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Abstract

This thesis asserts that J.R.R. Tolkien recreates Beowulf for the twentieth century.
His 1936 lecture, ‘Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics’ sets the tone not only for
twentieth century criticism of the text, but also Tolkien’s own fictional project: creating an
imagined world in which ‘new Scripture and old tradition touched and ignited’ (‘B: M&C’
26). At the core of his analysis of Beowulf, and at the core of his own Middle-earth, are the
monsters. He creates creatures that are an ignition of past and present, forming characters
that defy allegory and simple moral categorization. To demonstrate the necessity of
reading Tolkien’s Middle-earth through the lens of his 1936 lecture, I begin by examining
the broad literary source material that Tolkien draws into his creative process. I assert that
an understanding of the formation of monstrosity, from classical, Augustinian, late
medieval, Renaissance, Restoration and Gothic sources, is fundamental to seeing the
complexity, and thus the didactic element, of Tolkien’s monsters.

As a medieval scholar and professor, Tolkien’s focus on the educational potential
of a text appears in his critical work and is enacted in his fiction. Tolkien takes on a mode
of writing categorized as Wisdom Literature: he writes a series of texts that demonstrate
the imperative lesson that ‘swa sceal man don’ (so shall man do) found in Beowulf.
Tolkien’s fiction takes up this challenge, demonstrating for the reader what a hero must do
when faced with the moral and physical challenge of the monster.

Monsters are a primarily didactic tool, demonstrating vice and providing challenges
for the hero to overcome. Monsters are at the core of Tolkien’s critical reading; it must be

at the core of ours.
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Chapter One: Introduction
1.1 Tolkien’s Middle-earth: a Modern Beowulf

J.R.R. Tolkien’s Middle-earth is Beowulf for the twentieth century. Tolkien
fashioned a literary world in which elements of past and present ‘touched and ignited’ (‘B:
M&C’ 26). Feeling a lack of English myth, Tolkien invented his own mythology of
Middle-earth by reaching into deep history and creating a world full of narrative dark
matter: the ancient material that gives his twentieth century tales of Middle-earth weight
cannot be seen directly, but adds ‘mass’ to the text. One way to analyse the constituents of
this hidden ‘mass’ is through his monsters, which are at the centre both of his critical work
on Beowulf and of his fictional texts. This thesis, then, begins by asking: what is Tolkien
doing with his monsters? Does Tolkien's reading of Beowulf — which recuperated the role
of the monsters in the poem after many decades of critical neglect — help us to understand
his fiction? This thesis will demonstrate that Tolkien’s monsters are, in fact, one of the
chief means by which Tolkien recreates the historical nexus between deep history and
modern belief. His monsters both recall Beowulf’s foes and invoke modern traumas, and
so comprise the same cross-cultural historical intersection as the Old English monsters.

In 1936, J.R.R. Tolkien changed the face of medieval scholarship. He gave a
celebrated lecture in honour of Sir Israel Gollancz to the British Academy on Beowulf and
its critics, both pointing to the positive achievements of previous commentators on the
poem and offering a solution to what he declared to be a glaring omission from their
interpretations. His argument was that Beowulf scholars should not concern themselves
exclusively with linguistic, historical, or political matters, which were the standard modes
of reading. Instead, he asserted the need for a literary reading of a poem that had been
primarily studied as an historical text, reclaiming the text as a work of art, not simply a
convenient source for linguistic or cultural material. His lecture centred on a reassertion of
the narrative and moral role of the monstrous figures in the poem. The monster, though
Tolkien never specifically defines the term in his lecture, appears to refer to those creatures
that stand in physical and moral opposition to Beowulf and the poem’s heroes: beings of
abnormal size or form which serve to demonstrate some idea or point at some sort of
moral. These creatures are Tolkien’s chief focus in his discussion, as he tells his audience:
‘I shall confine myself mainly to the monsters — Grendel and the Dragon, as they appear in
what seems to me the best and most authoritative general criticism in English’ (‘B: M&C’
6). In this lecture, entitled ‘Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics,” Tolkien links the
monsters in Beowulf to the development of a number of the poem’s primary themes.

Beowulf’s ability to defeat a number of powerful creatures defines him as an epic hero: ‘It



is just because the main foes in Beowulf are inhuman that the story is larger and more
significant’ (Tolkien, ‘B: M&C’ 33).

Tolkien countered the arguments of the many predecessors who had either wholly
ignored the monsters or declared them to be an error of judgement by the poet. Tolkien
argued that reading the text through the lens of the monsters was at the core of
understanding Beowulf. This method of critical redirection, focusing on the monster figure
instead of the author’s use of language, geography, or historical characters, can be applied
to Tolkien’s own fiction: an approach which — rather surprisingly — has not been attempted
hitherto. This thesis will provide that focus, and discuss the creatures that are at the heart
not only of Tolkien’s literary works, but also of the literary genre he helped popularise.
This genre, which has come to be termed high fantasy, is modeled on the writings of
William Morris, Lord Dunsany and Tolkien himself. I argue that the monsters have a key
function within the moral structure that underpins all Tolkien’s fiction: Tolkien’s
Catholicism remains at the core of his works, despite his use of characters and creatures
from diverse eras and belief systems. His work is highly syncretic: he encourages his
reader to consider the narrative through the eyes of both a reader of fiction and an
historian, placing his story in an imagined history that draws on both historiographical and
literary-historical sources. Tolkien is not the first writer to create works that stand at the
nexus of history and literature, as I will address the many texts Tolkien drew from which
also demonstrate these traits. He was creating a Beowulf-like set of texts, using a meld of
fact and fiction as a framework for his didactic purposes.

