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PREFACE
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I was born in 1953, the year of the coronation of Elizabeth II. Like every child born in Britain that year, I was given a copy of the Bible, by command of the queen. As a child, I often pored over the book, puzzled by its old-fashioned language, yet intrigued by the stories it told. It was a copy of the translation published in 1611, often referred to as the “Authorized Version,” but more widely known as the King James Bible, after the British king who ordered it to be produced.

As I grew older, I often wondered how the whole thing came about. How was the translation process started? Who were the people who had created it? What issues did they face? How did they go about producing the translation? How was it received? And why had Elizabeth II asked for this specific version of the Bible to be given to all born in the year of her coronation? What was so special about it?

As the years passed, the Bible I had been given as a child gradually fell to pieces. Its pages dropped out, one by one, and eventually it had to be thrown away. But the questions that puzzled me remained with me. Finally, nearly half a century after being given that book, I came to a decision. I would investigate the origins of the King James Bible, and tell the story of what I now knew to be a literary and religious classic. This book tells that tale, set against the backdrop of the tumultuous century of events which brought it into being. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I have enjoyed telling it.

—ALISTER MCGRATH

OXFORD, JUNE 2000
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INTRODUCTION
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The two greatest influences on the shaping of the English language are the works of William Shakespeare and the English translation of the Bible that appeared in 1611. The King James Bible—named after the British king who ordered the production of a fresh translation in 1604—is both a religious and literary classic. Literary scholars have heaped praise upon it. Nineteenth-century writers and literary critics acclaimed it as the “noblest monument of English prose.” In a series of lectures at Cambridge University during the First World War, Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch declared that the King James Bible was “the very greatest” literary achievement in the English language. The only possible challenger for this title came from the complete works of Shakespeare. His audience had no quarrel with this judgment. It was the accepted wisdom of the age.

The King James Bible was a landmark in the history of the English language, and an inspiration to poets, dramatists, artists, and politicians. The influence of this work has been incalculable. For many years, it was the only English translation of the Bible available. Many families could afford only one book—a Bible, in whose pages parents recorded the births of their children, and found solace at their deaths. Countless youngsters learned to read by mouthing the words they found in the only book their family possessed—the King James Bible. Many learned biblical passages by heart, and found that their written and spoken English was shaped by the language and imagery of this Bible. Without the King James Bible, there would have been no Paradise Lost, no Pilgrim’s Progress, no Handel’s Messiah, no Negro spirituals, and no Gettysburg Address. These, and innumerable other works, were inspired by the language of this Bible. Without this Bible, the culture of the English-speaking world would have been immeasurably impoverished. The King James Bible played no small part in shaping English literary nationalism, by asserting the supremacy of the English language as a means of conveying religious truths.

Yet the Bible is far more than a work of literature. For Christians—the world’s largest religious grouping—the Bible tells the story of the creation of the world by God, and its redemption through Jesus Christ. The Bible speaks words of hope in the face of suffering and death. It tells of a New Jerusalem, in which pain, sorrow, and death are things of the past. Until the Bible was translated, many English-speaking Christians had to rely on their clergy to tell them about such things. The King James Bible enabled people to read these words for themselves, and shaped the contours of English-speaking Christianity in a period of unprecedented expansion and growth, as the great missionary undertakings of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries got under way. The ideas, language, and images of the churches of Africa and Australasia were deeply shaped by an English translation of the Bible that had been prepared centuries earlier.

The importance of the Bible went far beyond personal religious devotion and faith. It was central to the life of Western European society in a way that we cannot begin to imagine today. The story is often told of the great economic historian Jack Fisher, who was being pestered by a student for a reading list on sixteenth- and seventeenth-century economic history. Exasperated, Fisher finally gave his definitive answer: “If you really want to understand this period, go away and read the Bible.” Throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the Bible was seen as a social, economic, and political text. Those seeking to overthrow the English monarchy and those wanting to retain it both sought support from the same Bible. The Bible came to be seen as the foundation of every aspect of English culture, linking monarch and church, time and eternity.

The lives of countless men and women since then have been changed and moulded by the King James Bible. Refugees from England, fleeing religious persecution in the seventeenth century, took copies with them. It would be their encouragement on the long and dangerous voyage to the Americas, and their guide as they settled in the New World. Prisoners in English jails found solace in reciting biblical verses they had learned by heart, in the words chosen by the translators assembled by King James. The King James Bible became part of the everyday world of generations of English-speaking peoples, spread across the world. It can be argued that, until the end of the First World War, the King James Bible was seen not simply as the most important English translation of the Bible but as one of the finest literary works in the English language. It did not follow literary trends; it established them.

So how did this remarkable translation come to be written? What led to the production of this monument in the development of the English language? The full answer to this question is as fascinating as it is complex, and involves the Byzantine politics of Tudor and Jacobean England, the hopes and fears of English monarchs and would-be archbishops, and the surge of confidence and pride in England and its national language under “Good Queen Bess.” To answer this question is to throw open the doors of a lost world—a world that was being transformed by the new technology of printing, in much the way that today’s world has been changed by the Internet. As we prepare to tell the story of the greatest English Bible ever produced, we must close our eyes to our own world—a world in which books are plentiful, relatively inexpensive, and readily available, and in which English Bibles can be bought at any local bookshop and read, and enter another, very different universe.

