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Monsters and Ol English Lk ra

Old English L.iterature showed an attention to monsters, pru
relevant paradigms for the medieval and modern reception ©
theme and its implications.

In particular, the Beowulf poem is a major work and a unique example,
in the history of literature, of construction on the very motif of the fight
between man and monster. |

At a deeper level of analysis, there are some hints of the fact this
. distinction is not so neat, and it is archetypical in a different way from
what is usually thought.”

~



Cotton Yitelliug d.xb

It has been observed how the common motif of the
famous Cotton Vitellius A.xv manuscript, containing
Beowulf, consists in the recurring theme of monstrosity.

The manuscript is composed of two codices, the most
relevant of whom is the Nowell Codex, XI century,
containing five literary pieces:

The Passion of Saint Christopher
The Wonders of the East

Letter of Alexander to Aristotle

Beowulf
Saint Judith
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f While the “Wonders of the East” and the “Letter of Alexander” share
- lot of common aspects, being translations from Latin sources that we
know, and dealing both with the theme of the unknown territoriesin

the East of the world -conceived, in medieval times, as the &
/ environment of monsters and marvels-, they are considered to share ~ ""%%,
~ _ more aspects with Beowulf than what they do with the other two texts, #*4%
A because of their secular content and because of some hints that led
% some scholars to think that Saint Christopher and Saint Judith were e

'added later to the manuscript.

‘% | Most importantly, the three works deal with similar types of ,
% monstrosity, feature monstruous animals, and share many more = |
-"?Hcommon themes than the other two. T
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The factthat theword desrgnates not onIy fearsome creatures like Grendel
and the dragon, but the eponymous hero of the poem h|mself has started a
debate still open to suggestion.fE@s  wmme e

Some scholars have given aglaeca a ‘double meanlng, of both ‘monster” and

“warrior”. They are surely two deeply linked realities, as all epics of the world
proves: a hero’s job is to defeat monsters, and, on some degree, every hero is
a b|t of a monster hlmself exceedlng a measure a ruI e

But a poIarlzatlon of the meanlng of this word does nothlng but hide the
poetic reasons behind its usage. Bosworth-Toller Dictionary gives the word
this definition: «A miserable belng, wretch, mlscreant monster fierce
combatant»., g 4 T e

~ Agleeca should be examined together with the word aglac meaning «misery,
_grief, trouble, vexation, sorrow, torment». It is surely true that the poem
shows great examples of a condition of loneliness and misery, experienced by
_solitary creatures lacking someone on their level, until they meet one and the
meeting ends in a confrontatlon Ieadlng to the death of one aglaeca by the
hand of the other ,
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&r“), If agl&ca is a general category, focusmg on the uncommon and awe-
1

2 Yinspiring, it might be seen more like a designation, than an actual
descrlptlon e i ,

If this is true, what qualltles should somethmg possess to be defmed as
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Rin of Cain




Descending from the Proto-Indo-European root *g"dstis, it can be

linked to the etymological tree of the categories of the “host” and of
the “hostis” (“the enemy”). “‘,'-"."

Much has been written concerning how the derivation of words like the
~ Latin “hostis” and the English “guest” comes from different kind of
relationship towards the otherness, depending on variables like the

nomadic or sedentary habits of a people. ‘-\

__ Grendel and his kin are connotated as “strangers” coming from h
“beyond”, according to a syncretism between the old Germanic
cosmology (men live in the “middle-earth” between the realms of gods

and monsters) and the medieval one (monsters always live beyond the

boundary, in far and unexplored realms).

© 2007, www.john-howe.com
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However, | find more meaningful to consider gaest a descendant

from the Proto-Germanic root *gaistaz, interpreted as “ghost”,

“spirit” and “terror”, from Proto-Indo-European *g"eysd-, “anger”,

like the word “ghost”. While the concept of “stranger” describes

Grendel only partially, from the point of view of the people of the &

realm of men, this other interpretation is more apt to describe the

substance, his actual nature, not as a revenant -something he is not,

though some interpretation in that direction exists-, or as a spirit 7

(he is qwte concrete), but as something “terrible”, a carrier of Rifl
“anger” (Godes yrre beer, v.711, for sure, but also of his own ire, the g

fruit of isolation and Ionelmess) £

| consider geest a proper expression of a monster quality quite
different from that of the word aglaeca, evoking a sentiment of fear,
fear for an immediate, perhaps supernaturally connotated danger,
while aglaeca expresses a more neuter sentiment of awe and

fascination. 4




We find a va riéty of sea-creatures in Beowulf. hey are defined by many terms:
hron-fixa (whales, 540b), meere-fixa (sea fish, 549a), seedracan (sea dragons,
#1426a), sae-deor (sea beasts, 1510b) and niceras, the most problematic one.