Tolkien’s lecture at Oxford University addresses a tendency among Beowulf
scholars to treat the poem as a source of cultural and historical information rather than a
work of poetry. To this end, Tolkien discusses the various contemporary trends in Beowulf
scholarship, addressing in detail the work of three critics in particular: W.P. Ker, R.-W.
Chambers and Ritchie Girvan. For the modern reader, as for Tolkien, these scholars may
be considered to exemplify the critical landscape Tolkien sought to transform. They
advocated a reading of the Beowulf poet’s Germanic text in the context of the
Mediterranean mythologies of the Greco-Roman pantheon, and sought to place the poem
in a geographic, historical or cultural setting without paying attention to its literary merits.
Tolkien identifies what he sees as a fundamental flaw in these scholars’ approach: their
tendency to see the poem’s frequent departures from historical ‘realism’ as its major
failing. For Tolkien, Humphrey Wanley’s 1705 assessment of the text as a poor example of
Anglo-Saxon verse brands the text an inept performance for all the generations of critics

who followed after:



As it set out upon its adventures among the modern scholars, Beowulf was
christened by Wanley Poesis [that is, poetry] — Poeseos Anglo-Saxonicce
egregium exemplum [an exceptional example of Anglo-Saxon verse]. But
the fairy godmother later invited to superintend its fortunes was Historia.
And she brought with her Philologia, Mythologia, Archaeologia, and
Laographia. Excellent ladies. But where was the child’s name-sake?
Poesis was usually forgotten; occasionally admitted by a side-door;
sometimes dismissed on the door-step. ‘The Beowulf’, they said, ‘is hardly
an affair of yours, and not in any case a protégé that you could be proud of.
It is an historical document. Only as such does it interest the superior
culture of today.” And it is as a historical document that it has mainly been
examined and dissected. (‘B: M&C’ 6)
For Tolkien, the arguments of many of his contemporaries, like Ker, Chambers and
Girvan, echo Wanley’s earlier methods of reading as well as his conclusions. Tolkien
asserts that these scholars have perpetuated reading methods that were employed as early
as the sixteenth century, when the Beowulf manuscript was rediscovered. Tolkien’s reading
of the text as standing at the nexus of Christian faith and pagan belief results in his
argument that the monsters — a term he uses sparingly in his essay, to refer to Grendel,
Grendel’s mother and the Dragon — give physical and emotional substance to the moral
and spiritual questions the poem tackles: ‘I would suggest, then, that the monsters are not
an inexplicable blunder of taste; they are essential, fundamentally allied to the underlying
ideas of the poem, which give it its lofty tone and high seriousness’ (‘B: M&C’ 19). Their
role as a challenge to the hero, a representation of the explosive encounter between Pagan
and Christian mythologies and an embodiment of the poem’s complex moral universe
makes them central to Beowulf. For Tolkien, the inhuman beings provide a greater
challenge for the hero than any human enemy could have done:
If the dragon is the right end for Beowulf, and I agree with the author that it
is, then Grendel is an eminently suitable beginning. They are creatures,
feond mancynnes, of a similar order and kindred significance. Triumph
over the lesser and more nearly human is cancelled by defeat before the
older and more elemental. (‘B: M&C’ 32-3)
Grendel and his mother, as Cain’s kin, are ‘more nearly human,’ in contrast to the
elemental power of the Dragon. The connection between the men of Heorot and Grendel is
noted by Tolkien, echoing the idea of monstrosity presented by Augustine. By this means
Tolkien seeks to rescue the outsider figures from relegation to inconsequentiality; in his

work as a scholarly medievalist, Tolkien tried to reconsider early literature as literature,



4
accepting the narrative roles of all the different figures in the text, rather than assuming the

poet to have been mistaken in inventing most of them. In response to Archibald Strong’s
declaration that the poem was of primarily historical importance, Tolkien stated that ‘it
seems to me that the air has been clouded not only for Strong, but for other more
authoritative critics, by the dust of the quarrying researchers. It may well be asked: why
should we approach this, or indeed any other poem, mainly as an historical document?’
(‘B: M&C’ 6). For Tolkien, the historical elements in the poem, which made it appealing
as a focus of study, are precisely what distracted attention from its imaginative richness:
So far from being a poem so poor that only its accidental historical interest
can still recommend it, Beowulf'is in fact so interesting as poetry, in places
poetry so powerful, that this quite overshadows the historical content, and is
largely independent even of the most important facts [...] that research has
discovered. It is indeed a curious fact that it is one of the peculiar poetic
virtues of Beowulf that has contributed to its own critical misfortunes. The
illusion of historical truth and perspective, that has made Beowulf seem such
an attractive quarry, is largely a product of art. (‘B: M&C’ 7)
For Tolkien, the literary elements of the poem, namely its narrative, its characters and the
complexity of its language, far outweigh the historical elements embedded in them. As
Tolkien discusses in ‘On Fairy-stories,” the power of a storyteller lies in his ability to
engage in sub-creation, constructing a secondary world convincing enough to enlist the
belief of the reader (‘Fairy-stories’ 61). As I shall argue here, this creative act is the
supreme achievement of the Beowulf poet, which explains why the poem occupies such an
important place in Tolkien’s own development as a literary sub-creator.

