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For thisi you heard
ning, that we should loveone arother.

Not as Cain, whowies ofthe wicked one, and slewhis
brother...

We know that we have passed from death into life,
beca Hethat loves

Whasoever hates hIS broﬁmr is amurderer, and you
knowthat

1Jcl’n3].’115

n April 4, 1945, at the age of eleven, John Gardner
accidentally killed his younger brother Gilbert on

their family's farm. The two boys had been on a tractor
pulling a two-ton soil-packer, with John driving; the
tractor ran out of gas and sputtered to a halt, throwing
Gilbert backwards under the packer. Though it seems.
obvious that the accident could not have been his fault,
Gardner blamed himself for his brother's death; as he
writes in On Becoming A Novelist:

A psychological wound is helpful, if if can be kep( in

partial control, to keep the novelist driven.

childhood accident for which one feels rapumme and

aanmermnyfurgwemlf (62)
Gardner's mother sought to comfort him: "You can't stop
abig roller coming down  hill.... Nobody could stop that.
No human power could do it, and God doesn't work that
way” (Howell 2). But Gardner tormented himself with
questions: Had he had a choice in the matter? Could a
paralysis of will have slowed his reflexes in stopping the
tractor?Or tirely a matter of
Heflucty

that purposeful ted
it. "In short,” as Howell says, “Gardner's consciousness
became a battleground for the classic duel between deter-
minism and free will, and he would spend the rest of his
life trying to reconcile these competing forces” (2)

It does not seem too far-fetched to say that, like

Coleridge's Ancient Mariner, Gardner sought his redemp-

tion through the telling of the tale again and again.
specially thi i

ofthe brother-slayer in Gardner's most popular work, his

revisionist novel Grendel.

‘The brother-slayer is reviled and despised throughout
mythand history for example, Claudius's "foul and most
unnatural murder” of his kingly brother, Hamlet's father,
has "subverted the divinely ordained laws of nature and
of kingly succession," according to Guerin, who goes on

to say, "The disruption is intensified by the blood kinship.
between victim and murderer” (Guerin 129). The murder
is a stain upon all of Denmark, and can only be expunged
by the deaths of all involved. The most prototypical of
Western culture's brother-slayers is Cain, who in the Bibli-
cal account struck down his brother, Abel, and afterward
discounted his responsibility (Genesis 4:8-9). According to
the epic poem Beowulf (from which Gardner's novel is
drawn). Grendel the monstrous killer of heroic thanes, is
adirect descendant of Cain and partakes of his villainous

fervlands, holding the moors, FGngng"
tmwewhede Meade his lair wit tmmnerknr:
He bore the curse of the seed of Cain, Whereby God
mlsl'm the grlevcns gullt of Abel's rrurder Nor ever
of that deed of blood; God
banished hlmfarfnmlhefleldsofrren Of hlsblood wes

ing trolls. Goblins and giants who battled i G
longtime. Grimly He gave them rewrd! (Kennedy 17)

However, Gardner's Grendel is a rather more sympathetic
character than the epic monster. In his youth, he lacks
knowledge of his “curse™: "I lived those years, as do all
young things,in a spell. Like a puppy nipping, playfully
growling, preparing himself for battle with wolves"
(Gardner, Grendel 16). But, as in classical tragic characters,
healso live unaware of his essential moral flaw: he fails to
perceive, as he grows in understanding, that all humans
share the bestial, raiding instinct which he embodies;
because he is isolated and fearful and willfully misreads
human responses to him, he does not see that all humans
apart fromagrace of spirit belong to the race of Cainas he
does, and “share his feelings of isolation, fear, and guilt*
(Butts 91). If myths are "the symbolic projections of a
people’s hopes, values, fears, and aspirations” (Guerin
117), then Grendel may be seen as humanity’s fear of the
chaos and irrationality it senses lurking within itself. No
one wants to be guilty of "raising Cain." So the real dif-
ference between man and Grendel is not the difference
between humanity and monstrosity, for the difference is
slight; the real difference is between those willing to find
this "grace ofsplru |n the terms of a redemptlve mythos
and vh
Jebration of imposed patt dadenial

pattern’s reality in life's seemingly chaotic nature.

