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ÖZET 

 

Epik şiir Beowulf, daha önce ortaya çıkmasına rağmen, ancak onsekizinci yüzyılın 

sonlarında popüler olmaya başlamıştır. O zamandan beri sadece bilim adamlarının değil film 

yapımcılarının da dikkatini çekmektedir ve namı artmaya devam etmektedir. Ünlü olmasının 

sebebi, bilinen hikâyesi kadar dini ve kahramanlık özelliklerine de dayanır. Anglo-

Saxon’ların bu eski hikâyesinin iki ana ifadesi Hristiyanlık ve kahramanlıktır. Popüler bir 

içeriğe sahip olduğu için de dört kez sinemaya uyarlanmış ve bu çalışma Beowulf adlı şiiri 

Beowulf&Grendel filmi ile Hristiyanlık ve kahramanlık olguları çerçevesinde karşılaştırmak 

için yürütülmüştür. Çalışma Beowulf’un özetini, hayatta kalma hikâyesini ve Anglo-

Saxon’ların yaşamlarını içermektedir. Ayrıca Beowulf’taki Hristiyanlık ve kahramanlık 

öğelerini ortaya çıkarmaktadır. Film uyarlamalarının nasıl çalışılması gerektiği ve edebi 

eserlerin neden filmlere uyarlandığı hakkında fikir verdikten sonra çalışma, Beowulf’un 

önceki iki film uyarlamasını epik şiir ile karşılaştırmaktadır. Çalışmanın son bölümünde, ilk 

olarak şiirin hikâyesi ile filmin senaryosu karşılaştırılmıştır. Daha sonra Beowulf adlı şiirdeki 

Hristiyanlık ve kahramanlık öğeleri 2005 yılı yapımı Beowulf&Grendel isimli film uyarlaması 

ile karşılaştırılmıştır. Bulgular Hristiyanlık ve kahramanlık ile ilgili olarak şiirde bulunan 

benzer çelişkilerin filmde de var olduğunu ortaya çıkarmış, bununla beraber filmin şiire tam 

olarak sadık olmadığı gözlemlenmiştir. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

 Although it appeared earlier, the old epic poem Beowulf has just started to be popular 

in the late eighteenth century. Since then it has attracted the attention of not only some 

famous scholars such as J.R. Tolkien and Friedrich Klaeber but also filmmakers, and it has 

been increasing its reputation. The reason for its reputation lies on its religious and heroic 

features as well as its well-known story. The heroism and Christianity are the two major 

implications of the old Anglo-Saxon epic. As having a popular content it was filmed four 

times and this study is conducted to compare Beowulf with the film Beowulf&Grendel in 

terms of heroism and Christianity. The study consists summary of the poem Beowulf, its 

survival and Anglo-Saxon life. It also indicates heroism and Christianity of Beowulf with 

references from the text. After giving idea about how to study adaptations and why the 

literary works are adapted into films, the study compares the two previous film adaptations of 

Beowulf with the epic poem. In the last section of the study, firstly the story of the poem and 

the scenario of the film are compared and findings are discussed. Then the Christianity and 

heroism of the poem Beowulf are compared with its third film adaptation Beowulf&Grendel 

which is made in 2005. The findings after comparison shown that the conflicts about the 

Christianity and heroism that take place in the poem also exist similarly in the film, moreover 

it is observed that the film is not completely faithful.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Beowulf has the distinction of being one of the classic English masterpieces that has 

been both the subject for philological, aesthetic and religious study as well as having been 

interpreted and adapted in various media in the twentieth century. Although it is a very old 

poem from Anglo-Saxon times, its popularity never decreases due to its rich content both as a 

fantastic story and a literary quality. Its universal religious, historical and legendary features 

increase its quality in literature corpus.  

 

Film adaptations of well-known literary works have some advantages as the story has 

already been read and popular among people and most of the time people read novels, short 

stories or their popular poems by visualizing them in their minds. Filming those works allow 

them watch the scenes they read and compare with their own images in their minds which is 

an enjoyable practice for a good reader.  Filming a good work of art like Beowulf has been 

popular for the last decade with four adaptations made. Beowulf&Grendel which is filmed in 

2005 has some parallelism with the dominating expressions of the poem: heroism and 

Christianity. In the film there are also references to Christianity and heroism but they are 

presented in different ways. The poem also includes some dilemmas on Christianity and 

heroism. There are clear references to Christianity in the epic poem but it tells of a pagan 

story and those Christian references lack some basic doctrines. The hero Beowulf has 

exceptional powers and behaves according to the values of heroic times he lives in but his 

greed and selfish manners questions the truth of his heroism. The film Beowulf&Grendel also 

includes some questionable references of Christianity and heroism. The Danes in the film are 

pagan but they are converted into Christianity with some doctrines like Christ or baptism. The 

hero Beowulf has also some flaws in his personality.  This study aims to compare Christianity 
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and heroism of the poem Beowulf with its film adaptation using some references from the 

original story and the film, and discuss the findings. 

 

The beginning chapter of the study has the short summary of 3182 lined old English 

poem Beowulf, survival story of the manuscript throughout the history and information about 

the Anglo-Saxon people. The first chapter also includes the ideas from previous Beowulf 

studies on heroism and Christianity under two separate headings 

 

The second chapter of the study is the guidance and evaluation part of the study. The 

theory of film adaptation is given with fidelity and classifying discussions. A short summary 

about the first appearances of adaptations and the advantages of using literary works for films 

are also presented. In addition, two previous film adaptations of Beowulf are investigated and 

compared with the original poem. Finally the upcoming film adaptation of Beowulf which will 

be released in November 2007 is compared with the poem briefly. 

 

The concern of chapter three is the comparison of the old epic Beowulf with the film 

Beowulf&Grendel. First they are compared generally according to the scenario and the story 

in the poem. Then they are compared according to the main subjects they have. The 

Christianity of the poem Beowulf is discussed in detail first. The Christian and pagan features 

of the epic poem are given with the references from the Bible and the epic. However its 

Christianity has not been proven due to the conflicts in the poem. Then the Christianity of the 

film and the poem are compared and interesting findings are discovered. While there are 

questions about Christianity in the poem, a direct and explicit presentation of it is presented in 

the film especially with the character Brendan the Celt. Audiences watch a developing 

process of conversion to Christianity using basic doctrines like cross, Christ or baptism scenes 
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which never take place in the poem. Moreover Beowulf is the symbol of pagan life with his 

frequent objection towards Christianity. 

 

The second section of chapter three deals with the heroic code of Beowulf which 

includes references from the poem that portray the heroism of Beowulf. While the Christianity 

is not proven in the poem, there are obvious reflections of the heroism in it. After the 

discussions of the poem, the heroism of the poem is compared with the film according to the 

values and deeds the hero Beowulf has both in the film and the original story with references 

from the film. The hero acts as an epic hero both in the film and the poem but with little 

differences with manners. Beowulf lives according to the heroic values of his time and keep 

his fame. Both of the components compared have dilemmas in the film and the poem, and 

they are revealed with references from the adaptation and the epic.  

 

The purpose of the study is to answer whether the concepts heroism and Christianity 

exist within the old epic Beowulf;  what the interpretations made by scholars are about these 

two subjects; whether heroism and Christianity take place in Beowulf, if so, how they are 

revealed;  how film adaptations of literary works should be evaluated; what the main 

differences between Beowulf and its previous film adaptations are and whether these 

adaptations are successful or not; what the differences are between the story of epic poem 

Beowulf and the scenario of the film Beowulf&Grendel; how Christianity is reflected in the 

film and what the differences are with the poem; how heroism is revealed in the film and if 

there are any similarities or differences with Beowulf? With all the added or dropped 

elements, and with similarities and differences, how much faithful the film adaptation of 

Beowulf is to the original text; whether it is a successful adaptation or not especially in terms 
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of heroism and Christianity. In the conclusion chapter the questions are also answered briefly 

and the analysis documents are summarized.  
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CHAPTER I 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

1.1. Beowulf 

The story of Beowulf starts with praising the Danish king Scyld Scefing who won a 

number of glories. The poet then tells the funeral rite of this king. He is put on a raft with 

precious treasures and his weapons, and is left to the running waters. His grandson, Hrothgar, 

is an old warrior and the king of Danes now. Under Hrothgar, the kingdom thrives and enjoys 

great military success, and he decides to construct a monument to his success. It is a mead-

hall where he would present the goods to his guests and nobles. The hall is called Heorot, and 

there the men gather with their lord to drink mead, a beerlike beverage, and listen to the songs 

of the bards.  

 

One day a monster named Grendel which comes out of swamps attacks Heorot and 

kills thirty people. He keeps attacking and killing people for twelve years but Hrothgar and 

his men are unable to challenge him. The great hero Beowulf, nephew of the Geatish king 

Hygelac, hears about the destruction of the evil monster and decides to travel to the country of 

Danes and help Hrothgar. He starts the journey across the sea with his fourteen friends who 

are the bravest warriors. As soon as they arrive, old and sad Hrothgar welcomes them with 

dignity as he is a friend of Beowulf’s father and knows about Beowulf’s reputation as a 

fearless hero. He invites Beowulf and the warriors to sit and enjoy a feast in Heorot with the 

Danish warriors. During the feast one of the Danes, Unferth, teases with Beowulf claiming he 

lost a swimming race and he is unable to defeat the monster, too. Beowulf accuses him of 

drunkness and tells that he swam in icy waters for five days until a monster pulled him down. 

Then Beowulf states that if Unferth was a real warrior, he would defend Heorot against 
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Grendel. Beowulf speaks so confident of himself that if the monster comes again, he can 

easily slay him.  

 

That night Beowulf and his warrior friends stay in Heorot and wait for Grendel 

without armor thinking that he himself is as dangerous as the monster. Outside in the dark 

Grendel approaches the hall slyly. He breaks the doors of Heorot and tears one of the Geat 

warriors into pieces immediately. Then he tries to grab Beowulf thinking he is asleep but 

Beowulf grips his arm so strongly that the monster gets frightened and struggles to escape. 

The Geat warriors attack Grendel but no sword or weapon is adequate to kill him. Beowulf 

holds the monster’s arm so strongly that it is ripped out of his body at last. Grendel flees to 

the swamps fatally wounded and dies soon. Beowulf hangs the huge arm of the monster on 

the wall of Heorot in triumph.  

 

In the morning Hrothgar and Danish warriors thank Beowulf amazed with his success. 

Hrothgar gives a feast to celebrate Beowulf’s victory against Grendel. King Hrothgar and his 

wife Queen Wealhtheow present Beowulf plentiful rewards to thank and a bard sings 

Beowulf’s story to honour him. But that night Grendel’s mother attacks Heorot to revenge his 

son and she takes one of the noble friends of Hrothgar from Heorot to her cave which is under 

water. Hrothgar pleads Beowulf to find Grendel’s mother and kill her. Determined to kill that 

second enemy, Beowulf finds the cave of the monster’s mother with Danes and his warriors. 

It is under a lake which has a bleak and gloomy environment. Beowulf swims toward the 

monster’s cave alone. He finds the cave and tries to kill Grendel’s mother but his sword 

cannot cut the monster’s skin. Then Beowulf notices a huge sword hanging on the wall which 

was made by giants. This enormous sword easily slices the monster’s head from the neck. 

Beowulf sees the corpse of Grendel after killing his mother. He cuts Grendel’s head but his 
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sword is melted by the monster’s fiery blood. Beowulf swims to the surface holding 

Grendel’s head in his hands. The Geats welcomes him joyfully and they go to Heorot. Four 

men can carry Grendel’s head. Beowulf presents the head and the hilt of the huge sword to 

Hrothgar pledging his future security.  Hrothgar praises Beowulf’s goodness, fairness, and 

loyalty and promises him to shower him with treasure the following morning.  

 

In the morning Beowulf tells Hrothgar that they long to return Geatland. Hrothgar 

gives a long speech and gives him twelve treasures. Beowulf and the Geats then sail back to 

Geatland and return to the hall of Hygelac. 

 

In the rest of the poem Beowulf becomes a king and after he rules the Geatland for 

fifty years , a dragon which keeps a treasure starts bothering his country. The dragon destroys 

Beowulf’s palace and despite his old age, Beowulf decides to overcome the dragon. He finds 

the dragon with his ten men and attacks but during the fight he gets wounded fatally. His men 

run away except Wyglap and the two kill the dragon. The wounded king, Beowulf, grants the 

treasure in the dragon’s cave to his people and wants to be burned on a high wood heap as his 

testament. The epic ends with the funeral scene of Beowulf. 

1.2. The Story of Beowulf Manuscript 

Though scholars don’t know exactly where the Beowulf manuscript originated, it is 

certain that one of its owners was Sir Robert Cotton, a seventeenth-century collector who kept 

track of his precious manuscripts by noting their shelf position in his bookcases. Cotton 

bound the manuscript in a volume with another completely unrelated manuscript:  

 
The first 90 folios are in twelfth-century handwriting, and this part of Cotton's 
book is called as the Southwick Codex, based on the notice of ownership – 
actually a chilling curse on anyone who stole the book – on the second folio. The 
last 116 folios are copied by two early eleventh-century scribes, and we call this 
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part of Cotton's book the Nowell Codex, because a previous owner, Laurence 
Nowell, left his name on it in 1563.  (Kiernan, 1995,  p.195) 
 
 

 It is clear that Beowulf was copied and there were a few copies whose destinies were 

not known. As its past has been a question and difficult to understand, probably it was not 

studied much in the times it appeared again. Kiernan(1995) shows the process in detail:  

 
The first recorded mention of the manuscript is in a letter from George Hickes to 
Humfrey Wanley on 20 August, 1700, in which Hickes states, "I can find nothing yet 
of Beowulph."  It’s not clear when people began to really study the poem, however, 
someone underlined proper names that appear in it – an action which might be 
attributed to Nowell, "if indeed he ever attempted to read it." In 1705 the poem was 
finally mentioned by name when Wanley, possibly due to a careless translation 
attempt, described it as the "story of Beowulf the Dane who fought with Swedish 
princes." (p.196)  
 

Regardless, the Beowulf manuscript managed to survive at least 700 years without 

incident until a fire in Cotton’s library in 1731 left the manuscript scorched along the edges. It 

is possible, though, that Wanley’s inaccurate description of Beowulf as a Dane actually helped 

in the preservation of the poem;  

 

In 1786, Grímur Jónsson Thorkelin, an Icelander who worked in Denmark as an 
archivist, and who eventually became the Danish National Archivist, went to 
England to find Danish heroes in British archives. He learned about Beowulf in 
Wanley’s description, and in 1787 he hired a professional scribe to copy the 
manuscript for him, and later made a second copy himself.  The great value of 
these two transcripts is that they alone preserve nearly 2000 letters which 
subsequently crumbled from the scorched edges of the manuscript. 
(Kiernan,1995, p.197) 

 

In 1815, Thorkelin produced the first edition of the Beowulf poem using his 

transcripts, and subtitled A Danish Poem in Anglo-Saxon Dialect Concerning Danish Events 

of the Third and Fourth Centuries.  The transcripts have been used by modern editors to fill in 

the poem’s gaps ever since;  

 

In 1805, the first attempt to translate parts of Beowulf into English was by 
Sharon Turner in his Anglo-Saxon history.  Turner took issue with Wanley’s 
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description of the Beowulf story stating his "account of the contents of the 
manuscript is incorrect.  It is a composition more curious and important."  
However, Turner must have been reading Hamlet at the same time because he, 
too, misinterpreted the poem describing it as ". . . a narration of the attempt of 
Beowulf to wreck the fæthe or deadly feud on Hrothgar, for a homicide which he 
had committed."  (Kiernan,1995, p.196) 

 

In 1845, according to Kiernan (1995), the British Museum discovered that Beowulf 

was deteriorating rapidly. The charred edges of the manuscript crumbled at the slightest 

touch, and the 1731 fire had completely burned away Cotton’s binding, leaving the 

manuscript a pile of unbound vellum leaves. It was decided that rebinding Beowulf and the 

other Cotton Vitellius XV manuscripts was the only way to save them. Though the 

bookbinders did an excellent job in preserving the manuscript from further degeneration, they 

unfortunately covered up hundreds of letters of the text, and lost the original vellum 

gatherings in the process. In 1882, Julius Zupitza attempted to record all of the covered letters 

by holding the manuscript up to a light-bulb, and in 1982-83 Kevin Kiernan used fiber-optic 

light and discovered over 300 letters Zupitza was unable to find. 

1.3. The Anglo Saxons  

Sharon Turner (1840), in his work, The History of Anglo-Saxons gives detailed 

historical and social life of the Anglo Saxons who had an interesting past and features. The 

Anglo-Saxons started to arrive in Britain sometime between AD425-450. Bede wrote in 

AD731 about the arrival of the Anglo-Saxons. He said that the first Anglo-Saxon settlers 

arrived in AD449. Anglo-Saxons objects found by archaeologists also indicate they arrived at 

about this time.  The Anglo-Saxon period lasted from AD450 to AD1066. 

 

The history of Christianity of Anglo Saxons from the Roman departure to the Norman 

Conquest is often told as one of the conflicts between the Celtic Christianity spread by the 

Irish mission by monks who sailed to other lands, and Roman Catholic Christianity brought 
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across by Augustine of Canterbury. Ultimately, though, it was more of a creative mutualism. 

Christianisation of Anglo-Saxon England began around AD 600, influenced by Celtic 

Christianity from the north-west and by the Roman Catholic Church from the south-east, 

gradually replacing Anglo-Saxon polytheism which had been intruduced to England over the 

course of the 5th and 6th centuries with the arrival of the Anglo-Saxons. The first Archbishop 

of Canterbury, Augustine took office in 597. In 601, he baptised the first Anglo-Saxon king, 

Ethelbert of Kent. The last pagan Anglo-Saxon king, Penda of Mercia, died in 655. The 

Anglo-Saxon mission on the continent took off in the 8th century, assisting the 

Christianisation of practically all of the Frankish Empire by AD 800. 

 

According to the findings of Turner (1840) the Anglo-Saxons were pagans when they 

came to Britain. They worshipped gods of nature and held springs, wells, rocks, and trees in 

reverence. Religion was not a source of spiritual revelation, it was a means of ensuring 

success in material things. For example, you might pray to a particular goddess for a 

successful harvest, or for victory in battle. A few of the main Anglo-Saxon gods were Tiw, 

Wodin (Odin), Thor, and Friya, whose names are remembered in our days of the week 

Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday. Religious observance consisted of invocations 

and charms to ensure the gods' help in securing a desired outcome in the material world, 

though the presence of grave goods indicates a belief in an afterlife. There is a possibility that 

female slaves may have been sacrificed on the death of a male owner and included in the 

grave to accompany him in the next world.  

 

We know little about how most people lived, for so little remains. The richer lords 

lived on estates, with a main rectangular hall surrounded by outlying buildings for various 

living, working, and storage purposes. Inside the hall a lord might mark his prestige by 
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expensive wall hangings or even paintings. The hall was the scene of feasts for the lord's 

followers, and a lord was expected to be a lavish host.  

 

Society was divided into several social classes, which might vary from place to place. 

At the top was the king. He was essentially a war leader. He was expected to provide 

opportunities for plunder and glory for his followers. The king who did not provide land, 

slaves, or plunder might wake up dead one fine morning. Below the king there were two 

levels of freemen, the upper class thanes and the lower class ceorls (churls). The division 

between the two was strictly in terms of land owned. A man could only be a thane if he 

owned at least five hides of land (a hide was defined as the amount of land necessary to 

provide a living for one family). Aside from the ownership of land, a ceorl could actually be a 

richer man than the thane.  

 

Slavery was one of the biggest commercial enterprises of Dark Age life, and much 

depended on this involuntary labour force as Sharon Turner (1840) writes. War was the most 

frequent source of slaves. Many conquered Celtic Britons would have become slaves. People 

could also become slaves if they were unable to pay a fine. In some cases a family would sell 

a child into slavery in time of famine to ensure the child's survival. Slavery was not 

necessarily a lifetime sentence, however. A slave could be ransomed by his or her relatives or 

granted freedom in an owner's will. If a person became a slave because they were unable to 

pay a debt, they might be freed when the value of their labour reached the value of the 

original debt.  

 

The robe or tunic gathered at the waist was the common garment for a man, completed 

by hose and soft shoes. For a woman the robe or dress extended to the feet. The usual 
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materials were linen and woolens, the more expensive outfits being marked by colourful dyes 

and exotic borders. Broaches were used to fix clothing by rich and poor, and amulets of stones 

were worn for luck. 