Our story opens with a new invention that changed the face of Europe forever …
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UNKNOWN TO THE ANCIENTS: THE NEW TECHNOLOGY
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New technology promises new riches to its pioneers. The development and commercial exploitation of television and computer technology in the twentieth century made fortunes for many, just as the railway and oil industries created a new wealthy social class in nineteenth-century Britain. In the fifteenth century, a new invention promised to revolutionize communications and generate untold riches for those fortunate enough to be in it from the beginning.

In 1620, the influential English philosopher Francis Bacon observed how three inventions had reshaped the world as he knew it.

It is well to observe the force and virtue and consequence of inventions, and these are to be seen nowhere more conspicuously than in those three which were unknown to the ancients, and of which the origins, though recent, are obscure and inglorious; namely, printing, gunpowder, and the magnet. For these three have changed the whole face and state of things throughout the world.

Bacon here identified the three inventions that changed the face of the known world. Gunpowder altered the course of warfare irreversibly. The magnet, when used to construct a mariner’s compass, allowed navigation to proceed even when the sun and stars could not be seen. These two inventions lay behind England’s rise to greatness under Queen Elizabeth I in the late sixteenth century, as Bacon well knew.

Most important of all for the story of the King James Bible, the invention of printing made it possible for ideas to sweep across Europe and the oceans of the world, ignoring the barriers erected by anxious monarchs and bishops to safeguard the familiar and comfortable old ways. To understand the importance of this invention, we need to consider the social revolution that had engulfed Europe during the later Middle Ages. A new middle class emerged, convinced of the possibility of changing the world.

THE SOCIAL REVOLUTION: THE NEW MIDDLE CLASS

THE MIDDLE AGES was witness to a massive social upheaval across much of Western Europe. The feudal system gradually crumbled, with wealth and power beginning to shift to a new merchant class. Under the feudal system, power and wealth were concentrated in the hands of a relatively small number of families. Especially during the fifteenth century, the influence of the traditional families began eroding. Control of some of the great cities of Europe slipped away from the aristocracy, and shifted to the growing number of merchants. These had made their fortunes through trading and dealing, and had little time for the old-fashioned attitudes of the traditional families. Throughout Europe, cities began to be governed by city councils dominated by the new merchant class. Traditional social structures were undermined by greater social mobility, increased wealth and spending power within the middle classes, and a surge in literacy and levels of educational achievement within the population as a whole.

This development was of immense significance in the shaping of a new Europe. The control of sections of society was slowly but surely shifting from the old patrician families to the entrepreneurs. The emerging breed of venture capitalists was looking for business opportunities. The great trade fairs of late medieval Europe—held at international crossroads, such as Geneva—became important catalysts for economic growth, encouraging trade across Europe. Investment opportunities were eagerly sought. Our story concerns one such opportunity—the invention of printing. The financial backing of the new technology of printing was quickly identified as one of the surest ways to make money. Investment in printing technology became increasingly attractive on account of a major social change—the rise in literacy. People began to read; someone had to produce the books they came to demand.

In the early Middle Ages, literacy was rare, and often limited to the clergy. It was common for the courts of Europe to employ clergy to handle their correspondence and archives. This was not because the clergy might bring some special spiritual quality or blessing to these matters, but simply because the clergy were just about the only people at the time who could read and write. But the new culture of the Italian Renaissance, which swept through much of Western Europe in the fourteenth century, saw literacy as being a social accomplishment, rather than just a useful administrative tool. Being able to read was now seen as the key to personal fulfilment; to own books was a statement of social status, sending out powerful signals concerning both the financial and intellectual standing of the household.

The Renaissance was a complex and highly dynamic movement, which had its origins in fourteenth-century Italy. At one level, it can be seen as a movement working for the renewal of culture, which based itself on the classical language, literature, and arts of Ancient Rome. Ancient Rome was seen as a fountainhead, a spring of fresh and flowing water, that could refresh and renew European culture, and liberate it from the barren and arid ideas of the Middle Ages. The Renaissance set out to promote written and spoken eloquence, and placed considerable emphasis on cultivating both reading and writing. To be literate was now more than a technical accomplishment, useful for keeping records and correspondence up to date. It was a sophisticated cultural achievement that opened the way to self-improvement and personal fulfilment—not to mention the hope of social advancement. The possession of books was now seen as a social virtue, raising the status of their owner within an increasingly literate culture.

The demand for books soared. The rise in literacy created a virtually insatiable appetite for reading material. Yet this new demand simply could not be met by existing book production techniques. These were painfully slow, and the price of books correspondingly high. Text and illustrations had to be painstakingly copied out by hand by specially trained scribes. Demand far outstripped the supply. The surge of interest in books caused many to wonder whether it was possible to develop a new way of producing them that would cut out the hugely expensive copying process. There was money waiting to be made for someone who could cut production costs, just as there was venture capital waiting to be invested in any new technology that could open the way to mass book production.

