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INTRODUCING GRENDEL

This book examines the animated feature film, Grendel Grendel Grendel
(1981)," which was written, designed and directed by the Australian animator
and graphic designer, Alexander Stitt (1937-2016). The film showcases a very
unique design aesthetic; most notably, it is devoid of outlines and utilizes
bold flat planes of colour and mostly limited animation. It features the vocal
talents of Peter Ustinov, Keith Michell, Arthur Dignam and Julie McKenna,
and the music of Bruce Smeaton. It was produced on a shoe-string budget in
a small independent design studio in Melbourne, Australia. Although it was
not a commercial success, this uniquely designed film has enjoyed critical
praise and occupies a unique place in Australian and international animation
history. It also occupies a unique place in literary history as it is based on, and
distinctively extends upon renowned American author, John Gardner’s seminal
novel, Grendel — which is arguably one of the most original retellings of the
Anglo-Saxon poem, Beowulf.

It is believed that the Beowulf poem was first written in around the eighth
century by a talented (but anonymous) poet; however, the oldest surviving
manuscript copy of this poem dates from around AD 1000. Beowulf was written
in what we now regard as Old English, and is therefore mostly unreadable,
except in its modern translated form. The original Beowulf poem takes place
in Scandinavia and recounts the heroic exploits and the political development
of a warrior named Beowulf. His first adventure involves a confrontation with
the monster, Grendel, a giant troll-like creature that had been terrorizing the
Kingdom of Hrothgar. Next, he battles Grendel’s mother, who seeks to avenge
her son’s death. Finally, some fifty years later as an aged king, Beowulf battles
a great dragon. Although he succeeds in killing the dragon, it inflicts a mortal
wound, eventually killing him as well.

In 1971, American author, John Gardner published his novel, Grendel,
which represented an innovative retelling of the Beowulf poem. Gardner’s
unconventional narrative covers just the first third of the poem and,
importantly, is told from the monster, Grendel’s, perspective. Gardner’s novel
received very high praise and also brought the author, scholar and professor,
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some renown. In recent years, Grendel has continued to grow in stature,
particularly in North America, where it has become an important text in high
school and university literature courses. As a result of this continued academic
study, a vast number of scholarly articles, texts and PhD thesis have been
devoted to Gardner’s novel.

Alexander Stitt’s animated film, Grendel Grendel Grendel, in turn, marks a
rather innovative retelling of Gardner’s novel. Stitt explains this approach in the
introduction to his 1981 publication, Grendel Grendel Grendel - The Book of the
Animated Feature Film:

Grendel is a monster and a very elderly one. He features in a long and ancient
Anglo-Saxon epic poem called Beowulf. In the original telling of the story we
don’t find out much about him other than that he lives beneath a lake with
his Mum and eats people.

In 1971, the American writer, John Gardner, devoted an entire novel
to Grendel himself, plausibly and entertainingly filling in the blanks. It is
this novel that was used as the basis for the animated feature film, Grendel
Grendel Grendel, and in turn, this record of the film.

For the sake of Mr Gardner’s readers and reputation, I hasten to add that
it’s a very free adaptation. Many of the complexities and subtleties of his
Grendel defy reworking into ninety minutes of animation. Grendel Grendel
Grendel must be regarded as a separate entity that I, as the designer and
director, Bruce Smeaton as the composer, Phillip Adams as the producer
and dozens of animators, painters, actors, musicians and technicians found
satisfying to fashion alongside Mr Gardner’s inspirational work.”

John Gardner’s novel is a complex and multilayered piece of contemporary
literature, and Stitt took a bold step in choosing to adapt Grendel into his first
feature animated film. Gardner’s unconventional narrative jumps back and
forth in time, is told exclusively from the point of view of a schizophrenic
monster, and exudes equal amounts of philosophy and acerbic social
criticisms. Director, Alexander Stitt, was an artist and a graphic designer
with a very distinct aesthetic and a relentlessly creative world view. He had
developed a deep intellectual understanding of Gardner’s novel (and of the
original Beowulf epic) — and his animated feature is deceptively simple, being
far more complex in terms of both design and literary content than it might
initially appear.

The year 2021 marks the fortieth anniversary of the release of the film
Grendel Grendel Grendel (1981) and the fiftieth anniversary of John Gardner’s
novel, Grendel (1971), on which the film is based. Gardner’s novel, along with
the original Beowulf poem, has enjoyed widespread critical discourse. The
publication of this book represents an opportune time for a dedicated study of
the film, Grendel Grendel Grendel.
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An Australian animated feature

Grendel Grendel Grendel is a film that is international in its inspiration,
but distinctively Australian in its subtext. The feature was made entirely in
Melbourne, Australia, ata small design and animation studio called, ‘Al etal’ The
studio director, Alexander Stitt, also wrote, designed and directed the feature.
It was clearly the vision of one filmmaker/designer, but also an adaptation of a
very American novel; at the same time, it was a unique adaptation of one of the
oldest and most significant literary works in the English language. Although
it is an Australian animated film, it does not necessarily look or sound like
one. The voice actors, although mostly Australian, primarily adopted British-
sounding accents (although you might hear hints of an Australian accent in
some character performances). However, as some have suggested that the
original poem may, in fact, have been written in northern England, Stitt’s
choice of accents does follow a certain degree of logic.

Many Australian cartoonists and animators have struggled as to how to go
about expressing Australian culture in their illustrations and films. Some have
resorted to the featuring of native animals (koalas, kangaroos, wombats) as a
means of projecting their Australian-ness. Many have, in fact, found it very
difficult to represent Australia or Australian culture in cartoon form without
resorting to bush animals. The Australian animator Harry Julius, in addressing
this issue in 1938 noted that ‘this problem has always rankled with Australian

FIGURE 0.1 Director Alexander Stitt, Melbourne, 2007 (photo by Lienors Torre).
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cartoonists. It has never been solved. [...] When you are dealing in animals it is
easy. The dressed-up kangaroo is recognizable at once — and he is exclusive.”® An
Australian accent and vernacular can also provide an easily identifiable sense
of national origin; some have used this - although until more recently, it has
been a dialect that has tended not to ‘play well’ in America. Some Australian
studios such as Air Programs International (API) opted to use a ‘mid-Atlantic’
voice (one that sits somewhere between an American and a British accent), or
else utilize a very exaggerated character voice — one devoid of any recognizable
dialect.

Grendel Grendel Grendel was produced by Phillip Adams - a film
producer, advertising executive and writer, who had played a huge role in
reviving Australia’s feature film industry. He had also played a significant
part in securing Government support for the Australian film industry, having
had prepared a report for the then prime minister, John Gordon, strongly
advocating that ‘it is time to see our own landscapes, hear our own voices
and dream our own dreams. Nearly all of the films with which Adams was
involved sought to ‘define or defend whatever was left of something called
the Australian character’. Stitt’s film, however, was an anomaly - ‘it had
absolutely no overt connection with Australia at all. However, it was one
strongly supported by Adams, primarily because of his extremely high regard
for Stitt’s work, and his strong belief that animation could be used to tell
very complex ideas (see Chapter 4). Adams did note that there are certainly
glimpses of Australian humour and ethos in Grendel Grendel Grendel. For
example, one common theme in many Australian films is an ‘obsession with
loss, with defeat. Gardner’s novel expressed this idea perfectly. The main
character’s final words, ‘Poor Grendel has had an accident, are mournfully
uttered as he is left dying beneath the stars.* Nevertheless, Stitt was not
particularly interested in making a quintessentially ‘Australian’ film, but an
animated feature film based on the literary novel, Grendel, which he held in
very high regard.

At the time that Grendel Grendel Grendel was released, there had been only
a handful of animated features produced in Australia, and in some ways, the
animation industry was still finding its feet. On the other hand, Australia had
already had a surprisingly rich and lengthy history of animation production.’