 

In war the common weapon was the spear made with a seven foot long ash shaft and 

an iron head. It was both thrown and used to jab. Shields were round, made of wood covered 

with leather, and had an iron boss in the centre. Only the nobility used swords, which were 

about thirty inches long, made of iron with steel edges. The hilt was often elaborately carved 

and jewelled, and could be inscribed with good luck symbols and the names of gods. The 

Danish Vikings were more heavily armed than the Anglo-Saxons, relying on chain mail and 

helmets, and short stabbing swords which were useful in close quarters, as well as the 

fearsome double headed battle axe. 

 

The strongest ties in Anglo-Saxon society were to kin and lord. The ties of loyalty 

were to the person of a lord, not to his station. There was no real concept of patriotism or 

loyalty to a cause. This explains why dynasties waxed and waned so quickly. A kingdom was 

only as strong as its war-leader king. There was no underlying administration or bureaucracy 

to maintain any gains beyond the lifetime of a leader. Kings could not, except in exceptional 

circumstances, make new laws. Their role instead was to uphold and clarify previous custom. 

The first act of a conquering king was often to assure his subjects that he would uphold their 

ancient privileges, laws, and customs. 

 

Although the person of the king as a leader could be exalted, the office of kingship 

was not in any sense as powerful or as invested with authority as it was to become. One of the 

tools kings used was to tie themselves closely to the new Christian church. The practice of 
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having a church leader anoint and crown the king was part of this move to join God and king 

in peoples' minds.  

 

The ties of kinship meant that the relatives of a murdered person were obliged to exact 

vengeance for his or her death. This led to bloody and extensive feuds. As a way out of this 

deadly and futile custom the system of wergelds was instituted. The wergeld set a monetary 

value on each person's life according to their wealth and social status. This value could also 

be used to set the fine payable if a person was injured or offended against. Robbing a thane 

called for a higher penalty than robbing a ceorl. On the other hand, a thane who thieved could 

pay a higher fine than a ceorl who did likewise.  

 

The emphasis on social standing led to an interesting court system. The courts did not 

attempt to discover the facts in a case; instead, in any dispute it was up to each party to get as 

many people as possible to swear to the rightness of their case. The word of a thane counted 

for that of six ceorls. It was assumed that any person of good character would be able to find 

enough people to swear to his innocence that his case would prosper.  

 

Anglo-Saxon society was patriarchal, but women were in some ways better off than 

they would be in later times. A woman could own property in her own right. She could and 

did rule a kingdom if her husband died. She could not be married without her consent and any 

personal goods, including lands that she brought into a marriage, remained her own property. 

If she were injured or abused in her marriage her relatives were expected to look after her 

interests. 
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Turner (1840) also gives information about the spare times of Anglo-Saxons. The 

favourite pastimes of those times were dice and board games such as chess. Elaborate riddles 

were popular, as was horse racing and hunting. At feasts the most common entertainment was 

the harp, which was also used in church music. In addition to the harp, scenes of juggling 

balls and knives have been found illustrating books of the period. Travel was not uncommon, 

and the main trade routes, often along the old Roman roads, were used frequently. However, 

off the main routes travel could be a risky business. Travellers were advised to shout, blow 

horns, and make lots of noise. Otherwise any strangers were assumed to be outlaws, and could 

be killed out of hand. 

 

 The land was divided into shires, mainly according to the territory of the first tribes. 

The shire was divided into hundreds, or in the Danelaw, Wapentakes. These were the basic 

units of administration and the court system. To look after the king's interests and administer 

justice were the Ealdormen and Shire-reeves (sheriffs). Within the shires were the towns, or 

burhs, which ranged in size from 5000 people at York to 500 at St. Albans. Initially only 

some of the towns were walled, and those often with earthworks reminiscent of the Bronze 

Age.  

 

In the countryside the vast majority of the people lived by farming. At first most of the 

farms were owned outright. The ceorls worked co-operatively, sharing the expense of a team 

of oxen to plough the large common fields in narrow strips that were shared out alternately so 

that each farmer had an equal share of good and bad land. Later much of this land was 

consolidated into the large estates of wealthy nobles. Ceorls might work the land in return for 

service or produce, or they might work the lord's land a given number of days per year. As 
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time went on more and more of these large estates were established as integrated commercial 

enterprises, complete with water mill to grind the grain. 

 

The crops most frequently grown were wheat, oats, rye, and barley (both as a cereal 

and as the base for beer). Peas, beans, and lentils were also common. Honey was the only 

sweetener in use, and it was used to make the alcoholic beverage mead. Pigs were a major 

food animal, as were cattle, goats, and sheep. Horses and oxen were raised for heavy farm 

labour and transportation, though the stirrup had yet to make an appearance from the Far East. 

 

1. 4. Interpretations on the Christianity in Beowulf 

 

Although the manuscript of Beowulf was rediscovered in the early eighteenth century, 

it didn’t get much attention of critics until the midst of nineteenth century. There is no 

evidence if anybody read it before it appeared again. After it was studied and translated by 

Grimur Jonsson Thorkelin, many authors and critics started to be interested in it closely. Even 

though Beowulf tells the story of ancient Germanic heroes and people which dates back to the 

very beginning of the sixth century, before Anglo-Saxons were converted to Christianity; the 

conventional Christian phrases which are found elsewhere in Old English Poetry were noticed 

in its style. Furthermore in the poem there are references to God’s creation of the universe, the 

story of Cain, Noah’s flood, devils and hell, and the Last Judgment which are among the 

Christian beliefs and doctrines. However Beowulf also includes descriptions of pagan life and 

rites. The word pagan refers to the actual practices and beliefs of a pre-Christian religion in 

which Germanic people participated. For instance an odd version of ship burial is one of the 

funeral rites in the poem. The dead body is pushed out to the sea on a raft adorned with grave 
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goods. Even Beowulf’s own rite at the end of the poem is a cremation funeral that is of a kind 

known to be frequently condemned by Christian authorities.  

 

Those who read the poem have agreed that the poet was a Christian and composed his 

work for a Christian audience but they have also been puzzled of the pagan story in it. Since 

the poem was started to be investigated in detail, there have been numerous claims and 

interpretations about the Christianity in Beowulf.   

       

Thorkelin was the first critic who had ideas about this very old poem. He thought that 

the poem was composed by a Danish poet, traveled to England and Christianized slightly (As 

cited in Bjork&Niles, 1977, p.181): 

 
Nothing in this poem, I venture to say, would smack of Christianity had mention not 
crept in, a la Alfred, of the brothers Abel and Cain and his descendants, the Jutes or 
giants, those destroyed by the Flood, and of the satyrs and monsters. To these 
intrusions, if you like, add the lament about the Danes’ ignorance of God, their 
worship of Odin, and the pagan spirits doomed to hell. (Thorkelin, 1815b) 
 
 

There were also other researchers who had Christian interpretations on Beowulf until 

the beginning of twentieth century when Professor Friedrich Klaeber published a series of 

articles in 1911 and 1912. He documented the Christian elements in the poem in great detail. 

To his view;  

 
The so-called Christian coloring was not laid late and lightly on the surface but was 
worked deeply into the very tissue of the poem at every point and could not be 
surgically removed without death of the patient, and his majestic universally admired 
edition of the poem. His study is based on the consensus that the epic is a unified Old 
English heroic poem with Christian ideals. (Bjork&Niles, 1977, p.181) 

    

The epic poem had only been regarded as a historical and religious relic until the 

famous writer and critic J.R.R. Tolkien published his essay, Beowulf: the Monsters and the 

Critics in 1936. He interpreted the epic in a literal and philological way, and spoke against the 
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critics who see the poem just a representation of Anglo-Saxon history and play down the 

fantastic elements of the poem. Tolkien drew his attention more on literary qualities of 

Beowulf rather than historical aspects. He studied the style, language, narrative and fantastic 

elements deeply and explored the poem as a work of art.  

  

In his famous lecture on that work Tolkien praises another quality of the poem, (as 

cited in Fulk, 1991, p.6) the Christian perspective which he believes gives the work its special 

significance: 

 
…in England this imagination (pagan English and Norse) was brought into touch with 
Christendom, and with the Scriptures. The process of ‘conversion’ was a long one, but 
some of its effects were doubtless immediate; an alchemy of change (producing 
ultimately the medieval) was at once at work. One of the older world have been 
replaced or forgotten; for the minds which still retain them are changed, and the 
memories viewed in a different perspective…It is through such a blending that there 
was available to a poet who set out to write a poem -- and in the case of Beowulf we 
may probably use this very word – on a scale and plan unlike a minstrel’s lay, both 
new faith and new learning (or education), and also a body of native tradition (itself 
requiring to be learned) for the changed mind to contemplate together. (p.20)  

 
 
By his blending of old and new traditions the Beowulf poet had captured a moment of 

broadened perspective, enriched by the elements of both paganism and Christianity. Tolkien 

thought that the poet, in some ways, was inspired of old myths:   

 
…it was Tolkien’s renowned essay of 1936 that somewhat paradoxically started a 
powerful new wave of Christian interpretation-paradoxically because Tolkien made 
much of later pagan Scandinavian mythology, especially the Final Battle and Defeat, 
Ragnarok, the Twilight of the Gods, as a source for the pessimistic tone of the poem, 
at the same time seeing the poet as a mature Christian who would have viewed the 
world of the poem as “heathen, noble, and hopeless”. Nowadays, there is more 
skepticism than Tolkien felt about whether the Anglo-Saxons themselves even knew 
of such a final battle, since it is only recorded several centuries later in Iceland. Still, 
the emotional similarity holds true enough: both the poem and the later Scandinavian 
eschatological myth must be seen as profoundly tragic in tone. (Bjork&Niles, 1977, 
p.182) 

 

Like his Anglo-Saxon predecessor, Tolkien tried to capture the moment of the 

broadened perspective of Beowulf in his works. He realized the value of using the old stories 
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to build the new ones. Even it is possible that he was directly inspired of Beowulf while 

writing his masterpiece The Lord of the Rings fantastic novel series. 

 

Many scholars carried on their studies about Beowulf after Tolkien’s new wave of 

literal accounts, but most of them preferred religious side of the epic. Margaret E. Goldsmith 

was one of them who inquired the references of Christianity in the poem. She views the poem 

as a kind of Christian historical novel, with selected bits of paganism deliberately laid on as 

local color, such as the references to fate. Of the hero, she writes (as cited in Bjork&Niles, 

1977, p.182):  

 
As king we admire his strength and fortitude. As man tempted, we share his agony of 
spirit. As soul aberrant from truth, reflected against the stainless mirror of the real, we 
can only pity him. For he is supremely brave, supremely heroic in suffering and 
supremely wrongheaded. (p.83) 
 

 

Goldsmith also thinks that Beowulf is an active sinner who deserves damnation for his 

own evil deeds. She accuses Beowulf of two deadly sins: pride and cupidity.  

 

In 1960s another influential scholar Charles Moorman published The Essential 

Paganism of Beowulf. He claims that the principal Christian elements of the poem are all 

peripheral to the main story itself but the “pagan” features of the epic are central. Edward B. 

Irving Jr. conducted a study in 1984 on the Christianity of Beowulf:  

 
The kind of Christianity that Beowulf displays is distinctly limited: not so much 
primitive (though critics may once have seen it as the Christianity of those recently or 
barely converted) as either deliberately or unconsciously tailored to the dimensions of 
heroic poetry. Thus, God is not associated with prayers, angels, saints, and miracles 
(or with the never-mentioned Christ) but is the great austere King of Heaven, 
perpetually at war with an evil force of trolls and demons using the heroic power of 
Beowulf to accomplish his ends. Preserving the safe and brightly lit human world God 
has created is clearly a moral goal but the means he uses are less spiritual than 
physical. Yet the vitality of this royal, monotheistic God is genuinely felt in the poem: 
we can still response to its presence today. (Bjork&Niles, 1977, p.186)  

 



 19 

Approaching the relationship between the God and Beowulf in a different view, Irving 

brought a new breath to the discussions of Beowulf’s Christianity. In 1984 he said: “God is 

truly felt as a living presence only at those moments when we feel the surges of heroic power 

in Beowulf. In this special sense the hero is indeed God’s agent, for he is the only way we can 

be aware of God and of how he acts in the world of men we know”(Irving,1969, p.18). 

 

As seen above, scholars have quite different views about the Christianity in Beowulf 

and they are unlikely to be reconciled with each other. Some believe that the poet of the epic 

is a Christian and interested in pagan stories of the time, some think that the poem lack direct 

references of Christian doctrines such as Christ or saints or else, some claim that Christian 

allusions of the poem were interpolated later by a Christian and some other believe that the 

Christian epic was tried to be heathenized by omissions. Whatever all these different ideas 

from the sources of personal beliefs are, there is a truth that the famous epic poem includes 

some Christian references directly and indirectly, sometimes questionable, and there is an 

influence of the Christian beliefs in the poem.     

 

1. 5. Interpretations on the Heroism in Beowulf 

 

The old epic, Beowulf, dates back to a time that brave kings ruled lands; shown great 

courage in wars, brave warriors presented their loyalty to their kings, people admired them 

and the scops composed poems and songs for them. In such an era it is inevitable to see the 

influences of the concept, heroism, in Old English literature. But what kind of behavior do we 

call heroic and what does heroism consist? As it is intended to answer such questions, dictionaries are 

not immediately helpful. Even the Oxford English Dictionary describes heroism as, “The action and 

qualities of a hero” and also as “heroic conduct” which seem somewhat circular. But it does also say 

that heroism is “exalted courage, intrepidity, or boldness” which may be more promising. Courage 
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derives from the Middle English, Old French, and Latin and relates to the word for heart. One who is 

courageous is one literally full of heart - which could mean spirited, lusty, angry, bold - as well as 

courageous.  

 

The concept of heroism in Beowulf is displayed in different types and just like the 

Christianity, the heroic code of Beowulf attracted the attentions of scholars. Most of them 

intensified their theories and interpretations on the character Beowulf as he symbolizes many 

features of an epic hero. Furthermore as the poem includes some Christian elements, the hero 

of the poem was considered as a Christian hero by some critics.  

 

The most famous of all those scholars who studied Beowulf in detail as a work of art 

was J. R. R. Tolkien. He sees the poem as showing the tragedy of man in a hostile world and of 

heroism in the face of defeat. He also refers to another epic poem Battle of Maldon which 

consists heroic features (as cited in Fulk, 1991, p.24): 

 
In these [heroic lays] [...] we could see the exaltation of undefeated will, which 
receives doctrinal expression in the words of Byrhtwold at the battle of Maldon [....] it is in 
Beowulf that a poet has devoted a whole poem to the theme, and has drawn the struggle in 
different proportions, so that we may see man at war with the hostile world, and his 
inevitable overthrow in Time [....] Men with courage as their stay went forward to that 
battle with the hostile world and the offspring of the dark which ends for all, even the 
kings and champions, in defeat [....] He is a man, and that for him and many is sufficient 

tragedy. (p.17-18) 

 

 
According to Tolkien, in Beowulf, we have both war and heroism, inserted in the 

ancient but complex narrative. It is found that “men with courage as their stay went forward 

to that battle with the hostile world and the offspring of the dark which ends for all, even the 

kings and champions, in defeat” (Fulk, 1991, p.18). Tolkien describes the poem Beowulf as 

neither epic nor heroic lay, but as “a heroic-elegiac poem” (Fulk, 1991, p.31). It is fitting that 

our hero's final battle should not be with “some Swedish prince, or treacherous friend, but a 
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dragon: a thing made by imagination for just such a purpose” (Fulk, 1991, p.31). Among 

heroic narratives, there is none quite like Beowulf. Towards the end of his well known article, 

Beowulf: the Monsters and the Critics Tolkien says (as cited in Fulk, 1991, p.25): 

 
The northern mythological imagination [...] put the monsters in the centre, gave them 
victory but no honor, and found a potent but terrible solution in naked will and courage [....] 
So potent is it, that while the older southern imagination has faded for ever into literary 
ornament, the northern has power, as it were, to revive its spirit even in our own times. It 
can work, even as it did work with the godlauss Viking, without gods: martial heroism as 
its own end. But we may remember that the poet of Beowulf saw clearly: the wages of 
heroism is death. (p25-26) 

Friedrich Klaeber, another famous Beowulf scholar, thinks: 
 
Superior to, and different from, all the others, strides the mighty figure of Beowulf 
through the epic. In his threefold role as adventurous man in arms (wrecca), loyal 
thane of his overlord, and generous, well-beloved king he shows himself a perfect 
hero, without fear and without reproach, -the strongest of his generation, valorous, 
resolute, great-hearted and noble of soul, wise and steadfast, kind, courteous, and 
unselfish, a truly “happy warrior”. (Klaeber, 1950, x1viii-li) 
 

Here Klaeber suggests that Beowulf is the embodiment of a heroic ideal, as opposed to 

a singular hero who measures himself against an existing heroic ideal through his words and 

deeds. He is a heroic type rather than an individual. In this suggestion he differs from many 

later views, many of which find significant flaws in the hero's character, but he sets the stage 

for them by placing Beowulf as hero squarely in the center of critical interest. 

 

Judy Anne White views Beowulf “as an extreme extrovert who views himself in the 

context of the outside world, but she believes that the goal of the hero is to become a better 

person by purging the unhealthy egotism which will thwart his attempt to participate in 

society.” (White, 2004, p.9). Beowulf ignores the limitations that are found in heroic cultures. 

In the world of Beowulf the fully actualized human being might not be able to uphold the 

heroic ideals that keep society safe. 
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James Earl, using a Freudian psychological approach to Beowulf argues that the hero 

had invulnerability to criticism from within the text and from outside of the text: 

 
 Clearly, as we have seen from numerous anthropologists, the assumption that the hero 
is above the letter of the law is absolutely incorrect, for if he fails to live up to the law, 
he is no longer a hero. Beowulf is a poem about the origin and the end of civilization. 
This points to the way that the Christian poet looks back upon a world that in many 
ways was based upon pagan heroic values. (Earl, 1994, p.182) 
 
 

Fidel Fajardo Acosta (1989) argues that the Beowulf poet rejects the honor system that 

Beowulf follows with absolute devotion, even to the point of self-destruction and the 

destruction of his community. His thesis is that the poet not only recognized the price of 

heroism, the poet rejected the price. Fajardo-Acosta claims that it is his “belief that the 

Beowulf Poet stood against the heroic world and that his intention ... was to articulate as 

explicit a condemnation of the heroic as it is possible to do without offending the audience 

which it was his purpose to educate and civilize” (Acosta, 1989, p.1). 

 

Even in his desire to achieve greatness for himself and his people, Beowulf can 

certainly be seen as a parallel figure to Grendel. David Sander argues that  “Beowulf 

embodies the lost heroic ideal which certainly is celebrated and desired by the Beowulf poet.... 

but he represents the terribly violent ethos of heroism against a darkness that would always 

prevail, an ethos problematic at best for a Christian poet” (Sanders, 1996, p.169). 

