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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 within society.
Germanic heroic literature embodies the values of the Anglo-Saxon culture; this culture is fascinated with the heroic and how it should be realised. A poem that truly represents the Anglo-Saxon values is Beowulf[footnoteRef:1]. Beowulf can be dissected into three major battles for the hero to prove himself to the characters and audience. Beowulf’s three opponents are Grendel, Grendel’s mother and the dragon. A simplistic reading will reinforce that these monsters are obstacles for Beowulf to overcome to achieve ultimate glory. However, if intended to be read as an allegory the monsters represent a much darker aspect of the heroic culture. In Beowulf the poet juxtaposes the hero and the monsters to illustrate differences, however there may be more similarities between the two than first appears. Grendel is described as having some monstrous physical attributes however his mother’s monstrosity is not particularly emphasized. The dragon is of course depicted as a fantastical beast to end the hero’s life. Even though these characters are labelled with negative connotations, in terms of their values and motivations all three monsters appear very similar to the heroic characters. In this sense monsters are following the same code as the civilised; what sets them apart from the heroes is the fact that they lose their battles. They may be exiled to the outskirts after losing the battle but they still came from within society. The subtext would appear to suggest that heroism has a dark side and this is what can be seen in the monsters. [1:  Michael Swanton, Beowulf: Revised Edition, 2Rev Ed edition (Manchester, U.K. : New York : New York: Manchester University Press, 1997).] 

To begin with, Beowulf’s first battle with a supposed monster is Grendel who can be said to be another version of Beowulf himself. Irving describes Grendel as ‘a negative image of Beowulf.’[footnoteRef:2] For the critic to come to this conclusion about Grendel he must have noted some resemblances and variances between the hero and monster. The poet starts the narrative by introducing characters’ lineage: ‘we have heard of the glory of the Spear-Danes, kings of the nation in days gone by.’[footnoteRef:3] This honourable introduction of Spear-Danes and kings will lead to the association with hero Beowulf, which establishes his praiseworthy identity to the Anglo-Saxon audience. In contrast, Grendel’s lineage is not as extensive: ‘Unhappy creature, he lived for a time in the home of the monster race after God had condemned them as kin of Cain.’[footnoteRef:4] Grendel is immediately excluded from noblemen as his family is unknown to the reader and culturally reputation is an important factor to the Anglo-Saxons. The biblical allusion to Cain in relation to Grendel establishes him as an outcast to society. Cain was once a part of society as the son of Adam and Eve, it was only when he killed his own brother he was condemned.[footnoteRef:5] Killing of kin is clearly against the laws of society and it is Grendel’s association with Cain that suggests this dark aspect of this character. There is no overt confirmation in the text that Grendel has committed this crime however. The poem acknowledges that kin killing is an evil within society that results in banishment and exclusion, and Grendel, for some unexplained reason, found himself living amongst this group of outcasts. This form of evil started within society and the outcasts begin to take on monstrous characteristics which link them to the darker aspects of nature.  [2:  Edward B. Irving, A Reading of Beowulf (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 1968).]  [3:  Michael Swanton, Beowulf: Revised Edition, 2Rev Ed edition (Manchester, U.K: New York: New York: Manchester University Press, 1997) Pp.,35]  [4:  Ibid., Pp., 39]  [5:  ‘Cain and Abel: Scriptures and Legends’ <https://www.pitt.edu/~dash/cain.html#genesis> [accessed 7 May 2018].] 

Throughout cultures it has never been as simple as good versus evil and this can be said for the Anglo-Saxon culture. Irving asserts in Beowulf ‘we no longer have the whitest white against blackest black but something ethically greyer and less absolute.’[footnoteRef:6] The juxtaposition of Beowulf and Grendel is conveyed by light and dark imagery to allow the reader to determine the hero and monster. The light imagery is associated with Beowulf: ‘the mail-coat on him shone.’[footnoteRef:7]  Whereas in Grendel’s case the poet connects him with the dark side of nature: ‘Then out of the wasteland came Grendel, advancing beneath the misty slopes.’[footnoteRef:8] The reader is never given a clear description of Grendel thus increasing the tension and suggesting an imagined monstrosity through glimpses.  Underneath this simplistic layer of good versus evil, critics such as Ward Parks have noted the poet might have intended to present a warning to an Anglo-Saxon reader: ‘Grendel, whose shifting status as both animalistic predator and human-like opponent adds to the terror associated with him.’[footnoteRef:9] The likely terror created by the poet is caused by the realization that Grendel could represent the threats within their heroic culture. Even though Grendel’s motivations are implicit they can be assumed to be similar to the hero’s, to gain glory. In this way the poet appears to subvert the heroic. [6: Edward B. Irving, A Reading of Beowulf (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 1968) Pp., 114]  [7: Michael Swanton, Beowulf: Revised Edition, 2Rev Ed edition (Manchester, U.K: New York: New York: Manchester University Press, 1997)  Pp., 53]  [8:  Ibid., Pp., 96]  [9:  Ward Parks, ‘Prey Tell: How Heroes Perceive Monsters in “Beowulf”’, The Journal of English and Germanic Philology, 92.1 (1993), 1–16.] 