Animation production in Australia commenced at the turn of the twentieth
century. A few filmmakers and cartoonists began experimenting with the
medium between 1905 and 1914. In 1915, cartoonist and advertising artist,
Harry Julius, began producing what can be regarded as the first Australian
animation series, Cartoons of the Moment, which screened weekly in cinemas
before the scheduled feature film. After a brief working holiday in America
(where Julius was briefly employed at Roald Barre’s animation studio in
New York) he returned to Sydney and founded the nation’s first significant
animation studio, Cartoon Filmads. As the name suggests, the studio
primarily focused on producing animated advertisements for cinemas (as well
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as animated instructional and training films for industry). What was most
remarkable about the studio was that it quickly blossomed into an international
empire, with offices throughout Asia, the Middle East and parts of Europe.
The Cartoon Filmads studio cornered the market for animated advertising
in Australia and in other parts of the world until about 1930, at which time
the studio began to decline. A few other Australian animation studios also
emerged in the 1930s and 1940s, but it was not until the comparatively late
arrival of television in Australia in 1956 that domestic animation production
finally began to flourish.

Although a significant portion of animation production in Australia
continued to be dedicated to the lucrative advertising markets, a number of
animated series also emerged in the early days of television, including Freddo
the Frog (1962); the animated documentary series, The Challenge of Flight &
the Challenge of the Sea (1962), as well as Popular Misconceptions (1963); the
Indigenous-themed, stop-motion series Wambidgee (1962); the educational
series Eddie’s Alphabet (1967); and the internationally popular comedy Arthur!
And the Square Knights of the Round Table (1966). Additionally, dozens of
long form animated television specials were also produced at this time. The
most prominent of these were APT’s series of animated adaptations of literary
classics, including A Christmas Carol, The Prince and the Paupetr, Moby-
Dick, The Swiss Family Robinson, Around the World in 80 Days, Journey to
the Centre of the Earth and Rip Van Winkle. These animated feature-length
television specials were broadcast both in Australia and in many international
markets, including North America. During this period, Australia had also
become an important centre for productions of overseas animation studios,
producing animated series for King Features and Hanna-Barbera. By the
late 1970s Hanna-Barbera had set up their own major animation studio in
Sydney and began producing hundreds of hours’ worth of animated television
series, specials and advertisements, which were screened both in Australia and
around the world.

Although Grendel Grendel Grendel was not the first animated feature
produced in Australia, only a handful of other theatrically released features
had been made. In 1972, Eric Porter Studios completed Australia’s first
animated feature to be released in cinemas, Marco Polo Jur vs. the Red Dragon
(Eric Porter 1972). It was, in fact, a co-production between Porter and the
American comic book artist, Sheldon Moldoff. Later, in 1977, Yoram Gross
Studios began producing a series of cinema released animated features based
on traditional Australian stories. These were not entirely animated, as the
animated characters were composited primarily on to live-action backgrounds.
The first three of these features were Dot and the Kangaroo (Yoram Gross 1977),
The Little Convict (Yoram Gross 1979) and Around the World with Dot (Yoram
Gross 1981).

Despite the fact that there were a number of studios in operation across
Australia and a substantial amount of animation being produced, most
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domestically financed productions were, in fact, very small and made with very
limited resources. In 1977, when Alexander Stitt began developing Grendel
Grendel Grendel, the idea of making a fully animated feature film was still
regarded as a highly risky venture in Australia.

Overview of this book

This text examines the animated feature, Grendel Grendel Grendel, from
a variety of perspectives, and is divided into six chapters, each covering a
different facet.

In Chapter 1, “The Genealogy of Grendel, the history and development of
the Beowulf story are considered, with particular emphasis on the history of
the monster Grendel. It describes the evolution and genealogy of Grendel and
how he has been depicted in a variety of Beowulf inspired narratives, spanning
a wide range of media and eras. It begins with a discussion of the original
Beowulf epic, then follows its development in popular literature. It further
considers how the Beowulf story and the character of Grendel have evolved
through their cinematic iterations, as well as their appearances in other forms
of popular culture such as comics, video games, novels and a major opera
production.

Chapter 2, ‘Scenes of Grendel Grendel Grendel, simultaneously provides
a detailed scene-by-scene synopsis with a brief critical analysis of the film
Grendel, Grendel, Grendel. Each of the films seventy-odd scenes (sixty-
eight plus the introduction and end credit sequence) is discussed. Where
appropriate, comparisons are made with Gardner’s book, and with the original
Beowulf epic.

Chapter 3, “Themes of Grendel Grendel Grendel, builds upon the previous
chapter by further investigating several themes that pervade the animated film.
These include the importance and fundamental role of monsters, the curse
of Cain, the character of the Dragon (and the Dragon God), the recurring
allusions to Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland, and the complimentary roles
of the Shaper and of the Sculptor. Some of these subjects are exemplified both in
Gardner’s novel and in the film, while others (such as the Sculptor, the Dragon
God and references to Alice in Wonderland) are uniquely represented in Stitt’s
animated feature.

Chapter 4, ‘Making of Grendel Grendel Grendel, describes the production
of Grendel Grendel Grendel, from its initial concept through to the completed
animated film. It commences with a pre-history of the film’s production
in which the origins of the Al et al studio, the backgrounds of the director
and of several of the key animators, and the composer of the film score are
highlighted. It also describes the vocal recording sessions and the animation
process for the film.
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Chapter 5, Aesthetics of Grendel Grendel Grendel, addresses the aesthetics
and design of the film. Most fundamental to the films design was the
decision to do away with any outlines around the characters or background
elements. But there were also many other unique design choices that make
the film distinctive. Particular emphasis is placed on how these aesthetics and
approaches to animation are used to extend the film’s tone and narrative.

Chapter 6, ‘Grendel'll Get You, focuses on the marketing and reception
of the film. Once the production of Grendel Grendel Grendel was complete,
the producers faced the equally difficult task of promotion, and of convincing
audiences actually to go and see the animated feature. ‘Grendel'll get you!
became the celebrated marketing catchphrase for the film. This chapter further
contextualizes the film among other animated films from the era.

Finally, there is a short conclusion chapter, ‘Concluding Grendel, which is
followed by a ‘Guide to Further Research’ section that provides an annotated
listing of suggested texts and media for those who are interested in further
sources of study of these themes.

John Gardner had a great love of animation and described Grendel as being
one of his ‘short-legged, overweight, twitching cartoon creations’® Viewing
his novel in this light it could be said that Gardner played a significant role in
helping to animate the original Beowulf narrative. Stitt, working in the medium
of animation, quite literally set out to animate both Grendel and a number of
themes from the original Beowulf epic. This text, Grendel Grendel Grendel -
Animating Beowulf, provides not only a substantial analysis of the animated
feature, but it also illustrates how Stitt’s film helps to further animate our
understanding and appreciation of both John Gardner’s novel and the greater
Beowulf legacy.

Notes

1 Although Grendel Grendel Grendel was completed and copyrighted in November
of 1980, it was not released for screening until June 1981.

2 Alexander Stitt, Grendel Grendel Grendel - the Book of the Animated Feature Film
(Melbourne: Penguin Australia, 1981), p. 4.

3 Harry Julius, The Sydney Morning Herald, 22 February 1938.

4  Phillip Adams, interviewed by Dan Torre and Lienors Torre, November 2019.

5  For more on the history of Australian animation see, Dan Torre and Lienors Torre,
Australian Animation - An International History (London: Palgrave, 2018).