Grendel, as he hangs upside down inatree, trapped by
his foot, s a believer in chios:
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I understood that the world wes nothing: a

cal chaos of casuial, brutal enmity on which we snpmuy

mmseourmpssamfears Alltherest, | saw, is merely

what pust or what | push against, bli r\dly as
bllndlymallmallsnm back. | create
whole universe, bﬂnkbyumk An ugly god pitifully

dyinginatree! (11)

The death of Christ on a "tree” brings about a new
orderand meaningto life; GrendeTs "crucifixion” onatree
is parallel, but exactly reversed. Because of his “upside-
down” view of reality, this "ugly god" perceives only the
"brutal enmity" and "mechanical chaos" inherent in life;
he finds no purpose or meaning in the occurence of any
particularevent.

As he hangs, after being attacked by a wild bull, Gren-
del has his first encounter with men:

They all began shouting at each other. One of the
horses neighed and reared up, and for some crazy reason
they took it s a sign. The king snetched anaxe fromthe
rren beside him and, wllhomanyv\ammg, he hurled it
at me. | twisted, letting out a howd, and it shot past my
shoulder, Jlslbarelylowhlrgmyskm Blood trickledout.

"You're all crazy," | tried to yell, but it came out a
rroan. I bellowed for my mother.

Surround him the Kingyelled,“Sove the roresh
uckenly evs it [ e dealing vith o cl
e ol bt with thinking orefres pttem
rs, the most dangerous things I'd ever met
Sviekedatthem 1ying bscare themof, bmkl'eymerely
dudked behind buishes and took fong st
sacidles of their horses, bows and aveilrs oure o
Crazy 1bellowsd, youreal insanet (27

Grendel thinks humans "insane" (alabel which will recur
later) because they are out of line with his view of the
world's meaninglessness. The human mind, even when
faced with seeming chaos, continues organizing, creating,
orchestrating; as Grendel himself says, the “whole
universe" is created "blinkby blink.” Thedifferenceisthat
humans believe in the universe thus created, while Gren-
del does not; he is a Sartrean
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The old ram stands looking down over rockslides,
stupidly triumphant. | blink 1 stare in horror. "Scat” |
hiss."Go backto your cave, go backto your cowshed —
hetever Hecodstishead ke aneidery sonsvite
kmg,cursldersimangles decides o ignore me. | Samp.
with my fists Thia skl-size

auheskyarullaomamMsoumeakab{elhanhe
Water at my feet turms sudcen ice and even | myselfam
left unasy. But the ram stays; the season s upon s (5)

Each chapter of the book contains at least one reference
to a zodiacal sign, ending with Pisces the fish (and also
Ichthus, the fish-symbol of the Christ-hero) as Grendel
views the coming of Beowulf:

Hehad Jittle by litt

dream | had almost forgotten. The eyes slanted
dowmerd, never blinking... He had nomore beard than
afish (154)

This cyclical pattern, that ofa world of order renewing
itselfyear by year, seems to repudiate GrendeTs vision of
aworld of chaos. However, it is important to remember
that these zodiacal symbols are not put forward by
Grendel, but by the author of the work, the artistic Order-
Giver who is imposing pattern on the chaos of fictive
action. So GrendeTs problem is also put squarely before
the reader: Does the reader believein file meaninglessness

inthe
Does the reader believe in what C.S. Lewis calls "the True
Myth," in the idea that "the pattemn is there in Nature
because it was first there in God" (Lewis 116)? In other
words, does the reality behind the pattemning transcend
the fictions devised by the pattemers? Grendel says no; in
this specific example, for instance, he rejects looking to the
stars for "meaningful patterns that do not exist" (11). But
only in the mythic order of renewal can the children of
Cain find redemption,

In this view, it is not Beowulf who actually destroys
Grendel; rather, it is Beowulf who cts in faith on the

in the reality of what occurs, who therefore thinks that
those finding patter and order in a self-imposed mythos
are "crazy.” Though he may be correct, GrendeTs moral
flaw lies in not perceiving the power and potentialities
inherent in such an act of artistry and imagination; heis a
disbeliever in metaphorical reality.

