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The Language of the Kings James Bible Symposium 

Introduction
Professor Tim Connell 
Welcome to the Gresham Symposium on the King James Bible, which is the modern name for the Authorized Version of the Bible, commissioned by King James I and published in 1611.

There has been a quite remarkable response this year to the four hundredth anniversary of its publication. Apart from any theological points, a lot of emphasis has been placed on its work not only as a piece of literature (a key topic for us today) but also because of its impact on the English language. David Crystal has identified no fewer than 257 phrases that have passed into common use, ranging from Let there be Light through to Faith, Hope and Charity, and encompassing such everyday terms as “by the skin of one’s teeth”, “fly in the ointment” and “no peace for the wicked”, let alone “be afraid, be horribly afraid” – which most people attribute to St Arnold Schwarzenegger.

The whole process of the translation of the Bible into English takes place over a long period of time, and much of the King James Bible, it must be said, has its roots in the work of John Wyclif and William Tyndale, not to mention Miles Coverdale. The Great Bible, the Bishops’ Bible and the Geneva Bible with its controversial notes in the margin were all forerunners, but it was the King James which finally won the day as the definitive translation in English, as well it might, given the detailed work of the companies set up in Oxford, Cambridge and Westminster. These companies comprised the most eminent men in the land, who were not only fluent in Hebrew, Greek and Latin, but who could also polish off lesser known (but no less critical) languages such as Syriac, Arabic and Aramaic.
 
The need to get back to the original texts and review their meaning developed with the growth of Ancient Greek, a key feature of the Renaissance. John Colet, dean of St Paul’s and an eminent scholar, put himself at some personal risk for not only translating the New Testament from the Greek, but also for reading his translations out loud to crowds of thousands (literally) at St Paul’s Cross, and no less a person than Erasmus of Rotterdam (a great friend of Colet’s and of Sir Thomas More) also produced his own version.
The wider understanding of Hebrew as well as Greek led to the realisation that the Vulgate edition in Latin contained misprints as well as misreadings, and the invention of printing led to greater literacy, a greater availability of reading material, and hence a demand not only for religious tracts, but also the Bible in the vernacular. Let’s look at a couple of texts to demonstrate this point:
In principio erat Verbum, et Verbum erat apud Deum, et Deus erat Verbum. Hoc erat in principio apud Deum. Omnia per ipsum facta sunt: et sine ipso factum est nihil, quod factum est. In ipso vita erat, et vita erat lux hominum: et lux in tenebris lucet, et tenebrae eam non comprehenderunt. 
And the second: 
1 Ecce Ursus scalis occipite gradus pulsante post descendens.

2 Est quod sciat unus et solus modus gradibus descendendi, nonnunquam

autem sentit, etiam alterum modum exstare, dummodo pulsationibus desinere

et de eo modo meditare posit.

3 Deinde censet alios modos non esse.

4 En, nunc ipse in imo est, vobis ostentari paratus. Nomen audiens primum, sicut

vos dicturi estis, etiam ego dixi
The first text, you will have realised, is the Gospel according to St John chapter 1, and the congregation usually stands when it is read in Church. The other text is more commonly read lying down, though it is a sacred text too in its own way, and all of you will know it off by heart. It is, of course, the opening chapter of Winnie the Pooh in Latin – and classic bedtime reading! I think the case for translating the Bible into English is proven. 
However, this was far from the case in the 16th Century. Translating the Bible into English, it has to be said, was a highly controversial matter. Wyclif’s bones were even dug up and burnt forty years after his death, and even William Tyndale was burnt at the stake only a few years before Henry VIII’s Great Bible was placed in every English parish church. However, the difficulty of having the Bible only in Latin was first noted by none other than Alfred the Great, who noted the number of priests in his kingdom who did not actually know Latin. His response was to set up translation as a subject at Winchester, a fact we should note especially as today (26th September) is the European Day of Languages.