Glory, to a warrior, is to obtain fame through brave deeds they fulfil.[footnoteRef:10] These brave deeds within Beowulf are to defeat the enemies in battle, this becomes a continuous cycle in the poem. The Hero or monster builds a reputation among their people through remaining undefeated. In the beginning Grendel holds the reigning status: ‘Grendel’s war-strength was revealed to men’.[footnoteRef:11] Furthermore, Grendel’s success is strengthened as ‘songs’[footnoteRef:12] are shared in the community about the monster’s deeds. It is in Beowulf’s interests to erase the shame from Hrothgar’s kingdom and build his own reputation. Once Beowulf ‘had fulfilled his boast’[footnoteRef:13] he replaced Grendel’s influence over the society as stories were to be told of his deeds in overcoming the monster. Interestingly Beowulf is declared a hero whereas Grendel was labeled a monster to the Scyldings. Michael D. Cherniss assumes ‘Grendel’s kinsmen must suffer shame because their relative has been slain and the slayer lives on.’[footnoteRef:14] Grendel’s death will result in Beowulf becoming a monster to Grendel’s people as he is branded an outcast to them. In this sense, humans are monsters to each other as each community fights to secure their superiority to the outsiders. Overall, this will lead to a never-ending cycle of revenge. [10:  Michael D. Cherniss, Ingeld and Christ: Heroic Concepts and Values in Old English Christian Poetry, Studies in English Literature; 74 (The Hague: Mouton, 1972). Pp.,36 ]  [11: Michael Swanton, Beowulf: Revised Edition, 2Rev Ed edition (Manchester, U.K: New York: New York: Manchester University Press, 1997)   Pp.,41]  [12:  Ibid., Pp., 41]  [13:  Ibid.,Pp., 73]  [14: Michael D. Cherniss, Ingeld and Christ: Heroic Concepts and Values in Old English Christian Poetry, Studies in English Literature; 74 (The Hague: Mouton, 1972). Pp., 74] 

The heroic culture shows revenge to be a justified solution to all wrongdoings, but this need for revenge is shared by both heroes and monsters. The battle between Beowulf and Grendel’s mother is where the similarities are most apparent in the text. In his criticism, Tolkien, does not categories Grendel’s mother as a monster: ‘I shall confine myself mainly to the monsters—Grendel and the Dragon’.[footnoteRef:15] Perhaps, others do not consider Grendel’s mother as a monster due to the poet depicting her as half human: ‘a woman, she-monster’.[footnoteRef:16]  According to Niles, The poet’s individual voice is suppressed as the narrative represents a shared value with the audience. [footnoteRef:17] This would suggest the Anglo-Saxon audience would be able to see why the poet provides Grendel’s mother with human qualities. The reader would be able to recognize the heroic notion Grendel’s mother symbolizes: ‘purposed to go on a sorry journey to avenge the death of her son.’[footnoteRef:18] Santanu Ganguly refers to how contextually ‘Not to go out and avenge the death of a relative was an unthinkable social disgrace.’[footnoteRef:19] Thus it is Grendel’s mother’s duty to avenger her son’s death as she is only fulfilling a social obligation. [15:  Lewis E. Nicholson, An Anthology of Beowulf Criticism (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1963). Pp., 52]  [16:  Michael Swanton, Beowulf: Revised Edition, 2Rev Ed edition (Manchester, U.K: New York: New York: Manchester University Press, 1997)  Pp., 95]  [17:  John D. Niles, Beowulf: The Poem and Its Tradition (Cambridge [Mass.] ; London: Harvard University Press, 1983). Pp., 198]  [18:  Michael Swanton, Beowulf: Revised Edition, 2Rev Ed edition (Manchester, U.K: New York: New York: Manchester University Press, 1997)  . Pp.,95]  [19:  Santanu Ganguly, ‘How Many Heroes Are There in Beowulf: Rethinking of Grendel’s Mother as “Aglæcwif”.’, Rupkatha Journal on Interdisciplinary Studies in Humanities, 5.3 (2013), 161–167. Pp., 4] 