Gardner himself assumes the stance of the all-powerful
Order-Giver by imposing a cyclical pattern on the novel,
which is, after all, a work of art. By structuring the book
around the number twelve, he incorporates the resonant

Sumer) of the
Zodiacal cycls the slgns cfwhlch each cover thirty degrees

mythos of the is th d who
Beowulfand Grendel; the real conflict is between mythic
reality and the denial thereof. So the real destroyer of
Grendelis the shaper of the myth, who in Gardner's novel,
is appropriately named the Shaper.

The Shaper is a blind bard who comes to Hrothgar's
mead-hall in its unpolished state of barbarity and, by his
artistic weaving of songs glorifying Hrothgar's achieve-
ments, imposes pattern and meaning on the indis-
criminate slaughter characterizing Hrothgar's early
consolidation of reign. Grendel, as he puts it, is "tempted
tobelief" after hearir

the heavens, and Whld1 alsn each cover about one month or
onelunar cycle. The book opens in thesign of Aries theram,
i il thetwelfth

andcovers,
year of GrendeTs onslaught on the mead-hall:

thebrutal ballle ofwhichthe Shaper,
the transmitter of culture, has made such pleasing poetry:

(00 crept away, my mind aswim in ringing phrases,
R GoE o e o



Page 14, Issue 68 - Spuing 1992 CPYTHLORC

What vas hed changed the world, hed
|0ml.p(he|:eslbyl'sthld<,g'vaﬂedmmsand had
transmuted it, and they, who knew the truth, remem-
herednnsmyamsodudl
Thus 1 fled, ridiculous hanry crealure e tom et w
poenaf mvdlngvxhlrmenng
like a two-headed beast, ||i@m|xed—uplanba11
quanhetall of a baffled, indiifferent ewe and |
‘and clutched the sides of my head as if to heal
mespm but I couldrit. (43-44)

Grendel, a child of dark nature like Browning's and
Shakespeare’s Caliban (anagramitized, by the way,
forward and backward as Cain/Abl), is split by the con-
tradiction between the truth of the indifferent world as he
Kknows itand the truth created by the Shaper's work ofart.
He even comes to asort of conversion:

| listened, huddled in the darkness, tormented,
mistrustful, 1 knew ti tched

Iwes But | muldnlkrlr\q
awicked cackle, as I'd meant to do. My heart wes light
with Hrmrgars goodness, and leaden with grief at my
ombloodhrsly\nﬂys
He reshapes mew:rld Lwhispered, belligerent
“So hisnarreimplies. He mrgés'gyedanmgre}um
less: vmdardlurrsdrysudqmguld -
The harp turmed solemn. He told of an ancient feud
brothers which split all the world between
derkn&aﬂilgﬁ.ﬁﬂil Grendkel, wes the dark side, he
said in effect. The terrible race Godicursed.
1 believed him Such ws the pbwer of the Shaper's
harp! Stood wriggling by face, letting tears down oo my
e gnmmg myfists into my streaming eyes... Wazal

Oh what aconversion! (47-51)

Grendel" of course, i
the warrior circle into which he staggers. Though
Grendel, frustrated, still comes to listen to the songs which
simultaneously move and infuriate him, he shortly finds a
. iited to his own and
vision of the chaos at the heart of things: an ancient, evil
dragon V\Ino also rejects the Shaper's myths:
" he said, then left a long pase, letting scom
btJlId up inthe cave like the vergg in his brmﬂr"Lg "l can
see you understand them Countters, measurers, theory-
rrekers... They'd mep out roads through Hell with their
crackpot theories, their here-to-the-moon-and-back lists
of facts. Insanity — the simplest insanity ever
dwlsed‘ Simple facts in isolation, and facts to connect
m!herearemsmﬁfa:]s That's where the

snape them Provides aniillusionof reality—puts
together all their facts with a gluey whine ofwmecwd—
ness. Mere tripe, believe me. Mere sleight of wis...

|mnmrdyﬁa3n_oomas) sworth. A for "VSE"'

The acidic disbelief of the dragon becomes Grendel's
quiding light; he says,

Nothir changed, everything was changed,

having o 2eon seen the dragon. Itsunelhlngm Ilslen%I of

scom am doubt, to poets’ versions of time past and

it'sanother toknow,

simply as my mother knows her pile of bones, wht s...