It has to be said that the King James Bible when it appeared in 1611 was far from perfect. Demand was so strong that printers worked in teams to produce folios that were then bound together, sometimes even in the wrong order. There were also some notorious misprints, of which the most celebrated appears in the Wicked Bible, where the word “not” is omitted from the Seventh Commandment, thereby making adultery compulsory.
 The other error which cheers up members of the Stationers’ Company (who were heavily involved in the original production) comes in Psalm 119, which reads “Printers have persecuted me without a cause”, which should of course read “princes”.

The other problem lies with the use of language which, however sacred, is also archaic. The King James Bible had the ring of earlier times to it quite deliberately, as about 80% of it is drawn from Tyndale’s efforts of eighty years before, which in turn draws on a surprising amount of Wyclif, so the problem is likely to be even more acute four hundred years later. I well recall my daughter coming back proudly from Sunday School at the age of 7, and telling me that she had learnt the Lord’s Prayer. There was a pause, and she asked, “Daddy, you know ‘Give us this day our daily bread?’ Yes... “Well, is this why we call God Jehovis?” Worse (or quite possibly better) came from her little friend who solemnly assured me that she knew God’s first name. I thought I had better ask, and she said, “It’s Harold”. Harold? Indeed – it is in the Lord’s Prayer too:  “Our Father which art in Heaven, Harold be thy Name...” As someone more versed in theology than me once said, “Out of the mouths of babes and infants....” 

It does however indicate a practical difficulty, and this is a topic that we will be able to discuss today. Even if the tone and style of the King James version were slightly archaic,
 the translators say in the preface, “We desire that the Scripture may speak like itself, as in the language of Canaan, that it may be understood even of the very vulgar”, which in turn echoes Tyndale’s point about the boy who drives the plough.

It is perhaps for this reason that the companies of translators who met at Stationers’ Hall in 1611 to finalise their work read it out loud to each other. Certainly there are verses which are pure iambic pentameters, and there is a legend that Shakespeare himself translated Psalm 46, but the text has a resonance which gives it power to this day in everywhere from school assembly to the local parish church. I was put in mind of this a few years ago, when I was due to go into hospital for a small operation. The text in church that Sunday was John 5:8, Take up Thy Bed and Walk,
 which I took to be a good omen. However, in the New Revised Standard Version of 1989 we are given Pick up your Stretcher and Go Off  Home. Now, if anyone were to say to me, “Take up thy bed and walk”, believe me I would. But if anyone were to say Pick up your Stretcher and Go Off  Home, I would probably reply, “Oh, OK then, if you say so.” It just does not have the same impact, does it? There are so many phrases that people know almost instinctively, and people are very slow to accept change, as with the modern Anglican rendition of the Lord’s Prayer or the controversy arising from the new translation of the Roman Missal, which have both left a lot of people feeling uncomfortable in the pews.

We should also perhaps take note of other sources of religious inspiration, which in turn draw on the King James text, and which all form part of a single spectrum:  Pilgrim’s Progress, and Hymns Ancient and Modern.

John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress was published in 1678. It was translated into 200 languages and has never been out of print. It has added phrases to the language such as the The Slough of Despond and The Celestial City, and reinforced well-known biblical quotations such as the Valley of the Shadow of Death, let alone that bit about hobgoblins and foul fiends in verse 4.
 

The impact of favourite hymns drawn from the King James text, should not be under-estimated as a way of keeping particular lines in the popular mind, and this has perhaps reinforced their role in the wider language. Psalm 23 and “The Lord’s My Shepherd” are prime examples. Of the books in the Bible, John wins by a short head over Luke, having given us such favourites as “O Come All Ye Faithful”, “Guide Me O Thou Great Redeemer”, “The King Of  Love My Shepherd Is” and “Rock Of Ages”.

