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Abstract
This essay attempts to establish a dialogic relationship between cinematic

renditions and textual interpretations of Beowulf.  Aside from analyzing some
key issues—moral, existential, ecological—in the poem, I also focus on its
three film adaptations: Graham Baker’s 1999 futuristic/science fiction Beowulf,
Sturla Gunnarsson’s 2005 Beowulf and Grendel, and Robert Zemeckis’s 2007
motion-captured/computer-generated Beowulf.  The dichotomy of good vs.
evil in the original poem is endowed with new meanings as all three films seek
to have Grendel and his mother interact biologically and sexually with human
characters.  Cosmic struggles against the external evil are thus localized to
struggles against one’s guilty conscience and hidden past.  The heroic codes of
the Anglo-Saxon world are turned upside down.  Redemption, instead of
revenge, can redefine the essential meaning of the poem.  Therefore, the per-
spectives and renditions made available by films may simultaneously arm readers
with effective weapons to deal with “monsters” and may help to quicken the
pulse of the seemingly dormant ancient poem.  The cinematic renditions of
Beowulf, with their media-specific characteristics, can help to keep this first
masterpiece of English literature “a vital part of modern culture.”  Using film
adaptations of Beowulf either as a pre-reading introduction or as a post-read-
ing companion to the original poem may prove to be thought-provoking and
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mind-inspiring because the critical techniques in viewing a film—predictions,
connections, inferences, and interpretations—are also valid in reading a writ-
ten text.

Keywords: Beowulf, monster, cinematic renditions, textual interpretations
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Beowulf: You only told us half the tale.
Hrothgar: The other half would dull your sword.

—Gunnarsson’s Beowulf and Grendel (2005)

The first important work an English major encounters in a general survey
course of English literature is almost always the Anglo-Saxon poem, Beowulf.  As
the common phrase “from Beowulf to Virginia Woolf” suggests, an English major
is supposed to have a fundamental understanding of the so-called canon estab-
lished in the academic world before the Second World War.  Beowulf thus often
marks the grand entrance to the hall of fame of English literature, though accord-
ing to James W. Earl, “Woody Allen advises English majors, ‘Just don’t take any
course where they make you read Beowulf ’” (165).  However, the reading history
of Beowulf is quite a short one though it has become a cultural icon in western
civilization since the early twentieth century.1  As George Clark points out,

In Chaucer’s lifetime no one could have read Beowulf ; in Shakespeare’s lifetime a hand-
ful of learned antiquaries could read Anglo-Saxon prose, but the greatest of them could
not comprehend Beowulf, the most important text preserved in the language. . . .
Chaucer’s poetry has been known and deeply loved by every generation of English
poets down to the present, but Beowulf as an acknowledged, read, and studied work of
English literature is hardly older than Conrad’s Lord Jim. (1)

Written originally in the Mercian dialect but later converted to and preserved in
West-Saxon, Beowulf used to be “the nearly exclusive property of those who stud-
ied English literature at an elite university” on account of its language barrier
(Clark 1).  With the help of modern English translations by many twentieth-
century scholars,2 Beowulf has become much more accessible and appealing to
readers.  However, because of its ancient historical background, its mixture of
pagan ideas and Christian faith, its Germanic cultural and social milieu, and its
complicated linguistic usage, students still find the text not readily comprehen-
sible and the plot not always logically coherent.

1 As John D. Niles has observed, “No one seems to have read it . . . during a period of time extending
from the twelfth century, or thereabouts, until the late eighteenth century”; however, since Grímur Jónsson
Thorkelin’s first edition of the poem in 1815, “Beowulf has become the hub of a critical discourse that
extends around the world, now facilitated by electronic communications systems as well as by the media
of print” (1-2).  Elizabeth Renker also points out that Beowulf appeared in the English literature curricu-
lum for the first time in American colleges in 1897 (849).

2 According to BeowulfTranslations.net (compiled by Syd Allan), more than 100 translations of Beowulf
have appeared in print since the early nineteenth century.  Some notable examples of modern translations
are E. Talbot Donaldson’s prose translation (1966), Howell D. Chickering, Jr.’s verse translation with a
facing-page text in Old English (1977), Ruth P. M. Lehmann’s verse translation (1988), and Seamus
Heaney’s verse translation (1999).  Interestingly, these translations are all 10 years apart.  Heaney’s trans-
lation is used as the primary text in this essay.
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The big question for teaching Beowulf in the classroom will then be: Should
novices at the holy shrine of English literature be disheartened by such a “horren-
dous” masterpiece from the very beginning?  How should we, as literature
instructors, help them clear the first hurdle in their long and often “painful” jour-
ney through English literature courses?  Such a key question brings up some prac-
tical considerations.  First, do we have to or is there time enough to study all
3,182 lines of this poem in a general survey course?  If not, what should be in-
cluded and what left out in our selective reading?  Second, are all the episodes in
the poem (which sometimes even baffle scholars) essential for an undergraduate
to appreciate this work?  If not, what elements are vital for students to construct a
comprehensive picture of the poem?  Third, what is the purpose of teaching this
poem to undergraduates, especially non-native speakers?  Are we to train them to
be medieval scholars?  The answer is a definite no since we virtually would not use
the original Old English text.  It is evidently more important for students to apply
the knowledge acquired in reading the poem to their study of other literary works
and to some practical aspects of their daily life.  Under such circumstances, film
adaptations of Beowulf may offer valuable service in dealing with these problems.
The cinematic renditions not only put the poem into modern perspective so that
students can relate to it more easily, but they also provide varied (though some-
times distorted) interpretations to endow the ancient work with new life.  As
George Bluestone argues, the filmmaker is an independent artist, “not a translator
for an established author, but a new author in his own right” (62).  Though such
an argument might not be applicable to all film adaptations, we cannot overlook
films’ relatively widespread appeal and availability in the modern world.  As James
Monaco maintains, “the art of film developed by a process of replication . . . to
reveal new truths about certain elements of those arts [the novel, painting, drama,
and music],” which in turn “had to redefine themselves in terms of the new artis-
tic language of film” (39).  More importantly, the analytic ability and critical
thinking acquired in viewing a visual text (film) are in essence applicable to the
reading of a written text (poem):

