
That Herot wou ld be his to command. And then 
He declared: 

385 ' "No one strange to this land 

Has ever been granted what I've given you, 
No one i n all the years of my rule. 
Make this best of all mead-halls yours, and then 
Keep i t free of evil, f ight 

390 W i t h glory in your heart! Purge Herot 
A n d your ship w i l l sail home w i t h its treasure-holds full ." . . . 

The feast ends. Beowulf and his men take the place of 
Hrothgar's followers and lie down to sleep in Herot. 
Beowulf, however, is wakeful, eager to meet his enemy. 

The Battle with Grendel 

8 

Out f r o m the marsh, f rom the foot of misty 

Hills and bogs, bearing God's hatred, 
Grendel came, hoping to k i l l 

395 Anyone he could trap on this t r ip to high Herot. 

He moved quickly through the cloudy night, 
Up f r o m his swampland, sliding silently 
Toward that gold-shining hall. He had visited Hrothgar's 
Home before, knew the way— 

4oo But never, before nor after that night, 

Found Herot defended so firmly, his reception 
So harsh. He journeyed, forever joyless, 
Straight to the door, then snapped i t open, 
Tore its i ron fasteners w i t h a touch, 

405 And rushed angrily over the threshold. 
He strode quickly across the inlaid 
Floor, snarling and fierce: His eyes 
Gleamed i n the darkness, burned w i t h a gruesomeX 
Light. Then he stopped, seeing the hall 

4io Crowded w i t h sleeping warriors, stuffed 

W i t h rows of young soldiers resting together. 
And his heart laughed, he relished the sight, 
Intended to tear the life f r o m those bodies 

By morning; the monster's mind was hot 
415 W i t h the thought of food and the feasting his belly 

Would soon know. But fate, that night, intended 
Grendel to gnaw the broken bones 
O f his last human supper. Human 

Eyes were watching his evil steps, 
420 Waiting to see his swift hard claws. 

Bronze coin showing a 
warrior killing a monster. 
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Grendel snatched at the first Geat 
He came to, ripped h im apart, cut 
His body to bits w i t h powerfu l jaws, 

Drank the blood f rom bis veins, and bolted 
425 H i m down, hands and feet; death 

And Grendel's great teeth came together, 
Snapping life shut. Then he stepped to another 
Still body, clutched at Beowulf w i t h his claws, 
Grasped at a strong-hearted wakeful sleeper 

430 —And was instantly seized himself, claws 
Bent back as Beowulf leaned up on one arm. 

That shepherd of evil, guardian of crime, 
Knew at once that nowhere on earth 

Had he met a man whose hands were harder; 
435 His mind was flooded w i t h fear—but nothing 

Could take his talons and himself f r o m that tight 

Hard grip. Grendel's one thought was to run 
From Beowulf, flee back to his marsh and hide there: 
This was a different Herot than the hall he had emptied. 

440 But Higlac's follower remembered his final 
Boast and, standing erect, stopped 

The monster's fl ight, fastened those claws 
I n his fists t i l l they cracked, clutched Grendel 
Closer. The infamous killer fought 

445 For his freedom, wanting no flesh but retreat, 
Desiring nothing but escape; his claws 
Had been caught, he was trapped. That t r ip to Herot 
Was a miserable journey for the wr i th ing monster! 

The high hall rang, its roof boards swayed, 
450 And Danes shook w i t h terror. D o w n 

The aisles the battle swept, angry 

And w i l d . Herot trembled, wonderful ly 
Built to withstand the blows, the struggling 
Great bodies beating at its beautiful walls; 

455 Shaped and fastened w i t h iron, inside 
And out, artfully worked, the building 
Stood f irm. . Its benches rattled, fe l l 
To the floor, gold-covered boards grating 

As Grendel and Beowulf battled across them. 
460 Hrothgar's wise men had fashioned Herot 

To stand forever; only fire, 
They had planned, could shatter what such skill had put 

Together, swallow in hot flames such splendor 
Of ivory and iron and wood. Suddenly 

465 The sounds changed, the Danes started 
I n new terror, cowering in their beds as the terrible 
Screams of the Almighty's enemy sang 
In the darkness, the horrible shrieks of pain 

And defeat, the tears torn out of Grendel's 
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470 Taut throat, hell's captive caught i n the arms 
Of h im w h o of all the men on earth 
Was the strongest. 

