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in the Formation of the English National Literary Language

Abstract: Among the more persistent myths concerning the history of the English 
language there is the one connected with the exceptional role of Chaucer’s writings and 
of the King James Bible in the development of the national standard. Important though 
these texts were, the former at the time of its creation coexisted not only with the works 
of Gower and Langland, but also with the linguistically much more infl uential offi cial 
and religious writings, while the latter was a derivative once removed of the original 
translation of the Bible into English by William Tyndale and Miles Coverdale. The pres-
ent article views the complex picture of the interaction between various 14th–16th centu-
ry English religious writings and other devotional and non-devotional texts, considered 
against the general background of the English history of the period specifi ed.
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Аннотация: Среди устойчивых мифов, касающихся истории развития английско-
го языка, особое место занимает идея об исключительной роли текстов Джеффри 
Чосера и Библии Короля Иакова в становлении национального языкового стандарта. 
При всей важности этих текстов работы Чосера следует рассматривать не только в 
одном контексте с произведениями Гауэра и Лэнгленда, но и в связи с намного более 
значимыми, с точки зрения лингвистики, официальными и религиозными текстами, 
в то время как Библия Короля Иакова является примером вторичного или даже тре-
тичного текста, созданного на основе оригинального английского перевода Библии, 
который был осуществлен Уильямом Тиндейлом и Майлзом Ковердейлом. В насто-
ящей статье на фоне широкого исторического контекста описывается сложная кар-
тина взаимодействия английской религиозной литературы XIV–XVI вв. с другими 
текстами духовного и светского характера.

Ключевые слова: английская религиозная проза, Библии Уиклиффа, Библия Ко-
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ская антикатолические труды Джона Уиклиффа

The King James Bible (1611) is generally considered to be the utmost achievement 
comparable only to the Shakespearean canon in the English national literary tradition. 
Among its many credentials are the 28 pages the popular citations from it occupy in The 
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Oxford Dictionary of Quotations1 with its 587 pages of the main text, these citations 
ranging in size between the gnomic phrases like “Am I my brother’s keeper?” and the 
full-length passages such as the incomparable eight initial verses of Ecclesiastes 12, be-
ginning with “Remember now thy Creator in the days of thy youth, while the evil days 
come not, nor the years draw nigh, when thou shalt say, I have no pleasure in them”2.

Thus far it has been fact; but with the Authorized Version ever so near fact lingers 
fi ction. The very subtitle of the immortal book is suggestive of subterfuge, for it was 
never authorized. Equally misleading is the wide-spread legend that the King James 
Bible is the original work collectively produced by a group of geniuses providentially 
appointed in 1604 at the Hampton Court conference by the monarch eager to put an 
end to the unending altercations among clergy and laymen concerning various religious 
issues related to the true meaning of the Biblical text. Collective work indeed it was; 
originality, however, was the last thing even a moderately decent member of the Com-
mittee would have ever claimed. 

Actually King James did appoint a committee of some 50 persons (47 according 
to some calculations, 54 according to some other) whose sole task was to revise the 
latinized Bishops’ Bible (1568); this is fact. And here comes fi ction: the scholars never 
disappointed their monarch doing exactly what they had been told (according to some 
accounts they had produced a new translation from the original languages). In fact, con-
trary to the express desire of the monarch, the 6 groups of scholars (two groups in West-
minster, two in Cambridge and two in Oxford) quietly disregarded the King’s recom-
mendations and based their work – with several other earlier sources involved – almost 
entirely on revising the hugely popular text of the Geneva Bible (1560) which in its turn 
had been a revision of several other Bible translations: Coverdale’s Bible (1535), ‘Mat-
thew’s’ Bible (1537) and the Great Bible (1539). The latter three were the result of the 
decades-long labour of just a pair of translators, William Tyndale (c. 1482–1536) and 
Miles Coverdale (1488–1569), true men of genius who had authored the translations of 
the New Testament and some opening parts of the Old Testament (Tyndale) and the rest 
of the Old Testament (Coverdale).