Contemporary thinkers on media literacy have argued that the same habits that a good
reader brings to a written text are those that a critical viewer brings to a visual text;
enhancing one effortlessly enhances the other.  In both, a critical thinker predicts,
makes connections, infers, asks questions, and interprets.  In both, meaning is made
through the details of character, theme, plot, mood, conflict, and symbolism. For both,
we must guide students to be active interpreters. (Film in the Classroom)3

3 Film in the Classroom: A Guide for Teachers is a full-length guidebook published on the PBS website.
It will be abbreviated as FITC in this essay hereafter.
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Therefore, the perspectives and interpretations made available by the film adapta-
tions may simultaneously arm the students with effective weapons to deal with
the “monsters” and help to quicken the pulse of the seemingly dormant ancient
poem.

Key Questions Raised in the Poem

Before we deal with the cinematic adaptations of the poem, an analysis of
the thematic structure of Beowulf may help to answer the questions raised earlier.
Beowulf is composed of a progressive but repetitive structure: three battles and
two funerals.4  Beowulf ’s successive fights with Grendel, Grendel’s mother, and
the dragon form the main tripartite structure of the poem.5  Such structure is
appropriately prefixed and suffixed evenly by two funerals: Shield Sheafson’s fu-
neral at the very beginning, and Beowulf ’s funeral at the very end.  Such intermix-
ing of Beowulf ’s battle glories with the inevitable fate (wyrd) of human beings
underscores the elegiac mood of the whole poem.  The main plot arrangement
can be diagramed as follows:

Beowulf starts with two existential issues: the ontological question of human
existence and the inescapable destiny of human beings.  As Thomas Gray laments
in his “Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard,”

4 The funeral of Hildeburh’s kin sung at the celebration at Heorot after the defeat of Grendel is not
directly related to the main storyline and thus will not be considered for discussion in this essay.

5 John Leyerle argues that the structure of Beowulf is like “a lacertine interlace, a complex structure
of great technical skill, but it is woven with relatively few strands” (151), and “The monsters are the
elongated lacertine elements that thread through the action of the poem making symmetrical patterns
characteristic of interlace structure” (154).

•Shield
Sheafson’s
funeral

•Beowulf ’s
fight with
Grendel

Funeral 1

Battle 1
•Beowulf ’s
fight with
Grendel’s
mother

•Beowulf ’s
fight with
the dragon

Battle 2

•Beowulf ’s
funeral

Funeral 2

Battle 3

Fig. 1.  The main thematic structure of Beowulf
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The boast of heraldry, the pomp of power,
And all that beauty, all that wealth e’er gave,
Awaits alike the inevitable hour.
The paths of glory lead but to the grave. (33-36)

Shield Sheafson, the founder of the Danish royal line, comes from nowhere and
leads nowhere.  His mysterious parents “cast him away when he was a child / and
launched him alone out over the waves” (45-46).  After his death, his “warrior
band” puts his body in a boat and holds a burial at sea for him.  Though his boat
is loaded with “massed treasures” and signaled with “a gold standard,” no one is
sure what will become of Shield Sheafson.  As the poet points out, “No man can
tell, / no wise man in hall or weathered veteran / knows for certain who salvaged
that load” (50-52).  Therefore, though Shield Sheafson has been a “scourge of
many tribes, / a wrecker of mead-benches” and a “terror of the hall-troops” (4-6),
his demise is no less nihilistic than those of common people and, as the Christian
Beowulf poet implies, does not lead to any spiritual consolation.  Likewise, imme-
diately after the introduction of Hrothgar’s great mead-hall Heorot, the reader/
audience is informed that it awaits “a barbarous burning” (83).  This elegiac mood
established at the very beginning permeates the whole poem and foretells the fate
of Beowulf and all his worldly glories.

