us what 
must be done. Seneca, you will 
agree?

Seneca struggles with a reply.

JULIA (CONT'D)
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NERO (CONT’D)
Yes, or no?

SENECA
Of course, yes.

Burrus shows immediate displeasure with Seneca's reply.

SENECA (CONT’D)
And the Senate would unquestionably 
agree to annulling your marriage 
and sending her into exile.  

TIGELLINUS
Exile? Your universal remedy for 
all of life’s problems.

ANICETUS
An exile did not keep you from 
returning to power, Seneca. And it 
won’t keep her from coming back 
either. My Lord, I will make her 
disappear.

BURRUS
She could care less about power. 
She is no threat.

TIGELLINUS
But there are those who would use 
her who are threats. 

BURRUS
Then let Anicetus fulfill his 
promise, and leave my Guard out of 
this!

He storms out of the room. Nero and Tigellinus exchange a 
look of understanding with each other.

NERO
Anicetus, you heard your commanding 
officer. Fulfill your promise. Do 
it soon.

Anicetus bows his head.

NERO (CONT’D)
It would be nice if we could one 
day get down to the business of 
moving this empire forward. There 
is so much I want to do, and yet we 
continue to lose our way. 
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He begins to pace.

NERO (CONT’D)
You know that next year is the 
Greek Olympiad. I fully intend to 
compete in those games. But who has 
time to devote to training when I 
must superintend every speck of the 
empire’s business. Is the Senate 
incapable of fulfilling its duties? 
Look at this basket of all the 
Senate cases that I am asked to 
judge this month. 

A basket of small scrolls sits off to the side. He picks one 
out at random and reads from it.

NERO (CONT’D)
The case of Pratis Andronicus. An 
inheritance issue. What do I care?

He tosses the scroll back into the basket and picks up 
another.

NERO (CONT’D)
The case of Paul of Tarsus, 
defended by Quintus Arrius against 
the Jews of Judea. A religious 
squabble. Grown men bickering over 
imaginary gods. What a pathetic 
waste of time.

SENECA
If Nero wishes, we could --

NERO
Wait a minute.

He looks down at the scroll again.

NERO (CONT’D)
Quintus Arrius. Wasn’t he the one 
who raced chariots early in his 
career? He was champion of the 
Great Circus four or five years in 
a row. I used to play with ivory 
charioteers when I was a boy, and 
we used to pretend to be Quintus
Arrius. Could it be him?

SENECA
I don’t know who else would take 
the name. His father was famous in 
his own right. A great consul.

41.



NERO
And he’s still alive, and here in 
Rome. I wouldn’t mind visiting with 
Arrius and talking to him about 
racing. Perhaps I have found my 
trainer. Send for him. 

EXT. OUTDOOR SANCTUARY OF THE ROMAN CHURCH - NIGHT

A congregation of three hundred worshipers gathers in an 
outdoor natural amphitheater in a wooded area.  

Octavia, with her face veiled, sits with Julia near the back. 
ANDRONICUS, the pastor of the church, speaks from a clearing 
at the front.

ANDRONICUS
Dear family of God, before we are 
dismissed this evening, we wish to 
share with you the news that our 
beloved Judah and Esther will be 
leaving to return to Jerusalem in 
just a few days.

Low murmuring ripples through the congregation.

ANDRONICUS (CONT’D)
A door has opened for them to go, 
and they, along with our brother 
Paul, believe this is their time. 
We are happy for them, knowing this 
has long been their desire. But for 
many of us, they are our spiritual 
parents. How can we easily say 
goodbye to people we love so much.    

Andronicus brushes back tears of his own.

ANDRONICUS (CONT’D)
We must pray for their journey, and 
so I will invite them forward now. 
May anyone who feels so led also 
come forward that we may commit 
them into the care of our God.

Judah and Esther come to the front along with many from the 
congregation. Octavia is moved by this display of affection.

OCTAVIA
See how they love each other. They 
must be a very special couple. 
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JULIA
Esther is the one who brought me to 
faith. She is such a gentle woman.

OCTAVIA
So Jesus really lived?

JULIA
He is alive still. He healed 
Judah’s mother and sister of 
leprosy.

OCTAVIA
Where are they, his mother and 
sister?

JULIA
His sister lives in Jerusalem. And 
his mother went home some time ago.

OCTAVIA
To Judea?

JULIA
No child. Home to be with Jesus in 
heaven.

OCTAVIA
Julia, you are sending chills 
through my body. 

JULIA
When they are through, we will talk 
to them. 

OUTDOOR SANCTUARY - LATER

With the service ended, some of the leaders linger toward the 
front. Julia and Octavia come forward. Julia hugs Esther.

JULIA
I will miss you my sister.

ESTHER
And you, dear Julia. You’ve brought 
a friend this evening. 

JULIA
Esther, this is my mistress.

Octavia lowers her veil. Esther gasps. 
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ESTHER
Lady Octavia.

Esther reaches for Judah who is close by, talking to others. 
He looks and also recognizes her, as do the other leaders, 
who all draw near marveling at their famous guest.

BEN-HUR
Empress!

OUTDOOR SANCTUARY - LATER

Octavia is bent over weeping. Esther and Julia lean over her 
tenderly.

BEN-HUR
What you are asking is that we help 
you to leave Rome.

OCTAVIA
It’s too much. If it’s ever 
discovered that you helped me, he 
would stop at nothing to destroy 
you.

BEN-HUR
In the traditions of our faith, 
provision was made for those who 
were unjustly accused to seek 
shelter in a city of refuge. There, 
they would be safe. Our community 
is such a place. 

ANDRONICUS
Worshippers of Jesus can be found 
everywhere. You don’t have to stay 
in Rome.  

OCTAVIA
I don’t know if it’s possible. I 
don’t know if I have the strength. 

LUKE
It doesn’t sound as if you have a 
choice. 

PAUL
Judah, the Empress can go with you 
and Esther. It seems that Nero 
could strike at any moment. If we 
are to help, it should be done 
expediently. 
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ESTHER
My child, you make the choice. But 
our arms are open wide. 

There is a sudden disturbance from the top of the 
amphitheater. Five soldiers run into the sanctuary, followed 
by Burrus.

OCTAVIA
Oh no. He’s found me already!

Judah stands to face the soldiers who quickly march down to 
the stage area.

BEN-HUR
We welcome you in peace. There is 
no need for violence. 

BURRUS
I trust none shall be needed.

OCTAVIA
It’s Burrus, Nero’s prefect.

She stands and faces him.

OCTAVIA (CONT’D)
Have you come to arrest me?

BURRUS
What crime have you committed that 
we arrest you?

He approaches and kneels before her.

BURRUS (CONT’D)
We have come to help you, Lady 
Octavia. Your life is in danger. 
Your death has been ordered.

OCTAVIA
By my husband. And you are his 
prefect. You are the one who 
carries out his will. 

BURRUS
I was a soldier long before he was 
born. I know the difference between 
an honorable and dishonorable 
command. I have sworn myself to 
your protection.
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OCTAVIA
Prefect, your loyalty moves me. 
These people too offer their help. 

BEN-HUR
My wife and I are sailing from Rome 
in three days. She can go with us. 

BURRUS
Do you trust these people?

OCTAVIA
They risk their lives for me. I 
need no other proof of their love. 

Burrus pauses, then turns to Judah and Paul.

BURRUS
Lady Octavia was much too easily 
followed to this place. If you will 
explain the details of your plan to 
me, I will see to her safety until 
she is out of Italy. 

This sit and huddle in the shadows of the fire burning 
nearby. 

INT. JUDAH AND ESTHER’S HOUSE - DAY

Judah is at breakfast with Esther, Paul and Luke. There is a 
knock at the door, and he goes to answer it. A SOLDIER stands 
there.

SOLDIER
Are you Quintus Arrius?

BEN-HUR
Yes.

SOLDIER
I have a summons from the emperor. 

He hands a scroll to Judah.

BEN-HUR
From the emperor? Do you need a 
response?

SOLDIER
Only your obedience. 

The soldier salutes and leaves. Judah comes back into the 
dining room. He holds up the letter and opens it.
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BEN-HUR
(reading)

It’s from Caesar. He wishes to see 
me this afternoon.

LUKE
About Paul?

BEN-HUR
It doesn’t say.

ESTHER
Maybe Burrus lied to us.

BEN-HUR
No. Burrus’ heart was true. But one 
of his soldiers...who can say?

Paul puts some more food on his plate.

PAUL
Now let’s not let a little intrigue 
ruin a perfectly good breakfast.

EXT. NERO’S PALACE - DAY

Judah is led by a guard to the front portico of the Domus
Aurea. He waits there momentarily, and gazes curiously at the 
Colossus. Seneca comes out of the front entrance.

SENECA
Quintus Arrius. Welcome. I am 
Seneca.

BEN-HUR
Yes, I remember you. We met a long 
time ago.

SENECA
Two grizzled veterans of the court, 
you and I. Only you have withdrawn 
from public life and I cannot seem 
to extract myself from it. 

BEN-HUR
Could I ask why I am here? No 
mention of my client was made, so I 
have come alone. 

SENECA
No, that’s fine. I do not believe 
the emperor cares to discuss your 
case with you, at least today. 

(MORE)
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Better for Caesar to explain. Come 
with me. Lord Nero is riding in his 
private circus.

EXT. NERO’S STABLES - DAY

Seneca brings Judah briskly through the barn toward Nero’s 
training arena.

SENECA
So what has occupied your attention 
in Rome all these years?

BEN-HUR
Religion. 

SENECA
Have you an interest in philosophy? 

BEN-HUR
Only if it leads to truth.

SENECA
You’re asking a bit much of 
philosophy then. I don’t even know 
anymore if there is such a thing as 
truth.  

BEN-HUR
Without truth, you have no basis 
for morality. And no foundation for 
civil society. 

SENECA
You’ll get no argument from me. 
Morality is the rarest of 
commodities in the empire today. 
But this is what we have armies 
for. To hold the world together 
when every other adhesive fails. 

They sidestep some manure.

BEN-HUR
Caesar loves horses then?

SENECA
Our emperor is most renowned for 
his leisure pursuits. Am I to 
understand that you did not see 
Caesar riding in procession the 
other day to dedicate his palace?

SENECA (CONT'D)
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BEN-HUR
At our age, my wife and I find 
crowds annoying.

SENECA
If I were you, I would not let 
Caesar know that you were one of 
the few in Rome to miss his 
celebration. Should he ask you what 
you thought of it, tell him is was 
a magnificent pageant. 

NERO’S ARENA - CONTINUOUS

Seneca and Judah enter the arena. Soldiers are ever present 
and Burrus stands by a fence watching Nero ride in his 
chariot out on the track.  

SENECA
Ah, and here is our prefect, 
Burrus. I’ll pass you onto him for 
the moment.

Burrus sees Judah and can scarcely restrain a gasp.

SENECA (CONT’D)
You two have met before?

BURRUS
Perhaps, but I’m not sure where. 

SENECA
I have work in the palace to attend 
to. I’ll leave you two get 
acquainted -- or further acquainted 
as the case may be.

They wait till Seneca leaves the arena, then Burrus turns 
suddenly to Judah.

BURRUS
You are Quintus Arrius? Last night 
you were Judah Ben-Hur.

BEN-HUR
The world seems small, does it not?

BURRUS
The world seems mad!

BEN-HUR
Does this have anything to do with 
last evening?
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BURRUS
No. That is still between us. 
However, I’m afraid our plan will 
not work now. 

BEN-HUR
What do you mean?

Nero drives up, yelling at his horses. He dismounts and 
rushes eagerly up to them.

NERO
Burrus, is this our guest?

BURRUS
(unconvinced)

This is Quintus Arrius, Lord Nero.

NERO
Greetings to you Counsel Arrius. 
I’m glad you’ve come.

BEN-HUR
Emperor, I’m honored to meet you. I 
don’t know quite what to make of 
your summons. I presumed it had 
something to do with my case. 

NERO
Not a summons. An invitation. You 
are my guest. As far as your case, 
do not let it trouble you.

BEN-HUR
Then I’m at your disposal. 

NERO
Come. Ride with me.

He beckons for Judah to join him in the chariot. Judah does 
so and they begin a lazy canter around the arena.