To see how closely the King James Committee followed the texts they had not been 
invited to follow suffi ce it to have a look at the fi rst verse of Ecclesiastes 12 as rep-

1 The Oxford Dictionary of Quotations. 2nd ed. London: Oxford University Press, 1975.
2 The full text of Ecclesiastes 12:1–8 in the King James Version runs as follows:
“Remember now thy Creator in the days of thy youth, while the evil days come not, nor the years draw 
nigh, when thou shalt say, I have no pleasure in them;
2 While the sun, or the light, or the moon, or the stars, be not darkened, nor the clouds return after the 
rain.
3 In the day when the keepers of the house shall tremble, and the strong men shall bow themselves, and 
the grinders cease because they are few, and those that look out of the windows be darkened,
4 And the doors shall be shut in the streets, when the sound of the grinding is low, and he shall rise up at 
the voice of the bird, and all the daughters of music shall be brought low;
5 Also when they shall be afraid of that which is high, and fears shall be in the way, and the almond tree 
shall flourish, and the grasshopper shall be a burden, and desire shall fail: because man goeth to his long 
home, and the mourners go about the streets.
6  Or ever the silver cord be loosed, or the golden bowl be broken, or the pitcher be broken at the 
fountain, or the wheel broken at the cistern.
7 Then shall the dust return to the earth as it was: and the spirit shall return unto God who gave it.
8 Vanity of vanities, saith the preacher; all is vanity”.  
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resented in the Geneva Bible (1560): “Remember now thy Creator in the daies of thy 
youth, whiles the evil daies come not, nor the yeres approche, wherein thou shalt say, 
I have no pleasure in them”1. “The yeres approache” as well as “wherein thou” may be 
considered rhythmically inferior to “the years draw nigh” and “when thou” found in the 
King James Bible, but still it is a far cry from producing a truly authentic translation 
of the Hebrew and Ancient Greek original. Tempting though it is to glorify the collec-
tive genius of Edward Lively, John Richardson, Laurence Chaderton, Roger Andrewes, 
Thomas Harrison, Robert Spaulding, Andrew Bing and Francis Dillingham, the mem-
bers of the First Cambridge Company responsible among other things for giving the 
Book of Ecclesiastes its fi nal form, out of common fairness one should acknowledge 
the merits of the true author: in this case it was Miles Coverdale.

Nor is that all. Tyndale and Coverdale, perfectly prepared to work from scratch, 
would always be ready to accept help when help was forthcoming. The 14th century 
Bible translation originally carried out by John Wycliffe (c. 1320–1384) and Nicholas 
of Hereford (date of birth unknown; died c.1420) and later revised by John Purvey 
(c.1354–1414) in 1388, was not an ideal source of reference material for them, since 
the Wycliffi te  Bible had been translated from St. Jerome’s Vulgate texts and not from 
the original. Not consulting it at all, however, would have been a serious error of judge-
ment, the one never to have been made by this conscientious and learned pair of schol-
ars. Hence the lexical indebtedness to the Wycliffe wording “Whanne the keperis of the 
hous schulen be mouyd, and strongeste men schulen tremble; and grynderis schulen be 
idel, whanne the noumbre schal be maad lesse, and seeris bi the hoolis schulen wexe 
derk” (Ecclesiastes 12:3) in the Geneva Bible, for example: “When the kepers of the 
house shal tremble, and the strong men shal bowe themselves, and the gronders shal 
cease, because thei are fewe, and they waxe darke that loke out by the windows” and 
the nearly verbatim reproduction of the latter in the King James version: “In the day 
when the keepers of the house shall tremble, and the strong men shall bow themselves, 
and the grinders cease because they are few, and those that look out of the windows be 
darkened”2. And so on, ad infi nitum.
1 The full text of Ecclesiastes 12:1–8 in the Geneva Version runs as follows:
“Remember now thy Creator in the daies of thy youth, whiles the evil daies come not, nor the yeres 
approche, wherein thou shalt say, I have no pleasure in them:
2 Whiles thу sunne is not darke, not the light, nor the moone, nor the strarres, nor the cloudes returne 
after the raine:
3 When the kepers of the house shal tremble, and the strong men shal bowe themselves, and the gronders 
shal cease, because thei are fewe, and they waxe darke that loke out by the windows:
4 And the dores shal be shut without by the base sound of the grinding, and he shal rise up at the voice 
of the birde: and all the daughters of the singing shalbe a-based.
5 Also thei shalbe afraied of the hie thing, and feare shalbe in the way, and the almond tre shal florish and 
the grasshopper shalbe a burden, and concupiscence shalbe driven away: for man goeth to the house of 
his age, and the mourners go about in the street.
6 Whiles the silver corde is not lengthened, nor the golden ewer broken, nor the pitcher broke at the well, 
nor the whele broken at the cisterne:
7 And dust returne to the earth as it was, and the spirit returne to God that gave it.
8 Vanitie of vanities, saith the Preacher, all is vanitie”.
2 The full text of Ecclesiastes 12:1–8 in the  Wycliffe Version runs as follows:
“1 Haue thou mynde on thi creatour in the daies of thi yongthe, bifore that the tyme of thi turment come, 
and the yeris of thi deth neiye, of whiche thou schalt seie, Tho plesen not me. 2 `Haue thou mynde on 
thi creatour, bifor that the sunne be derk, and the liyt, and sterrys, and the mone; and cloude turne ayen 
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The obfuscation of the textual history of the so-called Authorized Version is revolting 
and unprecedented, though the reasons for it are not diffi cult to disclose. Wycliffe was a 
heretic once condemned by the offi cial English Catholic Church and by a no less august 
body than the Council of Constance (1415), which resulted years later (1428) in his dead 
body being exhumed and burned and his ashes cast into the River Swift; an awkward can-
didate indeed for the exalted position of a national genius doing the pioneering top-pri-
ority work, however anti-Catholic and – anachronistically – pro-Protestant   his religious 
beliefs could be. Tyndale is an equally ugly customer: sentenced to death by the Holy 
Roman Empire offi cials and strangled at Vilvorde castle near Brussels (his dead body 
in the truly Wycliffi an, but much less gruesome manner, burnt immediately afterwards, 
the ash-casting omitted), technically he had been a wanted man in the already Anglican 
England and charges against him had never been dropped. Within this context the King 
James committee seems a known and reliable quantity to be safely entrusted with the top 
priority project management, especially as the very inconceivability of their collective 
success lends the desirable air of mystery to the whole unlikely story.  

