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Consider the proposition that in Beowulf the three monsters, as well as constituting an external threat to society, represent threats found also within society.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Beowulf [footnoteRef:1]is considered to be one of the most important surviving works of Anglo-Saxon literature. There is only one surviving copy- the manuscript known as British Library Cotton MS Vitellius A XV. The setting of Beowulf is within a traditional Germanic heroic society depicting the heroic deeds of the main protagonist Beowulf including stories of the feats of other heroic figures within the society’s history. The poem is set around three major events which are Beowulf’s battles with the three monsters- Grendel, Grendel’s mother and the dragon.  Early academics criticised the narrator of the poem for the placement of the three monster fights as a central part of the poem describing them as irrelevancies, suggesting that the more important storylines where reserved for the outer edges.  However, many modern critics regard the monsters as integral to the structure of the poem. To understand Beowulf, the reader needs to understand the monsters. The monsters provide an external threat to society because of the violence they inflict as well as a threat to the ideals of the Germanic heroic society. This essay examines whether they also represent threats found within society.   [1:  M. Swanton, trans, Beowulf: Revised Edition, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997)] 


The importance of inclusion in society is evident within Beowulf and, also within the Germanic society of which the poem is set. Tacitus states that ‘to exclude any human being from their roof is thought impious.’[footnoteRef:2] The expectation of members of the Germanic society to host their fellow kinsmen was a fundamental aspect of their culture. Within Beowulf, the grand hall, Heorot is the setting for, and an important symbol in the first part of the poem which emphasises the importance of the communal gatherings and sense of togetherness within the society. Swanton states, ‘the symbol of Heorot is introduced with great care by the poet. The home of Hrothgar’s people, their source of joy and national harmony.’[footnoteRef:3]The mead-hall was important to the Germanic heroic society as it, not only provided a place of retreat from hostility, it was also where the bonds between the lords and his vassals were sealed providing a great sense of solidarity. The importance that was placed on inclusion resulted in suspicion and fear of outsiders. This can be seen in the hostility that Beowulf and his men faced from the Scyldings’ watchman, [2:  Tacitus, The Agricola and Germania, A.J Church and W.J Brodribb, trans, (London: Macmillan, 1877), pp.87ff]  [3:  Swanton, Beowulf, p. 19] 

He forcefully brandished the mighty shaft in his hands, questioned them in        formal words: ‘What manner of armed men are you who have come thus        protected by mail, bringing a tall ship over the seaways…Now I must know          your origin before you go any further as spies… now u foreigners, sea voyagers,    pay attention to my frank words: you would do best to announce quickly where      you are coming from.’[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Swanton, Beowulf, pp. 45-47] 

Beowulf is only included within the society when he can prove that he is driven by bravery not banishment. Grendel lives in exile and is regarded as monstrous because of this. He is described as a misshapen human figure who haunts the borders of human society. He taps into the consciousness of society- the outside, fear of the unknown and the other. Furthermore, Grendel’s exile creates the jealousy to destroy what he cannot have which is inclusion within Heorot. Grendel’s violent acts within Heorot, not only threatens the society physically, it also threatens their ideals and the importance that is placed on the mead hall and what it signifies. In addition, Grendel shows hostility to human happiness. The narrator associates him with Cain symbolising disunity within society. It can be argued that Grendel would not have been as successful in disrupting and causing chaos within the society if there were not already underlying issues and disunity already present. Tolkien states,
monsters of more of less human form were naturally liable to development on   contact with Christian ideas of sin and spirits of evil. Their parody of human    form… becomes symbolical, explicitly, of sin, or rather this mythical element, already implicit and unresolved, is emphasised. [footnoteRef:5] [5:  J.R.R Tolkien, ‘Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics’, The Beowulf Poet: A Collection of Critical Essays, D. Fry, ed, (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall inc, 1968), p.41.] 

This suggests that Grendel reflects the pre-existing sins within society.

Grendel and his mother represent the monstrous tendencies of humans. However, their exclusion renders their violence despicable whereas the violence inflicted on them is deemed acceptable and heroic. This double standard is seen in the condemnation Grendel’s mother receives for seeking revenge for her son’s death, yet Beowulf is praised as a hero for killing her even though he is also acting out of vengeance. Beowulf states, ‘it is better for anyone that he should avenge his friend, rather than mourn greatly.’[footnoteRef:6] It could be argued that Beowulf is, himself, a monster. Similarly, it could be argued that Grendel’s mother is a warrior woman because her actions following the death of a son reflect the values of Germanic heroic culture. There is great disparity between the narrator’s and Hrothgar’s description of Grendel’s mother. The narrator describes her as a ‘she-monster’, whereas Hrothgar’s description of her reflects the heroic code, [6:  Swanton, Beowulf, p. 101] 

She has taken vengeance for the quarrel- that last night you killed Grendel in a   savage manner with fierce grips because for too long he had diminished and destroyed my people. He fell in the fight, his life forfeit; and now another          mighty, wicked ravager has come, wishing to avenge her kinsman, and has            gone far in pursuing vengeance for the quarrel[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Swanton, Beowulf, p. 99] 

By referring to Grendel’s mother as a monster, the narrator is dehumanising her, which is ironic because she is acting in the same manner as is widely accepted of the time. This treatment of her is possibly because she is female, and this warrior-like behaviour goes against the expected role of women within the Germanic heroic society, Tacitus states that women, ‘are to every man the most sacred witnesses to his bravery-they are his most generous applauders. The soldier brings his wounds to mother and wife...who administer food and encouragement to the combatants.’[footnoteRef:8] This suggests that Grendel’s mothers actions are in direct conflict with the societies ideals. Therefore, she is a threat to their culture in a figurative sense as well as in a physical sense.  [8:  Tacitus, Germania] 


In contrast to Grendel and his mother’s form which is like that of a human, the dragon is a supernatural being which is outside the realms of society norms. However, he displays greed by hoarding wealth which can be also be a human trait. Although, not a trait that would be considered evil in heroic life. Swanton states, 
Conventionally in early Germanic literature dragons act as the miserly hoarders        of material wealth, concerned not to use it, but simply allow it to moulder while    they sleep… This image of elemental parsimony, the sin of Heremod which   Beowulf has been adjured to shun, closely overlaps with the potent symbols of     arms rusting through inaction, and the derelict hall.

 The dragon represents greed, coveting the treasures of the dead which were once bestowed on them benevolently in return for their loyalty and as a reward for their heroic acts- ‘the immense legacy of a noble house.’[footnoteRef:9] In comparison, the sleeping vassals in Heorot, fat from their feasting and surrounded by their treasures reflects the greed shown by the dragon. The dragon is also a symbol of Beowulf’s desire for glory. when facing the dragon, Beowulf faces his own inadequacies and age. Beowulf announces he ‘shall pursue this fight for the glory of winning’ which is reminiscent of Hrothgar’s speech in which he warns Beowulf of the dangers of pride. [9:  Swanton, Beowulf, p.141] 

The monsters in Beowulf act as a reminder to the reader of the sins of man and the consequences that arise from sinning. They reflect the monstrous tendencies that humanity is capable of as well as providing an important reminder of the importance the Germanic people placed on heroism. Furthermore, the monsters highlighted pre-existing problems and division within the culture because without these the monsters would, perhaps, not have caused the society any problems. The monster’s violent behaviour was as a direct result of the society’s treatment of them.
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