NERO (CONT’D)
How do you like my horses?

BEN-HUR
They are beautiful animals.

NERO
Perhaps you saw them at the 
dedication the other day.
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BEN-HUR
It was a magnificent pageant, Lord 
Nero.

NERO
You used to be quite an 
accomplished charioteer in your 
time, Arrius. You even rode in our 
Great Circus.

BEN-HUR
In the days of Tiberius. It seems 
so long ago.

NERO
Would you care to lead my team?

He doesn’t wait for Judah to answer, but places the reins in 
his hands. Nero watches Judah’s finger-work with fascination.

NERO (CONT’D)
Yes, I can see in your hands that 
you are very much at ease with 
this. 

BEN-HUR
The knowledge is there. But time 
has eroded the skills.

NERO
But you could transfer that 
knowledge to another. You could 
teach the skills.

BEN-HUR
I’m not sure I follow you.

They slow down, stop, then Nero and Judah step down from the 
chariot and walk.

NERO
Arrius, you may not know it, but I 
happen to have a great love of 
chariot racing. 

BEN-HUR
I know you are an accomplished 
musician.

NERO
I enjoy that as well. I dabble at 
so much. And am good at so little. 
But I want to become good with the 
chariot. I want to compete. 

(MORE)
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Like you once did. I want to wear 
the wreath of a champion. But I 
want to earn it. Next year, Greece 
hosts its glorious Olympic games. 
It is my desire to ride the chariot 
to victory in Athens. But there is 
my problem. I need a trained eye to 
prepare me for those games. I need 
a man such as yourself, Arrius.

Nero does not see Judah’s face turn white as this is said. 

BEN-HUR
I am flattered, Emperor, that you 
would see me as one who could help 
you. However, my obligations to my 
work and my family are 
considerable. 

NERO
This case again. Tell me about Paul 
of Tarsus.

Judah can’t conceal his astonishment.

NERO (CONT’D)
Yes, I know all about his squabble 
with the Jews. Is he the rabble-
rouser they claim him to be?

BEN-HUR
He has traveled the empire bearing 
a message of God’s great love for 
all human beings. He has never 
lifted his hand to anyone. He 
preaches that men ought to support 
their leaders, and pray for all 
those in authority. And he is proud 
to be a citizen of Rome.

NERO
As he should be. And the Jews are 
upset because his view of God 
differs from theirs?

BEN-HUR
That would seem to be their 
complaint.

NERO
Well, see then this is wasted time. 
For such a complaint falls outside 
our jurisdiction. Let them settle 
such disputes in their own temples. 

NERO (CONT'D)

(MORE)
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As long as a man abides by the 
civil laws of Rome, he can believe 
in one god, many gods, or no god at 
all.   

They approach Burrus.

NERO (CONT’D)
So Quintus Arrius, you have argued 
your case well. I pronounce here 
and now a complete dismissal of 
these groundless charges. Your Paul 
of Tarsus is a free man, and you 
Arrius are free to serve me. Shall 
we begin in two days time? 

Nero doesn’t wait for him to respond, but pats him on the 
back and swiftly walks away. Burrus comes close.

BURRUS
You understand our problem.

BEN-HUR
I wasn’t given a choice. 

BURRUS
You don’t have a hundred-foot 
statue made of you anywhere, do 
you? He’ll take Octavia’s life with 
a sweep of his hand if she doesn’t 
leave Rome. Can you and your 
friends still help us?

BEN-HUR
You keep your promise to protect 
her. We’ll make whatever changes we 
have to. 

Judah meets Burrus’ gaze and walks away. 

INT. JUDAH AND ESTHER’S HOUSE - NIGHT

Judah is with Esther and a number of the church leaders 
seated around a table. Esther is weeping.

ESTHER
Oh Judah! We’ve waited so long to 
go home. How could this have 
happened?

PAUL
(reaches out to take her 
hand)

NERO (CONT'D)

(MORE)
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God sees much further than we do, 
dear one. We must trust him that he 
working out his purposes here. Of 
immediate concern is how we help 
Octavia.  

ANDRONICUS
Is it true that Paul’s name has 
been cleared? 

Judah pulls a small paper out of his cloak and hands it to 
Andronicus.

BEN-HUR
Here is his release, bearing the 
Emperor’s seal.

PAUL
Judah, your legend grows. 

LUKE
Think of all the time I spent 
writing your defense.

PAUL
Someone will make use of it one 
day, Luke. 

ANDRONICUS
Paul, if you are free, then you can 
take their place. You can escort 
Lady Octavia to safety. 

LUKE
This could be your chance to go to 
Spain. Perhaps she would not be in 
as much danger of being recognized 
in the West. 

BEN-HUR
But there are no churches there. 

PAUL
Not yet.

He smiles broadly.

PAUL (CONT’D)
I could take the Empress to Asia 
Minor, see to her safety. Then come 
spring, sail to Spain. This could 
be the very door God opens to bring 
the gospel there.   

PAUL (CONT'D)
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Everyone nods their consent. Paul sees Esther’s despondency.

PAUL (CONT’D)
Dear sister, the Lord knows our 
hearts. You will yet make it home. 

ESTHER
I’m sorry everyone. May God show 
his compassion to dear Octavia.

EXT. OCTAVIA’S HOUSE - DAY

Anicetus approaches the house is in a secluded, wooded area, 
wrapped in thick fog. 

He stumbles over some bramble and a large knife falls from 
his cloak. He places it back in its sheath. 

He comes near the house and looks into a row of windows. He 
sees Octavia and Julia inside.

EXT. JUDAH AND ESTHER’S HOUSE - DAY

Judah, Esther and Paul walk over to Judah’s horse. It’s a 
gloomy morning. He kisses his wife, and then turns to Paul. 

PAUL
As you teach Nero how to ride 
horses, teach him love and mercy 
and well.

Judah answers him with a pained smile. He embraces his 
friend, then mounts his horse.

BEN-HUR
It seems that every ten or fifteen 
years, God sees fit to bring us 
together for awhile. I’m glad for 
it.

PAUL
As I am, Judah. As old and gray as 
we are, next time might be in the 
kingdom of our Lord. 

BEN-HUR
Then we can stop this nasty habit 
of saying goodbye.

Judah looks to Esther as he rides into the mist. 
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BEN-HUR (CONT’D)
Don’t let Paul miss his boat!

INT. NERO’S ARENA - DAY

Nero prepares to mount a horse with Tigellinus standing 
nearby.

TIGELLINUS
The Empress dies this morning, my 
lord.

NERO
A pitiful end to the house of 
Claudius. But bramble must be 
cleared to make room for new 
growth. 

(climbs on the horse)
Let me know when it is over.

Tigellinus nods. Judah enters the arena, his shoulders 
sagging.

NERO (CONT’D)
Good morning Counsel Arrius. My 
thanks for being so punctual. This 
is Tigellinus, a friend since 
childhood. He thinks my thoughts 
after me. 

They acknowledge each other, though Judah is guarded.

NERO (CONT’D)
So where does one begin in becoming 
a champion of the Circus?

As Nero walks out onto the arena floor with Judah following, 
he casts a furtive look back toward Tigellinus. 

INT. OCTAVIA’S HOUSE - DAY

Octavia and Julia put on their outer cloaks, with a few small 
bags on the floor beside them.

OCTAVIA
I can’t believe I’m actually doing 
this. I keep telling myself that 
this is unnecessary. Nero was just 
drunk and thoughtless. 
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JULIA
I’m sure Agrippina thought the same 
thing, my Lady. 

Octavia kneels and tries to stuff a pair of shoes into a bag.

OCTAVIA
Thirty pairs of shoes are in my 
closet. How will I get by with only 
four?

Julia stoops beside her and gently pulls the shoes away from 
Octavia.

JULIA
Or only three? I think you’ll find 
it liberating. 

She sets the shoes on the floor. 

JULIA (CONT’D)
We should go. They’ll be meeting us 
at the crossroads in a half hour.

EXT. OCTAVIA’S HOUSE - LATER

Octavia and Julia leave the house and begin walking down a 
narrow road lined with dense woods and brush. Out of the mist 
appears a man in a hooded cloak walking towards them about 
fifty feet away.  

OCTAVIA
Who is that?

JULIA
Just keep walking, child. 

As the man nears them, he steps to the center of the road and 
when he is fifteen feet away he resolutely pulls a large 
knife out of his cloak and steps to attack them. 

Julia and Octavia look helplessly around them and scream.

Instantly, a flurry of noise is heard from both sides of the 
road, and the cloaked man drops to the ground dead with 
numerous arrows in each side of his body. 

The hood falls away from his head - it is Anicetus. No one 
emerges from the bushes.

JULIA (CONT’D)
Just keep walking child. 

57.



They sidestep past Anicetus, whose body still twitches in its 
death throes. 

JULIA (CONT’D)
The Lord is my shepherd I shall not 
be afraid. He makes me rest in 
green pastures.

EXT. COUNTRY ROAD - LATER

Octavia and Julia approach an intersection. They wait there 
momentarily. Out of the fog, a horse-drawn canopied cart 
appears. It pauses briefly at the intersection, and the two 
women climb into the cart. The horses ride on.

INT. NERO’S ARENA - DAY

Nero rides a horse in the middle of the arena. Judah stands 
nearby observing. Tigellinus enters the arena from the side.

BEN-HUR
This clearly is the strongest 
horse. We want her...

Nero sees Tigellinus come in and is distracted, causing Judah 
to look his way.

BEN-HUR (CONT’D)
...we want her to lead the team.

Nero ignores Judah and rides over to Tigellinus.

NERO
Yes?

TIGELLINUS
Nothing yet. There seems to be some 
delay.

Nero scowls and rides back to Judah, who watches them with 
guarded agitation. 

EXT. OSTIA HARBOR - DAY

The horse-drawn cart pulls near to a sheltered area by the 
harbor. Paul, Luke, Aquila, Priscilla, and Andronicus step 
forward to the cart and help Octavia and Julia step from it.

PAUL
Lady Octavia, Julia. Was your 
morning uneventful? 
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OCTAVIA
(still unsettled)

We are here. 

She slips a veil over her face. 

PAUL
Thankfully, your modesty and our 
safety go hand in hand. Empress, 
from here on out you will be my 
daughter Mary. And Julia, if you 
will assume the role of my wife, I 
believe we may pass as an extremely 
dull Roman family. 

LUKE
(laughs)

I knew you’d eventually get 
married, Paul.

PAUL
God pity the woman who ever became 
my wife! May we join hands and 
commit our journey into the Lord’s 
care?

They all lock arms in an affectionate circle.

PAUL (CONT’D)
Precious Savior, we ask for your 
favor and mercy this day.

His prayer is interrupted by the sound of a dozen soldiers 
who gallop nearby. The tension intensifies and Paul stops 
praying, but the heads of the group remain bowed, except for 
Octavia who instinctively looks up. 

Julia promptly forces her head down again into the huddle of 
bodies. Paul resumes his prayer, but his words now spill out 
hurriedly.

PAUL (CONT’D)
We commit ourselves into your 
hands. We dedicate ourselves to 
your will. Amen. 

LUKE
Short prayer.

Paul smiles through obvious nervousness. 

After hugs are quickly given, Paul, Octavia and Julia pick up 
their bags and walk to the pier to board the ship. 
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The ship sets sail, and slowly moves beyond the harbor. 

From a nearby hillside, Burrus mounted on his horse, watches 
the ship disappear into the horizon. He stoically smiles. 

INT. NERO’S ARENA - DAY

Nero and Tigellinus walk into a side room of the arena, and 
Nero furiously slams his helmet into the floor.

NERO
Damn you, Tigellinus! What do you 
mean she has vanished?

TIGELLINUS
She and her servant are gone. And 
Anicetus has not reported back to 
me. 

NERO
She doesn’t have the stomach for 
running away. Someone has helped 
her. Someone who feels great 
loyalty to her.  

They look at each other with mutual understanding.

NERO (CONT’D)
It is someone that we must chasten. 
If Anicetus appears, send him to 
me. By all the gods, he’d best not 
have failed me.  

Tigellinus walks out as Nero snatches his helmet back up.

INT. SENATE IN ROME - DAY

Seneca addresses the SENATE IN FULL SESSION with Nero 
present, sitting beside Tigellinus. 

