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brought to the shooting location because no bridge on the roads leading there was wide enough. 
Once they found a bridge (which they barely crossed) and put the boat in the water, it "leaked like a 
sieve," as one of the producers put it. We're not just dealing with a figure of speech here. Water was 
rushing through thousands of little holes. The actors had to wear life jackets. Then there's the scene 
of Vikings on horseback galloping across black-sand beaches, except that the waves were so fierce 
that the spray scared the horses away. It didn't help, the assistant director explained, that all the riders 
(skilled Icelandic horsemen) were drunk, and that no one else on the island could replace them. The 
scenes were supposed to be shot with a special lens, flown in from Canada and brought to the water's 
edge on a jeep. The crew hadn't anticipated that a huge wave would engulf the jeep and the camera. 
That's on camera, too, thanks to the intrepid Jon Gustafsson. The list goes on with one Biblical (or 
pagan) plague after another - rain, cold, mud and constant shortages of money that ensured that the 
crew went unpaid; at one point, a driver says he just plans to keep the truck that he's driving, since he 
hasn't been paid. Toward the end, when another crew member smirks that at least a volcano hasn't 
erupted, you can guess what happens.  
 
Every loss for the film seems to be the gain for Jon Gustafsson, whose camera is there at every 
disastrous moment. The final version of Wrath of Gods reflects a composure and competence. This 
young filmmaker knows how to tell an entertaining story, but I wonder about his documentary as 
journalism.  
 
The director Sturla Gunnarsson and the actor Gerard Butler (Beowulf himself) are remarkably good 
sports - Butler, who wore chain mail in conditions that the Guantanamo torturers only wish they could 
recreate, is particularly game with joke after joke at the most desperate moments. Let's not forget, 
after all that hardship, that the critics just savaged the movie, pointing to a conclusion that many must 
have feared when making it - that all the work was indeed going for naught. (I should note that I'm one 
of the few who doesn't condemn the movie outright.) In fact, Wrath of Gods may be just what Beowulf 
needs right now to ward off is own forgettability. I'm sure that some of those who see the doc 
(whenever it's shown outside Iceland) will go back to the original in search of a seam that's off a bit or 
looking for signs of inebriation on a horseman's face. Ultimately, the audience doesn't care if you 
almost drowned in river rapids to shoot a scene about Vikings fighting demons, and it really doesn't 
care whether you managed your budget so incompetently that the crew which took the risks was 
always late being paid. Credulous and incompetent, maybe, but these guys who made Beowulf 
weren't outright villains, either. We don't know enough about them to say for sure. But we do see that 
they were hopeless lightweights, struggling with forces far beyond their control. To blame Iceland for 
the travails of the film is like blaming water for drowning a man who can't swim. 
 
We just wonder who the real villains were, and why there's not more about them on the screen. 
Perhaps Jon Gustafsson wanted it that way, out of self- preservation. He's clearly got talent, and 
probably wants to make another documentary some day, or perhaps something more ambitious. This 
is clearly a man who has some stories to tell.  
 
David d’Arcy 
October 5, 2006 02:03 PM 



Wrath of Gods – Press Book 

 
MISERY IN MYRDAL 
 
Interview by David Fuller, Logberg-Heimskringla 
 
 
David: How did you begin making the film?  What was behind the original 
intention to film the process of Sturla's movie? 
 
Jon: Sturla Gunnarsson called me in early 2004 and asked me if would be willing 
to work on a multi million dollar film that he was about to make in Iceland. I was 
so desperately homesick for Iceland that I would have taken a job as a driver on 
the production. Just the thought of spending the summer in the mountains in 
Iceland was enough for me. Sturla originally hired me to do three things on 
Beowulf & Grendel. To begin with, I was hired to make the Electronic Press Kit, 
i.e.. to interview the actors and capture some behind-the-scenes footage. 
Secondly to make a website for the film while it was in pre-production and during 
shooting. This was the first time that I know of that a film let the future audience 
into the world of the film set through the web. We had daily photographs, blogs, 
video clips and such from the set and started building up an audience base that 
way. The only problem was that they had hardly any money in the budget for 
those things, so they also hired me to play one of Beowulf's warriors. Beowulf is 
the hero of the movie and he has a small army with him. There were ten of us in 
his army and I was the one who is always in the background and usually out of 
focus. This meant that out of 45 shooting days I was in costume for 30 of them. 
Actors in these kinds of jobs usually spend 90% of their time waiting, so this was 
a good set-up.  
 
