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Abstract

The close lexical and structural relationship between Andreas and Beowulf has long been noted, yet the implications have not been adequately explored. This item restates the established view that the close relationship between the two poems can only be explained through the concept of direct influence of one poem on the other. It advances the view that the direction of the influence is from Andreas to Beowulf. Andreas is an accomplished reworking of a Greek original, while Beowulf derives from a number of sources, one of which is Andreas.   Andreas, therefore, predates Beowulf.


The Greek source of Andreas is Praxeis Andreon kai Mattheia eis ten choran ton anthropophagon (The Acts of Andrew and Matthew in the Land of the Cannibals), which exists in nine manuscripts. Andreas is a retelling of this Greek original, in parts effectively a free translation. It is simplest to assume that the writer of Andreas read Greek, though the view has been advanced that as the level of Greek scholarship in Anglo-Saxon England is believed to have been low there may have been an intermediary Latin text. This hardly matters; the considerable debt of Andreas to Praxeis, whether Greek original or Latin translation, is not in doubt.


Also not in doubt are the similarities of diction and plot between Andreas and Beowulf. The authoritative statement of these similarities is Krapp (1906), who lists one hundred and forty-five instances of very similar or identical phrasing, as well as similarities in the plot structure. The case for substantial influence of one poem upon the other is persuasive. Klaeber (1950) considers the argument for imitation conclusive, and categorically asserts that Andreas imitates Beowulf.


Some scant consideration has been given to the concept of a common poetic milieu which may explain at least some of the parallels. Thus the exordial phrases of both Beowulf and Andreas may be similar because they both have their roots in a tradition of oral poetry, and the comparable openings of the two poems may not necessarily imply imitation. While it is indeed possible that some of Krapp's one hundred and forty-five instances may be explained in this way, the concept cannot be used to explain all. No other two Anglo-Saxon poems show similarities on a scale comparable to Beowulf and Andreas. Nor does the concept of a common poetic milieu be used to explain the comparable plot elements.


With common poetic milieu excluded as an adequate explanation for the similarities, Klaeber's view that the argument for imitation is conclusive stands. Klaeber's direction of influence - from Beowulf to Andreas - has not received a serious challenge, yet it is scarcely defensible. The plot of Andreas - including those elements which are common to Beowulf - follows Praxeis very closely indeed. Many of Krapp's instances of lexical similarity between the two poems are reflected by phrases in Praxeis which Andreas translates. The most reasonable explanation is that Andreas is a reworking and in parts a free translation into Anglo-Saxon of the Praxeis, and Beowulf a poem which in elements of its plot and phrasing imitates Andreas. Beowulf is later than Andreas in its written composition, and derivative from Andreas.


The relative chronology of Andreas and Beowulf can be supported by literary arguments.

Andreas is not to the taste of most modern readers, and has been much neglected. This should not obscure the realisation that it is an accomplished work of literature. The description is rich, the complex typology carefully worked, and the versification impressive. The plot is of course that of the Praxeis; the achievement of the poet of Andreas is to reinterpret the Hellenistic story within a Germanic milieu, and to present Andreas as a Germanic war-lord. Themes of spiritual blindness and demonic tyranny are developed, and the poem shows both conquered by the power of Christ. It is likely that further scholarship would elevate the literary worth of Andreas. There is much more to be said about this poem. Stevick (1975) suggests an arithmetic design for the poem, including a device for calculating St Andrews Day, hinting at the possibility of further discoveries in this remarkable poem. If the modern reader can avoid becoming discouraged by fantastic elements and complex Biblical allusions the poem can be enjoyed as a quality work of literature.