 

In the edition, A Beowulf Handbook, Robert E. Bjork and John D. Niles (1977) give a 

chronological summary of the ideas of scholars on the heroic code of Beowulf: 

 

1933: Schücking concludes that pride and desire for fame are central to the heroic 
ethos, which is in conflict with the Christian value of humility. 
1946: Marie Padget Hamilton believes that Beowulf’s life suggests the “Scriptural 
drama of evil defeated by a self-sacrificing hero. 
1955: Allen Cabaniss claims that Beowulf’s descent into the mere and battle there 
parallels Christ’s death, harrowing of hell, and resurrection. 
1958: Robert E. Kaske argues that Beowulf embodies the heroic- and Christian and 
patristic- ideal of wisdom and strength. 
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1960: Margaret E. Goldsmith finds Beowulf, like David and Sampson, a great but 
imperfect hero; Beowulf suffers moral decline, but his “old Germanic virtues” serve 
God. 
1963: Eric G. Stanley argues that the poem casts doubt on Beowulf’s salvation and 
represents the heroic deal as futile: the last word “lofgernost,” blames the hero.  
1965: Kenneth Sisam suggests that the poet presents the heroic ideal “lovingly,” 
though it is “in conflict with the ascetic idea of Christianity” and thus “not worth 
ambition.” 
1968: Edward B. Irving Jr. argues that a humanized and admirable Beowulf sustains 
heroic values despite the world’s instability and, though conscious of his mortality, 
lives an exemplary life. 
1970: Margaret E. Goldsmith characterizes Beowulf as “a just man who nobly fought 
a losing battle against the evil powers”; though the hero errs, “deluded by the 
Dragon’s gold,” he is saved. She parallels Christ and Beowulf. 
1972: T. A. Shippey argues that the poem illustrates laudable responses to the 
uncertainties of life and certainty of death in a heroic culture whose values strikingly 
differ from ours. 
1974: Harry Berger and H. Marshall Leicester find that heroic society in Beowulf self-
destructs because of inner contradictions to the poem’s characters cannot perceive or 
rectify. 
1982: Samuel M. Riley argues that the superlatives closing the poem describe the hero 
as combining “the two best traits of an ideal Germanic ruler- generosity and bravery.” 
1984: Edward b. Irving J. R argues that Beowulf’s religious statement reveal his 
modesty, his sense that God judges human actions; the poem’s close represents 
Beowulf’s struggle against mortality and oblivion.  
1987: Linda Georgianna believes that Hrethel’s “immobilizing sorrow” at Herebald’s 
death “threatens the coherence of the heroic world,” but Beowulf’s final “heroic 
choice” proves equally futile. 
1992: George Clark finds that the superlatives eulogizing Beowulf are honorifics 
reflecting the values of a heroic society.  
1993: Fred C. Robinson (1993a) claims that Beowulf’s funeral may hint the hero’s 
deification, crowning the poem’s tension between heroism and the “sad shame of 
paganism.” (p.271-275)      

 

Almost each scholar who studied Beowulf had an idea about the heroic ideal of 

Beowulf as a large body of work which had been the main theme of the central theme of Old 

English poetic corpus. It is inevitable to see so many different views from different personal 

beliefs as listed above. The reason for that is the complexity of the character, Beowulf – the 

hero, and the complexity of the story combined with Christian allusions. We believe that 

Beowulf was a hero, well-known in his era, had great strength, honoured by the kings, 

became a brave king of his people and at the end of the story died as a hero carrying some 

questions about himself.  
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CHAPTER II 

STUDYING ADAPTATION AND PREVIOUS BEOWULF ADAPTATIONS 

2.1. Film Adaptation 

Film adaptation is the transfer of a printed text in a literary genre to film. Adaptations 

maybe made from novels, short stories, novellas, plays, non-fiction books, essays, graphic 

novels, or narrative poems as studied in this thesis. Even when the adapter attempts to transfer 

original story to film as closely as possible, film is another medium with its own conventions, 

artistic values and techniques, and so the original story is transformed into a different work of 

art. Adaptation is an interpretation, involving at least one person’s reading of a text, choices 

about what elements to transfer, and decisions about how to actualize these elements in a 

medium of an image and sound. The comparison of a text to film reveals what is distinctive to 

each form while making clear the different interpretations of the story. 

 

The study of adaptations may sound like a narrow focus within film studies, but it is 

not. One reason is that there have been so many adaptations made over a century of film 

history. In any given year, about one-third of all commercial films produced in the United 

States started as published texts. Film adaptations deserve study not only because of their 

quantity but also because of their quality. One measure of quality is that the majority of films 

nominated for Academy Awards in the category of best picture are adaptations. Another 

measure is the large number of prominent film directors who have made adaptations. And still 

another indication is that most of the all-time top-grossing films are adaptations. 

 

Film companies know that literary texts, whether classics from the Western canon or 

popular literature are good candidates for filmmaking because their stories have already 
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proven to be enjoyable to many people. A story’s popularity comes in two ways: it can be 

popular over time to many generations-a literary classic; or, it can be widely popular to a 

contemporary audience-a best seller.  

 

The classic story has proved it can hold audience appeal overtime, and the marketing 

of the film will benefit from name recognition of the author, title, or story. Think of the many 

adaptations made of Shakespeare’s plays or Dickens’s novels. It has a wide audience already 

and one that’s likely to follow the story into the theatre. Recent examples of bestseller that 

have drawn huge film audiences include J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series and J. R. R. 

Tolkien’s trilogy The Lord of the Rings. One thinks also of best-selling novels like John 

Grisham’s The Firm, Michael Crichton’s Jurassic Park, Tom Clancy’s The Hunt for Red 

October, and Robert James Waller’s The Bridges of Madison Country. Today, whether the 

work is a classic story or a bestseller, it most likely reaches the screen studio executives. 

 

A less common reason for adaptation, for Desmond and Hawkes (2005), is that: 

 
A powerful person (say, a producer, star, or director) becomes committed to a text. For 
example, Oprah Winfrey was the leading force behind the adaptation of Tony 
Morrison’s Beloved. Soon after the novel was published, Winfrey acquired the film 
rights. She hired at least three screenwriters over the next ten years to adapt the story, 
and, after it was finally made in 1998, ceaselessly promoted it. Steven Spielberg 
optioned Thomas Keneally’s novel Shchindler’s List, developed the project over a 
decade, and then directed the film Shchindler’s List (1993), which allowed him to 
make a personal, public, and artistic statement about the Holocaust and genocide in 
general. (p.16) 
 
 

If more current examples are given; Mel Gibson spent $30 million of his own money 

and used his Hollywood influence and connections to make The Passion of the Christ (2004), 

a film that shows the last twelve hours of Jesus‘ life, based on incidents from the four 

Gospels.   
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Cinema’s early turn to narrative and its extended use of literary texts for more than a 

hundred years have given the opportunity to adapt the countless directors, screenwriters, 

producers, and studios. Filmmakers will continue to make adaptations for various and 

overlapping reasons, but never without encountering difficulty in negotiating the differences 

between the two art forms.   

 

Adaptation studies are narrowly focused as the field has been preoccupied with the 

fidelity issue. The main question asked about adaptations by reviewers and critics has been to 

what degree the film is faithful to the text. Even the fidelity is a measure for the people who 

watch the film. The practioners of this approach tend to judge a film whether the adaptation 

realizes successfully the essential narrative elements and central meanings of the printed texts. 

Critics using the fidelity approach often ignore its problems. How is it possible to identify the 

core meanings of a text when we know literary texts are capable of supporting and indefinite 

number of interpretations? How can critics make useful judgements about fidelity when there 

is no agreed-upon method to compare text and film and no standard measure as to how much 

of the text must be transferred in order for the film to be judged faithful? How can critics 

assume that fidelity is a measure of cinematic merit when so many close adaptations have 

resulted in less than memorable movies? Such questions are always open for the adaptation of 

literature which has no definite judgements because of different views as it is in this study. 

 
If a film is based on a text, comparisons between the two are inevitable.  According to 

James Naremore (2000): 

 
Fidelity shouldn’t be used as an evaluative term that measures the merit of films, but 
as a descriptive term that allows discussions of the relationship between two 
companion works. To begin the description of the relationship between text and film, 
it is asked to compare the two detail and then to classify the adaptation as a close, 
loose, or intermediate interpretation. (p.9) 
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A film is a close adaptation when most story elements in the literary text are kept in 

the film and few elements are dropped or added. A film is a loose interpretation when most 

story elements are dropped and the literary text is used as a point of departure. A film is an 

intermediate adaptation when it neither conforms exactly nor departs entirely from the literary 

text but stays in the middle of the sliding scale between close and loose. 

 

There are other descriptions of such classifications. Three different approaches to 

adaptation are described as follows:  

 
(1) an adaptation that literally translates “the text into the language of film”  [close]; 
(2) an adaptation that “ retains the core of the structure of the narrative significantly 
reinterpreting... the source text” [intermediate] ; and (3) an adaptation “that regards the 
source merely as raw material, as simply the occasion for an original work” [loose](J. 
Naremore, 2000, p9-10)  

 

These and other classification systems move away from relying on fidelity as the 

single criterion of merit by admitting that film makers use literary sources in different ways. 

Identifying the type of adaptation should be a part of any critical judgement of the film. The 

key thing to remember about fidelity is that it is not a useful evaluative term, but it is a useful 

descriptive term in that it helps to clarify a general relationship between a text and its film 

adaptation.  

 

After reading a text and viewing its film adaptation, it should be noted which narrative 

details are kept, dropped, and added and then to decide whether the film is a close, loose, or 

intermediate interpretation. However, that determination is not the end point but the starting 

point. Once you identify the type of interpretation, the next step is to look back at the changes 

the adapter made, the alternatives available to him or her at the time, and the consequences of 

the choices made. According to Andrew and Magretta (1981), asking questions about the 
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adapters’ choices will lead the ones who want to study adaptations to the wide variety of 

concerns addressed by contemporary film studies: 

What technological alternatives were available the film adapter at this point in film 
history? How did economic or market considerations affect the casting? What impact 
did film stars have on film makers’ choices? What effect did industrial production 
practices (such as studio audience analysis) have on the adaptation? What role did the 
Production Code (or some other form of censorship) play? Which narrative elements 
from the text were easy to transfer to film and which were difficult? How did the 
literary genre narrow down or open up choices for the filmmaker? How did the 
adaptation relate to the filmic style of its period? What was the dominant ideology 
operating in the film? Why was this text - or this kind of text – chosen to be adapted 
during this period of history? What kinds of sense did differentiated audiences make 
of the film? In other words, what are some of the technical, narrative, stylistic, 
historical, and spectatorial contexts that are important in understanding the differences 
between text and adaptation? (p.6)  
 
 

The following sections of the study intend to answer some of these questions such as 

what the major and minor differences between the text and the film are; which special features 

of the text should be taken into account; whether the adaptation of characters, language and 

physical environment are faithful as well as the story; if the scenario writer succeed or not in 

adapting a complete work; how Christianity and heroism were revealed in the film and what 

the differences of Christianity and Heroism of the text and the film are. 

 

2.2. Previous Adaptations of Beowulf 

 

As stated before, literature is one of the essentials of film making as a ready scenario 

and popular content. Beowulf is one of those popular literary works as having historical and 

religious aspects. Although it is hard to adapt an old English text, by the help of translators 

such as Seamus Heaney, it is easier to understand the poem. The idea of adapting a poem is 

quite strange but as Beowulf is a narrative poem including an interesting story pace, it can be 

considered like a novel adaptable. Before the film Beowulf&Grendel (2005) which is the 

source for this study, two Hollywood productions were made interestingly in the same year, 
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1999. The first released one was Beowulf and the second a more indirect one, The Thirteenth 

Warrior.      

 

2.2.1. Beowulf (1999) 

 

The first adaptation of the epic Beowulf on to screen is the film Beowulf which was 

directed by Graham Baker in 1999. The scenario was written by Mark Leahy and David 

Chappe. It starred Christopher Lambert in the title role and has him cast as a post-apocalyptic 

warrior who arrives as the man with no name, a typical Hollywood archetype, at a walled 

town whose inhabitants within are kept from escaping by a tribe of warriors without. The 

warriors that inhabit the world outside this futuristic version of Heorot are aware that the hall 

is cursed by the evil of the Grendel. This monster possessed of speech, but without spiritual 

insight, pursues Heorot in search of fresh victims. When the monster is finally confronted by 

Hrothgar, king of Heorot, the monster retreats, letting the king know that he will not be 

harmed. This incident foreshadows a plot twist involving Grendel and Hrothgar. A young girl, 

living in Heorot escapes only to fall into the hands of the warriors that keep Heorot isolated. 

They plan to execute her in order to contain Grendel, when a mysterious stranger named 

Beowulf rescues her. This adaptation of Beowulf relies on a repertoire of futuristic weapons 

and martial arts that is reminiscent of other characters Lambert has portrayed in film, such as 

Mortal Kombat and Highlander. Beowulf rescues the girl only to have her rush back again 

into the arms of her former captors, who execute her on the spot. Death was preferable to 

returning to Heorot.  

 

Once inside Heorot, the similarities and contrasts between the movie and the main 

narrative of the poem begin. Beowulf, in the film, introduces himself to Hrothgar without 

revealing too much. While in the poem, Beowulf recites his entire lineage before Hrothgar’s 
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entourage, leaving nothing out. Grendel, in the meantime, continues to stalk and kill his 

victims in Heorot, at times blending with the mist, and assuming his physical form before 

attacking. In one scene, Hrothgar ushers his people into a fortified bunker in order to protect 

them from Grendel, who in the form of mist, invades and kills all the inhabitants before 

Hrothgar and his warriors could save them. This relationship between Grendel and mist also 

occurs in the poem as well as The Thirteenth Warrior, leading to believe that Grendel is more 

a creature of spirit than substance.  

 

With only a few souls left at Heorot, Beowulf hunts down the Grendel creature and 

confronts him in a sewer where he defeats him with weapons instead of a powerful grip. 

Beowulf then hangs Grendel’s arm out over the edge of the wall which scatters the warriors 

outside, who believe that Heorot is finally purged and their alertness is at an end. Although 

Grendel was killed, the adventure was far from over.  

 

Throughout the hunt for Grendel, a beautiful woman appeared threateningly to 

Hrothgar from time to time, alluding to a mystery the two of them shared. This woman, who 

claims to be Grendel’s mother, threatens even more destruction for Heorot every time she 

appears. Later, it was revealed that the woman was an evil spirit that haunted Heorot because 

the hall was built on her land. She seduces Hrothgar and bears him a child, Grendel. Then she 

shows the child to the queen, who commits suicide due to grief and shame over Hrothgar’s 

adulterous affair. She leaves Hrothgar alone with her daughter who later grows up to 

command Hrothgar’s personal guard. This unexpected twist in Hrothgar’s family tree plays 

upon the epic poems’ contrast between what a good queen is as opposed to an evil one. 
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In difference to the poem, the film strengthens the blood ties between Grendel and 

Hrothgar making their relationship much more apparent than in the original narrative. With 

Grendel dead, his mother exacted revenge on each of the remaining warriors until Beowulf 

pursued her to the throne room where he, Hrothgar and his daughter confront her. In the end 

of the battle, she revealed her true form, which was that of a crab-like, half human demon. 

She killed Hrothgar and ultimately destroyed Heorot before Beowulf finally destroyed her. 

Beowulf then revealed his true origin, which was that he is half-demon himself, thus kin to 

Grendel, and rode off into the sunset with his new love, Hrothgar’s daughter.  

 

The adaptation is not without surprises, such as when Hrothgar is revealed to be 

Grendel’s father, adding a new perspective to the monster. After all, in the poem he was 

revealed to be a prince, who could never approach the throne. This post-apocalyptic treatment 

of the epic is clearly driven by the science-fiction film genre. If evaluated briefly as the 

screenwriter changed majority of the main events and relations between the characters, this 

adaptation can be regarded as a loose adaptation. It also converts the historical Anglo-Saxon 

epic to a kind of science-fiction film. Although the pace of the story parallels with the epic in 

the beginning of the film, it goes to a different situation through the end of the film. We 

cannot consider this production as a close and successful adaptation which was the first 

attempt to adapt the everlasting epic Beowulf.  

 

2.2.2. The Thirteenth Warrior (1999) 

 

The screenplay of The Thirteenth Warrior was written by William Wisher Jr. and 

produced by John McTiernan in 1999. It was adapted from the novel of Michael Crichton 

who rewrote the story of Beowulf in a different way. The film is an adventure and action film 

starred by Antonio Banderas and consists interesting similarities and differences. Instead of 
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doing a direct translation of Beowulf, the writer of the The Thirteenth Warrior used his 

creativity to make up a new story. The Thirteenth Warrior is seen through the eyes of Antonio 

Banderas’ character, Ahmed Ibn Fadlan, (The Thirteenth Warrior) while Beowulf told the 

story of Beowulf from a third person point of view. The protagonists, Beowulf and Ahmed 

Ibn Fadlan are of different ethnic groups; Beowulf is Swedish and Ahmed is Arabic. In The 

Thirteenth Warrior groups of men fight the evil which is in the form of men dressed up as 

bears, possibly to seem more frightening, and their mother, who is an evil witch. Beowulf 

generally fights the evil, which is represented by Grendel and his mother, who are both 

monsters, descendants of Cain, alone. The warriors of The Thirteenth Warrior and Beowulf, 

clearly, had inconsistent reasons for fighting the bear men. Beowulf wanted to be famous and 

with fame comes fortune. Beowulf was prideful unlike the men in The Thirteenth Warrior. 

Ahmed and his comrades were not offered money or any reward; they did not, necessarily, 

want to be remembered for their heroic deeds at Heorot; they just wanted to help save the 

villagers.  

 

Like Beowulf and Ahmed, Grendel and the bear men had inconsistent reasons for 

attacking Heorot. Every night the men of Beowulf would stay up late laughing, dancing, 

drinking; celebrating their greatness. Grendel grew weary of this night after night and 

eventually sought his revenge. Grendel attacked because he was impatient but the bear men of 

The Thirteenth Warrior had a completely different reason. They were a fairly selfish group of 

men who wished to dominate other villages around them; therefore they attacked Heorot, 

showing their power. The Thirteenth Warrior had to keep something in common with 

Beowulf in order to be acknowledged as being derived from the epic poem.  

 

There are a few scenes in The Thirteenth Warrior that are comparable to scenes in 

Beowulf. When Ahmed and his men were attacked by the bear men in the small hut, they 
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fought for a while and the bear men fled back into the night to their cave. This scene is 

correspondent to when Beowulf defeated Grendel in the mead-hall. Grendel fled back into the 

night, down to his cave under the hellish waters of the lake. After these scenes in Beowulf and 

The Thirteenth Warrior another event takes place that is much like each other. Beowulf is 

asked to find Grendel’s mother and slay her as well. He searches for hours in the lake until he 

is snatched by her and is carried to her cave. Beowulf slaughters her here. In The Thirteenth 

Warrior Ahmed and his comrades murdered the bear men’s mother, just as Beowulf had done 

to Grendel’s mother.  

 

There are other similarities in Beowulf and The Thirteenth Warrior that can be found 

throughout the poem and movie; they are not necessarily represented by certain scenes or 

events. The Anglo-Saxon code relates to many characters in Beowulf and The Thirteenth 

Warrior. The Anglo-Saxon code consists of honor, valor, and victory. Beowulf and Ahmed 

and his group are honorable because all through the stories they fought the evil, they protected 

the people of the town and Heorot, when they needed to be protected. The characters from 

both works are also courageous because they fought the monsters and the bear men, they were 

not afraid of dying. Finally, Beowulf and Ahmed and his companions are victorious because 

they manage to defeat the evil, the whole purpose of fighting is to win and that is what they 

did. The fire worm from The Thirteenth Warrior and the dragon from Beowulf are no different 

from one another. The leader of the Norsemen, who obviously represents Beowulf, fights the 

fire worm. He was wounded during battle and died shortly afterwards. In Beowulf, Beowulf 

fights the dragon, though he was not the one to kill the beast, he fought, was burned terribly 

from the flames of the dragon and, like the leader of the Norsemen, he dies shortly afterwards.  
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The similarities in the movie The Thirteenth Warrior and in the epic poem Beowulf 

outweigh the differences that the two incredible pieces of fiction have. They had scenes that 

were very much alike and ideas that occurred from beginning to end of both tales. They also 

had their differences that were obvious, but were fashioned so that The Thirteenth Warrior 

would thrive with creativity and originality. After these similarities and differences The 

Thirteenth Warrior can be regarded as an adaptation between loose and intermediate for it 

consist of some basic elements of the epic but the names, some events and some main 

elements are very different from the original text. If we measure the fidelity, we cannot accept 

it as totally faithful. 

 

2.3. The Upcoming Adaptation of Beowulf 

 

There are three film adaptations of Beowulf in the past including the film this study is 

based on. Two were produced in 1999 and one in 2005, starred with famous actors. No matter 

how difficult to adapt such a difficult text, new projects come to life by Hollywood executives 

as the epic poem gains more popularity day by day with its interesting and rich content for the 

filmmakers. A new film adaptation of the epic poem Beowulf will be released in November 

2007 with the title Beowulf. What make this film interesting are its famous cast and director, 

as well as its screening method. The film is directed by Robert Zemeckis who have signed 

important achievements with famous productions that still stay in audiences’ minds. He was 

awarded with Oscar as the best director with the film Forrest Gump and won various awards 

with successful films such as Contact, What Lies Beneath, Cast Away, Gothika, The Polar 

Express. The successful producer and director, uses a different 3D technique with this new 

adaptation as he did with The Polar Express. After such achievements and experience on 

filmmaking and directing, a good and successful adaptation can be expected from Robert 

Zemeckis. 
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Another important news about this upcoming adaptation is the casting as it includes 

very successful and popular actors and actresses such as Anthony Hopkins (Hrothgar), Ray 

Winstone (Beowulf), Angelina Jolie (Grendel’s Mother), Crispin Glover (Grendel), John 

Malkovich (Unferth) and Robin Wright Penn (Queen Wealthow). With so many famous 

actors and actresses, expensive visual effects and good experience of the director, I believe it 

is inevitable to expect a good work.     

 

The trailer of a film can give an idea about it and short shots briefly summarize the 

film. In the trailer of the movie Beowulf, Grendel is seen as a huge, dreadful monster as 

described in the poem, however his mother is seen in a human form which is quite different to 

the poem. Moreover a permanent and exciting struggle is seen in the trailer of the film as in 

the poem and unlike the Beowulf&Grendel, a dragon is seen in the trailer which means the 

adaptation includes the whole story of the hero Beowulf. 

