 The monsters of Beowulf can each represent and highlight threats to Anglo-Saxon heroic society, aside from their obvious physical threats. The threats, both external and internal, are characterised by the three monsters, Grendel, Grendel’s mother, and the Dragon with brings about Beowulf’s demise. However, in this essay we shall look at the threats collectively, as they can be represented by more than one of the monsters of Beowulf. It is apparent that the internal threats are greater represented than external. The threats to the way of life for heroism displayed within the poem are numerous, of both lord and thane, and of many crucial elements. These considered here will be the internal threats of greed, poor rulership, failing to protect your lord, exile, and dependence on this system for survival. A few external threats will also be looked at, those of feuds and rivalry. 
The first monster encountered in Beowulf is Grendel and in his portrayal are the threats of poor heroism, failure to behave according to their laws, and the fear of exile. The poem at points seems to expect Grendel to be a part of this system, and perhaps he be can called a prime example of a bad hero, he is referred to as ‘hall-thane’ 1 and the poem criticises him for not following typical behaviours of the time, such as paying compensation to a victim’s family, such as in the Laws of Ethelbert.2  Whilst there are social reflections throughout the poem, Grendel is used as critique for behaviour expected of a warrior, the narrator telling us that Grendel will not follow the expected rules in society and is disrespecting the lords in result. It is an odd tone to take with a monster who is ripping men apart, but when considered that he is a ‘bad hero’, you can see the warnings of how a man should act in society, and how he should not. The wrong ways a hero should conduct himself in war are Grendel’s wrongdoings in the eyes of the lords. His constant assaults with no apparent cause could also be an allusion towards raiding, a criticism from a Christian writer perhaps on an Anglo-Saxon Germanic tradition. 
Another threat, which can be interpreted as internal and external is the threat of becoming an outsider, an exile from society. Whilst sounding like an external threat, it is internal because it is a threat to anyone in the society and is stressed multiple times throughout Beowulf. Grendel is called ‘‘this dreadful solitary’3, similarly to the Wanderer who calls him self ‘the solitary one’.4 People not part of a tribe or social group were automatically a threat in a culture that needed groups to ensure survival. There was strong implication that if someone had been removed from a social group, they must have been so for a bad reason. They represented a failure of society, unable to cohabit with others, or perhaps unwilling, they did not have any obligation to follow the law or rules in place that maintained the order of the Anglo-Saxon world.5 Any one encountering such a person would easily assume they had earned their isolation. This would have been an always present fear of any man or woman, the death of a Lord, or any other reason leading to them wandering the Earth alone. 

1. Michael Swanton, Beowulf, revised edition, (Manchester University Press, Manchester: 1997), pg 41.
2. Laws of Ethelbert
3. Beowulf, page 43
4. The Wanderer, line 1.
5. A new critical history of Old English Literature. Stanley B. Greenfield and Daniel G. Calder. New York University Press: New York & London, 1986. Page 134.

This threat can be seen explored in The Wanderer and The Seafarer. Grendel is the exile, he is on the fringes of society, with no care or obligation for honouring the code of men. A lord would accept a new thane based on their loyalty, strength, honour, and other important traits of being a loyal thane. If someone was unaccepted by any groups, that would seem a personal reflection on their character, forever encountering strangers who presumed the worst for their lack of leader. Sworn fealty and ultimate protection of their lord was a huge part of the thane-lord relationship, the thanes swearing to protect their lord until their death. So, if one was now without a lord, you had either done something so shameful as to be exiled, either during the lord’s life, or failing to protect them. This can also be seen in the Dragon act of the poem, but this will be discussed then as the Dragon represents it differently. 
The senseless acts of violence inflicted by Grendel can easily represent the threat of outsiders raiding and plundering. He of course has no need for any of it but chooses to pillage and attack the hall regularly any way, returning home with his plunder. This was a common real threat to tribes in Anglo-Saxon times. Unless in times of peace, as an Anglo-Saxon you would have been constantly on edge, awaiting the next attack by someone just seeking some more treasure, or perhaps looking to expand their own territory. The practice of raiding’s acceptable behaviours can be seen in the taking of armour stolen from a defeated enemies corpse. This would have even been handed down to family members upon their death, with the story of victory forever intertwined with the piece. This was done with jewellery, armour and weapons and is shown in Beowulf many times, ‘Can you, my friend, recognise the sword, the precious iron which your father beneath his war-visor carried into the fray on his last expedition, where the Danes, the bold Scyldings, slew him….Now some son or other of those slayers walks in the hall, exulting in the trappings, boasts of killing and wears the treasure which by rights you should possess’6. In The Battle of Maldon, you can see this practice, as ‘an armoured warrior advanced to the leader, he intended to take his treasure, armour, ring-mail, and decorated sword’.7 (lines 155-160) And in The Battle of Brunanburh ‘that they at battle often defended their land, treasure-hoard and homes against all of the enemies’ (12-17).8 A result of raiding, the threat of insecurity and attack was a constant presence, as is emphasised by the threat of Grendel leaving his lair to pillage Heorot with no just cause.
Whilst some ignore the relevance of the fight between Grendel’s mother and Beowulf, instead dividing the poem into two, Grendel and the Dragon, she is a meaningful figure in the poem. She represents the internal societal threat of enacting a revenge killing and continuous personal feuds with no end. There is a lot of debate around Grendel’s mother, but the idea apparent upon reading the poem personally is that she is an example of a revenge killing if a Lord was slain, as was legal within the Anglo-Saxon law system, if not seen as the only thing valiantly do to.9
6. Beowulf, page 133.
7. The Battle of Maldon, lines 155-160.
8. The Battle of Brunanburh, lines 12-17.
9. Dorothy Whitelock, The Beginnings of English society. Penguin books: London, 1974., page 31.




