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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.
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Monsters have always been a fascination for the human mind; from creatures of the living dead such as Dracula, Frankenstein or the Zombies so evocative to the contemporary mind - creatures that merely exist without thought or feeling, cannibalistic and terrifying. They are invented to frighten us, a parent warning their children into good behaviour with tales of the bogie man coming to take them away if they misbehave. 
In Beowulf the monsters have a more potent and rooted function than the largely external threats that the modern horror monsters evoke. There seems to be a more spiritual message, in fact it can be suggested perhaps there is a more moral message to these creatures’ existence; that the poet created these horrific creatures in order to impart a message or warning to the Anglo-Saxon mindset. In this way the monsters represent threats found within society.
 It is my aim in this essay to discuss that the three monsters signify a more moralistic message of the poem, that they have human vices that each of these creatures of the night symbolise. Of bad Kingship, the lust for gold, malice, kin-slaying, the law of vengeance, the result of cowardice and treachery - to name but a few. As historian Michael Alexander states “…the  monsters become malign embodiments of human evil.”1 They are humans, in fact they are frequently referred to throughout the poem as human, the only difference is their outward appearance, the evil human is as monstrous inside as the monsters in Beowulf are outside, the difference is the humans’ appearance is softened, a chameleon adapting to its surroundings, showing outward normality but inside the monster lurks, hiding the evil within. Historian Leonie Viljoen states that “Monsters, generally, appear in times of crisis, evoking a polarity between ‘us’ and the ‘other’, but at the same time questioning such binary thinking.”2.

Grendel
The very real threat of ambush was certainly a fear within Anglo-Saxon society, where death by violence was a very common occurrence. Grendel was an accumulation of that fear, he has many human vices, perhaps the worst is jealousy and hatred, his hatred of music led him down to the hall of Heriot and the vulnerable sleeping men, who were deep in their cups in the hours preceding the attack, where there he launched his vicious attack. Historian Michael Alexander describes Grendel as “…also human, a human whose envy and blood-lust have made him a monster.”3 This gives credence to the fact that Grendel has very human traits, with the outward appearance of a troll like creature to match his inner-self. The fear of ambush by Grendel clearly functions as an external threat.
The threat of exile could be suggested as being the Grendel’s threat within a society. In lines 1260 he is described as an ‘Outcast’. Society has rejected him, he almost certainly is a reference to exiled man, who are also considered outcasts to the Anglo-Saxon community. His home is described in lines 450 as his ‘moor lair’ and in 760 as ‘fen-bordered lair’, this ‘lair’ is situated remotely in the marshes, Grendel is an alienated creature, with no friends and the kin he does have is also an exiled being destined to live alone, in fact the monster lives an extremely solitary existence, and it can be said that he feels that aforesaid human trait of envy as depicted in lines 810 that he was ‘moved by spite against humankind’. He hears from a distance the sound of feasting and people making merry. His hatred of this music, the sound of merrymaking and revelry make him lust for blood, hence the attack on the hall after feasting, when everyone was sleeping off the effects of the mead. In lines 801 Grendel is described as ‘compounded with sin’, He is the representation of the sinful, an exiled creature, harbouring hatred and resentment of a society. 

Grendel is a monstrous representation of a murderer, he is cannibalistic; the cannibalistic aspect would make the image of Grendel more repellent, more evil. Whether one can suggest that cannibalism was a fear in Anglo-Saxon society is questionable, but it is certainly a reference to sin, the most horrific deed is to consume the flesh of another human being, the embodiment of evil.4 In lines 450 Grendel is a reference to his cannibalistic nature, ‘…take my corpse away …bent on eating it…’ While certainly grim it cuts a chilling account of the evil murderer, set loose on a society. If in today’s society there is a fear of this act of cannibalistic serial-killers, then it would seem likely that to the Anglo-Saxon people, there could also be this fear. according to historian Richard North the poet would have known of the existence of cannibalism from Gen. 9:4 where drinking blood was prohibited5, he thought that this “…would have given him an authority for a cannibalistic image of Grendel, one which is not supported in Norse mythology whose giants do not eat human flesh.”6
According to historian Richard North, Grendel could be the son of the Devil ”The biblical context for this relationship is introduced early: first in the association with Satan.”7 He is referred to in lines 760 as keeping ‘the company of devils’, the use of the word ‘devils’ is interesting in that the poet could indeed be referring Grendel as an offspring of Satan. Grendel is described in lines 850 as possessing a ‘heathen soul’ suggestive of a Christian message. As if all heathen folk are also capable of doing the self-same thing as Grendel, and will have the same fate as this horrific troll.
