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The epic of Beowulf has long been subjected to severé€
Christologicai scrutiny with scholars tending either to strong
commitment to it as Christian allegory, or to equaliy strong
opposition, regarding it instead as thorouéﬁly pagan though

lightly touched by the 01d Testament. One of the best means

of resolving tha; controversy lies in the internal evidence
afforded by the interpretation of the ﬁpic's names and"major
terminology. PBart of that evidence is offétred now in this
analysis of the names surrounding the kinfolk of the villainous

cannibal, Grendel, who was descended from 0l1d Testament Cain,

but had numerous non-Biblical relations of significant onomata.

Whether viewed as pagan epic or Christian allegory, ‘the
social basis 6f:Beowulf_rested on the comitatus, the pre-urban
warrior-society of thanes which held their lord‘s authority and
the obligations of kinship as dual sacred trust. The adoption
of Christianity strengthened these beliefs all the more. Hence,
the figure of Cain, the first rebel against the Lord and mur-

derer of kin,acted as a particularly significant link in

y
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identifying ancient belief with the new faith through his descen-
dant Grendel. As the ravager of Lord Hrgthéarﬁs Hall and mur-
derer of his thanes, he was logically regarded by the newly con-
verted Anglo-Saxons as descended from Cain, that arch-enemy of
the social order.

Yet, Grendel's line of descent does not run direct from
that son of Adam either, for he derives also from the fifelcyn
(104), evil spirits and figures of Germanic origin. Although
Christian belief had its own share of devils and spirits, there

\
were crucial differences between thgse and those of pagdn be-
lief. An }nvsstigation of these differences seems to make it
evident that_ the fifelcyn were owing entirely to their ancient
pagan sources rather than, to any Christiap gnalogues. The in-
vestigation of these will also help clarify the nature of
Grendel's ambiguous character, particularly as to whether he
was who%}x or in part man or devil, or simply a monstrPus con-
figuration of fantasy,

It is true, certainly, that Grendel behaves most mon-

strously and even diabolically, but one must make the all-

important distinction between his behaving monstrously and his

being a monster, especially since th poet himself tells us that
Grendel is a wer, a "man."l Even so distinguished a scholar as
Tolkien, while noting that Grendel was human, nevertheless

argued that he was an "ogre," a "physical monster" and his human
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aspect was only a, parody of human for;nq,"2 While,the fifelcyn
are,guch ogres, monsters and devils, his own terminglogy, also
demonstrates that Grendel himself is not gubstantively sp.
While his behavior has been contaminated by his.ogrish, Germanic

kin, he remains in essence a descendant 0f 0ld Testament Cain, a

man, glbeit a vicious, feral, degenerate, who murders men and
cannibalizes them in their Hall.

In contrast to the Germanic fifelcyn, the scriptﬁral de-
scendants of Cain remained entirely human, and gifted ev%p{‘in "
that they laid the basis for*civilizapion;3 Cain himself, though

' neverthe-

a notorious exile .in. the .land of'Nod, of "Wandering,'
less raised a normal fagmily. His son Enoch founded a city, ,
while a later descendant Tubalgcain developed metallurgy and. thus )
began technology. Another, Jubal, initiated culture by'iqyent—
ing the harp and orgap.,,.In Bepwulf, Cain, too, remgins human,

t
the biblical outcast in the wilderness, an abhprrent rebel
against the Lord,, and, the, "sword-slayer" of his brother. How-
ever, Ehoch, and the rest are forgotten and, instead, dubious
descendants of Cain are introduced,, the Germanic fifelcyn..
These probably amalgamated with the notion, of rebel Cain, be-
cause they, too, suggested forces opposed to the established
order of. the comitatus, pagticularly Grendel. Instead they

moved,in the oppogite direction of Cain and his family in

threateniﬁg civilization. Thus, to dismiss these fifelcyn
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vaguely as "monsters'" or '"devils" is therefore to ignore the com-
plex nature of these forces and-of Grendel, especially insofar as
his behavior is vitiated in large part by his rélation to thef.
In an important preliminary study on the terminology of
Beowulf, Signe Carlson found that while cym obviously means
"kin," the ‘term fifel is unique to Beowulf in 0.E., and is one

