
María Marcela Alonso 

Literary, Technical and Scientific Translator 

English – Spanish 

 

Writing Sample 

Article 

 

 

Who really was T.E. Lawrence? 
 

 

The answer to this question is not simple. There are some people who imagine him as a romantic 

hero surrounded by an aura of Oriental mystery. Others have labelled him as a mere impostor. It is 

undeniable that, beyond all controversy, this rare combination between a man of action and a man of letters 

has fascinated until today the entire world. Much has been spoken and written about him, as much in favour 

as against him; nevertheless, very few people have managed to understand the depth and complexity of his 

motives and actions. 

 

His legend began to spread after World War I, when an American journalist, Lowell Thomas, 

displayed in 1919 his popular films in the United States and Europe. Thomas, who had stayed two weeks in 

Arabia taking notes and photographs for a documentary about the Palestine Campaign, immediately intuited 

the flavour of the legend in the story of the young archaeologist of Oxford, who had become a leader of the 

Arab rebellion. He wrote the scripts for his presentations in a sugary and impressive style and used epithets 

such as "the Uncrowned King of Arabia" or "Prince of Mecca" to describe Lawrence and to proclaim his 

feats. Certainly, these titles were exaggerated and many of the affirmations were totally inaccurate, but the 

eloquence of Thomas, the images of the desert and the music –half way between the exotic and the heroic– 

managed to ignite the imagination of thousands of people still overwhelmed by the horrors of the War. These 

shows had an impressive success in these sombre years, turning Lawrence into an almost legendary hero: "A 

crusader of the modern era".  

 

This tendency to idealize Lawrence changed radically in the 50’s. Some writers began to ask 

themselves if his exploits in Arabia had been as important as everybody believed. Other authors showed no 

mercy with the legend, and began to attack Lawrence’s personal and professional reputation with all manner 

of ill-disposed revelations and distortions. The main causes of this phenomenon were commercial eagerness 

(the legend had proven to be very fruitful even during Lawrence’s lifetime), and the lack of access to the 

existing official documents on the War (protected by an embargo of fifty years), without which it was 

impossible to compare and verify what Lawrence had written in the Seven Pillars of Wisdom, his book about 

the Arab campaign. This process continued for years, encouraged by the sensationalist press, and the 

publication of very speculative biographies and articles. The myths and the lies ended up dimming the true 

nature and personality of T.E. Lawrence.  

 

In 1962, a resurgence of the legend took place with the film Lawrence of Arabia, by David Lean. But 

its visual beauty and the excellent soundtrack were not sufficient to redeem the serious historical 

inaccuracies. With this film, the image of Lawrence underwent another transformation (or deformation) and, 

regrettably, the present generation has associated Lawrence with the character played by Peter O'Toole. 

Nothing was farther from the truth. T.E.’s youngest brother and many others who knew Lawrence personally 

criticized the film severely, considering it a capricious reconstruction of history and a distorted interpretation 

of the main character. It would be enough to read the Seven Pillars of Wisdom (or his collected Letters) to 

verify this.  

 

At this moment in time, it has been possible to establish a certain balance between the legend, the 

lies and the reality: there have appeared some books based on rigorous research (although just a few have 

been translated into Spanish). Several volumes of his letters have been published and official documents 
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have been consulted, now accessible for researchers, and compared with Lawrence’s writings. The 

conclusions indicate that Lawrence was truthful when narrating the facts in the Seven Pillars of Wisdom and 

also that he was quite modest when talking about his personal position within the Arab rebellion and his 

strategic accomplishments.  

 

Perhaps, although we never get to answer completely the question raised at the beginning of this 

introduction, we can say with justice that Lawrence was neither the all-powerful hero of the legend nor the 

impostor or the spy of the anti-legend. He simply was an honest man who remained faithful to his deepest 

ideals, facing the difficult circumstances of his life and his times in an exceptional way. He had failings, too, 

like us all –indeed, he was always the first in indicating them– but not the flaws of character his detractors 

invented in their attempts to belittle his image to make money. All his life and his thought are, as clear as 

crystal, in his writings. 
 