Futility, doom, became a smell in the air, pervasive and

acrid a after a forest fil yscent and

theworld's (75).

o thedragon, Grendel's “conversion' to the Shaper's

i , aretreat
what it is to tle Df me race of Cain. The dragon renews
Grendel's Existentialism. If the monster cannot be man's
friend or even equal, he can at least reduce the human's
pretensions down to the piles of meat their bodies become
in his hands. The dragon gives Grendel a purpose in life,
a purpose which, paradoxically, is to drive the humans
further into their "meaningless” mythos:
You improve them, myboy! Can'tyou seemaxyoup

self? You stimulate them! You make them thi

scheme. You drive them to poetry, science, rengm all

that them what they are for as long as they last.

Youare, sotospeak, thebruteexistentby whichtheyleam

todefine themselves. (62)

What Grendel fails to see is that the dragon, though
professing a truth greater than that of the Shaper, lies; as
Gardner has said, "The Dragon looks like an oracle, but he
doesn't lay down truth. He's just a nasty dragon. He tells
the truth asitappears toa dragon... That is the materialistic
point of view.... The Shaper tells the truth, although he
lies" (Bellamy 179). The dragon speaks for an aspect of

hichalso
should not be trusted. The Shaper on the other hand, tells
the lies which the Truth has revealed to him and com-
manded him to tell; and who is he to disobey God?

After his conversation with the dragon, Grendel soon
becomes bored with merely terrorizing the mead hall and
begins playing games with some of the thanes who truly
believe in the Shaper's mythos, especially a flawed hero
named Unferth. Unferth is a true Cain-figure, having
killed his brothers in anger, and so does not have the
respectof such as Beowulf: *...| don't recall hearing of any
glorious deeds of yours, except that you murdered your
brothers. You'll prowl the stalagmites of hell for that,
friend Unferth — clever though you are” (162). However,
Unferth, emulating the heroic model, dives down to
Grendel's underwater lair. The lair is farther down than
Unferth has imagined, and so he ends up gasping for air
while lying on the floor of Grendel's cavern:

‘(ou!alkofhemlsmasrﬂﬂel dignity. It's
et 2 o Comina e s e N
abwe us will ever know whether Unferth died here or
fied to the il like a cowerd. Only you and | and God
will know the truth. That's inner heroism.”
“Hmm" | said....
"Goahead, scoff," hesaid, petulant. "Excepllnﬂ'\ellfe
of a hero, the world's meaningless.
beyond

The
\what's possible. T‘nalsﬂ'\emlurecfahero Ilkllls
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him of course, ultimately. By
of humenity worthwhile.” (62-89)

ButGrendel refuses to kill Unferth; not only does he deny
hima heroic death, but he also humiliates him in front of
the other thanes by depositing him unhurt at the door of
the mead-hall
1 laid him at the door of Hrothgar's meadhall, still
asleep, Idlled the two guarcs so | wouldrt be
misunderstood, and left... So much for heroism.
much, also, for the alternative visions of blind old poe15
and dragons. (30)

However, Unferth, continues to endure life within the
mead-hall. His descentand argumentwith Grendel paral-
lel Grendel's descent and argument with the Dragon, the
difference being that the Dragon convinces Grendel of
life's lack of meaning, while Grendel does not quite con-
vince the thane. Unferth continues to believe that renewal
or redemption is possible but only for those who accept
the life-giving patterns of renewal imposed by mythic
structures on the countless varied details of the world
Grendel, by his refusal to accept the mythic structure,

relax, and. scom—
Icrept back to mycave. (103-104)