' or, simply, *

which the dictionaries generalize as "sea monster,’
as "monster'" or "giant."4 Indeed, Some‘of these were very
large maf%ne beings. However, the Icelandi¢' and Standinavian
dittionaries derive’ the term more pertinently from O.N. fifl,
"fool,"' "clown,' and even "madman," and include a signifitant
list with the- same root, all containing the notion of "'fo’lly."'5
Hence, the fifelcyn are'precisely interpreted a§ a "race of

fools" and even "simpletons." But it is an 0l1d Icélahdi& prov-

erb which defines modt perceptively the nature of- that simple-

mindedness, "No wonder one is a fool (fifl), if ore has ‘never
been taught.' 1If so, then such a fool maybea shrewd being,

yet who does not know how to behave because he is untutdred and,
indeed, "brutish." This certainly describes Gréndel's own con-
dition. It was his unredeeming ignorance, nét- feeble-mindedness,
which ied to his monstrous, anti-social behavior. All that un-
controlled folly and madness which he’ inherited from his nor-

thern fiflcyn took the form of frightful barbarism against the
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contempqrary civilization of the comitatus. Grendel is in

- v 1

essence the rebellious offspring of Cain, but one turned vicious

-

by associ?t;on with his northern kin.
One group of the fifel are further described as the
untydras glll) which, if deriving from tydre, a term meaning

"frail," "weak," and, when negated by un-, certainly befits

-

these terrifying fifel. Along with the alternative form, untyd,

meaning "unskilled" and "ignorant," we have precisely the essen-

"

tial nature of these fifelcyn. Yet, the untydras of Beowulf
have been repeatedly designated by scholars as not only '"mon-
sters' (a meaningless epithet actually), but worse, as_'"evil

progeny" or '"bad breeds," thus falsely damning their physical,
1

mental and cultural limitations as evil or sinful. Yet in no

single other instance is either untyd or untydre used in O.E.

with such moral connotations. This affords one example, among
s :

&
2

[
many, of the dpuble standard of interpretation about which Fred

Robinson, and Merritt before him, have warned the O.E. scholar

regarding the prejudicial limitations of lexikons that have so
4 -

falsely colored our reading of Beowulf with Christological,

-

moralistic overlay.6 Bosworth and Toller, the standard O.E.

i -

Dictionary, is too often contaminated by such 19th and 20th
century moral misinterpretations of Beowulf which have no
3 -

analogous usage in any of the other examples of contemporary

literature.
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The poet of Beowulf defines these fifelcyn further, in
terms of size, and more, which in turn defines the nature of

Grendel. In describing them as eotenas ond ylfe (112) it is

misleading generalization to dismiss these simply as 'giants
and elves." For”one, these ‘elves were not the piayful little
creatures of fairy-tales, but a vile dwarfish Germanit breed
which produced certain diseases, caused nightmares and some-

times acted as succubi and incubi.'7 The alternate of thé

pair, the éotém is a cognate of 0.N. iotunn and Swedish j;gﬁg,
both mean;ng "giant." But eoten is more precisely tractd to
the 0.E. and Icelandic verb etan, "to eat," which implfes that
these giaﬁt "eaters" among the fifel were either corpse-eaters
or cannibals, as some madmen ﬁight well be; and, Grendel cer-
tainly was tﬁé latter, at least.8

Furthermore, this great, savage image associated with
eoten seems also to have suggested the inclﬁgion of the gigantasr

”

in line 113, aiong wzth these other descendants of Cain. That

term, uniqué fn 0.E. to Beowulf, is retained frém the Gré%k,

curiously, in transliterated form. ™Most scholars believe these
L

particular gigantas refer to the '"giants" of Genesis 6:1-18.