As seen in the Laws of Ethelbert 10 there is a wergild, a price to pay if you murder someone, however if someone killed your Lord, as Beowulf murdered Grendel, then they must seek revenge. The narrator tells us ‘and his mother, still ravenous and gloomy at heart, purposed to go on a sorry journey to avenge the death of her son.’ 11 It is interesting that following that law, Grendel’s mother was in the right, and when Beowulf attacks not only is she self-defending, she is upstanding the law. However, this is a great poetic example to show how impractical their system was, Grendel had clearly been causing great devastation, and yet suddenly upon his death revenge is allowed. If he had not have been an exile himself, supposedly the law would have punished him as it saw fit, thus not causing this problem, but then as an exile, would he and his mother also be entitled to the same revenge killing. Unlike Grendel, who could end his senseless violence whenever he grew tired of it, his mother is strongly motivated, determined to seek out and kill who harmed her son. 
This threat can present itself internally within society and externally, both in a tribe if someone if murdered by another, but also if another tribe attacked and killed a family member. Again, with the taking of kill-memorabilia, this would be even stronger, knowing someone who toting around your father’s sword, bragging to others that he killed him. When Grendel’s mother attacks the hall, she sees Beowulf has displayed Grendel’s arm around as a trophy, and this enrages her even more, ‘It was manifest proof when the battle-brave man set the hand, arm and shoulder, up under the curved roof’12 and ‘It is one thing to kill in self-defence, but to boast and pillage is another.’13 A continuous threat in Anglo-Saxon times, less raiding would have equalled less revenge killings needed, such as during Beowulf’s reign and its time of peace. Whilst they seem to be outside the law and society, if Grendel lord and she thane, the obligation to retribution is strong.
The final monster in Beowulf is the Dragon. Internally, the threat represented by the Dragon is another aspect of exile, warning against hoarding, failure to protect your lord and the constant threat that your societies existence was fragile and could end at any point. J.R.R. Tolkien described the Dragon ‘a personification of malice, greed and destruction’ seen as the evil side of heroic life.  14 The internal threat to society of being exiled is also seen in the Dragon. After Beowulf’s death, the Geats are now leaderless, doomed to wander until they hope someone else will take them in. The system of lord and warrior clearly existed as it was required, in a world where there were raids, pillaging and slavery of other tribes, they provided protection and security. This is heavily mourned after the dragon has taken Beowulf from the Geats, during Beowulf’s funeral when ‘a Geatish woman, sorrowful, her h air bound up, sang a mournful lay, chanted clamourously again and again that she sorely feared days of lamentation for herself, a multitude of slaughters, the terror of an army, humiliation and captivity.’ 15 and ‘stripped of gold they will have to tread an alien land, not once but often’.16
10. Laws of Ethelbert.
11. Beowulf, page 95.
12. Beowulf, page 75.
13. Beowulf, page 75.
14. J.R.R..Tolkien, The Monsters and the critics and other essays, (Harper Collins, 2007).
15. Beowulf, page 185.
16. Beowulf, page 179.
The Dragon’s hoard of treasure is the long-ago hoard of a tribe, the collection of gold and other valuables from raids. Hoarded with no sense, the lord controlled this wealth, dishing it out to his thanes when he saw fit, lords were often referred to in Anglo-Saxon heroic literature as things like ‘gold-givers’ as in The Seafarer 17 and ‘gold-friend’ in The Wanderer18, and in Beowulf as ‘distributor of treasure’ 19. But here it is, this base need of society, abandoned, we know this because the poet specifies that the dragon found it like that, the society is belonged to long gone. The threat of the ending of society was rife within the Anglo-Saxon world, all it needed was the death of a lord and no inheritor to scatter the tribe, as is destined for the Geats after Beowulf’s death. In the Wanderer, this need for a hoard and a lord are mourned, ‘long ago, I covered my gold-friend with the darkness of the earth, and I then sorrowful as winter, travelled from there over the frozen waves, and, sad at the loss of a hall, I sought a giver of treasure’.20 This was clearly an important part of Anglo-Saxon life, and it interesting that the lord is described as a gold-friend. This emphasises the role of the lord, and the whole shows the vital role the hall, hoard and lord played in existence for a warrior. A fate that is now the people of the Geats upon Beowulf’s death, precursored by the abandoned hoard the dragon is guarding, a forgotten tribe, wiped from existence. The hoard of the dragon was put there after the end of a tribe, ‘Hold now, you earth, the possession of warriors, now that the heroes cannot!...Baleful death has despatched many of the human race!’ 21Also again, in The Wanderer ‘Indeed, a man may not be wise before he has lived a number of years in the kingdom of the world….A wise man must perceive how terrifying it will be when all the wealth of this world stands waste….The halls decay, the rulers lie dead…Here money is transitory, here friends are transitory, here man is transitory, here kinsmen are transitory, all this foundation of the earth will become worthless’. 22 The dragon provides a perfect physical example of this threat, the end of a society, with the gold and the hoarding and the raiding now meaningless. 
Failure to protect your lord, as seen with Grendel’s mother, is also echoed within the dragon act. Despite Beowulf sending them away and bearing them so hard will, if his thanes had not have left him, who knows if he would have lived. When they return after Beowulf’s death, Wiglaf, the only man brave enough to stay during the battle with the dragon, shames them, telling them,
‘Too few defenders thronged about the prince when the evil time came upon him. Now the receiving of treasure and giving of swords, all delight in native land, beloved home, must cease for your race; once princes afar off should hear of your flight, inglorious action, every man of the tribe will have to wander, stripped of rights in the land. To any warrior death is better than a life of disgrace.’ (173). 23
17. The Seafarer, line 84.
18. The Wanderer, line 23.
19. Beowulf, pg 119.
20. The Wanderer, lines 22-27.
21. Beowulf, pages 141 and 143.
22. The Wanderer, lines 65-110.
23. Beowulf, pg 173.


