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Beowulf; from epic to tragedy in passing from text to film
A comparative study of the epic Beowulf and the screenplay and
animated film of Beowulf directed by Robert Zemeckis

Bahram Jalalipour, Associate Professor, Faculty of Cinema and Theater, Iran University of Art.

Abstract

The epic of Beowulf is a significant epic poem in Anglo-Saxon literature which is supposedly formed
between the first half of the seventh century and the end of the first millennium AD. It has directly or
indirectly inspired the creation of numerous literary, dramatic, and cinematic works. In this article, with
the aim of understanding the dramatic capacities of the epic and the techniques of its dramatic adaptation,
the epic of Beowulf and the screenplay and animated film Beowulf (2007) directed by Robert Zemeckis
are comparatively studied, relying on narrative theory as well as Linda Hutcheon’s views on adaptation.
The research approach is descriptive-analytical, and it utilizes library resources, as well as narrative and
semiotic analysis of the works. Similar stories exist in ancient Persian literature that, with appropriate
adaptation, could serve as rich source material for visual media, including cinema, television, and anima-
tion. Therefore, the present research can be considered to be both fundamental and applied. The research
findings showed that the screenplay, and consequently the film, by utilizing the theme of lust and the act
of bargaining with the devil as the hero’s tragic flaw (hamartia), transformed a fragmented and epic work
into a tragic one. The success of the Beowulf screenplay and film, at least from a narrative perspective,
demonstrates that by considering the medium, audience, context, and era, a thought-provoking work can
be created, and in this endeavor, the source text should not be viewed as a sacred and immutable work.
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Beowulf

Neil Gaiman & Roger Avary

Robert Zemeckis (1952-)

J. R. R. Tolkien, The Lord of Rings
Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics.
The Norton Anthology of World Literature
John Niles, Beowulf: The Poem and Its Traditions
Linda Hutcheon (1947-)

. Deborah Cartmell

10. Hrothgar

11. Grendel

12. Hecrot

13. Wealhpeow

14. Aeschere

15. Unferd

16. Hrunting

17. Wiglaf

18. Neil Gaiman & Roger Avary

19. astold by
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20. Motion capture

21. Anthony Hopkins, Ray Winstone, Crispin Glover, John Malkovich, Robin Wright, Alison Lohman, Bren-

dan Gleeson, and Angelina Jolie.

22. Presence
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- Neil Gaiman & Roger Avary (1998). BEOWULF (The Script Book), HarperCollins Publishers.
- PAVIS, Patrice (2002). Dictionnaire du thédtre, Paris, Armand Colin.
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