6 John Gardner, On Writers and Writing (Berkeley: Counterpoint, 1994), p. 248.






Chapter 1

THE GENEALOGY OF GRENDEL

An article published in Vogue Australia, which coincided with the 1981 release
of Grendel Grendel Grendel, identified three different Grendels: ‘Grendel Mark I’
(the original Beowulf poem), ‘Grendel Mark IT’ (John Gardner’s novel, Grendel)
and ‘Grendel Mark IIT’ (Stitt’s animated feature film, Grendel Grendel Grendel).!
Although such a ranking was intended to foreground the importance of the
animated film, it did effectively highlight an evolutionary trajectory of the
Grendel character - from terrifying monster, to sympathetic beast, to loveable
anti-monster.

This chapter describes the evolution and genealogy of the character
Grendel as he has been depicted in a variety of Beowulf inspired narratives,
spanning a wide range of media and eras. It begins with a discussion of the
original Beowulf epic and traces its development in popular literature. It further
considers how the Beowulf story and the character of Grendel have evolved
through their cinematic iterations as well as the character’s appearances in
other forms of popular culture such as comics, video games, novels and a major
opera production.

Gardner’s novel stands out as one of the most significant retellings of the
Beowulf poem. It has garnered high praise for his innovative use of the literary
form and its explication of the subtleties of Grendel’s quest for identity and
philosophical meaning. Arguably, Alexander Stitt working within the medium
of animation also produced a significant, but vastly underrated, contribution to
the genealogy of Grendel, and one that is worthy of serious study.

The Beowulf poem

Beowulf is a 3,182-line poem that is set in sixth-century Scandinavia. It was
written, perhaps as early as AD 700, by an anonymous English poet. The
genesis of the narrative emerged from the oral story-telling traditions of the
Anglo-Saxons (a tale which might have been handed down over generations)
before being adapted to the written word. The original written form of the
poem would then have been transcribed numerous times over the centuries,
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until finally again being hand-copied in about AD 1000 - resulting in what
is now the oldest (and only) known copy of the poem. Narrowly surviving a
devastating fire in 1731, this now very worn and damaged manuscript resides
in the British Library (see Figure 1.1).

Set within the realm of King Hrothgar, the poem describes three major
battles between a foreign warrior named Beowulf and three different monsters:
Grendel, Grendel’s mother and a great fire-breathing dragon. The poem also
details much of the politics and social interactions of the era. Importantly, it
is set against a backdrop of conflicting, yet overlapping religious beliefs — the
historic pagan religions of the north (which were waning) and the rapidly
spreading Christian religion.

The poem describes how, prior to the arrival of the troublesome monsters,
King Hrothgar presided over a prosperous and expanding kingdom. To
mark his success, he builds a great meadhall, which he names, Heorot. It
is a place in which the King and his warriors come together to drink mead
(an alcoholic drink made from fermented honey and water) and listen to
stories and songs performed by the scops (minstrels) which often detail
their heroic adventures. However, the loud nightly revelry begins to disturb,
and increasingly to anger, a troll-like monster named Grendel, who lives
just beyond the outskirts of the kingdom. Grendel begins to terrorize and
frequently to attack the meadhall. This continues for some twelve years,
when finally a heroic warrior from the friendly northern kingdom of
Geatland hears of King Hrothgar’s troubles and, along with a small group of
warriors, sails across the sea to offer his services to the King. Very happily
the King accepts, and Beowulf and his men soon battle Grendel. Because the
monster is impervious to weapons, Beowulf resorts to brute strength and
cunning and thus manages to enact a fatal blow by ripping off Grendel’s arm
at the shoulder socket. Consequently, Grendel’s mother emerges from her
underground lair in order to avenge her son’s death, attacking and killing one
of the King’s closest comrades. Beowulf follows her to her lair and kills her.
While there, he also finds the body of Grendel and cuts off the head, which he
brings back triumphantly to King Hrothgar. Beowulf is richly rewarded; then
returns to his Geatland. Because of his great fame, he is soon made King and
rules successfully for fifty years. But when a great dragon begins to trouble
his land, he sets out (now an old man) to battle it. With the assistance of his
loyal warrior (and nephew), Wiglaf, he succeeds in killing it. However, the
dragon also fatally wounds Beowulf. He is given an elaborate funeral, being
remembered as a great hero and a great King. Wiglaf, who is now heir to the
throne, is set to follow in Beowulf’s footsteps.

The poem is written in Old English (Anglo-Saxon) and is unreadable to most
without a translation into a modern language. The text follows the traditional
Anglo-Saxon poetry form, which would have been performed for an audience
and therefore would follow a number of compositional rules that facilitated its
oral performance (such as patterns of alliteration and stressed syllables, and
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FIGURE 1.1 The first page of the oldest surviving manuscript of the original Beowulf
poem (this surviving copy was transcribed in ¢. AD 1000).
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frequent use of kenning). In homage to the poem, kenning (two-part poetic
descriptions) was also extensively used in Gardner’s novel; and used also in
Stitt’s animated feature.

The first complete translation of the Beowulf poem was made by Grimur
Jonsson Thorkelin and published in Latin in 1815. Two decades later, in 1837,
the first complete modern English prose translation, A Translation of the
Anglo-Saxon Poem of ‘Beowulf’, was made by John Kemble. Many additional
translations soon followed, both in prose and in verse form, in English and
in several other (mostly European) languages. A number of simplified and
abridged retellings of the Beowulf story (mainly aimed at children) appeared
around the turn of the century. Several notable examples featured detailed
illustrations (including those of the monster Grendel). These included Beowulf,
Told to the Children by Henrietta E. Marshall, illustrated by J. R. Skelton (1908);
and Myths and Legends - The British Race by Maud Isabel Ebbutt, illustrated by
J. H. E. Bacon (1910). In Marshall’s publication, Grendel was depicted as a giant,
somewhat Neanderthal-like, hairy man (see Figure 1.2a); while Bacon’s version
depicted Grendel more akin to a swamp-monster, with scales, shark-like teeth
and an over-sized head (see Figure 1.2b).

Despite the increasing number of translations, the Beowulf poem failed to be
taken seriously in academia. Up until the 1930s the poem’s significance centred

FIGURE 1.2 The character of Grendel as conceived by earlier visual artists: (a) an
illustration by J. R. Skelton in Beowulf, Told to the Children by Henrietta E. Marshall
(1908); (b) an illustration by J. H. E Bacon in Myths and Legends — The British Race by
Maud Isabel Ebbutt (1910).
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primarily on the fact that it was the oldest surviving long-form poem written in
‘English; also for the historical insights that it suggested. Beyond this, its literary
value was seen as tenuous and many scholars, it seems, were embarrassed by
the poet’s inclusion of fanciful monsters and dragons. J. R. R. Tolkien sharply
criticized those scholars who saw the poem only as a place in which to search
for historical insights, rather than for its poetic and literary merits.? In 1936, he
delivered to the British academy what has become an oft republished lecture,
‘Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics, in which he advocated that the poem
should also be heralded as a highly creative literary work. Tolkien asserted,
‘Beowulf is in fact so interesting as poetry, in places poetry so powerful, that
this quite overshadows the historical content’® Tolkien also suggested that the
monster Grendel is of equal significance to Beowulf, and to those that would be
distressed by such a claim, he assures them, ‘We do not deny the worth of the
hero by accepting Grendel.* Not only did Tolkien advocate the recognition of
Beowulf and its monsters, he also used it as a source in his own creative writing.
For example, the creature known as Gollum in The Hobbit and Lord of the Rings
reflects the characteristics of Grendel. However, unlike the original poem,
Tolkien’s Grendel-like creature (Gollum) is also worthy of some sympathy as
he is merely possessed by the power of the cursed ring and is therefore not
fundamentally evil or monstrous.

One of the most prominent of the recent English language translations
is Seamus Heaney’s Beowulf (1999). Heaney’s translation has proven to be
extremely popular and is credited with spawning the production of a number
of Beowulf-themed films that appeared in the early 2000s. Another significant
publication is J. R. R. Tolkien’s long-awaited translation, Beowulf: A Translation
and Commentary. This text was actually translated in 1926, but was not
published until many decades later by his son, Christopher Tolkien, in 2014.
The book also includes a previously unpublished Beowulf-themed fairy tale,
‘Sellic Spell’ (which Tolkien had originally written in the 1940s).

