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INTRODUCTION: THE MONSTER’S SIDE OF THE STORY

For centuries, the epic poem Beowulf has stood as a cornerstone of English literature, celebrating
the heroic deeds of its titular Geatish warrior as he vanquishes the monstrous Grendel, Grendel’s
mother, and a treasure-hoarding dragon. Readers have long accepted the narrative that Grendel is a
creature of pure evil, a descendant of Cain, and a mindless beast driven by malice. Then, in 1971,
American novelist John Gardner published Grendel, a radical and transformative work that turned
this ancient story on its head. By retelling the events of Beowulf from the monster’s point of view,
Gardner crafted a philosophical novel that explores existential dread, the search for meaning, and
the collision between innocence and experience. This article offers a comprehensive exploration of
John Gardner’s Grendel, examining its plot, themes, characters, philosophical underpinnings, and
enduring literary significance.

JOHN GARDNER: THE MAN BEHIND THE MONSTER

To fully appreciate Grendel, it is helpful to understand its author. John Gardner (1933–1982) was an
American novelist,  essayist,  and literary  critic  known for  his  erudition,  moral  seriousness,  and
willingness to challenge conventional narratives. He wrote across multiple genres, producing works
such as The Sunlight Dialogues, Nickel Mountain, and the critical study On Moral Fiction. Gardner
was deeply concerned with the role of art in society, believing that literature should affirm life and
explore ethical questions. This moral vision is central to Grendel, a book that is at once a playful
deconstruction of an old story and a serious meditation on the nature of good, evil, and human
consciousness.
Gardner’s inspiration for Grendel came partly from his study of Old English literature and partly
from his fascination with existentialist philosophy, particularly the works of Jean-Paul Sartre. He
wanted to imagine what  it  might  be like to  be the monster—to experience the world from a
perspective that is intelligent, sensitive, and utterly alienated. The result is a novel that is by turns
witty, tragic, and profoundly unsettling.

PLOT SUMMARY: A YEAR IN THE LIFE OF A MONSTER

Grendel is structured as a series of episodes covering the final year of Grendel’s life, told in a first-
person narrative that is both poetic and raw. The novel opens with Grendel observing the world from
his cave, already weary and cynical. He describes the cyclical nature of his existence: the raids on
Hrothgar’s  mead-hall,  the  battles  with  the Danes,  and the loneliness  that  pervades his  every
moment.
The story moves backward and forward in time, revealing key moments that shaped Grendel’s
worldview. Early in the novel, we learn about his childhood, his encounter with a herd of deer that
ignores  him,  and  his  first,  confused  interactions  with  humans.  The  most  formative  event  is  his
meeting with a mysterious, dragon-like creature who espouses a nihilistic philosophy. The dragon
tells Grendel that the universe is meaningless, that all human striving is absurd, and that the only
sensible response is  to embrace chaos and cruelty.  This  conversation poisons Grendel’s  mind,
hardening his heart and setting him on a path of destruction.
Throughout the novel, Grendel observes the humans of Hrothgar’s court with a mix of contempt,
envy, and yearning. He is particularly fascinated by the Shaper, a blind poet who sings heroic songs
that give meaning and order to the Danes’ lives. Grendel both admires and resents the Shaper’s
ability to create beauty out of lies. He also encounters Unferth, a warrior who tries to redeem himself
by confronting the monster,  and Queen Wealtheow, whose grace and compassion momentarily
pierce Grendel’s isolation. The novel culminates in the arrival of Beowulf, a Geatish warrior who
seems to understand Grendel in a way no one else does. Beowulf does not fight with conventional
weapons; instead, he uses his bare hands and words, ultimately defeating Grendel by tearing off his
arm. In his final moments, Grendel experiences a strange sense of peace, as if the world has finally
made a kind of terrible sense.

MAJOR THEMES IN GRENDEL

Existentialism and the Absurd
At its core, Grendel is an existentialist novel. Grendel is a creature trapped in a universe that offers
no inherent meaning or purpose. He is intelligent enough to question his existence but powerless to
change his nature or his fate. This is the classic existential dilemma: the individual must create their
own meaning in a world that is fundamentally indifferent. The dragon’s philosophy—that everything
is  meaningless  and  that  violence  is  a  natural  response—represents  the  nihilistic  extreme  of
existential thought. Grendel, however, cannot fully embrace this view. He is drawn to the Shaper’s
beautiful lies and moved by Wealtheow’s kindness, suggesting that he longs for meaning even as he
denies its possibility.

The Nature of Good and Evil
One of the most compelling aspects of Grendel is its subversion of traditional moral categories. In
the original Beowulf, Grendel is unequivocally evil. In Gardner’s novel, he becomes a complex figure
who  is  capable  of  cruelty  but  also  of  reflection,  sorrow,  and  even  tenderness.  The  humans,
meanwhile, are not simply heroic. They are superstitious, violent, and capable of great hypocrisy.
Gardner  suggests  that  good and evil  are  not  absolute  but  are  defined by perspective,  power,  and
narrative. The Shaper’s songs, for example, create a version of reality that glorifies the Danes and
demonizes their enemies, showing how stories can be used to justify violence and oppression.