Beowulf ’s fight with Grendel also raises two important questions: the moral
responsibility of a warrior and the struggle between humans and nature (or the
supernatural).  Beowulf comes to the rescue of the Danes because he not only has
to “follow up an old friendship” (176) but, more importantly, he also wants to
prove his prowess as a warrior hero.  Since Hrothgar once helped to settle a feud
caused by Ecgtheow, Beowulf ’s father, by shipping “a treasure-trove” to the latter’s
enemies, Beowulf needs to fulfill the allegiance pledged by his father to the Danes.
Moreover, Beowulf cherishes the opportunity to prove that he is “the mightiest
man on earth” (197).  Such zeal to demonstrate one’s own worth in a warrior
society is well indicated in Beowulf ’s first boastful speech upon his arrival at the
shore in Denmark:

I can show the wise Hrothgar a way
to defeat his enemy and find respite—
if any respite is to reach him, ever.
I can calm the turmoil and terror in his mind.
Otherwise, he must endure woes
and live with grief for as long as his hall
stands at the horizon on its high ground. (279-85)

Such self-importance echoes the attitudes of epic heroes like Achilles in his sultry
anger after being forced to give up Briseis to Agamemnon or Hector in his re-
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markable courage while facing imminent death in his fight with Achilles.6

The second question posed by this long episode (lines 86-835) concerns
the conflict between the civilized and the natural or between the rational and
the supernatural.  If we leave out the Christian ideas imposed upon this pagan
world,7 Beowulf may be interpreted as a human infringement on the natural world
or nature’s revenge on human beings.  Grendel’s attack on the Danes is provoked
by the building of Heorot and their subsequent merrymaking: “It harrowed him /
to hear the din of the loud banquet / every day in the hall” (87-89).  His revenge,
though macabre, may be justified to some extent because it is not much different
from the assault of the dragon due to the stolen goblet or even from God’s de-
struction of the Tower of Babel owing to human presumption.  Such conflict is
made more manifest in the description of the confrontation between Beowulf and
Grendel: “As long as either lived, / he was hateful to the other” (813-14).  The
ambiguous pronoun “he” here thus wipes out the distinction of so-called good
and evil, hero and monster.  John Gardner’s 1971 novel Grendel, narrated from
the perspective of the almost helpless antagonist with a muted mother, further
deals with how Grendel suffers from “the colonization of the area by humans and
their subsequent development from nomadic bands into complex civilizations.”8

Such a viewpoint is also adopted by the film adaptations of Beowulf and will be
elaborated on later in this essay.

Grendel’s defeat is followed by a celebration at Heorot.  However, instead of
glorifying Beowulf ’s victory, the funeral of Hildeburh’s kin becomes the focal point
of the song sung at the festivity to accentuate the transience of human life and
worldly glory.  The short-lived peace is soon shattered by the revenge of Grendel’s
mother.  This central part (lines 1251-1650) highlights two important themes in
Beowulf: blood feud and patriarchal lineage.  As many critics have pointed out,
the blood vengeance Grendel’s mother exacts for her son is not only a moral justi-
fication but also a sacred duty in this warrior society.9  As John M. Hill maintains,
“acts of revenge can be good and jurally definitive; when urged by an old, grim-

6 J. R. R. Tolkien, however, takes issue with the application of the term epic to Beowulf.  In his seminal
essay “Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics,” he argues that “Beowulf is not an ‘epic,’ not even a magni-
fied ‘lay.’  No terms borrowed from Greek or other literature exactly fit: there is no reason why they
should.  Though if we must have a term, we should choose rather ‘elegy.’  It is an heroic-elegiac poem; and
in a sense all its first 3,136 lines are the prelude to a dirge . . . one of the most moving ever written” (28).

7 According to such Christian ideas, Grendel becomes one of “the banished monsters, / Cain’s clan,
whom the Creator had outlawed / and condemned as outcasts” (105-07).

8 Quoted from “Grendel” in Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia.
9 E. Talbot Donaldson, however, in the introduction to his prose translation of Beowulf maintains that

Grendel and the dragon “are not part of the social order and presumably have no one to avenge their
deaths (that Grendel’s mother appeared as an avenger seems to have been a surprise both to Beowulf and
to the Danes)” (xi).
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hearted warrior they may have jural respectability” (29).  Grendel’s mother retali-
ates against the Danes and kills Aeschere, Hrothgar’s “soul-mate,” “true mentor,”
and “right-hand man” (1325-26); consequently, Beowulf has no choice but to
seek revenge on her for the old Hrothgar.  Beowulf spells out the central idea of
the heroic codes in his attempt to comfort the king:

Wise sir, do not grieve.  It is always better
to avenge dear ones than to indulge in mourning.
For every one of us, living in this world
means waiting for our end.  Let whoever can
win glory before death.  When a warrior is gone,
that will be his best and only bulwark. (1384-89)

Though glory is apparently not Grendel’s mother’s concern, her vengeance is not
much different from that of the Danes or the Geats.  In fact, her revenge can be
more substantiated and justified because of her blood relationship with Grendel.