So how could books be produced cheaply? A short-term answer was found in the early part of the fifteenth century. Text and illustrations were engraved on wooden blocks, using a knife and gouge. A water-based brown ink, made from the bark of trees, was then applied to the block using an inking cushion. The block was then used to print copies of the image on single sheets of paper, which were bound together to produce a book. But it was only an interim solution. The blocks were costly to produce, and once cut to order, could not be used for any other purpose. It was ideal for short books—but for long works, such as the Bible, it was unrealistically cumbersome. A better solution had to be found. The man who found it was Johannes Gutenberg.

JOHANNES GUTENBERG AND THE ORIGINS OF PRINTING

AS WE HAVE seen, the burgeoning demand for reading material throughout Western Europe created a huge market for books. Entrepreneurs began to realize the potentially lucrative business opportunity this offered. Suppose it were possible to invent a new way of producing books quickly and cheaply. If the process could be kept secret in its early stages, it could make its inventor and his backers immensely rich. This was the new philosopher’s stone, which could turn all to gold. By 1450, five individuals were desperately seeking the answer, each with their own financial backers. Jean Brito of Bruges, Panfilo Casteli of Feltre, Johannes Gutenberg of Mainz, Laurens Koster of Haarlem, and Prokop Waldvogel of Avignon were urgently pursuing this new holy grail, which promised to make them rich beyond their dreams.

The solution was eventually found by Johannes Gutenberg, who made the breakthrough that finally established printing as the communication technology of the future. Similar ideas may have been under development around the same time in Prague and Haarlem. But in business, the key question is not about who else is in the race, it’s about who gets there first. Johannes Gutenberg was the first to make the new technology work, ensuring his place in any history of the human race.

Gutenberg was born to the wealthy Gensfleisch family in the city of Mainz. Following a long-standing custom, he took his mother’s name. He trained in metalworking, and became a member of Mainz’ Guild of Goldsmiths. In 1430, he moved to Strasbourg, where he established a business making high-quality metal mirrors. These were much sought after by pilgrims to local cathedrals, who believed that they could reflect the healing power of sacred relics on their owners. It was pure superstition, of course—but even superstition could be exploited for profit.

Gutenberg’s experience in working metals to create mirrors would come in useful as he laboured, in secret, to develop a new way of transferring ink to paper through the first printing press. Gutenberg’s first experiments in new approaches to printing were carried out clandestinely in Strasbourg. They were hugely expensive, and Gutenberg had to borrow extensively to finance them. But Gutenberg regarded the costs as the inevitable result of any major business venture, and had every expectation of recouping all his costs once the technology was perfected. And secrecy was essential if he was to stay ahead of the opposition.

What Gutenberg developed was a printing system. It is important to appreciate that the printing press being developed by Gutenberg brought together a number of existing technologies, as well as one major innovation—movable metal type. The invention of movable metal type on its own would not have been enough to enable this breakthrough. Gutenberg’s genius lay in creating a system that incorporated both new and old ideas, allowing a task to be performed with unprecedented efficiency.

Gutenberg’s experimental printing process involved the kind of wooden screw press traditionally used to crush grapes for wine or olives for oil, or to compress bales of cloth. A similar press was already used in paper production, to squeeze water out of newly made paper. Gutenberg appears to have realized that the process that removed water from paper might also be used to print ink on to that same medium.

An initial difficulty that Gutenberg encountered was that the screw used to press the platen—that is, the flat plate that spreads the pressure from the screw across a wide area of paper—caused ink smudges. Turning the screw to increase the pressure on the paper also caused the platen to rotate slightly, and thus blurred the printed impression. Gutenberg got around this difficulty by inserting a vertical wooden box between the screw and platen. This box—which came to be known as a “hose”—allowed the smudge-free printing so characteristic of Gutenberg’s early productions.

But what kind of ink should be used? One of Gutenberg’s key contributions to the development of printing was the invention of a new type of ink made from lampblack—the soot deposited by candle flames on cold surfaces—and varnish, which was suitable for this new approach to printing. The older printing technology used a water-soluble brown ink, which faded over time; the new process used a dark black ink, which was permanent. A range of water-soluble inks were available to medieval scribes. The liquid produced by cuttlefish and squid was employed to produce a sepia-colored ink, while a brown ink could be made by extracting the tannic acids found in gallnuts or tree bark. Egg white and gum acted as a media support for these inks.
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PORTRAIT OF JOHANNES GUTENBERG BY AN UNKNOWN ARTIST

Oil-based ink had been developed earlier in the Middle Ages. The new inks, based on “lampblack,” had not been used extensively. The main reason for this was that most medieval books took the form of manuscripts made of vellum or parchment (calf- or lambskin), which did not readily absorb the oil. As a result, the ink did not always dry completely, and smudged easily.