SENECA
Esteemed colleagues, Lord Nero 
requests that the Senate take 
immediate action upon his request 
for an annulment of his marriage on 
the grounds of desertion. 

Murmuring echoes through the assembly. TWO SENATORS whisper 
to each other.

SENATOR ONE
On the grounds of murder.
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SENATOR TWO
(nods, then calls out)

Has any further evidence surfaced 
since we last considered this?

SENECA
Besides six months passing since 
Octavia’s disappearance?

SENATOR TWO
Has any correspondence been found 
signaling her intentions? Have any 
witnesses come forward speaking of 
her plans? Surely she confided in 
someone.

SENECA
The Empress was a very private 
person. The fact that her closest 
servant also disappeared suggests 
intent on her part. The Senate is 
also very much aware of the growing 
distance between the Emperor and 
his wife. The emperor is deeply 
grieved that his private life has 
failed in this area.

Nero turns his head to the side in feigned sorrow.

SENECA (CONT’D)
His love for Octavia remains 
unwavering. But for the good of the 
Empire, he has resolved to put this 
behind him. The Senate must reward 
Caesar’s good will by granting this 
annulment. 

Nero raises his head with a noble air.

SENECA (CONT’D)
(his voice raising)

Gentlemen, hesitate no longer. 
Indicate with your applause that 
the Emperor has suffered long 
enough. Indicate with your applause 
that the Empire can now move 
forward and be healed of this 
tragic and painful episode. 

Applause begins to ring out around the room.
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SENECA (CONT’D)
Assure Caesar of your loyalty, of 
your support, of your allegiance, 
of your worship!

The hall explodes in acclamation. The senators stand to their 
feet, and raise their voices in praise, including the earlier 
two senators. Tigellinus leans over to Nero.

TIGELLINUS
Seneca can still be of use to us, 
Lord Nero.

NERO
Yes, Prefect he can. He can still 
bring down the house.

INT. BURRUS’ HOUSE - DAY

Judah walks slowly through a corridor into a darkened room, 
where Burrus is lying motionless on a bed. He sees Judah 
enter.

BURRUS
(with labored breath)

Arrius. Pardon me for not rising to 
greet you. I barely have strength 
to lift my arm. 

He slowly raises his arm and Judah walks up and takes his 
hand to greet him. 

BURRUS (CONT’D)
Another few months, and your 
obligation will be completed. 
Another few days, and mine will as 
well. As you can see, the emperor’s 
medicine is killing me.

BEN-HUR
Nero has done this?

BURRUS
Caesar is a viper. When you walk 
with vipers, one day you will be 
bitten. 

(coughs, painfully so)
Is the good lady well?

BEN-HUR
Be at peace. Octavia is safe, and 
happy.
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BURRUS
It would be for the first time in 
her life. I have enjoyed your 
friendship these past few months, 
Judah. You and your people have 
something that the rest of us are 
missing. You are either fools, or 
the most fortunate ones on earth.

BEN-HUR
You also could share in our good 
fortune, my friend. As I have told 
you before, it is a gift for the 
asking.

BURRUS
After a life such as mine? An 
honorable soldier must fight the 
battle to share in the spoils of 
victory.

BEN-HUR
Not in this war. Our Captain has 
done all the fighting for us. I 
know. I watched him die. You and I 
could not add one good deed to his 
sacrifice. You can only receive it.

Burrus begins to tremble with weeping.

BURRUS
My life has been so wasted! But if 
your Jesus would still receive one 
such as me, then I will lay my 
sword at his feet. O God of Ben-
Hur, have mercy on me. Undo the 
evil I have done. So wasted!

Judah stoops over him in prayer.

EXT. BURRUS’ HOUSE - DAY

As Judah leaves Burrus' home, he meets Seneca at the outer 
entrance of his property.

BEN-HUR
Burrus is expecting you.

SENECA
How is our friend?

BEN-HUR
Rome may soon claim another victim.
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SENECA
One who suckles at the breast of 
the mother must also accept her 
discipline. Burrus understands 
that. You too have been nourished 
from Rome’s bounty. 

BEN-HUR
Rome is no mother. She is a whore! 
She destroys all who sleep with 
her. Check your bed tonight, 
Seneca.

Judah abruptly turns and leaves.

INT. BURRUS’ HOUSE - DAY

Seneca pauses at the door of Burrus' chamber. Burrus turns 
and greets him with a peaceful countenance.

BURRUS
Come in my philosopher friend. 
While I yet have strength to endure 
your jabbering.

SENECA
You say you have been poisoned?

BURRUS
We all have, Seneca. Please tell 
Caesar I regret I will be unable to 
join his entourage to Greece. Are 
you not yet weary of him?

SENECA
I have informed Lord Nero that I 
will retire once the Games are 
through. My usefulness seems to 
have reached its end.

BURRUS
A few years ago, you told me that 
our tutelage was all in vain. It 
seems Seneca that since then you 
are more steeped than ever in his 
plans. 

SENECA
My thinking about this has not 
changed. We are dealing with an 
evil that is subtle, and--
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BURRUS
Subtle! Philosophy has ruined your 
head and removed your heart. This 
evil is not subtle. It mocks us to 
our faces and we do nothing. It 
must be resisted.  

He rests momentarily to summon his strength. 

BURRUS (CONT’D)
I’m going to tell you something, 
Seneca, that I have kept from you. 
Octavia is alive! I helped to save 
her from this subtle evil of yours.

Seneca cannot conceal his astonishment, or shame.

BURRUS (CONT’D)
She is alive. Others must be saved. 
I can do no more. There are 
generals outside of Rome who stand 
ready to put a stop to this, 
Seneca. All they need is a signal 
and they will come. Summon your 
courage, Seneca. Though I will be 
gone, you are not alone. 

SENECA
Do you have a message for the 
emperor? He asks about your 
condition.

BURRUS
You tell him that I...that I...am
well.

INT. JUDAH AND ESTHER’S HOUSE - DAY

Judah enters his house and walks to where Esther is cooking. 
Judah is somber and is holding a note.

BEN-HUR
A note from Seneca. Burrus is dead.

Esther comes to him and they embrace.

ESTHER
Judah, I feel like a rope is 
tightening around our necks. I just 
want to leave here now, today.
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BEN-HUR
We’re almost through, my love. By 
the summer’s end, the Games will be 
over, the emperor will have had his 
fun, and we will be free.

ESTHER
I’ll only believe it when we are 
together on that ship. 

BEN-HUR
Esther, Judea is quickly falling 
apart. All the news from Jerusalem  
-- Nero’s new governor is 
incompetent and cruel. Rebellion is 
building. 

ESTHER
We don’t need to live in Jerusalem. 
Let’s find a cottage near the sea, 
or live in the countryside. What 
matters is that we leave here!

BEN-HUR
Just a while longer.

INT. NERO’S STABLES - DAY

Judah leaves the stables after a weary day with Nero. It 
begins to rain and Judah looks to the heavens with a sigh. 

He turns around and returns to the stables. He walks inside 
and finds a rain cloak that he had left. As he puts it on, he 
hears a scream. 

Without delay, he runs through the barn and sees from behind 
in a stall a STABLEHAND, 20ish, molesting a TEEN-AGE GIRL. 
Furiously, Judah grabs the stablehand by the hair, and throws 
him violently against the wall, stunning him. 

To Judah’s dismay, it is Nero. Judah turns to the girl.

BEN-HUR
Cassandra, go. Go home now.

She pulls up her loosened garments, and runs from the stall. 
Nero has slumped to the floor, but he starts to come to his 
senses. Fissures of anger appear on his face.

BEN-HUR (CONT’D)
Caesar, this is unacceptable for 
one who desires to be a charioteer. 
If you are to retain my services--
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NERO
(slowly stands, furious)

Who are you to tell me what to do! 
No one lifts a hand to me.

BEN-HUR
Your back was turned to me. I did 
not realize it was you. And of 
course, I did not expect that it 
would be you. In my world, only a 
coward would assault a powerless 
girl. Why would I possibly think to 
see you doing such a thing?

Nero glares into Judah’s eyes then turns away. 

NERO
You are confusing your duties, 
Arrius. You think to be a counsel 
again, but you are my trainer, 
nothing more. I advise you not to 
meddle in my affairs again.

He pulls tight his tunic, and storms out of the stall, 
brushing Judah sharply as he walks by. 

EXT. JUDAH AND ESTHER’S HOUSE - DAY

Judah and Esther walk hand in hand out of the woods 
surrounding their home. It is a lovely spring day. 

BEN-HUR
I’ve seen more than sixty-five 
springs come and go, and each one 
is as miraculous as the first.

ESTHER
(turns to face Judah)

Are my kisses still as fresh as the 
first?

BEN-HUR
Even with lips as old and wrinkled 
as yours, I’ll never grow tired of 
kissing them.

She playfully hits him, then they exchange a tender kiss. 
Suddenly, Seneca comes out from behind the house, surprising 
them. 

BEN-HUR (CONT’D)
Why Seneca. You must have taken 
quite a wrong turn today. 
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SENECA
I apologize if I startled you.

BEN-HUR
My wife Esther and I were just 
finishing a walk. I don’t believe 
you two have met. 

Seneca and Esther nod cordially at each other. 

ESTHER
I’ll bring something for you to 
drink.

She exits, while Judah directs Seneca to a couple chairs. 

SENECA
No, I did not take a wrong turn 
today. I have sought you out. 
Arrius...or it is Judah Ben-Hur? 
You are a man of many identities. 

BEN-HUR
Sometimes even I’m not certain who 
I am. 

SENECA
Very well. I am a lover of 
simplicity. I shall continue to 
speak to you as a Roman. And as a 
Roman, Arrius, I know you will 
appreciate the gravity of what I 
share with you now. I know what 
happened recently in the stables.

BEN-HUR
That too was a case of confused 
identities.

SENECA
Unfortunate that you should have 
been at the wrong place at the 
wrong time.

BEN-HUR
Actually, I came at precisely the 
right time. Who knows what he would 
have done to that girl? 

SENECA
That girl was just a slave. A man 
must choose his battles carefully. 

(MORE)
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Is it a coincidence that the girl, 
along with her brother, disappeared 
a few days later?  

BEN-HUR
It was my understanding that she 
ran away, and who will blame her? 
If you suspect that I helped her, 
search my home, turn over my 
property if this is why you have 
come.

SENECA
(raises his hand)

Arrius no, you need not fear me. In 
fact, if you told me that you had 
helped the children, I would only 
have respected you more. My concern 
is genuinely for you and your wife. 

Esther enters with two glasses of wine, then bows and returns 
to the house.

SENECA (CONT’D)
I find much worth in your 
philosophy. It’s your politics I 
question. It is not a prescription 
for happiness to irritate this boy 
who has become king. The Olympics 
approach soon. Keep your highest 
objectives in mind. If you truly 
want to return to Judea, then leave 
the redemption of Caesar’s slaves 
to others. Perform the duties that 
are asked of you, and soon you will 
be home.  

BEN-HUR
And this is why you have come?

SENECA
It is from my heart, Arrius. I do 
not want to hide from you the 
danger you are in if you do 
otherwise. If your destiny is 
Jerusalem, then I wish to help you 
achieve it. 

EXT. ATHENS - DAY

Two TEEN-AGED CHILDREN race excitedly up a hill.

SENECA (CONT'D)
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TEENAGER ONE
Quick! My father says Caesar has 
arrived. He must have thousands of 
ships.

TEENAGER TWO
And elephants too!

They run up to the crest of the hill and see the Athens 
harbor filled with ships. Leading up out of the harbor is a 
long caravan of Nero's company. The teenagers marvel to see 
the elephants, camels, horses, and countless soldiers.

EXT. ROYAL PALACE IN ATHENS - DAY

Nero arrives at the palace riding in a litter on the back of 
an elephant. Poppaea is with him. 

Attendants assist them in climbing down. A company of several 
hundred Greek dignitaries and soldiers are in formation 
outside the palace. GOVERNOR MARCUS comes forward, 50, with a 
commanding presence. He bows before Nero.

MARCUS
Caesar, the citizens of Athens 
welcome you. 