The complex issue of kinship attracts the attention of all film adaptations of
Beowulf, though with different twists.  Patriarchal lineage is essential in the estab-
lishment of one’s identity in this warrior world: Hrothgar’s lineage is traced
back to Shield Sheafson, Unferth is the son of Ecglaf, Wiglaf is the son of Weohstans
and related to Aelfhere, and Beowulf is the son of Ecgtheow and also a kinsman of
Hygelac, the king of the Geats.  But, where is Grendel or his mother descended
from? Aside from their being associated with the clan of Cain in accordance to
the Judeo-Christian system of belief, readers know nothing about their paternal
lineage.10  As Hrothgar tells Beowulf, they come “from some other world”: “They
are fatherless creatures, / and their whole ancestry is hidden in a past of demons
and ghosts” (1349, 1355-57).  Their dwelling place is shrouded in mist and “has
never been sounded by the sons of men” (1367).11  So, what can the reader make
of this otherworldly place?  Does it symbolize human fear of the unknown?  Does
it represent a supernatural power lurking in the dark to threaten human beings?
Or does it stand for an uncivilized place to be colonized as the Danes have done
with the building of Heorot?  Moreover, who begat Grendel’s mother, who “looks
like a woman” (1351) but is called “the tarn-hag” (1519) with “savage talons”

10 Edward B. Irving, Jr. observes that “scholars are left to wonder . . . whether Grendel is actually
human, or has somehow changed over time, or is a fiend taking human form, or really has any genuine
magical powers.  The poem never answers these questions in a way that logically tides up all loose ends and
contradictions” (18).  The same is true with Grendel’s mother’s origin.

11 As Howard Williams points out in his discussion of death and memory in medieval literature, the
imagined “seascapes and landscapes are places of abandonment and confinement.  In Beowulf, the juxta-
position and opposition of home and wild—the hall Heorot and Grendel’s mere—serve to emphasise the
use of landscape as a focus of crisis in heroic culture” (200).  The same argument can also be applied to
Grendel’s mother’s lair and the dragon’s mound.
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(1504)?  And who is the father of Grendel, who is “warped / in the shape of a
man” but is named “the shadow-stalker” (1351-52, 704)?  Coincidentally, illus-
trators and filmmakers try to answer these questions by establishing a close rap-
port between humans and “monsters” in both corporeal and spiritual senses.  The
following illustration, by Charles Keeping in Kevin Crossley-Holland’s transla-
tion (1982) of the poem, of the struggle between Beowulf and Grendel’s mother
shows probably more the erotic than the antagonistic side of the conflict.  The
erotic implication of the fight is fully explored by the filmmakers in their
cinematic renditions of the poem.

How should one face inevitable doom?  How should human beings deal
with the hidden treasures of the earth?  The existential question and the ecological
problem may also emerge as key issues in a new reading of Beowulf ’s fight with
the dragon.  In a world without religious redemption (though the postdated Chris-
tian poet tries to reconcile such religious incongruities throughout the poem),
Beowulf ’s final battle appears more heroic than the previous two battles.  As the
old Beowulf declares to his people, “This fight is not yours, / nor is it up to any
man except me / to measure his strength against the monster / or to prove his
worth” (2532-35).  Though Beowulf seems not much different from his younger
self when he boasted of his strength in his fights with Grendel and his mother, his
reminiscences of past glories stand in sharp contrast to his present condition.

Fig. 2.  “Grendel’s mother wrestles Beowulf” (by Charles Keeping)
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(He has ruled Geatland for fifty years after Hygelac’s death.)  Aged and weaker,
Beowulf can no longer fight the dragon with his bare hands, and he foresees his
own imminent death.

Likewise, the ecological problem brought up by this episode can be inter-
preted from a modern perspective.  The treasure guarded by the dragon corre-
sponds fittingly to the resources of the earth, being depleted at a frantic pace in
the modern era.  The theft of the gem-studded goblet from the treasure barrow
indicates symbolically the human plundering of natural resources.  The dragon’s
revenge carries perhaps more significance in our contemporary world, threatened
by global warming, as the following description of the dragon’s vengeance tellingly
shows:

The dragon began to belch out flames
and burn bright homesteads; there was a hot glow
that scared everyone, for the vile sky-winger
would leave nothing alive in his wake.
Everywhere the havoc he wrought was in evidence. . . .
He had swinged the land, swathed it in flame,
in fire and burning. (2312-16, 2321-22)

For those who have just watched the disaster film 2012, such an atrocious and
hell-like scene may have a bell-ringing effect.  And the dragon’s retaliation also
has a modern equivalent in Hayao Miyazaki’s animated film Princess Mononoke
(1997), in which the supernatural beasts in a forest, headed by the boar god Okkoto,
try to fight off the encroachment of human beings who relentlessly pillage its
natural resources.

The existential questions raised at the beginning are brought up again in the
final episode of the poem.  The origin and destination of human beings are still in
question in spite of the celebratory song about God’s creations the Christian poet
attempts to interpolate into the first part.  As Shield Sheafson comes from no-
where to establish the Danish kingdom, Beowulf ’s efforts will lead nowhere after
his reign of the Geatish kingdom.  As the poet laments,

Famous for his deeds
a warrior may be, but it remains a mystery
where his life will end, when he may no longer dwell
in the mead-hall among his own.
So it was with Beowulf, when he faced the cruelty
and cunning of the mound-guard.  He himself was ignorant
of how his departure from the world would happen. (3062-68)

Moreover, even before Beowulf ’s last breath and during his funeral, the sinister
prospects of the Geatish nation have been foretold.  A despondent woman sings
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sorrowfully “a wild litany / of nightmare and lament: her nation invaded, / en-
emies on the rampage, bodies in piles, / slavery and abasement” (3152-55).  With
Beowulf ’s final resignation to the inevitable wyrd, the same doom awaits the whole
nation.