Hymn singing, of course, was much more part of everyday life even a few years ago, and the constant repetition of verses to memorable tunes will undoubtedly have stayed in people’s minds, even if popular hymns such as “Love Divine All Loves Excelling” is not easy reading for the very young. I often wonder how many of the memorable words and phrases identified by David Crystal have in fact crystallised in the popular language via well-known hymns. 
Today we have a panel of experts to look at the language of the Authorized Version, the King James Bible. We will be looking at it from a number of angles, culminating in a debate at the end of the afternoon, as to whether the KJB is great literature or a divine source.
Conclusion 

Perhaps the important thing is the way in which (almost against the odds) the Bible of 1611 became the standard accepted version for so many years, not least because it was taken up in the United States. We can see the effect of this in no less an author than Mark Twain in Tom Sawyer,  when Tom is trying to impress little Amy Lawrence. Children at the Sunday School get tickets as they learn Bible verses off by heart, so Tom concocts a plan:

Tom bent all his energies to the memorizing of five verses, and he chose part of the Sermon on the Mount, because he could find no verses that were shorter...

Tom traded a couple of white alleys for three red tickets, and some small trifle or other for a couple of blue ones. He waylaid other boys as they came, and went on buying tickets of various colors ten or fifteen minutes longer...

...each blue ticket was pay for two verses of the recitation. Ten blue tickets equalled a red one, and could be exchanged for it; ten red tickets equalled a yellow one; for ten yellow tickets the superintendent gave a very plainly bound Bible (worth forty cents in those easy times) to the pupil.
 How many of my readers would have the industry and application to memorize two thousand verses, even for a Doré Bible? [...]

Tom Sawyer came forward with nine yellow tickets, nine red tickets, and ten blue ones, and demanded a Bible...

"Now I know you'll tell me," said the lady. "The names of the first two disciples were --" "DAVID AND GOLIAH!" 
Let us draw the curtain of charity over the rest of the scene.
 

Rudyard Kipling is an author who is only too familiar with the Bible. As he explains in the autobiographical Something of Myself he was punished as a child in the House of Desolation by being forced to learn bible verses, an experience which has endless repercussions in his writing. It provides him with some of his more outlandish names, such as Ahasuerus Jenkins and Boanerges Blitzen in Departmental Ditties.
  One line from the story of Naaman the Leper 
 is developed into a blistering attack on the alleged perpetrator behind the Marconi scandal of 1912.
 The phrase “The leprosy therefore of Naaman shall cleave unto thee, and unto thy seed for ever. And he went out from his presence, a leper white as snow” produces some powerful poetry, drawing on a biblical story which the readers at the time would have known, and which highlighted the misbehaviour of people in high places:
Thou mirror of uprightness,

What ails thee at thy vows?

What means the risen whiteness

Of the skin between thy brows?

The boils that shine and burrow,

The sores that slough and bleed –

The leprosy of Naaman on

Thee and all thy seed?

Stand up, stand up Gehazi,

Draw close thy robe and go,

Gehazi judge in Israel,

A leper white as snow!

At the other end of the spectrum, in “A Madonna of the Trenches”, Kipling has a shell-shocked Tommy muttering that he has fought with beasts of officers, which is a mis-hearing of 1 Corinthians, 15:32: "If after the manner of men I have fought with beasts at Ephesus, what advantageth it me, if the dead rise not?" – a mis-hearing which Kipling then turns into one of his most eerie tales.
 
These are just a few examples from one author. Quotations from the King James abound among writers ranging from Shakespeare to Jimi Hendrix
. But as a final tribute, we can turn to that most poetic of country authors, Laurie Lee, for a final endorsement. In his autobiography he recalls, 
“At that time, in those Cotswold villages of the twenties, we may have been literate, but were by no means literary. We had no regular newspapers and of course no radio or television, and were as yet unracked by their tortuous linguistics. We were the inheritors still of an oral tradition of language, and the stream, though thin, was pure. Outside our own class, which was that of farms and cloth mills, hardly anyone spoke to us save from the pulpit. Our vocabulary was small, though naturally virile; our words ancient, round, warm from the tongue. If we were affected by any literary influence at all, it was from the King James Bible.”