Gutenberg developed printing techniques that allowed paper to come into its own as a medium for the new technology. The origins of rag- and fibre-based papers can be traced back to second-century China. The Arab invasions of western China in the eighth century led to the Arabs acquiring this new technology; in turn, they passed it on to Europe, and the first European paper mill was established in eastern Spain in 1074. But the technology spread slowly across Europe, and the first German paper mill was not founded until 1390, at Nuremberg. The reason for this slow advance is not difficult to establish. Paper was widely regarded as inferior to vellum. It cost less to produce than vellum, but it did not last as long. In addition, it had a tendency to absorb the water-based inks used in manuscript book production. Vellum was widely regarded as being superior on all counts.

Yet paper proved to be eminently suitable for the new process of mechanical printing, using metal type and oil-based inks. Although Gutenberg produced a small number of printed Bibles using vellum (or parchment; the two terms are more or less interchangeable), his technology effectively marked the end of vellum as a publishing medium. An additional factor here was that vellum did not absorb any kind of ink, whether water- or oil-based. As a result, the pigments were deposited on the surface of the material, rather than absorbed within it. The pigments could thus easily be rubbed off the surface of vellum through constant use. The imprint on paper, in contrast, remained permanent.

Gutenberg’s real breakthrough was the invention of movable type—that is, letters that could be reused after printing one book. Block-print technology—which had been known in Europe since the return of Marco Polo from Asia at the end of the thirteenth century—suffered a serious limitation. Each block had to be created specially for each page of a book; once it had been used, it could not be recycled or employed for any purpose other than reprinting exactly the same page. The process of carving the individual blocks was time-consuming. Errors could not easily be corrected. Gutenberg’s solution allowed the reuse of type, and the ready correction of each page from “proofs.”

Gutenberg’s type had to be designed and produced in large quantities. The cost was huge. After Gutenberg had returned to Mainz in 1448, he was able to interest Johann Fust, a local goldsmith, in his invention. Fust backed Gutenberg to the tune of eight hundred gulden in 1450, and the same amount again in 1452—well over one million pounds by today’s standards. The type was designed by Peter Schoeffer, and was probably cast in “speculum” metal—the same metal used by Gutenberg for the mirrors that gullible pilgrims believed reflected the spiritual powers of sacred relics in their direction. This metal consisted of an alloy of lead, tin, and antimony—the last being added to harden the metal, to ensure that it resisted wear. The method of casting type devised by Gutenberg would continue to be used until 1838, when David Bruce pioneered the first typecasting machine in New York.

There is evidence that Gutenberg initially printed about six short works—including a Latin grammar and an astronomical calendar—apparently partly to persuade Fust that his new invention really worked, partly to gain the experience of producing books, and partly to recoup his not inconsiderable operating costs.

Needing new investment urgently, Gutenberg wanted to persuade his patron that he was capable of the much greater project he had in mind. Fust allowed himself to be persuaded to make him a further loan, on condition that he become Gutenberg’s partner in this great project. By 1452 all was ready to begin the work that Gutenberg regarded as his life’s goal—the production of the first printed Bible.

THE FIRST PRINTED BIBLES

WHY THE BIBLE? Two reasons may be given. First, it posed a challenge, which aroused Gutenberg’s professional interest. The Bible is a large book, and to print it in its totality represented pressing the technology then available to its uttermost limits. The 1468 version of the Bible produced by Gutenberg—known as the “Thirty-Six-Line Bible,” due to the number of lines of type in each column of print—runs to 1,768 pages. By the standards of the time, this was a phenomenal challenge. Few can resist the desire to rise to a challenge like that, and show that they have what it takes to meet it. Gutenberg’s massive achievement instantly secured his place in history.

Second, the Bible was an immensely popular and influential work. Today, it remains the world’s best-selling book. If any one book may be said to have shaped Western civilization, it is the Bible. The fifteenth century was a period of considerable growth in religious activity throughout Western Europe, which saw new interest develop in reading and owning copies of the Bible. Virtually every measurable parameter—such as the number of churches being built, donations to religious charities, or the numbers of those going on pilgrimages—points to a surge in interest in religion at this time. The rise of movements such as the “Modern Devotion” led to a growing interest in reading religious books—supreme among which was, of course, the Bible itself.

The ability to read had once been the exclusive preserve of the clergy. By the beginning of the fifteenth century, this literary monopoly was in the process of being decisively overthrown. During the Renaissance—the cultural movement that began in Italy and swept northward—the ability to read and write was regarded as of immense importance. The development of printing meant that works available earlier only to a charmed clerical circle were now available to a much wider readership. The demand for religious books spiraled. And the book in greatest demand? The Bible.

The sheer length of the Bible—which consists of sixty-six books, thirty-nine of which are located in the Old Testament and twenty-seven in the New—made it a major publishing undertaking. The cost of copying it by hand was prohibitive. Yet many households saw the possession of a Bible as essential for the private matter of personal devotion, not to mention the rather more sordid and public matter of drawing attention to their social status. Studies of the household inventories of patrician families in early fifteenth-century Florence show that virtually every noble household possessed a copy of the New Testament, painstakingly copied out in manuscript. The demand for the Bible was immense; Gutenberg’s invention suddenly made possible a new means of meeting this demand.