The sole manuscript of Andreas is the Vercelli Book, discovered in the library of St Andrews Cathedral, Vercelli, Italy, where it appears to have spent most or even all of its existence. Very many writers have expressed surprise at finding an Anglo-Saxon manuscript in Vercelli, though arguably this is precisely where such a life of St Andrew might be expected to be found. Vercelli was one of the major centres of the Lombard kingdom, a Germanic-speaking aristocracy founded by a combined Lombard and Saxon invasion, and speaking a west Germanic dialect mutually comprehensible with Anglo-Saxon. In the ninth century and subsequently Vercelli was a staging post on the English pilgrim route to Rome and with a small, resident English community. Vercelli had an interest in St Andrew, the patron of its cathedral, and considerable contact with English people and English literature and culture. The year 2000 exhibition The Lombards in Brescia demonstrates a movement of sculptural and architectural styles from as far north as Jedburgh to Lombardy. It is consistent to assume a similar movement in literary works. It is conceivable that the Vercelli manuscript was a commission, and with direct Lombard advice available to the poet. This would at least provide an explanation for the apparent ability to read a Greek text, and the poets knowledge (though flawed) of Mediterranean geography. Andreas is a product of the fusion of Germanic and Mediterranean cultural influences. Its careful calligraphy and high standard of production indicates the value in which it was held.


The dating of most Old English poetry is problematic. Conventionally, Andreas has been dated to the first half of the ninth century. It is therefore contemporary with or a little later than the poems of Cynewulf. The conventional date seems reasonable, as does the concept of the poem being within the School of Cynewulf, though efforts to see the poem as written by Cynewulf himself have not been convincing.


Dating Beowulf has occupied numerous studies and produced inconclusive results. The historical elements of the poem - those parts which do not derive from Andreas - can be dated from the fifth century. The manuscript is from the eleventh. From the numerous dating arguments advanced, three can be identifies which are persuasive. One is that the Christian allusions in Beowulf assume a thorough knowledge of the Old Testament on the part of the audience, which could not have been found before 750. The second is that the changing phonology of palatal and velar /g/ means that the alliteration would not have worked after about 950, and save for the most linguistically conservative areas not after 900. The third is that a poem which glorifies the achievements of the Danes could not have been written at the height of the Viking attacks - in effect the poem must be either before 793 (the Sack of Lindisfarne) or after around 850 when a new order developed in the Danelaw. 


If it is accepted that Andreas dates from 800-850, and that Beowulf is later than Andreas, the possible dates for Beowulf are 850-950, with an earlier date within this period being more likely.


Implications for reassessing Beowulf are substantial. Some major areas which need to be reconsidered are the following:

· Beowulf dates from 850-900, glorifies the Danes, and concerns itself with Danish and Swedish history. In its first line it addresses its audience as Danes. It would seem appropriate, given this date, to see Beowulf as a product of the mixed Danish and English society of the Danelaw, written within the Danelaw, and for an audience of mixed English and Danish blood and loyalty. This location accords with the frequently expressed idea that Beowulf was written in Mercia.

· That Beowulf in part copies Andreas allows for the disentanglement of those parts of the poem which derive from Andreas, and those which are from another source or sources. There would seem to be every possibility of excluding the Andreas material and so glimpsing an ur-Beowulf behind the extant poem, perhaps the original oral poem which was embroidered with material from Andreas to give the written text.

· The possible extended allegory in Beowulf needs additional investigation. Andreas is a man who seeks to imitate the life of Christ, effectively a post-figura of Christ. In as much as Beowulf is inspired by Andreas he must also be seen as a representation of Christ. His three fights - with Grendel, Grendel's mother and the Dragon - become Christ fighting Sin, Death and the Devil, while his three days battle in an underwater tomb become Christ's three days harrowing of hell preceding the resurrection. In Andreas the allegory is carefully worked; in Beowulf it can often appear to be at fault.

· The literary merits of Beowulf need to be reassessed in the light of its debt to Andreas. The single surviving manuscript of Beowulf is poorly and cheaply produced, and bound as part of a book of monster stories. The eleventh century placed little value on the poem. Perhaps their view is correct. There seems to be a tremendous desire on the part of nineteenth and twentieth century critics to see Beowulf as an English Iliad, and to insist that it has great literary merits. Yet after 200 and more years of extensive scholarship much of the poem is incomprehensible, and the question needs to be addressed as to whether this is a weakness of our abilities to understand the poem, or simply that the poem is weak, even flawed. The realisation that Beowulf in part derives from Andreas tends to devalue Beowulf as a literary text.
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