NERO
Rise, Governor Marcus. Your 
greeting is acceptable. This is my 
wife Poppaea, the goddess whom I 
worship. 

MARCUS
Lady Poppaea, we rejoice in your 
recent wedding. Our sculptors await 
to capture your beauty in marble. 
Lord Nero, would you honor us with 
a review of your soldiers?

NERO
That would be a waste of time. 
Soldiers are the same in every 
province. What I wish is to review 
my wife, in a bath, and afterwards 
inspect some of the facilities for 
the Games. 

The governor is puzzled if not perturbed by this response, 
but he nods his head and leads them toward the palace.
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EXT. CIRCUS IN ATHENS - DAY

Judah walks out alone onto the sand of the empty stadium. He 
is deep in thought. A look of longing and grief washes over 
his face.

BEN-HUR
Messla. Messala.

The silence is broken by the sound of a chariot. Nero drives 
onto the field from a tunnel with an attendant following. He 
comes to Judah and dismounts. Judah strokes the horses.

NERO
Arrius. A final training run is in 
order. Would you agree?

BEN-HUR
It would help settle the horses 
some after the voyage. 

The attendant brings to Nero a large glass filled with black 
liquid.

NERO
You did keep one secret from me.

BEN-HUR
What would that be?

NERO
You never told me that a mixture of 
water and boar’s dung is 
therapeutic for the muscles. I 
spoke with the Greek riders this 
morning. They all swear by it.

BEN-HUR
That would be a secret also to me.

Nero swigs it, stoically enduring its bitter taste. While 
wiping black phlegm from his mouth, Nero offers a drink to 
Judah, who declines. 

NERO
Yes, I can see how that might 
stimulate the muscles. I will 
welcome your observations as I ride 
this morning.

He mounts the chariot and rides down the track. Judah 
withdraws to the side and sees that Seneca has emerged out 
onto a viewing platform above him. Judah joins him.
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SENECA
The emperor has invested much time 
in this event, compared to the 
other competitions he has entered.

BEN-HUR
He is doing other events?

SENECA
He is competing in every event. You 
weren’t aware of that? He’ll sing, 
he’ll wrestle, he’ll race. You are 
one of many trainers he has 
assembled to lead him to 
immortality. What do you feel are 
his chances of success here?

BEN-HUR
He has the best horses. He handles 
them competently. He is competitive 
enough.

SENECA
But is he a champion?

BEN-HUR
He is untested in the Circus. Very 
few do well at first.

SENECA
Arrius, Nero must do well at first. 
This is Caesar who is out in the 
chariot. And Caesar cannot fail.

BEN-HUR
What do you mean, Caesar cannot 
fail! Caesar is human, with all the 
frailties of being human.

SENECA
You and I may see that in him. But 
the vast majority see divinity in 
him.

BEN-HUR
Don’t get me started, Seneca. There 
is divinity in only one man.

SENECA
Yes, but your Jesus I do not see. 
And Caesar I do see. He is god in 
human flesh for our empire. And so, 
he must not fail.
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BEN-HUR
Unless he races alone, you cannot 
guarantee the outcome of a chariot 
race.

SENECA
There is a more dignified approach 
to this. One that upholds the 
spirit of competition inherent in 
these games. And rewards the noble 
competitors themselves.

BEN-HUR
Bribery?

SENECA
Arrius, I want you to see this 
entire Olympiad as a sort of play. 
And we are the stage managers. And 
so we must reward the actors who 
are part of this theater. 

BEN-HUR
You misjudge me, Seneca. I did not 
give a year of my life away to 
become a stage manager. Look! Your 
god has just lost his reins. 

Judah walks away. Seneca looks down on Nero. He has lost the 
reins of his team, who have run into the arena wall. While 
Nero screams out, servants run out to him to feebly assist. 

MONTAGE - THE OLYMPIAD 

-- Nero attends a lighting ceremony, opening the Games.

-- A runner approaches the finish line, then pulls up lame, 
allowing Nero to pass by and win. Behind him, two other 
runners have fallen to the ground.

-- Nero prepares to wrestle an opponent who is clearly more 
fit than he. His opponent makes a half-hearted attempt to 
wrestle, but Nero quickly drops him and pins him.

-- In a small auditorium, Caesar is crowned with a victory 
wreath, while the audience gives an obnoxious ovation. As 
Nero leaves the platform he hands his wreath to a slave who 
packages it in a large crate filled with similar wreaths. 

-- Nero plays his lyre and sings. Afterwards, he waits 
offstage for the judges' decision. He bites his nails 
nervously. A JUDGE comes on stage and addresses the audience.
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JUDGE
Nero Caesar wins this competition, 
and crowns the Roman people and his 
world empire!

Nero acts surprised and delighted to have won. He walks on 
stage to receive his wreath while the audience heaps unctuous 
praise on him. 

INT. NERO’S APARTMENT - NIGHT

Nero is in a spacious apartment with Poppaea and Tigellinus. 
He stands at a window which spans the length of the outer 
wall, marveling at the beauty of the city.

TIGELLINUS
Race the chariot to victory 
tomorrow and your triumph will be 
complete.

NERO
This is our age, Tigellinus. Our 
time. Julius, Octavius, Tiberius - 
we now leave them in dust. 

TIGELLINUS
I see you are not flagging in 
confidence. 

Poppaea comes up and embraces Nero.

POPPAEA
I know that he is nervous. He 
tossed all last night.

NERO
(ignores her)

Look at this magnificent city. I 
have admired her from a distance, 
and finally I am in her arms. 

POPPAEA
Keep talking.

NERO
Rome is a ordinary, dirty city. It 
ought to be burned to the ground. 
Reduce it to ashes and begin again. 

He looks squarely at Tigellinus as he says this.
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POPPAEA
And then we can rename Rome 
Neropolis. And people from all 
nations can come and offer 
sacrifices to the empire’s true 
god.

Nero pushes her away roughly.

NERO
Poppaea, your worship is not 
required this evening. 

POPPAEA
Fine! Go worship yourself.

She stomps off in offense. Tigellinus and Nero exchange an 
amused smile. 

INT. CIRCUS IN ATHENS - DAY

Judah walks down to barn area beneath the stadium, where 
every horse team is being hitched up for the race. He walks 
up to Nero's horses, and strokes one of their manes.

BEN-HUR
Race well, my friends. I am tired. 
I want to go home. 

As Judah turns to walk away, a CHARIOTEER clad in racer’s 
armor approaches him.

CHARIOTEER
Are you Quintus Arrius, the 
emperor’s racing adviser?

Judah nods.

CHARIOTEER (CONT’D)
What is the meaning of this?

He holds up a purse of coins.

BEN-HUR
I don’t know what you mean.

CHARIOTEER
One of your messengers brought this 
to my quarters this morning. 

BEN-HUR
I sent you no messenger.
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CHARIOTEER
And he told me this was my reward 
for racing against the emperor. And 
that more would follow if I gave 
him place.

BEN-HUR
I sent no messenger to you. It was 
someone else.

CHARIOTEER
He said he was your servant. Caesar 
or not, I will not race under such 
dishonorable terms. 

The rider throws the purse down on the ground and storms 
away. As he leaves, he removes his helmet and racing sash and 
drops them in the dirt. Judah looks at the silver, then at 
the man, and in anger, kicks at the money and turns away.

EXT. CIRCUS IN ATHENS - DAY

The charioteers ride into formation around the field. Judah 
takes his seat behind Seneca in the back section of the 
emperor's box. Poppaea, Tigellinus and other members of 
Nero's party including Governor Marcus are in the front.

SENECA
I was growing concerned. Where is 
your wife? We have saved her a 
seat.

BEN-HUR
Like me, she is sickened by this. 
Your paid them off, in my name. 

SENECA
Soon, you and I can wash our hands 
of all of this.

BEN-HUR
No, Seneca, you’re wrong!

His voice rises, drawing the attention of others in the box. 
He leans closer and speaks for only Seneca to hear.

BEN-HUR (CONT’D)
When are you going to learn that 
you must choose which world you 
want to live in? 

Judah leans back in disgust. The chariots have all drawn 
adjacent to the emperor's box. 
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There is visible tension and anticipation in the crowd as 
Governor Marcus rises and addresses the people.

MARCUS
The final event of these glorious 
games brings together the world’s 
finest charioteers. Numbered among 
them for the first time in history, 
is our emperor. To the glory of the 
empire, and its gods, we dedicate 
this race.

He raises his arm and after a brief hesitation, drops the 
starting flag. 

MONTAGE - THE CHARIOT RACE

-- The race unfolds predictably, with Nero's competitors 
cordially pulling out of the way whenever he approaches. 

-- Nero, overcome with excitement, drives his horses forward 
with a whip. 

-- The crowd wildly cheers. 

-- Judah and Seneca are lost in their respective thoughts. 

CAESAR’S BOX - LATER

A MAN turns excitedly to his neighbor.

MAN
Two more laps to go.

ARENA FLOOR - LATER

Nero madly rushes up behind another rider. 

NERO
Get out of my way, you ass!

The charioteer attempts to pull his horses up but Nero is so 
anxious to pull into the lead that he lunges forward too 
quickly. Their wheels interlock, and Nero's chariot lurches 
sideways as it loses a wheel. 

The chariot flips several times and lands on its side, 
sending Nero sprawling to the sand. He is motionless. 
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Everyone in the emperor's box stands to their feet. Judah and 
Seneca move forward to the railing in alarm, and Seneca 
whispers to him.

SENECA
Better for all of us if he is dead.

A horse-drawn ambulances rushes out to Nero.

EXT. ATHENS - DAY

Judah and Esther walk together on a hillside overlooking the 
harbor. A young SERVANT rushes up to them.

SERVANT 
Quintus Arrius. Quintus Arrius.

BEN-HUR
What is it, my child?

SERVANT
Lord Nero is awake. And he has 
called for you by name.

BEN-HUR
Thank you. I will come shortly.

The servant runs off. Judah turns to Esther.

BEN-HUR (CONT’D)
Esther, I fear for what is about to 
happen. If it turns out badly, you 
must leave for Jerusalem without 
me. 

ESTHER
Judah, no. I can’t. I won’t!

BEN-HUR
Esther, listen to me. The 
arrangements are made. The only 
thing that will keep me alive is 
knowing you are safe. Promise me 
this. I love you!

ESTHER
(weeping)

Oh Judah! No, Judah!

BEN-HUR
Join me in prayer every evening at 
sunset until we are together again.
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They tenderly embrace atop the hill. He kisses her.

BEN-HUR (CONT’D)
Every evening at sunset.

INT. HOSPITAL ROOM - DAY

Judah enters Nero's hospital chamber. He pauses at the door 
where Seneca is standing. Seeing Judah, Nero leans up 
painfully and angrily. 

NERO
What have you to say for yourself, 
Quintus Arrius?

BEN-HUR
Is there anything to say except I 
am glad to see that you survived 
the accident.

NERO
An accident? An accident that my 
chariot wheel came off so easily. 
An accident that my chariot flipped 
at the slightest imbalance! You 
accuse me of ineptness, when all 
along you knew that my chariot was 
unsafe. An accident, hardly. This 
is sabotage.

BEN-HUR
How can you possibly accuse me of 
this?

NERO
And now my leg is broken, and I 
have been humiliated in the eyes of 
the empire. 

BEN-HUR
I gave up everything to serve you. 
I rearranged my life. And without 
complaint.

NERO
Precisely. Why complain when all 
along you knew how this would end. 
Your hostility was clear. Failing 
to give my reward to the other 
charioteers. 

Judah lifts his head sharply. 
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NERO (CONT’D)
Oh yes. Seneca would not tell me, 
but I could see. I have many eyes 
and ears. Serve me, you say, when 
once you did that which is 
inconceivable. You struck me in my 
own stables. You lifted a hand to 
Caesar!

Poppaea gasps aloud.

NERO (CONT’D)
And so now I will strike you by 
taking your freedom. Guards, take 
this loyal and dedicated man out of 
my presence. A dungeon awaits him 
in Rome. 

Two guards come into the room and take Judah’s arms and begin 
to lead him away.

BEN-HUR
How many innocent lives are you 
going to destroy. Which one of you 
in this room is next? Nero, you are 
stirring up the fire of God’s 
judgment against you!

