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In the poem Beowulf, Grendel is a man-eating monster who is most “malignant by 

nature” (line 137). Grendel has been cursed by God and is forced to live in isolation, unable to 
take part in the festivities and merry-making of the Danes. Thus, a burgeoning hatred soon seizes 
control of him and he begins to terrorize Hrothgar’s people. Unlike Cain’s remorseless 
descendant, however, human beings are supposedly loved by God; therefore, one might expect 
human beings to exhibit the qualities opposite to those that Grendel exhibits, namely empathy, 
forgiveness, and a tenderness of heart. Ironically, however, the reader of Beowulf soon finds that 
the label “terror-monger” is equally or even more befitting to men than it is to monsters. A very 
interesting and controversial claim that I think rather reasonable. Another question to ask is 
whether or not the author of Beowulf might have intended for the text to be read in this way—for 
readers to sympathize to some extent with Grendel and his mother, and to be critical of the Geats 
and Danes for their perpetuation of the kind of violence brought into the world by Cain. What do 
you think?  

“There was Shield Sheafson, scourge of many tribes / a wrecker of mead benches, 
rampaging among foes…/ That was one good king” (4-11). Just by reading these few lines which 
appear very early on in the text, one already begins to see the Danes as a warlike people who 
obsess over maintaining an image of invincibility and extol those who demonstrate the strength 
of mind and brute strength to subjugate outsiders. At this point (at what point? – the prologue), it 
also seems likely that war will be one of the dominant themes of the text, and in due time, one 
realizes that the poem is filled with descriptions of internecine feuds between the Danes and 
numerous neighboring groups of people, including the Frisians, the Franks, and the Swedes. In 
fact, the Danes and the other groups of people depicted in the text seem to be consumed by the 
need to achieve fame and glory, to be the victor on the battlefield, and to prove their might. It is 
shocking to see that the majority—if not all—of the violence is sparked for no reason other than 
vanity or greed.  War is a way of life for these belligerents, and as a result, they have adopted a 
most callous disposition, showing regard for neither those who are alive nor those who are dead, 
as the victors mutilated the corpses of their enemies (if you are referring to a specific example 
then you should do so rather than generalize this behoavior and wrested all the gold and armor of 
the losing team as a means if formally declaring their superiority. Although all of this attests to 
the potential ruthlessness of men, the most powerful evidence is evinced through the lamentation 
of the last survivor of the forgotten race: 

 
No trembling harp, 

no tuned timber, no tumbling hawk 
swerving through the hall, no swift horse  
pawing the courtyard. Pillage and slaughter 
have emptied the earth of entire peoples. (2262-2267) 

 
These lines indicate that man has too often proven to be a juggernaut of hate and destruction, and 
one is forced to ponder when man is no longer a man but an inexorable monster.  
 The similarities between men and monsters are most explicitly delineated when Beowulf 
comes face to face with Grendel and then his mother. In the fight between the accursed Grendel 
and the worthy Beowulf, one finds that there is hardly any difference between monster and man 
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as both exhibit the same qualities; both are unwilling to negotiate and forgive, both refuse to face 
the ignominy of defeat, and both are “soaked in the blood of enemies.” Excellent However, at the 
end, Beowulf proves to be the victor and even keeps Grendel’s detached arm as a memento of 
the event. The Shieldings see Grendel’s impending death as a chance for celebration, but the 
convivial atmosphere is shattered when Grendel’s grief-stricken mother rushes to avenge her 
son’s death. Here, a purported “monster” has exhibited an undeniably “human” quality, further 
dissolving the boundary between man and monster very nice. Grendel’s mother gets her revenge 
by killing one of the Danes, and this time she is the one who displays her enemy’s severed head 
as a kind of trophy for all to see. Seeking retribution, Beowulf embarks on his second fight, and 
this time, the outcome is similar; man triumphs over monster. Mother and son are now both 
dead, neither one posing any harm, but even so, the Shieldings’ implacable thirst for vengeance 
propels them to degrade Grendel’s body even after his death: 
 

 Grendel’s head was hauled by the hair 
dragged across the floor where people were drinking, 
a horror for both queen and company to behold. 
They stared in awe. It was an astonishing sight. (1647-1650) 

 
The harrowing image conjured by these lines leave the reader of Beowulf with a very disturbing 
question: what does it really mean to be human? 
 
Dear XXXXXX 
 
This is excellent work. Not only is your writing clear and the flow of your argument fluid, it is 
also exciting and pleasurable to read. That does not, however, mean that I didn’t find any 
grammatical mistakes and stylistic issues!!! But for the most part this is a compact and elegant 
package. 
 
Your argumentation is also thoughtful. You go far beyond merely paraphrasing the events of the 
text or even simply analyzing its themes. You provide a critique that cuts through the easy and 
obvious ways of thinking about the poem yet somehow also captures its complexity. I’m not sure 
that the author of Beowulf intended for it to be read as you read it, but that is what critical 
thinking is for; you are encouraged to take what might be considered a more political position 
even where this means you are exposing issues in a book that may not have been apparent to 
audiences at the time it was originally disseminated. And I do think you could also make the 
argument that the poet of Beowulf did have your reading in mind, to some extend. Why, for 
instance, does he choose to make Grendel’s mother a mother instead of a brother or friend? Are 
we supposed to sympathize with her loss? It is, of course, important to know when an author 
probably could have and probably couldn’t have intended a particular reading that we, as 
scholars, produce.  
 
Lastly, you do a good job of writing for your audience. You don’t waste time explaining things 
that you can assume your readers—your fellow classmates—will already know. 
 
Grade: A 
 
Prof. Gorin 
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