Language and Art
Language is a central concern in Grendel. Grendel himself is a sophisticated narrator, using vivid
imagery, irony, and philosophical reflection to describe his world. The Shaper represents the power
of art to shape human consciousness, to create order out of chaos, and to provide comfort in the
face of death. Yet the novel also questions the truthfulness of art. The Shaper’s stories are beautiful,
but they are also deceptive. Grendel is painfully aware of the gap between the Shaper’s idealized

world and the brutal reality he experiences. This tension between art and truth, illusion and reality,
runs throughout the novel.

Isolation and Alienation
Grendel is profoundly alone. He is neither fully animal nor fully human, and he is rejected by both
worlds.  His  mother is  a mute,  inarticulate creature who cannot provide the companionship he
craves. The humans fear and hate him. Even the dragon, who offers a kind of dark wisdom, treats
him with contempt. Grendel’s isolation is a source of both his suffering and his insight. It allows him
to see the flaws in human society, but it also drives him to violence. In this sense, the novel can be
read as a tragedy of alienation, a story about what happens when a sentient being is denied
connection and community.

KEY CHARACTERS

Grendel
The novel’s protagonist and narrator.  Grendel is intelligent, articulate, and deeply conflicted. He is
capable of great cruelty but also of self-awareness and even tenderness. His journey is one of
disillusionment: from a curious, almost innocent creature to a bitter, cynical monster. Yet, in his final
moments, he achieves a kind of clarity that suggests he is not beyond redemption. Gardner’s
Grendel  is  one  of  literature’s  most  memorable  antiheroes,  a  figure  who  challenges  readers  to
sympathize  with  a  monster.

The Dragon
A terrifying and charismatic figure who embodies nihilism. The dragon is ancient, wise, and utterly
indifferent to human (or monster) suffering. He tells Grendel that the universe is meaningless, that
morality is an illusion, and that the only sensible response is to embrace destruction. The dragon’s
philosophy is seductive, and it poisons Grendel’s mind. Yet, the dragon is also a kind of artist,
hoarding treasure and crafting intricate patterns in his cave. He represents the seductive appeal of
cynicism and the danger of allowing despair to define one’s worldview.

The Shaper
A blind poet who serves as Hrothgar’s court artist. The Shaper creates beautiful songs that give
meaning to the Danes’ lives, transforming their violent history into heroic legend. Grendel is both
drawn to and repelled by the Shaper. He recognizes the beauty of his art but also sees it as a lie.
The Shaper represents the power of narrative to shape reality, for good and ill. His songs inspire
courage and unity, but they also justify cruelty and blind people to the truth.

Unferth
A Danish warrior who is consumed by guilt and a desire for redemption. Unferth tries to confront
Grendel but fails, and Grendel mocks him ruthlessly. Their relationship is one of the most complex in
the novel.  Grendel  sees Unferth as a fool,  yet  he also recognizes something admirable in his
struggle. Unferth represents the human need for redemption, even when it is impossible. His failed
heroism contrasts with Beowulf’s effortless success.

Beowulf
In Grendel, Beowulf appears only at the end of the novel, but his presence is transformative. He is
not  a  conventional  hero;  he is  a  mysterious,  almost  supernatural  figure who seems to  understand
Grendel on a deep level. Beowulf speaks to Grendel calmly and without fear, and his final battle is
not a simple contest of strength but a philosophical confrontation. Beowulf represents a kind of
authentic power that stands in contrast to the Danes’ posturing and the dragon’s cynicism.

PHILOSOPHICAL INFLUENCES

Gardner was deeply influenced by existentialist philosophy, and Grendel can be read as a novelistic
exploration of existentialist themes. The dragon’s nihilism echoes the ideas of Friedrich Nietzsche,
particularly his concept of the “will to power” and the “eternal recurrence.” Grendel’s struggle to
find  meaning  in  a  meaningless  world  recalls  the  work  of  Jean-Paul  Sartre,  especially  his  novel
Nausea.  Like  Sartre’s  protagonist,  Antoine  Roquentin,  Grendel  is  a  solitary  figure  who  is  acutely
aware of the absurdity of existence. Yet, the novel also reflects Gardner’s own moral concerns. He
was critical of what he saw as the excessive pessimism of modern literature, and Grendel can be
seen as an attempt to show the limits of nihilism. Grendel is destroyed not by Beowulf’s physical
strength but by the emptiness of his own worldview.

LITERARY STYLE AND NARRATIVE VOICE

One of the most remarkable aspects of Grendel is its narrative voice. Grendel’s language is poetic,
ironic, and emotionally charged. He speaks in a mix of formal English and colloquial asides, creating
a voice that is both ancient and modern. Gardner uses a variety of stylistic techniques, including
alliteration, imagery, and shifts in tone, to capture Grendel’s complexity. The novel’s structure is
episodic,  moving  through  a  series  of  encounters  and  reflections  that  build  toward  the  final
confrontation  with  Beowulf.  This  structure  mirrors  the  original  Beowulf  poem,  but  Gardner
reconfigures it to serve his own purposes, emphasizing psychological depth over heroic action.

RECEPTION AND LEGACY

Grendel was both a critical and commercial success, and it has become one of the most widely
taught novels in American high schools and colleges. It has been praised for its intellectual depth, its
dark humor, and its compassionate portrait of a monster. The novel has also inspired adaptations,
including a stage play, an opera, and a graphic novel. Its influence can be seen in later works that
retell classic stories from the perspective of the villain, such as Wicked by Gregory Maguire and The
Penelopiad
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