B Nicor presents a polarization of meanings similar to that of aglaeca: according to

Bdictionaries, it means “sea-monster” in some undefined sense —a designation i
Esuitable to virtually any kind of unusual aguatic animal-, or it means ="
“hippopotamus”, an exotic animal for an Anglo-Saxon audience. Other interpreters
link the nicor to the crocodile, a similarly exotic beast.Figs: RN

Amon%such varieties of expressions to define this typology of beings, | think that
nicor should, at least originally, define a more precise kind of creature. My theory is
that this supposed “older meaning” referred to something more akin to the
monstruous, the sea serpents, and then, by extension, it started being used to
define unusual sea animals, like hippopotamuses; these animals, naturally, are
quite unlikely to have been the creatures met by Beowulf, or imagined by the poet.
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In medieval culture, crocodiles and hippopotamuses are not so differ
, butin the unknown, remote regions of the Earth. Because of thi

actually exist
their aspects.

N

ent from sea serpents or dragons: they are all animals thought to
s, no one has seen them, and there are no certainties on

‘
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Yet, nicor is a strictly Germanic word, not something coming from foreign traditions. Crocodiles and hippopotamuses were mentioned

only in Latin texts, whose knowledge spread in the Northern countries in a later moment than the original formulations of their legends.
845b) and

In Beowulf, the moor where Grendel and these creatures live is called by the names of «nicera mere» (“sea monsters lake”,
many sea monsters lairs”, 1411b). Then, we find this word in the following occasions: g

there are «nicorhusa fela» (“

<a 4
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{Letter of Alexander, paragraph 15 ’t, "?“ s ‘ ,'_ .' w‘%

- . 4 ‘ J(”)

«baet Waes ponne nicra mengeo on : .; «There was then a multitude of sea 3

gonsione maran 7 unhyrlicran bonne & monsters, larger and fiercer at sight
*0a elpendas in 0one grund pzere ea =& than elephants, and they dragged
#7 betweoh 0a yda paes waeteres pa™  the men between the tides of the
“men besencte 7 mid heora mude hie  water into the bottom, and with
sliton 7 blodgodon 7 hie ealle swa™  their mouth they sliced and tore
“fornamon, pzet ure naenig wiste them in bloody pieces and took them
hwaer h|ora a2ni cwom.» ,-./"*’ vall away, so that no one of us knew

- where they had gone.»




u WU"‘(,FI BRI FRREl & R ,"
Quasgi caput [una

This ﬁassage presents a lot of questions. Scholars gloss this creature as «crocodile». In the Latin Letter, the animal possesses
two heads, one looking like the moon, the other similar to that of a crocodile. The Old English translation leaves the animal
only one, round head, taking the Latin expression «lunae simile» as the name of the beast. The depictions of crocodiles in
,the Middle Ages were many and various, and every possibilitY was acceptable. The description of the back of the animal,
absent in the Latin text, evokes the hardness of crocodile scales. As a matter of comparison, the more similar thing to a
w_za’cer-gvyell'q_ngAanlmal with a round head, in nature, is to be found among seals and whglesm\ \ \j/ I. ;‘

Y T T il

The chest of the animal, in Latin, is likened to that of an «hippotamo», translated again as nicor. It was only with a similar
approximation —as the actual shape of hippopotamuses was unkown- that the two animals could be linked. Surely, if niceras
were truly thought of as sea serpents, their scaly apperance would better match that of a crocodile. 3 g8 o5 .
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Letters of Alexander, paragraph 27 /AN T L

«Then was there a land we travelled through,
it was dried and there were marsh, canes and
reed. Then suddenly some kind of beast came
out from the marsh, and fastened, and that ==
beast had all its back studded with pegs like a
snood, and that beast had its head round like
the moon, and that beast was called “quasi
caput luna”, and he had the breast like the
breast of a nicor, and it was armed and ¥
“toothed with hard and large teeth. And that At
beast slayed two of m\{]di nitaries. And then g%
we might not wound that beast with spears,
wapne, ac we hit uneape mid isernum =« nor with any weapon, but we hardly
hamerum 7 slecgum gefyldon 7 hit ofbeotoni‘ﬁ destroyed him and beat him to death, with