The revenge solution that both sides seem to operate blurs the lines between hero and monster as they both contribute to the violent cycle. Hence, the simple reading presents problems when it becomes apparent that, on close inspection, the monsters themselves display the heroic values and characteristics that are usually praised. Critic, Paul Acker, discuses in his article Horror and Maternal in Beowulf the ‘failure of vengeance as a system of justice.’[footnoteRef:20] In reality all characters are monsters as they follow a system that is flawed within their society and fight for similar reasons. It is plausible to suggest that the poet attempts to isolate the monsters to make them appear extreme as a technique to force the audience, members of the Anglo-Saxon society, to focus or acknowledge the threats they represent within their own culture. [20:  Paul Acker, ‘Horror and the Maternal in Beowulf’, Publications of the Modern Language Association of America, 121.3, 702–716 <https://doi.org/10.1632/003081206X142832>.] 

The poem’s intended hero, Beowulf, becomes a monster himself as soon as he enters Grendel’s mother’s home. Grendel’s mother gains sympathy from the audience as she is trying to defend her home and son’s body from the invader. Tolkien advocates that the poem, when taken as a whole, depicts ‘a man at war with a hostile world.’[footnoteRef:21] The ‘man’ does not have to be interpreted as Beowulf but any of the characters as they all fight against hostile forces of one sort or another. As Albrecht Classen states ‘those beasts never existed, except in human imagination.’[footnoteRef:22] The monster is within the human, the two cannot be separated.  [21:  Lewis E. Nicholson, An Anthology of Beowulf Criticism (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1963)]  [22:  Albrecht Classen, ‘The Monster Outside and within: Medieval Literary Reflections on Ethical Epistemology. From Beowulf to Marie de France, the Nibelungenlied, and Thüring von Ringoltingen’s Melusine.’, Neohelicon, 40.2 (2013), 521–543. Pp.,4] 

Lastly, but not least, is Beowulf’s battle with the dragon which will lead to the hero’s inevitable death. The dragon is an appropriate adversary for Beowulf as a hero of his stature could not end his life dying of old age. The dragon can be interpreted as more than a worthy opponent for Beowulf; the dragon is a creature of greed and avarice obsessed with gold. Similarly, to the other monsters, the dragon is acknowledged by critics to behave like a warrior: ‘The dragon, though he is scarcely a warrior, reacts precisely as a human warrior would.’[footnoteRef:23]  In order to understand the dragon, it is important to understand the place of gold within Anglo-Saxon society. The gold is symbolic for kingship, status and rewards of victory. Even Tolkien argues that the dragon is a ‘personification of malice, greed, destruction (the evil side of heroic life).’[footnoteRef:24] In other words, heroism is a central value of the society therefore its dark side is a threat to that society. The danger represented by the dragon is the association of gold with value and status. The warriors are unable to perceive true value while they are blinded by the notion that gold means status and pride. [23:  Michael D. Cherniss. Pp., 61]  [24:  Lewis E. Nicholson, An Anthology of Beowulf Criticism (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1963)] 

The aftermath of the final battle in Beowulf has only confirmed that the violent cycle will continue and has left the audience and characters unsatisfied. The mood after the death of Beowulf shows in the end the killing of the dragon and the claiming of the hoard is a poor consolation for the loss of a true hero. When the ‘faith-breakers’[footnoteRef:25] arrive at the devastating scene they are overcome with shame and guilt as they did not protect their lord, even if they did obtain the treasure: ‘for these adornments which I gaze on here, that I was able to acquire such things for my people before the moment of death.’[footnoteRef:26]  Beowulf is the only character that has their happy ending: ‘So ought a man to when he means to gain long-lasting praise in battle; he cares nothing for his life.’[footnoteRef:27] Beowulf was not aware of the problematic parts of the heroic culture but the thanes he left behind are beginning to notice. 	The continual need to have gold perpetuated a feuding society that would regularly attack neighbouring communities (like the dragon). The remaining thanes will now be targeted by others: ‘now the people can expect a period of conflict.’[footnoteRef:28] The cycle has led to isolated communities and a fragmented society.   [25:  .Swanton. Pp., 171]  [26:  Ibid., pp., 169]  [27:  Ibid., pp., 107]  [28:  Ibid., pp., 173] 

To conclude, the poem attempts to highlight differences between the hero and monsters. Nonetheless, the similarities are overwhelming thus causes there to be less focus on those differences. In consequence, the monsters are ambiguous begins both heroic and dangerous which can be said for the hero also. The attacking actions of the monsters within the narrative clearly place them as threats to society but an analysis of each monster’s motivation shows that their beliefs are found within society. Overall, the poem could suggest the society’s values created the monsters.
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