In 1961, Rosemary Sutcliff published her very popular adaptation of the
poem. Originally titled, Beowulf - Retold by Rosemary Sutcliff, it was renamed
for the later paperback edition (1966) as Dragon Slayer — The Story of Beowulf.
The book was aimed primarily at children and subsequently adopted by many
primary schools as an introduction to the Beowulf poem. It is a slim novel of
less than ninety pages and tells the story in a concise and easy to read manner.
It covers the whole of the epic poem - but being aimed at children, it does
place strong emphasis on the scenes with the monsters (and omits many of
the poem’s more tangential sections). Although it is not at all sympathetic to
Grendel, the monster does feature in one of the most memorable scenes in the
book, giving him (almost) equal billing with the hero Beowulf.

A significant reworking of the Beowulf poem can be found in William
Hamilton Canaway’s The Ring-Givers (1958). His novel seeks to ‘demythologize
the legend™ by focusing on the political and economic landscapes of the era.
There are no real monsters in Canaway’s novel; Grendel is simply a very tall
human, who is starving and thus compelled to attack the kingdom.



14 Grendel Grendel Grendel: Animating Beowolf

Beowulf realized as soon as he saw the form in the light of the nearest torch
that this was no troll. True enough, he was black, but with filth ... it glanced
about, seeking the meat it craved. It was this lack of fresh meat that had made
Grendel mad.®

In this novel, as with the original poem, the role of the singer or ‘scop’ is
also extremely important; ultimately he is the vital tool of propaganda used
in supporting Beowulf and his kingdom and effectively ostracizing Grendel.
Although rarely mentioned, The Ring-Givers clearly provided inspiration to a
number of subsequent authors.

John Gardner and Grendel

Although many Beowulf scholars had previously acknowledged that there
are elements within the original poem which might suggest that Grendel and
his mother deserve a certain degree of sympathy, it was John Gardner’s novel
Grendel that most radically advanced a revised treatment of these characters.

John Gardner (1933-82) was an American author, scholar and professor of
medieval literature and creative writing. He grew up on a farm, experiencing
a strong religious upbringing (his father was a Christian minister). However,
he had a very tragic experience at the age of eleven when he accidentally
killed his younger brother by driving over him with a cultipacker that he was
pulling with a tractor. As would be expected, this incident left a lasting scar
and he mentioned it frequently in interviews and thematically wove it into his
writings — in particular in his short story, ‘Redemption’ and his first published
novel, Grendel.

His most popular fictional novels included Grendel (1971), The Sunlight
Dialogues (1972), Nickel Mountain: A Pastoral Novel (1973) and October Light
(1977). He wrote a number of influential, non-fictional texts on such subjects as
writing and medieval literature, including The Life ¢ Times of Chaucer (1977)
and On Moral Fiction (1978); and the posthumously published, On Becoming
a Novelist (1983) and The Art of Fiction (1984). He also wrote several children’s
books, a radio play and the libretto for an opera. Gardner died in a motorcycle
accident in 1982 at the age of forty-nine.

His most celebrated work, by far, is Grendel. At the time of its publication
it attracted strong critical acclaim and seemed to have a very profound impact
on many of its readers (including director Alexander Stitt). Although it is a
reworking of Beowulf, the novel is also a philosophical analysis of what it means
to be human, representing a poetic and a darkly lyrical experience. It features
an internalized narrative told from Grendel’s perspective, and often runs in
non-chronological order.

The novel begins with Grendel disdainfully observing the base activities of
animals in nature, thereby distancing his character from the animal world. He
then shifts his attention to the human race and watches with equal derision
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as Hrothgar’s kingdom expands. One day, a Shaper (Gardner’s term for a
minstrel or scop) arrives whose songs and poetry have a profound ‘shaping’
effect on the humans, and an even more profound effect on Grendel. From
these songs, Grendel learns that he is considered to be a descendant of Cain
(the biblical figure that killed his own brother) and thus cursed for eternity.
Soon after this Grendel has a metaphysical vision whereby he meets a dragon.
The dragon is a philosophical yet whimsical creature that extensively quotes
(uncredited) the American philosopher, A. N. Whitehead. It attempts to
clarify for Grendel his monstrous identity and his purpose in life. Inspired by
the dragon, Grendel begins to act more monstrously, regularly attacking the
King’s meadhall.

In Grendel’s quest for meaning, he attempts to emulate the Shaper, but when
the Shaper suddenly dies, Grendel is left to struggle with his own feebly poetic
interpretations of the world. Finally, a nameless stranger arrives. The reader
understands that it is Beowulf, who has come to kill Grendel, but neither
his name nor intentions are ever spelled out. In a final showdown, Beowulf
manages to rip off Grendel’s arm. Fatally wounded, Grendel flees into the
forest and collapses. Speaking aloud to the animals that have come to watch
him die, he pronounces, ‘Poor Grendel’s had an accident’; then adding with
emphasis, ‘So may you all. This final statement doubles as a curse that is on one
hand directed towards the animals watching him suffer, but also towards the
reader who, from his perspective, is probably the more monstrous one.

The novel spans just the first third of the original poem - up to the point
where Grendel is killed by Beowulf. But Gardner cleverly brings in elements
from the other two thirds of the poem. At the end, for example, rather
than having a real dragon for Beowulf to fight, Gardner brings in a dragon
character which is a figment of Grendel’s imagination. Gardner assumes that
the reader will be familiar with the original Beowulf narrative and thus see
these connections. ‘“Though a reader can appreciate Grendel without knowing
Beowulf, an awareness of the epic reveals the ingenuity as well as the irony of
Gardner’s improvisation and parody.’

Grendel has become a regular part of the curriculum in North American
high school and university literature courses. Quite often, Gardner’s novel
will be taught in tandem with the Beowulf poem. The novel not only makes
the poem more accessible, but its themes have proven to be very relatable to
contemporary young readers:

Grendel is both a coming-of-age story and a philosophical search for the
meaning of life. Like most teens, Grendel is smarter than his mother, and
being sensitive, insecure, and introspective, he feels isolated and lonely. He
seeks human companionship, only to be violently rejected by humans. And
he views authority figures as deeply flawed, if not thoroughly corrupt. In other
words, he passes through some of the stages of teenage angst: experiencing
moments of self-loathing, suffering an identity crisis, rejecting authority, and
rebelling against conformity.®
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The impact of this novel has continued to grow. Grendel has now come to be
regarded as an important twentieth-century literary classic.

John Gardner was also alarge admirer of ‘cartoons. These included the classic
animated films of Walt Disney, but also the broader ‘cartoon-like’ storytelling of
such authors as Charles Dickens, ‘For me he once noted, ‘Disney and Dickens
were practically indistinguishable. Both created wonderful cartoon images,
told stories as direct as fairy tales, knew the value of broad comedy spiced up
with a little weeping.”® He further remarked that he placed greater value on the
symbolism found in Disney animated films compared to ‘those realistic writers
who give you life data without resonance, things merely as they are’' In his
essay on the subject of cartoons Gardner draws a direct link between Grendel
and animation:

I seem incapable of writing a story in which people do not babble
philosophically, not really because they’re saying things I want to get said but
because earnest babbling is one of the ways I habitually give vitality to my
short-legged, overweight, twitching cartoon creations. And needless to say,
from artists like Dickens and Disney I get my morbid habit of trying to make
the reader fall into tender weeping.'!

Although, on one hand it is deeply puzzling as to why any director would seek
to make an animated film out of such a complex and non-conventional novel
as Grendel, it does seem that Gardner viewed animation as an ideal vehicle for
many of his visionary writings.

