Grendel Questions

Critical Analysis of the Full Text of Grendel by John Gardner


John Gardner’s philosophy posits the necessity of art’s being moral and offering the reader hope.  Grendel is organized into twelve chapters, each of which emphasizes a zodiac sign and corresponding heroic value.  Gardner portrays Grendel, Herot’s marauding murderer, as an existential monster ; Grendel denies that life has any essential meaning.  While Hrothgar and his Danes strive to live valuable lives and find meaning in abstract ideas such as love, heroism, and loyalty, Grendel pursues hedonism.  Grendel finds enjoyment and some temporary kind of meaning in life by ravaging man.  Grendel attacks the heroic value illustrated in each chapter, but these ideals slowly affect him, eventually softening his behavior.  His fatal confrontation with Beowulf, the epitome of the Anglo-Saxon heroic ideal, arguably results in Grendel’s conversion and his recognition of the necessity for values in life.

You may skip any one question in each chapter.

Chapter 1: Aries, the Ram: Aries is energetic, innovative, original, pioneering, assertive, quick-tempered, strong drive, leader, ambitious, extroverted, sometimes aggressive, competitive, enthusiastic, self-reliant, and self-assured.  The heroic ideal in this first chapter is the cycle of life.  The time of year is spring.

1. What does Grendel's relationship with nature -- the ram, the sky, grass, the doe, the baby bird, owls, and wolves -- reveal about his own personality?

2. What is Grendel's self-image and how it was developed?

3. What is the significance of the scene wherein Grendel challenges the "dark chasms"?

4. What does Grendel mean when he speaks of "playing cat and mouse with the universe"? What does it mean to "see all life without observing it"?

5. Describe Grendel's mother and his relationship with her.

6. From Grendel's point of view, what is man?

7. What human does Grendel say he is forced to admire?

Chapter 2: Taurus, the Bull: Taurus is determined, efficient, stubborn, cautious, placid, persistent, enduring, introverted, conservative, conventional, materialistic, security conscious, stable, industrious, dependable, and one generally having significant financial ability.  The affiliated heroic ideal is caring love for living things.

1. In a flashback to his early childhood, what is Grendel's relationship with the "large old shapes" and with his mother?

2. What is the significance of the scene wherein Grendel catches his foot in the crack in the tree trunks and is attacked by a bull?

3. What does Grendel mean when he says "there was nothing, or, rather, there was everything but my mother"? How is this a loss of innocence?

4. Explain what Grendel means when he says, "I create the whole universe, blink by blink."

5. How does Grendel's first meeting with men affect him? Why does he fear them more than he fears the bull?

6. How is Grendel's world view and self-concept affected by his experience with men? How does this event affect his relationship with the "old shapes" and with his mother?

7. Explain the meaning of "the world is all pointless accident."

Chapter 3: Gemini, the Twins: Gemini is flexible, versatile, restless, a jack-of-all-trades, lively, alert, quick-witted, literary, communicative, a good conversationalist, changeable, sociable, logical, ingenious, agile, dexterous, intellectual, and mentally ambitious.  The heroic value is poetry and art.

1. As a detached observer, what does Grendel learn about Hrothgar and his theories? What shocks Grendel about man's behavior to other men and to nature? Why does Grendel fear Hrothgar?

2. Why is Grendel so impressed and affected by the Shaper? Why does he fear the Shaper ?

3. According to Grendel, what is the truth about poetry?

4. Why does Grendel scream "Lost!" and crawl on all fours as the chapter ends?

5. What twins are mentioned in this chapter?

Chapter 4: Cancer, the Crab: Cancer is introverted, reserved, emotional, sensitive, moody, sympathetic, security-conscious, prudent, retentive, domestic, maternal, protective, quiet, calm, imaginative, conscientious, and quite the traditionalist. The heroic value is home

1. How can mor(t)ality be the creation of the Shaper?

2. Why does Hrothgar build Heorot, the Hall of the Hart?

3. What is the power of the "projected possible"?

4. How does the story of Cain and Abel affect Grendel?

5. What is Grendel's "conversion"?

6. What is "the presence" Grendel feels in the darkness?

Chapter 5: Leo, the Lion: Leo is ambitious, a lover of limelight, speculative, extroverted, optimistic, honorable, dignified, confident, proud, exuberant, sunny, flamboyant, charismatic, dramatic, competitive, a leader and an organizer. The heroic value is knowledge.

1. Why does Grendel visit the dragon? What does the dragon tell him about himself and about the "word"?

2. How does the dragon's mind differ from Grendel's and from men's?

3. From the dragon's point of view, what is man? What is man's mind?

4. How does the dragon explain the role of the Shaper?

5. Explain the following statements made by the dragon:


a. "Knowledge is not cause."


b. "Connectedness is the essence of everything."


c. "The essence of life is to be found in the frustrations of established order."


d. "Novel order (is) a primary requisite for important experience."


e. "Importance is derived from the immanence of infinitude in the finite."


f. "Expression is founded on the finite occasion. It is the activity of infinitude impressing itself on its environment."