As far as can be established, Gutenberg began cutting the type for this project in 1449 or 1450. Composition began in 1452, and the printing was completed by 1456. During the final stages of the process, six compositors were employed, working simultaneously. The work had been divided up between them, with each compositor knowing exactly what section of the work he was responsible for. Each page had two columns of text, consisting of forty-two lines of type. It is not clear how many copies were printed. The most reliable estimate suggests that the print run for the work was tiny by modern standards—possibly as few as 185 copies were produced, of which about 40 still exist today. While most of these were printed on paper, a small number were printed on the more expensive vellum. The cost of this would have been considerable. Each printed Bible consisted of 340 folio sheets. As each calf hide yielded 2 folio sheets, 170 animal hides were required for each of the two-volumed Bibles. The investment required to produce a single Bible was thus considerable. The asking price for each Bible was thirty florins, estimated to be three years’ wages for a learned clerk.

Gutenberg was a businessman, and knew that the production of a best-seller was a sure-fire way of making money. The investment he was forced to make in this new technology was huge—but so were the rewards that he could hope to reap. Nobody else had access to the technology that was essential for the task, and he thus had a virtual monopoly on the production of Bibles. He added another line of business; he began to print indulgences—pieces of paper, issued on behalf of the Pope or a local bishop, offering written promises of dispensations from time in purgatory (a matter to which I shall return in chapter 3). These slips of paper—which served the Church by raising funds for projects (such as funding Crusades or building cathedrals)—were initially handwritten. With the innovation of the printing press, however, indulgences could be printed by the thousands.
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SAMPLE PAGES FROM THE GUTENBERG BIBLE, C. 1455

The importance of this point was realized by William Caxton (1422–91), England’s first printer. Caxton learned the skills of printing in mainland Europe, and printed his first book in the city of Bruges. In 1476, Caxton returned to England, and set up his printing shop at Westminster. The first work Caxton published took the form of an indulgence, issued by John, Abbot of Abingdon, to a couple called Henry and Katherine Langley. The indulgence—the price of which, incidentally, is unknown, but likely to have been very high—assured the couple that their sins had been fully forgiven. The indulgence delicately hints that the couple were no strangers to the delights of the world, and consequently had rather a lot of sins to be absolved. In addition, they would receive the benefits normally associated with pilgrimages, without suffering the inconvenience of actually having to make them. It is likely that Caxton received a commission for every indulgence sold, and profited considerably as a result. It was hardly surprising that Gutenberg chose to muscle in on the trade. One reliable report suggests that he may have printed as many as two hundred thousand. His future seemed as rosy as it was secure.
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STAINED GLASS PORTRAIT OF WILLIAM CAXTON FROM STATIONERS’ HALL IN LONDON, C. 1880

In the event, however, Gutenberg did not end his life as a wealthy man. He lacked business sense, and ended up losing a serious legal battle with his partner, Johann Fust, over the repayment of loans. Fust promptly formed an immensely successful new partnership with Gutenberg’s former employee Peter Schoeffer. The secrets of typesetting could not be kept for long, and the advantage Gutenberg enjoyed over his competitors was soon eroded. Printing houses sprang up throughout the 1460s to meet the new demand for printed books. Others grew rich through Gutenberg’s invention, while he went on to die in poverty in 1468. By the end of the century, the production of printed Bibles was so firmly established that it had become virtually routine. Printed Bibles were of major importance for the private devotions of individual Christian families; their novelty value was, however, at an end. Prices had fallen dramatically. The cost of a Gutenberg Bible was equivalent to a large town house in a German city; by 1520, Bibles had become an affordable luxury.

Yet many were aware that another religious best-seller lay just over the horizon. The Bible printed by Gutenberg was in the Latin language—the language of diplomacy, of the Church, and of scholar-ship—but not of ordinary people. Yet the Bible was not originally written in Latin, but in the languages of the ancient world—in the case of the Old Testament, Hebrew, with a smattering of Aramaic, the great diplomatic language of the ancient Near East; in the case of the New Testament, Greek. For Western Christianity, the Bible has always been known as a translated book. This can be contrasted with the sacred text of Islam, the Koran, which is still read by Muslims in its original Arabic. The translation and publication of the Bible in the living languages of Western Europe was thus widely recognized as the next publishing landmark. Gutenberg’s innovations put Germany ahead of the opposition. The first German Bible was printed by Mentelin of Strasbourg in 1466; by 1483, there were nine different vernacular German Bibles in print.

But there was not the slightest hint of an English version of the Bible being about to appear in print in the late fifteenth century—despite the best efforts of John Wycliffe and his followers to bring about such a development.

A VERNACULAR BIBLE: THE WYCLIFFITE VERSIONS

ONE OF THOSE who pressed most vigorously for an English version of the Bible in the fourteenth century was John Wycliffe (c. 1330–84), often seen as a forerunner of the Reformation of the sixteenth century. Wycliffe argued extensively—in both English and Latin—for the translation of the Bible into his native English. The English people had a right to read the Bible in their own language, rather than be forced to listen to what their clergy wished them to hear. As Wycliffe pointed out, the ecclesiastical establishment had a considerable vested interest in not allowing the laity access to the Bible. They might even discover that there was a massive discrepancy between the lifestyles of bishops and clergy and those commended—and practised—by Christ and the apostles.