Tolkien translated and edited a number of medieval English texts in a bid to make
early poetry accessible to new generations of readers; yet his most memorable contribution
to the body of medieval literary criticism was this lecture. His insistence on a literary
reading of the poem, a reading that recognized and celebrated the presence of the monsters,
proved enormously influential. As Bruce Mitchell noted, the ‘Greenfield and Robinson
Bibliography records seventy items on “Literary Interpretations” of Beowulf before J. R. R.
Tolkien’s lecture and two-hundred-and-fifty between its publication and the end of 1972’
(209). The scholarly community accepted and adopted Tolkien’s critical approach, so that
his essay appears to have shaped how subsequent readers and critics have considered the
text. Since he gave his lecture, the monsters in Beowulf are accepted as central to the moral
and artistic purpose of the poet; they are no longer blunders on the part of the writer, as
Ker, Chambers and Girvan claim, or distractions from the political narrative, but key

elements in the central theme of the text. For Tolkien, this theme was a religious one. As
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Edward James points out, Tolkien sees that the morality of the poem is centred around the

monsters: ‘Tolkien argued [...] that through the fantastic events of the poem - the killing of
the monster Grendel, and then of Grendel’s mother, and then of a dragon - the poet could
express real truths about courage, and loyalty, and duty’ (69). Tolkien argues that the
author was a Catholic poet writing about a pagan hero; a poet who constructed his
monsters to demonstrate how man cannot overcome obstacles without divine assistance.
As Tolkien explains, the transition between the Pagan and Christian conceptions of
monsters shows the familiarity of the monster as a marker of faith:
The monsters had been the foes of the gods, the captains of men, and within
Time the monsters would win. In the heroic siege and last defeat men and
gods alike had been imagined in the same host. Now the heroic figures, the
men of old, heeled under heofenum, remained and still fought on until
defeat. For the monsters do not depart, whether the gods go or come. A
Christian was (and is) still like his forefathers a mortal hemmed in a hostile
world. The monsters remained the enemies of mankind, the infantry of the
old war, and became inevitably the enemies of the one God, ece Dryhten,
the eternal Captain of the new. (‘B: M&C’ 22)
The poem asserts, according to Tolkien, that while one such as Beowulf may struggle
against evil and win, it is only when one puts his faith in God that he can achieve a total
victory: man possesses hubris and weakness, while God does not.

Just as Tolkien recuperated the role of the monsters in Beowulf, so this thesis
argues that the monsters are central to an understanding of Tolkien’s own fiction. The way
he constructs his monsters enriches the traditional notion of the monstrous and
demonstrates the breadth of literary materials upon which he drew, which includes
Beowulf. Tolkien’s critical lectures focused on a few specific texts, which will be the
primary focus of my analysis. He did not address analogue texts like The Saga of Grettir
the Strong when he discusses Beowulf, nor did he bring texts like Fled Bricrend or
Hunbaut into his analysis of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. Thus, I will focus on texts
Tolkien used; while other contemporary works certainly influenced his formation of the
monsters, my argument centres upon how Tolkien’s critical reading of medieval materials
influenced his fiction. These texts incorporate the monstrous and fantastical, providing rich
source material for Tolkien’s composition of monsters. Rather than populating Middle-
earth solely with wholly evil or corrupted monsters, Tolkien includes complex creatures
among them, with whom readers can sympathize and whose motives they can understand.
Corruption in Tolkien’s fiction changes characters, creating monsters that are not

necessarily beyond redemption. As Shippey points out in The Author of the Century, there



are ‘several characters who show one stage or another of the creeping corruption which
Gandalf fears’ (117). Figures like Bilbo and Samwise show moments of temptation from
the Ring, while Boromir, who declares that ‘True-hearted Men, they will not be corrupted’
(FR 389), falls to the Ring’s power. Though critics like Jared Lobdell,' Richard Purtill* and
Fleming Rutledge’ have asserted that Tolkien’s fictional world consists of a set of simple
dichotomies, even the simplest of these monsters are, I would argue, more interesting
figures than some critics assess; and while there are certainly monsters that can be
described as morally ‘simple’ in the many texts of Middle-earth, these creatures can serve
complex functions in Tolkien’s narratives.* As I have said, Tolkien sees the function of the
monster as didactic: they are demonstrations of vice, sin or corruption. Even the morally
one-sided characters, like Orcs, Trolls or Spiders, have instructive purpose in the many
tales of Middle-earth. But their example is by no means a straightforward one, and these
morally simple monsters exhibit their complexity most prominently, perhaps, in their use
of different dialects, as I shall argue in Chapter Four.

Tolkien’s formation of morally instructive narratives echoes a traditional form of
literature common in the medieval period: Wisdom Literature. This form of text is found in
biblical and medieval literature, incorporating philosophical and moral adages in order to
teach the reader about the divine and about the best way to behave as God’s servant. These
texts often took a narrative form in order to describe and model morality. Wisdom
Literature is typically defined as particular books of The Bible, namely Proverbs, Job,
Ecclesiastes, Psalms and, of course, The Book of Wisdom. Scholars have pointed to the
importance of including broader sources, like writings of Hesiod, or medieval poems like
Maxims, Solomon and Saturn Il or The Descent into Hell. Beowulf, though often not
included in the catalogue of Wisdom Literature, possesses the same traits. Wisdom
Literature is not limited to a single style or format, but is characterized by the
incorporation of statements of wisdom that are instructive about divinity and virtue.

