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‘This is a marvellous novel, absolutely marvellous: witty, intelligent, delightful, so totally a work of the imagination that it creates its own world while touching upon our memories of myth and verse. It is written in a poet’s prose … More important, though, is Gardner’s conception of his story and his character. Grendel is not just the kind of facile revisionism in which Little Red Riding Hood is told from the wolf’s point of view; it is instead a celebration and a conservation of what we most need in one of the greatest poetic myths we have. Lightly, if seriously, done, you understand. I cannot recommend it too highly’

Newsweek

‘A mordant retelling of the Beowulf legend … renders … Anglo-Saxon Man’s triumphs as allegorical of the cruel, modern, industrial world’

The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction

‘Very funny, original and deft, altogether lovable, poignant, rich with thought and feeling’ New York Times

‘The monster’s embittered (and prophetic) assessment of the meaninglessness of his existence, and of the fatal pretentiousness underlying the human rage for order are powerfully conveyed’ The Encyclopedia of Fantasy
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And if the Babe is born a Boy

He’s given to a Woman Old,

Who nails him down upon a rock,

Catches his shrieks in cups of gold.

WILLIAM BLAKE




Introduction

From the spring of Beowulf, that evergreen Old English epic, a great river of contemporary commercial Fantasy has flowed. In part this is because J R R Tolkien loved the poem profoundly, and re-worked elements of it (the dragon guarding its horde; the thief sneaking away a cup; monsters in the mist and night-time; hero-warriors fighting with sword against evil even unto the end of their strength and life) into his own, prodigiously influential novels. A thousand fat fantasy novels have dissolved this second-hand Beowulf into their imaginary realms, sometimes well, sometimes with frankly homeopathic levels of dilution.

John Gardner’s Grendel is not like this. One of the most lean and muscular novels ever written, it is fantasy in the deep rather than the shallow sense of the term. Indeed, densely written, carefully worked, metaphysical and potent, clotted with existential pain and eloquent by bursts of lightning: it is as different from Tolkien as could be imagined. It’s possible to overstate the differences. Like Tolkien, Gardner was a distinguished scholar of Old and Middle English literature. Like Tolkien, he was interested in the most pressing and serious ethical questions of human choice, agency and meaning. But it’s hard to deny that the experience of reading Grendel is different to the experience of reading other Beowulf-influenced fantasy – and, indeed, different to the experience of reading almost any novel.

There are two key ways in which this difference manifests. The first is what we might call the core conceit of the book – that it is written from the point of view of the monster rather than of the hero. Beowulf is only a background figure in this narrative; King Hrothgar and his humans shriek and gibber on the margins. At the heart is Grendel himself, together with his nameless mother, voiceless but accusing, and the booming voice of the dragon, whose counsel (‘my advice to you, my violent friend, is to seek out gold and sit on it’) is one of absolute disengagement. Mostly, though, the novel is just Grendel himself, encountering the rainy, stony earth, the indifferent vastness of the sky, the cold of winter. Grendel killing the humans that both fascinate and disgust him. Grendel setting his will against the inevitability of history.

Gardner is not the first writer to imagine how ‘the adventure’ might look like from the monster’s point of view. If we wanted to trace a literary lineage, we might go back to Satan in Paradise Lost (1667), boldly given a voice by Milton to rail at the cosmic unfairness of an existence determined by powers larger and alien to his own spirit. Milton presumably intended to have Satan condemn himself out of his own mouth – proud, violent, dismissive, contrary, rebellious, the epitome of evil as Milton saw it. But generations of readers have noticed how the poem achieves a kind of furious energy in those books devoted to Satan, and falls flat in the pious exchanges between Jesus and his Father. William Blake thought this was because ‘Milton was a true poet, and of the devil’s party without knowing it’. Any reader of John Gardner’s dozen novels will grasp that he was a poet too, albeit one who worked in prose. We can hardly call him ‘of the devil’s party’, though; not because he spurned the devil but because he is imaginatively suspicious of all parties. We are, he insists, individuals. We all encounter the universe alone.

Two other ‘monster point-of-view’ stories are relevant to Grendel, I think. One was written by Mary Shelley, herself saturated in Milton. When she gave her monster a voice in Frankenstein (1818) – the origin story, as it were, of modern science fiction – he emerges as a Paradise Lost-quoting outsider, strong and violent and beautiful and doomed. It’s evident throughout Grendel that Gardner has read his Frankenstein with a careful eye.

Actually, though, I suspect this novel has a different literary pedigree. I think it reads its monstrous protagonist less through Milton and more through Victorian poet Robert Browning. One of Browning’s most potent poems, ‘Caliban upon Setebos’ (1864), is a dramatic monologue that gives voice to Caliban, the rough beast from Shakespeare’s The Tempest. Milton’s Satan is an egoist and rebel, but Browning’s Caliban, in his rude and grasping way, is a philosopher. He ponders the nature of the island on which he finds himself, wonders how it came to be, why there is so much suffering. ‘Setebos’ from the poem’s title is not the island, but rather the indifferent God that Caliban grudgingly worships.


Setebos, Setebos, and Setebos!

Thinketh, He dwelleth i’ the cold o’ the moon.

Thinketh He made it, with the sun to match,

But not the stars; the stars came otherwise;

Only made clouds, winds, meteors, such as that:

Also this isle, what lives and grows thereon,

And snaky sea which rounds and ends the same.



Gardner’s Grendel is an atheistical cousin of this monstrous speaker. And this brings us to the second way in which Gardner sees things differently to most authors of Fantasy. A reader picking up Grendel expecting an action-packed adventure of fight and pursuit, of swords against magically invulnerable beasts, will likely be disappointed. Gardener’s guiding light in this novel is not sword and sorcery, but Sartre and existentialism.

Gardner’s novel engages in very specific ways with the philosophy of French thinker Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–1980). The novel has twelve chapters because Gardner believed that Sartre’s philosophy adumbrated a twelve-part perspective on the cosmos; and each of those chapters is styled according to a slightly differing formal logic in order to capture the inflections of that view. Again and again the monster articulates a Sartrean vision of the absurdity and hostility of the universe:


I understood that the world was nothing: a mechanical chaos of casual, brute enmity on which we stupidly impose our hopes and fears. I understood that, finally and absolutely, I alone exist. All the rest, I saw, is merely what pushes me, or what I push against, blindly – as blindly as all that is not myself pushes back. I create the whole universe, blink by blink.



Here is the opinion of Mathieu, the hero of Sartre’s 1945 novel The Age of Reason:


He was free, free in every way, free to behave like a fool or a machine, free to accept, free to refuse, free to equivocate; to marry, to give up the game, to drag this death weight about with him for years to come. He could do what he liked, no one had the right to advise him, there would be for him no Good or Evil unless he thought them into being.



Sartre’s view is that this freedom is as desolate as it is liberating. Without God or external validators anything we do is equally meaningless, and any significance or purpose we discover is something we have invented ourselves. Gardner’s Grendel is precisely in this dilemma.

Indeed, the whole of this novel is so intricately interwoven with Sartrean dialogue and riffing that it would take me far longer than I have to even begin to unpick it. And perhaps I shouldn’t try, for stressing the Sartrean pedigree of the novel may make it sound indigestible, or a merely intellectual exercise, when nothing could be further from the truth of the novel itself.

Dense and evocative with the poetry of physical life, strenuously beautiful in its recreation of the textures of life, awake to the potency of old magic, Grendel is a novel unlike any other, a contemporary masterpiece, a book to read and re-read.

It’s a monster.

Adam Roberts
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