Consequently, Wycliffe threatened to destroy the whole edifice of clerical domination in matters of theology and church life. The translation of the Bible into English would be a social leveller on a hitherto unknown scale. All would be able to read Christendom’s sacred text, and judge both the lifestyle and teachings of the medieval church on its basis. The very idea sent shock waves throughout the complacent church establishment of the day. Henry Knighton—an English chronicler interested in maintaining his rather comfortable status quo—had no doubts of the dangers posed by what Wycliffe proposed. Christ put the clergy in charge of the church; what right had lay people to get involved in its affairs?
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PORTRAIT OF JOHN WYCLIFFE

John Wycliffe translated the gospel, which Christ had entrusted to clerics and doctors of the church, so that they might administer it conveniently to the laity, and to lesser people according to the needs of the time and the requirements of their audience, in terms of their hunger of mind. Wycliffe translated it from Latin into the English—not the angelic!—language. As a result, what was previously known only by learned clerics and those of good understanding has become common, and available to the laity—in fact, even to women who can read. As a result, the pearls of the gospel have been scattered and spread before swine.

Knighton here makes a somewhat laboured pun on the Latin terms lingua anglica (English language) and lingua angelica (angelic language). His lousy sense of humour apart, the concern he had was real, and was shared by many within the religious establishment of the era. Translating the Bible into English would break the clerical monopoly on this text, and allow it to be placed into the hands of the laity—or, even worse in Knighton’s view, women. What Knighton feared was, of course, precisely what Wycliffe hoped for.

Wycliffe’s follower Nicholas Hereford preached a series of sermons in English at Oxford in May and June 1382. They attracted considerable popular interest, not least because lay people could understand what Hereford was demanding—including his severe criticisms of the wealth of the Church and individual clergy, and the obsession with money and litigation that seemed to have become endemic within the Church. If neither the Church nor the king were prepared to sort things out, Hereford suggested that the laity might like to take things into their own hands. England had been thrown into chaos by the Peasants’ Revolt of June–July 1381. The cause of the revolt was a punitive new tax of one shilling, imposed on all men and women over the age of sixteen. For a while, it seemed as if the social fabric of England was being torn into shreds. King Richard II lived in fear of a new outbreak of rebellion. Coming a year after this revolt, which had caused chaos in England, these were rightly seen as highly contentious and incendiary ideas. What excited the English laity caused serious anxiety in the cloisters of power. It is little surprise that the Archbishop of Canterbury summoned Hereford and others to London to explain themselves—in Latin, of course, for fear that any inquisitive lay people present might understand and approve of their proposals.

The evidence that Wycliffe himself undertook biblical translation from Latin into English is far from certain, and it is likely that history’s final judgment on this matter will be that Wycliffe probably encouraged others to do what he personally lacked the time to undertake. Yet it is clear that Wycliffe’s programme had the potential to revolutionize England—if it was allowed to happen. Wycliffe himself contrasted the divine authority of the Bible with the human authority of both king and Church. What would happen if the population of England were given access to the text of the Bible in a language they could understand? Might not the institutions of the day—fragile enough at the best of times—be liable to be overthrown in a frenzy of revolutionary activity?

One of Nicholas Hereford’s sermons ended with the following words, which clearly implied that it was God’s will—as revealed in the Bible—that the Christian population should rise up and seize the wealth of the clergy.

As there are no officers [of the state] specifically appointed for this purpose, it is necessary for you, O faithful Christian people, to take this matter into your hands and ensure this obligation is achieved. And I firmly hope that this will succeed, as I know with the greatest certainty that God almighty wishes it to be done.

Divine authority was being cited for social upheaval. God was being invoked as the basis of radical change. It is little wonder that the state and church authorities panicked. As a result, the mere possession of a vernacular Bible was presumptive evidence of heresy in fifteenth-century England. Powerful vested interests were thus stacked up against the production of an English Bible. English kings and bishops feared that this might cause the English people to rise in revolt, and overthrow them.

Yet it was one thing to block the production of such a Bible in England. What would happen if an English translation of the Bible were to be produced abroad, and smuggled into England? The very idea of such a Bible was deeply unsettling to the English elite at this time. The development of the technology of printing in Europe meant that there was a very real threat of someone producing such a Bible as a business venture, aiming to make money out of it. What could be done to stop this? As events proved, this much-feared development would not take place until the 1520s. As expected, it proved formidably difficult to detect and prevent such importation.