Some Answers Provided by the Film Adaptations

What are the implications and ramifications of the key questions (existential,
ethical, ontological, and ecological) raised in the previous section?  How can the
cinematic renditions of Beowulf provide us with any new perspectives for reading
this ancient poem?  In the following discussion, I will focus on three film
adaptations: the futuristic/science fiction Beowulf directed by Graham Baker in
1999, the pagan-vs.-Christian/revenge-vs.-forgiveness Beowulf and Grendel directed
by Sturla Gunnarsson in 2005, and Robert Zemeckis’s motion-captured/
computer-generated Beowulf in 2007.  By analyzing these film versions and estab-
lishing a dialogic relation between them and the original poem, we may garner
some unexpected and illuminating insights into the world of Beowulf.

The first question a reader of Beowulf may ask about these film adaptations
may be: why do all of them deviate from the storyline of the original text?  Why
do they want to “distort” the original plot?  Three reasons for film adaptation
offered by Film in the Classroom: A Guide for Teachers (FITC), a guidebook pub-
lished by the PBS website, are quite helpful in answering these questions:

Fig. 3.  Three posters of the film adaptations of Beowulf

Beowulf (1999) Beowulf and Grendel (2005) Beowulf (2007)
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One is simply the change demanded by a new medium. . . .  Sometimes filmmakers
make changes to highlight new themes, emphasize different traits in a character, or
even try to solve problems they perceive in the original work. . . .  Some changes are
inspired by a desire to make the original story interesting and applicable to a contem-
porary audience.

In other words, the changes (deviations, distortions, additions, or deletions) are
often necessary owing to the application of cinematic techniques, such as flashback,
crosscut, and dissolve, in the arrangement of narrative structure.  The filmmakers
try to offer new interpretations, using different emphases on or even deliberate
alterations of themes, characters, or storylines.  Finally, as a public and commer-
cial medium, a film has to keep its box office and the reception of its audience in
mind all the time.  Under these circumstances, the easy accessibility of films un-
doubtedly helps to promote the ancient poem and endow it with a new life out-
side the academic world.  As Kenneth Rexroth argues, “It is very important to get
poetry out of the hands of the professors and out of the hands of the squares.  If we
can get poetry out into the life of the country it can be creative.  Homer, or the
guy who recited Beowulf, was show business.  We simply want to make poetry a
part of show business” (qtd. in Logue and Fox 187).  Consequently, any reading
of Beowulf cannot close its eyes to the impact of these cinematic renditions in our
total information world.

Graham Baker’s futuristic adaptation of Beowulf in 1999 received many nega-
tive reviews.  One reviewer complains that this science fiction version of the poem
serves “as an example of how classic literature can become twisted into some of the
most awful movies of all time.”  Another reviewer points out that the adaptation
is like a “raping of the story of Beowulf ” and “the story has nothing to do with the
real Beowulf story.”12  However, such deviation or twisting may be necessary to
endow an old poem with new life though the attempt may prove mediocre.  For
many film scholars, “a literal translation of a book is often foolish—even, some
have said, a ‘betrayal’ of the original work.  Instead, the filmmaker has to refash-
ion the spirit of the story with his or her own vision and tools” (FITC).  In spite of
its many flaws, one striking idea presented in this film version is its definition of
evil.  Instead of being attacked by Grendel from outside as is the case in the origi-
nal poem, the outpost (Heorot) itself becomes the symbol of evil because it is the
dwelling place of Grendel and his mother as well as of Hrothgar and his warriors.
The outpost, with Hrothgar as its commander, is sealed off by the siege lines,
like the town of Oran after the outbreak of the plague in Albert Camus’s La Peste,
and no entrance into or departure from the fortress is allowed.  The distinction

12 Both reviews are quoted from The Internet Movie Database <http://www.imdb.com/>.
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between the supposedly good human beings and the presumably evil monsters is
obscured by the fact of their cohabitation.  Beowulf, the futuristic warrior and a
Wandering Jew-like figure, has to fight his way into the castle to face his destiny.
As he remarks, “the only thing that stops me from becoming evil is fighting evil.”
Therefore, Beowulf ’s attempt to help Hrothgar and his warriors becomes a per-
sonal trial in that he not only has to undergo the difficult task of distinguishing
good from evil but also must face the temptations of evil itself.  As Hrothgar in the
film defends himself, “If a man fights a creature of evil, then he cannot be evil
himself, can he?”  Such interpretation adds some unexpected depth and offers us
a new perspective for reading the poem.  The reader/audience is forced to think
about the ontological question of the relationship between good and evil, particu-
larly when the patriarchal lineage of Grendel in this film is clarified by having
Hrothgar as his human father and a witch-like seductress as his mother.