This carries on the threat of exile too, as Wiglaf is placing the blame of the end of the Geats on the cowardly warriors and also the theme of revenge, as it should be just that they seek retribution, as in The Battle of Maldon when their leader has fallen the thanes ‘undaunted, advanced eagerly. They all wished one of two things, to lose life or to avenge their beloved leader’. 24
The system of protection and loyalty survived on certain principles, which you can see challenged in the monsters throughout Beowulf.25 Written within a time when Christianity was present in Anglo-Saxon society, but the narrator going back to pagan times, perhaps these representations of the threats are social critique on the system. How the ideals of the hero going to mix with Christianity is addressed in many Anglo-Saxon literature, including The Wanderer and The Seafarer, and it is interesting therefore to see the main attributes of heroic society discussed with an almost ominous tone, warnings of heroic failures or threats to their way of life by internal issues a huge theme of the poem.  Most of the threats presented can actually be seen as internal issues which threatened this way of life. Although it is important to note that it is thought Christianity did not interfere with the heroic elements of Anglo-Saxon culture. 26  Beowulf himself is attributed to containing all the heroic values, and he provides a great contrast to the monsters and their portrayal of threats to good heroism.27







24. The Battle of Maldon lines 203-207.
25. Heroic values and Christian Ethics, Katherine O'Brien O'Keeffe pg 107
26. The Beginnings of English society, Whitelock, pg 35.
27. Old English Literature. M.W. Grose & Deidre Mckenna. Evan Brothers LTD: London 1973
pg 70. 
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