Wisdom Literature is primarily narrative, but can also include texts that list aphorisms, like

! See Lobdell, A4 Tolkien Compass.
: See Purtill, J R.R. Tolkien: Myth, Morality, and Religion.
} See Rutledge, The Battle for Middle-earth: Tolkien’s Divine Design in the Lord of the Rings.

This is an idea found in Brian Attebery’s discussion of reading fantasy literature through a
structuralist lens: ‘“We may have angels in disguise at one end of the scale and a wholly evil Dark
Lord at the other, but in between there are alternative version s of the same characters that, among
them, demonstrate how nuanced structural thought can be. Sneaky Gollum is paired with loyal
Samwise; both are matched at different times with Frodo; unheroic Frodo is contrasted with the
human warrior Boromir; Boromir serves as a binary contrast sometimes with his brother Faramir and
sometimes with the kingly Aragorn. Once alertd to this mode of doubling, the reader can see
unlikelier but suggestive pairings such as the elf queen Galadriel with the loathsome spider Shelob, or
the persuasive Gandalf with the skulking Wormtongue’ (87).



the book of Proverbs or the Maxims. The defining element of Wisdom Literature texts is
their complexity; ‘the poems as a group value highly what is “deop, deorc, dygel, dyrne”,
deep and dark and secret and hidden; [...] Anglo-Saxon wisdom, it seems, is neither
knowledge nor faith nor morality, but an uneasy mixture of all these and more, a way of
life rather than a possession, a balance only to be acquired [...] by age and experience’
(Shippey Wisdom 4). Wisdom is not readily available to the reader, but is complex,
secretive and requires investment and thought. Tolkien emulates the didactic drive of
Wisdom Literature in his use of monsters that defy simple moralities through their
existence at the nexus of past and present. Tolkien’s monsters will be compared with
Milton’s Satan, Mary Shelley’s Creature, and Wagner’s incorporation of Germanic myth
into the Ring cycle, especially in his representation of Fafnir: complex creatures operating
within a rich, historically-determined moral framework.

Tolkien’s creation of a didactic framework for Middle-earth reflects the tradition of
Wisdom Literature. Anglo-Saxon Wisdom Literature, as described by Shippey, refers to
‘poems which aim primarily neither at narrative nor at self-expression, but deal instead
with the central concerns of human life — what it is; how it varies; how a man may hope to
succeed in it, and after it’ (Shippey Wisdom 1). Beowulf can be read as a Wisdom text, as it
frequently echoes what man must [sceall] do when faced with trials and challenges. The
key element of Wisdom Literature that is important to reading Tolkien is the didactic
element: Wisdom texts both reflect the values of the author and impart the moral to the
reader. King Alfred the Great, as recorded in Asser’s Life of King Alfred, used poetry as a
means of instruction and insisted that his children and his ealdormen, reeves and thanes
read poetry to ‘apply [themselves] much more attentively to the pursuit of wisdom’
(Keynes & Lapidge 110). For the king, then, poetry was first and foremost a powerful tool
of instruction for its readers.

Tolkien emulates Wisdom Literature in his didactic narratives, capturing the
resonance and complexity of Beowulf'in his fiction. Tolkien’s Middle-earth is a
demonstrative text: characters act as man must, as when Frodo finds out he holds the One
Ring and makes a decision based on the greater good:

“Well!” said Gandalf at last. [...] “Have you decided what to do?”
“No!” answered Frodo [...] “Or perhaps, yes. As far as [ understand what
you have said, I suppose I must keep the Ring and guard it, at least for the

present, whatever it may do to me. [...] I cannot keep the Ring and stay here.



I ought to leave Bag End, leave the Shire, leave everything and go away.”
(FR 60-1)
Frodo reflects that sense of sceall that Beowulf takes up throughout the poem: he accepts
the challenge despite his fears. The focus of Wisdom Literature, in its diverse forms and
eras, is the element of instruction and demonstration. Corruption and redemption are at the
core of the narrative and, as Shippey points out in Author of the Century:
while critics have found fault with almost everything about The Lord of the
Rings, on one pretext or another, no one to my knowledge has ever quibbled
with what Gandalf says about [the corruption of] the Ring. It is far too
plausible, and too recognizable. It would not have been so before the many
bitter experiences of the twentieth century. (115)
The text demonstrates the corruption of power, as even Frodo, the brave Hobbit who takes
up the Ring to destroy it, is consumed by its power. The morality of the narrative shows
how even great men can and will be overcome by powers greater than themselves, just as
Beowulf understands when he faces the dragon. Tolkien’s narrative models the behaviours
one must follow to live a virtuous, Christian life.

My discussion of Tolkien’s monsters in this thesis, while considering the larger
Silmarillion® texts, will concentrate on the changing representation of such creatures in his
best-known works of fantasy, The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings. In such a large and
evolving body of fiction, there are inevitable shifts of emphasis and inconsistencies, but it
appears that there is also a unifying set of ethical considerations to which Tolkien returns
repeatedly.” While characters may change their moral role in the narrative of Middle-earth,
they do so with didactic purpose in the larger mythology. Tolkien redeems some figures as
his work evolves, like the occasionally monstrous Dwarves, while others remain powerful
representations of evil or corruption, like the eternally corrupted Orcs. Tolkien described
his texts as ‘fundamentally religious and Catholic,” pointing out how ‘the religious element

is absorbed into the story and symbolism’ (Letters 172). His world took on his own moral

> While the three texts were published with conitinuous pagination, each of the three separate volumes

of The Lord of the Rings will be identified in citations to make the quotations easier to identify and
place for the reader.

