What is Grendel?
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“Then a powerful demon… / …began to work his evil in the world.
(Beowulf ll. 86-101)
Grendel is introduced in Beowulf as a "demon" (l. 86), but the poet uses a number
of other conflicting words to characterize this creature as both strange and familiar.
Before Grendel is even named, for example, the poet refers to a "doom" (l. 83) awaiting
the Danes, making Grendel sound more like a force of nature than a living being. Almost
immediately, however, the poet describes Grendel in more human terms, as the product
of a “killer instinct / unleashed among in-laws” (ll. 84-85) and “a prowler through the
dark” (l. 86). The term “in-laws” conjures images of weddings and family dinners, and “a
prowler” is an ordinary thief, not a terrifying monster. From epic “doom” and “demon” to
ordinary “in-laws” and “prowler,” the language around Grendel is confusing. Is he a
monster, a force of nature, a “fiend out of hell” (l. 100), or a mere man?
The mystery surrounding Grendel makes him dangerous, especially in a poem
where people’s origins are so important to their identity and authority. Grendel might be
a real outsider, a total unknown, or he may strike much closer to home for the Geats. He
often appears human, such as when he is linked to “Cain’s clan” of “outcasts” (ll. 106-7).
This description depicts Grendel as someone with a community or family, with a human
ancestor, like the nobler characters in the poem. It is difficult to contend with an enemy
who appears similar to one’s own culture, which may explain some of the poem’s more
fantastical and outrageous descriptions of Grendel. He is much more threatening if he is a
human being, made of the same flesh and blood as the men he attacks.