However, these latter were the "men of old on the earth," such

as Noah, who were neither gigantic nor supernatural any more

-

than they were cannibals. Moreover, the gigantas of Beowulf

"warred against God for a long time" (113-114) while the
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-

biblical ones were simply '"mighty merr who harbored evil
thoughts." These epic gigantas were akin rather to the Ge¥manic
breed of rebellious giants driven by Thor from Asgard, or té the
ancient Titans of Hesiod's Theogony (617-735),-defeated by Zeus
so that -he could assert his Olympian deminance&. SimilarIy in
the Aeneid (6,577-84) the ancient Titans are hurléd into Tar-
tarus where, significantly, they writhe. near faithless men -who
had betrayed their ‘brethren, smote a parent, entangled a client
in fraud, or had given nothing to their needy kin. Furthermore,
these Titans lay next to those who had fought against their own
country or broken faith with their Yords. Anciént accourts -are
rife with such titanomachies iagainst rebellious forces,

which are necessary before the authority, order and justice of
the chief deity is secured.9 Therefore, universall¥, any-moftals
similarly threatening that established order as' well as its (
interdependent network of kinship and obligations, commits the
gravest of sins. Thus, Grendel is naturally the kin of such
gigantas not only because he is big and "well-known 6f old,"

but because he carried within him the Cainite seeds of rebelljiqn
against the authority 'of the Lord as well ‘as of kings. He 'is
openly termed the andsaca (786, 1682}, the "enemy'™ of God. The

poet of Beowulf accepted the concept of biblical Cain and
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amalgamated him with his own familiar world of giants insofar as
they all conveyed the dominant notion of: rebellion agaiist
authority. !

That Classical brdnch of gigantas is reinforced further,
and differentiated from Germanic or Christianm origin, in being

paired in.the phrase orcneas swylce gigantas (112-13), for the

orcneas are associated by 0.E. glossators with Orcus, the
Roman God of Death.10 These were underworld demons of a sort
long familiar to the ancient world. For example, in Etruscan
tomb painéings of the 2nd and 1lst centuries B.C. ‘these demons,
prototypes of the Christian devils, were depicted with big,
hooked noses, ugly blue flesh, and -as threatening with hammers
and serpents the unhappy, .souls fallen from heathen gracé.l
Polygnotos, the great muralist of the 5th ¢. B.C., depicted in
his painting, the "Underworld," jusflsuch a blue-demon, a canni-~
bal who ate those punished in Hades for their maltreatment of -a
parent, or worse, for rebellion against the gods.112 There are
important’ differences, however. There.is no evidence that O.E.
orcneas, though demons, ever punished men for their behavior or
went after men's souls. These NorthérneES‘were not punitive
moral forces,like the devils of Christendom or even the Greco-
Roman demons.

Much like the fifelcyn, though not descended of Cain, was

the term thyrs, one unique to Grendel (426). The Icelandic
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dictionary, while retaining the meaning of "giant" for thurs,
defines the term more explicitly as 'surly" and "stpPid."l3
Similarly the Danish form tosse is also associated with "fool."
Thus, the image of Grendel as big,. surly, stupid and unruly
keeps literally emergimg from his northern roogs. ,

Furthermore, as Whitelock points out, in O0.E, the thyrs
inhabited the fens and marshes.14 Indeed, it appears that tpgse
Anglo-Saxon descendants of Cain and their other relatives were
much more at home by waters on earth than by the hell-fires of
the underworld. Lastly, but importantly,. the term Ehxgéfalso