Tolkien referred to any text pertaining to the History of Arda and Middle-earth as part of the
Silmarillion, meaning the history of that world. This can cause confusion when considered in relation
to the selected histories of Middle-earth compiled by Christopher Tolkien, entitled The Silmarillion.
When italicized, this thesis is referring to that specific text; when the word is not in italics, this thesis
is referring to the wider collection of documents, tales and histories which provide the background of
Tolkien’s imagined world.

! When discussing the texts, The Hobbit, The Lord of the Rings and The Silmarillion will be
preferenced over the later published The Histories of Middle-earth. Tolkien’s mythology shifts over
the course of its development, so my reading of Middle-earth will focus on the texts he published or
prepared for publication himself, rather than those prepared posthumously.



beliefs, as Middle-earth was not overtly religious, but was shaped by the values of
Tolkien’s Catholicism.

This thesis will address primarily Tolkien’s use of source materials, as it is through
understanding Tolkien’s sources that one can see his syncretic and archaistic project. This
thesis will focus on a single question: what is Tolkien doing with his monsters? In order to
address this broad topic, I will break it into a number of subsidiary questions:

What are the sources for Tolkien’s monsters?

What historical baggage do these monsters carry?

How does Tolkien use his source materials in constructing his own monsters?

How does the ‘ignition’ (to use Tolkien’s term) between deep history and modern

context shape Tolkien’s monsters?
Chapters Two and Three of this thesis will primarily address the first and second questions,
while the third and fourth questions will be the focus of Chapter Four. Tolkien uses
medieval and gothic sources as part of his world to conflate the eras in Middle-earth, as his
monsters incorporate traits and codes from different literary periods. His use of characters
and creatures from multiple eras shows how his Middle-earth is a blending of history and
art, a wisdom text that draws on universal character types to appeal to and impart a lesson
to the reader. This thesis will draw out the different sources and influences as a way of
discussing Tolkien’s monsters, placing their new narrative role within their original literary
contexts.

Tolkien’s monsters are, I argue, the source of complexity and depth in his writing.

He uses figures of physical otherness to explore the processes and conditions surrounding
corruption and redemption. Tolkien allows some of his monsters redemption in their
didactic role. Rather than presenting a world of static morality and simple dichotomies,
Tolkien draws Middle-earth as a dynamic space of change: creatures can fall and be
redeemed through the many texts of Middle-earth. Whether any given monster is morally
static or morally variable, it is defined by its language. Tolkien’s writing is, I argue,
didactic: a form of Wisdom Literature, a genre with which Tolkien, a scholarly
medievalist, was familiar. His texts teach the virtues of forgiveness and hope within a
highly spiritual (although not excessively religious) framework. The nature and function of
Tolkien’s creatures changed during his literary career, and I will consider both how he
initially envisaged these monstrous figures and how they shifted in their moral and

narrative roles.
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1.2 Definitions

This thesis will engage with texts I categorise as early medieval, high medieval,
renaissance, restoration, gothic and neomedieval. Early medieval, as the term is used in
this thesis, refers to texts written prior to 1066. High medieval refers to texts that follow
the linguistic shift from Anglo-Saxon to Middle English, after the arrival of the Normans
and prior to the language’s shift to early modern. While many scholars, including Tolkien,
refer to the entire Middle Ages as medieval, I am seeking to provide a sense of
differentiation, rather than reducing such a broad and culturally diverse period of time into
the single entity of the medieval.

The Renaissance and Restoration eras are a bit less contentious: the Renaissance in
this thesis refers to the long literary period from the fourteenth to seventeenth centuries.
The Restoration was a brief period at the end of the Stuart reign: the 1660s to the end of
the 1700s. This thesis will address one text in this era: Paradise Lost.

The term Gothic will be used to refer to the literary mode practiced from the
eighteenth century onwards, which was developed as a reaction to the classical forms of
literature and art that dominated this period. While originally referring to the Germanic
tribe known as the Goths, as noted in the primary definition given in the Oxford English
Dictionary (‘[o]f, pertaining to, or concerned with the Goths or their language’), the word
‘Gothic’ was later adopted to describe architecture that defied the classical Greek and
Roman styles.® This sense of the anti-classical appeared in literature of the eighteenth
century, when the term began to be used to mean ‘belonging to, or characteristic of, the
Middle Ages; mediaval, “romantic”, as opposed to classical. In early use chiefly with

299

reprobation: Belonging to the “dark ages™ (‘Gothic’). This classical opposition led to the
association of the literary Gothic with a sense of freedom: the anticlassical movement
rejected the structure and formality that was associated with the Classic revival. As Chris
Brooks explains in The Gothic Revival:
The political liberty connoted by gothic architecture, in gothic literature
becomes imaginative liberty, the distinctive characteristic of “genius”, a
quality of essential creativity born of nature rather than culture. [...] The
gothic genius that loves freedom liberates English poetry from Grecian

regulation, just as it had liberated English institutions from Roman

imperialism. (109-10)

‘A term for the style of architecture prevalent in Western Europe from the twelfth to the sixteenth
century, of which the chief characteristic is the pointed arch. Applied also to buildings, architectural
details, and ornamentation.” ‘Gothic.” OED Online.
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In eighteenth-century England, what began as a wave of Graveyard Poetry developed into

a literary mode that sought to recapture the perceived freedoms of the Goths (Brooks 111-
2). In this thesis, Gothic does not refer to a time-period, but a literary mode. I will speak of
the individual eras in which the Gothic appears, as it is prevalent in different forms in the
Romantic, Victorian and Modern eras.

