
An Interview with Producer, Writer & Director James Hawes

Filmed in England, Jordan, and Syria, LAWRENCE OF ARABIA: THE BATTLE FOR THE ARAB WORLD draws upon eyewitness accounts of Arabs, Westerners, and Lawrence himself to tell the poignant and dramatic tale of one of the 20th century’s most influential figures.  Producer, Writer, and Director James Hawes discusses this remarkable film, and his role in making it come to fruition: 

Q:  This film provides a rare perspective of T.E. Lawrence.  Can you tell us about it?

Hawes: Very little attention has been focused on the role Lawrence played in the creation of modern Arabia.  In fact, his actions had a profound affect.  Today’s conflicts across the Middle East have their roots in his story.  We interview Arab men whose fathers fought beside Lawrence against the Turks, and Arab scholars that have studied him for years.  These are people for whom this is not distant history, or something familiar only from a Hollywood movie, but their history.  It provides a unique perspective of Lawrence from the Arab point of view.

Q:  How did you recreate the period in which Lawrence lived and the battles he fought?

Hawes: We filmed in Syria, Jordan, and the United Kingdom in many of the same places Lawrence had been.  We followed his footsteps as an undergraduate on his tour of the great crusader castles in Syria, to Hosn, Sayhun, the fascinating city of Aleppo, and to Damascus, where he first arrived in the region.  We also filmed in the desert, where Lawrence led the Arabs in battle.  By filming with an actor to represent him, we were able to get a sense of the scale of these magnificent landscapes.  Often we found ourselves re-creating scenes on the very sites where the events themselves took place.

Q:  Did you encounter any especially difficult obstacles? 

Filming in Syria has traditionally been difficult. But our subject matter, and the recent changes in attitude towards foreign media, made this a smooth and exciting part of the shoot. It allowed us to bring some stunning imagery to the screen, especially as it concerns the early part of Lawrence's life in Arabia.

And being in the desert is an extraordinary experience - but tough.  To help recreate the battles that Lawrence fought, part of the Royal Jordanian Camel Corps and Cavalry were with us. The animals had to be fed and watered, and some of the men suffered from sunstroke and scorpion bites.  To think of what it must have been like a century ago tells you a bit about the character and strength of this man.

Q:  What impresses you most about Lawrence?

Hawes:  Churchill described Lawrence as “one of history's greatest men.”  Indeed, his ability to have such an impact on human history is amazing.  But he straddled two worlds - that of the Arabs he dearly loved, and that of his native British Empire.  This bitter internal conflict would haunt him to the end of his days.  Like all great heroes, Lawrence died when he was still relatively young.   For good or ill, he was there when the maps were being drawn.  Follow his story and you learn a lot about the world we live in today.  