The guards push him out the door. As he leaves, he grabs 
Seneca and pulls him to the floor, then whispers in his ear.

BEN-HUR (CONT’D)
Seneca, I beg you. For the love of 
all that is right, save Esther. 
Send her to Jerusalem.

The guards pull him up and away from Seneca.

BEN-HUR (CONT’D)
Don’t let her stay. To Jerusalem. 
Seneca. Remember Burrus!

Seneca’s is emotionless as Judah is led away.

INT. JUDAH’S PRISON CELL - DAY

The door to Judah's cell opens and Seneca appears. Judah is 
bearded and is wearing a simple prison tunic. He is sitting 
on the floor.
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BEN-HUR
Why Seneca, come in. I’d offer you 
a seat, but...I don’t have one.

Seneca remains standing at the door. He holds an object. 

SENECA
I thought you might be interested 
in knowing that the Senate has 
taken up your case. They asked for 
your death. The Emperor commuted 
your sentence to life in his 
dungeons. 

BEN-HUR
What about Esther? Where is my 
wife?

SENECA
I placed her on a ship for Judea. 
My contacts tell me that she has 
arrived and is heading to 
Jerusalem.

Judah bows his head in relief and begins to weep.

BEN-HUR
Thank you. She is safe. 

SENECA
I fail to see how Jerusalem will 
afford her safety. Your people 
insist on war. This city you love 
will be destroyed.

BEN-HUR
We have family there who will care 
for her better than I can now.
You’re always concerned for playing 
it safe, aren’t you? How safe do 
you feel now? Don’t you feel his 
fingers around your throat?

SENECA
You are a freer man than I, Quintus
Arrius. I find myself encircled by 
tyrants on every side. Caesar 
commands me. Death mocks me. 

BEN-HUR
Death is a doorway, Seneca. Like 
all earthly tyrants, it pretends to 
be more powerful than it really is.
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SENECA
Your philosophy suits you well, 
Arrius. I am happy for you.

BEN-HUR
Do you know the difference between 
a man of faith and a man of 
philosophy? The man of faith 
believes.

SENECA
Well, there is the problem. I have 
nothing to believe in. I am more 
deserving of this dung heap than 
you. But I will do what I can to 
ease your sufferings. Be patient 
with me for all must be done 
without Nero’s knowledge. I will 
have a window cut into your door. 
And here is a token of my pledge. 

He hands Judah a blanket that he has been holding in his 
hands. 

INT. SENATE CHAMBERS - DAY

Nero, visibly limping with a cane, hurries down a hallway, 
with Tigellinus beside him.

NERO
Ah, Tigellinus, what a gift has 
been brought to me! And the Senate 
has been summoned? 

TIGELLINUS
They’re all waiting for you, 
Caesar, along with the prisoner.

They turn from the hallway and enter the Senate chambers, 
buzzing with chatter. Nero sits on his throne, and Tigellinus 
takes the seat beside him. The hall quiets.

NERO
Let’s bring in our guest of honor.

Two guards bring out a SMALL FIGURE cloaked with a hood, 
along with a burly INTERROGATOR. One of the guards yanks back 
the hood. It is Octavia. 

Nero can scarcely contain his excitement. At once he jumps to 
his feet and begins to pace around her. 
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NERO (CONT’D)
Well, well, well. Look who has come 
home. And where in the world has my 
dear Octavia been hiding?

INTERROGATOR
Ephesus, Lord Nero.

NERO
Ephesus? Such a long ways away. Did 
you take a wrong turn on your way 
back to the palace one night? Who 
helped you?

Octavia’s face tightens with resolve.

INTERROGATOR
She was found within a religious 
community, Caesar. They call 
themselves Christians. The slave of 
a senator who was vacationing in 
Ephesus pointed her out in a crowd. 
She was followed to the home of a 
man who was a ringleader of this 
sect.

NERO
Was this ringleader questioned?

INTERROGATOR
Both he and Octavia’s servant were 
questioned. All they would say is 
that Octavia came to Ephesus on her 
own.

NERO
Yes, but were they questioned?

INTERROGATOR
Octavia’s servant died during her 
questioning, Caesar.

Octavia’s eyes moisten as this is said, though she continues 
to stare straight ahead.

NERO
Octavia could never have done this 
without help. Who are these 
Christians?

OCTAVIA
(startled)

Burrus helped me. 
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NERO
Burrus. Of course. And the gods saw 
fit to mete out their justice for 
his treason. Who else helped you?

OCTAVIA
I’ll tell you why I left. You 
threatened to kill me.

This draws a muffled reaction from the senators.

NERO
The Senate does not want to hear 
about our bedroom quarrels. All 
that is old news. I have since gone 
on with my life.

OCTAVIA
Then why can’t I be allowed to go 
on with mine?

More clamor awakens in the chambers. Nero reacts swiftly to 
quell it.

NERO
Because you are a threat! Wherever 
you go, crowds gather. A simple 
slave can pick you out of a crowd. 
Already this building is surrounded 
with hundreds of people ready to 
adore you all over again. Ready to 
undo all the good we have done in 
your absence. Ready to open up old 
and painful wounds. 

He looks away from her and addresses the senators.

NERO (CONT’D)
What we have packaged here in this 
seemingly innocent, beautiful body 
is dissension, disunity, 
instability and rebellion. We must 
not be fooled by outward 
appearances. We must push back 
feelings of pity trying to awaken 
within us, and deal with this 
threat as we would any other. And 
so hearing her testimony, there can 
be only one conclusion and only one 
penalty.   

There is a pause, then one lone voice cries out, “Death!” 
Then another voice echoes it. 
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Suddenly, a cataract of voices calling for her death descends 
down upon them, compelling Octavia to lower her head.

NERO (CONT’D)
As always, the Senate is swift to 
enact justice. Octavia, in spite of 
the Senate’s condemnation, in light 
of the love we once shared, I 
hereby order you to be confined in 
permanent exile to the penal island 
off our coast. 

Cries of “Merciful Caesar!” ring out.

NERO (CONT’D)
Do you have anything to say in 
response to this just sentence of 
the court?

OCTAVIA
Lord Jesus, do not hold this sin 
against them.

NERO
(laughs)

Octavia - Caesar is Lord. Take her 
away.

Nero turns to exit the chambers, as Tigellinus comes 
alongside him.

NERO (CONT’D)
(quietly)

See that her exile is not long, 
Tigellinus. And send me evidence.

INT. NERO’S OFFICE - DAY

Nero is at a desk by himself. A knock disturbs his reverie. 

NERO
Come.

An ATTENDANT enters the room, carrying a small, wooden box.

ATTENDANT
Lord Nero. Prefect Tigellinus 
ordered me to bring you this box. 

He sets the box down upon the desk, salutes and leaves. 

Nero, with curiosity, reaches for the box and removes its 
top. He stands and reaches inside, removing a bloodied knife. 
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Then he sees something else in the box, and sets the knife 
down, and pulls out several handfuls of long hair. He brings 
them to his nose, and draws in their aroma.

NERO
How often I stroked this silken 
hair. How often I kissed this 
virgin neck. 

His eyes close in rapture. 

INT. JUDAH’S PRISON CELL - DAY

Judah sits on a small cot, leaning against a wall with his 
eyes closed. His beard is longer, and his hair unkempt. 
Several shafts of dim light come through a small, barred 
window at the top of his cell door. 

His opens his eyes at the sound of a key working the lock, 
then the door opens. The face of a guard appears.

GUARD 
Your advocate is here to see you.

BEN-HUR
My advocate?

The guard steps out of the room, and Paul enters. 

BEN-HUR (CONT’D)
Paul!

Paul reaches out and brings Judah to his feet, and they 
embrace.

PAUL
Now the last time I saw you, I was 
the one who was bearded and in 
chains.

BEN-HUR
Our world has turned upside down 
hasn’t it?

They sit down on either end of the cot.

PAUL
I came as soon as I heard.

BEN-HUR
How is Spain?
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PAUL
I missed the partnership of strong 
companions like you. But now as the 
end of things approaches, we are 
together again.

(he slaps the cot)
I never received a cot. And straw - 
- how I used to dream of having 
straw.  

Judah smiles wearily but says nothing.

PAUL (CONT’D)
Judah, my spirit is deeply 
troubled. The Lord is speaking to 
many that a fearful time of testing 
is about to fall on us. Octavia is 
the first-fruits of trouble to 
come. Even Peter is on his way here 
from Judea. 

BEN-HUR
I miss her Paul. I miss Esther.

PAUL
There have been many times when I 
have envied those of you who are 
married. And other times when I 
have not. Jerusalem will not be 
spared in this either. Rumor is 
that General Vespasian is 
assembling an army to march against 
her.

BEN-HUR
My life has been an odyssey, Paul. 
I am so tired. 

PAUL
Summon your strength for one final 
push, Judah. I will race you to the 
finish line. Let’s see which of us 
makes it to heaven first.

BEN-HUR
I already have a step on you. I’m 
the one in prison.

PAUL
(laughs)

Don’t count me out yet. I’m not 
through irritating Caesar.
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BEN-HUR
Someone must stand in his way. I 
can’t imagine what he’s going to 
destroy next.

EXT. OUTSIDE OF ROME - DAY

Nero on horseback bursts out of some brush, riding swiftly 
down a trail. He is followed by four soldiers. They come to a 
short rise, and when they stop, they see unfolding before 
them the panorama of Rome engulfed with flames.

SOLDIER
Caesar. The entire city! 

NERO
Men, move on to Rome now with all 
speed. Offer your help wherever it 
is needed. Fly now!

The soldiers head toward the city. Nero dismounts and marvels 
at the spectacle.

NERO (CONT’D)
Tigellinus, my friend. This moment 
demands a response. The arousal a 
woman brings can be consummated. 
But what to do with this beautiful 
seduction? 

He goes to his horse and removes his lyre from a satchel. He 
stands atop a large rock and while overlooking the city, 
begins to play and sing. 

After a few seconds, three more soldiers ride in behind him. 
The head horseman motions to the others to stop. They look in 
bewilderment at their emperor.

EXT. ROME - DAY

Multitudes of people congest the streets trying to escape, 
many with carts holding their possessions. People have formed 
water lines in futile attempts to save buildings.

INT. NERO’S DUNGEONS - DAY

The prison fills with smoke. Several guards flee from the 
building, leaving behind the sound of choking prisoners. 
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JUDAH’S PRISON CELL - LATER

Judah is nearly overcome by the smoke. Suddenly, his door is 
pulled back and TWO MEN wearing masks step inside. They rush 
to Judah's side and help him to his feet, throwing a towel 
around his face. They help him out of the cell.

NERO’S DUNGEONS - LATER

The two men run from the prison, dragging Judah behind them. 
The street behind them is completely blocked off by a massive 
fire wall, twenty-feet high. 

They run over to TWO OTHER HOODED MEN on horses who are 
restraining three additional horses. They help Judah onto one 
of the horses, then mount up and the party heads away. 

They have to fight their way through the maze of burning 
streets.

EXT. OUTSIDE OF ROME - NIGHT

The party climbs up a hill heading out of the city. The sun 
is setting and the city is aglow with flames. They ride on 
into a wooded area. Judah has sufficiently recovered to 
direct his own horse. They all stop. 

BEN-HUR
Who are you?

The men lower their hoods. One of them is Seneca.

SENECA
It is a shame that you perished in 
this terrible fire, Arrius. Nero 
took great pleasure in knowing you 
were rotting in his prison. 

BEN-HUR
Seneca, thank you. You’d best be 
careful. You keep doing things like 
this, you might stumble into truth. 

SENECA
(smiles)

Oh, there is little danger in that.
Arrius, your wife awaits you in 
Jerusalem. I release into your care 
two of my most trusted servants. 
They will accompany you and see you 
safely out of Italy. 
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BEN-HUR
My friend, you can come with us. 
This is your chance to leave. 

SENECA
I am part of this tragedy. Right 
now another tragedy is about to 
unfold in Jerusalem. You must be 
there. 

Seneca draws near to Judah on his horse, and leans in to 
whisper.

SENECA (CONT’D)
If your God answers prayer, then 
beseech him on our behalf. We are 
corresponding with several generals 
who are distressed by what they see 
happening in Rome. Now this. 
Perhaps there is hope that they 
will come, and put a stop to this.  