In conclusion, we should note that today is the European Day of Languages and Friday 30 September is International Translation Day (also being St Jerome’s Day)
 so perhaps we should take a brief look at the experience of different countries across Europe with regard to Bible translation. Each country has a different experience, reflecting its own history, which is frequently in contrast with what happened in England. Translation into the vernacular, for a start, is not such a controversial topic in the rest of Europe. Early translations into French were rather piecemeal until 1190 when Herman de Valenciennes produced a translation in verse, though the Bible commissioned by King Louis IX in the Thirteenth Century (and who was canonised following his death in the Fourth Crusade) is considered to be more usable, with its glosses and commentaries.
 The Huguenots in France had their own Bible by 1535 which had been corrected by Calvin himself. Oddly enough, it was used as the basis for the standard Catholic Louvain Bible. The so-called Port Royal Bible, produced with assistance from Blaise Pascal, also found a high level of acceptance among both Catholics and Protestants despite its Jansenist leanings.

Nowhere is the contrast between different approaches more apparent than in Spain, where the Polyglot Bible was produced by Cardinal Cisneros.
 Twice Regent of Spain, Grand Inquisitor, and thought to be one of the advocates of the expulsion of the Jews, Cardinal Francisco Jiménez de Cisneros, known to the world as Ximenes, 
 was also a man of great learning, founder of one of Spain’s great universities, the Complutense at Alcalá 
 and a friend of Erasmus. The Polyglot Bible is a remarkable work of scholarship: the Old Testament comes in three parallel columns of Hebrew, Latin and Greek, and the Pentateuch includes the version in Aramaic with an accompanying text in Latin. The New Testament comes in Greek and Latin, and there is a supplementary sixth volume containing dictionaries and other sources of information. It was produced in a fine printed edition.
 This was clearly of great value to scholars and translators but it did not, you will observe, include a column in Spanish. But then a Spanish edition had appeared as early as 1280 during the reign of Alfonso the Wise and more were to appear, in particular the one printed in Basel in 1569 and which was suspected of displaying Protestant sympathies.
 However, with many revisions (the most recent in 2009) it continues in widespread use.
Perhaps the most momentous of all bible publication, however, took place in Germany, starting with Gutenberg’s Bible, which appeared in 1454 or 1455. 
 The invention of printing had a massive impact, not least because of the Bible translated by Martin Luther, which appeared in 1534 and is believed to have had an enormous influence on the German language, not to mention the entire subsequent course of European history. But that, as they say, is another story, 
 as is the importance of the rhetorical power of the King James Bible, and the way it shaped so many political events, from the abolition of slavery to the freedom marches led by the other Martin Luther – Martin Luther King.

Our theme today has been the version of the Bible authorized by King James, and its own undoubted influence on the English language, its role as a source of inspiration for hymns and other sacred writing, and its influence on a whole range of English writers.
 Whether we view it as literature or a sacred source, its power and strength are indisputable.
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� See Appendix 1 of Begat (OUP 2010).


� See Gordon Campbell (2010) Bible: the story of the King James Version, 2010, Appendix 1 page 276.


� Melvyn Bragg (2003) The Adventure of English  Sceptre p29. 


� The printer, Robert Barker, was actually Master of the Stationers’ Company. He spent two years in the Tower of London, not as a punishment so much as to keep him safe from his wife.


� For a full list of misprints see Bible Errata in Wikipedia at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bible_errata#King_James 


�Psalm 8 verse 2. Actually the KJV has “babes and sucklings”. “Suffer little children” (which also springs to mind) occurs twice, in Matthew 19:14 and Luke 18:16.


� Bragg 2003 page 134.


� This refers to the level of illiteracy in England at the time, which in the view of Thomas More and others made an English version of the Bible unnecessary.


� When Christ visits the pool of Bethesda and cures the man who had been ill for thirty-eight years.


� See http://www.thetablet.co.uk/blogsub.php?id=176&ti=17 for some forthright views from rank and file Catholics.