6. How does Grendel "improve" men?

7. What is the dragon's ambition? His final advice? His motto?

8. How is Grendel "caged in a limited mind"?

Chapter 6: Virgo, the Harvest Virgin: Virgo is practical, responsible, sensible, logical, analytical, highly discriminating, a careful planner, precise and punctual, dedicated, perfectionist, critical, health conscious, and somewhat introverted.  Heroism is the value.

1. How is the dragon's charm a curse?

2. How does Grendel now react to the Shaper's song?

3. How is Grendel "transformed" by his first raid on Heorot? In what sense does he "become" himself?

4. According to Unferth, what is heroism? What is poetry?

5. Why doesn't Grendel kill Unferth? And why is Unferth so bitter?

6. Who or what is the dragon?

Chapter 7: Libra, the Balance: Libra is idealistic, a peacemaker, diplomatic, refined, poised, gracious, kind, courteous, fair-minded, sociable, charming, artistically creative, affable, cooperative, extroverted, and usually somewhat indecisive. Balance and marriage are the heroic values.

1. What is Grendel's law? What does it mean?

2. How is Wealtheow like the Shaper's songs? How is she different?

3. Why doesn't Grendel rape, torture, and murder Wealtheow? Or does he?

4. What does Grendel mean by "balance is everything"?

5. What is "meaning as quality"?

6. What is the parallel between Wealtheow and Grendel's mother?

7. What has happened to Unferth? How does the Queen affect him?

Chapter 8: Scorpio, the Scorpion: Scorpio is intense, determined, powerful, strong-willed, forceful, bold, courageous, enduring, competitive, resourceful, researcher, an investigator, secretive, mysterious, penetrating, psychic, self-reliant, and somewhat introverted or closed.  Loyalty is the value.

1. What threats surround Hrothgar after Hrothulf's arrival? How is Hrothulf like a scorpion?

2. What is Grendel's Theorum? What does it mean?

3. How can violence be creative? What do Grendel and Red Horse have to say about violence and "legitimate force"?

4. Describe Red Horse's political idology.

5. What is the meaning of the "horrible dream which Grendel imputes to Hrothgar"?

6. How can the old king Hrothgar be a giant? In what ways is he like Job?

7. What characters are disloyal in this chapter?  How does Grendel explain their disloyalty?

Chapter 9: Sagittarius, the Hunter: Sagittarius is idealistic, optimistic, freedom-loving, casual, friendly, buoyant, gregarious, enthusiastic, philosophical, studious, farseeing, direct, outspoken, honest, loyal, restless and loves travel.  Religion is the heroic value.

1. What ironies occur in this section?

2. How can Time be inside the hunter and the hart?

3. What is Grendel's opinion of religion?

4. What is the significance of Grendel's encounter with Ork? What does Ork have to say about the King of the Gods and about the nature of Evil?

5. Why is Grendel so disgusted by the speeches of the Fourth Priest?

Chapter 10: Capricorn, the Goat: Capricorn is ambitious (power, position, money), organizational, self-disciplined, rigid, thrifty, prudent, security-conscious, conservative, responsible, practical, persistent, political, business oriented, methodical. The value is hope.

1. Explain the saying "Tedium is the worst pain."

2. Why is Grendel so frightened and so infuriated by the goat?

3. How does the Shaper's death affect Grendel?

4. What is "the pastness of the past"?

5. How has Grendel's mother changed? What is their relationship now?

6. Who is the other monster Grendel meets on the moors?

7. Explain "Nihil ex nihilo, I always say."

Chapter 11: Aquarius, the Water-bearer: Aquarius is individualistic, unconventional, progressive, unique, independent, humanitarian, altruistic, visionary, perceptive, intellectual, logical, ingenious, inventive, unpredictable, detached, friendly, and scientific. The value is friendship.

1. How does Grendel perceive Beowulf and the Geats?

2. In what ways are Beowulf and Grendel alike?

3. What has Grendel come to understand about the "dark realities" of self and the world?

4. What does Grendel mean when he says he has seen "the vision of the dragon"?

5. How does Grendel divide the world?

6. Explain the saying "Things fade; alternatives exclude."

7. What happens when Unferth challenges Beowulf about Breca?

8. How does the Queen respond to Beowulf?

Chapter 12: Pisces, the Fish: Pisces is receptive, supersensitive, impressionable, peace-loving, serious, sympathetic, charitable, compassionate, artistic, creative, dreamer, dedicated, imaginative, psychic, shy, introverted, spiritual, and reclusive. The value is faith.

1. How and why is Grendel defeated?

2. How do illusion and words help cause Grendel's death?

3. Why does Beowulf make Grendel sing of walls?

4. How does this last chapter echo lines, events, characters, and images from early chapters ?

5. Explain Grendel's last words: "Poor Grendel's had an accident. . . So may you all."

6. What fish is prominent in this chapter?

Post Reading:

1. How does the narrative point of view function in this story?

2. In what ways does the story Grendel differ from Beowulf?

3. In what ways do Grendel and Beowulf complement each other?

4. What is the truth about heroes and heroic action from Grendel's point of view?

5. Does the fact that Grendel is told from the monster's point of view qualify the story in any way ?



