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ęMy first experience of was actually of 

when I was in high school. At the local library, I was drawn 

across three aisles to the cover of the eponymous novel by 

John Gardner. I devoured the book in much the same fashion 

Grendel does his victims, speedily and messily (and with as 

little afterthought, Iėm sure). Many years later I received a 

copy of ęThe Monsters and the Critics,Ě in which J.R.R. 

Tolkien stands up in stalwart defense of the many values of 

beyond that of historic artifact. I devoured this one 

much more slowly and thoughtfully, before finally reading a 

translation of the story itself.Ě

- JOHN HOWE, 2007



(1971) is a novel of twelve chapters, the 

number recalling Grendelės twelve-year battle with 

Hrothgar, the months of the year, and the signs of 

the zodiac. The events in the book, however, are 

not told in straight chronological order. Rather, 

Gardner uses devices such as flashbacks, allusions, 

and foreshadowing to relay the story. The present 

tense passages of the novel move the reader 

chronologically through the twelve months of the 

twelfth year while interspersed among the present 

tense passages are past tense passages telling of 

the years leading up to the present.



ęHe would build a magnificent mead        

hall high on a hill, with a view of the 

western sea, a victory-seat near the      

giantsė work, old ruined fortress from       

the worldės first war, to stand forever as a 

sign of the glory and justice of Hrothgarės 

Danes. There he would sit and give 

treasures out, all wealth but the lives of 

men and the peopleės landĚ (47).







John Gardner (1933-1982) was raised on a farm in upstate New York by 

parents who were both fond of literatureĕespecially the plays of William 

Shakespeare. As a child, he attended public school and worked on his 

familyės farm. Despite being a classical scholar and an insatiable reader as 

he grew older, Gardner avoided the literary upper crust, preferring to 

speak his own mind, whether or not he offended people. As a professor of 

English specializing in medieval literature, Gardner had been teaching 

the source of inspiration for for many years at various 

colleges. He died in a motorcycle accident at the age of 49. His reputation 

as a novelist, philosopher, and dynamic personality was solidified at the 

time of his death, and it continues to grow.




