In lines 1250 ‘Grendel occupied the gold-giving hall, working his evil, until the end came, death for his misdeeds.’ What is interesting is the description of the hall as ‘gold-giving’ and ‘gold ceilinged’, as if this is a hall of riches, greed consuming, and is perhaps in reference to the greed of the Geats.8 There is also the lines ‘death for his misdeeds’, again could be in reference to exile, suggests that Grendel has committed misdeeds much like an exiled man. Like his Mother later on in the poem, Grendel attacks vulnerable sleeping men, the very nature of these deaths suggest an unequal combat, much like the Viking invasions. These men were unprepared, giving an unfair advantage to the evil enemy. Historian Leonie Viljoen believes that “…when the authority of leaders or mores disintegrate and the subordination of the individual hierarchy is lost.”9 If a leader is not strong enough to defend a people, then the threat of an enemies is imminent. For a society to be strong, the leader needs to possess many of the qualities of Beowulf, courage, strength, loyalty and defeatist of invaders. A king consumed with rage, hatred and vengeance would not be a man to protect a society, the act of vengeance would in turn create more wars, more violence, there is no peace in retaliation, just a prolonging of that violence and the only result can be more death. That the people of Heriot are made more vulnerable to Grendel as a result of their own disorder is a further example of how the monsters represent / indicate an internal threat.
Grendel’s Mother
Grendel’s mother could almost certainly be associated with vengeance and the Anglo-Saxon law of ‘Blood Feuds’, in which the act of vengeance was an accepted law of retribution. Where one family member was murdered, there would be retaliation and the same would happen to the murderer’s family, these blood feuds would often go on through the generations, there would be no peace in these acts of vengeance. In lines 1340 it says ‘Revenge is her motive…furthering her sons feud’ this can be seen as a direct reference to the act of the ancient blood feud, she is in an act of retaliation on Beowulf for the slaying of her son Grendel, it can almost certainly be suggested that this line is referencing ‘family feuds’ she revenged her son’s death by in turn slaying Beowulf’s old councillor Ashere, and as a further punishment, taking his body away with her to her lair, denying them their rights for burial. Beowulf then retaliates on this ferocious act, by entering her lair and there beheading the wicked creature. 
There are repeated references to Cain, as in lines 100 ‘kindred of Cain’, and in lines 1260 ‘Cain became the killer of his brother, his own fathers’ son.’ And ‘begotten of Cain’ Kin-slaying was the foulest form of murder in Anglo-Saxon culture, to slay ones’ own flesh and blood, could only be seen as the foulest form of murder, that only the most evil being could commit. As a human counterpart to Grendel’s Mother in Beowulf is Unferth, he is the councillor to King Hrothgar. What makes him no better than the monsters is his past misdeeds, he is the murderer of his own brother, and is in fact referred to by Beowulf himself as ‘the bane of your brothers’ 10This is an interesting parallel, as he is described much as the monsters are, but in human form. The difference is he appears to be repentant of his crimes, while the monsters have no conscience. But still while Unferth remains a faithful companion to Beowulf, there is dishonour in his past which cannot be forgotten, as can be seen in lines 1160 of the poem when he is described as ‘he had not been honourable to his kin at the clashing of swords.’ In being associated with Kin slaying by being ‘begotten of Cain’, Grendel’s mother could in this way be seen as representing an internal threat within Anglo-Saxon society.

The Dragon
The Dragon is an object of debate for many scholars, as to what this beast of myth actually represents in Anglo-Saxon society. Many historians such as Michael Alexander think that the Dragon fight actually represents the fall of society.11 By that one can assume that what he means by the fall is a bad King is that perhaps puts his needs, his greed before a society, he is governed by riches and the excitement of wealth, the result is a failing society, not protected by strength. If one were to analyse this then the Dragon could be a suggestion of greed and malice,12 as the Dragon guards gold and kills anyone foolhardy enough to approach it.