 
David: How did the documentary come about? 
 
Jon: On top of the professional gear that I needed for the Electronic Press Kit I 
borrowed an old and small digital video camera that Sturla had at a bottom of a 
closet. He had used this camera years ago to make a documentary called Gerrie 
and Louise that he actually won an International Emmy for, but no one uses 
these kind of cameras any more. I took it and figured that perhaps I could use it 
to make some clips for the website. The whole concept of the web promotion was 
actually Sturla's idea and a brilliant one. It was very exciting for me to be in 
charge of this experiment. I decided to add a few video clips to the website 
because I knew I would have some spare time to edit them at night. These days 
you pay under $5 for an hour-long MiniDV tape, so I decided to take a box of fifty 
with me and just roll as much as I wanted. It was just as likely that I would not 
end up with anything other than a few promotional clips for the website. On the 
other hand, I do remember that I actually predicted many of the things that 
happened, not all though. I grew up in Iceland and I knew what they were getting 
themselves into when they decided to build a set on top of a mountain on the 
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south coast of Iceland, facing the open North Atlantic. I just decided to start 
rolling the camera whenever I could. I thought that in a worst-case scenario I 
would end up with fifty tapes in a storage box and three months in the mountains 
of Iceland. Things turned out a little bit different.  
 
 
 
David: You seem to have had access to many if not all of the people and events 
involved in making B & G — for example when bad financial news comes in you 
are allowed to film the phone conversations as they happen; or when Paul 
Stephens and Sturla are debating whether to "call it" on the very windy day. Did 
you always have the camera in hand?  Did people just start ignoring the camera? 
 
Jon: At the premiere in Toronto the Scottish actor Tony Curran asked me if the 
camera had been surgically attached to my eye because I was still filming. I had 
the camera in hand or close by most of the time. Everyone had a different take 
on that. Some people were comfortable with it and others not. Some trusted me, 
and others were suspicious of me. The thing is that all of these people are 
filmmakers and know the power of the medium, but some of them were at the 
other end of the lens for the first time. Sturla is one of Canada's best 
documentary makers and has even been nominated for an Oscar for one of his 
documentaries. His own camera was now mine and I was turning it on him. The 
whole idea actually came from him and that made him double aware of what was 
going on. When the going got tough for him he could ask me to stop filming, and 
he did so twice, but he was also aware of the fact that I would include those 
words, "stop the camera" or "go away, Jon". Out of the two times that he asked 
me to stop filming one of them ended up in the film. There were other people who 
asked me to turn the camera off at different times. Those moments sometimes 
tell you enough. We enjoy drama because we like seeing how people react under 
pressure and what choices they make. The atmosphere on film sets can get very 
tense because there is usually a lot at stake and many egos in play. These 
people were all friends of mine, but they know that the camera is mightier than 
the sword. Instead of getting insulted when they told me to "F... Off" I started 
counting, and every time someone told me to "F... Off" I told myself that my story 
was getting better.  
 
 
David: There was a woman who actually chased you away during an outdoor 
shot with Gerard Butler. The weather was incredibly windy and she put her hand 
over your lens. 
 
Jon: Wendy Ord was the 1st Assistant Director on Beowulf & Grendel. The 1st 
AD is responsible for making a film set run smoothly. On a production that has a 
crew of 120 and up to 80 actors it can be an incredibly stressful job and 
sometimes the 1st AD is the most hated person on the set. During pre-production 
she was very playful to my camera and made sure that I was included 
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everywhere. When we discovered that the viking ship leaked like a sieve she 
turned to my camera and said "We have a leaky boat, it's a metaphor for the 
film". She was responsible for solving all the regular scheduling problems. Now 
add to that problems like locations that disappear in the night or when the whole 
base camp gets blown out to sea. At moments like that you don't need someone 
sticking a camera in your face. I sometimes had the feeling that she would beat 
me to a pulp if she wasn't five foot tall.   
 
 
David: At what point did the nature of your documentary change? 
 