Gardner was, of course, a respected scholar in medieval literature — and as
he began to devote more of his efforts to creative writing, he stated, ‘T found
in medieval culture and art [...] exactly what I needed as an instrument for
looking at my own time and place [...] medieval ideas and attitudes gave me a
means of triangulating, a place to stand.”? Clearly, for Gardner, when it came
to writing Grendel, the historic realms and literary spaces of the Beowulf epic
narrative were also a very effective zone with which to critique modern-day
society — which, at that time, was in the throes of the Vietnam War. For director
Alexander Stitt, animation provided a similar safe space from which adroitly to
critique contemporary society.

Eaters of the Dead

Eaters of the Dead, published in 1976, is a novel by Michael Crichton that also
significantly alters the original Beowulf narrative. According to the author, the
novel was ‘conceived on a dare’ when, in 1974, a university professor suggested
to Crichton that Beowulf was one of the ‘great bores’ of literature — required
reading that was much too tedious to enjoy. Crichton disagreed with this
labelling, arguing that ‘Beowulf was a dramatic, exciting story’ and, to prove
his point, he straightaway set about writing a novelization of the poem." But
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Crichton soon adopted a secondary intention, which was to argue that Beowulf
had originally been based on actual events, and that these events ‘had been
embellished over centuries of oral retelling, producing the fantastic narrative
we read today’"*

Crichton’s novel is unique in that it purports to be a translation of a newly
discovered ancient manuscript written by Ahmad Ibn Fadlan, a tenth-century
Arab writer. In fact, the first two chapters of the book are direct translations
from the actual ancient manuscript penned by the real-life Ibn Fadlan (who
really was an Arabic writer from the tenth century). The rest of the novel is
fiction, although written in a similar style, and describes Fadlan’s imagined
travels into Scandinavian territories where he encounters a Viking leader
named Beowulf (here called ‘Buliwyt’).

In his telling of Beowulf, Crichton effectively declaws the monsters in the
poem, indicating how their mythical status might have evolved from the
mundane into the fantastic. For example, in his novel the monster ‘Grendel’
is revealed to be a tribe of surviving Neanderthal humans called the “Wendol’
Similarly, the purported sightings of a fire-breathing dragon are also debunked;
these ‘dragons’ turning out to be simply groups of torch-wielding Wendol
journeying through the fog. Crichton’s novel suggests that monsters are simply
manifestations of irrational fears and fanciful storytelling, while it is the very
real barbaric acts committed by humans which are truly monstrous.

Crichton played it very straight, professing the text to be a factual account,
writing it in a similar style to the Ibn Fadlan manuscript and incorporating
numerous and very pedantic footnotes. Thus, at the time of its publication
many believed it to be an historical non-fictional text. It was such a convincing
approach that a great many librarians of the time catalogued the book under
the non-fictional category of ‘Viking history’."®

Crichton never acknowledged that he had been influenced by other
contemporary literary sources. However, it is difficult to imagine that he was
not strongly influenced by Gardners Grendel (which had been published
just a few years earlier), but it is even more probable that Crichton was also
greatly influenced by the earlier W. H. Canaway’s novel, The Ring-Givers
(1958). Canaway’s novel is very similar to Crichton’s in that it also seeks to
‘demythologize the legend’'® Crichton’s Eaters of the Dead was made into the
movie, The 13th Warrior, in 1999. It was directed by John McTiernan and
starred Antonio Banderas as Ibn Fadlan.

Another important aspect of Eaters of the Dead is that it provides a number
of interesting observations of early Scandinavian culture. Alexander Stitt found
Crichton’s novel very compelling in this way, and cites it as one of several
contributing influences to his animated feature. One section that Stitt clearly
found intriguing — and one that he took to comic extremes in Grendel Grendel
Grendel - was Crichton’s lengthy description of the Viking’s obsession with
their noses.
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Grendel Grendel Grendel

Alexander Stitt’s feature-length animated musical adaptation of Gardner’s novel
was released in 1981, exactly ten years after the publication of the novel. Stitt’s
film is a very loose adaptation; however, it does follow the general structure
of the novel and most of the events and much of the dialogue are retained. In
addition to directing the film, Stitt also wrote the screenplay adaptation, wrote
the lyrics to the songs and designed all the characters, layouts and backgrounds.
The use of traditional cel-animation (with its starkly flat expanses of bright
colours, cute characters, stylized movement and musical numbers) is, at first
glance, the polar-opposite to the complexities and nuances that Gardner’s book
evokes. But upon closer study the ingenious brevity of the design and animated
movement does convey a parallel level of intellectual complexity, irony and
creative prowess.

The tone of the film is alternatingly irreverent and deeply serious. The
promotional material for the film reflects this tone, thus summarizing it:

We are in Scandinavia, once upon a time in AD 515, where we are introduced
to Grendel. He is charming and urbane. He's also green, spotty and twelve
feet four inches tall. Which is a worry. When he accidently bumps into the
local king — Hrothgar - and his loyal subjects Wiglaf and Dung, the poor little
humans are scared off, quick-smart. Wiglaf falls foul of a couple of villains,
and is fairly severely stabbed. Hrothgar and a new recruit, the noble hero
Unferth retaliate by stabbing the villains back more severely. A wandering
minstrel, The Shaper, arrives in the kingdom and ingratiates himself by
composing a much-embroidered version of the encounter. Hrothgar acquires
a wife, and The Shaper sings a special song to celebrate the marriage. Listening
outside, Grendel assumes that he is one of the ‘dark damned half’ of mankind
mentioned in the song, and disrupts the proceedings by begging to be taken
in and ‘forgiven’. He’s misunderstood by the warriors and driven off - but
not before he’s been obliged to kill a few of them. Grendel has a dream, in
which he visits the all-knowing Dragon who advises that he, Grendel, exists,
was created, simply to frighten the little humans, to go bump in their night.
Grendel is not totally convinced, but decides to follow the Dragon’s rules
by dropping in on the kingdom from time to time to eat one or two of the
tasty warriors. On one of Grendel’s visits, the noble hero Unferth challenges
him. Grendel toys with him by simply throwing apples at him - it's more fun
than killing him. Unferth is furious. Hrothgar is irritated, and decides to do
something about ridding his kingdom of the monster. He sends a message for
help across the sea to Beowulf - famous warrior-lord and friend of the family.
Beowulf arrives and sets a trap for Grendel, should he visit the mead-hall
that night. Grendel, of course, does just that, and encounters Beowulf. In the
ensuing battle, Grendel loses an arm before beating a hasty retreat. Minutes
later, we find Grendel outside, lying in the snow. ‘Poor Grendel’s had an ...
accident; he says."”
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Another piece of promotional material provides an even more irreverent, and
much briefer, summation of the film:

King Hrothgar gets a nice little kingdom going. The noble hero Unferth
swims through the pool of firesnakes. The Dragon tap-dances. Wiglaf gets his
head bitten off. The Queen screams a lot. And poor Grendel has an accident.™

Although ostensibly the film is told from Grendel’s point of view, at the same
time it provides the viewer with an overtly critical perspective of human
society, religion and politics in a way that the novel does not. A good deal of
the film follows Grendel as he observes the absurdity of human society - in this
way he is a bit like Lewis Carroll’s character, Alice (who encounters characters
and situations that are increasingly strange and puzzling). Ultimately, Grendel
becomes, as the Dragon said he would, ‘man’s anti-man’ But, of course, Grendel
has ‘an accident’ before he can truly fulfil his purpose - that is, Beowulf rips off
his arm and leaves him to die under the stars.

The film features sequences of voice over narration provided by Peter
Ustinov as Grendel, and some brief monologues in which Grendel espouses
his thoughts to his off-screen mother; however, a substantial portion of the
narrative is revealed through conventional action and dialogue. Most of the
characters in the film are performed with working-class, Yorkshire accents,
while Grendel is given an urbane Londoner accent. Grendel Grendel Grendel is
also a musical, showcasing seven songs as performed by the various characters.