  

After watching the trailers of the new Beowulf film, it can be claimed that this movie 

also includes both Christian-pagan elements and the heroic actions that are the concern of this 

study. Because in the trailer there are glimpses of a burning cross and a cremation scene 

which are direct references of religious beliefs. Furthermore a struggle against Grendel, his 

mother and a dragon is observed. Beowulf looks quite ambitious and we hear his saying “I am 

Beowulf” a few times which may be interpreted as frequent boasting of the hero, Beowulf.  
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CHAPTER III 

COMPARISON OF HEROISM AND CHRISTIANITY IN BEOWULF WITH 

THE FILM BEOWULF&GRENDEL 

Film adaptations of literary texts get their power and attention from the popularity and 

rich content of the literary works. The readers of a well-known literary work can reach 

millions and people would prefer watching the adaptation of the texts they read or they are 

familiar with. Aware of this fact, the filmmakers choose well-known texts, mainly novels, to 

be able to market their production. The epic poem Beowulf is among these popular literary 

works which has a good, interesting plot, history, fiction, religion, sociality, feelings and 

cultural heritage in it. That’s why it was adapted on to screen twice before Beowulf&Grendel 

(2005) that this study is based on, and once with a good and expensive Hollywood production 

which will be released nowadays. It looks the epic will keep its fame with its own interesting 

religious and historical features, constructed by an admired anonymous poet and, with the 

growing interest towards the adaptations. 

 

3.1. A General Comparison 

 

The production of the film Beowulf&Grendel was made with Canada, UK and Iceland 

cooperation. It was first shown in Canada in 14th September 2005 in Toronto Film Festival. It 

was adapted onto screen by screenwriter Andrew Rai Berzins who has a Scottish ancestry and 

directed by Sturla Gunnarsson who was born in Iceland. The runtime of the movie is 103 

minutes and the language is English. The casting is as follows: Gerard Butler as Beowulf, 

Stellan Skarsgård as Hrothgar, Ingvar Sigurdsson as Grendel, Sarah Polley as Selma, Rory 

McCann as Breca, Eddie Marsan as Brendan the Celt and Philip Witchurch as Fisherman. The 

film was shot in Iceland which has a beautiful scenery. 
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3.1.1. The Story and the Scenario 

The film starts with a view of Northern Seas map which includes the Daneland and the 

Geatland, then a stanza appears on the screen which sounds like the first lines of Beowulf:  

 
Hwaet! Great are the tales of the Spear Danes 
How they broke and bloodied their foes 
How they tamed the Northern seas 
Some tales sail, others sink 
Below the waves but no less true. 
 
 

Hwaet is an Old English word meaning “Lo” or “Listen up” and the first word of the 

original manuscript of the epic poem. The lines indicate the fame of the Danes but differ from 

the original; the first line looks much alike though. Then the audience is moved to a landscape 

scenery with a title “Prologue: A hate is born”. The main differences of the story and the film 

start just in the beginning. The poem opens with the funeral scene of Shield Sheafson, a Dane 

king but the first scene of the film is quite different. It is understood that the first part of the 

poem that consist of sixty lines is dropped and the film starts with a scene that a little hairy 

boy plays in the landscape and a huge troll like human follows him.  

 

The film producers often get the film pictured into storyboards to be able to shoot it 

better. An artist draws the scenes after reading the film scripts. Robert J. Lewis drew the 

storyboards of Beowulf&Grendel to help the director about the scenes and a few storyboards 

of the film are used in figures below to insert a visual sense to the study:  
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      Figure – 1 / Scene 1 (Copyright 2005 by Robert J. Lewis. Used with permission of the artist) 

 

In the scene, as seen in the storyboard, the creature sniffs the air and feeling danger 

calls his little son: “Grendel!”. We hear Grendel’s name for the first time but quite different 

than the poem. Grendel’s name first appears in the poem in line one hundred two, describing 

his murder in Heorot. Just in the beginning it is also interesting to see Grendel’s father who 

doesn’t take part in the poem. This development takes us to an idea that the film will have 

another story. A group of soldiers with helmets and swords start to chase Grendel and his 

father and, at the end they arrive at the edge of a cliff. Grendel’s father is soon killed by those 

soldiers and falls down the cliff but the warriors do not see Grendel except for Hrothgar as he 

was hidden into the rocks by his father. The first encounter of Grendel and king Hrothgar is 

shown in the film but in the poem they never encounter but Hrothgar only sees Grendel’s 
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head when Beowulf cuts and brings at the end of the first part of the poem. When Hrothgar 

sees little Grendel, he does nothing to him yet they have an eye contact which we understand 

the meaning of the prologue: “A hate is born”.   

     

 

                 Figure – 2 / Scene 1 (Copyright 2005 by Robert J. Lewis. Used with permission of the artist) 

 

After the warriors go, the little Grendel who has beard and extremely hairy, goes near 

his father’s dead body and cuts his head to take with him. At this point we separate Grendel 

from humans due to his wild and primitive attitude like a monster. Then with a time shift 

Grendel is seen watching his father’s rotten head but now he is grown and looks like his 

father; huge, muscled and wild. The director here creates a melancholic environment 
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combining the troll Grendel with human feelings. Afterwards we can guess that the story will 

be formed around a vengeance story and its effects but in the epic there is no direct relation 

between Hrothgar and Grendel.  

 

The next scene in the film is a pagan rite in front of a wooden building which we guess 

the mead-hall, Heorot. King Hrothgar opens the doors of the Heorot with a wish to his people 

around him: “May all those who cross these steps find a happy heart.”. It is a place where Danes 

come together, drink and tell great tales of the past.  

 

What is seen next is a title; “From the sea a hero” on a view of the sea. Now we expect 

to see Beowulf as he is the hero of both the poem and the film. An armoured and muscled 

warrior comes out of the sea and while he is walking to the coast, we are informed that the 

place is Geatland, home of Beowulf. The warrior comes across a fisherman and says his 

name: “I am Beowulf”. The difference between the original epic is Beowulf’s appearance. In 

the text he is first seen near his lord while getting prepared for a journey to Daneland to 

rescue Hrothgar and his people. In the beach we witness a witty conversation of Beowulf with 

the fisherman. Beowulf also asks about Breca claiming that they were hunting whales but a 

storm came up and their boat sunk. We hear Breca’s name in the poem when he gets into a 

swimming duel with Beowulf and wins it. This event is told by Unferth and confirmed in 

detail by Beowulf later in the poem after Beowulf arrives in Daneland. It is reasonable to take 

into account that the screenwriter tried to adapt some famous points of the poem but he puts 

them into a different order.  

 

Beowulf gets back his home and with the scene we hear a voice telling Beowulf is 

patriot and loyal to his kin. The same voice tells the audience that Beowulf and his warrior 
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friends learnt about Grendel’s slaughter of their Dane friends. The language of the voice is 

quite heroic and eloquent just like the poem’s. Then a group of warriors, including Beowulf, 

are seen in the scene sitting and talking about the journey to the Daneland to rescue Hrothgar 

from the troll. Beowulf makes a proud heroic speech and is confirmed by his lord, Hygelac. 

This is a scene that takes part similarly in the poem too: 

 

…He ordered a boat 
that would ply the waves. He announced his plan: 
to sail the swans road and search out that king, 
the famous prince who needed defenders. 
Nobody tried to keep him from going, 
no elder denied him, dear as he was to them. (Heaney, lines 199-204) 
 

              
Beowulf and his warrior friends take the sail the next morning just as in the poem but 

during the sail among the glaciers, while Beowulf is watching the scenery around a huge arm 

of a troll comes out of the sea and grabs Beowulf’s arm but he can get out of it. This is a 

detail that the poem doesn’t consist and it foreshadows some danger in the next scenes of the 

film. There are some other foreshadowing signs and details in the film that doesn’t find place 

in the epic. In the next scene the second encounter of Hrothgar and Grendel is presented at 

night near Heorot. Grendel kills one of the guards but does nothing to Hrothgar. In their 

second eye contact Hrothgar realizes that the troll is Grendel whose father was killed by him. 

The story of the films starts to be formed with such details. 

    

There are many short scenes with often shifts in the film. After the sail scene we come 

to a windy shore but only a strange man walks alone with a stick in his hand and shouts 

something. The same man arrives at a cremation rite of the guard murdered the night before. 

While Hrothgar is sitting near the rite and looks miserable, the strange man comes and starts 

to talk Hrothgar. This is an important part of the poem to seize the difference between the film 
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and the poem, Beowulf and especially to define the Christianity in the film and the epic. The 

man introduces himself as the Father Brendan who is a Celt monk.  

After the conversation, the scene shifts into another which does not take part in the 

poem. Hrothgar’s wife, queen Wealtheow has a conversation with a young woman who is 

believed to be a witch and forced to live out of the town of the Danes. She is claimed to see 

people’s deaths and the queen wants to learn her husband’s fate as she was worried of the 

king’s despair after Grendel’s slaughter. Selma is the name of the witch who is the second 

character of the film that the epic does not include. These differences not only with the story 

but also with the characters take the story to a different pace and decrease the belief that the 

film will be a close adaptation.  

 

In the next scene Beowulf and warriors appear landing the Daneland coast and as soon 

as they arrive, a coastguard comes and asks who they are. Hearing the name of Beowulf, he 

allows them and shows the way through the Heorot where the Hrothgar is. That scene of the 

film is another important part in both in the poem and the film as it proves the heroic features 

of Beowulf. The scenes after their arrival at Heorot are almost parallel in the poem the scene 

that Beowulf sees Selma and learns about her can be another forecasting that they will 

encounter in somewhere.  

 

Inside the mead-hall instead of the king, the queen welcomes Beowulf and warriors as 

the king is extremely drunk. The inside of Heorot is observed for the fist time and it is 

decorated as described in the poem, a place that people can eat, drink and feast. Beowulf has a 

heroic announce that he will kill Grendel and save the Danes from him. Most of the events in 

the mead-hall show a parallelism with the poem including Unferth’s discordant note on 

Beowulf. In the epic Unferth talks about a swimming duel between Breca and Beowulf and 
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claims that Beowulf lost it and Beowulf says he had to swim five days in open sea and fight 

sea creatures. In the film Unferth, envy with Beowulf’s coming, just asserts that those thirteen 

Geats will not be able to defeat Grendel. His words lack the swimming contest between Breca 

and Beowulf but it is implied when Beowulf talks to the fisherman in one of the previous 

scenes. Unlike in the poem, Unferth attempts a quick attack towards Beowulf but he is 

stopped by the King in the mead-hall scene.  

 

At the same night, we watch Beowulf and Hrothgar talking on the roof floor of 

Heorot. Beowulf seeks the reason for Grendel’s attack to Heorot as if he discerns the 

vengeance relation between Grendel and Hrothgar. In the text of the old epic, Beowulf never 

questions such things; comes to Daneland, kills Grendel and his mother, and goes back to his 

country.  Beowulf and warriors start to wait for Grendel inside the mead-hall and outside, the 

monk, Brendan prays in Latin. He claims that Grendel would do nothing to him as he believes 

Christ would save him. Grendel comes near him, sniffs and realizing he is not a Dane, goes 

through Heorot. In the poem, Grendel comes to the mead-hall and fights Beowulf at the same 

night but in this scene we have a delay on his attacking to Heorot, instead he pisses on the 

door of the hall to tease or to challenge but with a smiling face.  

 

After Grendel’s delay for attacking, all the following scenes until Grendel attacks 

Heorot are added elements of the film. They do not take place in the poem, neither are they 

implied. They take more than thirty minutes which is thirty percent of the film. If we shortly 

summarize the events the first is the conversation between Brendan the Celt and, Beowulf and 

Hrothgar. They talk about a king, Clovis, who has become a Christian and won many glories. 

He is a king who really lived in Anglo-Saxon history but not in Beowulf. While Unferth 

believes the monk’s miraculous rescue from the troll, Beowulf prefers not to believe. In the 
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next scene the warriors appear on their horses. They look for Grendel following his traces but 

they cannot find him. With a shift again which happens very frequently in the film, Grendel is 

seen while he is playing a bowling like game with skulls and witness his joy like a little child. 

Another following scene that Beowulf does not consist is the baptism scene of some villagers 

near a river. Unferth is among those who are baptized by the monk. Beowulf and Hrothgar 

watch the ceremony and discuss. Beowulf keeps not believing all these acts of monk, or the 

so-called belief for him but Hrothgar observes the changes in people’s minds and hearts, and 

starts to judge all these in his mind. The character Selma, who does not have a place in the 

poem, has importance for the story of the film. Beowulf goes to her to learn Grendel’s fate 

and notices that she is a mysterious woman. After talking to Selma, Beowulf carries on 

searching the reasons for Grendel’s slaughter like a detective: 

 

BEOWULF: Has this thing, this troll, killed any children?  

KING HROTHGAR: No.  

BEOWULF: Women?  

BEOWULF: Old men?  

KING HROTHGAR: What are you saying? That he fights with a clean heart? 

He kills the strongest first. He shows us he can kill the strongest. Who cares if he 

spares the children? They'll die anyway without fathers.  

BEOWULF: My wits still war with how this all began.  

KING HROTHGAR: Hate for the mead hall. I can only guess. The night we 

finished it the foul creep came.  

BEOWULF: So, nothing was done to the troll itself?  

KING HROTHGAR: Oh, Beowulf, it's a fucking troll! Maybe someone 

looked at it the wrong way.  

BEOWULF: Some Dane?  

KING HROTHGAR: ...I never begged anyone to come here. Take on our 

fight. I don't hold you here.  

BEOWULF: I know you don't.  

KING HROTHGAR: Then don't sour my heart with talk about why a troll 

does what a fucking troll does! 
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 We would not expect such an attitude from Beowulf of the poem but when judged 

into the story of the film, framed from the beginning, such a conversation sounds reasonable. 

All these are attempts to add a dynamic to the film and as a watcher, if you are unaware of 

Beowulf itself, you wish to see cause and effect relationship, more complicated fictions and a 

dynamic film which is far from monotonous mood. Furthermore without these elements, the 

film would be a very short one but to inquire their contribution to the story of Beowulf, we 

would not be that much sure. The film continues with a scene that may prove Beowulf’s 

heroic attitudes. His tales are told to Dane children in a boastful tone by Thorkel, one of the 

warriors near Beowulf and then Beowulf practices a sword fight with Breca and Hondscioh. 

He can easily beat Breca showing that he is not afraid of Grendel and he should be tough.   

 

After this little practice, Beowulf visits Selma again and while Selma is making 

voodoo for Beowulf, Grendel watches them. When Beowulf notices that, he starts to chase 

him and sees Grendel on top of a high hill that he cannot climb. Selma also goes there. 

Grendel teases with Beowulf by throwing stones to his head. Selma somehow understands 

Grendel’s language, which is Icelandic and translates to Beowulf: 

BEOWULF (shouts): Troll! Leave here... or stay and meet your doom 

GRENDEL: (weary mutter) ...doom doom doom doom... 

BEOWULF:  Is that talk? 

SELMA: Well it isn't barking. 

A low rumble of a garbled mutter from above: 

BEOWULF: What? 

SELMA: You're not Dane.  That's why you still breathe. 

BEOWULF: I'm blood-bound to Hrothgar. 

GRENDEL: (to himself / mocking)  ...blood blood blood... 
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SELMA: Says that's your burden. 

BEOWULF: My burden is your stinking life. 

BEOWULF: Come down here, I swear I'll hammer these stones right up your 

hairy arse. 

BEOWULF: Why won't he fight me? 

SELMA: Why should he?  You've done nothing to him. 

 

Throughout the poem there is no conversation between Grendel and Beowulf. Besides 

Grendel is never described as a creature which can speak. Their only contact is when they 

fight and at the end of that fight, Beowulf tears his arm off. By loading such human like 

features and feelings to Grendel, the screenwriter and the director try to evoke some feelings 

on the audience that they may feel more different on Grendel than hate him. In the film Selma 

is the only one who does not hate Grendel and Beowulf joins her at the end.  

 

The next day Beowulf and the warriors find Grendel’s cave by the help of a Dane. 

They sail there and during the sale, the arm that grabbed Beowulf’s hand, comes out of the 

water and grabs Breca from his hair this time and Breca is rescued by his friends. That 

forecasting makes us wonder about whose arm it is. Another forecasting part in the same 

scene is Beowulf’s seeing a little boy in the rocks. Those foreshadows are well-located in the 

scenario to keep the audience alert all the time and wonder about the rest of the film. When 

the warriors find the cave, they notice the rotten head of Grendel’s father. Unfortunately 

Hondscioh breaks the skull which will cause his own death at the same night. Seeing the 

broken skull, Grendel gets very furious and swears a vengeance while looking at the sunset. 

Grendel arrives at the mead-hall immediately, gets in furiously breaking the door. All the 

warriors attack with the words of Beowulf: “Wake up, men, or never again!” Grendel catches the 

men, sniffs and realizing he is not what he looks for, throws aside. When he catches Hondscioh, he 
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recognizes him and in Icelandic, saying: “For my father”, breaks Hondscioh’s neck as seen in 

the Figure 3 below:  

 

 

Figure – 3 / Scene 3 (Copyright 2005 by Robert J. Lewis. Used with permission of the artist) 

 

The scene of the fight with Grendel includes many differences with the old epic. One 

of them is Grendel’s killing Hondscioh as a revenge attempt. In the poem, when Grendel 

comes in, he kills a man but his name is not given and his fierce slaughter, which is not just a 

neck breaking, is told in detail: “…he grabbed and mauled a man on his bench, / bit into his 

bone-lappings, bolted down his blood / and gorged on him in lumps, leaving the body / utterly 

lifeless, eaten up / hand and foot.” (Heaney, lines 741-745). In the film, Grendel has great 

strength which is reasonable for his size but not extraordinary and the audience feels 

sympathy towards him after his childish and instinctive behaviours. No watchers would think 
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him as a cruel monster that eats people very quickly and fiercely. The events after these are 

interesting too. Although the attack scene reminds the original much, the details in it makes us 

consider the opposite. For instance after Grendel kills one of the men in the poem, he directly 

turns toward Beowulf to kill but he grabs the monster’s arm “in a handgrip harder than 

anything he had ever encountered on the face of the earth.”(Heaney, lines 751-753). As 

described in the poem, Beowulf grabs his arm so tightly that Grendel can not stand the pain 

and leave his arm in Beowulf’s hands. This fight, which can be one of the central themes of 

the poem, is told in detail with a heroic and eloquent language:  

 

Venturing closer, 
His talon was raised to attack Beowulf 
where he lay on the bed, he was bearing in 
with open claw when the alert hero’s 
comeback and armlock forestalled him utterly. 
The captain of evil discovered himself 
in a handgrip harder than anything 
he had ever encountered in any man 
on the face of the earth. Every bone in his body 
quailed and recoiled, but he could not escape. 
He was desperate to flee to his den and hide 
with the devil’s litter, for in all his days 
he had never been clamped or cornered like this. 
Then Hygelac’s trusty retainer recalled   
his bedtime speech, sprang to his feet 
and got a firm hold. Fingers were bursting, 
the monster back-tracking, the man overpowering… (Heaney, lines 745-761) 
…Hygelac’s kinsman kept him helplessly 
locked in a handgrip. As long as either lived, 
he was hateful to the other. The monster’s whole 
body was in pain, a tremendous wound 
appeared on his shoulder. Sinews split 
and the bone-lappings burst. Beowulf was granted 
the glory of winning; Grendel was driven  
under the fen banks, fatally hurt, 
to his desolate lair. (Heaney, lines 779-787) 

 

 With this event, Beowulf’s extraordinary strength is proven which has been claimed 

many times before. He shows his ‘strength of thirty men’ with a tight handgrip of the 

monster’s huge arm. When we come to the film, the events change about Beowulf’s fight with 
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Grendel. After Grendel kills Hondscioh, he tries to escape without touching the others. 

Beowulf jumps on him seeing his friend dead, but as Grendel is very powerful, he gets rid of 

him easily. He does not seem to harm anybody else although he can easily kill them. He looks 

around himself and notices a log that he can climb. Grendel runs toward the log and he climbs 

up to the roof and starts to run:   

             Figure 4 / Scene 3 (Copyright 2005 by Robert J. Lewis. Used with permission of the artist) 

The scene above in Figure 4 is a short but an active scene. In the following scene, 

where Grendel is running on the roof, Beowulf catches him in the legs and both fell down the 

roof-ground. Beowulf quickly wraps Grendel’s arm tightly with a rope that is tied to 

somewhere in the roof and after a frozen moment of eye contact between the troll and the 

hero, Grendel throws Beowulf into the air to get rid of, hits him once and jumps down from 

the roof forgetting the rope wrapped on his arm. He gets hurt badly and he is tied and trapped 

now. Then one of the warriors tries to stab him but he breaks the spear and feeling desperate, 

he gets into a very tragic attitude: He cuts his own arm which is hurt badly to get over from 
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the rope and flees into the darkness. This scene is presented quite effective by the director. 