Judah nods. 

SENECA (CONT’D)
(louder)

My servants know the way. Thank you 
for your friendship, Judah Ben-Hur.

BEN-HUR
And yours, Master Seneca. May you 
find something to believe in. 

EXT. NERO’S GARDENS - DAY

Nero walks through his gardens with Poppaea, Tigellinus and 
the usual guards. Poppaea is visibly pregnant. The garden has 
become a "tent city" of survivors.

TIGELLINUS
Nine of the city’s fourteen 
districts were damaged or 
destroyed, Emperor.

NERO
Thankfully it is only July. We have 
many months for rebuilding.

A WOMAN runs up to Nero, crying out bitterly.
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WOMAN
Lord Nero. Lord Nero! The fire has 
destroyed everything. My husband 
and children are all...

She sobs unable to finish her sentence, and falls faint at 
his feet. Suddenly Nero tenderly lifts her face to his. To 
her amazement, he is weeping. 

NERO
Woman, I weep for you. I weep with 
you. I cannot give you back your 
family. But I will give you back 
your home, and if you believe in 
me, I will give you back your hope. 
We will all learn to live again. 

She restrains her crying, and manages a smile. He touches her 
head and they walk on. Tigellinus suppresses a smile.

TIGELLINUS
Tears, Caesar. Do my eyes deceive 
me?

POPPAEA
Who wouldn’t be moved? The poor 
woman.

NERO
A disaster is great political 
capital for a leader, Tigellinus. I 
can generate more loyalty with a 
few carefully placed tears than 
with a thousand speeches. 

POPPAEA
Your tears weren’t real? There 
wasn’t even a part of your heart 
that was touched by her anguish?

TIGELLINUS
Lady Poppaea, have you never placed 
your head on your husband’s chest? 
Caesar has no heart.

Nero howls with laughter at the joke. After a moment, 
Tigellinus points at the wall of a nearby building.

TIGELLINUS (CONT’D)
Caesar, look at that.

They walk through the crowds to the building, and see 
graffiti written on the walls: "NERO ARSONIST!" Nero recoils. 
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NERO
It’s not true. It’s not true! 
People of Rome, do not believe 
these lies. 

He rushes up to the wall and places his hand on the graffiti, 
as though to cover it up. His voice mounts in wildness.

NERO (CONT’D)
I have opened my own home to you. I 
have wept with you. I will rebuild 
your houses and business. This is 
an outrage!

He looks along the wall to one side and suddenly sees among 
the crowd the pale, ghostly forms of Octavia, and beside her 
a young man, BRITANNICUS. Nero falls to the ground in terror.   

NERO (CONT’D)
No!

Britannicus’s tunic begins to stain with a growing patch of 
blood, and a red line of blood appears on Octavia’s neck. 

Nero covers up his head and screams. Tigellinus rushes up and 
kneels beside him. Nero looks out between his arms and sees 
that the vision is gone. He grabs at Tigellinus frantically.

NERO (CONT’D)
I saw them. Britannicus!

TIGELLINUS
Britannicus? Where?

Nero slowly returns to his senses.

NERO
By the gods, Tigellinus. Dispatch 
workers at once and erase this 
slander.

INT. NERO’S PALACE - DAY

Tigellinus reports to Nero at his breakfast table. Caesar is 
with Poppaea, poking with a surly air at a plate of fruit.

NERO
Tigellinus. Encourage me with the 
news you bring. 

TIGELLINUS
You wish to have good news? You are 
twenty-seven, not seventy-two. 

(MORE)
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You’re a Roman, not a Celt. And you 
don’t seem too much overweight. 

NERO
Why do I endure you? Everyday you 
give me something more about you to 
hate. This fruit is bitter. Just as 
well. Fitting for the message you 
bring.

TIGELLINUS
Nero, the talk is everywhere that 
you...that we...started the fire. 

NERO
How could this be believed? 

He pushes away from the table and begins to pace.

NERO (CONT’D)
We must put a stop to this at once. 
Summon the Senate. We will --

TIGELLINUS
Caesar, that will not do. The 
Senate can do nothing. You can only 
clear your name by finding the real 
criminals. 

NERO
The real criminals. Yes.

Nero is intrigued with the thought.

NERO (CONT’D)
Obviously, this was arson. The fire 
was much too widespread. But who 
did it? Who hates Rome with such 
venom? Who hates Caesar? 
A...a...group of escaped slaves. 
Some disenchanted senators. This 
could be our chance to purge the 
Senate of those who oppose us.

POPPAEA
Christians.

They stop to consider her suggestion.

POPPAEA (CONT’D)
The Christians have ample reason to 
hate Caesar. Octavia. You 
imprisoned Quintus Arrius. And now 
he is dead. 

TIGELLINUS (CONT'D)
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NERO
But who are they really? How many 
of them are there? 

TIGELLINUS
The more I learn of them...they’re
a pestilent group, Caesar. They’re 
atheists, you know. They refuse to 
worship any of our gods.  

POPPAEA
I’ve heard they’re cannibals. 

NERO
Please, Poppaea.  

POPPAEA
More than one person has told me 
that they eat flesh and drink blood 
in honor of their king.

Nero looks to Tigellinus for some corroboration of this, but 
he merely shrugs.

TIGELLINUS
There’s all sorts of strange sects 
running around. They’re clearly up 
to no good.  

Nero smiles after a few seconds, then retakes his seat at the 
table. 

NERO
So there it is. How could we have 
endured this cult for so long? And 
now it comes to this. We must act 
swiftly and decisively to stamp 
these Christians out. All of Rome 
must see that we have found our 
arsonists. 

He takes a bite of melon.

NERO (CONT’D)
This melon is exquisite. 

Juice from the fruit drools down his face. Poppaea leans over 
him and dabs at his mouth with a napkin, then kisses him.

POPPAEA
I’m glad it pleases you. 
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EXT. COUNTRYSIDE - NIGHT

Judah and his two servants sit around a fire beneath a star-
lit sky. The horses graze in the background. As they eat, 
Judah is deep in thought. His beard is gone. 

There is a rustling in the trees behind them, and the 
servants stand in alarm, ready to pounce. A MAN and a WOMAN, 
both 30ish, emerge and tentatively approach them.

MAN
My wife and I saw your fire. We are 
lost, we are hungry, we are cold. 
Can you give us any help?

BEN-HUR
You have found friends tonight. 
Please join us. Julius, offer them 
some food. 

The servant named Julius, who had been tending a pot of meat 
and broth, dishes some up and gives it to them. 

BEN-HUR (CONT’D)
What brings two young lovers out 
here in the middle of nowhere?

MAN
We are from Rome. Actually, we are 
leaving Rome. For good. It has 
become a city of death to us. We 
have family in Naples who will help 
us begin again.

WOMAN
We lost everything.

MAN
Including our littlest treasure. 
Our three year old daughter. We 
couldn’t get her out in time. 

He reaches out to console his wife who gives way to her 
tears. Judah and the servants are visibly moved.

BEN-HUR
I know your pain. My wife and I 
lost both our children in the 
plague years ago. All that life 
suddenly ripped away from you.  

WOMAN
At least the ones who started the 
fire have been caught and punished.
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MAN
No, Mary. Those people could not 
have done it. They were wrongly 
accused. I know it.

BEN-HUR
What people? Who was punished?

MAN
You’ve not heard?

Judah shakes his head.

MAN (CONT’D)
Nero blamed a religious group. I 
forget what they were called.

WOMAN
Christians.

Judah pitches forward as though struck from behind. Julius 
and the other servant reach out to steady him. 

BEN-HUR
My God in heaven, no.

MAN
You’ve heard of them?

BEN-HUR
What happened? What did that 
butcher do to them?

MAN
It was awful. For a couple weeks he 
turned his gardens into a tribunal. 
And hundreds of these Christians 
were arrested and brought there. 

EXT. OUTDOOR SANCTUARY - DAY

The Roman church is gathered together for worship. Suddenly, 
dozens of soldiers charge into the amphitheater and begin 
beating and chaining everyone they can catch. 

EXT. NERO’S GARDENS - NIGHT

The arrested Christians are herded into Nero's gardens which 
have been converted into a military-style detention center.
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MAN (V.O.)
There was a trial. But it was a 
farce. And then the executions 
began. Many of them died in the 
arena. 

EXT. CIRCUS IN ROME - DAY

A group of TEN CHRISTIANS is brought onto the arena floor, 
bound in animal skins. Out of the arena tunnels come running 
tigers who instinctively turn toward the prisoners. Nero 
watches from his box.

MAN (V.O.)
They were forced into gladiator 
fights, but none of them would pick 
up their swords. For several 
nights, they were bound to poles 
and burned alive while Nero drove 
between them in his chariot.

EXT. NERO’S GARDENS - NIGHT

Nero rides through his gardens between Christians that have 
been set afire. He comes across a group of believers who are 
singing a hymn as they await execution.

NERO
There will be no singing in my 
gardens tonight. Infidels - go and 
meet your god!

He signals for guards to light they fire, which they do. The 
Christians continue singing.

NERO (CONT’D)
I said, stop your singing. Don’t 
you know you are dying. Stop it!

MAN (V.O.)
They sang as they died. Hundreds of 
them were killed. He just went on 
and on, until the people began 
feeling sorry for them.  

EXT. COUNTRYSIDE - NIGHT

MAN
No Mary. It was obvious that Nero 
was covering up his own crimes. 

(MORE)
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These Christians could not have 
done this. And I know that’s so 
because one of their chiefs cast a 
spell on Nero and took away his 
voice.

Judah's head is buried between his knees. He is trembling and 
his voice is broken by sorrow.

BEN-HUR
What do you mean?

MAN
Nero found two of their leaders. 
One he crucified upside down. They 
called him Peter. The other, I 
forget his name.

BEN-HUR
Paul. 

MAN
Yes, well then you know of them.

BEN-HUR
I am a Christian. I know these 
people. And yes, they are innocent. 
What happened to Paul?

INT. SENATE CHAMBERS - DAY

Paul, bound and chained, is pushed into the auditorium by two 
guards. Nero sits on his throne looking fierce and proud.

MAN (V.O.)
He was tried before the Senate. But 
he wouldn’t speak. So the emperor 
began to rail at him.

Nero rises abruptly from his throne and circles Paul. 

NERO
Haven’t you any thing to say for 
yourself? Aren’t you afraid of me?

They stare at each other, but Paul's charisma causes Nero to 
blink first.

PAUL
Fear you? No, I pity you. Even now 
the flames of hell are licking at 
your feet.

MAN (CONT'D)
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NERO
You threaten me? A Jew in chains 
has the audacity to threaten the 
divine Caesar!

Paul’s voice rings out with fire at this.

PAUL
Do not blaspheme the living God, 
Caesar! You are a man of dust. For 
attempting to silence his people, 
God will now silence you!

Nero falls back as if hit with a lightning bolt. He grasps 
his throat. 

Tigellinus comes to his aid. Nero attempts to speak. The 
words come slowly and painfully, in a raspy voice. 

NERO
Kill the sorcerer.

INT. PAUL’S PRISON CELL - DAY

Paul is led into his cell by two soldiers. He is forced to 
kneel, and without hesitation, one of the soldiers raises his 
sword and ends Paul’s life. 

EXT. COUNTRYSIDE - NIGHT

Judah stands overlooking the moonlit valley below. 

BEN-HUR
Paul was my friend. 

MAN
I have spoken too much.

BEN-HUR
No. You are a messenger sent from 
God. I must go back to Rome.

JULIUS
Go back? Master, you heard his 
story. What about your wife?

BEN-HUR
The church has been scattered. I 
must go and gather the survivors.

JULIUS
Is there a church left?
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BEN-HUR
God always leaves a remnant. Evil 
cannot exterminate good. We must go 
back.

MAN
You will face certain death.

BEN-HUR
So be it. There are things worth 
dying for. 

INT. NERO’S PALACE - DAY

Tigellinus strides urgently into Nero’s consulting chambers, 
holding a scroll. Caesar is alone, lyre in hand.

NERO
There is no improvement in my 
voice. No physician in Rome can 
help me.

TIGELLINUS
You have matters much more grave to 
deal with Caesar. General Galba is 
coming.