" which evokes a vision

suggests the verb thyrstanm, "to thirst,
of Grendel quenching his thirst by the blood of his victims,
like some vampire precursor who needs human blood ;o“s;ayralive.
Thyrs as applied to Grendel himself seems to connote that he is
more a blood-thirsty cannibal than a genuine devil. . 4
i
There are devils and devils and the distinction must be
made clear as to whether Beowulf's O0.E. poet is dealing with ‘
Satanic Hellish devils or with evil spirits of pagan earthly,
fears. The northern demans were the latter. They stayed abave
ground haunting lonely and wild places and plaguing men in Jife.
While threatening humans physically, they never Rursued their
souls or had any moral concerns whatseoever. 3
Other demonic terms in Beowulf relate to Grendel yhich are

pertinent, however, because .they involve the question as to
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whether he was a fiénd or devil touched by Christian notions of
hell. In one case of the term feond, unfortunately the conven-
tional assumptions'regarding this serve more to denigrate Gren-
del than to clarify our understanding of him; in fact, the
double standard of interpretation particularly vitiates
Grendel's case. The dictionary of Bosworth and Toller, for
example, for most usages of feond in the epic render it proper-

ly as "foe" or "enemy," but for Grendel alone qualify it as

15

3

"fiend." The term itself derives of course from O0.E. feogan/

' which cer-

feon, "to hate)' and means simply "one who hates,'
tainly befits Grendel's misanthropy, but. which does not
make him a "fiend."

Grendel is 4 particular kind of traditional epic "foe,"
who commits the crime of damaging both the ﬁéll, Heorot, and
King Hrothgar's reputation by putting him in the position of
a chief who has failed to defend his hearth and thaﬁes, a
humiliation which Hrothgar feels more keenly than anything (475).
in so doing, Grendel commits a major syn(n). But since he is
not a Satanic devil or Christian malefactor, then what is the

nature of the "syn" he is said to commit? Tolkien understood

1

that as *'sin,'" and as '"cosmic," that is, as Chaos opposed to

Light and Christendom.16 But in Grendel's case syn can scarcely

v

: be understood as '"sin,'" as personal, moral behavior, because -hé

is too ignorant a ‘fifel to understand ethical behavior either



toward his soul or anyope else's. As "sin'" with cosmic conno-
tations, that is a belief held by most primitive societies,

in which Tolkien's so-called "light'" is understood as "Natural
Order" and "sin" pr "evil" anything that opposes and actually
disrupts it. In that broad sense Grendel is evil insofar as
he violates that primitive, pre-Christian Order. But in
Beowulf syn is used, rather, in a narrower gense, to copnnote
an act hostile or injurious toward map-made laws gpdrSoc¢iety:
"Syn," therefore, means legal wrong-doing or '"crime' agaipst
others, but not a "moral sin," injurious to the soul,of -anyone.
For example, between the Swedes and Geats there were synn ond

" not '"sins and strife."

sacu (2472), '"wrongrdoings and strife,
Such hostile acts were immoral, but im a social and legal sense,
not a spiritual.17 So, cannibal Grendel the synscatha (801),

the "malefactor)' is synnum geswenced (975), "hurdened with,

{

crimes." Syn in Beowulf is not quite yet part ,of the .theological
terminology, even though it will soon be caliled ‘upon for that,
service, just as the ancient Greek term hamartia, '"failure,'

became the New Testament term for "sin."18 Thus modern scholars

must be careful ndt to overreach and anticipate; unfortunately
the 0.E. ones have done just that in applying a Christian.veneer
of sin®over the original ancient surface of the epic's. social
and legal concept of syn.

Since Grendel and his kin betray a preponderantly pagan
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tradition and action rather than a Christian, it is to be expec—
ted that their realm of hel would also. Only once is Grendel
unquestionably associated with hell, and rightly, for the mur-
ders he had committed. 1In line 852 the spelling is indisput-
ably hel, "hell." But . . . whether the pagan or Christian

is intended, is open to question. Since hel received his

haethene sawle (852), presumably a Christian hell was intended,

to which Grendel was ‘assigned because he did not acknowledge --
indeed, did not even know of God the ‘Father. But in Beowulf
there was‘also‘a hel for pagans, one to which in ancient times
Anglo-Saxon. chiefs had consigned ‘anyone plundering that treasure
which eventually was taken by the Dragon. For .that crime the
violator was fast-bound with "hell-bounds" hellbendum (3072)

and doomed. Thusj; punishment in hell, whether for Grendel or
the plundere?  of 'the® hoard, is applied for social offenses s
against the code of the comitatus. In Grendel's cdse, in «addi-
tion, because he did not recognize the Lord.

