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SIGNE M. CARLSON

The Monsters of Beowulf

Creations of Literary Scholars

“HISTORY IS THE FRAME and the background, and the canvas is occupied by a
couple of folktales seemingly as old as humanity,” wrote Ritchie Girvan of Beo-
wulf,* but literary scholars have had a hand in its delineation also. It is they who
put the monsters in this greatest of Old English poems. Indeed, the word “mon-
ster” does not appear in English until the fourteenth century; to get it into Beo-
wulf along with the creatures represented by the word, they had to go to Latin for
monstrum—and even there it originally meant “‘a divine portent or warning.”’

Although world folklore appears to accept “monsters” of a semi-supernatural
sort, such as Grendel and the dragon, it is nevertheless possible, within the frame-
work of freedom of inquiry, to challenge such acceptance. Recognition of this pos-
sibility may be implied in the observation by Melville Jacobs that *“folkloristic writ-
ings are burdened with a dogma that folklores have animal, ogre, or monster
actors.”’® Since Beowulf scholars generally agree that the Grendel tale is “‘an ancient
and widespread type of story,”* and since dragons have been featured in literature
and art from antiquity to the present, I decided that it would be intertesting to try
to find out whether or not these creatures might have a factual basis.

In an earlier study® I undertook to follow some of the paths and trails of such
an exploration by drawing on both humanistic sources and scientific reference
material provided by anthropologists, archeologists, climatologists, demographers,
paleontologists, and zoologists. I reached the tentative conclusion that there is
indeed evidence supporting a basis in fact for the protagonists of the two major
folktales in Beowulf. A study of this nature reaches out in so many directions
that it is necessary to proceed only so far along one line, in order to be able to fol-
low this track and that in a given amount of time. Understandably, much more re-
search is required, especially in view of the dearth of such literary-scientific inves-
tigations, a condition deplored by some scholars.®

In the course of my study I discovered that the text of the Beowalf epic itself
has apparently not been examined from the point of view of a basis in fact. This
type of study, too, could fill years instead of weeks, but this aspect of the paring
down or peeling back to the origin of these “monsters” is intended to be only a
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358 SIGNE M. CARLSON

beginning of what has been declared by some scholars as “impossible” and by
others as “‘useless”’—crushing or challenging terms, depending on the nature of
the researcher.

With hardly any exceptions, scholarship in regard to Grendel, his mother, and
the dragon is based on Christian allusions made by the Beowxlf poet, often de-
batable scholarly emendations of the text, and highly interpretative translations
and adaptations. Therefore, a logical starting point in an examination of the text
is the recognition of literary accretions that may be attributed to scholars who have
altered folk tradition to suit themselves. Since the Beowulf poet is the earliest ac-
knowledged scholar connected with the poem, we should review his work first. The
efforts of scribes who copied the extant manuscript, scholars who translated the
poem, and critics who based their theories on the labor of scribes and scholars will
be discussed briefly. The result of this analysis, while not conclusive, may be the
raising of serious doubts about present stereotyped thinking on the subject of the
“monsters’ of Beowulf.

The Christian references in the poem have led scholars to believe that the Beo-
wulf poet must have been a Christian. Since Grendel, his mother, and the dragon
admittedly antedate both the poet and Christianity, Christian references to them
are literary accretions. Examples of what we may place in this category are Gren-
del’s descent from Cain, his being at war with God, his retreat to a rabble of
“devils,” his final judgment by the Lord, and the sword found in Grendel’s cave
on which is engraved the biblical stories of the giants and the flood. H. L. Rogers
believes that the poet made Grendel a foe of God through line 1816 of the text,
but that later references to him were as a creature of folktale.” He also feels that the
Christian influence affects Grendel’s mother to a lesser degree and the dragon not
at all, unless one considers the dragon as the symbol of the archfiend.

Except for a conscious effort to work Christianity into his poem, the Beowulf
poet retold the history and folklore of his people as accurately as he could® without
the assistance of twentieth-century transcription techniques and devices. The poet’s
confusing description of Grendel's abode, a cave penetrated only after a plunge
into the mere, may be explained by his lack of familiarity with the foreign topog-
raphy of the land of origin of the Grendel tale or by the confusion of his inform-
ant or source. A corresponding description in the closely related episode of the
Icelandic Grettissaga may clarify the setting of this portion of the story for the
reader.