With this by way of introduction let us turn to the subject of the present article: the 
infl uence of religious prose on the 14th–16th century England and on the consolidation 
of its language. Predictably, John Wycliffe and his followers are going to be the central 
fi gures in this narration, side by side with their later successors William Tyndale and 
Miles Coverdale.

It is common knowledge that by the year 1066 England could boast of impressive lit-
erary achievements. Due to the efforts of King Alfred the Great (849–899), who spared 
no fi nancial resources and practiced various other forms of allurement and cajoling, 
scholars of international repute began to settle in his native kingdom of Wessex, and 
in the 10th century his policy was continued by St. Dunstan (924–988). Their joint ed-
ucational policy eventually brought forth the so-called Benedictine Renaissance, when 
writing in the vernacular became the standard practice in England and the didactic, 
historical, romantic and other genres proliferated. This gradual evolutionary process 
came to an abrupt end in 1066, the year of the Norman Conquest. Not that the nation-
al English language based on the Wessex dialect disintegrated immediately; not that 
all English people began to use the language of the invaders at once; but the tradition 
of using English in all spheres of human communication on a nation-wide scale was 
unquestionably broken. The language was speedily deteriorating into a collection of 
dialects, some of them mutually incomprehensible and used almost exclusively in the 
elementary everyday oral communication. The perspectives looked grim, and the only 
hope for the survival of the English language could be vested in the occurrence of yet 
another political event of epic magnitude capable of reversing the linguistic situation 
in the country.

after reyn. 3 Whanne the keperis of the hous schulen be mouyd, and strongeste men schulen tremble; and 
grynderis schulen be idel, whanne the noumbre schal be maad lesse, and seeris bi the hoolis schulen wexe 
derk; 4 and schulen close the doris in the street, in the lownesse of vois of a gryndere; and thei schulen 
rise at the vois of a brid, and alle the douytris of song schulen wexe deef. 5 And hiy thingis schulen 
drede, and schulen be aferd in the weie; an alemaunde tre schal floure, a locuste schal be maad fat, and 
capparis schal be distried; for a man schal go in to the hous of his euerlastyngnesse, and weileris schulen 
go aboute in the street. 6 Haue thou mynde on thi creatour, byfore that a siluerne roop be brokun, and a 
goldun lace renne ayen, and a watir pot be al to-brokun on the welle, and a wheele be brokun togidere 
on the cisterne; 7 and dust turne ayen in to his erthe, wherof it was, and the spirit turne ayen to God, that 
yaf it. 8 The vanyte of vanytees, seide Ecclesiastes, the vanyte of vanytees, and alle thingis ben vanyte”.
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Fate was slow to oblige, but in 1337 oblige it did. The beginning of the Hundred 
Years’ War with France brought about the necessity to think of a more patriotic way 
of communication, and the offi cial status of the slightly anglicized French language 
as the state language of England had to be reconsidered. The fi rst ever opening of the 
Parliament in English in 1362 marked the unmistakable shift in the national linguistic 
policy, and thereafter things moved rapidly. Geoffrey Chaucer, William Langland, John 
Gower – the supreme literary authorities in the land – began to write their texts in the 
vernacular (more specifi cally, in the London dialect now), when necessary enriching it 
with the massive borrowings which invariably underwent assimilation in accordance 
with the phonetic, morphological and derivational properties of the receptor language. 