Historian Michael Alexander is of the opinion that the Dragon could also be associated with the Vikings with their “Dragon ships…”13 This does give credence to the greed, aggression and vengeance aspect, the constant threat of raids on the Anglo-Saxon community could indeed be represented in the horrific persona of this monster.
 It was well-known in Anglo-Saxon culture that a Dragon, which was very real to this society, was originally an evil King.14 The poet used this fear of Dragons as an effective enemy in Beowulf, the Dragon is consumed by greed and wicked deeds, he lies on his riches, protecting his fortune, much as a malicious King would do. He is described in lines 2030 as an ‘unknown man…had brought and hid here the beloved hoard’. This is obviously referencing the fact that before he was turned by greed into this Dragon, centuries before he was a human King, but greed and selfishness consumed him, and now he is outwardly what was lurking inside his human form. The poet describes in lines 2270, the Dragon as sitting on ‘heathen gold’ Again, a reference perhaps to the Vikings with their gold-lust or perhaps a pagan Anglo-Saxon society such as the Geats, as a heathen people there can be no glory in the hoarding of wealth.15 
This fate of living eternally as a creature of the night, an undead, a revenant was a very real fear to the Anglo-Saxon people, a fear of returning to life after death has claimed them, as a creature neither alive nor dead, they are eternally damned. This Dragon was essentially a zombie, it is alive, yet not alive, it merely exists to guard its earthly treasures, getting no real pleasure out of the gold and slaying any to enter its’ lair. There is, in lines 2271 that relate to revenants ‘The Ravager of the night’, Historian Raymond P Tripp believes this to be an indication of the undead returning to their grave “…lie our man-dragon, who cannot emerge until night.”16 So, much like a vampire, the brightness of the sun scorches him, only evil walk in the darkness of night. One can suggest that this is a very moralistic and Christian message, money cannot buy one friends or happiness, the result is essentially purgatory. Historian Raymond P Tripp believes “He became a Dragon, hoping to postpone ultimate death, so that he could continue to enjoy his treasures.”17 Existing in a state of undead, this evil being fights only to protect his treasures from being taken from him, his greed is all-consuming and soul destroying.
Historian R.E. Kaske is of the belief that the slaying of the Dragon, Beowulf has in fact “…slain the growing evil among his people…”18 One could suggest that this could be in reference to the Geats and their love of gold and jewels, and by Beowulf slaying this evil, their conscience is returned and they can see the evil that gold-lust can bring.
Summery
To summarize this essay, I think it is a fair assessment to say that the monsters of Beowulf held a Christian message. The poet was a Christian man, and his poem of heroism against the forces of evil and the man Beowulf is almost certainly an idealised version of what an Anglo-Saxon man should be, a protector of the people with none of the vices that equate to these evil monsters of the night. Historian Kemp Malone observes that “…the struggle between hero and monster symbolises the struggle between good and evil in our earthly life.”19 Beowulf’s heroic self-sacrifice brought society to a process of healing, a healing of the old wounds that the monsters inflicted upon them. The poets constant mention of God and Hell throughout the entire poem. In lines 180 the poet states ‘a heathen hope; Hell possessed’ what the poet meant by this seems to be a message to the heathen people, that to worship in many Gods can only result in the burning of hells fires for eternity. That their heathen worship can only bring more wars, resulting in more deaths, whereas with the worship of the Almighty, peace can be restored.
Why the poet made the marshes Grendel’s home is clear in Anglo-Saxon folklore with a real Anglo-Saxon fear at this time of a creature named ‘The Black Dog’20 with like Grendel, eyes burning like coals, that lived on the marshes and only came out at night, a fitting place for the sinful monster to lurk on the edges of a society, but not part of a society but near enough to cause a real and terrifying threat. To myself, Grendel represents exile and ambush. Grendel’s mother represents Blood Feuds and the Dragon represents greed and malice. Very real threats to an Anglo-Saxon society, and what better way for the poet to add realism and human vices, in a simple yet effective way to get his message across to these mostly heathen people, than in the shape of monsters which are in turn humanity’s fear. In any way in which the monsters are embodiments of the fears, sins and vices of the Anglo-Saxon peoples, they are internal rather than merely external threat.
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