Neomedieval literature developed in the nineteenth century from the Gothic;
neomedievalism was a revitalization of literature and culture that considered a broader
Nordic culture deriving from the rise of academic medievalism. Narrative texts, like
Scott’s The Antiquary (1816), reflect this change to a more academic consideration of the
past, as the eponymous character studies the past as an amateur historian and archeologist.
Like the Gothic, neomedievalism is anti-classical, but demonstrates a closer reflection on
and understanding of medieval style and form, following as it does the discovery and
translation of more texts and materials in the second half of the eighteenth century.

A key term in this thesis is monster, which has undergone dramatic changes from
its early uses by Pliny and St. Augustine, and its deployment by the writers of the twentieth
and twenty-first centuries. The original concept of the monster in Greco-Roman texts is a
hybrid being: the chimera, the sphinx, the hydra and the gorgon just to name a few. Each
of these creatures is a blend, typically of great size or ferocity. What is notable is the
position of the monster in the cultural morality: Tolkien draws attention to how the
Cyclops and Grendel are in moral contrast in their respective texts: ‘we will [...] consider
especially the difference of [the monsters’] status in the northern and southern
mythologies. Of Grendel it is said: Godes yrre beer. But the Cyclops is god-begotten and
his maiming is an offence against his begetter, the god Poseidon’ (‘B: M&C’ 24). So, the
monster is marked by its size and strangeness, but is not necessarily evil or malicious. The
core mythology of the Greco-Roman myths draws the monsters out as a challenge to the
hero, though these creatures are not automatically in the moral wrong. Because of the
mercurial and diverse nature of the gods, there is no single right for a monster to counter.
The concept of evil is less clear. In the monotheistic world of the Beowulf-poet and his
contemporaries, the monster takes on a more absolute role, as the creature is at war with
God.

The writings of St. Augustine and St. Bernard of Clairvaux demonstrate the
spiritual concepts associated with the term monster, and its role as a demonstration of
God’s Providence at work. Considering the writings of Augustine and Bernard, for
instance, one can see a clear shift in the interpretation of monster from spiritual other to
social other. As Caroline Walker Bynum points out in Metamorphosis and Identity,

Augustine did not consider monsters to be supernatural or ‘against nature,” but rather as
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being ‘against what we know of nature’ (quoted in Bynum 48). They are not solely

aberrations, but a demonstration of God’s power to shape mankind; thus, the use of the
idea of monster remains limited to specific, and spiritual, instances, like the monstrous
races resulting from Cain’s fratricide or the giants as the offspring of the fallen angels.
Interestingly, Augustine refers to all the monstrous races as part of the human race,
because if they are ‘rational moral creature[s]’ (43), then they are to be considered part of
the race of man; this humanizing of monsters accords with their treatment in Beowulf,
where Grendel and his mother are ‘Caines cynne’ [Kin of Cain] (107), and have therefore
sprung from the same bloodline as the rest of humanity. Augustine responds to texts like
Pliny’s Naturalis Historia [Natural History], or The Wonders of the East, which speak of
the marvels and monsters found around the world, as he points to the wonders in the
divergent races, or as forms of monstrous birth: a disfigurement of the natural shape of
man. This attempt at justification of the marvels that texts like Pliny spoke of points to the
discomfort of Christianity with the ‘ethno-graphical heritage of pagan antiquity’
(Wittkower 167). Augustine argues that monstrous races are there to demonstrate the
diversity of God’s creation and to challenge man’s conception of his dominant place in
nature:
Quaeritur etiam, utrum ex filiis Noe vel potius ex illo uno homine unde
etiam ipsi extiterunt propagata esse credendum sit quaedam monstrosa
hominum genera, quae gentium narrat historia [...] Sed si homines sunt, de
quibus illa mira conscripta sunt, quid si propterea Deus voluit etiam
nonnullas gentes ita creare, ne in his monstris, quae apud nos oportet ex
hominibus nasci, eius sapientiam qua naturam fingit humanam velut artem
cuiuspiam minus perfecti opificis putaremus errasse? Non itaque nobis
videri debet absurdum ut quem ad modum in singulis quibusque gentibus
quaedam monstra sunt hominum ita in universo genere humano quaedam
monstra sint gentium.
[It is also asked whether we are to believe that certain monstrous races of
men, spoken of in secular history, have sprung from Noah’s sons, or rather,
I should say, from that one man from whom they themselves were
descended. [...] but supposing they are men of whom these marvels are
recorded, what if God has seen fit to create some races in this way, that we
might not suppose that the monstrous births which appear among ourselves
are the failures of that wisdom whereby He fashions the human nature, as

we speak of the failure of a less perfect workman? Accordingly, it ought
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not to seem absurd to us, that as in individual races there are monstrous

births, so in the whole race there are monstrous races.](16:8)
Augustine is certain that the value of the unfamiliar and monstrous is demonstration: God
showing his artistry and power over mankind. Augustine sees the monster as didactic: a
creature of demonstration and instruction. The power of the marvel is separate from the
later concept of the monster; while Augustine sees wisdom in God’s choice to demonstrate
his power and breadth in his formation of both individual monsters and whole races who
do not conform to human shape, later scholars harken back to the Greco-Roman traditions
of the monster as a hybrid or frightening figure, disruptive to the natural and controlled
world.