No less signifi cant and by far more productive was the activity of the numerous clerks 
of the Chancery who were responsible for translating the already existing legal material 
from French and Latin and for producing the new orders, writs and charters in the English 
language only. Chancery clerks were a closely knit group of people who had received edu-
cation in Oxford or Cambridge and who spoke and wrote the same fairly uniform London 
dialect the contemporary great writers like Chaucer were employing in their texts. Papers 
of the Chancery were spread all over England, imitating their style became a must for any 
provincial clerk eager to move to the capital and carve out for himself some kind of career 
there. In a situation when printing was non-existent, quantity mattered at least as much 
as quality, and quantitatively the overall impact of the Chancery papers must have been 
much greater than that of Chaucer’s or Gower’s works, especially as the real mastery of 
the language is acquired most effectively through active imitation and repetition which 
the English offi cials felt compelled to undertake, and not by passive mute comprehension 
which was the case with so many readers of texts of verbal art.

Chancery papers are mentioned only rarely when Middle English is discussed, all the 
glory being reserved for the great writers of the 14th century. The status of the religious 
prose of the period in modern investigations is even more problematic, either due to the 
ignorance of people involved in such discussions or because their opinion is ideologically 
biased. Be as it may, the vernacular religious writings should have had an even more uni-
versal appeal than the Chancery papers, they would have been read much more regularly 
and learnt by heart with greater enthusiasm than Chaucer’s texts, for example. Hence the 
impossibility to avoid the issue when speaking about the 14th–16th century English lan-
guage and the inadequacy of studies ignoring this all-important phenomenon.

John Wycliffe, a graduate of Oxford and then a fellow there, the very probable co-
author of the Middle English translation of the Bible and defi nitely the sole author of 
numerous Latin and English treatises defying the dogmatic foundations of the Cath-
olic Church and plainly calling contemporary Popes the servants of Anti-Christ, was 
allowed to get away with it and to remain unscathed until the very end of his life due 
to the extraordinary political circumstances under which he developed his unortho-
dox ideas. The Avignon captivity of the Popes (1305–1378), heavily dependent on the 
French support during these 7 decades and feeling called upon – sometimes grudging-
ly – to express their gratitude, did much to diminish the authority of the very institution 
of Papacy and gave plain evidence of its active involvement in matters secular, which to 
any person having at least a rudimentary knowledge of the New Testament would seem 
a gross violation of Jesus Christ’s doctrine. The riches of the Church of the poor simi-
larly caused the disgust of those who took the word of the Scriptures seriously, and in 
1370s Wycliffe started an active polemic against the practices of the Catholic Church. 
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Wycliffe was not the fi rst to voice such ideas: it was not for nothing that in 1209 
Pope Innocent III had initiated the Albigensian (or the Cathar) crusade aimed at elim-
inating Wycliffe’s ideological forefathers in Languedoc; he was not the fi rst to have a 
sympathetic ear of secular rulers, Raymond VI – Count of Toulouse – having given a 
powerful backing to the Cathar initiatives; but Wycliffe was the fi rst 1) to receive the 
royal support for his services to the crown, which he was uniquely qualifi ed to offer 
specifi cally due to his religious views, 2) to publish his prolifi c writings and 3) to 
make his living by getting money from the very organization he detested. Edward III 
(r.1327–1377) and John of Gaunt, Edward’s son and the future regent of England in the 
years of King Richard II’s minority, were delighted to discover in Wycliffe an eloquent 
advocate of the idea of royal supremacy, a professional ready to provide a legal footing 
for their disinclination to continue the English Church’s annual payments to the de fac-
to Avignon Catholic Church and for their inclination to have this money to themselves. 
The tax reversal granted for the time being, Wycliffe was held in great esteem by his 
grateful clients who repeatedly shielded him from the attacks of the disgruntled English 
clerics until in the year 1382 he overreached himself poaching on forbidden territory: 
questioning not only the Pope’s authority but also the theory of transubstantiation and 
other principal dogmas of Christianity. It cost him the patronage of John of Gaunt and 
the like, but even after that no excommunication or imprisonment followed. He died 
two years later and was never to see the violence the Catholic Church would display 
against him and his writings.