Importantly, Stitt chose to tone down a lot of the monstrous characteristics
of Grendel, and instead employed humour to highlight the monstrous absurdity
of human nature (see Figure 1.3). Not only does Stitt’s film show the ‘human’
side of Grendel, it also manages to discredit nearly all of the ‘humanity’ in the
humans. Upon its Australian release in 1981, one reviewer noted:

Alex Stitt and his associates have created a work that stands on its own feet
as entertainment, a work which is considerably lighter in tone than Gardner’s
book, but remains faithful to the story line as Gardner reshaped it. The script,
also by Stitt for whom this whole project has obviously been an enormous
labor of love, has simplified Gardner’s prose style artfully, keeping an eye
on the movie audiences who are going to be delighted both by the vocal
characterisation and the occasional pungent colloquialism."

Stitt’s Grendel, though adapted from Gardner’s novel, can also trace its roots
to some of Stitt’s earlier animated works, most notably his very successful and
very long-running animated advertising campaign known as Life. Be in It.
This campaign was funded by the Victorian State Government (Australia) to
encourage fitness and health. Ironically, the series of animated commercials
featured a lazy, overweight character named Norm, who spent all of his time
sitting in front of the television, drinking beer. His catchphrase became,
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FIGURE 1.3 Image of Grendel, the (almost) loveable monster, from Grendel Grendel
Grendel (Alexander Stitt, 1981).

‘Warm the tele, and cool the tinnies [cans of beer]’ But the whole point of the
commercials was to encourage viewers to turn off their televisions, go outside
and exercise, and eat good food (and by extension, drinkless beer!). Even though
the ads had a positive effect, the anti-healthy Norm became a huge celebrity.
People loved Norm (even though they probably knew they shouldn’t) and by
his doing nothing, he effectively encouraged people to do things. Stitt’s Grendel
is a similarly overweight character that people have found very likable (even
though they probably shouldn’t), and by his being monstrous, he effectively
encourages people to not be monstrous.

Although Grendel Grendel Grendel suffered considerably at the box office, it
did enjoy brief theatrical runs in Australia and New Zealand, several theatrical
runs in various European markets, and a very limited release in America.
Furthermore, it also enjoyed a fairly wide home video release in a number of
international markets and was screened multiple times on cable television in
North America. The film in more recent years has had both authorized and
unauthorized releases on DVD and is currently available for streaming online.
While no sales figures are publically available, it is quite probable that the film’s
overall reach and impact have been much more substantial than have been
previously acknowledged.

In the mid-1990s, New Zealand film director, Vincent Ward (director of
What Dreams May Come [1998]), began preliminary work into making a live-
action version of Gardner’s novel. He contacted Alexander Stitt (and producer
Phillip Adams) in order to purchase their, still-current, film rights to the book.
Although the project never came to fruition, Ward’s film was intended to be
a more balanced blending of Gardner’s novel and the original Beowulf poem.
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More Grendel films

Beowulf (Yuri Kulakov 1998). It was almost twenty years after Stitt’s animated
feature that the next animated version of the Beowulf story was produced.
Broadcast on the BBC in 1998, Beowulf is a brief, 27-minute-long animated
film. The screenplay was written by Murray Watts and directed by Yuri Kulakov.
It is a Welsh and Russian co-production and was animated in studios located
in both Moscow and Cardiff. Derek Jacobi narrated the film, Joseph Fiennes
playing the voice of Beowulf, Michael Sheen that of Wiglaf.

This animated version harkens back to the original poem and does not
display any sympathy for Grendel, who is represented as a large black, faceless,
shadowy figure. The warrior’s sword blades simply slice through Grendel’s
shadowy form as if it were a thick mist. But in his epic battle Beowulf does
manage to rip off Grendel’s arm. Later, Beowulf follows the wounded Grendel
to his cave and battles Grendel’s mother. Finally, with the aid of an enchanted
sword, Beowulf cuts off the heads of both Grendel and his mother and carries
them back to show Hrothgar; but as he holds them aloft, they dissipate as if they
were actually made of an enchanted, inky black mist.

There is one particularly interesting animated treatment in the final battle
between Beowulf and the dragon. In a somewhat surreal scene in which the
dragon and Beowulf find themselves in a greyish void, Beowulf’s shadow grows
and transforms into a giant version of himself. This large Beowulf shadow
form laughs sinisterly as it shape-shifts into the dragon. Beowulf manages to
defeat the dragon, but he himself is also wounded and soon dies. This one
scene appears to mirror Gardner’s approach (and to some degree Stitt’s) of
conflating the characters of the dragon and of Beowulf. Also, the frequent
innovative use of shadows does, to some degree, echo Stitt’s intriguing and
frequent use of shadows and silhouetted forms in his animated feature (see
Chapter 5).

Beowulf (Graham Baker, 1999). The next major cinematic version of the
Beowulf story was the feature-length film, Beowulf, directed by Graham Baker
and released in 1999. This (mostly) live-action film diverges greatly from the
original poem, and for the first time reveals the identity of Grendel’s father. The
film stars Christopher Lambert as Beowulf, Grendel being represented as an
animated visual-effects creature. Grendel's mother is a shape-shifting creature
who can take the form of a terrifying animated monster, or a beautiful (live-
action) seductress woman. In her human form she mates with King Hrothgar
and, unbeknown to him, she bears a child whom she names, Grendel. Many
years later, she returns to the kingdom and confronts Hrothgar:

GRENDELS MOTHER: The one you call the beast, he’s your son,
Grendel.

HROTHGAR: Impossible! That thing’s not human!

GRENDELS MOTHER: He’s half. That’s why he’s so handsome.
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Here, by making Grendel half-human (and of half-noble blood) his
monstrousness is inherently diminished. Contra wise, it is revealed that
Beowulf is also not entirely human - being the son of a human mother and
the god Baal. The film’s trailer highlights this fact as it proclaims, ‘A man, more
than mortal, born half of heaven and half of hell, is their only salvation. Even
though the film is clearly told from the perspective of Beowulf, the genetic
make-up of the ‘hero’ and the ‘monster’ becomes extremely confused. In fact,
the film’s catchphrase, ‘Beowulf — unleash your dark side; seems to celebrate the
monstrous nature of the ‘hero’ Beowulf.

Beowulf ¢ Grendel (Sturla Gunnarsson, 2005). Beowulf ¢ Grendel is
an Icelandic and Canadian co-production, which was directed by Sturla
Gunnarsson, written by Andrew Rai Bereins and released in 2005. The film
spans the first two-thirds of the original poem, ending just after Beowulf kills
Grendel’s mother. This film, which includes both the names of Beowulf and
Grendel in the title, takes a decidedly sympathetic approach to the character of
Grendel. The film clearly draws inspiration from Gardner’s novel, but seemingly
from Stitt’s animated feature as well.

This movie also reveals the identity of Grendel’s father - in this case he is
portrayed as a giant hairy man. The opening prologue sequence entitled A
Hate is Born’ portrays Grendels father playing happily with his son in a grassy
meadow. The young Grendel looks essentially like a child-version of his father.
Suddenly, King Hrothgar and his men launch an attack, killing Grendel’s father.
From his hiding place, a very distraught Grendel witnesses the horrific event.
It is from this that Grendel’s ‘hatred’ towards Hrothgar and his kingdom stems.