But Grendel, determined to prove the dragon's
philosophy correct, tries to "expose Wealtheow, both
literally and figuratively, to prove that, after all, she is but
flesh
| slamed no the bckoom she st up sraing
Isnatched her unearthly

mmmmrmmmlledmmalegsamnm
iftosplither. "Gods, gods!” shescreamed. | waited tosee
if thegodswould come, bulno{asigncﬂhem aughed
Shecalled to her brother, then Unferth. They hung back.
I ccided tokill her. | firmly committed mySelftokilling
e, slonly, horrbl. | wouid bgin by holding her v
the fireand cooking the ualy ole between Per fegs. |
- 1would kil her, yes! 1 wouid
squeeze out her feoes between my fists. So much for
Iwould ki her
reality, Grendel thetruthteacher, pfwnasmasla‘ ltves
what | would be from this day forward —
et mycharacter s ong s fvec—end mmmgallve

Unferth, by his refusal has
left himselfopen to the possibility of redempuon and new
life free from the stigma of his brother's murders. And
Unferth's faith is, eventually, rewarded.

For the vision of the Shaper goes beyond the rough-
hewn heroics of the thanes; he also glorifies the softer
feminine wisdom which has produced such an one as
Hrothgar's queen, Wealtheow (her name, though literally
meaning "abducted servant from Wales," also a play on
weal theow/weal theou, “the Welfare of God"). She repre-
sents another opportunity for Grendel to accept the
mythos: he says she "tore me apart as once the Shaper's
song had done” (100). However, Grendel resents the
proffering of this opportunity: "How many times must a
creature be dragged down the same ridiculous road? The
Shapers lies, the hero's self-delusion, now this: the idea of
a queen!” (108) Her beauty and grace of spirit reconcile
conflicts between Hrothgar's thanes and cause the

or dead could change my mind!

I hanged my mind ol be mecningless Kiling
her. live... Idcired mysel
(109-110)

Grendel thinks he has "cured" himself by his nihilistic
denial of everything Wealtheow, Unferth, and the Shaper
represent, by his refusal to grant any order or meaning to
existence. Buthe hasyettoencounter the ultimate manifes-
tation of the Shaper's mythos, the pinnacle of the heroic
pattern: Beowulf.

Ina , Grendel
neither understand nor forget: “Beware thefish (149). He
senses an approaching revelation: "I could feel them
comingas I lay in the dark of my cave. | stirred, baffled by
the strange sensation... It drew me as the mind of the
dragon did once. "It's coming!" (151-152) Now heisseized
by amysterious ecstasy as he watches the Geats arrive:
tammedwithjoy. —Atleast I thinkit'sjoy. Strangers
have come, and it's a whole new game. | kiss the ice on
toit, honoring mewatsr

gathering at the mead-hall to take on even
import. In fact, inthe case of Unferth, Wealtheow takes on
the attributes of the Mother Goddess/Transformer who
changes the dead past into a living future:

Down the tableaman madebold by mead said, "Men
havebeen known tokill their brothers when they've had
too much mead. Har,har.”

Unferthstiffened. Thequ?ensfaaepaled Omeagann
Unferth glanced up at the queen, then As if
defiantly, Unferth, murderer of brothers, again i rikecihis
eyes 1o e queen's, and this time didn't look down.

Tt ilect Impossibly, i in
theheartof December, shesaid, "That's past " Andiitwas.
The demon wes exorcised. | saw his hands undlench.

thet rattles below, for by water they came....
Grendel! (151)
He is puzzled yet thrilled by the sight of Beowulf
Hischest wes as wide as an oven. His arms were like
bears."Comeahead’” | whispered "Nekeyourplay. Do
your worst? Bt | wes les sure of ryeelf than |
pretenced Stanr\galhlsgmmsque muscled shoul
te the cold, sleekasthehellyofa
shark and s rippled with povier as the shouiders
horse | foung my mindl wenceing. 1f | Ielmyself i
coudfll infoatrarcestiookingat toseshikrs He

et
talked on. | found rwselfrullshenlr\g‘ rrerelyTodangal
his mouth.. as if the body of a stranger were a ruse, a
disguise for something mfnnely Toreerible. (155)

This "something infinitely more terrible” which Grendel
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senses is the mythic pattern itself, that which lies behind
the Beowulfs and Wealtheows of the world and helps
bring them into existence. Beowulf, in a way, has
become Grendel's "brute existent”; Beowulf is the
ultimate test of the mythos, the means by which Grendel
will finally prove to himself that his disbelief isjustified,
that, just as Wealtheow has been “exposed,” so this
ichthyological Christ-hero will also prove to be a mere
mortal. As previously pointed out, Grendel's final battle
is not only with Beowullf; it has become a conflict of
visions between Grendel and the Shaper, between
"facts" and "truth.”

