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Recently our family rented the DVD of the movie based on the Marvel Comic Book figure, 
Hellboy. If you didn’t see the movie when it came out in the theater, get the DVD and settle in 
for a great family evening. Hellboy is far and away the best of movies made on the comic action 
heroes. It is better than Superman and both of the Spiderman films. It has some very good special 
effects and seamless computer graphics and there are moments of thrilling action but the 
superiority of the film rests in the complexity of the character and the moral and spiritual depth 
of an artfully told story that touches on profound questions. 
 
The background story for Hellboy is complicated and involves a blending of traditional Jewish 
and Christian stories about the origin of evil and the apocalyptic end of all things with science 
fiction intergalactic figures. It is enough to say that in this story evil is real and the devil is real 
and hell is real and that there are choices to be made by human beings that have enormous 
eternal and cosmic significance. 
 
Hellboy is a demon from this especially hideous sci-fi hell and he has been created by the devil 
to be the living key to the door of doom which when opened will set in motion the fiery 
destruction of humanity and the establishment of a millennium of demonic rule. We don’t know 
this at the beginning of the movie but we wonder why the character who is huge in any event has 
one arm disproportionately larger than the other and apparently made of stone. The entrance of 
Hellboy into our dimension was witnessed by the presidential advisor for paranormal activities 
during WWII. The young, physically frail but courageous psychic is leading a group of infantry 
men to a Scottish island where the Nazis are attempting with a combination of the occult and 
science to harness the power of hell. Their effort, led by a many times reincarnated Rasputin, 
goes wrong but a small humanoid red demon with a big arm, a long tail and horns gets through 
the portal which is temporarily opened. The professor saves the creature from being shot and 
adopts him and brings him up as his own son at a top secret government site which is under the 
FBI. 
 
The movie starts with a flashback but we are brought up to date with a full grown demon who is 
one of the most endearing male characters to be portrayed in a long time. It is a brilliant piece of 
work by Ron Perlman. The Hellboy he gives us is part John Wayne, part Jack Nicholson, part 
Gregory Peck. He is utterly masculine, completely tough and competent, cigar chewing, wise 
cracking, tender hearted and clumsy and petulant when in love. He grinds the stubs of his horns 
down “in order to fit in.” The young recruit from the FBI academy who is to become Hellboy’s 
companion is told by the professor that “there are things that go bump in the night and we are the 
people who bump back.” Hellboy keeps America safe by fighting the monsters from hell that get 
through from their side to ours on a regular basis. There is, of course something really big a foot.  
I don’t want to give away too much of the plot in case you have not seen it. But here are the 
things to watch for. This wonderfully developed character is a direct attack on the fatalism and 
determinism of our time. Hellboy has been destined from eternity to be a demon and to play a 
key role in the destruction of the world. There are many people who are suspicious of him 
because they naturally enough think that his origins are too powerful to be overcome. Hellboy 



has every chance to be diverted from good to evil by the ingratitude and false accusations of 
those around him. Then there is the triangle with a beautiful woman which is usually a fatal 
moral temptation in hero comics. There are ominous foreshadows. Rasputin taunts the goodly 
professor just before he kills him with the inevitability of Hellboy fulfilling his evil destiny. “Do 
you want to know his demon name, his true name, I will tell it to you.” The professor replies, “I 
know his name, I call him son.” 
 
At the crucial moment the young FBI agent throws Hellboy the Rosary used by his foster father. 
Hellboy grasps the dangling crucifix at the end of the beads and it burns an impression in his 
invincible hand. Rasputin urges Hellboy to turn the key and fulfill his destiny. He threatens 
Hellboy with the destruction of his deepest love. “You have no choice. It is your destiny,” 
Rasputin says. Hellboy’s young FBI friend says, “Your father gave you a choice.” Well there 
you have it; a choice made possible by the love of a father for an adopted son programmed for 
destruction, the painful embrace of a cross and a moment of decision on which hangs the fate of 
the world. I won’t spoil the final moment if you haven’t seen it but look to see what it says about 
self-fulfillment. Here is a hint: Hellboy does something which Jesus says it would be better to do 
than to go to hell. This film is a wonderful little short course on sin, evil, grace, free will, moral 
choice and the meaning of love. Flannery O’Connor, move over for Hellboy. 
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