Added to problems arising from badly damaged pages of the manuscript, prob-
lems resolved to the satisfaction of most scholars by educated guesses as to what the
missing words or lines were, is the controversial issue of scribal errors and incon-
sistencies. An examination of the manuscript in the second edition of Zupitza’s
facsimile® and a sampling of scholarship on the manuscript and scribal errors pro-
vide convincing evidence that some disputes may never be settled. One example
affecting Grendel, his mother, and the dragon is the varied spellings of the words
gaest and g@st as gest, giest, gist, gyst, and gast, which contribute to the difficulty
of deciding whether a meaning of “stranger” or “spirit” is intended. Another
questionable word, applied to Grendel's mother, is brimwyl (line 1506), emended
to brimwylf, “‘sea-wolf,” presumably because the spelling br/mwylf appears in line
1599. Since the account of Beowulf’s struggle with Grendel’s mother includes, in
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THE MONSTERS OF BEOWULF 359

line 1519, the desctiptive noun merewif, “‘sea-woman,” it is possible that the scribe
should have written brimwif, “ocean-woman.” Such perplexities as these con-
tribute to the reasonable doubt one may have as to the true nature of the “monsters.”

After eliminating Christian allusions to Grendel, his mother, and the dragon,
and after recognizing possibilities of sctibal error and controversial scholarly emen-
dations, we may now consider interpretations of the text by translators and adap-
tors. The influence of these interpretations is not readily apparent to the average
reader of a translation that is purported to be faithful to the text. I shall summarize
rather copious and detailed notes into a brief analysis of translations of a few
words used in connection with Grendel, his mother, and the dragon, the emphasis
being on Grendel. The words are féond, agl@ca, fifelcyn, eoten, gaest, wer, guma,
and 7des. In order to avoid repetition I shall provide a random sampling of these
words from the text of the poem. For example, I shall limit my discussion of féond
to lines 101, 164, and 725, although there are twenty-four occurrences of the word.

Féond was originally the present participle of the Old English verb féon (*“'to
hate”) and its meaning is “enemy.” Although dictionaries recommend the trans-
lation of feond as “‘fiend” in later Old English works like Guthlac and the Leech-
dom Hymns because of their religious nature and definite reference to Satan, they
suggest “‘enemy” for the same word in Beowulf. However, of twenty-two transla-
tions and adaptations consulted, only two translate féond as “enemy” or “foe” in
lines 101 and 725, while sixteen use “fiend” in both cases and others use
“demon,” “'devil,” and “'spirit.” On the other hand, féond in line 164 is translated
“enemy” or “foe” by the majority, because the context makes it mandatory (féond
mancynnes, “‘enemy of mankind”). Féond, in all three cases, refers to Grendel.

The fact that “fiend” is a modern derivative of féond does little to recommend it
as an accurate meaning of the Old English word and its association with the Satan
or Devil of the Christian faith makes it unacceptable in reference to a pre-Christian
figure. Therefore, it seems that the interpretation of féond as “fiend”” must be re-
placed by the translation “‘enemy” (“‘foe,” “‘adversary”), if we are to trace the
origin and true nature of the folktale Grendel.

From twenty-one occurrences of 4gl@ca I have selected lines 433, 893, and 2520
to illustrate the double standard maintained in the interpretation of this word. The
compound iglzcwif, line 1259, is also mentioned. Agleca is traced from the
Gothic aglo (“trouble”) and Old Norse ag7 (“terror”) and ldc (“'gift,” “‘sport”)
to a meaning of “misery” or ‘‘vexation” and on to “‘bringer of trouble.”° Diction-
aries suggest translations of “‘monster,” “‘demon,” and “wretch” for references to
Grendel and the dragon, but *‘great hero” and “'mighty warrior” in regard to Sige-
mund, Beowulf, and Beowulf and the dragon together. Nevertheless, Elliott Van
Kirk Dobbie concludes that *. . . in the historical period of Anglo-Saxon it
{aglzcal did not need to have any more specific meaning than ‘formidable
(one)’."11

“Monster” prevails in the above-mentioned translations and adaptations for
lines 433 and 2520, referring respectively to Grendel and to the dragon. In con-
trast, for line 893 “hero,” “warrior,” or “‘champion” are of highest frequency.
Benjamin Thorpe’s translation appears to be the only one in which no marked
differentiation in meaning is indicated between the references to Grendel or the
dragon and the one to Sigemund.*? Two thirds of the translators describe Grendel’s
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360 SIGNE M. CARLSON

mother as a “monster” or “monstrous” (agl@cwif, line 1259), while others use
variations like “troll-wife,” “‘witch-wife,” “‘dam of evil,” “female horror,” *‘vile
crone,” “‘ogress,” or “‘terrible woman.”