NERO
Galba?

TIGELLINUS
We intercepted this letter. And see 
whose signature is upon it. 

Nero stands and takes the scroll, then scans it. His face 
turns white as he reads, then suddenly his eyes darken.

EXT. SENECA’S HOUSE - DAY

Three soldiers and a CENTURION march briskly up the steps 
that lead to a veranda where Seneca and his WIFE are resting. 

SENECA
Centurion, why this intrusion?

The centurion stops but looks exceedingly cold.

CENTURION
I have a message from Caesar. You 
may with dignity end your own life 
now, or have your life taken from 
you this evening. 
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SENECA’S WIFE
Lucius! Oh no. Why?

SENECA
I know why. The emperor has 
discovered that Galba is on his way 
to remove him from power. And I 
have summoned him. 

His wife cries out and embraces him, while he remains stoic. 

SENECA (CONT’D)
I wish to read through my will one 
final time --

CENTURION
That will not be allowed. If there 
is the slightest hesitation, we are 
ordered to assist you. 

SENECA
So there it is. Caesar has spoken 
and will not be disobeyed. 
Centurion, I would like to take 
care of this in my bath house if 
that is acceptable.

The centurion nods, and Seneca begins to stand. His wife 
clutches at his legs, crying. Seneca touches her face.

SENECA (CONT’D)
My love, we have discussed this day 
many times. I ask you to bear this 
with the dignity of our family 
name. This will be our final kiss. 
You are my dearest friend.

SENECA’S WIFE
Lucius, I love you. 

They kiss, then stand together. Seneca slowly releases her, 
then walks with the centurion. His wife collapses back into 
her chair, sobbing.

INT. SENECA’S BATHHOUSE - DAY

Seneca and the centurion walk into the bathhouse. Seneca sits 
on a chair and bares his left arm over a drainage area.

SENECA
Centurion, if you would cut my arm. 
It would be less painful than my 
own feeble strokes. 
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Seneca's face flinches as the centurion cuts his wrist. 
Seneca closes his eyes.

SENECA (CONT’D)
I am hemmed in on every side. 
Darkness all around. There is no 
light. No light.

EXT. SENECA’S BATHHOUSE - DAY

The centurion walks out of the bathhouse onto the veranda, 
alone and without emotion. The soldiers are standing. 
Seneca’s wife is at the table. 

CENTURION
Bring his body and follow me.

Seneca’s wife breaks into more sobbing as the soldiers obey.

EXT. OUTDOOR SANCTUARY - DAY

The hundred surviving members of the church sing a hymn 
together. When they finish the song, all sit down but Judah.

BEN-HUR
Some people would think it strange 
that we would choose to worship 
when we are hurting so much. But I 
was reading through the final words 
of our beloved Peter that he wrote 
before he died. 

Judah reads from a small scroll.

BEN-HUR (CONT’D)
Don’t be surprised by the painful 
trials you suffer, as though 
something unusual were happening. 
But be glad, for you are sharing in 
Christ’s sufferings. 

He looks up at his friends.

BEN-HUR (CONT’D)
In a world where God allows us to 
make choices, there will be seasons 
when evil seems to prevail. When 
those who are innocent will be 
called to suffer. How do we defeat 
that evil? 
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MAN IN CONGREGATION
We fight back.

BEN-HUR
Yes, but only with weapons of love 
and truth. We appeal to God. We 
appeal to the just laws of our 
world. We appeal to the power of 
righteous men. 

MAN IN CONGREGATION 
But what if those just laws have 
all been corrupted? What if there 
are no righteous men?

BEN-HUR
Then we do as Peter said. We suffer 
with our Lord. Knowing that death 
does not end us. Our Lord’s 
resurrection proves that evil will 
not win. We will outlast it.   

ANOTHER MAN
General Galba is on his way to 
Rome. Nero could fall any day. 

BEN-HUR
Nero will fall, but not of a man’s 
plotting. He will destroy himself. 
The terror of God will consume him.

WOMAN IN CONGREGATION
Judah, how long will you stay with 
us?

BEN-HUR
Until this night is over. This long 
and bitter night. 

INT. NERO’S PALACE - DAY

Tigellinus approaches Nero who is sitting at his desk, 
looking into space.  

TIGELLINUS
Nero. Galba is coming. Do you hear 
me? And the people are calling for 
him. Your soldiers are still with 
you. Do not give them reason to 
doubt you. Lead them in battle. 
Half of Galba’s army will desert to 
us if we but take the field against 
him.
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Nero shows no response. 

TIGELLINUS (CONT’D)
Nero!

NERO
(subdued)

Soldiers’ games. I don’t have time 
for soldiers’ games. Galba is 
bluffing. The people love me.

TIGELLINUS
The people do not love you. You 
have lost them. All you have left 
are your legions. And if you lose 
them, you lose it all. Appear 
before them. Speak to them. Give 
them one reason to die for you.

NERO
Tigellinus, you go and speak to 
them. And give them this reason: 
Caesar has order their obedience. 

TIGELLINUS
That will not do!

NERO
Tigellinus, go. Leave. The spirit 
of Seneca is on you. I am trying to 
write poetry. How many of your 
soldiers could even rhyme two words 
if asked?

Tigellinus stalks out of the room, passing Poppaea whom he 
looks at with grave concern. 

INT. NERO’S PALACE - DAY

Nero stands on a balcony outside of his bedroom looking out 
over the city. In the distance, a dark thunderstorm is 
building, approaching Rome. Poppaea steps tentatively onto 
the balcony. Nero talks to himself under his breath.

POPPAEA
Nero.  

He doesn’t respond.

POPPAEA (CONT’D)
Nero. I’m afraid.

She places her arms around him, but he recoils from her. 
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NERO
So like a woman. I thought you were 
strong. Not like Octavia. 

POPPAEA
Why won’t you do anything? Why are 
you standing here when...

(she points to the 
horizon)

...a storm is approaching.

NERO
What do you want? 

POPPAEA
Fight for me. Defend your child! 
Defend your city! 

He reacts as though stung.

POPPAEA (CONT’D)
You are not the one I married.

With sudden fierceness he slaps her, then grabs her arm and 
hurls her violently back into the bedroom. 

NERO
How dare you speak to me that way! 
No one talks back to me.

He charges at her and delivers a powerful kick to her abdomen 
sending her into spasms of pain. Two guards enter the room. 

NERO (CONT’D)
Poppaea! Oh no. Guards, quick. My 
wife has fallen. She’s hurt 
herself.

The guards bend over her and look into Nero's confused eyes.

INT. NERO’S PALACE - DAY

Nero sits remorsefully beside Poppaea's still body lying on a 
table. A blood-splotched blanket covers her up to her waist. 
A PHYSICIAN enters the room.

PHYSICIAN
Lord Nero, we could not save the 
baby either. 

The doctor sees that Poppaea's body is uncovered, so he walks 
over. He observes the bruise on her face, then he covers her 
completely with the blanket.
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PHYSICIAN (CONT’D)
Emperor, I am sorry. The grief of 
this accident will be felt over the 
whole empire. 

Nero says nothing. The physician leaves.

NERO
Poppy. Poppy. Why have you left me 
like this? I have no son. I have no 
wife. And soon I will have no 
empire. Poppy, Galba is coming. 
Tigellinus says I must fight him. 
I...I...who abhor violence! Must I 
stoop to be a soldier?

He buries his head in his hands, pauses, then lifts it again.

NERO (CONT’D)
Yes, I will fight him. I will lead 
my armies into battle. I will march 
before them playing upon my lyre. 
With a thousand trumpets blowing 
behind me, and then the dancers 
shall come, and we shall lead our 
legions before Galba. And I will 
fight him by showing him the 
surpassing excellence of my world 
compared with his. 

He takes her hand.

NERO (CONT’D)
From your death will come rebirth, 
my love. I promise you this. The 
future will yet be ours. I will 
leave you with a kiss and return 
for you when Galba has repented.

He pulls back the sheet from her head, and sees the face of 
Octavia looking back at him instead. His face contorts in 
fear, as he reflexively covers her up and flees the room.

EXT. ROMAN STREETS - DAY

Hundreds of people are jockeying through the streets. The 
city is in chaos. A MAN stands on a street and shouts to 
another standing in the doorway of a house.

MAN
General Galba is approaching the 
outskirts of the city!
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INT. NERO’S BEDROOM - DAY

Tigellinus marches up toward the door leading into Nero’s 
room. TWO GUARDS are standing watch in the outlying foyer.

TIGELLINUS
Where’s Nero?

GUARD ONE
He said he wished to be left alone 
to write. He wanted no one 
disturbing him, including --

Tigellinus blows past them into the room.

GUARD ONE (CONT’D)
-- you.

Tigellinus sees Nero sitting petrified in a chair looking out 
the window at the streets below.

TIGELLINUS
You see what is happening. The 
streets have exploded. You’ve lost 
control. This is your last chance.  

Nero ignores him.

TIGELLINUS (CONT’D)
Ahenobarbus!

Nero spins around and glares at him.

NERO
How dare you use my childhood name. 
You mock me.

TIGELLINUS
You deserve to be mocked. 

NERO
I’ll have your neck.

TIGELLINUS
Not before Galba has yours. Come 
now to the soldiers’ camp. 

He grabs Nero’s arm but Nero pulls it away with offense. He 
continues to look out the window as he speaks.

NERO
Tigellinus, this rain is bound to 
be heavy. It’s going to expose the 
inadequacies of our sewage system. 

(MORE)
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Did you notice in Athens their 
design? So much better than ours. 
Greeks are magnificent engineers.

Nero continues to stare out the window. Tigellinus 
straightens himself up and without a word or salute, leaves 
the room and returns to the soldiers outside the door.

TIGELLINUS
Guards, return to the barracks. 
We’re going to prepare a suitable 
welcome for General Galba.

GUARD ONE
So Caesar is going to fight after 
all?

TIGELLINUS
Didn’t you listen to me, man? We’re 
going to welcome the new emperor.

INT. NERO’S PALACE - NIGHT

Nero emerges from his bedroom.

NERO
Guards, I want...

He looks around and sees that he is alone. He then moves out 
into an adjoining foyer. It too is deserted.

NERO (CONT’D)
Guards? Is anyone here?

He peeks outside the palace and sees no one. He walks back 
inside, puzzled.

NERO (CONT’D)
Hello!

SPORUS (O.C.)
Emperor.

Nero wheels around and sees SPORUS, one of his slaves.

NERO
Sporus. Where has everyone gone?

SPORUS
The guards have gone to the 
soldiers’ camp with Tigellinus. 
He’s declared for Galba, Caesar. 

NERO (CONT'D)

(MORE)
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He told us that anyone still left 
in the palace by nightfall would be 
arrested. Everyone’s gone except 
for me and two others. Myself, 
Epaphroditus and Phaon. 

NERO
An army of three. Brave Sporus. 
More noble than Tigellinus. If you 
would, go and summon our army. We 
must retreat from this place, and 
pull back our line of defense. 

Nero walks back outside again and looks out at the sky. A 
distant lightening bolt illuminates the outline of the 
Colossus.

EXT. STREETS OF ROME - NIGHT

Judah rides on horseback alongside his two servants. The 
streets are deserted. The rain has begun to fall heavily, and 
thunder booms nearby. 

JULIUS
Master Judah, this night is fit 
only for devils.

BEN-HUR
Well, in that case, we press on.

JULIUS
Master?

BEN-HUR
We don’t fear devils, do we? But we 
should fear lightning. Let’s 
quicken our pace and see if we can 
beat this storm home. 

EXT. STREETS OF ROME - NIGHT

Nero, Sporus, EPAPHRODITUS and PHAON, plod their way through 
the cobbled streets as the storm vents its fury on them. They 
have to yell above the clamor.

PHAON
Caesar we must seek shelter! My 
house is a half-mile further. 

In addition to the wind and thunder, a muffled chanting is 
suddenly heard.

SPORUS (CONT'D)
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EPAPHRODITUS
What’s that noise? 

SPORUS
It’s coming from over there.

The four of them step off the road and walk fifty feet into 
the woods. Down in the valley beneath them they see the 
soldier camp. 

Despite the rain, nearly a hundred soldiers are outside with 
torches, chanting the name of "GALBA". Nero shudders. 