But this is to run ahead of our story. One of the most remarkable facts of English history during the Middle Ages is that its ruling elite chose not to use their native language of English, except when dealing with social inferiors. The publication of the King James Bible in 1611 can be seen as the crowning literary and religious glory of a nation that had finally come of age, and took pride in its own language. Yet it took the English some generations to love, respect, and use their own language. So important is this matter to our story that I must tell something of the remarkable tale of how English emerged from obscurity to begin its remarkable advance to become the world’s favourite language.
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THE RISE OF ENGLISH AS A NATIONAL LANGUAGE
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The struggle for an English Bible was long and complex, reflecting the entrenched and vested interests of the medieval Church, and the caution and conservatism of politicians. Yet it also rested on a hesitancy on the part of many concerning the merits of the English language. It is not generally realized that the languages of the elite in English society in the early fourteenth century were French and Latin. English was seen as the language of peasants, incapable of expressing anything other than the crudest and most basic of matters. English was just fine when dealing with spreading dung on fields. But how could such a barbaric language do justice to such sophisticated matters as philosophy or religion? To translate the Bible from its noble and ancient languages into English was seen as a pointless act of debasement.

The story of the King James Bible cannot be told without an understanding of the remarkable rise of confidence in the English language in the late sixteenth century. What was once scorned as the barbarous language of plougmen became esteemed as the language of patriots and poets—a language fit for heroes on the one hand, and for the riches of the Bible on the other. Gone were any hesitations about the merits of the English language. Queen Elizabeth I’s navy and armies had established England’s military credentials; her poets, playwrights, and translators had propelled English into the front rank of living European languages. The King James Bible consolidated the enormous advances in the English language over the centuries, and can be seen as the symbol of a nation and language that believed that their moment had finally arrived.

The growing tide of nationalism that broke out in the late fifteenth century, and which helped shape the massive political and religious upheavals that lay ahead in the sixteenth, gave a new significance to regional languages. National identity was both moulded and sustained by its cultural achievements. The growth of a literature in living European languages was widely seen as essential to the formation of national identities in France, Spain, and England. This development was viewed with dismay by those who wanted Latin to be the language of a new cosmopolitan European culture, such as Erasmus of Rotterdam and Sir Thomas More. Yet it proved to be irresistible.

What can be termed a “rhetorical nationalism” came to develop across Europe, including England. In his 1589 Art of English Poesy, written at the height of the Elizabethan Age, George Puttenham declared that English was just as sophisticated as Greek or Latin, and perfectly capable of expressing the full range of human emotions and thoughts.

And if the art of Poesy be still appertaining to utterance, why may not the same be with us as well as them, our language being no less copious pithy and significative as theirs, our conceits the same, and our wits no less to devise and imitate than theirs were?

To write in English—or translate into English—was a political act, affirming the intrinsic dignity of the language of a newly confident people and nation. And why should that nation not have its own Bible in its own language?

If any nation managed successfully to suppress demands for a Bible in its own language during the fifteenth century, it was England. A German Bible was published at Strasbourg in 1466. An explosion of translations (always based on the Latin Vulgate text) followed, so that by 1483 nine printed translations were accessible. Martin Luther’s German translation of the New Testament (1522) was built on a solid tradition of translation stretching back for two generations. French Bibles were available by 1500. But the translation of the Bible into English, in whole or in part, remained illegal under a decree of 1408 known as the “Constitutions of Oxford.”

Some essentially fictional works of devotion, which some people—unfamiliar with the original texts of the gospels—might assume to be translations of part of the gospels, were indeed in circulation in English at this time. These were carefully vetted to ensure that they were acceptable to the church authorities of the day. Direct knowledge of the biblical text was still regarded as far too dangerous a thing to be permitted to the laity. In any case, some argued, English was too crude and unsophisticated a language to cope with the great themes of the Christian religion.

THE TRIUMPH OF FRENCH AND THE MEDIEVAL NEGLECT OF ENGLISH

THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE went through a period of severe neglect in the Middle Ages. The conquest of England by the Normans in 1066 had led to the suppression of English in public life. French—or, more accurately, the form of Anglo-French that arose after the Norman conquest—dominated public discourse, particularly government departments and the courts. The English upper classes spoke Anglo-French as a matter of principle, to distinguish themselves from the lower classes, who spoke Middle English, in much the same way as the Russian nobility in the nineteenth century preferred French to their native Russian.

It must be noted that this development was not restricted to England. Throughout Western Europe, the French culture and language were basking in their ascendancy. The French court was seen as embodying the noble ideals of chivalry in their most refined and advanced forms, and was widely imitated throughout Europe. The University of Paris came to be regarded as the embodiment of the ideals of scholarly excellence and educational achievement, and further increased the prestige of France as a cultured nation. The great thirteenth-century Italian writer Brunetto Latini, who numbered Dante Alighieri among his students, wrote one of his most influential works in French. On being asked to justify this decision, he commented:

If anyone should ask why this book is written in Romance, according to the French language, when I myself am Italian, I should say that this is for two reasons. First, because I happen to be writing in France. And second, because that language is the most delectable and common to all people.

This widespread perception that French had established itself as the lingua franca of the cultural elite of Europe inevitably led to English being dismissed as a crude language, incapable of conveying the subtle undertones necessary for diplomacy, the fine distinctions of philosophy, and the complexities of legal and financial negotiations. English would do very well for the common labourer; French was the language of choice for the elite.