Rudolf Wittkower points to the tremendous impact Augustine’s philosophy had on
the concept of the monster in the medieval world. While Augustine must address the
geographies and histories of the Eastern world, he does so by coopting them into his own
Christianity.

Augustine [...] suggests that God may have created fabulous races so that
we might not think that the monstrous births which appear among ourselves
are the failures of His wisdom. Augustine's subtle deductions were accepted
by all the writers of the Middle Ages. Isidore, in his encyclopaedic work,
the Etymologiae (written probably between 622 and 633), simply stated that
monstrosities are part of the creation and not "contra naturam." (Wittkower
168)
Augustine’s conception of the monster as portent, as marvel and as sign from God echoed
through writers throughout most of the medieval period. There is a perceptible shift in the
return to considering the monster as hybrid and thus aberration once classical illustrations
proliferated. As Wittkower notes:
[Classical illustrations] reached the Middle Ages through different
channels: the maps of the world, the monster treatises, the illustrated
Solinus and probably the illustrated Isidore. It is this visual material which,
together with the literary transmission, impressed itself on the minds of the
people and proved so influential in many branches of mediaeval thought.
(176)
Ilustrations for texts like Isidore’s Etymologies have been dated as far back as the 2™ to
4™ centuries (Woodruff in Wittkower, 176 n1). These representations of the classical
monster challenged Augustine’s assertions that the marvel was planned and controlled by

God, as the creatures appeared visibly hybrid. While many ecclesiastical texts tried to
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maintain Augustine’s assertions of God’s dominance over all races, the idea of the hybrid

being took hold.

Seven hundred years after Augustine wrote De Civitate Dei, St. Bernard of
Clairvaux uses the concept of monster as a term for hybridity, exploring public figures who
combine religious, legal or civic roles; this includes himself. As Caroline Walker Bynum
explains:

Monsters and mixtures figure [...] in Bernard’s descriptions of his own
“monstrous life,” “I am a sort of modern chimera, neither cleric nor
layman,” [...] [a]nd in Bernard’s letter praising Abbot Suger for his reform
of life, the powerful noble Stephen of Garland (seneschal to Louis VI and
archdeacon of Notre Dame) is described as a monster (monstrum), an abuse
(abusio), and a confusion of orders (confundit penitus ordines), because he
wishes to be at once cleric and knight (clericus et miles simul videri
velit...neutrum sit). (119)
The hybrid figure is a shift from the singular physical distortion of man found in the early
medieval period. While Bernard does not think himself a literal monster, he points to the
concept that the hybrid is something dangerous, something to be feared. He is associating
the monster with the unnatural and aberrant, unlike Augustine’s earlier definition. He
instead echoes the Greco-Roman tradition of the hybrid or distorted creature as monster,
evident in creatures such as the griffin, Cyclops, Hydra, Medusa and Sphinx. The
movement toward man as a form of monster, particularly as a result of his blending of
clear categories, shows the importance of social roles and the broader designation of the
monstrous as disruptive or dangerous to social norms.

In seventeenth-, eighteenth- and nineteenth-century writings, the idea of the
monster was more closely tied to spiritual damnation, and physical malformation
continued to demonstrate one’s spiritual state. One was physically misshapen because one
was either separated from God through sin, or soulless; this distortion is evident in the
descriptions of the physical hideousness of Mr. Hyde: an exemplary form of human
monstrosity from the late nineteenth century. While he is one half of Dr. Jekyll, his
physical malformation results from him being the malicious half of Jekyll’s soul. In
Stevenson’s narrative, Hyde is described by many sources, including the narrator, through
Mr. Utterson’s perspective, upon their first meeting:

Mr. Hyde was pale and dwarfish; he gave an impression of deformity
without any nameable malformation, he had a displeasing smile, [...] “the
man seems hardly human! Something troglodytic, shall we say? or can it be

the old story of Dr. Fell? or is it the mere radiance of a foul soul that thus
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transpires through, and transfigures, its clay continent? The last, I think;

for, O my poor Harry Jekyll, if ever I read Satan’s signature upon a face, it
is on that of your new friend.” (23)
The monstrous being was marked by deformity either because of its soullessness, or its
close association with Satan and sin. The element of physical differentiation continues as a
defining factor in post-Romantic texts, echoing a part of Augustine’s original definition;
this continuity of the physical as a marker of monstrosity appears in the definition in the
Oxford English Dictionary.’ The etymologies for the word identified by the Oxford
English Dictionary are various, as the Romance (i.e. Latin-derived) languages all possess a
version of it:
Anglo-Norman and Middle French monstre, moustre, French monstre (mid
12th cent. in Old French as mostre in sense ‘prodigy, marvel’, first half of
the 13th cent. in senses ‘disfigured person’ and ‘misshapen being’, c1223 in
extended sense applied to a pagan, first half of the 18th cent. by antiphrasis
denoting an extraordinarily attractive thing) < classical Latin monstrum
portent, prodigy, monstrous creature, wicked person, monstrous act, atrocity
< the base of monére to warn. (Etymology ‘Monster’ OED Online)
The original meaning of the word, therefore, is as a portent or sign of God’s divine power,
while its late-medieval meaning focuses more on a sense of the supernatural or physical
difference as abnormal size, shape, appearance or hybridity. Throughout this thesis I will
use the term Monster to reflect the connotations of the word and its cognates in each era. It
is notable that while the term Monster appears to be an absolute, it is consistently present
as a subjective: the monster is in the eye of the beholder. The monster is an antagonist, the
challenge to the hero and the instigator of narrative action. This role appears consistent
across literary history, though the physical and spiritual traits of the monster shift. As
belief systems changed, so did the conception and presentation of otherness, particularly in