Jon: I remember sending an e-mail to the CBC before we started shooting 
Beowulf where I told them that I was convinced that this was either going to be a 
"Lost in la Mancha" or a "Hearts of Darkness" kind of a film. (Hearts of Darkness 
is about Coppola making Apocalypse Now where Martin Sheen had a heart 
attack in the middle of filming in the Cambodian jungle and they went 200 days 
over schedule). I was convinced that since the production was no longer taking 
place in the summer, but being pushed into the winter months, there would be 
trouble. At that point we had also gone through the week of the "Emergency 
meeting" where it looked like we were shutting down and two million dollars 
would be lost. No one believed me and everyone thought that I was just making a 
regular "making of" film. I had no proof of it either but it was just a feeling that I 
had. All I could do was to keep filming. It wasn't till October 18th that I knew that I 
actually had a film. That was the day of the big storm. I went up the mountain 
with Paul Stephens and filmed him and Sturla arguing about whether to shut 
down or try to film, and then a rock came flying in the wind and smashed the rear 
window of our vehicle. All I could think was "I now have a story". We lost eight 
vehicles that day. 
 
 
David: There are some very tense moments captured in the film — particularly 
when the finances are in trouble.  Were there many moments that you could not 
actually film (there are three or so instances where people on camera refuse to 
continue until the camera goes off)? 
 
Jon: I did not have access to the most dramatic financial moments. Those 
happened behind closed doors where they had those tense conference calls with 
producers and lawyers in three countries. Those phone calls sometimes cost 
them up to twenty thousand dollars per hour and there were millions of dollars 
and a few careers at stake. They did not want to have me there to add to the 
tension. Most of the time people like Sturla and Paul Stephens were very upfront 
and honest with me and, but others were more suspicious. Later in the 
production it came to a point where I had to force myself to continue filming 
because if I had stopped, everything that I had done up to that point would have 
been meaningless. I must confess that there were some horrible things that 
happened where I said to myself, consciously or unconsciously, "I can't put this 
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on tape". Those were moments where people's dignity was compromised, and 
some of them were just too horrible for me to want to film them at the time. I was 
one of the crew and I went through all the hardship as well, and I am sure that I 
had some undignified moments myself, so I guess in many ways I failed as a 
documentarian. 
 
 
David: Had you ever worked on a film production that faced so many difficulties?  
I found it interesting that Sarah Polley compared it to Baron Munchausen, which 
leads me to believe Terry Gilliam doesn't have great luck when it comes to 
difficult productions. 
  
Jon: The Adventures of Baron Munchausen is one of those productions that had 
a 'legendary' status in terms of the difficulties that they went through, but I had 
forgotten that Sarah was in it until she said this in our interview. Terry Gilliam is 
one of those filmmakers who always aims high, and usually much higher than the 
production can afford. He is a visionary and a genius, and he has made films 
where everything went smoothly. What happened in Lost in la Mancha when 
Gilliam was trying to make The Man Who Killed Don Quixote in Spain was just 
freaky, there are always these stories about certain productions being 'cursed'. 
Don Quixote seemed to be one of them, and sometimes we felt like our 
productions was as well. Some people started blaming the Pagan Ceremony that 
was performed before we started, but others said that it saved us from an even 
worse fate. The interesting thing about movies is that they don't happen unless a 
lot of people will them into being. All of the people involved want it to get made 
and therefore the obstacles are usually elements from the outside and 
uncontrollable, leaving the filmmakers at the mercy of higher powers, with lots at 
stake. I know about one more documentary in this category. 'Burden of Dreams' 
is about Werner Herzog making 'Fitzcarraldo' in the Amazon jungle, and it shows 
how the film managed to get made despite problems that would have floored a 
less obsessively driven director. I think this is where we come to the core of the 
matter. The common thread here is film directors who have vision that can not be 
achieved in the safety of a studio, and are usually obsessive personalities. They 
take risks and usually walk away with a result that stands out of the heap. That is 
also the case with Beowulf & Grendel. Love it or hate it, no one can accuse it of 
being derivative.  
 
 
 
David: How did people's sense of humour last as the problems mounted? Gerard 
Butler often seems philosophical, and Sturla rarely fails to put on a brave face.  
Did you encounter any hostility as you recorded? 
 
Jon: It was a conscious act on Sturla's behalf to put on a brave face when ever 
we encountered difficulties. He learned it when he was a young man on an 
Icelandic fishing boat during the winter season. After they had pulled up nets for 
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ten hours and the last one came up full of coral, they knew that they would have 
to spend the next twenty hours fixing it. The Icelandic fishermen reacted by 
bursting out laughing. What else where they going to do? Sturla told me in an 
interview that 'if you can survive on an Icelandic fishing boat in winter, you 
certainly can survive a film shoot'. Sometimes I felt that his determination was the 
only thing driving this production. If he hadn't put on that brave face we would all 
have given up and gone home. 
 
 
Canada, March 2007 