But the form of French that was spoken in thirteenth-century England was the dialect associated with Normandy. While this enjoyed a certain prestige at that time, the political and cultural ascendancy of Normandy was already becoming seriously eroded. Shifting alliances during the thirteenth century meant that political power came to be firmly linked with the city of Paris. The French of the Paris region was now the language of choice. By the fourteenth century, the form of French spoken in England had become the subject of ridicule in cultured French society. Aware of this, those English gentry who could afford it arranged for their children to be educated in Paris, to avoid the indignity of being thought crude and unrefined by the arbiters of cultural sophistication.

A TURNING POINT: THE FIFTEENTH CENTURY

THE FIFTEENTH CENTURY saw the dawn of the English nationalism that would prove to be so vigorous under Elizabeth I. A sense of national solidarity—a shared identity as a people—began to emerge in the first half of the fifteenth century, and was directly linked to a growing regard for (and use of) the national language. Slowly but surely, English began to displace French in discourse of the public arena. Grammar schools gradually stopped teaching French, and concentrated on offering education in the English language. A surge of literary and religious works began to appear in English around this period—such as Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. No longer did the English feel they had to be apologetic when using their own language.

Signs of anxiety within the establishment concerning the future of the French language in England were evident early in the fourteenth century. In 1332, Parliament laid down that “all lords, barons, knights and honest men of good towns must exercise care and diligence to teach their children the French language.” The university authorities at Oxford, alarmed at the tendency of both dons and students to speak English, attempted to impose Latin and French on an increasingly unwilling academic institution.

The potential importance of the growing use of English for the religious life of the nation can be seen in many ways. The liturgy of the Church was in Latin, as was the Bible, which was read as part of that liturgy. While the popular view of the late medieval English church is that it was dominated by the Latin language, it needs to be realized that French was also extensively used. Many senior English clergy spoke neither English nor Latin, but only French. An eyewitness account of the consecration of the bishop of Durham in 1318 discloses the remarkable fact that the new bishop could not even read the Latin words he was required to repeat during the service. After several attempts to pronounce the Latin word metropoliticae, he announced—in French—his intention to leave that word out, and get on with the remainder of the service. This valiant attempt came to grief over the Latin word enigmate, at which point the bishop—again, in French—complained that nobody could possibly read aloud a word like that. It is little wonder that Christianity seemed to many fourteenth-century English people to be a religion whose business was conducted entirely in one of two foreign languages. Reaction against this developed outside the church hierarchy.

The reign of Henry V (1413–22) is often seen as marking a turning point in securing new respectability for the English language. The military defeat of the French armies at Agincourt mirrored a corresponding cultural defeat of the French language in England. That military victory would prove to be short-lived; the linguistic victory proved to be permanent. The same Henry V who vanquished the French at Agincourt began the trend of using the English language in his letters. The influence of the king’s example can be seen in a resolution of the Brewers’ Guild of London, probably dating from 1422, in which they formally declared that their guild would now conduct its business in English, not French, following the example of both king and Parliament.

The Hundred Years War (1337–1453) served to consolidate the growing popular impression that French was the language of England’s enemy. It was no accident that Shakespeare placed the following words in the mouth of Jack Cade in Henry VI, Part II:

He can speak French; and therefore he is a traitor.
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PORTRAIT OF WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE BY AN UNKNOWN ARTIST

The French defeat of a larger English army at Formigny in April 1450 marked the end of any serious possibility that England might retain its French possessions. For the first time, English longbowmen were defeated in an open battle, having been forced to dislodge from their traditional defensive positions by the use of artillery, and then were overrun by a French heavy cavalry charge. At Castillon (1453) the French destroyed the last English army with cannon, handguns, and heavy cavalry. This battle led to France’s recovery of Guienne and was the final major engagement of this long and increasingly pointless war.

The war with France at an end, English became the language of choice of the upper classes and government departments. No longer was English dismissed as the language of the lower classes; it was now the language of choice of a nation with an increasing sense of national identity and shared purpose, strengthened by England’s growing maritime enterprise. While this would reach its zenith during the Elizabethan era, it was clearly foreshadowed in the closing years of the fifteenth century.

RELIGION AND THE VERNACULAR: THE YORK MYSTERY PLAYS

THE GROWING IMPORTANCE of English in relation to matters of religion can be illustrated in many ways. Perhaps one of the most interesting developments was the establishment of





ENGLISH: A LANGUAGE OF CULTURE AND LEARNING ?













OEBPS/images/f0011-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0016-01.jpg
i

i

i






OEBPS/images/common1.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch1.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Tn The
Qﬂmﬂ%

THE STORY OF THE
KING JAMES BIBLE

ALISTER MCGRATH





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/ch2.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0017-01.jpg
ECH BERH| N zo700)

&l e il

060 A S
L e T Te Lol

ot ey

A
S0
[ DROSORO)






OEBPS/images/f0020-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
IN THE
BEGINNING

Alister McGrath





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON





OEBPS/images/f0030-01.jpg