The ‘hero’ Beowulfis depicted in a decidedly non-heroic manner. When he first
arrives on shore, he does not travel on a mighty ship accompanied by warriors,
but swims in, alone and half-drowned with ‘his shins and thighs burdened by
lamprey eels attached to his flesh’* Beowulf’s arrival is witnessed by a fisherman.
Then, in what could be interpreted as a slight acknowledgement to the Australian
animated film, the fisherman says, ‘Gday’ and Beowulf responds, ‘Gday’. After a
while, and over supper, the fisherman begins to poke fun at Beowulf’s status as
a ‘hero;, asking, ‘So ... whats it like being a hero? Quelling things with axes and
that sword of yours ... in — what - a kinda bloody madness?’

When Beowulf encounters Grendel, he repeatedly tries to fight with him,
but is unsuccessful. Grendel also seems to poke fun at his ‘hero’ status. In
scenes that clearly reference Gardner’s novel (and Stitt’s film), Grendel denies
him a chance to be a hero, merely throwing small stones at his helmet then
walking away. (These scenes mirror both Gardners and Stitt’s versions, in
which Grendel throws apples at Unferth, mocking him and refusing to fight.)
In this film, Grendel is only interested in seeking revenge on those that killed
his father, namely the Danes - and King Hrothgar in particular.

The film also introduces a new character named Selma,?! who is an outcast
of Hrothgar’s kingdom and generally regarded as a witch. Selma, in a way,
becomes a Wealtheow-type character who, by fulfilling her role as ‘a servant
of common good, bridges the chasm between the monstrous Grendel and
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the monstrous humans. She even gives birth to Grendel’s child (who she
keeps hidden away). She, unlike the other humans, is also able to understand
Grendel’s language (which is an early form of ‘Old Norse/Icelandic’). In an
exchange between herself and Beowulf she attempts to explain that Grendel
has a very human side.

BEOWULE: Grendel?

SELMA: Grendel, your troll. Weirdly enough he has a name, it means
‘grinder’

BEOWULE: Of bones?

SELMA: No of teeth. He was born with bad dreams.

Thus, Selma attempts to explain that the word ‘grinder’, Grendel’s namesake,
actually describe his fragile, human nature. But Beowulf immediately interprets
it to mean that he is a violent and monstrous killer. Beowulf’s minstrel singer,
Thorkel, later composes a song which cements this interpretation of Grendel:
‘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. At the conclusion of Thorkel’s song, two of Beowulf’s men debate its
meaning:

CREW MEMBER: Cain? What’s that?

BRECCA: A man who killed his brother in the Christian tale.

CREW MEMBER: What's Cain got to do with Grendel? Did Grendel kill his
own brother too?

BRECCA: No, I think Thorkel was saying that Grendel is like Cain - a
killer.

CREW MEMBER: We all are!

BRECCA: Yeah, well ...

CREW MEMBER: Thorkel’s tale is shit!

Clearly, like Gardner’s novel, this film encourages one to sympathize with
the character Grendel. It also, by referring to the singer’s tale as ‘shit], references
a passage in Gardner’s novel in which Grendel refers to the Shaper’s song about
Cain as ‘Bullshit!’* Similarly, in Stitt’s film, Grendel indignantly decries, Am I
one of the dark-damned half? A child of this awful brother? But ... they are the
ones who murder each other!’

Robert Zemeckis’ Beowulf

The most successful Beowulf film to date is the 2007 animated film, Beowulf,
directed by Robert Zemeckis. With a budget of US$150 million, it grossed
well over US$200 million (and also spawned a simultaneously released video
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game). This film, written by Roger Avary and Neil Gaiman, spans the entirety
of the original Beowulf poem, but also marks a substantial reworking of the
story. Zemeckis' Beowulf unmistakably draws influence from Gardner’s
novel (1971), Stitt’s animated feature (1981) and Baker’s live-action Beowulf
(1999).

All of the central human characters were performed by major Hollywood
stars. Not only were the actors’ voice talents utilized, but their likenesses
were also infused into the 3D digital character designs. Additionally, the film
incorporated the Hollywood actors’ motion-capture performances to form
the basis of the characters’ animated movement. The film features Anthony
Hopkins as King Hrothgar, Angelina Jolie as Grendel's mother, Ray Winstone
as Beowulf, John Malkovich as Unferth, Robin Wright Penn as Wealtheow
and Crispin Glover as Grendel. Intriguingly, the same actor, Ray Winstone,
performs both Beowulf and the Dragon (and the Dragon’s human incarnation).
This echoes the approach that Alexander Stitt took in his production, Grendel
Grendel Grendel, in which the voice actor, Arthur Dignam, performed both
Beowulf and the Dragon characters. For Stitt, this provided an opportunity to
actualize Gardner’s lyrical and thematic conflating of the characters of Beowulf
and the Dragon. For Zemeckis, it provided an opportunity to underscore the
fact that, in his film, Beowulf was actually the Dragon’ father.

The film begins with drunken celebrations at King Hrothgar’s newly
constructed meadhall. The distant noise of their partying so agitates Grendel,
who is depicted as a grossly deformed giant, that he is compelled to attack
the hall. He kills a number of the revellers; but when Hrothgar challenges
Grendel, demanding that he fight him, Grendel retreats, fleeing the hall in an
agitated fury. Returning to his cave, his mother chides him for going to the
meadhall where the humans live. His mother is revealed to be a mysterious
sea-creature that can also take the form of a beautiful woman. The woman’s
form is that of a ‘nude Angelina Jolie, her nakedness only partly obscured
by a fluid gold paint-like substance. Grendel’s mother is clearly intended to
resemble a domineering seductress; her very long braided hair resembles a
whip-like tail, and her bare feet are designed with built-in stiletto heels. It is
soon revealed that King Hrothgar is Grendel’s father. Many years previously
he had made an accursed deal with Grendel's mother - in exchange for
providing her a son, he would be guaranteed a long and successful reign. As
a consequence, his wife, Queen Wealtheow, who has found out about this
union, refuses to sleep with the ageing King, and thus will not provide him
with an heir to his throne.

Grendel leads a miserable existence; he is hideously deformed, has the
mental capacity of a child and is in continuous pain.”? But Grendel’s mother
tenderly cares for him - caresses him and sings him gently to sleep. Despite
his monstrous nature and truly repugnant appearance, Grendel does attract a
certain amount of pity. By contrast, his father, King Hrothgar, is shown to be a
very unsympathetic character, full of avarice and lechery.



The Genealogy of Grendel 25

When Beowulf first arrives in Daneland he brings with him his most loyal
warrior, Wiglaf. Interestingly, in the original poem Wiglaf does not make an
appearance until its very end. But because Wiglaf epitomizes all that is loyal,
the writers thought that it would make sense to have him at Beowulf’s side
throughout the entire film. Remarkably, this is a similar strategy to what
director Alexander Stitt had done some twenty-five years earlier when he wrote
his screenplay — however rather than have the loyal figure of Wiglaf attached to
Beowulf (who only makes an appearance at the very end of his film), he chose
to attach the loyal Wiglaf to King Hrothgar.

In Zemeckis' film, when Beowulf declares to the King, ‘T am here to kill
your monster!” Hrothgar replies with a sardonic tone, ‘So, you will kill my
Grendel for me, will you?” (By emphasizing the word ‘my’ Hrothgar is also
acknowledging the fact that, as Grendel’s father, the monster does in fact
paternally belong to him.) Beowulf then, in line with the sexually charged
themes of the movie, announces that he will fight Grendel naked and promptly
strips off his clothes. He then successfully defeats Grendel by ripping oft his
arm. Soon after, Grendel’s mother, in order to avenge her son’s death, attacks
the hall, killing dozens upon dozens of people. Beowulf follows her to her cave
but, instead of fighting, Grendel’s mother appears in her golden clad, nude
female form and offers him a proposition: ‘T shall make you the greatest king
that ever lived. As long as you hold me in your heart and this golden horn
remains in my keeping. You will forever be king’ Beowulf, dazzled by her
beauty, quickly relents, thereby accepting the same cursed proposition that
had been offered to Hrothgar many years earlier. Upon Beowulf’s return to the
kingdom, King Hrothgar immediately senses what must have transpired. He
is absolutely elated, for now he will be free of the monster’s curse. Thus, after
hurriedly bequeathing everything (including his wife) to Beowulf, he leaps off
the castle wall to his death.