We feel pitiful towards the troll watching the scene and his screams make us disturbed.  

 

As for the differences between the film and the original poem, Grendel approaches 

Beowulf while he is laying and suddenly he grabs the monster’s arm, but in the film when 

Grendel gets into the mead-hall, Beowulf directly jumps on him to stop but he can not 

because the troll is strong enough to overpower. And Beowulf cannot take his arm out of his 

huge body as he is likely seen to have just an ordinary man’s strength. The main difference 

here is; Beowulf does not tear the arm off but Grendel himself. Beowulf uses his mind more 

than his muscles. Furthermore after this event we just see confusion and pity on his face 

rather than glory and boasting as in the poem:  

 
The man who had lately landed among them, 
proud and sure, had purged the hall, 
kept it from harm; he was happy with his nightwork 
and the courage he had shown. The Geat captain 
had boldly fulfilled his boast to the Danes: 
he had healed and relieved a huge distress, 
unremitting humiliations, 
the hard fate they’d been forced to go, 
no small affliction. (Heaney, lines 824-832) 

 

Grendel hardly reaches to the shore not to the mere as in the poem. He leaves himself 

in the water and a huge hand which we have seen twice before, comes out of the water again 

and moves Grendel’s injured and tired body slowly into the water. This same symbolic 

forecasting indicates that the story will not end just as in the original.    

 

The next morning we witness detective Beowulf’s discovering the truth that Grendel 

killed Hondscioh as he had crushed his father’s skull but he didn’t kill anybody else that 

night. Beowulf has intricate feelings against his enemy now. Hrothgar tells him how he killed 

his father and shown mercy to his little son Grendel as we have seen in the first scene: 
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HROTHGAR: Now you truly know our loss. 

BEOWULF: You only gave us half the tale. 

HROTHGAR: The other half would dull your sword. 

BEOWULF: That troll did not give a shit about us, not until we wronged him.  

He killed one. He could’ve killed more. He killed one he held in blame. 

HROTHGAR: Were it so easy… I’d have been the one. I killed his father. 

And even that might have been an end ... had it just been the father there.  

HROTHGAR: None of the others saw the child. I could've quelled it there and 

then... but weakness stopped my spear. 

BEOWULF: Or kindness. 

HROTHGAR: Then it's the hardest kindness I know. 

Hrothgar reaches under his shirt and brings out a Christian crucifix. 

HROTHGAR (continued): And now all gods run from me as though I were the death 

itself. 

BEOWULF: So what had the father done?  Why did you kill him? 

HROTHGAR: He crossed our path. He took a fish. 

 
Beowulf respects his enemy now. He and the warriors follow his traces and find out 

that he has gone into the water. One of the warriors implying Grendel can appear again says: 

“They say there are lizards that grow back limbs.  They say there are worms that grow back 

heads.”. Beowulf shows his regard towards Grendel one more time: “This is no more worm 

than you or I”. Throughout the poem Beowulf never boasts Grendel but himself, and feels 

very proud of his killing the monster. But Beowulf of the films shows his respect to Grendel a 

few times. 
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The following day of the fight with Grendel, the Danes arrange a feast for the warrior 

hero and his friends. The inside of Heorot is shown with full of people, dancing, drinking and 

a man dances joyfully with Grendel’s arm in his hand. He nails the arm on a wood. The 

camera turns to Aeschere, one of the counselors, watching this, worried maybe as he sees 

nailing the arm as a bad omen according to the pagan belief. In the poem during the feast we 

hear Beowulf telling the details of the fight, a minstrel’s singing for Beowulf and Hrothgar’s 

thanks for Beowulf. The same night Beowulf and his warriors are rewarded with gifts. The 

lay the minstrel sings is Finnesburg Fragment which is also a part of another Old English 

poem. This fragment also includes a cremation ceremony of a person which is a reference to 

the pagan life of the Danes. The film lacks this myth as well.  

 

After the feast, everybody falls asleep and previous foreshadowing find a meaning that 

night when another monster, the owner of the huge arm which is seen a few times before, 

comes into the mead-hall. Near the mead-hall the monster sees Brendan and kills him with a 

slap. That’s Grendel’s mother and as soon as she sees Grendel’s arm hung inside Heorot, she 

screams so loud that everybody wakes up and tries to stop her. Aeschere tries to attack but 

Grendel’s mother easily kills him. Then she leaves the mead-hall Grendel’s arm in her one 

hand and Aeschere’s dead body in the other. The attack of Grendel’s mother takes place in the 

poem just as seen in the film. In the poem, while all these are happening, Beowulf is 

mentioned to be elsewhere but in the film the elsewhere is Selma’s hut. They spend the night 

together having a sexual relationship which is quite contrary to the original text. All these 

added elements and details of the film change the subject and takes us a bit far from the 

original content.   
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The next morning after the attack of Grendel’s mother the warriors find Aeschere’s 

head on a spear in the shore. They follow the traces of the monster and arrive at a cave which 

has a small deep pond but opens to another cave. When Breca proposes to swim in, Beowulf 

says Breca can not swim however we know he is as good as Beowulf. Beowulf dives in alone 

just as in the epic. He reaches a dark cave and notices Grendel laying dead. Suddenly 

Grendel’s mother attacks Beowulf and Beowulf strikes with his sword but it does not kill the 

monster. Grendel’s mother catches him and when she is about to kill, Beowulf finds a sword 

near some treasure. He just strikes once with the sword and easily kills the monster. Then the 

audience watch a boy with a sword trying to defend Grendel’s body. Beowulf’s speech at this 

point shows his respect towards Grendel is shown one more time:  

BEOWULF: Your father? 

The child, swallows, then defiantly nods, preparing to be attacked. 

BEOWULF: Then you can be proud. 

 

What is noticed as the differences with Beowulf and the film here are few. For instance 

in the poem, Beowulf’s fight with Grendel’s mother is described in detail that takes place into 

the water and consists a hard struggle, not an easy one like in the film. The presence of 

Grendel’s son, whose mother is Selma, is another added element and at the end of the fight 

Beowulf does not take Grendel’s head with him unlike in the poem. Moreover the sword that 

kills the troll is not melt with the blood and Beowulf does not take the sword or hilt with him 

after the fight.  

  

After the fight scene we are moved to cremation of Aeschere and Hrothgar and 

Beowulf have a conversation by the pagan ritual of Aeschere. Hrothgar feels sorry for getting 

Beowulf involved in all these events. We do not see the feast in Heorot which takes place in 
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the epic. Compared to the poem, after killing Grendel and Grendel’s mother there is more 

melancholy rather than joy. Then Beowulf goes near Selma to say goodbye. In the next scene 

after the farewell, Beowulf appears alone in the shore constructing a grave with stones and 

two words come out of his mouth: “Sleep Grendel”. Although Beowulf killed Grendel he 

feels sorry for him and respects him, and honours him with a grave. The film ends with the 

scene on the ship of the Geats sailing to Geatland. Thorkel tells Beowulf’s story in a poetic 

language whose is so close the poem: 

 

THORKEL : ...born of scum and swampy things / Lurking in 

his mother's moss / The mark of Cain came to his brow / Of evil and a 

sea-hag born / Grendel, grinder of lost men's bones / Felt hate toward the 

happy Danes... 

    

At the end of the movie the audience watch Beowulf looking at the sea with thoughtful 

gaze and hear his words: “By Odin’s will…” and the warriors joins all together: “…let us find 

our way home.”. Most of the events within and after the fight with Grendel’s mother do not 

match with the poem. The only similarity can be their departure from Daneland with ship 

which is not very significant. The film ends here but the poem, Beowulf does not. Beowulf 

gets back to Geatland. He becomes the king and rules the Geats successfully for fifty years. 

Then a dragon which guards some treasure starts to disturb the Geats. Beowulf fights the 

dragon alone. He kills the dragon but he is fatally injured. He leaves the treasure to the Geats 

and dies. The poem ends with the funeral rite of Beowulf.  

 

The differences between the poem Beowulf and the film Beowulf&Grendel are 

observed and analyzed looking at added and dropped elements in the film. The basic 

differences start in the beginning of the film and those added elements in the beginning take 

the story into another, inserting a cause-effect relation to Grendel’s attacks. The new 
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characters Selma and Brendan also help the film to move away from the original story of 

Beowulf but the characteristics of Beowulf, his killing Grendel and his mother as well as some 

other events are central subjects and presented in the same order with the poem. Under the 

light of the differences and similarities conveyed above, it can be concluded that the film is an 

intermediate adaptation of the epic poem Beowulf.  

 

One of the limitations that prevent the screenwriter is the genre of Beowulf as it is a 

poem in old English not a narrative text like a novel which may cause an intermediate 

adaptation due to different interpretations the poem has. The film looks more reasonable with 

ordinary sights rather than supernatural ones in the poem. The screenwriter’s and the 

director’s choice is to create a more realistic story considering the marketing worries. 

Moreover the added elements may be inserted to make the length of the story longer 

compared to the first part of the poem which only happens in two days. The setting, Iceland 

helps the producers to show the environment and effects of old times in Denmark and the 

costumes of the cast are successful enough to catch this effect. The actors and actresses 

chosen are mainly from Danish and English origins that are aware of the myths and customs 

of their ancestors. The characters both in the film and the poem generally match as deeds and 

personalities but sometimes differ in some events. The language of the film is quite different 

than the original story. The characters speak with English and Norse expressions but in a daily 

language. The language also includes some slang we never see in Beowulf. Only Thorkel’s 

speeches resemble the poem with its poetic language. 

 

3. 2. The Christianity of Beowulf 

 

Since the beginning of nineteenth century Beowulf has been studied and investigated 

in detail many times by famous scholars including Friedrich Klaeber, Margaret Goldsmith 
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and J.R.R. Tolkien. Most of the interpretations included the religious side of the poem. The 

reason for this was the interesting religious aspects of the epic. Although its story belongs to 

the Anglo-Saxon pagan life, there are some direct and indirect references to Christianity.  

 

One of the scholars who counted those references in the poem, F.A. Blackburn, states 

that in Beowulf there are sixty-eight passages in which the form of expression or the character 

of the thought seems to suggest something Christian usage or doctrine, and we may properly 

assume that they had this effect on Christian readers at the time that the manuscript was 

written. He also classifies those passages according to the content they include (as cited):  

 
1. Passages containing Bible history or allusions to some scripture narrative. 
2. Passages containing expressions in disapproval of heathen ideas or heathen 

worship. 
3. Passages containing references to doctrines distinctively Christian. 
4. Incidental allusions to the Christian God, to his attributes, and to his part in 

shaping the lives and fortunes of men. The fourth class is by far the most 
numerous; it comprises fifty-three cases, while under the first only three passages 
fall, under the second one, and under the third ten. (Nicholson, 1971 p.4)   

 
 
Of the first explanation of which passages containing Bible history or allusions, 

references of the Creation, the Fall, the death of Abel and the Flood are found in the poem. 

According to the Christian belief the world was created in six days and the first chapter of 

Genesis in the Bible tells the process in detail:   

      
 
      God createth Heaven and Earth, and all things therein, in six days.  
      1:1. In the beginning God created heaven, and earth.  
      1:2. And the earth was void and empty, and darkness was upon the face of the 
deep; and the spirit of God moved over the waters.  
      1:3. And God said: Be light made. And light was made.  
      1:4. And God saw the light that it was good; and he divided the light from the 
darkness.  
      1:5. And he called the light Day, and the darkness Night; and there was evening 
and morning one day.        
      1:6. And God said: Let there be a firmament made amidst the waters: and let it 
divide the waters from the waters… 
       1:11. And he said: let the earth bring forth green herb, and such as may seed, and 
the fruit tree yielding fruit after its kind, which may have seed in itself upon the earth. 
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And it was so done.  
       1:12. And the earth brought forth the green herb, and such as yieldeth seed 
according to its kind, and the tree that beareth fruit, having seed each one according to 
its kind. And God saw that it was good… (Genesis Chapter 1) 
 
 

In Beowulf the reference to the story of the Creation is given briefly before Grendel is 

described. It is not definite whether this part is copied or in some way influenced by the very 

beginning of the Bible, but the reality is the similarity in content: 

 
…and the clear song of a skilled poet 
telling with mastery of man’s beginnings, 
how the Almighty had made the earth 
a gleaming plain girdled with waters; 
in His splendour He set the sun and the moon 
to be earth’s lamplight, lanterns for men, 
and filled the broad lap of the world 
with branches and leaves; and quickened life  
in every other thing that moved. (Heaney, lines 90-98)  
 
 

Another interesting direct remark in Beowulf is Abel’s death by Cain and Cain’s 

punishment by God. Abel was a shepherd and Cain was a farmer. They were the sons of 

Adam and Eve. Their story is also almost the same in other religions with Christianity: At 

harvest time Cain brought the Lord a gift of his farm produce, and Abel brought the fatty cuts 

of meat from his best lambs, and presented them to the Lord. And the Lord accepted Abel's 

offering, but not Cain's. This made Cain both dejected and very angry. One day Cain 

suggested to his brother to go out into the fields and while they were together there, Cain 

attacked and killed his brother. Cain’s punishment from the words of the Lord is as follows in 

the Bible:  

 
 4:11. Now therefore cursed shalt thou be upon the earth, which hath opened her 
mouth and received the blood of thy brother at thy hand.  
4:12. When thou shalt till it, it shall not yield to thee its fruit: a fugitive and a 
vagabond shalt thou be upon the earth.  
4:13. And Cain said to the Lord: My iniquity is greater than that I may deserve pardon.  
4:14. Behold thou dost cast me out this day from the face of the earth, and from thy 
face I shall be hid, and I shall be a vagabond and a fugitive on the earth: every one 
therefore that findeth me, shall kill me… (Genesis Chapter 4) 
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Beowulf consists this remark again briefly giving the idea that whether the poet of the 

epic is pagan or not, he has the knowledge of some important historical realities of 

Christianity. The poet tells us this everlasting story after describing and naming Grendel:  

 
Grendel was the name this grim demon 
haunting the marches, marauding round the heath 
and the desolate fens; he had dwelt for a time  
in misery among the banished monsters, 
Cain’s clan, whom the Creator outlawed 
and condemned as outcasts. For killing Abel 
the Eternal Lord had exacted a price: 
Cain got no good from committing that murder 
Because the Almighty made him anathema  
And out of the curse of his exile there sprang 
ogres and elves and evil phantoms 
and the giants too who strove with God 
time and again until He gave them their reward. (Heaney, lines 99-114) 
   
 

The poet resembles Grendel to Cain as cursed and forced to live away. He has a 

criticizing tone while telling the story and gives it as an example to show the wickedness of 

Grendel. The details given in the story reflect the poet’s belief on evil and faith to God. The 

name of Cain appears again in the lines of Beowulf while the poet is describing Grendel’s 

mother. The poet of the epic claims that Grendel’s mother is like Cain; cursed and forced to 

live “down into fearful waters”. The poet repeats Cain’s killing his brother and implies that 

both Grendel and his mother are from his cursed spirit. In his lines he also uses the word 

“hell” as another reference from Christian beliefs: 

 
…Grendel’s mother, 
monstrous hell-bride, brooded on her wrongs. 
She had been forced down into fearful waters, 
The cold depths, after Cain had killed 
His father’s son, felled his own  
brother with a sword. Branded an outlaw, 
marked by having murdered, he moved into the wilds, 
shunned company and joy. And from Cain there sprang  
misbegotten spirits, among them Grendel, (Heaney, lines 1261-1267) 
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The Flood is another one of the important Bible references of Beowulf. In this part the 

similarity attracts our attentions especially on the explanation of “tribe of giants” which 

directly implies Grendel and his mother. This story in Beowulf takes place when the poet 

depicts the hilt of the sword that Beowulf killed Grendel’s mother with: 

 
Hrothgar spoke; he examined the hilt, 
that relic of old times. It was engraved all over 
and showed how war first came into the world 
and flood destroyed the tribe of giants. 
They suffered a terrible sufferance from the Lord; 
the Almighty made the waters rise,  
drowned them in the deluge for retribution. (Heaney, lines 1687-1693) 
 
 

As usual the Bible tells the story of Noah and the Flood in detail. That story is also 

common among other religions. God saw how great wickedness had become and decided to 

wipe mankind from the face of the earth. However, one righteous man among all the people 

of that time, Noah, found favor in God's eyes. With very specific instructions, God told Noah 

to build an ark for him and his family in preparation for a catastrophic flood that would 

destroy every living thing on earth. God also instructed Noah to bring into the ark two of all 

living creatures, male and female, along with every kind of food to be stored as food for the 

animals and his family while on the ark. Noah obeyed everything God commanded him to do. 

After they entered the ark, rain fell on the earth for a period of forty days and nights. The 

waters flooded the earth for a hundred and fifty days, and every living thing on the face of the 

earth was wiped out. As the waters receded, the ark came to rest on the mountains of Ararat. 

Noah and his family continued to wait for almost eight more months while the surface of the 

earth dried out: 

 
6:4. Now giants were upon the earth in those days. For after the sons 
of God went in to the daughters of men, and they brought forth 
children, these are the mighty men of old, men of renow. 
6:5. And God seeing that the wickedness of men was great on the 
earth, and that all the thought of their heart was bent upon evil at all 
times… 
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6:7. He said: I will destroy man, whom I have created, from the face 
of the earth, from man even to beasts, from the creeping thing even to 
the fowls of the air, for it repenteth me that I have made them. 
7:4. For yet a while, and after seven days, I will rain upon the earth 
forty days and forty nights: and I will destroy every substance that I 
have made, from the face of the earth… 
 7:10. And after the seven days were passed, the waters of the flood 
overflowed the earth… 
 7:17. And the flood was forty days upon the earth: and the waters 
increased, and lifted up the ark on high from the earth.  
  7:18. For they overflowed exceedingly: and filled all on the face of 
the earth: and the ark was carried upon the waters.  
  7:19. And the waters prevailed beyond measure upon the earth: and 
all the high mountains under the whole heaven were covered. 
(Genesis Chapter 6-7) 

 

The Beowulf poet depicts this long story just in a few sentences but effectively. He 

does not talk about Noah or his ark but describes the date of the hilt that wickedness 

surrounded the earth and God punished the tribe of giants rising up the waters. The word 

“giants” in the Bible is likely the generality of men before the flood were of a gigantic stature 

in comparison with what men now are. But these here spoken of are called giants, as being 

not only tall in stature, but violent and savage in their dispositions, and mere monsters of 

cruelty and lust. So the exact resemblance of Grendel or his mother can be easily seen in these 

lines of the Bible.    

 

For the second classification of Christian references of F.A. Blackburn which is 

“disapproval of heathenism”, there is only one passage in Beowulf:  

 
 
Sometimes at pagan shrines they vowed 
offering to idols, swore oaths  
that the killer of souls might come to their aid 
and save the people. That was their way, 
their heathenish hope; deep in their hearts 
they remembered hell. The Almighty Judge 
of good deeds and bad, the Lord God, 
Head of Heavens and High King of the World, 
was unknown to them. Oh, cursed is he    
who in time of trouble has to trust his soul 
in the fire’s embrace, forfeiting help; 
he has nowhere to turn. But blessed is he 
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who after death can approach the Lord 
and find friendship in the Father’s embrace. (Heaney, lines 175-188) 
 
 

This remark of the poet is not one of the references that take place in the Bible. 

Though it is seen like an indirect reference, this part revals much. The unity of the passage 

reflects its Christian tone. Such findings in unity, although not directly in the Bible, have great 

significance to reveal and reflect the Christianity of Beowulf. It is told to display Danes’ 

despair after the slaughter of Grendel. They have no choice but expect help from their idols 

and the poet’s approach with; “That was their way, their heathenish hope” shows his 

condemnation and pity in a teasing way. What is also interesting in this passage is the poet’s 

description of God which shows his beliefs directly. He names the God as “Head of Heavens” 

and “High King of the World” that indicates his faith and belief of life after death. He also 

compares the pagans with those who believe in God and announces that blessed ones will get 

God’s embrace but the others, implying Danes here, will suffer in the fire of the hell.   