Baker’s film also gives a “voice,” though muted most of the time, to Queen
Wealhtheow, who is described in the poem as “queenly and dignified, decked out
in rings” (621).  Her fate in the film may circuitously indicate the oppressive
status of women, who are sometimes used as pawns or peace-weavers between
feuding tribes through the union of marriage.  After she learns about Hrothgar’s
liaisons with Grendel’s mother, Queen Wealhtheow becomes so depressed that
she commits suicide by jumping from the wall of the fortress.  Ironically, through
this tragic act, she becomes an independent and thinking individual and is no
longer a mere embellishment of the male, heroic world in the poem.13  Another
important idea proposed by this film version is the ecological conflict between
civilization and nature.14  Grendel starts his attack soon after the establishment of
Heorot in the poem.  The latent tension between the natural world and human
encroachment is made explicit in this film.  When Hrothgar questions Grendel’s
mother about why she harrows the outpost, supposedly a place of human habitation,
she retorts: “This was my land and my home long before the outpost was built.
Long before you took the outpost and me.  My son has the older claim.  He has
come for what is his right.”  In other words, what is supernatural or what is “evil”
threatening human civilization may prove natural and rightful from a different

13 According to Howell D. Chickering, Jr., the Queen’s name Wealhtheow “was probably not in-
vented by the poet.  The first element, Wealh, is usually explained as ‘Celtic, British’ or by extension
‘foreign’; be–ow can mean ‘slave,’ ‘captive,’ or ‘servant’” (304).  Her name can then be extended to mean
“chosen servant” and indicates the queen’s status and role in this warrior society.

14 This view of the antagonism between civilization and nature is at odds with the Roman perspective.
As Barbara A.  Hanawalt argues, the story of Beowulf “shows that they viewed nature as containing
threatening, hostile elements, compared with the Roman’s view of nature as providing an abundance of
food for their benefit” (21).
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perspective.  The ecological issue raised here may stimulate some critical thinking
about the motive for Grendel’s attack at the beginning of Beowulf.  Therefore,
though Beowulf ’s fights with Grendel and his mother in the poem are explained
from the viewpoints of Beowulf ’s moral duty and the heroic code of tribalism, the
origin of Grendel, a symbol of supernatural evil in the poem, is never fully explained.
By contextualizing the root of evil in the human world, the film may offer us a
more critical reading of the conflicts between human beings and natural or super-
natural forces.

The antagonism between Beowulf, the hero, and Grendel and his mother,
the “monsters,” constitutes the first two thirds of the poem.  These seemingly
straightforward conflicts can be interpreted variously as a struggle against preter-
natural evil in the human world, a fulfillment of one’s moral duty in the warrior
society, or an exhibition of sacred blood revenge in tribal warfare.  However, as I
have suggested earlier, it can also be treated as human encroachment on the rights
of other species in the natural world and their reprisals.  Beowulf ’s moral obliga-
tion towards Hrothgar thus ironically poses a threat to nature.  In Gunnarsson’s
Beowulf and Grendel (2005), Beowulf is still the Geatish hero who comes to the
rescue of Hrothgar and the Danes, but the monsters are no longer the pure evil
creatures human beings must fight against.  At the beginning of the film, Hrothgar
and a small band of Danes are chasing a troll-like (or as the scriptwriter says,
sasquatch-like) giant and his son, Grendel.  Hrothgar inexorably slays the giant
simply because the latter crossed their path and took a fish from the Danish village,
but he spares the young Grendel out of pity or kindness.  Years later, the grown-up
Grendel avenges his father by killing many Danish warriors but spares Hrothgar
in return.  Such addition provides a more substantial and realistic motive to ex-
plain Grendel’s harrowing of Heorot.  Likewise, the revenge of Grendel’s mother,
the Sea Hag in the film, is justified on the same grounds.  In other words, the so-
called monsters’ vengeance is essentially identical to Beowulf ’s.  Then, how do
human beings differ from monsters?  As Ian Duncan maintains, “The anthropoid
monster is a constant figure of mythological anxiety about the origins and status
of the human, up to our contemporary Bigfoot hallucinations and more danger-
ous racist fantasies: us and yet not us, in our divinely granted image, and yet
chthonic, cannibalistic, language-lacking: dark alternative possibilities of our own
identity” (120-21).15  At the end of the film, one Geatish warrior asks, “What’s

15 It may be interesting to note that Grendel in Zemeckis’s film version speaks Old English.  Therefore,
his words are not comprehensible to the audience and other characters (except his mother, who speaks a
hybrid of Old English and modern English) in the film though ironically the latter should understand this
language because they are supposed to speak Old English.  Such a language barrier helps to underscore
Grendel’s alienated and outcast status and engages the audience’s sympathy.
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Cain got to do with Grendel?  Grendel kills his own brother, too?”  The other
replies, “Grendel’s like Cain—a killer.”  Then the first warrior has to admit, “We
all are.”  The civilized humans appear probably more callous, as in Hrothgar’s
killing of Grendel’s father, than the uncivilized Grendel who cannot speak and
follows merely his primitive, animal instinct.