In any case, if Grendel's ambiguously Christian and pagan
sawle was condemned to hel of one kind or another, he must have
been conceived of as a human being, truly a wer, for neither
demons nor monsters of fantasy, even‘’ anthropomorphic, were re-
garded as possessing souls or were consigned to the undervorld

for punishment. This, surely, is the most incontrovertible
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evidence of all for regarding Grendel. as a man and descended of
Cain. He was' not .a monster or creature of fantasy as critics
have so often regarded him in view'of. his monstrous behawvior.
As revealed in the onomastic terminology of Beowulf, it
seems that the nature of Cain's Germanic descendants, the
fifelcyln including Grendel, derived from the. braadest xange
of pagan antecedents. There is nothing Christian about them,
and very little Judaic beyond the references to Cain himself.

Yet 0ld Testament Cain is integral to this epic because in

both the Anglo-Saxon and ‘Hebraic cultures he representéd.tﬁe
primal violator of civilizations which respected sacred author-
ity and the bonds of blood kinship. As such, Cain in the

North seems to have attracted as his descendants that pagan,
uncivilized, cannibalistic and demonic even, horde of fifel.

In compounding rebellion with murder, Grendel committed
arch-villainy; he committed the sin of Cain. That link of |
biblical Cain was particularly reinforced by the fifelcyn,
the pagan inhabitants of both the Northern fens and the Classi-
cal Underworld. Moreover, Beowulf draws together Celtic be-
liefs (not cited here) regarding the social traditions of the

Germanic peoples, and links these tentatively to the newly

accepted figure of the 0ld Testament. (It is significant in

this regard that that epic ignores any mention of Christ or any
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other figure of New Testament faith:) In any case, all these.

other sources provided the poet with a literary and ‘cultural
heritage unique in its composite nature. In Beowulf there is
closely reflected this coalescence of profoundly meaningful

ideologies which make it an incomparable cultural document of

the 8th century beliefs of the Anglo-Saxon comitatus.

Thalia Phillies FFeldman

) ) Canisius College



10S 85

) s NOTES'

~

Thanks are due Professors Nicholas ﬁowb, Rutgers Uniiver*-
sity, and John Wooten, Canisius College,for -their suggestléns
and consideration in the preparation of this paper.

lGrén’del.as wer, Beowulf 105, 120, 1352.

LR

. 2Cfitics:such as Malone, Kaske, N. Chadwick, Ker, -and
Girvan have regularly dismissed Grendel as an anthrépomorphic
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For thevetymology of orcneas and its derivation from Orcus see
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by the Etruscan demdn, Tuchulchas, "A horr1f1c winged creature
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(New York, N.D. [1971?]), p. 50.

12Pausanias, X, 28, calls the corpse-eater a édq%LoMmk,
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Vocabulary (New Haven, 1977), s.v. feond, p. 59, notes that
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ing to the term, influenced by the fact that Grendel was a des-
cendant of Cain.
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and Situations in the Edda", in Edgar Polom&, 01d Norse Litera-
ture and Mythology (Austin and London, 1969), pp. 227-43, esp. p.
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18Gerhard Kittel, Theological Dictionary of the New Testa-
ment (Grand Rapids, Mich., 1972), Vol. I, pp. 296-97, s.v.
p {4 » Liddell and Scott, Greek-English Dictionary, New ed.
bt H.S. Jbnes and R. McKenzie (Oxford, 1940), s.v. & ,m@:a’!m .
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