 

But there is a conflict that makes the readers wonder and doubt. In his condemnation 

the poet implies that the Danes worshipped the devil and did not know the true God. But 

Hrothgar, the king of these same Danes, says that the holy God has sent Beowulf to his aid, 

that God can easily keep Grendel from his evil deeds, and thanks God for the sight of 

Grendel’s arm, which Beowulf torn off in the fight. These examples of Danes’ view of God 

can be varied: The queen, when she greets Beowulf, thanks God that her wish for a champion 

able to cope with the monster has been fulfilled. Also the Danish coast-guard, after directing 

Beowulf and his comrades to the Hall, sends away them with the devout wish: “May the 

Almighty Father keep you and in His kindness watch over your exploits.” (Heaney, lines 316-

318).  
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These and other instances are not in accord with the statement that the Danes did not 

know the true God and it seems good evidence that there might have been an interpolation. If 

thought that way, the first reviser, in trying to put the poem in Christian appearance, had left a 

little direct knowledge of the Christian religion but he was acquainted with some religious 

poems.  

 

Of the “doctrines distinctively Christian” (Nicholson, 1971, p4), there are some 

references to rewards and punishments in a future life. For instance Beowulf, while criticizing 

Unferth, says: “You killed your own kith and kin, / so for all your cleverness and quick 

tongue, / you will suffer damnation in the depths of the hell.” (Heaney, lines 588-590). Also 

after the fight with Grendel, Beowulf describes the fight in detail and at the end says, 

implying Grendel: “Like a man outlawed, / for wickedness, he must await / the mighty 

judgment of God in majesty.” (Heaney, lines 976-78).  And through the end of the poem, 

Beowulf, sensing that he is near death says: “All this consoles me, / doomed as I am, and 

sickening for death; / because of my right ways, the Ruler of mankind / need never blame me 

when the breath leaves my body / for murder of kinsmen.”(Heaney, lines 2739-2743). It is 

quite odd to hear such words in a Christian tone from Beowulf who has generally been noted 

as a pagan, epic hero.       

 

Apart from the rewards and punishments, some passages and epithets, referring to 

Christian belief, are found in the poem: “the devil’s litter”(Heaney, line 755), “the hell-serf 

keening” (Heaney, line 787), “fiend’s keeping”(Heaney, line 807), “his heathen soul: hell 

claimed”(Heaney, line 852), “the hell brute”(Heaney, line 1275), “hell-bonds”(Heaney, line 

3073). All these epithets refer to hell and its inhabitants which are well-known by the 

Christians. Also the lines; “the mighty judgment of God” (Heaney, lines 978) and “until 
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doomsday” (Heaney, lines 3070) refer to the Day of Judgment and look as clear allusions of 

Christianity.  

  

The epic includes much more incidental Christian allusions that show the Christian 

coloring. Some of these are:  

by God to that nation. (Heaney, line 13) 
so the Lord of the life (Heaney, line 16) 
crossed over to the Lord’s keeping. (Heaney, line 27) 
his God given goods. (Heaney, line 73) 
he was the Lord’s outcast. (Heaney, line 169) 
they thanked God. (Heaney, line 227) 
Holy God has, in His goodness, guided him here. (Heaney, line 381) 
Whichever one death fells, must deem it a last judgment by God. (Heaney, line 440)  
but God can easily halt these raids and harrowing attacks. (Heaney, line 478) 
bright guarantee of God. (Heaney, line 570) 
thanked God for granting her wish. (Heaney, line 625) 
the Lord’s favour. (Heaney, line 670) 
And may the Divine Lord, in His wisdom grant the glory of victory. (Heaney, line 685) 
The truth is clear: Almighty God rules over mankind and always has. (Heaney, line 700) 
that as long as God disallowed it, (Heaney, line 706) 
God cursed Grendel. (Heaney, line 711)…etc. 
 
 

Thirty-seven more lines in Beowulf include such allusions and references to the 

Christian God, to his attributes and to his role in determining the lives and fates of men. All 

these lines indicate an obvious resolution and picture that the poet or the so-called reviser was 

aware of Christianity and its beliefs. 

 

When the words are looked closely, the frequent use of the word god is seen especially 

in the Christian sense. In the poem, the other epithets of the Deity are ‘lord’, ‘father’, 

‘creator’, ‘almighty’, ‘ruler’, ‘ruler of men’, ‘ruler of glory’, ‘shepherd of glory’, ‘king of 

glory’, ‘guider of heavens’, ‘helm of the heavens’, ‘ruler of victories’, ‘king of victories’. On 

the other hand we cannot see the words ‘Holy Ghost’, ‘Christ’, ‘Saviour’, or ‘Lord of Angels’ 

which are among the frequent epithets of the Deity in Anglo-Saxon religious poems. Besides 
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there are no references to the saints, to the cross or to the church and in the poem we cannot 

find any Christian rites or ceremonies just as pagan ones. 

 

While trying to prove the Christianity, we cannot ignore sharp references on paganism 

which bring new questions and conflicts. Although the first Christian allusion starts in line 13 

with the name of God, the picture of the beginning is a pagan funeral rite:  

 
Shield was still thriving when his time came 
and he crossed over into the Lord’s keeping. 
His warrior band did what he bade then 
when he laid down among the Danes: 
they shouldered him out to the sea’s flood, 
the chief they revered who had long ruled them. 
A ring-whorled prow rode in the harbour, 
ice-clad, outbound, a craft for a prince. 
They stretched their beloved lord in his boat, 
laid out by the mast, amidships,  
the great ring-giver. Far fetched treasures 
were pilled upon him, and precious gear. 
I never heard before of a ship so well furbished 
with battle-tackle, bladed weapons 
and coats of mail. The massed treasure 
was loaded on top of him: it would travel far 
on out into the ocean’s sway. 
They decked his body no less bountifully 
with offerings than those first ones did 
who cast him away when he was a child 
and launched him alone out over the waves. (Heaney, lines 26-46)     
 
 

In the same line group using the words ‘Lord’s keeping’ and telling the story of a 

pagan rite is quite interesting. This kind of a conflict increases the doubts of a latter 

interpolation by a Christian. According to Burton Rafael (1963), one of the translators of 

Beowulf, the excavation of Sutton Hoo in Suffolk in 1939 confirms this pagan ship burial:  

 
The excavation of Sutton Hoo, a ceremonial and probably a kingly burial ship of 
perhaps the seventh century A.D., has shown how small a role fancy played in such 
descriptions. Like all poets, this one is capable of exaggeration, of stretching a point to 
make the story move more easily—but not truly important matters, and the burial of a 
king was, for him, of an importance second to nothing. Even his talk of precious 
objects “carried from the ends of the earth” has been proven not a bit exaggerated: the 
Sutton Hoo burial treasures ( jewellery, weapons, coins, royal soldier equipments and 
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common household instruments) include a large silver dish stamped with the mark of 
the Byzantine Emperor Anastasius, who died in A.D. 518. (p. xvii)   
 
 

 Especially the date on the silver dish shows that people used to have such funeral 

ceremonies in those times and we also know that the story of Beowulf dates back to times 

around 500 A.D. This archeological finding proves the reality of heathen customs that 

Beowulf poet composed. 

   

More examples of pagan customs can be seen throughout the poem. For instance after 

Grendel attacks Heorot and kills the Danes, the poet describes their despair with the words: 

“Sometimes at pagan shrines they vowed / offering to idols, swore oaths / that the killer of 

souls might come to their aid / and save the people.” (Heaney, lines 175-178). Before 

Beowulf and his warrior friends sail to Danes’ land, the poet shows the hero’s determination: 

“Nobody tried to keep him from going, / no elder denied him, dear as he was to them. / 

Instead, they inspected omens and spurred his ambition to go.”(Heaney, lines 202-205). It is 

obvious that before they sail, the elders inspect omens which are found in Old English Poetry 

and reflect the pagan lifestyle.  

 

But the most important of all these paganism references is the “cremation”. It first 

appears when Grendel’s mother kills a man as the revenge of her son and takes the body with 

her. The poet describes the state: “Thus life departed / from the sage Aeschere, an elder wise 

in counsel. / But afterwards, on the morning following, / the Danes could not burn the dead 

body / nor lay the remains of the man they loved / on his funeral pyre.” (Heaney, lines 2123-

2128) The Christianity of Danes conflicts one more time with this ‘cremation’ example. 

Although sometimes Hrothgar, the king of Danes and the queen speak in a Christian tone, 

they want to burn the dead bodies which is a pagan custom.  
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As listed above the epic poem, Beowulf, include both Christian and pagan features. In 

all these references there are ones which refer to the Christian beliefs directly, like the stories 

in the Bible and they are not open to the questions. Besides there are many indirect references 

that some of them lack basic doctrines and concepts like Christ, saints or church. Not only 

these conflicts bring questions, but also other conflicts come to life between the speeches and 

acts of the Danes and Beowulf. Furthermore the epic includes some pagan customs which are 

known to have been practiced. Consequently all these findings do not enable us to decide 

whether the poem is Christian or pagan, thus some hypothesis can be put forward as the 

scholars did:  

 

• The poem was composed by a Christian, who had heard the stories and used 

them as material for his work --as Tolkien (1936) claims. 

• The poem was composed by a Christian, who used old lays and myths as his 

material. (This differs from the first hypothesis supposing the tales had already 

been versified and were in poetical form) --as Klaeber (1950) supports.                             

• The poem was composed by a heathen and at a later date it was revised by a 

Christian poet. (The reviser can only be a poet as it is not a monk’s business to 

interpolate without spoiling the rhythm of the poem) 

• The poem was composed by a heathen influenced by Christianity but has little 

knowledge of it. 

• The poem was composed by a Christian poet but the pagan features are 

inserted intentionally to create a rich content.  

• The poem was composed by a Christian poet but it was intended to be 

heathenized. 
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3.3. The Comparison of Christianity 

 

The Christianity in Beowulf has been proved many times with the tone, direct 

references and allusions in it. The reason of scholar’s dealing more with this side of the poem 

is its fame with interesting religious aspects. The Christianity and its conflict with paganism is 

one of the dominating features of Beowulf. The film, Beowulf&Grendel has such a content, it 

is not a very close adaptation though. However the Christian and pagan content of the film 

sometimes shows a similarity but most of the time it differs with new characters and details in 

it.  

The difference starts with a pagan rite in the beginning of both the epic and the film. 

The poem starts with a pagan funeral of Shield Sheafson but what is confusing is it includes 

words like ‘God’, ‘Almighty’, and ‘Lord’. There is also a pagan rite in the beginning of the 

film which is a blessing ceremony for the newly built mead-hall, Heorot. Aeschere, a friend of 

king Hrothgar and a member of the counsel lifts a blood-stained pine-branch from the opened 

chest of a slaughtered ram lying on a rock and sprinkles the blood on the faces of the Danes and 

Hrothgar saying: 

    

AESCHERE: Hrothgar, much-loved King of the Danes, under 

Odin's eye I blood you lucky on all paths that leave this hall. 

 

The name of Odin which is known to be one of the gods of Anglo-Saxons is heard for 

the first time. This ritual proves the pagan belief of the Danes in the film. Aeschere also 

sprinkles the blood onto the door of Heorot wishing to keep the evil away but the same day 

many innocent Danes are slaughtered there. The film’s or screenwriter’s main implication 

starts in the beginning: their gods cannot protect them and their prayers are useless. As one of 
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the main differences with paganism of the film and the poem, we do not see any name of 

pagan gods in the poem that we hear a few times in the film. 

 

The hero Beowulf has been discussed many times as becoming a Christian or not but 

Beowulf of the film shows his pagan belief in the beginning of the film while he is talking to 

his lord, Hygelac and warriors before they leave: “…but I will see Valhalla or that thing’s 

head on…”. Valhalla in Norse mythology is the hall of slain warriors, who live there 

blissfully under the leadership of the god Odin. Valhalla is depicted as a splendid palace, 

covered with shields, where the warriors feast on the flesh of a boar slaughtered daily and 

made whole again each evening. 

 

 In the film, Valhalla is heard once again when Grendel kills a Dane guard and 

Hrothgar sits desperately near the dead body. The conversation with the queen is interesting:  

 

 WEALHTHEOW: Then get up off your arse... with your thanes in sight.  This 

is no ground for a king. 

HROTHGAR: (dazed) Oh... you're wrong.  For a king who's had his balls hauled 

up his guts... it's the ground.  For all the broken-bone wretches I've flung to death — 

WEALHTHEOW: And Valhalla. 

Hrothgar considers the terror in the face of the dead guard. 

HROTHGAR: I don't know.  Is that the look of a man going happily up to the 

feast... or down to the worms? 

 

The conversation shows that the king goes far away from his beliefs with the despair 

or starts to question the old belief that they will go to Valhalla after they die. The conflict of 

Hrothgar’s beliefs in the poem is similar with the film. In the epic, Hrothgar is the king of the 

Danes who have pagan lifestyles and beliefs. Hrothgar also lives with this lifestyle but while 

he is speaking a Christian tone is noticed in his speech. Hrothgar of the film has pagan beliefs 
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as well, even he teases with Christian doctrines at first but throughout the film he questions 

those beliefs and is converted to Christianity through the end of the film.  

 

One of the things that cause confusion with Beowulf, as seen in the interpretations of 

the scholars, is the absence of churches, saints or monks in the epic that is considered to be 

Christian. This is the point the film departs from the epic because we meet an interesting 

character in the film: Father Brendan, a Celt monk who sails to spread the Christian belief. He 

arrives in Daneland during the slaughtered guard’s cremation ritual. The talk between the king 

and the monk is significant to display the differences of Christianity between the film and 

Beowulf:  

BRENDAN THE CELT: I'm told you're the Danes' king.  

KING HROTHGAR: Celt, you're a ways from home.  

BRENDAN THE CELT: I am. But safe with the sword of Christ. Father 

Brendan.  

KING HROTHGAR: Christ, eh? Heard of him. You ever have much luck with 

trolls?  

BRENDAN THE CELT: I'm of the thought they never cross paths. But if 

you're willing to bow before Christ you shall feel the blessing of his great strength.  

KING HROTHGAR: My gods don't ask me to bow.  

BRENDAN THE CELT: And nor should they dare if they won't protect you. 

To face God's foes is an honor. I've come to drive this evil out.  

KING HROTHGAR: (laughs) With a stick?  

BRENDAN THE CELT: With the fire of Heaven!  

KING HROTHGAR: Well, if your heaven's on fire you'd better look to that.  

BRENDAN THE CELT: You leave me on a dish for the troll then. Leave me! 

And if I don't see man's dawn, I shall see God's! I shall see God! (drools and 

collapses). 

 

The name of the Christ is heard in the film which has never takes place in the poem. 

With this witty conversation, it is understood that the monk is trying to prove the strength of 

Christianity by driving the evil, Grendel out and Hrothgar teases with him as the monk does 
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not appear to do that. Hrothgar needs a hero, not a mad monk that can not stay up on his feet. 

The king does not easily believe in the monk but a development with his beliefs is witnessed 

when he notices the effects of the Christianity. The presence of the monk, Hrothgar’s 

questioning, the conversation above and the name of the Christ, all lack in the poem. While 

the Christianity of the poem is implicit and questionable, the revealing of it in the film is quite 

clear whether accepted by everyone or not.  

 

The next scene after the conversation between the Celt monk and Hrothgar is two 

women’s conversation. The queen goes near Selma who is known to be a witch. She is able to 

foretell people’s deaths. Witches are among the pagan beliefs and they are believed to 

worship the evil. The queen’s appeal to a witch repeats the Danes’ strong pagan beliefs one 

more time. Throughout the poem we never encounter a witch but a few pagan rituals. 

  

Beowulf arrives at Heorot and starts to wait for Grendel. The monk Brendan is seen 

outside the mead-hall. In his speech to Hrothgar he claimed that Grendel will not touch him 

by the help of Christ. Anyhow this comes true when Grendel arrives at Heorot. He approaches 

near Brendan, sniffs him. Brendan prays in Latin his eyes closed and repeats his prayers with 

fear but Grendel just mocks him with a smile and passes through the mead-hall. The monk 

proves his assertion that the troll would not touch him. Such scenes and implications show us 

the failure of the pagan belief but the achievement of the Christian. 

 

The next morning Beowulf and Hrothgar notice Brendan outside the mead-hall and 

ask where he was the nigh before and the conversation moves to another: 

 

BEOWULF: Priest, where did you spend the night? 

Brendan considers him a moment, then nods to the spot where he'd been praying 
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BRENDAN THE CELT: Why was such a daft wretch spared? 

HONDSCIOH: That's not what he asked. 

BRENDAN THE CELT: Wise king, you must know of the name of Clovis.  

KING HROTHGAR: The Frank?  

BRENDAN THE CELT: The Frank. Yes, yes, the Frank. The Christian sword 

of a land ten times what the Danes hold dear.  

BEOWULF: He's dead.  

BRENDAN THE CELT: Yes, ten years now. But not before he saw God's 

grace. The Visigoths of Aquitaine, the Romans under Syagrius, the Burgundians, 

Alamannians all fell before him, and all because he had God's ear.  

KING HROTHGAR: As I recall, he also had a thousand swords, neighbors 

soft on wine and pork, and no ice on his rivers...  

BEOWULF: And no fucking trolls.  

KING HROTHGAR: And no fucking trolls! 

 
 

Clovis was the king of Franks. He defeated many of his enemies. His wife was a 

strong believer in the one, true God. Many times she attempted to convince her husband of the 

truth of Christianity, but he still maintained his belief in the gods of his people. But all of this 

changed when Clovis fought the forces of the king of the Allemanni. When the battle began to 

turn against the Franks, Clovis prayed, not to the gods he had worshipped since his youth, but 

to the God of his wife, the Christ. He swore he would devote his life to God and become a 

believer if God would help him defeat his enemies. According to historians, the Alemanni 

immediately fell under a deadly fear, and soon their king was killed, prompting their 

surrender. Amazed by this incredible display, Clovis finally chose to become a believer in the 

God of his wife, the God of the Bible. The conversion of a real historical personality take 

place in the film but Beowulf does not mention such a king. Those instances from the film are 
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presented with the intention of showing the strength of Christian belief. However neither 

Beowulf nor Hrothgar seems to believe in him. They think Clovis won the victories by some 

advantages not by the help of his prayers. Brendan claims more: 

 

BRENDAN: My skinny hand can only bless.  But trust me - this thing shall 

meet its end in striking me... or those of mine. 

Brendan moves forward.  The three share a look. 

BEOWULF: Madness has its wonders. 

UNFERTH: The Celt sat straight in the path of the thing... and was not touched. 

BEOWULF: The Celt held no sword.  Perhaps the thing hates weapons. 

HROTHGAR: But your men were armed. 

  

Beowulf does not believe in the miracle of the monk but he tries to find logical reasons 

why he is not touched by Grendel. Whereas Unferth wonders about the miracle and his belief 

to his gods lessen. One of the direct references of Christianity that is in the film but not in the 

poem is baptism ceremony Brendan leads. A group of villagers are baptized by the monk with 

an indecipherable Latin. Hrothgar and Beowulf watch them. Their conversation is quite 

interesting and significant: 

 

HROTHGAR: Baptism they call it.  Unferth feels he's fallen from the gaze of our 

gods. 

Brendan, screaming his Latin against the roar of the falls, takes up a handful 

of water, and splashes Unferth in the sign of the cross 

HROTHGAR (continued): To sit in blood isn't every man's wish.  If this Christ can 

stiffen Unferth's heart, what's the harm? 

BEOWULF: They swim only out of fear. 

HROTHGAR: Still... they swim. 



 73 

 

While there is no proof of a monk in Denmark in the poem, the film obviously 

presents him and his acts to the audience. One of the Christian doctrines in the film is 

‘baptism’. Baptism is a clear and direct reference of Christian lifestyle and belief. It is a 

religious act of purification by water usually associated with admission to membership or 

fullness of membership of Christianity. The Danes begin to believe in Brendan and follow his 

acts as they are desperate with Grendel’s slaughter. Hrothgar is one of them who start to 

believe in the power of a holy God but he is not a quick believer. He questions and observes 

the change in people’s minds and hearts. On the contrary the hero Beowulf keeps his 

disbelief. Beowulf also believes in omens and seeks answers for the fate of Grendel and 

himself. Beowulf is also a pagan hero in the poem although we sometimes hear him speaking 

in a Christian tone.  

 

Thorkel is one of the warriors of Beowulf and the poet of the group. He can be 

considered as a scop who tells great tales of the courageous warriors as Beowulf poet does. He 

again tells Beowulf’s story to Danes’ children: 

 

THORKEL: O'er the night, the warriors waited, / Sword and 

shield in ring-wrapped grip. / Then the fiend of bog and brine / Crept to 

those doors of ten men's weight, / Bade it creak with breath alone / But 

then smelt God amongst the men. / Hardly had they hoisted steel / 

Then the thing's rank guts gave out.  / Great Beowulf, God's awful 

arm. 