Curiously, Beowulf and Grendel are related, Beowulf
being descended from Abel. Grendel recognizes this
kinship as the two collide in the final chapter of the book:

Now he's out of his bed, his han\:i still closed like a
dragon's jaws on mine. Nowhere on middie-carth, |
realize, have | ermmeredagnpllkehls Mywholearns
onfire, increcible, searing pain — it's as if his cr\.shlng
fingers are charged like fangs with poison.

facing him, grotesquely shaking hands — dear Iorglcsl

brother, kinsman-thane—and the timbered hall screams

back at me. (163-169)

Grendel slips on the blood of the man he has just killed,

but insists that his fall is "by accident” (169). Beowulf,

however, will have none of it as the two grapple, he
del of the poweer which

tothis plaoe
As you see it it is, while the seelng Iﬂs dark
nlgmmrehlsmry, time-as-coffi
was rigid there wall be fish, and men will suvnvecnmar
Fleshtill spring. It'scoming, mybrother. Believe it or not.
Though you murder the world, tum’ plains to store:
andit, roots will
crack your cave and rain will cleanse it The world will
bum green sperm build again. My promise. Tmeusthe
‘mind, the hand that makes (fingers on harpstrings,
(s/\u)'ds the acts, the eyes of queens) Byttmlklllym
170)
Grendel panics at this affirmation; he holds to his bellef In
f life as his only ch:
redempuve myth sustaining Beowulf: "If you win, it's by
mindless chance. Make no mistake. First you tricked me,
and then I slipped. Accident” (171).

Much earlier, in hs first encounter with "insane" men,
Grendel has expressed the terrifying nothingness of the
world with his words, "I create the whole universe, blink
by blink" (22). Now’ he likewise labels Beowulf as a
“iunatic” as Beowulf actually agrees with hi
out to him the secret power of that act of creat
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And Grendel, forced by Beowulf's arm-twisting methods,
suddenly and in spite of himself becomes a Shaper, sings
of walls in a pessimistic, fact-based manner which never-
theless ends on a note of affirmation:
The wall will fall to the wind as Ihewlrh:'yhlll will fall,
and all things thought in former times: Nothing made
rermeirs, nor men remembers. And these towns shell be
called theshining towns! (172)
Immediately after this artistic act of creation, Grendel
reverts to his old ways:

Hes crazy. | undersiand him al right meke o
s Nevertndes itviesby aodent et my

He penetrated no

Iucky 'Bllnd mindloss, rechanica), Nere Ioglc of

chance... Accident,’ 1whisper (172-173).
Beowt arm,
to the realization of his own imminent death; still, as
Grendel flees into the woods, he clings to his argument:
“His whispering follows me into the woods, though I've
outrun him. It was an accident,’ I bellow back. I will cling
to what is true" (173).

As Grendel dies in the woods, animals gather around
him, symbolic both of the zodiacal pattern of renewal
‘which he has rejected and of the brute life-force upholding
those within the mythos. His last words, meant as acurse,
thus become a sort of blessing: " ‘Poor Grendel's had an
accident, | whisper. "So may you all' "(174). Grendel's
“accident" moves the reader closer to an appreciation of
the world order created by the shaping artist We
experience the "accident” along with our fellow child of
Cain, but because we understand it in a way Grendel
cannot, we receive his destruction as an affirmation of
pattern, not as a result of chaos or chance.

Though perceiving its effect and feeling its strength,
Grendel chooses to deny the redemptive power of the
creative spirit. We, therefore, like Unferth accepting our
places in the mythic structure, move on, as did Dante, out
of the dark forest of the lost soul; and we leave Grendel
there, to die.
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