the characterization of the monster.

Monster: Originally: a mythical creature which is part animal and part human, or combines elements
of two or more animal forms, and is frequently of great size and ferocious appearance. Later, more
generally: any imaginary creature that is large, ugly, and frightening.

The centaur, sphinx, and minotaur are examples of ‘monsters’ encountered by various mythical
heroes; the griffin, wyvern, etc., are later heraldic forms.

2. Something extraordinary or unnatural; an amazing event or occurrence; a prodigy, a marvel. Obs.
3. a. A malformed animal or plant; (Med.) a fetus, neonate, or individual with a gross congenital
malformation, usually of a degree incompatible with life.

4. A person of repulsively unnatural character, or exhibiting such extreme cruelty or wickedness as to
appear inhuman; a monstrous example of evil, a vice, etc.

5. a. A creature of huge size.

b. Anything of vast or unwieldy proportions; an extraordinarily large example of something.

6. An ugly or deformed person, animal, or thing.

(Excerpted from Oxford English Dictionary Online, accessed December 18, 2007.)
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1.3 Tolkien and his Critics: the Contemporary Critical Response

Tolkien’s work as both a scholar and a fiction writer has attracted an enormous
amount of critical attention. As I cannot provide a comprehensive response to the extensive
body of Tolkien scholarship, I propose to divide the different critical approaches by broad
categories. Looking at critiques of Tolkien’s language and religious or spiritual imagery, as
well as critics who consider his sources or biography, I will address the current critical
landscape and the breadth of work that has focused on Tolkien’s fiction. I will build on the
work done by these scholars in my assertion that Tolkien was writing a Beowulf for the
twentieth century.
Tolkien’s linguistic interests have been the focus of much discussion. The work of
three critics may be taken as representative: David Jeffrey, Tom Shippey and Dimitra Fimi.
Jeffrey argues that the underlying elements of philology in Tolkien’s fiction are historical
and sub-creative.'® Tolkien’s use of philology, Jeffrey argues, is a means of creating a
secondary world that appeals to the audience: the natural laws are maintained, so readers
can immerse themselves in a magical yet familiar space.'' Jeffrey points to how language
is a means of recovering magic and wonder. This is the process whereby the author can
reinvigorate the imagination of readers by reminding them of the beauty and wonder of the
world. As Tolkien explains in ‘On Fairy-stories,’
Recovery (which includes return and renewal of health) is a re-gaining—
regaining of a clear view. I do not say “seeing things as they are” and
involve myself with the philosophers, though I might venture to say “seeing
things as we are (or were) meant to see them”— as things apart from
ourselves. [...] We say we know them. They have become like the things
which once attracted us by their glitter, or their colour, or their shape, and
we laid hands on them, and then locked them in our hoard, acquired them,
and acquiring ceased to look at them. (67)

Recovery is the return of one’s delight in everyday objects that have lost their shine: a

renewed sense of their novelty, the recuperation of child-like wonder. Jeffrey argues that

Tolkien, by linking his fictional world to reality through mimicking existing language

patterns, makes that recovery possible through language, as the ‘function of philological

‘sub-creation,’ as Tolkien defines it in ‘On Fairy-stories,” is when the author constructs a ‘Secondary
World’ that ‘[the reader’s] mind can enter. Inside it, what [the author] relates is “true”: it accords with
the laws of that world. You therefore believe it, while you are, as it were, inside.” (52)

In this, Jeffrey links to the concept of the sub-creator, which Tolkien describes in ‘On Fairy-
stories’:“What really happens is that the story-maker proves a successful ‘sub-creator’. He makes a
Secondary World which your mind can enter. Inside it, what he relates is ‘true’: it accords with the
laws of that world. You therefore believe it, while you are, as it were, inside. The moment disbelief
arises, the spell is broken; the magic, or rather art, has failed’ (52).
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recovery [...] is a participatory inculcation in an ancient depth of language (of word and of

name) accessible to us all through the subliminal, often unacknowledged, but persistent
half-conversance that we still share’ (74). It is this subconscious understanding that
Tolkien points to in his lecture on ‘English and Welsh.’
The basic pleasure in the phonetic elements of a language and in the style of
their patterns, and then in a higher dimension, pleasure in the association of
these word forms with meanings, is of fundamental importance. This
pleasure is quite distinct from the practical knowledge of a language, and
not the same as an analytic understanding of its structure. It is simpler,
deeper-rooted, and yet more immediate than the enjoyment of literature.
(190)
We can reclaim a sense of delight through the languages that Tolkien uses and creates,
because Tolkien’s imagined languages follow familiar linguistic rules; this famil