V(})WU"‘ " iron hammers and maIIets.»l"’ l’

e wWwwwJypy w

«Da waes peet lond eall swa we geferdon
adrugad 7 fen 7 cannon 7 hreod weoxan. Da
cwom paer semninga sum deor of paem fenne
7 of daem faestene, waes paem deore eall se =
hrycg aceglod swelce snoda haefde paet deor
seonowealt heafod swelce mona 7 paet deor
hatte quasi caput luna 7 him waeron pa breost
gelice niccres breastum 7 heardum todum 7 |
miclum hit waes gegyred 7 geteped. Ond hit &
. pa paet deor ofsloh mine pegnas twegen. Ond
we pa pezet deor nowper ne mid spere

! ewundigan ne meahte ne mid nanige
: I'lg g g

g
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In later times, the word «nicor» led to the name «knucker» |nd|cat|ng - -
fantastic serpent, a dragon-llke creature dwelling in underground caves called
«knuckerholes» in the region of Sussex. One example is the monster featured

| think this is an example provmg that (pIaUS|ny) the most common |dea of the
orlglnal niceras was that of sea- serpents. Surer, 'more e|dence shaII be s
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picting the creature as a huge snake-like,
ing, fire-breathing monster with impenetrable
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We have two types of dragons in the Wonders of the East, and fire-breathing serpents in
the Letter. The Liber Monstrorum, even though containing an entire section dedicated to
snakes and serpents, has no entry dedicated to dragons, nor creatures corresponding to
the description of Beowulf’s dragon.

The first type is called serpentes in Latin, translated as needdran, a word always meaning




The second variety is that of dracones, punctually translated as dracan. j
The Latin draco, like the Greek drakon, is an unusually big serpent, and the
creatures of this entry seem to correspond. They do not seem to be able to
fly, like the Beowulf's dragon is. i | J




(=~

Vv - : | o
. A A X oty B

\ A\
\\_ ) ‘ AAN,

...(

‘.

» — o -

In the Alexander S encounter W|th Carastls (cerastes horned snakes) we observe the use of T
the word wyrm in Old English, deflnmg general invertebrates, like scorpions, but also BE® :
snakes, and dragons, as we find in Beowulf. The scales gllttermg like gold, and the warriors’ T
manner of fighting the creatures holding the shield, like in Beowulf’s last flght W|th the

dragon are p055|ble elements of interest and comparison.fg~* " T
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fwxeron ormete podenas 7

- happening over the land of

baet folc earmlic bregdon: paet 'Northumbria, and folk trembled

:: ‘whirlwinds and lightnings, and

Nfiery dragons were seen flying in
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century, but originally written between the Viland “ Midinmcy 288
Vil century. It is an encyclopedic book with entries . . /'
" concerning several monsters, strange folks, animals '3 el p" "

trorum read Beowulf, as there is no trace of its
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= | ke the Beowulf poem, the Liber Monstrorum presents a triadic structure: the

~— — contents are organised in three sections: the first deals with human-like

1 monsters, the second with monstrous animals, and the third with snakes.

.| Beowulf’s first arc deals with Grendel, a weres waestmum monster (“with the

- | shape of aman”, line 1352), and the last with a wyrm, a great serpent.

~ Whether we divide the poem in two sections, or in three (with the second

" featuring the mother of Grendel, a creature of the same kin of the gaest, butin = —

-

~ a more savage ambient and accompanied by exotic aguatic animals; it is worth =~~~
i pointing out that she is often called a wylf, she-wolf, e.g. at line 1506a), we (o
—  should not ignore the symbolism: the progress from Grendel to the dragonisa = =
. path, leading through different states of being, from a denizen of marshesand =~ * =

= underworlds to a creature of different status, possessing the elements of fire
and air, those nearest to divinity.

.




Then, we should focus on why Beowulf, like Sigemund, is defined aglaeca.
This happens on two occasions, when he faces the dragon and when he
swims among the saedeor. o

He appears as an agleeca when he confronts them. \\_\ S

-
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«but many wonders * _
troubled the water, many sea beasts

tore the chainmail apart with thelr
eywarlike tusks, i, -

persecuted the adversary»

(1509b-1512a)

© 2007, www.john-howe.com



iThe other occasion is found in the confrontation with the dragon, the §
. ultimate fight against the ultimate foe. The two represents the strongest
champions of their categorles at the same tlme ‘each one_ is a fatal

«Nor. then' it was Iong before

IR

Ethe tw monsters faced each other

agaln»

R
. N




‘s dpproximations to a conclusion?
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