 

The language of Thorkel looks very much like the original Beowulf poem with words 

such as ‘fiend of bog’ or ‘Great Beowulf’. The important thing to remark here is Thorkel’s 

use of the word God and showing Beowulf as “God’s awful arm”. The children listen to him 

carefully until Beowulf comes and tells the children to go off. Beowulf’s reaction is 
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interesting here. In fact his reaction is due to their failure to catch the troll the night before or 

hearing his own name with God: 

 

  BEOWULF: Enough!  

Thorkel stops, turns, sees Beowulf... 

BEOWULF: O fuck, Thorkel!. They've only had months of waking to the 

scattered parts of kin.  Don't feed them lies.  That was piss the other night - piss on us.  If 

any gods were there, they were sleeping. 

THORKEL: (hesitant) The Celt says Jesus Christ never sleeps, that he walks 

amongst us even now. 

BEOWULF: Oh yeah, that's all we need.  A god gone mad from lack of sleep. 

 

Beowulf’s mocking attitude indicates his stubborn manner one more time. He believes 

in the power of muscles and armour as a pagan hero, not a God’s that everybody begins to 

believe now. One of the similarities between the text and film is the frequent repetition of 

God. Even though Beowulf does not include some basic doctrines or Christ or else, it includes 

God’s representation with different names many times in the text.  

 

Hrothgar and Beowulf appear in a scene talking after Beowulf’s first encounter with 

Grendel. Beowulf talks to Grendel by the translation of Selma and shares the experience with 

Hrothgar: 

BEOWULF: Last night I talked with him. 

Hrothgar looks at him, not getting the sense. 

  BEOWULF: (continued) Grendel! 

  HROTHGAR: (stunned) You talked? 

BEOWULF: If you can trust what Selma says. 
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BEOWULF: (continued) He stayed above me in the rocks. But it was a voice... 

speaking words.  He only wants Danes.  He blames you for something. 

HROTHGAR: He blames me?  Of all the shit he blames me. There are coves north of 

here no Dane even dares to go.  How much land does one mouth need?  What's he think - 

he's a fucking troll Caesar - with rights to everything he looks upon? 

HROTHGAR: (continued) Word on the waves is I die happy. 

No gods I know have offered me that.  No.  Mine just offer beer, a fish here and there... and 

friends to burn. 

 

Hrothgar, knowing he will approach death soon, considers his fate and understands 

that his gods did not help him or offer anything after death. They just offered worldly things 

that the king is not very satisfied now. He also criticizes cremation ironically. After his 

similar speeches, his slow but strong tendency toward a new belief can be predicted easily. 

When the audience watches him from the beginning, they can easily foretell his conversion to 

Christianity which will happen soon. But no flexibility is seen in Beowulf’s thoughts or 

beliefs. He is stable as religious beliefs but quite changeable with feelings inside.     

 

The next scene that shows development of the beliefs and the conversion of the Danes 

into Christianity is Hrothgar’s baptism. Hrothgar and Brendan the Celt are seen inside the 

river and Brendan mutters in Latin as he does during the baptism. Impatient king says: “Bless 

me... or be done... and drown me in blood.” and the monk baptizes him. Beowulf and Hondscioh 

watch the scene with clearly mixed emotions. The conversion of the Danes into Christianity 

happens with different reasons. Some follow the monk as they are afraid of the troll; some are 

amazed with the monk’s miraculous release, some realizes the hopelessness of their own gods 

and the king lost his belief to his gods. He also observed the changes in his people’s hearts 

and shown he wants more than beer or joy from the gods. In the poem Hrothgar often thanks 
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God for sending Beowulf for their aid. There is always a dilemma of Hrothgar’s Christianity 

in Beowulf but in the film it is a clear developing process. 

 

Just as there are numerous references to Christianity in Beowulf, there are many in the 

motion picture of it, too. For example Beowulf and Hondscioh come across a disable person 

named Grimur who is being beaten with stones by the kids as he has an acquaintance with the troll. 

Beowulf rescues him and sends the children away. The conversation between the disable Dane and 

Beowulf is quite interesting which shows the attitudes of the Danes after they became Christians:  

   

GRIMUR: I owe you for sparing me from those stones.  I can lead you to the 

Dane-killer’s cave. 

Beowulf is stunned by the offer. 

BEOWULF: Grendel? Why didn't you before? 

GRIMUR: I feared all things... its wrath... my death. 

He holds up a cross on a chain around his neck. 

GRIMUR: (continued) No more. No more 

Grimur gives a happy smile and Beowulf masks his ambivalence. 

 

It looks that Danes not only become Christians but begin to cling on to their new 

beliefs with a strong resolution. In the text of the poem we do not see the Danes with crosses 

or hear their praying for the Christ or God. More paganism is seen in their deeds rather than 

Christianity which is just in their speech. 

 

During the fight we hear Unferth while attacking: “By Christ, demon, you shall die.” 

After all the signals and messages of the benefits of Christianity, we expect it to help harm the 

troll but Grendel backhands Unferth sending him flying against the outer wall. Thus it is 
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understood that this new belief is useless towards Grendel. In fact the film shows the reality 

that neither paganism nor Christianity deals with trolls which are believed to be evils but with 

people who have evils inside.  

 

In the feast scene after the fight with Grendel we hear Unferth and Brendan talking. 

Unferth says he slept with other men’s wives and even with a witch. He wonders if all these 

can be forgiven. The Celt monk confirms that all can be forgiven but warns him to change his 

habits. The audiences watch people’s getting closer to the Christianity by the help of the 

doctrines the monk spreads. People start to believe more in the strength of Christianity against 

the trolls but the attack of Grendel’s mother shows the opposite. While the monk murmuring 

in the night again, Grendel’s mother kills Brendan, the Celt monk with a slap unlike her son. 

This incident is opened to other interpretations that no beliefs are strong enough against the 

evil power. As a difference in the poem, Grendel’s mother just kills Aeschere in her attack but 

in the motion picture version of it, she kills the Celt monk as well. The next morning 

Aeschere is burnt as a pagan while being watched by his Christian king and Hrothgar talks to 

Beowulf near the pagan rite:  

 

   HROTHGAR: Valkyries will have their hands full with that old goat. 

Beowulf smiles, nods. 

HROTHGAR: (continued) I'm sorry to have brought you to all this. 

BEOWULF: We brought ourselves. 

HROTHGAR: At least now it's over. 

Beowulf doesn't contradict him. 

HROTHGAR: (continued) That Celtic priest said I'd be forgiven.  I just need 

to hook the right god. You ever worry on that?  Heaven. 

BEOWULF: I'm thinking I'll probably go where I'm sent. 
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Hrothgar considers, nods.  They share hard-won smiles. 

 

Valkyries in Norse mythology, are any of a group of maidens who served the god 

Odin and were sent by him to the battlefields to choose the slain who were worthy of a place 

in Valhalla. Aeschere would wish to see Valhalla as a pagan slain. After Brendan, the next 

person Grendel’s mother kills is Aeschere. Both are the representative of Christianity and 

paganism. Both can not be protected against the evil. 

  

One of the basic similarities of the film and the poem is their having the pagan and 

Christian references in the same scene or line group. For instance the first lines of Beowulf 

include God’s name and a pagan funeral. In the film we see a king with a cross necklace 

watching a pagan ritual. A similar resemblance occurs at the end of the film. 

 

The last scene reference that leads the audience to Christianity is the last scene of the 

film where Thorkel sums their adventure in a poetic language just as the style of Beowulf 

poet: 

THORKEL ...born of scum and swampy things / Lurking in his mother's moss 

/ The mark of Cain came to his brow / Of evil and a sea-hag born / Grendel, grinder of 

lost men's bones / Felt hate toward the happy Danes... 

 

Breca watches Thorkel... 

THORFINN: Cain... what's that? 

BRECA: Man who killed his brother in a Christian tale. 

THORFINN: What's Cain got to do with Grendel? Grendel kill his own 

brother too? 

BRECA: No, I think Thorkel's saying that Grendel's just like Cain - a killer. 

THORFINN: We all are. 

BRECA: Yeah well... 

THORFINN: Thorkel's tale is shit. 

Beowulf turns to the sea and watches the horizon. 
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BEOWULF: By Odin's will... 

WARRIORS: ...let us find our way home. 

 

Thorkel is probably implied as the Beowulf poet as far as we understand his talent in 

telling tales in heroic and poetic language. The lines of the saga he tells includes Cain where 

we encounter while describing Grendel in the poem. Cain has been a symbolic feature in 

Beowulf as a direct reference from the Bible and is mentioned as the ancestry of Grendel and 

his mother. The similarity is using Cain to describe the evil side of Grendel but the difference 

is Grendel’s description with the name of Cain at the end of the film unlike the poem. 

   

Here other dilemmas in the film are observed. For instance Grendel is accused to be an 

evil as he killed people and one of the warriors sees the simple truth that they are also not 

more than killers. The other conflict again which has parallelism with the poem is the pagan-

Christian conflict and their use of in the same places. While Thorkel uses a name from the 

Bible, Beowulf wishes a good journey by the help of Odin, the heathen god.   

 

Briefly the text and the film have differences and similarities on the basis of 

Christianity and paganism. To have an overall look on the differences and similarities 

between the epic poem and its film adaptation, the best way is to hear first what the 

screenwriter, Andrew Berzins says about:  

 
As to Christianity in the original text versus the movie, the basic difference is that in 
the text it's the filter through which the events are seen, and its presence is implicit, in 
that the Anglo-Saxon writer [probably a monk] is writing for a Christian audience of 
their pagan ancestors, even though the Danes of the Beowulf story weren't formally 
converted for another several hundred years. The Christian God simply exists as a 
truth. In the movie script, I chose to make the Christian elements explicit. Some 
people have criticized the insertion of the Irish priest - Brendan - noting a Christian 
presence in Denmark in 500 AD as anachronistic. My simple defense is that there was 
at least one Irish priest sailing the Northern seas in 500 AD in his coracle, and if the 
historical Brendan could reach the Faroes, Iceland, Greenland and Newfoundland, I'm 
proposing that one could have veered east and hit Denmark, not that his proselytizing 
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had much success. My bit of subversion further involved having Beowulf exercise 
mercy - often pitched as a fundamental Christian trait.(www.beowulfandgrendel.com)  
 
 

As seen from the ideas of the screenwriter, creating a monk character, which is not in 

the poem, is tried to be based on logical reasons. The basic difference between the religious 

side of the poem and the film is the explicit depiction of Christianity in the film. The poem 

just includes Christianity in the tone of the speeches, with some references from the Bible and 

the frequent use of the word God but lacks some doctrines and symbols that could make it 

more obvious. In the motion picture of Beowulf the direct expression of Christianity is given 

with the monk, name of Christ, historical Christian personalities and the process of 

conversion to Christianity. People show strong tendency towards it, however, in Beowulf 

there is not such a development with beliefs of people. In the poem Christianity is felt as if it 

comes from an outer world because it often has no basis or interdependence but in the film we 

see moving and resolved feelings towards Christianity.   

 

If it is intended to evaluate the film adaptation in terms of Christianity and heathenism, 

it may not be considered as a close adaptation as it has so much different content but it could 

also be judged as a successful adaptation portraying the latter religious advance of the Danes.  

 

3.4. The Heroic Code of Beowulf 

 

It is clear after many ideas of scholars that the heroism of Beowulf is quite obvious not 

only with the beliefs and customs of the period but also with the actions of Beowulf. The 

concept of heroism appears just in the first lines of the epic: “So. The Spear-Danes in days 

gone by / And the kings who ruled them had courage and greatness. / We have heard of those 

princes’ heroic campaigns.”(Heaney, lines 1-3). The opening lines of Beowulf invoke the glory 
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of the past heroic performances of Scyld Scefing, the iconic figure who set a standard for 

heroic kingship: 

 
There was Shield Sheafson, scourge of many tribes, 
a wrecker of mead-benches, rampaging among foes. 
This terror of the hall-troops had come so far. 
A foundling to start with, he would flourish later on 
As his powers waxed and his worth was proved. 
In the end each clan on the outlying coasts  
Beyond the whale-road had to yield to him 
And begin to pay tribute. That was one good king. (Heaney, lines 4-11) 
 
 

The opening of the poem suggests a kind of passing of the torch from one hero to the 

next through the memories of the great heroes of the past. The death of Scyld forms a void that 

must be filled, that requires another great hero or leader who will maintain the continuity of 

the social structure through heroism, and the poet legitimizes new heroes through summoning 

of past greatness. In his lifetime, Scyld has filled the void and relieved the suffering of his 

people, and he has left children, who promised continuity. But of course his children will have 

to prove themselves just as Scyld has done. After the funeral ritual scene of Scyld, which is 

also a reference of the pagan life, the poem narrates the line of kings and heroes who follow 

Scyld: Beowulf Scyldinga, Halfdane, and Hrothgar. Even this noble line, however, is doomed 

to eventual destruction, as the poem continuously reminds us. The central figure in the poem 

is a Geatish hero, not a Dane, and the Danes must look to Beowulf to save Heorot because 

their king cannot do so, at least not at his advanced age. 

 

Beowulf, therefore, is an interloper, a fact which underscores the tension between the 

ideals of heroic kingship and heroic performance. He fills the role of the hero; by both 

repeating and reinventing the behavior of the great heroes of the past and by living up to the 

heroic ideal that their examples have created. He is able to fulfill this ideal as Stanley 

describes, because his: “strength and valor, made manifest in every exploit, his wisdom, his 
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regard for the etiquette of an aristocratic society, his long victorious reign, the assurance of his 

speeches and the nobility of his intentions, all these are the proper ingredients of heroism.” 

(Stanley, 1966, p.104) 

 

Beowulf’s presentation of himself is another significant feature of the poem. His ability 

to discern when to fight and when to speak make his worthiness apparent, as he announces 

himself and explains his mission: 

 
The leader of the troop unlocked his word-hoard; 
The distinguished one delivered this answer: 
‘We belong by birth to the Geat people 
and owe allegiance to Lord Hygelac. 
In his day, my father was a famous man, 
a noble warrior-lord named Ecgtheow. 
He outlasted many a long winter 
and went on his way. All over the world 
men wise in counsel continue to remember him. 
We come in good faith to find your lord 
And nation’s shield, the son of Halfdane… (Heaney, lines 258-67) 
 
 

Here the reader sees the continuity of heroic heritage from a father to a son. Beowulf 

introduces his father with pride and confirms his loyalty to his Geat king. The indispensable 

aspect of heroism, fame, is displayed here with the words of Beowulf. After such a 

presentation, the reader would only expect a very brave and noble hero. As predicted from his 

exploits, Beowulf's physical prowess alone is sufficient to qualify him for status as an epic 

hero: “There was no one else like him alive. / In his day, he was the mightiest man on earth, / 

high born and powerful.”(Heaney, lines 196-198). This report by the narrator of the poem is 

reinforced by the comment of the coastguard who greets the Geats' ship upon their arrival in 

Denmark. He says of Beowulf, their leader:  

 
Never before has a force under arms  
disembarked so openly – not bothering to ask 
if the sentries allowed them safe passage 
or the clan had consented. Nor have I seen 
a mightier man-at-arms on this earth 
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than the one standing here: unless I am mistaken, 
he is truly noble. This is no mere 
hanger-on in a hero’s armour. (Heaney, lines 244-251) 
 

Throughout the poem we can see more remarks pointing the physical strength and 

fame of the hero, Beowulf. Hrothgar, in his first speech, remarks that he has heard tales from 

seamen about Beowulf: “a thane, they declared, with the strength of thirty / in the grip of each 

hand.”(Heaney lines 379-381) These lines detach Beowulf from ordinary human beings as 

having thirty men’s strength which is quite outstanding. Such points confuse the scholars 

because while Beowulf is often described as a normal human being and warrior, sometimes 

his physical strength and self-confidence is a bit exaggerated by the poet. And Beowulf 

himself, in his reply to Hrothgar, mentions that he had undertaken glorious deeds even as a 

youth and that his countrymen have advised him to rescue Heorot “because all knew of my 

awesome strength.” (Heaney line 418). After these words of Beowulf, it is reasonable to agree 

with Goldsmith who blames Beowulf for pride. 

 

For another implication on the heroic ideal of the poem, the little wrangle between 

Beowulf and Unferth can be illustrated. Envy with Beowulf’s coming, Unferth strikes a 

discordant note:  

‘Are you the Beowulf who took on Breca 
in a swimming match on the open sea, 
risking the water just to prove that you could win? 
It was sheer vanity made you venture out 
On the main deep… 
…The ocean swayed, 
winter went wild in the waves, but you vied 
for seven nights; and then he outswam you,…’ (Heaney, lines 506-10, 516-18)    
 

We learn about this adventure from Beowulf when he reports it to the Danish court in 

an attempt to show why he lost a swimming contest:  

 
I was the strongest swimmer of all. 
…Shoulder to shoulder, we struggled on 
for five nights, until the long flow 
and pitch of the waves, the perishing cold, 
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night falling and winds from the north 
drove us apart. The deep boiled up 
and its wallowing sent the sea-brutes wild. 
…Through my own hands, 
the fury of battle had finished off the sea-beast. (Heaney, lines 534, 544-49, 557-
58) 
 

Only a hero, stronger than an ordinary human being can swim for five nights and 

overcome a wild sea creature with bare hands. Those direct references of Beowulf’s heroic 

actions prove the heroism of the epic clearly. Unferth challenges Beowulf as an attempt to 

regain stature as the greatest warrior in the mead hall, for he suffers from the same 

psychological needs to be seen as a hero as Beowulf does. When Beowulf is confronted by his 

loss to Breca, Beowulf claims to have had the greater sea-strength, and in fact, he achieved far 

more during the contest than his victorious opponent did. If he allows others to believe that he 

lost, they will see him as less worthy, and he would have to see himself, to some degree, that 

way as well. By demonstrating the contrast between Unferth's vanity and Beowulf s heroism, 

the poet implies that the heroic ideal of the poem is not based on pride but on performance, 

service, and promises kept. 

 

These quotations, all taken from the first few hundred lines of the poem, indicate that 

Beowulf's prime attribute by which he is immediately recognized and for which he is praised, 

is his physical strength. This strength seems often to be employed by Beowulf to earn his 

fame - in his own words: “Let whoever can / win glory before death. When a warrior is gone, 

/ that will be his best and only bulwark.” (Heaney lines 1388-1390).  

 

 Beowulf’s fight with the dragon through the end of the poem is another indication of 

heroism revealed within the poem. Now he is a noble king of Geats and ruled the country 

successfully. His warriors show loyalty to him as he did to his lord but the peace comes to an 

end when a dragon starts to disturb his people. Beowulf’s last heroic action was fighting the 
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dragon by himself. He succeeds his purposes as he shows great courage and strength, has an 

everlasting fame and gets the treasure near the dragon for his people. At the end he expresses 

his faith and gratitude to Almighty and expects rewards in afterlife but as a king he is sent 

away with a pagan rite. 

 

Beowulf is also considered as a Christian hero by some scholars claiming he 

symbolizes the Christ. Because he always tries to have good deeds for the help of people, 

shows his faith in every chance and at the end sacrifices himself for his people, Goldsmith 

sees that as cupidity for treasure though. The epic is full of such contrasts not only between 

pagan and Christian beliefs but also between Christian and epic heroism. It is possible that 

one reason that the heroism of Beowulf is defined through contrast in the poem is that the 

poet is aware of the fact that the pagan heroic ideal stands in conflict with the ascetic ideal of 

Christianity, as it was known in the English monasteries of the poet's time. While there may 

be suggestions in the poem that Beowulf s eagerness for praise might not accord completely 

with the Christian ascetic ideal, his service and his promises kept demonstrate that the hero's 

intentions are charitable as well. 

 

Whether he is a Christian or a heathen, even the barest of summaries of Beowulf's 

career is sufficient to convey an impression of the essentially active and physical quality of 

his heroism: in the first part of the poem Beowulf is in Denmark where he rids Hrothgar's hall, 

Heorot, of the race of Grendel which has been devastating the hall and its inhabitants for 

twelve years; he returns home to Geatland a hero, and eventually becomes a king whose reign 

continues for fifty years until he dies in a battle with a dragon. 
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Consequently, Beowulf is idealized in the poem on the basis of some physical 

attributes alone, however outstanding they may be and even though he uses them for the good 

of others. The suggestion is made repeatedly throughout the epic that Beowulf combines 

physical prowess with other qualities which particularly fit him for a position of leadership 

among men: this combination of traits makes him heroic. His generosity to his followers in 

the distribution of treasure, his wisdom and skill in the use of words, his loyalty to his king, 

his possession of the gentleness and courtesy befitting a leader of men—all these are qualities 

which in addition to his strength make Beowulf a hero to be celebrated and remembered. 

 

3.5. The Comparison of Heroism 

 

Every culture has its heroes. These heroes come in many different shapes and forms. 