� Bunyan himself, of course, wrote “He who would valiant be” as a hymn, even though it first appeared as a poem in Pilgrim’s Progress, with the opening line of “He who would true valour see”, quoted by Mr Valiant-for-Truth to Mr Greatheart. He re-wrote it as the hymn we know as “He who would valiant be”, but this was revised for the English Hymnal in 1906 by the Rev. Dr Percy Dearmer, with help from Ralph Vaughan Williams, who composed the tune. He it was who switched the first line back to He who would true valour see, and cut out the hobgoblins and foul fiends who appear memorably in the fourth verse of the original.


http://www.oystermouthparish.com/who-would-true-valour-see 


� See the useful scriptural index of the Catholic Celebration Hymnal for Everyone, McCrimmon 1994, pages 329 – 338.


� Mark Twain is not quite right in this respect. In the USA the Doré Bible came in 30 parts at $2 each with plates and 70 pages of text in each part (available on a weekly or monthly plan).It came out in 1866 and achieved astonishing success. The Bible was available in 64 sections at 4/- each in the UK. But the entire set (bound) cost £8 - £15 and was designed to be a family treasure. http://www.dorebible.com/


� The Doré Bible was not as plain as the text suggests either, as it came with some superb illustrations by none other than Gustave Doré. See http://www.creationism.org/images/DoreBibleIllus/ 


� See http://classiclit.about.com/library/bl-etexts/mtwain/bl-mtwain-tom-4.htm


� Published in 1886, the ditties recount tales which would have been only too familiar to Anglo-Indian society and so Kipling had to use outlandish names in order to dress them up as fiction. “The story of Uriah” recounts the fate of one Jack Barrett who is sent up to Quetta (then as now a hazardous posting) in order to get him out of the way. This draws directly on the episode of Uriah the Hittite in 2 Samuel 11, when he is set in the forefront of the hottest battle and dies, so that King David may marry Bathsheba.


� 2 Kings Chapter 25. Verse 27.


� The scandal involved alleged share fixing, involving Sir Rufus Isaacs, the Attorney General, among others. The poem itself was political dynamite, and was not published for nearly ten years. See www.kipling.org.uk 


� The verse ends, “Let us eat and drink; for tomorrow we die.” (There is no mention of being merry...)


� “All along the watchtower” (originally recorded by Bob Dylan) comes from Isaiah 21, verses 5-9.


� Laurie Lee (1975) I can’t stay long Penguin page 16.


� For the European Day of Languages see http://edl.ecml.at/, and for International Translators’ Day visit http://www.cilt.org.uk/home/news/news_items/workplace/international_translation_day.aspx 


� It is generally thought that the quality of the translation varies: Genesis nice and clear, Revelations (quite understandably) rather less so. See the Oxford Companion to French Literature.


� See http://www.normandyvision.org/article18020601.asp 


� See H Kamen (1991) Spain 1469-1714, A Society of Conflict. Longman.


� Not to be confused with the man who used to set the crossword puzzles in the Observer. See http://home.freeuk.net/dharrison/ximenes/ximenes.htm 


� The Complutense, of course, now occupies a more central site in Madrid, and the old university buildings in Alcalá are used by a more modern university which opened in 1977.


� Over 100 examples of the Polyglot Bible survive, one in the library of The Queen’s College Oxford.


� It is known as the Honey Bear Bible, as a bear appears in the frontispiece. (No, I don’t know why either...)


� Only 21 complete copies of the Gutenberg Bible survive – 2 of them in the British Museum. See http://www.bl.uk/treasures/gutenberg/homepage.html for an on-line facsimile version.


� http://www.greatsite.com/timeline-english-bible-history/martin-luther.html 


� See Melvyn Bragg (2011) The Book of Books: the radical impact of the King James Bible. Hodder & Stoughton.


� See David Norton (2000) A History of the English Bible as Literature. Cambridge University Press.