That mighty protector of men 
Meant to hold the monster t i l l its life 
Leaped out, knowing the f iend was no use 

475 To anyone i n Denmark. A l l of Beowulf's 
Band had jumped f r o m their beds, ancestral 
Swords raised and ready, determined 
To protect their prince i f they could. Their courage 
Was great but all wasted: They could hack at Grendel 

480 From every side, trying to open 
A path for his evil soul, but their points i 
Could not hurt h im, the sharpest and hardest i ron 

Could not scratch at his skin, for that sin-stained demon 
Had bewitched all men's weapons, laid spells 

485 That blunted every mortal man's blade. 
And yet his time had come, his days 
Were over, his death near; down 

To hell he wou ld go, swept groaning and helpless 
To the wait ing hands of still worse fiends. 

490 N o w he discovered—once the affl ictor 
Of men, tormentor of their days—what i t meant 
To feud w i t h Almighty God: Grendel 

Saw that his strength was deserting him, his claws 
Bound fast, Higlac's brave follower tearing at 

495 His hands. The monster's hatred rose higher, 
But his power had gone. He twisted i n pain, 
And the bleeding sinews deep i n his shoulder 
Snapped, muscle and bone split 
And broke. The battle was over, Beowulf 

500 Had been granted new glory: Grendel escaped, 

But wounded as he was could flee to his den, 
His miserable hole at the bottom of the marsh, 
Only to die, to wait for the end 
Of all his days. And after that bloody 

505 Combat the Danes laughed w i t h delight. 

He who had come to them f r o m across the sea, 

Bold and strong-minded, had driven aff l ic t ion 
Off, purged Herot clean. He was happy, 
Now, w i t h that night's fierce work; the Danes 

5io Had been served as he'd boasted he'd serve them; Beowulf, 

W O R D S T O O W N 
taut (tot) adj.: stretched tight. 
sinews (sin'yooz) n. pi: tendons or connective tissues. 

Eagle shield ornament (7th century). 
Sutton Hoo ship treasure. 

British Museum, London. 
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A prince of the Geats, had kil led Grendel, 

Ended the grief, the sorrow, the suffering 
Forced on Hirothgar's helpless people 
By a bloodthirsty fiend. No Dane doubted 

515 The victory, for the proof, hanging high 

From the rafters where Beowulf had hung it , was the monster's 
Arm, claw and shoulder and all. 

10 

And then, i n the morning, crowds surrounded 
Herot, warriors coming to that hall 

520 From faraway lands, princes and leaders 
Of men hurrying to behold the monster's 

Great staggering tracks. They gaped w i t h no sense 
Of sorrow, felt no regret for his suffering, 

Went tracing his bloody footprints, his beaten 
525 And lonely flight, to the edge of the lake 

Where he'd dragged his corpselike way, doomed 
And already weary of his vanishing life. 
The water was bloody, steaming and boiling 
In horrible pounding waves, heat 

530 Sucked f r o m his magic veins; but the swirling 
Surf had covered, his death, hidden 

Deep i n murky darkness his miserable 
End, as hell opened to receive him. 

Then old and young rejoiced, turned back 

535 From that happy pilgrimage, mounted their hard-hooved 
Horses, high-spirited stallions, and rode them 
Slowly toward Herot again, retelling 
Beowulf's bravery as they jogged along. 
And over and over they swore that nowhere 

540 On earth or under the spreading sky 
Or between the seas, neither south nor north, 
Was there a warrior worthier to rule over men. 
(But no one meant Beowulf's praise to belittle 
Hrothgar, their k ind and gracious king!) . . . 

Grendel's monstrous mother, in grief for her son, next 
attacks Herot, and in her dripping claws she carries off one 
man—Hrothgar's closest friend. The monster also carries off 
Grendel's arm, which Beowulf had hung high from the 
rafters. Beowulf is awakened and called for again. In one of 

W O R D S T O O W N 
murky (mtrk'e) adj.: shadowy, 
pilgrimage (pil'grim-ij) n.: journey made to a place of religious or historical interest. 

Detail of picture stone from Larbro, 
Gotland, Sweden. 
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N O V E L 

In his novel Grendel (1971), the contemporary American writer John 
Gardner (1933-1982) retells part of BeoWfTrom the point of ^ 

o e monster In this excerpt, Grendel tells his own version of one 
of his raids on Hrothgar's hall. 

from Grendel 
John Gardner 

' «i \ I ID\l l l 

I sigh, sink into the silence, and cross i t like 
wind . Behind my back, at the world's end my 
pale shghtly glowing fat mother sleeps on 'old 
sick at heart, in our dingy underground room' 

Lrfe-bloated, baffled, long-suffering hag. Guilty, 

she imagines, of some unremembered, perhaps 
ancestral crime. (She must have some human 
in her.) Not that she thinks. Not that she dis
sects and ponders the dusty mechanical bits of 
her miserable life's curse. She clutches at me i n 
her sleep as i f to crush me. I break away. "Why 
are we here?" I used to ask her. "Why do we 

stand this putr id, stinking hole?" She trembles 
at my words. Her fat lips shake. "Don't ask-" 

her wiggling claws implore. (She never 

speaks.) "Don't ask!" I t must be some terrible 
secret, I used to think. I 'd give her a crafty 
squint. She'll tell me, i n time, I thought. But she 

to ld me nothing. I waited on. That was before 
the old dragon, calm as winter, unveiled the 
truth. He was not a fr iend. 