Most of the time a hero is inhuman, or takes on a supernatural power of some kind at one 

point in time. The changing into these superhuman powers is often caused by the many years 

of passing down a story by mouth. It usually begins with a problem that can not be solved by 

anyone. Then along comes someone who can solve this problem. They solve this problem, 

and become famous. This is where the legend of a hero comes into play. In many cases a hero 

will die in a battle. Usually death is the end of ones life. Stories of them are passed on from 

parents to kids, to their kids, and so on. This is when the hero becomes immortal. The legend 

of them goes on and on, and they live on through the stories that are told of them. Beowulf is 

a hero like this as well. He has supernatural powers like swimming seven days in cold open 

sea or killing a dragon. He also goes to Daneland to solve the troll problem of King Hrothgar 

and dies bravely as a hero. 
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In the film, Beowulf&Grendel, heroism is one of the dominating concepts. The heroic 

traits of Beowulf are sometimes depicted similar with the epic poem Beowulf but heroism of 

the film is mainly different and interesting compared to the poem. 

 

Beowulf first appears on scene when he swims through a shore slowly. He is armed 

and looks tired. He encounters a fisherman and their conversation which is full of wit gives us 

an idea about Beowulf: 

 

BEOWULF: I’m Beowulf 

FISHERMAN: Great Beowulf of what? the Eel Meal 

BEOWULF: You've not had another wash up...? Like myself... name of 

Breca? 

The fisherman shakes his head.  As Beowulf talks, the fisherman methodically starts 

poking and singeing the eels with the stick: they unclasp from Beowulf's legs and drop to the 

sand, where they squirm till the fisherman whacks them dead. 

BEOWULF: (Continued) We were out hunting whale the other day. Storm 

came up and ate our boat.    

FISHERMAN: So this is just you coming in now? 

Beowulf nods.  The fisherman gives a dubious look. 

BEOWULF: Y'ever swum in the open sea? 

FISHERMAN: Leave that to my boat. 

Beowulf stares a beat at the fisherman. 

BEOWULF: Am I right to think you mock me? 

FISHERMAN: Can't see much life in that. You do this a lot? 

BEOWULF: I take what comes. 

 

Beowulf introduces his name without the fisherman’s asking. After such an 

introduction, the fisherman starts his mocks and implying Beowulf is a hero, asks where this 
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great man from. The basic difference of Beowulf’s presence between the film and the poem 

is; in the poem Beowulf first appears in Geatland while talking to Hygelac, his lord but in the 

film we find him at a shore talking to a fisherman. He asks the fisherman about Breca with 

whom he was out to hunt whales. The similar sea incident in the epic is first told by Unferth 

that he lost a swimming match against Breca. Beowulf explains the reason he lost a simple 

swimming match with his youthful opponent Breca, was because he had not only been 

swimming for seven nights, he had also stopped to kill nine sea creatures in the depths of the 

ocean. This exaggerated and superhuman story is transferred into a more reasonable one by 

the screenwriter but presented in the beginning of the film, not inside Heorot as in the poem. 

Although it looks reasonable, it sounds strange to hunt whales with a boat and swords by only 

two men.  

 

The fisherman has a mocking tone towards Beowulf when he speaks. In their meal 

scene we hear the word “hero” for the first time but with a description on the fisherman’s 

mind: 

FISHERMAN: So... what's it like being a hero? Quelling things with axes and 

that sword of yours... in - what - a kinda bloody madness? 

BEOWULF: In truth I don't get all that mad. 

 

With a quick scene shift, we watch Beowulf fighting a few men. He fights so resolved, 

courageously and cuts a man’s head fiercely at the end. After this fifteen seconds short fight 

scene, Beowulf’s facial expression is seen obviously that he is not very comfortable 

remembering such things. As it is mentioned before, we come across a dilemma between the 

acts and feelings of Beowulf just as in the poem. Beowulf thinks quelling people with 

violence is madness and he is not that mad but he can easily cut a man’s head. The depiction 

of heroism in the short fighting scene unfortunately spoils the general pace of the film as it is 
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shown in the middle of a calm conversation, but as it is the reflection of heroism in 

fisherman’s mind and portrayal of Beowulf’s dilemma, it finds its meaning. The scene is 

presented ironically in the film. In the poem Beowulf never looks disturbed or uncomfortable 

with his killing incidents but he only boasts himself and feels proud. Throughout the film we 

witness a different hero than the poem. Beowulf of the film is more regretful and merciful 

although we watch him while boasting and feeling proud.  

 

The fisherman’s mocking approach goes on with the words: “So... a hero, eh?  A hero 

for supper.  Don't my shit shine.”  He mocks Beowulf implying he is a worthy man now as he 

has a hero for supper. The indication of heroism that way just in the beginning of the film is 

quite odd but it is also helpful to allow the audiences start questioning. They wonder what is 

going to happen next and what kind of a man Beowulf is. 

   

In the next scene of the film, a group of men sit near a fire and we hear a poetic voice 

telling the tale of Hrothgar and Beowulf’s preparation to help him. The owner of the voice is 

Thorkel, one of the warriors near Beowulf, who is implied to be a poet like of Beowulf. Here 

Beowulf’s speech is important as it includes some heroic traits of an epic hero. He boasts 

himself, swears to kill the troll, feels so resolved and eager, and shows loyalty to his lord, 

Hygelac. He also announces that he wants to see Valhalla which is an important belief for old 

Germanic heroes. In North Germanic mythology, the great warrior could achieve fame and 

glory through battle; he could also earn acceptance into Valhalla after his death, which is 

fated and therefore accepted by the warriors as inevitable. If the warrior lives bravely and 

accepts his fated end bravely, he will be able to enjoy a warrior’s afterlife in Valhalla fighting 

all day and feasting all night. This pagan philosophy is presented both in the film and the 

poem. Beowulf is a brave warrior and wants to kill Grendel so that he can achieve fame and 
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see Valhalla according to his pagan belief which leads him to a life opposite to that taught by 

the Church. Although there are such similarities between the hero of the film and the hero of 

the poem as beliefs and feelings, the two start to depart slowly in the following scenes of the 

film.    

 

Beowulf’s arrival to Daneland shore is another important scene that should be 

mentioned to compare the heroic code of the film and the epic. When Beowulf and his men 

arrive at Daneland shore, a guard stops them. The conversation between the guard and 

Beowulf displays a little difference in the event: 

 

ERIK (Coast guard): Hold there! 

BEOWULF: As you wish.  Is this land Dane? 

ERIK: It is... and you're not.  So unless, you're ripe for a shower of arrows, you'll 

tell who you are. 

Hondscioh gives a great amused laugh at Erik's threat.  Erik, unamused, lifts from his hip 

a horn. 

ERIK: (Continued) Two blows of this and fifty men will be on these cliffs before 

you've strapped your ring-shirts. 

HONDSCIOH: Fifty birds maybe. 

ERIK: Is that then your word? 

BEOWULF: I'm Beowulf —  

The name registers sharply with Erik.  

ERIK: Beowulf the Geat. 

BRECA: Ahh. Here we go. 

BEOWULF: We come as friends to Hrothgar. 
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We hear Beowulf’s saying: “I’m Beowulf” for the second time. This repetition 

indicates Beowulf’s boasting features that we often find in the epic. As soon as he announces 

his name, the coast guard gets surprised and knows he is the famous Geat warrior Beowulf. 

We can name Beowulf as a hero here as he already has fame and is sure of himself. Breca 

reacts as if he is bored with the conversation which makes us believe that he has witnessed 

such ceremonial presentations before. Breca’s reaction is another ironical depiction of the 

heroic fame of Beowulf. It is understood that Beowulf has done much to win his fame.  

       In the poem Beowulf is confronted by the coast guard who demands to know 

Beowulf's intentions. This confrontation gives Beowulf the opportunity to couch the endeavor 

as he sees it. He reports his goal: 
 
…I come to proffer 
my wholehearted help and counsel. 
 I can show the wise Hrothgar a way 
to defeat his enemy and find respite- 
if any respite 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. (Heaney, lines 277-285) 
 

Very clearly, he claims, his mission is to save Hrothgar and the Danes from the evil 

while he talks about creating a good plan and giving good counsel, he is the good, and the 

plan is simply for Hrothgar to let him work as the monster killer. In this part of the poem we 

hear the announcement of Beowulf of himself as the son of Ecgtheow whom he praises as 

well-known warrior. In the poem the coast guard does not show any surprise hearing his 

name. Although the reception event is the same with the film and the poem, the dialogues in it 

differ. Such scenes indicate that while Beowulf’s heroism is revealed clearly and directly in 

the film, it is presented indirectly in the poem. 

 



 92 

One of the similarities between the hero Beowulf of the film and the poem is the 

boastful speech he makes. After Beowulf and his warriors arrive at Heorot a feast is held for 

them and there Beowulf talks:  

 

BEOWULF: From this night on, the only walking flesh that the troll feast on 

will be its own. With the morning, your curse will be less than my shadow. Well, 

maybe not less but I mean to hold in my hand, the head by my sword. Hoist your 

shield now, drive that hunger back to its mouth. It can chew its own tongue; it can 

chew its own stinking stone of a heart but no more Danes. We mean to put an end to 

this fiend.  

 

In the poem, such heroic and promising boasting of Beowulf is observed a few times 

and similar ones appear in the film, too. In the epic, the hero reaffirms his determination to 

kill Grendel with the words: 

 
He knows he can trample down you Danes 
to his heart’s content, humiliate and murder 
without fear of reprisal. But he will find me different. 
I will show him how Geats shape to kill 
in the heat of battle. Then whoever wants to 
may go bravely to mead, when morning light, 
scarfed in sun-dazzle, shines forth from the south 
and brings another daybreak to the world. (Heaney, lines 599-606) 

 

Another resemblance with these speeches is their literary content. Although in the film 

Beowulf is not heard with such literary and heroic words as frequent as in the poem, he is 

sometimes seen with heroic boastings.  

While Beowulf and Grendel are talking after the arrival feast, quite sure of himself, 

Beowulf asserts his so-called forthcoming victory: 

HROTHGAR: I'll stay here amongst you. 

Beowulf shakes his head. 

BEOWULF: We'll bring you the head.  Throw it in with the herring and egg. 
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 But the same night Grendel comes to the mead-hall, pisses on the doors and escapes. 

Beowulf and his warriors can not do anything to Grendel. In the following two nights they 

can not catch Grendel which is a basic difference to the story. They fail to kill the monster 

although they thought it would be easier.  This failure makes the audience question Beowulf’s 

exceptional heroic features but also it comes to an understanding that Beowulf of the film 

differs from the text. Because in the poem, Beowulf has no failures in his fights. He kills 

Grendel in the first night and is not teased with a pissing as in the film. In the poem, 

Beowulf’s failure is more in his value systems as he always wants to be the one and he is very 

greed but in the film Beowulf looks more logical and has mercy.   

  

What is interesting next about the heroic acts of Beowulf and his warriors is Thorkel’s 

telling the failure story to the children like a success: 

 

THORKEL: O'er the night, the warriors waited, / Sword and 

shield in ring-wrapped grip. / Then the fiend of bog and brine / Crept to 

those doors of ten men's weight, / Bade it creak with breath alone / But 

then smelt God amongst the men. / Hardly had they hoisted steel / 

Than the thing's rank guts gave out.  / Great Beowulf, God's awful 

arm. 

 

Thorkel’s heroic language and his poetic words show the exaggerated content the story 

of the night before. Just like Beowulf poet, he also interpolates God to this so-called success 

but Beowulf gets furious and stops him. Beowulf knows that it is a lie that God helped them 

and Grendel escaped. Here Beowulf is seen as an honest, realistic hero and objects God’s 

presence in the event. In the film Beowulf’s frequent reactions against God’s presence and aid 
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of Christian beliefs contrasts with some scholars’ hypotheses that Beowulf of the poem is a 

Christian hero. 

 

   As another heroic act Beowulf shows in the film is his practicing with swords with 

Breca. He easily overcomes him in the practice that shows his supremacy compared to other 

warriors. Although Beowulf has ordinary man’s strength in the film unlike the poem where he 

has supernatural powers, he is the strongest of all the warriors. Also winning this practice 

fight, Beowulf shows his determination to kill Grendel. In the poem Beowulf is determined as 

well but his supernatural strength allows him to kill Grendel easily. 

 

In the scene that Beowulf chases Grendel but can not catch and speaks by the help of 

Selma, Beowulf is in a hopeless situation. He can not catch and kill Grendel, just shouts at 

him. Beowulf of the poem is never seen with such despair against Grendel. After this incident 

Selma shows Beowulf’s fame among the Danes with words:  

 

SELMA: I forgot.  You're the great Geat -welcome to women wherever you go. 

Swimmer of oceans... able to kill five Swedes in a stroke of his great blade... 

BEOWULF: I only came to help the Danes find peace. 

SELMA: I'm Dane.  I'm at peace.  Not that I always was. 

 

After this remark of Selma, Beowulf’s fame appears clearly which is a hero’s wish to 

reach but when it is questioned, especially after his first encounter with Grendel, the hero is 

implied to do that just for help, not for fame. After his encounter with Grendel, Beowulf seeks 

answers for Grendel’s attack. He believes that there is a reason for Grendel to kill those Danes 

and Beowulf feels disturbed with this situation. However in the poem, Beowulf is a proud 

character who does not look for any cause and effect relationships. He behaves like an epic 
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hero who seeks fame after his heroic acts but in the film the audiences watch a more merciful 

hero and a researcher. As Beowulf is seen with a failure and despair, he has another wrong act 

which has contrary to a hero. He goes to Grendel’s cave and lets his warriors break the skull 

of Grendel’s father.  

 

The most important event that shows the heroism of Beowulf both in the film and the 

poem is the fight with Grendel. In the event there are some basic differences between the film 

and the poem, however in both, Beowulf succeeds killing Grendel as he has promised before. 

As a hero he keeps his promise and sees the result of his determination both in the poem and 

its motion picture. While Beowulf of the poem feels joyful after his glory, in the film Beowulf 

feels perplexed killing the troll. After the fight, the audience watches the feast scenes. Both in 

the film and poem, as a kind of custom of those times that hero kills the troll and the king 

present gifts and gratitude to the hero with a feast. Valhalla is also a place that a pagan hero 

fights all day and feasts all night where Beowulf wants to see both in the film and the poem. 

 

Beowulf also kills Grendel’s mother after a hard struggle but while he is prepared to 

dive into monster’s cave, he shows his selfishness as in the poem. Although Breca insists, he 

goes alone to kill Grendel’s mother. Such flaws in heroic character of Beowulf are also seen 

in the poem and that is the reason why some scholars accuse Beowulf of pride. However his 

many features prove his heroic ideal. In the epic, Beowulf shows skill and courage, enduring 

fame, and carries out his royal responsibilities which prove that Beowulf is an epic hero. By 

killing Grendel, Grendel’s mother, and the dragon, Beowulf shows skill and courage to his 

people by showing his strength and endurance. By killing the dragon even though he knows 

that the outcome will probably lead to death he shows the characteristic of royal 

responsibility. All these are characteristics of an epic hero, and that was what Beowulf was. 
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Beowulf is a hero in the eyes of his fellow men through his amazing physical strength. He has 

the strength of thirty men and can swim several days in the cold ocean. Only four men can 

carry the head of Grendel that Beowulf killed easily.  This strength is a key trait of Beowulf's 

heroism.  

Another heroic trait of Beowulf is his ability to put his people’s welfare before his 

own. Beowulf risks his own life for the Danes, asking help from no one. He realizes the 

dangers but fears nothing for his own life. After Beowulf had served his people as King of the 

Geats for fifty years, he goes to battle one last time to fight a horrible dragon that is 

frightening all of his people. Beowulf is old and tired but he defeats the dragon in order to 

protect his people. Even in death he wishes so secure safety for the Geats. He not only kills 

the dragon for the welfare of his people but also for the treasure that the dragon keeps. This is 

the point he is blamed of greed. Even with the enormous amount of confidence Beowulf 

possesses, he understands that fate will work its magic no matter what and he could be killed 

at any point in his life. Even though some of his traits are questioned, Beowulf is an epic hero 

in the poem.  

 

The Beowulf in the film is a hero too. He is determined to kill Grendel, shows great 

courage and at the end he rescues the Danes from the trouble. Moreover he respects and 

shows mercy to the troll. For instance he digs a grave for Grendel to honour him and feels 

disturbed seeing the troll’s death. Compared to the Beowulf of the poem, he is a more 

reasonable hero who can not stand to poetic lies about their story and who is in search for the 

truth all the time. Sometimes he is witnessed with despair but at the end he also succeeds. He 

does not show any greed and honours his enemy unlike Beowulf of the poem. 
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As a result both in the film and the poem, Beowulf is observed as a hero with little 

flaws in his acts and traits. The film Beowulf&Grendel reveals the heroic ideal of Beowulf 

similarly with the epic and in terms of heroism the film can be considered as a close 

adaptation giving the characteristics of a hero but when the plot of the events and scenes are 

taken into account, it is not that much close to the text.         
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CONCLUSION 

 

Beowulf has proved its quality as a masterpiece with its distinctive literal and 

expressive features. The reason for being a popular and ideal subject for the scholars since it 

was discovered is its complicated content and questions that are unable to be explained easily. 

It tells an adventurous story of a Geat hero who lives in a heroic age that warriors show great 

loyalty to their kings and wish to see Valhalla which can be considered as the heaven of 

heathens. Moreover it is an age that Anglo-Saxons are slowly converted into Christianity. At 

this point Beowulf appears as a work of art that expresses these dominating concepts of the 

time. However it includes many conflicts in it. For instance the hero Beowulf lives his life 

according to the values and beliefs of his time. He is a brave warrior who helps his brothers to 

get out of the evil, shows great courage at fights, becomes a good king, leaves a treasure for 

his people at the end and dies as a hero but his heroic acts are sometimes questionable. For 

instance he wants to fight alone and likes boasting too much. Besides to get some treasure he 

displays great ambition which could be named as greed. Dilemmas that the old epic includes 

are not limited. Its religious aspects have been one of the main concerns of famous scholars 

including J.R.R Tolkien. What makes its religious features interesting lies in the conflicts it 

has. The story is a pagan story and people live in those times are pagan therefore pagan rituals 

and beliefs are seen in the poem. However we sometimes hear the king Hrothgar or Beowulf 

talking in a Christian tone and this old pagan story has some Bible stories like Cain, the Flood 

and the Last Judgment. The dialogues and incidents in some parts of the poem consist such 

dilemmas. For instance before he dies, Beowulf wishes salvation and reward after death but is 

burnt like a pagan. 
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The film adaptation of the old epic chooses the main dilemmas of the poem as its 

implications. As a similarity it also has some other dilemmas and questions about the 

Christianity and heroism of Beowulf. This study is inspired of the similarities and the 

differences of Beowulf and its film adaptation Beowulf&Grendel in terms of heroism and 

Christianity. When both the text and the film are compared, it is definite that there are 

differences with added and dropped elements. For instance some characters like Selma and 

Brendan the Celt do not take place in the poem but in the motion picture. The vengeance story 

of Grendel due to his father is another added element that takes the story a different pace. As 

the biggest part that is dropped, all the events after the fights in Daneland which include 

Beowulf’s kingship and fight with a dragon. Although the added elements construct another 

story within the original story, they do not spoil the central subjects of the film thus 

Beowulf&Grendel can be evaluated as an intermediate adaptation as it neither conforms 

exactly nor departs entirely from the original text. The intensity of the dropped and added 

elements takes it a bit far from a close adaptation. Moreover when evaluated completely with 

emotions reflected or with the events that show parallelism, the film can be considered as a 

successful adaptation. 

 

The film Beowulf&Grendel and the poem Beowulf are compared generally according 

to the scenario and the story in the poem. Then they are compared according to the main 

subjects they have. The first compared component is the Christianity of the film and the poem 

that includes interesting findings. While there are questions about Christianity in the poem, a 

direct and explicit presentation of it is presented in the film especially with the character 

Brendan the Celt. Audiences watch a developing process of conversion to Christianity using 

basic doctrines like cross, Christ or baptism scenes which never take place in the poem. 
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Moreover Beowulf is the symbol of pagan life with his frequent objection towards 

Christianity.  

 

The heroism of the poem is compared with the film according to the values and deeds 

the hero Beowulf has both in the film and the original story with references from the film. The 

hero acts as an epic hero both in the film and the poem but with little differences with 

manners. Beowulf lives according to the heroic values of his time and keeps his fame. Both of 

the components compared have dilemmas in the film and the poem, and they are revealed 

with references from the adaptation and the epic. In the light of the discussions and findings, 

this study would be a good example for further Beowulf and adaptation studies.      
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