Some thirty years later a dragon appears in King Beowulf’s realm. The
dragon turns out to be Beowulf’s son, the offspring of himself and Grendel’s
mother - it is actually a shape-shifting creature that, in addition to being an
incredibly powerful fire-breathing dragon, can also take the form of a young
man. The now aged Beowulf, with the support of his loyal Wiglaf, engages the
dragon in battle. Beowulf manages to mortally wound the dragon, but in a
mirroring of Grendel’s earlier fate, Beowulf also suffers the fatal loss of his arm
in the battle. Thus, the two end up lying side by side on the sandy beach - an
aged Beowulf, and the dragon, which has transformed back into the form of a
human. The two, father and son, die together, meaningfully touching hands.
After Beowulf’s death, Wiglaf is then set to become the new King. But as he
stands at the water’s edge, Grendel’s mother emerges, seductively beckoning to
him. It is thus implied that Wiglaf will also mate with her, providing her with
yet another monstrous son.

In many animated films, the identity of the celebrity voice-actor becomes
an important marketing point (and often plays an influencing role in the
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character’s design and personality). But in Zemeckis’ Beowulf, the identity of
the superstar extends dramatically into the visual realm as well. Thus, Grendel’s
mother photo-realistically captures the likeness of Angelina Jolie, King
Hrothgar mirrors Anthony Hopkins and Unferth imitates John Malkovich.

Much of the focus of the marketing of this high-budget film was on the
technical achievement of the motion-capture, and on the ‘photo-realistic’
visuals of the characters and environments. Zemeckis had used a similar
process for his earlier motion-capture animated film, The Polar Express (2004),
but Beowulf used a more sophisticated capturing system: “The setup featured
16 digital video cameras to capture valuable performance reference and 228
motion capture cameras - four times the number used in The Polar Express**
Additionally, small electrodes were attached to the actors’ faces to capture facial
expressions and eye movements.?

Despite all of these technical advancements, the characters still frequently
fall into what is known as the ‘uncanny valley’ - a space in which the animated
characters look very real, but do not look quite real enough to avoid appearing
unsettling to the viewer. As with many 3D animated films that seem to fall into
this ‘uncanny valley, when the character is presented as a still image it can look
very convincing and life-like. Our uneasiness usually arises when movement
is introduced to these photo-realistic characters. This phenomenon ultimately
has to do with the disconnect that occurs between the image and the animated
movement (see Figure 1.4).

The fact is that, no matter how may motion-capture sensors might be placed
on an actor, these sensors will struggle to capture every nuance of movement.
Furthermore, the movement that is captured is rarely applied precisely or

FIGURE 1.4 Characters from the 3D animated film, Beowulf (Robert Zemeckis,
2007), which incorporate both the vocal talents and the movement and likeness of
well-known Hollywood actors. From left to right: Ray Winstone as Beowulf; Anthony
Hopkins as King Hrothgar; Robin Wright Penn as Queen Wealtheow. Although
relatively photo-realistic in their depiction, these animated characters often appear
somewhat zombie-like in their movement (thus bordering on the monstrous).
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accurately enough to the 3D model. Thus, one tends to end up with a figure
that looks more real than its movement can convey; and the character will often
appear somewhat zombie-like, as if it were not fully alive. But if the photo-
realism of the character is reduced, thus allowing the corresponding movement
to exceed the complexity of the form, then the uncanny or troubling effect will
most probably be diminished.?

Because of the uncanny valley effect, the humans in Zemeckis’ film look
zombie-like, at least part of the time. Although this was not intended by the
filmmakers, by its very nature Zemeckis' Beowulf transforms all of the human
characters into zombie-like monsters. This state of monstrousness is further
compounded by the fact that most of the humans are also presented as lecherous,
morally depraved and violent characters. By stark contrast the characters
in Grendel Grendel Grendel have an entirely different effect upon the viewer.
Because Stitt rendered his film in a very simplified and cartoony manner, the
monsters of his film all ook, at least to some degree, inherently endearing.

To coincide with the cinematic release of Zemeckis’ Beowulf, a high-budget
video game, Beowulf - The Game, was released by Ubisoft. The video game
utilizes some of the film’s dialogue recordings and a number of its visual
assets. The game promises that players will ‘battle fierce enemies and slay giant
monsters as you play through 30 years of Beowulf’s life not seen in the movie’
The introduction to the accompanying game pamphlet reads,

you are Beowulf, legendary Norse warrior with the strength of 30 men -
arrogant, carnal, self-serving, and lustful for gold and glory. You journey
to Denmark to destroy a bloodthirsty beast that is wreaking havoc on the
frigid land. But evil persists, and you succumb to its promise of easy power,
propelling yourself onto to the Danish throne. As King, you must face the
monstrous consequences of your actions ... lead your Thanes into battle,
crush your enemies, and slay the Titans of a dying age that threaten to
annihilate your kingdom.”

This third-person action adventure game begins with a series of brief adventures
until Beowulf meets Grendel's mother who, enamoured by him, grants him
extra powers. Beowulf is then summoned by King Hrothgar to fight Grendel.
Beowulf defeats the monster and becomes King. The remainder of the game
play then takes place during the thirty-year span of Beowulf’s reign as King,
which is not depicted in the movie (or the original poem).

Grendel is not given much sympathy in this game being merely an obstacle
that Beowulf must overcome in order to advance to the next level. However,
Beowulf must also fight his own ‘inner monsters’ as he progresses through the
game. Within the gameplay the player is presented with a sliding scale system
which rates the Beowulf character as either more ‘carnal’ or more ‘heroic’
depending on what actions are taken - and thereby how Beowulf’s legacy will
be remembered.
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Grendel’s appearance in other media

The first major Beowulf-themed comic book was a bi-monthly series published
by DC titled Beowulf - Dragon Slayer. It was intended to be a long-running
series but, due to poor sales, the series was dropped after just six issues, which
ran from May 1975 to March 1976. The comic received a lot of initial publicity
as it was written by Michael Uslan, a university lecturer who is credited with
having devised and taught the first university course on comics in North
America.”® In the first issue of the comic book, Uslan wrote

when DC first announced its interest in developing some new titles, we
searched for a subject that would not only be a fast-paced comics-magazine,
but would also have specific educational value. For the field of education is
the place where comics can do the most good in the years to come. And so
came Beowulf, Prince of the Geats!*

In the second issue, Uslan revealed that one of his sources of inspiration for the
comic book was John Gardner’s novel, Grendel. This is most evident through
his inclusion of a character called “The Shaper’ (a character that was invented by
Gardner), and some of Grendel’s initial attributes also seem to be derived from
the novel. Although the first issue does reference the original Beowulf poem quite
directly (and by extension some aspects of Gardner’s novel), by the third and
subsequent issues the narrative had veered off into very divergent territory as
battles ensue against vampires, a minotaur, space aliens and even Satan himself.
In a strange sequence in issue six, Grendel unknowingly saves Beowulf’s life
when he defeats Satan (who was in the midst of remotely attacking Beowulf). As
absurd as the narrative became, it did effectively blur the lines between monster
and hero. The comic book’s narrative ends very abruptly, as the decision to cancel
the series was made during the production of what became its final issue.

Another comic book series, Matt Wagner’s Grendel, has verylittle to do with
the original Beowulf narrative, merely borrowing the monster’s namesake. In
this series, the character Grendel is a deadly, human ninja-like assassin who
is contracted to kill various unsavoury characters. As one author notes:

Though his protagonist is an assassin, and an amoral character at best,
Wagner uses 