Since neither the etymology of agl@ca nor the text of the poem seems to justify
these different translations, Dobbie’s “formidable (one)” or some synonymous
word or phrase may more clearly convey the meaning intended by the Beownlf
poet. This change should help to give a more just picture of Grendel, his mother,
and the dragon.

Fifelcyn (fifelcynnes, line 104), a word found only in Beowslf, is most fre-
quently defined as “‘a race of (sea) monsters.” American, British, and German dic-
tionaries record the fact the fifel is derived from or related to the Icelandic (Old
Norse) fifl, meaning either “‘fool, clown, boor” or “‘monster, giant,” but three
Scandinavian-edited dictionaries of Old Norse and Icelandic do not suggest mean-
ings of “monster” or “giant.”** They give “simpleton,” “fool,” “clown,” and
“madman” for fifl and list many other words with the same root, all containing
the meaning or idea of folly: fifla, fiflablitur, fiflalaeti, fifidirfska, fifidjarfur,
fifiska, fifiskaparmdl, fifislegur, deggjunarfifi, fifidjarfr, fifiing, fifiskapr, fifiskr,
and fiflyrdz.

Of the translations checked, most favor “monster,” “‘sea-monster,” and *'giant”
for fifel. In none of the translations, adaptations, or criticism have I been able to
find any discussion of the possibility of translating fifelcyn as “foolish race” or
“‘race of simpletons,” rather than as “race of monsters.” The acceptance of the
latter interpretation appears to be unanimous, although the context could support
the former. The lack of scholarly research on this subject may suggest a need for
re-examining the background of this word. Herbert Dean Meritt comments:
“Once a word is placed in a dictionary the very fact of its niche there tends to in-
duce its inclusion in later dictionaries and to give it a usually quite fitting garb of
authenticity; not all of them deserve it.”’** Whether or not this is true in the case of
fifl and fifel remains to be seen, but in the meantime I shall consider a translation
of “foolish folk™ as a distinct possibility for fifelcyn. The supernatural aura sur-
rounding this folk may be thereby rapidly dispersed.

Discussions regarding the common noun eoter and what has been determined to
be the proper noun Eotan (not seen in this form and not capitalized in the Beowslf
manuscript) seem to be inconclusive, although there is ‘;general acceptance of a dis-
tinction between them. Eotan is usually translated *“Jutes” and eoten (also spelled
eten) “giant” or “monster.” Eoten, a cognate of Old Norse 7ptunn and Swedish
jatte, both meaning “giant,” is traced to the Old English verb etas, “'to eat.” Schon-
ing bases his theory that all giants were *‘corpse-eaters”?® on this etymology. If can-
nibalism or “‘corpse-eating” did give rise to eoten, then this word is an apt one to
apply to Grendel.

For the four instances of eoten, translations of “monster” and “giant” prevail,
with a scattering of “ogres,” “trolls,” “titans,” fiends,” and the like. It has been
easier to add eoten to the growing list of words neatly disposed of by translating
them as “monster” or as some other vague supernatural and fearsome creature
than to ponder on the real meaning of the word. If eoten has the same root as efan,
“to eat,” and does perhaps point to some connection with cannibalism, then it is
possible that the word originally applied to man-eating primitives. In this case,

et
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THE MONSTERS OF BEOWULF 361

“blood-thirsty one” or “‘cannibal” could be used to translate eoten. This interpre-
tation is no more conjectural than the traditional and increasingly tiresome “mon-
ster” and “'giant” and it does bring these creatures back into the real world.