Though Beowulf has to be engaged in a mortal fight with Grendel owing
to his moral duty, he is nevertheless transformed gradually from a boastful and
primordial warrior into a sophisticated and self-reflexive human being in
Gunnarsson’s film.  Sometimes Beowulf even doubts the legitimacy of his (and
the Danes’) revenge.  The self-introspective Beowulf also serves as a sharp contrast
to the guilt-ridden and debilitating Hrothgar, who has lost not only the reverence
of his people but his own self-respect.  At the end of the film (which omits the
episode of Beowulf ’s fight with the dragon), Beowulf erects a stone monument
to honor Grendel and spares his son (born from his mating with Selma the witch)
before sailing back to Geatland.  The treasure hoard of Grendel’s mother is no
longer the important trophy and spoils of Beowulf ’s heroic feats.  A conciliatory
message is conveyed through the contented faces of Selma and Grendel’s son when
they see Beowulf, who appears shamefaced, and his retainers off at a discreet
distance.  The existential nihilism of human beings in the endless blood feud
prevalent in the original poem thus seems to find some redemption in this film
version.  Gunnarsson’s adaptation deviates from the original poem in its creation
of some new characters—such as Grendel’s father, Selma the witch, and Grendel’s
son—as well as in its omission of Beowulf ’s fight with the dragon and his death.
Though the film downplays Beowulf ’s heroic quality, it nonetheless offers some
more humane perspectives for our reading of the poem.  Whether they are trolls
or monsters, Grendel and his race are also creatures created by God. As Beowulf
says in the film, “The thing [Grendel] is no more worm than you or I.”16  Such
Christian ideas pervade the whole film through the intermittent scenes of the
devoted and successful efforts of Father Brendan (an invented character) to con-
vert the Danes.  Such plot arrangement in a sense also offers a solution to the
apparent incongruities between pagan belief and Christian faith in the original
poem.

16 Such humane treatment of the creatures in this world may remind us of the Ancient Mariner’s
epiphanic praise of the water-snakes in Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient Mariner:

O happy living things! no tongue
Their beauty might declare:
A spring of love gushed from my heart,
And I blessed them unaware. (282-85)
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Robert Zemeckis’s 2007 film version of Beowulf uses a motion-captured
technology and has done quite well at the box office with a worldwide gross
of $196,393,745.17  Such a successful box office implies that the film, de-
scribed by Sheigh Crabtree as “a hyper violent and highly sexualized tale of the
warrior Beowulf,” may attract more audience than the original poem does general
readers.18  In other words, many people’s initiation into the world of Beowulf may
start with this film rather than the original poem.  As Ray Winstone, who plays
the role of Beowulf, explains in an interview by Rob Carnevale, “I had the beauty
of not reading the book, which I understand portrays Beowulf as a very one-
dimensional kind of character—a hero and a warrior and that was it.  So, I didn’t
have any of that baggage to bring with me to the script and I attempted to bring
something else to the character.”  The something else is exactly what this film ver-
sion tries to achieve in its new interpretation of the ancient poem.  Apparently,
Zemeckis borrows some ideas from Baker’s 1999 futuristic version.  Grendel is
similarly depicted as the offspring of Hrothgar and a “she-monster.”  While in
Baker’s version Grendel’s mother fails to seduce Beowulf, she succeeds and thereby
begets the dragon in this version.19  Such interpretation, though somewhat
extraordinary, nevertheless underscores the essential but enigmatic issue of the
origin of evil.  The sins of the fathers may thus constitute a central and inherent
polemics in our reading of Beowulf.  The patriarchal lineage that the human
warriors are proud of (e.g. Beowulf as the son of Ecgtheow and kinsman of Hygelac)
becomes a curse on Grendel because of his predestined status as a half-human,
half-monster outcast.

The rigid distinction between good and evil in the original poem is sub-
verted as both film adaptations (1999 and 2007) try to resolve such dichotomy by
having Grendel and his mother interact biologically and sexually with the human
characters.  Cosmic struggles against external evil in the poem are localized to
struggles against one’s guilty conscience and hidden past.  The supposed protector
(the “helmet,” the “shield,” or the “ring-giver”) becomes himself the bane of his
people and the scourge of his race, and the heroic codes of the Anglo-Saxon world

17 This figure is quoted from Box Office Mojo. Web. 31 Jan. 2010.
18 In a review (“The Boy Is Back”) of Seamus Heaney’s District and Circle, which includes his transla-

tion of Beowulf, the reviewer points out that Heaney “brought new life to a dry classic that many believed
should be owned, but not necessarily read” (Economist.com 15 April 2006).

19 Roger Avary, the screenwriter of Zemeckis’s film, argues that “It occurred to me that Grendel has
always been described as the son of Cain, meaning half-man, half-demon, but his mother was always said
to be full demon.  So who’s the father?  It must be Hrothgar, and if Grendel is dragging men back to the
cave then it must be for the mother, so that she can attempt to sire another of demonkind” (qtd. in
Ambrose).  Such an argument, though somewhat arbitrary, may be helpful in our interpretation of the
nature of evil in the poem.
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are turned upside down.  In spite of all the praises of Hrothgar in the poem, he
appears from the very beginning as a powerless and even pathetic figure, unable to
do anything to afford protection to his subjects.  In Zemeckis’s film, Hrothgar is
presented as a debauched drunkard.  His Heorot—“a place of merriment, joy and
fornication”—soon degenerates into “a place of misery, bloodshed, and death.”
He falls into utter despair only to be cheered up occasionally by his queen
(particularly in Gunnarsson’s version) and by Beowulf, who reminds him in the
poem that “It is always better / to avenge dear ones than to indulge in mourning”
(1384-85).  The reader may accept Hrothgar’s despondency as a requisite back-
ground to pave the way for Beowulf ’s ostentatious entry.  However, his despair is
undermotivated and the mysterious origin of Grendel is left unexplained.  By
attributing Hrothgar’s degeneracy to his guilt-ridden conscience, Zemeckis’s cin-
ematic rendition makes the conflict between humans and monsters more con-
vincing and further relegates it from a cosmic struggle between good and evil to a
more individualistic and personal level.  Redemption, instead of revenge, may
thus redefine the essential meaning of the poem.  As Grendel’s mother sneers at
Beowulf in the film, “underneath your glamour you’re as much a monster as my
son Grendel.”  Beowulf ’s final battle with the dragon exhibits not only his moral
duty as a king to protect his people but also serves as a redemptive act for his
past sins.  His final words to the queen are: “remember me as a man fallible and
flawed.”  Beowulf the prodigious and boastful warrior eventually becomes a
humane and humble hero.