And so I come through trees and towns to 
the lights of Hrothgar's meadhall. I am no 
stranger here. A respected guest. Eleven years 
n o w and going on twelve I have come up this 
clean-mown central h i l l , dark shadow out of 

the woods below, and have knocked politely 
on the high oak door, bursting its hinges and 
sending the shock of my greeting inward like a 
cold blast out of a cave. "GrendeH" they 

the most famous verses in the epic, the old king describes 
where Grendel and his mother live. 

545 

550 

11 

• •; " T n e y Jive in secret places, windy 
Cliffs, wolf-dens where water pours 

From the rocks, then runs underground, where mist 
Steams like black clouds, and the groves of trees 
Growmg out over their lake are all covered 
Wi th frozen spray, and w i n d down snakelike 
Roots that reach as far as the water 

And help keep i t dark. At night that lake 

Burns like a torch. No one knows its bottom 
No wisdom reaches such depths. A deer 
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squeak, and I smile like exploding spring. The 
old Shaper, a man I cannot help but admire, 
goes out the back window with his harp at a 
single bound, though blind as a bat. The drunk
est of Hrothgar's thanes come reeling and 
clanking down from their wall-hung beds, all 
shouting their meady, outrageous boasts, their 
heavy swords aswirl like eagles' wings. "Woe, 
woe, woe!" cries Hrothgar, hoary with winters, 
peeking in, wide-eyed, from his bedroom in 
back. His wife, looking in behind him, makes a 
scene. The thanes in the meadhall blow out the 
lights and cover the wide stone fireplace with 
shields. I laugh, crumple over; I can't help my
self. In the darkness, I alone see clear as day. 
While they squeal and screech and bump into 
each other, I silently sack up my dead and with
draw to the woods. I eat and laugh and eat until 
I can barely walk, my chest-hair matted with 
dribbled blood, and then the roosters on the 
hill crow, and dawn comes over the roofs of the 
houses, and all at once I am filled with gloom 
again. 

"This is some punishment sent us," I hear 
them bawling from the hill. 

My head aches. Morning nails my eyes. 
"Some god is angry," I hear a woman keen. 

"The people of Scyld and Herogar and Hroth
gar are mired in sin!" 

My belly rumbles, sick on their sour meat. I 
crawl through bloodstained leaves to the eaves 
of the forest, and there peak out. The dogs fall 
silent at the edge of my spell, and where the 
king's hall surmounts the town, the blind old 
Shaper, harp clutched tight to his fragile chest, 
stares futilely down, straight at me. Otherwise 
nothing. Pi^s root dully at the posts of a 
wooden fence. A rumple-horned ox lies chew
ing in dew and shade. A few men, lean, wear
ing animal skins, look up at the gables of the 
king's hall, or at the vultures circling casually 
beyond. / Hrothgar says nothing, hoarfrost-
bearded', his features cracked and crazed. In
side, I Jiear the people praying—whimpering, 
whinin/g, mumbling, pleading—to their numer
ous sticks and stones. He doesn't go in. The 
king has lofty theories of his own. 

"Theories," I whisper to the bloodstained 
ground. So the dragon once spoke. ("They'd 
map out roads through Hell with their crackpot 
theories!" I recall his laugh.) 

Then the groaning and praying stop, and on 
the side of the hill the dirge-slow shoveling 
begins. . . . 

555 Hunted through the woods by packs of hounds, 
A stag with great horns, though driven through the forest 
From faraway places, prefers to die 
On those shores, refuses to save its life 
In that water. It isn't far, nor is it 

560 A pleasant spot! When the wind stirs 
And storms, waves" splash toward the sky, 
As dark as the air, as black as the rain 
That the heavens weep. Our only help, 
Again, lies with you. Grendel's mother 

565 Is hidden in her terrible home, in a place 
You've not seen. Seek it, i f you dare! Save us: 

Once more, and again twisted gold, 
Heaped-up ancient treasure, wi l l reward you 
For the battle you win!" 

Gundestrup cauldron. 

National Museum, Copenhagen. 
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