They turn to walk back to the road, and at once Nero cries 
out a blood-curdling scream. He sees Agrippina blocking their 
path, her arms extended eerily towards him.  

SPORUS (CONT’D)
What is it?

NERO
Agrippina! It’s her, right there!

PHAON
There’s nothing there.

They help him to his feet and continue walking. As they pass 
the tree where Nero saw her, they have to drag him.

PHAON (CONT’D)
Nero, you have to pull yourself 
together or this won’t work. It’s 
frightening enough without you 
seeing ghosts.  

They scramble their way through some underbrush and pull 
themselves onto the road. At once, they are startled by the 
wild neighing of a horse, immediately followed by a lightning 
bolt that explodes right over them. 

Nero and his companions fall to the ground in terror when 
they see above them on a horse the illuminated form of 
Quintus Arrius. 

Judah's two servants pull back. Judah though steadies his 
horse. The fury of God fills him as he sees that it is Nero, 
who is clawing at the dirt before him, paralyzed by fright.

NERO
It’s him! It’s him! Do you see him, 
or am I the only one?

SPORUS
It’s real, Caesar. We believe you! 
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Judah advances closer on his horse and peers angrily down.

BEN-HUR
Nero, the living God has wearied of 
your abominations against him  and 
your crimes against men. Tonight 
your crown is handed to another and 
your soul returns to him who made 
it. One door yet remains open for 
you, but it closes swiftly. Repent 
of your evil. Call upon the holy 
God and beg that you still might 
receive his mercy.

NERO
Leave me, specter. Leave me. Leave 
me ghost of Quintus Arrius!

BEN-HUR
I am Judah Ben-Hur!

Judah and his servants begin to walk their horses past the 
men as they continue to bury their faces in the ground.

BEN-HUR (CONT’D)
The door closes, Nero.

The horses fade into the darkness, as the storm rages on.

SPORUS
If even the Furies oppose us, we 
can go no further.

PHAON
Nero, you must surrender yourself. 
It’s of no use trying to flee.

NERO
Phaon, take us to your house. There 
we will end this. 

EXT. PHAON’S HOUSE - NIGHT

The men come to Phaon’s property. In the distance is the 
sound of advancing soldiers. 

NERO
Is this your home? 

Phaon nods.

NERO (CONT’D)
Then this will be my grave. 
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Nero looks down at the ground.

NERO (CONT’D)
Does one of you have a knife?

Phaon approaches him and holds out a dagger. Nero slowly 
reaches to take it with unsteady hands. He turns the blade 
inward, then looks at Phaon.

NERO (CONT’D)
Phaon, my noble servant. Would you?

PHAON
I will not raise a hand against 
Caesar.

EPAPHRODITUS
Lord Nero, you must do this. It is 
the way of honor.

Nero trembles, drops the knife and falls to his knees. He 
picks up the knife again and holds it to his throat. More 
voices are heard, getting nearer.

PHAON
It could be the soldiers. I was 
seen staying behind. They would 
think to search my home. 

NERO
I’ve died a thousand deaths on-
stage. Why now can’t I act the 
part? 

He looks up at them.

NERO (CONT’D)
Maybe Galba will let me go to 
Alexandria. I can devote the rest 
of my life to art, and leave behind 
this foolish pretense of running an 
empire. I am not suited for this 
role.

EPAPHRODITUS
Galba will burn the skin off your 
body, and break each of your bones 
one by one, and maybe then he will 
decide to kill you. 

The voices are nearly upon them. Nero quakes, and again leans 
over the knife, closing his eyes.
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NERO
What an artist dies with me. What 
an artist dies with me!

Still he hesitates. Sporus suddenly walks up behind Caesar, 
and in one swift motion, braces his head with his left hand 
and with his right hand forces the knife into Nero's throat. 

Nero collapses on the ground as soldiers come into view. He 
convulses and then is still. Tigellinus steps forward out of 
the darkness and peers down on Nero’s body. 

EXT. JUDAH’S SHIP - DAY

Judah stands atop a large sailing vessel on a sunny, late 
summer day. His eyes are firmly fixed on the horizon. 

EXT. HARBOR - DAY

Judah, on deck of the ship as it drifts into a harbor, stands 
alongside SAMUEL, 70ish and Jewish. From the ship they can 
see hundreds of Roman soldiers on shore.

SAMUEL
The crimson stain of Rome follows 
us everywhere, Judah. 

BEN-HUR
I’ve never seen so many soldiers, 
even in Rome.

SAMUEL
Judah, my brother. I fear you have 
come too late. I fear you will not 
find what you are looking for in 
Jerusalem. 

BEN-HUR
I cannot believe God would bring me 
so far, through so much, only to 
crush me in the end. I must know 
what happened. And where she is. 

SAMUEL
I have been blessed by your 
companionship on this long voyage. 
Should you find that hope has 
deserted you, seek me in Joppa. 

BEN-HUR
Thank you Samuel. 
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EXT. HARBOR - DAY

Judah waits in line to be questioned by a CUSTOMS OFFICER. 
The person in front of him finishes, and Judah steps forward.

CUSTOMS OFFICER
Next. Your name.

BEN-HUR
Quintus Arrius. 

CUSTOMS OFFICER
Why have you come to Judea?

BEN-HUR
I have come to claim property.

CUSTOMS OFFICER
Where?

BEN-HUR
Jerusalem.

CUSTOMS OFFICER
All travel there is prohibited. If 
that’s where your property is, I’m 
afraid you’re out of luck. 

BEN-HUR
The siege is over?

CUSTOMS OFFICER
I’ll say. 

BEN-HUR
Well my young friend, I will see 
Jerusalem. As a legate of the 
Senate, I am authorized to give 
them a report of its condition and 
of the prisoner transport. 

He picks up a clay tablet and smacks his ring against it, 
leaving its seal’s imprint. 

BEN-HUR (CONT’D)
Check this seal with your records. 

Startled by the authority in Judah’s voice, the customs 
officer nods compliantly.

114.



EXT. JUDEAN COUNTRYSIDE - DAY

Judah rides in a wagon that is part of a longer military 
caravan. The caravan passes a line of Jewish prisoners going 
toward the harbor. Judah makes eye contact with one of them, 
who spits in his direction.

JUDEAN COUNTRYSIDE - LATER

Judah's eyes are closed. Two foul-looking slaves are among 
those riding in the wagon with Judah. One of them hits the 
other and points off to the side. 

The noise is enough to stir Judah who looks in the direction 
the slave is pointing. He sees a crucified corpse about fifty 
feet off the roadside.

EXT. OUTSIDE OF JERUSALEM - DAY

Judah and the other riders alertly sit up in the wagon. They 
round the corner of a cliff, and stretching out before them, 
a half mile away in the valley below, are the ruins of 
Jerusalem. 

The walls are completely demolished, buildings are leveled, 
spirals of smoke are still rising from certain sections. 

Judah slips off the wagon and walks off the trail, stunned by 
what he sees. He pulls an OFFICER aside.

BEN-HUR
Is there anyone left? Is anyone 
living in the city?

OFFICER
Old man, your eyes are failing you. 
This city’s being erased from the 
map.

EXT. OUTSIDE OF JERUSALEM - DAY

Judah is by himself far off the beaten path. The caravan is 
long gone. He remains near the top of the valley, sitting in 
the dirt, looking down on the city in silence.

OUTSIDE OF JERUSALEM - LATER

Judah slowly moves his hand to the ground and uproots a small 
plant growing out of the sand near to him. He lifts it up 
before his face, and shakes the dirt off the roots.
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BEN-HUR
This is all we are to you, God. 
We’re like the desert grass. You 
uproot us just like this. Do our 
lives mean anything to you? 

He leans over and lays down, doubled up in grief.

BEN-HUR (CONT’D)
Take me home, God. Let me die now. 
I cannot live another day. I have 
lived too long.

A shadow falls over Judah.

YOUNG MAN (O.C.)
What’s the matter, my father?

Judah looks at the sound of this youthful voice and sees a 
YOUNG MAN, 20, with a boyish, innocent face, standing before 
him, blocking the sun. Judah sits up.

BEN-HUR
I am too weary to explain.

The young man sits down beside him.

YOUNG MAN
Why have you come to this valley of 
death?

BEN-HUR
I thought I would find someone 
living here.

YOUNG MAN
They must not be here then.

Judah laughs scornfully.

BEN-HUR
I’m sure she is dead.

YOUNG MAN
A long time ago a young rabbi named 
Jesus prophesied this would happen.

BEN-HUR
I know about Jesus. I am one of his 
followers.

YOUNG MAN
Then the one you are searching for 
is also one of his.
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BEN-HUR
She was my wife. We served him 
together, until we were separated. 

YOUNG MAN
My father, no Christians perished 
in this disaster.

BEN-HUR
What do you mean, no Christians 
perished? The people of God suffer 
like everyone else, more so even.

YOUNG MAN
But none suffered here. For a brief 
while, the Roman army pulled back 
and an opportunity was given for 
people to escape. The Christians 
all fled. Most of them went to 
Pella. They weren’t here when the 
Romans came back. 

Judah's spirits revive once more with this news, but he 
cannot bear this emotional upheaval. Once again he lowers his 
head onto his arm. The young man reaches over and lays a hand 
on Judah's head.

YOUNG MAN (CONT’D)
May you have strength to finish 
your journey. The race is almost 
won. Home is in sight. 

His hand withdraws. Judah's head remains lowered for a short 
time. Then he slowly lifts it with a fresh resolve upon his 
countenance.

BEN-HUR
Thank you.

He looks around him, but the young man is gone, nowhere in 
sight. 

EXT. COUNTRYSIDE - DAY

Judah resumes his search, walking along a wilderness road. He 
crosses a stream and stops to drink from it. 

EXT. JUDEAN COUNTRYSIDE - NIGHT

He continues to walk under the desert moon.
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EXT. VILLAGE OF PELLA - DAY

As the sun starts to set behind the hills, Judah comes into 
the village and stops at the city well, where TWO TEENAGE 
GIRLS are dipping for water. 

BEN-HUR
Peace to you, daughters.

TEEN-AGER ONE
Peace to you, my father. Have you 
been walking in the wilderness 
alone?

BEN-HUR
Yes. Hoping that I might find 
someone here.

TEEN-AGER TWO
Here’s a drink for you.

She offers him a cup of water which he accepts.

BEN-HUR
Thank you. I am nearly spent. 

He slowly takes a drink.

BEN-HUR (CONT’D)
Is this Pella?

TEEN-AGER ONE
Yes. Who are you looking for?

BEN-HUR
Her name is Esther.

TEEN-AGER TWO
My mother’s name is Esther.

BEN-HUR
She’s my wife. She would belong to 
a community known as Christians. 
Are there any of these people here?

The girls smile broadly.

TEEN-AGER TWO
We’re Christians.

The first teenager drops her jar of water in excitement.
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TEEN-AGER ONE
You are Judah! Judah Ben-Hur! From 
Rome!

BEN-HUR
Yes child, I am.

TEEN-AGER ONE
This is a miracle!

She takes Judah’s hands and dances deliriously.

TEEN-AGER ONE (CONT’D)
Esther is living in the house of 
Joseph and Tirzah. They live on the 
other end of the village. The last 
street. We’ll take you there! 

They leave their jugs behind, grab hold of Judah’s hands and 
walk beside him.

TEEN-AGER ONE (CONT’D)
Esther never stops talking about 
you.

TEEN-AGER TWO
What are the men in Rome like?

EXT. VILLAGE OF PELLA - NIGHT

The three of them come to the other end of town. Judah looks 
and sees the form of a woman walking at the outskirts of the 
village. 

He looks at the two girls and they both nod. He drops their 
hands and walks toward Esther. His footsteps are purposeful 
and strong. 

When he is about twenty feet away, she looks toward him, and 
instantly recognizes her husband. The tears flow at once as 
she rushes to him and falls into his embrace. 

ESTHER
You said to pray with you at sunset 
every night, and you would come.

BEN-HUR
And here I am.

In the background, the two girls smile broadly, silhouetted 
by the setting sun, wiping tears from their own eyes.
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BEN-HUR (CONT’D)
I never took my eyes off of you.

FADE OUT.

THE END
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