The origin and nature of evil, mentioned but not elaborated on in the origi-
nal Beowulf, constitute a focal point in all three film adaptations.  Grendel’s first
appearance is described in the poem simply as a matter of fact: “Then a powerful
demon, a prowler through the dark / nursed a hard grievance” (86-87).  He is then
associated with Cain and cursed as a social outcast.  In a sense, Grendel (and his
mother) appears as the original sin of human beings which must be fought off
or redeemed.  Therefore, it seems not illogical to endow Grendel with a human
father (Hrothgar in both the 1999 and 2007 film adaptations).  As Stephen T.
Asma argues,

the people who cast out Grendel are the real monsters. . . .  The blame for Grendel’s
violence is shifted to the humans, who sinned against him earlier and brought the
vengeance upon themselves.  The only real monsters, in this tradition, are pride and
prejudice. . . .  In the original Beowulf, the monsters are outcasts because they’re bad
(just as Cain, their progenitor, was outcast because he killed his brother), but in the
film Beowulf  [2007] the monsters are bad because they’re outcasts. . . .  Contrary to the
original Beowulf, the new film wants us to understand and humanize our monsters.
(B15)
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Though some critics take issue with Asma’s argument, this sympathetic reading
certainly merits further consideration.  Is evil an external natural force?  Or is it
inherent in our human nature?  At the end of Zemeckis’s film, Wiglaf (who be-
comes king after Beowulf ’s death) is seen walking slowly into the sea toward
Grendel’s mother (played by Angelina Jolie), who is seductively emerging from
under the sea.  Evil is always out there.  The end of a fight presupposes the chal-
lenge of a new one in this warrior world.  As Tony Davenport maintains, the
poem “is no celebration of the glories of the past but an ultimately melancholy
meditation on the attempts of human society to stem the forces that threaten”
(111).  Each man must fight against his own innate evil (in this case, sexual desire).
In Zemeckis’s version, before Hrothgar jumps from the castle into sea, he tells
Beowulf in great relief, “she [Grendel’s mother] is not my curse anymore.”  It is
thus quite ironical that at the first appearance of Beowulf, he declares to Hrothgar
and the Danes, “I’ve come to kill your monster.”  He does not kill Hrothgar’s
monster; he simply transposes the monster to his own conscience.  In a sense,
Beowulf is like Christ in his attempt to redeem the sins of the Danes, but, unlike
Christ in his rejection of Satan’s temptations in the desert, he fails to resist the
seduction of Grendel’s mother, who also promises him all the power and wealth in
the world.

Are such readings or interpretations legitimate?  Do these film adaptations
offer valid perspectives for reading an ancient poem?  Does each filmmaker, by
adaptation or appropriation, aim to be “not a translator for an established author,
but a new author in his own right” (Bluestone 62)?  Can we apply the same kinds
of techniques in viewing a film—predictions, connections, inferences, and inter-
pretations—to reading a written text, and vice versa?  I hope the key questions I
have raised in reading the poem and the answers I have been trying to provide by
analyzing these film adaptations can answer most, if not all, of the questions in a
positive way.  Through a dialogic study of the written text and the visual texts, we
can make teaching/learning Beowulf more productive and profitable.  As Richard
Hamilton Armstrong aptly points out in his study of Heaney’s translation of
Beowulf,

By claiming Beowulf as part of his “voice-right,’’ Heaney inserts it in the canon of his
own poetic tradition; and by translating Beowulf in the voices of his Irish upbringing,
he inscribes it within the arc of his experience.  This is the truest dynamic of literary
tradition, which must betray the text in order to bestow life upon it (Latin traditio
encompasses, after all, both ‘’handing down’’ and ‘’betrayal’’); and this explains why
translation will remain the perennial means of keeping ancient epic a vital part of
modern culture. (195)

If Heaney’s personalized and culture-saturated translation is justified, we may
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assume that the cinematic translations of Beowulf, with their media-specific
characteristics, also help to keep this first masterpiece of English literature “a vital
part of modern culture.”  Consequently, using film adaptations of Beowulf either
as a pre-reading introduction or as a post-reading companion to the original poem
may prove to be thought-provoking and mind-inspiring.  Though the filmmakers
of these adaptations might not be able to change Woody Allen’s mind, they
certainly open up new possibilities for textual interpretations.
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