John Wycliffe’s vernacular writings apart from his contribution to the Bible transla-
tion comprise three densely printed volumes of text, some of his treatises being of the 
distinctly polemical nature: cf. “But we schul beleve that no prayer is worse, but in als 
muche as God hym selfe heris hit, and applies this prayere to profi te of the man. Lord! 
Whether God hym selfe wolde gladlier here the preyere that a false man had contreved 
to hym, then the generale preyere that he hym selfe made?”1 This energetic prose, pre-
cise lexically and comprehensive syntactically, survived in hand-written copies in spite 
of the joint efforts of the Government and the Church in the decades to come to eradi-
cate the last vestiges of Wycliffe’s memory and his teaching. Stylistically very different 
from Chaucer and Gower, his texts still made an enormous impact on the way future 
generations of learned Englishmen would shape their thoughts through the medium of 
their mother tongue.

In 1408 during the reign of the usurper-king Henry IV the so-called Constitutions of 
Oxford were adopted making it a capital offense punishable by death to translate the Bi-
ble, to read it in English or to give it to other people. Never secure and ever suspicious, 
Henry IV could not afford alienating the Church with its impressive record of propa-
ganda coups and did all he could to receive the support of this powerful institution. The 
newly invigorated Church was eager to cooperate and to take care of its own interests 
simultaneously, suppressing the malcontents and making sure that no theologian of 
Wycliffe’s calibre and convictions would ever be allowed to speak up, either in Latin 
or in English. It took an invention, a reformation and a tyrant to reverse the situation.

The invention of printing in the middle of the 15th century marked the advent of a 
new era in the intellectual life of Europe. Ideas spread with the hitherto unknown speed, 
and the barely remembered convictions of Wycliffe (the Bible being the only and the 
ultimate authority in all questions pertaining to religion among them), voiced anew 
1 Select English Works of John Wycliffe. Vol. III. Miscellaneous Works. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1871. 
P. 441–442.
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by the German and Swiss reformers, all of a sudden conquered the minds of excitable 
English visionaries. History seemed to be repeating itself: yet another Bible translator 
and anti-Catholic polemicist, yet another group of adherents and supporters, yet another 
king in confl ict with Rome. But similarities here are as striking as are the differences. In 
contrast to Wycliffe who was working in the relative comfort of Oxford and numerous 
other places of residence, Tyndale spent his life on the run, in the imminent danger of 
arrest and execution; his chief antagonists were not the ineffectual and distant Pope or 
the temporarily toothless English clergy, but the highly effi cient Chancellor of England 
never too distant even when separated from Tyndale by the Channel; his sponsors and 
protectors were not the governmental elite at home, but the rich English merchants har-
bouring him in Germany and having very little infl uence with the legal system of the 
foreign country; and, crucially, his monarch was not the practical man like Edward III, 
but the larger than and life and increasingly paranoid Henry VIII. This erstwhile De-
fender of the Faith invented a religion all his own, and he needed no guidance or advice 
from a heretic whom he was prepared to tolerate only so long as the culprit in question 
advanced the idea of royal supremacy and whom he would start hating in earnest once 
Tyndale had spoken against ‘the King’s Great Matter’ – i.e. the annulment of Henry’s 
marriage with Catherine of Aragon.

Yet against all the odds Tyndale’s writings survived their creator, and together with 
Miles Coverdale’s magnifi cent contribution they comprise the books which under vari-
ous fake names bear the unique imprint of the personalities of their true authors. It was 
Tyndale’s and Coverdale’s text that inspired the ubiquitous Thomas Cranmer in his 
work on The Book of Common Prayer and that forms the core of the numerous Bibles 
beginning with the 16th century variants and reaching as far as the Authorized Version of 
1611 and the English Revised Version of 1881–1894. And it was Wycliffe’s, Tyndale’s 
and Coverdale’s literary talent that lent the English language its elegance and lucidity. 
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