Summaries of scholarship concerned with the problem of distinguishing be-
tween gaest (gest, giest, gist, gyst) and g@st (gast) show that critics are divided,
with some translating g&s¢ whenever in doubt and others gaesz.* For the most part,
dictionaries define g&st as “'spirit, ghost, demon” and gaest as “‘guest, stranger,
enemy.”

The following three examples of (-) gaest refer to Grendel or Grendel and his
mother. For the -gaest of ellengaest, line 86, twelve translators choose “spirit” and
others “fiend,” “demon,” “monster,” “‘Hobgoblin,” “guest,” “‘being,” and “crea-
ture.” Guaest, line 102, and ellorgaestas, line 1349, are most often translated
“spirit(s),” with a few “monster(s),” “fiend(s),” “'goblin(s),” “being(s),” and
“guest(s).”

An arbitrary decision that (-) gaest should always be interpreted as (-) g&s¢ or
that it should be so interpreted when used in reference to Grendel and his mother
may be convenient, but it may also interfere with the accurate representation of the
characters or creatures described. The choice of such deliberately supernatural-
oriented translations as “fiend,” “‘monster,” and ‘“goblin” is misleading. Even
“spirit” may be construed as a “‘ghost” rather than as a real being because of the
environment of other words translated in a slanted way. It would seem that “‘stran-
ger” or “spirit,” depending on the context and not on any fixed formula, might
more adequately convey the poet’s intended meaning of gaest or g@st without
prejudicing the reader and might thereby provide a clearer picture of the creatures
of folktale.

W er, used fifteen times, is defined as “'man, male being, husband.” There seems
to be no controversy over the meaning of the word. However, translations vary be-
tween the two instances in which wer refers to Grendel. In line 1352, where Gren-
del is described as being 07 weres waestmum, “'in the form of a man,” eighteen
scholars use “man” and one uses “human.” In line 105, on the other hand, where
Grendel is a wonsaeli wer, “unhappy man,” only two scholars use “man,” while
others choose “creature,” “‘being,” “wight,” “wretch,” and **(forlorn) flesh.” The
context of line 1352 leaves no room for free interpretation as does line 105. One
may agree that “creature,” “being,” “wight,” “wretch,” and “(forlorn) flesh” at
least indicate the world of reality, but the vagueness of these words does little
else to express the poet’s idea of Grendel.

Guma, used thirty-six times, refers to Grendel twice (lines 973 and 1682) and
is defined as “'man, human being.” In line 973 “creature” is used by six scholars,
“man” by four, “being” by three, and “wretch,” “caitiff,” and “‘one” by others.
The same comment as that made concerning translations of wer applies to those of
guma.

Ides, used eight times by the poet both for regal ladies and for Grendel’s mother,
means simply “woman.” The context of line 1351 explains the choice of “wom-
an(’s)” in seventeen translations, but not so much chivalry is evident in line 1259
where only twelve use “woman” and others write “‘she-(monster, Thing),” “fe-
male,” “witch,” “beldam,” and “‘dam.”

The “monster” influence pervading interpretations of Beownlf, as can be seen

e
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362 SIGNE M. CARLSON

by the above examples, is also noticeable in the translation of what should be un-
controversial words. Folm means “hand” or “palm of the hand.” In line 745
folma, referring to Grendel’s victim, is rendered “‘hands” by the translators, but
in line 748 folme, referring to Grendel himself, is translated “hands” by only ten,
“fist”” by one, “claws” by six, and *‘talons” and “‘fang’ by others. Hond (“*hand”),
sometimes translated “claw” in line 834, and eardode (“inhabited”), some-
times translated “haunted” in line 166, are additional examples of words whose
interpretations may be considered literary accretions. The “‘drooling spit” and
“red ferocious eyes and ravening jaws” of Grendel and the “hairy chest” and
“shaggy frame” of Grendel's mother heighten the horror of these creatures, but
have no textual basis whatsoever.

Criticism regarding Grendel, his mother, and the dragon seems to fall into two
main categories, the one treating of symbolic interpretation of these creatures and
the other examining parallels and analogues in folklore. The ultimate origin of
Grendel, his mother, and the dragon is not a matter of concern in either group.
Symbolic interpretation is based on Christian allusions and the interpretative trans-
lations of key words of the type discussed above, while the comparison of episodes
corresponding to those in which Grendel, his mother, and the dragon play their
parts is limited primarily to the related folktales, although a few scholars have ex-
pressed an interest in a connection between the dragon’s barrow and Stone Age
treasure and burial mounds. Knut Stjerna’s study of archeological counterparts for
almost everything in Beowulf'" is in a class by itself and indicates his belief in a
possible basis in fact for much of the folktale material of the poem.

Now that we have noted many of the literary accretions to be found in con-
nection with Grendel, his mother, and the dragon, what do we have left? Since
we can no longer assign Grendel to a descent from Cain, we shall have to depend
on the Danes for an account of his origin. The land-dwellers did not know of his
father (line 1355), but they had seen Grendel and his mother walking in the
nearby wastelands often enough to give him his name. He was surely a large
man, but must not have been a real threat to the land-dwellers. The fact that he
recognized Heorot as the seat of power of the Danes, not some poor peasant’s
hut, may be indicative of Grendel’s intelligence. His enormous strength, wrestling
ability, and blood-thirsty cannibalism are contrasted with his very real pain and
anguish on having his arm wrenched off by Beowulf and his agonized return to
his cave, where he died.

Grendel's bewitching of the weapons of Beowulf’s men, so that they were
unable to come to his aid, may have its ultimate origin in a folk rationalization
of the hero’s men’s unwillingness or inability to render assistance. Having feasted
and drunk freely of mead the night before, they may have been in no condition to
wield their weapons. The hugeness of Grendel’s head seems out of proportion
to the land-dwellers’ more conservative estimate of his size. Either the poet made
Grendel’s head so large that it took four men to carry it on spear-shafts (lines
1637 ff.), or that was the way the poet had heard the story, inconsistent as it is
with the earlier, less astounding description. It is interesting to note that Hero-
dotus writes in the fifth century B.C. of the Neuri, neighbors of the Scythians,
who sacrificed human victims and placed the heads on poles.’® The custom may
also be traced to Neanderthal caves where evidence of bears’ heads placed on
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THE MONSTERS OF BEOWULF 363

poles has been found.* I have discussed the above examples to point out that,
fnstead of accepting the magical and the incredible as supernatural, a little com-
mon sense and sleuthing may be in order.

Grendel’s mother, “in the likeness of a woman™ (line 1351), grief-stricken,
sought revenge for the death of her son and was in turn hunted down and killed
by Beowulf. That Grendel and his mother were not the only ones of their kind
is revealed in Beowulf’s report to Hygelac on his return to the land of the Geats.
Beowulf claims that none of Grendel’s kin over the earth will be able to boast
of the din of that night when he defeated Grendel (lines 2005 ff.).

The Beowulf poet’s description of the appearance, behavior, and habitat of
the dragon is such that the poem is reported to have been valued for its infor-
mation about natural history.2° This winged reptile with his hide of variegated
colors, hot breath, and venomous bite had minded his own business until he was
disturbed in his barrow retreat. The vulnerability of his belly, as opposed to
the toughness of his sides and back, is compatible with nature. The traditional
dragon trait of spewing forth flames may be a folk means of describing the
constant flicking of the tongue common to many reptiles, but the dragon’s enor-
mous length of fifty feet may be a wee bit of exaggeration, not unusual in folk-
tales. It is hard to believe that a mortally wounded and aged Beowulf could cut
such a large creature through the middle by himself.

A vague and arbitrary assignment of the origin of Grendel, his mother, and
the dragon to “remote antiquity” or the “distant past,” or conceding the existence
of such creatures “from time immemorial” seems out of place in this day when
we can strike a target on the moon. A recognition of the likelihood that Get-
manic invaders encountered primitive indigenous inhabitants in Europe, just
as European settlers later encountered the Indians of the Americas, can be a point
of departure for further research along this line. A study of climatic changes
and the rapidly declining numbers of many species of wildlife in Europe and
elsewhere during the last two thousand years may lead to more insight into the
existence and plight of the dragon.

There seems to be no reason for assuming that tales of such continuous and
everyday occurrences as conflicts between invaders and native inhabitants and
between man and beast should be thought of as “‘figments of imagination” with
supernatural overtones, although humanitarian sensibilities of the Beowwlf poet
and succeeding scholars may have been soothed by placing “outside the normal
order of things”’#* what really belongs inside.
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